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E. STATEMENT OF HISTORIC CONTEXT

Introduction

The origins of the federal public housing program can be traced to a series of significant
government initiatives begun in the 1930s to combat the converging problems of unemployment,
expanding slums, and insufficient housing during the Great Depression. Additional government
programs in the early 1940s provided housing for defense industry workers and their families in
overcrowded manufacturing centers during World War II. Nearly 700 large-scale public housing
projects, built either as "low-rent" housing during the Great Depression or "defense" housing
during World War II, continue to operate today within the federal public housing program.
These projects comprise approximately 125,000 dwelling units and are in the inventories of
nearly 250 local Public Housing Authorities in 39 states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico,
and the Virgin Islands. :

The following narrative addresses the political, social, and architectural trends that shaped the
program between 1933 and 1949, as well as earlier influences that contributed to federal
involvement in the program. In doing so the context report provides an analytical framework for
understanding the historic role and significance of individual public housing projects in the
United States. '

The period under consideration begins with the Public Works Administration’s housing
construction program undertaken as an unemployment relief effort under the National Industrial
Recovery Act of 1933. This program led to the passage of the United States Housing Act of
1937, which established the concept of federal subsidies to local public housing authorities and
set the cornerstone of the modern program. The context report continues with a discussion of the
relevant government housing programs during World War I1, and concludes with passage of the
United States Housing Act of 1949. This act renewed federal subsidies to local housing
authorities after public housing had languished in the immediate postwar years. The 1949 Act
tied public housing construction to urban redevelopment, serving to relocate families displaced
by federally funded construction and highway projects. It also began a new era of public housing
construction, often characterized in larger urban areas by vast high-rise developments built
during the 1950s and 1960s (which are beyond the scope of this context). '

Below are some of the key legislative and administrative issues that reformers, legislators, and
government housing officials addressed in the early years of the public housing program.
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° Should government be involved in the construction of housing, or is that role
more properly reserved for private enterprise?
° Should the federal government own and operate public housing directly, or should

the federal role be one of subsidization and regulation of local government
housing efforts?

° Should public housing replace large, contiguous tracts of inner city slum property,
or should it be built on vacant land, whether within a city or surrounding it?
° Should the federal government fund public housing only in times of emergency,

such as the Great Depression and World War II, or should it create a long-term
program with a permanent stock of government-owned housing?

® Should public housing design meet only the most basic standards of health, safety,
and comfort within a carefully prescribed budget, or should innovative housing
design be encouraged both for the benefit of the residents and the community as a
whole?

. Should the federal government require racial integration in public housing, or
should it allow segregation to continue according to local custom, as long as equal
public housing accommodations are provided to all races?

The answers that evolved during this period determined the character, design, location, and social
impact of the projects built in the 1930s and 1940s and continue to have ramifications on the
program today. These and other legislative, design, and social issues are addressed in the course
of this report. ' '

Housing Reform Before the Great Depression

Prior to the 1930s, the federal government was removed from the housing debate. Its role in
providing for the social welfare of its citizens was limited, with the expectation that local
governments and private charities should address such matters. Yet the need for better housing
was imperative. State, local, and private housing measures since the mid-nineteenth century had
neither improved the dreadful living conditions in the slums nor provided a substantial increase
in the supply of adequate new housing available to the poor.

Agitation for reform in American housing, particularly as it applied to accommodations for the
poorer segments of the population, generated considerable debate during the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Federal efforts, however, to eliminate the nation's slums and to replace
them with decent, low-rent housing for the urban poor did not begin until spurred by the Great
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Depression of the 1930s. Desperate to boost the stagnaht construction industry and to create
jobs, the government cleared slums and built housing under President Franklin Roosevelt's New

Deal.

A number of factors contributed to the development of public housing in America, some of

which had been brewing for more than half a century. The Progressive Era contributed standards
of construction, health, and safety which were clearly incorporated into the designs of new .
housing. The Garden City movement, with its ideal of building new towns for the future, spread
from Britain at the turn of the century, and gained many advocates in the United States, who
honed their skills in the government-built defense housing projects of World War I and the
residential suburban developments of the 1920s. Also, the rational-functional forms of European
Modernist housing estates and the work of European Modernist architects became well-known in
the United States through the travels of important American writers, and through the Modern
Architecture exhibit at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City in 1932.

Regulation of the Slum

A product of the rapid industrialization and urbanization of the nineteenth century, slums
appeared in cities throughout the nation. Social pathologies attributed to the slums--poverty,
disease, crime, promiscuity, delinquency--encouraged early reform efforts. This degraded
environment seemed to threaten the physical and moral welfare of its residents, and of society as
a whole. Cultural differences further provoked concern, as massive waves of immigrants, mostly
impoverished and unskilled in industry or modern agriculture, filled the slums of the northeast
and north-central industrial centers. The perception arose that these newcomers; if left
unassimilated in their miserable surroundings, could erode traditional American values and
destroy the existing social order.

Some cities attempted to regulate minimum acceptable building standards to restrict the
construction of the worst types of slum housing. New York City had the nation's first tenement
house law by 1867, a few years after the bloody Civil War draft riots had erupted among Irish
immigrants in the Lower East Side slums. A specially formed Council of Hygiene and Public
Health investigating the draft riots in 1865 concluded that the “closely packed houses where the
mob originated seemed to be literally hives of sickness and vice.”! The law set minimum
standards for ventilation, fire safety, sanitation, and weather-tightness, and prohibited the

' Iver Bernstein, The New York City Draft Riots: Their Significance for American
Society and Politics in the Age of the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), p.
187.
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habitation of windowless cellars.> Yet enforcement was ineffective, opposition from property
owners was strong, and any resulting improvements merely raised the price of decent housing
beyond the ability of the poor to pay. State legislatures in Boston, Chicago, and Philadelphia
also passed tenement house laws before the turn of the century, with similar results.

