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Garden Apartments, Apartment Houses and Apartment Complexes in Arlington County, Virginia
1934-1954 (000-8825) (2011 AMENDMENT)

E. STATEMENT HISTORIC CONTEXT: ADDITIONAL DOCUMENTATION

This amendment augments and expands upon the text of the original MPD Form (2002),
providing the following additional documentation necessary to understanding the context and
architectural styles of garden apartments in Arlington County from 1934 to 1954.

Forces that shaped development of apartments in Arlington County:

e New Deal programs designed to stimulate the economy and reverse the precipitous
decline of the construction industry in the Great Depression

e Growth of population with expansion of the federal government, first with the New Deal,
then World War Il and, after 1945, returning veterans

e Pent-up demand for quality housing that civil servants and other moderate income
families could afford

e Urban planning and housing reform movements that sought to bring the benefits of
quality housing design and construction and well-planned communities to people of
moderate incomes

The era of apartment construction in Arlington County was shaped by economic, social, and
political forces that were national in scope. This seminal period in multi-family housing design
commenced with the 1936 groundbreaking for Colonial Village, a 40-acre complex composed of
over 1,000 units with a companion shopping center. The design, planning, and construction of
this premier garden-apartment complex incorporated many of the ideals espoused by forward-
thinking planners and housing reformers, many of whom worked for the Federal Housing
Administration (FHA). Colonial Village and other contemporaneous garden apartments in
Arlington served as prototypes for the FHA as it sought to perfect national standards and
guidelines for multi-family housing across the country. During this period of experimentation,
between 1936 and 1954, no other county matched Arlington in the construction of garden-
apartment buildings and complexes. Favored but not mandated by the FHA, the traditional and
overwhelmingly accepted Colonial Revival style was initially employed by developers. The style
came to dominate multi-family garden apartments and single-family dwellings erected in the
twentieth century in Arlington County. Yet, stylistic ornamentation was always secondary to the
building design and site planning, which were more commonly affected by the social needs of
prospective residents and the financing requirements controlling construction. Architects and
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builders focused on developing interior plans and building configurations that were consistent
with the design principles promoted by the FHA, including improved air and light circulation,
landscaped outdoor common spaces, and cost effective construction. These principles, combined
with the tremendous need to provide adequate housing for moderate-income residents, especially
civil servants and military families, ultimately required the restriction of stylistic expression.
This was particularly true during the post-World War II years, when architectural design was
transitioning between the Colonial Revival style recognized by most Arlingtonians and the
starkness of the Modern Movement era, which rejected all traditional styles and links to the past.

INTRODUCTION

At the time Colonial Village and other contemporaneous garden-apartment complexes like
Buckingham and Arlington Village were being constructed in Arlington County, the nation was
still in the grips of the Great Depression. Housing starts—the number of dwelling units begun
annually—had declined precipitously in Arlington County and nationally, although the number
of new households was increasing. With rising unemployment and a resulting high foreclosure
rate, an increasing proportion of the population required rental housing. The existing housing
stock available for people in the low- to moderate-income ranges was far short of the demand
and was often deficient in quality.!

President Franklin D. Roosevelt, after assuming office in March 1933, sought various ways to
revive the housing industry and improve housing conditions. Accordingly, in 1934, Congress
passed the National Housing Act, which created the Federal Housing Administration (FHA).
Through the mechanism of providing mortgage insurance for both single- and multi-family
housing, the FHA created incentives for the construction of both owner-occupied and rental
projects, while setting standards for such construction. The FHA’s standards and planning guides
incorporated the thinking of planners, housing reformers, and proponents of the garden city
movement of the time and sought to bring the benefits of modern, efficient interior floor plans
and attractively planned residential communities to people of moderate means.

At the time the legislation was enacted, many localities had neither building codes nor zoning
regulations. Others had building codes that had not been updated for many years. The FHA drew
up standards that varied by region to accommodate differences in climate and building traditions.
It did not directly impose these standards on states and localities, which would have been
politically impossible, but it would not insure projects that did not conform to them. Because

! Mason C. Doan, American Housing Production, 1880-2000: A Concise History (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, 1997), 43.
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FHA’s mortgage insurance programs were often critical to the financial viability of housing
developments, builders accepted them and often pressured their communities to adopt zoning
and building regulations that would meet FHA approval.

