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\ housing movement based purely on hand..outs from the top

down, with all the driving power coming from talk about 'crime
and disease', will never be basically popular in this country,

and will necessarily be limited in scope."i So warned housing activist Cather..

ine Bauer as the struggles of the New Deal years over federal housing policy
drew to a close. Just as Bauer predicted, the American public was always luke..

warm about housing programs that were aimed specifically at poor people, and
in recent years support has cooled almost to the freezing point. Yet, while

many Americans think of federal housing policy primarily in terms of such
programs, there is in fact another, less visible, but far more important group of
federal programs that deal with housing. These are the programs that support

the commercial market and middle.. and upper..class consumers of housing.
They, too, originated in the 1930s, but unlike programs for the poor they have
grown steadily in size and popularity since their creation. During the period

when this bifurcated pattern was being developed, Bauer worked with an or..
ganization called the Labor Housing Conference to put forward a very differ..

ent vision for how the government would deal with the housing question, a
plan termed "modern housing." The modern housing program called for mak..

ing a publicly supported, broadly targeted, noncommercial housing sector the
centerpiece of federal housing policy. In contemporary terms it was a proposal
for a "universalistic" policy.

This book tells the story of this policy initiative, its successes, and its even..

tual defeat. It is a story about housing, but it is also about the development of
American government. The program for modern housing posed a clear alter..

native to the direction in which expanded government activity was generally
moving in the interwar period, namely toward the now..common two..tier pat..
tern of weU.. legitimized, relatively generous state support for the middle and
upper segments of the population and poorly regarded, poorly funded programs
for the least affluent. As with tiered frameworks in other policy arenas, this
pattern with regard to housing has systematically disadvantaged the poor, with
the result that government activity itself has been an important factor in rec..

reating and even expanding inequalities in American society.
The plan for modern housing was a conscious effort to move in another

direction. As Bauer freely acknowledged, "It is not a 'reform' within the old
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pattern."2 The proposal failed politically, but its history is nonetheless im..

portant. Ideas associated with the program were taken seriously during the

1930s. Its design features and emphasis on local community life influenced

the initial phase of direct federal housing activity in the New Deal under the
Public Works Administration (PWA). And despite the strength of home ow..

nership ideals associated with freestanding single..family homes, PWA housing
proved attractive to many people. The story of this effort helps to illuminate

the policy structure that "won," so to speak, a framework typically taken so
much for granted that it is often hard even to perceive. In addition, this story
suggests possibilities for, as well as barriers to, achieving public policies that
operate more fairly, coherently, and democratically than those routinely de..

vised within the American political system.

Through exploring issues such as these, this study seeks to contribute to
new trends in American history. In recent years scholars seeking to under..
stand twentieth..century politics in the United States have increasingly turned
from a focus on presidents and electoral activity to questions concerning the

development of the state, such as why and how it has expanded into new

spheres of formerly private activity. Analyses of the origins, implementation,
and outcomes of public policies have been central to this new orientation.3 In

addition, some scholars have been investigating the connections between so..
cial movements and state activity.4 While the recent turn toward questions
involving the state has produced much valuable work, urban policies generally
and government involvement in residential real estate specifically have re ..
ceived little attention. This is despite the fact that housing is a central sector
of the economy and that, starting in the New Deal era, it has been signifi ..
cantly shaped by federal programs.

Much of the new scholarship on the history of state has probed the origins
and outcomes of the tiered pattern of policy development referred to above,
particularly in relation to income..support programs where social security has
become highly differentiated from so..called welfare programs.5 State activity
with regard to housing manifests a similar structure, with an upper tier com..
posed of mortgage guarantee programs, quasi..public secondary mortgage mar..

kets, highway building, and tax subsidies that support private homeowners,
businesses in the real estate sector (developers, contractors, brokers, etc.), and
financial institutions. Far fewer resources go into programs aimed at the poor,

such as public housing. The extreme disparity between the two tiers is illus..

trated by the fact that during the 1980s directly subsidized housing programs
were cut approximately 80 percent to a level of around $12 billion per year.
Meanwhile, in this same budget..sensitive period, subsidies through the tax
code for owned housing in the form of mortgage.. interest and property.. tax
deductions soared to approximately $50 billion per year with hardly a word of

2
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criticism.6 As this example illustrates, bottom... tier programs, despite the lower

levels of public resources they receive, are extremely vulnerable during periods

of fiscal austerity. Obviously this can be explained largely by their small and

relatively powerless constituency, but they are also vulnerable because they

generally consist of direct federal expenditures and operations. By contrast,

upper... tier programs tend to be indirect, with their fiscal impact relatively in...

visible. Partly because of this invisibility, government activity that supports
the commercial housing market is not only wel1... legitimated, but has come to

seem almost natural.

Tiered patterns of federal activity are so usual in the United States as to

seem almost inevitable. Yet, in reality, they are the outcome of political

choices. As in many other sectors, the basic decisions that established the

general pattern of state intervention related to housing were made during the

1930s. These decisions have had a variety of implications. The programs that

resulted modernized and revitalized the commercial housing industry, which

in turn helped drive the prosperity of the postwar years. Also, they played an
important role in buttressing social stability. Many Americans enjoyed higher

living standards as a result of mass suburbanization made possible by policies

first put into effect during the 1930s. But over time the particular character of

the New Deal housing settlement has played a major role in undermining a

majority coalition in favor of activist government. Given that the mecha...

nisms to reorganize the financial system used by New Deal housing prog...

rams were largely invisible to the average person, many core Democratic

constituencies came to believe that they were not receiving any public help.

Meanwhile, these groups perceived themselves to be paying for programs to

benefit groups they regarded as less hardworking and deserving than them...

selves. As it worked out, then, most Americans came to credit the market and

their own efforts for the increase in living standards that occurred after the

New Deal.

How did this tiered pattern of federal activity in housing become estab...

lished? Previous histories of the origins of federal housing policy have usually

assumed rather than tried to explain this outcome, focusing either on the de...

velopment of programs aimed at the poor or on those that supported the mar...
keto The account told here probes the causes for and consequences of the split

by looking at the fate of the modern housing initiative to establish a single

focus for federal activity in the housing arena.

As noted, advocates of modern housing wanted to make direct government
support for noncommercial residential building the principal thrust of federal

policy, and they envisioned this housing being built to a standard of majority

acceptability. Their conception involved using innovative architectural and

site design ideas, moving a sizeable proportion of housing out of the market,

3



Introduction

and invigorating local community life. To minimize costs and keep land open
for nearby park areas and playgrounds, supporters of this program assumed that
individual living units would be grouped together-similar to garden apart...
ment or rowhouse construction, or what is today termed "clustered" develop...

ment. They hoped to supply the new neighborhoods with a variety of conve...

niently accessible shared amenities, such as day care for young children and
recreational opportunities for older children and adults. While individual
apartments might be more compact than was the norm for upscale suburban
homes, they would not have to be minimal, either, given the savings possible
compared with that of typical residential development patterns. These resi...

dences could be of a size and quality that would appeal to the majority of the
population. Thus, the nation would be able to afford to make good housing of
a similar character available to everyone rather than supporting one style for
the majority and a quite inferior and visually stigmatizing one for poor people.

Bauer and others associated with the Labor Housing Conference thought
that the new way of building they espoused would have a number of other

desirable outcomes, as well. They believed that the denser patterns of urban
development would move the country toward more aesthetically satisfying
and ecologically sensitive land...use patterns than low...density construction.
Also, they thought that residential districts built along the lines they sug...
gested, with high...quality shared facilities, would encourage interaction be...
yond the family, thereby creating an atmosphere of sociability that would
prove personally satisfying and constructive for the society as a whole. Lively
and child...friendly, these neighborhoods would provide advantages that hous ...

ing within the market could not match. Such living arrangements would thus
appeal to many middle ... income families and not just those with too little
money to purchase decent commercially produced shelter. As a result, there
would be the basis for cross...class coalitions in support of this policy direc ...

tion. Finally, advocates of modern housing thought that large...scale programs

of direct government actiVity-building housing itself and providing assist ...

ance to private noncommercial groups on terms and at times determined by na...
tional policy-would provide a major macroeconomic lever by which to in...
fluence the level of domestic investment and help maintain high levels of

employment.
The narrative begins in chapter 1 with an overview of the active and re ...

sponsive, even if anarchic and technologically static, housing production sys...

tern of the late nineteenth century. This system was disrupted by economic
and political changes in the early twentieth century. Chapter 2 recounts how,
as a result of these disruptions, business interests as well as advocates for the
poor and liberal policy analysts put forward proposals in the 1920s for ways
in which government activity should expand into the housing arena. Each

4
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group had a distinctive view of what constituted the American housing prob..

lem and how to solve it, but they were united in wanting a more activist state.

This chapter explores the paradox of growing skepticism, even at a time when
the private market was generating a large volume of construction, about the

capability of the market to upgrade residential standards for the many families
of low..wage industrial workers. In fact, it was during the twenties that anum..

ber of observers came to believe that profit..driven activity would never solve
the housing problems of a large proportion of the population. Chapter 3 tells

the story of Catherine Bauer, the aspiring art critic turned policy intellectual
and political activist, who accepted this radical critique and best articulated a
constructive response in a program she termed "modern housing." Bauer did

not invent the various elements of the modern housing approach. These ideas
for architectural and economic innovation in the field of residential develop..
ment had been circulating internationally for some time. Her special contri..
bution was to present them in a coherent and appealing fashion to an Ameri..
can audience.

Chapter 4 moves into the period of the early New Deal. It shows how the

new political context allowed some of the ideas associated with the modern
housing program, when supported by social movements, to have an impact on

the temporary, experimental housing program of the Public Works Adminis..
tration. Case studies in chapters 5 and 6 provide an in..depth look at two of

the most acclaimed housing developments built through the PWA: the Carl

Mackley Houses of Philadelphia and the Harlem River Houses of New York
City. Both complexes show the influence of social and architectural ideas asso..

ciated with the modern housing program. The experiences and reactions of
people who lived in these two projects are explored using oral interviews.

The story next moves to the national level, charting the political struggle
over the character of permanent policy. Chapter 7 describes the unsuccessful

efforts of the Labor Housing Conference to have the modern housing ap..

proach institutionalized through permanent legislation and the reasons for
this failure. The conclusion discusses outcomes of the policy direction chosen

at the end of the 1930s, stresses that the American housing system currently
faces, and recent initiatives to expand affordable housing. It also considers the
legacy of the modern housing policy initiative.

Put briefly, the most important legacy of this initiative is that it suggested
ways of breaking through barriers to more egalitarian public policies in the

United States. Policy intellectuals, labor unionists, and some of the residents
of the experimental PWA projects were involved in shaping a new vision for

American housing that did not take for granted so many central characteris..
tics of the existing system. The program they advocated did not assume a zero..
sum competition for the type of housing already being created by commercial

5
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activity. Instead, it put forward plans for a radically new urban living environ...
ment, where design innovations and social activity would create satisfactions

not available through the market. In addition, Bauer was sensitive to the im...
portance of allowing for significant self...determination and influence for resi ...

dents and nongovernmental organizations such as unions and cooperatives.
Ideas for this kind of democratic quality in housing provision suggested pos...
sibilities for a version of the welfare state that could command wider public
support in America, given a political culture that prizes individual initiative
and local control.

Was this a hopelessly utopian vision? Would ordinary Americans have
liked living in neighborhoods built along the lines suggested by modem hous...

ing ideals? Conventional wisdom suggests that Americans never would have
abandoned their cherished dream of owning their own home, preferably a free ...
standing, single...family house in the suburbs. Yet some scholars have argued
that this seemingly transhistorical commitment to homeownership in the
United States was considerably strengthened if not actually created in its pres...
ent form during the interwar period.7 Also, evidence from the case studies of

the PWA housing developments in this book suggests that many Americans
might well have enjoyed living at least some part of their lives in good quality,
economical garden apartment buildings or rowhouses surrounded by attractive
landscaping and generously provided with recreational opportunities and
social services within easy walking distance.

In fact, Americans were never given such a choice, so it is impossible to
tell how they would have reacted. Only some of the PWA developments that

were built successfully embodied much of the spirit of the modern housing
idea, and few Americans ever saw one of these. Encouraged by the housing
industry, conservative forces in Congress made sure that there would be no

federal support for this policy direction in the permanent legislation that ul...
timately emerged from the turmoil of the 1930s. As we will see, this vision
for American housing had limitations and ambiguities. Yet, the problems it
sought to solve have not disappeared, and many of the ideas it put forward
could help us today as we try to craft solutions to our contemporary dilemmas.

6



ONE

American Housing before
the Depression

==
W alter Stabler, who headed the Metropolitan Life Insurance

Company's urban mortgage department, told a special Sen..
ate committee in 1920 that "the housing question" consti..

tuted the most serious problem "that this country has ever seen" and warned
that it was "growing worse steadily."1 He argued for federal action in the form
of lifting taxes on income from residential real estate investment. Stabler was
only one of many prominent figures in this era who believed that the gov..
ernment needed to intervene in some way to improve the functioning of the

housing market. Long before the Great Depression, leaders of major institu..
tions in the housing industry as well as reform..oriented intellectuals and char..

ity workers voiced serious misgivings about the American system of housing
provision. Not surprisingly, given their different viewpoints, critics often did
not agree as to what constituted key problems, much less underlying causes.
But a significant proportion of reform proposals, including those from business
groups, involved some form of state intervention.

To understand the sources of these new attitudes about how the federal
government should relate to the housing sector, we need to know how the
housing system worked and was changing. This chapter describes housing pro..
duction in the late nineteenth century, explains the pressures that were de..

stabilizing that system, and concludes by looking at the housing situation in
Chicago as a way of gaining a better understanding of what the market was
delivering for modest.. income families at a point when it was operating at high
volume and high profitability.

American Housing in the Late Nineteenth Century

In the decades after the Civil War, North American cities experienced "ex..
traordinary waves of shelter construction."2 All but three of the country's
twenty..eight largest cities increased their supply of dwellings by at least 50
percent from 1880 to 1900. In some cases, growth was spectacular; Denver's
housing stock, for instance, expanded by 413 percent in this period.3 Such
extreme growth was possible only in smaller and newer cities, but even the

more typical rates were high. Of course, the country's population was increas..
ing rapidly at the same time, but residential building expanded even faster.
During the 1890s, the first period for which we have national housing data,

7



Chapter One

the 21 percent population growth was outpaced by a 26 percent expansion of

residential units. This was despite a major depression during the decade.4

Affordability was the key to this construction boom. Before the turn of the

century, a variety of factors made the ratio of housing costs to income more
favorable than in other industrial countries. Transportation innovations con..

tinually opened new tracts of inexpensive land on the fringes of U.S. cities,
and prices for building materials fell. The result was that construction costs
for North America as a whole actually dropped by a quarter from 1870 to

1895. Meanwhile, American workers made higher wages. This combination
of circumstances has led some analysts to dub the late nineteenth century "the

golden age of housing for the common people" of North America.s

Within this context, affluent families improved their living conditions dra..

matically. Many moved to suburban towns like Swarthmore, Pennsylvania;
Lake Forest, Illinois; and Scarsdale, New York where they could commute to

central cities by rail. Elite suburbs provided attractive living environments,
with handsome homes set well back from quiet tree..lined streets on large land..

scaped lots. The houses themselves were very commodious. Typically two sto..
ries tall, upscale Victorian..era suburban homes had numerous rooms, many
quite specialized, such as pantries, sleeping porches, and libraries. Full base..
ments and attics provided even more space. These residences routinely came
equipped with central heating, flush toilets, and hot and cold running water
piped to several rooms.6

With regard to working people in this period, the well..publicized
tenement..house situation of New York City has led many to assume that a
high proportion of low.. income families throughout the country resided
in small, dark, rather airless rooms in multistory buildings. But, in fact, the

extreme densities characteristic of cheap accommodations in New York were
unique, a function of the atypically high land costs in Manhattan. In other
urban centers, small freestanding wooden houses were the most usual type of

inexpensive shelter (see figure 1.1). There were some regional traditions of
denser building types-for example, row housing in mid..Atlantic cities like
Baltimore and Philadelphia, three ..deckers in New England, and the two..flats
of Chicago-but these kinds of structures were not common in the country

as a whole. 7

Set close together on narrow lots and stretching mile after mile, the great
masses of inexpensive tiny houses that mushroomed so quickly on the out..
skirts of late nineteenth..century American cities did not cumulate into
charming neighborhoods. Nor did they offer their inhabitants a high level of
physical comfort. Typically these structures were little more than flimsy, drafty
"shells" with no running water or indoor toilets. Heat came only from the
kitchen stove. Nor did these small dwellings necessarily provide all that much

8



• American Housing before the Depression

FIG. 1.1 This Chicago neighborhood of small wooden homes was actually more typi­
cal of inexpensive urban housing in the late-nineteenth-century American cities
than the famous tenement houses of New York City. Initially, such structures were
often little more than drafty shells, with only stoves for heat and no running water or
indoor toilets. While they appear to be single-family dwellings, they were routinely
divided between two or more families. Their deficiencies as individual units could be
significantly rectified over time, however, as owners invested money and their own
labor in upgrades of various kinds. A more problematic outcome of the housing de­
livery system of this era was the monotony and density of the larger neighborhood en­
vironment, with few landscaped open spaces available for visual relief or recreation.
Photograph reproduced courtesy of the Chicago Historical Society.

family privacy. To increase income, owners routinely took in boarders or sub­
divided their small homes into multiple units. In Chicago and Milwaukee,
builders commonly cut costs by not fully excavating basements. The practice

meant that residents had to climb a flight of stairs to reach their front doors,
but it also meant that basements were easily converted into rental units with
private entrances. Crude and cramped as these homes were, however, they did
offer their residents more light, ventilation, and fire safety than working-class
families could obtain in the densely packed cores of industrial cities.s

With respect to the housing delivery system in this period we have only
fragmentary evidence, but it seems to be the case that most residential financ­
ing and building happened on a piecemeal basis. Individuals would acquire a
parcel of land and hire a builder to put up a specific structure that the owner
planned to inhabit or use as rental property. Purchasers normally financed the

operation using some combination of savings and personalloans.9 The build­
ers they hired generally did not operate self-contained businesses. Having typ­
ically started as carpenters, most builders functioned as general contractors

9
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who coordinated a variety of specialized trades. During this period, there was

a plethora of small residential construction companies. The field was an easy
one to enter, since a lot of people knew the fundamentals of simple wood~

framing and expensive machinery was not required. These factors explain why
there were so many small enterprises and also why many families became their
own builders for all or part of the job. lO

Some entrepreneurs did produce finished houses to sell to unknown buyers,
but they were a distinctly minor force in this era. Most often, residential real
estate speculation took the form of selling lots in districts that were more
or less "improved," meaning they contained such features as paved roads,
sidewalks, water and sewer mains, and plantings. Those entrepreneurs who
did build for the market usually worked on a very small scale, most likely as a
sideline enterprise. Historian Sam Bass Warner found that approximately
three~quartersof the builders working in the streetcar suburbs of Boston in the
late nineteenth century put up no more than one dwelling per year and less
than twenty total over a thirty~year period. I I

There were a few large operators. The most successful in terms of sheer
numbers was probably the flamboyant land speculator and sometime play~

wright Samuel E. Gross, who built almost ten thousand houses in and around
Chicago in the 1880s. But the scale of Gross's operations seems to have been
truly remarkable nationally as well as in the Chicago area. More commonly, a
"large" builder was one who put up a block of houses at a time. I2

In sum, then, the American urban housing delivery system of the late nine~

teenth century was extremely responsive. The many small builders were more

than able to keep pace with the shelter needs of rapidly expanding cities. They
produced housing that, for all of its disadvantages, was better than that which
the working class was able to obtain in other advanced industrial countries.
This building pattern, however, did oftentimes create bleak cityscapes, partic~

ularly when builders were working at the low end of the market.

Changing Conditions in American Housing

Around the turn of the century, the framework of housing provision just de~

scribed began to experience significant disequilibrating pressures. Construc~

tion costs increased dramatically, financing patterns shifted, and new public
activities were initiated in the years of Progressive~Era state building. These

changes made things much more difficult for investors and builders as well as

consumers and created the context for debates about the role of the federal
government in the housing sector.

Despite the new pressures, American builders continued to be highly ac~

tive in the early twentieth century. Evaluated on the basis of number ofhous~
ing units and viewed by decades, the residential construction industry seems

10
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to have been not only robust, but constantly improving. The first ten years of

the new century saw an average of 361,000 housing starts each year, compared
with 294,000 during the 1890s. In the next few years, there was so much con..
struction that despite an almost complete cessation of activity during the war

the yearly average for the decade of the 1910s rose to 359,000 starts. The
1920s broke all previous records with an average of 703,000 starts per year. 13

In each of these three decades residential units multiplied faster than popula..
tion. 14 These totals are impressive, but they mask profound shifts in the hous..

ing delivery system that created difficulties for both providers and consumers.

Increasing Costs of Construction

Probably the single most important destabilizing force was the dramatic up"
surge of construction costs. From 1895 to 1914, the cost of residential building
increased by 50 percent, compared with an overall rise in consumer prices of

20 percent. 1S Both labor and materials became more expensive. Wood, the
largest single component of an American house, was the major problem. From
the turn of the century, when the great timber stands of the Midwest were
exhausted, until 1920, when the introduction of truck transport began to

lower costs of Southern and Pacific Northwestern lumber, the cost of wood
increased by almost fivefold. Rising wages in the construction trades without
corresponding productivity gains also tended to drive up overall costs. Hourly
rates went up only slightly more than in manufacturing industries, but the
impact was greater because labor comprises a larger proportion of the cost of

construction than it does in most other industries. 16

Housing providers would have had problems enough if they had con..

fronted only the challenge of higher costs while trying to supply the same
product. But they also faced dramatically rising expectations. Tighter local
building codes and new consumer demands transformed concepts of what con..
stituted an acceptable minimum standard for new housing. Thus, the most ba..

sic dwelling unit became much more expensive to produce. Supplying plumb..
ing and central heating systems, for instance, accounted for approximately

one..quarter of the total cost of a housing unit. 17

Builders responded in a variety of ways. For one thing, they saved money
by cutting back size, an economy that impacted buyers' comfort less than it
might have given that family size was also shrinking. 18 In addition, they built
more housing units in the form of apartments, resulting in considerable sav..
ings compared with freestanding houses. From 1922 through 1929, forty..one

percent of all new housing units were in multiple unit structures, compared
with thirty.. three percent in the years 1900 through 1907.19 Finally, the in..
creasing use of automobiles meant that builders could use land parcels that
were less expensive as a consequence of not being contiguous to public trans..
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portation. The growth of suburbs indicates the popularity of this strategy. Our..

ing the decade of the 1920s, the population of fringe districts within the
largest metropolitan areas increased at twice the rate of the cities at their

cores. 20

Such maneuvers did cut costs, but they did not represent actual increases

in efficiency. Why did housing not conform to the general "New Era" model
of increased productivity and falling prices? In 1908 when Ford made his first
Model T's, he sold the cheapest models for $825. In 1927, when the last of
the "Tin Lizzies" rolled off the production line, they went for as little as $290,
despite auto workers' wages having gone up.

As we have seen, during these same years trends in residential construction
were moving in exactly the opposite direction. One reason that residential
builders could not hope to compete with the mass production achievements
of the country's lead industry was the utterly different scale of their firms. In
the mid-1920s, the Ford Motor Company alone was producing approximately
two million cars a year. Ford spent around $30 million merely to replace the

electrical equipment at the giant River Rouge plant as part of the 1927
changeover to the Model A. The factory's machine tools alone were worth an

estimated $45 million.21

By contrast, homebuilding truly was, in the words of its critics, a collection

of "picayune businesses." A survey by the Commerce Department for 1929
revealed that approximately 80 percent of residential builders did an annual
volume of business of less than $9,000. Given the cost of typical dwellings,
this was equivalent to constructing approximately one-and-one..half houses
a year. Even the comparatively large builders (who represented 20 percent of

the total) only erected an average of fifty houses per year. 22 Individual firms

simply had too little capital to mechanize their operations, let alone mount
research projects to develop productivity..enhancing innovations. Balloon
framing had been the last "true paradigm shift" in housing production, and it

had been introduced in the mid..nineteenth century.23

Financial Changes

New trends in financing were a second major force transforming American

housing. In the nineteenth century, purchasers paid for most residential build..
ing either directly out of their own savings or else with loans from relatives,

friends, or small local lenders. After the turn of the century, purchasers relied
increasingly on commercial loans to finance their housing, and institutional
lenders supplied an increasing proportion of housing capital. During the
1890s, debt financing went up by approximately 27 percent. Over the follow..
ing thirty years, mortgage debt increased by a factor of almost 10, reaching 28
billion dollars by 1930. Institutional lenders, such as savings and loan (ori..

12
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ginally called "building and loan") associations, commercial savings banks,

mutual savings banks, and life insurance companies, held 49 percent of the

nation's outstanding mortgage debt in 1900. By 1930, institutional lenders

had increased their share to 62 percent.24

Changes within the housing sector interacted with developments in the

larger economy to fuel these new financing patterns. For example, higher
housing prices meant that purchasers needed to take on more debt to bridge

the gap between savings and the cost of a home. At the same time, financial
institutions were increasingly on the lookout for more outlets for their funds,

as the amount of money in savings accounts and life insurance policies bal~

looned in the decades after the Civil War. In 1867 the total amount deposited
in mutual savings banks, savings and loans, commercial banks, and life insur~

ance policies stood at approximately $425 million. By 1900 the total had risen
to somewhat over $5 billion. Then, in the next three decades, these kinds of

deposits expanded to $52 billion, growing three times as fast as the overall
economy.25

During this same period, behavior patterns of individual investors were
also shifting in ways that impacted housing. Traditionally, the urban middle
class had used modest urban residential properties as outlets for savings. But

the late nineteenth century's new middle class of managerial, technical, and
professional workers tended to favor interest~bearing accounts with financial
institutions over the rigors of life as a small landlord. By the early twentieth
century, individual investors began entering national capital markets. For
many people, the enormously successful Liberty and Victory bond campaigns
of the World War I era served as an introduction to these new kinds of oppor~

tunities. During the 1920s, national corporations did their best to encourage
individuals to buy securities. Anxious to build support for utopian visions of a

business~ led society of abundance and equality, big companies courted small
investors with low...denomination stock issues. 26

One type of security that proved particularly appealing to small investors

in these years was the mortgage bond, a new financial instrument invented
around the turn of the century. Mortgage bonds were backed by a single whole
mortgage or a package of several mortgages bundled together. They came in
denominations as small as $100, yielded relatively high returns, and had a
reputation for safety (unfounded as it turned out). Investment in mortgage
bonds is estimated to have soared from $150 million before World War I to

approximately $10 billion by the early 1930s.27

These transformations in the operation of financial markets and changes

in real estate financing practices had profound effects on American housing.
Trends toward using institutions for savings and participating in national capi~
tal markets meant that a smaller proportion of individual investments fi~
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nanced small rental properties. Meanwhile, the increasing role of institutional
actors in real estate together with new financial instruments like mortgage
bonds made it easier for entrepreneurs to secure financing for expensive large ...
scale projects, such as big apartment complexes and fully developed residential
subdivisions. 28 More participation by sophisticated institutional lenders
also meant an increasing focus on the high...end, high...profit segment of the

market. Cost trends illustrate this emphasis. Although wholesale prices of
building materials held steady during the building boom of the 1920s, hous...

ing units were, on average, 21 percent more expensive in 1929 than they

had been in 1922.29 Meanwhile, production of modest types of urban rental
properties declined significantly as a proportion of the overall mix of new
housing.30

The Changing Role of the State

The third major change for residential building was the expansion of the na...

tional state in the Progressive Era. The federal government did not move into
the housing sector directly until the emergency conditions of the First World
War. However, sweeping innovations aimed at other key sectors of the econ...

omy introduced during Woodrow Wilson's first administration had important
repercussions for housing.

The creation of the Federal Reserve in 1913 is a good example of the way
that Progressive Era economic reforms were not aimed specifically at housing
but impacted it nevertheless. In order to encourage banks to join the Federal
Reserve System, Congress liberalized prohibitions against real estate lending
by nationally chartered banks. Commercial banks welcomed these legal
changes, as their traditional corporate customers were relying increasingly on

internal profits or else issuing securities when they needed capital. After the
new regulations went into effect, commercial banks moved aggressively into

urban real estate. Between 1922 and 1929 they increased the size of their
mortgage portfolios by a factor of ten.31

The introduction of the income tax marked another major federal inter...
vention into the economy with important implications for real estate. Follow...
ing the general outlines of the original Civil...War era federal income tax leg...
islation, the 1913 act made interest payments and taxes deductible from
income. These features of the internal revenue code would come to affect a
large proportion of the population and account for what, in effect, would

be subsidies for homeowners after the income tax became a mass tax during
World War II. Initially, however, these provisions were rather unimportant,
since only high... income individuals were subject to income taxes and rates
were low. The significant issue at the time for housing had to do with the
regulations in the tax code that exempted income from state and local bonds.
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Since income from real estate investment was not accorded any such exemp...
tion, developers found it harder to raise capital for residential construction.32

The Federal Farm Loan Act of 1916 represented another Progressive...Era
economic innovation not directly related to housing, but with important im...
plications for this sector, nevertheless. A public program to lower the cost of
long... term credit to farmers had been the dream of a generation of Populists.
Passage of this legislation meant that the federal government accepted respon...
sibility for channeling low...cost capital to economic activities deemed essen...

tial to the public interest. This would prove to be an influential precedent for
businesses involved with residential financing. 33

While the federal activities just described were not aimed explicitly at
housing, the expanding Progressive state did enter the housing market directly
during the First World War. This "departure from the custom of the country,"

as one senator termed it, was politically possible because many federal officials
became convinced that housing problems were compromising the success of
industrial mobilization. While it is not clear to what extent housing shortages
were to blame, it was indeed the case that parts of the economy were function ...
ing quite poorly by 1917.34

War orders from the Allies had led to rapid and chaotic expansion of the
economy even before the United States joined the fighting. As new high...
paying jobs opened up in industry, the number of manufacturing workers rose
from 8.2 million in 1915 to 10.2 million in 1918.35 Existing housing stock
around shipyards and war production plants quickly filled to overcapacity. Yet
commercial builders were unable to respond. Most private capital was pouring
into industrial expansion or war bonds, making it almost impossible to secure
financing for homebuilding. In addition, beginning in early 1918, the govern...
ment began officially restricting nonessential construction.36 Only about half

as many new housing units were built in 1917 as in the year before, and by
1918 the total again shrank by half.37

The economic expansion disrupted industrial labor relations as well as the

housing market. For workers, the war prosperity meant a welcome reprieve
from the pressures of corporate efficiency programs and union busting that had

marked the previous several years. Labor historian David Montgomery points
out that once labor shortages began in 1916, workers changed "jobs freely in
search of better earnings, while putting in many more days of work and many
more hours of overtime than in normal years." Meanwhile, the number of

strikes shot up to historic highs.38 This new freedom for workers translated
into difficult conditions for management. For example, after the United States
entered the war, Bethlehem Steel in Pennsylvania experienced a monthly
turnover rate of almost 40 percent. The company was so shorthanded it had
to operate some shifts as much as a thousand workers short.39 Between 1915
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and 1918, labor productivity rates declined; this was the first time this had
happened in American history except during deep depressions.40

During the harsh winter of 1917-18, the situation became acute. Railroad
transport became snarled, Eastern cities suffered fuel shortages, and steel pro...

duction declined. N ationalleaders worried about the success of the war effort,
especially after congressional hearings exposed the level of administrative
confusion in the War Department and the amount of crowding and labor turn...

over in defense production centers. Anxiety ran so high that congressional
Republicans even tried to wrest leadership from President Wilson and install
a bipartisan War Cabinet. Wilson managed to retain control, but only by bold
initiatives that brought the economy more firmly under executive authority.41

The crisis atmosphere in Washington prompted action on the housing
question. Legislation authorizing the United States Shipping Board to initi ...
ate housing programs at shipbuilding centers passed in March 1918. In May,
Congress passed a more general bill directing the Labor Department to pro...
vide dwellings for "such industrial workers as are engaged in ... industries
connected with and essential to the national defense, and their families."42
Despite the general conviction that housing shortages were undermining the

mobilization effort, the legislation was controversial. The basic source of
worry was, as one congressman explained, that the temporary wartime pro...

grams would "be a stepping stone to a permanent plan for this government to
provide housing for labor people generally after the war."43

To carry out the housing programs, the United States Shipping Board es...
tablished the Emergency Fleet Corporation (EFC) and the Labor Department
created the United States Housing Corporation. Before embarking on any con...

struction, each agency tried to promote more efficient use of existing housing
stock in affected areas by upgrading transportation services. The Housing Cor...

poration also set up vacancy registration bureaus and organized local "fair
rent" committees to discourage rent increases.44

When it came to actual building, both agencies initially attempted to work
through local operators rather than becoming developers and landlords them...
selves. The EFC practiced this strategy successfully by supplying loans to realty
subsidiaries of shipbuilding companies. It did, however, as one of its reports
noted, retain powers "broader than that of a mere mortgagee or banker,"
including design control and management oversight of the rental properties it
financed.45 At the outset, the Labor Department's Housing Corporation also
hoped to operate through privately controlled local development companies,
but it found it difficult to locate "public spirited interests" capable of taking
on the necessary tasks. The problem was that in munitions manufacturing
locales there were generally a number of different companies operating, each
with its own idea of how and where new residential facilities should be con...

16



• American Housing before the Depression

structed. Thus, it turned out to be simpler, although more time..consuming,

for the Housing Corporation itself to plan the operation, directly supervise
contractors, and then retain title to the finished housing.46 Partly for this rea..

son and also because it had received funds four months later than the EFC,
the Labor Department's more ambitious program was further from realization

when the armistice was signed in November. (See figures 1.2 and 1.3.)
Ultimately, the Housing Corporation finished only 5,998 of the nearly

25,000 family dwellings it had projected as a goal. The EFC completed 9,185.

The two programs together also provided temporary quarters for approxi..

mately 15,000 single men. The family homes were permanent construction,
most in attractively planned residential developments. After the war, these
were sold off to private buyers.47

Besides curtailing nonessential private construction and mounting build..

ing programs, the federal government also intervened in the housing market
during the war with rent control laws. While more sweeping national propos..

als failed, Congress did approve the Soldiers' and Sailors' Civil Relief Act of

1918 which forbade eviction of military dependents from nonluxury rental
housing. Also, in response to the massive influx of white"collar personnel into

the Capitol, Congress passed rent control laws for the District of Columbia

beginning in 1918. This legislation developed a large and enthusiastic constit..
uency, and Congress continued it after the war was over. Rent control in the
district continued in effect until late 1924, when landlords were successful in

getting the Appellate Court to declare that there was no longer constitutional
authority for such measures.

Six states also passed laws aimed at controlling rents during the war, but
most local efforts occurred without benefit of formal government action. In

many centers of congestion, leading citizens formed committees to hear com..

plaints and determine fair rents. Landlords who failed to cooperate would find
themselves written up in the local newspapers, apparently quite an effective
sanction given that rents in large cities held quite steady until the end of hos..
tilities.48

Housing in the 19205: The Case of Chicago

In the early twentieth century, higher costs, shifts in financing patterns, and
a more activist state altered the environment for housing production. What

was the impact of this new environment on industry actors and on consumers,
especially moderate.. and low.. income families?

For the most part, scholars have answered this question by looking at na..
tional data on overall levels of housing production. These levels were strik..
ingly high. But the aggregate rate of building does not tell us about those
aspects of the housing situation that concerned contemporaries and affected
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their thinking about the appropriate role for government, such as trends to­

ward increasingly expensive production and the difficulties that many wage­
earners faced in trying to afford decent shelter. By looking at the market in
a particular city-in this case, Chicago-we can observe its functioning in
greater detail.
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FIGs. 1.2 and 1.3 The United States Housing Corporation development at Water­
bury, Connecticut, built during World War I. Figure 1.2 is an architect's drawing of ex­
teriors and interior plans. Figure 1.3 is a photograph of the same housing under con­
struction. The development was built within walking distance of two different
companies involved in military production. It was slated to include housing for 205
families, although only fifty-five dwellings were built by the time the program was dis­
continued. While only semidetached (double) and freestanding houses were con­
structed at Waterbury, other federal developments included short rows of four and
six attached homes, as well as some apartment buildings. To insure that all interior
spaces received some sunlight, units were never more than two rooms deep. The
interior layouts of the homes were highly standardized, but the simplified English cot­
tage motif was easy to manipulate so as to avoid visual monotony from the street.

Chicago is a good place to look in order to understand what was happening
with American urban housing and how modest-income families were living
in the years immediately before the Great Depression. The economic dyna­
mism of the city means that conditions were probably as good there as any­
where in the country. Moreover, researchers connected with the University of
Chicago studied their city intensively, leaving us with probably more data on

housing than for any other city in the country except New York City. Yet,
unlike the much-studied but unique New York, Chicago possessed all the vari­
ables identified by historians as differentiating North American housing from
that of other parts of the industrialized world, namely: "higher wages, coupled
with the availability of land, wood, and simple techniques of construction."49

Post-War Difficulties in the Housing Market

Contemporaries assumed that residential building throughout the country
would make a rapid recovery when the war ended. All restrictions on con-
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struction were lifted less than three weeks after the armistice, and there was
very high demand. One indication of the pressure was the low to nonexistent
vacancy rate in big cities. With the war over, public opinion ceased to restrain
landlords and they began raising rents. By 1921, rents were up 46 percent from

their level at the end of the war, compared with an 11 percent increase in the
general cost of living.50

Despite high demand, residential construction was lackluster. After a short
building boom in 1919, residential builders were increasingly crowded out
by commercial and industrial contractors. Their small size and more price ...
sensitive product put them at a disadvantage in the competition for invest...
ment capital, materials, and labor. In early 1920, the Federal Reserve tight...

ened credit after the successful conclusion of the Victory Bond drive, and by
spring the economy slipped into a deep recession. The contraction continued

until mid-1921, at which time private capital again began flowing into resi ...
dential construction. The upswing continued through 1925, when it reached
an all ... time record of937,000 housing starts, and the volume of building stayed
above pre-World War I levels through 1929.51

As elsewhere, Chicago builders began picking up steam in 1921. Starting
from only 3,000 new dwelling units in 1920, they put up 28,400 per year on
average for the decade. While activity peaked nationally in 1925, the Windy
City did not hit its maximum until 1926, when 41,400 new starts were re ...

corded.52 Yet, despite the surge of building, a large proportion of Chicago fami ...
lies lived in rather spartan conditions. The tremendously active and profitable
real estate sector seemed to make only a negligible impact on the living stan...

dards of a large proportion of families in this decade. Families with very low
incomes may even have lost ground during this prosperous period. The basic
problem was a squeeze between modest, stagnant incomes and the rising costs
of urban shelter.

Trends in Incomes and Prices

That insufficient income should have been a problem for a large proportion
of people during the twenties may seem surprising. After the recession, the

economy did grow rapidly, but the gains flowed mainly into corporate profits
and dividends rather than wages. Indeed, economic historian George Soule
estimates that between 1922 and 1929 the share of total disposable income
received by the richest five percent grew from 29 to 34 percent. On the other
hand, mass...production workers saw their real wages increase during the war,

but then stay flat from 1923 through the end of the decade.53

According to a major national income study by the Brookings Institution,
in 1929 a family income of $2,000 a year was "sufficient to supply only basic
necessities."54 Yet many families had to make do on far less. The Brookings
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study estimated that only 40 percent of families lived at or above the $2,000
level. Chicago families, given their location in a dynamic industrial center,
probably had higher cash incomes than the national average. But even in
cases where the chief breadwinner worked full time for a large company in a
core industry like meatpacking or steel, survival was often precarious. The best
available data indicate that family incomes in the city in the 1920s at the 25th
percentile (meaning that one..fourth of families made less and three..fourths
made more) was $1,160 a year (about $97 a month).55

Several historians have acknowledged the prevalence of low and stagnant
incomes in the 1920s, but argue that they did not preclude gains in the stan..
dard of living. William E. Leuchtenburg notes that even without significantly
higher wages, rising industrial productivity meant that "Americans could buy
things with their paychecks that they had never been able to get before." In

addition, falling commodity prices in world markets translated into smaller
grocery bills. Lower prices meant that people could upgrade consumption with

the same income.56

Yet, as we have seen, this "New Era" pattern of falling prices did not char..

acterize housing. The crux of the problem was that the internal organization
of the industry did not allow for productivity gains. With no way to absorb

the rising cost of inputs, builders would have been hard put to hold prices
constant for the same product that had been produced in the late nineteenth
century. The late nineteenth..century house was no longer acceptable, how..

ever, and the new serviced residence was inherently more expensive. Further..

more, the reorganization of capital markets and the invention of new financial
instruments shifted production toward the top of the market, pushing the cost

of the average new dwelling up even further. All these trends were clearly
visible in Chicago in the 1920s.

The escalation of standards and costs is well illustrated by the contrast be..

tween the Chicago bungalow and the simple worker's cottage of the late nine..
teenth century. Samuel Gross, the big Chicago area builder of the eighties and
nineties, had marketed his popular 500 square..foot, four..room wooden houses
together with their lots for $1,000.57 By the twenties, the average price of a
new small house with a lot in the Chicago area was $5,500. In this period the
basic house was called a "bungalow" (figure 1.4.). Like the workmen's cottage
it replaced, the bungalow was a one..story building set on a long, deep lot. The
internal layout of rooms was similar, but there were many differences. The
bungalow was built solidly, usually of brick, and the structure was fully ser..
viced. Builders installed hot and cold running water to both kitchen and bath..

room, plus a toilet, electricity, and central heating. Kitchens came with built..
in cupboards, bathrooms with porcelain fixtures, and bedrooms with closets. 58

Bungalows had their failings, such as a tendency to be dark inside, but
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FIG. 1.4 Streetscape of Chicago bungalows constructed in the 1920s. Built of brick
and provided with indoor plumbing, electricity, and central heating, these homes
were significantly more comfortable than the crude wooden residences of previous de­
cades. Nevertheless, methods of subdividing continued to result in long narrow lots.
Thus, bungalows were quite long and usually set close to the property lines on their
sides, an arrangement that compromised possibilities for interior sunlight as well as
pleasant views from windows. Furthermore, although these houses were some of the
least expensive built in the 1920s, they still cost much more than the entry-level
homes of previous decades and were not easily affordable for people of modest in­
comes. Photograph: Bungalows on 9100 block of South Colfax Avenue, Chicago,
Illinois, 1962; photographed by Ralph E. Tower. Reproduced courtesy of the Chicago
Historical Society.

clearly they were enormously more comfortable than their simple, flimsy pre­
decessors. They were also significantly more expensive. While the overall cost
of living had not quite doubled in the forty years between 1885 and 1925, the
price of an entry-level new house had grown five and one-half times. 59 This
increase is partly explained by the higher costs of materials and labor without
offsetting gains in productivity and partly by escalating standards such as water
and sewer hookups. But a good part of the higher price tag was a simple func­
tion of producing an inherently more luxurious commodity. The bungalow
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was targeted at a more prosperous segment of the market than the worker

cottage had been.
The trend toward more expensive production characterized all kinds of

residential building in Chicago. The dramatic increase in luxury apartment
houses in the 1920s provides a particularly striking example of this tendency.
In this period, it was the biggest buildings that were aimed at the highest..

paying clientele, since local building codes required more expensive steel and

concrete fireproof construction once a residential structure went over three
stories. Most of the high..rise construction was concentrated along the "Gold
Coast" of Lake Michigan to the north of the city's central business district.
Gold Coast apartment buildings were the ultimate in luxury. The lobby at 900

North Michigan was modeled after a Versailles palace dining room, for ex..
ample. At 1400 Lake Shore Drive, tenants had all the amenities of a grand
hotel, with a barber shop, florist, newsstand, beauty shop, commissary, cigar
store, drugstore, giftshop, restaurant, and even a small golf course staffed by a
full .. time instructor in the building.60 Not surprisingly, rents in such buildings
were steep, averaging between $500 and $1,200 a month at a time when the
median housing cost in the city was $55 a month.61 In the twenty years preced..
ing the war, developers had only put up eighty..five buildings with forty or

more units in the city. In the twenties they built 890.62

Meanwhile, at the other end of the new construction mix, the pattern re..
versed itself. The "two..flat," a residential building with two vertically stacked

units, had typically served the lower part of the rental market and was a main..

stay of Chicago's housing market in the early twentieth century. Before the
war, two..flat apartments made up approximately 25 percent of new housing
units in the Windy City each year, but in the 1920s they accounted for only
12 percent.63

These production trends, combined with the higher expectations for basic
amenities, meant that housing was relatively more expensive in the 1920s.

The increasing availability of mortgages did make it possible for many families
to purchase new or used housing equipped to the standards of the day. Yet
even installment buying could not make up the discrepancy between the small
incomes of most industrial workers and the true cost of well..maintained urban
shelter equipped with contemporary plumbing and heating systems.

Chicago philanthropists inadvertently dramatized the extent of the gap be..

tween modest incomes and the price of even moderate standards by their
efforts to construct affordable housing in this period. Julius Rosenwald built
Michigan Boulevard Garden Apartments as a model of good housing for Afri..

can Americans and the trustees of the fortune of another leading Chicago
merchant constructed Marshall Field Gardens as a demonstration aimed
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at modest... income white families. Neither complex was luxurious. Both con...

tained more landscaped space than most commercial developments, but they
were each five stories with no elevators, and their ceilings were only eight
feet high, instead of the eight...and...one ...half...foot ceilings required by the city
building code. Yet, even when these design concessions were combined with
painstaking planning, minimal profit expectations, and low... interest capital,

both developments needed to charge tenants an average of over $62 a month
at a time when median housing costs in the city were $55.64 These experi...

ments clearly illustrate why private developers, who expected profits of "at
least 10, 15, and preferably 25 percent" to offset their business risks and high
borrowing costs, preferred to avoid even the middle of the market.65

That entrepreneurs did not build expressly for lower... income families, how...

ever, did not in itself preclude improvement in conditions over time. Accord...
ing to the theoretical model of housing market processes often termed "filter...
ing," even though most new housing is built for the more affluent, everyone

benefits. As the more wealthy move into newly built homes, it is assumed that
their used housing filters down to people less well off. As a result of an increase

in total supply, everyone moves up a notch.66

However, for those who were paying low rents in Chicago in the twenties,

the market did not operate according to this model. In 1926, canvassers for
the Department of Welfare found that the tight market from the war years was
indeed easing for those who could afford over $30 a month. For those paying
between $25 and $30 a month, however, rents essentially had held steady dur...
ing the year. In the below $25 rental bracket, the general pattern reversed
itself. Overall, these rents advanced 3 percent. For housing that had cost be...

tween $15 and $19 in 1925, the increase was 4 percent. What these data sug...
gest is that new building was indeed making housing less expensive for many
consumers.67 But the rent increases for the less expensive rentals implies that

the supply of these dwellings may actually have been contracting. In any case,
the same quality of housing was becoming more expensive in the part of the
market available to those in the bottom income quartile.

Conditions for Low-Income Families

Within the general framework described, what kind of accommodations could
people with low incomes obtain in the years before the Great Depression? To
envision conditions for modest... income urban families, it is necessary to esti...
mate what they were paying to rent or purchase housing. (Most, in fact, were
renting. In Chicago, over two... thirds of families rented in the twenties.68 ) Ex...
perts of this era assumed that people of modest means could afford to pay a
maximum of 20 percent of their yearly income for housing.69 A low percentage
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of small incomes was advised, because, as Chicago housing reformer Benjamin
Rosenthal explained, "when families must spend between a third and a half
of their income to obtain shelter," the result was a "deprival of necessities of
life."7o On this basis, families at the 25th percentile would have paid $19 a

month. Despite the admonitions of middle..class advisors, however, the city's
poorest families spent a much higher portion of their income on housing. Cen..
sus takers in 1930 found that housing costs at the 25th percentile were $35,
or 36 percent of income. 71

Even by devoting so much of their income to shelter, low..wage families
obtained rather basic accommodations. At the top of the bottom quartile of
rentals, dwellings were generally "cold water flats."72 A typical Chicago flat

was a long unit that ran the length of a two or three..story wooden building
set on a 25 by 125 foot lot. 73 These structures tended to fill up most of the
width of the property on which they sat, so only rooms in the front and back
got much light. Most often the interior layout consisted of a kitchen, living
room, and two bedrooms.74 One could expect to find cold running water in
the kitchen, although not in any other room. 75 Toilets, although not an origi..

nal feature of old inexpensive buildings, had been added to most cheap rentals
by the twenties. They were usually installed in small cubicles off the kitchen,

where plumbing already existed. Built.. in bathtubs were less common. At the
25th percentile of rent levels, families had about a 60 percent chance of ob..
taining some kind of facilities for bathing, although such arrangements would
not usually be considered bathrooms by contemporary standards. 76

Many Chicago houses and flats were centrally heated by the 1920s, but this
amenity was only consistently available at rents above what half the families
in the city paid.77 In the cheaper housing stock, everyone used stoves for
warmth and purchased their own fuel. 78 Renters had to pay for their own coal,

plus any electricity, gas, and ice they used. These incidentals drove up shelter
costs by approximately one..third, according to the Illinois Housing Commis..

sion.79 One researcher observed that "in these thinly built frame houses the
kitchen may be the only heated room in the house," which was not surprising
given the labor and costs involved.8o

At this rent level, residents could not expect much neighborhood charm.
A large proportion of low..rent districts were close to industrial enterprises. In
"the Bush," a South Chicago neighborhood that bordered steel mills, the air
was "always laden, day or night, with the smoke from steel mills, whose fur..
naces never rest"81 (figure 1.5). A study by the Illinois Housing Commission

described a district north of Douglas Park, where rents between $25 and $37
predominated, in the following terms: "Old brick buildings, crowded together
on narrow, dirty streets were the rule. Many of the alleys were indescribably
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FIG. 1.5 A 1920s photograph of "the Bush," a south Chicago neighborhood adjacent
to steel mills. Like other cheaply built residential areas, it had little in the way of
"neighborhood charm." Also in common with other poor sections of the city, the
Bush only seemed to decline in the prosperous twenties. Photo reproduced, with per­
mission, from Edith Abbott, The Tenements of Chicago, 1880-1935 (Chicago: Univer­
sity of Chicago Press, 1936).

filthy. Car lines and elevated tracks pervaded the district." The report also
noted the presence of several factories and a railroad yard in the neigh­
borhood.82

Of course, not everyone could afford even this level. As a group, African
Americans fared most poorly, disadvantaged by the combination of a segre­
gated housing market and low incomes resulting from a segregated job market.
In 1925, researchers for the Department of Public Welfare described the sit­
uation of a six-person black family supported by a father who worked in a
foundry. These people were living in two rooms for which they paid $10 a
month. "The toilet was under the sidewalk; light at night was from oil lamps;
both rooms served as bedrooms." Toilets installed under the sidewalk was a
peculiar Chicago custom related to the raising of street grades. Such facilities,
which often served more than one family, frequently became unusable during
harsh Midwestern winters when outdoor plumbing would freeze. 83

While African Americans inhabited the worst dwellings, in the mid-I920s
"no group was free from the disadvantages of poor hOUSing," according to Eliz-
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abeth Hughes, director of the city's Bureau of Social Research. As evidence
for her contention, she cited the case of the "native white family of foreign
parentage" consisting of ten persons, supported by the earnings of three adults.
For $12 a month they rented four rooms, and though their flat did have an
inside toilet, it was broken and would not flush. In fact, the plumbing through...

out the building was defective and "the second floor toilet leaked through into
the kitchen this family used."84

As this overview of housing conditions for the bottom quarter of Chicago
families before the Depression makes clear, a large proportion of fully em...

ployed people were not significantly integrated into the emerging consumer
economy. Nowhere was this more obvious than in housing, one of the most
important commodities in determining people's standard of living. This was
not only because the interiors of their homes lacked amenities, but also be...

cause low rental housing was located in ill...favored neighborhoods. Then as
now, neighborhood context determined access to services both public and
commercial, as well as to transportation networks that affected access to em...
ployment opportunities and much else.85 Especially in an era when automobile
ownership was not widespread among people of modest incomes, the character

of the immediate neighborhood was crucial to the quality of life.