New York Tenement House Law of 1901

The legislature of the state of New York made several attempts to amend its Tenement House
Law to make it a more effective weapon against the slums. Governor Theodore Roosevelt, who
had battled tenement owners during his tenure as New York City's police commissioner, created
a State Tenement House Commission in 1900, with Lawrence Veiller as its secretary. The
commission recommended a prohibition on air shafts in future tenements, a maximum of 70
percent lot coverage, height restrictions for non-fireproof buildings; and private water-closets for
every family. The new legislation created a professional inspection department and required that
inspectors evaluate each tenement by an objective set of standards rather than according to
personal discretion. It also recommended new standards to modify existing tenements, including
the insertion of wall windows in interior rooms and the installation of more satisfactory fire
escapes. The legislature passed the commission's proposals into law in 1901.4

Veiller established the National Housing Association in 1910, which published a "Model
Housing Law" to encourage other states to enact municipal housing codes. Between 1901 and
1917, ten states passed tenement house laws based on New York's model. Veiller was dedicated
to the reform of slum housing through regulation of the private market, and he insisted that any
attempts to build public tenements would be improper, inefficient, and subject to corruption. He
predicted the political manipulation of tenant constituencies under such a program, as well as
ponderous contracting processes and a dearth of qualified civil servants able to administer
municipal housing. Private enterprise would be "driven out of the field" by public competition,

2 Robert W. Dé( Forest and Lawrence Veiller, ed., The Tenement House Problem (New
York: Amo Press, 1970), pp. 94-96.

* Marian L. and Howard A. Palley, Urban America and Public Policies (Lexington, MA:
D. C. Heath & Co., 1977), pp. 162-163.

* Roy Lubove, The Progressive and the Slums: Tenement House Reform in New York
City, 1890-1917 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1962), pp. 3-68.
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and only city governments would build "accommodations for the poor."*

Nineteenth Century Model Tenements

No mechanism was yet in place to ensure that housing built to these new standards would
become available to the poor. Some businessmen and philanthropists, especially in New York,
Boston, Philadelphia, and Cincinnati, felt that the private sector could overcome this problem by
investing in "model tenements." They believed that well-designed, well-built housing at '
reasonable rents would ensure full tenancy, and could provide acceptable returns of up to six
percent to the benevolent investor. In exchange for superior accommodations, owners insisted
that tenants pay their rents promptly, and often required them to abide by strict standards of
cleanliness, hard work, and moral behavior.® Yet the movement ultimately failed because it did
not attract enough investors willing to risk their capital in philanthropic ventures, and because its
inherent requirement to provide both a small profit and decent shelter placed it beyond the means
of families living at subsistence levels.”

A National Reform Movement

As states dealt with the inadequacies of their tenement house legislation and the model tenement
movement struggled to provide a trickle of decent housing for the poor, reformers of the
Progressive Era focused national attention on the housing problem. Before World War I, the
settlement house movement, inspired by Jane Addams in Chicago, Robert Woods in Boston, and
Lillian Wald in New York, brought the problems of immigrants in the slums to the attention of
middle-class America. Settlement workers provided educational and social services to
immigrants, raised money for parks and libraries in the slums, and lobbied for tenement house
reform. Reformers in Washington, Pittsburgh, Chicago, and other major cities surveyed the

* Lawrence Veiller, Housing Reform: A Hand-Book for Practical Use in American
Cities (New York: Charities Publication Committee, 1910), pp. 79-82.

S Alfred T. White, Improved Dwellings for the Laboring Classes: The Need and the Way
to Meet It on Strict Commercial Principles in New York, Brooklyn, and Other Cities (New York:
n.p., 1877; New Haven, CT: Research Publications, Inc., n.d., American Architectural Books
Based on the Henry-Russell Hitchcock Bibliography, microform series 69000, reel 107, part
1385), pp. 21-27.

7 I. Paul Mitchell, "Historical Overview of Direct Federal Housing Assistance," in
Federal Housing Policy and Programs Past and Present, ed., J. Paul Mitchell (N ew York:
Center for Urban Policy Research, 1985), p. 190.
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slums, compiling the grim statistics of poverty--overcroWding, mortality rates, ctime rates--as
quantifiable proof to the public of the horrors faced by the residents.

During the same period, Jacob Riis, a Danish immigrant and photojournalist, chronicled the
slums of New York City in How the Other Half Lives. Using angry prose and dramatic
photographs, Riis described the dangers of slum life to a national audience:

Tenements . . . are the hot beds of the epidemics that carry death to rich and poor alike;
the nurseries of pauperism and crime that fill our jails . . . that turned out in the last ei ght
years a round half million beggars to prey upon our charities; . . . because above all, they
touch the family life with deadly moral contagion.®

He urged local governments to provide effective tenement regulation, to condemn and destroy
the worst neighborhoods, and to ensure proper education and health standards for children.
Federal Government Takes Notice : :
Spurred on by Riis and other reformers, Congress appropriated $20,000 in 1892 for the
Commissioner of Labor to study the slums in the nation's 16 largest cities. The Commissioner
wrote a lengthy constitutional defense of the appropriation as an acceptable federal intervention
in an otherwise local matter. Inadequate funding, however, forced a reduction in the scope of the
investigation. Surveyors compiled statistics on housing quality, public services, employment,
immigration, literacy, drunkenness, and disease in parts of Baltimore, Philadelphia, New York
City, and Chicago."® Congress took no further action. The Commissioner submitted another
report in 1895 on a study of European slums, which noted the success of model tenements in
Europe, and concluded that "proper housing of the great masses of working people can be

8 John A. Garraty, The American Nation: A History of the United States (New York:
Harper and Row, 1966), pp. 539-540.

? Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives: Studies among the Tenements of New York
(New York: Dover, 1971), p. 2.

