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CONVERSATIONS 
 

High Lineõs Melissa Fisher ð             

Orchestrating the Details     

by Jane Roy Brown for COGdesign 

 
As director of Horticulture and Park Operations at the High 

Line, New York Cityõs wildly popularñand lushly plantedñ

elevated railroad track-turned-linear park, Fisher oversees a 

department of 30, including seven year-round and three 

seasonal gardeners, plus visitor services staff, mechanics and 

custodians, park administrators, and security personnel 

supplied by the New York City Parks Department. The 

opening of Section 2, in June, doubled the length of the 

park to a total of a mile.  

 
 
What does your day - to -day work consist of?  

Unfortunately, no hands-on gardening, and I miss that, though I do love how my job has 

evolved. A lot of my work involves grappling with logistics and problem solving, as well as 

budget management and project oversight.  

 

 

Can you give an example of a logistical problem youôre working on? 

One thing Iõm advocating to change on the horticulture front is the use of gravel mulch on the 

High Line. The designers selected granite mulch because it evoked the gravel ballast of the 

original railroad track. We all agree that it is beautiful, but it is a serious challenge for our 

gardeners. Any task that involves working within the mulch takes four to five times longer than it 

would with an organic material. Weõve looked at taking it out in 

sections. But how do you bag it and get these heavy bags down 

to the ground, 30 feet below? That would involve cherry pickers 

or cranes, and costs become astronomical. Meanwhile, the 

gardeners are moving this mulch around every day. So I 

strategize about things like that.  

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Melissa Fisher. Photo by Barry Munger. 

Elevated pathway between West 25
th
 

and West 27
th
 Streets, looking North.   

High Line photos by Iwan Baan, 2011. 
A long wooden bench curves with the pathway for an entire city 
block, between West 28

th and West 29
th
 Streets, looking South.  
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What did you do before this?  

I ran a program for the Horticultural Society 

of New York called Green Branches. We built 

13 community gardens in vacant land behind 

historic New York City libraries in less-

affluent communities, working with  

interns from Rikers Island jail through 

another HSNY program. Earlier, I was a 

Peace Corps volunteer in a Tanzanian village 

that had no electricity or running water. I 

often fall back on that experience. After that I 

got a certificate from the School of 

Professional Horticulture at the New York 

Botanical Garden.  Still, when something  

reaches the high profile that the High Line has  

attained, we all run  around thinking weõre  

under qualified!  

 

 

You work for Friends of the High Line, a private  

nonprofit partner to the New York City Department  

of Parks &  Recreation. A host of collaborating  
designers also oversee the parkôs development.*   

How do all these players figure into your job?  

We work as a team. The city physically owns the High Line, 

and we maintain a strong working relationship with the 

parks department for projects related to horticulture and 

overall operations. We have an ongoing dialogue with the 

members of the design team. The gravel mulch is an 

example of how  design needs to be balanced against 

practical concerns, but Iõve also seen that design details and 

the high level of creativity contribute to the High Lineõs 

success.  

 

 

But do you have to get permission to yank out a dead 

plant?  

Our gardeners are pretty autonomous when it comes to  

pulling a plant out here and there. The designers are often  

on site throughout construction. After that, we talk in a series  

of weekly  on-site construction meetings, going through a long  

list of items to be resolved and corrected.  

 

 

The economy crashed before the work started on 

Section 2. Were the plans for Section 2 significantly 

scaled back?  

Fortunately, capital funds had already been allocated to 

Section 2 design and construction before the market 

declined.  

 

A straight pathway runs alongside wildflowers and the original 
railroad tracks, between West 27

th
 and West 29

th
 Streets, looking 

North.   

A meandering pathway passes by old and new 
architecture in West Chelsea, between West 
24

th
 and West 25

th
 Streets, looking South.   

Chelsea Thicket, between West 20
th
 and West 22

nd
, 

looking North. 
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Whatôs the latest on the third and final half-mile, north of 

West 30 th  St.?  

Weõre calling that section High Line at the Rail Yards. At the 

moment, it is still owned by the railroad company, CSX 

Transportation, Inc. Friends of the High Line is working 

closely with CSX, the City of New York, the State of New 

York, and the designated developer for the Rail Yards to get 

it open to the public as soon as possible.  

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Whereôs the magic hereðwhy do New Yorkers find this park so enchanting?  

We frequently hear that the High Line 

takes visitors away from the òurban 

grindó of the streets below and provides 

a profoundly unique vantage point 

from which to experience the city ! 

 

 

*Collaborating designers on the High Line: 

Landscape architects James Corner Field 

Operations, planting designer Piet Oudolf, 

architects DillerScofidio + Renfro, engineers 

Buro Happold, and lighting designers 

LõObservatoire. 
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About Jane Roy Brown 

Jane is a writer, editor, and landscape historian.  Her writing has appeared in the Boston 

Globe, The Christian Science Monitor, Garden Design, Landscape Architecture, and other 

publications. She works part-time as the director of educational  outreach for the Library of 

American Landscape History. Jane was recently awarded a Gold Award from the Society of 

American Travel Writers Foundation. She lives in western Massachusetts with her husband, 

photographer Bill Regan.   

Photo by Bill Regan. 

 Aerial evening view at West 26
th
 Street, looking South.   

Aerial view from West 30
th
 Street, looking  

South toward the Statue of Liberty and the  
World Trade Center site. 

Viewing spur at West 26
th
 Street, looking East. 


