
 

 
 
Additional Mid-Century Developments 
 

The Greenbelt Experiment 

Greenbelt Maryland Greenbelt differs from all the 
other examples included here because it is the 
only project undertaken by the Federal 
government.  The first of three model new towns 
developed by the Resettlement Administration 
headed by Rexford Tugwell.  Greenbelt was 
planned as a complete entity with homes, shops, 
schools, churches, civic buildings, and other 
amenities, the first residents arrived in 1937.  The 
plan grouped homes (most were two-bedroom row houses) in superblocks connected by a system of 
pathways permitting residents to go from home to the town center without crossing a major street.  
Pedestrian and vehicular traffic were carefully separated.  The architecture, a mix of streamlined in 
the Art Deco style with curving lines and glass brick inserts in the facades of some apartment 
buildings with the white walls and flat roofs elements of the International Style; there were even 
aspects taken from English Garden Cities.  Greenbelt was also designed as a social experiment to 
provide affordable housing for low income families, initially 885 housing units were built.  The 
Greenbelt Homeowners Cooperative formed in 1941 by a group wanting larger houses and were able 
to obtain leases from the Farm Security Admin.  They began clearing land and hired Wright 
apprentice Henry Klumb to draw up plans.  Construction on the initial group of houses was to start in 
February 1942 but with the outbreak of the war that did not happen.  Nonetheless, with the approach 
of hostilities, an additional 1000 units were constructed in 1941 to provide housing for families coming 
to Washington to work in defense programs.   Greenbelt while separated from the post war housing 
boom by less than a decade, represents a different approach to housing needs from the post-war era.  
By the end of World Wat II, row houses were no longer considered acceptable.  In the decade 
following the end of the war, nearly all new single-family houses were detached, standing alone on 
their lot8. 
 
Three Master Builders 

Levitt and Sons: Founded in 1929 by 
Abraham Levitt the company was one of the 
master builders of the period, constructing 
tmore than 140,000 homes in New York, New 
Jersey, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico and 
elsewhere.  Their first and most famous 
development was Levittown, New York.  The 
company's designs and building practices 
were innovative and along with massive 
developments such as Lakewood, California 
revolutionized the home building industry and 
altered America's landscape with massive suburban communities.  Levitt and Sons were the most 
prolific builders in the nation in the post war period and had the greatest impact on home 
manufacturing practices.  Initially the company catered to upper middle-class until 1941 when they 
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became involved in building housing for the war effort.  Beginning with more than 2000 homes for war 
workers in Norfolk, Virginia, there and later in other war-time projects they developed the techniques 
that enabled them to pour dozens of concrete foundations in a single day and to preassemble uniform 
walls and roofs.  Following the war William Levitt returned from serving in the Navy with the idea of 
expanding to meet the needs of the millions of returning veterans.  In 1946 the Levitts began buying 
land on Long Island for what would become Levittown.  Another brother, Alfred was an architect who 
designed the early houses; he openly professed admiration for Frank Lloyd Wright and used many of 
the cost-saving design features from Wright's “Usonian” designs. An early model home in 1951, a 
ranch style dubbed the "Levittowner" featured an open space plan, radiant heat in the concrete slab 
floor/foundation, a carport all found in Wright’s Usonians. 
 
Levittown: The land was cleared, roads and utilities put in place for what would be a new town with 
17000 homes, schools, shops, churches and other amenities.  Under William Levitt’s leadership the 

company became a vertically integrated operation that 
made its own concrete, grew its own timber, and cut its 
own lumber. It also bought all appliances from wholly 
owned subsidiaries.  The construction process became an 
assembly line with workers trained for a single job and 
whenever possible parts were preassembled offsite, ready 
for instillation.  Although small (only 750 square feet initially 
eventually increasing to about 1000 square feet) they were 
well planned to meet the needs of modern families.  
Kitchens were located at the front to enable the mother to 

watch children in the front yard and minimize steps needed to cook and wash.  Living rooms, at the 
back of the house had large picture windows looking into the back yard.  The houses were built on 
concrete slabs with radiant heat installed, plywood and particle board replaced lath, standardized 
windows, doors and cabinets were all be mass produced.  While inexpensive, small and bland (at 
least initially before owners began expanding and remodeling) the houses were well built and most 
remain even now.  
 

Joseph Eichler Homes California-  
Eichler built more than 11,000 modernists homes 
primarily in Northern California between 1950 and 1974. 
Eichler Homes were distinct from contemporary 
alternatives elsewhere part of the branch of Modernist 
architecture known as "California Modern," which 
typically featured glass walls, post-and-beam 
construction and open floor plans in a style indebted to 
Mies van der Rohe and Frank Lloyd Wright.  Eichler 
exteriors featured flat or low-sloping roofs, vertical 
siding, and spartan facades with geometric lines.  
Carports typically were prominently placed at the front reflecting not only the need for transportation, 
but the importance of the car as a status symbol.  Separately, the desire for privacy was 
accommodated by a “back to front” design that placed the living and dining rooms at the rear of the 
house facing an enclosed garden.  Eichler was inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright and briefly lived in a 
Usonian near San Francisco. He became intrigued by the spatial complexities of that house and 
eventually “…began to dream of building homes for sale that would incorporate some of the same 
advantages I enjoyed in my house9.” 