1% Carroll D. Wright, The Slums of Baltimore, Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia,
Seventh Special Report of the Commissioner of Labor (Washington, D.C.: Government Printing
Office, 1894), p. 101.
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furnished on a satisfactory commercial basis."!!

In 1902, President Theodore Roosevelt convened the President's Homes Commission for another
examination of the slums, this time in Washington, D.C. The commission reported that the slum
problem had advanced far beyond the capabilities of any city to rectify it, and it called for an
unprecedented federal intervention into local affairs, recommending both purchase and
condemnation of slum properties by the federal government, and direct federal loans to property
owners to finance reconstruction of urban neighborhoods. The commission believed that "a little
government aid extended to these unfortunates to build habitable dwellings would tend
immensely toward their uplifting."'> These zealous recommendations went unheeded.

World War I Housing Programs

The country’s mobilization for World War I, rather than the continuing problem of slums, proved
to be the direct impetus for the first federal intervention in the private housing market. The
enormous increase in industrial production and the resulting concentrations of population near
shipbuilding and ammunition production centers created a serious shortage of housing for war
workers of moderate income. Congress created the U. S. Shipping Board Emergency Fleet
Corporation (EFC) and the U. S. Housing Corporation (USHC) in 1918 to address this shortage.
The EFC's charter authorized it to make loans to limited-dividend realty companies incorporated
by private shipbuilding firms to construct housing for shipyard employees. The agency
supervised the planning, design, and construction of 28 projects in'23 cities, including more than
8,000 houses and 800 apartment units owned by the realty companies under this program. In
contrast to the EFC, the USHC had the unprecedented opportunity to undertake direct
construction and management of housing for workers at arsenals and navy yards. The USHC
built 27 new communities, consisting of nearly 6,000 single-family houses and 7,000 apartments,
in 16 states and the District of Columbia.!?

Following the armistice, Congress acted to remove the federal government from active

"' E.R. L. Gould, The Housing of the Working People, Eighth Special Report of the
Commissioner of Labor (Washington, D.C: Government Printing Office, 1895), p. 19.

2 The President's Homes Commission, Report of the Committee on Social Betterment
(Washington, D. C: The President's Homes Commission, 1908), p. 263.

"* Robert Moore Fisher, Twenty Years of Public Housing: Economic Aspects of the
Federal Program (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1959), pp. 74-78.
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participation in housing and to reaffirm its faith in the ability of private enterprise to fulfill the
nation's housing needs. It quickly dismantled the administration and production structures of the
wartime housing agencies. Beginning in 1921, the government sold all USHC housing and any
EFC housing acquired through mortgage defaults. Many Congressmen demanded that issues of
wartime housing and peacetime social reform be kept distinct. Senator William Calder of New
York stated his uneasiness toward the "social uplifters and reformers" who seemed to operate the
housing program, wondering if they were using the war "to work out some schemes of their
own."'* Yet two important precedents were in place: federal loans to private housing
corporations and direct public construction to meet housing needs during a national emergency.
These concepts served to broaden federal housing policy during the 1930s.'

Emerging National Housing Movement

After the war, many housing experts began to encourage a more active government role in
clearing the slums and housing the poor. Awareness was growing that restrictive laws alone
could not solve the housing problem. Edith Elmer Wood, who had been active before the war in
the effort to eliminate the notorious alley slums of Washington, D.C., presented the first
significant challenge to Lawrence Veiller's regulatory approach to housing reform. Writing in
1919, Wood stated that the "best restrictive legislation is only negative. It will prevent the bad.
It will not produce the good . . . at a given rental." She blamed the slum problem not on greedy
landlords or insufficient housing regulation, but on the inherent abuses of modern industrial
society: workers crowded into inner city neighborhoods to be near their employment, but low
wages and high property values forced them to accept substandard housing. She called for the
control of housing as a public utility, just as the government already controlled the distribution
and quality of water, electricity, transit, and education. Only if the "community itself undertakes
to provide suitable houses at cost for such of its citizens as need them" could the United States
avoid its next great housing problem.'¢

Wood proposed the creation of a national housing commission that could make low-interest
loans to local communities and private limited-dividend corporations. She also proposed an

* Harry Bredemeier, The Federal Public Housing Movement: A Case Stuaj) of Social
Change (n.p.: Arno Press, 1980), pp. 43-44.

'* Fisher, Twenty Years of Public Housing, p. 79.

' Edith Elmer Wood, The Housing of the Unskilled Wage Earner (New York:
Macmillan Co., 1919), pp. 20, 60, 239.
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amendment to the Federal Reserve Act to allow national banks to supply federally guaranteed
loans to home buyers."” In 1931, Wood, along with a wide array of social activists, urban
planners, and architects, formed the National Public Housing Conference to promote "good
housing through government loans and public construction."”® This group would be instrumental
in convincing the federal government to undertake its first experiments in low-rent public

housing.

The Regional Planning Association of America (RPAA), whose members included writers Lewis
Mumford and Catherine Bauer, and architects Clarence Stein and Henry Wright, also helped to
bring housing to a national debate in the 1920s. The members of the RPAA were strongly
influenced by a number of contemporaneous international developments, including the English
Garden City movement, the success of large-scale European housing estates after World War I,
and the work of European Modernist architects.

