
was insufficient to stop the proliferation of “base tenements” and disorderly houses on the city’s
fringe; most likely because it was there that such objectionable businesses as soap making, tanning,
and oil boiling were concentrated.10 As it was impossible to remove all odors from the city, especially
because sewers were nonexistent and inhabitants used open peat and wood fires for cooking and
heating, the lords tried to locate toward the windward while those who served them were relegated
toward the lee.11

Although American cities were not rigidly segregated by class before 1815, and although the poor
often lived in alleys hard by the more opulent dwellings of the wealthy, there were clear indications
that the suburbs were in every way inferior to the core of the city.12 The word itself had strong
perjorative connotations. Ralph Waldo Emerson referred to “suburbs and outskirts of things,” while
Nathaniel Parker Willis lamented that in comparison with England America had “sunk from the
stranger to the suburban or provincial.”13

William Penn’s “Greene Countrie Towne,” the largest eighteenth-century American city, serves as
an example of this tendency. Norman J. Johnston has plotted the residences of Philadelphia church
members of varying status in 1811 and has presented evidence of a clear ranking of residential areas.
The wealthy sought dwellings in the heart of the city, not on the edges. Meanwhile, the city’s first
suburb, Southwark, was populated mainly by artisans—carpenters, shoemakers, tailors—or by
persons whose lives were in one way or another connected with the sea (TABLE 1-1).14 Although not
yet the slum it would later become, Southwark counted very few men of wealth or position among its
residents. With fewer than four times as many citizens as Southwark in 1790, Philadelphia counted
twelve times as many physicians, thirteen times as many merchants and dealers, and twelve times as
many lawyers as the suburban community.15

Southwark had little status in part because of the long tradition of forcing unwanted business such
as slaughterhouses, leather dressers, and houses of prostitution out to the periphery.16 On May 3,
1799, the Aurora thus described the Philadelphia suburbs:

Persons who are disposed to visit the environs of this city, and more particularly on a warm day
after a rain, are saluted with a great variety of fetid and disgusting smells, which are exhaled from
the dead carcases of animals, from stagnant waters, and from every species of filth that can be
collected from the city, thrown in heaps as if designedly to promote the purposes of death. . . .17

TABLE 1-1
Occupational Distribution, District of Southwark

Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, 1790a
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In 1849, almost exactly fifty years later, this sentiment was echoed by George G. Foster, who
noted, “Nine-tenths of those whose rascalities have made Philadelphia so unjustly notorious live in the
dens and shanties of the suburbs.” He went on to label a suburban prostitution center as “the core of
the rottenest and most villainous neighborhood ever peopled by human beings.”18

This same pattern of decreasing desirability of residence corresponding with increasing distance
from the center of the walking city appears in New York. Before the American Revolution, the
wealthiest residents of Manhattan lived on the waterfront lanes—especially Dock Street—at the
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The value of the land was enhanced as the park—admission to which has traditionally been by a
special key available only to the chosen—became the center of a wealthy neighborhood and gave an
uptown push to the movement of the affluent away from lower Manhattan. By the time of the
Mexican War, Gramercy Park had become a bastion of correct society. Dr. Valentine Mott,
reportedly “as great a surgeon as Wellington was a soldier,” lived at No. 1; Amos Pinchot, noted
politician and former governor of Pennsylvania, lived at No. 2. Numbers 3 and 4, considered the most
beautiful houses on the park, belonged to Mayor James Harper of the publishing house. Vincent Astor
at No. 5, novelist Henrietta B. Haines at No. 10, composer and patron of the arts Samuel L. M.
Barlow at No. 11, former Secretary of the Treasury Albert Gallatin at No. 24, and the Stein way piano
family at No. 26 were among the early notables.5

TABLE 2-1
Occupational Distribution, District of Penn (South Penn)

Philadelphia County, Pennsylvania, 1850a
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Residential development in Philadelphia was similar to that of its larger rival. In 1850 the City of
Brotherly Love counted about 565,000 inhabitants, its built-up area extended over about ten square
miles, and its most important axis of growth was out Ridge Avenue to the northwest. Socioeconomic
changes in the Penn District between 1850 and 1860, when that area was directly in the path of
advancing settlement (TABLES 2-1 and 2-2) suggest the increasing status of peripheral residence.
Artisans and unskilled laborers who walked to work in the adjacent industrial suburbs of Spring
Garden and Kensington were the dominant group in both years.6 But as population soared in formerly
empty areas, the proportion of merchants, manufacturers, physicians, and grocers, the “new middle
class,” in Sam Bass Warner’s phrase, approximately doubled.7 After the Civil War, the number of
commuters to the center city continued to increase as businessman opted for “all the beauties of the
country, within an easy and cheap communication with the city.”8

