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Using new technology in the
service of an ancient past, the
Mannahatta Project puts a New
York stripped of human creation
beside our own.
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New York as the Earliest Eyes Saw It

‘When Henry Hudson, the English explorer who sailed in search of trade routes on
behalf of the Dutch, arrived at the island of Manhattan in September of 1609, it had
already been home for millennia to a native people, the Lenape, and an array of flora
and fauna of such astounding diversity that chroniclers of the ensuing era waxed
euphoric in their description of its salubrious climate and fertile fields and streams.

The natives called it Mannahatta, “Island of Many Hills”, and though it would be
over three centuries before what rose upon it would become the world’s first
megacity of more than 10 million residents, Hudson found a place teeming with
activity. With forests, wetlands, and beaches, its 55 separate ecosystems, 17 distinct
classes of soil, unique bedrock and surface geology, Manhattan was a wonderland of
fecundity, fairly bursting with life at every turn.

Eric Sanderson came to New York from a continent away in California’s Sierra
Nevada with a doctorate in landscape ecology. His new job with the renowned
Wildlife Conservation Society at the Bronx Zoo sent him across the globe to observe,
analyze, and report upon wild species in their natural habitats in an effort to preserve
them. But on returning to the city Dr. Sanderson always saw his unfamiliar new
home in light of the other far-flung locales he studied, and pondered how such an
environment gave sustenance to the species it supported. His scientific inclination
was to regard the city in a way even the most seasoned Manhattanite could relate to,
in terms of “needs fulfilled” - the very concrete needs for food, water, shelter, and
reproductive resources (known otherwise as society). Where these needs come
together in nature the ecologist calls habitat, and in a normative sense we call
“home”. It was his discovery of a British military map drawn 170 years after
Hudson’s visit that provided the touchstone for the Mannahatta Project.

Dr. Sanderson, working with colleague Markley Boyer, used the topography of the
British map, along with fossil records and contemporary reports of the species that
flourished over the many generations of early human habitation, to determine the
ecological properties of every square mile of Manhattan that existed before
commerce and technology set the stage for the city we know. They knew the beaver
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1 The heath hen. This once
common bird was extinct by
1932. 2 American Bison covered
the nation, and possibly
Manhattan. 3 The ubiquitous
beaver, central to New York’s
ecological and commercial life. 4
Lenape wigwam. Over a dome of
saplings, sheets of bark.
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needed shallow streams lined with aspen and alder to flourish, and how large a
network of beaver’s predators and dependents that population would support. They
charted the 85 varieties of native fish, and determined where humans gathered to
harvest them. With computer modeling they charted the prevailing winds, and drew
reliable conclusions about where those dwellers would situate their homes to keep
the hard winter wind at bay. Dr. Sanderson’s team designed a matrix, one axis
defining the variegated known species, the fish and fowl, black bears, the now-extinct
heath hens; and another defining the environmental properties necessary for those
species to thrive. By laying the complex web of what every living thing on the island
needed upon the locations where those needs were most optimally met, Sanderson
and Boyer were able to create an incredibly vivid picture of Manhattan’s “ecological
fundamentals”, the harmonious balance of elements that obtained for hundreds of
generations before Europeans set foot there. The picture the team constructed, with
the help of some Hollywood-style “magic”, was a revelation. Alongside the Manhattan
we know as a place of a million lifestyle choices they placed the primeval
Mannahatta, home to an even more diverse population, for which choice played little
part in life decisions for millions of years, for which necessity was everything.

It’s difficult for New Yorkers not to think of their big, small world as a willful
triumph over nature. The topography of modern Manhattan is mainly flat and
gridded, dotted with deracinated greenways, and filled up to a thousand feet in the air
with mortar and metal placed there by human hands. But come each spring, those
same New Yorkers spy the return of nature through cracks in the sidewalks
suggesting, to those inclined to take a long look, that they’re merely the overseers of
a manufactured stage set that nature will always impinge upon until the day it takes
back its rightful domain.

Dr. Sanderson hastens to note that ecological determinism never accounts for what
makes a place great and desired. The special need that humans have beyond that for
food and shelter is the need for meaning. For this lover of science and nature, the
meaning of the city is offered by holding a mirror before its inhabitants revealing the
connections between populations and places, the unity of life that let Mannahatta’s
monumental diversity flourish, and can still inspire its residents today.
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