The Garden City model, as first espoused by Englishman Ebeneezer Howard in the late
nineteenth century, proposed the establishment of self-sufficient towns to solve the problem of
housing affordability with new, nonspeculative forms of real estate. Several Garden Cities were
constructed in England in the first quarter of the twentieth century, and the design vocabulary of

. these new cities was quite influential in the creation of new residential communities in the United
States. Features such as winding streets, clearly delineated open spaces, large building blocks
closed to vehicular traffic, and a definite hierarchy between major roads and secondary streets,
were quickly incorporated into American public and private housing alike.'®

After World War I, many European cities faced major housing shortages, which they addressed
by creating, funding, and implementing extensive housing programs. For example, the Social
Democrat-controlled city of Vienna, Austria embarked on an ambitious housing program in
1923, which rehoused nearly 10 percent of the city’s population within the next decade. The

"7 Roy Lubove, Community Planning in the 1920's: The Contribution of the Regional
Planning Association of America (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh: 1963), p. 27.

** Eugenie Ladner Birch, "Woman-made America: The Case of Early Public Housing
Policy," in The American Planner: Biographies and Recollections, ed. Donald A. Krueckeberg
(New York: Methuen, 1982), p. 161.. -

¥ Gail Radford, Modern Housing for America: Policy Struggles in the New Deal Era
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1996), pp.31-32.
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large apartment complexes of “Red Vienna” included kindergartens, libraries, meeting halls, and
health and recreation centers--all collective facilities which reflected the social agenda of the city
leaders. Germany also created a great deal of publicly supported housing during this same
period, which was generally regarded as more modern and experimental than what was being
built in Austria. The German housing estates utilized new building materials, construction
techniques, and architectural forms; these materials and techniques often increased amenities
while reducing costs. In a novel site plan called Zeilenbau, buildings were arranged in parallel
rows, so that each individual unit received the maximum amount of natural sunlight.?

The work of the European Modernist architects was publicized in America mainly through the
writings of housing scholar Catherine Bauer. Bauer spent a year in 1926-27 in Paris after
graduating from college, where she first learned of the new developments in European housing
and architecture. While in Paris she became acquainted with the work of the leading French
Modernist architect Le Corbusier, and with the new technologies and new materials which were
transforming the appearance and construction of European housing !

On a second European tour in 1930, which included visits to Sweden, the Netherlands, F rance,
and Germany, Bauer was particularly impressed with the work of German Modernist architect
Ernst May, especially as building director for the city of Frankfurt am Maim. In 1925, May
created a master plan for the entire metropolitan region surrounding and including Frankfurt, and
housing was an integral part of this plan. May’s finest accomplishment in the implementation of
this plan, which created housing for approximately 10 percent of the city’s population, was the
suburb of Romerstadt. Located to the northwest of the old city, overlooking the Nidda River
valley, the town contained several different types of garden apartment buildings and row
housing; Bauer’s favorite of these was a two-story rowhouse with a one-story apartment above,
and a garden in the rear. The town’s 1,200-unit housing development of mostly rowhouses,
included shops, day care centers, laundries, and shared gardens.?

The work of two additional European Modernist architects also influenced the development of
American public housing, again made known to Americans by the writings of Catherine Bauer.
German Modemist architect Walter Gropius founded the Bauhaus, the national design school in

% Radford, Modern Housing for America, pp. 60-61.
2! Radford, Modern Housing for America, p. 65.

 Radford, Modern Housing for America, pp. 69-73.
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Dessau, Germany, in 1918, and he later came to America fleeing the Nazis who had closed the
Bauhaus. In 1938 he was appointed chairman of the Harvard School of Design. Gropius is best
known for his design of the glass and steel Bauhaus School, and for a number of office and
factory buildings in his native Germany.”? Dutch Modernist architect J. J. P. Oud, while serving
as architect in charge of housing for the city of Rotterdam, designed a number of workers’

housing complexes.?*

The Museum of Modern Art held its landmark “Modern Architecture International Exhibition” in
the spring of 1932. Beginning at the museum in New York City, and traveling to cities across
the nation, including Philadelphia, Hartford, Los Angeles, Buffalo, Cleveland, Milwaukee,
Cincinnati, Rochester, Toledo, Cambridge, and Worcester, the exhibition served to diffuse the
ideals and designs of the Modernist movement.?* The content of the exhibition was divided into
the two distinct areas of architecture and housing. The section on architecture, organized by
Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr. and Philip Johnson, exhibited the work of important Modernist
architects including Frank Lloyd Wright, Walter Gropius, Le Corbusier, J. J. P. Oud, Mies van
der Rohe, Raymond Hood, Howe & Lescaze, Richard Neutra, and the Bowman Brothers.?8 The
smaller section on housing, organized by Clarence Stein, Henry Wright, Catherine Bauer, and
Lewis Mumford, contained photographs of several German and Dutch housing estates and of
only one American example, Radburn, New Jersey.?’

Influenced by all of these new ideas in architecture and housing, the central goal of the RPAA
became making large-scale, planned residential communities accessible to low-income groups.
They believed that such developments were essential components of a humane urban
environment that should be integrated into all regional planning efforts. To this end they
believed that government should concentrate on increasing the supply and reducing the cost of

2 John Peter, Masters of Modern Architecture (New York: Bonanza Books, 1958), p.
218. ‘

# Peter, Masters of Modern Architecture, p. 221.

** Modern Architecture International Exhibition (New York: Arno Press for the
Museum of Modern Art, First printed 1932, Reprint edition 1969), p. 3.

% Modern Architecture International Exhibition, pp. 5-6.

%7 Modern Architecture International Exhibition, p. 6.



