


Spanking new postwor utopia sproads

How the rush to house returning vets recast suburbia.

B Jawes . Mass & SHiRLEY MaxwiLL

hat do you see when
u look at a

World War 11 suburb?

An ocean of it boxes

made of ticky tacks” A

eto treasures waitng for the ten-

der hand of  restorationist? An inviting

doesit come close to what mst postwar
B o s
1946 nearly 13 milon servicemen
(T e B
them had the same destination in mind—a
nice housein a grassy suburb,abrigh,
plce far rom hectic, crowded cities, where

ties? Whatevr you see today, it probably

in the sunshine of home ownership.



They werent alone. Civilins had the

same dea. For 16 years, the housing
had been tghtening around a growing pop-
pent-up demand was near the

supy

ultion, and
bursting point. First the Depression pushed
hnuﬂm starts downward, from 937,000 in
093,000 in 19
ing materials wiped out a

boomlet that began around 1940
and ended when the United Sttes entered
the war in December 1941 At the war's end
in 1945, there were 3,600,000 American
families needing homes.

Something had to be done, and quick.
Iy Fortunately, inthe robust postwar econ:
om,almost everyone had cash n the bank,
and returning Gls had the
of low interest r

, long mort

pros
gages, and plenty of houses. The Federal
Housing Authority, established during the

Dereon o i 20y merg
945 by an even m

e
Servicemen's Readi
Bill of Rights—authorized the Veterans’
Administ
fts (later extended to Korean War vets as

o oversee a slw of bene

wel)that included federally insured

gage lanswith 5o down payment and 3

The Look of Auto America
So,what kind of houses did tha casy mor
gage money build? Mostly small ones

Peacetime salaries were high, but so was

inflation, nearly doubling the
of buikling a home. Consequently, most
houses had less room than those

prewar cost

Whill houses were expensive,Jand was

Morver
and simpler ety
kel e



cheap—if it was far enough from the ciy

home buyers wanted nothing
more than to live away from town. Distance
was 1o problem once the United States

Fortunate

committed itsef to the massive highway

building program that characteized post
war America Potatofekds and cow pastures
ielded quickly to interstate highways,
oads,subdiv

House size wasni the deciding factor
or most buyers in that house-hungry era.
r about
housing intentions, most

ns,and shopping centers.

questioned during the
their posturar
families said they wanted somethin

most popular houses o the prewar

‘raditional?” sort of “Colonial’—but not
100 expensive—and no stairs, lease. The
ideal house was also informal, with space
indoors and out where the satistical ave
age of 351 children could play under the
eye of their stay-at-home mother—who
would,of course, be quite busy cooking and
cleaning up after her growing family.

“Thus buyers wanted modern conven-
ience ic o gas ranges, big efrigr-
ators, automatic M.m\mmmmmﬂ

dryers,and cla ol furnaces. A

\ moder
et o ]
but not in the

basement! Maybe ina garage, especially if
rage was attached to the house,

which, naturally, would make the house

appear much larger, Besides, Dad would
need a car to get to his offce or factory
miles away, o a garage would be perfect
or maybe one of those new carports.

Home on the Ranch
You can see where al that was headed.
Small house,one level, open plan, big yard,
garage, carport—yep, the suburban ranch
house.
o, athough plenty of Cape ¢
Colonials of various sizes and complexity

as well a some architect-designed contem
porary houses, were buil after the war, it

nomical ranch house that came
he late
its name and sim-

10 symbolize American home i nt
1940sand 1950, Taking
the 19th-century ranch of
tinfluenced also by Frank
d Wrights strongly horizonal Prai
School designs), theranch house had bee
around since the 1930s. I to
volume h
enforced spatial constaint
Especially intheearly postwar eriod,
the basic ranch house was a small,unclab-
flat or low-sloped
roof (okay, 2 box),just big enough for a v
ing-dining room combination, possibly L
shaped:a smal but openKitchen onebath;
and two or three bedrooms Big horizontal

orate rectangle with 2







Reading the Ranch

Alow, wide, rambling house form tofit mobil ifetyls.

