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John Nolen and Raymond Unwin:
Garden City Collaborators

ByMi chael O6Bri en

The English Garden City Movement, advocated by Ebenezer Howard

and the associated town designs by Raymond Unwin were some of

the earliest reactions to the environmental degramatand

placelessness of the European Industrial City circa 190hn

Nolen (1869- 1937) was one of the earliest American adopters of

the Garden City ideals. Over the course of his career, Nolen

designed fiftyfive new towns and subdivisions across theitédl

States. Most of these plans had elements that were adapted from Sir
Raymond Unwinds principles and spatial
cultural landscape of the emerging American middle class. Place

making was one of the central goals of the Gar@éwg. Places, at

multiple scales, town, neighborhood, and street distinguished the

Garden City from the monotonous and chaotic landscape of most

cities. A unique characteristic of the planned communities and

subdivisions by Nolen is that they demonstrdte potential of

integrating landscape architecture, architecture and planning

principles to construct an underlying infrastructure of place

anchors, to guide plaemaking during builedout phases, even when

build-out occurred decades latePlans designedyo Nol enés f i rm
after 1920 characteristically included strong formal elements,

central greens, axial boulevards and a hierarchy of spatial

conditions extending from the town center to the thoughtful

termination of a residential street. These pt820 plansshowed

what | am calling Aplace anchorso that
scale of neighborhood, district, and town. This paper will present a
comparative study of the fias designed?o
two projects desi gmad Atbrut Bhd nearhley 19
competitive postt e pr es si on economy of t he | at
projects, in Mariemont, Ohio and at Windsor Farms, Virginia, are

the resul't of John Nolends wunique tra
principles to fit the landscape of the emagyAmerican suburb.

Raymond Unwin and Early Ideas on Place Making in Towns

Sir Raymond Unwin, a leader in the Planning and Garden City movements
described a number of desigelated planning considerations on the subject of

"ProfessarTexas A&M University USA.

https://doi.org/10.30958/aja1-1 doi=10.3095&jal1-1-1



Vol. 1, No.1 O 6 B r: JoknrNolen and Raymond Unwin: Garden City Collaborator

place making in his 1909 bopRown Planning in Practicei Muc h o f t he

picturesqueness of old Gothic towns springs from the narrowness of the streets.

Not only does this narrowness give the sense of completeness and enclosure to

the pictures in the streets themselves, but also mush easier with such

narrow streets to produce the effect of enclosure in a place into which they may

lead. Where roads are wide and bounded by small buildings, the definite street

effect is apt to be lost altogether, the relation between the two sidex is

sufficiently grasped, and on such roads some quite different effects may need

to be worked out, i’ they are to be succes
AWe have seen in speaking of pl aces and

effect is a sense of enclosure, the completion offdme of buildings; and

much the same appilies to street pictures.¢
These quotes and further citations from Unwin confirm that he was

| earning from Camillio Sitteods ACI ty Pl

Principleso, (Unwi n, 1 Nécbsyity farrdesigrcaf ear |y r e

the spatial enclosure and sequence of release into urban ‘pRiees, in his

examples is represented by abrupt enlargements of the space formed by the

street such that it is possible to perceive that one is not in a linear space

suggestive of motion, but in a space proportioned more equally in its length

and width to suggest pause. Unwin specifically illustrated the planning

principles under pinning t hese picturesqu

Practice, o0 Chaptnar tMieneP|m@fi i Phwintfs Bai | di n

illustrates in plan and perspective, the effect of manipulating the location and

orientation of buildings relative to adja

examples addressed three general conditions:

1. Intersectios.
2. Street space between intersections.
3. Visual control of sight lines on curving streets.

Unwin used plan diagrams and perspective sketches to illustrate various
ways of working with these conditions. He consistently sought to maintain the
uniformity of rooflines and the visual enclosure of the street by using building
mass to contain the street space and then releasing it in carefully considered
locations. This heightened the sense of street enclosure provided by the small,
detached houses and yields theximum spatial impact. As a strategy to
further enhance the spatial definition of the street, Unwin emphasized using the
group house, or attached type of row house, to overcome the-dgfatag
limitations of small singldamily detached houses. As hetpu i t Aln residen
districts one of the greatest difficulties to be contended with is the constant

