Baltimore City Planning

The Critical Role of the Olmsted Firm
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America’s first landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted
(1822-1903) believed that parks and landscapes were an es-
sential part of a democratic society. He played a major role in
envisioning park systems for Buffalo, Boston, Louisville and
Chicago, and his general principles and techniques are used
in planning worldwide today.

Olmsted Brothers Landscape Architects (OBLA)— the firm
of his two sons— played a major role in promoting city plan-
ning as a practice and a profession. Frederick Law Olmsted,
Jr. (1870-1957) served as the first president of the American
City Planning Institute, an important role in the establish-
ment of city planning in America.

Undoubtedly, the most important OBLA contribution to
the shaping of Baltimore City is the 1904 Report Upon the
Development of Public Grounds for Greater Baltimore, a docu-
ment that still guides the need for balancing open space and
development of real estate. Through subsequent work over 60
years in Baltimore, Olmsted Jr. helped lead the charge to cre-
ate a City Planning Department and to call attention to the
need for comprehensive planning.

The development of city planning in Baltimore evolved dur-
ing the first half of the 20th Century as shown in the follow-
ing major events:

i
gt

e

e, -..

-.'l"".'|:.. o

A bird’s eye view of the Mount Vernon neighborhood and Washington Monument before the tunneling of the Jones Falls
river, a major improvement envisioned by the Olmsted firm. The Baltimore City Topographical Survey map depicted
here dates to 1894. Courtesy of the Baltimore City Commission on Historical and Architectural Preservation (CHAP).



1900-1903

The Municipal Art Society rec-
ommends purchase of property
for future parks in suburban
areas. This proposal by civic
leaders leads to commissioning
OBLA for a report on the needs
and opportunities for a com-
prehensive park system for the
Baltimore region.

1904

Report Upon the Development of
Public Grounds for Greater Bal-
timore by OBLA is published.

1910

Maryland Legislature autho-
rizes creation of a Commission
on City Plan (CCP), made up
of the Mayor and eight ap-
pointees, to focus on building
public highways, especially the
Fallsway, and on the Civic Cen-
tre Plan.

1910

Olmsted, Jr. teams with John
Carrere and Arnold Brunner to
propose the Civic Centre Plan,
funded by The Municipal Art
Society and the Merchants &
Manufacturers Association.

1914
Board of Public Improvements
is created.

1918
Mayor James H. Preston ap-
points the City Planning Com-

mittee of the City of Baltimore
(CPC), recognizing the appar-
ent limitation of powers of the
CCP. The main purpose is to
prepare a study for the New
Annex area, setting the current
boundaries of Baltimore City.

1919

CPC submits a report, 7he De-
velopment of the Territory Added
under the Act of 1918 together
with  Recommendations —and
Suggestions on Railroads, Rapid
Transit, Parks, and Harbor Prob-
lems of the Ciry. This report
recommends areas for parks in
addition to those in the 1904
Olmsted  Report.  Approxi-
mately 970 acres of new parks,
squares, playgrounds and park-
ways had been acquired from
1905 to 1918.

1923
Baltimore passes a zoning ordi-
nance.

1925
CPC submits a further report to
the Park Commissioners.

1926

Report  and ~ Recommendations
on Park Extension for Baltimore
by OBLA is published. This
extensive report confirms the
1904 recommendations to link
the Gwynns Falls, Jones Falls,
and Herring Run stream valleys
with a wide variety of parks,

parkways, and playgrounds.

1939

Amendment to a City Charter
creates a new Commission on
City Plan with nine members.
This amendment abolishes both
the City Planning Committee
and the Board of Public Im-
provements.

1943

Henry Vincent Hubbard, a part-
ner in OBLA, writes Report and
Recommendations to the Com-
mission on City Plan, Baltimore,
on Procedure of the Commission
in City Rebabilitation.

1949
Baltimore City Charter creates
the Department of Planning.

OBLA’s 1904 Report’s
Relevance Today

The Report Upon the Develop-
ment of Public Grounds for
Greater Baltimore, 1904, helped
lay the groundwork for compre-
hensive planning in Baltimore.
Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr. in
particular, was a strong propo-
nent of a central coordinating
agency for planning in Balti-
more. The 1904 Report laid
out a system of open spaces and
developed areas throughout the
city — parks, churchyards, pub-

lic squares, playgrounds, school
campuses, and schoolyards —
linked by tree-lined parkways,
boulevards, and stream valleys.

The 1904 Report looked not
only at the natural landscape
and topography, but also at
lines of transportation— water-
ways, highways, railroads, wag-
on roads, secondary local streets
and subdivisions. The Report
also recommended establishing

building lines.

Over three decades later, on
April 25, 1939, Frederick Law
Olmsted, Jr. wrote to Theodore
Marburg, Chairman of the Ex-
ecutive Committee of Balti-
more’s Municipal Art Society,
that he endorsed city planning
as a sound public improvement
policy. Olmsted stressed that
planning was an essential public
policy and required “continuing
public attention.” This was at an
important juncture in the evo-
lution of city planning in Balti-
more, as a charter amendment
was before the City Council to
abolish the old City Planning
Committee and create a new,
more powerful Commission
on City Plan. Future planning
was becoming more and more
important both to city officials
and to the citizens of Baltimore.
Planning was gaining wider ac-
ceptance nationally. The link-
ages to architecture, landscape

architecture, engineering, and
fiscal policy were also becoming
more comprehensive in nature.

The approach used by OBLA in
1904 became the standard mod-
el for present day comprehensive
planning— taking an inven-
tory, recognizing opportunities
and constraints, incorporating
citizen input, and developing
strategies for implementation.
The City’s Comprehensive Mas-
ter Plan— LIVE - EARN - PLAY
- LEARN: A Business Plan for a
World Class City, adopted in
2007 after three years of exten-
sive community-wide planning,
followed this model. An impor-
tant early step in the first rezon-
ing of Baltimore since 1971 was
the creation of the new Parks
and Open Space District Zone
to identify and protect these
valuable assets.

