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Model Houses for the Millions:
The Making of the American Suburban Landscape, 1820-2000

Since the early 19th century, suburbs have been part of the process of urbanization, growing along with the crowded centers of cities. For almost two hundred years Americans have idealized life in single family homes in natural settings, while paradoxically creating more and more urbanized landscapes to contain these demands for private space. The production of millions of model suburban houses— involving massive investments by the federal government, huge expense to individual families, and extraordinary profits for private real estate developers—has configured the cultural landscapes where most Americans live and work. Recent debates about “the costs of sprawl” in dispersed metropolitan configurations reveal both a new critique and persistent attraction to low-density residential settlement. 
 Americans keep on reinventing the idealized outer reaches of countrified suburbia, while older suburban layers are often dismissed as having “urban” problems. 

Anyone who wants to write a new history has to ask, what is American suburbia? A demographer might answer, “the non-center city areas of metropolitan regions,” but that is a negative definition, subordinating suburbia to inner city. Suburbia is, first of all, where most Americans now live. It is the dominant American cultural landscape, combining cherished natural and built environments, yards and single family houses. Second, suburbia is where millions of square feet of commercial and residential real estate are financed and built. (Although currently it is abysmally planned, designed, and constructed, this has not always been the case.) Third, suburbia is the location of most of the unpaid labor of nurturing and parenting, reflecting both social and environmental practices. Fourth, suburbia is where the majority of American voters now live. Understanding how existing suburbs have been organized, financed, designed, constructed, marketed, and inhabited is central to calculating the prospects for ending sprawl.

Layer by layer, the metropolitan regions of the United States have filled out with suburban construction, some in the form of individual houses, some in tracts of houses, some in planned and designed communities. The United States is home to diverse suburbs—blue collar and elite, bare and leafy, WASP and African American and Chinese American. But is there a larger suburban ideal, uniting diverse residents? The suburban house is booming. The average size of a new one was 800 square feet in 1950, 1,500 in 1970, 2,190 in 1998.
 Some analysts say the suburb as settlement form is thriving also. Others claim the suburban frontier is closed, and rush to find new terms to describe the current spatial configuration: out-town, ruruburbia, techno-burb, the galactic city, postsuburb, exopolis.
 Do we need new words? Let’s keep the term, “suburbia,” and rename its layers. One can trace the history of suburban construction over seven eras. The Borderlands began about 1820, the Picturesque Enclaves about 1850, the Streetcar Buildouts around 1870, the Mail Order and Self-Built Suburbs about 1900, the Sitcom Suburbs about 1950, the Edge Nodes around 1970, and the E-Space Fringes about 1990. All continue to be found, and many are still being built, in the metropolitan regions of 2000.

Most histories of the suburb are categorized by transportation—railroad, streetcar, auto—but the older transit networks are often gone today. This analysis shifts to a cultural landscape approach, stressing land use and using aerial photography as documentation. Most histories of suburbia deal with male perspectives on middle and upper middle class suburbs. This essay will compare working class suburban configurations of house and yard to affluent ones, and look at how both have been presented in popular culture. It will also ask how women and children have experienced suburban spaces.

The double dream for suburbia is house plus community.
 Model houses have been idealized at some times, and model communities at others, but most people hope for both a decent house and a sense of connection to a more public world. Model houses are often compromised by context; model towns often fail because of expense and social conflict. Perhaps the most common problem is that individual houses have often been promoted as if they were situated in model communities, when they were not. Similarly, tracts of houses have often been hyped as perfect towns, complete with appropriate public facilities and infrastructure, when they were not towns at all. While many intellectuals and designers have sneered at suburban residents as credulous, this is a simplistic, disrespectful response. Ordinary people are hopeful about their family and community life, and they struggle to supply what is lacking in order to make places work. Disentangling the strands of suburban development leads to a clearer sense of which traditions are negative, and which are positive. 

In my earlier book, Redesigning the American Dream: The Future of Housing, Work, and Family Life, I argued that by the 1950s, the American suburban house had become a private utopia, replacing the model town which had engaged many Americans’ hopes a century earlier. In the mid-nineteenth century, developer Llewellyn Haskell promoted his expensive suburban enclave at Llewellyn Park, New Jersey, as “an Eden... away from the common haunts of Man.”
 But by the 1890s, when streetcar suburb builder Samuel E. Gross of Chicago depicted an angel with a sword labeled “justice” delivering a small cottage to a workman with a dinner pail, heaven was a modest house. The theme of working class suburban house as heaven is picked up again in D.J. Waldie’s poetic evocation of Lakewood, California, entitled Holy Land.
 

