A word on the overall project:

My book will concentrate on the suburban experience in the decades after WWWII, when suburbs became the places where a majority of Americans slept, played, spent their money, and, by the eighties’ end, worked.  I’ll will explore what this suburbanizing has done to nature.

Nature on the Edge wrestles with a central contradiction here: while suburb-building often destroys nature, migration to the suburbs itself often hinges on ideals of a more “natural” kind of living.

To understand this suburban quest for the natural and its consequences, I have delved into the material culture and remembered experience of suburbia in three distinct places.  In addition to New York’s Long Island,  I concentrate on suburbs around two other cities in different regions--Los Angeles and Atlanta.  These three offer contrasting mixes of race and ethnicity as well as very different pre-suburban geographies, economies and agricultures.  All have also occupied important niches in national conversations about suburbia and its meaning.  From The Great Gatsby to Levittown, Long Island’s suburbs have often been taken to epitomize suburban life, not just around the nation’s largest city but for America as a whole.  As “suburbs in search of a city,” Los Angeles has long been cast as a harbinger of twentieth-century suburban dominance and travail.  Within these two areas I’ve focused in particular on large newly created middle-to-lower class communities that exemplied what many contemporaries took the postwar suburbs to be: Levittown outside New York, and Lakewood, its lesser-known Los Angeles-area counterpart.  More recently, Atlanta, with its burgeoning black middle class and rapid growth, has become the journalist’s exemplar of suburban promises and troubles in the 1990's.   My research has included nearly fifty oral histories of suburban residents in these three areas, as well as a vast array of published sources and local, state and national archives that span the contradictory gamut of twentieth-century suburban approaches to nature.

Nature on the Edge portrays suburbia as a much more dynamic, complex and interesting place than we have imagined.  Suburbs have long been multi-cultural, they have grown in tandem with urban-edge agriculture and industry, they have involved new influxes of plants, people and insects, and they have long enmeshed their inhabitants with other parts of the world.  In an age of large-scale organizations, they have even helped to renew the faith of many Americans in democracy.  The ways that we have made our suburbs have nevertheless obscured not just this dynamism but the problems to which it gives rise.  Suburbs cultivated a forgetting both of what their construction does to local land, flora and fauna, and how poverty persists not just in the city but in suburbia itself.   They corroded many suburbanites’ sense of empathy or obligation not just to a local nature but to communities as well as natural worlds beyond their own.  We need to pour more effort into protecting nature in and around our suburbs, I urge in conclusion, combined with a more careful heed to the kinds of communities we want.  Nature on the Edge shows how, over the suburbs’ history, questions of nature and community have long walked hand in hand.  So should their answers.

Enjoy...

Chris Sellers

“From the Bird’s Eye View: 

The Aerial Making of Sprawl”
From Chapter 5 of

Nature on the Edge: An Ecocultural History of

the Modern American Suburb
On the pages of the first 1958 issue of  Fortune, William Whyte, the recent author of Organizational Man, sounded the alarm against “urban sprawl.”  Despite a decade-long postwar building boom, despite fleets of bulldozers that ploughed up some 3,000 acres of countryside a day, “most Americans” still believed that “there will be plenty of green space on the other side of the fence.”  They were wrong, warned Whyte.  The countryside was being swallowed up, to the point that our great cities were merging into one another.  “Flying from Los Angeles to San Bernardino,” or “high over new Jersey, midway between New York and Philadelphia,” the air traveler could watch the decimation at work.  From above one could see the “legion of bulldozers gnawing into the last remaining tract of green between the two cities,” even  “only a fleeting illusion of green.”  Most of it had already been bought up and littered with supermarkets and drive-in theatres, “omens of what is to come.” A few minutes later another phalanx of bulldozers would come into view, “gnawing westward.”   Where the 41-year-old Whyte had grown up “on the outer edge of the present Philadelphia metropolitan area...some of the loveliest countryside in the world is being irretrievably fouled, and the main body of suburbanites has yet to arrive.”

With this and other pieces, Whyte inaugurated an ambitious effort to name and control the large-scale changes that were afoot on the postwar urban edge.  Hints of this concern had cropped up in Organizational Man, as when he noted how, when the corporate families of suburban Park Forest reminisced about their home towns, what they said they missed “most frequently is the trees...”    His initiative against “sprawl” began soon afterwards in 1957, when he and other Fortune editors joined with those of Architectural Forum to convene a group of nineteen “experts” to study the problem.  Their efforts quickly garnered the attention and financial support of Laurence Rockefeller, and culminated in a volume called The Exploding Metropolis that appeared the following year.  This increasingly concerted and wide-ranging attack on sprawl, which would preoccupy Whyte over the ensuing ten years, would spawn a host of new political initiatives and a vast literature of planning, economic and policy research into what “sprawl” was and what caused it, what were its consequences and how might they best be checked.
   

The main way of Whyte envisioned “sprawl” as a single distinctive process was from the air.  Whyte’s working definition of “sprawl” in these early moments of the anti-sprawl campaign was thus quite different from the technical definitions that would later evolve in research like the path-breaking Costs of Sprawl report in 1975 by the Real Estate Research Corporation.
   For Whyte at this point, urban sprawl did not refer to a quantifiable density of population or buildings on the land; it was not nearly so abstract.  “Sprawl” was something that he and anyone else could recognize on sight.   It was visual: he actually saw, and called on others to notice, how an urban landscape was on the move, oozing into the countryside.   Not only did Whyte write from the standpoint of the air traveler, over half the landscape pictures in his articles for Fortune and Life were aerial perspectives.  To see the countryside vanishing, to watch the edges of urban agglomerations pitching toward one another, the best perspective was the bird’s eye view.
  These impressions were confirmed from the ground, when you drove from the “open countryside” back toward the city, through places where “here and there a farm remains, but the “For Sale” signs are up and now even the golf course is to be chopped into lots.”

  The “sprawl” critique was only one of many ways in which the air, long a natural given as simply the bearer of rain and sunshine, seeped into the minds and markets of Americans in new ways during the suburban explosion of the postwar period.  As air travel became abruptly more affordable and available to the middle class, Americans set about trying to understand and guide their own and their society’s activities via the skies, from the bird’s eye view.  It was on the urban edge that the making of air planes and air travel mushroomed, to become major engines of American economic growth over this period, helping to drive the “development” that Whyte saw as leading to sprawl.  In this as well as other ways, postwar suburban development gave birth not just to housing developments like Levittown on Long Island and Lakewood to some of the most important economic features of the late twentieth-century American landscape.  The urban edge became the seat of new globalizing places like the international airport, of the new business and manufacturing clusters in industrial districts and parks, and even of the tightening geographical fixity of poverty more often associated with the inner-city ghetto.  

