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Radburn and the American Planning Movement

Abstract

Many intellectual streams have contributed to the ideology of the American planning movement. Radburn, a
partially built, planned, New Jersey settlement, represents the influence of English garden city theories.
Radburn's plan was so well designed and rationally organized that it has become a permanent resource for
planners who in every generation examine and sometimes adapt it to solve contemporary problems. As a
result, it has survived as testimony to the planners' vision of suburban growth. It also represents, however, a
neglected promise unfulfilled because of larger currents in American culture.
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Radburn and the American
Planning Movement

The Persistence of an Idea
Eugenie Ladner Birch

SIJ!\t!M)\R\' Many intellectual streams have contributed to the ideology of the American
_r_:!anmng movement. Radburn, a partially built, planned, New Jersey settlement represents the
influence of English garden city theories. Radburn’s plan was so w:eb‘ desr'grred‘ and rationally
arganized that it has become a permaneni resource for planners who in every generation ewmfn_e
and sometimes adapi it to solve contemporary problems. As aresult, it has survived as .'ec-n'mon d
to the planners' vision of suburban growth, It also represents, however, a neglected ‘ romr’s}e
unfulfilled because of larger currents in American culture, . ’

Planned cities have been part of America’s heritage for over three hundred
years,.bul a domestic city planning movement did not emerge until early in the
Fwenueth century. Since that time, its leaders have refined techniques and
ideas in the effort to make planning a unique profession and a supportable
cause. As part of this process planners have developed a literature and an
iconography of model plans to act as guides for practitioners.'

_ In acf::ordance with their beliefs, early proponents selected examples
illustrative of their definition of rational land use. At first, they drew upon
European experience, notably the British garden city projects. With the
appearance of American developments, they turned to domestic efforts. One
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of the most publicized, long-lived, and influential models was Radburn, the
partially built garden city located in northern New Jersey. Despite its failure in
contemporary economic terms, the city planning supporters promoted it as a
normative pattern for their movement, As such, Radburn represented many
of the basic principles of planning theory from the thirties to the sixties.
Although planners did not always practice according to the full Radburnideal
in this period, they believed they should aim for its objectives: decentralized,
self-contained settlements, organized to promote environmental consider-
ations by conserving open space, harnessing the automobile, and promoting
community life.

Soingrained in planning thought were these tenets, that by the sixties, with
the restructuring of the field to eliminate the emphasis on land and so-called
middle-class values, planning theorists discredited Radburn. Nonetheless, by
the seventies, they began to reaffirm the uniqueness of the project as an
example of the foresight and expertise of the profession. While these later
students renewed praise of features recognized by the earlier generations, they
also discovered new, equally noteworthy, elements in the plan,

Radburn’s history, then, is closely tied to the evolution of the planning
movement in the United States. As a continuous element in planning theory.
Radburn’s story can be used as a case study to trace the development of the
profession focusing onits changing aims, its propagation, and its reception in
American society. Although there are other examples worthy of investigation,
Radburn is unique for its constancy and familiarity in planning literature.

A study of Radburn must take place within the context of the times, rather
than by solely focusing on the project itself. For this reason, Radburn will be
assessed through an examination of four interrelated topics: first, its timely
invention at a critical point in the development of the profession in the late
twenties: second, the adaptation of its contributions to the planning process
and physical design in the output of publicly financed land development
schemes of the New Deal and later eras; third, its condemnationas a symbol of
the defects of the field in the sixties; and fourth, its treatment in educational
and promotional literature used in spreading the ideas of the movement
throughout the period.

The Appearance of Radburn at a Critical
Point in the Early Planning Movement

Radburn appeared at a critical juncture in the history of American city
planning. While the movement’s leaders were still struggling to define the
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profession, they were soon to be thrust into the forefront of massive New Deal
construction projects.