Perhaps middle class Americans held on to the dream of the exclusive model community until World War II, but in the aftermath, a scramble for houses resulted. In 1946, a cover from The New Yorker showed a large neo-Colonial house descending on pink clouds to an affluent husband, wife and child. (But not everyone was in heaven—outside the back door, an African American maid encountered a Fuller brush salesman.) Currently, middle class residents are being wooed back to a revival of faith in the model suburb, promoted with zealous architectural determinism. In 1992, new urbanist architects Andreas Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk announced “The Second Coming of the American Small Town.”
 Michael Eisner of Disney has predicted grateful people will exclaim, “Thank God for Celebration!”
 Yet Celebration is a highly publicized example of the impossibility of creating a model middle class community by building “neo-traditional” Greek Revival and Victorian houses. A brief look at each era of American suburban development will reveal architectural forms that Americans may feel nostalgia for, but it will also situate the larger spatial and economic patterns.

Borderlands, 1820

Beginning about 1820, some households sought a more rural lifestyle than growing urban centers like New York or Boston could offer. Historians John Stilgoe and Henry Binford have defined the Borderlands as places where families might choose to set up housekeeping in pastoral settings outside the growing cities. The city commute was possible by steamboat, on horseback, or in a private carriage. (Later it could be by railroad.) All classes lived in the borderlands, but the rich had two houses, one rural, one urban, while the poor were farmers or farm workers with small rural homes. Only middle class men and women wanted to have it all, country and city, with just one house. They struggled with the difficult commutes while popularizing life among the trees and flowers, removed from the pollution, epidemics, and economic stresses of the city under industrial capitalism. 
 

Borderland families had two inspirational leaders who wrote best sellers. Andrew Jackson Downing, son of a nurseryman, built his practice along the Hudson River as a landscape consultant in Newburg, New York, helping to define the picturesque styles of country homes he felt were best suited to Borderland scenery and life. His Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening…with Remarks on Rural Architecture, illustrated how to convert an ordinary farm into a gentleman’s estate with ten years of planting and work.
 Cottage Residences elaborated the architectural choices. 

Catharine Beecher, author of a Treatise on Domestic Economy in 1842, and co-author of The American Woman’s Home in 1869, also wrote for a borderland audience. She urged women to take charge of the suburban house and family, which she called “the home church of Jesus Christ,” by instructing them to stay home and master efficient house design and gardening, as well as the spiritual nurturing of large families.
 The gendered, pious approach to middle class suburban life, man nurturing the land, woman the family, first laid out by these two authors, has remained influential, although women complained of “Lonelyville.” 
 But the advice givers could not solve one problem of the borderland, the advance of the city. Once remote houses in pastoral locations in 1820 were invaded by industries and their workers, as well as crowded by the shanties of squatters, who might keep goats or pigs on lawns, and steal their middle class neighbors’ timber.

Picturesque Enclaves, 1850

Borderland values of scenery and family were codified and expanded when landscape architects and architects began to design entire new suburban communities as Picturesque Enclaves. Beginning in the 1850s, romantic Gothic Revival and Greek Revival houses appeared on winding roads laid out in lush landscaping. Often there was centrally reserved parkland, often some shared community activities and rituals took place in the common space. Idealism about the sanctity of the model suburb connects enclaves to other mid-nineteenth century town-making efforts whose founders believed that building a model community led to the reform of society. In 1840 Emerson commented, “Not a reading man but has a draft of a new community in his waistcoat pocket,” referring to communitarian socialists such as the Shakers, the Oneida Perfectionists, or the followers of Charles Fourier at the North American Phalanx, near Red Bank, New Jersey, or at Brook Farm, in West Roxbury, Massachusetts. All of these communitarians thought of themselves as building “patent office models of the good society” because they believed that the founders of other new towns would copy their example.
 Many early suburbs were conceived with the same religious fervor and environmental determinism. At Llewellyn Park, New Jersey, Haskell, the developer, was himself a religious Perfectionist, and his architect, Alexander Jackson Davis, had a simultaneous commission for a Fourierist Phalanx in New Jersey.