TABLE 2-2
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Occupational Distribution, District of Penn (Ward 20)
City of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 1860a

The movement of the affluent toward Beacon Hill in Boston, Gramercy Park and Washington
Square in New York, and Germantown near Philadelphia was duplicated in other metropolitan areas.
In Cincinnati, travel writer Willard Glazer described the suburbs in 1883 as a “Paradise of grass,
gardens, lawns, and tree-shaded roads.” In San Francisco by 1860 the city’s bankers, merchants, and
doctors were moving away from downtown and putting up homes on the heights of Fern (Nob) Hill
and Russian Hill. In Chicago most of the high-grade residential areas were still very near the center of
the business district at the time of the Civil War, but a tendency for the fashionable to move toward
the periphery was clearly apparent by 1873 and was widespread by 1899. In Nashville prominent
citizens moved to Edgefield, lying east of the Cumberland River opposite the central business district,
after the construction of a suspension bridge in the 1850s. And in Buffalo new elite residential areas
were developed at the outer edges soon after 1860.9

In smaller cities and towns, suburbs remained predominantly slums until well into the twentieth
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TABLE 2-3
Population of New York City, Brooklyn, and Flatlands,

by Decades, 1790–1890
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In the next four decades, however, the town of Brooklyn was transformed. Regular steam ferry
service to New York City (then consisting only of Manhattan) began in 1814, and one year later the
Brooklyn Star predicted that the town “must necessarily become a favorite residence for gentlemen of
taste and fortune, for merchants and shopkeepers of every description, for artists, artisans,
merchants, laborers, and persons of every trade in society.” The accuracy of this prophecy soon
became apparent. With its tree-shaded streets, pleasant homes, access to Manhattan, and general
middle-class ambiance, Brooklyn attracted those who sought respite from the extraordinary bustle and
congestion of Gotham. Walt Whitman, whose office at the Brooklyn Eagle overlooked the Fulton
Ferry slip, frequently commented on the suburb’s phenomenal growth. “There,” he said, “men of
moderate means may find homes at a moderate rent, whereas in New York City there is no median
between a palatial mansion and a dilapidated hovel.” Writing often of the river, the fog and the ferries,
Whitman captured the commuting character of the place he called “Brooklyn the Beautiful:” 13

In the morning there is one incessant stream of people—employed in New York on business—
tending toward the ferry. This rush commences soon after six o’clock. . . . It is highly edifying to
see the phrenzy exhibited by certain portions of the younger gentlemen, a few rods from the
landing, when the bell strikes . . . they rush forward as if for dear life, and woe to the fat woman
or unwieldy person of any kind, who stands in their way.

Additional ferry lines soon expanded the commuting possibilities. In 1836, the South Ferry began
regular runs from Whitehall Street to Atlantic Street in Brooklyn, and in 1846 the Hamilton Ferry
began connecting Hamilton Avenue with the battery in Manhattan. By 1854 the Union Ferry Company
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FIGURE 5-1.

It remains today as similar to its origins as it is possible to be, and it looks much as it did in the
1930s, when four decades of development were all but completed. The 1980 census showed that the
largest income category in this heavily Republican, largely Protestant enclave of the wealthy was
“$75,000 or more.”

Bronxville was copied in Westchester as often as anywhere else. The county was particularly
suited for high-income residential development because of its attractive wooded and shoreline
topography and because no ferry transfer was necessary for the commute into Manhattan. Its new
communities, eighteen of which were incorporated between 1865 and 1898, were built at a time when
there was little fashionable suburban development elsewhere in the country, and they set the basic
pattern for many of the railroad suburbs in the entire nation (see TABLE A-6).
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8
Suburbs into Neighborhoods:

The Rise and Fall of
Municipal Annexation

Get your children into the country. The cities murder children. The hot pavements, the dust, the
noise, are fatal in many cases, and harmful always. The history of successful men is nearly always
the history of country boys.

—Wilmington, Delaware, real-estate advertisment, 1905

As new developments in home construction and in urban transportation encouraged American families
to move away from their old neighborhoods to new residences on the periphery, the most basic of
questions involved the provision of schools, sewers, utilities, and police and fire departments. Four
different approaches were possible: (1) cities could simply expand their boundaries by annexing newer
sections into the municipal corporation, (2) new municipalities could be created within the suburban
ring, (3) special taxing districts could be established to provide for one or more important functions,
and (4) county governments could expand their powers by becoming more like cities themselves.