In 1928, the year of Radburn’s initial construction, the movement was less
than a quarter of a century old. Like the housing and social welfare
campaigns, it was the product of progressive reform activities of the late
nineteenth century.? Planning’s formal organizational structure dated only
from 1909 when the National Conference on City Planning (NCCP) began to
hold annual meetings. By 1917, some NCCP members had created the
American City Planning Institute (ACPI), a technical branch designed to
“study the science and advance the art of city planning.™ Other peripheral but
important participants were the American Civic Association (a conglomerate
of municipal improvement societies), the American Institute of Architects,
and the American Society of Civil Engineers.* Overlapping memberships
among these organizations were common. City planning ideas were as likely
to be discussed as at the National Conference on City Planning.

From its beginning, the members of the American City Planning Institute
vigorously promoted the development of a theory and process of systematized
planning. Although the Institute members represented only a small percentage
of the NCCP rolls, and purposely limited its numbers by imposing strict
eligibility standards, they soon dictated the movement’s concerns and
direction.® They exchanged ideas at their own annual meetings and the NCCP
sessions, in their journal (entitled the City Planning Quarterly) and through
an informal network based on friendship. All practitioners, they were driven
by the need to identify specific professional skills, and develop momentum by
capturing mass support. Their deliberations frequently weighed the relation-
ship between theory, practice, and the publicinput. In 1926, Thomas Adams,
head of the Committee on the Regional Plan of New York and its Environs,

expressed a typical concern to Institute President and NCCP board member
John Nolen:

No profession is so open as City Planning to the danger of being watered dawn to
dilettante level by groups of amateur civic reformers and untrained exponents of
civic improvements. , . There is no danger of pushing out the new in city planning
because it is all new and the very fact that it is still a long way from settling down, as
ascienceand anart, means that some group is necessary to give it the right direction
and a small degree of solidity.5

Throughout the early days, the city planners strove to develop the right
direction referred to by Adams. Their varied activities ranged from the
designing of war housing to promoting the creation of lacal planning and
zoning boards, the writing of master plans and zoning ordinances for
municipal governments, and participating in regional studies. In addition,
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they kept pace with developments abroa.d through cornmumc.attolr; \Zu:la:ih;:
counterparts in the International Housing and Town IP!annmg Fe t:h h£
From these efforts they began to create a body of American planning thoug
i ers. .

ro;;hill:eml]alx(t):rt:vcmies, planners had articulal‘ed the basic goalsf of irl:
profession. In 1927, then NCCP president aneg s kcynotg speech be ore‘.n
19th Conference presented several: relieving traffic c:ongestm.nland proorr::d:ng‘
street safety, alleviating crowded living .and wor.kmg“ CDnle.lOf]'li, ;:;ble mt
city dwellers with more sunlight an@ air, ensurl.ng a more fa toof wasté
environment for the rising generation,” redulcmg the F}mot}n VA
generated by excessively large cities, }‘egulatmg th_: size of ci ]'d;as o
combining a new, modern, and appropriate beauty w1th, ‘Amencal; 1t0ward
efficiency.” He followed by surveying the rnm'ement.s progre;:mcu]ar :
meeting these objectives and admitted }hat “the r(?cord is not sp;: deve[;)
Nolen closed with a challenge to his audience. He bid them to work to P

a broadened city planning science:

ig st i ject itself and
If we are to find real solutions, we must dig still deeperl nl-no the supje:;étﬂg:;vem_
i i i tion of the related social, economic
more especially into a considera J g i
mental Eonditions which influence and color all that is now being

attempted.” . -y
It was into this environment of expansion and aspiration that Radburn

came. It could not have been developed at a more gritical tilme. The ;mbryc:jmc
movement needed a symbol — a demonstrahgn of its doctrine adn la
laboratory for its techniques. Radburn would fullfﬂl many of these needs. In
short, it was the right development at the right time.

