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Penn Mar Apartments is a Modem Movement-influenced garden apartment complex in Prince George's County, Maryland. It is 
located south of Pennsylvania Avenue (MD 4) and west of Donnell Drive in Forestville. Constructed on three parcels totaling 
approximately 17.1 acres, the complex comprises 24 apartment buildings . The apartment buildings are oriented around a U-shaped 
driveway and parking area that forms a loop extending west from Donnell Drive. The driveway features pull-in parking along its 
length, directly in front of each building. 

The apartment buildings are located on both sides of the driveway; 14 buildings occupy the driveway's outer perimeter, and I 0 
buildings form shared courtyards on the interior of the loop . The buildings are two or three stories at the facade; the outer 
perimeter buildings have an additional exposed level at the rear elevation. The buildings have a horizontal emphasis with eight-bay 
by two-bay rectangular plans and low-pitched side-gab led roofs. Each building is faced with brick in one of three colors: gray­
brown, buff, or red . 

Each apartment building has an eight-bay facade comprising a central entrance with flanking balconies; one-by-one aluminum­
framed sash windows occupy the outer bays . A brick field comprising a narrow grid of projecting headers spans the full height of 
the facade between the balconies and the outer-bay windows; this decorative accent marks the locations of utility chases between 
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the basement and the roof. 

Penn Mar Apartments 

Entrances consist of an interior stairwell fronted by a full-height window with aluminum muntins separating large plate-glass lights . 
An aluminum-framed plate-glass door to one side of the window system provides access to the interior stairwell. The stairwell 
itself is constructed of steel with a tube railing. The stairs have a split-foyer configuration; at the entrance, a half flight of stairs 
leads down to the ground floor and a half flight leads up to the second level. The exterior brick continues inside the stairwell, 
where individual apartments are accessed via flush wood doors. 

Ground-level or sunken patios and upper level balconies are located on either side of the central entrance. Each level includes an 
aluminum-framed three-light sliding sash window and adjacent flush metal door. The entrance and balcony bays are recessed from 
the outer window bays, and each balcony extends to the face of the adjoining window bay. The balconies are steel-framed with 
squared metal railings and concrete floors. Utility closets are located at the end of each balcony or patio. 

The two-bay side elevations feature sliding sash windows similar to those on the facade. The window configuration varies 
depending on the interior plan. At the rear elevations, a single window bay replaces the central entrance. The windows are 
aluminum-framed one-by-one sliding sash over a painted metal panel. The buildings' side gabled roofs are finished with asphalt 
shingles and have overhanging rakes and eaves with exposed rafter tails. Some buildings include solar panels mounted on the 
ridgeline . 

Individual buildings are joined at the corners to form groupings of three or four buildings . Buildings outside the driveway loop 
form a perimeter around the apartment complex. Concrete sidewalks border the parking spaces along the driveway, and additional 
sidewalks lead across landscaped lawns to each building's main entrance. To the south and east, the ground slopes downward , and 
the buildings are set against the hillside . A stacked fieldstone retaining wall supports the parking area adjacent to the building, 
forming a narrow landscaped channel between the two. A concrete bridge spans this channel and connects the parking area to the 
central stairwell entrance. 

Inside the loop, buildings frame grassy courtyards crisscrossed by concrete sidewalks . Although the perimeter buildings all face the 
parking area, some interior buildings are oriented inward toward the shared courtyards . 

The complex includes a recreational area west of the apartment buildings; it includes a grass playing field , asphalt basketball court, 
picnic area, swimming and wading pools, and a small pool building. The rectangular pool building is constructed ofconcrete block 
and wood framing. It includes changing rooms for men and women accessed from the east or west. The changing rooms are 
screened by plywood panels and are not enclosed . Wood rafters support the building's overhanging flat roof, which includes an 
open clerestory . 

The pool building and two pools are linked by a concrete deck and enclosed within a chain link fence. A picnic area with outdoor 
grills and picnic tables is located south of the pool enclosure. The basketball court is at the south end of the recreational space, 
separated from the pool area by the grass field . 