That so many features of our late twentieth-century New Economy should emerge on the mid-century urban edge was no accident.  The economic geography envisioned by developers and policy-makers urged that new airports and industry not be too far from the city itself.   But land costs were much cheaper further out, and urban-edge land was easier to develop in new ways, since it was covered by trees, grasses or crops more so than preexisting buildings.   One common requirement of all these innovations was sprawling swathes of land, whether to give airplanes room to take off and maneuver, or in the case of the new industry and poverty, to insulate them from the homes and lives of most suburbanites.   Like the sprawl critique itself, the efforts of Americans to comprehend and contend with these developments often drew upon a growing availability of the bird’s eye view.

Over the postwar decades, suburbanites themselves benefitted hugely and disproportionately from these novel developments.  Suburbanites experimented with air travel.  They consumed the rising tide of imports into the United States, as well as the products that American factories made through increasingly systematic turns to chemical, electronic and other high technology.  They took the highest salaries from these new industries, while profiting from the cheap labor of those who dwelt in suburban pockets of poverty.  Yet the very ways in which airports, industry and poverty took shape on the urban edge allowed most suburbanites to ignore their presence, to think of them as only incidental to their suburban communities and lives.  Through the urbanizing of the airport, and the making of a pastoral, suburban style of industry and poverty, suburban living sustained an illusion of detachment or isolation from the city and the world, even as urban and global forces swirled about split-level houses and lawns.  

Urbanizing the Airpark

Before World War II, landing fields for aircraft were largely suburban places.  Over the postwar years the airport became culturally dissociated from most peoples’ notions of suburbia, even as it was becoming indispensable to the most coveted of suburban  lifestyles.  While many industries moved out to the suburbs over this postwar period, the airport itself moved in the opposite direction, aesthetically and ideologically if not geographically.

Over the 1920's and 30's, commercial aviation had gotten underway in the U.S. in suburban locales.   There, aviation entrepreneurs found plenty of cheap, level land, where their machines offered little imposition to anyone other than farmers.  The Hempstead Plains on New York’s Long Island [future site of Levittown] were indeed one of the first places to be bought up for aviation purposes; when Glenn Curtiss set up one of the first flying schools in the country across from the Mineola Fair grounds in 1909.  It didn’t hurt, as well, that this area was not far from New York, on the European side.  There and on other parts of eastern Long Island, path-breaking events in the early history of flying took place.  The first nonstop transcontinental flight left from the Hempstead Plains, as did Lindbergh’s unprecedented solo across the North Atlantic in 1927, from New York to Paris.
 

Flying then, and well into the thirties, was predominantly a private affair, financed and undertaken by wealthy hobbyists, like the son of Teddy Roosevelt, as well as other risk-hungry daredevils who found financiers.  Air mail service commenced during the twenties along with commercial domestic service, but by the start of the Depression flying remained mostly a sport, and a wealthy man’s sport at that, unless you were a spectator.  The planes were small and light, and the runways were entirely of grass.  Benches and stands rimmed their edges, in preparation for the air shows were one of their greatest draws.  Manuals on airport upkeep suggested how, above all else, it was crucial to have a suitable location: flat, treeless, and not too regularly disturbed by strong winds or foul weather.  Small air fields, as likely called “air parks” as “airports,” were still scattered throughout Los Angeles, Orange, Nassau, and Suffolk Counties into the early postwar years. 

New York City was the first major city to complete its own public airport.  It opened the La Guardia airport in 1940, on a site that spanned two earlier air fields.  LaGuardia as well as the many other airports that opened over the thirties were beneficiaries of a New Deal effort to provide federal support for the air industry, to create jobs as well as get a technology long considered highly promising--but yet to show much profit-- “off the ground.”  If federal funding of airports helped make for the beginnings of commercial overseas routes in 1935 and for a concomitant rise in domestic air commerce, by 1940 amateurs still dominated all but the largest air fields.  That year, the vast majority of hours logged in the air over the suburbs and other areas of the U.S. were either for “pleasure” (30%) or for “instructional” (48%) purposes. 

Wartime stimulated a massive building not just of airplanes for the front but of airports, to provide landing areas for military operations.  Over 500 of these airports were then turned over to civilian uses after the war, as the federal government then continued to support airport-building through funding under the Federal Aviation Act of 1946.  This act, along with its successors, pumped millions into airports nationwide over the next seven years, followed by a more modest but sustained level of federal priming.  New York and Los Angeles city governments supplemented this funding with their own.  Mayor LaGuardia, determined to keep his city in the aviation forefront, helped arranged for the bonds that would aid in financing another, entirely new airport besides the LaGuardia and Newark fields that serviced the city through the war.  Undertaken on some 600 acres of marshland on the south shore of Queens County, Long Island, it expanded to eight times the size of LaGuardia, by the time it was christened in 1948 as Idlewild (later to become John F. Kennedy International Airport).  In Los Angeles after the war, the major airlines moved their operations from Lockheed air terminal to the municipal airport, which became known as Los Angeles International. 
  Air traffic in both places soared over the postwar period.  While in 1950 it was responsible for just 13% of ticketed passengers, it carried over 66% by 1966.

These expansions came in the vicinity of the very land that was also undergoing some of the most voluminous home-building over the postwar period.  After all, airport and large subdivision developers were looking for the same kind of terrain.  A certain proximity to the city assured each of enough business; at the same time, both home and airport builders often could not find what they wanted in the city itself.  They sought out cheaper plots of land that could be quite large.  Even the grading and drainage that they undertook on the land was similar, as were their uses of paving, turf and landscaping, at least into the early postwar period.  These two modes of land development came into competition with one another.  Residential building was successfully squeezing out many of the small private airports and parks by the mid-sixties, forcing them further out into farmland.  By the mid-sixties, all the privately owned aircraft registered to Nassau County residents and firms were forced to use out-of-county airports. By 1968, one study anticipated that only a third of the 47 remaining privately-owned airports in the New York Metropolitan area would still be around in 1975.  
   Meanwhile, city power and financing further toward the urban core helped ensure the expansion of the huge publicly run airports that came to handle the bulk of commercial air traffic.   

