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Baldwin Hills Village
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There is a series of landmarks in the replanning of
American communities since the end of the First
World War. The new movement began with the plan-
ning of Sunnyside Gardens in Long Island City (1924):
a fresh experiment in large scale planning and hous-
ing, and by no means the least important, even now.
Had the positive and negative lessons of Sunnyside
been better digested, the crude economies and disor-
dered layouts of so much government housing since
1932 would have been impossible.

The next large experiment was Radburn (1929). This
was the first community plan to incorporate in its design
the fundamental division of functions that the elder



Olmsted had first worked out, with masterly skill, in
the design of Central Park — a division that Mr. Rob-
ert Moses’s planners have, with his usual brashness,
turned their backs on. Radburn’s dull and conventional
architecture kept it from being as esthetically stimu-
lating as Ernst May’s Romerstadt; but it represented
a more radical approach to modern planning. In the
use of the super-block, the blind residential street, the
continuous internal park belt, the complete differen-
tiation of footways from motorways, it was the first
concrete demonstration of a fundamental new order,
different from every historic type of city layout, and
possible only through the use of modern technology.

The next landmark was Greenbelt (1935). Greenbelt
was an advance upon Radburn in that the architecture
and the community design were closer to being of one
piece. In outline and execution Greenbelt was one of
the high points of American planning: comparable to
the great hydro-electric structures erected by the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority. The very name Greenbelt was
a happy word for the “horizontal wall” which Sir
Ebenezer Howard had correctly regarded as essential
to the integrity of the modern community. Whether
this belt shall be spinal, as in Radburn, or peripheral,
enclosing each neighborhood, and finally encircling
the city, remains to be worked out experimentally.
(The term “green belt” was first used, | believe, by
Sir Raymond Unwin around 1920.)

Since Greenbelt many neighborhood communities have
been planned and built: too many of them handicapped
by the conditions laid down by Congress for slum re-
placement: conditions that in many cases provided
that an old semi-slum should be replaced — as in New
York’s Ft. Greene development — by a new super-
slum. One of the handful of projects that stands out
as a fundamental advance in both planning and archi-
tecture is Baldwin Hills Village in Los Angeles. Here
every part of the design speaks the same robust ver-
nacular: simple, direct, intelligible. I know no other
recent community that lends itself so fully to strict
scrutiny, simply because every aspect of its physical
development has been thought through.

The site plan represents a further development of the
Radburn idea, made possible by the use of the row
house, with the removal of the garage to the service
road. One of the most important facts about this plan
is its clarity and readability; the buildings all form a
comprehensible whole, which can be taken in at a
glance; the stranger is not puzzled or led astray by any
mere jugglery of the structures for the sake of achiev-
ing specious esthetic effects or pinchpenny economies.
Such order is a vital attribute of a modern urban
environment.

Unlike Radburn, unlike most English examples, Bald-
win Hills Village uses the long row as the unit of
building. That is perhaps one of the secrets of its
economy, its spaciousness, its fine urbanity. The free-
standing small house, or the short row of semi-
detached houses, does not create either esthetic
harmony or economy. When such units are standard-
ized they look dull, and when the architect seeks to
cover this dullness by trivial variations, the whole
effect is fidgety. Worse still, the individual houses
lack both usable land and visual privacy. In Baldwin
Hills Village, on the contrary, there is a maximum
provision of continuous green space, framed by long
rows whose restful horizontal planes are differentiated
only by their colored walls. Such a pattern could be
universalized, with minor variations, just as the eight-
eenth century squares were universalized in the build-
ing of so much of early-nineteenth-century London.’
With all our talk of standardization, it is high time
that we achieved such a standard and addressed our-
selves firmly to living up to it in city planning.

The details of these Baldwin Hills Village houses are
as well thought out as the general plan. The provision
of little closed-in garden areas, for sunbathing and
dining and idling, fully protected by a high fence
against the cool afternoon winds that are characteris-
tic of the West Coast, is a fine regional adaptation.
Within, too, the rooms are spacious: they have been
planned for active housekeeping, and would not be-
come oppressively small and disordered through the
presence of a few children. (Is it perhaps not an acci-
dent that few architectural photographs of modern
“economic’” housing show the occupants? Their rooms
are already crowded before people enter them.)

Baldwin Hills Village is a challenge to a whole school
of housers and planners who have ruthlessly pared
down the first costs of building without bothering to
note the depressing long-term results. The planners of
this community have proceeded as if they themselves
were going to live in it; and as a result, it will still be
a livable community when a good part of our existing
housing projects have succumbed, once more, to pre-
mature blight. These houses are, happily if a little
ironically, the crown of Reginald Johnson’s career as a
designer of spacious private mansions; and in the plan
itself, for which Clarence Stein was consultant, his
experience with Sunnyside, Radburn, and Greenbelt
came to its richest fruitage. ’

Here, then, is a standard for what modern community
building may be. Better we may still have; but lower
than this no large-scale development should fall.
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Description and Appraisal...Baldwin Hills Village

by Catherine Bauer

Fundamental to the project, promoted as it was by a
group of progressive architects, was the clear conception
of “Thousand Gardens” (the Village's original name)

as a demonstration of modern community design. This
private rental development was destgned to—and does—
provide not only openness and privacy usuclly avail-
able solely to well-to-do home buyers; but also, many
amenities and services possible only when both design
and management of the entire community are unified.
Balcony, walled patio, and landscaped central Green
typify one extraordinary provision: that for outdoor
living.

