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PROLOGUE

The following passages are distilled from interviews with original buyers of build-
ers’ houses and ecombined as a single voice.' The buyers, as they speak here, are
reporting their thoughts about their houses soon after they first moved in:

The house was new, our family had never had a new house before. And it was
new fo us: we had come a distance to live there, and left our earlier families
and neighborhoods behind. It was all new: bright new paint and floors, a shiny
kitchen and bathroom with new kinds of machines and fixtures, lots of light inside
with big windows looking out front and back, a bedroom for each kid or pair of
kids, easy to move around in. A garage, for the new family car. It seemed new in

another way foo: it seemed right for a whole new time.

Outside, there were front and back yards where the kids could run free. Of course
you had to get to know the neighbors from scratch, because everyone was from

B

somewhere else. But that didn't take long, and the place was paradise for kids. It
was paradise for us, too: owning our own house and yard for the first time. The
house was about 1,000 square feet, a lot roomier than the place we'd been living
before, and roomier than the places we grew up in too. Or at least it was less
crowded. There were hardly any stairs to climb; everything was neat and tidy and
within reach. It was really “modern” in every way: upfo-date, sleek-looking, effi-

cient, light and airy, but cozy at the same time. It seemed bigger, too, because of
the yards. Maybe thirty feet in the front and fifty in the back: you could sit out both
places, grow some vegetables and flowers in back, have a place, sometimes, to

sidionbimn s o

%

e

s

;§ hang clothes. And the front yards seemed even bigger than they were, because
g:;g the streets were so wide and quiet: the kids could play there. There was o park;

soon there would be a new school and a shopping center.

E

o

Sometimes the neighbors would come over for a barbecue in the backyard;
. sometimes there would be block parties on the street and in the front yards. The
K neighbors were pretty interesting: many of them weren’t very much like us. They
had different religions, different kinds of jobs, different upbringing, sometimes
they came from far away places. But they were about the same age, they had
about the same number of kids, and they wanted to make a decent life in the new

place, for themselves and the kids, like us. It was quite an adventure.
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At the beginning, it was exciting seeing the new house being built: the whole
family went over every weekend to watch. (The kids would play around on the
building sites. They liked doing that later, t0o.) Afterward, we just kept on fixing
it up. It was home for us. It was a big invesiment, of course, even with the FHA
mortgage. But with luck, and hard work, it seemed like we could manage if. And
then it would last—it would be a place for the kids to come back to.
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CHAPTER 1

New Houses
and New Communities

The recollections excerpted in the prologue deseribe the dominant “American
Dream” of the 1940s and 1950s: homeownership for (practically) everyone who
wanted it.! Ownership of a new, well-functioning little house and yard, and the
opportunity to found a new way of life in a new place. These recollections come
from people who bought houses during the first postwar years—that is, 1945 to
1960 or 1965. When prospective owners made their choices about where and
how to live during these fifteen to twenty years, they selected among radically
new dwelling designs. American house types, house plans, and housing envi-
ronments were utterly transformed in this period. The transformation was
achieved by “merchant builders,” a new type of builder/developer. The builders
of this era responded to the desires and preferences of the buyers, at the same
time as they, the builders, helped to shape those preferences. In thousands of
new suburban communities, a builder erected a few model houses, usually split-
levels or ranches, and a family selected the one that suited its members. The
new suburbs of these years were formed by the multiplication of these actions
and choices.

