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Remodeling the American Suburb, Obesity, Parklets and
Social Media

Mi chael O6 Brien
Abstract

Unlike most European countries, the United States is suffering thramgh
epidemic of obesity, type Il diabetes, and hypertension among its adults and
children. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) estimates over 35% of adults
in the U.S. have obesityand 17% of children suffer from the condifipn
which the American HeartAssociation has classed as a disease.
Simultaneously, retail markets have undergone a significant centralization, the
small neighborhood green grocers and fish markets are gone in most all
neighborhoods, replaced with big box grocery stores selling helsess fresh

foods as their supply chains stretch farther and farther across the country and
the world. In a study of 13,102 adults, Rundle and Neckerman have found that
walkable access to stores selling healthy foods is associated with a lower
prevalene of obesity Many other scientific studies have drawn similar
conclusions, the combination of an aug#@ntric environment, and past
generational models of centralized retail are slowly kiling many Americans,
and are a significant driver of societalhedl car e costs. Americans
to be like this. Even those not associated with an agrarian or heavy industrial
lifestyle were not routinely obese. Something changed in postwar planning, and
postwar retail thinking and the interaction between thesdduators is causing

a significant reduction in the quality of life of American citizens. Yet, place an
American citizen, in the early stages of the obesity in Paris, or Athens for a
month, and their condition slowly begins to reverse. The National testit
Health recommend focusing on balancing energy taken in with energy exerted,
eating healthier foods, and adopting a healthy lifestiat the suburban life
pattern of house to car, car to market, car to work has made the adoption of
these recommenmtions difficult for most Americans. Before the widespread
adoption of refrigeration, it was routine to walk to the store to get milk for the
day, beer for the evening, fruits and vegetables for the day, and meat and fish
for the evening meal. Most Amerita lived near enough that they walked,
purchased, walked home, and ate fresh food, not canned. It was considered
normal for a subdivision plan to include local retail land uses, between the
streetcars or bus stop and the residential district so it wasmentto get off

the bus, stop for groceries, and walk hofeeryday. This paper will propose

a renovation plan for a typical American small suburban town. The plan will
include the historical propositions for neighborhood units seen in progressive
erasubdivisions and new towns and will illustrate prototype scales of retail that

! Centers foDisease Controhttp://bit.ly/2cyfYz7. [Accessed November 26 2016].

2 Centers for Disease Control. http://bit.ly/2cym68K. [Accedsedember 26 206].

|AndrewRundl e et al . ANei ghborhood food environment
New Yor Envibhnegtal ealth perspective$7, no.3 (2009): 442.

“National Institutes of Halth.http://bit.ly/2zeJIKb [AccessedNovember 26 206].
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use social media to effectively bring healthy foods within an achievable
distance of mostfahe towrts residents.

Keywords: John Nolen, Marketsectur® ar i s Mar koe,t sSochiPaalr k| et
Mediaenabled Markets
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Historical Cases of Walkable Suburbs
Introduction: The Neighborhood Unit

When theAmer i can suburb was first coming t
suburbso, walking was an accepted fact an
Social reformers like Jacob Riis theorized a school centered community form in
t he earlapd Atttu0Codey, phner in 1915.As early as 1923
planners recognized that automobiles were congesting city infrastructure and
that they needed to be advocates for walkable commuhi@e planner/
sociologist, Clarence Perry made a coherent proposition at the 1923aNation
Planning Conference in Washington D.C.. Perry proposed that a citizen should
be able to access the goods and services necessary for life withimaniite
walking distancé.Perry called this place where services and goods would be
accessi blgd btomdofode Uni t 0 (see Figure 1) an
by a school for 804500 students and it would be bounded by arterial streets
keeping interior streets small scale to reduce the risk of collision between
children walking to school and the autdsile’

Figure 1.Cl ar ence Perryos Neighborhood Unit Di

Regional Survey, Vol. 7 1929 from source licensed under Fair Use by
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® Mel Scott,Ameican city planning since 189QChicago, IL: American Planning
Association,1995),72.
® John NolenCity planning a series of papers presenting the essential elesnena city
plan, 2" edition (ed.)John Nolen(New York; London D. Appleton andCompany, 1929
"N.Byun, Y. Choi and J. Choi , J. AfThe Neighbor hec
Journal of Asian Architecture and Building Engineeritf) no.3 (2014): 61-624.
8 B. Harris,A Pl anning the great meah of Neworork and itst he 1929 r €
9environsc‘) Environment and planning B, Planning and des?§n no.1 (1998): 48898
Ibid, 487.
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The quartemile (5minute) walk to the center gave Perry approximately
160 acres to develomto singlefamily detached housing. He argued that
commercial and retail functions should happen along the periphery of the
neighborhood where they could be serviced by the arterial roads (and serve
the adjacent neighborhood) so in effect, each half thiee would be a small
commercial center. He further argued for playgrounds adjacent to the school,
and parks throughout the development.