Conclusion
Viewed from a national perspective with a focus on profitability and sheer
output, the housing market of the 1920s seemed healthy and effective. AI...
though costs had gone up, those who could afford the price were able to pur...
chase a high level of comfort and convenience.

Despite these achievements, many were critical of the way the market was
operating. Contemporary observers worried about such issues as the lack of
investment capital for residential building after the war and the inability of
the industry to do a better job at supplying what they defined as an acceptable
standard of urban housing to a large proportion of full ... time working families.

The next chapter describes the complaints of different groups, the analyses
they developed to explain the problems they identified, and the proposals they
put forward to solve these problems.
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The Politics of Housing
in the 19205

=
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ressures on the housing industry and the harsh options many
wage..earning families confronted in their search for good hous..
ing prompted a variety of proposals for remedial action in the

early twentieth century. By the 1920s, groups from across the political spec..

trum were arguing that the national government needed to enter the housing
arena, although there was no consensus as to why or how this should be done.

The debate over the nature of the country's housing problem, its sources, and
the proper role for government that took place in this era has been largely
forgotten, with the result that the housing reforms of the New Deal seem prac..
tically inevitable. The Great Depression appears sufficient to explain their

timing, while their goals and strategies-primarily to bolster the private mar..

ket through indirect mechanisms-appear so unproblematic as to require
little explanation.!

At the time, however, the direction of public policy with regard to housing
did not seem so obvious, and a variety of ideas were considered. A number of

prominent participants in these debates argued that profit..driven production
would never generate the kind of housing that the country needed, both in
terms of affordability and location. On the basis of their critique, they advo..
cated public support for noncommercial development. In other words, they
believed that federal policy should focus on creating what is sometimes termed
"social housing." A few liberal intellectuals embraced this view even before

the First World War, and it gained credence during the difficult economic
period immediately after hostilities ended. Yet, ironically, it was during the
heyday of the 1920s' building boom that skepticism about market..based solu..
tions to housing problems grew strongest. What follows explores the range of
ideas that were circulating before the depression regarding the federal govern..
ment's proper role in housing. Chapter 3 will take a detailed look at the most
completely developed alternative put forward to the direction that American
policy eventually took.

Early Housing Reform Efforts

Anxiety about housing problems and debate over their sources certainly did
not begin in the 1920s. From the beginning of large..scale urbanization in
the United States, observers deplored squalid conditions in rapidly expanding
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cities. New York City, which grew faster within a more confined space than
other American cities, was on the cutting edge of public concern as well as

of the problems themselves. In one early effort to focus public awareness, the
chief health officer drew attention to the city's high death rate in his 1834
report, attributing it to "the crowded and filthy state" in which so many city

residents lived. As time went on, many of the city's elite did become worried
about the slums, seeing these districts as breeding grounds for disease as well

as defective character traits. Yet, efforts by groups like the New York Associa..
tion for Improving the Condition of the Poor to solve problems entirely
through voluntary action proved largely futile. An 1850 pamphlet distributed
by the association urged immigrants to escape "the terrible ills of beggary" by
moving to the country, advice that was doubtless no more effective than the
organization's continuing admonitions to landlords to upgrade their property
at their own expense.2

Low..wage workers in New York City and elsewhere experienced the slums
firsthand, so they were not in need of official reports to apprise them of the

existence of dismal conditions. Most often they expressed their grievances
"with their feet." For individual families facing a rent bill they could not afford

or a living environment that had become unbearable, the most practical pro..
test was usually simply to vacate without paying. Political mobilization was
difficult, in part because of the great legitimacy of private property rights in
the United States, although some protest groups did form. For example, Irish
radicals and land reformers organized the Tenant League of New York City in
1848. Proclaiming landlordism "one of the most blighting curses that ever was
inflicted on the human race," the league called for laws restricting rent in..
creases to 7 percent of a property's assessed value.3 Such a response was atypi..
cal, however. In general during the nineteenth century it was reform..oriented
wealthy and middle..class individuals who tried (however unsuccessfully) to

improve living conditions for the urban poor.
By the turn of the century, efforts to upgrade urban housing relied chiefly

on "model" tenements and restrictive legislation. The model tenement strat..
egy assumed that a large supply of good, inexpensive housing could be pro..

duced by low..profit companies supported by wealthy investors. Enthusiasts
promoted the program with slogans like "philanthropy and five percent."

While architects associated with the movement did develop some creative

new design concepts, model tenement companies never attracted enough cap..
ital for more than a few projects. Potential investors presumably found the low
ceiling on earnings unappealing and were no doubt further discouraged when
actual profit margins often turned out to be even more modest and sometimes
nonexistent. In 1910, one critic of the movement calculated that in the pre..
ceding forty years model tenements built in New York City had housed fewer
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than 20,000 people, during which time speculative builders had put up enough

tenements for over a million. Proponents tried to drum up enthusiasm among

the wealthy by extolling the extra...financial rewards of providing affordable,
good quality apartments to low...wage families but, as one housing historian
has quipped, "capitalist society did not work by insight but by profit."4

Restrictive legislation, by contrast, aimed at using the state's police power

to force builders and landlords to adhere to certain minimum specifications of
design, construction, and maintenance. The first such law, passed by New

York State in 1867, established standards such as one toilet for every twenty
people and no cellar apartments without ceilings at least one foot above
ground level. The Progressive...Era reformer Lawrence Veiller became the na...

tionally recognized champion of restrictive legislation after his successful cam...
paign to get the New York legislature to raise standards and add enforcement
mechanisms to the state's Tenement House Law in 1901. Veiller spent years
refining his recommendations for an ideal housing code and tirelessly advo...

cating its adoption around the country, but he was a staunch opponent of
more direct kinds of public involvement. Once minimum levels of comfort

and safety were mandated by law, Veiller was sure the market would supply an
adequate supply of housing unless interfered with by government compe...

tition.5

The new wave of criticism that began in the early twentieth century took
restrictive legislation as a necessary first step, although not the final answer.
As Edith Elmer Wood was fond of saying, restrictive legislation "may forbid
the bad house, but it does not provide the good one."6 Urban reformers in
this era were disturbed by the failure of either philanthropic or commercial
developers to provide what they saw as adequate living conditions at the lower

end of the market. With regard to the definition of an acceptable standard, it
should be noted that housing reform advocates in this era generally had more
ambitious notions than their predecessors. Whereas physicians and charity
workers had dominated earlier phases of the housing movement, this genera...
tion of reformers included a large proportion of architects and urban planners.
Influenced in part by the English Garden City movement, they conceived of
the domestic environment as consisting of the larger neighborhood as well
as the individual home and assumed that such features as convenient social
services and aesthetic charm were essential.

The Garden City idea, in its original formulation, had far reaching goals
like ending urban sprawl by establishing economically self sufficient new
towns and solving housing affordability problems through nonspeculative
forms of real estate ownership. But it was as a new approach to the physical
design of residential neighborhoods that the concept had its biggest impact in
the United States. The design vocabulary associated with the Garden City
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FIGs. 2.1 and 2.2 Rowhouses at Forest Hills Gardens being built (2.1) and completed
(2.2). For some of the buildings, project architect Grosvenor Atterbury employed a
system he had developed using large precast concrete blocks that were lifted into
place with a crane. Atterbury advocated standardized plans, factory-made compo­
nents, and mechanization to bring down the cost of housing. Through such tech­
niques, he hoped to "do for the laboring man's house what Ford has done for the
automobile" (Grosvenor Atterbury, "How to Get Low Cost Houses," Housing Problems
in America 5 [New York: National Housing Association, 19161,97). "Rowhouses
at Forest Hills Gardens" is reprinted with the permission of Scribner, a Division of
Simon & Schuster, from Architecture Magazine 73, no. 4 (April 1936). Copyright
(c) 1936 by Charles Scribner's Sons, Renewed 1964.

featured short, often curving streets, a clear division between major thorough­
fares and secondary streets, an emphasis on open space, and large blocks closed
to vehicular traffic.7

Forest Hills Gardens in Queens, New York, was one of the first expressions
of this new phase of housing reform thought. The Russell Sage Foundation
began the venture in 1909 as a demonstration of the latest planning theories,
but the effort also represented an attempt to realize a longstanding ideal of
American residential planning: a rustic, but fully serviced environment where
families could enjoy elements of both country and city life. Previous projects
of this type, like Frederick Law Olmsted's Riverside, Illinois, were extremely
expensive and therefore frankly aimed at "the more fortunate classes."s By
contrast, the Sage Foundation directors hoped to provide for what they de­
scribed as "people of moderate income and good taste." Foundation spokes­
men stressed that the venture was not being subsidized, hoping that its success
as a commercial venture would "encourage imitation" by real estate entrepre­
neurs throughout the country. The Sage directors felt sure that the model sub-
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urb would clearly show how high levels of capitalization, large-scale planning,
and new building technology could produce a superior environment at about

the same cost as ordinary speculative operations.9

Project architect Grosvenor Atterbury, who characterized the residential
construction methods of his day as essentially the same as those "perfected
by the mound builders," welcomed the opportunity to experiment with more
mechanized, capital intensive techniques at Forest Hills. He built several of

the suburb's houses of large, factory-made, concrete panels into which electri­
cal wiring had been embedded. Cranes at the site lifted these modules into
place like giant building blocks. 10 Ironically, Atterbury used these innovations
to build conventional Tudor-style houses (see figures 2.1 and 2.2).

In a certain sense, the entire effort at Forest Hills Gardens can be interpre­
ted as a critique of speculative development practices of the time. In terms
of physical design, the critique was widely hailed as a success. Frederick Law
Olmsted, jr.'s curvilinear streets, cul-de-sacs, and interior parks both respected
the natural topography and created a distinct sense of place. The unified and

attractive architectural treatment that Atterbury gave to the various buildings
was a good complement to the plan (figure 2.3). Financially, Forest Hills Gar­
dens was less convincing. The Sage directors had hoped to prove that high
quality mid-range homebuilding could be profitable, but as things worked out,

the foundation ended up losing money (approximately $360,000 out of a total
investment of$4 million). It is unclear whether the project could have turned
a profit even in a favorable economic climate, but as it happened, inflation­
ary pressures from World War I undercut any possibility for demonstrating
the directors' initial contention that "more tasteful surroundings and open
spaces pay." II
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FIG. 2.3 Site plan for Forest Hills Gardens, drawn by architect Grosvenor Atterbury
based on plans by Frederick Law Olmstead, Jr. The open area in the lower portion is
the Station Square. The square, with an entrance to a commuter rail line linking the
subdivision to Manhattan, an inn, and an atcaded shopping center, functions as an
entrance to the development. The two major streets that lead from the square en­
close common areas that form the core of the development. At the far end of the cen­
tral commons is the public school. The design serves to integrate the whole project
into a distinct enclave. This effect became more pronounced after the surrounding
land was developed using rectangular urban blocks. Most buildings along the perime­
ter do maintain a conventional relationship with the surrounding streets, although
the large grouped building just beyond the station square on the left-hand side of the
plan does not. While some critics of publicly subsidized housing in the United States
have blamed program problems on site designs that separated developments from
the larger urban fabric, visual distinctiveness has clearly not been a problem for the
wealthy New Yorkers who have made Forest Hills Gardens one of the city's most
exclusive residential districts.

Beyond Regulatory and Private Solutions

In the search for ways to provide better and cheaper urban housing that was
going on in this period, a few intellectuals began to look beyond experiment­
ing completely within the framework of the private market, as at Forest Hills,
and to consider some kind of active role for government. Programs in Euro­
pean countries frequently served as models.

In 1909, Benjamin Clarke Marsh, Executive Secretary of the Committee
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on Congestion of Population in New York, published An Introduction to City
Planning, which favorably described the way in which many European muni..

cipalities purchased land within and beyond their city limits in order to con..
tain costs of eventual development. The book also endorsed the special tax

on increased land values levied by the city of Frankfurt am Main, whereby the
public reaped part of the gain that Marsh described as having been created
"chiefly through the presence and productive enterprises of all citizens."12

The well..known municipal reformer Frederick C. Howe was another ex..

ponent of European land..banking practices. Speaking to the third national

conference on city planning in 1911, Howe drew special attention to German
cities that, in addition to purchasing land on their peripheries, were involved in

actually developing low..rent housing. He told the conference approvingly that
"Germany has decided that the housing question is too important a problem to
be left to the free play ofcapitalistic exploitation, and is beginning to substitute
the municipal dwelling in competition with that of the private owner." 13

Carol Aronovici, the Romanian..born city planner who directed the Phila..
delphia Metropolitan Planning Association, was another early advocate of
public intervention. In 1913 he urged readers of the National Municipal Review
to adopt what he termed "constructive housing reform" to cope with what
he defined as the true American housing problem. The main difficulty with

American housing, he insisted, was not the "pathological" situation in the
largest cities, because big city slum conditions affected only 10 to 12 percent

of the population by his calculations. Rather than slums, the real issue was
the overall quality of houses and neighborhoods, which he regarded as low in

relation to the country's wealth. He maintained that the housing movement,
rather than focusing all its energies on legislating and enforcing minimum

tenement standards, should develop strategies aimed at providing the majority
of people with good quality, inexpensive homes in attractive, convenient

neighborhoods.
Aronovici thought that private groups were capable of expanding the sup..

ply of good housing, but he believed that government activity held out greater
possibilities. Public policy, he pointed out, could affect many underlying cost
factors and also could create institutions capable of the kind of long..range,
large..scale planning necessary for defining the character of urbanized regions.

In terms of specific recommendations, he suggested that cities invest in better
transportation systems and revamp their tax policies to reward suppliers of

good housing. Also, like Marsh and Howe, he applauded the approach of
European cities, which were taking control of undeveloped land on their out..

skirts so that the municipality could control development and cut out specula..
tive land transaction costs that drove up the price of shelter. 14

Another early convert to the idea of a more active public role in housing
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was Edith Elmer Wood. Although she eventually became a careful student

of European programs, Wood seems to have been initially drawn to the idea
of government action out of frustration with standard American reform ap..
proaches in the early twentieth century. The wife of a navy officer, she entered
the housing movement as a volunteer with elite women's groups in Washing..
ton, DC. Soon, however, Wood became restive with their single..minded goal

of eradicating the capital's alley slums. She worried about where the alley resi..
dents, who were the poorest of the city's poor, would be able to find shelter
after being forced from their miserable homes. The private sector could not
be expected to provide for this group, she reasoned, since "the combined re..
quirements of sanitation and cheapness leave so small a margin of profit that

capital is not attracted to such a proposition on a business basis." The society
matrons with whom Wood worked were confident that forcible eviction was

in the slum dwellers' best interests, since charity organizations would certainly
be able to secure better quarters for them. Wood was skeptical. She insisted to
a Senate subcommittee in 1911 that "private philanthropy has had from the

beginning of time until now to solve the problem of housing the poor and it
has never done so in any place at any time."Is

Having rejected the possibility of significant improvement through either
private enterprise or charity, Wood concluded that some form of government
involvement was necessary. In 1913 she drafted the Borland..Pomerene Hous..
ing Loan Bill authorizing low.. interest federal loans to noncommercial build..

ing companies in the District of Columbia. Funds for the loans would come
from selling bonds issued by the U.S. treasury. The bill got as far as hearings

in both the House and the Senate. In the following Congress, Representative
Borland introduced a revised version of the bill, also written by Wood. The
new bill added a provision to establish a Housing Commission for the District
of Columbia with the power to build and manage its own low..rent housing. I6

Although neither of these pieces of legislation succeeded in getting con..

gressional approval, they did influence opinion within organized labor. The
Central Labor Union of Washington, DC, became involved in the effort to
pass Wood's housing bills and then worked to bring the national labor move..
ment into the endeavor. In 1914, Henry F. NaIda, the group's representative
to the annual convention of the American Federation of Labor (AFL), intro..
duced a resolution declaring the AFL "in favor of the passage of laws that will

bring about a system of Government loans of money for municipal and private
ownership of sanitary houses...." In support of his motion, Nolda described
state ..supported housing programs underway in European countries. Nolda's
resolution passed, but the following year, the AFL's Executive Council re ..
ported to the convention that no progress had been made on the initiative.
The Borland..Pomerene bill was stalled in Congress, and there was no other
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legislation on the horizon. The council exhorted the delegates to undertake
"considerable discussion and agitation" as a means of putting pressure on Con...
gress to consider "the plans suggested to solve the evils which everybody rec...
ognizes, and which few undertake to remedy." 17

Notwithstanding the interest of the AFL, no action was taken at the fed ...
eral level in these years. There were experimental housing programs at...
tempted at the state level by Oklahoma and Massachusetts, however. In 1915,

Oklahoma passed a Home Ownership Loan Law aimed at financing farm
houses, but it appears to have been little used. I8 In Massachusetts, a Home...

stead Commission was established in 1909 to seek ways of improving living
conditions for working people in cities. The commissioners initially conceived

their work in terms of the 1862 Homestead Act, and began by exploring ways
of resettling urban families on abandoned farmland in the state. The plan

proved unworkable, however, given that wealthy urban residents looking for
summer retreats were bidding up the price of old farms in this period.

Pressured by trade union leaders, the Homestead Commission next began
studying the housing initiatives of foreign governments. By 1912, the commis...
sioners decided to launch their own experimental program, assuming, like the

Russell Sage directors, that they would be able to demonstrate the advantages
of comprehensive planning and large...scale building operations. As project ar...

chitect Walter H. Kilham explained, the commission hoped "that when the
results of its experiment were seen, private capital would be reassured and
would enter the field of low...cost housing development." 19

When the Homestead Commission first proposed its plans, the Massachu...
setts Supreme Court ruled against the project. In 1915, however, an over...

whelming majority of Massachusetts voters approved a constitutional amend...
ment authorizing the state to purchase land and build housing as long as no

public money was lost, which meant the commission's venture could move
ahead. City planner Arthur C. Corney, who served on the commission, devel ...

oped a project design for what would have been a good...sized residential district
in the city of Lowell. The plan called for fifty homes on a seven..acre tract with
curving cul..de..sac streets, a playground, and a community center. Unfortu...
nately for the success of the experiment, construction started just as the
United States entered the war. Thus, in another parallel to Forest Hills Gar...
dens, war... induced inflation undermined the possibilities for low...cost building.
Only twelve homes were completed before 1919, at which time the program was
transferred to another state agency, where it was ignored and left to die. 20

World War I and Housing

Although the First World War disrupted the experiments at Lowell and Forest
Hills Gardens, it created the opening for trying out new approaches to residen...
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tial development on a much broader scale. As we saw earlier, housing short..
ages for civilian workers in defense industries became a public issue during the

war years. Policymakers came to believe that the scarcity of housing around
defense plants was jeopardizing manufacturing productivity necessary to vic..

tory and, therefore, that the federal government needed to take action.
In retrospect, it seems clear that the sources of production problems went

far deeper than poor residential conditions.21 Whether they knew this or not,
reformers who were already convinced of the necessity of public aid for
working..class housing seized the opportunity. Charles Harris Whitaker, editor

of the}ournal of the American Institute ofArchitects, made emotional appeals for
federal action on the grounds that good housing was necessary for industrial
efficiency. "Peace has enunciated this economic principle with a voice which
has been drowned to a whisper. War shrieks the message to the nation and

makes it heard above all other cries," he insisted in the September 1917 issue
of the journal.22

The World War I federal programs, although they lasted less than a year
and were drastically curtailed after hostilities ended, still represented a great
opportunity for proponents of new methods of creating urban neighborhoods.
A large number of architects and planners were able to try their hand at build..
ing along lines suggested by the most advanced contemporary theories. As at
Lowell and Forest Hills Gardens, they hoped to demonstrate that comprehen..
sively planned, large..scale operations could cut costs while at the same time
providing more attractive and better equipped neighborhoods. In addition,
designers were anxious to encourage what architect Walter H. Kilham de..

scribed as a "spirit of common responsibility for the community welfare and
of neighborhood goodfellowship."23

The war housing planners shared with other reformist professionals of this
era the belief that active local communities were important, not only or even
primarily because they would be more interesting and pleasant places for their

inhabitants to live, but because they would help bring about a more cohesive
and democratic society.24 For this reason, they emphasized giving an overall
aesthetic coherence to the residential districts they designed, so that residents
would have the sense of living in an identifiable place. Also, they included
parks, central squares, and recreation fields where people could meet and

socialize. In addition, planners frequently called for community buildings of
some sort. Of the forty..seven projects eventually built by the Emergency Fleet
Corporation and United States Housing Corporation, about a quarter in..
cluded some kind of facility to serve as a neighborhood center (see table 2.1).
Approximately forty percent would have contained such a structure had it not
been for the cutbacks ordered at the end of the war.25

The ambitious plans for the community building proposed for the Shipping
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TABLE 2.1 COMMUNITY CENTERS IN WORLD WAR I FEDERAL HOUSING

United States Housing Corporation

New England
CT

ME
MA
RI

NJ
NY

PA

MD

VA

WV

IL
IN
OH

CA
IA
WA

CT

ME
NH

NJ

NY

PA

Bridgeport
New London/Groton
Waterbury
Bath
Quincy
Newport

Middle Atlantic
New Brunswick
Niagara Falls
Watertown
Erie
Philadelphia
Tullytown

South Atlantic
Aberdeen
Indian Head
Cradock
Truxton
Charleston

East North Central
Rock Island District
Hammond
Alliance
Niles

West North Central and Pacific
Vallejo
Davenport
Bremerton

Emergency Fleet Corporation

New England
Groton
Bath
Portsmouth {"Atlantic Heights"}

Middle Atlantic
Camden {"Yorkship Village"}
Gloucester {"Noreg Village"}
Newburgh
Port Jefferson
Bristol {"Harriman Village"}
Chester {"Buckman Village"}
Chester ("Sun Village")

39

No community center
No community center
No community center
No community center
Provided..new building
No community center

Planned only
No community center
No community center
Planned only
No community center
No community center

No community center
Provided by alterations
Provided..new building
Provided..new building
Planned only

No community center
No community center
No community center
No community center

Provided..new building
No community center
Provided by alterations

Planned only
No community center
Provided by alterations

Provided..new building
Provided by alterations
No community center
Planned only
Provided..new building
Provided by alterations
Planned only
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TABLE 2.1 CONTINUED

Emergency Fleet Corporation

DE
FL
MD
VA

MI
OH
WI

CA
WA

Essington
Philadelphia {"Elmwood"}
Philadelphia {"Island Road"}

South Atlantic
Wilmington {"Union Park Gardens"}
Jacksonville
Dundalk
Newport News {"Hilton Village"}
Quantico

East North Central
Wyandotte
Lorain
Manitowoc

Pacific
Clyde
Vancouver

No community center
No community center
No community center

Planned only
No community center
No community center
Provided,new building
No community center

No community center
No community center
No community center

No community center
No community center

NOTE: This list of projects is based on information compiled by Miles L. Colean, in Housing for
Defense (New York: Twentieth Century Fund, 1940), 155-56. Regions are as defined in this re,
port. See note 25 for sources of information on community centers.

Board's Union Park Gardens in Wilmington, Delaware, gives a sense of the
enthusiasm that many of the planners had for the idea of an active neighbor..
hood life. This facility was to have included a 600..seat auditorium, a swim..
ming pool with locker rooms, a full ..service kitchen, medical offices, and game
rooms for pool and card playing. In addition, the designers called for a club
room for reading and lounging, which they thought could function as "a sort
of round table" and "safety valve" where "workmen could congregate to ex..
press their personal opinions on matters of daily interest...."26 Congress cut

off funding before this elaborate building could be constructed, but the scope
of these plans demonstrates the commitment of the war housing planners to
the goal of social interaction at the local level (figures 2.4 and 2.5).

In recent years, some scholars have raised questions about the social and

political meaning of the World War I public housing experiment. From the
nineteenth century on, according to historian Christian Topalov, the middle..
class..led housing movement in the industrially developed countries repre..
sented an effort to reorganize the proletariat's environment of everyday life in
such a way as to render working people more amenable to the goals of capital.
With regard to the World War I housing program, he interprets the planners'
explicit aspiration to create an "organized community" when they designed
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FIG. 2.4 Architect's drawing of the central square of Union Park Gardens, Wilming­
ton, Delaware, a World War I development of the Emergency Fleet Corporation. To
the left is the projected community building (with clock tower). Facing it is a large
apartment house. To the rear can be seen some of the short row units that account for
most of the housing in the development. The community building was to have in­
cluded a large auditorium, swimming pool, and a variety of rooms for leisure and so­
cial activities. The apartment buildings and houses were built, but funds were cut off
before the community building could be erected. "Perspective View across
Village Green, Union Park Gardens," from the Ballinger Collection at Athenaeum
of Philadelphia, photo no. 2889.

FIG. 2.5 Site plan for Union Park Gardens designed by John Nolan. Number 4 indi­
cates the location of the community building. The size of the proposed structure sug­
gests the importance of shared neighborhood facilities in the minds of the project's
designers. Numbers 1, 2, and 3 mark apartment buildings. Number 5 labels the local
school; Number 6, a parking garage. The plan shares a number of elements with For­
est Hills Gardens, including winding, irregular streets and communal spaces designed
to impart a sense of place. To cut down on road-building costs and increase green
space, there are no alleys to the rear of houses. Also, no large thoroughfares cut the
tract so as to reduce noise, pollution, and danger to children from traffic.
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FIG. 2.6 The neighborhood center in Moorestown, New Jersey, built in the 1920s.
Much like the facility envisaged for Union Park Gardens, it included a swimming
pool, a gymnasium with stage, a children's health clinic, and meeting rooms to be
used by local organizations. This commodious and well-appointed building ptovides
evidence that affluent families were interested in having much the same kind of
neighborhood amenities that housing reformers of the era desired to provide to those
of more modest resources. In the 1990s, this building is sti II in use and in excellent
condition.

a development as little more than an attempt to control the behavior of
residents. 27

Topalov is correct in pointing out that the planners subscribed to the
common American faith in "the molding power of architecture." Like the
nineteenth-century utopians before them, the builders of the war housing de­
velopments assumed that the design of their communities would influence the
people who lived in them.28 Also, as we have seen, it is true that planners
thought community facilities and good neighborhoods would provide (among
other things) more "cordial" class relations. However, it is important to recog­
nize the ways in which the planners were not trying to repress working people
in the interests of capital. At least since de Tocqueville, political analysts have
stressed that a rich structure of civil society is a favorable condition for demo­
cratic political participation. Also, the planners' zeal for promoting local com­
munity life was not class-specific.29

This lack of focus on the working class in particular is evident given that
Charles Harris Whitaker, who had spearheaded the campaign for federal war
housing, was equally if not more eager to reform the living habits of the afflu­
ent. To middle-class readers of the Ladies Home]oumal in 1919 he commended
kitchenless homes and community food centers. His object was to cut back
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on household labor, since he believed that "freeing men and women for social
contact is vitally more important than cloistering them in a home."3o

While ignoring Whitaker's suggestions for kitchenless homes, wealthy
communities often did support neighborhood programs and facilities for them...
selves. For instance, in the 1920s, the residents of Moorestown, New Jersey,
built a neighborhood center at a cost of about $200,000 (figure 2.6). With its
library, apartment for visiting nurses, clinic, suite of offices for the Church
Federation, club rooms, men's smoking lounge, swimming pool, and gym...
nasium with stage and dressing rooms, the Moorestown Community House
bore a striking resemblance to the facility envisioned for the Wilmington
ship workers. 3!

The Postwar National Debate

The federal housing programs of the war years were legitimated as a means of
securing military success, and congressional support evaporated with the sign...

ing of the armistice. Proposals for making the wartime programs permanent,
even on a drastically scaled...down basis, met with antipathy in Congress. Su...

perficially, American housing seemed back on its prewar footing, but in fact
significant change had occurred. This can be seen in part by the widespread
assumption during the postwar housing shortage and building slump that gov...

ernment should act. Even many businessmen took the position that the fed ...
eral government needed to intervene to improve the situation. Throughout

the twenties, Herbert Hoover attempted to improve performance in the hous...
ing industry through programs directed by the Commerce Department, and

his efforts met with no complaints from the real estate industry. Thus, by the
1920s, a subtle but definite shift had occurred in which a variety of groups
took for granted that there was a role for the government in the housing arena.
The question was: what exactly was this role?

At first, discussion of housing issues at the national level centered on the
fate of the federal housing programs put in place during the hostilities. Sup...
porters argued that the government needed to continue to work in the field
of low...cost housing, although only the American Federation of Labor (AFL)
advocated direct government construction in peacetime. In its 1919 Recon...
struction Program, the AFL asserted that municipalities and states, as well as
the federal government, should "build model housing" to free home ownership
"from the grasp of exploitative and speculative interests." Also, the AFL main...

tained its prewar position of support for a program of government...supplied
low... interest loans to noncommercial builders.32

For Frederick L. Ackerman, former Chief of Design for the Emergency
Fleet Corporation, the issue of whether government agencies should ini ...
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tiate construction was a "detail," in other words, a tactical question. The key
point, he maintained, was that the war programs had demonstrated a recogni ...
tion of public responsibility for "the problem of providing all men with ade ...
quate homes." To secure this goal, he argued for policies by which states and mu...
nicipalities, and perhaps the federal government, would channel low...cost
capital into particular kinds of nonprofit development. "At the root of this
whole problem is the Land Question," he insisted, referring to nineteenth...

century producerist and single... tax ideas associated with Henry George.33

Like Ackerman, Charles Whitaker was influenced by George's approach to
urban economics. According to this perspective, property values were socially
created and rightfully belonged to the whole community.34 Whitaker believed
that "the increase in land...values caused by the growth of the cities is one of

the primary causes of high rent." Therefore all strategies to expand on a per...
manent basis the supply of low...cost shelter by means of "government loans,
cheap forms of construction, or wholesale building operations" were destined

to fail unless the new housing remained outside of the market.35

Accepting this analysis, a number of prominent housing reformers advo...

cated plans by which the government would sell its war housing to nonprofit
associations of residents or other noncommercial entities. Their hope was that

the federally built developments would form the nucleus of a noncommercial
housing sector, one that would expand as time went on. Advocates of this
policy direction included a former president of the National Municipal
League, an architect who had served on the Massachusetts Homestead Com...
mission, and the director of the Philadelphia Housing Association. The group
was able to win the approval of the Department of Labor's Advisory Commit...

tee on Living Conditions, but not that of Congress.36

By contrast, some reform...minded professionals suggested that public sup...
port for the housing sector be structured in such a way that initiative would
be in private hands. For example, Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., who headed the
Town Planning Division of the u.s. Housing Corporation, felt that during
normal times government housing operations "could hardly be expected
to attain the exceptionally high standard of personnel" that had character...
ized the war agencies. In any event, he desired to avoid such a "dangerously
revolutionary change of method." Olmsted's alternative was to create fed ...

eral programs that would upgrade the functioning of private enterprise. He
recommended, for instance, that the government make low... interest loans
to residential developers and fund research into new building materials and
techniques.37

With these suggestions, Olmsted was articulating once again the widely
held assumption that the for...profit sector would be able to adequately respond
to housing needs if only it was organized more like the mass production indus...
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tries. As we have seen, faith in the potential of centralized planning, technical
knowledge, and large, well..capitalized, carefully organized operations had ani..

mated the prewar housing experiments at Forest Hills Gardens and Lowell, as
well as to some extent the federal programs of the war years. None had success
in achieving the cost savings envisioned for them. In part, this was because
all of them ran up against skyrocketing war inflation and also because they
were actually quite small compared with the huge national firms in other in..
dustries that operated on a mass production basis. Probably the biggest barrier
to success for all of these efforts was the expectation that costs could be
brought down while producing a significantly higher..quality product. Despite

the disappointing results from these experiments, many reformist professionals
clung to their hopes for improving housing conditions through better organi..

zation of production, just as professionals in other fields during the early twen...

tieth century subscribed to a belief in the ability of science and administration
to solve other social problems. This was, in historian Samuel Hays' phrase,
the "gospel of efficiency." 38

As it turned out, Congress was hostile to every suggestion for continuing

the war programs in any form and even seemed to regret having authorized
them on a temporary basis. The plan to sell whole neighborhoods to residents

to manage cooperatively on a nonprofit basis made absolutely no headway in
Congress. Similarly, a bill to establish an agency within the Labor Department
to promote better living conditions for working..class families got nowhere.
Rather than support any such initiatives, Congress embarked on what one
observer described as an "orgy of 'investigation'" into the operations of the
war programs. Not surprisingly, it was the Labor Department's u.S. Housing
Corporation which came in for the bulk of criticism, since this agency repre..
sented the most abrupt break with conventional practices by retaining owner..

ship and direct control of its housing.39

Local Response to the Postwar Crisis

At the state and local level, there was little interest in the fate of the federal
programs after the war ended, but severe shortages of rental housing did create
pressure for government action to blunt the free play of market forces in this
sector of the economy. In New York City, thousands of families were being
evicted every month in 1919. Tenants swamped the courts with appeals
for legal assistance, organized rent strikes, and staged demonstrations.40 On

the other coast, the California Commission of Immigration and Housing's
1921 report announced that from all over the state "comes the cry for more
houses."41 Grassroots agitation across the country encouraged individuals and
groups to put forward a variety of proposals to ease the crisis, a few of which
were enacted into law.

45



Chapter Two

Most of these plans had little impact, even when they secured politi..

cal support, with the exception of rent control laws, tax abatements in New
York City, and an ambitious California program to help veterans buy homes.
For example, North Dakota established a state agency in 1919 to produce
houses to be sold for less than $5,000, but the operation never generated any
construction.42 In 1920, New York Governor Al Smith attempted to secure a
constitutional amendment allowing the state to make low.. interest loans to

low..profit housing developers. Resistance from private financial institutions
doomed the proposal, but state lawmakers did approve rent control and a prop..

erty tax exemption that prompted new residential construction in New York
City.43 In California, the American Legion threw its weight behind the Cali..

fomia Veterans' Farm and Home Purchase Act, which passed in 1921. Over
the following decade, the legislation provided low.. interest amortized home
loans to over 7,000 families. 44

In contrast to the limited number of programs that attempted (mostly un..

successfully) to generate new housing, the defensive strategy of rent control

was a pervasive response to the housing shortage. After the war, several states
passed some form of rent control legislation, including New York, New Jersey,
Massachusetts, Maine, Delaware, Illinois, Colorado, and Wisconsin. Cities
such as Fresno, Los Angeles, New London, Jersey City, Atlanta, Chicago,
Wichita, Baltimore, Newark, Buffalo, Cleveland, Dayton, Akron, Hamilton,
Philadelphia, Seattle, and Washington, DC, all used rent laws extensively in
the postwar period. Despite their wide popularity, rent control measures could
be seen, in Edith Elmer Wood's ironic formulation, as "the most radi..

cal interference with the rights of private property of any housing measure
adopted outside of Soviet Russia."45 (Wood's problem with such laws, of

course, was not that they interfered with the market, but that they would do
nothing to solve underlying housing problems.)

To get around constitutional objections, state and local rent laws were jus..
tified as temporary responses to an emergency situation. Nevertheless, or..

ganized pressure kept some of this legislation on the books for several years.
In New York State, where laws persisted the longest, tenant testimony as late
as 1929 convinced the State Board of Housing that the situation of poor New

York City renters was still critical. Despite the serious plight of the poor, how..

ever, in that year the board finally ruled against continuing with any form of
rent control, reasoning that "the condition which confronts [the poor] is not

temporary, ... it does not arise out of the economic adjustments following the
war, ... [and thus it] is not an emergency in the meaning of the law." While

this description of the situation was demonstrably true, political pressures on
the board also affected its decision making. By 1929, only the cheapest apart..
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ments were being controlled, which meant a small and weak constituency for

continuing the legislation.46

The grassroots movement for rent control in New York City was probably

the strongest in the country, but significant support existed elsewhere. Regula...
tions continued in Massachusetts until 1927. In Washington, DC, support was
so broad...based that a bill to extend the District of Columbia Rent Act beyond
1925 even carried the endorsement of President Calvin Coolidge.47

Business Responds to Housing Problems

Business groups in real estate, while protesting that rent control laws "inter...
fere with the laws of supply and demand," came forward with their own pro...

posals for government intervention into the market.48 The general thrust of
these plans was to create privileged arrangements for mortgage finance, princi...
pally through tax exemptions. This was not the first time that elements of the
real estate industry had looked to government to solve problems. For example,
beginning in 1907 the California State Realty Board fought to tighten reg...
ulations on subdividers by strengthening state laws, while in 1908 the Los
Angeles Realty Board spearheaded passage of the nation's first citywide zon...
ing ordinance. The impetus for these efforts came from large investors who
wanted to constrain small operators from erecting cheap buildings that might
bring down property values generally.49 By the 1920s, partly as a result of ear...

lier growth of the national government in the Progressive Era, most business
leaders looked not to the local or state level for help, but to the federal gov...

ernment.
In the midst of the postwar housing shortage and building slump, industry

spokesmen argued that the federal government needed to come to the aid of
the housing sector. Clarence H. Kelsey, president of a major New York mort ...

gage firm, argued to Congress in 1920 that the government had a responsibil...
ity to help, since its actions were largely to blame for the failure of the market
to respond to the obvious demand for housing. Exemptions on federal war

bonds and municipal bonds meant, he maintained, that "money was running
out of the mortgage market instead of into it." In Kelsey's view, federal tax
policy had upset the "free...field" in capital markets. 50

Industry leaders suggested methods by which Congress should act to create,
in Kelsey's words, "an equal opportunity" for the mortgage borrower and even
tilt capital flows toward residential construction. 51 In 1919, the United States
League of Building and Loans (later called savings and loans), together with

the Department of Labor and the National Federation of Construction Indus...
tries, drafted legislation to create a secondary market for mortgages. The aim
was to create a federally organized system of regional banks to purchase mort...
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gages, which traditionally had been illiquid assets. To bring new low...cost cap...

ital into the system, so that lenders could make more loans, the legislation
called for regional banks to sell tax ...free mortgage...backed bonds. The concept

was consciously modeled on the Farm Loan Bank System established in 1916
to lower the cost of long... term credit for farmers. 52

Meanwhile, the National Association of Real Estate Boards and large
mortgage finance companies advocated legislation to exempt income on mort...
gage investments from federal taxes. Speaking on behalf of this proposal,
J. Willison Smith, Vice... President of the Land Title and Trust Company of

Philadelphia, told the House Committee on Ways and Means in 1920 that
the mortgage market was "almost stagnant." Before the war, his company typi...

cally had financed fifty building operations during a year, but at this point it
had loans out to only twelve. Like many in the real estate industry, Smith
believed that the source of the problem was tax policy. Exemptions for some
kinds of securities meant that large investors shied away from putting money
into mortgages, he told the committee, "because the greater their income the
smaller their net return when investing in mortgages."53

Congressman William A. Oldfield of Arkansas pressed Smith for an esti ...
mate of the tax losses that his proposal entailed. Like many rural representa...
tives, Oldfield was unenthusiastic about expanding exemptions, given that the
resulting loss of revenue might mean higher taxes for his hard...pressed constit...
uents. "We have all sorts of trouble here [in the House Ways and Means Com...

mittee] trying to get enough money to run the Government... ," he told
Smith. "Of course your business is hurt, ... but it seems that everybody's busi...

ness is hurt." Smith could not give an estimate as to what mortgage invest...
ment exemptions would cost the treasury, but he asserted in response to Old...

field's questioning that mortgage financing was not on the same footing
as other commercial enterprises. A strong residential construction industry
was as much a "public issue" as the well ...being of cities, he maintained, and
therefore mortgage investment deserved special treatment through the tax
code just as much as investment in municipal bonds. If Congress failed to
aid private developers through the tax system, he predicted that the housing
industry might collapse, thereby forcing the government to take over housing
production. "We may face the same condition that England has faced," he

warned, "where she has put hundreds of millions of dollars into her housing
program." 54

Less politically powerful than the farm bloc, the real estate industry was
not able to convince Congress to use tax exemption as a policy tool to help

channel private capital into home building in the 1920s. Nor was it successful
in its efforts to get the government to oversee institutional arrangements that
needed public confidence to function, as with the proposed regional build...
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ing loan bank system. Nevertheless, these efforts were significant. The policies

business leaders proposed foreshadowed major policy directions adopted later,
and, particularly with regard to the plan for a federal home loan bank system,
demonstrated the role played by business groups in formulating specific mech..
anisms by which public authority could expand into new fields.

Despite all of the efforts just described, not everyone abandoned hope for
purely private sector solutions in the tumultuous postwar period. In the early
1920s, businessmen around the country, often coordinated by their local
Chambers of Commerce, tried to establish limited..profit companies to supply
homes at prices working..class families could afford. Committees formed in

over 150 cities to explore possibilities for such building, although only a few
operations of any size actually got organized. Local businessmen subscribed

to stock worth $1 million in companies in St. Louis; Indianapolis; Cleveland;
Bridgeport, Connecticut; and Kenosha, Wisconsin. The Dallas business com..

munity, reportedly "actuated by the Texan spirit," put together $150,000 and
erected 120 simple precut wood houses in 1920.55 In Michigan, the giant auto..

makers enrolled in the effort. General Motors' Modern Housing Corporation,
initially capitalized at $3.5 million, built homes in Flint, Pontiac, and Detroit­
3,200 in Flint alone between 1919 and 1933. In Dearborn, associates of Henry
Ford, hoping to achieve cost breakthroughs using mass..production techniques
pioneered by the car magnate, began the Ford Homes subdivision in 1919.56

The results of this movement proved disappointing and it soon petered
out, prompting some in the business community to question their earlier as..

sumptions about the viability of purely private..sector solutions. For instance,
of the fourteen companies in Pennsylvania that got as far as building any
houses, ten had collapsed by 1925. Only three built as many as 100 houses
and just one was able to achieve even a modest profit ($50 per house). The
rest went bankrupt.57 At Ford Homes, as with Atterbury's earlier attempts at

Forest Hills, the goal of significantly decreasing costs through modernized pro..
duction techniques proved elusive. The houses sold in 1919 for a minimum of

$6,750, and the price for the cheapest model rose the following year to $8,750.
Such homes were too expensive for most working..class families in the area,

given that at the height of prosperity in 1925 annual pay for autoworkers aver..
aged only $1,625.58 Efforts in Cleveland seem to have been particularly disillu..
sioning. In 1923, the local Chamber of Commerce responded to a national

survey of business opinion on housing issues by asserting that "private building
enterprises under existing financial circumstances" could not provide shelter
that wage..earning families could afford. The business association insisted that
the problem was so dire that "either the community or the government must
come to the rescue."59

In one city, the business community and local government did work to...
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gether, although it was an uneasy alliance. This was in Milwaukee, where So..

cialist mayor Daniel W. Hoan appointed a housing commission that rec..
ommended that the municipality promote a housing program along English
garden city lines. In addition to those aspects of garden city theory that had
already been tried by Americans, such as comprehensive planning, large..scale
building, and improved neighborhood design, the commission emphasized the
importance of nonprofit cooperative ownership. "God be praised!" exclaimed
Charles Harris Whitaker when he heard about the Milwaukee commission's
intention to keep its housing permanently out of the for..profit sector. He

called the plan the only one "that squarely and fairly attacked the problem at
its roots."60

Local business leaders, while supporting the idea of more homes for wage
earners, were wary of the very features of the proposal that most excited Whit..
aker. They pressed for the more conventional approach of building inexpen..
sive houses and selling them to individuals. But the mayor's Housing Commis..

sion was not receptive to this alternative, having already gone on record
against the "long harbored" American creed "that ownership of his home

makes a man a better citizen." Indeed, the commissioners were convinced that
long..term affordability was only possible if the homes were kept outside of

the speculative market. The head of the commission, architect William H.
Schuchardt, argued that "the selling of small homes at cost ... does not offer
a permanent solution of the housing problem as such but merely lets a few
lucky individuals in on a philanthropic scheme." If such homes turned out to

be attractive, Schuchardt predicted that the new owners would sell them at a
profit, which meant that any plan for "procuring homes for wage earners
at rock bottom prices and keeping them on a low price level is defeated."
Although never enthusiastic about the noncommercial financial setup, local
businessmen did abandon outright opposition and eventually even subscribed

to over $77,000 worth of shares in the $550,000 venture.61

In 1919, the city created the Garden Homes Company of Milwaukee after

the Wisconsin legislature approved a city..sponsored bill to allow formation of
cooperative housing companies and municipal participation in such enter...
prises. By 1923, the company had put up over 100 homes on a 29..acre tract.
The development, with its park and curvilinear streets, turned out to be a
physically appealing place to live. Emil Seidel, who had served as Milwaukee's
first Socialist mayor from 1910 to 1912, was an early and enthusiastic resident.
In a memoir written in the late 1930s, he described how visitors always re ..

marked on the charm of the neighborhood. "My, but you're living here like
in Hollywood," one widely traveled guest told him when she arrived at his
house.62

In contrast to its aesthetic success, the economic and legal dimensions of
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the plan did not work out well. Almost immediately after moving in, occu..

pants began agitating for fee simple ownership. As one resident told a reporter,
"I want my house and lot to be in my own name, not in the name of a corpora..
tion, in which I am a mere stockholder." Mayor Hoan, a leader in the national
cooperative movement, believed that the pressure for individual deeds
stemmed from inadequate education about the advantages of shared, non..

profit ownership. Later analysts have speculated that residents' desires to take
advantage of the rising housing prices of this period may have been the un..
doing of the cooperative dimension of the development. Edith Elmer Wood,
a strong believer in the potential of cooperative housing, hypothesized that

the Milwaukee experiment may have suffered from lack of resident involve..
ment at the outset. In a successful venture, she wrote, "there is almost neces..

sarily some bond of friendship, of race, occupation, trade union or religion in
the first place, a bond that has been greatly strengthened by the time they
have gone through the processes of site purchase, plan making, financing and
building."63 Whatever the reasons, the pressure to privatize was intense. The

company acquiesced in 1925, and two years later all of the property at Garden
Homes had passed into private ownership.64

Housing Activities of the Commerce Department

Congress in the 1920s resisted moves to continue any version of the war hous..
ing programs aimed at working..class families and also ignored efforts by busi..

ness groups in real estate who desired indirect subsidy programs. Nonetheless,
the federal government did not return to its earlier stance of passivity in re..

lation to the housing sector. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover's 1921

request for' congressional approval to establish a Division of Building and
Housing within his department was easily granted. Hoover wanted to give
special attention to residential building, as he perceived it to be critically im..
portant for the health of the entire economic system. A follower of the busi..

ness cycle theories of economist Wesley C. Mitchell, Hoover thought the con..
struction industry could serve as a balance wheel to stabilize the economy.
But homebuilding was more than just a macroeconomic lever for the "Great
Engineer." Hoover also wanted to promote homeownership because of what
he saw as its "spiritual" impact on society.65

In his private correspondence, Hoover acknowledged that "on pres..
ent wage levels and present building costs" there was "utterly no hope" of
working..class families buying their own homes.66 Therefore, in line with his
efforts to improve efficiency throughout American industry, he tried to push
residential builders in the direction of more streamlined production tech..
niques so they could deliver cheaper houses. By this strategy he hoped to help
the housing industry by expanding the market, while at the same time helping
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more people become homeowners. To achieve these goals, he had the Housing
Division promote the standardization of construction materials as well as the
adoption nationally of simplified and consistent building codes. The division
also tried to encourage consumers to invest more in housing by publicizing
the virtues of homeownership and encouraging municipalities to implement
zoning laws in order to make buying a home a more secure investment. Hoo..
ver and his colleagues in the Housing Division had great hopes for their ef..

forts. Launching the campaign in 1921 for the standardized building code de ..
veloped by the division, a spokesman for the agency told the press that a
savings of approximately $600 could be achieved on the average small house
if local governments throughout the country would adopt a single code for
fire ...wall construction.67

Hoover tried to modify the operation of the housing market mainly
through noncoercive techniques such as publicity campaigns and conferences.
He was anxious to promote methods by which a large..scale, industrially
advanced society could be managed effectively while still preserving the max..

imum of individual freedom. The Better Homes for America campaigns pro..
vide a good example of the kind of model he supported. Local volunteers
in hundreds of Better Homes committees across the country distributed Com..
merce Department materials in their communities. They mounted yearly con..

tests to develop enthusiasm for buying and maintaining houses. Hoover served
as president of Better Homes, which was ostensibly a private organization al..

though actually it was, in his words, "practically directed out of the [Com..
merce] Department."68

Hoover always emphasized his commitment to working cooperatively with

business, but he did go beyond exhortation in his larger standardization cam..
paign. After 1923, he began moving all federal agencies toward unified spe..
cifications in their contracts. This policy had the effect of forcing private
companies that wanted federal business to adopt standards promoted by the
Commerce Department, a development with far...reaching effects on Ameri..
can manufacturing.69

As with Hoover's larger standardization drive, the work of the Division of

Building and Housing did result in efficiencies, but, for the most part, savings
seem to have been absorbed into profits, rather than being passed along to

consumers. 70 Noting this trend, Edith Elmer Wood commented with sarcasm

after the division's efficiency campaign had been in effect for a decade that
"we are still waiting to see it 'do for the poor man's home what Ford did for
his car.'''71

The failure of Hoover's initiatives to achieve his goals for the housing sec..
tor should not lead us to underestimate their importance, however. As Com..
merce Secretary and later as President, Hoover was committed to using the
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federal government to modify various features of the housing market. Report...

ers at the President's Conference on Home Building and Home Ownership
that Hoover called in 1931 noted that fourteen divisions of federal agen...

cies were engaged in housing...related research. At this conference, Hoover
announced plans to introduce legislation for a system of federally supervised

home loan banks modeled on the plan proposed over a decade earlier by the
building and loan associations. Passed in the summer of 1932 as the Federal

Home Loan Bank Act, the bill became the first permanent federal housing leg...
islation. 72

That Hoover was able to pursue his goal of trying to influence the opera...

tion of the housing industry through government efforts demonstrates that
the issue in the postwar years was not whether, but how, the government
would get involved with housing. As it worked out, Hoover's programs were
important precursors to the policy direction that ultimately emerged from the
New Deal, with their focus on the importance of housing to the health of the
larger economy, their strategy of working cooperatively with business inter...

ests, and their method of affecting economic processes indirectly rather than

through overt intervention.

The Market Rebounds but Criticism Deepens

The recovery of building that began in mid-1921 turned into a boom, and the
next few years witnessed record levels of housing construction. At the close
of the decade, President Hoover made the no doubt accurate observation that

the United States possessed "a larger proportion of adequate housing than any
country in the world."73 Yet, despite the achievements of the commercial mar...

ket during this period, some observers were struck by the extent to which poor
conditions persisted in many urban neighborhoods. A few even thought the

housing situation was becoming more difficult for those with the lowest in...

comes. In 1926, Chicago businessman and housing reformer Benjamin Rosen...
thaI told the press that for many low...wage working families in the city "the
situation in Chicago is worse than ever."74 The failure of an active and pros...

perous real estate industry in the 1920s to make more of an impact on the
living conditions of many urban working families disillusioned many people
as to the capacity of the private market to achieve the kinds of changes they
believed were necessary.