This book examines these builders and buyers: the new house types they
built during the first two decades after World War 11, and the new communi-
ties that the houses formed. More than thirteen million of these predominantly
ranch and split-level houses were constructed after the war, on large “tracts” or
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entered into a period of rapid growth during and immediately after the war: new
state highways were built during this period, and many metropolitan areas were
soon encircled, or partially encircled, by “ring roads” that allowed automobiles to
bypass direct routes through the city. At more or less the same time, vast systems
of “freeways” (limited access expressways) connected cities with their hinterlands
and with the new Interstate system. The “journey to work” changed profoundly:
with an automobile, one could commute to work, relatively inexpensively, over
great distances, especially during the early years of the highway system, when
the roads were new and the traffic light. During the same period, the Federal
Housing Administration (FHA) and the Veterans’ Administration sponsored
mortgages at rates that enabled millions of nuclear families to afford their own
homes for the first time. Without new roads and cheap money, America’s postwar

NEW HOUSES AND NEW COMMUNITIES

1. Visitors to model houses,
Lakewood, CA, 1950. City
of Lakewood.
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2. The George and J. P.
Kingston House, Worcester,
MA, ca. 1897, exterior.
Modern American Dwellings,
49-51.

3. Kingston House, Worcester,
MA, ca. 1897, Modern
American Dwellings, plan.
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suburbanization would never have happened. And behind these events, a subtler
shift was occurring: prosperity for the working classes, already high during the
intense productivity of wartime, continued to increase for many years after World
War II. Prosperity, new roads, cheap money, and the availability of inexpensive
single-family dwellings made possible the creation of a new suburban society,
transforming the American built environment. But history is made by individuals,
and so it was the decisions and choices of builders and buyers that so dramatically
transformed the character of American houses and streets.

The new house designs, in addition to being smaller than the ideal houses of
the American past, were different in elevation, profile, plan, and interior furnish-
ing. An ideal middle-class house of fifty years earlier rose two or three stories
high (figs. 2, 3, Kingston House). It sat on a deep lawn; one approached the house
on a walkway to a generous porch. The porch provided an additional reception
space before one entered the house” Inside were an entrance foyer, a hall, and a
number of separate and formal rooms: parlor, sitting room (sometimes called the
“second parlor”), dining room, and kitchen on the ground floor, with four to six
bedrooms on the upper floors, and a single bathroom on the second floor. There
was no garage. With the first floor raised above ground level, the house did not
encourage in any obvious way a relationship between interior and exterior. The
house was separated from its neighbors by a fence or hedge. The overall visual
impression given by such a building was of a vertical-oriented mass, freestand-

ing, self-contained, and neither strongly related to its surrounding environment
nor welcoming to passersby. Its interior plan, sometimes described as a “polite
plan,” was geared to formal reception and entertaining, with the more private

A
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S RO RS

DINING ROOM
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PARLOR §
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areas restricted to upper floors.® Its most public room, the parlor, was often lav-
ishly decorated (fig. 4). These features appeared in the dwellings of relatively
affluent buyers, as in figures 2 to 4, but also throughout the economic spectrum,
as in Sears’s “Modern Home No. 111” of 1908 (fig. 5).

The typical tract house or development house of the 1940s and 1950s, in con-
trast, was much smaller. It was one or one and a half stories high, and followed
the contours of the land on which it was built. It sat back from the street, but
not as far back as many earlier houses of towns and suburbs. The entrance was
not greatly emphasized, but the garage was prominent, and appeared, from the
street, to offer the main access to the house (figs. 6, 7). Entry was directly into

NEW HOUSES AND NEW COMMUNITIES
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4. Victorian Parlor, ca. 1891.
English Heritage, Nafional
Monuments Record.