Throughout the nineteenth century, the first alternative was predominant as American cities
annexed adjacent land and grew steadily larger in area and in population. Of course, there were always
a few small communities here and there that lost population, but most—and certainly all the larger
ones—added residents between each decennial census. Historically, city fathers tended to be
concerned with the rate of growth and with the relative standing of their community and rival cities.1

In the second half of the twentieth century, Americans have learned that urban population growth
is not inevitable and that city boundaries do not indefinitely expand. Boston, for instance, reached its
maximum population in 1950, and in the next three decades had a net loss of 238,000 inhabitants. And
the Hub is not unusual. New York City lost 800,000 in the same period; Chicago, 600,000; Detroit,
465,000; Philadelphia, 400,000; and St. Louis, 400,000. The process of annexation, as we shall see,
ended even earlier.

TABLE 8-1
Territorial Growth in Square Miles of the Twelve Largest American

Cities That Gained Population Between 1950 and 1980
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Declining cities are typically old and congested, and except for Birmingham, San Francisco, New
Orleans, and Atlanta, located in the East and Middle West. It is often alleged, in fact, that the
characteristics of these cities are themselves the reasons for their decline. In a youthful, mobile, and
affluent society that seems to be drifting toward the South and the West, one would expect aging and
crowded surroundings to be unpopular. But cities that are losing population share another more
significant characteristic: their boundaries have not expanded in the last halfcentury. The municipal
area of the dozen largest American cities that experienced a net decline in permanent residents
between 1950 and 1980 has increased by less than one percent since 1930. Individual cities have
expanded even less (See TABLE 8-2). Philadelphia, San Francisco, and Buffalo have not absorbed
additional land since before the Civil War.

Those who have grown up in the suburbs or central cities of the East or Middle West find nothing
very strange in all this. There is a Brookline as well as a Boston, an Evanston as well as a Chicago, a
New Rochelle as well as a New York, and no one is likely to argue successfully that they should share
a single municipal government. Yet the very fact that these dual communities continue to exist
represents a break with the earlier urban tradition. When cities first experienced explosive growth in
the nineteenth century, they expanded outward as well as in density. If the earlier pattern had
continued, Boston would probably encompass the entire area circumscribed by Route 128, New York
City would reach to White Plains in Westchester County and at least to the Suffolk County line on
Long Island, and Chicago would stretch half the distance to Milwaukee. Those who find such
assertions fantastic are reminded that dozens of American cities, including all those that boast high
population growth rates since World War II, have expanded their boundaries in just such a fashion.

TABLE 8-2
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Territorial Size in Square Miles of the Twelve Largest American
Cities That Lost Population Between 1950 and 1980

The Nineteenth Century

Without exception, the adjustment of local boundaries has been the dominant method of population
growth in every American city of consequence. If annexation (the addition of unincorpoated land to
the city) or consolidation (the absorption of one municipal government by an other, usually adjacent)
had not taken place, there would now be no great cities in the United States in the political sense of
the term.2 Only New York City would have grown as large as one million people, and it would have
remained confined to the island of Manhattan.3 Viewed another way, if annexation4 had not been
successful in the nineteenth century, many large cities would have been surrounded by suburbs even
before the Civil War.5 For example, the cities of New York and Philadelphia contained in 1980 less
than one-half the population of their metropolitan areas; in St. Louis, Pittsburgh, and Cleveland the
proportion was much less than one third (Appendix A-12). Their boundaries have not been altered for
the past three-quarters of a century, and these cities are now extreme examples of core areas being
strangled by incorporated suburbs. A St. Louis school administrator complained a decade ago that
suburbanites had “erected a wall of separation which towers above the city limits and constitutes a
barrier as effective as did those of ancient Jericho or that of the Potsdamer Platz in Berlin.”6 Yet if
these cities had been unable to add territory before the Civil War, their central areas would have
contained about the same percentage of the metropolitan population in 1850 as in 1980.
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TABLE 8-3
Territorial Size in Square Miles of the
Twenty Largest American Cities in

Area, 1980

If we consider the dozen largest American cities that lost population between 1950 and 1980, we
find that they had a very different experience in the nineteenth century.7 Taken as a group (see
TABLES 8-2 and 8-4), they expanded their boundaries by more than 500 percent through the addition
of more than 800 square miles of land between 1850 and 1910. In percentage terms, the decade of
greatest gain was the 1850s; in absolute terms, the premier decades were the 1890s and the 1880s. At
no time between 1850 and 1930, however, did these dozen cities in the aggregate annex less than an
average of 100 square miles in a decade.