Radburn and the Planning Process

Radburn was the brainchild of members of the influential Rzgm?}?l
Planning Association of America (RPAA), Fmd was construgted ur;llzlitedv.t
sponsorship of the City Housing Corporatmn (CHCQC), a prwaF;, e
dividend company. The RPAA, founded in 192'3 by a group f}f li clwmmll{)n
architects, engineers, economists, and sociologists, worked 11!1 COHJUI;C 1 i
with the CHC, which had been created in 1924 by a wealthy Newdzl’orserde :
estate entrepreneur, Alexander Bing.! _A]though the RPAA a 1:; e
variety of planning issues and drew ingplratlon fmrn‘ Eu.ropean Cﬁn dgtinct
regionalism, in Radburn it tailored British garden city ideas to t e e
legal and social customs of the United Stat?s‘ T_he C.HC, lhe v:co1’101‘;1}1:;I]:}a“ma1
of the RPAA, began Radburn after experiencing financial anq archi ei( .
success with an earlier, smaller project, Sunnyside Gardens in New 0;01;
Although restricting its dividends to 6 percent, lower than the current rate
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real estate development but in line with other interest-bearing investments, it
sold enough stock to raise sufficient capital for its endeavors.!!

The RPAA members worked as a team on the Radburn project and in the
process they developed the new planning methods Nolen had urged. In
addition, the social scientists among them contributed significantly to the
physical design. At first, the RPAA meetings were closed and casual, but later
they were supplemented by lengthy technical sessions attended by outsiders.
Referring to early activities, Clarence Stein reminisced to Catherine Bauer,
“Our essential meetings were informal. There is no record except our
memories.”'? However, when the group began to work seriously on Radburn,
it held formal planning sessions. In October of 1927, it sponsored a weekend
seminar at the Hudson Guild Farm in Netcong, New Jersey, to which itinvited
social scientists and others to study the preliminary plans and comment on
important community issues of education, health, governance, and race.!?
The minutes of this meeting list some of the questions discussed. The agenda
underscored members' concern for alleviating social tensions with a better
planned environment, A sample demonstrates the scope of their concerns:
“What should be the policy in relation to the admission of negroes and other
people of other races than white?”,"How many people must there be before
there could be a good elementary school?”, and “What sort of unified controls
are necessary to attain and protect an American garden city’s beauty?™*

The RPAA continued its meetings in New York City, purposefully seeking
information for rationally based decision making. Its members fully realized
that they were undertaking pioneering work in planning. Charles Ascher
wrote to Edith Elmer Wood in February of 1928, with an explanation of the
group's objectives:

The fundamental problems of planning and policy as you can well imagine are most
staggering. We have tried the plan of asking experts in various fields to meet with us
to discuss the several problems — not so much initially to answer problems, as to
suggest lines of thought and put us in touch with the people and agencies who can
help to answer questions.!s

The plan for Radburn, clearly the effort of the RPAA team, was not created
in the traditional architectural manner. It reflected a multidisciplinary
synthesis of the most current data and expert advice. Furthermore, decisions
were made by a rudimentary form of what evolved into the “planning
process, ™o First, the planners formulated goals, then collected data, developed
and selected a plan, implemented that plan, and later evaluated it (Plate 7.1).

A by-product of enlarging the participation in the planning meetings was
Radburn’s rapid acceptance by the general planning movement. The par-
ticipants were influential propagandists. Not only did the RPAA have vocal
members such as Lewis Mumford, Charles Ascher, and Clarence Stein, but
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7.1 The final plan for Radburn reveals the hierarchical circulation system and a
Jess rigid land use pattern than preliminary plans.
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also the consultants included others of critical importance: Russell Van Nest
Black (a long-time power in the American City Planning Institute), Edith
Elmer Wood (a highly regarded housing authority), Thomas Adams (the
prominent teacher, writer, and practitioner), and Harold Buttenheim (editor

of the American City Magazine)." All were in positions to promote Radburn .

and the planning process responsible for it.