Unlike the communitarians’ towns, or the Methodists’ camp meetings, which breathed religious excitement, the early picturesque enclaves were rich.
 Llewellyn Park, in Orange, New Jersey, designed in the 1850s, transported wealthy businessmen, social reformers, and religious enthusiasts from city centers and placed them closer to nature. Davis, two decades earlier, had produced a guide to Rural Residences in 1837, including an “American Cottage,” a “Farmer’s House,” and a “Villa” with wife on the porch and husband wheeling the infant stroller.
 When Haskell first hired him to remodel an older building, Davis got on so well with his client that the job turned into a model community. Haskell’s mountainous land had views, cliffs, and ponds. And Haskell and his friends—businessmen, social reformers, religious idealists—had the funds to work with the terrain to achieve palatial Victorian comfort with full-time live-in servants. Llewellyn Park residents celebrated May Day, accompanied by reporters, with an elaborate ceremony in their central park.
 But true to many model suburbs, they never finished building the library and other community facilities promised at the start.

Enclaves were promoted in newspapers, popular magazines, novels, and plays as models of American life. When Frederick Law Olmsted designed Riverside, Illinois, in 1869, he achieved a most influential design despite a flat, swampy tract of land, because he added 32,000 deciduous trees and 47,000 shrubs. What was not reported in the papers was Olmsted’s sour view that his clients were perpetuating a “regular flyaway speculation,” with the promoters stealing $500.000 from the city of Chicago to cover overruns (those trees?) and then going under in the Panic of 1873.
 Thirty years later, that suburb had filled out. Similar landscaped enclaves with winding streets, designed by the Olmsted office for communities from Atlanta to Buffalo, began to set the standard for many other architects, landscape architects, and builders throughout the country for the next fifty or sixty years, although often in reduced form. 

Enclaves for the affluent continued to be developed, some noted for their snobbishness as much as for their scenery. In 1886, architect Bruce Price designed the resort of Tuxedo Park, New York, with massive stone gates and an exclusive clubhouse on six thousand private acres surrounded by a barbed wire fence, eight feet high and twenty-four miles long, guarded by private police. Price’s daughter was Emily Post, prolific author on etiquette, who called it an “American rural community.”
 In the age of the automobile, Palos Verdes, California, was designed by the younger Olmsted, providing Spanish colonial style architecture on dramatic hills overlooking the Pacific Ocean, with golf club and nursery school. While celebrating Mexican feast days as local rituals, residents saw no irony in adopting deed restrictions to prohibit purchasers of Mexican descent.
 In Kansas City, J.C. Nichols developed the Country Club District with “1000 Acres Restricted,” prohibiting billboards and African American residents.

Historian John Archer suggests that early British colonial suburbs became sites for the “establishment and augmentation of a person’s individual identity,” architecturally celebrating the alienation of wealth and privilege from the process of production, although dependent upon it.”
 Robert Fishman, who has also studied many of the English precedents for American suburbs in this era, puts it more simply as the “triumphant assertion of middle class values” accompanied by “the alienation of the middle classes from the industrial world they themselves were creating.” 
 It is a complex task to unravel the racism and snobbery of certain enclaves from the positive aspects of spaces designed with a picturesque aesthetic in mind, respecting the natural landscape, rocks, hills, rivers, lakes, wetlands, and wildlife. As Mary Corbin Sies has observed, residents’ effective strategies for the preservation of physical character (strategies many other Americans can learn from) were often accompanied by extremely narrow views of social coherence, with negative lessons to teach.
 
Streetcar Buildouts, 1870

From the 1870s on, Streetcar Buildouts provided a cut-rate version of the suburban ideal.
 A natural outgrowth of the omnibus, the horsecar, and the electric streetcar, these new suburbs were linear developments along expanding transit lines of single family, two-family, and three-family dwellings, with some commercial and apartment structures. Builders marketed these dwellings to second-generation Americans, children of immigrants who had grown up in inner city tenements. Construction proceeded on a modest scale with builders’ consensus about what looked good—in New England, generally narrow lots, high lot coverage, long two or three story wood frame dwellings, gable end to the street. In the Midwest and West, smaller cottages or bungalows of a single story were often preferred.

Eugene Wood’s article of 1910, “Why Pay Rent?” explored the contradictions of “quiet” streetcar suburbs built out to the maximum, and crowded commutes. These dwellings were never as separated from waged and unwaged work as the Enclaves pretended to be. Multiple wage workers in families included women and children; multiple units included arrangements for kin and boarders; wives also cared for chickens and grew food. At the same time, sweat equity was part of the deal. Owner builders were common in some cities. Bands of settlement were graded by income and available transport. Often ethnic clubs and churches—Irish American, Polish American, Italian American—provided social centers. Involvement by trained architects in streetcar suburbs was minimal, but city governments’ planners and engineers started to supply infrastructure (water pipes, gas light or electricity) and think about annexation. 