'Unwi n, Sir Raymond, ATown Pl anning igmngPractice: A
Cities and Suburbsodo Charles Scribner & Sons, New Y
%|bid p. 245.
3Ibid p. 245.
“Ibid p. 215.
®Ibid p. 319.
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multiplication of buildings too small in scale to produce individually an effect
on the road, and every opportunity should be taken to group buildintsitso
units may be pr o’fiEveech ovfhelraer ger isc alog. o
much repetition of semidetached or detached houses, they should be arranged
to give some Sense of grouping.o

Unwin as both architect and planner saw a critical ovelafween
pl anning, | andscape architecture and the
where it is possible for the site planner to be in touch with the designer of the
buildings, much may be done to produce interest and variety in the street
pictureswhile at the same time maintaining the general sense of unity which is
usually so wanting i%for brovih ¢he mppreptiabeu r ban r
allocation of areas for public use, road width, and control of land use was not
alone sufficient to make a town

Buildings are the spadeoundi ng el ements in Unwinods
European model of the village, upon which Unwin based his principles, the
urban street was built to such a density that the streets are bounded by the
nearlycontinuous walls of adjaoé buildings. One may conclude that while
Unwinés design goals for the carefully <c
source for the designs by John Nolen and his firm, a significant transformation
of design elements was necessary to apply these paadipthe lower density
American suburb.

Place in the Plan: The Intersections

Beginning around 1920, the office of John Nolen began to employ a
unique overlay of formal/axial street patterns from the City Beautiful
movement and the informal, curvilineatreet patterns of the Garden City

Movement . I n the Nolen firmsé plans fror
1934, places are nested in a hierarchy to reveal successive layers of distinction.

" My cornero may be found i n t he l arg
neighborhood, while both are figures in 1

Intersections of major and minor streets are the primary place making
figures in these Nolen plans. The lots between the intersections play the role of
ground establishing a moxense spatial enclosure punctuated/articulated by
schools and parks acting as second layer of gacbors and neighborhood

greens, ATOo, AX0, AYO and A+eancharst er sect i
| have characterized these plaoechoring residgtial conditions as: (See

Figure. 1)
AFace the intersectiond a condition wh

intersections orient to the actual center of the intersection rather than
maintaining a parallel relationship to their streets.

AThe stree&d coopdition where houses at
street have a smaller setback, forming a gateway or defined entrance to the
block. Houses along this street have setbacks that increase incrementally so as

®Ibid p. 350.
"Ibid p. 350.
®lbid p. 351.
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to make the space of the street, defingdhe house fronts, wider at the center
and narrower at the ends. This widening tends to reduce the sense of the street

as a Acorridoro to be hurried through, anct
Afiroomd in which to reside.
The Aaxi al cdndtiomon adeédonrd, 0s tar e e t or ATO i nt

where the house, church or other building is centered on the street forming a
visual termination of the street space.
The fAsplit | ot termi natinadn,sd rieet aocomdi
intersectiorwhere the lot lines are centered on the street. This has the effect of
letting the street space continue through the plane established by the fronts of
the houses. Nolen sometimes used this design to establish the place for
pedestrian paths through theest¥front property to a green, park, or tennis
court in the middle of the block.

Figure 1. Place Anchoring Residential Conditions (by Author)

“Face the Intersection” “Splitlot Termination”

“Axial Termination”

The goal of physically planning street width, lot dimension and location,

landscape, and architectural chagact, i s to allow a person
particularly agreeable location in the urban scene which is treasured in memory
and to which there is a desire®to retur

no
Nol ends office employed aotainechoert | v sited

with arcades of large shade trees to define the street space to a degree similar to

that proposed by Unwin. Like Unwin, Nolen paid particular attention to

making public place at intersections. At

intersectionsNolen and his associate Philip W. Foster carefully located lot

lines to encourage architects and contractors to site the building mass on the lot

to define the street space according to the planners design intention. Indeed,

Nolen and Foster went even fuer in some projects, drawing the axis of

symmetry on the plan and suggesting the orientation of building masses to

heighten the spatial effect (See Figure 2).