The bigger as well as smaller airports were heavily used by suburbanites.  Despite the preference of many airport planners for city-ward locations, only a third of airline passengers traveled directly from or to Central Business Districts in the urban core.  But by the mid-sixties, only the wealthier classes of suburbanites regularly traveled in airplanes.   Industry observers recognized that only eight million people undertook most of the flying in the U.S., even after more than a decade of lower-cost “coach” or “tourist” class.   Almost three quarters of those flying had incomes in excess of $10,000, according to a 1963 New York area survey.  At the big municipal “all-weather” airports where airline traffic now dominated, there were now twice as many business flights as  “pleasure” trips, while their numbers remained nearly equal at the smaller airports.
   Airline advertising nevertheless tended to emphasize expanding opportunities for leisure travel, both to vacation points in the United States and even more exotic locales abroad.

The shifting perspectives of airline ad imagery offer intriguing hints about what the experience of flying was like for suburbanites buying tickets to the new “air age.”   They concentrated on the foods, friendly service and comfortable seating in the cabin, on arriving passengers embraced by their family, and on the exotic beaches and cathedrals within flying reach.  In-flight views from the window downward were never shown.  While there were many upward views of planes, and a few pictures or sketches of foreign lands that could have been from an airplane, until the late fifties there were hardly any looking from above the plane toward the ground.  Only with the advent of jet aircraft, around the time of Sputnik, did ads include actual photographs show just how far planes flew above the earth.  The bird’s eye view, even for those lucky enough to have it, took some getting used to.

Over this same period, airports as well as airplane came into increasing confrontations with those whose homes, eyes and ears were stuck, less fortunately, on the ground.  The land needs of airports, for one thing, were voracious. Over 2,000 homes in Queens had to be bought up and razed to provide the initial space for Idlewild, along with the acres of marshland that were filled; some 2,800 householders had to be bought out during the construction of Los Angeles International.  To make matters worse, the course of airplane technology itself was ever placing new demands on airport runways and buildings.  As early as 1954, the airline business in the New York area occupied more land than all other private transportation companies put together, by one count.  The jets that then came into regular use during the mid-fifties created additional demands for airport land.  They were nearly twice as large as the commercial liners of the immediate postwar, with wing spans of 140 feet and tail fins 40 feet high, and required alterations ranging from thicker runways to bigger hangars.  By 1960 Idlewild spread over 4900 acres and was  five miles long. 
  

Early on, too, recommendations for airports made little allowance for property control beyond the runway bounds.  By the later forties and early fifties it was becoming much clearer just how much airplane take-offs and landings could be impeded by the building and landscape surrounding airports.  Airport design specialists turned to estimating just how far from the airport rights to airspace and freedom from obstructions from trees or light poles should be extended.   For those aiming to accommodate the largest of planes, the needs for assurance of a free flight path could extend as far as seven miles out from the runways themselves.  

Beyond the demands imposed by airplane technology itself as the planes got larger and faster, there was also the matter of keeping neighbor’s complaints at bay.  From the start of airport building during the postwar years, the literature on airports reflects a steadily rising tide of concern about how those living around airports.  Airplanes themselves, as their engines got bigger and more powerful, got louder.   Noise was the most frequently mentioned complaint of neighbors as well as those who lived further out.  As airline speed picked up and as jet engines as well as higher-speed turbine-driven propellers were put on planes in the mid-fifties, the noise problem only got worse.  Discussions about airport and airline policy returned time and again to ways of circumventing these kinds of complaints–of “improving the neighborliness of airports.”
  Idlewild airport turned to an increasing use of its north-south runways, so that fewer airplanes would  come in over Queens and Nassau.

The more ominous concern was that of safety.  “People are afraid of these big modern planes,” explained transportation professor John Frederick in 1954, “and the noise intensifies their fear.”
  Through the thirties most sizeable airports were equipped with emergency hospitals and into postwar years, pilots did most of their navigating by eye, and by themselves.  Radar was relatively slow to make its way into commercial aviation.  For private planes, the “motorcycles of the sky,” even two-way radios were optional into the early fifties.  At that time, when three successive crashes of airliners at Newark airport led to a federal reassessment and tightening policies of control,  most commentators agreed that crashes were most likely around the airport itself, on take-off or landing.   The official Civil Aeronautics Board “minimum safe altitude of flight” was normally 1,000 feet above the highest obstacle in congested, but in take-off and landing areas it ranged from 1,000 all the way down to zero height at the end of a runway.  “In other words,” quipped Frederick, “there is really no `minimum safe height’ for those living or working close to an airport.”  From the forties onward, those most at risk turned to lawsuits to protect their homes, families and selves.  Their resistance culminated in the 1962 Griggs Supreme Court case, which affirmed the right of neighboring property owners to expect recompense when approach zones came close to their buildings.  Airport designers and builders meanwhile adopted new systems of air traffic control over the fifties that made fuller use of radar for the entirety of the flight.  With a growing experience to draw upon, they also perfected new ways of preventing accidents through closer monitoring and control of airplane flight paths into and out of airports. 

In the fifties, no group of builders, engineers, and architects were more fascinated with air itself, or the bird’s eye view, than those who worked on airports. Architects, contractors, and their employees swathed the terminals of Idlewild in sheets of glass to allow full visibility of the planes in action.  They connected all the terminals up with “the world’s largest application of high temperature water as energy source for both heating and absorption cooling”–an air conditioning and heating system that by 1961 included nine huge cooling tanks, each of which could hold 750 tons of the water that was then piped to terminals to chill their interiors.  Hangar engineers, taking a cue from their bridge building colleagues, designed new cantilevered roofs under which even the largest jets could be stored in “column-free” space.  The “parasol” Pan-American terminal at Idlewild carried the same principle into passenger area design.  Also at Idlewild, architectural reportage made much of “the world’s largest air door”–an 112 foot wide hangar entrance fanned with a high-speed sheet of air from the ceiling to the floor, that could resist the inward pressure of winds up to 20 mph.  

