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Remodeling the American Suburb, Obesity, Parklets and 

Social Media 
 

Michael Oô Brien 

 

Abstract 

 

Unlike most European countries, the United States is suffering through an 

epidemic of obesity, type II diabetes, and hypertension among its adults and 

children. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) estimates over 35% of adults 

in the U.S. have obesity,
1
 and 17% of children suffer from the condition

2
, 

which the American Heart Association 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 less and less 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 

prevalence of obesity.
3
 Many other scientific studies have drawn similar 

conclusions, the combination of an auto-centric environment, and past 

generational models of centralized retail are slowly killing many Americans, 

and are a significant driver of societal health care costs. Americans didnôt used 

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 these two factors 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 Institutes of 

Health recommend focusing on balancing energy taken in with energy exerted, 

eating healthier foods, and adopting a healthy lifestyle
4
. But the suburban life-

pattern of house to car, car to market, car to work has made the adoption of 

these recommendations 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 Americans 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 was convenient to get off 

the bus, stop for groceries, and walk home. Every day. 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 

era subdivisions and new towns and will illustrate prototype scales of retail that 

                                                           
1
 Centers for Disease Control. http://bit.ly/2cyfYz7. [Accessed November 26 2016]. 

2
 Centers for Disease Control. http://bit.ly/2cym68K. [Accessed November 26 2016]. 

3 
Andrew Rundle et al. ñNeighborhood food environment and walkability predict obesity in 

New York City,ò Environmental health perspectives 117, no.3 (2009): 442. 
4 
National Institutes of Health. http://bit.ly/2zeJIKb. [Accessed November 26 2016]. 

http://bit.ly/2cyfYz7
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use social media to effectively bring healthy foods within an achievable 

distance of most of the townôs residents. 

 

Keywords: John Nolen, Marketsecture, Paris Markets, ñParkletò, Social 

Media-enabled Markets.  
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Historical Cases of Walkable Suburbs 

 

Introduction: The Neighborhood Unit 

 

When the American suburb was first coming to form as the ñstreetcar 

suburbsò, walking was an accepted fact and an accepted form of transportation. 

Social reformers like Jacob Riis theorized a school centered community form in 

the early 1900ôs,
5
 and Arthur Comey, planner in 1915.

6
 As early as 1923 

planners recognized that automobiles were congesting city infrastructure and 

that they needed to be advocates for walkable communities.
7
 One planner/ 

sociologist, Clarence Perry made a coherent proposition at the 1923 National 

Planning Conference in Washington D.C.. Perry proposed that a citizen should 

be able to access the goods and services necessary for life within a five-minute 

walking distance.
8
 Perry called this place where services and goods would be 

accessible the ñNeighborhood Unitò (see Figure 1) and proposed it be anchored 

by a school for 800-1500 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 automobile.
9
 

 

Figure 1. Clarence Perryôs Neighborhood Unit Diagram from the ñNew York 

Regional Survey, Vol. 7 1929 from source licensed under Fair Use by 

Wikipedia 

 

                                                           
5 

Mel Scott, American city planning since 1890 (Chicago, IL: American Planning 

Association, 1995), 72. 
6 

John Nolen, City planning: a series of papers presenting the essential elements of a city 

plan, 2
nd

 edition (ed.) John Nolen (New York; London: D. Appleton and Company, 1929). 
7 

N. Byun, Y. Choi and J. Choi, J. ñThe Neighborhood Unit: Effective or Obsolete?ò 

Journal of Asian Architecture and Building Engineering 13, no.3 (2014): 617-624. 
8 

B. Harris, ñPlanning the great metropolis: the 1929 regional plan of New York and its 

environs,ò Environment and planning B, Planning and design 25, no.1 (1998): 486-498 
9 
Ibid, 487. 
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The quarter-mile (5-minute) walk to the center gave Perry approximately 

160 acres to develop into single-family 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 mile there 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 developers had to be 

convinced that this 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 types,
10

 ñindustrial sections,ò
11

 

low density apartments,
12

 and high-density apartments.
13

 (See Figure 2.) 

 

Figure 2. Clarence Perryôs Concept, Medium Density, Industrial, High Density 

and Slum Renovation Neighborhood Unit Schemes 

 
 

Perryôs ñNeighborhood unitsò idea became widely adopted in unique 

design adaptations by most of the leading landscape architects and planners 

of the 1920ôs and 1930ôs and was included in many of the new towns 

designs from the interwar years and town designs proposed in the New Deal 

by government agencies.
14

 

 

The Chicago City Club 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 

                                                           
10 

Ibid, 490. 
11 

Ibid, 492. 
12

 Ibid, 495. 
13 

Ibid, 497. 
14 

The Chicago City Club held a design competition to generate ideas for a residential 

development of a typical quarter-section of land on the Southwest Side of Chicago in 1913. 

Twenty six of the thirty submitted plans conformed to Perryôs ideas of the neighborhood unit. 

