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Part I: Introduction
The High Line is a public park in New York City that rests on 

a 1.45-mile former railway line.1 Opened to the public in 2009, the 
High Line is the outcome of the ideas of Joshua David and Robert 
Hammond, who led a campaign to preserve the railway in the face 
of staunch opposition of developers and politicians. As part of their 
preservation effort, David and Hammond started the nonprofit 
Friends of the High Line, which currently raises 98% of the park’s 
annual budget.2 The High Line is nominally owned by the City of New 
York and represents a “coming together of community leaders and city 
government”3 to produce a public park that attracts millions of visitors 
each year. 

This paper will explore the history of the private patronage 
of public spaces in the ancient Roman Empire and New York City and 
maintain that the High Line both continues this practice and applies it 
in a novel and egalitarian way. It will argue that the private financing of 
the High Line is critical to the park’s inclusive, unique, and accessible 
nature, and that the High Line does not and cannot reflect any particular 
ideology. Finally, the paper will uphold the value of private individuals 
contributing to public spaces in the city, demonstrating how the High 
Line embodies democratic principles by encouraging citizens to take 
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an active role in shaping and reimagining the urban landscape. 

Part II: “Why Should They Turn It Over to Us?” 
Founding and Funding the High Line

When Joshua David and Robert Hammond independently 
decided to attend a community board meeting in 1999 held to discuss 
the future of the railway that later became the High Line, neither of 
them anticipated playing an instrumental role in its salvation. David 
and Hammond’s relationship to the structure did not extend beyond 
their proximity to it.4 “What really got me interested in it,” Hammond 
explains, was an article in The New York Times that outlined the Giuliani 
administration’s plan to tear down the railway.5 Interestingly, it was 
only when the railway was set to be demolished that the structure 
took on importance in their lives. David remembers, “I’d passed it a 
million times, and I hadn’t even known it was there, hidden away in 
plain sight.”6 When they decided to join forces in lobbying to save the 
railway, David and Hammond had no concrete plan to develop the 
railway into a particular kind of public space. Still, neither of them 
could stand “the idea that this industrial relic was about to be torn 
down,”7 and despite the dismal odds, they were determined to do 
everything they could to prevent that from happening. 

As the campaign to preserve the High Line began to attract 
support and interest, David and Hammond considered how they would 
fund the project. They never planned to finance the redevelopment 
themselves; instead, they started a private, nonprofit conservancy 
organization, Friends of the High Line, in 1999.8 Although the park is 
technically owned by the City of New York and receives funding from 
the city, Friends of the High Line is responsible for maintaining and 
overseeing the park’s operations and seeks “to raise the essential private 
funding to help complete the High Line’s construction and create an 
endowment for its future operations.”9 To date, Friends of the High 
Line has raised over $44 million in public and private donations, and 
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since its inception, the park has had countless influential advocates.10 
Celebrities and wealthy individuals, such as Diane von Furstenberg 
and her financier husband Barry Diller, have been key supporters 
of the High Line from the beginning, pledging $10 million to the 
site’s redevelopment.11 Former mayor Michael Bloomberg’s support 
was also critical to the project’s success; in 2002, the Bloomberg 
administration “reversed the directive to destroy the railway” that 
had stalled the redevelopment effort under Bloomberg’s predecessor, 
Rudy Giuliani.12 

Although “A-list supporters”13 helped to generate initial 
support for the High Line, wealthy private donors were by no means 
the sole contributors to Friends of the High Line. “By 2008, the 
High Line had over 1,500 monetary supporters,”14 many of whom 
were ordinary individuals who contributed small amounts to the 
organization. Nonetheless, private funding has always been essential 
to the project’s success. Without this source of revenue, the High Line 
and similar preservation projects would not exist.  

Part III: Evergetism: An Ancient Practice 
The Longstanding History of Philanthropy in Cities

Thousands of years before wealthy individuals such as 
Barry Diller and Michael Bloomberg pledged millions of dollars 
to help finance the High Line, private individuals were voluntarily 
contributing to the financing of public spaces in cities across the 
ancient world. This practice has transcended not only time, but also 
political system: it has flourished under various forms of government, 
from the republic of the early Roman Empire to the democracy of the 
United States. Modern scholars refer to this practice as evergetism, 
or a kind of philanthropy, usually in the form of providing something 
useful to the city.15 In ancient Rome, for instance, private individuals’ 
contributions to public spaces in the city, which included libraries, 
markets, and public theatres, were sources of pride that enriched 
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the city’s economic and civic development.16 Wealthy individuals’ 
contributions to these spaces reflected a budding sense of competition 
for funding and renown among cities. In addition, they often displayed 
an early nationalism, or pride in and allegiance to a larger political 
identity beyond the city. 