Perry did not believe that the government should mandate the
neighborhood unit concept. He believed real estate dersiohad to be
convinced thathis was an appropriate and profitable land use pattern. To
help convince them, he developed prototypes of the neighborhood unit

model for Single family detached housing typ28,i ndustrital secti on
low density apartments,and highdensity apartments.(See Figure 2.)
Figure2.C| arence Perrybés Concept, Medium Dens
and Slum Renovation N

Perryds nANeighborhood wunitso idea beca
designadaptations by most of the leading landscape architects and planners
of the 19206s and 193006s and was 1includ

designs from the interwar years and town designs proposed in the New Deal
by government agenciés.

The Chicago City Cln Competition 1916

The competition for the design of a typical quarter section of land held
by the City Club of Chicago in 1913 provides a common ground for
observing the practices of the professions competing dominate the emerging
field of city planning.The site for this competition is a fictitious quarter
section of land located Northwest of the Loop. Competitors were to submit

'%bid, 490.

"bid, 492

' Ibid, 495.

“Ibid, 497.

* The Chicago City Club held a design competition to generate ideas for a residential
development of a typical quarteection of land on the Southwest Side of Chicago in 1913.

Twenty six of the thirty submit theothooglnens conf or me

Major new towns and developments designed by the Olmstead Brothers, John Nolen, Alfred

Comey, George B. Post, and others similarly

Billerica Garden Suburb, Kingsport Tennessee, Craddock Yarghenice Florida, and
Mariemont Ohio all incorporated the neighborhood unit concept to one degree or another. The
New Deal Newtowns of Greenhills Ohio, Greenbrook New Jersey, Greendale Wisconsin, and

Greenbelt Maryland incorporated the concept, progidina Feder al endor sement

of the suburban neighborhood.

conf o

of
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plans to house not more than 1280 families, with associated parks, schools,
shops, places of worship and community amenitiesndde necessary.
Submittals were birdeye view perspectives and a site plans drawn at the
scale of 10=8006. The Jury was:

1 John C. Kennedy, cited as an expert in the emerging field of

scientifically designed housing.

John Arvold, a leading civil engineer

JensJenson, the distinguished landscape architect

George Maher, Chicago School architect

A.W. Woltersdorf, architect

Eward Bouton, Director of the successful development company,

Roland Park Company of Baltimore, developer of Roland Park and
contributingautor to ACiIity Planning, o6 a coll
planning edited by John Nolen in 1999.

= =4 =4 -8 A

There were 41 entries to this competition, 29 were published by the
City Club of Chicagd® These 29 entries (including the entry from Frank
Lloyd Wright identified asfin@mo mpet i ti vedo) came from a ¢
of seven Landscape Architects, twelve Architects, four Civil Engineers, One
City planning spousal team, and five others including a high school student
and a medical doctor.
The jury observed that these erdreuld be placed into five types:

Grid based schemes

Heterogeneous schemes

Systematic repetitions

Beaux Arts schemes with vistas and boulevards

And fAunifiedo or Athose not in other

= =4 -4 -4 A

The winning scheme was submitted by an architect named Wilhelm
Bernhard of Chicago who also listed himself as a city planner. This scheme
falls into this last Aunifiedodo category.
retail and multifamily construction isguped along the street car line on the
southern edge of the property. Two courtyard spaces are developed as the
street passes through, a commercial cour:
which is circular in form, and spatially defined by the buildmgssing.
Slightly larger and falling on the central entry boulevard is what can only be
understood as a piazza in the tradition of northern European piazzas as
described by Camillio Sitt¥. The commercial/high density residential core

!> Nolen, City planning a series of papers presenting the essential elesrafra cityplan,

1929,XV.

16 Alfred P. YeomansCity Residential Land Development, Studies in Planning, Competitive

plans for subdividing a typical quarter section of land in the outskirts of Chi@@gizago,

Illinois: University of Chicago press, 19116

Y. Holzner,iCami | l o Sitte: The Birth of Modern City Pl
1889 Austrian Edition of h i Book@Reviewl9, RFolanni ng Ar ti
(1988): 89
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becomes less densewmards the center of the scheme, developing into a
series of landscaped walks and parks. The adjacent city grid is extended into
the scheme but is interrupted short of becoming through streets by a looping
drive beginning at the northern boundary, loopirmgite almost to the
southern boundary. For the most pdhis loop drive defines mutémily

and public spaces within it. The loop drive creates what Unwin has termed
Astr eeti gconstantlyrceasging vista, framed by large shade trees.
Most of thesinglefamily lots, of varying street frontage fall on the extensions

of the city grid into the scheme.

