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15 January 2021  

 

Leslie Pielack, Director 

Birmingham Museum 

556 West Maple Road 

Birmingham, Michigan 48009 

 

Dear Leslie,  

I am honored to donate my documents from the Birmingham 2016 Master Plan.  I had the privilege of assisting 

Andres Duany with the landmark plan from its inception in 1995.  Many of its recommendations were rapidly 

adopted and built by the City and they have contributed to Birmingham becoming one of the most desirable 

communities in the country.  Duany and I both consider the plan to be an overwhelming success, and the most 

completely implemented one of our careers.  

 

I have outlined below a short summary of the planôs history and recommendations as a first step for a detailed 

record I hope to complete later this year.  I trust my outline and plan documents will become a resource for 

other historians or interested citizens over time. 

 

Attached are the following documents for the museumôs keeping: 

1. Correspondence and contracts between the DPZ planning team and the City 

2. Contracts between the City and Duany, as well as the various subconsultants  

3. Newspaper articles regarding the plan and the City during the planning process 

4. Copies of the planôs first draft (11ô x 17ò) 

5. Professional journal articles I authored about the 2016 Plan 

 

Background 

Since its first plat in 1836, Birmingham has been a well-planned and managed city.  The original plan was 

based on Jeffersonôs small 300ô x 300ô block grid allowing for a walkable city center, a variety of land uses and 

growth. For generations, the downtown parks, upscale specialty shops and restaurants have offered the lifestyle 

of a major city, in a small-town scale.  

 

The cityôs neighborhoods are based on the traditional principles of Clarence Stein, each with a central school, a 

mixture of housing types, generous parks and convenient commercial located within a short walk.  The Quarton 

Lake, Poppleton Park, Barnum and Holy Name neighborhoods are especially well planned, and among the most 

desirable in the region.  Quarton Lakeôs amenities and public access along Lakeside and Lake Park Drives are 

one of the areaôs most beautiful civic gestures.  The Rouge River corridor also offers a rich natural resource for 

the entire city.   

 

I have outlined below a brief a summary of my research and personal experiences with Birminghamôs planning 

traditions.  I am presently co-authoring the Birmingham City-Wide Master Plan with Duany and writing a book 

on the cityôs urban design history.  

 

1920ôs Plans 

From 1890 to 1930, in response to explosive growth, industrialization and the emergence of the automobile, 

many cities embraced the City Beautiful movement, creating expansive parks and grand civic realms.  The 1889 

Chicago Worldôs Fair, designed by Daniel Burnham and Frederick Olmstead is credited as the genesis of 

widespread urban beautification improvements across America, including Palmer Park.  The fairôs grandiose 

boulevards and Beaux Arts buildings inspired millions of citizens and civic leaders to improve their own cities 

with classically designed civic centers, boulevards and plazas.  
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Figure 1: Above left, 1929 Comey Birmingham Master Planôs proposed neighborhoods, above right, downtown Birmingham homes being 

razed to build the Civic Centerôs city hall, Community Center, library, post office and Shain Park, circa 1928 Source: The Book of 

Birmingham; Jervis Bell McMechan (1976). 

 

Birminghamôs Shain Park and civic center are among the finest built in the Midwest and may have been 

inspired by the Chicago Fair.  The early aspirational urban investments ended with the Great Depression in the 

1930s and were forgotten during the post-war suburban sprawlôs experimental era.  Andres Duany and his new 

urbanist planners reintroduced the pre-war urban design principles in 1990 to American cities and the suburbs 

with new towns and market-based revitalization plans for historic city centers.   

 

In the 1920ôs, Birmingham commissioned a landscape architect to plan a civic center. Unfortunately, the 

planner and his drawing are unknown, but subsequent planners and newspaper articles reference the Civic Plan 

and its Cambridge based designer.  It is plausible that John Nolen, the leading urban planner at the time, was its 

designer.  Nolenôs office was located in Harvard Square and he had also completed a master plan for a General 

Motors employee neighborhood in Pontiac and a civic plan for Flint in the 1920ôs.   

 

Birminghamôs civic plan proposed multiple new civic buildings and a park on six of the original twelve 

Jeffersonian blocks. Based on the plan, the City purchased and razed entire blocks of existing houses. Shain 

Park, the city hall, library, post office, community center and possibly one church were all built shortly 

following the plan.  One puzzling aspect of the design is why the library and city hallôs primary entries fronted 

Martin Street, rather than Shain Park, as was a core principle of civic designs then.  At the time, the former 

Baldwin School was located at the west end of Martin Street, possibly making it a civic promenade.  In his 1995 

plan, Duany proposed that Martin be redesigned as a civic street and the libraryôs entry be returned to its 

original north location.   

 

Unfortunately, Duanyôs proposal was scrapped when Martin Street was later widened into a parking lot to 

accommodate diagonally spaced parking spaces at the expense of the cityôs hall front lawn and plaza.  I had 

always also hoped that the former post office would become an art museum, to contribute to Martin Street, as 

well as the community.   

 

In the late 1920ôs the City retained Arthur C. Comey, ASLA, a Harvard educated, Cambridge, Massachusetts 

landscape architect (likely associated with Nolen) to master plan the entire city, resulting in a proposal for 

numerous neighborhoods, each anchored with a school or park.  Quarton Lake, Poppleton and several other 

neighborhoods were built as proposed by the plan.  The Comey plan also proposed that the Rouge River park -

trail corridor and an outer street network connected the neighborhoods with landscaped boulevards.  The 

proposed boulevards became Chesterfield, Oak, Lincoln and Eton Streets.  Unfortunately, our loopôs design has 

not yet been fully implemented along Oak, east of Hunter (Woodward) and Chesterfield, south of Maple Street. 
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Figure 2: Newspaper article on the 1961 Vilican-Leman master plan.  Note the suburban ring road and cul-de-sac streets at the bottom. 

 

1961 Plan 

The local planning firm, Vilican-Leman prepared the city master plan in 1961, but I have little knowledge of it 

at this time.  Above, an image of their 1961 Birmingham plan. 

 

1964 Plan 

In the early 1960ôs, in response to a proposed large commercial auto service garage on Merrill Street, a 

community group, The Civic Design Committee, and the City retained Luckenbach-Ziegelman and Johnson, 

Johnson and Roy for a downtown master plan.  Birminghamôs Carl Luckenbach and Robert Ziegelman along 

with JJRôs Cy Palmer oversaw the planning process and urban design.  

 

This 1964 plan is directly responsible for the downtownôs subsequent commercial and residential boom.  The 

architects proposed mid-rise building heights, five parking structures and a ring road to divert traffic around the 

city center.  Under an extraordinary amount of leadership at the time, the city purchased land and built all five 

parking decks within 30 years.  Birmingham is currently struggling with finding the resources to build a planned 

parking structure in the Triangle District.  

 

The five parking structures allowed new commercial buildings to utilize off-site parking, allowing them to 

maximize their property for large office buildings and department stores.  As a result, Birminghamôs over three 

million square feet of commercial space is that of a city many times larger than its 20,000 population.  The large 

amount of office workers and convenient parking promoted the downtownôs thriving shopping and dining 

district, as well as the development of two major department stores in the 1960s.  

 

As was popular at the time, the 1964 plan also proposed removing all vehicular traffic in the downtown to 

create a pedestrian mall along Woodward and Maple.  The Ring Road was designed (and built) as a four lane, 

bypass route to accommodate traffic, at the expense of the pedestrian.  Fortunately, the pedestrian mall 

 

 

 


