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Two Outstanding Examples 
of Planned Communities

Riverside: 19th Century

Designed by Frederick Law Olmsted

America's Premier Landscape Architect
(1822 – 1903)



Riverside Plan



Two Outstanding Examples 
of Planned Communities

Mariemont: 20th Century

Designed by John Nolen

America's Premier Town Planner

(1869 - 1937)



Mariemont Plan



Orientation

Riverside           
Village in the Forest

� Located 9 Miles West of 
Chicago's Loop

� 1869 Groundbreaking

� Planned As An Elite 
Railroad Suburb

Mariemont 
National Exemplar

� Located 10 Miles East of 
Downtown Cincinnati

� 1923 Groundbreaking

� Planned as a Working 
Class Automobile and 
Trolley Suburb



Designations
Riverside (1970) and 
Mariemont (1979) 
have  Historic 
Districts on the 
National Register.

In addition, in 2007 
the Village of 
Mariemont was 
designated a National 
Historic Landmark.



Awards

Both Riverside and 
Mariemont have won 
National Planning 
Landmark Awards
from the APA for their 
Town Plans.
In addition, in 2008 
the APA recognized 
Mariemont as one of 
the Great Places in 
America.



2010 Population Overview

Population
Riverside      =     8,875
Mariemont    =     3,403

Race, % White
Riverside      =     91.3%
Mariemont    =     94.7%

Owner Occupied Housing
Riverside      =     81.5%
Mariemont    =     61.0%  



Population Overview Continued
Median HH Income
Riverside = $88,518

Mariemont = $72,035

Median Home Value

Riverside =    $437,240

Mariemont = $263,838

Bachelors Degree or Higher

Riverside = 55.69%

Mariemont = 66.17%



Common Attributes

These two ”jewels in the suburbs” possess:

- A strong Sense of Place

- A strong Sense of Community

- Significant amounts of Public Open Space

- Tree Lined Streets

- Architectural Diversity

- A range of Housing Choices

- Positive First Impressions

- Pedestrian Friendly Environments

- Lots of Walker, Jogger & Bicyclist Activity



Famous Burnham Quote

A famous Daniel 
Burnham quote is 
”Good design is good 
business.”
Whether speaking 
about  town plans, 
buildings, or amenities
this famous quote fits 
both Riverside and 
Mariemont.



Another Burnham Quote

Some twenty years after concluding the General 
Plan for Riverside, FLO returned to Chicago to 
plan the grounds of the Columbian Exposition.

Impressed with his immense design skills, none 
other than Daniel Burnham remarked of his 
colleague: ”An artist, he paints with lakes and
wooded slopes; with lawns and banks and forest
covered hills.” 



Riverside Photos



Frederick Law Olmsted

A prolific design 
talent, FLO is most 
famous for his parks.
His vision resulted in 
Central Park in New 
York City, Boston's 
Emerald Necklace, 
and parks in such 
diverse locations as 
Buffalo, Louisville, 
and Seatle.

.  



More Olmsted Projects

Among his most 
noteworthy creations 
were the grounds of 
Biltmore Estate in 
Asheville, N. Carolina, 
the United States 
Capitol grounds, and 
the Master Plan for 
Chicago’s 1893 
World's Columbian 
Exposition.



Additional Olmsted Projects

He was also involved 
in campus design for 
many colleges and  
universities, including 
Auburn, Cal Berkeley,  
Chicago, Cornell, 
Miami of Ohio, 
Stanford,  Wellesley, 
and Yale.  



Riverside, Illinois

In 1868, the Riverside Improvement Company
purchased 1,600 acres along the Des Plaines 
River. They hired FLO to implement their goal of 
developing ”a perfect village in a perfect setting.”

Olmsted set about designing a community which 
created a ”Middle Landscape,” one which 
blended the best of the city and country. He had 
high hopes that the RIC would end up developing 
a community ”greatly superior to any other near
Chicago.” 



Planning Riverside

Compensation, lots instead of fees.