Radburn’s fame spread rapidly. American City Magazine had numerous
articles (February, November, December, 1928, and November, 1929), the
NCCP and the ACPI featured it in their discussions, and the academic and
popular press gave attention to the experiment. At that time, the praised
clements of the settlement, subtitled by its promoters as a “Town for the
Motor Age," included the superblock (the high density clustering of single,
double, and multifamily housing around large areas of commonly held
parkland), whose demographic dimensions were based on the neighborhood
principle so recently articulated by Clarence Perry in the Plan for New York
and its Environs; the separation of vehicular traffic (with automobile routes
designed in a hierarchical fashion to eliminate unnecessary traffic in
residential areas); and the development of a community organization, the
Radburn Association, to administer the public lands, enforce restrictions, and
supply supplemental municipal services such as recreation and day care
activities.!s A few years after the initial construction was completed critical

comments extolled the development’s quality of life. The American Architect
made this observation in 1980:

[Radburn] represents the first scientific effort that has ever been made to establish a
community designed exclusively to minimize the danger of automobile accidents.
Yet there were other things to consider too. . . It was the desire of the builders to

create not only a [safe] community . .. butalso one. .. of beauty in appearance and
the utmost in modern efficiency.!?

Ultimately the 1929 national financial collapse would cripple Radburn’s
sponsor, the City Housing Corporation. CHCs 1933 bankruptcy prevented
the full execution of the original plan which had called for a complete town
with housing, employment, and commercial facilities for a projected 30,000
population. Although only a small fraction had been executed (housing for
about 3,000 and the commercial center), the plan and demonstration would
be influential in the coming years.20

Radburn and Its Transferal to the American Landscape

The American planning movement experienced a deep change in the
thirties. The focus of its activity changed from local to national as New Deal
programs undertook slum clearance, new town and public housing con-
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struction, mortgage insurance, and national planning“ Also, an increased
number of planners were employed directly by the public sector rather than
indirectly as consultants. Along with these changes, by the epc! gf the decade.
the Radburn imprint would be on most federal housing activities. However,
because of the nature of the movement’s organizational developments, only
parts of the Radburn plan, not the totality, would be transferred to the
American landscape. . _

During the Depression, professional and lay supporters of city plaqnmg
undertook the reorganization of the movement. In 1934, the Saf;onal
Conference on City Planning merged with the American Civic Asso;ual:on.lo
become the American Planning and Civic Association. The 5me_ncan C_ny
Planning Institute became an independent professional organization, which
later changed its name to the American Institute of f:‘lanncrs, Anentirely ne“:
group, the American Society of Planning OfﬁCl‘a]S. emerged to supply
technical information to the growing number of paid and volunteer govern-
ment leaders. The movement's leaders had designed a structure which would
respond to the changed envirenment and conditions of planning.?! .

The movement, then, was actually a three-pronged structure. The Amerfcan
Planning and Civic Association channeled citizen support, the American
Society of Planning Officials strengthened its public admlm_stramrs. and the
American City Planning Institute would develop professionals. All three
organizations 'had separate offices and publications but they met together
annually to exchange ideas about the state of the art.??

The Radburn plan was of critical importance to the restruclure_d movement.
For lay citizens, it provided a well-publicized and COI'I‘IPI‘EhCI'ISlb]'E image of
planning. For government officials, enough of Radburn was built th show
how it worked and what elements were successful. For professionals, it wasa
fertile laboratory experiment. Tracy Augur, planner for tI?c Tennegsec Valley
Authority, articulated these three functions of Radburn in an article for the
Michigan Municipal Review:

Radburn stands out singly not because it is the biggest or most beautiful of cities
but because it is the first tangible product of a new urban science . . . that 5eckfsht_u
make the places of man’s habitation and industry fit Ihlc health requirements ob is
daily life ... Radburn is not a theory, it lsgc:_lernonstranop . Radburfa cannot bea
model for all types of city, nor for all cities of the‘ rcslden!ral type; it standrs ;n
recognition of the varying functions cities serve, and in planning to serve one of the
more common of them, it points the way to the service of others.

Although many aspects of the Radburn plan' were immlcdia.te]y. in-
corporated in new town experiments of the thirties, its regional :r;phcanons
were only partially realized. Since the Tennessee Valley A.mth(?rlty and the
Resettlement Administration, two of the key regional agencies, hlrcq Elanners
who either worked on or were aware of Radburn, it is not surprising that

SNSRI S S mi —o




E. L. BIRCH

7.2a Radburn

7.2b  Norris

7.2 Radburn’s interior park (a) is copied at Norris (b), becomes a lake at Greenbelt

(c), is considerably smaller at Jonathan (d), and no longer protected from the street at
Columbia (e).