As a group, social welfare professionals, with their firsthand experience of
the lives of the urban poor, were probably the least impressed with the results
of the general economic expansion of the 1920s. The uneven distribution of
the prosperity, which statistics recorded abstractly, was a concrete and compel...
ling reality to social workers. "We talk about big profits and high wages as if
everybody was experiencing either the one or the other," wrote Philadelphia
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social worker Karl de Schweinitz in 1928. Contrary to such impressions, he
insisted that poverty "abounds in every great city." Of course, social workers
had a professional interest in defining the living standards of the poor as inade..

quate but, as chapter 1 indicated, many families were indeed living at a meager
level given the overall wealth of the country. 75

Chicago, with its long tradition of social research, in particular its housing
surveys, was a center for analysis of the urban housing question. Ever since
1900, when Robert Hunter began his report for the City Homes Association,
waves of canvassers had regularly tramped door to door through the worst sec..
tions of the city, recording and tabulating conditions and then comparing
their findings with those of the previous survey.76 The bulk of these studies

were supervised by Edith Abbott, dean of the Graduate School of Social Ser..

vice Administration at the University of Chicago and a leader of the city's
social welfare community.77 Abbott's initial surveys were conducted in 1908-9
at the request of the new city sanitary inspector. In the 1920s, she supervised
a recanvass of all of the neighborhoods previously surveyed. 78

The new studies showed that although some families had moved out of the
most deteriorated sections of the city (from 10 to 40 percent had left the worst
districts, according to one estimate), many hung on.79 Despite regular employ..
ment, some residents were seemingly trapped in squalid, deteriorating envi..
ronments where no new investment happened. In 1926, after surveying a pre..
viously studied South Side neighborhood nicknamed "the Bush," Abbott's
researcher wrote:

It seems hard to realize that these houses, described as dilapidated and

neglected in 1901, and said to be more so because of the lapse of years in

1905, should still be standing to be decried in 1911. That 1925 should

find many of them occupied by families is almost unbelievable.80

Abbott was clearly discouraged by such results in this new round of surveys.
Reporting the data, she lamented that "statistical tables portray very inade..
quately the discomforts and inconveniences of living in old frame tenements
with old..fashioned coal stoves, with kerosene lamps, no bath, and an outside
toilet."8l

Abbott's colleague Elizabeth Hughes, director of the Bureau of Social Re..

search for Chicago, was more blunt. In a study of living conditions of low..

income families, particularly those of African..American and Mexican back..
grounds, she talked about the "derelict" character of the housing stock at the
lower rent levels. It was old. It had been cheaply built in the first place and
poorly maintained since. Furthermore, the plumbing was "wretchedly inade..
quate." Living in the cheap rentals was so terrible, the outspoken Hughes con..
tended, that "the tenants instead of the landlords should be paid because of
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the constant risk to health and limb which the houses force on their occu..
pants daily."82

But to Chicago's social work community, the quality of housing at the
lower rent levels-however "derelict" it might be-was not the most disturb..

ing aspect of the city's housing situation. The worst problem was the failure

of new building to significantly improve conditions for those at the bottom of

the economic ladder. The surge of construction during the 1920s had "done
nothing for the small..wage earner and his family," Hughes wrote in a report

to the city in 1925. While newly built residential units were obviously too
expensive for this group, she explained how supply and demand theory pre..

dieted that the expansion of more expensive housing stock should make an

impact on prices throughout the market. Yet this had not happened. Hughes's
rent survey (described in chapter 1) revealed that by mid..decade, rents were

falling only above a certain level. At the lower levels, rents were actually con..

tinuing to rise. Granting that the new construction may have relieved "some

little pressure from the economic group just above," she concluded that the

benefits for low.. income families were "possibly counterbalanc[ed]" by the loss

of available cheap rentals due to deterioration.83

The lesson for the Chicago social researchers was that the actual cost not

only of new housing, but also of older urban housing in decent condition, was

simply too high for the slender resources of many working families. Landlords

would not drop their prices below the cost of owning, or if they did, they

would let buildings deteriorate in order to still make a profit. Speaking for

many of her colleagues, Hughes concluded: "Private enterprise and restrictive

legislation alone have proved themselves incapable of meeting the needs of
small..wage earners for adequate housing."84

A few American analysts, most notably Edith Elmer Wood, had been mak..
ing this argument for some years.85 Ironically, it was prosperity, high building

rates, and profitability for the real estate industry in the 1920s that helped
expand the constituency for such a thoroughgoing critique of commercial

housing provision. By the end of the decade, even the traditionally conserva..
tive "professional housers," who staffed big..city housing improvement associa..

tions, were losing faith in pure private..sector solutions. Bleecker Marquette,

director of the Cincinnati Better Housing League, complained publicly in

1929 that despite twenty..five years of reform efforts "little progress ... has

been made in getting rid of what is commonly called slum conditions." Law..

rence Veiller, long a vocal opponent of any government intervention beyond

restrictive legislation, also modified his stance. In 1929, he urged the city of

Cincinnati to buy up portions of its West End slum district, clear away derelict

structures, build parks, and coordinate the construction of low..rent housing

by limited..dividend developers.86
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In 1931, Wood published the widely read Recent Trends in American Hous ...
ing, which began with the assertion "that a substantial portion of the popula..

tion cannot pay a commercial rent, much less a commercial purchase price,
for a home fulfilling the minimum health and decency requirements." More..

over, she insisted that the situation was not due to the Depression. "It is uni..
versal and permanent,-to the extent, at least, that our economic system is
universal and permanent."87 By this time many people agreed, although no

comprehensive policy proposal based on this analysis had yet been developed.

Conclusion
To many historians, the housing market of the 1920s has appeared robust,
but contemporary participants and observers were often anxious and critical.
Developers and financial institutions experienced problems such as cost in..
creases of inputs and credit shortages that they found hard to understand and

control. Consumers found higher levels of comfort and convenience in hous..

ing, but also higher prices. While new sources of credit allowed some families
to support higher housing costs, rising foreclosure rates well before the crash
suggest that housing costs were simply too high in relation to incomes for
many families. 88 Reform..oriented professionals had been increasingly dissat..

isfied with the performance of the commercial market throughout the early
twentieth century, in large part because of heightened expectations as to what

constituted a good home. In the 1920s, many observers were disillusioned by
the behavior of the market as they watched the building boom bypass the

neighborhoods of industrial workers, whose low and unpredictable incomes
would not support a move into newer and better areas of metropolitan regions.

Based on their various dissatisfactions, groups across the political spectrum

put forward a variety of proposals. Certain themes recurred frequently. Many,
from the founders of Forest Hills Gardens to Herbert Hoover, put their faith

in the "gospel of efficiency" to overcome the failures they identified in the
functioning of the American housing market. Others called for the govern..

ment to subsidize residential development in some manner. Business groups
wanted this strategy implemented through mechanisms such as tax
exemptions and publicly organized secondary markets that left initiative, con..
trol, and profits with the private sector. Left...of..center critics also called
for the government to support the housing sector with low..cost capital, but

they usually suggested programs in which public authority took a clear role in

defining the character of the housing produced and regulating its administra..
tion. These proposals gene~ally envisioned noncommercial entities rather
than government agencies doing the actual work of building and administer..
ing housing produced with public support. And, as shown, such plans some..
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times included provisions for keeping the resulting housing out of the specula...

tive market permanently.
Thus it is clear that well before the housing market faltered and the general

economy went into depression, the idea of government entrance into the

housing sector was on the national agenda. Much of the debate in these years
was not about whether or not it should be involved, but how and for what

purposes public authority should expand into this part of the economy. Ulti...

mately, business proposals-supplemented by a miserly investment in public
housing-won out, but this outcome emerged only after struggles with contest...

ing visions for the future of American housing.
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THREE

Catherine Bauer and the Plan for
"Modern Housing"

==
F

or those who accepted the more extreme critiques of the housing
market that emerged in the 1920s, the development of a large
noncommercial housing sector seemed the only practical solu..

tion. In the 1920s, Edith Elmer Wood was the best..known champion of this
position. But Wood's focus was on economics, and she was more effective at

demonstrating what was wrong with the existing housing situation than at
putting forward appealing alternatives. In the early 1930s, Catherine Bauer,
with her background in architecture and planning, took on this task and in so
doing assumed leadership of the radical wing of the American housing reform
movement. Through her writing, particularly her 1934 book Modem Housing,

and her later work with the Labor Housing Conference, Bauer played a central
role in developing and communicating a program for a new kind of American
housing system. 1

The approach Bauer publicized, which she termed "modern housing," con..

nected Wood's concerns about the limitations of the market with new ar..
chitectural and planning ideas that were circulating internationally in the

interwar period. This program ultimately failed to shape the direction of
American federal policy; however, it did influence many reform..oriented pro..

fessionals and trade unionists in the 1930s and had considerable impact on
the Housing Division of the Public Works Administration, the first of the New
Deal housing agencies. In addition, the modem housing program suggested
a way of designing a unified public policy with regard to housing issues as op..

posed to the usual two.. tier approach, which generally isolates and stigmatizes
the poor.

Bauer's career in the 1930s provides an excellent opportunity to examine
the policy direction she championed, as well as the larger dynamics of federal
policy creation in the New Deal era. Moreover, her experiences and ideas
highlight the international context in which American housing debates and
decisions took place.

The European Mass Housing Movement

Bauer's career exemplifies ways in which discussion and experimentation with
regard to housing issues in the United States during the interwar period took
place against the backdrop of dramatic events in Europe. Most Americans
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who participated in debates about housing between the wars drew on some
kind of analysis of what had gone on in the other advanced industrial coun..
tries. For instance, as described previously, when the mortgage banker

J. Willison Smith wanted to convince Congress in 1920 to approve tax ex..
emptions for investments in mortgages, he warned that failure to aid the real
estate industry could result in its collapse and necessitate costly public pro..

grams, as had happened in Britain.
Smith was alluding to the fact that after the First World War, national and

municipal governments throughout Europe developed extensive programs to
expand the supply of urban shelter. Through a conjunction of political and
cultural trends, housing became a major public issue in most European nations
in this period. This was a time of tremendous popular unrest, particularly im..

mediately after the war. Revolutionary initiatives were defeated, except in

Russia, but political authorities everywhere felt pressure for change. Govern..

ments at national and local levels launched programs to upgrade mass living
standards, initiating a period of rich experimentation.2 In the arts, the decade

of the twenties was the high tide of what has been called "Utopian Modern..
ism," a movement characterized by the conviction "that humanity and the
environment could be improved through design."3 Avant..garde architects
aimed at creating not just more or cheaper dwellings, but better urban envi..

ronments than capitalist development had provided thus far.
In Austria after the war, Social Democrats gained control of the city coun..

cil of Vienna, where housing shortages were at emergency levels. Initially, the
council responded to the situation with rent control, requisitioning under..

utilized apartments, and offering aid to families who were attempting to con..

struct their own housing in the so--called wild settlements on open city..owned
land. But these measures produced only a limited amount of new housing;
meanwhile, private construction stayed moribund.

In 1923, the city instituted a steeply progressive housing tax on rents in

order to finance an ambitious building program that rehoused approximately
10 percent of the city's population over the following decade. The tax meant
that the city did not have to borrow to pay for construction, thus avoiding
interest costs that would have sapped scarce funds from the program. Voters
generally did not object, since rent control combined with inflation and kept
rents lower than they had been before the war, even with a hefty tax payment
tacked on. The large apartment complexes of "Red Vienna" featured extensive
collective facilities, such as libraries, kindergartens, health centers, meeting
halls, and recreation centers (see figure 3.1). These kinds of amenities re..
flected the Austromarxists' goal of creating a socialist alternative to bour..
geois culture.4

Publicly supported housing programs in German cities were quantitatively
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FIG. 3.1 Children at play in the wading pool at Fuchsenfeldhofin Vienna, built be­
tween 1922 and 1925. This large complex included 1,100 dwelling units and con­
tained other interior courtyards. Besides the pool, group facilities included a chil­
dren's playground, kindergarten, maternity care facility, gymnasium, and pharmacy,
as well as central laundries and workshops. In the foreground, children are sitting on
and touching large smooth statues of hippopotamuses. Photograph from Modem Hous­
ing by Catherine Bauer. Copyright 1934 by Catherine Bauer. Copyright (c) renewed
1962 by Catherine Bauer Wurster. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin
Company. All rights reserved.

on a par with the Viennese achievement. In Germany, however, modernist

movements in architecture and planning were stronger, and radical architects

were given most of the commissions. Whereas Vienna's Hoi developments

were essentially refinements of conventional perimeter-block tenements that

fit into the pre-existing street grid and were built using traditional methods,

the Germans were more experimental. They tried novel architectural forms

and employed new kinds of building materials and construction techniques. s

In addition, much of the mass housing in the Weimar Republic was con­

structed in distinct residential districts, or Siedlungen, that featured innovative

site plans created to increase amenities while also cutting costs. For example,

buildings were often arranged in parallel rows called Zeilenbau to give all indi­

vidual dwellings the best orientation for sunlight (see figure 3.2).6 Neues Bauen
became a popular term among architects and planners, an expression that sig­

nified not only a new approach to building and design, but also a commitment

to creating a freer and more egalitarian society.?

German avant-garde architects in this period maintained that their ob-
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FIG. 3.2 Zeilenbau..style site plan for a portion of the Wallmer development in Stutt..
gart, by architect Richard Docker. This kind of design evolved as a way of saving
money while at the same time increasing livability. The rows of buildings are spaced
so as not to cut off each other's sunlight (the rule of thumb was that they should be
no less than twice their height apart). The three..story buildings in this drawing are
only two rooms deep, with living rooms and kitchens on the southwestern side (that
is, facing the bottom edge of this diagram) where they would receive maximum after..
noon sunlight during winter and spring in Germany's northern latitudes. Bedrooms
face east to obtain morning light. Note that much of the housing does not front a
street, but is instead arranged at right angles to streets. This aspect of Zeilenbau plan..
ning allowed space for extensive landscaped grounds, cut down on noise, and saved
money by reducing the cost of road..building. The long straight rows allowed for the
use of machinery during construction, as did the technique used by Grosvenor Atter..
bury at Forest Hills Gardens (shown in figures 2.1 and 2.2.) From Rehousing Urban
America, by Henry Wright. Copyright (c) 1935 by Columbia University Press. Re..
printed with permission of the publisher.

jective was to create an architecture that would be "a pure representation of
structure, function, and the means of its production" rather than to develop a
particular "style." In fact, however, most coalesced around an idiom featuring
simple rectangular shapes, no applied ornamentation, and generous window
space (see figure 3.3). Of the various avant..garde design trends that existed in

the early twentieth century, this rationalist approach seemed to offer the most
hope for upgrading living standards for the majority of people, since its clean
geometric shapes seemed most appropriate for mass production. Beyond its
utilitarian potential, this aesthetic offered possibilities for exploring the quali..
ties of abstract form, similar to the way cubism had functioned in painting.
The consistency of the different buildings designed by architects from all over
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FIG. 3.3 Small apartment houses and grounds built in Frankfurt, Germany, in the
1920s. This photograph, taken in 1990, shows how the precise geometric shapes and
plain (often white) exterior walls characteristic of modernistic rationalism comple­
ment the lush gardening for which the Germans are famous. This strand of architec­
tural modernism eventually won out over competing tendencies throughout the
world and became known as the "International Style," in good part because its simple
rectangular forms lent themselves to economies of production. Rationalism's propo­
nents, however, prized it not merely or even chiefly for its utilitarian qualities, but
rather for the abstract beauty of its forms and its connection to utopian social ideals.
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Europe at the 1927 Weissenhof exhibition in Stuttgart confirmed the domi..
nance of this rationalist current within modernism.8

While architectural rationalism characterized most of the government..

sponsored European housing of the interwar years, there were important ex..
ceptions. In Vienna, for example, architects used simplified historicist forms
enlivened by color and texture for the monumental "people's palaces" that
were designed to symbolically rival the great "rent palaces" created for bour..

geois and aristocratic apartment dwellers in the era of Ringstrasse construe..

tion.9 In Amsterdam, where expressionism was a significant theme within
modernism, avant..garde architects designed apartment buildings for publicly
supported nonprofit housing associations that were explicitly meant to be
idiosyncratic, even eccentric. Some of the best of this work, such as Michel
de Klerk's famous Eigen Haard apartments, built before the war, achieved an

arresting sculptural quality. During the twenties, the Amsterdam School's in..

ventive and expensive approach to mass housing design was undermined,
although not entirely extinguished, by the double blows of fiscal stringency
and de Klerk's early death in 1923.10 In Britain, the Arts and Crafts aesthetic
had become associated with utopian aspirations in the late nineteenth cen..
tury, and the garden city architects Berry Parker and Alexander Harvey drew
on it to create a popular residential style early in the twentieth century. The
World War I programs to provide residential facilities for munitions workers
and the ambitious postwar housing program of Lloyd George's coalition gov..
ernment all drew on this simplified picturesque tradition. The streamlined En..

glish cottage style was also influential among housing reform advocates in the
United States, where its impact on the federally supported programs of the

war years, as well as private planned developments like Forest Hills Gardens,
is readily apparent (see figures 1.2 and 1.3).

Catherine Bauer's Early Career

France was not on the cutting edge of the mass housing movement in the
postwar era, but modernist architects working in and around Paris provided
Bauer with her first exposure to the close connections between experimen..
tal architecture and social reform. Described by one acquaintance as the per..

feet example of the "liberated single woman" of the 1920s, she was a culturally
adventurous young person. 11 Bauer was initially attracted to the modernist

movement in the arts for aesthetic reasons, but she soon embraced the social
idealism that permeated much of avant..garde culture at this time.

Bauer grew up in a middle..class family in Elizabeth, New Jersey, and at..
tended the private Vail..Deane School for Girls. Her father was chief highway
engineer for the state, and her maternal grandfather was active in local Repub..
lican politics. As an undergraduate at Vassar College, Bauer studied art and
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literature. In her junior year, she transferred to the school of architecture at

Cornell University, but she found the curriculum too traditional for her tastes
and quickly lost interest in what she later described as "the combination of
archaeology and fancy watercolor rendering that then largely constituted ar.,
chitectural education." Returning to Vassar for her senior year, she graduated

in 1926. 12 After college, Bauer spent a year in Paris, where she socialized with

French artists and intellectuals and wrote articles on new cultural trends for
various periodicals. 13

It was in Paris, while investigating the work of the modernist architects
working there, that Bauer began to learn about the close link between the

new currents in architecture and housing. In fact, this was the subject of her
first major article, "Machine.,Age Mansions for Ultra.,Moderns: French Build.,

ers Apply Ideas of the Steel and Concrete Era in Domestic Architecture,"

which was published in the New York Times Magazine in 1928 when she was
only twenty.,two. In it she described the amazement of avant.,garde French

architects at Americans, who excelled at streamlined designs for automobiles
and industrial buildings, but who were "still copying tarnished chateaux,
draughty villas and musty cottages for our dwelling places."

By contrast, she explained that many French architects were concentrating

on transforming the house through the use of new technology and new materi.,
als. I4 The most successful experiment thus far, she felt, was a series of homes
on a single street designed by Rob Mallet.,Stevens "in reinforced concrete
wholly unornamented and yet of the most striking variety in effect." Each of

the individual homes was internally tailored for its occupant, but from the

street one viewed them as an "agreeable composition."
As she indicated in this article, Bauer was immediately drawn to the ration.,

alist tendency within architectural modernism that would come to be known
as the "international style." Despite its strong appeal for her, however, she
doubted that this aesthetic would become popular in America. The economy
of the United States in the 1920s was the worldwide symbol of modernity, but
in her opinion most Americans were uncomfortable in their highly efficient,
competitive society. They had not sought such a world; to a large extent it
had been thrust upon them. This uncomfortable confrontation with the cut.,
ting edge of industrial capitalism explained why Americans wanted to retreat

in their private lives into a home designed to look like a cozy colonial saltbox,
a miniature plantation mansion, or perhaps a Spanish colonial hacienda. She
predicted that, given such tastes, the American public was hardly likely to
warm to the idea of houses as "machines for living in," in the architect Le
Corbusier's famous phrase. IS

In this early piece Bauer was concerned almost exclusively with purely aes.,
thetic and cultural questions related to architecture and housing in a way that
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she would not be later. The houses she described, were, after all, a set of expen..

sive Parisian townhouses built for affluent clients. Even in this early piece,
however, she noted that for Le Corbusier, the leading figure among expe..

rimental architects in France, the quest to achieve a new mode of building
based on engineering and mass production principles was not motivated pri..
marily by a desire to improve life for the privileged classes, but rather by an
aspiration for "more and better and cheaper houses for the ordinary man." 16

After her year in France, Bauer moved back to the United States. She took
up residence in Greenwich Village in New York City, supporting herself, as she
described later, with "miscellaneous boom..time jobs" related to advertising. In

1929, while working as advertising manager for the publisher Harcourt Brace
in New York City, Bauer met Lewis Mumford. She was twenty..four; he was a
decade older and already an established author, although he had not yet writ..
ten any of the books on the city that would make him internationally famous.

While in Paris, Bauer had read his 1926 book The Golden Day, in which he
argued that the great American literature of the mid..nineteenth century pro..

vided hope that a less materialistic cultural tradition could be created in the
United States. This book had helped convince her to return home, she told

him after they met. The two developed an intense relationship based on their
mutual passion for modern architecture and literature and, soon thereafter, for
each other. 17

In the fall of 1930, Mumford introduced Bauer to his colleagues in the

Regional Planning Association of America (RPAA). Despite its formal name,
the organization was essentially a discussion group that had been meeting reg..

ularly in and near New York City since 1923. Charles Harris Whitaker had
introduced several of the key members to each other. Along with Mumford,
core participants included the architects and planners Clarence Stein, Henry
Wright, and Frederick L. Ackerman. Conservationist Benton McKaye, origi..
nator of the plan for the Appalachian Trail, was also involved. Over the years,
other prominent intellectuals concerned with urban issues, including Edith
Elmer Wood, economist Stuart Chase, and architect Robert D. Kohn, joined
the group for limited periods. Bauer, although much younger than the others,
was easily accepted into this circle and became the group's executive secretary

in 1932. 18

The Regional Planning Association of America is probably best remem..

bered for its support of garden city planning ideas. Repelled by the trends to..
ward massive metropolitan agglomerations, RPAA members tried to develop
ideas for facilitating more humane physical environments in a society that
was becoming predominantly urban. As an alternative to the uncontrolled
incremental growth of gigantic "dinosaur cities," the RPAA proposed con..
scious planning of balanced development over large regions. 19
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Members of the group were particularly concerned with creating higher

quality neighborhoods than either cities or suburbs typically provided Ameri..
cans. A shared interest in housing issues had, as it happened, brought them
together originally. As we have seen, Whitaker had been a leader in the suc...
cessful drive for a government home building program during the war. 20 Ack..

erman had participated in this campaign by writing a detailed and favorable
firsthand report on the British housing program for munitions workers. Whi...
taker published Ackerman's essay first in the AlA journal in 1917 and then

as part of a book the following year. 21 After the u.s. wartime programs were
underway, both Ackerman and Henry Wright did architectural and planning
work under Robert D. Kohn, who was chief of production for the U.S. Ship...
ping Board.22 Mumford did not participate in the war programs, but he attrib...

uted his lifelong interest in housing issues to the policy discussions and reports
of foreign initiatives Whitaker had published during the war. 23

The RPAA initially formulated many of the ideas that Bauer would later
promote as part of the "modern housing" program. Group members were
sharply critical of the results of lightly regulated profit..driven development
characteristic of American urban areas. Through their discussions, they devel...

oped alternatives to existing approaches both in terms of economics and spa...
tial organization.

From the standpoint of economics, group members took the position that
American housing was more expensive than necessary. Their analysis com...
bined both of the major reformist perspectives articulated in the debates over
the federal war programs. First, they believed large...scale modernized pro...
duction techniques needed to be introduced. Second, they were convinced
affordable urban shelter was not compatible with housing as a speculative
commodity. The cost of housing was high because "our whole individualized
process of home building at present is wasteful and extravagant," Henry
Wright charged in an article in the Survey in 1925.24 Mumford, writing in the

Nation that same year, asserted that the high proportion of bad housing in the
country was due to "the waste of speculative profits, which puts into the build..
ers' and the financiers' pockets money which should have gone into the
improvement of the house and land."25

The planning deficiencies of conventional practices constituted, if any...
thing, an even more serious issue than the cost question from the RPAA's
standpoint. The group directed its fire not primarily at the older sections of
cities, such as the decrepit Chicago neighborhoods monitored by Edith Ab...

bott over the years, but at the development standards of their own time. Most
building in the 1920s took place on metropolitan fringes, both inside and out...
side of the legal limits of cities.26 RPAA members criticized this suburban de...
velopment for its lack of community amenities and its physical remoteness.
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According to Wright, the flight from the central cities was a self..-defeating
cycle. Americans wanted to live on the outskirts of cities, as though they were
"solitary Robinson Crusoes," because of the powerful ideal of the picturesque
home in a rustic setting. But once families located far from the metropolitan
core, they lost the "genuine advantages" of urban life. They often forfeited the
advantages of solitude as well, he pointed out, given that likeminded others
were soon building their own country homes in close proximity.27

The RPAA wanted to make radical changes in urban development prac..

tices, thinking that nothing less would make it possible to create affordable
and appealing urban residential environments. The group energetically at..

tacked the assumption, which was continually surfacing in the United States,
that technology and administrative efficiency alone could solve the problem

of high costs while leaving intact the larger framework of incremental, profit..

based development.28 Mumford was particularly acerbic on this point. He
pointed out that while Americans continually experimented with techniques

to cut the cost of the building's shell, the structure itself represented only
about half of the cost of a contemporary house. Reducing the price of the
building alone would not deal with the cost of land, site improvements, instal..
lation of utilities, and interest on borrowed money. Cutting interest rates
would bring down the price of a home "far more drastically than the most
ingenious cheese..paring on the structure," he insisted.29 Solutions had to be
sought, he argued, "not in terms of the "individual 'cell' but in terms of the
larger unit," that is, not the house alone, but the entire neighborhood.30

With the support of wealthy real estate entrepreneur Alexander Bing, the
RPAA formed a limited..profit company, called the City Housing Corporation

(CHC), to put some of its ideas into practice. In 1924, the CHC acquired
seventy..six acres in Queens, New York, and started building Sunnyside. Stein

and Wright, who designed the project, had hoped to use the whole parcel
flexibly to demonstrate the economic and physical advantages of free planning
arrangements. Instead, they were forced to work within the confines of con..
ventional city blocks, because municipal authorities refused to allow them to
modify the previously established street pattern. Nevertheless, the Sunnyside
development did break away from single lot planning, with its houses grouped
in rows along the perimeters of blocks. Instead of dividing the remaining space
into tiny individual backyards, Stein and Wright created large common la\vns

in the interiors of the blocks, thereby providing residents with something of
the atmosphere of living at the border of a park.

While losing some projected economies because of being forced to work
within a conventional street grid, the company did achieve savings from large..
scale planning, purchasing, and a rapid construction schedule, coordinated
by Bing, that minimized carrying charges on loans. Still, as with earlier efforts
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to produce superior housing for less through bigger, better organized opera...

tions, the results proved disappointing. Single row houses cost approximately
$5,000, a price comparable with that of houses available from commercial
builders, although the Sunnyside homes were smaller. According to Mumford,
who lived at Sunnyside with his family for eleven years, the homes at Sunny...
side were better planned and the outside areas had more "usable open space"

than commercially produced houses, but they were not cheaper. The source
of the problem, he believed, was that large development companies had over...

head expenses that small...scale speculators did not face, which offset many
advantages of scale.31

Three years later, the group began collaborating on a more ambitious effort
called Radburn. The CHC acquired a one...square...mile tract of land in Fair
Lawn, New Jersey, a rural area approximately seventeen miles from New York
City. Here the RPAA hoped to demonstrate a clear alternative to contempo...
rary commercial residential development: a comprehensively planned town

combining the advantages of twentieth...century technology with access to na...
ture-all in a setting that would foster face ... to...face relationships. No longer
inhibited by a rigid street grid, Stein and Wright organized the homes at Rad...

burn on large thirty... to fifty ...acre superblocks, grouping them away from auto...
mobile traffic and toward large open park spaces.

The depression doomed plans for a town of 25,000 to 30,000. When the
CHC went bankrupt in 1934, only about 1,500 people lived in Radburn.
Enough building had happened, however, to allow the community to con...
cretely embody a number of the RPAA's innovative principles of site plan...

ning. But the RPAA's larger goal-its hope of demonstrating the superiority of
nonspeculative, regionally planned land development-would certainly have
proved impossible even if prosperity had continued. Even at its projected max...

imum size, Radburn was simply too smal1.32

Bauer Returns to Europe

Bauer's ideas related to housing issues clearly show the impact of RPAA theo...

ries, but she also benefitted from contact with European thinking. Stimulated
by conversations with Mumford, she decided to educate herself more thor...
oughly about the new design trends emerging in Europe. The opportunity
came when Harcourt Brace eliminated her job early in 1930 amidst the gen...
eraI economic downturn. Newly unemployed, she set off for several months of

travel through Sweden, the Netherlands, France, and Germany.

The trip turned out to be a pivotal experience. "What I saw in Europe in
1930'was so exciting that it transformed me from an aesthete into a housing
reformer," she wrote shortly before her death over thirty years later. Architec...
tural modernism, later reduced to simply a "style," was initially, as she encoun...
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tered it, a broad idealistic movement aimed at "improving human environ..

ment in a modern industrial society." The new tendencies in architecture were

linked to movements to improve living standards for the whole population.

Thus she experienced her own evolution from apprentice art critic to housing

specialist and advocate as a natural progression.33

Among the places she visited, Bauer paid special attention to Frankfurt am

Main, a city with the reputation as the "exemplar of the new architecture in
Germany between the wars."34 Mumford's friend Walter Curt Behrendt, edi..

tor of the influential German architectural and industrial design journal Die
Form, gave her introductions in Frankfurt. In September 1930, she enrolled

in a three ..day seminar that the city sponsored to showcase its building pro..

gram and educate people from other cities and countries about its principles

and virtues. Approximately 150 architects and journalists from around the
world participated in the lectures and bus tours, but Bauer was the only Amer..

ican.35

Since the end of the postwar inflation, Frankfurt had constructed approxi..

mately 160,000 new dwellings, enough to house about 10 percent of its popu..

lation.36 Several other German cities built roughly equivalent amounts, but
Frankfurt's achievements were better known thanks to the inventive and tire..

less public relations efforts of Ernst May, the city's building director. An archi..

tect and planner, May dedicated himself to developing new forms appropriate

for twentieth..century life. The seminar Bauer attended was just one example

of how May disseminated his philosophy and advertised his city's accomplish..

ments at the same time. Das Neue Frankfurt, the architectural magazine he
edited, had subscribers from as far away as Japan. 37

After returning to the United States in the fall of 1930, Bauer wrote about

Frankfurt's housing program in an article she submitted to the Fortune mag..

azine contest for the best essay on the theme "Art in Industry." The wealthy

Pittsburgh department store owner Edgar Kaufmann had put up $1,000 in

prize money for the competition. Kaufmann, an admirer of modern architec..

ture who later in the decade commissioned Frank Lloyd Wright to design the
famous Fallingwater house, served as one of the three judges. The other two

were architect Joseph Urban and industrial designer Norman Bel Geddes. To
everyone's surprise (probably Mumford's especially, since he too had submitted

an article), Bauer won the competition.38

Bauer's thesis was that an aesthetic appropriate to modern life had not yet

been achieved. Art and industry were not reconciled in the contemporary

world, and "no commodity shows to greater disadvantage their present divorce

than the contemporary small house." Yet, as difficult as the problem of the

small dwelling was, efforts by the city of Frankfurt "to provide a twentieth..

century solution for the problem of minimum..cost houses" were achiev..
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ing noteworthy breakthroughs, not only for housing but for urban design gen..
erally.39

She explained how Frankfurt's housing program was part of a bold plan for
the physical reorganization of the metropolitan region. May, who, early in his
career, had worked for Raymond Unwin at Hamstead Garden Suburb in Eng..

land, created a master plan in 1925 that projected metropolitan expansion
through linking a series of suburban districts by rail and highway to the city
core. In contrast to the usual pattern of urban growth through continuous
expansion from the center, the plan called for concentrated development to
take place in these decentralized nodes. Greenbelts would surround the new
settlements, introducing large stretches of open countryside into the urban..
ized region. To be truly effective, the plan required that the whole metropoli..
tan area be under a single administration, and in 1928 the city was able to
annex large areas on its periphery.40

The jewel of May's efforts was the suburb of Romerstadt, a residential de..
velopment northwest of the old city overlooking the Nidda River valley.
Bauer, who had what one acquaintance described as a "religious passion" for
modern architecture, found the suburb visually stunning.41 Viewed from a dis..

tance, as a total composition, the neighborhood provided what seemed to her

a new and appealing vision of modern life. From a distance, one had "a view
of dazzling whiteness and the satisfactory geometry of clean lines, well..

defined, largely conceived forms, and simple surfaces occasionally curved
to conform to the topography" (figure 3.4). At close range, one saw "tiers of

concrete and glass and gardens curving beyond the sheep..dotted valley of
the Nidda-each house with a garden, each apartment with a terrace, half an
hour from a city of 500,000 inhabitants."42

Of the homes themselves, Bauer explained that although May was con..
vinced that "the one..family house can never have a worthy substitute," pres..
sures for economy dictated some form of grouped units. The city had tried
various kinds of low apartment buildings and row housing; her favorite solu..
tion was the two..story row unit topped by a one..story flat with a garden in the
rear (figure 3.5). The units were small inside, but built.. in furniture conserved
space, as did the famous streamlined Frankfurter Kuche (Frankfurt Kitchen)
designed by the architect Grete Lihotzky. Each dwelling had hot and cold
running water, an inside toilet, and a shower or small bathtub.43

Bauer did note that the residents were initially dismayed at the appearance
of their new homes. She contended, however, that after moving in, they found

their rowhouses and apartments "not only full of light, air, and modern conve..
nience, but actually far handsomer than the unachievable cottage ideal they
may have been lazily cherishing."44 For proof of this conversion, however, she
provided nothing but her own enthusiasm. Following the main line of the
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European architectural avant..garde at this time, Bauer believed that the aus..
tere rationalism that characterized May's housing was the appropriate aes..

thetic for industrial society.
Bauer joked later that winning the Fortune contest had "inadvertently"

transformed her into a "housing expert."45 As she herself was well aware, how..

ever, she was still a talented beginner in the field of international housing
policy at this point in her life. To illustrate this, she told the story of what

happened to her when she went to Pittsburgh in the spring of 1931 to collect
her prize money. Arriving in the city, she was treated like a minor celebrity,
with write..ups in the Pittsburgh Post..Gazette and invitations to appear before
several civic groups. Kaufmann held a formal luncheon in her honor, but the

occasion turned into "one of her most embarrassing social moments" when
her host began soliciting her opinions on housing policies in Vienna. AI..

though Vienna was a major center of the housing movement, Bauer knew
little about events there, while Kaufmann turned out to be very knowledge..

able. The problem, she said in retrospect, was that "she had put all she knew
into the essay."46

Four months of concentrated research in Europe during the following year
would transform Bauer into an authentic expert. Mumford decided to travel
in Europe during the summer of 1932 to do research for Technics and Civiliza..
tion, the first of his major books. Although married, he was continuing the
affair he had begun with Bauer two years earlier. His plan was for her as well
as his wife to join him at different points in his travels. To help pay for Bauer's
trip, he secured an advance from Fortune for a series on housing and used
the money to hire her to do technical research. Bauer supplemented the For..
tune stipend with a grant from the New Jersey State Federation of Women's
Clubs and traveled throughout Europe doing what Mumford later described
as "all of the legwork and not a little of the headwork" for the projected ar..
ticles. Truthfully, if somewhat self..servingly, he characterized her work in this
period as "a post..graduate course in housing and planning" that gave her a
"special grasp of both social and architectural problems in relation to urban
planning."47

While the research work that summer eventually did prove to be very valu..
able, in the short run Bauer found the trip professionally and personally frus ..
trating. She and Mumford fought continually when they were together in

Munich and Paris. Then, arriving back in New York, they discovered that, in
Bauer's words, "Fortune, the bitch, has just decided that what they really want

(and this is the exact opposite of what they told us in writing last spring) is
just Lewis's personal impressions of architecture and such." The problem was
that in their absence the magazine editors had decided to push for prefabrica..
tion of individual houses as the solution to the housing problem, a strategy
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FIG. 3.5 This photograph, taken in 1990, shows the garden side of two-unit rowhous­
ing at Praunheim, a settlement adjacent to Romerstadt. The first two floors form one
dwelling, while the apartment at the top was designed as a rental unit for owners liv­
ing below. As the apartments lacked direct access to the garden area, they were pro­
vided with open terraces at the rear. At Praunheim, May began using large precast
concrete blocks to construct building shells, much like the ones Grosvenor Atterbury
had used at Forest Hills Gardens. Eventually, May built just under 900 dwellings us­
ing this process.
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articulated in the 1932 book Housing America sponsored by the magazine and

written anonymously by Archibald MacLeish. Housing America railed that the

"unorganized," even "reactionary," character of the building industry was to

blame for high housing costs. Mumford's position was that there had to be

"rationalization of all the factors involved," meaning reform of the financial

as well as production aspects of residential building. Essentially, his call for

eliminating what he called "speculative wastes in finance" amounted to a pro..

posal for government coordination of low.. interest loan programs to finance

noncommercial housing developments. This perspective on the problem left

the Fortune editors distinctly unenthusiastic, and they canceled the series after

three installments, instead of publishing the projected five. 48

The next period in Bauer's life was a difficult one. She told a friend that

the exhausting months of travel and research in different countries had left

her in a "slump." Although she wanted to do some writing on her own, she

complained that it was difficult getting started, since she had absorbed "so

many details and irreconcilable but nevertheless correct statistics, theories,

policies, etc. that [she couldn't] make a single generalization off..hand."49

Meanwhile her relationship with Mumford was deteriorating. She was grow..

ing restive with the three..comer relationship, but Mumford showed no incli..

nation" to choose between her and his wife. Things continued essentially on

his terms for a while, although Mumford too was dissatisfied. Bauer no longer

seemed the carefree woman with whom he had fallen in love. He complained,

"I reach for you [now] and what do I touch? A housing expert. I call for you

in the stillness of the night and what do I hear: The percentage of vacan..

cies in Laubengang [garden] apartment houses in Germany as compared with
cottages."50

Despite the pain both suffered as the relationship unraveled, their love

affair was an enriching experience for each of them. With Bauer's encourage..

ment, Mumford embarked on the more ambitious writing projects that would

secure him a lasting reputation as an urban theorist. At the same time, he

inspired her to acquire real expertise in the area of her interests and to believe

in her potential as a writer. "You transformed an insufferable smart..y dilettante

into a good semblance of a serious and responsible worker," she told him in a

letter early in 1933.51 Mumford's last important gift was his encouragement to

use the masses of data she had collected for the ill..fated Fortune series to write

her own book on housing. 52

Bauer Proposes "Modern Housing"

Bauer took Mumford's suggestion and in the spring of 1933 began writing the

manuscript that became Modern Housing, a description and interpretation of

European housing programs for an American audience. It turned out to be a
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good time for such a book. Since the onset of the depression, housing had

become a pressing public issue. No longer were shelter problems confined
to low.. income families. Builders and residential finance institutions were in

trouble, as well as many formerly comfortable families. A quarter of a million
homes had been foreclosed on in 1932, and in the first months of 1933 the rate
climbed to over a thousand a day.53 There was heightened interest in foreign

programs, and the most recent booklength treatment of European policies was
a decade out of date. 54

Bauer's good timing was not initially obvious to her. She was dubious about
her prospects when she set out to find a publisher. The obstacles were numer..

ous, she told a friend, including "no book to show, no name, no libraries buy..
ing books, all architects in the breadline, etc." Despite her doubts, she secured

a $1,000 grant from the Carnegie Foundation and a contract from Houghton

Mifflin with a fair amount of ease. Ferris Greenslet, the editor she approached,
had read her Fortune essay and been impressed with "its lucid and vigorous
presentation of first ..hand material." Convinced that her proposal had "great
timeliness," he took it to his editorial committee, which readily approved it.55

The book took longer to write than first envisioned. Both the Carnegie
Foundation and Houghton Mifflin had wanted it to come out in the fall of
1933, but the writing dragged into the following year. Finally in late April
of 1934 Bauer shipped the completed manuscript to her publishers. "What a
nuisance it is writing books!" she told her editor. "I feel as [if] I'd been in
labour about six months, and trying to earn a living on the side as well."56 The

book appeared in December 1934 to wide and quite favorable reviews.
Bauer's thesis in Modern Housing was that the real achievement of the post..

war European housing programs was not the quantity of dwellings produced.
Instead, the significant breakthrough was the creation of an entirely new kind
of shelter and a new framework for producing it. She termed this new kind

of building "modern housing" and explained that it was distinguished from
"the typical residential environment of the past century" in several ways. For

one thing, modern housing was constructed for use rather than profit, which
meant it did not enter the speculative market and was planned in such a way
as to retain its quality for the long term. Another difference was that this kind

of housing was built as part of comprehensively planned neighborhoods, with

parks, schools, and other community facilities nearby. Since it was conceived
of and constructed as a whole, she wrote, "a modern housing development
does not, therefore, constitute a mere mechanical extension of streets and ag..
glomeration of individual, competitive dwellings. It has a beginning and an
end, and some sort of visible, organic form." Individual dwellings tended to be
of modest size. However, designers strove to make the most of internal space
and sited buildings so that individual units had good cross..ventilation, sun..
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light, pleasant views, and privacy. In addition, there were social and rec ...

reational opportunities close by that were not to be found in commercially
produced residential neighborhoods. All this was available at rent levels af...
fordable to people with average incomes or less.57

In the book, Bauer made her preference for architectural modernism clear.
"It is not merely that the housing standard of one class of people has been

hauled up a few notches nearer the next most privileged group, and the bill
grudgingly underwritten by taxpayers," she told her readers. "The significant

thing about it is that almost everyone of the new houses is not only better,
but completely different, from the general run of dwellings put up in the past
century."58 Of course, one cannot assume that residents saw things quite the

same way as Bauer. While they presumably appreciated the improved amenit...
ies that these dwellings offered, it is not so clear that they had the same
affection for designs that were "completely different" from what they were
used to.

Bauer calculated that, since the war, European governments had aided
in the construction of at least four and one...half million new housing units.

State...assisted building since the war had accounted for approximately 70 per...

cent of all residential building, providing shelter to around 16 percent of the
population. She contended that this new housing would "not have been
erected if there had not been an active public housing policy." This assertion
was certainly correct in the sense that little would have been built at the same
rent levels had it been done on a for...profit basis. She did not, however, bring
out the fact that various aspects of the programs themselves sometimes inhib...

ited private enterprise. While she emphasized that there was still need for
many more housing units and that only about half of what had been built was
affordable for the lowest...paid workers, she made it clear that she found the
achievement impressive.59

In terms of its financial framework, most of the new housing had been pro...

duced on a not...for...profit basis and then kept out of the speculative market.
Bauer estimated that about 30 percent of the total was erected directly by local
governments and remained publicly owned. The least expensive housing was
usually provided in this way, partly because municipalities often based rents

on a family's ability to pay, rather than on actual costs. She noted that in
Vienna, and sometimes in England, the actual construction was done directly
by the government, cutting out the expense of profit margins for private con...
tractors. Cooperatives or other private nonprofit groups were responsible for

another 38 percent of state...aided domestic building. These building
societies were often connected to trade union, religious, or political groups.
One advantage of these organizations was that they provided a mechanism
by which individuals could influence the design and administration of their
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housing. Private enterprise carried out the final 32 percent of state..supported
work, although, as Bauer explained, these developers were not "private" in the
sense that Americans understood the term, because "in addition to compul..

sory supervision of standards of layout and design, there are usually rental reg..
ulations and restrictions as to sale."60

Bauer thought there was a major difference between government coordina..
tion of housing programs and subsidized housing. As she saw it, the govern..

ment could organize production without subsidies simply by providing loans
to builders at lower rates than they could obtain through private capital mar..
kets and tying the loans to guidelines for quality and administration of the
final product. Subsidies entered the picture only if further funds were used to
make rents financially possible for lower.. income groups, she claimed.61 While
there was clearly an important distinction to be made with regard to different
kinds of public financial participation, Bauer's analysis of these economic
questions is an example of the common illusion that passive and indirect
forms of government intervention are cost..free. In reality, below..market loans
are themselves a form of subsidy, favoring certain enterprises over others.

In addition to describing the financial arrangements of the programs, Bauer
discussed the various architectural and planning elements of the new ap..

proach. She argued that designing large areas or "superblocks" allowed for
flexibility and economy compared with working within conventional urban
street patterns. By breaking away from preexisting urban grids, architects
gained the freedom to site buildings so as to maximize sunshine, ventilation,

and views within individual dwellings. She explained how designers had
drawn on Le Corbusier's and Frank Lloyd Wright's rejection of special..

purpose, boxlike rooms in favor of free ..flowing interior space, which meant

that small units did not seem cramped. Finally, she made the case that new
building materials and methods, such as poured concrete and light steel fram..
ing, offered possibilities for economy.62

Bauer maintained that the American record during the 1920s was dismal
compared with that of the Europeans. Even though most new housing in the
United States was built for the top third of the market, she argued that in
significant ways it was inferior in quality to the low..cost dwellings produced
in Europe. Although new American housing generally had more technical
amenities, she took the stance that features like electric refrigerators, tiled
bathrooms, and (most extremely) central heating, were less fundamental to

good living than maximum interior light and ventilation, pleasant views, and
convenient recreation areas for children. Nor were American residential dis ..
tricts as well planned. "Even among the most luxurious, ample, and well..
designed suburban houses," she maintained, "there are not many which are
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as well secured against neighboring blight as, for instance, the ten...dollar...
a month houses in Frankfurt."63

Bauer did make a few exceptions to her general condemnation of Ameri...

can postwar housing. She cited developments such as Sunnyside in Queens;
Radburn, New Jersey; and a few limited...dividend projects in New York City
and Chicago as examples of well...planned, economical residential building.
Quantitatively speaking, however, these efforts were infinitesimal, amounting
to perhaps 10,000 dwelling units in all. "The contrast is only sharpened and
given ironic point," she wrote, "if one remembers that during this period it
was America, and not Europe, which was going through a New Era of Pros...
perity."64

The last section of the book was devoted to the question of how modern

housing programs could be institutionalized in the United States. Her basic
argument was that housing at its core was a political issue, not a technical
one, and certainly not an area of life where gradual improvement could be
expected to occur naturally in a capitalist society. She assumed that "'modern

housing' and much of the framework of contemporary western society are mu...
tually antipathetic." According to Bauer, "The premises underlying the most

successful and forward ..pointing housing developments are not the premises of

capitalism, of inviolate private property, of entrenched nationalism, of class
distinction, of governments bent on preserving old interests rather than creat..
ing new values."65 Yet, European achievements demonstrated how "good low...

cost modern housing has been done (however temporarily or incompletely,
and whatever else may have been left undone) in ... countries with govern...
ments more or less similar to our own."66

How had this come about? Her answer was: political pressure. Bauer ex...

plained that for many decades such pressure had not existed. Before World
War I, efforts to improve the housing of low.. income people in industrial
nations had been initiated without their request or input. Certainly the
nineteenth...century European urban proletariat never rose up to demand the
model tenements or garden cities middle...class reformers were continually de ...

signing for them. As a result, she believed, these initiatives made almost no
difference in improving mass living standards.67

While she took the position that Victorian housing reformers had had a
negligible impact on the material conditions of their own time, she still cred..

ited them with making valuable long...run contributions. For example, it was
philanthropists who invented the concept of the housing society, an organiza...
tion set up to build and manage housing on a low...profit or not...for...profit basis.

Trade union and consumer ·groups later used this kind of mechanism to secure
housing for themselves. Also, philanthropic reformers originated the idea of
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large...scale development as a method both of cutting costs and securing a well...
designed overall environment. Bauer argued that paternalistic employers, such

as Krupp in Germany and Lever Brothers in England, pioneered important
advances in physical planning, even if their model company towns provided
an oppressively hierarchical social environment from her point of view. Thus,
although she criticized the paternalistic, sometimes even authoritarian, as ...

pects of many solutions put forward by middle...class reformers, she believed
that their ideas provided a body of worthwhile planning theory and experi ...

mentation that was useful in shaping later demands for improvement.68

This legacy of ideas was particularly valuable given the dearth of proposals
inherited from the revolutionary Left. Marxian socialists, she explained, had
not put forward practical ideas for upgrading the physical environment, be...

cause they discounted possibilities for real improvement within the existing
economic system. Friedrich Engels gave the classic formulation of this per...

spective in 1872 when he wrote that to solve the housing problem "there

is only one means: to abolish altogether the exploitation and oppression of
the working class by the ruling class."69 Bauer complained that Engels was so

averse to what he regarded as "utopian" thinking that he offered "not the
slightest notion as to what new sort of environment the social revolutionists
might be fighting for ... other than the abstract notion that the 'contradic...
tion' between the city and the country must eventually disappear."7o

According to Bauer, the period after the First World War was a marked
contrast to previous episodes of housing reform. For the first time, militancy
and concrete proposals were combined. Bauer credited "the German trade ...

unionists who were prepared to carry out a large...scale housing program with
government aid on their own initiative; the townspeople of England who
elected Councillors on a housing platform; and everywhere, the workers who
wanted not merely housing but revolution and a whole new social frame ...
work."71 In her estimation, it was pressure from people who wanted to improve
their own situation that had led to the large ...scale building prograllls of the

1920s. "Housing was not bestowed from the top down in Europe any more
than it ever will be in America," she maintained. "It had to be acquired by
people who knew what they wanted, and how to get it."72

From this reading of recent European history Bauer drew her prescription
for the United States. Even though "good, planned, community housing avail..
able to the average citizen [was] not a 'normal' product of a capitalist society,"
it seemed possible that it could be at least partially attained through "an active
demand on the part of workers and consumers which is strong enough to over...
balance the weight of real estate and allied interests on the other side."73 Such
a movement, she noted in a pointed reference to her associates in the RPAA,
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could never be made up only of "a handful of specialists-however admirable
their intentions may be, however rational their proposals."74

Bauer was not dismissing the work of intellectuals and professionals. She
believed that their inquiries over the decades had clarified the nature and

extent of housing problems in urbanized industrial societies. Also, through
technical research and artistry they had created "images and suggestions ofa dif..
ferent world [that] inspired discontent with the old one."75 These efforts had

helped inform the content of working people's demands when they did mobi..
lize for better living conditions.

But Bauer was becoming convinced that ideas alone were not enough.
Changing the whole framework of American housing was going to require
powerful pressure, and she warned that "unemployed architects and scattered
idealists just do not supply that force." Large groups of people had to be in..

spired to want something else, so that demands for a new kind of housing
could be backed by organized political pressure. She ended her book by stating
her "firm opinion" that "there will never be any realistic housing movement

in this country until the workers and the consumers-and the unemployed­
themselves take a hand in the solution." She felt certain that "if the demand

were there, most of the obstacles, now seemingly insurmountable, would
melt away."76

The Critical Response

On the whole, reviewers reacted favorably to Bauer's book, although most ex..

pressed some unhappiness with her treatment of the American situation.
Commentators were most impressed with the way she conceptualized housing
issues as part of the larger question of urban development, and thus an issue
of general concern, rather than focusing exclusively on the problems of the

poor. Bernard J. Newman, writing in the Annals of the American Academy of
Political and Social Science, was pleased to be spared "the usual sordid details
that nauseate," and Nation reviewer Douglas Haskell remarked with evident
relief that "the author is not socialworkerish, which in a book on housing is
an unexpected blessing."n

Many reviewers, although they liked her fresh formulation of the topic,
were unhappy with what they felt was a lack of attention to-even an alien..
ation from-American realities. One stated rather petulantly that "instead of
turning us into Europeans," housing theorists like Bauer should "try to take us
as we are." Another described her as "somewhat embittered" by American

capitalism.78

Indeed, it was true that Bauer did not address certain important features of
the American situation. But this was not entirely because of differences be..
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tween the European and American situation. In some respects, she misread
what had happened in Europe. For example, Bauer implied that working,class

groups in Europe had pushed directly for what she termed "modem housing."
Yet, while there certainly was pressure from below for better living conditions,

the particular artistic, economic, and political solution that emerged hap...
pened more circuitously than she implied. For example, many working...class
people disliked the look of avant...garde architecture, a fact that she herself

had noted in her Fortune article when she described the German families' dis ...
may at the appearance of their austerely modern new homes in the Frankfurt
suburb of Romerstadt. Given her strong democratic inclinations, Bauer had
no adequate response to that resistance, so she simply did not acknowledge

the contradiction.
While somewhat misinterpreting the role of popular political movements,

Bauer's analysis suffered as well from underestimating the importance of insti ...
tutional factors that had led to the creation of social housing sectors in Euro...
pean countries. For instance, she did not look at the way in which the struc...

ture of government affected the power of different groups. This meant that
she did not recognize how little political power, compared with the United

States, local real estate entrepreneurs wielded in most European nations where
so many political decisions were made at the national level. Property investors
were further disadvantaged in that they tended to be less integrated with other

sectors of the economy than their counterparts in the United States. Thus, in

periods of economic and social crisis, European industrialists and financiers
proved willing to sacrifice private landlords to buy labor peace. 79 Bauer did not
take these kinds of issues into account at this stage in her career. Her experi ...

ences in the 1930s, as she tried to get a modern housing approach adopted as
federal policy in the United States, would teach her more about the impor...
tance of the institutional dimension.

