POPPLETON
RECREATION CENTER

BALTIMORE, MARYLAND
HISTORIC PRESERVATION ARCHITECTURE

SITE / challenge

Within a historic neighborhood suffering from decades
of disinvestment and an area targeted for massive
redevelopment by outside inferests that would destroy the
historic fabric and culture of the community, this building
held deep cultural memory despite its deteriorating
condition.

Preserving the building's architectural identity, one of the
few representative structures of mid-1970s late modern
architecture, was important to understanding the role
architecture plays in the history and development of

the City. All while updating sysfems to improve energy
efficiency, minimize maintenance, and provide a durable,
accessible and fully functional recreation center for the
community.

Once celebrated as a “Play Machine,” this iconic building served for decades as a vital social and
recreational hub in Southwest Baltimore before closing in the early 2000s. Following more than two
decades of vacancy, the 7,000 SF facility has been reimagined through a comprehensive renovation.
The design restores an architecturally significant and long-dormant building while reestablishing a
public asset that once again serves as a physical and symbolic cornerstone of the community.

PROGRAM / action

Maintaining a utilitarian aesthetic that celebrated exposed
building systems and maintained access to the adjacent
community pool was core to the program. Based on
community input, flexibility was necessary o support

both structured and informal gatherings, emphasizing
adaptability and accessibility for multi-generational users.

Programmatic activities varied from indoor games to
computer labs, from meeting spaces and offices to

public restrooms and lockers for the adjacent community
pool. Building code compliance included upgrades to
mechanical, electrical and plumbing systems in addition to
providing a fully ADA-compliant facility that was previously
accessible in appearance only.

SOLUTION / outcome

Architecture as an embodiment of infrastructure for equity
was the defining legacy of the original design and ifs
renovation. A collaboration made possible through
deep partnerships between the community, non-profits,
faith-based organizations, City agencies, local service
organizations, and the design team included financial
support, volunteerism and community engagement.

The solution focused on maintaining the original structure’s
architectural identity while incorporating community needs.
Technical items, including a new lift and reconfigured
entries, ensured full ADA accessibility, while interior
circulation and fransparency were improved to support
safety and flexibility. The design emphasized durable, low-
maintenance materials while incorporating warmer, more
inviting finishes to enhance the everyday experience.

113Z1N9dOH ¥313d ‘OLOHd



CONTEXT / Opened in the summer of 1976, the Poppleton Recreation Center—
originally named the Great Model Community Recreation Center—was a vibrant hub
for families across Southwest Baltimore. Built as part of President Lyndon Johnson'’s
Model Cities Program, the center reflected an innovative “modern” aesthetic (originally
design by Nathan S. leblang & Stephen Matthias (Designbank, Inc.)) and offered free
programming for neighborhood children.

"It was this new shiny rec center with different programs. We were all able to make claim
fo this,” said Sonia Eaddy, president of the Poppleton Now Community Association.
Children from Lexington Terrace, Poe Homes, and beyond gathered here for karate,

A pre-construction clean-up day organized by the Church of the Nativity catalyzed neighborhood involvement and
symbolized a broader commitment to the new Recreation Center as a shared investment.

dance, and swimming. Skafing was a winter highlight, with a skate mobile providing skates

for all. (Source: Baltimore Banner)

The center played a key role in building community—connecting residents across
public housing developments and creating a safe, shared space for play and leaming.
Popplefon resident Parcha McFadden fondly remembers lively Halloween parties that
brought families together. But when the center closed due to budget cuts, it left a deep
void in the neighborhood—marking the loss of a vital space for connection and care.

(Source: Baltimore Traces)
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Building colors were directed by the community residents and focused
on the nearby painted rowhomes at Sarah Ann Street providing @
bright and playful update to the recreation center with a nod to the
neighborhood’s past while highlighting the distinct architectural forms
defining the “play machine”.



Every design decision was rooted in a belief that public space should be both
beautiful and functional — especially in communities where access to quality
facilities has been historically limited. The collaborative process included active
engagement with community members and stakeholders throughout and informed
design decisions including program needs, access and security, and artwork.
Supergraphics from the original design remain on windows overlooking the atrium
while new murals by local artists celebrate the neighborhood.



The design was shaped through an iterative, community-centered process.
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In close collaboration with the Southwest Sports and Fitness Alliance

Bufasﬁ,rjou and local stakeholders, the programming was developed to support
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educational enrichment.

Youth-focused weekday programming, evening clubs, and weekend
events are now offered alongside yoga, financial literacy, and nutrition
workshops, reinforcing the space as a center for resilience and lifelong
learning



A PLACE CALLED POPPLETON




The restored Poppleton Recreation Center represents the first public
money investment in the neighborhood in decades, making the Center
the backbone of the community—a community which fought back
against disinvestment, big developer interests, and bureaucracy.

The Poppleton neighborhood continues to invest in their youth and
reclaim ifs role as a beacon of connection, wellness, and pride in
Southwest Baltimore.
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