7.2c  Greenbelt

7.2d Jonathan

?.29 Columbia

RADBURN
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transferable aspects of the plan such as the superblock, transportation system,
and park arrangements cropped up repeatedly in designs for federal
settlements.2? Radburn’s translation into these efforts, its propagation by the
planning associations, itsadoption by the British in their work, and its use as a
model in graduate curricula, explain why the pattern became associated with
later American new town development.® Reston, Virginia, Columbia,
Maryland, Jonathon, Minnesota, and Irvine, California would repeat the
design devices if not the overall concepts.

A brief survey of selected elements illustrates their transfer to the American
landscape. Radburn’s much noted interior park (Plates 7.2 a,b), designed by
RPAA members Clarence Stein and Henry Wright, was adapted by Earle S.
Draper in his plan for the Tennessee Valley Authority community of Norris.
Draper, who had considerable experience in company town planning, frankly
drew upon the Radburn concept but changed it to meet the topographical
requirements and residential customs of the southern site.?8 For these reasons,
he dropped the superblock cluster housing. At Greenbelt, Maryland, one of
the four Resettlement Administration projects, the superblock-interior park
constellation appeared along with a new variation, a centrally located lake
(Plate 7.2c). In Columbia, Maryland, and Jonathon, Minnesota (later
developments undertaken by private entrepreneurs with some federal aid), a
faded remembrance of the space is seen in examples unenclosed by housing
(Plate 7.2d) and unprotected from the street (Plate 7.2e). Comparisons of the
cul-de-sac design, footpath systems (Plate 7.3), and underpass adaptations
(Plate 7.4) show similar variations as the developers tailored the devices to
meet their needs. Finally, the shopping center became a prototype for the later

settlements as well as for others not related to overall residential plans
throughout the United States.??

Other less-publicized aspects of the Radburn plan became embedded in
planning philosophy. Forexample, Augur,and later the Urbanism Committee
of the National Resources Board, praised the town’s homogeneous population
of young, college-educated, middle-income families, claiming that their
common backgrounds and interests promoted a “much fuller enjoyment of
social life,”*a healthier community” with a more responsive government than
could be “had in larger cities, more diverse in scope.™*

Large-scale development, an integral part of the Radburn idea, carried over
in both pre-war and post-war public housing as well as in urban renewal. The
redevelopers favored the method for economic and moral reasons. Not only
did they argue that large sites had lower infrastructure costs, but they also

believed that superblocks stood as safe islands amidst crime ridden slums
(Plate 7.5, 7.6).2%
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In 1931, housing professionals argued:

A reduction of delinquency rates is most likely to_resullt froma pirogra::; :a;h{;};
combines improvements in housing with modifications in other e emeghousmg
complex. This combination means at least, the dev;lnpmem of nnpro:trslma1 S
in neighborhood units. . . This neighborhood unit should have a p1 31311 % i
which would make the neighborhood relatively distinct. . . A phymlca p_al i
nature will tend to produce neighborhood organization and a local soct
which are lacking in many parts of the modern city. 0

The concepts of homogeneity and large-scale development were Iurt‘per
extended in the enormously influential work of the Federal Housing
Administration (FHA). As with public housing, only parts of th?: P.\adpur?
idea survived. Barriers to its wholesale adoption came .fmm two limitations.
First, the FHA structure requires self-sufficiency, which dampened Op!}(.:ﬂ'-
tunities for experimentation as called for by Ra.dburn. Second. Amcncan
zoning prohibited clustering and mixed uses. Notwithstanding .th_esc strn:tl.lrv':sCi
less than ten years after the construction ofRadburr}, FHA qfﬂmals pron}clneh
many of its principles. For example, the cul-de-sac ldt_aa, which Henry Wdrlg t
had urged in 1928, was doctrine by 1939.3! Although this dcad?ezlnd street esntg;l
had appeared in several earlier devclopment‘s, such as the BTItISh Letchwor fé
Hempstead Garden Suburb, and Welwyn), its more‘extlenswe use as padrt o i
complete street system at Radburn aided in convincing 1.hlc FHA a¢ m;r;g
strators to call for its use in government-insured subdivisions. Their |
manual, Planning Neighborhoods for Small Houses, flatly stated:

Homes located on cul-de-saes . . . offer distinct advantages especially to fam;!les
with small children. In addition to the reduction of the traffic hazard, the crea_;‘c:ln
of such sites has many other advantages to both the buyer and the developer. 1he
cost of street improvements may be greatly reduced.’?