5. Sears Roebuck House, “The
Chelsea,” 1908, exterior and
plan. Sears Roebuck Modern
Homes, 30.
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31 the “living room,” the cating area was not fully sepavate (in fact it was often part 8 Campunell Biothers, “The
] ! o - g s 5 [N+ TN P HeY 4y
A ol the kitehen), kitchens wevre Jarge and open to other living aveas (figs. 8, 11, Crost, " Brockion, VA, 1957,
3 - The kite] | ho d , Cal hold . | S i plan Restored by Nathanoe:
: . - he kitchen, 1 gor Lhe domain of a house servan ‘med a significs b
R L - - Che kitehen, no longer the domain of a houschold servant, tormed a significant o0 6o o newspapes
: : st part of the living space of the house.” Bedrooms were separate only in the scase  adverhisement of Ociober
H >, P M H . 3 P o5
that they weve located away from the lving room (figs. 8, 9). A large “picture 1998
) ¥ & ’ A
" window” gave the living room a powerful connection to the street, and win- o s g0 oo
aly ek, solitleve
dows or sliding doors ln the rear gave casy visual access 1o o deep interior back  house, lawience Park, PA,
&
& & .
PN . C . . ) ) N . . s 5 | - e
& Companell Brothers, vard. Light flooded the interiors through these large windows. Tntevior finighes €@ 1995, olan ﬁN‘”T“”O !
Chouse B ockion, M Roesch rom o detciled
ranch: house, Bockion, MA, wwere sleek and shiny: furniture was sparse (somoetimes buill-1n) and “modoern- romen o ¢
ca 1960, axienor Photo U TR T R AR - B olan n the Marple Township
by *he author lonking)” appliances Javish for the time (figs. 10, 11, 12). With their bare surfaces,  Zoning Office

relative absence of hislorical references, and open and functional planning, the
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Ratoh Bodex, spiievel L N .
SR . new houses co [’i’{}Sp()Uﬂ@d in almost every way to whal we now think of as “mod-
house, Philudelphic area, Y y

extarol, ca 1956 Dodck, or” (or “modernist”™) avchitecture, Gone were all the formal clements of late
How and Why ninetecoth- and carly bwentieth-century domestic planning: the porch, the for-
5

mal entey, the formal veeeption rooms. Gone was the air of seli-sufficiency that

s oxpressed in the exterior in figure 2. The neow houses faced the street tustend
f &

of turning away from it, and they were visually velated to one another as a result

gﬁ»n G orm st s H % % N
£ § . L N «% N " of their siting. T is clear from plans and exterior views alone that these were
% B ¢ L2 = . . . > sep Y
%(’ AR {0k houses for a new time and {or a differont lifestyle.
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For an observer standing on the sidewalk, looking up and down the street,

et o 28 ™ L the houses, front yards, sidewalks, and, frequently, grass strips cveated astriking

© ‘ . new pattern (fig. 13). The houses were close together: sometimes no more than

: ’ \ . twealy-five feet separated them. From some angles the houses looked almost
’ . U eonneeted, No fences or hedges divided the front vards,”” and these contained

litle Landzeaping: usually low bushes around the base of the house, occasion-
ally a wree pext Lo the driveway, Front lawas, in the past visually an eatryway

to the house—a carpet flanking the walk leading to the eantry—now appeared
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10 “Danish modern’ furniture,
Lakewood, CA, ca 1950
City of Lakowood

11 The "Moscow Kitchen,”
US Model House Exhibifion,
Moscow 1959 Nanonal

H F Fischbach bathroom
arold Schwartz designer,
1054 Gotreno-Schlesnel
Collection, Library of Congress
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Back sords complement od the front by offering anot her coutinuous swath
fences or hedges inthe reat savdks in the carly vears.

of grecnery: there were few
foel- —so there was room for plant-

{lore the properiy was deeper—perhaps SIXLY

ing trees and for some elaboration of recreation areas: a patio and sometimoes

» pool, or childrews toys and play cquipment. Many householders hung their

as well, before the automatic drver bee

Laundry out to dry here
household equipment. Vegotable and flower gardens (large and small) were als0

ame o staple of

leated at the rear n having a pelatively privace recrention avea in the rean

e Lract houses of the first postwar decades weye not very different from the

suburbon houses of the Lwenties, but the carlior suburban houses pearly always
fonced the yard. The vear [a ades of the new
ack yards were above all the domain of

houses weve different from the

front— they were much less elaborated. B
amall children and barbecues; their much-advertisod “patios” were often mevely

small conerete slabs vutside the back door (figs. 15, 16, 1617

Phe distance of the hoases from the street vavied greatly from place 1o

place and lrom region Lo region (they were much shallower in Los Angeles,

. L R B . . . 1
much deeper in Massachusetts), but these distances were unitorm withio cavt
community. Together with the consistent ovientation of {he new houses—{acing

the streel—uniform st backs heightened the sense of hovizontality along streets
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(4 Siolizner Bulders, and sidevwalks, Of course the siting ol the houses, together with thelr sinilarities