Bauer Joins the Labor Housing Conference

As she made clear in the conclusion to her book, Bauer was moving away
from Mumford politically as well as personally. She thought that the economic
breakdown of the Depression, combined with the decisive repudiation of the
Republican Party in 1932, provided an opportunity to move in a new direction

in the housing field. Mumford and her other colleagues in the Regional Plan...
ning Association agreed, of course, but from her perspective they seemed to

be doing little to take advantage of the situation. They and the whole country
seemed to be listlessly waiting for some initiative from Washington.8o By con...

trast, she felt restless and ready for some kind of action. Having become con...
vinced that only a nationwide grassroots movement would be capable of sig...
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nificantly changing the American system of housing, she wanted to help bring
such a movement into being.

Just at this moment, she found the opportunity she was looking for. "Hav..
ing dashed off the last sub..section of my book, entitled, Where Is the Demand? ,
fate seems to have put me in the way of answering my own question," she told
a friend. 81 Bauer was asked to become executive secretary for the Labor Hous..
ing Conference, an organization that had grown out of the experience of the
Philadelphia..based Hosiery Workers union with a housing project it had spon..

sored through a new experimental federal housing program administered
by the Public Works Administration. Over the next few years, Bauer would

attempt to bring her vision of "modern housing" into being in the United
States through her work with this organization. This phase of Bauer's career
will be explored in chapter 7.

Conclusion
The ideas that Catherine Bauer presented for a new approach to housing were
part of an international movement aimed at raising mass living standards
throughout the industrialized world. These ideas drew on architectural mod..

ernism, new trends in city planning, emerging production technologies, cri..

tiques of the commercial housing market, and aspirations to improve personal
and civic life in modern, urbanized society. The proposals she developed from
these various elements aimed at creating large quantities of high quality, non..

profit urban housing, while curtailing urban sprawl.
Bauer did not single..handedly create the approach she propounded in her

book. The ideas she described as "modern housing" were well known in Eu..

rope. Moreover, as the many American experimental projects and proposals
reviewed thus far make clear, design professionals and urban theorists in the

United States had already incorporated many aspects of this approach, albeit
in piecemeal and implicit ways. Bauer's achievement consisted of pulling these
ideas together into a coherent whole and articulating not just a critique but a
constructive proposal for basic changes in the American system of housing
provision.
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The PWA Housing Division

==I

I n the 1920s, supporters of the new residential development ideas
later publicized by Catherine Bauer mounted a few experiments
using private capital. For example, the City Housing Corporation

developed Sunnyside and Radburn, and the Amalgamated Clothing Workers
Union built cooperative apartments in the Bronx and Manhattan.! These ini..

tiatives, however, were only small..scale demonstrations of particular aspects

of the approach Bauer advocated, which involved creating a large non..
commercial housing sector, coordinated and assisted by the federal govern..

ment. While labor unions or privately funded groups could mount small..scale
experiments, only the national government (and, to a more limited extent,

the states) had the resources and power to fundamentally alter the residen..
tiallandscape.2

In Europe, many social democratic governments were developing non..
commercial housing in the twenties. But the political balance of forces in
the United States was far different, particularly before the American economy
turned sour and the residential real estate market collapsed. Along with the

Depression came a political upsurge, sweeping into Washington not only Roo..

sevelt, but the most urban..oriented Congress up to that time. These events
made possible the first direct federal intervention into the housing market in

the United States during peacetime. This was carried out by the Housing Divi..
sion of the Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works, more com..
monly known as the Public Works Administration or PWA.

When the PWA housing program was established, Bauer and other advo..

cates of the new housing theories thought it might be able to launch the vig..
orous noncommercial housing sector that they envisioned as the linchpin of

U.S. housing policy. Key to this strategy was the creation of a new type of
urban dwelling acceptable to the majority of Americans, rather than a second..
class alternative for the poor. Many of those who worked for the PWA Hous..

ing Division shared these hopes, and the agency produced much high.. level,
and in some cases truly innovative work. As it happened, the PWA did not

bring what Bauer described as "modem housing" to America and, in later
years, the temporary, experimental PWA program was mostly forgotten. But
those who have studied the PWA residential developments see them as gener..
ally better designed and built than later public housing and, on certain dimen..
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sions, better even than commercially developed properties. Why this program
was so different from later publicly funded housing in the United States has
to do with a variety of unique factors that came together in the early 1930s.

The Crisis in Residential Real Estate

In the spring of 1933, when the Roosevelt administration took office, the
economy was in shambles. The housing sector was in particularly bad shape,
as residential construction had been slumping for several years before the
stock market crash in 1929. The building boom had peaked in 1925, setting
an all.. time record of 937,000 new nonfarm homes started in a single year.
Each year thereafter housing starts were down, not only from the 1925 mark,
but from the year before.3 The continuing erosion of the market took its toll

on the confidence as well as on the pocketbooks of groups connected to home..

building. Even those not directly involved were worried, since the ripple ef..

fects of residential construction spread over many industries. In addition, the

sector was economically important in and of itself. Between 1922 and 1926,
the building of nonfarm dwellings accounted for 38 percent of net capital for..

mation.4

The collapse of financial institutions that followed the stock market's crash
exacerbated pre..existing problems in the housing industry, because builders
were so dependent on lenders for capital. As one government official put it,
credit operated as the industry's "throttle."s Moreover, the dependence went

both ways, and the soaring rates of mortgage foreclosures threatened the entire
financial structure of the country. Runs on banks and other lenders left them

short of cash and unable to renew the short.. term home mortgages common at
the time. Even when families were lucky enough to hold onto mortgages, rap..

idly escalating unemployment threatened their ability to keep up payments.
The result was that financial institutions rapidly acquired properties for which

there were few buyers. Caught in the squeeze, lenders not only were unable to
advance money for new construction, they also faced bankruptcy themselves.6

In response to the increasingly grave situation, President Hoover called for a
meeting of leaders in home finance and construction from all over the country.

This meeting, called the President's Conference on Home Building and
Home Ownership, took place in Washington early in December of 1931. AI..

most four thousand people attended. Many were prominent industry figures.
The atmosphere at the conference was charged with anxiety, since only
254,000 housing units were started in 1931, which was about one..third of
the average for the 1920s as a whole.7 Worried about the level of despera..
tion, Hoover urged the delegates to consider the housing problem "in its long
view rather than its emergency aspects."8 The president wanted them not to
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lose sight of the importance of preserving private enterprise in housing, even
though many of them faced personal financial ruin.

In his address to the conference, the president invoked what he termed the
"immortal ballads" of "Home Sweet Home" and "My Old Kentucky Home" to

demonstrate his allegiance to traditional values, but he simultaneously called
for a major change in conventional practices.9 Hoover proposed legislation to

create a system of federally supervised banks for mortgage lenders as a way of

expanding the supply of housing capital. Essentially, Hoover's Federal Home
Loan Bank bill was the same plan first put forward after the war by the League
of Building and Loans. A policy proposal that had seemed too extreme to
make it out of committee a decade before was enthusiastically endorsed by the

conference. Although the margin was narrow, the bill passed the following
summer, becoming the first permanent piece of federal housing legislation. 10

By the time of the President's Conference, residential construction was so
depressed that many people, along with Hoover, were ready to experiment.
Secretary of Commerce Robert Lamont, like his boss, was no wild..eyed radi ..
cal. Indeed, so strongly did Lamont believe in the essential correctness of

traditional real estate practices that he was at a loss to account for the crisis
except to assume that working people had lost respect for the home. For La..

mont, the cure to the problem was simple: Americans should buy homes even
though they might seem too expensive, since "thrift is a virtue that can work
miracles." 1I

Despite Lamont's seeming complacence, he was shocked by what he
learned at the conference. The grimmest data had been compiled by the Com..

mittee on Negro Housing, which documented the ways in which segregation
multiplied the deleterious effects of poverty on blacks. After reading this
report, the Secretary of Commerce was moved to conclude that the terrible
living conditions endured by African Americans stemmed from the "short..
comings of our individualistic theory of housing, and the failure which grows
out of expecting each person in our highly complex industrial civilization to
provide his own housing as best he may."12 Such sentiments were startling

enough coming from a cabinet.. level official in a Republican administration,
but they were all the more surprising given the particularly conservative as..
sumptions with which Lamont started.

Liberal economist Richard Ely, who served on one of the conference's
working committees, tried to ease the tension at the gathering by assuring

the many businessmen in attendance that the people on his committee were
"unanimous in their opposition to the construction of homes with public
funds." 13 But just as Hoover feared, many of those in the real estate business
seemed more preoccupied with their own survival than with supporting any
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particular political principle. The Republican Secretary of the Interior, Ray
Lyman Wilber, turned out to be a better judge of the possibilities inherent in

the situation than the more liberal Ely. Wilber predicted that if private capital
did not soon respond to the challenge of housing for the majority by investing

in technically innovative, large...scale residential building operations, then
"housing by public authority is inevitable."I4

Such heretical statements by important officials in a Republican admin...
istration and Hoover's willingness to initiate the first program of federal inter...

vention into the housing sector during peacetime-limited though it was­
signaled the degree to which confidence in the private market in real estate

had deteriorated by 1931. The double messages of speakers such as Hoover,
who paid tribute to the old verities while at the same time suggesting new
policies, reflected a situation of fluidity created by the crisis.

Despite Hoover's legislative initiatives, which included, along with the
Home Loan Bank Board System, authorization in 1932 for the Reconstruction
Finance Corporation to make loans for low...rent housing and slum clearance,
the market continued downward. IS Housing starts in 1932 were only half of

what they had been in the already bad year of 1931. By 1933, when Roosevelt
began his first term, the situation had grown even more criticaL Starts for the

year were down again, by now to only 93,000, a sickening one tenth of what
they had been at the height of the boom in 1925, and only one seventh of the

average for the 1920s. In addition, half of all home mortgages were technically
in default, and foreclosures were sweeping the country like a tidal wave. In

Philadelphia alone, there were an average of 1,300 sheriff's sales a month dur...
ing the first half of the year. I6

These trends meant that when Franklin Roosevelt took office in March
1933, a large proportion of the middle class was facing the loss of its most
important single investment, the family home. Meanwhile, mortgage lenders
throughout the country were facing ruin, a possibility that threatened the en...

tire financial system. It is against this background of catastrophe that we can
begin to understand how it was that Congress supported a variety of federal
interventions into the housing sector during the New DeaL More specifically,
we can understand how, in the first spurt of emergency legislation, a program

as previously off... limits as federal financing and even outright ownership of
low... rent housing could be created. This temporary program, set up within

the Public Works Administration, was significantly influenced by those who
hoped to initiate a single, broad policy approach, aimed at the majority of

Americans. Ultimately, the PWA disappointed the hopes of these reformers.
Yet, at the same time, the activities of the PWA represented a more profound
break from a market...based housing system than programs passed later in the
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New Deal when private interests were stronger and able to exert more influ...
ence in Congress.

The Political Origins of the PWA Housing Program

As the new Democratic administration under Franklin Roosevelt scrambled
to develop legislation to revive the collapsed economy, it encountered no

powerful political coalition pushing for programs for low... and moderate...

rent housing. Those who believed in the idea of federal support for residen...
tial building programs were relatively few in number, although highly articu...
late and committed. One was the prominent New York settlement worker
Mary Kingsbury Simkhovitch, who headed the National Public Housing
Conference. In the early days of the new administration, Simkhovitch
traveled to Washington to visit New York Senator Robert Wagner, a principal
architect of Roosevelt's key initial recovery measure, the National Industrial
Recovery Act (NIRA). Along with Father John O'Grady, Secretary of the
National Conference of Catholic Charities, Simkhovitch pleaded with Wag...
ner to include a provision for urban housing in the legislation. The senator
agreed and included a brief section on housing in the public works section

of the bill.
The NIRA consisted of two main parts. Title I, the more controversial,

aimed at halting the spiraling deflation by setting aside antitrust regulations
and allowing business leaders to cooperate in organizing markets. With prices
and wages stabilized by this program, the administration hoped to "prime the

pump" with a large public works program. This is where the housing program
fit in. Title II called for "a comprehensive program of public works," and spe...
cified a program of "construction, reconstruction, alteration, or repair under
public regulation or control of low...cost housing and slum...clearance projects"

to be included along with more traditional kinds of government building proj ...
ects such as highways and public buildings. With the president's approval,
states, municipalities, or other public bodies undertaking public works could
be given capital grants. Congress appropriated $3.3 billion dollars to pay for
the program. 17

The NIRA, with its provision for a government housing program, was sent
to a body very different than had previously gathered on Capitol Hill. Sen...

timent in the House of Representatives shifted quite sharply toward the con...
cerns of working people in the nation's cities after the elections of 1932. Two
factors explain the change: reapportionment and the political mobilization of

previously inactive urban groups.
Reapportionment had a dramatic impact on the character of the Seventy...

Third Congress, because none had occurred in two decades, during which
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time the population shifted dramatically. Throughout the 1920s the House
and Senate bickered over the reapportionment issue. The process was never
easy, but this was the first time since the initial census in 1790 that Congress
had not been able to come to some agreement on a formula by which to reap..

portion representation in the House within two years. The unusual deadlock
after 1920 occurred for a variety of reasons, but a large part of the problem
was that whatever the specifics, any plan put forward would, in the words of
Mississippi Representative John E. Rankin, "increase the power of the large
alien..congested centers of this country by reducing the number of Representa..
tives from agricultural sections of the United States." After years of wrangling,
a compromise was finally reached in 1929 by which the House would be reap..
portioned on the basis of the 1930 census. Thus, the House of Representatives
elected in November 1932 reflected twenty years of demographic change,

rather than the usual ten, and this was the period during which the country
had become predominantly urban. 18

The second reason the Seventy..Third Congress was so different from its
predecessors was that it included so many northern, urban, liberal Democrats.

The children of the last great wave of immigrants were reaching voting age by
the late 1920s, and they were overwhelmingly city dwellers. As they had be..
gun to do in 1928, these new voters rallied behind the Democrats in 1932.
The party gained ninety seats in the house and thirteen in the Senate. Even
more significant, from the standpoint of potential support for urban programs,
was that non..Southern Democrats represented a working majority in the

House for the first of what would be only a few times in the twentieth century.
Roosevelt's political instincts paralleled the mood of Congress, and he sought
policies to tie the party's new urban supporters into a permanent majority
coalition behind the Democratic Party. Federal urban housing was one such
policy. 19

When Roosevelt sent Congress his National Industrial Recovery bill with
its provisions for a housing program in May 1933, he stressed that it should be
passed immediately with no changes so he could move forward straightaway
with his recovery program. Probably an even more compelling reason for in..

sisting on no changes was that, since the NIRA was a complicated bundle
of compromises, he knew it might totally unravel once Congress started tin..

kering. The deteriorating economic situation along with the new presi..
dent's enormous popularity enabled him to achieve essentially what he wanted.

The NIRA passed through both chambers virtually unchanged in less than
a month.20

Since Congress was under great pressure to act quickly, there was little
debate on the proposed legislation. Even in the crisis atmosphere of early
1933, direct government entrance into residential real estate was a radical
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step, so it is noteworthy that no one protested this portion of the bill, if only
for the record. Previously, only the pressure of the wartime emergency had
made this kind of policy acceptable and, even then, debates about building
housing for defense workers turned emotional. In 1918, Senator Albert Fall
characterized the effort to establish federal housing programs "an insidious,
concerted effort" to "overturn the entire government of the United States."21

That there were no comparable hysterical outbursts against the NIRA's provi..

sion for a housing program, and in fact no congressional opposition expressed
at all, reflects the crisis mentality of the time. Quite likely, the different re..
action was also due in part to the Congress itself having changed significantly
from the body it had been in Senator Fall's days.

Despite the lack of drama, authorization for a federal housing program in
1933 was historically significant, as it can be argued that publicly built and
owned low..rent housing was in some respects the most radical aspect of the
New Deal. Except for the Tennessee Valley Authority, which mixed private
with public enterprise, public housing was unique in involving actual govern..
ment ownership, rather than merely intervention in the economy.22 Thus, the

usual interpretation of the creation of the PWA housing program that focuses
almost completely on chance and effective legislative maneuvering by liber..

als, like Simkhovitch and Wagner, seems inadequate. While such factors were
important, two others allow a fuller understanding of how and why the pro..

gram was enacted. The first is the impact on Congress of the broad political
mobilization of urban working..class constituencies. The second is the length

and severity of the crisis in residential real estate, which so eroded the material
and psychological resources of real estate entrepreneurs that they failed to op..

pose the housing section of the NIRA in the way they had previously tried to
block direct federal entrance into the housing market. These two factors were
significant in allowing some form of housing legislation to succeed in 1933.
They were especially crucial in creating the opening that made it possible for
the Housing Division to advance, albeit tentatively, a program that was far
more challenging to private enterprise in the housing field than any previous
or later federal policies.

After Roosevelt signed the NIRA into law in June 1933, the Public Works
Administration was organized under Interior Secretary Harold Ickes. To im..

plement the section of the bill pertaining to the construction of dwellings,
Ickes established the Housing Division as a quasi.. independent agency within
the PWA. The division faced tremendous opposition over the four years of its
existence but did manage to finance or directly build a total of fifty ..eight hous..

ing developments containing approximately 25 thousand dwelling units
around the country.23 (Tables 4.1 and 4.2 give specific information on Housing
Division projects.)
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The First Months of the Housing Division

The Housing Division began its official life almost immediately after Ickes
took over as administrator of the PWA in early July of 1933. To direct the
agency, he appointed Robert Kohn, a distinguished New York architect. Kohn
had been in charge of housing production for the Emergency Fleet Corpora..

tion during World War I and was therefore one of the few people in the coun..

try with any experience at running a government housing program. A past
president of the American Institute of Architects and former head of the
Building Congress of New York, he was also an influential figure in his profes..

sion. Kohn was strongly committed to the cause of direct federal support for
low..rent housing. As a longtime friend of Clarence Stein, Henry Wright, and

Lewis Mumford, he had participated in discussions with the Regional Plan..

ning Association of America, and he shared the general perspective on hous..
ing that Bauer publicized in her book.24

Shortly after the Housing Division was established, Ickes announced
it would begin by expanding a program already established by Hoover's Recon..
struction Finance Corporation (RFC). The RFC had offered loans to privately
organized, state..regulated "limited..dividend" corporations, which were low..

profit enterprises established to provide housing to people who could afford
only modest rents. When Hoover started the RFC program, reformers had

welcomed it as a step toward recognition of federal responsibility in the hous..

ing field, but when they tried to use it they found its stringent provisions
"a legislative straight..jacket."25 Before the RFC turned its housing files over

to the PWA, the agency had approved only two housing loans in the thirteen
months of its existence. One, for approximately $150,000, financed rural
homes in Kansas. The other, for slightly over $8 million, went to Knicker..
bocker Village, a massive complex containing 1,593 apartments built on the
infamous "lung block" of New York City's Lower East Side. Critics found the
project depressingly dense. The apartments were small, the buildings were tall
(twelve stories), and the land coverage was high. Even so, the financial setup
was so stringent that rents were too high for former residents of the area to
afford.26

Under the Housing Division, the RFC program was liberalized. Interest
rates were lowered from five to four percent and the loan period lengthened
from ten to thirty..five years. Loans could be secured for up to 85 percent of

the estimated final cost of the project. Grants as well as loans were offered to
local public entities legally empowered to build and own low..rent housing,
but since no such bodies existed, this part of the program was only theoretical.
Soon the new agency was inundated with applications, over 500 in all. The
small technical staff worked past midnight seven days a week for months re..
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TABLE 4.1 PWA LIMITED.. DIVIDEND PROJECTS

City
Name Units Kind* Race Sitet Fundingt

Altavista, VA
[no name] 50 rows white vacant $ 84

Bronx Borough, NY
Hillside Homes 1,416 apts white vacant $ 5,060

Euclid,OH
[no name] 100 rows white vacant $ 500

Philadelphia, PA
Carl Mackley Houses 284 apts white vacant $ 1,039

Queens Borough, NY
Boulevard Gardens 967 apts white vacant $ 3,071

Raleigh, NC
Boyland 54 apts white vacant $ 199

St. Louis, MO
Neighborhood Gardens 252 apts white slum $ 640

TOTAL 3,123 $10,593

* Rowhouses ("rows"), apartments, flats, or some combination.
t Slum, if slum clearance involved; vacant, if built on empty land.
:j: In $1,000 (thousands of dollars); this is the amount loaned for each project.
Note: This information is derived from Harold L. Ickes, "Activities of Housing Division of the
Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works," report submitted to Senate Committee on
Education and Labor, 75th. Cong., 1st Sess. (1937), Hearings on S. 1685 (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1937).

viewing them. The work was fairly tedious, because few submissions merited
serious consideration. Most fell in two predictable categories. The first, which
were obviously not appropriate, comprised efforts by investors to salvage

something from failed commercial ventures begun before the Depression. The
second group came from organizations sincerely devoted to trying to expand
the supply of good low...rent housing in their locales, but their plans, for the
most part, were either poorly conceived or underfunded (often both). As a
break from the monotony, the staff did encounter some entertainingly far ...
fetched proposals, such as a plan from a group of musicians requesting a loan
to build themselves a clubhouse on the roof of a skyscraper. Ultimately, only
seven limited...dividend projects were approved before the division made what
Ickes termed "almost a right..about face" and turned to a program of direct
development. 27 (Information about the limited...dividend developments can be
found in table 4.1.)

Why was the initial PWA housing program abandoned? This is a question
worth examining in some depth, because variations of this approach had been
employed with success in Europe, where labor unions and building societies
constructed shelter for their members with loans and other aid from the gov..
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ernment. Moreover, advocates of affordable shelter in the United States have
been pushing increasingly for this kind of policy since the 1970s.

In theory, working with locallow..profit or completely noncommercial de..

velopers had a number of advantages. Projects sponsored by such organizations
would have been more in keeping with the American ideology of grassroots
initiative than ones originated and owned by a federal agency. At a practical
rather than ideological level, the limited..dividend program allowed for groups
with greater knowledge of potential tenants and local circumstances than the
national government to develop housing in their locales. In addition, there
was more possibility for residents to participate in the design and administra..

tion of the place in which they lived than if their housing was organized by
a large professionally staffed bureaucracy based in Washington, DC. Despite
these potential strengths, the strategy foundered in the 1930s. For different
reasons, all of the major participants had problems with the limited..dividend

program.
Ickes blamed the greed of commercial developers for the program's dif..

ficulties. "It quickly became obvious," he wrote in 1935, "that our much

vaunted private initiative, as so often happens when the goal is a social good
instead of private profit, was unable or unwilling to undertake the job." In
fact, Ickes was probably always lukewarm about what he described as "fussing
around with limited..dividend projects." Trying to carry out a housing program

by responding to ad hoc plans from whatever groups around the country hap..
pened to get themselves organized was antithetical to his whole philosophy of

public administration. Ickes was deeply committed to making decisions on the
basis of a conception of long..run national purposes, as was illustrated by his
creation of the National Planning Board as an agency to advise the PWA on

public works. This was the first general planning operation ever set up in the
executive branch. With regard to housing specifically, his actions indicate that

he thought of the decentralized RFC program primarily as a stopgap measure
to give himself time to develop his own program.28

A program that could be up and running immediately was extremely useful
given the pressure for action that Ickes was under from the moment Roosevelt
chose him to direct the Public Works Administration in July 1933. Particu..

larly at the beginning, he lacked the administrative capacity to mount any
kind of coherent program, even if he had had a clear plan in mind. Although

he announced formation of the Housing Division almost immediately, in re..
ality it was only a skeletal operation for some time. In February of 1934, six
months after Ickes told the country the agency was up and running, Fortune
magazine described the division's Washington headquarters as "a half..dozen
devoted men sitting in small offices noisy with typewriters." Operating "with..
out [a] waiting room, without secretarial space, without facilities of any kind,"
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the agency was less organized than "the administrative offices of the country's

smallest business," according to the business periodical.29 Especially in the first

weeks after it was formed, the PWA could not have handled a housing pro..

gram that required more than responding to applications. By announcing that

the Housing Division was continuing along the same lines as the RFC, Ickes

gave himself time to work out his own approach and assemble a unit to imple..

ment it. Also, this strategy allowed him to maintain, in the words of his public
relations office, that "the first decision of PWA in regard to exercising the

authority of the housing provision in the act was that private enterprise should
be given a chance to do everything it could." Thus, the limited..dividend pro..

gram met a variety of needs, even though it did not generate very much

housing.30

Unlike Ickes, Kohn and some of the other staff had greater expectations

for the limited..dividend phase of the division's work. From their standpoint,

the problems stemmed from there not being enough good applications on

which to base a national program. They attributed the paucity of plausible
proposals to the country not yet being "housing conscious."31 The bulk of

would..be "sponsors had no conception of the purpose of the housing program

and no capacity to visualize it," according to Michael Straus and Talbot Wegg,

two PWA employees who later wrote a history of the division.32

To rectify the perceived lack of knowledge, Housing Division representa..

tives traveled around the country on "barnstorming trips" to "preach the gos..

pel of housing" to civic groups, realtors, financial institutions, and architects.33

In the words of Straus and Wegg, this gospel was that housing

should not be regarded as an aggregation of houses but as complete neigh..

borhoods, planned at one time and carried out to the mutual benefit of

every neighbor. Homes should be located as to have adequate sun and air

and plenty of protected play space for children. They should be isolated

from and yet quickly available to transportation. They should be within

easy and protected walking distance of schools and shops. Buildings

should be low and well built and supplied with at least the minimum of

mechanical equipment. These communities must be regarded as long

term investments with wise and kindly management and not as specula..

tive developments whose sponsors care only for quick sale and getting out
from under. 34

As this articulation of agency principles makes clear, division personnel were
part of the same community of discourse as Catherine Bauer and the European

planners and architects whose work she described, although the reference to

"wise and kindly management" shows how ideas associated with the interna..

tional mass housing movement were capable of being given a more paternalis..

tic interpretation than Bauer gave them.
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The Housing Division staff believed that comprehensively designed resi..
dential districts-what they described as "complete communities"-would
be superior living environments and at the same time more economical. As
noted earlier, this had been a key tenet of the new housing ideas in America
and Europe since before the First World War. Many of those affiliated with
the program also believed that a more physically integrated residential en..
vironment would encourage a livelier and more solidary local community.
Straus and Wegg optimistically predicted that "the very nature of the large..

scale housing project fosters natural group action, which in turn leads to com..
munity strength."35

Later, these same architectural principles would be pursued solely for their
economy, with the result that much American public housing had a bleak and

immediately identifiable style. At this time, however, many design profession..
als and others believed these concepts could be used to create something bet..

ter than what the private real estate market offered even affluent families:
neighborhoods that combined the lower densities, trees, and green spaces
characteristic of the suburban fringe with the convenience of living near the

metropolitan core. (May's garden suburbs of Romerstadt and Praunheim near
Frankfurt, as shown in figures 3.4 and 3.5, embodied these same ideas.)

The division's publicity campaign did little to increase the pool of strong
applications, because lack of money and inability to put together plausible
financial plans were the critical barriers to participation. At the depth of the
depression, few groups with the desire to sponsor low..rent housing develop..

ments had the necessary 15 percent equity the PWA required. With returns
capped at 6 percent and no guarantee as to the safety of capital, private invest..

ors tended to shy away from the program, just as they had from earlier attempts
to get them to put their money into model tenements. Normally, real estate
investors expected a substantially higher amount to compensate for the con..

siderable risks of investing in rental properties-18 percent or better, according
to one authority.36 Another problem related to financing was that little con..

crete information existed about building and operating costs for good quality,
low..rent residential properties that groups could use to develop convincing
plans.37

Yet even a group with substantial resources and information would have
faced almost insurmountable difficulties given the contradictions and ambigu..

ities at the core of the program. One of these was the requirement that projects
combine high..quality design and construction with low rents, all without any
real subsidy except for low.. interest loans. The inability of noncommercial
local groups to submit proposals that inspired confidence within these guide..
lines is hardly surprising. Speculative developers had never been able to pro..
vide housing on this basis, and when Ickes later began direct building, he did
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not try to proceed within these l'imits. (Projects built by the Housing Division
were subsidized with grants for 45 percent of construction costS.38 )

At a more general level, the housing program faced a basic tension found
in all public works activity: the desire to construct things of long..term value
while at the same time creating a great many jobs as quickly as possible.39

When housing was defined as a public works activity, more difficulties arose,
such as the thorny question of which groups would live in the housing built
with public money.

In general, Ickes's strategy for coping with competing, sometimes in..

herently conflicting, objectives was to pledge to achieve them all. Thus, in
response to the question of which groups were being targeted, the administra..
tor said that the Housing Division was building for "those in the lowest in..
come classes." This goal was the easiest to justify on humanitarian grounds as

well as least threatening to real estate investors, since the very poor were not

a lucrative market segment even in prosperous times.40 The limited..dividend
program failed, he told Congress, because "of the inability of limited..dividend
companies to provide housing at rentals within the financial reach of families
of low income."41

The problem with this line of reasoning was that providing shelter at rents

the very poor could afford required deep subsidies, and such subsidies were not
available. Ickes used the fact that rent levels at the limited..dividend projects
were too high for the very poor to justify direct federal construction. But here,
intentionally or not, he conflated two issues: the question of who would con..

struct and own housing developments and the question of whether and how
much to subsidize housing. It was expedient to argue that the PWA had to

mount a more centralized program because that was the only way to provide
for the very poor, since this was the direction that Ickes wanted to go anyway.

The tactic had a downside, however, because the housing the PWA itself
built-despite significant subsidies-was also too expensive for the very poor.

By promising results that predictably could not be delivered, Ickes created ex..
pectations that later could be used to judge his programs as failures. Yet, with..
out such promises, Ickes probably feared that he would not have the political
support necessary to move ahead at all.

Kohn, the Housing Division's first director, was under less political pressure
and was therefore in a position to be more candid with the public. In the fall
of 1933, he readily acknowledged that the limited..dividend program was not
even attempting to meet the needs of the very poor. He told the press that the

Housing Division was aiming at the "middle third" of the market, not the
most needy. For Kohn, this policy was not only realistic but desirable. Provid..
ing housing for the very poor was not in the cards, he explained, because it
would require substantial subsidies, and the division did not have that kind of
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money at its disposal. Moreover, the director was not interested in supplying
specialized housing for poor people. His objective, which he shared with his
colleagues in the Regional Planning Association of America, was to upgrade
the overall character of American housing. Trying to provide for the poor,
without making more general changes in the larger patterns of physical de..
velopment and financing, made no sense to him. In Kohn's mind, the value

of the PWA housing program was as a laboratory for developing better and
cheaper ways of building urban residential environments. The savings
achieved could provide the resources to supply decent housing for those un..

able to afford it on their own. In this way, the least affluent could be aided
without being isolated.42

The Attempt to Establish a Federal Housing Corporation

Ickes gave the first public indication that he planned to move the Housing
Division in another direction in October 1933, when he filed a certificate of
incorporation for a federal housing corporation under the laws of Delaware.

The action was, he said, "an outgrowth of our recent experiences" that dem..
onstrated "we may not depend upon private enterprises or limited..dividend
corporations to initiate comprehensive low..cost housing and slum..clearance
projects." He explained that the purpose of the corporation was to encourage
the creation of state and local public housing authorities, but the fact that he

largely ignored these entities after they came into existence suggests that his
primary objective was gaining the ability to advance a program from Wash..

ington.43

Ickes was clearly anxious to mount an ambitious housing program. On

one occasion he told the press that he saw PWA housing as comparable to
government..run electric power facilities and indicated that he believed that

public enterprise could legitimately compete with private capital in both
fields. 44 He wanted to avoid trying to work through the Housing Division,
because any construction work undertaken directly by the agency would be
bound by the federal government's complex procedural rules. All bids for con..
tracts and materials would be subject to review beyond the agency, and the
already complicated task of land acquisition for large urban sites would be..

come even more slow and unwieldy, with the Justice Department pulled into
even the smallest legal detail.45

Ickes's attempt to create a public corporation through which to mount a
national housing program was part of an ongoing search by the executive
branch to develop new methods of wielding administrative authority that
would prove acceptable within traditional conceptions of American govern..
ment. Some of these innovations succeeded, as in the case of the Federal Land
Banks in which the government held part of the stock. Established in 1916
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and declared constitutional by the Supreme Court in 1921, the land banks
served as the model for a myriad of other federal credit agencies, including the

Federal Home Loan Banks, the Reconstruction Finance Corporation, and the

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation.46 But other attempts to create new
mechanisms-such as Roosevelt's Executive Reorganization Bill of 1937, with

its provision for a permanent planning board-were perceived as too much of
a break with traditions of American representative democracy.47

At first it looked as if Ickes's attempt to create a more flexible and efficient
vehicle through which to work was going to succeed. Roosevelt agreed to or...
der $100,000,000 of PWA funds transferred to the new corporation. However,
the transfer was blocked by the rigidly conservative Comptroller General John
Raymond McCarl, an appointee of President Warren Harding. McCarl refused
to move the money on the grounds that the charter of the corporation gave it
powers that went beyond the vaguely worded housing section of the National

Industrial Recovery Act. Having a fixed term of office, the comptroller general
was independent of the president. Furthermore, as one legal scholar observed,
many members of Congress had the "jitters" when it came to corporations
created by the administration. The political fallout seemed too high, and

Roosevelt withdrew his support. Reluctantly, Ickes abandoned the plan.48

The Housing Division as a Direct Builder

In February of 1934, Ickes announced his decision to suspend the limited...
dividend program and begin production through the Housing Division. This

was the basis on which the PWA housing program operated for its remaining
three years of existence. While previously the limited...dividend companies
had functioned as developers, now the Housing Division itself undertook this
role. The division used local architectural firms and building contractors, but

closely supervised all phases of work. It acquired sites in its own name and
retained title to land and structures after construction was completed. Under
the terms of the National Industrial Recovery Act, the PWA could make capi...
tal grants to public bodies for 30 percent of the cost of a project. To public or
private developers, it could offer loans for up to 70 percent of the cost of a
project at 4 percent interest amortized over thirty...five years. (No outright
grants were allowed to private developers, even if they were state...supervised
limited...dividend corporations.) After careful analysis, Ickes and his staff de ...
cided that it was unrealistic to try to produce low... rent housing on this basis,
and they successfully lobbied Congress for permission to raise the limit for
grants to 45 percent, cut the interest rate to 3 percent, and lengthen the amor...

tization period to sixty years.49 When the Housing Division began operations,
no public entities existed that were legally empowered to build, own, and op...
erate low... rent housing, but as they came into existence, the Housing Division
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TABLE 4.2 PWA DlRECT,BuILT PROJECTS

City Name Units Kind* Race Sitet Funding+

Atlanta, GA Techwood Homes 718 apts/rows white slum $2,969
Atlanta, GA University Homes 675 flats/rows black slum $2,592
Atlantic City, NJ Smithfield Court 277 flats/rows black slum $1,550
Birmingham, AL Stanley S. Holmes Village 544 rows black slum $2,500
Boston, MA Old Harbor Village 1,016 apts/rows white vacant $6,636
Caguas, PR Caserio La Granja 75 rows native vacant $ 275
Cambridge, MA New Towne Court 294 apts white slum $2,500
Camden, NJ Westfield Acres 515 apts white vacant $3,176
Charleston, SC Meeting St. Manor/ 212 rows both vacant $1,350

Cooper River Court
Chicago,IL Jane Addams Houses 723 apts white slum $5,119

(1st part)
Chicago,IL Jane Addams Houses 304 apts/rows white vacant $1,800

(2d part)
Chicago,IL Julia C. Lathrop Homes 925 all white vacant $5,942
Chicago,IL Trumbull Park Homes 462 all white vacant $3,038
Cincinnati, OH Laurel Homes 1,039 apts both slum $7,086
Cleveland, OH Cedar,Central Apartments 650 apts white slum $3,384
Cleveland,OH Outhwaite Homes 579 all black slum $3,564
Cleveland, OH Lakeview Terrace 620 apts/rows white slum $3,800
Columbia, SC University Terrace 122 all both slum $ 706
Dallas, TX Cedar Springs Place 181 all white vacant $1,020
Detroit, MI Brewster 699 all black slum $5,200
Detroit, MI Parkside 779 all white vacant $4,500
Enid, OK Cherokee Terrace 80 rows white slum $ 557
Evansville, IN Lincoln Gardens 191 flats/rows black slum $1,000
Indianapolis,IN Lockfield Garden Apartments 748 apts/rows black slum $3,207
Jacksonville, FL Durkeeville 215 rows black vacant $1,000
Lackawanna, NY Baker Homes 268 rows white vacant $1,500
Lexington, KY Blue Grass Park/Aspen Dale 286 rows both vacant $1,704
Louisville, KY LaSalle Place 210 rows white vacant $1,370
Louisville, KY College Court 125 flats/rows black vacant $ 758
Memphis, TN Dixie Homes 633 flats/rows black slum $3,400
Memphis, TN Lauderdale Courts 449 apts/rows white slum $3,128
Miami, FL Liberty Square 243 rows black vacant $ 970
Milwaukee, WI Parklawn 518 apts/rows white vacant $2,600
Minneapolis, MN Sumner Field Homes 451 all both slum $3,500
Montgomery, AL Riverside Heights 100 rows white vacant $ 403
Montgomery, AL William B. Patterson Courts 156 rows black slum $ 522
Nashville, TN Cheatham Place 314 rows white slum $2,000
Nashville, TN Andrew Jackson Courts 398 flats/rows black slum $1,500
New York, NY Wiliamsburg Houses 1,622 apts white slum $13,569
New York, NY Harlem River Houses 574 apts black vacant $4,219
Oklahoma City, OK Will Rogers Courts 364 rows white vacant $2,000
Omaha, NE Logan Fontenelle Homes 284 flats/rows both slum $2,000
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TABLE 4.2 CONTINUED

City Name Units Kind* Race Sitet Funding+

Philadelphia, PA Hill Creek 258 flats/rows white vacant $2,110
Sanjuan, PR Caserio Mirapalmeras 131 rows native vacant $ 500
Schenectady, NY Schonowee Village 219 apts white slum $1,500
Stamford, CT Fairfield Court 146 apts/rows white vacant $ 929
Toledo,OH Brand Witlock Homes 264 all black slum $2,000
Virgin Islands Bassin Triangle/Marley 141 rows native both $ 250

Homes/H. H. Berg Homes
Washington, DC Langston 274 all black vacant $1,842
Wayne, PA Highland Homes 50 flats/rows black slum $ 344

TOTAL 21,121 $129,089

* Rowhouses ("rows"), apartments, flats, or some combination.
t Slum, if slum clearance involved; vacant, if built on empty land.
:\: In $1,000 (thousands of dollars), as of 15 March 1937.
Note: This information is derived from Harold L. Ickes, "Activities of Housing Division of the Federal Emer~
gency Administration of Public Works," report submitted to Senate Committee on Education and Labor, 75th.
Cong., 1st Sess. (1937), Hearings on S. 1685 (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1937).

worked with them. During this second phase of the program, the PWA con...

structed fifty ...one projects in thirty...six cities in the continental United States,
Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands. (See table 4.2 for information about the
housing developments directly constructed by the PWA.)

Slum clearance became a controversial issue for the division during this
period. Ickes, as he began outlining his plans for the Housing Corporation,

described clearing slums as a central purpose. Bauer, Mumford, and other allies

of Kohn protested this emphasis in a series of sharply critical magazine articles,
arguing that resources should be used for producing new housing at the lowest
cost rather than for the expensive and (from their perspective) less urgent
process of urban redevelopment. Bauer maintained that undeveloped land
was not only much cheaper, it was better because of the absence of already...

established street patterns.
Mumford gloomily concluded that the turn toward slum clearance meant

that "the government has temporarily given in completely to the demands of

the financial and the realty interests and has no serious intention of lending
money for any modern community housing whatever." Instead of making con...
cessions that seriously compromised the creation of good housing in order
to satisfy political opponents, Bauer believed that the government should
aim high. A thoroughgoing solution to the American housing problem, which
"goes so deep into the social and economic structure of the nation," was not
in the cards in the near future, she argued. Therefore "a mere handful of ex...
amples of good modern planned housing would be more effective than any
number of slum areas replaced at terrific expense by near or 'reform' slums."
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Such examples might give "incipient radicals a more concrete idea of what
they are fighting for." She proposed that "if we are going through our own

experiment in social democracy-or even if we are not-let us at least use it
to make clearer to ourselves what we really do want."50

Ickes was not persuaded by such arguments. Slum clearance was popular,
and he was confident that he would be able to find ways to keep inner...city
land costs down. Calling his critics "disappointed idealists," he charged that

they wanted to use the PWA to experiment with "immature or ill...conceived
ideas."51 By the following summer, he had forced Kohn out. Although Ickes
implied that the reason for the director's departure had to do with unspecified
financial improprieties, it seemed clear that the actual problem was disagree ...
ments over policy. 52

Ickes replaced Kohn with Colonel Horatio B. Hackett, an architect and
administrator with the large Chicago architectural firm of Holabird and Root
and an old friend. The two worked well together. Hackett, an able administra...
tor with experience coordinating large building projects, was less theoretically
oriented than his predecessor. Thus, he never opposed the general direction
that Ickes set or expressed opinions at odds with those of his boss the way

Kohn had. To carry out the new program, Hackett vastly expanded the staff
and transformed the Housing Division into a large production office. Later
he moved up in the administration of the PWA, and there were subsequently
two more directors, but these personnel changes did not involve new policy
directions. 53

Land acquisition was the most difficult aspect of the direct...building pro...
gram. To help resolve the conflict between the expense of clearing slums and

pressure to keep development costs low, the agency periodically invoked the

right of eminent domain. The federal government's power to condemn land
for public purposes had been upheld by the courts since 1875, and it was spe...
cifically granted by the legislation that authorized the Public Works Adminis ...

tration. Nevertheless, Ickes knew that condemnation was politically risky, and

he actively worked to keep public opinion on his side by talking about "recal...
citrant owners who are unwilling to sell at a fair price" and the difficulties of
land assembly in slum districts. Indeed, it was a daunting task to acquire the

sometimes hundreds of small, individually owned parcels in deteriorated and

largely abandoned urban areas that were required to make up large building
sites. Many times it was a challenge just to locate owners, and even then titles
were often defective. In Birmingham, Alabama, the division found that a key
piece of property belonged to a branch of the Sons...and...Daughters...of... I...Will...
Arise Lodge, a 200...member organization that had never been incorporated.
No sale was possible without the approval of every member, and many mem...
bers had moved away or simply disappeared. 54
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Ickes maintained that condemnation was used only "as a last resort," and

even then mostly to save time by clearing titles rather than forcing down
prices. Most transactions were achieved through what he described as

"friendly negotiations" rather than condemnation. Of course, some owners
undoubtedly felt less than friendly as they bargained with federal negotiators
who could always fall back on condemning their property should the discus..
sion reach an impasse. In other words, the very fact that the Housing Division
was known to invoke eminent domain gave the agency enormous power vis..a..
vis individual property owners even when it did not employ this legal mech..
anism. 55

As it worked out, the agency was only able to use condemnation for a few
months. In January of 1935, the u.s. District Court for Western Kentucky
upheld the petition of a disgruntled Louisville landowner who maintained
that it was unconstitutional for the Housing Division to use the power of emi..

nent domain to take his property. The judge, an avid anti ..New Dealer, agreed,
declaring that the low..rent dwellings that the PWA proposed to construct
were not going to be "devoted to a public use." He construed the idea of public
use narrowly, as including only things available to all citizens on an equal
basis, such as parks, roads, or government office buildings. Federally subsidized
housing would not be public in the same way, he reasoned, because it would
be available only to certain people. This ruling brought all land acquisition
activities to a halt while the division's legal staff, together with the Justice
Department, prepared an appeal. In July, the Circuit Court of Appeals in Cin..
cinnati upheld the lower court's decision on a two to one vote. The division
appealed to the Supreme Court, but at the last minute withdrew the case,
presumably for fear of a decision that might have wide negative implications
for the whole New Dea1.56

The Louisville decision effectively blocked the use of condemnation, thus
undermining the division's strategy of combining new building with slum
clearance. Later site acquisition had to rely on willing sellers, which, in prac..
tice, meant buying undeveloped land on the urban periphery from property
owners who owned large parcels. Of the PWA's fifty ..one federal projects,
twenty..seven were built on the sites of former slums and twenty..four on raw
land. (One of the seven limited..dividend projects was constructed on the site
of a former slum, while the other six used undeveloped land.)57

Just as Bauer and her allies had predicted, this change in policy made land
assembly easier and cheaper. But as Ickes had seen from the beginning, the

new focus cost the Housing Division significant political support. In the words
of an agency publication, slum clearance, rather than housing, "had been the
more dramatic and popular practice." Influential local business leaders liked
slum clearance programs, because they rebuilt, at public expense, run..down
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parts of cities that often threatened their own property investments. Also,

when slum clearance was linked to a building program, the total number of

housing units available in a city often stayed in equilibrium. This pleased
rental property owners, who regarded an expansion in the supply of rental
housing as a threat, especially given the glut left over from the building boom
of the 1920s. Arguments that federal housing would not siphon away potential
tenants, because PWA developments were aimed at an entirely different mar...
ket segment, were never completely reassuring (nor should they have been,
since even the federal projects were not affordable to the poorest families).58

The Housing Division's Record on Race

The PWA allotted slightly more than one... third of its housing units to African
Americans. Twenty...one developments were built for blacks only, and six
others had both black and white tenants. Funding levels for construction were

the same regardless of the intended occupants, and because of unpredictable
factors like the talent of different architectural teams, some developments in...

tended for blacks actually turned out better than ones built for whites (as was
the case with the Harlem River Houses, discussed in chapter 6.)

With regard to employment opportunities for African Americans, Ickes
was inclined to take an activist stance. At the point he had taken over as head
of the nation's public works in the summer of 1933, he found only eleven
blacks in a work force of over four thousand engaged in building Boulder Dam.
Despite such occurrences, individual cases of discrimination were difficult to
prove. Therefore, Ickes and his aide for Negro Affairs, Robert Weaver, were
anxious for the Housing Division to move beyond the procedure of putting

nondiscrimination clauses in contracts with private companies when it began
its own building program. They came up with a plan for a minimum percent...

age quota system, by which contractors were required to pay skilled black
workers a proportion of the total payroll amounting to at least half of their
percentage in the local work force. The system worked well. In Birmingham,
Alabama, for instance, blacks-who made up 23 percent of all skilled workers
in the city-received 20 percent of the payroll that went to skilled workers
who put up PWA housing. Reviewing the program in Opportunity magazine,
Weaver concluded its success was due to the fact that it put the burden of
proof on employers, rather than on blacks or the government. "Instead of the

Government's having to establish the existence of discrimination," he wrote,
"it is the contractor's obligation to establish the absence of discrimination." 59

One important drawback to the Housing Division's record on race, how...
ever, was the agency's decision not to disrupt pre...existing racial patterns of
neighborhoods. In effect, this meant building housing for African Americans
in deteriorated sections of cities where they already lived. The purpose of the
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strategy was to avoid white backlash, but the practice reinforced existing pat..

terns of residential segregation, sometimes even creating more highly concen..
trated racial ghettos than had previously existed.60

Controversy over Centralization

The PWA housing program was one of the most controversial innovations of
the entire New Deal. Not surprisingly, it aroused hostility from anti ..New

Dealers and real estate owners, but it also provoked the ire of liberals and

radicals who supported public housing. The emphasis on slum clearance disap..
pointed Bauer and other advocates of the new housing theories. Local officials,
whatever their policy preferences, generally felt ignored by the Housing Divi..
sion. In general, supporters of public aid to low..rent housing deplored the
"conflict, delay, and confusion" that marked the PWA program and were dis..

appointed at how little was actually built. Many left.. liberal critics concluded

that these problems stemmed from too much centralization of power in Wash..
ington, which they attributed largely to Ickes's "ironhanded" style of adminis..
tration.61

The critique had significant plausibility, because the PWA did not accept
much outside advice. As the public exchange over slum clearance made clear,
the strong..minded but personally sensitive Ickes set his own course and lashed
out angrily when criticized. Even local housing authorities, formed originally
at the urging of the Housing Division, had little impact on decisions in their
own cities. Charles Abrams, who served as legal counsel to the New York City

Housing Authority from 1934 to 1937, maintained that citizens lost interest
in serving on the boards of local housing authorities as the role of these agen..

cies "sank with successive PWA bulletins from entrepreneur to co..venturer,
from co..venturer to adviser, from adviser to functionless entity."62 In 1937, a

Housing Division official conceded publicly that the PWA had in fact treated
local housing authorities as though they were "intelligently interested by..
standers," offering the rationale that it was the PWA that had been placed in
charge of the controversial new program and therefore the federal agency had
to assume final responsibility along with the "grief which accompanies any
pioneering work."63

Nor did Ickes allow much latitude within the agency itself. Even his ad..
mirers described the internal workings of the division as overly rigid and cen..

tralized. Ickes, despite being responsible for running the entire Public Works
Administration as well as the Department of Interior, still scrutinized "every
detail of the Housing Division's operations." He insisted on making the final
decision on every project and signed every contract the Housing Division
made.64

In Ickes's defense, it needs to be emphasized that while his penchant for
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personal control was extreme, his fear of graft was not unwarranted. Real es..

tate transactions had traditionally provided opportunities for corruption at
every level of government. With his political roots in Progressive Era cam..

paigns for clean government, Ickes knew that a scandal like Teapot Dome
would undercut support for federal public works for years.65 More important,
his management style was not the fundamental cause of the "delay and red
tape" decried by those who worked with the agency.66 The "Old Curmudgeon"

had far less power than liberals imagined and conservatives feared. Looking
back, it becomes obvious that the Housing Division was a small, fragile opera..
tion trying to find ways to introduce new and threatening activities with few
resources, little experience, widespread and powerful enemies, and no mobi..

lized mass support. This larger reality, rather than specific problems with its
bureaucratic structure or the personality of its administrator, goes furthest to
explain the agency's slowness and inflexibility.67

When Ickes was first given responsibility for launching a national housing
program in the summer of 1933, he inherited no pre..existing administrative
apparatus beyond a few boxes of files from the RFC. Starting almost com..
pletely from scratch, he confronted both longstanding tendencies toward
weak and easily permeated federal structures and almost a vacuum of experi..
ence with direct public intervention in the housing sector. Except for a few
months in 1918, there had never been any kind of direct federal effort to stirn..

ulate residential construction, and only a very few programs had been at..

tempted at the state or municipal level. This historical background meant a
dearth of pre..existing institutional structures with which to work or experi..

enced administrative talent to employ. Like other New Deal administrators,
Ickes was forced to draw heavily from the private sector for his personnel.
Although many of his appointments were, like Hackett, technically and ad..

ministratively skilled, they had not been socialized into believing that they
could analyze national economic and social problems and use government
power to solve them.68 In contrast, when European nations launched their
ambitious housing initiatives after World War I, they built on decades of ex..
perimentation with direct programs at the local level and extensive legal prec..
edents for public control of land use.69

Nor were the difficulties of a purely historic character. Pressures that had
made for weak federal administrative structures in the past were still very much

alive in the 1930s, as Ickes experienced when he tried to create the Housing
Corporation as a way offreeing the housing program from the ponderous proce..
dural rules under which federal agencies operated. In addition, the Housing Di..

vision was always uncertain about its funding, which significantly impeded effi..
ciency. Roosevelt, who had been lukewarm from the first about large public
works expenditures, continually used PWA funds for other emergencies. The
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biggest single financial shock to the Housing Division came in December 1934

when the president impounded $110 million for direct reliefpurposes out of the
division's original allotment of slightly over $135 million. Practically all work
in progress stopped and alllong..range planning was disrupted until the follow..

ing July when money started flowing to the division again.70

Thus, despite the always confident and sometimes blustering tone of its
administrator, the PWA Housing Division was actually a frail operation. In..
deed, it may have been Ickes's frustration with the lack of what Theda Skocpol
has called "state capacity" as much as his legendary fear of corruption that led
him to try to control so many of the details of the program himself. 71 Perhaps,
possessing so few other resources, he thought he could advance some kind

of coherent national housing program in good part through sheer force of per..

sonality. As scholars have noted in relation to other leading government
figures in this era, such as Hugh Johnson, Jesse Jones, and Roosevelt himself,
there were strong pressures to try to substitute "charismatic" or "heroic" styles
of leadership for the weak administrative power that these leaders actually
wielded. 72

Conclusion
The crisis of the real estate industry in the early 1930s, the mobilization of
urban voters behind the Democratic Party, and the passage of the National
Industrial Recovery Act with its provision for a federal housing program cre..

ated a political opening that made possible the first direct federal intervention
into the housing sector during peacetime. While real, the opportunity was
limited, given the absence of both government administrative machinery and
a nationally organized constituency.