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approval No. 1024-0018
{8-86)

United States Department of the Interior
National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

E Public Housing in the United States, 1933-1949

Section number Page 14

new housing. Early RPAA recommendations for New York included creation of a central state
housing agency, a state housing credit system, and municipal housing boards to acquire land and
build housing.?® To test their planning and development theories, RPAA members formed the
City Housing Corporation to design, finance, and build two residential suburbs outside New
York City: Sunnyside Gardens in Queens in 1924, and Radburn, New Jersey, in 1928. Each of
these communities was an innovative example of Garden City design, intended to draw workers
away from the inner city; but the high costs of privately financed, large-scale development
prohibited either project from providing affordable housing to low-income families.?

Housing Programs in the States

Despite all their efforts, housing reformers failed to convince the federal government of the
1920s to take steps toward a housing program of any sort, whether regulation of the private
market or construction of public tenements. Times were too prosperous for the federal
government to give serious consideration to housing programs for the poor. After a postwar
construction slump, the 1920s proved a boom time for the American housing industry, producing
937,000 units in 1925, a record unsurpassed until 1949.%° Following World War I, the initiative
in housing legislation passed from the federal government back to the states. Yet state programs
targeted the middle class; they could not afford to provide housing for a permanent class of the

poor.

The Massachusetts state legislature established a Homestead Commission in 1917 to buy land
"for the purpose of relieving congestion of population and providing small houses and plots of
ground for wage earners." The law required the state to sell these houses at cost, following a
warning from the Massachusetts supreme court that a state housing program "not [become] a
plan for pauper relief." In 1919, the Commission built 12 houses near Lowell, selling them to
workers at long-term, low-interest mortgages. The state soon lost interest and dissolved the

program.>®!

** Lubove, Community Planning in the 1920's, pp. 33-34.
* Lubove, Community Planning in the 1920's, pp. 45-51.
° Peter G. Rowe, Modernity and Housing (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1993), p. 103.

*' Dorothy Schaffter, State Housing Agencies (New York: Columbia University Press,
1942), pp. 15, 25-33,



NPS Form 10-900-a OMB Approval No. 1024-0018
(8-86}

United States Department of the Interior

National Park Service

National Register of Historic Places
Continuation Sheet

E Public Housing in the United States, 1933-1949

Section number Page 15

' The California state legislature enacted the Veterans Farm and Home Purchase Act in 1921 to
assist men returning from World War I. The state issued $10 million in bonds to set up a
revolving fund allowing veterans or their widows to borrow up to 95 percent of the price of a
new house or farm at 5 percent interest.”> Repayment of the fund by the qualifying veterans
assured that taxpayers would not subsidize the program, precluding housing from becoming a
public burden. One legislator proudly asserted that the program was "self-sustained and free
from any element of charity, while building substantial law-abiding, home-owning citizens."

The New York state legislature made several attempts to stimulate the housing market during the
1920s. The legislature passed a 10-year real estate tax exemption on all new construction
completed before April 1924.** With no limits on rent or selling price, however, this law
produced scant housing for low-income families.** In 1922, the Metropolitan Life Insurance
Company convinced the legislature to amend the insurance code, permitting insurance companies
to invest their burgeoning profits in housing. Metropolitan Life Insurance Company opened its
first housing development in 1924 in New York City as a direct result of this action.”® To ensure
that this housing would reach the working class, the code required rents not to exceed a very low
$9 per month per room, at a time when newly built apartments in New York City rented for at
least $15 per room.*

~ The New York State Housing Law of 1926 provided further incentives to private builders. It
exempted limited-dividend housing corporations from state and city taxes and granted them the
right of eminent domain to condemn and assemble large tracts of land on which to build new

“housing projects. The act stipulated a maximum of 6 pércent return to investors and set specific
rent ceilings. Only six corporations in New York City took advantage of this act by 1932,

32 Schaffter, State Housing Agencies, pp.1 83-184.

% Richard Plunz, 4 History of Housing in New York City: Dwelling Type and Social
, Change in the American Metropolis (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), p. 150.

* Edith Elmer Wood, Recent Trends in American Housmg (New York: Macmillan,
1931), p. 107.

> Plunz, 4 History of Housing in New York City, p. 151.

% Louis H. Pink, The New Day in Housing (New York: Arno Press, 1970), p. 140.
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building 11 garden apartment projects with housing for rhore than 1,700 families.*’

Privately financed developers also attempted to address the housing needs of low-income
families in a few large-scale projects. In 1928, John D. Rockefeller, Jr., built the Paul Lawrence
Dunbar Apartments as New York City's first cooperative development for African Americans.?®
Philanthropists in Chicago built the Michigan Boulevard Garden Apartments and the Marshall
Field Garden Apartments in 1929.° Despite extremely low profit margins, none of these
projects could reduce rents to reach below the economic level of the middle class. Like the
projects built under the New York Housing Law of 1926, the high costs of large-scale
development prohibited these projects from providing housing to low-income families.

By the eve of the Great Depression, housing reform had reached a turning point. State and local
governments clearly had demonstrated that they could not provide adequate housing for the poor,
while the federal government was uriwilling to fill the void. Private developers, no matter how
well-intentioned, could not build decent housing at a price the poor could afford. Edith Elmer
Wood expressed the fondest hope of many housing reformers in 1931 when she called for a
"major statesman to make housing on the grand scale the chief plank in his platform."* Their
aspirations came true only when the crushing economic circumstances of the Great Depression
forced the federal government to intervene.

Public Housing as Public Works

The Great Depression refocused attention on the inequities of the housing market and on the
smoldering slum problems of America's cities, as economic collapse devastated home ownership
and the residential construction industry. Housing construction had fallen steadily beginning in
the late 1920s to a low of 93,000 units by 1933, down a full 90 percent from the record high in

%7 Edith Elmer Wood, "A Century of the Housing Problem," in Urban Housing, ed.,
William L. C. Wheaton, et. al. (New York: The Free Press, 1966), pp. 3-4.