The loudest postwar controversies in the building field
may rage around proposals for public action and subsidy
for slum clearance, urban redevelopment, and low-rent hous-
ing. But how much progress can we expect from private
builders ?

Business, industry, and labor; officials, intellectuals, re-
formers of every color—all assume that housing and large-
scale redevelopment must play a central role in postwar
adjustment. Everyone assumes that public policy will be
required to guide private action, public action necessary
in one form or another to supplement and promote private
action. But the kind and extent of public stimulation can-
not be determined without first trying to answer such
questions as: What proportion of the potential housing
market will private builders reach? Can modern improve-
ments in plan, form, or equipment stimulate basic changes
in the standard of demand? (This factor alone could have
great economic significance.) Or is everyone satisfied with
the same old thing done the same old way?

These are big questions, not to be answered categorically;
but they are so vital to the development of sound postwar
housing and city planning policy that all progressive trends
in the private housing field should be closely secrutinized.

‘Baldwin Hills Village in Los Angeles is probably the most

seriously progressive experiment in home building by
private enterprise since Radburn, New Jersey, was started
eighteen years ago. Therefore it has national significance
and is worth careful evaluation. Although wartime con-
ditions have prevailed during its two years of operation,
it is nevertheless possible to begin to answer from practical



experience some questions that had to be decided on purely
theoretical grounds in the course of design. Is there really
a market for spacious, modern rental housing and highly
developed community facilities? For what sort of families?
Does the bold plan really work; does it raise new problems?

The density is extremely low—about seven per gross acre—
and interior space standards are unusually high; this is
probably the most spacious urban rental housing ever built
in the United States. Is this openness worth while? How
should it affect standards for postwar building, particularly
for re-using expensive central sites?

What about costs? If this is “optimum,” even luxurious,
large-scale housing, how much more does it cost than the
minimum “decent, safe, and sanitary” standards of low-
rent housing? Is the difference so little that some increase
in minimum standards is warranted? What types of initi-
ative—limited dividend, cooperative, insurance company,
national building outfits (and with what form of public
participation) are likely to be most effective in broadening
the new market here opened up?

In this article I can only suggest answers to a fraction of
such questions, tentatively and personally. It would be well
worth while for a competent research staff to dig up some
real answers—much more worth while, I think, than some
recent efforts to reach statistical conclusions on whether
housewives launder small articles before undressing, or
vice versa.

History and Purpose

As early as 1934 a group of Los Angelenos had spotted this
stretch of open farmland just inside the southwest city
limits, sloping gently up under rough desert hills, as a
likely site for a modern community. Reginald Johnson had
for some time devoted his entire energies to housing and
city planning. His associated firm, Lewis Eugene Wilson,
Edwin E. Merrill, and Robert E. Alexander, had likewise
considerable experience in housing. Clarence S. Stein, a
prime mover of Radburn and many other eastern community

experiments, was brought in as an active consultant.

The Rental Housing Division of FHA provided the only
likely means of financing such a project (barring 100%
equity investment as used by the Metropolitan Life In-
surance Company). The National Housing Act permits
mortgage insurance up to 80% of capital value on approved
rental projects which limit the return on their equity to
6%. Rent levels are also limited. The FHA proved to be
actively interested.

The big difficulty, even with FHA guarantees, was to secure
capital for the 80% mortgage at 4% interest (plus % %
for the insurance). After many months of fruitless nego-
tiations with banks and insurance companies, capital was
finally secured from the National Mortgage Association
(RFC). It is a significant fact, indicating the heavy hand
of financial tradition, that this sound, serious enterprise
required public financing to start. There was actually more
public money in it than there is in most public housing!

By 1941 arrangements were shipshape and construction
started. Just as the first rentals were being made, came
Pearl Harbor. Which means, of course, that the Village has
never yet known ‘“normal” operation. Gas rationing meant
that a private bus line had to be put in between the project
and the nearest main artery, half a mile away. New indi-
vidual telephones lines were out, so an exchange had to
be set up in the Administration Building. Rents, which
average around $12 per room or $52 per unit, were frozen
before operating costs were known. And the mass influx
of war workers to Los Angeles caused a general housing
shortage so severe that it is impossible to tell whether the
long waiting list is due primarily to selective popularity
or to necessity.

Baldwin Hills Village was never intended for low-income
families. It is no substitute for public housing; and at

present it doesn’t even reach very far into the middle group,
although principles and techniques used may have great
significance for this vital building market.