Following Augustus’s foundation of the Roman Republic in 27 
B.C., the Roman Empire grew to encompass a wide range of territory 
that spanned three continents.17 The city of Rome was the epicenter 
of the early Roman Empire: Rome was “the largest city the Western 
world had ever seen until eighteenth-century London.”18 The Empire 
extended far beyond the city of Rome: it was divided into 44 different 
provinces and extended citizenship to individuals in far-reaching towns 
and cities. These cities were “the fundamental administrative units of 
the Roman Empire”: each city functioned independently under its own 
locally elected town council, had its own police force, and performed 
administrative functions such as the collection of taxes.19 Under this 
structure, cities began to compete with one another, prompting 
private individuals to contribute to the status of their respective cities 
by personally financing the erection of prominent public buildings.20  

One notable example of evergetism is the Eumachia Building 
in Pompeii, a wool market financed in the late first century A.D. by 
a wealthy priestess, Eumachia, and dedicated to “Concordia Augusta,” 
or Augustus’ imperial cult.21 The Eumachia Building was one of the 
earliest examples of evergetism: it symbolized both the recognition 
of the important role that distinguished public spaces play in the city’s 
reputation and private individuals’ interest in contributing personally 
to preserve and enhance this reputation. The Eumachia Building, 
similarly to many public buildings financed with private funds, 
served both a practical and an ideological function in its facilitation of 
commerce and glorification of the Empire. Although it was privately 
financed, the building was erected for public use, and “it is certain that 
the building played a vital role in the city’s life.”22 
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Part IV: Living Spaces: Evergetism and New York 
City

Evergetism and its variants have been critical to urban 
development not only in ancient times and distant cities, but also in 
contemporary New York City history beyond the High Line. New 
York City has long been shaped by evergetism. Private individuals 
have contributed to many of the city’s most venerated spaces, such 
as Carnegie Hall, which was conceived of and underwritten by select 
wealthy citizens. In 1887, industrialist and philanthropist Andrew 
Carnegie first expressed interest in backing the construction of a new 
concert hall in New York City.23 Carnegie Hall, located uptown in 
what was then an undeveloped area of the city, opened to the public 
in 1891 and was instantly labeled a success. Despite Carnegie’s initial 
contributions to the erection of the Hall, Carnegie was “but the 
first of its many benefactors”24 who have come to include thousands 
of individuals spanning all rungs of the economic ladder.25 When 
Carnegie laid down the cornerstone of the Hall in a ceremony on May 
15, 1890, he declared, “Who shall venture to paint its history or its 
end? It is built to stand for ages, and during those ages it is probable 
that this hall will intertwine itself with the history of our country.”26

 Carnegie’s predictions have proven true. After more 
than a century of use, Carnegie Hall today is “alive, participating in 
the dreams and defining moments of the world’s most renowned 
performers.”27 Carnegie Hall is a prime example of how factors unrelated 
to private funds influence the legacy and utility of buildings in the city. 
The space was originally a venue primarily for esteemed European 
musicians; American musicians rarely performed on its center stage, 
and on opening night in 1891, “the priests… were all Europeans.”28 In 
the building’s early days, the United States noticeably lacked a united 
or well-defined artistic community, and Andrew Carnegie made no 
attempts to break precedent by promoting American musicians in his 
new concert hall.29 Notwithstanding Carnegie’s own intentions, over 
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the next few decades Carnegie Hall became a symbol of the “musical 
metamorphosis” that was occurring all across the United States 
following World War II, as European musicians settled permanently 
in the country and consolidated a uniquely American musical identity 
that encompassed both native and non-native musicians.30 

Carnegie Hall also played an important role in “providing 
black musicians, in particular, with the status of artist rather than 
entertainer.”31 The space “added a dignity to the music and enhanced 
the reputation of those who played there.”32 Thus, the space ultimately 
benefitted groups of individuals that had been either invisible or 
marginalized in Carnegie’s time, demonstrating how societal forces 
stronger than private investment dictate the function and significance 
of public spaces. Andrew Carnegie’s personal intentions or visions of 
the space did not and could not have aligned with its ultimate role in 
public life. The events that precipitated the Hall’s evolution, such as 
World War II, were decades in the future. 