 
9 Adamson, Paul, Eichler: Modernism Rebuilds the American Dream, Gibbs Smith Publisher, 2002, pg. 46. 
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Paul Trousdale California Homes  
Like other master builders, Trousdale had worked with the New Deal and anticipated the rush for 
postwar housing in California.  His early projects favored New England design motifs but nonetheless 
featured open floor plans and indoor-outdoor living arrangements typical of wright and mid-century 
design.  In his Baldwin Hills (near Los Angeles) development of 1947, Trousdale also incorporated 
the first regional shopping center in the nation (a regional shopping center has at least three major 
anchor stores).  
 
Trousdale Estates Beverly Hills California:  
Once the property was acquired, Trousdale lobbied for annexation by Beverly Hills to add the touch of 
luxury he felt necessary to ensure success for the project.  The development process differed from 
other Trousdale projects, only lots were sold, and buyers hired their own architects and builders.  
Development was strictly controlled with the minimum house size of 3,000 square feet, ceiling heights 

were typically restricted to fourteen feet to ensure unrestricted 
views for neighbors, all designs required approval from the 
master architect of the project.  The overall style is high-end 
California Modern, coupled with the neo-formulism stemming 
from such civic projects as Lincoln Center in New York.  The 
homes typically featured open space planning, walls of glass and 
state-of-the-art appliances and amenities.  A conspicuously 
located carport for display of luxury automobiles was a key 
design element, cars were an essential part of the Southern 
California life-style and were deftly integrated into the planning of 

Trousdale Estates (there were no sidewalks within the project boundaries).  Trousdale Estates 
epitomizes the glamour of Hollywood, the California climate and the life style of the rich and famous.  
The project was marketed with snob appeal and was embraced by Hollywood celebrities, and others 
who could afford the elevated costs.   
 
 
Case Study Houses – Southern California:  
John Entenza Editor of Arts & Architecture 
conceived the Case Study program in 1945 to 
present to both the public and builders the potential 
for relatively inexpensive housing in a modern style 
that also emphasized new materials and 
construction techniques.  The houses would be 
easy to reproduce and would address the critical 
housing shortages brought about by the depression 
and the war in preparation for the flood of returning 
GIs at the end of World War II.  Entenza invited 
architects such as Richard Neutra, Charles and 
Ray Eames, and Eero Saarinen to participate.  
Other well-known architects such as Rudolph Schindler, Gregory Ain and John Lautner were not 
asked by Entenza to participate and consequently, their work in the region typically did not garner the 
publicity associated with the Case Study houses.  36 Case Study houses were commissioned, about 
two dozen were built, eleven have been added to the National Register of Historic Places.   
 
 

 



 

Lakewood California 

Like Levittown, was a massive housing development consisting of 
17,500 single-family homes built in the early 1950s a few miles 
southeast of Los Angeles.  At that time, it was the largest private 
land development in United States history.  As the war ended, Los 
Angeles faced a critical housing shortage and by the time the 
project office opened in 1950, more than 10,000 people arrived to 
sign up for houses before construction had begun.  The 
developers added a major shopping center, as well as schools, 
churches, shops, and other amenities. 

Lakewood was not a center of Mid-Century design but instead 
relied on more conventional small ranch style homes of about 
1000 to 1500 square feet.  The importance of Lakewood comes 
from its size representing the largest class of post war 
subdivisions and from the development of the solution about how 
to provide the necessary public services, which became known as 
the Lakewood Plan.:  

The Lakewood Plan: Long Beach attempted to annex the unincorporated Lakewood development, 
however a group of residents organized and successfully incorporated to protect the community’s 
independence.  Lakewood was able to do so and thrive because of what became known as the 
Lakewood Plan, an agreement between Lakewood and Los Angeles County in which Lakewood 
contracted to receive the certain services provided by the county to unincorporated areas within the 
county. Lakewood and eventually other cities could choose from a menu of services including fire and 
police, sewers, library, road maintenance, health department, and building inspection.  The plan 
spread beyond Lakewood with more than 30 contract cities in Los Angeles County.  Now the plan has 
spread to cities in other California counties and beyond serving as a model for contract cities in 
Colorado, Georgia and elsewhere. 

 

Palm Springs California 
Palm Springs and the nearby area: contains the 
greatest concentration of Mid-Century architecture in 
the world.  Wealthy clients and Hollywood celebrities 
hired well-known modernist architects including Richard 
Neutra, John Lautner, Rudolph Schindler, and Lloyd 
Wright all of whom had worked for or studied with Frank 
Lloyd Wright.  Inspired by the stark desert landscape 
and minimalist modernist influences of the Bauhaus 
and the International Style they created a variant of 
modern architecture, Desert Modernism.  Their 
buildings (both residential and commercial) respond to 
the abundant sunshine and arid climate with extensive 
overhanging eaves and intersecting roof planes shading walls of glass, expansive patios overlooking 
swimming pool decks and verandas.  Many of the homes were second homes, weekend retreats for 
the wealthy.  One development by Paul Trousdale purchase was by invitation only. 
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