Much of the housing development stimulated by FHA’s mortgage insurance programs was
constructed in suburban areas like Arlington County. Cheaper suburban land permitted
economical lower density development of both single- and multi-family projects, thus making
low-rise and garden apartments an attractive option. The rapid growth in automobile use had
opened up suburban areas for development across the nation. By 1930, the majority of
households owned an automobile—there were 30,000 households and 23,000 registered
automobiles.? In Arlington County, however, residents continued to use the various modes of
public transportation available. In 1934, county officials reported that 6,500 pleasure
automobiles had been registered for a population of more than 30,000.3> The low percentage of
automobile ownership in the suburban county was consistent with the more urban population of
Washington, D.C., and proved an ideal situation for the garden apartment that offered little, if
any, on-site parking and was typically located along or near primary roadways where public
transportation traveled.

DEPRESSION-ERA HOUSING CONSTRUCTION

National statistics on housing construction show how dramatically residential construction
declined in the decade between 1925 and 1935. The resulting shortages were particularly acute
for low- and moderately priced housing. In the 1920s, the economy had expanded rapidly and the
housing industry responded to the pent-up demand that had developed during World War 1.
Much of that construction was geared to the higher end of the housing market. By the mid-1920s,
construction had reached a frenzied pitch that exceeded market demand.* In 1925, new
construction commenced on 937,000 housing units; the vast majority of these were single-family
dwellings rather than two- or multi-family dwellings. By the late 1920s, the housing industry was
suffering from overbuilding and its difficulties contributed to the stock market crash in October
1929. As the Depression deepened, the decline in housing construction continued. The
Depression “was slow to hit Washington, chiefly because of the steady Government payroll here

2 U.S. Bureau of the Census, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times to 1970, Bicentennial Edition,
Parts 1, 2 (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1975), Series A335-349, 42 and Series Q 148-162, 716.
347,500 Qualified To Cast Ballot At Arlington,” Washington Post, 17 April 1935, 12; “Sheriff Asks Police Radio
For Arlington,” Washington Post, 18 March 1934, 6.

4 Doan, American Housing Production, 1880-2000: A Concise History, 29.
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and so in 1931 there was a slight upsurge in building.” Within the next few years, though, new
construction notably declined in the Washington area, as it had nationally.

Revival of the housing industry was widely viewed as essential to the recovery of the general
economy. The National Housing Act, which created the Federal Housing Administration, was
enacted in the second year of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s presidency as part of his New Deal
program. Its twin objectives were to revive the homebuilding industry and to stimulate the
construction of quality housing for families of modest means. As a result, in the Washington
metropolitan area, new construction returned to normal by 1935, two years after President
Roosevelt was inaugurated. This was the direct result of the rapid expansion of the federal
government in the mid- to late 1930s and early 1940s and the influx of modestly paid civil
servants and military workers in need of housing. Many of these new residents sought homes in
Arlington County, which was quickly “recognized as one of the most advantageously located
residential sections in the entire Washington area.” The county, touted as a “political subdivision
of 25 square miles,” experienced “prosperous and unprecedented growth,” with a population
increase of 40,000 within thirty years. In the year 1938 alone, new construction included “12,172
single-family dwellings [and] 12 apartment structures with 2,111 family units....” Multi-family
dwellings comprised about seven percent and single-family dwellings contributed more than 71
percent to the county’s revenue that year.6

In addition to a decline in housing construction, the Depression years were also marked by a
decline in home ownership. In 1930, 46 percent of householders owned their own homes. As
unemployment rose, foreclosures accelerated. The number of homeowners is estimated to have
dropped by one million, bringing the home ownership rate down as low as 40 percent. By the
time of the first housing census in 1940, the percentage of home ownership had risen to just over
41 percent.” Thus, in the nation as a whole, almost 60 percent of households were renters.
Developers and investors recognized the tremendous need for rental housing, overseeing the
construction of “...the Nation’s largest rental housing projects, constructed under FHA plan[s]”
in Arlington County.?

5 “Washington Enjoys Its Most Spectacular Building Boom Since 1925,” Washington Post, 30 July 1939, B7.

6 “Arlington Seen as Good Home Investment,” Washington Post, 29 September 1940, R7; “Arlington, Va., Shows
Prosperous, Unprecedented Growth,” Washington Post, 5 November 1939, R6.