While the High Line’s legacy is still nascent, as its final section 
opened to the public in September 2014,33 the park’s function has 
already evolved in ways that its co-founders and financial backers 
never anticipated. In his book, Hammond describes a woman living 
adjacent to the High Line who invited singers to perform on her fire 
escape after discovering that a security light shined directly onto the 
structure, turning it into a stage with “a guaranteed audience walking 
past on the High Line.”34 She called the performances “the High Line 
Renegade Cabaret.” They drew crowds of listeners and were featured 
in an article in The New York Times.35 David and Hammond’s spontaneous 
additions to the site persisted: they decided to install pieces of the New 
York Central Railroad tracks on the High Line as they “hoped they 
would help visitors sense the structure’s past without having to take a 
history lesson.”36 The park’s thriving vegetation had a different agenda 
for the tracks: by midsummer, the plants and bushes had “grown so 
thick that you can barely see those old tracks on the High Line.”37 

The High Line has generated unanticipated benefits for nearby 
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residents on their daily commutes. The New York Times reported in 
2013 that the High Line “has come to attract commuters” due to its 
dearth of traffic, automobiles or bikes.38 These pragmatic individuals 
frequent the High Line “not because it is picturesque, but because it 
is faster.”39 The High Line’s benefits to commuters are greater than 
simply more expeditious treks to work: it also serves a psychological 
function, allowing pedestrians to “avoid persistent reminders of the 
many blocks they [have] remaining”40 and thus alleviating the stress 
triggered by unavoidable aspects of urban life.

Critics of the High Line’s private funding mechanisms have 
argued that projects like it represent elitist spaces that “fit most neatly 
into the lifestyles of the affluent” and questioned “how useful [it] will 
be to ordinary people.”41 But testimonials such as these demonstrate 
that assessing how “useful” a public space will be to “ordinary people” 
is simply impossible. The truth is, the High Line’s nominal designation 
as a park has not precluded people from using the space to fit their 
particular needs and desires, from transforming the park into a concert 
venue to striding across its smooth surface on a morning commute in 
a continuous, swift trajectory. Moreover, as Hammond explains in The 
High Line, the park’s founders never intended for the space to be static 
or controlled by donors’ interests: his hope for the High Line is that it 
will “keep growing and changing, not for it to be dependent on Josh, 
me, and the core group that started it.”42 

Irrespective of their funders’ intentions, buildings and spaces 
assume unanticipated and variable roles in the city. Public spaces 
generate both negative and positive externalities for the larger 
community; however, many of these externalities are impossible to 
foresee. As they become embedded within the public sphere, buildings 
adapt to new functions and visitors. They become shared resources, 
spaces that are egalitarian in their embrace of all ideas, occupants, and 
legacies. 
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Part V: Addressing Criticism   
From the outset, the High Line has generated both positive 

and negative attention. David and Hammond accepted this as a natural 
and inevitable byproduct of any new public space in the city: early on, 
they “began to understand that this was not going to be a universally 
beloved project.”43 Perhaps the notion of a privately funded public 
space is inherently polarizing, as it invites a host of interpretations 
and critiques of the space’s symbolic associations and financial 
ramifications. Some see the High Line as “more evidence of… how 
a hollowed-out public sector is losing its critical role,”44 while others 
contend that the park is “another chapter in the story of New York 
City’s transformation into Disney World,” promoting the construction 
of “aquarium-like high rises for the elite” along its edges.45 

A primary concern among critics has been the park’s role in 
the revitalization of the surrounding neighborhood. Since the park 
opened in 2009, property values in Chelsea have steadily risen and 
a host of new luxury developments has emerged in the area.46 “All 
along the High Line, on both sides of the structure, new buildings are 
popping up—as many as forty, by one count, went up in the first two 
years that the park was open.”47 While it’s true that the neighborhood 
has seen unprecedented development, some of it attributable to the 
High Line, the assertion that the High Line is a “catalyst for some of the 
most rapid gentrification in the city’s history”48 is problematic for two 
reasons. First, by the time David and Hammond expressed interest 
in the High Line in the late 90s, real estate developers had already 
identified the neighborhood as an untapped resource and purchased 
land in the area, designing plans for future projects.49  

