Why this forest here?

ORESTS were important to the New Deal, the
federal government’s far-reaching response
to the Great Depression of the 1930s. The forest
was a wild place to be preserved, or it was raw
material to be turned into parks and recreation

facilities. A few miles outside the nation’s
capital, forest and field were part of a New
Deal experiment in town planning, namely the
construction of Greenbelt, Maryland.

In 1935, the federal government decided to
demonstrate how modest but well-built homes
could improve the lives of ordinary Americans
if these homes were located in a town that was
designed and managed to promote “family and
community life.”

The town was to be surrounded by a belt of
forests, parks, farms, and gardens that would
prevent encroachment from outside. This green
space would strengthen the bonds of community
by encouraging residents to spend their leisure
time in town with the natural world a short walk
from their front doors. A neighborhood was
defined as the homes within a half-mile walk from
a central cluster of public buildings to include
an elementary school or community center. The
buildings and the footpaths were to be embedded
in forest and grassy common areas.

In 1936, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt
visited the partially constructed town of
Greenbelt, and he told the assembled press
that the town was an example that should be
copied. The next year, the federal government
selected the town's first residents from a large
pool of applicants. One of the selection criteria
was that the prospective resident express an
interest in creating and sustaining civic and social
organizations.

After the first residents arrived in 1937,
firsthand accounts suggested that they did see
Greenbelt as a place that met their economic
and social needs, but also as something more:
Greenbelt was a place that inspired them to
participate in town politics, to participate in
democracy. Residents discussed the day's issues
with neighbors, they formed citizens groups,
they produced the town’s newspaper, and
they attending city council meetings to give
their elected representatives a piece of their
mind. Speaking broadly, there was an uptick
in participatory democracy throughout the

United States during the Great Depression if one
counts protests, labor organizing, and federal
legislation shaped by the demands of grassroots
organizations.

In 1938, Roosevelt wrote about the pendulum
of participatory democracy. Roosevelt asserted
that, during several periods in United States
history, the wealthy few had exercised the lion’s
share of political power. A few decades later,
the pendulum would swing the other way and
popular movements would force the government
to accommodate the people’s needs and desires.

Flash forward to the 1960s, and much of Prince
George's County became filled with suburbs,
apartment complexes, strip malls, and crowded
roads—like many other areas near Washington,
DC. Yet Greenbelt’'s 200-acre North Woods
still stands. The North Woods is the northeast
portion of the belt of green that originally
surrounded Greenbelt’s New Deal era homes.
The North Woods has been allowed to mature for
eighty years because New Deal town planners
articulated a vision for Greenbelt and because
Greenbelt residents wielded their political power
for decades to protect this forest.

The photo below shows a cluster of flowers
from a red maple tree that was blown down in
Greenbelt's North Woods by a snowstorm in
March 2018. These flowers would soon wither
where they lay, never to fulfill their potential to
form seeds. In contrast, the Greenbelt North
Woods has escaped such a fate. The forest is a
functioning ecosystem, and it is recognized as a
contributing element to the Greenbelt National
Historic Landmark that is listed in the National
Registry of Historic Places.
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FDR Visits Greenbelt

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt addresses
reporters while visiting the partially completed town of
Greenbelt on November 13, 1936. He stands in front

of a townhouse in 33 Court, Ridge Road.
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Front Row: (a) Administrator Rex Tugwell, Resettlement Administration; (b) President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt; and (c) Wallace Richards, Executive Officer, Greenbelt Project. Back Row: (d) Dr. Will W.
Alexander, Assistant Administrator, Resettlement Administration who, in December 1936, succeeded Tugwell
as Administrator; (e) Hale Walker, Town Planner, Greenbelt Project; (f) either Douglas Ellington, Principal
Architect, Greenbelt Project, or John Lansill, Greenbelt Division Director; and (g) unidentified employee or

consultant at the Resettlement Administration.