7 Doan, American Housing Production, 1880-2000: A Concise History, 43.

8 “Arlington Body to Give Dinner for FHA Head,” Washington Post, 5 December 1937, R4.
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FEDERAL PROGRAMS TO REVIVE HOUSING INDUSTRY

As originally enacted in 1934, the National Housing Act was principally designed to stimulate
the housing industry through an initial, short-term program of insuring loans for home
improvements and a long-range provision for insuring the construction of single-family housing
developments. However, it also included a provision, known as Section 207, for insuring
mortgages on rental apartment projects developed for moderate-income tenants by limited
dividend corporations formed under state housing laws.

Arlington County’s Colonial Village, the prototypical garden-apartment complex constructed ca.
1935 , was the first project in the nation insured by the FHA under Section 207. Its well-designed
and well-built, two-story buildings, covering only 18 percent of a landscaped site, attracted
10,000 applicants for the first 276 units—an indication of the demand for moderately priced
quality rental housing in the Washington, D.C., area.” Due to Colonial Village’s immediate and
widely publicized success, it became a model for garden-apartment construction throughout the
nation and was actively promoted by the FHA as an example for other developers and investors.

In 1938, Congress amended and expanded the scope of Section 207, opening up mortgage
insurance on apartment developments to for-profit companies. It also added Section 210, which
was intended to assist with the insuring of smaller rental projects and offered a more simplified
application process. These new provisions greatly accelerated the pace of construction of
moderately priced apartment construction in Arlington County, and elsewhere across the
country, by facilitating the financing of such projects. In the two years prior to enactment of the
1938 amendments, just four permits were issued for apartments in Arlington County. Two of
these were for individual low-rise buildings and two were for large FHA limited-dividend
projects—the first sections of Colonial Village and Buckingham. Following adoption of the
amendments, four apartment building permits were issued in 1938, ten were issued in 1939, and
24 were issued in 1940. By 1941, the Commonwealth of Virginia was second only to New York
State in the number (34) of FHA-insured mortgages on rental housing projects under Sections
207 and 210.1°

The FHA’s programs to stimulate single- and multi-family residential construction were targeted
to produce housing for moderate-income workers. They did not include programs for publicly
funded housing and did not address the needs of the least well off. Instead, they were designed to

9 James M. Goode, Best Addresses (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Books, 1988), 336.
10U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1942 (Sixty—third edition), (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942), Table No. 319, 318.
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stimulate the private housing market to develop communities and produce housing that reflected
urban planning objectives and housing ideals that had been developed in the previous decades at
a price that a much wider segment of the population could afford. As a result of these programs,
Arlington County developed and grew, offering many advantages to attract new residents.!!

ORIGINS OF FHA’S HOUSING PHILOSOPHY

In the years following World War I, there was much discussion within the architectural and
planning professions, and in the general press, of what the ideal suburb should be. Planned
communities such as the Country Club District in Kansas City, Shaker Heights outside
Cleveland, Forest Hills in New York, and Radburn in New Jersey, became models for developers
across the nation. These subdivisions, generally designed for residents at the upper income
levels, drew on the efforts of the planning and garden city movements of the early twentieth
century. They were marked by a respect for the natural topography of their sites and the
enhancement of the natural environment with landscaping and parks. They sought to address the
needs of residents for a cohesive, attractively designed neighborhood with ready access to
transportation and community services.

In the 1920s, national attention was also focused on the need to provide good housing for
families with limited incomes. Architects, planners, social reformers, the building and real estate
industry, and elements of the press sought ways to encourage and facilitate the construction of
quality housing for families of moderate means. Their efforts were often endorsed by national
and local government officials and organizations. One of the leading organizers of this
movement was Better Homes in America, Inc. Initially spearheaded by a women’s magazine, it
became a national educational organization in 1923 with Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover
as its president. The organization’s goal was to make “convenient, attractive and wholesome
homes accessible to all American families.”'? It sought to encourage quality building and
efficient design, install modern, labor saving devices to reduce household drudgery, and provide
economical furnishings, along with broader goals for improving family life. With much of its
effort focused on educating the consumer, local chapters worked with builders and local
department stores to sponsor show houses across the country.