Despite the obstacles, the PWA Housing Division, with its faith in public

enterprise and in the positive role that architecture could play socially, did
manage to achieve some impressive results. Consistent with his stance on

everything the Public Works Administration built, Ickes insisted on high
quality work. While not himself particularly inspired by the new residential
design theories, he nevertheless employed many architects who were and al..

lowed them budgets generous enough to achieve handsome results. Most im..

portant, Ickes was skeptical about the ability of private enterprise alone to
provide for the public welfare in fields like housing, and he had an expansive
conception of the role government could play. In a fundamental sense, there..

fore, Ickes and Bauer were much closer than either of them probably ever
realized. Under Ickes's guidance, the Housing Division's program represented

the most thoroughgoing challenge to a market..based housing system ever at..
tempted in the United States, showing what a broadly oriented federal pro..
gram to aid noncommercial housing could look like.
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In terms of architectural design, the work of the Housing Division was crit...

ically well received, and this positive assessment continues to the present. Ar...

chitect Richard Plunz, writing in the 1970s, noted that: "In general apartment
design standards were very high, with sizes, light, and ventilation equal to the

best of the 1920s garden apartments." According to architectural historian
Richard Pommer, "The early work of the PWA ... remained for many decades
the finest urban housing in America."73

Popular acceptance, not just critical success, greeted the agency's work.
Ordinary citizens expressed their approval by moving into the federal develop...
ments-even when they might have afforded other accommodations. Senator

David Walsh of Massachusetts drew attention to this fact when he complained
in 1936 that "the houses which have been constructed [by the PWA] in New

York, Cleveland, and Boston and elsewhere are really in competition with
private property."74

That some moderate... income people not only found PWA housing appeal...

ing but were allowed to move in points to one of the best features of the PWA
program in its first years: that it was not "means... tested." While using scarce
public resources only for the most needy might seem fair and logical, programs
limited to only the poorest turn out to have debilitating long... range problems.
Their narrow constituency makes them more susceptible to budget cuts, and
participants are often stigmatized. Only universal programs such as social secu...

rity seem able to survive politically while not demeaning recipients.75 Initially,
PWA housing was open to anyone who cared to apply. This situation ended
in 1936 when Congress passed the George... Healey Act, which retroactively

set income ceilings for the PWA housing projects directly built and owned
by the government. Where PWA apartment complexes did not become part
of the housing stock of public authorities, and hence subject to income re ...

strictions, white ...collar workers were regular residents (as was the case of the

Carl Mackley Houses in Philadelphia, which will be discussed in the next
chapter) .76

Although the Housing Division had a life span of only four years, it still
proved a fruitful laboratory for the development of a new kind of urban shelter
that might have been the basis for a majority...oriented noncommercial federal
housing program. Architect Oskar Stonorov, who was involved with the

design of two PWA complexes, articulated the objectives that he and other
participants shared:

... the purpose of low...cost housing is, at its present state of infancy in

the United States, not only to house slum...dwellers or poor people but

also to establish standards of living in a new mode ... quite different from

what individual speculative activity has created. 77
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With the resources of the Housing Division behind them, a number of vision..

aries like Stonorov did make progress in developing a different kind of urban
residential pattern. The next two chapters will investigate what these "stan..

dards of living in a new mode," in Stonorov's words, meant for those who
experienced them in two developments, each built in one of the two different
phases of the Housing Division's work.
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FIG. 5.1 The Carl Mackley Houses in Philadelphia. This development, built in
1934-35 by the Hosiery Workers' Union with the assistance of loans from the PWA,
was designed by architects Oskar Stonorov and Alfred Kastner. This photograph,
taken in the 1950s, shows the complex with its mature landscaping, planted by man­
ager William Jeanes.
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The Hosiery Workers'
Model Development

==
The Housing Division of the Public Works Administration began

operations in the summer of 1933 by offering loans to private
companies organized to build and manage low... rent residential

developments on a restricted...profit basis. As soon as the program was an...

nounced, the American Federation of Hosiery Workers, a Philadelphia...based

labor union, came forward with plans for an apartment complex designed by
architects conversant with the most recent European and American thinking

on housing. Called the Carl Mackley Houses, after a union member killed in
a bitter strike, the project received the first of the division's loans. To Cather...

ine Bauer, the complex illustrated many of the principles of the modem hous ...

ing idea. When it opened, she wrote that the development represented "the
first successful effort of a group of workers to secure governmental aid toward
bettering their housing conditions." She was optimistic that the building of

the Mackley Houses would turn out to be "the first step in a movement which
may sooner or later change the face of the country."1

The Hosiery Workers Union and Its Leaders

The Hosiery Workers were able to respond so quickly to the new federal hous...

ing program because the union had formulated its proposal before the New
Deal was even announced. A key person in developing the plans was John
Edelman, the union's director of research. Edelman was introduced to the new
ideas about mass shelter by Leo Kryzski, Philadelphia organizer for the Amal...
gamated Clothing Workers. Kryzski was a dedicated radical who had served
as sheriff under several socialist administrations in Milwaukee before coming
to Philadelphia. In the late 1920s, he had visited "Red Vienna," which was
famous for the numerous apartment blocks for working families that the city's
Social Democratic administration had put up after the First World War. The
Karl Marx Hof was the best known internationally of these large develop...

ments. Constructed around two courtyards and containing 1,382 apartments,
the complex included all kinds of services, including a library, youth center,
dental clinic, pharmacy, and kindergartens. Kryzski had taken many photo...
graphs of the complex, and, "at the drop of the word 'housing,' [he] would
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bring them out and deliver a spirited lecture on the feasibility of Americans

emulating the Austrians." 2

Edelman himself was no stranger to radical plans for social improvement.
As a child, he had lived at a utopian commune in England, and as a young
man in 1920 he followed Will Durant as director of the Modern School, an
anarchist..sponsored experiment in progressive education based first in New
York City and later in Stelton, New Jersey. Neither was he new to the world
of architecture, as his father had been a colleague of the famous Chicago ar..
chitect Louis Sullivan. Edelman's long career as a "labor skate," or in..house
intellectual for the labor movement, began in 1924 when he accepted a job
as Pennsylvania manager for Robert LaFollette's third..party presidential cam..

paign. In Pennsylvania, the campaign was largely funded by unions, so Edel..
man was, in effect, an employee of the state labor council. After managing

another electoral campaign effort underwritten by labor unions, this time for
a slate of socialist candidates in Reading, he was hired in 1926 by the Hosiery
Workers. Then called the American Federation of Full..Fashioned Hosiery
Workers, the union was headquartered in Philadelphia.3

The leadership of the union that recruited Edelman was concerned with
political and social questions as well as "bread..and..butter" issues. Emil Rieve,
the Polish..born president of the union, was the most prominent example.
After entering the mills as a boy of thirteen, he had worked his way up to
become a skilled knitter, the highest..paying job in the silk hosiery industry.

When he took over as head of the union in 1929, however, Rieve took a pay

cut equal to half his former salary, because of a rule he himself had instituted
mandating that officers and organizers would be paid no more than the indus..

try average.
Rieve had little formal schooling, but he was nonetheless an intellectually

sophisticated individual. He was, in the words of one colleague, "a devourer
of books." During the twenties, Rieve was part of a circle of left..socialists in

the Philadelphia area with ties to the union movement. He and his colleagues
met regularly for discussions at the "soviet house," a home in the city's indus..
trialized Northeast where several of them lived. While the group had ties to
the Socialist Party rather than the Communist Party, the division between
the two organizations was not very wide in Philadelphia at this time, as the
nickname of their meeting place implied.4

Together with other leaders of the Hosiery Workers, Rieve tried unsuccess..
fully to build a labor party in the city, then controlled by a Republican ma..

chine. In 1931 he ran for county commissioner as part of a slate on both the
Socialist Party and Independent Labor Party tickets. Alexander McKeown,
head of the Philadelphia branch of the union, ran for mayor on the same
ticket, as did Edelman, who ran for Congress in a special off..year election.
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The slate lost badly; Edelman later joked: "I think we got the smallest vote of
any Socialist candidates anywhere, ever, at any place in the United States, for
public office." The Hosiery Workers were unable to enroll other local unions
in their effort to start a third party in good part because of changes in the

Democratic Party at the national level. Al Smith's presidential campaign and

Franklin Roosevelt's New Deal sparked a rebuilding of the party in the city,
siphoning potential energy from third..party politics. 5

The late 1920s, when Rieve took over as president and Edelman came
on staff, were the heyday of the union. Women's skirts had risen, and full ..
fashioned silk stockings, which were knitted to the proportions of the female
leg, could not be produced fast enough. Seamless stockings, which were knit..

ted as a tube, were cheaper but less desirable, because they sagged. Full..
fashioned hosiery was constructed as a flat piece with curved edges (formed
by dropping stitches), and then seamed at the back. Running a machine that

produced these pieces meant constantly adjusting tiny loops of silk thread on
complicated machines with close..set, fast moving needles. The men who did
this work were among the highest paid of all blue..collar employees in the
twenties, often commanding $75 a week compared with mean weekly earnings
for all manufacturing workers that averaged $24 over the decade. In response
to the seemingly inexhaustible demand, the industry mushroomed, with pro..
duction increasing by a factor of sixteen from 1914 to 1929. An all.. time high

of 318 million pairs of silk stockings was produced in that same year, when
supply outstripped demand for the first time.6

All through the 1920s, manufacturers behaved as though all the silk stock..
ings that could be knitted would automatically find buyers. They bought more

and more new machinery and continually opened new mills. In 1929 alone,
productive capacity grew by 25 percent. Meanwhile, union leaders predicted
that at some point a buying limit would be reached and the industry would
crash. In 1926, the Hosiery Workers began gathering national statistics on
hosiery production and consumption with an eye to developing a plan for main..
taining high wage and profit levels in the industry. The union called its pro..
gram "stabilization through unionization." A more conventional labor strat..
egy would have been to focus on wages and hours and leave management

decisions to the owners, but the union saw itself playing a more central role
in guiding the industry.7

In 1929, the year buying capacity first weakened, the union pulled together
the 30 percent of employers with whom it had contracts and negotiated the
first of several national agreements. With the general depression compound..
ing problems in the overexpanded hosiery industry, the union agreed to wage
cuts and changes in work rules that intensified the pace of labor. On their side,
the mill owners agreed to arbitration procedures, complete unionization of
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their workforces, and dues "check..off' (direct payment of dues to the union).

Most striking of all, the owners promised to reveal their semi..annual profits
to the union as the basis for future negotiations. Through this contract and the
ones that followed the union was essentially allying itself with the unionized
employers against nonunionized ones. The union promoted the alliance by
distributing a "White List" of union.. label hose to women's clubs, female trade

union groups, YWCAs, and consumer organizations.8

This general pattern of action was similar to that pursued by the larger and
better..known Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America (ACW), leader of
the movement called "new unionism." Both unions were moving away from a
craft..based organization, then the norm in the labor movement, and toward
industrial unionism, which embraced everyone in a particular industry. Each
visualized itself as the organizing force within a competitive and anarchic
industry. Accordingly, the Amalgamated initiated (and the Hosiery Workers
later followed) a pattern of union..sponsored research into industrywide condi..

tions as the basis for a strategy of institutionalized negotiations. The strategy
relied on arbitration with groups of employers, as opposed to threatening

strike battles with individual concerns. In 1921, New Republic magazine, try..
ing to convey the spirit of the Amalgamated approach, described the genteel
tone of recent negotiations between union officers and clothing manufactures
of Rochester. The owners met with union officials in one of the city's fashion..

able hotels, where they conferred across a long table, each side flanked by its
corps of economists, engineering experts, and statisticians. Only partially in

jest, the journal described the Amalgamated strategy as: "Class Struggle in a
Ball...Room."9

Despite the respectable, even accommodationist tone of such tactics, the
Amalgamated and the Hosiery Workers were militant and politically ambi..

tious organizations. Both had informal ties to the Socialist Party, and the lead...
ership of each employed rhetoric far to the left of the norm for that era. Both

were actively involved in the electoral arena and supported third...party efforts.

They sought alliances with liberal reformers beyond the labor movement and
became institutional bases in their respective geographic strongholds for broad
social reform initiatives. IO

A dramatic example of the way the Hosiery Workers Union was able to
mobilize people far beyond its own ranks was the massive funeral of Carl

Mackley, a unionist killed in a bitter 1930 hosiery strike in Philadelphia. An

estimated 1,500 cars followed the hearse as the funeral cortege moved through
the streets of the city. Thousands of spectators lined the streets. Once the
procession reached the cemetery, the union staged an elaborate ceremony, eli..
maxed by a huge crowd pledging in unison:
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I will continue the struggle against low wages, poverty, and oppression,

and I will not falter nor be intimidated by hired assassins, nor discouraged

by a subservient and ofttimes tyrannical judiciary. If necessary, I, too, will

lay down my life in order that all those who toil may be delivered from

enslavement by un,American, avaricious, industrial despots.

The New Republic marveled that in such a difficult period for the labor tnove..

ment, the union was able to stage one of "the most impressive and remarkable
demonstration[s] ever held in Philadelphia." The magazine's editors were
hopeful that the Hosiery Workers' combination of militancy and long.. range
strategy presaged a better period for the labor movement. 11

The "New Unions" Confront the Housing Problem

Given their larger social and political ambitions (as well as their experience
with economic sectors dominated by a multitude of small operators), it is not

surprising that both the Amalgamated and the Hosiery Workers would turn
their attention to the housing question. The larger and wealthier Amalga..

mated got started first, with an array of cooperative apartment buildings begun
in the late 1920s. 12

To some extent, the Amalgamated's housing program was a natural out..

growth of the general climate of experimentation within the labor movement
in the 1920s. Led by the International Association of Machinists and the

Brotherhood of Locomotive Engineers, unionists created a wide variety of al..
ternative economic institutions in these years. The machinists got started first,
founding their Mount Vernon Savings Bank in 1920, but the railway engi..
neers, led by Warren Stone, were the most prolific. Stone, a leading sponsor

of the 1920 All..American Farmer...Labor Co..operative Congress in Chicago,
envisioned cooperative enterprise as a way of challenging capitalist organiza..

tion of the economy. The railway union established a total of fourteen banks,
eight investment companies, a printing company, two skyscrapers, and even
its own model town in Florida. Laid out by a professional city planner, the

Florida town was complete with houses for unionists, three tourist hotels, two
farms, a nine..hole golf course and clubhouse. Other union efforts directed to..

ward housing in the decade included eight home loan associations established
by regional groups of labor unions: three of the loan companies were located
in Ohio, two in Minnesota, and one each in Florida, Illinois, and Texas. 13

Along with organizing mechanisms of financial assistance for home build..
ing or purchase, unionists in this period explored the possibility of being

the direct providers of shelter. In 1925, a consortium of New York needle
trades unions, including the International Ladies Garment Workers Union
(ILGWU), began work on a cooperative apartment house in the Bronx com..
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plete with a gymnasium, an assembly room with kitchen facilities, and outdoor
children's play areas. The architect for the 166..unit building was Andrew J.

Thomas, a talented designer of moderate..cost garden apartments who often

worked for John D. Rockefeller, Jr. When the unions ran into trouble with
financing, Rockefeller took over the project. Calling it the Thomas Gardens
Apartments, Rockefeller developed the complex on a low..profit basis, charg..

ing only 6 percent on the mortgage and taking no profit on the land and con..
struction. He hoped that the apartment house would eventually become a
cooperative, as the unions had initially envisioned, but this feature of the plan
never worked out. At $6,000 to $9,000 apiece, the apartments turned out to

be too expensive for the working..class families at whom they were aimed.
More affluent families did not step forward as buyers, either, perhaps because
the five .. and six..story buildings had been constructed without elevators as a

way of saving money so that community facilities could be provided. I4

Such experiments by other trade unions influenced the leadership of the
Amalgamated in the direction of organizing its own cooperative enterprises.
In addition, the idea of economic cooperation had a lot of appeal for the

union's many Jewish members. American working..class Jews were particularly
drawn to the international consumer..cooperative movement that had origi..

nated in England in the mid..nineteenth century, in part because it reinforced
traditions of ethnic solidarity. IS During the twenties, Jewish groups established
numerous housing cooperatives in the Bronx section of New York City. The
United Workers, a communist.. influenced union, moved into housing on a
large scale after several successful years of operating a summer camp in Out..

chess County and a small apartment house in Manhattan on a cooperative
basis. In 1925, the group purchased land opposite Bronx Park and eventually
constructed over 700 apartments. Other Jewish cooperative housing ventures
in this period included the Shalom Aleichem Houses, sponsored by an organi..

zation devoted to the preservation of secular Jewish culture, and apartment
buildings constructed by the Zionist..oriented Jewish National Workers Alli..

ance, the (primarily Jewish) Typographical Union, and the Jewish Butchers
Union. I6 Many of these ventures proved successful as physical and social en..

vironments, but almost none were financially stable for reasons similar to the
problems that undermined Rockefeller's Thomas Gardens Apartments. The
cost of good..quality, if modest, urban housing was simply very expensive in re ..

lation to working families' incomes, even when profit margins were cut down
or eliminated entirely.

Encouraged by experiments by Jewish groups and other unions, Amalga..
mated conventions regularly passed motions on behalf of the cooperative
movement. A typical resolution put the union on record favoring cooperative
enterprise on the grounds that it would help "working people to free them..
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selves from the exploitation of the capitalist class" and give them experience
"managing industries for themselves." 17 Sidney Hillman and other ACW lead...

ers were wary of overextending the union financially and moved cautiously to

implement such principles. At first the impulse was channeled into organizing
union...controlled financial institutions. These were extremely successful. The

Amalgamated spawned seven banks and investment companies in addition to
the Russian...American Industrial Corporation, which ran twenty...five clothing

plants in the Soviet Union during the era of the New Economic Policy
(NEP).18

One of these institutions, the Amalgamated's credit union in New York,
was the seedbed for the union's residential activities. Abraham Kazan, sec...
retary... treasurer for the union's New York Joint Board and a great enthusiast
of cooperation, headed the credit union. In 1925, the cooperators began

branching out from cooperative credit and formed a corporation to make bulk
purchases of ice and coal. Next, the corporation moved into housing and

bought a large plot of undeveloped land in the Bronx adjacent to Van Cort...
landt Park. In 1926, after Governor Al Smith convinced the legislature to
grant tax exemptions to state...supervised limited...dividend housing corpora...
tions (companies that limited their profits in order to hold rents down), the

cooperative reorganized as the Amalgamated Housing Corporation and made
plans to build. The corporation conceived an ambitious plan for 303 apart ...

ments in a group of six buildings, at a cost estimated at close to two million
dollars.

Financing was complicated but ultimately possible because of the size and

wealth of the union itself, the success of the numerous financial organizations
it had spawned, and the fact that it had prosperous friends. One..third of the

capital was to be obtained from the prospective residents, who were assessed
$500 per room. This meant $1,500 to $2,000 per family, as most apartments
consisted of three and four rooms. Since this sum was beyond the means of
most garment workers, cooperators needed to borrow to pay even the one...
third of the real cost that they were being assessed. The publisher of the]ewish
Daily Forward, the major Yiddish.. language newspaper in New York, aided

the enterprise by depositing $150,000 in the Amalgamated's bank to be used
as collateral for the cooperators to borrow against. For the mortgage, the Met..

ropolitan Life Insurance Company put in over a million dollars, charging
only 5 percent interest in accordance with the state's limited...dividend law.

The rest was obtained from the Forward, the Amalgamated Bank, and other
smaller financial institutions related to the union. Ground was broken on
Thanksgiving Day, 1926; opening ceremonies were held on Christmas Day
the following year. 19

Housing expert Edith Elmer Wood hailed the Amalgamated's development
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as "the best and most successful cooperative housing thus far seen in the
United States." Believing that cooperative housing had the potential to be..
come an effective strategy for expanding the supply of modest..priced housing,

she dealt with this form of tenure at length in her 1931 book Recent Trends in
American Housing. While various kinds of what was called "cooperative hous..
ing" had become popular in the 1920s, the one Wood favored was an owner..

ship structure in which participants did not reap profits from increases in prop..

erty values. If real estate prices rose after they originally bought in, cooperators
got back only the capital they had originally invested, with perhaps some addi..
tional money to account for inflation. Thus, later buyers would not have to
pay more for their housing to cover the speculative gains that previous resi..

dents had taken. In Wood's view, people who participated in this kind of ven..
ture were "homeseekers, not profit seekers." She argued that housing coopera..

tives of the kind she favored should be publicly supported through low.. interest

government loans, as in Europe.2o

For Abraham Kazan, who lived in the Amalgamated buildings and served

as manager, "the social benefits" were even more important than the eco..
nomic value of cooperative endeavors. He was convinced that people living
in cooperative settings developed more personal responsibility, community
spirit, and experience in democratic self..government.21 At the Amalgamated
apartments in the Bronx, which teemed with group activities of every descrip..

tion, this social dimension was much in evidence. A service corporation made
bulk purchases of eggs directly from farmers and electricity from the Edison
Company. School..aged children were transported to and from public school

in a jointly owned bus, while younger ones attended a progressive..education
nursery on the grounds. The complex boasted a library with several thousand
volumes, a music room, and an indoor auditorium with seating for 500. Classes
were held for both adults and children on subjects ranging from mandolin to
Yiddish. A full .. time education director worked with a committee of residents
to plan these classes, along with forums, lectures, concerts, plays, and dances.
Cooperative stores sold groceries, and tenants operated a tea room on a not..
for..profit basis to provide a place for casual socializing in the evenings.22

The Amalgamated housing was a financial as well as a social success due
to Kazan's skills as a financial manager, the high morale of the residents, and
the tax exemptions (which were, in effect, public subsidies) allowed through

the limited..dividend law. After the first buildings near Van Cortlandt Park
opened, Kazan was swamped with applications. In 1929, the Amalgamated
Housing Corporation began a number of new building operations, including
the Grand Street Cooperative Apartments in lower Manhattan, which were
financed by then Lieutenant..Governor Herbert Lehman and Aaron Rabin..
owitz, a wealthy real estate investor and member of the State Housing Board.
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By 1931, the corporation was operating 856 apartments in the city. The next

few years were very difficult, as cooperators suffered wage cuts and unemploy..

ment during the Depression. Kazan and the board of directors organized a vari..
ety of schemes to help residents, including a relief fund contributed to by those
who had jobs, and the corporation was able to pull through. In 1940, the
Amalgamated Housing Corporation started building again. 23

The Housing Situation in Philadelphia

As with the Amalgamated, the Hosiery Workers put a high priority on devel..
oping an alternative to market provision of shelter. Unlike New York, Phila..

delphia had a reputation for affordable housing, but shelter costs were still
high in relation to most working families' incomes. The widespread belief that

the City of Brotherly Love was a city of affordable housing was based largely

on the fact that only about 20 percent of families lived in multi ..unit buildings.
Also, Philadelphia had a significantly higher rate of homeownership than

most other large cities. In 1930, 51 percent of families lived in homes they
owned outright or were paying for through a mortgage, while the average rate

of homeownership in the other twelve U.s. cities with a population of over a
half..million was 36 percent. 24

Philadelphia's higher rate of home ownership reflected a housing industry
that produced more affordable homes for sale, but it also reflected the lack of

good rental alternatives. The lower costs were partly due to the local tradition
of rowhouse building, which brought construction costs down. (The perva..

siveness of rowhousing similarly helps explain why Baltimore was the other
large city with high homeownership rates.) Another important reason for
lower costs was the easier and cheaper access to financing for both builders

and buyers, because the city had one of the highest concentrations of building
and loan associations in the country. The rockbottom price for a newly built
Philadelphia rowhouse in the 1920s was $4,000, which represented a consid..
erable savings compared with, for example, an economy..model new Chicago
bungalow with its price tag of $5,500. Minimum.. level new Philadelphia row..
houses were modest but not substandard dwellings. They had a living room,
dining room, kitchen, bath, and two bedrooms, and they came equipped with
central heating, gas cooking ranges, electric fixtures, standard plumbing, and
hardwood floors. Builders marketed these homes for approximately $500 down

and $30 a month.25

Yet, the high proportion of families who lived in Philadelphia's rowhous...
ing reflected not only the relatively lower cost of this form of urban shelter,

but also the lack of available choices. The city had no local tradition of small
multifamily buildings, comparable to the Boston three ...decker or the Chicago
two..flat, and municipal building codes made large apartment buildings quite
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expensive to construct, which meant that developers only put them up for the
luxury market. As a result, rowhouses originally built for a single family were
often converted into units for two or three families. The dwellings created in

this way were usually quite tiny and frequently lacked an independent water
supply. Not only would toilet and bathing facilities have to be shared with one

or two other families, but many times water for cooking would have to be
drawn from the bathroom. Some observers believed that the lack of good
alternatives pushed many families into buying their own homes when they
might have preferred to rent. 26

Whether Philadelphia's comparatively high proportion of homeowners
resulted from families being pushed or pulled into the market, the number of

foreclosures in the 1920s indicates that numerous families got in over their
heads when they purchased. As in the rest of the country, a higher proportion
of city families bought homes in the 1920s than previously. The rate of home..
ownership in Philadelphia climbed from 39 percent in 1920 to 51 percent in

1930. But as home sales rose, so did foreclosures. In 1920, five sheriff's writs
for foreclosures were issued for every 10,000 people in the city. By 1928, the

rate had risen to almost 50 per 10,000. The director of the local Housing Asso..
ciation, who compiled statistics on forced sales, observed that local property
owners showed signs of being "acutely distressed" as early as 1925. Thus, even
in Philadelphia, where the private market in housing was operating at prob..

ably its peak level of efficiency in the twenties, large segments of the popula..
tion still experienced significant hardships.27

The Great Depression only exacerbated this situation. In part because so
many residents were borrowing to purchase their homes, the Depression hit
the city's property market with particular force. Philadelphia led the country

in foreclosures, and the local lending industry practically collapsed. Less than
half of the savings and loans operating in 1925 were still active eight years
later. New construction halted almost completely: in 1933, less than 500 fam..

ily accommodations were constructed in a city of close to two million people.
This was only 6 percent of the yearly average for the first three decades of
the century.28 Yet, even with the severe drop..off in new construction, Univer..

sity of Pennsylvania researchers found an overall vacancy rate of 35 percent.
With incomes shrinking, more families doubled (or tripled) up into supposedly
"single family" rowhouses. 29

Within this larger situation, Philadelphia's hosiery workers were particu..

larly hard hit. The city was the hub of the silk stocking industry nationally;
consequently, it had the oldest, most obsolete machinery. This meant that

local manufacturers had the most trouble competing when demand slackened,
so the level of unemployment was high. The fall ..off in wages was a particular
problem for hosiery workers with regard to housing, because they had used
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their relatively high wages during the years of prosperity to purchase homes at
higher rates than other workers. A 1931 survey conducted by the union with
assistance from faculty at Bryn Mawr College revealed that 66 percent of the
membership lived in homes they owned or were buying. Extended unemploy..

ment resulted in many members, especially younger ones who had not yet
paid off mortgages, losing their homes. This was often a devastating financial
catastrophe, since the overall deflation of prices meant that houses sold at

sheriff's sales often brought less than what was still owed to the bank. Thus,
even after losing their homes, many still had a debt that would follow them
for years.30 In his autobiography, John Edelman described how he dreaded vis..
iting the families of hosiery workers who were being evicted after falling be..
hind on their mortgage payments. "As union representative, I would steel my..
self to visit these families, for I knew I would find the kids crying, the mothers
covering their faces with their aprons, the young fathers white..faced and lost."
He recalled that "returning home from these heart..rending scenes, night after
night, I grew more convinced that labor unions, labor people, simply couldn't
allow such suffering to continue."3!

The Hosiery Workers Plan Their Housing Demonstration

This was the context in which several individuals concerned with housing
issues coalesced around the city's most innovative union. Oskar Stonorov was

in many ways the key person in the group. A true cosmopolitan, Stonorov was
ethnically Russian, but he grew up in Germany where his family had moved

not long before his birth in 1905. As a young man, he traveled and studied
throughout Europe, coming to the United States in 1929. Large and energetic,

he was described by associates as a "bear" of a man. He was personally ambi..

tious, but at the same time committed to the idealistic social ethos that Bauer
described as the core of European architectural modernism. Throughout his
life Stonorov maintained close ties with the American trade union move..

ment. He died, in fact, in the same small plane crash that took the lives of
Walter Reuther and his wife in 1970, while the three were on their way to
inspect the progress of construction at the United Auto Workers' conference
and education center at Black Lake, Michigan, which Stonorov had designed.

At the time he became involved with the Hosiery Workers, Stonorov and
his German partner, Alfred Kastner, had recently become famous among the
artistic avant..garde. The two took second place (over such formidable rivals
as Le Corbusier and Walter Gropius) in the 1931 U.S.S.R...sponsored intema..

tional architectural competition for the Palace of the Soviets in Moscow.
While this accomplishment won them prestige within the circle of architects
and critics around the Museum of Modern Art, it made them decidedly un..
popular with conservative mainstream architects. Both were fired from the
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New York City architectural firms where they worked. With their $6,000 in
prize money, the two relocated to Philadelphia and set up a joint practice.32

Once in Philadelphia, they met John Edelman and became part of a group
concerned with housing issues.

The group also included William Jeanes, a wealthy young Philadelphia
Quaker who became a major investor in, and then manager of, the Hosiery
Workers' housing. Younger than the others, Jeanes had only recently gradua..
ted from Harvard College and returned from a trip to Europe where he had
toured low..rent housing developments. Years later, Jeanes recalled the stimu..
lating, free ..ranging discussions that the four had had concerning the hous..

ing question. "No subject was off limits: socialism, communism, none of the
'isms."'33 Like Catherine Bauer, the Philadelphia group drew on ideas devel..

oped by both American and European theorists, and like Bauer's modern
housing program, their approach implied both financial and architectural

innovation.
Not surprisingly, given the union's strategy with regard to the hosiery

industry, the group's economic thinking centered on ways to transform the
small..scale character of housing production and distribution. They hoped to
demonstrate, as had so many other twentieth..century American housing re..

formers before them, that large operations could cut costs. But, in contrast to
well..meaning developers of projects like Forest Hills Gardens, who attempted

to deliver more for less, the Hosiery Workers group proposed spending an
amount similar to what the speculative builder invested and producing a supe..

rior product. One of the first articles on housing issues that Edelman printed

in the Hosiery Worker, the union newspaper, spelled out this position. The
article stated that a typical Philadelphia block developed with rowhouses in
the usual way would contain 182 homes, each with its own small backyard.
The only large open space for children to play in would be the streets and
alleys. If, however, the same block were developed as a four..story apartment
house for 300 families, construction costs per individual unit could be cut in

half. Large parts of the block would be left open for playgrounds and adult
recreation facilities, which could then be constructed without spending more
than the rowhouse builder.34

Despite the fact that their union was smaller and poorer than the Amal..

gamated and also that the economy had deteriorated drastically from the days
when the ACW began its housing ventures, the Hosiery Workers' discussion
group was in some ways more ambitious for their project. While the Amalga..
mated was oriented primarily toward improving the living situation of its own
members, Stonorov and his discussion partners frankly aimed at upgrading
urban housing nationally by influencing federal policy. They hoped to build
a constituency for large..scale government loan programs to support non..
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commercial projects modeled on their development, in part to expand the
supply of affordable housing and in part as a strategy for general economic
expansion. According to one of the earliest discussions of housing Edelman

ran in the Hosiery Worker, "the most effective single method of pulling the

country out of its present slump would be to restore building activity." The
article maintained that while an excess of commercial buildings and expen..

sive homes was left over from the 1920s, there was still a real need for
moderate..cost housing.35

Group members also agreed that the country needed to create more collec..
tive and less speculative forms of ownership for urban housing. Their first im..

pulse was to follow the example of the Amalgamated and organize their ven..
ture along cooperative lines. They argued that moving away from individual
ownership would benefit wage earners economically. When the first model of
the project went on display in early 1932, Kastner told the New York Times
that it was to be a

cooperative apartment house project [which] will provide every possible

facility for the convenience and amusement of the working man and his

family on a wholesale scale which, as an individual, he could not afford.36

Along with the material advantages of collective ownership, they stressed the

economic downside of private home ownership. In one of the Hosiery Worker
housing articles, Edelman printed Clarence Stein's warning that the home

buyer "gambled away his economic freedom." The group agreed with Stein's
assessment that home ownership could be a high..risk proposition for work..

ing..class families. Their modest neighborhoods were more likely to become
blighted than affluent residential sections, and buying a house put them at the

mercy of a particular local job market.37

Despite such arguments, the group's real animus against homeownership
was not based on an economic calculus. As Jeanes acknowledged in a planning

report, homeowning was often a rational choice for the individual working..
class family given existing alternatives. Paying off a mortgage meant building
up a "retirement fund," and blue..collar families typically had no other com..
parable investment opportunities. While it was true that some lost money
when their neighborhoods declined, others were able to make speculative
gains. 38 The real problem with private ownership, from the group's perspec..

tive, was that it seemed to reinforce the privatism that characterized U.S. po..
litical culture.

The Hosiery Workers' housing discussion group believed that living in the

physical separation of a single..family house and having to shoulder the com..
plete financial responsibility for it encouraged individualistic modes of think..
ing. Stonorov called conventional houses "fortresses of individualism."39 As
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he stated in a letter to federal officials in 1935, public support for low..rental

housing was important not just as a way of providing affordable shelter but
also "to establish standards of living in a new mode of living quite different
from what individual speculative activity has created."40 This new mode of

living Stonorov spoke of had to do with the integration of park space, cultural
programs, and recreational facilities into residential districts so as to encour..
age more social interaction and more interest in public life.

Stonorov and the others thought that people would experience more
enjoyable and fulfilling lives in this kind of environment. In addition, they
thought that the enhancement of personal opportunities and the pleasure of
sociability would help bring a more solidaristic society into being. Before the
construction of the Mackley Houses, Stonorov wrote that "community life
is totally unknown" to families of union members. "Co..operation with each

other is limited to mutual relief in extreme emergencies." But, he confidently
predicted that living in a "community enterprise" would transform their
outlook.

Thus it becomes clear that Stonorov and the others had far more ambitious
goals than simply expanding affordable housing options. They wanted to ere..

ate environments that would allow first ..hand experience of what they viewed
as the advantages of collective provision of goods. Then, as Americans began
to enjoy more communal patterns of life, they might come to look favorably
on expanding public programs of all kinds. For instance, there might be sup..

port for generous public pensions, which would serve to replace privately
owned houses as bulwarks of security against the threat of insolvency in old
age. (And this would, by way of return, affect housing politics, making
nonmarket housing more acceptable.) In common with European social..
democratic architects and planners such as Ernst May of Frankfurt, the
Hosiery Workers' group saw new forms of housing as a step toward creating

a better kind of modern industrial society-one able to diminish the power
of the market over key spheres of life.41

Clearly, Stonorov's belief that life at the Carl Mackley Houses would by
itself change individualistic attitudes into communal ones betrayed a some..

what naive faith in the power of the physical environment to overcome values
with deep structural and historical roots. As noted, the tendency toward what
might be termed "design determinism" was common among American reform..
ers in the early twentieth century.42 For instance, the social analysis of the
architects and planners who had been involved in the federal housing pro..
grams during the First World War was rife with similar assumptions. Nor was
this a peculiarly American way of thinking. As Bauer later explained, the
modern movement in architecture that originated in Europe was infused with
hopes that a better designed environment would improve society generally. In
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later years, such ideas would come to seem foolish, even destructive. Yet, per..

haps the real problem with this approach to social change was not so much
that it was wrong as that it was incomplete, paying insufficient attention not
only to cultural factors but also to the economic and institutional context.

In terms of design, Stonorov and Kastner were committed modernists who
aspired to create new physical forms for urban residential architecture. Tradi..
tionally, the source of ideas for housing was, fn Kastner's words, the "old..

fashioned, entrepreneur architect." This figure designed elaborate, personal..

ized projects for wealthy individuals, which were then constructed through an
expensive "piece..by..piece building process." According to Kastner, the unfor..
tunate outcome was that the whole society's conception of shelter was based

on these custom..built homes of the rich and, therefore, most residential devel..

opment consisted of dreary streets of cheap, miniaturized replicas of mansions.
This was particularly depressing and ironic in the same country that had pion..

eered production of so many kinds of well..made mass..produced objects, most
obviously the modern automobile. Kastner joked that "if Mr. Ford's designers
used the thought..process of traditional architecture we should undoubtedly be
riding around today in small copies of King George's coronation coach."43

According to the two architects, a key step in developing a new kind of
domestic architecture was to restructure architectural practice. Generally,
when architects were involved with a commercial project, rather than work..

ing for a specific client, they proceeded on the basis of quite vague information
about the ultimate users of their designs. To gain more familiarity with the

kinds of people who would be living in the union housing complex, Stonorov
and Kastner consulted with the officers and staff of the Hosiery Workers. In

addition, they organized a survey to gather information from 1,400 union fam..

ilies. The research work was planned with help from faculty at Bryn Mawr
College and directed by William Jeanes.

In his autobiography, Edelman remembered the survey as a channel for
members to express their preferences on design questions. In fact, the main
thrust of the research was aimed not at finding out what families wanted, but
what they could afford, as practically all of the questions had to do with cur..
rent housing expenses and income. As it turned out, the once..prosperous ho..

siery workers could no longer afford all that much. Twenty percent of families
interviewed reported receiving no wages at all in the week before being ques..

tioned. Average income for the entire group at this time was $21.50 a week,
less than half of the income necessary to cover monthly mortgage and owner..

ship costs on a new rowhouse.44

In his influential 1978 article praising the design of the Mackley Houses,
architectural historian Richard Pommer accused Stonorov of using the sur..
vey to justify his existing plans rather than "uncovering the workers' own
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wishes."45 As proof, Pommer noted that the respondents were not asked

whether they would prefer apartments or houses. Pommer's critique points to
problematic issues regarding the role of professionals in a democratic society.
Of course, he is correct that Stonorov and the others were not trying to trans..
late the ideas of the union members into reality. Even if cost had not been an
issue, the group clearly had no idea of constructing shelter according to pre..
vailing American norms as to what constituted an ideal home. Edelman seems
not to have been comfortable with this reality, imagining later that the survey
had "provided us with answers to a lot of pragmatic questions," such as desir..

able room layouts. Actually, there were no questions on the survey instrument
that asked for input on design.46

Stonorov, on the other hand, never thought of the survey as a tool to solicit
the desires of the membership, and he never represented it as such. The intro..
duction to the published report on the survey, which he seems to have co..

written with Jeanes, talked about the need for the architect to know "the re ..
quirements" of those for whom he designs.47 For Stonorov, the survey served

that function. He saw himself as an expert working on behalf of the public
good and, perhaps because of his upper..class European background, never
seems to have felt uncomfortable about this role. "Housing must become a
science to which the best minds ... will be devoted," he told the Philadelphia

Public Ledger in 1933.48

Despite the planners of the Mackley Houses having had a fairly clear idea
about what they wanted to build before the survey, union members' prefer..
ences did affect at least one major decision. From the start, Stonorov and Kast..

ner took for granted that tennis courts would be the major recreation facility;
their first plan called for no less than three courts.49 Yet when the union fami ..
lies were surveyed, 73 percent, which the planners considered an "amazing
number," expressed a desire for a swimming pool. Baseball came in as the next
most popular participatory sport, with 43 percent indicating an interest, while
only 20 percent opted for tennis. In the end, the tennis courts were scrapped,
and the development featured a 75 ..foot pool.50

At the outset, Stonorov conceived of the project as an aggressively avant..

garde statement. A model created in the initial phase of planning was dis..
played with the famous Museum of Modern Art exhibition on modem archi..

tecture organized by Philip Johnson and Henry..Russell Hitchcock, when the
show traveled to Philadelphia in the spring of 1932. Stonorov's model dis..

played three thin highrise buildings placed parallel to each other, in the zeilen...
bau pattern favored by German architects. (This design is shown in figure 5.2.)
In this kind of arrangement, residential buildings no more than two rooms
deep were built in rows running north and south. Such site plans maximized
light and ventilation and also cut construction costs since there were fewer
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FIG. 5.2 Model of Stonorov's original plan for the Carl Mackley Houses, created for
the Museum of Modern Art show on Modern Architecture. In this first conception,
the development was projected to be three high-rise slabs, arranged in Zeilenbau fash­
ion. Stonorov probably envisaged the architectural avant-garde who came to see the
exhibit, rather than the eventual residents, as the real audience for this design. In any
case, the plan was vastly modified before the complex was built (see figure 5.3). Repro­
duced courtesy of the American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming.

streets per dwelling. At this stage of planning, each apartment had two stories,
designed, as Stonorov explained, to be "vertical repetitions of the typical Phil­
adelphia row house." But, in a radical departure from the local vernacular,

each contained a double-height living room. As one architectural historian
has suggested, Stonorov probably never regarded this "polemically modernist"
plan as a serious proposal for the final project. Rather, it was a way to display
his familiarity with the latest international trends for the sophisticated Mu­
seum of Modern Architecture audience. 51

The Building of the Mackley Houses

Although Rieve and other union leaders were not involved in the initial dis­
cussions, they actively supported the plan for a housing project. The early
1930s, however, were not a good time for the union to try to assemble financ­
ing on its own, especially given the difficulties being encountered by the more
affluent ACW, which had built in a far easier economic climate and had also
received state aid. Edelman and the others concluded, based on their familiar­
ity with practices in Europe, that low-interest federal loans were the only prac­
tical solution, even though the likelihood of such help seemed remote.

Yet, as we have seen, even before President Hoover left office, the slumping

economy prompted him to agree to a bill allowing the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation to make loans to limited-dividend housing corporations gov­
erned by state housing boards. When this legislation passed in the summer of
1932, only New York possessed the necessary state agency, so the first step for
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the Hosiery Workers was to get the legislature to organize a housing board in
Pennsylvania. Governor Gifford Pinchot and his wife Cornelia were sympa..
thetic to the union's plan. The two managed to get enabling legislation intro..

duced into the state legislature, but the bill failed to pass, and plans stalled
for another year. Then, in the first phase of New Deal, Congress passed the

National Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) with its provision for aid to low..
cost housing. 52

Soon after the NIRA became law in mid..June of 1933, Edelman was in
Washington, DC, on union business and met Stonorov by chance late one
night. Despite the hour, Edelman found his friend characteristically "bustling

with energy." Stonorov explained how he had just gotten to know Robert
Kohn, the new head of the Public Works Administration Housing Division,
whom he described as "a fancy ..pants New York architect but a good guy."

This was their opportunity, Stonorov insisted; they had to approach Kohn
immediately. As it was past eleven o'clock at night and Kohn was sleeping

when they called, the new administrator was at first less than enthusiastic. But
after some cajoling by Stonorov, Kohn responded that "for you bastards I'll get
out of bed." The two made their pitch, and Kohn was impressed with the plan.

With this head start, the union got the Housing Division's first loan, which
eventually amounted to $1,039,000.53

Even after the federal money was approved, the union still faced serious

obstacles. The first was land assembly. Financial help from Jeanes's family
made possible the acquisition of a city block in the northeast part of the city.
Northeast Philadelphia, while least developed overall, was still the city's most
industrialized section, with over 2,000 factories in 1930. The location meant
the housing would be near to manufacturing jobs.54 The union's property was
a 5.4 acre tract abutting Juniata Park and bordered by "M" Street and Castor
Avenue to the west and east and Cayuga and Bristol Streets to the north and

south. Before starting construction, the union needed permission from the
City Council to close two streets (which existed only on paper) in order to

create the superblock required for the project.
The request gave those groups in the city who regarded the plan as "not

an American idea" the opportunity to try to block it. Leading the opposition
was the North Philadelphia Realty Board, which took the position that a

govemment..assisted residential development represented "unfair competition
with private ownership." The realtors, together with the United Business
Men's Association and the Philadelphia Company for Guaranteeing Mort..
gages, lobbied hard to get the City Council to reject the union's application
to modify the street grid. No one at the council meetings seemed particularly
surprised at charges by realty groups that the plan was "socialistic" and "com..
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munistic," but the press reported that one overwrought opponent did manage

to startle council members and spectators with his prediction that the apart...

ments would concentrate workers in such a way that "an inflamed mind might
cause acts the police department could not cope with." Another argument
leveled against the plan was that the high vacancy rates in the city proved
that there was already more than enough rental property available, and ex...

panding the housing stock would only serve to further deplete already slack
demand. Property owners encouraged the council to seek federal money for
rehabilitation, not new building.55

In response, the union mounted a spirited public relations counteroffen...
sive. Members and officers attended council meetings and argued the merits

of their plan with support from the head of Philadelphia's Building Trades
Council. The union newspaper printed "Names of Foes of Decent Housing for
Workers," a list that included all but one of the realtors of North Philadelphia,
and advised readers not to patronize them. In addition, both Edelman and

Stonorov gave newspaper interviews. Edelman told the press that the vacant
houses available for rent in the Northeast were so decrepit that "no self...

respecting tenant would occupy them." Stonorov made the case that rehabili ...
tating blighted neighborhoods was a waste of time. "In twenty years they will
revert to slums," he insisted, because the root of the problem was that these
areas had originally been developed on the basis of poor land...use patterns.
Outlining his vision of housing as a science, the architect argued that well ...

planned residential districts with plenty of parks and other amenities could be
"the salvation of our urban civilization."56

By December 1933 the fight was won. Over the mayor's veto, the council
sided unanimously with the union. It is likely, however, that the politicians
were motivated to override local business interests less by the new planning
theories Stonorov articulated than by the belief, as one councilman put it,

that "it is a mighty poor time to throw all kinds of objections to the passage
of legislation desired by public...spirited men and women in their commend...
able efforts to get employment for people."57

With the local opposition overcome, the union began building in February
1934 with a ceremony featuring Cornelia Bryce Pinchot. The governor's wife,
a liberal Republican like her husband, hailed the effort as "an indication of
the spirit of the New Deal" as she turned the first spadeful of earth.58 By now,
Stonorov's original modernist high...rise design had been changed by Kastner
to four three ...story buildings (figures 5.3 and 5.4). Kastner kept the original
idea of narrow buildings aligned in relation to the sun rather than the street,

but he bent them at the ends and indented them in the center, running pas...
sageways between. The design enclosed the site and opened up the interior of
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FIG. 5.3 Diagram of the Carl Mackley Houses as actually built, showing location of
the community hall, cooperative store, swimming pool, children's wading pool, and
kindergarten, The site is a "superblock" with automobile traffic excluded from the in­
terior. A garage for residents' cars is provided below ground level. The three- and
four-story buildings run roughly north and south (Cayuga Street is at the north end of
the development), but the Zeilenbau-style design has been softened by turning the cor­
ners and indenting the centers of the parallel buildings. Reproduced with permission
of the publisher from Architectural Record (November 1935), copyright (1935) by The
McGraw-Hill Companies. All rights reserved.

the block. When completed, the complex contained nearly 300 apartments
(most with porches), a pool, an auditorium, underground garages, a nursery
school, basement rooms for tenant activities, and rooftop laundry facilities.
For a while, because of costs and local construction codes, it looked like the
buildings would have to be covered in very unmodern red brick. Then, at
the last moment, Stonorov was able to locate a glazed industrial tile in shades
of burnt yellow and orange, which gave the buildings a sleek yet not stark
appearance. 59 Thus, the final realization of the project was significantly mod­
erated from the original stylistically extreme conception. Its mix of European
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FIG. 5.4 The cover of the advertising brochure for the Carl Mackley Houses. The
exterior walls were covered with burnt-orange ceramic tile. Many of the units had
balconies, as shown here. Others had recessed porches where residents could sit
outside in warm weather. On the top floor of the building segment shown on the
right-hand side of the photograph are windows to one of the laundries. Women
who used these laundries praised them as sunny, cheerful sites for sociability, but
wished that the architects had thought to provide dumb waiters to transport bas­
kets of clothes up the stairs between apartments and the roof level.
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modernism and American suburban vernacular meant that the comple.l,," had
a contemporary appearance, but still blended with the residential neighbor...

hood that grew up around it.
Arguing the merits of the complex, the union newspaper explained how

the design was superior to the traditional working...class rowhouses of Phila...
delphia. The Hosiery Worker compared the thirty...foot ...wide buildings, aligned

north and south, with their large window areas on at least two {and sometimes
three} sides, to "the superstructure of an ocean liner." More light and venti ...
lation were possible than in conventional Philadelphia rowhouses, with their
limited frontage and great depth. Another way in which the design was supe...
rior to standard local development patterns, according to the paper, lay in the

availability of space away from the street where children could play. Row...
houses covered two...thirds of the block, "and the remaining one ... third cannot

be used to full advantage by children for play because the land is not concen...
trated enough." The Mackley, by comparison, left two... thirds of the land open,
most of which was in the interior of the block and sheltered from traffic. The
paper maintained that apartments, with their shared walls, were really no less
private than row houses, while "an apartment creates more of a community
feeling."60 Thus, while the union newspaper argued for the development's su...

perior physical amenities, it predicted that the biggest advantage over tradi ...
tional living patterns would be intangible. The Hosiery Worker assured its
readers that at the Mackley Houses "you will live with your friends where the
spirit of unionism is strong and where there will be a real feeling of under...
standing between the families within the development."61

Life at the Mackley Houses

In January, 1935, the first apartments were completed and tenants began
moving in. As it turned out, the Mackley Houses never became the stronghold
of hosiery workers that some had anticipated with hope and others with dread.
Before the complex ever opened, the union leadership determined not to let
that happen, fearing that if most apartments were rented by hosiery workers,
a strike in the industry would bankrupt the development. William Jeanes, who
became manager, was instructed to lease at least two... thirds of the apartments

to families not supported by a member of the union. As things worked out,
no one was excluded by this rule, because the apartments turned out to be too
expensive for many hosiery workers' families as well as many other working...
class families. Around a quarter of those who moved in were white ...collar
workers, including several public school teachers.62 Alfred Kastner, who be...

lieved that architects of residential developments should try living in places
they designed, took his own advice and moved in with his wife Lenore in
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February. The Kastners resided at the Mackley for almost two years until a

new job took them to Washington, DC.63

The planners were unhappy about how expensive the complex turned out
to be. To payoff the federal loan on the terms required by the PWA, rents
had to be set approximately 20 percent higher than originally estimated. This

meant that the largest apartments, which best corresponded in terms of in..
terior space to a rowhouse, cost approximately $50 a month, instead of $40.