Grecaview subdivision, of desion. led to a somoewhat repetitious appearance, prompiing the scorn of

Aungion melgnts contemnorary hostile erities. Yot a curving street veducees this impression; many
1 modarn staet view L . ) a ) . o ' , oked
Photo by Jonathan Lano builders said that this motivated their street plonning. Builders also worked
; against the appearance of uniformity by reversing plans from side to side and

by varying exterior materials and colors. Sometimes, Loo, they aliernated larger
and smaller models, and interspersed ranches and splits. Buyers also chose to
vary their houses by materials, colors, and additions, although they proved very
veluctant 1o alter roofs and street facades.

The origine of streel and lot lavout were complex. They were the work of
Duilders and their engineers, but they were also strongly alfeeled by local tradi-

dons and regulations. Local zoning ordinances based on loeal vraditions lie hehind
. i the wide stroets, grass strips with teees. and uniform setbacks that eveated the
new kinds of spaces chavacteristic of the new developmoents, These ordinances
functioned sometimes ot the county level (s in Les Angeles County, Orange .
County, and Chicngos Cook County), and sometimes at the most local level (aw

in Natick, MA, or Broomall, PA). Bullders and thelr engineers negotiated ot

sizes with loeal zoning boards, and soraetimes Lhey resisted local requirements

about the provision of public space. But they had to bow to local ordinances

i

on selbacks, sidewalks, street width, curbs, paving, sewers, street lighting, and
road construction, and the bullder was normally responsible for providing these
kinds of infrastructure. On the other hand, street patterns, the oversil layour of
a subdivision or group of subdivisions, and the positioning of the houses {within
the Hmits of setback ordinanees) come {from the builder and englneer, These
features Loo, Lhough, were sometimes the subject of negotintion, especially when
the loeal oflivials accepted the suggestions of the PTIA about nelghborhood and
subdivision planning Builders (and their engineers) suceeeded rathor often in
negotiating changes inland use policy, at several levels of government.

In many cases, a new tract house development was advertised, and per-
ceived, as the core of a “new ety The overall arrangement of streets in some of
the larger developments conformed Lo new or quite recent neighborhood plan-
ning practices, populsrized by the FHAL Fven when this was not the case, streets
were often curvilineay, differentiating the cubdivision {rom surerounding grids.
The resulling strect views are different from those to he found in small towns,
earlier suburbs, or prewar American eities. Tn plan and tormy, in relationship o
one another and to the sueeet and the larger community, the new houses markea
a revolutionary hreak fronuthe past.

Plans of the new =ubdivisions varied according to the ldeas of the build-
ory and thely engineers, but the size of Lhe subdivision Usell was also eritical.
Such glant developments as the Levittowns, Lakewood, California, and Park
Forest, llinois, could be conceived as whole eities in themselves. Because many
readers ace fomiliar with Lakewood and the Lovittowns, and beeause many con
temporaries were impressed by Park Forest, T make comparisons between the
builders [ {ocus on, and the houses and plans of these three lavge places. Among
the communities discussed in the folloswing chaplers, Panoraiua Cily, Ross-

ooy, Lawrence Park, Rolling Meadows, [k Grove Village, and Weathersficld at

15 Torrance CA, childion
with pool i buckycid of

ranch house, 1955 Mis FC

16 Tweyear o boy dsssed
lor Faster, Campanell ranch
1957 My T

house, Nanck,
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Sehaumburg weve large enough to be based on overall plans; these plans incor-
porated corawon open SPacres. and dites for schools. [n addition, the engineers
who designed these new developments stroagly preferved curvilinear street
patterns (figs. 17,136, 137, and others). Together with the engincers, the bullders
also planned foy, or hoped for, the construction of a nearby shopping center, and
most also belioved that new communities required anew industrial base. Bul the
builders of this eraseldom controlled enough land or financial resources actually
Lo include now industey in theiv planned communities.