Today the streetcar suburbs may not be thought of as suburbs, because of their density and closeness to the center of the city. People may call them “the old neighborhood.” They vary in form and age in different parts of the country. In Boston, the owner-builders were often operating on a very small scale, producing two or three structures in a career. Samuel Gross in Chicago operated on a larger scale, responsible for tens of thousands of houses at varying prices which could be purchased on long term plans. Detroit was somewhere in between.
 In San Francisco, in the Sunset district, an unusual streetcar suburb was made out of streetcars themselves, older models taken out of service and converted into funky, bottom-of-the-market dwellings.
 

Whatever the city, the small front gardens of streetcar suburbs were often intensively cultivated. Different ethnic neighborhoods could be identified by their plantings, and the varied delights of their kitchen gardens contrast with the exotic landscapes of the elite enclaves.
 Where streetcar suburbs have been well-maintained, they offer livable patterns of mixed use worth re-examining for their compact land use and good public transit. They also have offered options for the elderly and the three-generation family unmatched in other models. 

Mail Order and Self-Built Suburbs, 1900

By the turn of the century, customers could order a house from a catalogue, and here the Mail Order and Self-Built Suburbs were born. Customers first picked out plans, and then had every last piece of lumber, every nail and door knob, shipped to the site. With the rise of companies producing mail-order houses, such as Sears, Aladdin, or Pacific Readi-Cut Homes, the American house was disconnected from questions of site and neighborhood.
 In the beginning, companies hoped to appeal to do-it-yourself homeowners. But these kits were hard to put together, so many frustrated homeowners hired carpenters to help them do the job. Many companies also began pre-assembling discreet parts of the house, such as built-in cabinets or bathrooms, to make the job easier. Sometimes they also offered to send a crew to construct the house from the parts in thirty days.
 

Other homeowners stuck to self-building, sometimes for lack of resources, building the place over time, with scavenged materials if necessary. An African American suburb, Chagrin Falls Park, outside of Cleveland, was a source of pride to those who put it together, despite the lack of infrastructure. One resident said, “I think I bettered my condition…I had nice, fresh air, and you could have vegetables and a garden.” 

In cities like Los Angeles, which developed 1,200 miles of streetcar lines by 1915, the largest public transit system in the country, the dense New England and Midwestern streetcar suburb was transformed into a giant land sale, setting the stage for the mail-order and self-built houses. Streetcar companies, many of them privately held, were also often in the land business. Subdividers in LA held huge barbecues with slabs of roasted meat to attract potential buyers to auctions of lots in empty terrain. In Chicago, developers offered circus tents with polka bands. Wagons drew up loaded with kegs of beer. 

Buyers then decided how to build on their new suburban lots, and many chose the mail-order option. Spanish Colonial might rise next to a Craftsman bungalow or a New England Cape. The mail-order manufacturers recognized the loosening of neighborhood bonds here, and formed clubs that held occasional picnics for their customers. Some of them also paid commissions to customers who recruited new buyers for the company. There were also some new communities constructed entirely of mail-order houses, including company towns, boom towns, and mining towns, but overall, the most powerful effect of the mail order and self-built suburbs was the dissolution of the older, denser patterns of transit-related suburbs, both in physical form and in availability of public transit. Not only were they stylistically diverse. Once lots were sold, many streetcar companies stopped running the transit lines. And the automobile was increasing in popularity, capable of carrying people to new strip shopping centers.

Between 1929 and 1946, due to the Depression and World War II, very few new houses or new suburbs were built. In this time, however, the federal government became involved in housing, through Herbert Hoover’s efforts (as Secretary of Commerce and then as President) to promote home ownership as a big business strategy for economic recovery from the depression. Hoover’s Commerce Department supported Better Homes in America, Inc.
 By 1930, this was a coalition of over 7000 local chapters composed of bankers, builders, and manufacturers lobbying for government support of private developers’ home-building efforts. 

