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This photo essay travels through the 
natural world of Greenbelt, Maryland. The 
voyage starts small and ends large. Along 
the way are different views of the town’s 
biota, the collection of living things within the 
ecosystem.

The smallest object shown is a moss leaf 
enlarged so that individual cells can be seen. 
Moss leaves are typically a single-cell thick 
and translucent, making such images easier to 
capture with a microscope.

Orders of magnitude larger are flowers, 
tree leaves, and buds. A few months after a 
photo of one of them is taken, and sometimes 
just a few days later, they have changed: 
growing, transforming, or dying. Despite 
their brief existence, leaf and flower may 
contribute in a small way to the health of the 
forest, in addition to being beautiful.

Many times larger again are the 
neighborhood “cells” of Greenbelt, so called 
by the New Deal town planners because a 
neighborhood can function as a unit of social 
organization. Town planners stipulated that 
all of a neighborhood’s homes should be 
within walking distance of the neighborhood’s 
elementary school. According to them, a 

neighborhood should also contain forests, 
parks, athletic fields, and public buildings.

Greenbelt’s original 1937 homes clustered 
around the Center School that, in recent 
decades, has served as a community center. 
In 1941, the federal government built a 
second neighborhood to the north that had its 
own elementary school starting in 1945.

During and shortly after construction, the 
federal government photographed Greenbelt 
by blimp and plane. These aerial photos show 
some of the forests and fields that originally 
surrounded the town and that constituted the 
town’s namesake “belt of green.” Part of this 
belt still exists today, including the North 
Woods and Hamilton Woods. These forests 
are contributing elements to the Greenbelt 
National Historic Landmark, which is listed in 
the National Registry of Historic Places.

The eye-level photos of the town’s forests 
that were taken during the New Deal cannot 
be reshot today because the mix of tree 
species has changed, and in many places, 
the forest has been cut down. In one sense or 
other, the forest of eighty years ago is gone 
but it brought the present-day forest into 
being.
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