Appropriately, the most significant annexations in the nineteenth century involved the nation’s three
largest cities: New York, Chicago, and Philadelphia. Philadelphia’s mammoth consolidation of the city
with Philadelphia County in 1854 is still, in percentage terms, the largest single annexation in American
history. In one move, the City of Brotherly Love quadrupled its population, expanded its area from 2
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Those who locate near the city limits are bound to know that the time may come when the
legislature will extend the limits and take them in. No principle of right or justice or fairness places
in their hands the power to stop the progress and development of the city, especially in view of the
fact that the large majority of them have located near the city for the purpose of getting the benefit
of transacting business or securing employment or following their profession in the city.40

Examples of forced annexations in the nineteenth century are numerous. In 1854 the consolidation
of Philadelphia was approved not by suburbanites, who in fact sent delegation after delegation to
oppose it, but rather by lawmakers in Harrisburg. Local referendums were not held on the San
Francisco Consolidation Act of 1856 or on any one of the frequent annexations to Chicago and
Baltimore prior to the 1880s.41 Lawmakers added to both St. Louis and Boston three times before
1860, but the local electorate in each city rejected annexation measures submitted in 1853. A vote to
reconsolidate the three municipalities of New Orleans met a popular defeat in 1850, only to be forced
by special legislation in 1852. Louisiana also gave Carrolton to the Crescent City in 1876 without
seeking the approval of the aroused residents.42 The Ohio General Assembly added to Cleveland in
1829 and 1834, but when merger with Ohio City was first submitted to the voters in 1851, the total of
the votes of the larger community was 1,098 to 850 against consolidation.43 Some annexations did
meet with popular approval, but it was in the legislative halls that the annexationists won their most
important nineteenth-century victories.44

The Twentieth Century Failure

For various reasons, then, the addition of peripheral land to cities was a normal process of urban
growth in the nineteenth century. To most people, it seemed entirely logical and even inevitable that
cities would add to their boundaries to accommodate a spreading and increasing population, even if
the affected families were themselves resistant to the idea. In 1899 a suburban Chicago newspaper
admitted, falsely as it turned out, that “the time may and doubtless will come when Oak Park will be
swallowed up by the great city.”45 Several rash people even predicted that Minneapolis and St. Paul
would come together into “one great city.”46

But something has happened—or more precisely has failed to happen—in the twentieth century.
For many cities, and particularly for the older ones in the East and Middle West now losing
population, metropolitan government is a phenomenon of the past. Quite simply, these cities are no
longer able to annex or to consolidate in order to keep pace with the overflow of population beyond
established boundaries (See TABLES 8-2 and 8-4).

TABLE 8-4
Comparison of the Number of Square Miles Annexed of

Twelve Growing and Twelve Declining Cities, 1850–1980
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The growing rejection of municipal expansion through annexation and consolidation can be seen in
several ways. For the dozen largest cities in the United States now losing population, there was a
marked percentage drop in the amount of new territory added after 1870 and a sharp absolute drop
after 1930. Although these dozen cities added to their area by 400 percent in the last half of the
nineteenth century and by almost 200 percent between 1870 and 1930, they have added less than 10
percent since 1930.47

The first really significant defeat for the consolidation movement came when Brookline spurned
Boston in 1874. Starting in 1868, the Hub doubled its area by annexing, in turn, the cities and towns
of Roxbury, Dorchester, Charlestown, West Roxbury, and Brighton. But Brookline, the self-styled
“richest town in the world,” voted against union by a vote of 706 to 299. They were not rejecting
growth or development, but were expressing a determination to control the physical and social
environment in which they lived.48

After Brookline spurned Boston, virtually every other Eastern and Middle Western city was
rebuffed by wealthy and independent suburbs—Chicago by Oak Park and Evanston, Rochester by
Brighton and Irondequoit, and Oakland by the rest of Alameda County.49 Some consolidation
proposals, such as those of St. Paul in 1924, Cleveland in 1925, and Boston in 1931, never even
gained constitutional or legislative approval. Others, such as the proposals for Birmingham and
Louisville, were defeated by statewide public referendum.50 And, as the suburban trend gained
momentum, state legislators became increasingly reluctant to override the wishes of the voters
concerned.