In the same manual many illustrations of ideal subdilvisions incorporate
Radburn ideas, and a section of the actual plan waseven included (l:'latt:.?.'f‘l),r
Finally, the FHA endorsed the restrictive convenant, a too] used extens;:c \S
by earlier twenticth-century high-priced rea} estate d?vclopments such a
Palos Verdes, California, and Shaker Heights, Ohio. and. “adopleq at
Radburn. At Radburn, provisions in homeowners' dem_is specified grchneg
tural controls. Unfortunately, the FHA recommenda_uons suggestm% the1{
use as a “protection for residential development™ ultimately led to vicious
ial ¢ thnic discrimination.® _
Tﬂ‘;?;]l ;n:oising constituted up to 25 percent of all domestic new construcpm:;
betwen 1934 and 1970.34 In some features, it did perpetuate—th-oughgln d]
fragmentary manner—a few Radburn notions, namc‘!y‘ the h}fera;—cbm;:s
transportation systems and large scale developments. This transferal bea

_—_4
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7.3¢  Greenbelt

7.3d Ir_mathan

7.3b  Norris

7.3 Thefootpath at Radburn(a) is copied at Norris (b), crosses at street at Greenbelt

(¢). goes under an underpass at Jonathan (d), and is placed next to a main street at .
Columbia (e). = 7.3e Columbia

_
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7.4c Greenbelt

7.4 The underpass at
Radburn (a) shows up at
Naorris (b), Greenbelt (c),
and Jonathan (d), and
becomes an overpass at
Columbia (c).

7.4a Radburn

7.44 Jonathan

7.46  Norris > 7.4¢ Columbia
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The Radburn plan showing a series of culs-de-sac grouped in a super-block

around a central park. The traffic highways border the super-block, The houses
face the front yards and parks rather than the strects. The cul-de-sac roadways
are service drives and give access to the rear of the houses. Traffic passes by

rather than among the houses.
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7 The 1939 FHA manual reprinted part of the Radburn plan.
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testimony to the strength and adaptability of these aspects of the plan; yet the
absence of wholesale adoption indicates that the total pattern was still alien to
the majority of American land developers. Planners had not convinced them
of the plan’s desirability. In the main, it remained an ideal, most frequently
emulated in public, not private, projects.

With the expansion of public planning programs, the movement—as
measured by organizational affiliation—had grown rapidly. However, its
actual numbers were small. Furthermore, between the two planning assoc-
lations, the influence of the government officials’ group (ASPO) surpassed
that of the professional society (AIP). (Membership figures show ASPO’s 450
dues payers in 1934 expanding to 3,600 twenty years later while the AIP
200-member constituency grew to only 1,000.)35 During this time, ASPO took
over the direction of the movement. It did so not by membership growth alone
but also by extending essential services to local government. In 1949, when
ASPOs original grants from the Spelman Fund ran out, its longtime
executive director, Walter Blucher, developed the Planning Advisory Service
and the Zoning Digest. Dependent on selling subscriptions, he marketed them
to municipal leaders of the expanding metropolitan areas who sought
immediate, tangible, technical advice on how to deal with the postwar
onslaught of people and automobiles.3 By 1954, these widely circulated
publications reached 60 percent of all American cities having populations of
50,000 or more, and all the key federal and state agencies.’? Through these
publications, ASPO promoted some Radburn principles—particularly the by
now quite acceptable large scale development and hierarchical transportation
systems—but it did not fully endorse the clustered superblock. It more readily
promoted anti-Radburn policies such as single-lot, large-individual-yard
residential zoning.3® The AIP continued to advance Radburn’s garden city
ideas, but on the whole, these remained textbook principles too utopian for
complete American adoption and undercut by ASPO propaganda.