Figure3.Ber nard Wil hel més Wi nning Entry to t
Competition

The levels of design in this scheme can be described as:

1 Functional overall being the general locations of major commercial,
communal, and residential areas, loop road, central entry from the
south, and extension of the city grid into the scheme.

1 Neighborhood place makinig being the design of lots to faciliea
specific urban design responses during the design and construction of
buildings.
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1 Street place making being the building type selection (single family
detached, duplex, row houseé) and | oc
space at a midblock, cornerandial termination.

Of the twenty two or so blocks shown on this scheme, there are 10 to 12
conditions of street place making, thirteen to fourteen conditions of
Neighborhoodglace making, reinforced by the overall functional planning of
the scheme.
Arthur C. Comey, who listed himself as a Landscape Architect, submitted
the second place scheme. Comey had been an employee of the Nolen firm
sometime after this competition, and was on the faculty at the Harvard School
of Planning'® Comey became a leading dig and authored books on
transitional zoning> I n one chapter of his 1933 boo
Zoni ngo, Comey discusses the important
comprehensive city plan must be adopted if a city is to provide adequate
neighborhood uts where they are needed throughout its area. Unless such a
plan is followed, the best suited land will not be acquired in advance of
building and the corresponding increase in land values; and this delay will
inevitably force cramped facilities, oftengaty placed in relation to the district
to be %erved. o
Comeybs second prize submission is a hy
Auni fiedo category described by the jurol
from the orthogonal street pattern (not matchimy with the surrounding
neighborhood) to meet a diagonal line of travel extending from the Northeast to
the Southwest. The diagonal splits and swells to become a large ovoid shape.
The project uses singfamily dwellings on small lots almost exclusivelythe
response to density. Attached single family, apartments and some commercial
buildings are grouped toward the streetcar lines on the eastern edge of the
property. The scheme has minimal public space, which may be a
devel opment al s t929mposttiom anaNeighsorh@d imigssyar@s 1
public space. The forecourt and playground to the school being the largest, the
rest being made up as seven undeveloped public spaces for allotment gardening
or general play. These public spaces have sidewalk cammeott the streets,
but seem to be strongly associated with the sifagiely properties
surrounding them.
Considering Comeybés scheme similarly to
design to be valued differently.

1 Functional overall being the general logahs of major commercial,
communal, and residential areas, diagonal access, minimal shops,
community spaces and the intentional disruption of the existing city
grid.

®iJohn Nol en Oiflf9i3cded Straofnf al F0 8 £937d | Adc dindifdrce 1
2903 John Nolen Collection, Box 16, Rare and Manuscript Collection, Carl A. Kroch

Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York.

19 Arthur C. Comey Transition zoningCambridge: Harvard University Press, 1933

2 Arthur C. Comey,i Nei g h b or b @noGity Rlanning: SA Series of Papers

Presenting the Essential Elements of a City Rkuh) John NolenNew York and London:

National Municipal League Series, D. Appletand Company, 196
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1 Neighborhood place making being the design of lots to facilitate
specific urban desigresponses during the design and construction of
buildings. Nine such lots are distributed over the 37 blocks making up
the scheme.

1 Street place makingy being the building type selection (single family
detached, duplex, row hapecglde and | oc
space at a midblock, corner or axial termination. Six such conditions,
primarily axial terminations, are distributed over the 37 blocks making
up this scheme.

The predominance of the single family lot in the overall area, the
minimal expectdon Comey placed on the buildings of the scheme, and
minimal development of public space lead me to conclude Comey placed a
high priority on the absolute rights of each homebuyer to build according to
their individual needs and to keep their taxationgdtev by minimizing
public investment in first cost of land and construction and ongoing
maintenance, an early affirmation of the contemporary suburban condition.

Critics of this approach argued that it tended to reduce the complexity
of the neighborhood;lustering commercial and retail along major arterials
instead of scattering them across each street. Jane Jacobs was especially
critical in her book fADeat*hwhaesde Li fe of
argued for the vi br awhch, one touldidrgunegis| i f e of
true for the highdensity world of a major city, but perhaps is less
appropriate for the American Suburb.

John Nolen and the Neighborhood Unit

As a landscape architect and planner, John Nolen recognized the value of
P e r r y of the neighbaghood unit as a formal organizing element for a new
town or subdivision plan. Nol ends desi gn:
Richmond Virginia, and for the new towns, Mariemont, Ohio; Venice, Florida;
Clewiston, Florida; Kingsport, Tenness Happy Valley, Tennessee; Bellair,
Florida; and Belmont on the Gulf (precursor to Seaside, Florida) (see Figure 4)
had plans featuring strong formal centers that were designed to contain shops,
government institutions, churches and schools.