Street layout – the key to Riverside's design appeal. 
Lewis Mumford, an admirer, said:  

”None of the planning done within the nineteenth 
century...compares in freshness of form and boldness 
of design with Olmsted's Riverside.”



Riverside's Streets

The straight lines typical of 
grid streets like Chicago 
were to be avoided in an 
effort to suggest ”leisure,
contemplativeness, and 
happy tranquility.”



Open Space

Open space suitable 
for active as well as 
passive recreation is 
abundant throughout 
Riverside. Indeed, 
open space is a 
dominanting 
feature. 



Streets & Roads

Olmsted distinguished streets from roads. He 
thought of streets as being urban and straight.
Roads, on the other hand, were rural and
winding.
Olmsted favored the construction of curvilinear 
roads to straight streets. Very few straight streets 
were ever built in Riverside.   



Town Center

FLO’s plan for 
Riverside did not
include a town center. 
Eventually, William -
LeBaron Jenney
designed a small 
commercial area just 
north of the railroad 
tracks.  



Houses & Open Space

Housing sites near 
public parks and 
areas of natural 
beauty were not only 
the most desirable but 
the most valuable
lots.



Houses

Olmsted believed that 
houses in Riverside 
should have generous 
setbacks, and be 
planted with trees 
and lawns in order to 
create an aspect of 
what he liked to call 
”secluded
peacefullness and
tranquility.” 



Residential Character



Amenities
Olmsted regarded the Des Plaines River as 

an amenity.   



Demand Influences
3 factors explained 
slow lot sales in 
Riverside.

� ”Flyway Speculation”
� The Great Chicago 

Fire of 1871, and
� The Panic of 1873

On October 30, 1870, Olmsted negotiated a 
release from his agreement with leadership of 
the Riverside Improvement Company.



Planning Legacy

Riverside may have had some influence on the 
development of Britain's Garden City movement. 
Its founder, Ebenezer Howard, was a proponent 
of combining the advantages of town and country 
in greenbelt communities.

From 1872-74 Howard lived in Chicago where 
he worked as a stenographer. As a result, he was 
no doubt aware of the development taking place in 
Riverside.



Nolen and Olmsted

John Nolen was born the same year that Frederick 
Law Olmsted began work in Riverside - 1869. Like 
Olmsted, he did not begin his career as a landscape 
architecture. Unlike Olmsted, Nolen established his 
reputation in the emerging field of city planning. 

During the first third of the twentieth century, Nolen 
would become America's most prolific city 
planner.
Given their stature and many contributions, the APA 
lists both Olmsted and Nolen as National Planning 
Pioneers.  



Timelines
20% of America's population in 1860 was urban. This 
percentage grew to 51% by 1920.

The primary reason for this enormous growth was the 
industrialization of America. Job growth created 
tremendous demand for housing and spawned squalid 
living conditions in cities throughout America, including 
Chicago and Cincinnati.

Meanwhile, newfound prosperity saw automobile
registrations increase from 8,000 in 1900 to 9,000,000 by 
1920! By 1940, there were 32,000,000 autos registered.



John Nolen

Nolen enrolled in Harvard University's new School
of Landscape Architecture in 1903. While there he
studied under Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr.

He became an enthusiastic advocate of Ebenezer
Howard's Garden City concept and became close
friends with architect Sir Raymond Unwin. Unwin
was the co-designer of Letchworth, England's first
garden city and was the principal designer of
Hampstead Garden Suburb. HGS, incidentally, is
Mariemont's Sister City.



John Nolen Plans
In addition to Mariemont, Nolen designed 32 
new towns in America. Among these were 
Kingsport, Tennessee and Venice, Florida.
Nolen also developed comprehensive plans
for numerous cities, including:

- San Diego, California
- Charlotte, North Carolina
- Madison, Wisconsin
- Bridgeport, Connecticut and
- Clearwater, Florida



John Nolen Contributions

Clinton Rogers Woodruff, speaking of the 
significant contributions to the city planning 
movement made by John Nolen said:

”One might write of him as someone wrote of 
Leonardo. As other artists made pictures or 
music or books or palaces for God or man, so 
he loved to compose a city.”