The definitive celebration of the bird’s eye view also came at Idlewild, in the TWA terminal designed by the architecture Eero Saarinen.   Saarinen started out to capture the “sense of movement” associated with this new way of traveling in the very design of his building.  He settled upon a design that looked “like a giant bird in flight.”  With its curved roofs and sides, Saarinen’s idea compelled him to abandoned many traditional architectural building practices.  Like an airplane designer, he began with a three dimensional model rather than a drawing.  So unusual were its shape and dimensions that his firm then had to produce hundreds of drawings to flesh out to the contractors exactly what he wanted, and the contractors then had to be much more explicit and specific in their own plans for their carpenters and other skilled labor, right down to the details of the scaffolding.  The result, viewed from a distance, brought praise from architectural critics: “this building soars; the others...seem, for the most part, earthbound.” 
  Closer up, of course, it too looked more earthbound, like the 3200 cubic yards of uniquely shaped concrete that it also was. 

In this and many other ways, the great international airports that emerged in the postwar era came to seem more urban than suburban, even though on the urban edge.  They were in many ways becoming cities unto themselves–the “Terminal City,” as Idlewild’s passenger areas became known.  Idlewild boasted over three hundred separate businesses, including banks, doctor and dentist offices, 3 chapels, restaurants, shops, offices, many of them in a separate office building, and even an “animalport” with cages for “large” and “small” creatures in transit, staffed by a veterinarian. Nearly 30,000 worked there by the end of the fifties, with an annual payroll of nearly $190 million.   It also included 220 acres of landscaped parks.  

The parks of Idlewild, converging on a large “lagoon” and fountain set in concrete, were nevertheless a far cry from the greenery of earlier airports, even LaGuardia just after WWII.  At that point, over half of its flying space, or 266 acres, was unpaved, “in grass.”  Landscapers struggled to maintain its grass cover without watering, through planting and mowing.  Such concerns had a prominent place in manuals on airport design, as did those about site selection.  But over the next decade and half, all these topics slipped out of the manuals and guidebooks, as the term “airpark” fell out of use.  Though only a third or a quarter of airports by 1962 had paved runways, there was little or no mention of turf or landscaping in the period’s most famous design manual.  Among those airfields that were not converted into either commercial airports or housing developments, this de-emphasis allowed patches of an older ecology to return and survive.  Mitchell Field, an old World War II landing site in Nassau County that remained in Air Force hands afterwards, was one such place.  It was one of the few places where the native life of the Hempstead Plains, birds as well as plants, persisted throughout the postwar period, despite the suburbanizing that was happening all around. 

As foreign travelers flew into a place like Idlewild by 1962–when 30% of them passed through this airport–their landing experience was nevertheless an increasingly urban one.  Their first views of America began with the green expanses of Long Island suburbs further out.  Then upon landing, they made their way through “warm and bright” corridors “sheltered against outside noise.”  Rather than handing a ticket to a clerk, as had been the earlier practice, they claimed their luggage themselves, as it waited “in racks, supermarket-style,” as friends or family watched from a “glassed in balcony” above.  They then drove out along the “sleek gleaming lines of a $30 million international terminal stretched wide, reflecting, appropriately, some of the space, speed and comfort of the air age.”

Growing the Suburban Factory

Through the bird’s eye view afforded by the airplane,  local and regional agencies, planners and their consultants also struggled  to comprehend the new suburb-ward movements not just of people and houses [subjects of previous two chapters] but of commerce and, most problematically, industry.  Aerial surveys and photography provided a strategic tool for monitoring and measuring what Whyte and others identified as “sprawl.”  These techniques allowed a finer grained and less time-consuming mapping of land uses–precisely what the regulatory tool of zoning allowed them to control.  Planning agencies in Nassau and Suffolk counties as well as Los Angeles county turned to aerial photography in the mid-fifties in their efforts to provide a consistent and reliable account of what was happening on the ground.   If there was any single concept through which they interpreted this mammoth transformation which they sought to direct, however, it was not “sprawl” so much as “growth.” 

Those who stood to profit the most from suburban development, the local business and political elites in these communities, were often much more welcoming of the new arrivals, much more likely to see the potential for mounting profits and livelihoods, than those such as William Whyte.  For them, the “growth” concept with its positive connotations had much greater appeal than the more critical “sprawl.”  The problem, as they saw it, was not so much to put a check on it as to encourage it, and to channel it in the right directions.  For most, this meant spreading urban development their way, while carefully bounding and controlling it by type.  If new people, industries and shops and subdivisions meant local vitality, they also brought their own problems that needed careful containment.

Over the interwar period, local suburban elites had striven to bring outside capital into suburban locales primarily in the guise of new commuter-residents, to bolster their local businesses and investments.  The Long Island Association’s 1938 Nassau County Pictorial exemplified this kind of promotional approach at its most spectacular.  Its over one hundred pages were emblazoned with ads for the Island’s most prominent retailers and providers for the commuter–the Franklin National Bank, the Long Island Railroad,  morticians, and utility companies–but also for its landscape.  Nassau was “one of America’s most beautiful suburban settings, famous for its natural beauties, its magnificent estates, its miles of ocean beach and its pleasant and prosperous home communities...the attractions of Long Island’s youngest county.”  Vignettes and visuals depicted the leisure sports, the trusty governments and trains, and the promising retail markets of the county.  A page was devoted to the virtues of each of the wealthiest towns. 

The format of the Nassau Pictorial exemplified how these towns vied among one another for the prestige, provisions, and picturesqueness they could claim: everything from their water and garbage services to the parks and beaches near which they were located.   Especially among suburban communities, there seemed to be literally a premium on natural beauty for a community’s growth.  One underlying assumption of this kind of boosterism before World War II had been that new commuting residents, who brought in income from elsewhere, could sustain local business growth.  Optimistically, Los Angeles area suburban towns zoned far more for commercial purposes than its regional planners found was needed; so they recommended zoning proportionally more land for new residents who could supply the buying power.  While many mortgages in this period brought in capital from afar, local banks remained important players in the lending for new houses and stores prior to World War II.  Local elites also brought in capital through municipal bonds, to building sewer and water lines, roads and schools that would bring more residents and money their way. 