The rent included services like heat, electricity, an electric range, and electric
washers and dryers, in addition to amenities like the pool, so even critics of
the project maintained that tenants got good value for their money. Neverthe..
less, costs were high in relation to incomes of hosiery workers and other blue..
collar workers in this period, particularly considering that many were un..
employed or working short hours. The costs were also high compared with
what hosiery workers were accustomed to paying. The data Jeanes analyzed
during the planning of the Mackley Houses indicated that union members in

the early 1930s typically paid an average of $38 a month to rent and heat a
rowhouse in a working..class neighborhood.64

Edelman and the others protested that their costs had been driven up un..

fairly, in part by the actions of the federal government itself. Therefore, they
felt that the PWA should liberalize the terms of its loan. They maintained
that rules in the National Industrial Recovery Act had forced them to pay
higher than union.. level wages during construction. Also, they pointed
out that the staff was overwhelmed by the literally thousands of visitors who

kept turning up wanting to tour the complex, because it was the first of the

federal housing projects. In addition, they argued that the hostile city admin..
istration was levying unreasonably high property taxes.65 These factors, com..
bined with the more generous formula Ickes later used to finance the projects
built by the PWA directly, led the Hosiery Workers to ask for a reduction
in interest charges from four to three percent. They calculated that this would
lower rents almost ten percent. The PWA never responded to these requests,
however.66

Any assessment of the success of the Mackley Houses needs to take into ac..

count the hopes of the participants as well as the initiators. Most, it seems,
did not particularly aspire to live in a socially active environment when they
moved in, but many came to appreciate the communal atmosphere after they
had been there for a while.67 For example, Al Taftler, then a young hosiery
worker, and his wife Nan, who took an apartment when the complex opened,
recalled years later that for them the swimming pool was the main reason they
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FIG. 5.5 The pool and community hall at the Carl Mackley Houses. In the back­
ground, one can see the dense rowhouse pattern of development that was filling
up this working-class section of Philadelphia. (The empty areas in the photograph
have now been filled in with the same kind of housing.) The community facilities,
while built on a less lavish budget than those in Moorestown (shown in figure
2.6), were well regarded and heavily used by residents. Reproduced courtesy of the
Historical Society of Pennsylvania.

took a lease (see figure 5.5 for the pool). After becoming residents, they en­
joyed it tremendously, especially Nan, who talked about it as "really a God­
send to be able to get out there, at the pool, on those hot summer days." Still,

by itself, the pool was not what prompted the couple to describe the Hosiery
Workers' experiment as "a wonderful place to live." The facility was a magnet
for socializing, and it was the friendships they formed that they remembered
most fondly from their four years at the Mackley Houses. The Taftlers grew
to value the possibilities for interaction with their neighbors, although their
original aim seems to have been simply to secure an attractive dwelling which

included appealing recreational facilities. 68

Of course, people's precise motives are often hard to pin down. Jeanes re-
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membered one man, a factory worker, who came in to inquire about an apart..

ment. During the negotiations, the man asked Jeanes only about practical
matters, such as the amount of rent and the terms of the rental agreement.
After signing a lease, he said goodbye and walked toward the door. Then, just
as he was about to leave, the man turned and asked, "Have you ever read

Looking Backward?" To Jeanes this incident indicated that people sensed that
the Hosiery Workers' housing development was something other than a stan..
dard commercial apartment complex, even without being told so explicitly.69

Whatever the motives of the participants, a strong community ethos
was a major goal for the founders, as we have seen. Despite this, tenants were

not given any official introduction to communitarian ideas either before or
after they moved in. Larry Rogin, who replaced John Edelman in 1937 as the

union's research and education director, explained that conducting orienta..
tion programs at the Mackley would have been impossible, even if anyone had

wanted to do such a thing-and he remembered no one ever raising the issue.
According to Rogin, who lived at the complex with his family, the union was
pressed so hard fighting for its existence that most often he was deployed as

an organizer and was only intermittently able to do educational work within
the union. Thus, for him to have run programs at the union's housing develop..

ment was clearly impossible.70

As manager, William Jeanes was hardly inclined to lecture residents about
how they should live. In keeping with his Quaker background, Jeanes's philos..
ophy was highly voluntaristic. He took the position that the residents them..
selves should structure their life together. When asked by a federal official in
the 1930s about his approach to social activities, he joked that his philosophy
was to "just let [things] happen as you could not stop them anyway." That way
"you could not be shown to be wrong a few years later."7! Despite Jeanes's

belief that it was not his place to advocate any particular pattern of behavior,

he was far from a passive administrator. The young manager worked energeti..
cally to support endeavors begun by tenants, somehow managing to scour up

an old printing press when a group of residents decided to start a newspaper,
for instance.

Rogin, who lived at Mackley between 1937 and 1941, affectionately dis..
counted Jeanes's conception of himself as a neutral facilitator of the will of
the residents. Recalling life at the Mackley many years later, Rogin said,
"When Bill Jeanes says that he couldn't take the lead, I don't take it seriously."
Rogin explained that Jeanes was a Quaker, and "Quakers have a way of ...

push[ing] very hard" for things without seeming to, and of "making you feel
like you're making up your own mind, but sometimes you don't." And yet,
the former union staffer concluded, "when you do make up your own mind, at
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least you know why you're making it up; their way of working has that
benefit."n

Jeanes's low..key encouragement of tenant activism was far from the norm
in the PWA..assisted limited..dividend developments, according to reports by
a representative of the Housing Division who traveled around the country in
1936 to observe day..to..day life in the new residential complexes. At Hillside
Homes in the Bronx, management was so worried about maintaining control

that "it was considered wise at the beginning to avoid any sense of strong or..
ganization, therefore no councilor representative body was encouraged."
There was a rule that no program whatsoever be initiated without a supervisor
employed by management, and the only groups allowed to use the facilities
were those that were "nonpolitical, nonsectarian and nonpropagandist in pur..
pose and practice." The staff at Hillside had a highly professionalized concep..

tion of their role. Formal education was a necessity for staff, according to the
recreation director, because it was through their "advice [that] the standards
of the community life are created or influenced."73 Meanwhile, at the limited..

dividend project in the Queens section of New York City, the manager stated
that "the only reason for any social activity at Boulevard Gardens is to develop
a co..operative group rather than wait for the possible later organization of
protest groups." In his view, the only purpose of organized recreation programs
for children was to reduce damage to the grounds.74

At the Mackley Houses, in contrast, the open atmosphere allowed and
even encouraged enterprising tenants to take the initiative. Many responded.
One anonymous resident tried to motivate his or her neighbors with the

following editorial in the first edition of the tenant newspaper, published in
December 1935:

The Carl Mackley Houses is primarily an experiment. Apathetic people

don't make successes of experiments in workers' housing. Apathetic

people are generally content to live and die in any little nook the social

order shoves them into. It is obvious then that we cannot afford to be

apathetic. It must also be obvious that we must cultivate a spirit of com..

munal responsibility. For our community is not merely a new..fangled

housing scheme benevolently bestowed by an allegedly friendly govern..

ment. Rather, it represents the efforts of [a] progressive trade ..union in

conjunction with the non..profit taking effort of a few inspired individuals

to exploit every possible method of improving the living standards of the

great mass of workers and kindred groups. For this reason and for this

reason alone it is a great experiment, and [d]eserving of the responsible

co..operation of every social..minded person. The social, intellectual and

even political potentialities of such a community as ours are enormous,

and if they are properly developed[,] the power and the prestige of the

Labor Movement will be greatly enhanced.75
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Although the writer was concerned that not enough residents were taking
responsibility for building community, the development quickly became the

scene of a wide array of group activities.
Bernard and Irene Cohan, who moved in during 1935, are good examples

of residents who became socially active. They were a young couple with a new
baby, and Bernard had a job teaching elementary school in South Philadel..

phia. The Cohans joined the cooperative grocery store that was established
on the premises. They sent their daughters to the nursery school and helped
raise money to keep it going. In addition, they participated in the tenants'
association. During the 1930s, Irene took drawing and piano lessons in the
Mackley auditorium from Works Progress Administration (WPA) instructors.

In addition, she drew on the help ofWPA art and drama personnel when she
produced children's plays and dance productions to raise money for the nurs..

ery school. After the WPA closed down, she and other art students formed a
portrait drawing group and continued on their own. Asked years later why
she became so involved in community life without any explicit urging, Irene
explained that just seeing the available facilities was encouragement enough.

Her first reaction to the complex was: "Here was this great opportunity ... an
auditorium, and neighbors!"76

Like Irene Cohan, many residents perceived the physical and social re ...
sources of the development as a "great opportunity." This was perhaps espe..
cially so for those with left..of..center political sympathies, since many of the
activities had something of a radical tone. Years later, one former tenant re ..

called the high point of his five years at the Mackley during the 1930s as the
time he spent putting on the play "Waiting for Lefty." When asked if he had
done any of the acting, the energetic 78..year..old replied with relish: "My dear
girl, I was Lefty."n Other evidence of left..wing sentiment on the part of active

tenants includes editorials in the Mackley Messenger, the tenant newspaper,
calling for such things as mandatory vacation time for industrial workers,
mobilization against the Chamber of Commerce and the National Economy
League in support of public education, and establishment of a congressional
investigating committee to expose that "the capitalist class as a whole profits
from war, and that conversely, the pursuit of profit leads inevitably to war."78
In addition, there were fundraising dances to support the Loyalists during the

Spanish Civil War, lectures on socialized medicine and the Farm Labor Party,
a mock trial of newspaper magnate William Randolph Hearst, and the organi...

zation of a committee that traveled to the state capital to lobby the legislature
for unemployment relief.

Pleased by the amount of tenant involvement, but a bit taken aback at
the kind of political viewpoints expressed in much of what went on, one
PWA official cautioned Jeanes that space in the project should be restricted to
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activities that were "nonpartisan, nonpolitical, nonpropagandist, and non..
religious." Jeanes, however, with his strong commitment to resident self..
determination, refused this advice, asserting that "the tenants would them..
selves determine the right policy on these matters."79

Despite the extent of social activity in the early years, a significant portion
of those who lived in the complex never became involved. One former resi..

dent characterized those who were active as the "like..minded people," mean..
ing in general those people with connections to the Hosiery Union or to the

Teachers Union.80 There was a certain gulf, not necessarily hostile but defi..
nite, between, on the one hand, those who came in with a commitment to
building social bonds beyond the family and getting involved in the public
sphere and, on the other, people who rented because they wanted an attrac..

tive and convenient physical environment in which to live their lives along
accustomed lines. For most of the latter, events such as forums on socialized
medicine were not an effective way of converting them to a more communal

vision. They simply did not attend.
In contrast, the nursery school did draw people into community participa..

tion. People like Irene Cohan were active in support of the school, but so were
women who did not get involved in the political forums or even the co..op
grocery. Ironically, the school had not been in the original plans formulated
by Stonorov, Kastner, Edelman, and Jeanes. When the idea had been first sug..
gested by Edelman's wife, they resisted it because of the expense and adminis..

trative difficulties it would entail.81

But Kate Edelman was not to be put off. A passionate proponent of progres..

sive education who believed that "the children of workers [should] have the

same kind of training that the children of the rich bitches had," she ultimately
brought her husband and the others around. The architects added to their
plans a rooftop play area complete with bathrooms and both indoor and out..
door space. Ultimately, the school used an apartment on the ground floor in

addition to the facilities on the roof, and another apartment was provided as
a residence for the school's director.82

It took a few tries before the nursery school was operating smoothly. The
first attempt, under the supervision of an inexperienced young woman, failed,
as did the next effort, spearheaded by a group of mothers. After these false
starts, the Edelmans secured a $1,500 grant from Pioneer Youth of America,

an organization with ties to the Socialist Party. Finally able to pay at least a
low professional salary (supplemented by a free apartment), the Edelmans
were able to recruit Mildred Adams, a trained educator with a background
in progressive methods of early childhood education and a decade's worth of
teaching experience.83

In July 1935 the school opened with the new director. Adams turned out
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to be talented at both administration and teaching, and the school thrived.
Enrollment was twenty children at the outset but reached fifty before the year
was out. At first the staff consisted of Adams, a teacher and a cook paid by the
WPA, and two regular volunteers, Lenore Kastner (who was married to Alfred
Kastner) and Elizabeth Fox (Oskar Stonorov's fiancee).84 By the 1940s, the

staff had grown to three full .. time paid teachers under the director, along with
a cook. One parent (a teacher himself) credited Adams's success to her grasp

of "parent psychology" in addition to her "keen knowledge of child psy..
chology."85

Rather than thinking of nursery schools as primarily for the supervision
and education of children whose mothers worked outside the home, Adams
wanted her center to enrich and supplement the care already provided by
mothers who did not hold outside jobs. Its purpose was to train children to be
more self..reliant and more cooperative-to develop in children, according to

a 1946 advertising brochure, "those constructive habits and attitudes which
mark the intelligent, well.. thinking adult of our American democracy." Moth..

ers, with their children in school for a few hours, would "gain time for relax..
ation or completing their duties without worry or interruption." Adams be..

lieved that with such a break, "the mother is usually in a better psychological
position to meet the demands of the child when he is at home."86

As the years went by, more mothers worked outside the home for longer
periods, and there was pressure to keep the school open longer hours. By 1960,
twenty of the twenty..eight children enrolled had mothers with outside jobs,

all but one full .. time. The director did keep the school open later, but she
never liked the practice, believing that children suffered if they stayed on after
midaftemoon. In the opinion of a long..time close friend, Adams was always
more sensitive to the needs of children than mothers.87 This dedication to the

welfare of children, together with her obvious abilities, clearly endeared her
to parents, whatever tensions there may have been about such issues as school
hours. One woman who worked part.. time as a chemist in the late forties and
early fifties while living at Mackley Houses explained how she and her hus..

band had stayed at the complex specifically so their two sons could attend
nursery school there. The school was not merely a custodial facility, she em..

phasized. It provided quality education. As proof, she pointed out that both
of her sons had gone on to Ivy League schools and graduate education.88

Despite the school's success, it was never financially secure. The policy of
charging low fees meant that, even with aid from outside individuals and or..

ganizations, volunteer labor was always a necessity. Mothers helped out in the
daily operation with such tasks as washing linen for the children's nap cots. In
addition, they organized dinners, put on bazaars, and staged entertainments to
raise money. Paradoxically, the school's continually precarious financial situa..
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tion may have been one key to its success-at least in its role as an agent of

socialization and integration for parents. To keep it going, all of the mothers

had to be involved. Their children's positive response to the school meant
they had the motivation, and the tasks involved were ones that most women
felt confident to take on, even if they lacked formal education or political

experience.89

Looking back ruefully many years later at his initial resistance to the idea
of a nursery school, William Jeanes commented that he was very glad he was
overruled. In common with practically everyone who was interviewed, the
former manager believed the school had been key to the cordial social atmo...
sphere at the Mackley Houses. In his words: "It set the tone."90

~

After World War II, the level of activity at the Mackley Houses subsided. The

nursery school continued, which meant that adults still came together at least
periodically for events like fundraising bazaars. Also, the pool continued to
serve as a setting for casual socializing. But the range and level of group activ...

ity that had characterized the earlier period no longer existed. According to
one resident from the late forties and early fifties, "even while we were there
[social life] began to decline as certain people moved away." His explanation
for the change was the loss of particular individuals "who were very active and

[took] real leadership in terms of trying to do things as a group" as opposed to

others whom he characterized as not caring "a wit as to whether the Mackley
apartment dwellers were together or not."91 Of course, this difference in com...

mitment to community had existed all along; the change was that the active
core grew steadily smaller and the possibilities for tapping outside resources
declined.

The underlying reasons for the loss of energy in the postwar era were re ...

lated to events beyond the Mackley Houses. The activists there in the 1930s
never could have imagined they were part of the American majority. Yet, dur...

ing the years of the New Deal they probably did feel part of a larger search for
fresh ways to approach the public issues of their time. After the war, the politi...

cal climate in the country changed dramatically. One indication of the shift
was the effort by the federal government to distance itself from a variety of
innovative and experimental ventures begun in the 1930s. During the war,

Congress defunded the Natural Resources Planning Board and mandated that
the Farm Security Administration liquidate its community projects. Soon
after the war ended, Congress directed that the three greenbelt towns built by
Rexford Tugwell's Resettlement Administration be sold off. Washington also
wanted to disengage itself from the PWA limited...dividend program. Federal
officials began pressing the Hosiery Workers to payoff their loan early.92
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Another indication of the changed atmosphere was the national crusade
against suspected subversives. Anticommunism took a serious toll on the

Mackley Houses, as several active residents were in fact associated in some

way with the Communist Party. Some of the teachers belonged to the party..
affiliated Teachers' Union, which in 1953 became the focus of a House Com..

mittee on Un..American Activities Committee investigation. The Philadel..

phia Schools superintendent suspended thirty of the forty union leaders called
before the committee, including three who lived at the Mackley.93

The decline of the Hosiery Workers Union in the years after the Second
World War also undermined the vitality of the Mackley experiment. The

union became smaller and weaker for reasons both technical and political.
Manufacturers replaced silk with rayon for making women's stockings. Rayon

stretched, so hosiery no longer had to be made to fit the contours of a woman's
leg. This meant that knitting hosiery became a less..skilled kind of work. In

the meantime, production continued to shift to the South, where union
organizing was notoriously difficult.

As time went by, the leadership of the union changed. During the 1930s,
Rieve and Edelman moved to the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO).
Rieve encouraged his old union to merge with the CIO Textile Workers
Union. The new leadership resisted but failed to develop any long..range plan
for survival as an independent unit. By the 1950s, the union's situation be..

came desperate, as membership dropped from a prewar high of around 40,000
to somewhere in the neighborhood of 10,000. Meanwhile there was friction

between the current officers of the Hosiery Workers and Jeanes. The long..
time manager tried to buy the complex from the union, but his offer was re..

fused. In 1957, the union refinanced the federal loan on the Mackley Houses

with a private lender and bought Jeanes out. After this, he gave up his position
as manager. No longer restricted by government regulations or Jeanes, union

officers were then free to use revenues from the apartment complex to bolster
their organization's faltering finances. Even so, the union was not able to sur..

vive for very much longer. With only slightly over 5,000 members in 1965,
the American Federation of Hosiery Workers merged into the Textile Workers

Union of America, making the Mackley Houses the property of the New York
City..based union.94

By the time of the merger, the era of social experimentation at the complex
was over. Mildred Adams's retirement in 1964 and the subsequent closure of
the nursery school marked the end of any organized social programs. The Tex..
tile Workers, seeing no reason to administer what was in essence an ordinary

apartment complex from their headquarters in another city, sold the Mackley
Houses in 1968 to private investors who operated it as a moderate ..rental com..

mercial apartment complex.95
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The Mackley Houses after Fifty Years

Even after the Mackley became a commercial operation, residents continued
to be very positive about the complex. In 1985, tenants organized a celebra..

tion to mark the project's fifty years of operation. At this point, the develop..

ment was still providing what residents perceived as a good environment. The
pool had been filled in, but the trees that Jeanes and his friends had planted

in the 1930s were mature, and the internal lawns were still safe places for

children to play.
During the festivities, residents praised the friendliness of their neigh..

bors and expressed contentment with the physical qualities of the complex.
Yet, there was practically no awareness of the Mackley's origins as a union..

sponsored and federally supported experiment in noncommercial housing.
Margaret Traynor, an enthusiastic resident who had first lived at the Mackley
Houses as a child in the 1950s and then moved back with her husband and
children in the 1960s, stated at the anniversary party that she knew nothing

about the Hosiery Workers Union. According to Traynor, Carl Mackley had
built the complex. He had "built it and died for it," she said.96

Conclusion

The founders of the Mackley Houses had hoped to build a residential complex

that would serve as a model for noncommercial housing development
throughout the country. As Piero Santostefano points out in his study of the

project's origins, there were two major goals involved: the complex was "to
provide housing of the workers and for the workers, [plus it was] to be a model,
and not just a single example, for reproduction on a national scale."97 While
the Mackley did succeed in providing a living environment that was much
appreciated by residents for over a half..century, it failed to achieve its larger
goal of changing the direction of residential development throughout the

country by influencing national policy.
To be sure, such an aim was extraordinarily ambitious. It seems unlikely

that anyone demonstration by itself could hope to mold the direction of fed..
eral policy, but the project did manifest a strategy for making changes in the
way American housing could be designed and provided. How should we assess
this strategy?

The account of Margaret Traynor points to some of the weaknesses of this
model. That a person who had lived in the Mackley as early as the 1950s and
had so much allegiance to the complex would know nothing about its origins
in radical unionism or its significance as an attempt to advance a new kind
of housing suggests a serious failure to communicate and institutionalize the
project's purposes even internally. Eleanor and Irving Fleet, two original resi..
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dents, raised this issue when interviewed about their experiences and views.
They complained that

if you didn't know that it was sponsored by the Hosiery Workers you

wouldn't ever find out. Most people moved in there because it was in...

expensive and very attractive whether they were Hosiery workers or not,

and they [the people in charge] didn't attempt in any way to make it

a Mecca for hosiery workers or bring forth any of the principles of the

Hosiery Workers' Union.

Irving concluded: "I think if they had tried to propagandize the idea of co...op
living, [in] the full sense ... including ownership [and] partnership, it might
have been an idea that would have taken hold in future years."98

The Fleets' criticisms bring out an important ambiguity about the Mackley
Houses, because, in fact, the development was not a cooperative. Although
Stonorov and Kastner had initially assumed that the financial arrangement
would be set up along the lines of the Amalgamated's apartments, where ten...

ants were considered owners rather than renters, the terms of the PWA loan
made a cooperative structure difficult and perhaps impossible. As former resi ...
dent William Rafsky summed it up: the Mackley "wasn't a co...op in the real
sense of the word, it was more an opportunity to be more neighborly than you
might find in most apartment houses."99 Given the powerful and legitimate

desire that Americans have for control over their residential environment,
this model has serious limitations for framing a housing policy that could
achieve wide acceptance. The administration of the Mackley was more one

of benevolent paternalism than of self...organization. And since paternalistic
regimes are hard to legitimate within the dominant democratic ideology in

the United States, the group responsible for design and management did not,
and indeed could not, describe their model as universally applicable. At the

same time, they did not articulate its weaknesses. Rather, they remained
silent, so no particular perspective on how best to provide urban shelter was

communicated to residents.
Another ambiguity concerns the relationship of the Mackley to left...wing

trade unionism in the United States. The project was intended to advance the
agenda of this movement, and yet it had only the most abstract connections
with it, involving in the planning stages only a tiny elite group, many not even
members or staffof the sponsoring union. For financial reasons described earlier,
union officials did not even want very many union members as residents, and
the relatively high rents in the complex meant that they got very few. Thus, the
union and the Mackley Houses were largely disconnected in practice, and it is
hard to imagine that the membership felt much commitment to the experi...
ment. While a large amount ofpolitical activity went on at the Mackley Houses,
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it was carried on by groups of residents coming together for purposes they hap..
pened to have brought in with them. The activities were not related to housing
issues per se, nor with purposes connected to the union, its political agenda, or

the economic struggles with which it was involved.
A final weakness is that the project manifested some of the characteristic

limitations of a longstanding tradition, going back to the dawn of European
settlement, in American efforts at social reform. That tradition, of course,
is of seeking social change through models, examples, cities set on hills. In
the area of housing and community design, this tradition has been especially
strong, manifested in utopian communities, company towns, model tene..

ments, and the like. The impact of such models on large..scale social change
has always been extremely hard to demonstrate and might fairly be said to

be dubious.
On the positive side, the development was very successful as a physical

environment, and it encouraged the growth of a rich array of social activities
and services. Unabashedly modern in its site design and planning concepts,
the Mackley nonetheless compromised significantly with vernacular conven..
tions, with a result that residents found it familiar enough to seem appeal..

ing. Furthermore, as a social environment, the Mackley developed a degree of

tenant.. initiated activity almost unheard of in rental housing, whether public
or commercial. One of the most critical features of the experiment, the pres..

ence of a rich array of social services on..site, proved beyond a doubt to be an
important advantage in a variety of ways. The nursery school, for instance,
clearly generated loyalty and solidarity by providing a place where residents
became involved in the life of the complex on a practical level.

It is not clear how many Americans would have been willing to trade the
privacy and control of a single family house for the superior recreational facili ..

ties, sociability, economy, and lack of individual maintenance responsibilities
offered by a complex like the Mackley Houses if federal policies had not ended

up giving significant financial advantages to homeownership. But the experi..

ence of the Mackley residents suggests that, on a level playing field, many
Americans might have favored this kind of residential situation for at least
some part of their lives.
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FIG. 6.1 The Harlem River Houses in New York City. This complex, completed in
1937, was built directly by the PWA to serve African-American New Yorkers. The ar­
chitectural team was headed by Archibald Manning Brown and included Will Rice
Amon, Richard W. Buckley, Frank J. Forster, Charles F. Fuller, Horace Ginsbern, and
John Lewis Wilson. This 1987 photograph shows the view looking north along the
central courtyard. Vic Delucia / NYT Pictures.
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The Harlem River Houses

==
==
The Harlem River Houses, one of the most attractive apartment

complexes in New York City, was constructed in the second phase
of PWA housing work (in which the agency functioned as a direct

developer). Like the Carl Mackley Houses of Philadelphia, Harlem River

would never have come into existence except for the efforts of an active local
constituency. African Americans in Manhattan had pursued a variety of strat...

egies to improve their living conditions well before the Depression. At first,
they worked for better treatment as tenants within the existing privately
owned housing stock, but two events early in Roosevelt's administration en...

couraged the expansion of demands. These were the creation of the Housing
Division as an agency within the PWA in the summer of 1933, and PWA

administrator Harold Ickes's public promise to the new LaGuardia reform ad...
ministration early in 1934 to earmark $25 million of federal housing money
for New York City.l With the possibility of federal money for new construction
on the horizon, black New Yorkers began pressing for building affordable good

quality housing in their section of the city. The development that resulted
turned out to be an exceptionally fine residential environment that might well
have provided an appealing model for the kind of broadly targeted federal

program proposed by Catherine Bauer and other advocates of the modern
housing ideal.

To understand New York's African...American housing movement and its
role in the creation of the Harlem River Houses, one must go back to the early

real estate development of the Harlem section of Manhattan. Constituting a
good part of the island above Central Park, the area was not typical of neigh...

borhoods of the urban poor. Most poor people in American cities occupied

wom...out and discarded dwellings left behind by affluent families who had
moved on to more fashionable neighborhoods, or else they resided in buildings
that had been initially constructed below the standards of the time, such as
tenements. By contrast, in Harlem, due to an enormous speculative miscalcu..
lation, low.. income families lived in relatively new accommodations originally
constructed with wealthy occupants in mind.2

In the 1920s, the good physical condition of "Black Manhattan," along
with the flowering of the arts dubbed the "Harlem Renaissance," fueled tre...
mendous optimism. The very existence of this vibrant city within a city made
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it possible to look forward, in the words of NAACP Executive Secretary James
Weldon Johnson, to a future of "greater and greater things" for Americans of

African descent.3 Yet the affluent face that Harlem's elegant buildings showed
to the world was deceptive even before the Depression. Black intellectual and

artistic achievements were real; economic prosperity was not. "Behind the
inviting facades," many lived in "grim misery," according to poet Claude
McKay.4

Harlem Becomes Manhattan's Black District

The explanation for the paradox of black people being forced by racial segre...

gation into one of the city's better residential sections is to be found in the

failure of a gigantic real estate gamble. Historian Gilbert Osofsky has traced
this story in detail, explaining how the once out...of... the ...way country village of

Harlem, eight miles north of City Hall, was transformed by entrepreneurs who
believed this part of Manhattan was destined to be the site of an elegant resi ...

dential enclave for wealthy families. In the years after the Civil War, real es...
tate prices in this part of the island shot up. Eager to profit from what was
generally regarded as a sure thing, everyone from the Astors to small trades...
people in the slums briskly sold and resold Harlem property. Building began

in the 1870s, just before elevated light rail service linked the district with
downtown. A second wave of development was spurred by the construction
of the Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT) subway, which opened in 1904.
"Practically all the houses that stand in Harlem today," Osofsky explains,
"were built in a long spurt of energy that lasted from the 1870s through the
first decade of the twentieth century."s

In anticipation of an upscale clientele, builders erected apartments and
rowhouses that were spacious, luxurious, and expensive. Typical rents in Har...

lem at the turn of the century were in the $35 to $45 range, compared with
the $10 to $18 per month working...class families in the city paid. Top...of...

the ... line accommodations, such as the 1891 brownstones on 138th and 139th
Streets designed by Stanford White, cost even more. The choicest of these
rented for $142 a month at a time when urban families nationwide supported
by a blue..collar or clerical worker lived on an average income of $48 a month.6

Initially, the area did appeal to affluent families, just as developers had

hoped. Gilded Age New Yorkers were attracted not only by the gracious resi...
dences but also by the social amenities of the district, such as the Polo
Grounds or the Opera House built by Oscar Hammerstein, Sr.7 Visualizing a
continuous stream of customers, investors poured money into the construe...
tion of high...class apartment houses, but after the turn of the century the ex..
pected volume of wealthy apartment...seekers failed to materialize. As whole
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buildings stood empty, it became clear that real estate speculators both large
and small had seriously misjudged the size of the market for luxury dwellings

in this part of the city. Just when a great many buildings were being finished to
coincide with the opening of the new subway, the recession of 1902-4 further
weakened demand.8

At the same time that so many apartments were sitting vacant in Har..
lem, African..American New Yorkers living further south on the island were
desperate for housing. Construction of Pennsylvania Station (officially an..
nounced in 1901 and completed in 1910) attracted investment into Midtown,
which was then a rundown redlight area of the city in which African Ameri..
cans had been allowed to live.9 At the same time as commercial development
was pushing into their neighborhoods, black newcomers from the South and

the Caribbean were arriving in the city at a rapid rate. In 1890, there had
been 42,000 African Americans in New York City. Only a decade later, the

number stood at 66,700, an increase of over 50 percent. 10 Thus, at the same
time the black community was rapidly expanding, the already poor housing
options available to this group were contracting.

While apartment..owners refused to rent to blacks in most areas of the city,

the real estate bust in Harlem undermined such "principles" on the part of
landlords there. Beginning in 1901, black realtor Philip A. Payton, Jr., con..
vinced white owners to lease their buildings to him to fill with African..

American tenants. Black congregations followed and also assisted the north..
ward migration. The churches purchased Harlem apartment houses with the
earnings from selling their midtown property, and they opened these buildings

to black occupancy. As Harlem developed a reputation as a neighborhood
where African Americans lived, white landlords there began to rent to blacks
directly. By 1910, close to 28,000 African Americans were living in Harlem.
In 1920, the number was over 83,000.11

The attractive neighborhood did offer improved conditions, but life was
not easy for Harlem's new residents. The generously sized luxury dwellings,

often designed to house live.. in servants along with the renting family, were
hardly the most suitable for New York's black community, given that around
half of households consisted of one to two people. 12 The size and quality of the
apartments meant that owners expected (and needed) relatively high rents.
Moreover, the housing market was not race..blind, and landlords typically

charged more and provided fewer services to blacks. Judge John Davies of the
Seventh District Municipal Court located in Harlem told the 1925 Mayor's

Committee on Rent Profiteering that it was "common for colored tenants in
Harlem to pay twice as much as white tenants for the same apartments." High
rents led to crowding within individual dwelling units and the neighborhood
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as a whole. Even so, housing costs were onerous. A New York Urban League
survey in the 1920s reported close to half of black families paying over 40
percent of their small incomes for housing. 13

Harlem's congestion was a sharp contrast to the situation in other parts
of the city. During the 1920s, large numbers of modest.. income white Man..

hattanites found better residential opportunities in the Bronx, Queens, and
Brooklyn. Each year between 1920 and 1930 an average of 40,000 people
moved out of Manhattan, resulting in an overall population decline of 18 per..

cent by the end of the decade. The Lower East Side experienced the heaviest
loss, with 40 percent of its residents leaving during the decade. Yet, at the
same time whites were spreading out, blacks were becoming more concen..

trated at the center of the metropolis. African Americans migrated out of the

American South in great numbers after the First World War, and many headed
for what was in effect the capital of Black America. Harlem's black population

grew from approximately 83,000 in 1920 to 204,000 in 1934-a 146 percent
increase in just fourteen years. 14

The Great Depression, not surprisingly, exacerbated the already serious
economic pressures in Harlem. African Americans were the hardest hit by un..
employment because theirs were the most marginal jobs. In 1933, the Urban

League calculated that at least 66 percent of Harlem's workforce was unem..
ployed. Income loss led to more extreme crowding. In the twenties, the popu..

lation density in black sections of Manhattan was about 50 percent higher

than for the rest of the island. By the mid..thirties, the Mayor's Commission
on City Planning reported density levels in some African..American neighbor..

hoods to be practically double what they had been ten years before. Not sur..
prisingly, the death rate from tuberculosis in Harlem was approximately twice

that of Manhattan as a whole, and the district had the highest infant mortality
rate in the city.ls

The Struggle to Improve Housing Conditions

The injustice of their housing situation was not lost on Harlem residents. His..
torian Mark Naison has described how Communist Party organizers were first
able to attract attention and support within the black community beyond the
intelligentsia when they took on housing issues. In the summer of 1929, mem..

bership in the Communist.. led Harlem Tenants League grew to over five hun..

dred during an attempted communitywide rent strike. While the strike itself
failed, the campaign was a success in terms of building visibility and support
for the party. Communists had failed dismally with previous efforts to organize
in Harlem, but they attracted a wide audience once they took on the explosive
housing question. 16

A rent strike, of course, was a high..risk proposition for people with few
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housing options, and most of the time blacks in New York sought redress for

grievances using more conventional tactics. Reinforcing this tendency was
the fact that legal efforts did sometimes yield results. For example, community
pressure led to passage of state legislation in 1930 giving tenants some protec...
tion against eviction if they could not find comparable quarters at a similar
price. Also, African Americans knew they often could get a sympathetic hear...
ing in one of the Municipal Courts located in Harlem (these were lower civil
courts administered by the city). Judges in these courts, like John Davies
quoted earlier, were well aware that landlords often charged blacks higher
rents while providing fewer services than was usual for white tenants. These
officials were willing to entertain questions as to the legitimacy of leases as
valid contracts, given that they knew that the Harlem tenant was so demon...
strably not an equal party to the bargain. Within this environment, talented

and resourceful lawyers like Vernal Williams (who had defended Marcus Gar...

vey) pioneered a legal defense of tenant rights using the new state statute in

conjunction with a variety of other legal strategies and commonsense appeals.
The result, according to Heinz Nordeen, leader of the City...Wide Tenant

Council, was that "for the first time, tenants began to get a break in the
courts."17

The possibility of success through legal avenues tended to channel tenant
anger in this direction. An estimated 11,000 African Americans sought legal
assistance from the major Harlem tenant organization between 1936 and
1941. In many of these instances, Harlem residents turned to the courts for
more than just fending off rent increases. They also employed legal tactics

offensively to secure better services. James Watson, the first black judge
elected to the Tenth District Municipal Court in Harlem, observed that most
suits to evict tenants for nonpayment of rent resulted from the tenants' "dis...
satisfaction with the condition of the premises or with services rather than .
inability to pay."18

Two factors were important in influencing Harlemites to expand their po...
litical repertoire in the 1930s to include direct action. First, the deteriorating
economic conditions undermined the black middle class's faith in progress
within existing institutions. Second, African Americans observed the mili...
tancy of other urban groups and the concessions achieved by extralegal behav...
ior, as in the large...scale Bronx rent strikes of 1932. By 1934, mass mobiliza...
tions were a regular feature of life in "Black Manhattan." Harlem residents
used boycotts, picketing, rallies, and marches to achieve employment opportu...
nities, fight discrimination in relief practices, and demonstrate support for the

Scottsboro Boys. That summer tenants in the attractive residential section
nicknamed "Sugar Hill" began fighting back against discriminatory housing

treatment with rent strikes and picketing. 19
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On Sugar Hill, biased practices were particularly obvious, because it was

an area of rapid racial turnover. When landlords admitted black tenants, they
often hiked rents significantly, sometimes to as much as double the former
level. At the same time, they cut back on maintenance and fired service per..

sonnel, like doormen and elevator operators. Resentment was so high among
the neighborhood's heavily professional population that, after the first build..

ing organized, several others followed suit. Banding together beyond their
individual buildings, the protesters formed the United Tenants League. By

September, the new organization had won concessions from owners of all the
buildings involved. Soon after, the group merged with another tenant organi..

zation in Harlem to become the Consolidated Tenants League (CTL).20
Middle..class professionals like Vernal Williams, influenced by Marcus Gar..

vey's militant black nationalism, led the CTL, although Communists also par..

ticipated. The organization specialized in fighting for tenant rights through
the courts but was flexible with regard to tactics. When the landlord of the

prominent Dr. Cyril H. Dolly, a black ophthalmologist on the staff of Harlem
Hospital, tried to evict him from his apartment for leading a tenant protest in

the fall of 1934, the CTL responded by ringing his building with pickets.
When Dolly's case came to trial, fifty league members came with him to
court.21

The league was particularly important in shaping public opinion with re ..

gard to housing issues after an outbreak of violence in March 1935 that be..
came known as the Harlem Riot. The event started in response to reports
(inaccurate as it turned out) that police had killed a teenage boy suspected of

shoplifting in a department store on 125th Street, the district's main commer..
cial thoroughfare. As rumors of the supposed murder began circulating, thou..

sands of people poured out of their homes and began milling in the streets.
Soon crowds began smashing store windows and looting. Mild in comparison
with other urban racial violence in the twentieth century, the riot lasted less
than twenty..four hours, fewer than a hundred people were arrested, and there
were only two deaths. Nevertheless, the event shocked the city, and Mayor La
Guardia established a biracial commission to investigate. CTL leaders played
a major role at the commission's hearings, testifying personally and coordinat..
ing the appearance of numerous Harlem tenants who described in harrowing
detail the profiteering of their landlords, the neglect of municipal agencies,

and the dismal condition of their dwellings. 22

Partly as a result of such work, the riot commission concluded that the
disturbance was caused by the combination of severe economic distress and

racism. The commission's report, which took over a year to research and write,
was especially critical of government. For example, with respect to the dis..
trict's filthy streets, the commission blamed the trash collection department
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rather than residents. The commissioners concluded that, in common with
other municipal agencies, the staff of this agency seemed to be "more indus...

trious about maintaining what they regard as the proper relations between
the races than in seeing that the Negro receives his proper share of civic ser...
vices."23

La Guardia, presumably fearing political repercussions given the tone of
the commission's report, never officially released it. The report did become
public, however, after it was leaked to the press and published in the summer
of 1936 by the Amsterdam News, a black weekly. Also, at the request of Paul
Kellogg, editor of the liberal Survey Graphic magazine, the mayor allowed jour...
nalist Dr. Alain Locke access to the complete findings. Locke's article on the

report noted that the commission found housing to be "the most serious spe...
cial community problem of Harlem."24

Harlem Activists Push for More Housing

Around the same time as the Harlem Riot, the Consolidated Tenants League
and a variety of other local organizations started pressing for more housing­

not just better treatment within the dwelling stock that already existed. As
mentioned earlier, this demand was triggered by the creation of a federal hous...
ing program as part of the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933. For the
first time, Harlem residents could realistically imagine that it was possible to
secure aid from the federal government.

Black New Yorkers worked to influence the city's response to the new fed ...

eral program in a variety of ways. In December 1933, Lester Taylor, vice...
president of the United Negro Progressive Association, wrote to LaGuardia's
choice for Tenement House Commissioner, Langdon Post, expressing the ex...

pectation that East Harlem "be considered in the far... reaching plans of munici...
pal housing improvement contemplated by the incoming city administration."
Taylor enclosed a petition circulated by his organization and the Puerto Rican
Service Center expressing the same sentiment. The petition explained that
Puerto Ricans and Negroes who lived in the area were "making common cause
in this demand."25

That same month, Francis Rivers, an African...American lawyer and former
Republican State Assemblyman from Harlem, wrote to Richmond Shreve, the
influential architect who had been put in charge of the privately financed but
quasi...official Slum Clearance Committee. Composed of middle...class advo...

cates of publicly financed low...rent housing and leading real estate investors
in the city, the committee was undertaking an investigation of possible sites
for locating PWA...funded developments. Rivers told Shreve that "a low...cost
housing and slum clearance project in Harlem would be signally successful as
an initial experiment." The former assemblyman urged Shreve to investigate
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possibilities for a site in the area. A few days later, Rivers met the architect at

the Urban League Offices and, with the help of the prominent local realtor

J. E. Nail, drove Shreve through the district pointing out possible locations.26

Other community leaders, including the heads of the NAACP, the Urban

League, and the North Harlem Community Council, also urged city officials
to consider Harlem's urgent needs when drawing up plans to use the federal
money.27

Despite such efforts and the obvious fact of need, months passed without
any announcement of plans to build in Harlem. That summer Langdon Post,
LaGuardia's Tenement House Commissioner, whom the mayor had also
tapped to head the newly created New York City Housing Authority, told the

press that rent levels in Harlem were higher than in any of the city's other
slum areas.28 Post asserted that "the Negro is known to be a good tenant and

the records show that he has been squeezed more deliberately by the landlord
than the inhabitants of any other slum area." He insisted that "we want to
attack the low,cost housing problem in Harlem and before we have finished
we will." The stumbling block, he explained, was the high asking,price of real
estate in built'up sections of the city, even when lots contained only dilapi,
dated structures.29

The problem of high,cost slum property put Post and the Housing Author,

ity staff in a bind when it came to finding sites-and not just in Harlem. This
was because, while building low,rental housing and doing slum clearance were

virtually identical in the public's mind, in reality, the two endeavors were aI,
most diametrically opposed because of the high prices owners wanted for in,

ner...city land. Paying a lot for property drove up the final cost of any construc,
tion project, making it impossible for low rents to cover a significant portion

of real costs. Despite the incompatibility of the two goals taken together, the

idea of doing both at once had tremendous popular appeal as well as the fer'
vent backing of real estate interests. Thus, even though good reasons could be

given for vacant site development (and were, by Bauer and her colleagues),
and cost calculations allowed little else, Post was in danger of encountering a
political backlash if the authority did not seem to be tackling the problem of
the slums.30

In truth, Post personally favored the idea of rebuilding at the core and
would have proceeded on this course if financial considerations had not been
at issue. In his mind, putting new construction at the fringe "drains the city
at its very heart."3! However, there was no easy way to finesse the land,cost
factor if one wanted to get federal money out of Harold Ickes. The PWA

administrator was fervently committed to private real...estate interests not tak,
ing advantage of government construction programs under his control, so Post
knew Ickes would not approve any plan to pay more than rock,bottom prices
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for property. Essentially, this ruled out all of Manhattan, as assessments on

even slum property on the island started at $10 per square foot. From Ickes's
perspective, such prices were astronomical. The average price of all the land
acquired by the Housing Division over the life of its program was 44 cents a
square foot. 32

The problem of finding land at price levels Ickes would approve was just
one of the complexities city officials faced as they attempted to secure PWA
housing. The whole relationship between the local level and the federal
agency was undefined and ambiguous once the Housing Division became di..
rectly involved in building. Post and La Guardia struggled for as much control

as possible, but the PWA was always the dominant partner, given that Ickes
held the purse strings. (Even Ickes was not a free actor, since Roosevelt regu..

larly redirected Housing Division appropriations to direct relief.) Adding to

the already sizable difficulties of mounting an efficient operation, Ickes and
Post heartily disliked each other. Ickes, often prickly around men from elite
backgrounds, privately described the patrician Post as "a stuffed shirt without
any stuffing." For his part, Post maintained that the rigid, suspicious Ickes
"should have been Attorney General of the United States instead of Public
Works Administrator."33 Initially, the unpromising mix of personalities and

strategies combined with real obstacles lead to inertia. Yet Post and La
Guardia (and Ickes as well) could not let matters rest because they were per..

sonally committed to trying to improve housing conditions in New York City,

as well as under political pressure to do so.
As 1934 dragged on with no funds forthcoming from the Housing Division,

Post decided to launch a small..scale project financed with help from the
Works Progress Administration (WPA), headed by the sympathetic former

New Yorker Harry Hopkins. Vincent Astor, who had recently been identified
by the press as the owner of rundown tenements on the Lower East Side,
agreed to sell his property to the housing authority for $3.50 a square foot.
Even at this modest price, the authority could not pay Astor directly, as its
only source of revenue came from the sale of used bricks from buildings demol..
ished by the city. The wealthy Astor, anxious to divest himself of the property
(and the bad publicity), agreed to accept tax..free sixty..year bonds at 3.5 per..

cent interest, in lieu of cash.
Astor's tenements were extremely old, some erected as early as 1846. In

addition, they were densely built, which meant they had dark interiors. The
city tore down every third building to make room for gardens and playgrounds,

then joined and reconfigured the buildings that remained. Called First
Houses, the project contained 122 reconditioned one..bedroom apartments.
Prospective tenants found the complex appealing; over 3,000 New Yorkers
requested applications.
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First Houses proved to be a big public relations success for the Housing

Authority. Nevertheless, the venture was not an altogether rational use of
resources. Between the original cheap construction and the subsequent ne..

glect, the buildings were so dilapidated that less than half had any parts worth
saving. The others were reconstructed from scratch to look like rehabilitated
old..law tenements. Thus the cost was in the same range as new construction,
while the living quarters provided were constrained within a minimal build..

ing form that Post himself later described as "obsolete the day it was con..
structed."34

No other New Deal era housing programs followed First Houses' rehabilita..

tion model, but one aspect of this venture did have a long..run impact on
government housing programs. This was the successful use of the city's power

of condemnation for the purpose of constructing low..rent housing. Mixed in
with Astor's property were two parcels owned by landlord Andrew Muller.

When Muller rejected the Housing Authority's offer for his property, the city

condemned it. Muller went to court charging that the municipality did not
have constitutional right to use eminent domain for land acquisition for pub..

lic housing, as low..rent housing was not a public use. New York courts dis..

agreed, however, taking a more liberal position than the PWA was encoun..
tering in the federal courts. In 1936, the Court of Appeals, the state's highest
court, affirmed a lower court decision, ruling that "the menace of the slums"

was "a matter of far..reaching public concern." The court stated that since reg..
ulations on private owners had failed to solve the problem, it was necessary to

tum to "ownership and operation by or under the direct control of the public
itself...." The Muller decision would become particularly important after
courts took the position that the federal government did not have the power

to condemn land within the jurisdiction of states in a series of decisions start..
ing in late 1934.35

While the authority was proceeding with First Houses, it also worked on
obtaining land in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn for a PWA..funded
development. The reason for this location was spelled out in the authority's
1934 year..end report:

For the first project, for which negotiations for a loan and a grant from

PWA were opened, it was essential to find a site now encumbered with

slum conditions with a dense population where at the same time land

values were sufficiently low to permit the erection of apartments to rent

at low figures.

The dilemma the authority faced was that there was political pressure to clear
slums, but financially it could not afford to do so except in exceptional circum..
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stances where developed land could be acquired relatively cheaply. Such cir...

cumstances existed in Williamsburg, and therefore this rundown section of

Brooklyn-where the price of property per square foot, buildings included,
averaged less than four dollars-was considered perfect. After acquiring a

tract of suitable size, the authority made the site choice public in May 1934.36

No opportunities like Williamsburg existed on Manhattan. Planners and

city officials recognized the legitimacy of the African...American community's
claim for more low...rent accommodations in Harlem. In fact, the Slum Clear...

ance Committee had identified Harlem as one of several prime locations in
its first report to the Housing Division in December 1933.37 The stumbling
block was that market prices of land in Harlem, as in most other built...up

sections of the city, were simply too high if buildings were to be operated on
a paying basis but rents were to be kept low.

Theoretically, of course, the government could have subsidized construc...
tion and ongoing operating costs to the extent that there would be no need

for rents to cover any significant proportion of costs. Neither Ickes nor Post
saw this option as politically viable, however. Nor did either believe that it

was politically feasible to encourage blacks to occupy the apartments in the

large project projected for Williamsburg. In general, as we have seen, Ickes
followed the policy of building for blacks only in neighborhoods where they
already lived, and Post also shrank from the probable repercussions of inte...

grating neighborhoods. An advisory committee to the housing authority did
float a proposal to construct a complex earmarked for African Americans in

an empty and remote part of the Bronx, but black civic leaders voiced united
opposition, in part because they felt that population dispersal would under...

mine the vitality of institutions in their community.38
If one was willing to abandon the goal of slum clearance and concentrate

solely on erecting residential units which would require only moderate rents,

an attractive site did exist in Harlem. This was an open area above 151st

Street bordering the East River. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., heir to the Standard
Oil fortune, owned the property, and he was willing to sell it. Unfortunately

his asking price was significantly higher than Ickes would countenance.

Rockefeller's Attempt to Improve Housing
Conditions in Harlem

Rockefeller had acquired the tract in question at the time he was building his
Paul Laurence Dunbar Apartments. An enthusiastic and ecumenical patron
of architecture, the heir to the Rockefeller fortune backed construction en...

deavors as diverse as the art deco extravaganza of Rockefeller Center, the
monument to American Georgian style at Colonial Williamsburg, and numer...
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ous innovative apartment buildings for people of modest incomes, such as the

Dunbar. These last were designed by architect Andrew J. Thomas, for whom
Rockefeller had named the Thomas Gardens Apartments in the Bronx.

Rockefeller hoped that both Thomas Gardens and the Dunbar would be..
come self..sustaining cooperatives. He wanted these projects to prove that
homeownership was possible in the city without government subsidies and

that the private sector could provide good residential conditions even for Afri..

can Americans.39 In fact, so intent was Rockefeller on demonstrating his eco..

nomic theories that he refused state and city tax abatements for which the
Dunbar, as a low..profit venture, qualified under the State Housing Act of

1926. Accepting tax exemptions would have lowered costs for the residents,
but according to Rockefeller's advertising brochure: "The Dunbar Coopera..

tive Community rejoices that it has not been called on to sacrifice its own
civic self..respect by foisting upon others its due proporrion of the burden of
taxation." This assertion that the hard..pressed black residents were so anxious

to uphold the principle of unaided private enterprise that they were pleased
to pay more for their living quarters sounded unlikely to housing analyst Edith
Elmer Wood. In response to the advertisement's claim, she commented dryly:
"one may be pardoned for a certain amount of skepticism as to the amount of
the rejoicing."40

As it turned out, the private enterprise system, which had worked so well
for Rockefeller's family, was not particularly successful for the residents of the

Dunbar. After the economy went bad, wage levels in Harlem-for those who
had jobs at all-were so depressed that residents were unable to continue pur..

chasing their units by installment, even on Rockefeller's liberal terms. The

development had to be converted to a rental operation, and even then the
occupants had trouble making their payments. In the words of one historian,

the situation indicated "the hopelessly weak economic position of the city
Negro," given that Dunbar residents were a carefully screened group con..

sisting of some of the most affluent families in Harlem.41 With the initial phase
of his Harlem housing program foundering, Rockefeller put the plans for
expansion on his property to the north on indefinite hold.