Following Hoover, the Roosevelt era saw the establishment of new town programs in the New Deal, and public housing legislation, but they were never as influential. After a federal plan for a model town to house war workers, designed by Eero Saarinen, George How, Louis Kahn, and Oscar Stonorov, was defeated by the real estate lobby, self-built suburbs grew by default around the Willow Run plant in Michigan, where Ford produced bombers in World War II. Similar self-building occurred around naval bases in San Diego.
By the mid-1940s, builders were busily discrediting public construction of shelter as “un-American” and promoting government subsidies for private housing development as essential to democracy. Picture Windows, by Rosalyn Baxandall and Elizabeth Ewen, discusses the heavy lobbying by bankers and builders behind the hearings on housing dominated by Senator Joseph McCarthy in 1947 and 1948.
 McCarthy developed his “sledgehammer style” hassling proponents of public housing and planned towns as socialists and communists. 
Sitcom Suburbs, 1950

Sitcom Suburbs of the late 1940s and 1950s were constructed with multiple federal government supports: subsidized mortgages for buyers, subsidized financing for developers, subsidized highways to reach the houses. These suburbs appeared at the same time as national television programs, and many included televisions sets built into living room walls. Cultural critics such as Lewis Mumford carped at the uniformity, but from the late 1940s on, vast developments of one-family houses on small lots offered the cheapest shelter available to white, male-headed families. 

Mass-produced Sitcom Suburbs, created in large numbers for returning veterans, with few community facilities, jobs, or public transit options, resembled earlier, smaller tracts of the Mail Order and Self-Built Suburbs that required commuting by automobile. What was new was their urban scale. The first Levittown, for example, totaled about 17,000 houses, or 55,000 people. Lakewood, California, was even larger. The new developments were produced by far larger corporations who controlled vast tracts of land, worked with the federal government, and sold basic, small houses to consumers, while describing themselves as “community builders” because they built a few swimming pools or small commercial centers.

While the scale and speed of production of such suburbs by non-union workers suggested the industrial might of post-War America, the designs were nostalgic Cape Cod cottages or “ranches.” 
Working class residents were mixed by ethnicity and religion more than before— Italian American and Polish American and Russian American, Catholic and Protestant and Jewish—but all white. Racial segregation, always part of the suburban experience, now was enforced by government loan policies and local bankers’ redlining. So was gender discrimination in lending. The long-term economic effects of racial and gender exclusion were heightened by the vast scale of new tracts, and by their promotion in mass culture. Fifty years later, households headed by persons of color and women still lagged behind in their rates of home ownership.

In 1948, William Levitt made his famous comment about male home owners who would be converting attics into spare bedrooms and mowing the lawns: “No man who has a house and lot can be a communist. He has too much to do.” Historian Barbara Kelly has documented the way Levittown residents added to their homes in Expanding the American Dream, echoing the activity of the Self-Built Suburbs earlier.
 Now, however, there was less flexibility about multiple units and family types. The three-generation family was split. Older members remained in inner city neighborhoods as renters, adult children were scattered into new suburbs.

In the television sitcoms of the era, only one kind of model family was presented as suitable for one kind of model house. The family had an employed dad, a stay-at-home mom, and a traditional house on a suburban street in Leave It to Beaver, Ozzie and Harriet, or Father Knows Best. Recent films such as Pleasantville and The Truman Show satirize overly controlled places, neo-Colonial clapboard houses, neat lawns framed by picket fences, Moms in high heels and dresses making dinner, racial exclusion. Television reached all households, even the families who didn’t get the houses, and because of this, many groups excluded from the sitcom suburbs of the 1950s, and from the public subsidies that supported them, still saw the house as an emblem of belonging and upward mobility. The Sitcom Suburb was federal policy, backed by intense corporate lobbying and reinforced by product placement in sitcoms as well as thousands of television commercials that used the model house as the setting for all sorts of goods from detergents to diapers, dishwashers to Dodge cars. The economic goals of Better Homes in America, Inc., and all of the lobbyists behind McCarthy, had been realized.

Interplay between real developers and the makers of sitcoms and movies in this era is fascinating. In Bachelor in Paradise, a bachelor ( Bob Hope) heads for a California tract to write an analysis of its social life, sure he will hate it. By the end of the film, he has married the only single woman within miles and moved in for good. In Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House, an advertising executive (Cary Grant) tires of New York and moved his family to an isolated, custom built, neo-Colonial suburban house, where he was overcharged for everything.
 (Because Eric Hodgins wrote for Fortune magazine, it is quite possible his novel, and the subsequent film, were meant to play alongside the McCarthy housing hearings, where private builders stressed the impossibility of making postwar housing with unionized construction trades, as well as attacked the “communistic” nature of public housing.) Over seventy model Blandings “dream houses” were constructed around the country and raffled off as publicity for the film. In Kansas City, the developer J.C. Nichols demonstrated he could build the same house for less than Blandings paid. Orders poured in. 