City Planning

When asked at the 1st National Conference on 
City Planning in 1909, ”What is needed in
American City Planning?” Nolen answered 
”Everything!”
Nolen was on his way to becoming not only the 
Nation's first champion for comprehensive 
planning, but an early and strong advocate for 
zoning.



Nolen Priorities

Nolen believed cities 
should adopt a 
standard of 1 acre of 
open space for every 
200 people or no less 
than 10% of  their land 
area as their park 
standard.
In Mariemont, 24% of 
the land was set aside 
for open space. 



Big vs Small

Small communities
were Nolen’s focus 
because of the 
opportunity for greater 
impact as well as 
implementation.

� Kingsport, Tennessee
� Montclair, New Jersey
� New London, Conn.
� Reading, Pa.
� Roanoke, Virginia
� Savannah, Georgia
� Venice, Florida



Nolen's Stature

� Nolen's was elected President of the American 
City Planning Institute, the National Conference 
on City Planning, and the International 
Federation for Housing and Town Planning.

� British admirers of his work and contributions 
elected him an honorary member of the Town 
Planning Institute – a high honor.



Planning Heritage

� The American City Planning Institute was formed in 
1917 during the reform minded Progressive Era
”exclusively” for individuals who were directly 
involved in the planning process.

� The early membership ranks of ACPI included 23 
engineers, 17 landscape architects, 12 lawyers, 
10 architects, 6 so called ”real estaters”, and 7 
other laymen. No city planners were identified.



Planning Education

� The establishment of the School of Landscape 
Architecture at Harvard in 1900 – the program 
John Nolen enrolled in – was an important 
beginning in the city planning movement.

� In 1929 Harvard established the first school of 
City Planning. Here, planners could earn a 
graduate degree with the advantage of being 
taught by 21 outside experts. Nolen was one 
such lecturer.   



Mariemont's Patron
Mary Emery was a 
wealthy Cincinnati 
widow who deplored 
the overcrowded 
housing conditions, 
congestion, and lack 
of city planning found 
in large American 
cities. The English 
Garden City became 
her model for a new 
community.     



Charles Livingood

In 1910 Mary Emery directed her secretary 
and manager, Charles Livingood, to visit and 
study European planned communities in order 
to begin developing the concept of Mariemont.
In his autobiography, he stated that the English
communities that most influenced his thinking 
on Mariemont were Letchworth, Port Sunlight, 
Hampstead Garden Suburb, Bournville.



The Mariemont Company

� Livingood was in charge of day-to-day 
operations for The Mariemont Company which, 
given Mrs. Emery's wealth, functioned more as 
a philantropic than a for profit company.

� Livingood was also responsible for hiring a town 
planner. For this important job he selected John 
Nolen.  



Town Plan

� Nolen's plan for the Village of Mariemont 
incorporated both formal and informal design 
elements.

� In the Village Square area four diagonal streets 
intersect with Wooster Pike.

� In the open space area between them is the 
Village Square. It contains a small fountain 
flanked by bench seating – a popular gathering 
spot, especially on weekends.



Village Square Aerial



Village Square

Nolen's plans called 
for the creation of a 
small village square
dominated by a hotel
and a short block of  
retail and a cinema.  
Framed by a tree 
lined boulevard and  
wooded area, this 
picture perfect area is 
the undisputed heart 
of the Village.   



Village Square Area Dining

Quarter Bistro

Dilly Cafe



Dogwood Park

Dogwood Park is 
Mariemont's primary 
reservation of public 
open space. It has 
both an active and
passive component. 
Besides a carillon bell 
tower, playground, 
and ballfields it has 
walking trails.