*Whittick, Arnold, Encyclopedia of Urban Planning, McGraw Hill, NY, NY 1974.
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Figure 2. Mariemont Plan Excerpt Showing Fieldhouse, School, and Houses
Terminating the StreetSootprints. Permission by Kroch Memorial Library.
(Accession 2903 Drawer 3 Rare and Manuscript Collection, Carl A. Kroch
Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.)
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Mariemont, Ohio 19201925
Mari emont , Ohi o is Nol en@dMarferhoatgs hi p Am
was developed for the Mrs. Mary Emery, widow of a successful Cincinnati
businessman who sought to address the problems of quality in community and
housing affordable to lower and middiass Americans. Her trustee, and
Mar i emont 6 sectop rCharles dLivingodd researched the English
Garden City in numerous trips to Welwyn, Letchorth, and Port Sunlight,
attended the national planning conference organized by Nolen, and ultimately
hired the firm in 1920 t o cdyammtiwgudd A A Nat i
incorporate all the successes of the Garden City. As such, Mariemont includes
limited profit properties, designed to attract a broad mix of incomes, district
heating, hospital, shops, farms, and power plaat complete community
infrastricture linked by mass transit to CincinndtiL i vi ngood6és purcha:
over 300 acres gave Nolen more control look and feel of the plans layout and
| andscape. Nol ends recommendation that t|

%Rogers, Millad F. Mariemont: building a new town in Ohio, Johns Hopkins University Press,
Baltimore, MD 2001.
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similar design ideals contribeitd t o f urt heri ng Nol ends Vi si
integrating plan, landscape and building during the initial design anddowtild
The site for Mariemont is low rolling hills on a bluff overlooking the Little
Miami River containing the crossroads for theiftdle and Wooster Pikes.
The site is further contained by a trolley line to Cincinnati on the North, and
the Norfolk and Western Railroad below the bluff, along the banks of the Little
Mi a mi River on the southern edets, of the s
the design process seems to have begun by formalizing a prominent feature of
the existing site. At Mariemont, this is the crossing of the Wooster and
Plainville Pikes. These roads were slightlyroeted to cross as an elongated
AX0 shapedonnt ddosea overlaid a smal.l gr ee
and formed the town center around it by massing shops and public institutions
to visually anchor the center as a highly defined public space. From this

primary fAX0 i nter s eormnblibaulevard ébstlamdnwese xt ends &
through the town center. Then develops a nsdilith boulevard commencing
at the Abacko of the town hall (which Af

extending to the axial termination at the concourse and overlook to the Little
Miami River on the southern edge of the site (See Figure 3).

Figure 3. Mariemont Overall Plan. Permission by Kroch Memorial Library.
(Accession 2903 Drawer 3 Rare and Manuscript Collection, Carl A. Kroch
Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.)
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The clearest examples of plagechoring practices employed by Nolen
and Foster can be found on the drawings for Mariemont. At Mariemont,
Nol ends high | evel of contr ol over t he
landscape architect, lead architect, arattipipating architects resulted in
commercial and institutional buildings constructed in close conformance to the
axial siting and space definition shown
center™! The residential districts, buitiut between 1925 ant950, were not
constructedinascloseonf or mance with Nolends plans.
The plan for Mariemont skillfully combined curvilinear, diagonal, and grid
structures to prevent the endless open street vista, common to mestagrid
cities. As Unwin demonstratethe curvilinear street created vistas that were

al ways changing and | imited to the | engt
lane to the front of the buildings. Nolen was not able to replicate the building
massing that provided Unwin with fully boundedasp i a | Astreet pictu

so employed large shade trees to provide the primary spatial boundary of the
street. Houses at Mariemont provided a secondary spatial enclosure for street
and public spaces. As such, the centerline of the house or buildingy at k
places in the plan, would often be included on the drawings, and frequently
generalized building footprint would be shown. These hints were backed up by
design review guidelines at Mariemont that limited style, material, and site
location.

The July 192 plan for Mariemont contained design intentions for 19 of
the 20 proposed residential street intersections. Aerial photography indicates,
and fieldsurveys confirm that only five of those intersections were fully
constructed as designed. These five, wsi@ple spatial conditions, the
termination of a visual axis formed by the street, reinforced by mature shade
trees and completed by the prominent siting of a house to center the mass on
the centerline of the street. That these simple plan intentions eedieed in
the decades of buHdut following the plan design may be due to the close
association to normal builder practices, centering the house on the lot, used for
residential siting. Many of the remaining designed residential {@lackors
required moe complex rotations of the house to orient the front of the house
towards the invisible centgroi n't of irregul arly shape
intersections, a practice further from the norms of residential siting practiced
by builders.