Because large cities sometimes felt the need for financial retrenchment, the core areas themselves
occasionally rejected consolidation. In 1902 Mayor Carter H. Harrison of Chicago contended in his
annual message that the city was too large to be administered efficiently. “An attempt to increase this
territory,” he said, “should meet with instant and emphatic discouragement. The ideal city is compact.
With its area fully occupied, the care of all branches of administration can be applied to all sections
expeditiously and well.”51 Particularly during the depression years of the 1930s, cities were not
prepared to make the enormous capital expenditures annexation usually entailed.52

But the inability of some of the older cities to grow in the twentieth century has not generally
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“Flivver King” initiated the moving assembly line—perhaps the most important contribution to
manufacturing technology since the introduction of the principle of interchangeable parts in the
eighteenth century. In 1919, with the opening of his enormous River Rouge complex, the making of
automobiles entered the stage of giant enterprise. With greater industrial efficiency and constant
attempts to reduce the work process to the simplest possible steps, Ford dropped the price of his
Model T from $950 in 1910 to $290 in 1924. This occurred during a period of rising wages and
prices. Whereas it took the average worker twenty-two months to buy a Model T in 1909, by 1925
the same purchase would have required the labor of less than three months.10

Ford managed his feat even while revolutionizing American industry on January 5, 1914, by
announcing, unilaterally, unexpectedly, and in the midst of a business recession, a raise in the
minimum daily wage of his employees from $2.30 to $5.00 per day. Realizing that boredom and
monotony were major causes of employee concern, Ford simply paid his workers more for their time.
In the process, he stabilized his work force, increased the pace of his assembly lines, and created
more potential customers for his product.

Ford also undercut the American labor movement. On the one hand, he instituted tyrannical
discipline in his factories and used spies and armed thugs to resist attempts at unionization. On the
other hand, his cheap cars weakened the Marxist claim that laborers “had nothing to lose but their
chains.” As an elderly man explained to Robert S. Lynd in Muncie, Indiana, “The Ford car has done
an awful lot of harm to the unions here and everywhere else. . . . As long as men have enough money
to buy a secondhard Ford and tires and gasoline, they’ll be out on the road and paying no attention to
union meetings.”11

By 1925 Ford was turning out nine thousand cars per day, or one every ten seconds. That such
unprecedented production earned the “Flivver King” $25,000 per day and made him a billionaire did
not detract from his image. In Vanity Fair, he was described as “the Colossus of Business, an almost
divine Master-Mind.” A study in contradictions, Ford was a salesman whose product destroyed vast
areas of traditional smalltown life, and who, at the same time, devoted a considerable amount of his
fortune and his spiritual energies in rebuilding models of oldfashioned villages and promoting old-
fashioned square dancing. At the end of the 1920s college students were asked to rank the greatest
people of all time. Henry Ford came in third—behind Jesus Christ and Napoleon Bonaparte.12

When Model T production finally ceased in 1927, the ownership of an automobile had reached the
point of being an essential part of normal middle-class living (TABLE 9-1). Almost sixteen million “Tin
Lizzies” had rolled off the assembly line, and every second car on earth had a Ford nameplate.
Although much cheaper than most European vehicles, the American car was more able to withstand
abuse, was easier to repair, and had more horsepower. It was an all-purpose family machine that was
designed for the average driver rather than for the professional chauffeur.

TABLE 9-1
Automobile and Truck Registrations in the United States at Five Year

Intervals, 1905–1975
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Led by Ford, American automobile registrations climbed from one million in 1913 to ten million in
1923, when Kansas alone had more cars than France or Germany, and Michigan counted more than
Great Britain and Ireland combined. By 1927 when the American total had risen to twenty-six million,
the United States was building about 85 percent of the world’s automobiles, and there was one motor
vehicle for every five people in the country. For the next three decades, only Canada could join the
United States in that claim. Most American blue-collar workers were unable to afford private
transportation until after World War II, but on a comparative basis the automobile was ubiquitous only
in the United States in the 1930s (TABLE 9-2). In that decade Mickey Rooney starred in a series of
Andy Hardy movies about a high-school boy with a car. Sixteen-year-old students elsewhere in the
world could not even have dreamed of such a possession.

The rapid rise in motor-vehicle registrations created a booming optimism, a national faith in
technological progress. Ransom Olds said, “The automobile has brought more progress than any
other article ever manufactured,” and Charles Mott asserted in 1923, “It would be hard to name a
branch of human activity . . . not made to function more smoothly and more effectively in the service
of humanity, because of the . . . automobile.” Industry spokesmen harped on this theme of
improvement. “When I sold a car,” Roy Chapin remarked in 1926, “I sold it with the honest
conviction that I was doing the buyer a favor in helping him to take his place in a big forward
movement.” As Sinclair Lewis’s popular 1922 novel Babbitt indicated, the private car had become no
longer a luxury, but a necessity of the American middle class.13

TABLE 9-2
Number of Inhabitants Per Registered Passenger Vehicle

in Major Western Nations, 1905–1970
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The Road-Building Revolution

Although the motorcar was the quintessential private instrument, its owners had to operate it over
public spaces. What would be the reaction of government? One solution would have been to levy
heavy user fees to reimburse local treasuries in full for the cost of streets, traffic maintenance and
police services. Another possibility was to rely on general taxation to support private transportation.
That the latter course was adopted is testimony both to the public perception of the benefits of
automobility and to the intervention of special interest groups.