Figure 4. John Nolen New Towns, Mariemont, OH; Venice, Fl; Belmont, FlI;

Few of these were ever realized as Nolen envisioned them. As the
| andscape architect and planneut ONol en h;

213, JacobsThe death and life of great Asmican cities(New York: Random House, 1951
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in most of his newtown andsubdivision design& Two notable examples
where his vision of the neighborhood unit was most closely realized are
Mariemont, Ohio, and Windsor Farms in Richmond, Virginia.

Mariemont, Ohio was designed between 1920 and 1925, and remains,

perhaps, the bestur vi vi ng example of John Nol

City in America®Mar i emont actually has three

with its own characteristics designed according to the functional needs of
the new town (see Figure 5). These Neighborhoodslay, but each has a

di stinct Acentero providing goods or

walk.

Figure5The Thr ee Neighborhood Units i
’ Ll | = \ agademas, ,.-— p 1] PP L

e

The first neighborhood unit in Mariemowntas the town center located
in the northeast quadrant of the town at the intersection of Chestnut Street
and Oak Street in the Dale Park district. This center was part of the plan
constructed first, and housed much of the workforce who would build out

n

enods

fine

ser

John

V

ther e st of Mari emont . Thi s town center i s

the intersectiono condition wherei
Ripley & LeBoutillie”* features a chamfer making the street intersection
into a more prominent urban spaceThe buildings themselves follow

Art hur Comeyds proposal for transi

n

ti

each

onal

as articulated in his ?°CemBproposedithat fTr ansi

the gateway to residential neighborhoods be developed with multiple
function buildings having doctors, pharmacists, barbers and shops at the

street l evel, and apartments above.

unit does just that. This center places retail and office space within a quarter
mile radius of higkdensity tavnhouses, medium density singgemily houses,
schools, recreational activities and churches. The fifteiente walk to
services is part of daily life in northwestern Mariemont (see Figure 6.) Nolen
used a factor of four persons per household in his tgecediculations.This

would mean that Figure 6 (below) would be home to 1,540 residents that

2 M. O 6 B JohneNolen afid Raymond UnwinaG den City AMwehsl aborators,

Journal of Architecturd, no.1 (2015)9-24.

**|pid, 13.

% M. F. Rogers,John Nolen & Mariemontbuilding a new town in Ohio. Millard F.
Rogers, J(Baltimore Johns Hopkins University Press, 200126.

*® Ipid, 12.

%6 Comey, Transition zoning1933

Nol

1

e
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would form the served population of the service and goods provider in the
town center at Oak and Chestnut Streets.

Figure 6. Mariemont Town Center at Oak and Ghaut Streets

“n araorsoN il

N
AR

The second neighborhood wunit in Marier
This center is developed at the crossing the Wooster and Plainville Pikes,
two major regional roads that cross the townsite. These roads were slightly
reroutedto crossasanl ongated fAX0 shaped intersecti
smal | green at the center of this fAX0 an
by massing shops and public institutions to visually anchor the center as a
highly defined public sneset®on, Noknom t hi s
extends a formal boulevard east and west, through the town center. Then
develops anorts out h boul evard commencing at t hi
hall (which Afrontsd on the Town Center
termination at the conceoge and overlook to the Little Miami River on the
southern edge of the sfté.This neighborhood unit functions as the
dominant center of services and goods for all of Marienfee® Figure 7.)
Thi s cent er i-nsnutevwalk lofiapproneately 3,206 perSons
using Nolenbés 4 person per household facH

2’06 B r iJehmNoleriand Raymond Win: Garden City Collabr at or.s, 6 2015
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Figue7.Mar i emont ATown Centero
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The third neighborhood unit in Mariemont centers upon the trolley station.
This neighborhood is dominated by health care functions with a hospital,
convalescent home, and housing for the workers at each (see Figure 8.)
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Figure8.Mar i emont 6s Heal th Care Neighborhood

Windsor Farms

The Windsor Farms project was develojp#d 448 lots during the mid
19206s eaere parceldimMniediately west of downtown Richmond,
Virginia. John Nolen and Associates was hired by the T.C. Williams
Development Company as planners and landscape architects for the project.

Unlike the highly dvertised and publicized Mariemont, not many of
Nol ends drawings for Wi*Sdreivingdraiagsms sur vi v
show two versions of the subdivision plan, a June plan and November 1924
revised plan. The plans are quite similar in structure tah street layout
characterized by overlain diagonals and cross axial roads upon two strong
concentric ovals with local institutions clustered around the town center,
Windsor Common. The common is a green centered above the crossing of the
axial roads (se Figure9.) The site is located on a bluff overlooking the James

% Only two drawings (ink on linen) of the Windsor Farms development survive and are in

the Nolen Collection of the Kroch Memorial Library at Cornell University. The first plan is

datedJune 1924 and a revised plan dated November 1924. The Nolen collection contains

no correspondence referring to either the early
and weaknesses that resulted in the revised plan beietpded.