When David and Hammond formed Friends of the High 
Line in 1999, “[Their] most daunting opponents were the property 
owners… who hoped to increase their value exponentially by forcing 
the railroad to tear down the High Line so they could build in that 
space.”50 Most of the “property owners” David refers to belonged to 
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an organization called Chelsea Property Owners’ (CPO), which “had 
been working since the mid-1980s to achieve [this] goal, and appeared 
to be nearing success.”51 The company that owned the railway, CSX, 
was “neutral about the future of the lines.”52 However, David recalls 
how Debra Frank, a lawyer for CSX, was eager to absolve the company 
of responsibility for the structure altogether. CSX had concluded that 
the best way to deal with the structure was to raze it, since “They had 
to pay taxes on it, they had to maintain it... they didn’t see a future use 
for it.” 53 The company, however, was impartial as to “the way it was 
gotten rid of.”54  

Real estate developers posed the most obdurate and persistent 
threat to the redevelopment of the railway. Chelsea Property Owners 
“considered it… an obstruction to the ancient fine art of real estate 
development,”55 and the Chelsea Property Owners Association 
“banded together in favor of demolishing the structure”56 by filing 
a lawsuit. In order to resolve these difficulties and ensure that the 
structure was not demolished, Mayor Michael Bloomberg announced 
his support for the preservation of the railway, and Friends of the High 
Line partnered with the City and its Parks Department.57  

The only way that the City was able to appease the Chelsea 
Property Owners organization was “to make the owners understand 
that allowing the High Line to stay in place would add to the value 
of their property.”58 Likewise, Friends of the High Line emphasized 
from the start that “preserving and creating open, public spaces boosts 
property values and generates higher property tax revenue.”59 The 
High Line’s financial supporters, in other words, always understood 
that the park would inevitably result in more expensive real estate, 
which critics denounce as an adverse side effect. The reality is that 
the High Line “would prevent a lot of construction from taking 
place in the area,”60 which upset real estate developers, who had 
to be reassured that the endeavor would protect and enhance their 
fiduciary interests in the property. While the High Line has increased 
property values in the neighborhood, it has concurrently provided 
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an antidote to ceaseless, concentrated real estate development in the 
area. The High Line efficiently shielded a portion of the city for public 
consumption and prevented profit-driven developers from razing the 
railway structure to make room for new projects.

Real estate developers have always struggled for private 
control over public spaces, and private conservancy nonprofits such 
as Friends of the High Line have undertaken conservation to preserve 
cherished structures. In 1960, Carnegie Hall was set to be demolished; 
a red office skyscraper was set to take its place. Isaac Stern led the 
campaign to save it from demolition61 by chartering the Carnegie Hall 
Corporation, a nonprofit that manages the building to this day.62 In 
order to rescue Carnegie Hall, Stern negotiated an agreement with 
the City of New York, which agreed to purchase the concert hall for $5 
million provided that the Corporation oversaw the building’s finances 
and operations.63 Likewise, Stern and Hammond “were following the 
path of the Central Park Conservancy and other conservancies, which 
meant [they] had to negotiate an agreement with the City.”64  

These efforts to preserve both Carnegie Hall and the High 
Line remind us that no space in any city, let alone New York City, is 
devoid of the fingerprints of private interests. New York City’s public 
spaces have always been shaped, at least in part, by private funds, 
some arguably more “philanthropic” than others. Lest we forget this, 
Joshua David recalls how the neighborhood surrounding the High 
Line emerged in response to a monopolist, Cornelius Vanderbilt, and 
the industry he controlled: “West of Tenth… the neighborhood and 
industry developed around the railroad.”65 The railway that became 
the High Line was a vestige of Vanderbilt’s vast monopoly over the 
railroad industry. Vanderbilt owned the giant New York Central 
Railroad corporation, which operated trains on the railway for forty-
six years, beginning in 1934.66 After the Consolidated Railroad 
Company, or Conrail, subsumed the corporation in its merger with 
the Pennsylvania Railroad, Conrail was split between two companies: 
Norfolk Southern and CSX.67 And it was CSX, a remnant of Vanderbilt’s 
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behemoth railroad corporation, that owned and planned to destroy 
the abandoned railway David and Hammond fought to preserve.  