A massive investment in roadways was necessary because city streets at the turn of the century
were notoriously dilapidated and rutted. Typically, municipal governments had decided upon new
routes and removed tree stumps and rocks from the rights-of-way before there were adequate funds
to pave or maintain them. Alternately muddy and dusty and always accented with potholes, the streets
were more nearly obstacle courses than thoroughfares. And while a horse might step nimbly over the
yawning gaps, cars were unable to avoid all the holes.

The removal of horses from cities was widely considered a proper object for the expenditure of
public funds. Indeed, the private car was initially regarded as the very salvation of the city, a clean
and efficient alternative to the old-fashioned, manure-befouled, odoriferous, spaceintensive horse. On
the basis of the common good, many local governments applied general revenues to easing the way
for the motorcar.14

The basic thrust for street improvement came less from idealism than from special interest,
however. By the 1920s, a coalition of privatepressure groups, including tire manufacturers and
dealers, parts suppliers, oil companies, service-station owners, road builders, and land developers
were lobbying for new streets. Merchants argued that traffic congestion caused real-estate values to
decline by increasing the cost of doing business downtown. They viewed highway building as a form
of social and economic therapy, and they justified public financing for such projects on the theory
that roadway improvements would pay for themselves by increasing property-tax revenues along the
route. City planners dropped dutifully into line and added to the chorus of commercial and civic
organizations.15
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The Residential Security Map for the St. Louis area in 1937, as FIGURE 11-1 indicates, gave the
highest ratings to the newer, affluent suburbs that were strung out along curvilinear streets well away
from the problems of the city. Three years later, in 1940, the advantage of the periphery over the
center was even more marked. In both evaluations, the top of the scale was dominated by Ladue, a
largely undeveloped section of high, rolling land, heavily wooded estates, and dozens of houses in the
$20,000 to $50,000 range. Horses cantered through woodlands and glades on forty miles of bridle
paths. In 1940 HOLC appraisers noted approvingly that the area’s 4,535 acres, crisscrossed by
streams, were “highly restricted” and occupied by “capitalists and other wealthy families.” Reportedly
not the home of “a single foreigner or negro,” Ladue received a First grade (green) rating. In 1985, it
remained private and preppy, the place in the St. Louis area for the rich, the powerful, and the socially
elite to live.32

FIGURE 11-1. St. Louis Area Residential Security Map 1937
SOURCE: Record Group 31, National Archives Washington, D.C.

Other affluent St. Louis suburbs like Clayton, University City, and Webster Groves were also
marked with green and blue on the 1937 and 1940 maps, indicating that they, too, were characterized
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“problem in the maintenance of real estate values.” The officials evinced a keen interest in the
movement of black families and included maps of the density of black settlement with every analysis.
Not surprisingly, even those neighborhoods with small proportions of black inhabitants were usually
rated Fourth grade or “hazardous.”36

Like St. Louis, Newark, New Jersey, has long symbolized the most extreme features of the urban
crisis. In that troubled city, federal appraisers took note in the 1930s of the high tax rate, the heavy
relief load, the per capita bonded debt, and the “strong tendency for years for people of larger
incomes to move their homes outside the city.” The 1939 Newark area Residential Security Map did
not designate a single neigh borhood in that city of more than 400,000 as worthy of an “A” rating.
“High class Jewish” sections like Weequahic and Clinton Hill, as well as non-Jewish areas like
Vailsburg and Forest Hill all received the Second grade, or “B.” Typical Newark neighborhoods were
rated even lower. The well-maintained and attractive working-class sections of Roseville, Woodside,
and East Vailsburg were given Third-grade or “C” ratings; the remainder of the city, including
immigrant Ironbound and every black neighborhood, was written off as Fourth grade or
“hazardous.”37

Immediately adjacent to Newark is New Jersey’s Hudson County, which is among the half-dozen
most densely settled and ethnically diverse political jurisdictions in the United States. Predictably,
HOLC appraisers had decided by 1940 that Hudson County was a lost cause. In the communities of
Bayonne, Hoboken, Secaucus, Kearny, Union City, Wee-hawken, Harrison, and Jersey City, taken
together, they designated only two very small Second grade areas and no First grade sections.38