Simultaneously with the activities of Better Homes in America, the American Institute of
Architects (AIA) sought to encourage builders to use architect-designed plans for the
construction of small houses, which were defined as having a maximum of six rooms. It

1 “Builder Extols Arlington’s Accessibility,” Washington Post, 28 January 1940, R4.
12 Reprinted by Arthur Evans Wood, Community Problems (New York, NY: The Century Company, 1927), 131.



NPS Form 10-900-b OMB Approval No. 1024-0018
(Sept 2002)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

NATIONAL REGISTER OF HISTORIC PLACES
CONTINUATION SHEET

Section number E  Page 10 Garden Apartments, Apartment Houses and Apartment
Complexes in Arlington County, Virginia 1934-1954
(000-8825) (2011 AMENDMENT)
Name of Multiple Property Listing

sponsored the Architect’s Small House Service Bureau to provide architect-designed plans and
specifications to builders. Other organizations similarly sought to promote the use of architect-
designed plans for small houses, thus improving the quality of new residential construction.
Increasingly in the 1920s, popular publications like Better Homes & Garden, House & Garden,
McCall’s, and Architectural Digest addressed the interests and needs of owners of small houses.

Although both the Better Homes and small house movements focused on single-family housing
in the 1920s, the qualities and values they promoted were applied to the design of garden
apartments in the 1930s and 1940s. Garden apartments, like small houses, were viewed as an
alternative to crowded city tenements on narrow lots with limited light, air, and privacy. Garden
apartments provided an economical way to produce rental housing in suburban areas with many
of the features of the small houses popularized in the press. The single-family houses and the
multi-family garden apartments insured under FHA programs had much in common. In
approving applications, the FHA looked for efficient floor plans with a minimum of wasted
space. In garden apartments this included the elimination of apartment corridors; more natural
light and cross ventilation; installation of modern appliances; use of durable, easy-to-maintain
materials; and low lot coverage to provide an attractive, open setting.

THE FHA’S INFLUENCE ON APARTMENT DESIGN AND CONSTRUCTION IN ARLINGTON

From the outset, the FHA encouraged the construction of low-rise apartment buildings and
advocated building them in suburban areas rather than cities because cheaper land enabled
developers to provide housing at a lower cost with the benefits of lower density. As described by
the FHA’s deputy administrator, Miles L. Colean, “[w]ith the vast areas which are brought,
through rapid transit or automobile highways, within the reach of urban dwellers, land loses that
quality of scarcity which perhaps at one time justified crowding. Today, land crowding is an
economic folly. With the present availability of land for spacious developments, it is safe to say
that multi-storied buildings built to high coverages of their separate narrow lots are obsolete
before they are started.”!?

The FHA established ceilings on rental costs and purchase prices for the single- and multi-family
projects it insured. It perceived the unmet rental housing need as being for housing renting at $50
or less per month for units with three to six rooms. Colean told the housing industry in 1938 that,
“above this figure the market dwindles away,” adding that, “we must drop our concentration

13 National Association of Real Estate Boards, Proceeding of the Realtors’ Housing Conference Discussing the
National Housing Act (as amended 3 February 1938), 17-19 March 1938 (Washington D.C., U.S. Government
Printing Office, 1938), 40.
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upon the Cadillacs and Lincolns of the housing world...and turn our attention to the more
familiar models.”'* In 1938, a rental of $50 a month, or $600 a year, represented one third of the
$1,871 median annual salary of federal employees. The median salary for technical, scientific
and professional positions in the federal government in 1938 was $3,137, while for clerical staff
it was $1,572."% Because of its close proximity to the nation’s capital where the majority of civil
service employees work, the median salary for residents of Arlington County was that of the
federal government. In 1940, the median national wage or salary income for workers was $885,
and fewer than 900,000 of the United States’ 31,727,000 workers earned $3,000 or more.'®

Because the FHA’s mortgage insurance programs facilitated financing, they made the
construction of moderately priced rental housing a more attractive option for developers,
particularly after the 1938 amendments to the National Housing Act were enacted. Thus, FHA-
insured projects came to dominate construction of moderately priced rental housing and the
standards the FHA set determined many of the features of the apartment buildings constructed
for this market. In addition to the FHA’s general guidelines on the economic soundness of
projects, and the quality and durability of construction, it also set many explicit standards on
what it would insure, specifying, for example, minimum room sizes and acceptable materials.