Given his enormous wealth, of course, Rockefeller could have easily under..

written a total loss on the $3,300,000 endeavor. His personal fortune was es..
timated at approximately a half..billion dollars, and in some instances he

did make outright philanthropic gifts. For example, he donated a quarter of a
million dollars to build the Harlem YMCA, and his effort to restore Wil..

liamsburg, Virginia, as a shrine to the taste of the Southern planter aristocracy
cost him $79 million by the mid-1930s. Rockefeller felt differently about the
Dunbar, however. The Standard Oil heir wanted his Harlem apartment com..
plex to demonstrate his conviction that good housing for low.. income people
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could be provided entirely though the private sector. When this proved
impossible, he lost interest.42

Post first approached Rockefeller to buy the vacant Harlem land early in
June of 1934. The family's real estate business agent countered that the au..
thority should take the open land and the financially ailing Dunbar complex
as a package deal. From the city's perspective there were serious problems with
this offer. Rentals at the Dunbar would have to be higher than the authority
wanted to charge, while the apartments there were of a lower standard than
the new PWA..funded project would be. Most important, the asking price was
far higher than the city wanted to pay. Post's offer was $2 million for the apart..
ment buildings and $3.25 per square foot for the vacant land. Rockefeller
wanted $3 million for the Dunbar and $6 per square foot for the land.43

Apparently, when Rockefeller refused to agree to terms the city could ac..

cept, hopes for securing the site were abandoned, since the list of possible sites

in the authority's 1934 year..end report did not include one in Harlem.44 In
private correspondence with the mayor, Post referred to "reluctance" at the

federal level as the reason no move had been initiated to take the Rockefeller
property by condemnation.45 Yet, city leaders must also have been hesitant to

take legal action against this powerful local family. Post specifically was in a
difficult position, because the Rockefeller Foundation was a major source of
support for local and national housing research. The foundation had provided
financial backing for the Slum Clearance Committee, for example. A few

months after negotiations over the Harlem property broke down, Post wrote

the foundation requesting a grant on behalf of the National Public Housing
Conference, an advocacy group for government..sponsored low..rent housing.46

The Community Campaign Intensifies

Meanwhile, with no word about a Harlem site coming from the authorities,
the Consolidated Tenants League began to press for action. On May 23, 1935,
the league sponsored what the Amsterdam News correctly predicted would be
a "monster housing mass meeting," drawing a crowd of 1,500. The rally was
preceded by a well..organized publicity campaign of letters to President Roose..

velt, Governor Lehman, Mayor La Guardia, and Chairman Post decrying the
fact that no commitment had yet been made to a Harlem site. All four took
the trouble to send a reply.47 Probably not coincidentally, La Guardia picked

the day before the CTL mass meeting to tour Harlem with members of the
Housing Authority, taking the occasion to promise that federal housing would
be built in the district despite the high land values, which he called "just
crazy."48

On July 2, Ickes made the first official announcement of PWA plans to
build a residential development in Harlem. In reporting the story, the Amster..
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dam News credited the "persistent campaign conducted by the Consolidated
Tenants League," noting as well "stimulation by the events of the night of 19
March [the time of the riot]."49 Ickes's statement was not a final commitment,
however. The plan depended on the city securing the Rockefeller property
through condemnation by the end of the month. In response to the news, the

Consolidated hit the streets with flyers urging: "TENANTS OF HARLEM,
WAKE UP!!! $7,000,000 from the Federal Government is knocking at your

door to build houses to rent from $5 to $7 a room, per month, but the monied
interests won't sell the land."50 The Consolidated urged supporters to march

on City Hall together with the Unemployed Council and called a mass meet...

ing for the 18th of July.
Post attended this gathering. Clearly on the spot, he told the crowd that

"he was afraid the League had heard him promise action so many tin1.es and
he had not been to Harlem for such a long time, perhaps they felt he was
stalling."51 In fact, Post was sincere about wanting to improve living con...

ditions in Harlem. From a privileged background (at Harvard he had been a
member of the same social club as Franklin Roosevelt), Post had a long record
of working for reform causes. Nevertheless, he believed that slum dwellers
needed to do more than rely on sympathetic people in positions of authority
like himself. Dr. Dolly, the Harlem tenant leader, reported that Post told him
that "only by bringing mass pressure to bear, could housing be made a live
political issue." With regard to the discontent expressed by city tenant unions
in the early thirties, Post later wrote: "I am proud of the part I played in en...
couraging this uprising...."52 At the Consolidated's July demonstration, he
told the crowd: "We won't get the land without a fight, but we'll get it."53 A

few days later he was proved correct. On July 24th the city was awarded title
to the property by the courts.54

The Design Solution

Ever since the Harlem River Houses were completed they have been praised
for their design. A committee of architects that studied the development sev...
eral years after it was built called it an "outstandingly excellent job of plan...
ning."55 To some extent, this outcome was the lucky result of a particular mix

of talented architects who were given significant funding. But it was also im...

portant that these designers worked within a local environment where people
were asserting their right to good housing and within a national and interna...

tional climate of opinion among design professionals favorable to the artistic
and social ideas Bauer called "modern housing." The design solution at Har...

lem River clearly indicates an attempt to create shelter that would appeal to
the broad center of the population. As John Lewis Wilson, one of the archi...
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tects, explained later, the designers were "interested in housing, not housing

for the poor." The team's purpose, he maintained, was to create a residential
complex which "could have been built for anybody, anywhere."56

The unlikely person to whom the Housing Authority gave creative control
was Archibald Manning Brown, a wealthy, polo..playing society architect.
Elected president of the Architectural League of New York in 1935, Brown
had the professional prominence appropriate for the lead role, but his specialty
was estates and country clubs.57 The authority assigned six associates to work

under Brown. Only one, Horace Ginsbern, had any significant experience
designing multi..unit buildings. Luckily, Ginsbern was "one of the ablest and
most prolific apartment house designers in New York City (and therefore in

the United States) during the 1920s and 1930s." Other members of the team
were Frank J. Forster, Charles F. Fuller, Will Rice Amon, Richard W. Buckley,
and John Lewis Wilson, the first black graduate of Columbia University's

school of architecture. Wilson was hired by the city after Ickes objected to
initial plans for an all..white group.58

The strength of the team lay partly in its mix of expertise. As a result,
Harlem River Houses combined in creative tension quite different, almost
contradictory, planning styles, achieving advantages from each. On the one
hand, the design blended the American garden apartment tradition with
European..derived classicism. On the other, it combined superblock planning

with a traditional orientation toward city streets.
The team's orientation toward classicism is not hard to explain. Before the

1930s, nearly all academically trained American architects were schooled in
the classical tradition. This was certainly the case for the affluent Brown, who

had gone on from Groton and Harvard to the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris,
but it was also the case for Wilson, the Columbia graduate. Wilson, as a black
architect, initially found only small jobs and remodeling work after finishing
school in 1928. With regard to the discontinuities between his classical train..

ing and the limited opportunities available to him, he later joked: "My train..

ing at Columbia had been in Beaux Arts methods, and I suppose I did a Beaux
Arts boiler room."59

The self.. taught Ginsbern was an expert in the American garden apartment
style. This building type consisted of low..rise structures set around the perim..

eter of a lot, enclosing a landscaped interior. Apartment houses built in this
fashion were extremely popular with the public in the 1920s and 1930s. While
the garden area offered a pleasant break from the concrete and stone of the

city, the interiors of apartments in such buildings were more cheerful as well.
Arranged within thin buildings, the units were able to offer their inhabitants

all of Henry Wright's basic criteria for a good dwelling: light, ventilation, and
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FIG. 6.2 Site plan for the Harlem Rivet Houses, organized around two perpendicular
axes. These were a large central courtyard running north and south in the main
(west) section of the development and an east-west walkway on what had originally
been 152nd Street. The walkway continues on the smaller plot of land to the east,
visually integrating the two parts of the development. The amphitheater and play­
ground at the east edge were later lost when Harlem River Drive was constructed.
Reprinted with permission of Progressive Architecture, Penton Publishing.

view.60 Writing in 1980, architectural historian Richard Plum stated that this
type of residential building "set a standard of urban housing for middle-class
families which has not since been matched."61

While the site was generous in size, with 8.5 acres suitable for building,
it was a difficult shape. The former Rockefeller land parcel consisted of two
differently sized trapezoids cut through by a busy street (see figures 6.2 and
6.3). The property was bounded by 151st Street at the south and 153rd Street
to the north. The western edge was formed by Macombs Place, and the Har­
lem River was the eastern boundary. The designers were allowed to close the
stretch of 152nd Street that crossed the parcel, but not Seventh Avenue.62

To organize the buildings on the site, the architects used a simplified but
elegant Beaux Arts approach based on two perpendicular axes. The horizontal
element of the design was the portion of 152nd street that had been closed to
traffic. The former street became a pedestrian mall on the western section of
the plot. Crosscutting it, as the vertical axis of the scheme, was a long rectan­
gular courtyard, which formed the center of the development. The horizon­
tal axis extended across Seventh Avenue, becoming a court on the eastern
section, thus pulling together the two separate pieces of the composition.
After construction, one prominent architectural critic commented that even
though the formal pattern of the layout was clearly apparent, "the impression
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FIG. 6.3 Architect's rendering of the Harlem River Houses and the surrounding neigh­
borhood, facing north. At the top is the Macombs Dam Bridge that crosses the Har­
lem River from Manhattan to the Bronx. The buildings look consistent with the size,
shape, and texture of the apartment houses in this part of the city. At the same time,
the arrangement conveys the sense of a unified whole. Note the higher density of
land use in the pre-existing commercial housing to the west and south.

is never of any overpowering or imposed formality; it all seems merely gra­
cious, natural, and designed."63

The central court on the west side was the heart of the project. With its
cobblestone paving, London plane trees, and park benches, the space was se­
rene and urbane. While away from the street, the courtyard was not isolated
from the surrounding community, as it could be entered easily from the west
and east via the pedestrian mall that replaced 152nd Street and also from two
large passages running through the buildings to the north and south.

The complex worked as an integrated and independent design, yet it also

related to the larger neighborhood. In this way, the development combined
the advantages of superblock planning with conventional urban building pat­
terns. The continuity with existing expectations as to what residential build­
ings should look like was important to the success of the project. In 1939,
Harper's Bazaar published an article on New York's new public housing, writ­
ten by journalist Katharine Hamill and illustrated by documentary photogra­
pher Walker Evans. Hamill compared Harlem River favorably with the larger

Williamsburg development built for whites. Williamsburg, with its freestand­
ing buildings set within large superblocks and unrelated to the surrounding
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FIG. 6.4 Architect's model of the Williamsburg Houses in Brooklyn, designed by Wil­
liam Lescaze. This was Harlem River's sister project, intended for white residents.
The off-grid parallel design is superficially reminiscent of Zeilenbau style but did not
provide its practical advantages. The prevailing winds in this area turned the courts
into wind tunnels, and many of the rooms were not properly oriented for receiving
good sunlight. The Carl Mackley Houses, though they had a more traditional appear­
ance and fit into their environment more comfortably, did provide many of the advan­
tages of Zeilenbau planning. The Harlem River Houses looked like commercial New
York apartment buildings of the era, but they were designed on superblocks con­
taining extensive landscaped grounds (a core modern housing idea). AP/Wide World
Photos.

streets, was a harbinger of what was to become the stereotypical United States
"housing project" (see figure 6.4). While Hamill praised the interior design of

the apartments, she was dearly put off by the "huge set of blocks placed in
irregular regularity along the long stretch of concrete walks...." In contrast,
she noted approvingly that at Harlem River "the whole mass and substance of
the buildings are more what-we-are-accustomed-to-set squarely, conserva­
tively, straight with the streets."64 Hamill was responding to the fact that the ar­
chitects, while taking advantage of the increased possibilities inherent in
plots larger than city blocks, still observed enough of the city's traditional
design conventions that their creation fit comfortably into the neighborhood
around it. Another way in which the design was familiar was that it provided
apartments in a city of apartment dwellers. By the 1930s, the habit of apart­
ment living had "filtered up" to even the most affluent of New York City's
residents.65

At Harlem River Houses there were 574 units of varying sizes. The smallest

164



The Harlem River Houses

consisted of a living room combined with a small kitchen (called a "kitchen...

ette"), one bedroom, and a bathroom. The largest had three bedrooms, an eat...

in kitchen, living room, and bathroom. The interior dwelling space, although
small, was well laid out. A committee of the New York Chapter of the Ameri...

can Institute of Architects (AlA) that evaluated public housing in the city in
1949 commended the apartments for their high standards of livability, since
they were well arranged from the standpoint of room privacy, flexibility for
furniture placement, ventilation, and outlook.66

Although the overall design of Harlem River Houses was physically similar
to (if more handsome than) typical market...produced New York apartment

complexes of the time, it differed significantly from a commercial operation
in the services it offered. The development included a nursery school with an

attached outdoor play area, a tuberculosis diagnostic clinic, a baby welfare
clinic, a branch of the New York Public Library, social rooms, and, on the

river side, a large athletic field (destroyed when Harlem River Drive was built
in 1957).67

As it turned out, the seemingly anomalous choice of Archibald Manning
Brown, the prestigious society architect, to lead a team of designers in charge
of a large...scale housing project for black New Yorkers was an auspicious deci...

sion. While Ginsbern seems to have been primarily responsible for key design
decisions, Brown's self...assurance must have been important in creating a high

level of morale within the work group he administered. His inclusive attitude
toward African Americans must also have been a positive factor. Wilson later
described how Brown welcomed him to the team, treating him from the first
with an easy friendliness and later offering him work on other projects.68 The
AlA committee mentioned earlier concluded that, with few exceptions such
as Harlem River, the city's subsidized housing stock was of a lower quality than
necessary, even taking into account the budgetary stringencies. It censured

the authority and its architects for succumbing to "psychological obstacles to

the realization of aesthetic values, which, in general, are avoided not because
they add to costs so much as in deference to hostile public opinion, which still
thinks of public housing in terms of minimum provision for the amenities of
living."69 According to Wilson, the group of architects he joined were "proud
people," intent on producing something good and confident enough not to
fear criticism for achieving it. 70

Life at the Harlem River Houses

Harlem River Houses were ready for occupancy in mid...October of 1937, and
response from the housing...hungry community was overwhelming. Over

14,000 families applied for admission to the 574 apartments, almost twice the
ratio of applicants to apartments that occurred at the development's sister
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project in Williamsburg, which was slated for white occupancy. The New York
City Housing Authority had the task of dealing with the avalanche of applica..

tions. 71

To cope with the problem of tremendous demand but limited supply, the

authority attempted to construct a procedure of "mathematical impartiality"
to rate applicants by "need and merit." Interviewers made home visits to pros..

pects who looked promising on paper and awarded them points based on the
condition of the places where they were then living. The worst situations
rated the highest scores. Post explained that "this method of selection was our
answer to the claims that the people who needed housing would not get it,
that politics, discrimination, and an inability properly to investigate would
militate against a fair and equitable selection."72

Although the rating system seems to have been administered with admira..

ble impartiality, the procedure did include noneconomic criteria that would
be open to question in later years. At the same time as an applicant's current
living quarters were being evaluated, the Housing Authority investigator as..
signed the candidate points on the basis of "good character" and "cleanliness."
As one public relations pamphlet put it: "Tidiness raised the score consider..

ably...." Also, it was taken for granted that applicants should live in what
was then regarded as an optimal family unit consisting of mother, father, and

children-no more and no less. Lorinda Johnson, an early tenant, described
years later how she believed that she hurt her chances for selection when the

development opened by applying for accommodations large enough to share
with her brother.. in..law who lived with her family.73 By the time she tried
again for admission, she understood the assumption that apartments were in..

tended for nuclear families only, and she asked for quarters just large enough
for her husband, her child, and herself. This time she gained admission.74

Thus, the point system not only favored families that fit a particular image, it
actively shaped ones like Johnson's.

Looking back, the noneconomic criteria the authority used might be seen
as culturally exclusive, but there is no evidence of objections being made to
them by the black community at the time. Even Lorinda Johnson, who lost
her second child to pneumonia in a cold apartment after she was initially
turned down for not conforming to the authority's definition of a proper fam..
ily, did not question the legitimacy of the conception. Given the huge ratio

of applicants to apartments, it was not hard to fill the complex with those who

did or would fit.
By themselves, however, even high levels of "merit" and need were not

sufficient to get people into Harlem River Houses. One also had to possess
enough income, although not too much. Again, the size of the applicant pool
made it possible to employ very specific criteria. Minimum income was based
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on the rent required to generate enough money to pay back fifty ..five percent

of the capital costs of the development to the federal government over sixty
years (the other forty ..five percent was written off as a grant from the PWA)

and cover operating expenses. To achieve the required level of income, rents
at Harlem River were initially set from $19.16 to $31.35 per month, de..

pending on the size of the apartment. (These charges covered heat and water
but excluded the cost of fuel for light and cooking.) The Housing Authority

expected not only that tenants would have incomes sufficient to cover such
rents, but also that their earnings would be high enough to ensure that their
shelter costs would consume only about twenty percent of their income. This
was the rent..to.. income ratio endorsed by social work authorities of the time,
who believed that if low.. income families spent more than this on shelter they

would have to cut back on consumption of basic necessities. The maximum
income allowed was set by the 1936 George..Healy Act, which mandated that

PWA tenants could earn no more than five times the maximum rent plus util ...
ity charges.75 Given that the minimum income set by the authority was almost

the same as the federally specified maximum, the range of acceptable earnings
was obviously rather narrow. Again, however, the immense pressure for hous..

ing meant that there were more than enough qualified applicants, although a
significant amount of administrative work was needed to verify and constantly
monitor earnings. After World War II, when incomes rose, the limits would

cause significant disruptions in the lives of residents, because many were
forced to move out.

In the 1930s, the authority's financial criteria meant that residents of Har..
lem River Houses were a comparatively well..off group. Average yearly earn..

ings were $1,312.50 at a time when median income for black families in New
York was $837. Yet even though family earnings at the complex were higher
than typical for black New Yorkers, in general residents did not hold presti..
gious jobs. Like many African Americans in this period, a significant propor..

tion worked below their skill level because of racial prejudice in the work..
place. Miriam Burns, who grew up at Harlem River, described how her mother,
a college graduate, was only able to find work as a live.. in maid when she came
to New York City from Texas in the early 1930s. After marriage and through..
out her life, she worked cleaning people's houses. Like Burns's mother, over
60 percent of the residents who held jobs outside the home worked in occupa..
tions commonly classified as unskilled, such as elevator operator, waiter, por..
ter, or house cleaner. Only 4.5 percent held professional jobs. The reason that

the Harlem River residents' earning power compared so favorably with that of
black New Yorkers generally was that each family had at least one wage..earner

and close to one..fourth had two, at a time when unemployment was at least
40 percent in Harlem. 76
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Once settled in, the new residents could choose to participate in a wide
range of social and educational activities. A 1939 management report noted
that residents had organized a tenants' association, community newspaper,
women's club, mothers' group to support the work of the WPA recreational
programs for children, men's club, parent.. teachers association of the nursery
school, and Boy Scout troop. These groups met in the buildings' large base..

ment rooms, which had been designated for community use. In addition to

activities organized by the tenants themselves, some programs were run by
staff provided by outside agencies. WPA personnel conducted afternoon and
evening recreation programs for school..age children, including classes in
dancing, puppetry, and dramatics. The city's Recreation Department provided
supervisors for the municipal tennis and handball courts located on the river
side of the complex. Although most staff supplied by outside organizations
worked with children, the WPA did send personnel from the Federal Theater
program to coach an adult drama class and provided teachers for other adult
educational programs.77

The nursery school was the major social program at the development (fig...
ure 6.5). The architects had designed a large, well..organized space of inter..

connecting rooms with kitchen facilities and an attached outdoor play area
specifically for a school. The New York Kindergarten Association, a private
organization, managed the operation. In 1939, 140 children between the ages

of two and five attended either in the morning or afternoon. Some lived at
Harlem River Houses, while others came from the surrounding neighborhood.

The association provided the full .. time professional staff, and the National
Youth Administration and local teacher... training schools sent assistant teach...

ers. As at the Carl Mackley Houses, the nursery school promoted adult partici ...

pation. Nixcola Ramsay, an original tenant who remembered attending Har..
lem River's dedication ceremony, which featured Mayor LaGuardia, first
worked at the school as a volunteer and eventually joined the paid staff. After
almost fifty years of residence, Ramsay described herself as a "flag waver for
Harlem River Houses."78

Formal group activity in the early years was largely confined to the spheres
of recreation and education. Residents did not vie for administrative preroga..
tives. Even those who were active in the tenants' association seemed to con...

ceive of their group as an adjunct to the Housing Authority administration
rather than as a vehicle for representing interests that might at times diverge
from those of management. According to one early resident, the purpose of
the association was: "to take up any difficulties the tenants were having or

things that they didn't understand, [such as] certain policies of the housing
office. [The tenants' association] would help to interpret it to them."79

The low level of apparent tension between residents and management at
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FIG. 6.5 A nursery school at Harlem River Houses. This photograph shows a class
from 1938. As at the Mackley Houses, the nursery school was one of the most success­
ful aspects of the development, functioning to integrate adults into the community
as well as providing a service for children.

Harlem River was not characteristic of all of the city's housing in the 1930s
and 1940s. At Williamsburg Houses, some tenants attempted to influence
tenant selection procedures not long after they themselves had moved in. The

Williamsburg tenant activists also tried to get income rules modified so that
families whose earnings increased would not have to move out immediately.Bo

Nothing similar occurred at Harlem River. Different explanations were ad­
vanced to explain why. One journalist maintained that most public housing
tenants did "not seem to resent what kindly institutionalism exists in the proj­
ects." She assured her readers that "only the fractious and the supersensitive
tenants complain."BI Another view was offered by a WPA researcher who sug­
gested that the giant waiting list for housing in Harlem made tenants wary of
"making trouble."Bz

Fear may have played a role in suppressing criticism at Harlem River, but

the development was also well run. Long-time manager Roger Flood described
his administrative philosophy as an effort "at all times to maintain a sympa­

thetic approach." Flood combined tact with experience at running a large resi­
dential property. An African American, he had studied architecture at New

York University and worked for apartment designer Andrew J. Thomas. For
eight years, Flood supervised maintenance at Rockefeller's Dunbar develop­
ment, briefly serving as manager there before accepting his position with the
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city. At Harlem River, Flood won the respect of children as well as adults.
Vincent Hammond, who lived in the complex as a child and went on to be,

come director of planning for a suburban bus authority, described Flood as a
"role model."83

Despite competent and diplomatic management, at least one administra,
tive procedure seemed designed to grate on more than the "supersensitive."

This was the combination rent collection and apartment inspection that oc,

curred each week. Social worker Miriam Bums, who lived at Harlem River as
a child, explained: "In the olden days, in terms of collecting rent, we had a
white woman, I guess she was a manager, and she came to the house and col,
lected the rent." Burns observed that even though it would seem "unbeliev,
able" now, while the housing official was in the apartment "she was not averse

to looking in the refrigerator or whatever." When questioned as to whether
her mother resented such behavior, Burns insisted that her mother never

seemed to mind. She speculated that her mother, like many African Ameri,
cans prior to the civil rights movement of the 1950s, was simply not that as,

sertive. Also, Burns wondered if her mother might actually have enjoyed the
regular opportunity to display her meticulous housekeeping.84

To a certain extent, it may have been that tenants at Harlem River were

so relieved to be free of the many assaults on their dignity that slum living
entailed, that having their apartments examined struck them as trivial in com,

parison. Melvin Ford, a resident interviewed for a magazine article in 1939
commented: "We're lucky to be here. We're sure lucky. It's a lot better than
where we were or than where most folks live."8s Whatever the true feelings of

residents regarding paternalistic management procedures such as apartment
inspections, their lack of resistance must have pleased Housing Authority ad,

ministrators. In this period, the authority's philosophy was that recreational
activities were the only appropriate form of resident participation-as op'
posed to involvement with actual administrative decisions.86

With regard to the physical and social aspects of their environment, most
residents seem to have been very contented. Priscilla Reed, who served as
tenant association president during the 1980s, commented that in the fifties
when she moved in, "I thought I was in a new world, it was so beautiful."87

The complex was particularly appealing to children. David Scott, who lived
at Harlem River as a boy in the thirties and forties and went on to become a

precinct police chief in New York City, described living at Harlem River as
"almost like a status symbol."88 He and others who grew up there remember a
great range of activities in which they participated, recalling with special
fondness such highlights as ice skating in the winter in the sunken court in
the central plaza and watching movies projected onto the backboards of the
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handball courts on hot summer nights. Many youthful friendships started
there continued into adult life, and adults likewise got to know each other. In
the words of Edward McClendon, who moved in as a boy of six with his par..
ents when Harlem River opened and went on to become Director of Commu..
nity Affairs for the New York City Housing Authority, "It was like living in a
small town."89 Vincent Hammond related that, like all kids, they got into their
share of trouble, but "all the parents knew us, so we could only get into so
much devilmaking." Along with the advantages, however, went a certain
amount of pressure. In Hammond's words, "It was, as we looked at it, the great
experiment: to see how our generation would do given decent housing."90 Like
him, many went on to professional careers. Robert Moses, one member of this
first generation of children at Harlem River, gained national prominence as
the Director of SNCC's 1964 Mississippi Summer voter registration project.91

People who have lived at Harlem River consistently attribute its tranquil..
ity and neighborliness in great part to the development's design. The low..rise
four and five story buildings wrap around small courtyards, making it possible
for parents to look out of apartment windows and supervise children playing
outside (figure 6.6). The possibility of playing within sight of one's parents
made Harlem River, in the words of a person who grew up there, "a homey
kind of place." 92 The central court was another popular feature. In the 1980s,
long.. time resident Nixcola Ramsay was a widow who was living by herself.
Explaining why she thought the courtyard was the best part of the complex,
she said, "In the summer it's delightful. You can sit out in the court and you
won't feel lonesome, because if you're alone you'll have someone to talk to."93

The prosperity that followed the Second World War proved a double..
edged sword for many at Harlem River Houses, as their incomes rose above
what was allowed by the authority's rigid guidelines. The city offered openings
in its middle.. income apartment buildings to the over.. income families, but
these developments were high rises with apartment layouts inferior to Harlem
River. Rather than take this option, a number of families bought their own
homes in Queens. In the opinion of their children, the adults would not have
left had they not been compelled. They liked Harlem River and had close
friends there.94

Harlem River after a Half-Century

Contemporary conditions at Harlem River Houses are characterized by con..
tinuing high morale and affection for the complex. The condition of the
buildings and landscaping, while not what it once was, does compare favorably
to that of publicly and privately owned low..rent housing in other American
cities. Of the many social programs from the early years, the one that contin..
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FIG. 6.6 Children at play in the wading pool at Harlem River Houses in the 1940s.
This photograph conveys the intimate scale of the courts and the child-friendly
atmosphere.

ues into the present is the one for young children. In the same facilities that

the architects originally designed for a children's center, a large and well orga­
nized nursery school continues to function.

Since the 1970s, however, there has been significant tenant activism. By

contrast with the first decades, residents now organize around issues that are
not exclusively recreational and social. Grievances related to security and
maintenance have led them to challenge the Housing Authority at the high­
est levels. (Apartment inspections are not a source of friction, as these were
discontinued in the 1960s.) Probably the single biggest source of conflict in
recent years has concerned admissions policy. Two recent heads of the tenants'
association, Priscilla Reed and William Booker, disagree with the Housing
Authority's current willingness to allow people with no jobs to move in, ar­
guing that the long-term unemployed often have a host of problems that make
them difficult neighbors. Reed and Booker believe the complex would func­
tion better if there were regulations in place restricting residency to low­
income working people.95
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Val Coleman, Director of Information for the Housing Authority during
the 1980s, disagreed with this perspective. Responding to the position of the

tenants' association, Coleman asked: if only the working poor can move into

public housing, where are the very poor to go? In his opinion, public housing
should be the refuge of the poor, but it cannot serve this function if tenants of

public projects refuse to admit poor people. This issue, in Coleman's view,
exposes a key pitfall of the current enthusiasm for tenant management.96

Like the Carl Mackley Houses, in the late 1980s the Harlem River Houses
celebrated its fiftieth anniversary.97 The Harlem River event made it clear how

much (despite some conflicts with management) residents continue to ap..

preciate the development. As tenants' association President Priscilla Reed
stated in her address at the fiftieth anniversary celebration in September 1987:

For fifty years [Harlem River Houses] has worked. Not always perfectly!

As president of the Tenants Association these many years, I've had my

share of differences with the landlord. The Housing Authority and I have

tangled more than once ... but that's what it's all about ... making life

better ... in a living, breathing community.98

In line with Reed's interpretation that resident assertiveness represents en..

gagement, not alienation, the decade of the 1970s saw tenants take a more
active role in a variety of ways. For instance, former and current residents took

the initiative in obtaining landmark status for Harlem River Houses in 1975.
Also, past and present tenants began to organize reunions, drawing people
from around the country. Both the landmark designation and the reunions
represent an effort to celebrate and preserve the special physical and social

amenities of the development.99

Reed's anniversary address also makes it clear that some of the ideas associ..
ated with the modern housing approach continue to live on. According to

Reed:

When the first tenants moved into Harlem River Houses in 1937 it was

an experiment. The idea was to bring together the best of the best: the

best architects, the best building materials, plenty of land and plenty of

sunlight, great art, the latest developments in electric lighting and re..
frigeration, a health care center, a place for children and this beautiful

courtyard where we could grow up and grow old ... in peace. lOO

In terms of the development's actual history, Reed's appraisal is obviously
somewhat romanticized. It does, however, accurately reflect currents of think..

ing about housing that were circulating internationally in the interwar period
and that Catherine Bauer articulated as the modern housing program. Reed
did not seem to have learned these ideas through reading but, instead, through

173



Chapter Six

living in a place where they were implemented under favorable circumstances.

In a rare twist on "separate but equal" policies, African Americans in Harlem
obtained in this complex some of the most attractive low...rental housing ever

produced in the United States.

Conclusion

In a number of ways, the history of the Harlem River Houses parallels the
Mackley experience. Both developments originated in strong local social
movements that were able to overcome serious obstacles. Talented and com...
mitted architects attached themselves to both projects and, for each enter...

prise, came up with plans that combined beauty with livability. In both cases,
the designs were influenced by modernist currents in architecture but still pro...

vided aesthetic continuity with residents' previous experience of the built en...

vironment. The Harlem River Houses may be the most successful aestheti...
cally, but both developments were excellent by the standards not just of public
or subsidized housing, but of any kind of housing. Both provided a wide range

of social services and programs on...site. They were, in short, quite successful
incarnations of what Bauer articulated as the modern housing ideal. 101

Possibly it is just a coincidence that two projects of such high quality both
originated partly as a result of social movements rather than merely from deci...
sions of philanthropists or government agencies. It is also possible, however,
that, at least in the American context, issues of democracy and power can be
separated from issues about how to provide social welfare programs only at
significant peril to the chances of success for liberal or social...democratic polit...
ical purposes.

Accordingly, it is not surprising that the major limitations of both projects
have to do with issues of control. Each may have come into existence to a sig...
nificant extent as a result of grassroots initiatives, but each was administered in

a benevolently paternalistic fashion. The higher level of self.-organization and

activity at the Mackley can be explained by the fact that many ofthe people who
came to live there were already political activists, in contrast to the original ten...
ants at Harlem River, who were more focused on living coherent family lives

and making the most of their opportunities. The Civil Rights Movement and
the tumults of the 1960s changed the climate, so that by the 1970s some of the

spirit that had animated Harlem's tenant struggles of the 1930s characterized
residents' attitudes at the Harlem River Houses.

Admissions policy has become the most contested issue between residents
and management in recent years at Harlem River. The antagonism generated
by this issue seems somewhat predictable, given that it concerns a basic axis
of control. The nature of one's neighbors in a relatively dense environment of
an apartment complex is probably the single most important determinant of
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the livability of one's housing, and lack of any voice in choosing these neigh..

bors is a critical form of disempowerment. Americans in general desire this
kind of control. Middle..class people living in suburban communities, for in..

stance, use a variety of techniques to ensure that they will not be surrounded
by those whom they consider undesirable. But the institutional structure of
both Mackley (when it was still owned by the union) and Harlem River made
this kind of control unlikely.

Basic decisions were made from above at each of these housing develop..
ments, but both were run by capable, honest, and committed managers, and
they provided humane and livable environments. In many ways, the atmo..

sphere was not entirely different from that created by some of the Europeans
Bauer admired. Ernst May's housing, for example, was and continues to be

managed along benevolently paternalistic lines. But in a different political
and social situation, this kind of administrative structure has provided more
liveable environments than similar regimes created in the United States. The

difference is not just that the European projects receive more funding,
although that matters a great deal, but also that tenants there are in a very
different legal position. They benefit from security of tenure and a variety of
other rights that greatly narrow the gap between renting and owning. Accord..

ingly, tenants in May's Frankfurt projects routinely remodel their apartments;
in many ways, they are not very different from owners in condonlinium associ..

ations in the United States who turn over most management rights and re..

sponsibilities to a professional firm. If anything, the European tenants are
likely to feel more attached to their homes and be more residentially stable,
since they do not accumulate equity they can realize upon exit. In the United
States, however, such paternalism, however benign, is unlikely to meet with
much acclaim since American aspirations for democracy and self..deter..
mination are so intense.

One significant difference between the Harlem River Houses and the

Mackley is that at the New York complex there is more consciousness among
residents of the experimental significance of the housing they live in. The
contrast between the remarks Priscilla Reed made at Harlem River's 50th an..

niversary and the comments by Margaret Traynor on the parallel occasion at
Mackley is striking. Perhaps the fact that the Philadelphia complex is now
fully within the for..profit housing market means that more historical imagina..

tion is required to recall the original purposes of the development. Probably
another factor is that Mackley residents never organized around their com..

mon concerns as tenants whereas Harlem River residents did.
Finally, the financial structure of the Harlem River Houses is important.

Unlike either Mackley or the Amalgamated co..ops, and unlike the experi..
ments and demonstration projects described in earlier chapters, Harlem River
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succeeded in providing modest but appealing housing to people who had very
low incomes relative to other Americans. The complex did so, of course, on

the basis of major subsidies: a capital grant covering almost half of construe...
tion costs, extremely generous financing terms for the remainder of the costs,
and other subsidies since. Of course, other forms of American housing (includ...
ing privately owned homes) have also benefited from a variety of public sub...

sidies, so this kind of aid is not unique. What is unusual is that, compared with
other directly subsidized American housing, Harlem River Houses provided

an environment that might well have appealed to a broad spectrum of

Americans.
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SEVEN

The Struggle to Shape
Permanent Policy

=
J

ust as the first PWA housing developments were getting started,
crucial battles over the direction of federal housing policy were
being fought out in Congress. While a number of important

pieces of legislation related to the housing sector were passed during the
1930s, whether and how the federal government would support a national
stock of noncommercial housing was in many respects the key issue. The deci..

sion would define not only what Americans would come to think of as "public
housing," but also the overall pattern of government activity in the housing

sector for decades to come. Senator Robert Wagner began introducing bills
that would mandate permanent direct government involvement in 1935, and

two years later, a much..amended version of his bill became law. At the time
and since, the 1937 Wagner Public Housing Act has been viewed as a progres..

sive measure, but it could equally well be interpreted as an important brake
on the social democratic possibilities of the New Deal.

While modern housing advocates hoped that permanent federal policy
would support the development of a broadly acceptable new kind of urban
dwelling, as it turned out, the 1937 legislation mandated a weaker program

with significantly cheaper construction compared with that of the PWA
Housing Division. Some of the PWA housing developments were physically
similar to commercial middle.. income apartment complexes of their day, and
they did prove appealing to people with options, as at the Mackley and at
Harlem River after the war. By contrast, the housing produced under the
Wagner Act usually looked unambiguously like the poor peoples' housing that

it was in fact meant to be. Thus, passage of the Wagner Public Housing Act
marked the institutionalization of a two.. tier framework for federal interven..

tion into the housing market.

The Variety of Early New Deal Housing Programs

In the early summer of 1933, when the Public Works Administration was set..
ting up a federal housing agency in accordance with the National Industrial
Recovery Act, normally vigilant private real estate interests were moribund

at the national level. Not only did industry groups raise no clamor in Wash..
ington at the time the NIRA was passed, no serious objections were made in
the months following. In November, the head of the Home Builders and Land
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Developers National Committee did try to rouse his members to action with

a proposal for a march on Washington to protest government competition,
but nothing came of the plan.!

Real estate interests typically rallied somewhat when the Housing Division
began work in their own city, but by this stage they were restricted to localized

and defensive struggles. For instance, the Atlanta Real Estate Board and the
Atlanta Apartment Homeowners Association, arguing that they already faced
a 25 percent vacancy rate, opposed PWA plans for Techwood Homes, an
apartment complex to be built adjacent to Georgia Institute of Technology.

Not only were these groups unable to enroll public support for their position,

but they also faced organized opposition from important elements of Atlanta's
business community and from influential local organizations. In fact, the
Housing Division was encouraged to move forward on the project by a group
that included the president of the Atlanta Chamber of Commerce, the pub..

lisher of the Atlanta Constitution, the president of Georgia Tech, a representa"
tive from the city's unions, and the mayor. As Charles E Palmer, the Atlanta

business executive who promoted the development, candidly admitted, many
local interests stood to gain if the PWA went forward. The proposed site was
a derelict area close to the central business district. Property values would be
stabilized if the PWA cleared the area and built on it. In addition, the local
economy would be stimulated by the contracts, jobs, and materials procure..

ment that federal construction would stimulate.2

The Atlanta situation illustrates how significant support was often forth ..
coming for PWA housing endeavors. Nevertheless, this program represented
only one kind of federal intervention into the housing arena in the early years
of the New Deal. As the government groped for methods of stimulating the
economy and responded to the demands of various constituencies, it launched
a variety of initiatives. Many of these were aimed at resuscitating commercial
real estate activity, most frequently through attempts to increase liquidity
in mortgage markets. Due in good part to the success of these efforts, the re..
sources and morale of real estate entrepreneurs began improving, and by mid..
decade they were able to respond more energetically and effectively to the
threat posed by publicly aided noncommercial housing.

As described in chapter 4, the first piece of permanent federal housing leg..

islation predated the New Deal. Hoover's Federal Home Loan Bank Act of
1932 linked mortgage lenders throughout the country into a federally regu..

lated network with a common credit pool. Though useful to the mortgage
industry and still in effect today, this initial federal involvement, by itself, was
insufficient to stop the financial free fall of residential real estate. By 1933,
approximately half of the twenty billion dollars of national mortgage debt was
in default, with foreclosures still on the rise. 3
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To deal with this crisis, Roosevelt, soon after taking office, urged creation

of the Home Owners Loan Corporation (HOLC) to refinance personal mort..

gages. In its first year of operation, the HOLC loaned more than three billion
dollars on over one million mortgages, helping to save 10 percent of all owner..
occupied nonfarm residences. Politically, it was a brilliant move. Historian
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., believes that "probably no single measure consolidated
so much middle..class support for the New Deal" as the HOLe. Roosevelt
wanted to support homeownership for more than opportunistic reasons, how..
ever. Like Hoover before him, FDR thought that "the broad interest of the
nation requires [that] special safeguards be thrown around homeownership as
a guarantee of economic and social stability." Here Roosevelt was expressing

both a cultural preference for homeownership and an intention to use it to

maintain political equilibrium.4

Although the HOLC did contain the national foreclosure crisis, it was not

successful at restoring the real estate market to health, much less at reinflat..
ing the general economy. Toward the end of 1933, Roosevelt started casting
around for measures by which the government could stimulate residential
construction, which he regarded as "the wheel within the wheel to move the

whole economic engine." He asked some of the major figures connected with
his administration to advise him on a long..term program, including Harry
Hopkins, Henry Wallace, Frances Perkins, Rexford Tugwell, John Fahey, and
Averell Harriman. The majority initially favored some kind of large..scale,

publicly financed construction program, but Roosevelt's growing unease about
budget deficits convinced him to back a plan involving little direct federal
spending. This became the National Housing Act of 1934.5

Marriner Eccles, then special assistant to Treasury Secretary Henry Morgen..
thau, Jr., played a key role in drafting the legislation. As Eccles recounted in

his memoirs, he was committed to making sure that the housing program "be
private in character." The act created the Federal Housing Administration

(FHA), which provided federal insurance for home rehabilitation loans and

mortgages for newly purchased homes. Privately operated financial institu..
tions were to make these loans based on specified criteria. Mortgages had to

be fully amortizing, meaning that the borrower paid off both principal and
interest in equal..sized installments over the life of the loan. This kind of mort..
gage allowed a much higher percentage of the home value to be financed than
had previously been the convention. For buyers, this meant lower down pay..
ments and less necessity for expensive second loans. By making homeown..

ership easier to swing financially, the guidelines aimed at expanding the mar..
keto At the same time, the insurance lowered risks for the mortgage industry.
Eccles described the mechanism of federal guarantees for private loans as a
device that "avoided any direct encroachment by the government on the do..
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main of private business, but which used the power of government to establish

the conditions under which private initiative could feed itself and multiply its
own benefits." (A better statement of the principles of indirect government

intervention in support of business could hardly be found.) Evidence for the
success of the FHA policies in increasing investor confidence was provided
by the movement of private capital back into residential building business. In
1934, housing starts were up for the first time in eight years. They continued

to climb until the war.6

Success for the private market, however, hardly translated into good news
for those seeking to expand the PWA housing program. Housing economist
Paul Wendt, in his comparative analysis of housing policy in industrial na...
tions, concludes that by the later stages of the New Deal the success of the
Federal Home Loan Banks, the HOLC, and the FHA was such that "the am...

bitious housing programs of the PWA and the Resettlement Administra...
tion during the mid...depression years were looked upon as unnecessary and
visionary." 7

The shift that Wendt describes did not happen without conflict. Better
times emboldened private operators to oppose any role in which the govern...

ment might operate as a competitor (although not activities that served to

support business). Yet, because the PWA was defined from the beginning as a
temporary agency, the struggle over how much of the market the government
would enter directly did not occur in relation to the PWA's Housing Division.
Instead, the fight took place over whether there would be a permanent federal
program of directly assisted housing construction at all and, if so, how it
would function.

The Labor Housing Conference

The FHA foreshadowed the general orientation of federal public policy re ...

lated to housing, but before the overall structure of the New Deal housing
reforms crystallized, the Labor Housing Conference (LHC) urged a very differ...

ent approach. The organization was started by officials and supporters of the
Hosiery Workers and other trade unionists in the Philadelphia region who
wanted to secure a large ...scale program of worker... initiated housing develop...

ments along the lines of the Carl Mackley Houses and European projects. The
LHC was formally established at the annual convention of the Pennsylvania
Federation of Labor in May 1934. Speakers at the kickoff meeting included

John A. Phillips, president of the Pennsylvania Federal of Labor; a sprinkling
of federal officials from such agencies as the Federal Emergency Relief Admin...

istration; Mrs. Cornelia Bryce Pinchot, wife of the Republican governor of
Pennsylvania; Abraham Kazan, administrator of the Amalgamated Clothing
Workers co...operative housing in New York City; Edith Elmer Wood, the
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housing analyst and reform advocate who had recently been appointed to the

New Jersey Housing Authority; Charles Hollopeter of the Central Labor
Union in Camden, New Jersey; and Oskar Stonorov, one of the two architects
who designed the Carl Mackley Houses. James J. McDevitt, president of the
Building Trades Council of Philadelphia, agreed to head the group, and Cath...

erine Bauer accepted the invitation to become executive secretary.8

In the words of a 1934 resolution to the American Federation of Labor
(AFL) submitted by the president of the Pennsylvania Federation, the Labor
Housing Conference proposed federal, state, and municipal financing of
"large...scale planned housing developments on a non...profit basis, designed,

constructed and administered in direct collaboration with bona fide groups of
workers and consumers."9 The group's strategy was to organize union members
around the country into local housing committees and to convince the AFL

to endorse and put resources into pushing its program. As was described

in chapter 2, the AFL had supported federal involvement in building for
working...class families during World War I and throughout the immediate
postwar period. In the years following, however, its position shifted. The
American Federationist, the AFL's official journal, concluded in 1932 that
government...sponsored housing programs on the European model ran counter
to American "ideals of individual initiative and rights." The journal asserted
that "since the American working man revolts against direct government in...

tervention in providing his home, the government can encourage him only
by loans or tax exemptions." 10

Early in 1934, as the Labor Housing Conference was first developing, Bauer
was in the last stages of finishing Modern Housing. Her affair with Lewis Mum...

ford was winding down and, at the same time, she was losing patience with
his approach to politics. Mumford and the other socially concerned planners

and architects who formed her professional circle behaved as though major
political change could be effected through rational appeals to efficiency and

justice. Although keenly dissatisfied with the pace and direction of the PWA's
housing work, they simply went on writing articles and making speeches. Frus...
trated, she observed that the "energy used up on talking, writing and designing
'low...cost housing' during the past few years in this country would probably, in
a simpler society, have served to carve an entire city out of the wilderness." 11

Years later, Bauer concluded that the behavior of many of her associates in
the 1930s sprang from assumptions pervasive in this period as to the sources
of social change. Writing shortly before her death in 1964, she stated that
during the interwar period, "quite apart from one's political belief, it seemed
inevitable to almost every sophisticated person that collective ways of living
would result from modern technology." It was taken for granted that the future
held "good mass produced meals, in great apartment complexes where all the
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services were done for us." As it turned out, technological development did

not automatically usher in the cooperative commonwealth. In fact, it did just

the opposite. Within the institutional context that existed, machines had
been used "to make ourselves freer and more self.-sufficient in the house rather
than less."12

In contrast to her associates, Bauer was not temperamentally suited to
waiting for the emergence of what Mumford assumed to be the "basic commu,
nism which is latent in the emerging economic order."13 She reasoned that

any effort to substantially restructure the field of residential real estate would
face "bitter and organized opposition" from powerful interests throughout the
country.I4 Where was pressure sufficient to overturn the status quo to come
from? Certainly not, she decided, from a small group of "unemployed archi,

tects and scattered idealists," nor "a handful of trained specialists hired by the
Government."IS Based on her analysis of the conditions that produced the
European housing programs, she concluded that drastic changes in American
housing would be possible only through a militant grassroots housing move,
ment composed of "those who are the most directly and vitally interested, fami,
lies who need better houses to live in and workers who need work building
those houses." She advocated democratic self,determination in how housing
would come into existence and also in how it would be run. Not only did
ordinary people have to demand better homes for themselves, "workers' and
consumers' representatives must be delegated real power and responsibility in

every department of the housing operation, from surveys and policies straight
through to administration." When she was offered the position of executive
secretary to the Labor Housing Conference, Bauer saw her chance to be part
of organizing the kind of grassroots movement she deemed essential. Trade
unions had to take the lead in the housing movement, she believed, since "the
only large body of organized consumers today is organized labor."16

Working with the Labor Housing Conference, Bauer ultimately reached a
wide audience. At the beginning, however, the LHC was a shoestring opera,
tion. Bauer worked out of a corner of Stonorov's and Alfred Kastner's architec..
tural offices in Philadelphia and had to devote much of her time to solicit,
ing donations. Even so, there was very little money. She wisecracked to her
mother that the dreary room she took in downtown Philadelphia when she
moved to the city gave her a chance "to learn about the slums firsthand." 17

By summer 1934, the organization was gaining momentum. Central labor
councils in New York City, and in Boston and Lawrence, Massachusetts, es,
tablished housing committees that became affiliates. In June, over 800 union
delegates from the greater New York City region gathered to consider the
housing question. The unionists listened to Bauer's presentation, as well as
addresses by Mayor La Guardia, Tenement House Commissioner Langdon
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Post, George Meany of the Building Trades Council, James C. Quinn, presi..
dent of the Central Trades and Labor Council, and Charney Vladeck, a mem..

ber of the New York City Housing Authority and editor of the Jewish Daily
Forward. Participants established a housing committee to be affiliated with
the LHC and endorsed a resolution calling on government authorities to treat
housing as a "public utility" similar to roads and education. 18 Two months
later, the Massachusetts Federation of Labor passed resolutions at its annual
meeting endorsing the concept of a government..supported housing program
organized outside of the commercial market and also established a committee
to be affiliated with the Labor Housing Conference. 19

That same summer the LHC gained national exposure for its platform
when it issued a joint statement with the Housing Study Guild of New York

and the Philadelphia Chapter of the Federation of Architects, Engineers,
Chemists and Technicians condemning the direction the Roosevelt Adminis..

tration was taking with regard to housing policy. The statement blamed the
slow pace of the PWA Housing Division on lack of administration support
and characterized the National Housing Act, which established the Federal
Housing Administration (FHA), as a "thoroughly bogus measure, which will
be of no immediate service either to workers or consumers, and which may
work to their eventual harm." Daily newspapers around the country, including

the New York Herald Tribune, picked up the story, and the New Republic ran a
supportive editorial.20

By fall 1934, the Labor Housing Conference had organized support in New

Jersey, Connecticut, and North Carolina, as well as in New York, Massachu..
setts, and Pennsylvania.21 Bauer and her colleagues felt confident of an en..

dorsement from the American Federation of Labor when it met for its
annual national convention in San Francisco in October. At the convention,

John Phillips, head of the Pennsylvania Federation, introduced a resolution
calling on the federal government to make an immediate $500 million alloca..
tion to a low..rent housing program, to initiate demonstration projects in every

industrial center, and to support groups of union members and consumers who
wanted to initiate nonprofit housing projects. But neither this nor the more
moderate resolution submitted on behalf of the LHC by M. J. McDonough of
the Building Trades Department passed. Instead, the convention adopted only
a vague recommendation instructing the Executive Council "to continue its
efforts to have a practical and far..reaching Housing Program put into effect."
Despite this setback, the group gained exposure for its platform within the

labor movement nationally, and Bauer, Edelman, and McDevitt ".\Tere soon
meeting with the leadership of the AFL in Washington.22

The group built strength over the next year. Local labor housing commit..
tees formed around the country, many of them established in response to a
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well..received speaking tour Bauer took in early 1935. With an unexpected
windfall contribution of $500 from two wealthy supporters, Bauer embarked
on a six..week trip, speaking to unionists in Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Toledo,
Detroit, Chicago, Kenosha, Milwaukee, Madison, Minneapolis, St. Paul, St.
Louis, Indianapolis, Cincinnati, and Columbus. She talked to small groups
and also gave slide.. illustrated formal lectures that described achievements of
the European housing movement and presented the program of the Labor
Housing Conference.23

In order to stretch her funds as far as possible, Bauer often stayed with old
friends from Vassar, which invariably involved a certain amount of tedious
socializing with "their highly conservative husbands & fathers" in the midst
of her packed schedule.24 Although Bauer struck her former classmates as the
same entertaining, lighthearted sophisticate they remembered from college
days in the twenties, working within the labor movement had actually
changed her considerably. She observed to a friend during this period, "My
old Arty self of 1927..Paris would commit suicide at the spectacle [of my pres..
ent life]-if she were not so thoroughly dead."25

Somewhat surprisingly given her background and gender, Bauer turned out
to be extremely effective at working within the labor movement. By all ac..
counts a magnetic personality, with a quick wit and a keen intellect, Bauer
was able to develop an easy rapport with conservative leaders of the building
trades unions, as well as with unionists who were politically on the left. John
Edelman commented later that "it was really quite a feat for an 'intellectual'­
and a young woman at that-to find her way into the confidence of an im..
portant segment of the trade union movement; to persuade it to move into a
new field; to begin to think along new lines."26

As she traveled around the country, Bauer encountered what she described
as an "extraordinary" level of enthusiasm among union members and leaders
for a program of government..aided housing organized with significant input
from labor. But she found little real sophistication on the subject. She wrote
to a friend that "the local labor leaders, however sincerely interested they may
be, do not as a rule know what steps to take."27 Given the Labor Housing
Conference's scanty resources, it was difficult to do much to develop the new
local groups.

In the spring of 1935, Senator Robert Wagner introduced a public housing
bill into Congress.28 The bill was written by Mary Simkhovitch, Helen Alfred,
Louis Pink, and Ira Robbins, who had been working together in a small group
called the National Public Housing Conference (NPHC). This group, cen..
tered in New York, had organized in 1931 to promote a permanent public
housing program. Their bill would have terminated the PWA Housing Divi..
sion, replacing it with a Housing Division in the Department of Interior and
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funding it with an initial allocation of $800 million. Local public authorities
would carry out the actual building of low...rent housing, specifically targeted
to low... income tenants, with the help of grants covering up to 30 percent of

construction costs. The purposes of the bill were defined in terms of slum
clearance, providing housing for the poor, and promoting industrial recovery.
Wagner was too involved with pushing social security and labor relations leg...
islation through Congress to make the bill a priority, but he was willing to
introduce it, given that his allies in New York reform circles wanted to start
getting publicity for their program.29

Labor Housing Conference leaders were skeptical of the Wagner bill, be...

Heving that it turned over too much initiative to local housing authorities.
Also, they disliked the decision to place the program in the Department of
Interior, because they found it difficult to work with Harold Ickes. Bauer and

Edelman, together with Stonorov and William Jeanes, manager of the Carl
Mackley Houses, decided to draw up what they regarded as a better piece of

legislation as a way of influencing Wagner and others. Henry Ellenbogen, a
sympathetic congressman from Pittsburgh who had been born and educated

in Vienna, agreed to work with them and submit the bill.30

The Ellenbogen bill called for replacing the PWA Housing Division with
a freestanding United States Housing Authority. The purpose of this entity
would be "to construct, and aid in the construction, of modern large...scale

housing, available to those families who in good as well as bad times cannot

afford to pay the price which will induce the ordinary and usual channels of
private enterprise to build such housing." The authority would build directly
where that seemed advisable, make grants and loans to regional, state, or mu...
nicipal housing agencies, and (a critical point) make grants and loans to non...
governmental housing agencies such as cooperatives and other types of non...
commercial housing organizations. Its grants were to be limited to 30 percent
of costs, although low... interest loans for the entire cost of a project were al ...
lowed. In place of a direct allocation from Congress for expenses, the federal
authority would issue bonds.3

!