The capital flowing into places like Nassau and Orange County picked up considerably after the war.  The mortgages recorded annually in Nassau County sky-rocketed from 9,197 in 1940 to 36, 960 in 1954.
   Such boostership of local development formed the backdrop for geographer Edward Ullman’s pronouncement that “for the first time in the world’s history pleasant living conditions–amenities–instead of more narrowly defined economic advantages are becoming the sparks that generate significant population increase.” Ullman cited California’s growth as an example, for instance, was partly due to the appeal of a balmy climate which induced many to pack bags and depart from more northerly climes.  This same dynamic was posited at the local level two years later in economist Charles Tiebout’s enunciation of a new economic language of what drove community economic growth.   Once you left out of the picture any need to reside near work, assuming “that all persons are living on dividend income,” Tiebout showed how you could consider local communities as in a kind of free market competition over the differing amenities they could provide to potential consuming and voting residents, from shops to sewers to parks and beaches.
  .  

Retail stores also burgeoned in these rapidly suburbanizing areas of the postwar, both smaller ones and larger-scale innovations like supermarkets and malls.  These larger operations, more likely to involve outside capital, contributed to a threefold increase in Nassau County service workers between 1948 and 1967, from 45,847 to 146,690 jobs.  But the most surprising rise in surburban investment---and the biggest challenge to the reigning imagery of suburbia itself--came in manufacturing.  Manufacturing jobs in Nassau County shot up over fourfold in this same period, from 25, 725 to 116,000.   Industrial production moved to the suburbs over this period, and suburban economies revolved ever more centrally around it [see charts].  

Prior to World War II, these urban fringe areas had had industry that was largely limited to agricultural processing.   Wartime demands brought the first large industrial plants into Nassau county, as well as into the southeastern reaches of the Los Angeles metropolis.  The aircraft industry was particularly important in both these places.   Early on, such decisions to relocate were made largely by industrialists themselves, since they were moving largely into unincorporated areas, with minimal zoning requirements.  Not only did they face fewer legal requirements in such places, this kind of land was considerably cheaper than closer into the city.  The paving of roads to such places made for quicker and easier transportation, in greater bulk.  Moreover, aircraft manufacturers needed large, level spaces to build such a mammoth product as a war plane.  If they could spread their entire operation out a single level, then no lifting was required between floors.  Thus Grumman, Republic, and Douglas Aircraft all built large wartime factories in Nassau or southeastern Los Angeles county, the same places that would soon appeal to mass builders.   After the war, Cold War defense policies applied further pressure for what was known as industrial deconcentration, to make the nation’s factories less vulnerable to air attack.  At the same time that all sorts of other electronic, chemical, and other high technology industries sought out suburban locales.    By the early sixties the manufacturing employment in suburban New York and Los Angeles counties surpassed that of retail and wholesale service workers combined.
  

These trends were in part the result of another vein of boosterism that became increasingly prominent among suburban communities during and after the postwar boom.  It became ever more apparent that population growth also meant new demands on government services like sewers and schools.  As suburban towns wrestled with problems of a largely residential tax base, they began to encourage manufacturing industries as well for economic health.  

During the war, even officials in Pasadena, California, started encouraging local industry, in a town that had had virtually no factories.  The justification came in terms of job and economic growth.  In this period, theories of development, for local towns as well as for Third World countries emphasized the importance of what they termed the “economic base.”  As the planner and economist Robert Oliver put it in his 1958 economic survey for the Pasadena Chamber of commerce,   “The basic economic activities of a community are those activities which bring income into the community from outside areas–activities which lead to the exportation of goods and services or to the importation of funds through such transactions as interest or dividend payments...In the long run the economic health of a community depends upon the extent and the character of its economic base.”
  Oliver found it promising that manufacturing jobs had come to Pasadena over the last decade and a half but troubling that its income still depended so much more on service jobs than did Los Angeles or most American towns and cities.   Service jobs, after all, meant an income that was “dependent” on conditions in the local economy.  Manufacturing jobs were “independent” by contrast–they brought in money no matter what the economic activity in town.

Like many other academic specialists and planners, Oliver thus had two recommendations for Pasadena.  It should make sure to shore up the quality of its residential life, so that it could continue to attract commuters earning income from afar.  But it should also take pains to encourage more manufacturing in town, by setting up a special industrial district whose land prices would be half of the high rates he discovered there in the late fifties.   Oliver saw no contradiction between these two measures to ensure Pasadena’s economic future.  Neither did others in the policy community of the time.  What made the simultaneous encouragement of industrial development and residential amenities seem so compatible was the assumed effectiveness of the available legal tools for controlling development.

At this time there existed  few very effective legal or political techniques for placing checks on what manufacturers and their developers and financiers happened to decide.  Regional planning for New York and Los Angeles, and other major American cities, had commenced in the twenties, and these agencies became increasingly ambitious with their studies and recommendations through the postwar period.  Yet regional planners had virtually no legal power to enforce their recommendations. Cities and villages and counties within a master plan were not compelled to abide by it; they could and did follow their own lights about such matters as roads, building permits and zoning.   The planners’ most effective audiences were the transportation authorities that acquired regional jurisdiction over road and bridge building throughout a metropolitan area.  Even for them, however, the regional planners could only offer advice.  

Over the postwar years, the county and the incorporated city or village–along with the intermediate township in a state such as New York–held the most powerful regulatory reigns on the course of development.   It was at these levels that models for comprehending economic development were most effectively adapted and translated into policies.  Growth stimulus was a widely shared goal of business groups across Long Island and the LA area, as well as many individual towns.  For the most part, within the framework set up by a given county such as Nassau or Los Angeles, any checks on growth were a matter of each municipality for itself.  They did so almost exclusively through zoning—the strategy of separating economic activities through limits on land use.

The first zoning laws were originally designed to keep industry out of areas of residence 

or commerce, and their suburban variants had generally ranked industrial land use the lowest and most inclusive.  Any other use could go into land zoned for industry, but industry itself could go nowhere else.   Industrial zones were usually land along railroad tracks to which no residential developer had laid claim.  After the war, as industries began moving into many of these locales, and as town officials began to recognize the benefits of industrial development, the zoning of industrial districts became more stringent.  In many places industrial zones themselves became more exclusive as way of further shielding community members from them.  The Urban Land Institute and many others recommended that residential building be kept out of heavy industry zones.  Others like Arthur Bassin also urged that even non-nuisance types of industry also be kept out of merchandising areas, since “industrial frontage may create a dead spot... and indirectly affect its attractiveness at that point.”
   Zoning rules for industry acquired a new elaborateness.  Particularly important was a distinction between the more desirable “light industry”–supposed “clean” and, because smaller scale, less likely an eyesore–and less preferable “heavy industry,” usually associated with nuisances like odors or noises. 