Room sizes in the small houses and apartment projects insured by the FHA were comparable.
For example, the FHA’s 1936 publication, Principles of Planning Small Houses, provided five
illustrative houses, ranging from a minimum one-story, two bedroom house of about 500 square
feet for a family of three, to a two-story, three bedroom house with just under 900 square feet.!”
In Colonial Village, one-bedroom apartments ranged from 515 to 594 square feet and two-
bedroom apartments were 777 square feet. At Westover, an FHA-insured project constructed
shortly after the enactment of the 1938 housing act amendments, apartments were on two levels
and were more spacious than most of FHA’s illustrative small houses, with one-bedroom
apartments of 720 square feet and two-bedroom apartments of 984 square feet. The two-bedroom
apartments, with exposures on three sides, included a separate full dining room unlike most
FHA-insured small houses that incorporated a dining area in either the kitchen or living room.

The FHA laid out its guidelines for the construction of rental properties in a 1939 publication,
Architectural Planning and Procedure for Rental Housing, which was revised periodically but

14 1bid, 40.

15U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States, 1942 (Sixty—third edition) (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1942), Table No. 189, 189.

16 Ibid, Table No. 382, 361.

17U.S. Federal Housing Administration; Principles of Planning Small Houses, Technical Bulletin No. 4
(Washington, D.C. U.S Government Printing Office, 1936), 24-33.
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adhered to the same general principles. The focus of FHA’s rental program was the provision of
long-term rental housing for families. It interpreted the “word ‘Housing’ to mean dwelling
quarters for families, quarters which offer complete facilities for family life, as a result of
desirable planning and environment.”!® To protect the long-term value of a project, it advocated
a conservative approach to location, favoring “a distinctly residential area, which promises to
remain of good character,” and avoiding a tenant population that would be dependent on the
continued success of a single industry in the community."

Tenant appeal was based on offering the greatest amount of space, comfort, and service, with
attractive surroundings offered at the lowest possible rent consistent with a reasonable profit. The
low operating and maintenance costs were to be achieved by avoiding the probability of tenant
abuse, and designing and building to minimize the need for repairs and replacement. Typically,
multi-family buildings included one or more units set aside to house a janitor or other staff, who
would provide routine upkeep and ensure the day-to-day maintenance of buildings and grounds.
The maintenance provided by developers of the early large rental projects such as Colonial
Village and Buckingham was described in 1937 by Deputy Administrator Miles L. Colean and
reported in the Washington Post: “The buildings are serviced by mechanics, carpenters, painters,
firemen, and janitors, and the grounds are cared for by gardeners. The property is under the
management of an experienced real estate operator, who maintains offices on the property.”?°

The FHA advocated simplicity and economy in construction and investment in design and
materials that would ensure low maintenance costs. It said the “lowest permissible standards of
quality in materials and construction must in all cases insure durability with low maintenance
cost” and defined that as “essential quality” as opposed to “elements of elaboration of decorative
effect, special equipment, etc.,” which constituted “luxury quality.” It said that “essential quality
must be present in all projects” to the exclusion, if necessary, of elements of luxury.?!

Although the FHA made clear that it did not set standards for architectural styles, its predilection
for conservative and traditional design was evident. It advised that “simple, direct designs which
rely for their effect upon mass, scale, and proportion are more attractive, and the resultant
structures are sounder investments than those which strive for picturesque or unusual effects

18 U.S. Federal Housing Administration; Architectural Planning and Procedure for Rental Housing (Washington,
D.C.: U.S Government Printing Office, 1939), 7.

19 Ibid, 7.

20 “FHA Housing Requirements are Explained, Washington Post, 24 October 1937, R2.

21'U.S. Federal Housing Administration; Architectural Planning and Procedure for Rental Housing (Washington,
D.C.: U.S Government Printing Office, 1939), 8.
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through elaboration of motif and ornament or a startling use of materials” and that a “property
should be able to retain permanent acceptance and not be so faddish that it is soon outmoded.”*?