The network of residentialcommercial, and institutional plaeachors
designed by Nolen is sufficiently dense as if to suggest it is scaled to the
pedestrian journey. Visual connections between places and the changes in
spatial scale between lane, street, road, and boulevardrsesmoriented to
the person on foot, than the person in a car. The car would seem to suggest
| onger di stances between places as it t ¢
shortterm memory or journeynemory capacity seems to be fixed. If we travel

y/enice, Nokomis, Clewiston Florida and Windsor Farms, Virginia seem to
share this structure.
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on foot the landmarks need to be closer together to allow us to judge our
position on the journey. If we travel by car, the landmarks could be farther
apart but still fall within the time we hold landmarks in our journggmory.

One of the ways | propose thaevyudge the richness of a town or city is in the
places per mile (PPM). The ubiquitous commercial strip we encounter so
frequently today may be perceived as placeless because the visual competition
by each store/mall to be a landmark dulls our abilitydmceive any landmark
places, this combined with the esgaled eightane roads and thousauwdr
parking lots, reduces our perceived places per mile.

Old Town Alexandria, Boston, Wrigleyville in Chicago or most every city
developed before the automobileasvdominant, like Mariemont, offers a
sufficient density of pIaceEer-miIe traveled that many people perceive these
towns as pedestriascaled

In the Virginia and Florida projects that followed Mariemont, Nolen and
Foster had less institutional contmter residential siting and planting, but did
possess control over the space of the intersections and the termination of visual
axes through careful design and layout of the lot lines.

Windsor Farms

The Windsor Farms project is a 442re development wit448 saleable
lots immediately west of downtown Richmond, Virginia designed by John
Nolen and Associates in 1924 for the T.C. Williams Development Company.

Unlike the highly advertised and publicized Mariemont, only two drawings
(ink on linen) of the Windor Farms development survive and are in the Nolen
Collection of the Kroch Memorial Library at Cornell University. The first plan
is dated June 1924 and a revised plan dated November 1924. The Nolen
collection contains no correspondence referring to ettieearly plan, or the
clientdés perceptions of strengths and wea
plan being developed.

The June and November 1924 plans are quite similar in structure
characterized by overlain diagonals and cross axial roads upontriovm s
concentric ovals with local institutions clustered around the town center,
Windsor Common, a green centered above the crossing of the axial roads. (See
Figure. 4) The 44acre site is located on a bluff overlooking the James River.
The project is baoded by Carey Street on the North, South Locke Lane on the
West, the James River bluff on the South, and route 76 / interstate 195 on the
East.

2This is conjecture on my part made only through observatisrmoth pedestrian and driver

in Mariemont, Ohio, Windsor Farms, Virginia, Venice, Florida, and Nokomis, Florida. The
downside of the high number of places per mile in these Ni#signed towns is that it is an
almost overwhelming experience as a driver.
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Figure 4. Windsor Farms Overall Plan. Permission by Kroch Memorial
Library. (Accession 2903 Drawer 3 Rare anémiscript Collection, Carl A.
Kroch Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.)

Rycrntonn

PRELIMINARY PrLAN FOR, DEVELOPMENT
OF PROPERTY !
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As in many of the subdivision and new town designs by the Nolen firm,
there is a clear hierarchy of width and amenity visible in the road types. (See
Figure. 5) Both thelune and November schemes are anchored by a central
greenspace. Windsor Way is the major street extending from the green north
to Carey Street. Wakefield Boulevard is the major street extending south from
the green to the river bluff, and the major streeending from the eastern to
the western property edge is Dover Road.
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Figure 5. Road Types Diagrams. Permission by Kroch Memorial Library.
(Accession 2903 Drawer 3 Rare and Manuscript Collection, Carl A. Kroch
Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, Ne York.)

Li ke Mari emont, it seems Windsor Far ms i
connection of the primary features of the site. Nolen connects Carey Street to
the James River bluffs by extending a nestiuth boulevard from Carey Street
to the green, Widsor Common. As at Mariemont, Nolen interrupts/terminates
the boulevard at the town center, Windsor Common and its surrounding public
buil di ngs, then continuing the connection
river overlook with a formally landscapetteet, Wakefield boulevard. Also
similar to Mariemont, an eastest cross axis is developed along the back edge
of the green. Two concentric oval roads overlay the cross axis and substantially
fill out the site.

Landmarks as Placé&nchors:

The site forWindsor Farms has one primary natural feature, the James
River bluff, two historic features, Windsor, the original homestead of Martha
Washingtonds nephew, William Dandridge, a
house a cannon battery during the Civil War.ledofurther employs these
historic features of the site, centering Calycanthus street on the reconstructed
AWi ndsoro homestead, honoring it as a te
Figure. 6) and terminating the minor southeast diagonal street at the/-batter
park.
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