The apartment complex incorporates a bus shelter on Donnell Drive. The Washington, D.C., Metro Bus stops along MD 4; the 
Donnell Drive shelter may be a former Metro stop, or more likely, it was built as a school bus shelter. The shelter comprises a low 
brick wall surmounted by a folded plate wood-framed roof. The roof is supported on the brick wall at four vertices . The roofs 
interior is finished with painted plywood, and the exterior is covered with asphalt shingles. 

Concrete sidewalks extend throughout the complex, including along the driveway loop and within the landscaped common areas . 
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Sidewalks adjacent to steep slopes or retaining walls include painted tubular metal rails. Amenities within the common areas 
include playgrounds, benches, and trash receptacles. Benches have precast concrete frames with slatted wood seats and backrests . 
Trash cans are similar in appearance, with vertical wood planks encircling a metal can. Dumpsters, located at intervals along the 
loop drive, have painted wood shadowbox screens. 

History/Context 
In the early 1950s, the federal government developed a dispersal program in which federal faci lities and personnel would be 
decentralized to assure the continuity of vital government operations in the event of an enemy attack. The program included the 
construction of a circumferential highway around Washington, D.C., to connect employees to their new workplaces. The Capital 
Beltway, as it would be called, began construction in the mid- I 950s and was completed in August 1964. The project spurred 
construction of new connector roads throughout Mary land and Virginia, including MD 4 in Prince George's County. This road, 
constructed as a dual highway extension of Pennsylvania Avenue, bypassed the older and narrower Marlboro Pike to the north . 
The Maryland State Roads Commission began planning for the new road in 1955 and completed the highway to Andrews Air 
Force Base (Joint Base Andrews) in 1961 . 

New road construction spurred rapid growth in Maryland southeast of Washington, D.C. In the Forestville area, development 
shifted from the Marlboro Pike to the new MD 4, as new shopping centers, subdivisions, and apartment complexes were 
constructed along the highway. Along the five-mile stretch of MD 4 between the District line and the new Capital Beltway, thirteen 
apartment complexes were completed between 1960 and 1970. The area offered convenient access to downtown Washington, and 
the beltway shortened the distance to the surrounding suburbs and satellite employment centers such as Andrews Air Force Base. A 
1964 article in the Washington Post noted the recent explosion of apartment buildings, shopping centers, and industrial complexes 
along the new Beltway and its influence on housing choices made by those in the District and the surrounding suburbs . 

The majority of new apartment construction in Prince George's County following World War II involved large-scale garden 
apartment complexes. Garden apartment buildings were typically two and no more than three stories tall. Each building comprised 
at least four dwelling units, and individual apartments were accessible through a single public entrance. The buildings had no 
elevators ; interior stairwells led to the upper-level apartments. Although ind ividual garden apartment buildings were constructed in 
established, higher-density neighborhoods, larger garden apartment complexes most commonly at least two buildings sited on a 
large suburban parcel. The buildings did not conform to existing street grids but were oriented to the surrounding topography, 
allowing for greater exposure to light and views. Automobile access was generally limited to the perimeter, leaving open spaces 
between buildings that were not penetrated by vehicular traffic. Instead, the buildings formed landscaped courtyards planted with 
grass, trees, small shrubs, and flowers. With landscaped open space, views, and a degree of privacy, the garden apartment complex 
provided many advantages of a suburban li festy le, but was a low-cost alternative to purchasing a home. In addition, many 
apartment complexes included recreational facilities and other amenities as an enticement for renters. 

The need for cost-efficient construction limited most apartment complexes to reserved formal and stylistic expressions . With 
standardized, identical units, variety was achieved through the layout of the buildings on the site. Staggered rootlines and 
interlocking units formed a range of exterior spaces and avoided a monotonous appearance . Simple stylistic elements such as 
cornices, doorways, windows and transoms , moldings, and roof forms unified the buildings . The majority of early apartment 
complexes were designed in the Colonial Revival sty le, although many incorporated various Art Deco and Art Moderne motifs . 
After 1950, Modern Movement styles became more prevalent in apartment design and remained popular into the 1970s. 