TABLE 11-1
Distribution of HOLC Loans in Essex County (Newark), New Jersey and

Shelby County (Memphis), Tennessee According to Neighborhood
Classifications, 1935–1936

The Home Owners Loan Corporation insisted “There is no implication that good mortgages do not
exist or cannot be made in Third and Fourth grade areas.” And, as TABLE 11-1 indicates, strong
evidence indicates that the HOLC did in fact issue mortgage assistance impartially and make the
majority of its obligations in “definitely declining” or “hazardous” neighborhoods. This seeming
liberality was actually good business because the residents of poorer sections generally maintained a
better pay-back record than did their more affluent cousins. As the Federal Home Loan Bank Board
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policies traditionally went to existing rather than new homes, and the city had a much larger inventory
of existing housing than did the county in the period before i960. Even in terms of home-improvement
loans, a category in which the aging city was obviously more needy, only $44 million went to the city,
while about three times that much, or $112 million, went to the county through 1960. In the late
1960s and early 1970s, in the wake of periodic urban rioting when the federal government attempted
to redirect monies to the central cities, the previous inbalance was not corrected. Figures available
through 1976 show a total of well over $1.1 billion for the county and only $314 million for the city.
Thus, the suburbs continued their dominance.61

TABLE 11-2
Cumulative Total of FHA Home Mortgage Activities and Per Capita Figures

for Ten Selected United States Counties, 1934–1960

Although St. Louis County has done very well in terms of per-capita mortgage insurance in
comparison with other areas of the nation, the Mississippi River city was not an isolated case of
suburban favoritism. In Essex County, New Jersey, FHA committments went in overwhelming
proportion to Newark’s suburbs. And in neighboring Hudson County, residents received only twelve
dollars of mortgage insurance per capita through 1960, the second lowest county total in the nation
after the Bronx (TABLE 11-2).62

The New Jersey data reveal that the most favored areas for FHA mortgage insurance were not the
wealthiest towns. Rather, the most likely areas for heavy FHA activity were those rated Second grade
or “B” on the Residential Security Maps. In 1936 about 65 percent of new housing units in suburban
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Livingston were accepted for insurance; for Caldwell and Irvington, also solidly middle-class, the
percentages were 59 and 42 respectively. In more elite districts, like South Orange, Glen Ridge,
Milburn, and Maplewood, however, the FHA assistance rates were about the same as they were for
Newark, or less than 25 percent. Presumably, this occurred because the allowable price limit for FHA
mortgage insurance was originally $20,000, and also because persons who could afford to live in
such posh neighborhoods did not require government financing.63

FIGURE 11-2. New Home Mortgages Accepted for Insurance by the Federal Housing Administration
in Essex County, New Jersey in 1936. Each dot represents one mortgage accepted for insurance.

SOURCE: Record Group 31, National Archives.
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16
Retrospect and Prospect

The American people have absolutely refused to accept a simple fact. We have an energy crisis.
We have shortages of oil. The shortages are going to get worse in the future.

—PRESIDENT  JAMES EARL CARTER, May, 1979

Urban living has certain advantages from the standpoint of our energy plan because urban areas
are more energy efficient than our suburban or rural areas.

—SECRETARY OF ENERGY JAMES SCHLESINGER, April 27, 1978

In 1968 Spiro Agnew became the first suburban politician to rise to national office. Although he was
presented to the Republican National Convention in Miami Beach as an expert on urban problems—an
important consideration when deadly riots were regularly tearing apart America’s cities—his actual
experience was as chief executive officer of suburban Baltimore County, a 610-square-mile swatch of
green and rolling countryside that surrounds the city of Baltimore like a well-pitched horseshoe on a
stake. Between 1950 and 1970, the affluent county doubled its population while its proportion of
blacks fell from about 7 percent to 3 percent. Thus Agnew’s real claim to expertise, as Gary Wills
noted in Nixon Agonistes, was that he “early grasped and overcame what white suburbanites take to
be their main city problem—how to escape the city.” 1

Escape Americans did. Eighteen of the nation’s twenty-five largest cities in 1950 suffered a net
loss of population over the next three decades, a circumstance which many observers have taken as
the most compelling evidence that our cities are dying. By contrast, during the same years the
independent suburbs of the United States gained more than 60 million persons. Between 1950 and
1970, the suburban population doubled from 36 to 74 million, and 83 percent of the nation’s total
growth took place in the suburbs. In 1970, for the first time in the history of the world, a nation-state
counted more suburbanites than city dwellers or farmers. Perhaps the most remarkable statistic of all
is contained in TABLE 16-1, which reveals that of the fifteen largest metropolitan areas in the United
States in 1980, only in Houston did a majority of residents live in the central city.