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

Comey, George B. Post, and others similarly conformed to Perryôs idea. Forest Hills Gardens, 

Billerica Garden Suburb, Kingsport Tennessee, Craddock Virginia, Venice Florida, and 

Mariemont Ohio all incorporated the neighborhood unit concept to one degree or another. The 

New Deal New-towns of Greenhills Ohio, Greenbrook New Jersey, Greendale Wisconsin, and 

Greenbelt Maryland incorporated the concept, providing a Federal endorsement of Perryôs idea 

of the suburban neighborhood. 



ATINER CONFERENCE PAPER SERIES No: ARC2017-2328 

 

plans to house not more than 1280 families, with associated parks, schools, 

shops, places of worship and community amenities deemed necessary. 

Submittals were birds-eye view perspectives and a site plans drawn at the 

scale of 1ò=80ô. The Jury was: 

 

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

scientifically designed housing. 

¶ John Arvold, a leading civil engineer 

¶ Jens Jenson, 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 

contributing author to ñCity Planning,ò a collection of essays on 

planning edited by John Nolen in 1929.
15

 

 

There were 41 entries to this competition, 29 were published by the 

City Club of Chicago.
16

 These 29 entries (including the entry from Frank 

Lloyd Wright identified as ñnon-competitiveò) came from a group made up 

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 entries could be placed into five types:  

 

¶ Grid based schemes 

¶ Heterogeneous schemes 

¶ Systematic repetitions 

¶ Beaux Arts schemes with vistas and boulevards 

¶ And ñunifiedò or ñthose not in other categoriesò 

 

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 ñunifiedò category. The scheme, shown in Figure 3, Major 

retail and multifamily construction is grouped along the street car line on the 

southern edge of the property. Two courtyard spaces are developed as the 

street passes through, a commercial courtyard (identified as ñBò on the plan) 

which is circular in form, and spatially defined by the building massing. 

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 Sitte.
17

 The commercial/high density residential core 

                                                           
15

 Nolen, City planning: a series of papers presenting the essential elements of a city plan, 

1929, XV. 
16

 Alfred P. Yeomans, City Residential Land Development, Studies in Planning, Competitive 

plans for subdividing a typical quarter section of land in the outskirts of Chicago (Chicago, 

Illinois: University of Chicago press, 1916). 
17

 L. Holzner, ñCamillo Sitte: The Birth of Modern City Planning with a Translation of the 

1889 Austrian Edition of his City Planning Artistic Principles.ò Book Review 19, no.2 

(1988): 89. 
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becomes less dense towards 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, looping south almost to the 

southern boundary. For the most part, this loop drive defines multifamily 

and public spaces within it. The loop drive creates what Unwin has termed 

ñstreet picturesò ï a constantly changing vista, framed by large shade trees. 

Most of the single-family lots, of varying street frontage fall on the extensions 

of the city grid into the scheme. 

 

Figure 3. Bernard Wilhelmôs Winning Entry to the 1916 Chicago City Club 

Competition 

 
 

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

 

¶ Functional overall ï 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. 

¶ Neighborhood place making ï being the design of lots to facilitate 

specific urban design responses during the design and construction of 

buildings. 
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¶ Street place making ï being the building type selection (single family 

detached, duplex, row houseé) and location to establish a perceptible 

space at a midblock, corner or axial 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 

Neighborhood place 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.
18

 Comey became a leading figure and authored books on 

transitional zoning.
19

 In one chapter of his 1933 book titled ñTransition 

Zoningò, Comey discusses the important role of neighborhood units ñA 

comprehensive city plan must be adopted if a city is to provide adequate 

neighborhood units 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, often poorly placed in relation to the district 

to be served.ò
20

 

Comeyôs second prize submission is a hybrid between a grid plan and the 

ñunifiedò category described by the jurors. The grid is transformed to distort 

from the orthogonal street pattern (not matching up 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 single-family dwellings on small lots almost exclusively as the 

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 

developmental step towards Comeyôs 1929 position on Neighborhood units and 

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 connections to the streets, 

but seem to be strongly associated with the single-family properties 

surrounding them. 

Considering Comeyôs scheme similarly to Wilhelmôs we find the levels of 

design to be valued differently. 

 

¶ Functional overall ï being the general locations of major commercial, 

communal, and residential areas, diagonal access, minimal shops, 

community spaces and the intentional disruption of the existing city 

grid. 

                                                           
18 
ñJohn Nolen Office Staff 1908 ï 1934ò from a file titled ñoffice 1927 ï 1937ò Accession 

2903 John Nolen Collection, Box 16, Rare and Manuscript Collection, Carl A. Kroch 

Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York. 
19

 Arthur C. Comey, Transition zoning (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1933). 
20

 Arthur C. Comey, ñNeighborhood units,ò in City Planning: A Series of Papers 

Presenting the Essential Elements of a City Plan (ed.) John Nolen (New York and London: 

National Municipal League Series, D. Appleton and Company, 1916). 
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¶ Neighborhood place making ï being the design of lots to facilitate 

specific urban design responses during the design and construction of 

buildings. Nine such lots are distributed over the 37 blocks making up 

the scheme. 