3 Edith Elmer Wood, Recent Trends in American Housing, p. 226.

* Devereux Bowly, Jr., The Poorhouse: Subsidized Housing in Chicago, 1895-1976
(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1978), pp. 8-16. S

% Wood, Recent Trends in American Housing, p. 246.
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192541 Fourteen million Americans, one-third of them from the building trades, were
unemployed, and 273,000 families lost their homes to mortgage foreclosure in 1933 alone.*? ‘
Decaying inner city neighborhoods became even more congested by people forced out of better,
less affordable housing. The condition of the already decrepit housing stock available to the
poor worsened as property owners deferred maintenance, and new construction came to a near
standstill. Migrants from farms and small towns exacerbated the slum problem as they crowded
into cities in search of employment or public relief.

A New Deal for Housing :
In his first inaugural address in March 1933, President Franklin D. Roosevelt expressed his firm

intention to lead the nation into recovery through unprecedented, but unspecified, government
intervention. Although he acknowledged the "tragedy" of foreclosure on small homes and farms,
he indicated no particular housing program or plan of attack against the slums. He declared with
certainty only that "our greatest task is to put people to work," and called on Congress to provide
him with emergency powers necessary to create employment.*?

The prospect of federal funding inspired the National Public Housing Conference (NPHC) to
promote low-rent housing construction and slum clearance as legitimate forms of unemployment
relief, creating both much-needed construction jobs and useful permanent dwellings. The
NPHC, under the leadership of president Mary Simkhovitch, convinced Senator Robert F.
Wagner during the spring of 1933 to include housing activities in any upcoming public works
legislation.* Wagner, a Democrat from New York who had grown up in the slums of
Manhattan, would become the statesman whom housing reform activist Edith Elmer Wood had
sought to lead the housing cause.

Congress responded quickly to the new President's request for action, passing the National

‘1 Rowe, Modernity and Housing, p. 103.

, * Gertrude S. Fish, "Housing Policy during the Great Depression," in The Story of
Housing, ed. Gertrude Fish New York: Macmillan, 1979), p. 196.

* Samuel I. Rosenman, ed., The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, 9 vols. New York: Macmillan, 1941), Volume 2, pp- 11-15.

* J. Joseph Hutchmacher, Senator Robert F. Wagner and the Rise of Urban Liberalism
(New York: Atheneum, 1968), p. 206.
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Industrial Recovery Act (NIRA) in June 1933. Title II of this act allotted $3.3 billion for the
formation of the Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works (PWA) to provide "massive
work relief activities quickly." True to his word, Senator Wagner inserted authorization for the
PWA to include among its lists of projects "construction . . . under public regulation or control of
low-cost housing and slum clearance." To this end, the PWA could make loans to limited-
dividend corporations, award grants to state or local agencies, or build projects on its own.

Title IT provided an additional $25 million to establish a Division of Subsistence Homesteads to
build rural communities to provide for the redistribution of the "overbalance of population in
industrial centers."* When the Resettlement Administration absorbed it in 1935, the Division of
Subsistence Homesteads had begun 50 communities to provide for the relocation of urban
families from the slums or farm families from submarginal lands. This division also served
families displaced by New Deal crop reduction or rural electrification programs, unemployed
miners at Arthurdale, West Virginia, and urban working-class African Americans at Aberdeen,
Virginia.*

PWA Limited-Dividend Housing Program

President Roosevelt placed the PWA within the Department of the Interior and appointed
Secretary of the Interior Harold L. Ickes as its Administrator. Ickes established a Housing
Division to carry out the PWA's slum clearance and low-rent housing mandate. The primary
purpose of the Housing Division was to "reduce unemployment and to restore purchasing power"
by employing workers in the construction trades and from the building supplies industry.
Beyond this immediate goal, however, the Housing Division also hoped to "awaken . . . a feeling
of local responsibility" for the long-term housing needs of the urban poor.*’

The PWA undertook its first housing projects by prbviding low-interest loans to limited-dividend
housing corporations. This initial PWA program was similar to plans developed under the
Hoover administration in 1932. An outgrowth of recommendations from the 1931 Conference

* Hutchmacher, Senator Robert F. Wagner and the Rise of Urban Liberalism, p. 208.

* Paul A. Conklin, Tomorrow a New World: The New Deal Community Program
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1959), pp. 332-334.

47 U. S. Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works, Housing Division Bulletin
No. 2, Urban Housing: The Story of the PWA Housing Division, 1933-1936 (Washington, D. C:
Government Printing Office, 1936), pp. 14-16. '
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on Home Building and Home Ownership, Hoover’s Reconstruction Finance Corporation (RFC)
drew in over 600 proposals for possible housing projects, of which only one, Knickerbocker
Village in New York City, was built.*® Successful applicants to the PWA program who agreed to
limit their profits could receive federal loans of up to 85 percent of the project development cost
at four percent interest over 30 years.* Like the RFC, the Housing Division received over 500
requests to finance various types of housing ventures. The Housing Division staff in
Washington, D. C. carefully scrutinized the proposals to verify that they met minimum program
standards for construction and financing.