By 1966 all three township divisions of Nassau county had created special zones for industry.  Industrially zoned land was located closely adjacent to older means of transporting cargo, rails but also water.  Yet the biggest concentrations of land for industry, including the Grumman plant, were also near major highways, especially the Long Island expressway.   All three townships set rules that ensured even these spaces from dominated the horizon: no buildings could be more than four stories, and in most they couldn’t cover more than 50% of the lot on which they were built.  No industrial zone was allowed to have any homes built on it.  Among the Nassau county incorporated villages by this time, industrial zoning, with only a handful of exceptions, was even more restrictive.  Most of the incorporated villages (38 out of 62) had no industrial zones, and among those which did, the height, spread and us requirements for buildings were tighter.

 
A more specialized variant of industrial zones was the industrial district.  Either a municipality, a civic organization or a private developer, so the idea went, could turn a large plot of land into a planned development for industry, much like those like the Levitts had created planned residential communities.   The industrial district would both provide readily for industrialists needs and assure the stability of their investment, even while protecting everyone else in town from “manufacturing nuisances.”   The developer provided all the necessities an industrialist required, from truck loading docks and railroad spurs to ample water, electricity gas, parking and roads–as well as “restrictions and covenants protecting against nuisances and undesirable features.”   The guidelines recommended for such districts by the Urban Land Institute touted strictures “more stringent than zoning and building ordinances of the city in which the district is located.” The ULI also stressed the importance of a  “general attractive appearance” in the industrial district, which would preferably be “laid out with landscaping.”

By 1966, there were several industrial districts in Nassau and Suffolk as well Los Angeles counties.   Some came about either directly or indirectly through the commercial evolution of air flight.  When Roosevelt Field, one of the older style airports of the prewar era, fell into postwar disuse, it was sold and converted in 1950 into a “light manufacturing and distribution center.”  A New York City-based firm then leased the former hangar buildings out to small manufacturers and distributing companies.  Any building plans had to be approved for “similar architectural character and quality.” The restrictive covenants guaranteed an enduring spaciousness and greenery by limiting buildings to 60% of the land area on each plot, with 74 feet setbacks from the road  “maintained as lawns with necessary walks.”   The industrial district could also become a solution to problems created by new airport development.   After plans for the Los Angeles International Airport had gotten  underway, in 1950, a private developer bought up some 95 acres of adjacent land which had become “unsuitable for housing” and converted it into an industrial district for light manufacturing.
 

An even more tightly controlled plan for siting factories and other manufacturing side by side was that of the industrial park.  The idea took shape over this same time period, and often was not clearly distinguished from promotions of industrial districts.   When people tried to define the difference they suggested that a park had a fuller array of living services: “The park is also an office center, distribution center , and may even have a motel and restaurant.”
  This was another version of the planned community of industrial businesses, who would be amply provided for by the developer but who would also face a strict set of obligations as residents.  “The idea of a park is a main theme, and anything which detracts from that idea is taboo.  Industries which don’t contribute to the park plan are not admitted.   Lawns, landscaping, modern design buildings , off-street parking areas–all carry out this theme.”
   The industrial park idea was more thoroughly embraced by areas where industry was not already headed.  De-industrializing areas in Queens as well as Northern New Jersey and along the west coast, along with less industrialized regions like the southeast–and underdeveloped regions outside America’s bounds, in Asia and Latin America–were more likely to pick up on this version of planned industrial clustering.  But a 1970 survey located twenty-six industrial parks in the Los Angeles area.

Even industry thereby worked its way into the interstices of postwar suburbia.  For many locals it meant jobs and more tax income for other projects; it seemed the crowning touch of their campaigns for local community growth.  Others, more interested in preserving the amenities of suburban residence, demurred.  They saw to it that much of this industrial development was packaged in suburban form, or else shoved off into unseen acreage.  Such compromises, then, were what made such thorough-going economic development possible in places like Nassau and Los Angeles county.  Nevertheless these kinds of conflicts took on increasing pointedness and acrimony in many of the areas that had been hit by building over the early boom years.  The compromises, indeed the very strategies which suburbanites allowed local development, whether they saw it as growth or sprawl, gave rise to problems previously visited only on cities.  

 Pocketing Poverty

By 1970 suburban Nassau and Suffolk counties in New York and Orange county in California had sustained their standing as some of the wealthiest in the country (third, thirty-second and thirty-fifth, respectively), to tell from their average incomes.  Economic growth seemed to have accomplished just what its proponents had promised: many from poorer backgrounds now shared their own piece of a much larger pie.  The faster rise of manufacturing than of service jobs contributed a relatively even distribution of growth.   Manufacturing tended to generate more middle income positions than did service work, which inclined either towards the upper or lower end of the income scale.
  An expanding percentage of those in such suburban areas fell into the middle or upper ranks of income.  Once you stepped down from this kind of county-level depiction to look at the suburban landscape through a finer lens, the picture did not look so rosy. 

An oddity of these places was that wealth as well as poverty had become so geographically localized.  Within the Hempstead Township alone, the median family income ranged from 7,840 in one census tract to 41, 224 in another.  With a handful of exceptions like Garden City, the poorest areas in Nassau as well as Suffolk were in the southern half of the county, the richest in the northern half.  The very poorest places were, along with many of the western areas, four or five clusters that included Hempstead and North Amityville.  The percentage of families living below the poverty level there ranged up to 19% –a figure unadjusted for the highest cost of living in there.  Given how much it cost to live in the New York area, the economic desperation to which such figures pointed was considerably higher.

Poverty had proven endemic even to a prosperous place such as Nassau county, even in the face of stupendous economic growth.  After all, by 1967, retail and wholesale jobs, many of which were for low-paid sales clerks and hamburger flippers, nearly equaled the number of manufacturing positions.  Those who took these jobs and were forced into living in these poorest areas were often more apt to leave than those in other neighborhoods.   This very turn-over helped make suburban poverty ever more tightly tied to these particular places, as those whose incomes rose moved on.  In parallel with the emergence of the ghetto in the city, poverty in suburbs became,  like other categories of class position, increasingly defined by residential geography.  Especially as these counties suburbanized, poverty acquired a special geographic fixity.  Certain places like Hempstead or North Amityville accumulated a stigma that proved ever more difficult to break, just as the sterling reputation and housing values that those in Garden City, Oyster Bay or elsewhere proved self-reinforcing.  To answer why, we need to go back to the initial uneven distribution of the fundamentals for economic growth in these counties, and the dearth of early corrections to these inequities.  Aiming to control economic growth more by dictates of land use than by capital flows, planners and policy-makers succeeded only in magnifying the prejudices of the market itself. 