In Virginia, the Colonial Revival style, harking back to the Commonwealth’s early history, was
enduringly popular and the public’s enthusiasm for it was heightened by the restoration of
Colonial Williamsburg, which began in 1927. The FHA’s first apartment project, Colonial
Village, capitalized on this popularity both in choice of name and of architectural style. Many of
the subsequent FHA projects followed suit by using elements of this traditional style, although
sometimes only minimally. The Colonial Revival and its classical elements remained deeply
embedded in the hearts and minds of Arlingtonians. Therefore, the vast majority of apartment
buildings expressed the Colonial Revival style. Pure interpretations of the style, albeit suburban
examples of the mid-twentieth century, include the Irving (1936) at 605 North Irving Street,
Boulevard Courts (1940) at 2300 Washington Boulevard, and Magnolia Gardens (1948) at 5201-
5205 8" Road South, 830-856 South Frederick Street, and 831-857 South Frederick Street. Large
complexes such as Colonial Village (1936), Buckingham (1937-1953), Arlington Village (1939),
Barcroft Apartments (1942-1947), Fillmore Gardens (1942-1943/1948), Queen Anne (1944), and
Fairlington (1943-1945) are typical suburban illustrations of the style, with entry porches
supported by Tuscan columns, broken or arched pediments, fanlight and sidelight windows, and
slate-covered gabled and hipped roofs.

Over time, however, some FHA-insured apartment buildings exhibited elements of what the
FHA described as “Modern” design. In 1941, they issued a technical bulletin addressing modern
design and how it should be evaluated by the FHA staff in their ratings of mortgage applications.
Although this bulletin principally addressed the rating of single-family housing, it reveals the
agency’s thinking on modern design generally. The bulletin described the basic characteristics of
modern design as attempting:

(1) to create a plan which will provide a functional relation between rooms
arranged to suit present day modes of living, to facilitate efficient housekeeping,
and to permit an economical use of materials;

(2) to permit the exterior treatment to be dictated primarily by the plan and to be
an expression thereof, with little or no regard to traditional concepts; and

(3) to use materials efficiently, economically and directly, boldly eliminating
decorative features and relying upon texture and color of materials together with
skillful arrangement of masses and openings to produce a good esthetic effect.??

22 Ibid, 8.
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The FHA advised its staff to evaluate projects designed in modern styles on their success in
achieving these goals, saying that it was important to distinguish between “stylistic labels which
are purely surface treatment, and those which proceed from developments in plan or structure.”
The FHA recognized the long-term implications of the style, saying that, “in spite of many
faddish features displayed by [modern design,] the movement is one of more than a transitory
nature, and...the basic elements which characterize it will in all likelihood sooner or later
become characteristic of a large body of our stock of housing.”?* The styles of the Modern
Movement era rejected the decorative features of traditional architectural styles that evoked
historical periods. Instead, with an aesthetic that relied heavily on massing, form, and materials,
it celebrated new materials, new technologies, and a concern for creating simplified, functional,
and efficient living spaces. Moreover, Modern Movement styles, like the European-inspired Art
Deco and Streamline Moderne, embodied the “hypnotizing promise of more and more things
tomorrow, advanced by America’s machine technologies and rising standard of living.”?
Modernism emphasized the utilitarian, deliberately seeking to reduce costs and encourage
simpler living by providing a less expensive design that was technologically advanced. The
architecture of the Modern Movement espoused a better tomorrow for the middle class that was
difficult to ignore after the dark years of the Great Depression and World War II.

Although expressed modestly, modern design influences can be seen on a number of apartment
buildings and complexes constructed in Arlington from the late 1930s through to the mid-1950s.
One noted example is the individual low-rise apartment building known as McClaine Courts at
2500-2502 Lee Highway. Constructed in 1939, this two-story building has wide granite entry
surrounds with a jack arch topped by an indented cornice. The flat roof with granite coping
emphasizes horizontality, which was a hallmark of mid-century modern. The window openings
are particularly wide, holding metal-frame casements rather than the wood-frame double-hung
sash commonly favored by the Colonial Revival style. Another example of modern design is The
McClaine at 1515-1519 North Barton Street and 2416-2424 16™ Street North. Exhibiting
elements of the Streamline Moderne, the two 1939 low-rise apartment buildings have single
entry openings topped by flat cantilevered hoods of polished steel with rounded corners. The
expansive window openings, which now hold replacement double-hung sash, are set to the
outermost bays to read as corner windows. Projecting brick string courses unite the openings as

23 U.S. Federal Housing Administration, Modern Design, Technical Bulletin No. 2, March 1, 1941 (Washington,
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1941), 2.