TABLE 16-1
Suburban Proportion of the Fifteen Largest Metropolitan

Areas in the United States, 1980
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Housing construction and population growth were most rapid on the moving fringe—the closer
automobile suburbs exploded in the 1950s (Nassau County on Long Island, for example), while those
farther on the exurban fringe (Suffolk County on Long Island, Buffalo Grove and Schaumburg near
Chicago, Raleigh and Germantown near Memphis, Creve Coeur and Chesterfield near St. Louis)
experienced the largest influx in the 1970s. The term “sprawl” became a new Americanism as
subdivisions and shopping centers sprouted across the landscape. In the late 1970s, when high
interest rates and double-digit inflation were pushing home prices beyond the reach of young families,
the Department of Agriculture announced that three million acres of prime farmland were being lost
each year to suburban development. By 1985 reasonable people could debate whether the United
States was a racist nation, an imperalist nation, or a religious nation, but scarcely anyone could quarrel
with its designation as a suburban nation.2

The move to the suburbs was almost self-generating. As larger numbers of affluent citizens moved
out, jobs followed. In turn, this attracted more families, more roads, and more industries. The cities
were often caught in a reverse cycle. As businesses and taxpayers left, the demand for middle-to
upper-income dwelling units in older neighborhoods declined. At the same time, population increases
among low-income minorities, coupled with the demolition of inner-city housing for new
expressways, produced an increase in the demand for low-income housing. The new residents
required more health care and social-welfare services from the city government than did the old, but
they were less able to pay for them. To increase expenditures, municipal authorities levied higher
property taxes, thus encouraging middle-class homeowners to leave, causing the cycle to repeat. In
contrast, suburbs were often able to keep tax burdens low by having private trash collection,
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FIGURE A-1.
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FIGURE A-2. The journey-to-work of Philadelphia merchants, 1829. Forty-two persons of a sample
size of eighty-six commuted and were plotted.

SOURCE: DeSilver’s Philadephia Directory and Stranger’s Guide, 1829 (Philadelphia: Robert DeSilver,
1829).
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FIGURE A-3. The journey-to-work of fifty-six randomly selected Philadelphia lumber, china, glass,
cotton, dry goods, and iron merchants. Seven men lived and worked at the same address, and eight

could not be plotted.
SOURCE: McElroy’s Philadelphia City Directory for 1862 (Philadelphia: E. C. and J. Biddle and

Company, 1862).
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FIGURE A-4 Distance of the journey-to-work, in miles, of attorneys with offices in selected cities,
1880–1890.

Table A-1
Comparative Decennial Rates of Population Increase For

Five Cities and Their Suburbs, 1810–1860
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Table A-2
Comparative Density Per Square Mile of Selected Minor Civil

Divisions, Philadelphia City and County, 1800–1890
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Table A-3
Pre Civil War Poulation Losses in Philadelphia’s Inner City Wards
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Table A-4
Average Length of the Journey-To-Work, In Miles, of Attroneys With Offices in Manhattan, By

Decades, 1825–1973
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Table A-5
Population Density Per Square Mile in 1980 of the Twelve Largest Declining Cities and the Twelve

Largest Growing Cities
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TABLE A-6
NINETEENTH CENTURY VILLAGE INCORPORATIONS IN WESTCHESTER COUNTRY, NEW

YORK
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TABLE A-7
Average Length of the Journey-To-Work, in Miles, of Attorneys With Offices in Bostan, at Fifteen

Year Intervals, 1911–1971
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Table A-8
Average Length of the Journey-To-Work, in Miles, of Attorneys with Offices in Newark, New

Jersey, by Decades, 1915–1965

Table A-9
Average Length of the Journey-To-Work, in Miles, of Attorneys with Offices in Binghamton, New

York, 1859–1970
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Table A-10
Workplace Destinations of Randomly Selected Residents of South Orange, New Jersey, By

Percentages, 1914–1954
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Table A-11
Home Values and Home Owners Loan Corporation Residential Security Ratings for Selected St. Louis

Area Communities, 1930
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Table A-12
Comparative Degree of Metropolitanization of Selected American Cities, 1850 and 1980
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Table A-13
New Housing Starts in the United States, 1935–68 (In Thousands)
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Table A-14
American Cities and Suburbs in Which Afro-Americans Constituted a Majority of the Population, 1980
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