Thus, the Ellenbogen bill placed more authority at the federal level, but

simultaneously allowed for more nongovernmental participation through its
provision for nonprofit, limited...dividend, and cooperative building societies
to develop housing. Labor Housing Conference supporters believed that a va...
riety of mechanisms had to be available so that citizens who wanted to create
housing for themselves might have a real opportunity to succeed against pre...
dictable resistance from locally powerful real estate investors. The LHC took
the possibility of hostility from real estate groups very seriously, because, un...
like the NPHC leaders, who stressed slum clearance and provision of housing
for the very poor, the labor group wanted to pave the way for moderate ...priced
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housing development. This kind of program would indeed pose a threat to

commercial interests.32

The following fall the Labor Housing Conference received the official
backing of the American Federation of Labor. Meeting in Atlantic City in

October for its annual convention in 1935, the AFL approved a resolution
condemning "the long...standing inability of private enterprise to supply new
or modern dwellings at a price within the reach of the average worker" and
concluding that the government should undertake a long...range policy of
"public aid and initiative" for "planned neighborhoods." According to the res...

olution, local labor committees needed to take the lead in initiating the build...
ing of "low and medium rental housing." It specified that "sponsoring and

management committees of all specific projects must include a majority of
representatives from the groups for whom the housing is intended." Thus, con...

cerns for democratic management processes were central to the resolution.
An AFL housing committee, consisting of the presidents of the Brick...

layers, Masons and Plasterers' Union, the Plumbers and Steam Fitters United

Association, and the Operative Plasterers International Organization, was es...
tablished to work directly with the Labor Housing Conference.33 Following

the convention, the AFL began providing financial support for Bauer's group.

The LHC then moved its headquarters to Washington, where economist Boris
Shishkin joined Bauer on the staff.34

By this time, the Labor Housing Conference was working directly with
Senator Wagner. Impressed by their critique of his original public housing bill,
Wagner asked Bauer and Ellenbogen to help him rewrite the legislation for
the 1936 session of Congress. The relationship continued after his housing
bill failed to pass the second time around. In 1937, Wagner introduced a pub...
lic housing bill for the third time. During the hearings in 1936 and 1937, the
AFL threw its lobbying weight behind Wagner's bill, and Bauer was joined by

national labor leaders in testifying for an expansive program of direct federal
intervention into the housing field.

Labor...affiliated witnesses made four basic points in their testimony to con...
gressional committees during the three years that public housing bills were
under consideration. First, they argued that direct federal involvement should
not be aimed solely at the poor. Moderate...priced shelter was also a problem
area. Even during periods of prosperity, the commercial market had not consis...

tently been able to supply the broad middle of the market in urban areas with
new or used homes that were in good condition and located in pleasant neigh...

borhoods. Harry C. Bates, chairman of the AFL Housing Committee and pres...
ident of the Bricklayers, Masons, and Plasterers International Union, main...
tained that although union workers had better than average incomes, very few
had been able to achieve the "famous 'American standard of living,'" which
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he described as a "modern kitchen and bathrooms, central heat, a sunny gar...

den and a quiet neighborhood for the children to grow up in."35 Bauer told

the committee that "the real problem is not nearly so much the existing slums
as it is the incapacity of private enterprise to meet the great need for new
housing in the near future."36

Second, labor representatives insisted on an active role for future residents
of government...aided housing. Bauer argued for mechanisms to allow for "ef...
fective participation of wage...earner and consumer groups who want to go after
some housing for themselves...." She warned that relying totally on local
housing authorities implied "a fantastic degree of optimism" with regard to

the energy with which municipalities could be expected to pursue housing
development programs. Without the profit motive to spur activity, some other

"spark" needed to be found. Such a spark would be provided "by setting up
machinery whereby groups of people who desire to secure better housing for
themselves may participate directly in the program-without waiting for the
uncertainties of local authorities."37 Bates outlined a plan whereby groups of
families would form housing societies and initiate the planning of develop...
ments. These would be built by local housing authorities, but then leased to
the societies, which would manage them. This possibility for control by the

people who would be living in government...aided housing, Bates argued,
would be "a safeguard against bureaucratic or paternalistic management."38

Third, labor witnesses justified their program with what in later years
would be termed "industrial policy" arguments. Bauer argued that "residential
construction is a highly speculative and fluctuating luxury trade-the first to

fall off at even the smell of depression-instead of being what it obviously
should be, a basic staple of production."39 Michael J. Colleran, president of

the Operative Plasterers and Cement Finishers International Association and
member of the AFL Housing Committee, pointed out that ever since Herbert

Hoover's commission on unemployment in the early 1920s, federal policymak...
ers had acknowledged the need for a long... range program of planned public
works to be used to counterbalance the effects of swings in the business cycle.
In Colleran's opinion, low...rent housing was a perfect field in which to develop
a countercyclical program. On the one hand, the need was "almost limitless,"
but when the economy was overheating, "the construction of publicly assisted
housing for low... income families can be temporarily curtailed."40

Fourth, labor witnesses were adamant that they wanted a program with
"ideals and standards diametrically opposed to the policies of [the] FHA."
After an initial period of openness, organized labor had become disillusioned
with the strategy of responding to problems in the housing sector by increasing
the flow of credit to mortgage markets. Bates told Wagner's Senate committee
in 1936 that although the Home Owners Loan Corporation (which refi ...
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nanced mortgages of people unable to meet their payments because of Depres..
sion conditions} had been "necessary and valuable" as an emergency response,
"its chief result [had] been to bail out insurance companies and banks," rather

than to increase the stock of housing available to families with low incomes.41

By early 1936, the AFL was castigating the Federal Housing Administration
for making credit more available to "those very subdividers and small specula..
tive builders who have always tended to be chiselers of labor" (a charge based

on the tendency of small operators to pay less than prevailing union wage
rates). In addition, the AFL charged that the housing produced with FHA
help was much too expensive for most union families. 42 Core supporters of the
Labor Housing Conference had raised these kinds of objections to the FHA

from the time the agency was established. In print they labeled the National

Housing Act the "Anti..Housing Act." And in private, they often referred to
the F..H ..A as "F-- Housing Altogether."43

Opposition to Permanent Public Housing Legislation

The organizations that mobilized against Wagner's legislation for directly
funded, publicly owned housing were the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the

National Association of Real Estate Boards (NAREB), the U.S. League of

Building and Loans, and the National Retail Lumber Dealers Association.44

Strikingly, it was only business organizations immediately involved with resi..
dential real estate that worked to prevent passage of these bills. (In the case
of the Chamber of Commerce, it was a Housing Committee composed of rep..
resentatives from construction and real estate firms that took the lead. )45 One
explanation for this pattern may be that, even though taking shelter out of

the market posed an ideological threat to all forms of private capital, many
business groups-as in Atlanta-saw advantages in federal development of

housing. On the other hand, it is also possible that other business groups were
simply too distracted by their own problems to devote much attention to

this controversy.
Of those who opposed the legislation, it was the lumber dealers who most

explicitly articulated their own material stake in the battle. They stated for
the record that they were against a federal residential building program on the

grounds that it would utilize new construction materials such as concrete and
steel. Such innovations were extremely threatening to lumber suppliers, since
wood constituted the largest single cost factor in conventional home con..
struction.46 Not surprisingly, this argument failed to win broad..based support,

and the Lumber Dealers Association was increasingly marginalized as the
debate proceeded.47

Much more politically effective were arguments that linked private home..
ownership and laissez..faire economics to the public good. NAREB President

188



• The Struggle to Shape Permanent Policy

Walter Schmidt worried that renting from the government might prove such
an attractive option that "the urge to buy one's own home will be diminished."
This, of course, was precisely what Labor Housing Conference supporters
hoped, but in Schmidt's mind such an outcome would undermine the nation.

Alluding to venerable traditions in American culture linking economically

independent small holders with political virtue, he maintained that "wide...
spread ownership of land ... is the bulwark of a democratic form of govern...
ment."48 Thus, private ownership of houses supplied along business lines was

connected to themes of freedom and democracy.
Even though representatives of real estate groups argued that state ...

provided shelter was tantamount to communism or socialism, they never gues...

tioned federal support for the activities of their own members. NAREB lobby...
ist Herbert U. Nelson, for instance, relentlessly opposed publicly subsidized
dwellings. Yet, like Eccles, Nelson was happy to see indirect intervention in

support of business, stating that "public credit can be properly used to help
sustain homeownership and private enterprise."49

In light of what ultimately happened, the alarm expressed by people like
Nelson and Schmidt might seem out of proportion to the threat that public
housing actually posed to their well...being, either ideologically or financially.
It should be kept in mind, however, that what was at issue at this time was

not public housing as Americans came to know it. Rather, the issue was the

possibility of having an expansive program of the kind advocated by the Labor
Housing Conference, and to some extent modeled by the PWA program, that

would be potentially attractive to a large segment of the population.

Passage of the Wagner Public Housing Act

Over vociferous objections, Wagner's legislation finally passed Congress the

third year it was introduced and was signed into law by Roosevelt in Septem...
ber 1937 as the United States Housing Act. While passage of the bill did
represent a defeat for the business groups that had lobbied against it, it was
not a major one, since important elements of the proposed legislation had

been compromised away. Indeed, historian James T. Patterson pinpoints the
evisceration of Wagner's housing bill as the first big victory for the conserva...
tive coalition in the Senate.50

The section on nonprofits and cooperatives was quickly killed, followed by

the provision for demonstration projects directed from Washington. These
changes left all location decisions, and even the decision as to whether to

build at all, entirely at the local level, where many of the most politically
powerful groups greeted the idea of public housing with, in the words of one
commentator, "the same enthusiasm as they might have greeted the intro...
duction of bubonic plague." Other changes included amendments that kept

189



Chapter Seven

construction costs minimal, specifically excluded all but the lowest income
groups, and mandated elimination of slum property in a quantity equal to new
dwelling units constructed.

This last, the so..called "equivalent elimination" clause, formally linked
public housing to slum clearance. It meant that private developers would not

face significant competition for choice land parcels on the fringes of developed
areas while, at the same time, commercial landlords would be protected from
publicly supported increases in the supply of available apartment units (which
might force down rent levels at the bottom end of the market). A focus

on slum clearance also meant that the increased expenditures required to
purchase already..developed property would consume more of the limited
resources allocated to public housing.

Proponents were distressed, but supported the final version as the best they
were likely to get. As it turned out, some later regretted their decision. Charles
Abrams, a long.. time advocate of public housing who had initially been
positive about the Wagner Act, wrote in the 1960s that "in retrospect, I be ..

lieve that the compromises that were made in the 1937 debate on the public
housing measure lastingly impaired it and will ultimately contribute to its
demise."51

Of all of the alterations made to Wagner's proposed bill, the cost limitation
amendment added by Senator Harry Byrd was most devastating to the hope
that government building programs might eventually develop a widely appeal..

ing new architectural design for urban residences-one of the most radical
possibilities contained within the program advocated by the Labor Housing
Conference. Senator Byrd, perturbed by what he regarded as the excessive
costs and threatening social implications of the cooperative farms the Re..
settlement Administration had organized in his home state of Virginia, was
determined to minimize federal spending on subsidized housing. His amend..

ment to the Senate version of the bill capped costs at $4,000 per family unit

and $1,000 per room. Backers of the legislation argued against specific cost
ceilings, since construction costs varied so much in different parts of the coun..
try. If there had to be limits, though, they advocated $1,500 per room. In a
compromise between House and Senate versions of the legislation, the Byrd
limits were raised in the case of cities larger than a half..million people to
$5,000 for each unit and $1,250 for each room. 52

A comparison of these figures with the money spent by the Housing Divi..
sion provides a sense of the constraints imposed on the new program. Even

the highest limits of the United States Housing Act were lower than the
$1,421 that the Housing Division averaged per room. Under the PWA, the
average price per dwelling unit was $4,975, almost exactly the absolute upper
limit allowed for the largest cities under the permanent legislation. The PWA

190



• The Struggle to Shape Permanent Policy

figures, moreover, included the South as well as cities under a half.-million,
and in both situations costs were considerably lower.53 Thus, the permanent

legislation mandated a markedly diminished physical standard for what
Americans would come to know as "public housing" as compared with the

developments built by the PWA.

Federal Intervention in Housing after the Wagner Act:
The Two Tiers of U.S. Housing Policy

The provisions of the Wagner Act were a significant defeat for the Labor
Housing Conference program. But in the long run, it was decisions over how

to administer the act that may have been the most damaging to prospects for

the modern housing approach ever catching on in the United States. The
bleak, alienating architecture of housing built under the Wagner Act, often
blamed on the influence of modernism, was to a large extent the result of very
low budgets. Here the political choices of the program's administrators played

an important role, in addition to the formal constraints written into the legis...
lation itself.

The Byrd Amendment forced austerity on the United States Housing Au...
thority (USHA), the agency established to carry out the functions of the new
act, but the new agency was even more parsimonious than required. This bare...
bones approach was begun under the administration of Nathan Straus, Roose ...
velt's choice to head the newly formed authority. Heir to the Macy's depart...
ment store fortune and a long... time political ally of FOR, Straus had a
longstanding interest in low...rent housing. In the first phase of Housing Oivi...
sion work, he had sponsored the limited...dividend project in the Bronx called
Hillside Houses and was on the board of the New York City Housing Author...

ity. Harold Ickes viewed the appointment of Straus to head the USHA as a
serious mistake. He wrote in his private diary that Straus was "a rich man's
son, [who] has never had to fight his way through life." Consequently, he had
neither the personal qualities nor the organizational experience needed to run
a large federal agency successfully. Ickes saw him "as one of that group of
starry...eyed people in New York who think they are experts on housing because
they write about and talk a lot about it." He included Bauer in this group,
referring to her in his diary as "a wild...eyed female."

To some extent, Ickes was reacting with disappointment because he fore ...
saw that Straus's appointment doomed his chances for continuing influence
over federal housing operations after the PWA was closed down. But whatever
bias prompted Ickes's prediction, he was proved correct. Straus lacked talent
as an administrator and did even worse as a political strategist. Reflecting later
on his problems with getting congressional appropriations for his agency, he
commented that when dealing with congressmen, he was not "a good diplo...

191



Chapter Seven

mat" and had not effectively handled their "insistent demand for patronage."
From a long..run perspective, Straus's attempt to appease critics of public hous..

ing by building very cheaply may have been his most serious error.54
Sincerely devoted to the cause of public housing, Straus hoped that by

keeping costs to a minimum he could garner political support and at the same
time produce the greatest amount of shelter. A 1939 agency memo advised
local authorities that "the USHA is confident that much lower costs than
the statutory cost limitations ... can be met." Therefore, the communication
explained, plans that were not considerably below the maximums would not
be approved.55 In that year's annual report, Straus wrote that "despite the
doubts of many who felt that these statutory limitations [on costs] would seri..

ously retard the rehousing drive, the average room and unit dwelling..facilities
costs under the U.S.H.A. program are well below the statutory maxima and
are constantly being driven even further downward."56 As a result of this policy,

the new agency spent an average of 30 percent below PWA levels on its con..
struction in the period before World War 11.57

The cuts had a severe impact. Red Hook and Queensbridge, the first two
complexes built in New York City under the new legislation, cost approxi..

mately one..half as much per room as the two projects built in the city by
the PWA.58 Lewis Mumford, writing in the New Yorker, complained that both

developments were "unnecessarily barrackslike and monotonous." He found
Red Hook, with its "Leningrad formalism," to be particularly inhumane.59 The
authority carried out its self..proclaimed "policy of eliminating all nonessen..
tials and driving development costs down to a minimum" in a variety of
ways.60 Doors were left off closets, kitchens were not separated from living
areas, and interior partitions were cheap and flimsy. At Red Hook, there were

no elevator stops at the second, fourth, and sixth floors of buildings.61

Probably the most significant economy in terms of guaranteeing that these
buildings would forever be poor people's housing was the paring down of room
sizes. Thirteen percent below the PWA standard, the rooms at Red Hook were
9 percent smaller than even the average size of pre..Depression apartments
built by philanthropic organizations and labor unions in New York City.62

Room size has a particularly important impact on long..term livability, because
the more generous a dwelling's inside space, the more adaptable it is to modi..
fication by different users over the years. By contrast, mechanical aspects of a
residence, such as plumbing, can be brought up to higher standards later.63

The United States Housing Authority's constrained approach to building
begun under Straus's administration ultimately proved politically disastrous.
Those who hated public housing remained hostile, while the minimal build..
ings produced by the USHA attracted no new allies and discouraged some of
the old ones.64 The miserly expenditures mandated by the USHA meant that
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it produced precisely what Mackley Houses architect Oskar Stonorov had
hoped to avoid in the field of low..rent shelter: construction that would be

immediately identifiable as "those buildings which the government built to
house poor people." As it happened, the permanent program of government..

built dwellings did come to represent what Stonorov had described as "stan..

dards of living in a new mode ... quite different from what individual specu..

lative activity has created." However, the direction in which these standards

differed was the exact opposite of what the idealistic architect had envisioned

and toward which the best work of the PWA Housing Division had pointed.

The result undermined support for the idea of direct federal aid to a non..

commercial housing sector.65

Meanwhile, the Federal Housing Administration was restructuring the pri..

vate real estate market so that it was able to serve a larger proportion of the

population. This won the agency enthusiastic allies among commercial devel..

opers. Labor Housing Conference advocates who opposed the FHA, while cor..

rect in their perception about the threat it posed to their own goals, turned

out to be mistaken in their prediction that it would merely recreate the prop..

erty market of the 1920s. Instead, the FHA introduced real changes. The long..

term amortized mortgage with its high loan..to..value ratio, which was possible

because FHA mortgage insurance reduced risks for commercial lenders, low..
ered monthly payments. The agency also induced innovations in production

patterns such that builders were able to deliver a cheaper product.

Even while making major alterations in the housing sector, the FHA did

not provoke antagonism from real estate business groups. In fact, commercial

operators were very positive about the agency. A major reason for the amity,

as historian Marc Weiss points out, was that the FHA used its authority to

promote practices that the larger developers had been championing for some

time and it went about its work in a seemingly noncoercive way that fit with

"the American image of voluntarism." The agency did not actively try to re ..

strict practices it did not like but, instead, set up structures to reward certain

activities. For instance, FHA officials wanted to encourage particular kinds of

land..use patterns that they believed would help safeguard residential property

values, such as uniform setbacks of houses from the street, cul..de..sac roads,

and residential neighborhoods separated from commercial districts. Develop..

ers were generally happy to comply, because those whose plans conformed to

agency standards were able to get an advance commitment that the FHA

would insure mortgages for all the homes they built. Such a commitment made

it easier and cheaper for developers to secure financing, since lenders were

sure beforehand that sales would be quick and profitable.66 In this way, the

agency was able to influence planning standards throughout the country.

Once able to secure working capital easily, builders increased the size of
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their operations. Growth brought more profits, and it was also rewarded in

another way. Bigger firms were better able to negotiate with federal agencies.

Within this environment, small builders tended to expand, while big opera~

tors grew larger still.67 These results were not coincidental. As Weiss points
out, the Federal Housing Administration "made a commitment to provide
moderate cost housing production through large~scalebuilding operations."68

Another way the FHA helped modernize {and subsidize} the industry was
by providing builders with research services, something even the largest opera~

tors could rarely afford on their own. The government agency developed de~

sign standards, projected demand in different areas, and undertook planning

studies to make sure that proposed housing was coordinated with utilities,
transportation, and schools.69

Costs decreased as a result of FHA coordination. The average value of new
single~familyhouses on which loans were accepted for insurance in 1940 was
$5,199, approximately 13 percent below the average three years earlier. That

same year, 36 percent of the 2,680 subdivisions analyzed by the FHA's Land
Planning Department were selling houses for under $4,000, a price well below
the average for a new house in the 1920s.70 Miles Colean, an official with the
FHA in this period, concluded that "probably the most important factor in

this decline was a shift of FHA financing from houses catering to the high..
income classes to medium~priceddwellings."71

Thus, through the work of the FHA, aspirations for a modernized construc~

tion industry-consisting of big operations benefiting from economies of
scale, working on the basis of long..range plans, and using large amounts of
low~cost capital-were partly fulfilled. As modern housing supporters, along
with earlier generations of reformers, had long predicted, this kind of produc~
tion was able to achieve a high volume of good quality, moderate~priced shel..

ter. In the early years of the twentieth century, social workers had put forward
minimum standards for urban dwellings, calling for such things as adequate
ventilation, running water, and a flush toilet for each dwelling unit. 72 Even in
the prosperous twenties these standards had seemed impossible at a mass level.
After the war, even the most modest of the FHA~insuredtracts supplied shel~

ter that met or exceeded these standards, at prices that the majority of Ameri~

cans could afford. Of course, the construction industry was only capable of
such results because of a variety of federal activities, including massive support
for road~building throughout the country and reorganization of financial
markets.

Conclusion
At the depth of the Depression in the early 1930s, the near collapse of the
private real estate market, combined with a liberal upsurge, opened up a small

194



• The Struggle to Shape Permanent Policy

political space for people committed to a new kind of American housing.

Those influenced by the innovative ideas and values with regard to housing

that were then circulating internationally found limited but real opportunities
for experimentation within the temporary housing program of the Public
Works Administration. Advocates of the Labor Housing Conference ap...
proach hoped that this period might see the birth of a significant noncommer...
cial housing sector in the Uniterl. States, in the same way that so...called "so...

cial" housing had taken root in European countries after the First World War.

Those who espoused ideas associated with the LHC program envisioned a
new kind of urban residence that would make it feasible to provide all families
with good housing while simultaneously creating neighborhoods with conve...
nient social services and recreational possibilities. They believed that this new
kind of housing might prove more appealing to many Americans than con...

ventional suburban living. Through more efficient production, made possible
by plentiful, low... interest capital as well as new technologies, they hoped to
provide a large supply of such dwellings at moderate cost. And by keeping this

housing out of the market, they would prevent speculative increases in its cost.
The most democratically oriented advocates of these ideas, such as Bauer and
trade unionist Harry Bates, proposed new tenure forms like cooperatives and
not...for...profit corporations to give people alternate means of achieving the
control of their personal environment that single ...family homeownership par...

tially allows. Along with these housing and urban planning goals, the propos...
als dubbed "modern housing" aimed at giving the government a major macro...
economic lever by which to affect investment and employment levels.

As things worked out, advocates of the modern housing approach were not
able to get any major part of it institutionalized in long... term policies. AI...

though opponents were not able to stop the implementation of a permanent

program of direct federal provision of housing entirely, they were successful in
limiting its scope in ways that made it impossible to achieve the goal of mak...
ing innovatively designed, moderate...cost, noncommercial housing the focus
of federal housing efforts. There were a variety of reasons for this outcome.

The basic explanation was that housing activists, with their small grassroots
base in the labor movement, had far less political influence with Congress
than real estate investors.

With regard to the coalition behind the Labor Housing Conference policy
initiative, Bauer's conviction that a highly mobilized constituency behind a
program of government...supported not...for...profit housing would have had a

chance against real estate interests was never really put to the test. While
some might argue that Americans would never embrace alternatives to the
ideal of single...family homeownership, Bauer did encounter enthusiasm within
parts of the labor movement during LHC organizing drives in 1934 and 1935.
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Also, as we have seen in the cases of the Mackley Houses and the Harlem
River Houses, many families liked living in the best of the PWA develop...
ments. But the Housing Division's program was not able to serve as a spring...
board to galvanize political support. Fewer than sixty PWA projects were con...

structed in the entire country and, in the spring of 1937, when the final push

for permanent legislation began, only fourteen had been completed. Harlem
River Houses opened for occupancy over a month after Roosevelt signed the

Wagner Housing Act into law in September 1937. The new ideas about hous...
ing design and noncommercial forms of ownership had no chance to take hold
at the grassroots before critical battles were joined at the national level.73

Moreover, support for nonmarket alternatives that did exist was weaker
than it appeared because of widely divergent conceptions of what such a pro...
gram should do and how it should work. Some liberal reform groups, includ...
ing the New York City...based Public Housing Conference, envisioned public
housing as a means of combating slums and of decently but economically re ...

housing the very poor, rather than a vehicle to challenge for...profit develop...

ment practices. Many labor leaders, especially within the powerful construc...
tion trades, found Wagner's bills attractive chiefly for the of possibilities they
provided expanding employment rather than for the effect they would have
on housing per se. Meanwhile, traditional American antipathy to centralized
government pervaded the ranks of housing reformers as well as the general
public. Few saw a need for a strong federal agency able to plan and coordinate
a program at the national level. Not only did liberal reformers raise no coher...
ent opposition to conservative insistence that all initiative reside in local gov...
ernments, but some even celebrated this outcome as a victory for democracy.74

Opposing the small, fragmented, and poorly funded coalition in favor of

legislation advancing modern housing ideals were real estate business groups
throughout the country, one of the strongest political forces in American po...
liticallife. While temporarily stunned at the outset of the decade, real estate
developers and financial institutions linked to the property market were on
the upswing by the mid-1930s, thanks in good part to public aid. Even at the
peak of the crisis, property investors in the United States had never been as
vulnerable as their European counterparts, given differences in the way socie ...
ties and governments were organized.

Compared with the situation in the United States, real property interests

in Europe were often fairly isolated from other sectors of capital. In Vienna,
export...oriented large industrialists, who wanted to keep wages low in order

to compete in the world market, positively welcomed the Social Democrats'
housing programs that severely disadvantaged the private rental sector. In
Britain, the social and economic isolation of landlords gave them no voice
in the policies of the Liberal and Conservative Parties before World War I,
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nor any input into the Labour Party afterwards. Thus, the crisis of the early

twentieth...century British property market was resolved at the expense of pri...
vate landlords through unfavorable taxation policies, rent control, and ulti ...

mately the displacement of a large part of the private rental sector by "council"
(or public) housing.75

In the United States, with its long tradition of land speculation as a central
economic activity, property interests were less isolated. Indeed, it was often
the case that those who held industrial and landed property could not be
clearly differentiated, as exemplified by the extensive property development
efforts of the Rockefeller family during the 1920s and 1930s discussed in chap...

ter 6. While leading industrialists did not join in fighting the Wagner Act,
neither did they actively support large...scale socialization of residential real
estate to solve problems they faced, as was the case in England or Vienna.

The political context was also quite different. The federalized structure of

the American government meant that more political decisions were made at
the local level, where property investors were often the single most powerful
constituency. With regard to decisions at the federal level, real estate entre..

preneurs and their allies in the financial sector were a significant force in every
congressional district in the country. In addition, they had established na..

tional organizations with the capacity to mount effective lobbying campaigns
in Washington. Once the Depression..era reforms began restoring optimism

and profitability for these groups, they were well situated to strike out in their
own defense.

Along with other advantages, commercial real estate operators could draw
on the strong sentiment in the United States in favor of owning a home.
While often seen as a constant throughout American history, the American

homeownership ideal actually was strengthened during the interwar period.
Both Hoover and Roosevelt shared the belief that an energetic yet stable
housing industry was key to the well..being of the economy as a whole. In
addition, both seemed sincerely convinced that owning a house promoted a
variety of socially valuable character traits in individuals. Thus, each felt justi..
fied in allocating public resources to aid the private real estate market. They
explicitly linked such actions to core American values of freedom and demoe..
racy. As was the case in other areas, Roosevelt made the greatest progress, but

Hoover had already set the federal government on this trajectory during his

years as Secretary of Commerce.76

Thus, by the end of the 1930s, a long..term pattern for federal housing pol..

icy had emerged. It consisted of two tiers. The top one, which implemented
most of the proposals that business groups had been making since the end of
the First World War, consisted of institutional arrangements employing the
federal government to organize and subsidize financial markets, thereby pro..
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viding low..cost capital to producers and consumers of market..produced hous..
ing. The core programs of the top policy tier were administered by the FHA,

but this agency was only one of several created in this period, including the

Home Loan Bank Board, the temporary Home Owners Loan Corporation, and
the Federal National Mortgage Association {often called Fannie Mae for
short}. The Wagner Act, which established public housing as we know it to..
day, defined the lower tier. As it emerged from Congress, Wagner's housing
bill created a form of directly assisted housing that was stingy, physically alie..

nating, and means..tested. In its final form, the legislation did not allow public
aid to go to cooperatives or other private groups interested in developing non..

commercial alternatives, nor did it provide possibilities for democracy or self..
determination for residents. These two tiers, created by the federal housing
legislation of the thirties, established the matrix for the development of the
United States housing system-public and private-for the next several de..

cades. The implications of this political choice for American housing and also
for the development of American politics will be explored in the conclusion.
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The two..tier policy framework for housing that emerged from the
New Deal had three goals: improving housing conditions, pro..

moting economic growth in the economy as a whole, and build..
ing an enduring Democratic majority coalition. It never accomplished the

third goal very well, but it did fulfill large parts of the first two through the

1960s. In the new economic conditions that started emerging in the early
1970s, however, these policies have not functioned as well, either in stimulat..
ing the economy or in providing affordable housing to low.. and moderate..

income families.
For some time, the upper.. tier programs contributed to a steady improve..

ment for the American housing market, and this in turn had a salutary impact

on the economy. By 1940, new housing starts by private builders broke the
half..million mark for the first time since 1929. FHA insurance guarantees
facilitated approximately 40 percent of this construction. 1 Although building
ground almost to a halt during the war, it took off immediately afterwards.
Over one million new units were begun in 1946. By 1950, the number of new
starts reached almost 2 million.2 With the exception of African Americans,
most families in the top two..thirds of the income distribution were able to buy

comfortable homes in pleasant neighborhoods by the 1950s.
These successes were accompanied by drawbacks. Most new homes were

built on the urban periphery, and central cities lost tax revenues as well as
population-in particular, middle.. and upper.. income residents. Also, the low
density environment promoted by FHA guidelines destroyed vast expanses of

open countryside, was extremely energy intensive, and left some suburbanites
isolated.3 Most seriously, African Americans and poor people of all races bene..
fited little from the advantages that suburban living offered the majority of

white families. Although the Supreme Court declared in 1948 that states
could not enforce racially exclusive property covenants, the FHA continued

to work with developers who refused to sell to blacks. William Levitt, the most
famous of the postwar builders, declared that he had "no room in [his] mind or

heart for racial prejudice," but still would not sell homes to African..American
families for fear of losing white customers. Whether or not all developers were
similarly color..blind in their hearts, most pursued similar business policies.
Meanwhile, the FHA was wary of insuring apartment construction, steered
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clear of most city neighborhoods, and made only small, short.. term loans for
upgrading existing properties. As historian Kenneth Jackson has noted: "Un..
cle Sam was not impartial." Federal policies systematically benefited suburban
locations and disadvantaged the central..city environment in which many
black and poor people lived.4

Directly assisted housing for the poor, which constituted the core of the
lower tier of federal housing policy, has never been a high priority. The omni..
bus National Housing Act of 1949 put forward a goal of 810,000 units of pub..
lic housing to be built over the next six years (135,000 per year), but Congress
kept actual appropriations low.5 On average there were only 25,496 new fed..
eral public housing starts each year during the 1950s.6 By the 1980s, only
3 percent of all housing units in the country were owned by nonprofit or gov..
ernment agencies, compared with 15 percent in West Germany, 23 percent

in France, 43 percent in the Netherlands, and 30 percent in the United
Kingdom.7

A major postwar offensive against public housing mounted by real estate
business groups that linked directly assisted construction with communism

was an important impediment to the acceptance and growth of such programs.
But political decisions made during the New Deal probably created even more
crucial barriers to incremental expansion of nonmarket alternatives.8 In par..
ticular, the mandate for low spending levels on publicly funded housing meant
that Americans generally found such developments alienating and depressing.
Thus, American public housing became the alternative of last resort, in con..
trast to Europe, where many middle.. income families have viewed publicly
owned developments as places they might live on a long..term basis. Other
federal housing programs targeted at the poor, such as rental assistance, have

had only marginally broader acceptance, and perhaps less impact. At the same
time, agencies such as the FHA reshaped the commercial market so that it

was better able to serve a large part of the constituency that might have been
recruited to push for noncommercial residential alternatives.

While there has been much criticism of the quality and quantity of housing
provided by the lower tier, the outcomes of upper.. tier programs have been

much more positively evaluated. Scholars agree that the federal policies of the
upper tier deserve the bulk of the credit for the enormous housing boom that

simultaneously raised overall living standards and propelled economic pros..
perity in the postwar years. The economic transformations that began in the
1970s, however, have created an environment in which these policies have
been far less effective. Rising inflation and the creation of new financial in..
struments, such as money market funds, undermined the stability of so..called
thrift institutions that specialized in home mortgage lending. Government de..
regulation of the thrifts, which took away the insulated status of housing
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finance set up during the New Deal, does not seem to have throttled residen..

tial credit in the way that some feared, but the impact of deregulation on the

industry itself and the country at large has been quite severe. The General

Accounting Office has estimated the cost of the savings and loan bailout at

anywhere from $370 to $500 billion.9

Sharp increases in shelter costs have been another destabilizing influence

on the New Deal housing system. The price escalation of housing beginning

in the early 1970s has forced some prospective buyers out of the market. From

the end of the second World War to 1980, the rate of homeownership rose

strongly and steadily, but since 1980 it has been essentially static. Real estate

organizations are concerned because there have been significant declines in

homeownership among important groups, namely, first .. time and younger buy..

ers. These declines have occurred despite major efforts by lenders to make it

easier to purchase homes, by permitting smaller down payments, providing

adjustable rate mortgages, loosening underwriting standards, or allowing ere..

ative financing techniques.

These trends have raised fears about the future of the market. From the

standpoint of industry groups, such as the National Association of Home

Builders, the National Association of Realtors, and the Mortgage Bankers As..

sociation of America, the solution is increased federal financial commitment.

Yet with federal revenue losses due to mortgage interest income tax deduc..

tions running $51 billion a year in the mid-1990s, and another $13 billion a

year lost to local property tax deductions, there is a reluctance to commit more

resources to encouraging homeownership-especially given the concern about

the deficit and what are considered low rates of savings. These tax expendi..

tures (one might almost call them "tax entitlements," since they have the

same uncontrollable quality as programs like Medicare) also raise social justice

and equity issues troubling to liberals, since almost half of the mortgage inter..

est benefits go to the 5 percent of taxpayers with incomes of over $100,000. 10

For the poor, rising costs for shelter, together with static or decreasing

incomes, have led increasingly to homelessness and have put severe pressures

on those who have managed to keep some kind of roof over their heads. The

squeeze between housing costs and income becomes ever more extreme as one

moves down the income scale. While real wages fell 7.4 percent in the 1970s,

during this same period the real value of AFDC benefits declined by 28 per..

cent. The catastrophic impact of housing costs relative to very low incomes­

the factor that leading authorities on contemporary homelessness see as pri..

mary-is illustrated by the fact that half of low.. income renters spend over

half of their incomes on housing. 11

At the same time that commercial shelter alternatives have grown less af..

fordable for low.. income groups, the always anemic lower.. tier subsidy programs
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have all but withered away. Since the 1970s, American..style public housing
has become increasingly discredited, even among liberals. In the 1980s, Hous..
ing and Urban Development (HUD) programs targeted at the housing needs
of the poor took the biggest cuts of all major social programs. By the mid­
1990s, public discussion of "reinventing" HUD has evolved into calls for com..
pletely abolishing the agency, leaving no alternative in its place beyond the
market. At present, there are no proposals that command support from a ma..
jor political bloc for sheltering those priced out of the market.

Meanwhile, some upper.. tier programs have come under critical public
scrutiny. Some policy analysts argue that too much of the nation's capital is
being channeled into mortgage debt rather than manufacturing and other in..
dustries. Also, the mortgage interest deduction seems to be edging into main..
stream political discussion for the first time, as proposals for a so..called flat tax
put forward by some conservative Republicans have encouraged serious public
debate about the costs and benefits of the present system. 12

With faith eroded in many of the older policies and no consensus about a
new direction, Congress has not funded existing programs at traditional levels.
Symptomatic of the political paralysis in this area was the failure of Congress
in the 1980s to pass a housing authorization bill for seven consecutive years.
In the two years previous to the eventual passage of the bill in early 1988, the
FHA had lapsed six times. 13

In response to these problems, homebuilding and finance groups as well as
advocates of the poor have called for a reformulation of national housing pol..
icy. As in the 1920s, in the past several years a variety of groups across the
political spectrum have expressed dissatisfaction with the American housing
system and advocated new or changed roles for government as a way of solving
the problems they perceive.

To review the argument thus far: for some time the New Deal programs
fulfilled many of the hopes of their originators in terms of stimulating the
economy and improving housing conditions for middle.. income families.
Given the economic changes of the 1970s, however, these programs have
operated less successfully. The political implications of New Deal housing
reforms have been more ambiguous. Roosevelt supported federal assistance
to homeowners because he believed it would promote "political and social
stability." In a sense, he was entirely correct. 14 The restructuring of the com..
mercial housing market that occurred as a result of the top tier of federal hous..
ing policy created conditions that allowed stably employed, white working
families to purchase houses in modest subdivisions in the following decades.
As a result, an important segment of the New Deal coalition experienced sig..
nificantly higher living standards.

What Roosevelt failed to include in his calculations regarding homeown..
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ership was that the particular gains it provided undercut allegiance to the co...

alition he was building in support of an activist federal government. The New

Deal reforms significantly modernized the homebuilding industry. Now it was
able to routinely deliver good...quality, affordable homes, and moderate...
income people could afford to purchase these homes with the low... interest,
long... term mortgage loans that had been made possible by federal reorganiza...
tion of financial institutions. Yet the great impact of public agencies on the

housing market, and the public resources upper... tier policies consume, are
largely invisible to the average citizen. Thus, the private market rather than
the government has received the bulk of the credit for the pleasant living
conditions of the suburban neighborhoods in which the majority of Ameri...

can families now live. Poor people aided by bottom... tier programs seem to be
getting government assistance in a way that other groups are not, because
their housing subsidies are explicit government expenditures and thus highly
visible.

The perspective of Tom Nielsen, an autoworker living in western New

York, is indicative of how the New Deal housing reforms (as well as other
indirect forms of public spending) have affected the political attitudes of many
Americans. In the summer of 1994, Nielsen expressed outrage that the state

and county had collected a transfer tax on the recent sale of his house of four..
teen years as he and his family prepared to move to "a much bigger, more
comfortable home." "It's ludicrous," he wrote to the local newspaper. "There

were Mario Cuomo [the Governor], Dennis Gorski [Erie County Executive]
and their friends cashing in on our equity, our hard work, our investment,
and they had done nothing to help earn it." Nielsen believed that he and his

family deserved all of the money from the sale since they had "patiently,
faithfully" paid their mortgage payments over the years while at the same time
maintaining and improving their property. His complaint that the tax was
unjustified, because "never once did Mario Cuomo offer to come over and

mow the lawn," expressed his perception that he and his family had created
all the value embodied in the house on their own. Nielsen showed no aware..
ness of the subsidies and assistance he had received from federal, state, and
local governments, such as FHA structuring of the mortgage market (indeed,
FHA may have insured his particular mortgage), tax benefits, and infrastruc...

ture construction.
Nielsen found the tax particularly galling because he believed that the bulk

of it would be spent to help fund the county's transportation authority. This
was unfair, he wrote, since "I have never in my life been on a Metro bus, and

I can foresee no circumstances in which I will in the future." Despite massive
levels of public spending for highways in the United States throughout the
twentieth century, the way Nielsen saw it: "Nobody subsidizes my ride to
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work."iS Also, since he lived in the suburbs, he probably had few friends or

neighbors who relied on public transportation. Nielsen believed that the gov...
ernment did nothing for him, when in fact mass production workers like him
have been core beneficiaries of the New Deal policies, in housing and much
else. Before the New Deal housing (and labor) legislation, few autoworkers
were secure homeowners; fewer still were able to trade up to bigger houses.
Nielsen's alienation from government, despite this reality, clearly illustrates
how the opaque policy mechanisms developed by New Dealers undermined

the possibilities for building a constituency for activist government.

Recent Initiatives to Create Affordable Housing

In response to the escalation of shelter costs and the lack of a clear national

program to respond to the situation, there have been widespread local efforts
around the country to improve conditions. By the early 1990s, somewhere
between 1,500 and 2,000 nonprofit housing providers were operating in the
United States. Most had been formed by churches, neighborhood organiza...

tions, unions, and tenant groups. During the 1970s, these types of organi...

zations received limited support from the federal government, for instance
through HUD's Neighborhood Self...Help Development Program and the
Comprehensive Employment and Training Act (CETA). When these pro...
grams were cut during the Reagan administration in the 1980s, nonprofits
turned to state and local governments, businesses, charities, and foundations
to help keep the costs of building and maintaining modest housing units and
the rents low... income people pay affordable. One of the few federal subsidies
still available is a system of tax credits for building low...rent housing, but these
credits can be used only by for...profit firms; nonprofit housing providers draw
on them by byzantine arrangements with profit...making enterprises. i6

In some ways, the work of these local housing providers is reminiscent of
the modern housing program. Financially, these are noncommerical opera...

tions. Architecturally, the bulk of the housing units are in collective forms of

various kinds. While some providers build or renovate standard apartment
houses, many have experimented with row or "townhouse" designs. With re ...
gard to social amenities, most nonprofit developers attempt to supply residents
with usable collective spaces and facilities, at least in the form of a central
court with play equipment and benches. As in the interwar era, there are now
many talented architects working in the field and many who would like to do
so if more funding were available.

Daybreak Grove, a development for single mothers and their children in
Escondido, California, exemplifies a number of these trends. Commissioned
by the North County Housing Foundation, architects Rene Davids and Chris...
tine Killory designed this thirteen... unit complex based on the traditional Cali ...
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fornia bungalow court. Individual residences are small, two...story townhouses

set around a courtyard that contains a children's playground and a separate
garden area. Also, there is a common building, with a laundromat, theater,
and indoor play area. Progressive Architecture magazine recognized the plan for
Daybreak Grove with a design award in 1991. 17

Another way in which contemporary efforts are reminiscent of proposals
and experiments of the 1920s and 1930s is the emphasis on lower financing
costs as one key to providing inexpensive shelter. Two noncommercial devel...

opers have been especially innovative in securing low...cost working capital. In
Boston, the Bricklayers and Laborers Non...Profit Housing Company is build...

ing townhouses (in brick, of course) using low... interest loans from a bank hold...
ing union pension funds. In East Brooklyn, the Nehemiah Project has been

financed by no... interest loans from churches. Both of these ventures have also
benefited from grants of free land from their city governments and special low...
interest state mortgage loan programs. 18

Just as in the past, recent efforts to increase affordability have included a
search for alternatives to the standard American pattern of homeownership.
Groups that construct housing on a nonprofit basis tend to favor some form of
ownership for residents so they can enjoy the advantages of security and con...

trol over their home environment. However, these developers are usually re ...
luctant to sell outright the dwellings they have built or renovated, because,
once sold, such units enter the speculative market where the profit added at
the point of resale makes them less affordable for future residents. Currently,

various experimental forms of ownership, such as limited equity and land trust
schemes, which allow people to own their dwellings but not to sell them for a
profit, are being tried. The goal is to find mechanisms to ensure that the hous ...

ing stays outside of the market. Such mechanisms make housing less of a
"commodity," so that the focus can be on what Marxists would call its "use
value," or how it meets concrete needs, rather than its "exchange value," or
how it functions as an investment expected to grow in value over time. 19

A major difference between housing initiatives in recent years and the pro...
posals and experiments during the New Deal era is that, at present, no po...

litically influential group is articulating an alternative model of shelter and
shelter provision for the majority of Americans. New policy proposals focus

on specific groups priced out of the market for conventional housing. Yet,
there are indications that some middle... income and even affluent Americans
are receptive to new patterns for domestic life and might welcome more
choices, in terms of tenure patterns, design, and social facilities. The recent
proliferation of upscale clustered developments throughout the country testi...
fies to the willingness of some consumers to forego the conventional free ...
standing house for the right location, amenities, and price.
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The Cohousing movement provides another indication that significant
numbers of middle..class people feel restless with conventional market alterna..
tives. Cohousing is an attempt to create more cooperative and child..friendly
living environments that are planned, designed, and managed by the people
who live in them. Residents in cohousing communities typically live in their

own apartments or rowhouse units, but often cook and eat together and share
childcare. This movement, which originated in Denmark, reached the United

States in the early 1990s. Already communities have been established in
Davis and Emeryville in California, Bainbridge Island, Washington, and Lafa..
yette, Colorado; approximately 150 more are in the planning stages. Cohous..
ers tend to be well..educated professionals who could easily afford to live in
single..family homes but prefer a residential pattern that offers more experi..

ence of community and also the practical advantages that come with sharing
domestic labor. 20

Today's housing reformers, while more pragmatic than their predecessors
in the 1920s and 1930s in acknowledging the strength of private interests in

real estate, may be overlooking the endemic political weakness of programs
targeted specifically at the poor rather than the entire population. Historically,
government policies designed to serve the majority, such as social security,
have fared better than those like welfare that are targeted to a specific group.
Relatively "universal" social programs gather political support, while specifi..

cally targeted ones tend to fracture and dissipate commitment.
While the inability of recent housing reformers to develop and articulate

a broad..ranging alternative to conventional practices seems a weakness, by no
means do all of the differences between the two movements reflect negatively

on present work. One very important comparative strength of contemporary
efforts is that there are now a great many community..based groups, including
neighborhood organizations, churches, and labor unions, that are actively
working to provide housing. The response to a PWA..type federal agency's ap..

peal for plans from local nonprofit housing organizations would be vastly
greater today than it was in the summer of 1933. Then, no national movement
of local groups working to increase the supply of affordable urban housing

stock existed, and only seven groups in the entire country had the financial
resources and planning capacity to make credible proposals. Now there are
numerous groups working in all major American cities, many with strong re..

cords of successful development and management.21

In the last several years, in ways that are reminiscent of the 1920s and
1930s, serious questions have been raised about the standard methods of shel..
ter provision in the United States. Many of the ideas associated with the mod..
ern housing program, such as superblock planning, clustered units, large..scale
building operations, low..cost capital, and shared facilities are again circu..
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lating. Another similarity between the two periods is a growing conviction

among those who want to improve access to good housing that no real solu..
tion is possible until the federal government becomes involved. Of course, the
contemporary situation is far different from that of the 1920s and early 1930s
(for one thing, because so much low..density development has taken place in
the intervening years). Still, a comparison of housing movements from the

two periods suggests much of continuing value in the ideas put forward over a
half..century ago.

The Legacy of the Modern Housing Program

In the thirties, the Labor Housing Conference was not able to get its proposals
institutionalized in long..term policies or programs. Nevertheless, the modern

housing program is historically significant. It represents an attempt to develop
mechanisms for public action significantly different from those that emerged
from the New Deal: ones that would be more transparent, universalistic, and

participatory, and would allow for more public control over the economy.

In contrast to the two.. tier policy framework that~ emerged from the New
Deal, which overwhelmingly favors more affluent Americans, the PWA expe..

rience suggested and the Labor Housing Conference proposed a unified ap..
proach to the housing question. In the United States, advocates of greater
economic support for less advantaged groups have most often espoused mea..
sures to expand economic growth to improve everyone's situation-in good
part because frankly redistributive proposals have tended to be politically un..
popular. Supporters of the new housing ideas of the interwar period took a
different path. They formulated a radical reconceptualization of the idea of
home and neighborhood that would provide benefits not available through

the market even to the affluent. Their linking of physical design and social
innovation to what was in effect a redistributive program was, to some extent,

an attempt to forge a political coalition for egalitarian aims that included the
middle class along with the poor.

The perceptiveness of this strategy is borne out by the fulfillment of Bauer's
earlier..noted prediction that housing programs focused solely on the poor
would be politically unpopular and fail to prosper.22 She hoped instead to en..
list a broad spectrum of Americans behind direct federal support for the kind
of housing they wanted for themselves. In other words, Bauer believed that only
a program that included the majority along with the poor would thrive in the

long term.
Bauer's belief that the housing problem could never be satisfactorily solved,

"particularly in America, except by the most democratic sort of process"
points to another strength of the Labor Housing Conference initiative. As
historian James T. Kloppenberg has pointed out, political analysts and would..
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be reformers often fail to appreciate the positive reasons that "Americans con..
tinue stubbornly to cherish the structural and institutional features of this so..

ciety and polity that obstruct centralized reform." Movements to change
American society must confront the enduring power of traditions of self..help

and localism, and not simply because they represent an obdurate reality of the

United States political context, but also because they embody aspirations for
self..determination and democracy that deserve affirmation. While the pro..

gram of the Labor Housing Conference may seem to have been hopelessly far
from the mainstream of American politics, in fact its effort to build in mecha..

nisms for widespread civic participation in federally coordinated programs was
much more in line with American political ideology than public housing pro..

grams as they came to be institutionalized in the United States. These ideas

suggest ways of organizing publicly assisted activity that might find acceptance
and possibly even enthusiasm within American political culture, whereas cen..

tralized, bureaucratically administered programs probably never will. 23

The case studies presented in chapters 5 and 6 suggest that there is con..
siderable validity in the ideas championed by Bauer and other modern hous..

ing advocates. The Mackley and Harlem River Houses were able to provide
an environment that was appealing and very liveable for residents who were
far from being the poorest of the poor. At the same time, one key weakness of
both developments was their lack of possibilities for self..governance. They did
indeed provide amenities (such as on..site social services) that were not avail..
able commercially. In terms of physical design, the individual units were on

the small side by middle..class standards, but they were of high quality and

complemented by fine shared facilities. The PWA program was only in its
infancy when the Wagner Act displaced the policy direction it suggested, and
in the postwar years government support for suburbanization and single..family
homeownership was massive. Given a more level playing field, it seems pos..

sible that the kind of living environment described in these two case studies
would have appealed to a sizeable number of Americans.

Finally, this policy initiative is important for the way it attempted to fash ..
ion instruments by which the federal government would have gained more
control over the economy through public investment. While the role of gov..
ernment in the United States has always been suspect, it seems reasonably
clear that a healthy economy free of disastrous cyclical downturns can only

be maintained with significant government intervention. Furthermore, as the
political climate since the 1970s has demonstrated, expensive social programs
are difficult to sell to voters in periods of economic stagnation or decline.
Thus, governments wishing to advance such policies need to be able to pro..
mote economic growth and full employment. Compared to other western na..
tions, the United States government actually has a rather limited repertoire
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of tools by which to control the economy. Large..scale direct housing programs

would have been an important mechanism by which to increase domestic in..

vestment and expand employment in times of recession. Such programs could
then have been slowed, to avoid overheating the economy, during upturns.

They would even have permitted targeting of federal investment to communi..
ties and regions in particular need of assistance or development. None of this

is possible using the indirect mechanisms to support the commercial market

that were fashioned in the New Deal. These mechanisms rely on the decisions
of private parties, each acting in isolation from the others. Therefore, housing
resources go up or down, and flow to regions of the country or segments of the
population, that are determined not by policy decisions but by the aggregate
of these atomized decisions. 24

These advantages of the Labor Housing Conference policy initiative are
important to consider in an era when the New Deal political regime seems to
have exhausted itself. Especially given the disillusionment that has set in with

regard to so many of the economic and social policies that originated in the
1930s, the modern housing program merits renewed attention. This program

did not aim simply at supplying everyone with a high minimum standard of
the goods and services already being produced by the commercial market, or

even at distributing them more equally. Rather, it proposed creating very dif..
ferent kinds of neighborhoods and living environments-ones that its propo..

nents believed would provide a more satisfying life for everyone. Those who
tried to move public policy in this direction took the situation of the middle
class seriously, as well as that of the poor, in an attempt to build multiclass
coalitions in support of a universal program. They developed a program for
housing, but much of their basic strategy could be applied to other spheres of
public policy. Thus their efforts, whatever the immediate outcome, suggest a
political approach that could have the potential to move the United States
toward a greater measure of social justice.
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