Modern Movement apartment complexes have minimal app lied ornament, and stylistic expression is accomplished primarily 
through the use of form and material. They frequently incorporate contemporary materials such as concrete, steel, and plate glass, 
and include window walls and low-pitched roofs with overhanging eaves. Like the Ranch house popularized during the same time 
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period, Modern Movement complexes emphasize horizontality and the relationship between interior and exterior space by use of 
large picture windows, patios, and balconies. 

Penn Mar Apartments was platted as Rhettmar Terrace in January 1961 by W.K. Reeves and Helen E. Ferguson, acting on behalf 
of the R&F Development Corporation. Reeves, listed as company president, was also vice president of Realty Management Corp., 
the firm that constructed, owned, and operated the Penn Mar Shopping Center across Pennsylvania A venue north of the apartment 
complex. Work on the center had begun in 1957, and the first stores opened in 1959. 

R&F sold the property in February 1962, when it was purchased by Albert H. Small, Melvin Robinson, and Morton Funger. Small 
and Funger were partners at Community Builders, Inc., a real estate and construction firm based in Washington. Community 
Builders specialized in single-family housing, apartment complexes, and office buildings . The firm 's work included Sleepy Hollow 
Woods, an award-winning development of single-family houses in Virginia, and Springhill Lake, a 5000-unit apartment complex in 
Greenbelt, Maryland. Research did not reveal if Penn Mar was a Community Builders development or a project Small and Funger 
were engaged in independently. Small, Funger, and Robinson likely changed the name of the development from Rhettmar Terrace 
to Penn Mar and initiated its construction. An architect for the apartment complex could not be determined . 

Advertisements for Penn Mar Apartments at its opening in January 1963 proclaimed its location across the street from Penn Mar 
Shopping Center and minutes away from Andrews Air Force Base. By 1965, the complex boasted its access to direct bus service to 
Andrews, the U.S. Census Bureau in Suitland, and downtown Washington. Other ads described the apartments' spacious kitchens 
with deluxe appliances, separate breakfast and dining spaces, and walk-in closets. Monthly rates for one bedroom apartments 
started at $99, and three-bedroom apartments could be rented for $1 SO. Advertisements for similar, nearby apartment complexes 
suggest these prices were in line with market conditions. 

Penn Mar Apartments has been in continuous use as an apartment complex since it opened in 1963. The surrounding area, a busy 
suburban residential and commercial corridor, has changed little since that time. Changes to the apartment complex itself have 
been minimal. Some windows have been replaced , and patios and balconies have been painted. Additional concrete walkways have 
been placed in the courtyards, and fences have been erected to screen the complex's trash bins . Since 2012, solar panels have been 
mounted atop several apartment buildings. 

Significance Evaluation 
Penn Mar Apartments was evaluated for significance under National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) Criteria A, B, and C. 

Penn Mar Apartments is representative of the type and style of suburban expansion surrounding Washington, D.C., in the decades 
following World War II. The apartment complex is typical of garden apartment complexes in Maryland and is a basic example of 
the type commonly built in Prince George's County in the mid-twentieth century. Penn Mar Apartments is not an early example, 
and the complex has not been shown to have had a significant influence on subsequent apartment design . Furthermore, the property 
is not known to be associated with any other events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of history . 
Therefore, the property is not eligible under Criterion A. 

Research has not shown that the property is associated with merchants, professionals, civic leaders, or politicians important within 
the suburban context, or with the lives of other persons significant in the past. Therefore, the property is not eligible under 
Criterion B. 

Penn Mar Apartments is a modest and basic example of Modern Movement-influenced garden apartment complexes in Maryland. 
The complex includes standard stylistic elements typical of the period such as large horizontal windows, patios and balconies, and 
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an overhanging roofline . The buildings are not the work of a master architect and exhibit common materials and forms; they 
demonstrate no distinctive stylistic details . Penn Mar Apartments is a common example of a mid-twentieth-century garden 
apartment complex and does not convey any distinctive characteristics or artistic value; it is not eligible for the NRHP under 
Criterion C. 

Criterion D was not considered as part of this assessment. Based on the criteria evaluated, Penn Mar Apartments is not eligible for 
listing in the National Register of Historic Places . 

The boundary for the property encompasses 17 .1 acres and is confined to the current property tax parcel, which is found on Prince 
George ' s County Tax Map 0089, Plat A-4042 (2014) . 
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