Despite the PWA's liberal loan requirements, only seven projects met PWA requirements and
eventually received funding [See Appendix II: PWA Limited-Dividend Housing Projects].
These projects, all built between 1933 and 1935, included two unnamed projects in Altavista,
Virginia, and Euclid, Ohio; Hillside Homes in the borough of Bronx, New York; the Carl
Mackley Houses in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Boulevard Gardens in the borough of Queens,
New York; Boyland (also called Boylan Housing) in Raleigh, North Carolina; and Neighborhood
Gardens in St. Louis, Missouri. Of these seven projects, all were built for white tenants, and all
but Neighborhood Gardens were built on vacant land. >

Early PWA architecture showed the influence of both the Garden City and the European

~ Modernist movements. Architects for the PWA were encouraged to be creative, and there was
little bureaucratic meddling in the design and construction of the limited-dividend housing
complexes. As a result, many of the early PWA projects are innovative in their design and use of
materials. PWA housing projects had a number of characteristics in common, including a
rejection of the rehabilitation of existing slum housing, the use of the superblock to organize
neighborhoods, minimal ground coverage by buildings, compact building interiors without
corridors, on-site community centers, and a public art component.

The first PWA limited-dividend project to be completed was the Carl Mackley Houses in
Philadelphia, designed by German Modernist architects Oskar Stonorov and Alfred Kastner, and
constructed in 1934-35. The plan for the complex placed four three-story buildings in alignment

* Richard Pommer. “The Architecture of Urban Housing in the United States during
the Early 1930s,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 37 (December 1978), p.236.

# U. S. Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works, Urban Housing, p. 28.

* Radford, Modern Housing for America, p. 93.
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with the sun for maximum natural light. The buildings were “bent” at the ends and indented in
the center to create communal courts, with passageways running between them.  The units were
covered in burnt yellow and orange industrial tiles, which gave the complex a sleek, modern
appearance [Figure 1]. The interior of the site was enclosed by the buildings, and traffic was
restricted from this area.’’ “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.”? Like many of the early PWA
efforts, the completed design was an important illustration of the compatible molding of
European design theories and federal programmatic guidance.

The first apartments at the Carl Mackley Houses were completed in 1935, at which time tenants
began to move in. Approximately one-quarter of the complex’s early tenants were white-collar
workers, as living in the Mackley Houses proved to be too expensive for many of the blue-collar
hosiery workers for whom the complex was intended. Rents at the complex were set
approximately 20 percent higher than originally planned, in order to pay off the federal loan
according to the terms required by the PWA.* The early residents did appear to enjoy living in
their newly built community, taking advantage of amenities like the swimming pool, nursery
school, and cooperative grocery store. The level of activity at the Carl Mackley Houses subsided
substantially after World War II; the complex’s nursery school closed in 1964, and in 1968 it was
sold to private investors, to be operated as a moderate-income commercial rental apartment
complex.* :

Another important PWA limited-dividend project, the 1,416-unit Hillside Homes, in the Borough
of Bronx, New York, was built for white tenants on a vacant site. Designed in 1932 by Clarence
Stein and Henry Wright, and constructed from 1933 to 1935, the garden apartment complex
contained storage, incinerator, boiler, and community rooms; workshops; offices; a playground;
wading pools; and a nursery school.® As it was created by essentially the same design team, the

*! Radford, Modern Housing for America, pp. 129-130.
%2 Radford, Modern Housing for America, p. 130.

33 Radford, Modern Housing for America, pp. 132-133.
** Radford, Modern Housing for Aﬁzerica, pp. 132-141.

> Rowe, Modernity and Housing, p. 358.
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concept for Hillside was similar to that of Radburn, excépt that Hillside had a higher density.
The plan included a neighborhood unit which was superimposed within a superblock of
residential streets and open space.’

At the time of its construction, Hillside Homes was the largest federal public housing project
underway. One of the project’s most interesting features was the inclusion of basement
apartment units, which were accessed by walking down one-half story from the main entrance.
The sides of these units opposite the stair were above ground level, where French doors led to
private gardens enclosed by hedges. These units were an excellent way to build the project into
the site’s existing topography of rolling hills. The plan for Hillside Homes divided the site into
five superblocks, and three acres of the project’s center block was reserved for recreation fields. >’

Neighborhood Gardens, the limited-dividend housing project built in St. Louis for the
Neighborhood Association provides an example of the coordinated efforts of local and federal
agencies that shaped early public housing. The Neighborhood Association was formed in 1911
by the merger of the Self-Culture Hall and the North Broadway Settlement, local Progressive-era
organizations dedicated to bettering life in the poorest parts of the city.”® Local housing studies
undertaken in the early twentieth century had revealed a substantial slum problem in the areas of
St. Louis known as Wild Cat Chute and Clabber Alley, where wooden shanty towns provided

- meager shelter to thousands of impoverished residents. Despite a series of reports highlighting
the city’s growing housing problems, the public attitude toward housing reform was
characterized as “lethargic and indifferent.”® Official government attempts to create housing
reform through regulation had proved as ineffective in St. Louis as they had in other urban
centers. The attitude of many was that real housing reform would not succeed until proof was
available that the private sector could profit from slum clearance and the construction of new

~ housing. The Neighborhood Association saw its task as providing just that proof.

> Rowe, Modernity and Housing, p. 202.

*7 Henry Wright, Rehousing Urban America (New York: Cohimbia Univefsity Press,
1935), pp. 82-83. ‘

*® Carolyn H.Toft, National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form,
“Neighborhood Gardens Apartments,” September 1985, page 8.1.