Thus, while the planning movement accepted the Radburn plan as a model,
its few practitioners, frequently operating within a relatively unsympathetic
environment, could execute only those aspects which melded easily with
pre-existent customs. While suburban property and energy were abundant
and low priced, the conservation aspects, particularly the superblock, mixed-
density residential units and the regional organization of employment, were
notattractive to land developers and municipal officials who favored simpler,
cheaper Euclidean-based subdivision arrangements. In contrast, the super-
block based on the neighborhood principle was more widely applied in
postwar public housing projects but with a new twist. The careful ly calculated
human scale densities of Radburn were distorted as legislative, economic, and

political considerations dictated the construction of high rise buildings in
slum cleared areas.

1
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Radburn’s Fate in the Sixties

In the sixties, the planning movement continued its geometric growthbofth(;
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Gans, John R. Seeley, and William Moore. Jr., expanded her theses througha
series of detailed studies. They concluded that the mindless application of the
superblock-neighborhood unit principle in public housing needlessly de-
stroyed the useful social structure of low-income communities. They further
charged that projects replacing slums were “badges of social identification and
affliction [which] the outside community reacts to as though they were leper
colonies and the lives of the residents seem to have neither dimension nor
meaning, ™!

Soon others joined, calling for a total reevaluation of the field. For
example, in 1964 designer Kevin Lynch condemned the use of stereotypical
plans noting that the repetition of the garden city and superblock without
reference to purpose demonstrated a glaring “unawareness of the vast range of
potential city forms.”™2

Another equally important criticism attacked the profession’s traditional
reliance on technical expertise coupled with political neutrality. As heirs to the
progressive assumption that knowledge of problems would lead to their rapid,
scientific solution, planners had long ignored political realities. Hunter
College professors Jewel Bellusch and Murray Hausknecht noted this
behavior in their 1967 collection, Urban Renewal: People, Politics and
Planning. They observed that numerous studies, in particular Martin
Meyerson and Edward Banfield's documentation of the failure of the Chicago
Housing Authority in Politics, Planning and the Public Interest, made
planners realize that this “naiveté [had to be] abandoned [and] the profession
[had to] recognize the intimate relationship of politics and planning.™ From
these thoughts, it was not a very long step to the citizen participation-
advocacy planning movement that developed in this period. This effort
brought the pluralistic nature of American society to the planners'attention,
and called for practitioners to represent the interests of a variety of clients,
specifically the powerless lower-income groups.

Ironically, some critics continued to support the broader Radburn ideas,
now relabeled new town planning. In 1965, Herbert Gans, intent on his
criticism of urban renewal, made the following proposal:

If the slums are really to be emptied and their residents properly housed elsewhere
the rehousing program will have 10 be extended beyond the city limits, for the
simple reason that that is where most of the vacant land is located, This means
admitting the low income population 1o the suburbs; it also means creating new
towns—self-contained communities with their own industries. S

The decade of the sixties was a turbulent period for planning. Former A/P
Journal editor Melvin Webber caught the spirit of the times in his landmark
essay “Comprehensive Planning and Social Responsibility” when he diag-
nosed the nature of the changes:
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Problems and Practices. In this extensive collection of essays, Charles Ascher
contributed “Government by Contract in Radburn. New Jersey,” an eval-
uation of the settlement’s use of restrictive covenants, giving attention to the
possibilty of their use in urban renewal sites.52 About the same time, two New
textbooks appeared: Arthur B. Gallion's Urban Pattern and Christopher
Tunnard’s Ciry of Man. Both praised Radburn. Tunnard challenged his
readers with this question: “How much longer can we coast along on thie. . .
reputation for good-looking civicdesign achieved by Radburn?"™? These texts
have been used extensively in schools of architecture and planning.