The larger among the new tract house communities (twelve hundeed to four
{housand hotses) svere built on land acquired from large farms or estates; each
was surrounded by countryside al the start. The original inhabitants pereeived
{hemselves as residing within a “greenbell,” a planning idea that had been dear
(o Lhe hearts of American (and Furopean) garden city theorists. Yet there were
no real, legally protected greenbelts; just the pather rural-appearing suprround-
ines. As the building boom moved on, as the demand tor new housing conlinued,
each of these “new towny” wag 5001 surrounded by smaller developments built
by other builders. In some cases, in Los Angeles, Chicago, and Orange County,
the smaller builders laid down new orid plans, following the pattern of the

oldor urban core: plaps that varely weshed wilth those of the communities they

sl 3>

surrounded. Outside Boston and Philadelphia, smaller builders developed their
own curvilinear patterns, which of course did not “fit” those of the larger comr
munitios, anc did not ereate asense of continuity either Quile svon, as the older
leunae were filled, ench of these metvopolitan centers was surrounded by areas
hat looked featureless to outsiders: this was the much- astigated “sprawl”
Despite the abseunce of real greenbelts, and despite varviations in plan and
size, there existed a surprising sense ol common identity smong the inhabi-
tants of cach new development. In the larger setilements, a sense of identity
was conforred by shared schools and parks, by a coramon experience of =treet
pattern and street life, by a shared history, and by shaved homeowners’ associa-
Lions. Yet even the smaller developments display a sense of identity. Sometimes
{his sense came (and still comes) simply {rom the name of the developraceut,
which the residents remember and emphasize: “Westfield-at-Natick” is still the
woll-remembered name of one small community outside Doston. Sometimes
4 sense of identity came {rom the “brand name” of the houses (“Cinderella
Tomes” in Anaheimy), sometimes from the reputation ol the builders themselves
(“Stoltzner-built” in Arlington Helghts outside Chicago, “the Campl” on o web-
site for Boston-avea fans of Campanelli ranches). And the shared “look” of the
nouses themselves conferrved a sense ol identity: this may help Lo explain why,
dlespite changing times and skyvocketing prices, additions and modifications Lo
most of Lhese houses have oceurred at the reay, thus preserving the appearance

of the streeet facades.

1e Evolution of Ranch and Split-Level Houses

The houses buill by tract developers can be deseribed as having Gve different
types, the (est three rapidly outdistanced by the last two. The Levitt “Cape,”
or Cape Cod coltage, of 1947 (fig. 18) was a simple, tiny, box-like affaiy, with 750
sepuare feet of living space,'” on a 6,000-square-foot lot (0.14 acres). Two bed-
rooms, 1 living room, and a kitehen occupied the ground floor space; above was
a partial attic that owners could romodel into an extea room oy two, it was said.
As in all the early postwar Levitt houses, the kitchen was toeated at the frout,
an innovation in house planning, but not one that most builders adopted. Buill
primarily for rental units, the Levitt Cape bore a strong rescmblance 1o the
schernatic deawings of the “mininum house” published in the FHA handbooks
feom 1936 onward (see fig. 41,

The Levilts quickly turned Lo a differeat and more sophisticated bouse
design, » modified Cape that they called a “ranch” (1949-50). The house again
had the kitehen at the (ront, but so was the living room; in offect, the plan was

thot of their earlior {4 oy : . iy . :
ot of their earlicr (ape, rotated ninely degrees. This was the first house built
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