Meanwhile, Hodgins wrote Blanding’s Way, the sequel never filmed. The hero gave up commuting and moved his family back to midtown Manhattan, where Blandings could walk to his job in an ad agency selling dog food and whisky. Unfortunately, most suburbanites couldn’t afford this option. They were stuck with the sitcom, which cast them as Mr. Homeowner and Mrs. Consumer. Houses kept getting a little larger, and many families tried to move up as they discovered the “mansion subsidy,” tax deductions for mortgage interest that rose with the cost and size of the house. Estimated at $81 billion in 1994, the mansion subsidy remains larger than the annual budget of the department of Housing and Urban Development. 

Edge Nodes, 1960

From the 1960s on, private developers responded to the federally supported infrastructure of Interstate highways, and the lack of planned centers, public space, and public facilities in Sitcom Suburbs, by large-scale construction of commercial real estate—the basis of the Edge Nodes. Malls and offices sprouted adjacent to Interstate offramps in areas hard to locate and often named “intersection of 7 and 84.” Terms such as “outtown,” and “edge city” did not explain these places. Perhaps “taxopolis” would have been better. As Tom Hanchett has shown, these were usually at the edge of the suburban ring because federal tax policies between 1954 and 1986 offered accelerated depreciation for new commercial real estate in greenfield locations.
 Edge Nodes brought the rise of the mall and the destruction of many Main Streets. Nodes often spilled over into older arterials nearby, where loose zoning and automotive uses (billboards, fast food, gas stations, auto sales, motels) had prevailed since the 1920s. Site plans were scaled to the truck or car, never to the pedestrian. Access by public transit was minimal and routes often reinforced segregation by race and class.

Over time Edge Nodes added more building types— “category killers” (big box discount stores), and “power centers” (groups of big boxes), plus disguised boxes and outlet malls trying to look like villages, cineplexes, and freeway churches. Building was cheap; depreciation was accelerated; obsolescence was rapid. Less and less was local. Businesses were increasingly tied to national or international chains, part of an expanding global economy, often requiring airport access as well as access by truck. Warehouse-like buildings were dictated by management protocols about “facilities” having nothing to do with the towns where they operated.
 

Although it has become the most visible of American suburban landscapes, Edge Node has few defenders. Those who do speak in its favor, such as Joel Garreau, tend to idealize it as a temporary, rough “frontier” of economic growth.
 The presence of housing in Edge Nodes was often the result of a developer filling-in leftover sites with “affordable” housing units. Nearby freeways made many of them undesirable. Unlike all of the earlier patterns, almost no one chose to call Edge Node home if there were other residential options. Millions who worked in Edge Nodes refused to live in places like Tyson’s Corner, Virginia, or Schaumburg, Illinois, an environment documented by photographer Bob Thrall with the ironic title, The New American Village.
 Instead, many Americans chose to drive to residences located even farther away, on the rural fringe.

E-Space Fringes, 1990

Sometime early in the twentieth century, starting with the Mail Order Suburb, and continuing with the Sitcom Suburb, Americans began to separate the house from its neighborhood, and idealize the house itself. By the 1990s, consumers were focused on the house. Although jobs had moved to the Edge Nodes, cheap gas and subsidized freeways meant that workers could commute outside those Nodes, scattering into the rural areas beyond, creating a new pattern I have named E-Space Fringe.
 The arrival of digital technologies (e-space) made it easier for the two-worker family to arrange to be in a remote location.
 Houses might include a home office as some workers were freed by telecommuting. Some might include two home offices. Even rural states such as Vermont have been affected by fringe development so vast it overpowers small towns and rural landscapes.
 Globally, affluent Americans consumed a staggering portion of the world’s resources to sustain larger and larger houses and the patterns of consumption they imply, with or without the home offices.

E-Space Fringe appeared to be a revival of the Borderland aesthetic of the 1820s with its vision of pastoral life in the countryside, supported by digital technologies. By the mid-80s, as family types and roles changed, many feminists thought that housing and neighborhood spaces might change (by the addition of day care, home offices, and accessory units), acknowledging the new burdens of women’s paid work, and new family types. This did happen in Europe, with city complexes like the Frauenwerkstadt of Vienna. In the United States, there were employed mothers looking for day care, and home offices. There were more accessory units for grandparents or nannies, but not many older neighborhoods were reconfigured. 