Turning the Gable to face the street produced a clearly moder fee! in this ranch
with of lass above the




rowed light and visual space from the ot
of-doors. It included an obligatory “picture
window

(one large horizontal  pane

flanked by smaller awni

ment

sections) i the living room, small win
walls,
lasspatio doors. Inside, the 8 i
'8 became standard,and three-sided fire

places wer
lon

dows set high in the bedroom walls, and

popular Front doors were no

od? with

small diamond-shaped or rec
gular glassinserts a eye level

The fagade f
of materal,from wood siding.

quently displayed a mix

panels o cement asbestos shingles,and the

main element ofthe front wall might be a
prominent broad chirmney

Later ranch houses often had two-car

ges,as wellas more and larger rooms

wo bathrooms!), perhaps arranged
in an L- o U-shape to encompass an out
door living space. A “family roor
times freed up the living
adult use. By 1960,

bles” often placd the lving, din

hen areas between th

the childreris ooms.

Because of is horizontaliy, the ranch

house was wide but not deep

with it long
side paralll to the street. This created

many large front and ear yards (and lots of

lawn-mowing) with narrow side yards,
Instead of having many separate
the ranch house was divided int
In the

quiet zone
baths—walls and d

In the multfunctional “actvity zone; the
living, dining, and Kitchen a
large space shared by
for work, pl
Openness forced a level of t
that was nota nfortabl,but yield
ed an llusion of space

as formed

one chidren and

getherness

Suburbs on Assembly Line
Afer 1946, houses

ke these ches

slmost seemed to spring up of their own

accord, as savvy developers found there
was plenty of buildable land just waiting to

be turned into overnight

alone, more than 15 mi

Willam and Alfred Levi
lized Willam
rience and Alfred' architectu

Seabees construction expy

produce mammot

residential develop.

schools,parks, recreational fcilies, sh

ping areas, meeing faciiies—everything
but offices and fctories.

s liked the quality of e in the
mew vllage, but they loved the low prces.

produced inthe Levitts own factoris,rigd
ation,

ered in the automobile industry

duction. Levit crews




Wore typical of

teen minutes, and Willam
Levitt bragged that his company was “the
General Motors of the housing industry

Houses in the first Levittown con

house every

tained only 800 sq ind costa mere
$7,000. Each included a picture window, a
firepace, radiant heating in the concrete
slab floor,and a buili television st as
wellas an unfinished “expansion attic”

methods widely

Levites
copied—usually on a smaler scale-
hundreds of huge subdivisions of spec
built, nearly identical houses sprouted
around cities from Boston

Portland, Oregon, and Los Ange
sneered, but the public kept on buyi
bl atert il
o) plil 1 i
similarincome, age, and educational lvels.
Until Civl Rights legislation in the 19505

‘made race discrimination in housing ill-
al, most ofthese suburbs were alo racial-
egated.

ime, land became scarcer and
more expensive, and the splitlevel (or tri-
level) house gave the ubiquitous ranch
some competition, particularly in the
Northeast. The splitlevel often required
less foundation work than a similar-sized
ranch and accommodated more house on

less land. It lso enabled the use of diffcult
sloping lots. s main disadvantage was the
up-and-down nature of the plan, with the
entranceat onelevel the living area downa.
few steps, and the bedrooms up, above a
grade-level garage.

Two old standards, the two-storey
Colonial and the one-and-a-half-storey
Cape Cod, never entirly faded from the
housing scene. Their gabled roofs, dorm.

ers,and shuttered fagades remained famil
iar features of many subdivisions, though
their “Colonial” trim became less and less
distnctive over time

The postwar suburb has always had
its detractors—for creating sprawl, for

encouraging mediocriy, for sheer monot
ony. Ye, in certin locations, those “litle
boxes” sport impressive price tags nowa
days. And some of those “tacky” suburbs,
wreathed in respectable old age, are even
listed in the National Register of Historic
Places.Not bad for ticky tack. &
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