¶ Street place making ï being the building type selection (single family 

detached, duplex, row houseé) and location to establish a perceptible 

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 expectation 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 taxation rates low 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, clustering commercial and retail along major arterials 

instead of scattering them across each street. Jane Jacobs was especially 

critical in her book ñDeath and Life of Great American Cities,ò
21

 where she 

argued for the vibrancy of ñthe life of the streetò which, one could argue, is 

true for the high-density 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 

Perryôs idea of the neighborhood unit as a formal organizing element for a new-

town or subdivision plan. Nolenôs designs for Windsor Farms Subdivision in 

Richmond Virginia, and for the new towns, Mariemont, Ohio; Venice, Florida; 

Clewiston, Florida; Kingsport, Tennessee; 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, Fl; 

Clewiston, Fl 

 
 

Few of these were ever realized as Nolen envisioned them. As the 

landscape architect and planner, Nolen had little control over the ñbuild-outò 

                                                           
21 

J. Jacobs, The death and life of great American cities. (New York: Random House, 1961). 
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in most of his new-town and subdivision designs.
22

 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 best surviving example of John Nolenôs vision for the Garden 

City in America.
23

 Mariemont actually has three ñneighborhood units,ò each 

with its own characteristics designed according to the functional needs of 

the new town (see Figure 5). These Neighborhoods overlap, but each has a 

distinct ñcenterò providing goods or services to residents within a five minute 

walk. 

 

Figure 5. The Three Neighborhood Units in John Nolenôs Mariemont 

 
 

The first neighborhood unit in Mariemont was 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 

the rest of Mariemont. This town center is spatially established by a ñface 

the intersectionò condition wherein each of the corner buildings designed by 

Ripley & LeBoutillier
24

 features a chamfer making the street intersection 

into a more prominent urban space.
25

 The buildings themselves follow 

Arthur Comeyôs proposal for transitional land uses falling between districts 

as articulated in his 1933 book, ñTransition Zoning.ò
26

 Comey proposed that 

the gateway to residential neighborhoods be developed with multiple 

function buildings having doctors, pharmacists, barbers and shops at the 

street level, and apartments above. Nolenôs Chestnut at Oak neighborhood 

unit does just that. This center places retail and office space within a quarter 

mile radius of high-density townhouses, medium density single-family houses, 

schools, recreational activities and churches. The fifteen-minute 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 density calculations. This 

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

                                                           
22 
M. OôBrien, ñJohn Nolen and Raymond Unwin: Garden City Collaborators,ò Athens 

Journal of Architecture 1, no.1 (2015): 9-24. 
23 

Ibid, 13. 
24 

M. F. Rogers, John Nolen & Mariemont: building a new town in Ohio. Millard F. 

Rogers, Jr (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), 126. 
25

 Ibid, 12. 
26

 Comey, Transition zoning, 1933. 
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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 Chestnut Streets 

 
 

The second neighborhood unit in Mariemont is the ñTown Center.ò 

This center is developed at the crossing the Wooster and Plainville Pikes, 

two major regional roads that cross the townsite. These roads were slightly 

re-routed to cross as an elongated ñXò shaped intersection. Nolen overlaid a 

small green at the center of this ñXò 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 ñXò intersection, Nolen 

extends a formal boulevard east and west, through the town center. Then 

develops a north-south boulevard commencing at the ñbackò of the town 

hall (which ñfrontsò on the Town Center space) extending to the axial 

termination at the concourse and overlook to the Little Miami River on the 

southern edge of the site.
27

 This neighborhood unit functions as the 

dominant center of services and goods for all of Mariemont (see Figure 7.) 

This center is within Perryôs 5-minute walk of approximately 1,200 persons 

using Nolenôs 4 person per household factor. 

                                                           
27 
OôBrien, ñJohn Nolen and Raymond Unwin: Garden City Collaborators,ò 2015. 
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Figure 7. Mariemont ñTown Centerò 

 
 

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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Figure 8. Mariemontôs Health Care Neighborhood Unit 

 
 

 

Windsor Farms 

 

The Windsor Farms project was developed into 448 lots during the mid-

1920ôs on a 442-acre parcel immediately 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 advertised and publicized Mariemont, not many of 

Nolenôs drawings for Windsor Farms survive to this day.
28

 Surviving drawings 

show two versions of the subdivision plan, a June plan and November 1924 

revised plan. The plans are quite similar in structure with the 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 (see Figure 9.) The site is located on a bluff overlooking the James 

                                                           
28

 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 

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

no correspondence referring to either the early plan, or the clientôs perceptions of strengths 

and weaknesses that resulted in the revised plan being developed. 