Furthermore, battles to save public spaces such as the High 
Line reveal the true alternative to privately-funded conservation 
efforts: a city owned and operated exclusively by real estate developers 
whose motivations to shape the landscape reflect personal monetary 
gain. Although one critic asserts that the High Line represents “more 
evidence of… how private wealth is taking the wheel and having a 
growing say over basic parts of American life,”68 how do the interests 
of real estate developers not exercise a “growing say over basic parts 
of American life” each time they erect a soaring skyscraper, setting 
a precedent for exorbitant property values that make city living 
unaffordable and creating exclusionary spaces that only the wealthy may 
access? This must not be overlooked in considering the implications of 
spaces such as the High Line and Carnegie Hall. While some critics 
focus on subsidiary objections, such as how the spaces should be 
used or what ideologies they promote or undermine, the simple fact 
is that our ability to ask these types of questions is a privilege that 
preservationists and private contributions make possible. Without 
these individuals and funding sources, there would be no space to 
contest. 

Logically, one wonders how New York City’s landscape would 
appear without these spaces. Washington Square Park would have a 
highway running through it; 881 Seventh Avenue, Carnegie Hall’s 
address, would be a series of pieds-à-terre occupied and owned by 
a select few. One living example of a failed preservation effort that 
New Yorkers constantly lament is Penn Station. The building we now 
know as Penn Station is described as an  “architectural crime scene,” a 
“joyless building,” and a “cramped, subterranean space.”69 The Station’s 
predecessor, however, was “one of Manhattan’s most noble buildings,” 
a breathtaking architectural masterpiece that was demolished by 
Pennsylvania Central Railroad (a descendant of Vanderbilt’s New York 
Central Railroad corporation) to create the existing structure.70 Penn 
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Station is paradigmatic of the benefits of maintaining diversity in who 
owns the limited terrain in New York City. I would challenge critics 
of the High Line’s alleged ideological bent to consider the broader 
ramifications of their arguments and the potential disasters that 
inhibiting private conservation organizations from controlling certain 
spaces in the city might create. Categorizing the High Line as an elitist 
and exclusionary space negates both the history of its establishment 
and its function in the contemporary landscape of New York City.

Part VI: Looking Ahead: The High Line’s Enduring 
Legacy

The High Line has been hailed as a paradigm of innovative 
design and civic collaboration, and it “has inspired cities around the 
country and the world to preserve the infrastructure of a long-gone 
industrial era and transform it into idyllic public spaces.”71 Without 
private individuals’ contributions, the project would have been 
inconceivable. Public spaces such as the High Line can teach us many 
lessons; the High Line’s development and construction reveal the weak 
correlation between the interests of private donors and the ultimate 
reception and function of public spaces in the city. Donating to a 
building with the intention of determining its future use is, ultimately, 
a futile act. Public spaces are by their very nature collective entities, 
products of the prevailing social forces and realities of their era. No 
single individual can delineate the future of any public space, including 
the High Line. And this ambiguity, and the acceptance of the fluid mold 
that all spaces possess, is precisely why it matters so much that we 
encourage the individuals who supported and continue to support the 
High Line. These individuals bequeathed the public with a park, rather 
than a moral or political guidebook. Furthermore, contemplating the 
conceptual implications of spaces like the High Line seems to overlook 
the empirical observations that I and others have collected while 
spending time in the space, noting the ways in which people actually 
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interact with and benefit from it. The sights I have witnessed while 
spending time on the High Line—the triumphs and heartbreaks and 
charades —can be summed up in one word: human. 

Examining the High Line prompts final questions regarding 
how we define public spaces in the city, as well as the High Line’s 
broader role in the field of urban studies. Why is the High Line 
designated a “park,” and how could relabeling spaces in the city create 
a more equitable distribution of funds? What implications does this 
designation have in terms of the funding the City is permitted to 
contribute and individual ownership rights over the space? As these 
questions’ varied but voluminous responses demonstrate, both the 
structure and the function of spaces similar to the High Line in New 
York City remain contested. Beyond prompting criticisms, though, 
the High Line has inspired ordinary citizens to engage in the broader 
dialogue surrounding the nature of New York City and the role of 
its public spaces. This type of civic engagement—which begins as a 
tentative question or automatic, intuitive response—is precisely what 
prompted David and Hammond to lead the charge to salvage the 
abandoned railway in the first place.

Edited by Jonah Goldberg and Ryan J. Simshauser 
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