Only a few new American housing projects considered the need for new service elements in multi-family design. Instead, single family houses got bigger and farther apart, in response to women’s earnings and lower interest rates, and more families hired poor women of color as nannies and maids.
 Corporate cleaning services such as Merry Maids and Maids International paid the minimum wage while charging about $25. per worker per hour for domestic service. Advocates of digital technology touted the e-space fringe as modern, but its patterns rested on a Victorian architecture of gender, on low-paid servants or unpaid female housework and male yard work. It was as old as Downing and Beecher, corsets and bustles, wing collars and frock coats.

The original borderland was “Lonelyville” to many women, and so is the new E-Space Fringe. As women have worked outside the home, their social contacts have increased, but children have less contact with parents, and husbands with wives. The nuclear family of the sitcom suburbs fragmented as American men and women were working very long hours to pay for larger, more remote houses, and for the cars to reach three acres of former farmland, or five acres of woods, and a big house. Often huge new houses lacked any design quality in their arrangements. And with “mansionization” came “tear downs.” (Older houses, some of them historic landmarks, were torn down to make way for houses three or four times larger on existing, desirable sites in rural areas or older suburban neighborhoods.) 

A second trend has been to create new Enclaves in the fringe, large-scale suburban developments, most of them expensive, some of them gated, some of them designed in historicist styles according to the codes of “New Urbanist” architects and planners who oppose sprawl. These are greenfield developments, organized by many of the same large developers who have produced more conventional subdivisions in the past. What attracts them to the fringe is the lower cost of land, and the availability of large amounts of land not under local regulation.

Why have borderland ideas and enclaves lasted? Many pastoral dreams were revived in the 1950s, as ex-urbanites commuting on special club cars from towns like Westport, Connecticut, to Madison Avenue, looked for ways to sell television programs and consumer goods to residents of Sitcom Suburbs.
 The producers and ad men liked to think of themselves as superior to the residents of mass-produced sitcom suburbs. The media men thought they were lifestyle pioneers, living two lives at once, having dynamic city jobs and country homes, cultural stimulation and natural beauty, best of both worlds, no compromises. They passed these values on in their work, but their borderland scenarios always rested on servants or an unpaid mom. The borderland life also rested on belief in access to an endless amount of available land, and on access to new technologies of transportation and communication to overcome the friction of distance. With each successive generation, and each mile from the inner city to the outer fringe, it became less tenable socially, ecologically, and physically. 

Back to Borderlands and Enclaves, or Beyond?

Many of the spatial conventions and social expectations of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries remain to the present day, layers tangled in memory, experience, and manners, as well as in the images of popular culture and the pronouncements of architects and urban planners. In the first half of the nineteenth century, residents, designers, and pattern book writers forged enduring ideals of romantic houses set in picturesque terrain inhabited by elite, exclusive communities. The ideals were made three-dimensional, first for individual families, then for rich members of Enclaves between 1820 and 1860. When suburban houses were also mass-produced for working families in Streetcar Buildouts, Mail Order Suburbs, and Sitcom Suburbs, they lost some of their snob appeal. Cultural critics sneered, but modest houses and yards made ordinary, working class residents also feel connected to nature, able to rear their families, and able to form ties with other suburban residents, despite rather limited natural settings. Because of sweat equity, very minimal places became more comfortable. While the working class patterns are physically spare, they seem far more savvy, recognizing economic constraints and the multiple connections between home and work. They suggest how to go beyond the Borderland and the Enclave, rather than back to them. 

Any analysis of the “costs of sprawl” must rest on detailed economic history, substantial knowledge of how the layers of suburban American have been constructed, as well as how the work of reproduction has been accomplished. Without such historical analysis, it is difficult to weigh the strengths and weaknesses of new proposals as well. Architects and developers often suggest today that new enclaves are the best way to solve suburban planning problems, because they offer the fewest constraints.
 Density in New Urbanist enclaves is fine, so are good proportions and narrow streets, but not the privatized gentility, high prices, and greenfield locations. 