From the start, capital did not flow evenly into all corners of Long Island.  Over the early twentieth century, it poured into the northern parts of the county more readily than its southern reaches.  The building of the wealthy estates and then of the upper and middle class suburban communities washed a scale of money into these places from afar that had fewer equivalents in the county’s southern reaches.  Through their restrictive covenants and property owner associations, through the gardeners, landscapers and carpenters they hired and the retail businesses they stimulated for food and other goods, these areas enjoyed rising property assessments.  More money in these communities thereby became available for public projects, for building roads or sewers or parks.  In comparison with poorer towns, the same tax rate itself yielded a higher level of income for such public projects.   So they didn’t have to raise, and could even consider lowering taxes.  Should they try to borrowing money for public projects through the bond market,  they also more likely had the connections and know-how to post bonds in the primary and secondary markets.  To sell their bonds to outside investors, wealthy municipalities could tout the very features of rising property values and stability that bond buyers were looking for.  In the competition between suburban towns for the amenities that would bring new residents, the wealthier towns enjoyed advantage upon advantage, as wealth spawned more wealth.

Those moving into the new mid-to-lower income communities established after the war had more mixed prospects.  Many like Levittown and Lakewood wound up stabilizing their property values.  Builders of these communities made arrangements that eased their ability to secure mortgages, and the new inhabitants then brought in income from their jobs for the local spending that fueled town growth.  But in comparison with the better off, this income came in smaller proportions per family.   They had to rely on unpaid family labor to handle much of the alternation and upkeep of their property.  They could less easily afford rises in property taxes that came with their rising assessments, and yet these very areas, first build up after the war, were in direst need of new schools and other infrastructure.  Both Levittowners and Lakewooders resisted incorporation, for fear of the new tax rates that more of municipal government would entail.  They thereby disqualified themselves from appealing for the kind of bond issues that could finance these or other community needs.    They nevertheless innovated ways of securing these kinds of services at the township or county level.   Lakewood incorporated without setting up its own garbage, sewerage and other services, by contracting with Los Angeles county for many of these needs. 

Those people and places most direly beset by the conditions of postwar suburban capital markets were those working in lower end jobs in the expanding service industries–and those who happened not to be white.  From the beginning, when they first tried to move out from their urban apartments, blacks like Eugene Burnett were shunted out of places like Levittown, into those few housing developments that welcomed them.  The builders of Ronek Park, a 200-home subdivision to the west of Levittown, followed the Levitts in making arrangements with a local bank to provide those purchasing their homes with mortgages; in this respect, those who bought into this African-American subdivision were fortunate.   Yet the many corners that the Romano brothers cut in construction soon began to show up: flat roofs they put on their first houses blew off in storms, water seeping into basements from the marshland on which many homes were placed.  To make matters worse, those who lived in these and surrounding homes faced problems of discrimination on the job market.  A local government job like that of Eugene Burnett’s at the local police department was a plum, yet once they had hired a token black, police higher-ups became reluctant to promote him.  An aircraft factory like Grumman was also willing to hire blacks or Native Americans such as Charles Ballinger and McKinley Banks.  Yet these employees never seemed to move very far or fast up the pay scale.

The conditions for economic stagnation in North Amityville had been at least partly set prior to the building of Ronek Park, before Burnett, Ballinger or Banks moved in with their families.  By 1950 when the Romano brothers bought the land for Ronek Park from the Von Essens, a farming family, it had already been bisected by the Sunrise Highway.  It was crowded in on the north and east by Robert Moses’ Sunrise Highway, St. Catherine’s Hospital, the Republic Aviation plant, and a small airport.  Lying just across the border from Nassau, it belonged to a Suffolk county township that had looser zoning rules.  It also lay right beside where clusters of African as well as Native Americans had already settled, after arriving over the twenties to work on the Essen’s and other local farms.  Like many other Long Island developers who undertook more intermediate sized projects, the Romano brothers felt no obligations to provide stores or schools for their customers.  Once the Ronek Parkers moved in, commerce did not follow.  The families of Burnett, Banks and Ballinger still had to go into Amityville for their groceries and other goods.  Some like Harold Kopchynski, a physician of African American and Native American as well as Polish ancestry, and Eugene Reed, a Long Island born African American who became a dentist, did provide some local services.  They had to be quite generous to their Ronek Park patients on questions of bill payment.  To take neighborhood improvements into their own hands, they and a few others helped spearhead a drive to form a property owners association for the new town.  But North Amityville, unlike Levittown or Lakewood, never even came close to incorporating.  It was at even more of a disadvantage than these communities when it came to attracting local capital investments, much less the kind or scale of loan that a bond issue entailed.  

North Amityville thus became, along with Hempstead, Inglewood and a number of other towns in suburbanizing Nassau and Suffolk, a place for concentrating suburban poverty.   Government was little help here through the mid-sixties.  Racial difference was certainly central to why these places remained poor.  Most–though by no means all--were the very places to have the greatest gains in blacks between 1940 and 1960.  Racism also helps explain their failure to gain any political clout.  For North Amityville, the tool of zoning not only provided little defense but actually worked against Ronek Park residents.  It did so via another perceived scourge of postwar suburban living: industry.   If North Amityville had begun of the far side of the Long Island Railway tracks from Amityville, this incorporated village now made sure to zone the railroad area for industrial uses, encouraging a houseless buffer between its white majority and its minorities outside the village limits.  On its eastern fringe, there arose a drive-in theater and “a small industrial park.”
  Just to the north, the New York State Metropolitan Transportation Authority moved in the late sixties to take over the existing private airfields and to covert them into a larger “Republic Airport” for public use.  The “obstruction study” for this airport expansion showed flights paths over North Amityville, including Ronek Park.   The growth and channeling of air and other industries in suburbia further threatened what were already unstable property values.  Both here on Long Island and elsewhere, industrial development helped widen economic divides still further. 