24 Ibid, 4.

25 American Experience, “People & Events: Chicago Century of Progress Exposition (World’s Fair), 1933-1934,”
Public Broadcasting Service, http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/streamliners/peopleevents/e_fair.html (accessed 4
November 2009).
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they wrap the corners. McClaine Gardens at 1600-1606 North Rhodes Street, completed in 1941,
is one of the larger individual low-rise buildings exhibiting modern design. The building’s strong
horizontality is created by symmetrically placed landscape windows holding metal-frame
casements. The flush metal entry doors, marked by a single circular light, are topped by flat
cantilevered hoods with squared edges. Spanning the two upper stories above the first-story
entries are two paired casement windows divided by a metal spandrel. A granite string course,
also acting as a continuous sill, runs under the third-story openings, while projecting brick string
courses unite the window openings. Key Boulevard Apartments (1942) at 1537-1545 North Key
Boulevard and Westmoreland Terrace (1947) at 1320-1322 Fort Myer Drive and 1301-1313
North Ode Street show many of these same streamlined elements. Fort Strong (1954) at 2000-
2012 North Daniel Street is minimally executed at the slightly projecting entry bays, which are
veneered in coursed narrow stones and pierced by vertical window openings separated by metal
spandrels and commercial-style metal-framed glass doors with narrow two-light sidelights and
transoms.

A seamless blending of traditional American architecture with modern European designs was
successfully produced by Mihran Mesrobian, a Turkish-born Armenian who immigrated to the
United States in 1921. By following the standards of the FHA, Mesrobian presented the
conventional elements of the Colonial Revival style, such as hipped and gabled roofs, projecting
square and round bays topped by pediments, cupolas and lanterns, and molded cornices.
Mesrobian was able to accentuate the American style, though, by subtly introducing design
elements and materials of the Art Deco and Streamline Moderne, such as glass block, indented
brick spandrels and cornices, abstract geometric motifs set in granite panels, cantilevered flat
roofs, and metal-framed casement windows that wrapped around corners. The work of this
prolific architect in Arlington County in the 1940s and early 1950s proved overwhelmingly
acceptable to the developers, property owners, renters, and lending financial institutions. His
work includes 1233 North Courthouse Road (1940), Lee Gardens South (now Sheffield Court,
1942), Wakefield Manor (1943), Lee Gardens North (now Woodbury Park, 1949), and Calvert
Manor (1950). Notably, Mesrobian’s first apartment building, located at 1233 North Courthouse
Road, did not present any elements of the Colonial Revival style and was ultimately incorporated
into the neighboring garden-apartment complex of Wakefield Manor, which reflects both the
Colonial Revival and Streamline Moderne, to ensure its acceptance and financial success.

Less stylized examples of the Colonial Revival style were constructed after World War II, when
modern design became more synonymous with minimal design and mass-produced materials.
This reduction of ornamentation, initially a direct result of the significant inflation for building
materials and labor, forced developers and property owners to seek ways to reduce construction
costs and provide lower rental rates, thus ensuring their financial ventures would be successful.
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Initially, this resulted in just the application of modest Colonial Revival-style entry surrounds
with broken or arched pediments often surmounted by glass blocks that stretched upward to the
cornice to provide natural lighting for the interior stairs. The more elaborate gable roofs with
molded entablatures were replaced by flat roofs with corbeled bricks only suggesting cornices.
Single and paired double-hung sash windows with molded surrounds, sills, and lintels were
supplanted by metal-frame casements and picture windows that brought a false sense of
spaciousness by uniting the interiors with the planned exterior landscape. Less ornate examples
include Nalbert Apartments (1947) at 1315-1319 Fort Myer Drive, Briarcliff Manor (1946-1947)
at 1301-1309 and 1318-1320 North Pierce Street, and Virginia Gardens (1949) at 1700-1715
South Taylor Street.

By the late 1940s and into the 1950s, most developers attempted—albeit unsuccessfully—to
completely cast off the popular Colonial Revival style, snubbing the tradition of applied
ornamentation as an unnecessary expense. This resulted