Less flashy projects include far more economic savvy, such as a Hope VI project in Indianapolis, administered by Eugene Jones as the Executive Director of the Indianapolis Housing Authority, and designed by Clyde Woods of Indianapolis and Tise, Hurwitz, and Diamond of Boston.
 As part of a broad local economic development strategy, planners, architects, and organizers trained small contractors to construct sections of the project, house by house. They worked at the scale of the streetcar and self-built suburbs in an African American neighborhood. Instead of contracting the whole project to a large builder, they taught and enabled very small builders to create new one and two-family units to fit in with an existing older neighborhood in scale and streetscape. For the professionals involved, such as project architects Daniel Glenn and Olon Dotson, it meant tough, unglamorous work, with lots of organizing. But they recognized the multiple dimensions of housing as a part of economic production as well as reproduction. And they recognized the importance of connecting physically to an existing community.

A history of American suburbia is the history of the search for the double dream, house and community. Millions of families got houses and yards, although working class families have often had to build their houses, or earn extra cash at home to hold onto them. The getting of community has been more uncertain. Middle class community space is often in better supply than working class community space. But everywhere, real community is constructed by people, not developers. Designers can offer public space that supports or constrains community, but there is no magic connection, no perfect town where architecture makes the better society. That was an idea of the 1840s, a time when designers also thought the perfect prison could eliminate crime, and the perfect hospital cure mental illness.

Political Implications

Where there are existing houses (hard won), existing public infrastructure, and existing community networks (forged over years of propinquity), it makes sense to nurture and protect older suburbs, to infill and rehabilitate, rather than to design again. Communities of activists and voters are essential to this place-based process. It is time to repair each layer in the dispersed metropolitan landscape, and consider how to deal with each type, remembering that homeowner subsidies, developer subsidies, and municipal services have been distributed unevenly over the decades and some greater equality is due. 

The old Enclaves may need preservation, but help should be given in exchange for public access and interpretation of their private parks and natural landscapes. The aging Streetcar Buildouts, Self-Built, Mail Order, and Sitcom Suburbs may need transit restored if it has been disrupted, and green spaces, schools, and social services strengthened or added. They might welcome tax incentives for owner improvements. In the larger and more spacious versions of these suburbs, accessory apartments can improve their flexibility to house smaller families. The Edge Nodes are a lesson in how Americans need to assess developers rather than subsidize them. They cry out for new landscaping requirements and tough infrastructure assessments to discourage greenfield development and promote adaptive reuse by employers and retailers. And the E-space Fringe? A growth boundary is one tool some communities are using to halt it. Requiring dedicated public open space in new subdivisions, connected to a spine of existing open space, is another. Farmland preservation is a third. All of these tools are partial; each is more effective when applied in combination with the others. The whole metropolitan agenda needs to be more than the sum of the parts. 

Sixty percent of Americans live in suburbs, but those suburbs form metropolitan regions. As the conversation about “Smart Growth” proceeds, programs to conserve the physical character of older suburban landscapes, to improve the houses and extend the sense of community, need to be supported by national and state policy as well as by local initiatives. Complex corporate lobbying efforts over the past seventy-five years have led to the current configuration of the cultural landscape, with millions of private houses and relatively few satisfactory centers of public life. For decades, these lobbyists used political influence to shape a private market for shelter based on government subsidies that might have been better directed toward building public spaces and infrastructure. Builders like Levitt then falsely marketed basic shelter as community. White male heads of working class households benefited, but income tax deductions always subsidized the rich more handsomely than home buyers of modest means. People of color, female heads of households, and renters got nothing. The tax situation was compounded by federal policies that recognized the necessity of commercial development in suburban communities, but provided corporate incentives for greenfield sites and rapid depreciation. Americans have cherished suburbia in many of its forms, but feel puzzled and frustrated by its chaotic shape.

With good reason, a new generation hopes to start over. The problem is that many Americans believe starting over means exerting total design control over elite enclaves or placing isolated houses in undeveloped land at the fringe. So what might it really mean to be smarter? Suburbia is the hinge, the connection between layers past and future, between old inequalities and new possibilities. In all kinds of existing suburbs, inequalities of gender, class, and race have been embedded in material form. So have unwise environmental choices. If these are to be changed, first some significant preservation, renovation, and infill must take place on the suburban ground already occupied, as well as in the center city. Directing federal, state, and local subsidies toward the less affluent and away from major corporations, designing appropriate public transit, and requiring more environmental accountability will be difficult. Activist groups may be able to mobilize voters’ commitments to existing suburban and urban places in order to mount sustained political pressure against the real estate-banking-building-automotive lobby that has wielded influence for the last eighty years. A new political consensus will be essential to reconfiguring the American metropolitan landscape as a place of socially and environmentally responsible development.
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