The guiding principles of the
1904 Report continue to en-
dure. Olmsted Jr. believed in the
“elegance of design— the cre-
ation of a composition in which
all parts were subordinated to a
single, coherent effect.” Today,
that composition includes more
links between the stream valleys,
parks and neighborhoods along
the Gwynns Falls, Herring Run
and Jones Falls to provide better
public access to natural beauty
and recreation. Extensions of
the Gwynns Falls and Jones



Falls Trails, the “One Park” ini-
tiative, new Bicycle Master Plan,
and the Middle Branch Plan
increase connections to Balti-
more’s natural environment for
public enjoyment.

Maintenance and improvement
of these connecting elements is
paramount. The new City Com-
prehensive Plan will help guide
this process as redevelopment
occurs and older neighborhoods
are preserved and strengthened.
In addition, TreeBaltimore, the
initiative to double Baltimore’s
tree canopy from 20 to 40 per-
cent within 30 years, will make
Baltimore even more of what
the Olmsteds intended. The
Olmsted imperatives are more
urgent than ever in light of cli-
mate change, shrinking resourc-
es, and increased population in

the Chesapeake Bay watershed.

Much of what is now consid-
ered green design is part of the
Olmsted legacy and more sa-
lient than ever. In examining
the Leadership in Energy and
Environmental Design (LEED)
Green Building Rating System
Neighborhood ~ Development
Pilot program, many Olmsted
principles are on the rating list.
The system gives points for proj-
ects that preserve historic build-
ings and provide walkable
streets and access to public
spaces.

As Baltimore City embarks on
writing a Sustainability Plan
over the next year, the issues of
transit/multi-modal transporta-
tion, green spaces/parks, pub-
lic health, and environmental
justice issues will be discussed.
While LEED-certified build-
ings, restoration projects, and
City capital projects are now
mandated to be phased in over
the next few years, it is impor-
tant that we use the 1904 and
1926 Olmsted Reports and lat-
er plans as major documents to
guide the city’s development in
this millennium.

—Duncan  Stuart,  Planner,
Baltimore City Department of
Planning and FMOPL Board
Member, with research assistance
from Eric Holcomb, CHAP.

Photo at upper right from FMOPL
Archives. At lower right, photocopy
of the Civic Centre Plan proposal
from Olmsted Associates files, Li-
brary of Congress.
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TLAN for grouping future public bulldings of Baltimore, in connection with existing
City Hall, Post Office, and Court House—CIVIC CENTRE PLAN—devised by
Carrére, Brunner and Olmsted, caperts employed jointly by the MUNICIPAL

& MANUFACTURERS ASSOCATION,

The “CITY SENSIBLE" can be realized by providing
In advamce a plan. Then, a8 (he nesd arises for @ new publc
bullding, a city park, new strest, avsnus, founlain of mMom-
meal it will be located with reference 1o olher projacts, and
the result willbe 3 karmeonious and beautbiul whole.  This way
ol deang It costs o more than the haphazard way, H, 2 few
years ggo, we had had the civic cenire plan shown on this
card, hn fedaral gevernment could saslly hawe bsen per
suzded o locale the new custom house thare. inatesd of s
being sluck away, a3 now, ¥ihoul & proper ssiting.  Tha Civic
Canire pravidas for 4 8/t for (ubure public buldings sast of our
City Hall.  Proparty in that nelgbcrhood ia at present ai sisch
a low ebl thal |t can be scguired comparatitely cheap.  All
that |4 seceasgry lor the presant is that the city should acquire
the preperly. 11 naed not tear away any of the houses bul may
puarsus the courss followed In Clevaland, 0., viz.: cwm and rent
the Bulldings a2 landlord untl] 2 mew public bullding i nesded,
Even ihe ceniral plaze shown on the design need notl be
chearad wnlll ong cr mone public bulldings are erscted and the
city flinds ltasll more able them @i presenl bo estahlish the
plaza, The city of Cleveland lound that by grouplng Its public
baildings and eatgblishing a civic cartre Ina r-ul;];h
whiara waluas wars almilarly law the sites for the bulldings,
wilh Iha plaza ineluded, cosi thirtesn mildon dallars lsas than

iIf aites had bean acquired, ps they clherviss weuld have had
1o scquire tham, on exixting thoroughdames.

The Jonss Falls Boulavard, Indizated in (b plas, can be
cremtad by covering Jomes Falls, thus providing storm waltar
sawars, removing & menacs 1o haslth, creating o drivaway on
grada from the water-front to Unlon Statlon and beyand, and
converilag back lots Indo frond lola, By soquiring the abufl-
Ing properly, which the city mow has the right fo do, and
rasalbing at the increassd valus which must result frem the
|mgravement, 8 consldarable part of the cosl of the boulevard
may ba recovensd.

Al the hearing oa Movember |9, | 909, Major Richard
M. Vanable ssld aboui the city plan: | think swary sansibla
rman in Baltimors, whan he comea lo understand this plan,
wilbatnfaverof it ® ® * ¥ | am pespired to lake the
axpiriance | had in the Park Beard and prove that the sinking
fumd and knlaresd can ba provided out of the park tax " (The
park tax s paid by the sirest rallways and not by the taxpaysr 1
&% ® ¥ “poy the ibing to do is to get that schema in your
minds &nd sas how eanlly practicabls I 1 &8 & fnancisl
guestion, and 1hen go oul lo evangalits Ballimors. | baliave
sams pacpls hers have undertaken io evangelize the :muh
world. Teu Eave got & much aasler Job an your hands