The Concourse
The Concourse is Mariemont's other park gem. It sits 
near the center of a nearly mile long linear park, offers 
great views of the Little Miami River Valley, and is a 
community gathering spot for events such as The 
Taste of Mariemont, the high school homecoming 
parade, and prom pictures.



Oldtown Hitoric District Housing

The early focus of The 
Mariemont Company 
was small scale multi 
family rental housing 
and mixed use. What 
became the Oldtown 
Historic District was 
located within a 1-2 
block walk of both the 
trolley line and Wooster 
Pike (US 50).



More English Influence



Innovation

All of the utilities in 
the Village were 
placed underground.
As such, Nolen's 
streetscapes became 
much more prominent 
features.



Partnering

� Mariemont was a 
collaborative project.

� A Boston firm did all 
the engineering.

� 26 architects from 
Cincinnati, Boston, 
New York, and 
Philadelphia designed 
all of Mariemont's 
historic buildings. 



Transportation

Mariemont was laid 
out along a trolley 
car line. It provided 
local residents the 
option of working as 
well as shopping in 
downtown Cincinnati.



Mariemont’s First Building

� The first building built 
by The Mariemont 
Company was a 
Norman style church.

� Its stone tiled roof 
dates back to 14th

century England.  



SCALE

Scale plays an important role in Mariemont.
While a significant percentage of 2, 4 and 6
family rental housing units exist, there are very
few large scale buildings in the Village.



Street Design

� Nolen identified 2 kinds of street plans – the 
radial or spiderweb plan, and the rectangular
or gridiron plan. The former was common in 
Europe while the latter was widely used in the 
United States.

� The radial street system is most evident in the 
Village Square area. Grid streets and alleys are 
most commonly found in Oldtown.  

� Only a few curvilinear streets and closes exist. 
But, houses along both are in high demand.  



Closes

Mariemont was designed 
with a small number of 
short, attractive closes –
a prominent feature in 
English Garden Cities.

Two of them, Albert
Place and Sheldon
Close, were named in 
honor of Mary Emery's 
deceased sons. Another, 
Denny Place, honored 
Mrs. Emery's mother.



Expensive & Desirable

With the exception of some recently built 
condominums located near the Village Square, 
many of Mariemont's most desirable and most 
expensive homes either border or are located 
very close to public open space.  



Diverse Tax Base

Nolen’s plan created a wide variety of land 
uses, including what became a 45 acre 
industrial park. 

Besides residential, Mariemont’s tax base 
includes an historic hotel, destination 
restaurants, banks, retail, and a cinema. 



Unfullfilled Plans

� In the English Garden City tradition, Nolen had 
hoped to create a greenbelt around a portion of 
Mariemont. He predicted that ”cancerous
peripheral growth” would occur without a 
creating a greenbelt.  

� As happened in Kingsport, Tennessee, Nolen's 
proposal to create such a buffer was rejected. 

� The death of Mary Emery in 1927 and the 
advent of the Great Depression slowed the  
growth of Mariemont.



Nolen & Mariemont

Reflecting on his experience in creating a 
National Exemplar, John Nolen wrote a letter to 
Charles Livingood in which he stated that...

”Mariemont stands out as the most worthwhile 
project on which I ever had the priviledge of 
being professionally engaged.”



New Urbanism

� Mariemont is an often acknowledged model for 
New Urbanism. It is regularly visited by college 
students, architects, planners, landscape 
architects, and even the occasional developer.

� Duany Plater-Zyberk (DPZ) regularly include 
examples of communities that have influenced 
their work. John Nolen's town plan for 
Mariemont is one such example.



Closing Information

After many years of preparing comprehensive plans, 
Nolen said something we planners can all readily 
identify with:

”It was a task requiring the wisdom of Solomon, the 
heart of a prophet, the patience of Job, and the hide 
of a rhinocerous. ”



Conclusion
No doubt because of 
Daniel Burnham's 
famous 1909 Plan, 
John Nolen felt that... 

”With the possible 
exception of Chicago, 
no town or city has 
yet taken city 
planning seriously.”

THANK YOU!