In the sixties, despite the strife created by differing opinions about the
ranking of social and physical priorities, a spate of articles appearing at the
time often entitled “Radburn Revisited” showed that professionals and lay
supporters alike found the settlement still worth studying.54 In 1964 Anthony
Bailey. writing in the New York Herald Tribune, observed its enduring

quality:

To Radburn. .. come engineers, architects and planners fromall over the world and

Mr. Sporn takes them around to see the parks, lanes, paths, pools and the famous
Olmsted-type underpass. . . There also come study groups from the Urban Land
Institute and the FHA . .. and students from Harvard, Princeton and Cornell who

.. reflect on how relevant Radburn seems. , .

Furthermore, the Radburn visits probably added a vision of the benefits of
cluster zoning and planned unit development which municipal governments

would begin to accept in this period.*

The planners of the seventies have not forgotten Radburn. In 1970, John
Lansing of the University of Michigan included Radburn in an important
study of six American planned environments, and concluded that Radburn’s
plan remains a model,s7 He found its design to have important implications
recording that 47 percent of Radburn’s residents
shopped for groceries on foot while comparable figures were 23 percent for
Reston, and only 8 percent for a nearby unplanned community. Other
findings, such as low figures for weekend trips and low average numbers of
miles traveled by car per resident, bore out this claim.

In September 1978, Building Magazine reported on a contemporary
extension of the Radburn concepts, the Harmon Cove project built by Hartz
Mountain Industries in the newly reclaimed meadowlands area of northern
New Jersey. Only a few miles from its prototype, the forty-acre settlement
designed by architect Jerome Larson, Land Design Associates of Long Island,
and Hartz Mountain planners has approximately six hundred dwellings
clustered around centrally located open space laced with separate vehicular
and pedestrian systems, including the typical underpass.®

for energy conservation,
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Finally, in the spring of 1979, professional and lay interest arosc again,
probably stimulated by Radburn’s fiftieth anniversary. The New York Times
ran a feature article in April and Planning Magazine had one in May.s? [n
addition, John Gallery, then Director of Housing and Community De-
velopment for the City of Philadelphia, reassessed Radburn in an address
before the annual meeting of the Society of Architectural Historians. In this
talk he emphasized the plan’s lessons for him in his current position, noting
that the community's mix of residential uses allowing for a multigenerational
population was a particularly important model .50

Also, in 1979, revisions of the stand by planners’ textbook, The Practice of
Local Government Planning, issued by the International City Management
Association, included extensive coverage of Radburn in its sweeping “Plan-
ning Portfolio.” Seeking to demonstrate the story of planning in the United
States in the last generation, its author, Louis B. Schlivek, perpetuated
Radburn, labeling it “a pioneering new town.™ Using photographs and text to
highlight the major features, Schlivek concluded that this “most ambitious
and durable of planning efforts was and is in many ways even more relevant to
our present problems than it was at the time it was conceived ™!

Conclusion: Radburn’s Impact

Radburn has had a significant impact on planning theory and vision in the
twentieth century. Not only did it act as an exemplar of the profession’s
principles but also its design became a steady resource for practitioners,
Furthermore, in every generation since the beginning of the movement,
planners—always affected by the economic. social, and political environment
of their times—have found answers to specific contemporary problems in
Radburn. Though the issues change, Radburn, the icon, does not.

The original group of Radburn designers, the members of the Regional
Planning Association of America, developed the plan as a team. each
contributing his individual skills and seeking additional advice when needed.
Their product, a comprehensive, rational, technical plan, demonstrated the
benefits of this prototype city planning process. Later planners would emulate
these procedures.

They produced a superior plan. It complex program addressed con-
temporary needs, primarily the integration of the automobile into residential
life. Its failure to anticipate mid-century multiple car ownership and its
awkward positioning of dwellings with back doors fronting the strects were
notable weaknesses, but they were excused by the originality of Radburn’s
suggested suburban pattern based on the hierarchical arrangement of streets
and large recreational areas. Over time the planacted asa permanent resource
for practitioners® reference. Durable and ingenious, the design suggested
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testimonial of the profession's potential. It has acted as a permanent reference
for generations of planners, and it persists as a respectable icon in the field's

literature. However, as an applied pattern, it has failed to be a determining
force.
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