 Nowhere was this truer than with the unincorporated town of Inwood.  Here, along the southern end of the border between Nassau county and the Queens borough of New York City, industrial factors overshadowed racial ones.  Before Idlewild International Airport sprouted up next door, it had included middle and lower class residents, including many Italian immigrants as well as some 25% African Americans as of 1960.  After Idlewild opened and expanded its operation from 1958 onward, both blacks and whites fled.  By 1970 its population had shrunk to just over 8,000, with a slightly smaller proportion of blacks than in 1960.  As the jets whizzed overhead, as they got ever larger, louder and more numerous,  Inwood also became the single poorest area in Nassau county.

The language of “urban blight,” which had arrived in suburbia early on in the postwar, found ever-widening suburban uses over the fifties and sixties.  Given the prevailing understanding of suburban development, given also the availability of federal funds for urban renewal, especially the 1948 Federal Housing Act, local policy-makers saw little way to prevent poverty from pocketing its way into their suburban idylls.  The only available solutions seemed to be either razing blighted spaces to the ground, or building public housing.   Pasadena launched one of the first such programs in the early fifties, after a community-wide survey of housing that urged a thorough-going abandonment of Hispanic areas of the city.  Their survey drew upon an aesthetics of “blight” that targeted a run-down rural look: shack-like structures and overgrown weeds.  But by the time the urban renewal juggernaut got to Long Island in the later fifties and early sixties, the “blight” that renewers fought had taken on an industrial cast.  

Before the town of Babylon adopted a new Master Plan in 1970, its engineers went out to pinpoint any blighted areas that could benefit from a future “renewal.”  The northern side of North Amityville they judged remediable through spot renovations of the houses (made possible through new low cost loans), through addition of more parks and the paving of roads, also through a clearing out of the few stores that had sprung up in the areas.  But the southerly stretch did not seem fixable.  Not only was it physically separated from other places, part of it sandwiched between the railroad and Sunrise Highway; it also suffered from “proximity to incompatible non-residential uses”–mostly the small plants in and around the neighboring industrial park as well as the “scattered strip commercial” store fronts along the highway.  Aside from these “environmental deficiencies,” “the overall condition of the buildings is very bad, making this a primer area for clearance and redevelopment.”  What did they envision replacing the Ronek Park neighborhood with?  An “industrial park,” “in view of the industrial and commercial nature of the surrounding area.”  They proposed banishing commercial uses from the roadside as well and cutting back on the access points to the highway.  Then, to “separate the highway from the industrial uses,” they envisioned the salve of landscaping: the  “planted buffer strip.”   As they put it in their planner’s lingo, “these improvements would considerably increase the visual amenity along the highway in addition to improving traffic flow.” 

Southern Ronek Park weathered this effort at once to industrialize, beautify, and destroy it, which after all would have required funds not just from the federal government but out of local citizens’ pockets.  Yet the vision itself captured how difficult it often was for those holding the planning reigns to tolerate this highly localized poverty, even less so than the industry with which it increasingly resided.  In the suburban landscape, where property and neighborhood value so depended on the appearance of greenery, where regulation remained largely confined to the public fixing of land uses, there was little other option when this strategy fell through.  Then it came time for the bulldozers.  Because of the money that industry promised to local governments, industrial construction more often than not  won out over public housing for the poor, while helping devalue what private housing lower income suburbanites owned.  In its inattention to such effects, in its failure to deal with the movement or fate of the people whom it drove away, postwar planning and zoning could lose sight of the human lives it so powerfully affected.  Nowhere was this truer than in programs of suburban “renewal.”  Unable to consider seriously the people who lived among the land and buildings on which they were fixated, the suburban renewers, like their urban counterparts, saw neighborhoods from the bird’s eye view–even when at close range.   

After World War II, the suburbs became home not just to the American middle class, but to factories, and to the poor.  For the most part, these last suburban residents were successfully cordoned off and ignored, both in the mass culture of the television, where happy families and quiet leafy neighborhoods reigned, and in the pervasive critiques of a suburban mass culture.  The consequences of suburbanizing industry and poverty, which were so often geographically conjoined, only turned up later.  Among them, the chemical, “light manufacturing,” and other advanced technology firms that set up shop in Nassau’s industrial districts and parks made it, by the year 2000, the New York county with the greatest number of Superfund sites.   Its fifteen contaminated areas were over twice as many as in Niagara county, the location of Love Canal.  Suffolk County, Nassau’s neighbor to the east, came in second with nine. 

Those who criticized the spreading suburbs as sprawl, like William Whyte, were some of the first to recognize just how alienating this bird’s eye view could be, whether applied to urban or suburban building.  Whyte and his fellow contributors to the Exploding Metropolis volume took on the technocratic projects of the urban renewers in the same terms as their critique of the suburbs.  “Redevelopers have taken the suburban shopping center approach...they have acted as if the project were out in the country, and have planned for the driver rather than the pedestrian.”  Like the large-scale projects of suburban or airport developers, the redevelopers’ inner city projects aspired to a modernist monumentalism that accorded no place for smaller comforts, “nothing close for the eye to light on,” nothing corresponding to the scale and organic diversity  of the city street.  What open spaces they planned were so open and forbidding as to be “uncongenial to the human being”: either a “big central mall so vast and abstract as to be vaguely oppressive,” or “manicured green areas” chained off from human feet.
   For Whyte, large subdivisions like Levittown and Lakewood as well as the redevelopment projects might for all intents and purposes have been conceived from far above, so little connection did they admit with the land or the city within which they rested–or with “the human” itself.  

Among the contributors to this volume was Jane Jacobs, then an editor of Architectural Forum.   Her essay for Exploding Metropolis, on “Downtown Is for People,” hatched  the kernel for her classic critique of urban redevelopment in The Life and Death of American Cities.   Jacobs as well as Whyte urged a view of the city and its architecture from the ground, from that of the walking pedestrian.  Here, asserted Jacobs with Whyte’s assent, could be found what was most valuable in cities, the noisy, diverse, chaotic life of the street, on a “human scale.”   Neither made any mention of how life in the new suburbs might approximate this messy urban idyll they hoped to restore; they simply assumed its absence.   Whyte rather wistfully predicted that people would be leaving the suburbs over the next ten years in search of these values in the city.   Jacobs went on to write of “middle-income housing projects which are truly marvels of dullness and regimentation, sealed against any buoyance or vitality of city life.”
  For all their vehemence against the bird’s eye view of urban redevelopers, they themselves fell into seeing suburban life as from overhead.  They left little room for imagining that the urban edge could itself become home to at least some of the same human interaction and organic bustle that they so valued in the city itself.
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