_ * Toft, National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form,
“Neighborhood Gardens Apartments,” September 1985, page 8.2.
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In 1930, the Neighborhood Association established a Better Housing Committee and supported a
study of low-cost housing in Europe by the Association’s Managing Director J.A. Wolf. Upon
his return from Europe, Wolf ardently pressed the Association to undertake its own housing
construction program, similar to those he had seen in Vienna, Munich, and Frankfurt. Wolf
cultivated public interest through articles in the local newspaper and by producing a series of
models and drawings for a possible project in association with local architects Hoener, Baum and
Froese. P. John Hoener served on the Neighborhood Association’s Better Housing Committee as
well as the President’s Conference on Home Ownership, while his partner Ewald R. Froese had
completed his own study of German public housing.%°

Key to the Neighborhood Association’s efforts would be their ability to convince local
businessmen to invest in the project through the formation of a limited-dividend housing
corporation. In the end, financing was provided by the Neighborhood Association itself with
members of the Board putting up $10,000 apiece with the remainder obtained through a PWA .
loan of $640,000. With PWA funding and project approval in hand, ground was broken for the
new housing project in May of 1934. Construction of the 252-unit Neighborhood Gardens
housing project occupied a full city block and employed 250 men working 30 hours a week. The
three-story brick and concrete buildings [Figure 2] were completed in 1935 and conformed to
the typical public housing schemes being developed through the PWA program with low-rise
construction organized around large open spaces and courts, low site coverage, flat roof,
International-style architectural lines, and a number of community buildings and other public
amenities.®!

Like many of the earliest PWA-funded housing projects, the Neighborhood Gardens” imaginative
use of materials, detailing, and unit configurations set the project apart as a striking example of
modern domestic design, aptly integrating the needs and goals of its social service agency client,
the PWA, and the visions of its skilled modernist architects. Even before the construction was
complete prospective tenants flooded the offices of the Neighborhood Association: The
Neighborhood Gardens project, however, would provide evidence of the financial and logistical
problems faced by other PWA limited-dividend projects. While initially intended to serve as
replacement housing for the impoverished slum residents displaced during project construction,

% Toft, National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form,
“Neighborhood Gardens Apartments,” September 1985, page 8.2.

6! Toft, National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form,
“Neighborhood Gardens Apartments,” September 1985, page 8.2-8.3.
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the required rents of $19 to $33 per month were beyond the means of the majority of these
people. The result was a residential complex providing housing to the “better class families”
whose income had been reduced by the Depression.®

As seen in the examples above, the PWA limited-dividend projects were of high quality in both
design and construction. The overall résults, however, were unsatisfactory; rents charged were
beyond the means of low-income families, and none of the projects complied with the PWA's
objective of creating new housing while at the same time clearing slum areas.®® Like the RFC
before it, the PWA loan program was impractical during the Depression. Most applicants could
not bring to their project even the modest 15 percent equity required by the law, and the limited
profit requirement proved too burdensome to attract significant interest from private -
developers.* One Housing Division official later explained the failure as an inherent result of
limited-dividend financing: without a direct federal subsidy, the projects could not be operated
nor their debts liquidated unless rents were charged "which are more than can be paid by persons
of truly low incomes."®® The PWA limited-dividend housing program was an important first
step, however, in establishing a federal role in housing reform and in opening new doors to
increased local-federal cooperation.

PWA Direct-Built Housing Program ,

Anxious for more satisfying results while the emergency appropriations were available, Ickes
suspended the limited-dividend loan program in F ebruary 1934 and announced that PWA would
begin the direct financing and development of low-rent housing projects. From this point on the
PWA acquired the land, let contracts for slum clearance and construction, and owned and

% Toft, National Register of Historic Places Inventory-Nomination Form,
“Neighborhood Gardens Apartments,” September 1985, page 8.3.

62 John Hancock, "The New Deal and Americaﬁ Planning in the 1930s," in Two
Centuries of American Planning, ed. Daniel Schaffer (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1988), p. 210. ' .

5 U. S. Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works, Urban Housing, p. 29,
Michael W. Strauss and Talbot Wegg, Housing Comes of Age (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1938), p. 38.

% Strauss and Wegg, Housing Comes of Age, p. 38.
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operated the completed housing.® By the fall of 1937, when PWA ended its housing
responsibilities, the Housing Division had completed or begun construction on 51 projects in 36
cities in the continental United States, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands [See Appendix III:
PWA Direct-Built Housing Projects]. Of these 51 projects, 21 were constructed for black tenants
only; six contained segregated buildings for black and white tenants; and 24 were built solely for
white tenants.”” Overall, the PWA allotted approximately one-third of its total constructed
housing units to black tenants.®®

The PWA’s Housing Division quickly organized their operations to effectively direct the creation

- of new public housing. By July 1934, the PWA created the Branch of Initiation, staffed mainly
by young architects, who began to assess the need within the many cities that had applied for
new housing. The primary duty of this branch was to discern where the need for housing was
greatest, and where justifiable projects could be built. The limited-dividend program had
spotlighted the fact that few areas of the country had the necessary skills or knowledge to wade
through the statistical, sociological, and technical information required to intelligently plan for
large scale public housing projects.

The Housing Division’s project initiators determined exactly where and what to build; their tasks
included site selection, choosing the size and type of project, and preparing a detailed program
for each complex.” Project initiators also investigated typical family sizes and ethnic
background in the cities in which their projects were to be built; this helped to determine the size
and distribution of dwelling units. The PWA usually recommended units which ranged from two
to five rooms in size; and the average unit size in PWA projects ranged from 2.9 rooms in
Birmingham’s Smithfield Court, intended for black tenants, to 4.1 rooms in Boston’s Old Harbor
Village, which was occupied largely by Catholic families of Irish, Italian, and Lithuanian
descent.”

% U. S. Federal Emergency Administration of Public Works, Urban Hoitsing, p. 30.
§7 Radford, Modern Housing for Ameri‘ca, pp. 100-101.

% Radford, Modern Housing for America, p. 104.

% Strauss and Wegg, Housing Comes of Age, p. 58.

7 Strauss and Wegg, Housing Comes of Age, p. 73.






