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1. INTRODUCTION

The post-World War II America was considered an era of great progress in
many aspects. Generally, it mirrored in the betterment of living standard that
suddenly had steeply risen due to a flourishing economy and prosperity. This era
beginning at the turn of the late forties and early fifties became also known as the
embodiment of the American Dream that for many Americans came true thanks to
a heyday of revolutionary projects in housing, infrastructure and other
developments that followed later on. Basically, new visions of lifestyle came up
hand in hand with new opportunities and trends. Since one of the major
advancements in this period of progress represented the phenomenon of the
booming motor vehicle transport that went hand in hand with the extensive
highway building, hardly anybody could have foreseen what merits and impacts
would come up therewith. Several changes that occurred due to the above-
mentioned advancement in economy can be referred to as yielding and positive.
However among others, this postwar period also brought its side effects as for
instance: the rise of suburbia, the deterioration of city cores, suburban sprawl and
or the problem of endless bumper-to-bumper gridlocks. Those last-mentioned
phenomena together with the highway building and flourishing car industry had
both at the same time certain merits as for the betterment of living standard and

the rising economy. Wese problems appearing at first sight as

minor ones subsequently grew bigger and somehow mirrored in a twist of a

lifestyle of most Americans. Later, these previously already apparent side effects
of postwar boom became known as hardly healable ills, especially stemming from
city and highway ill-planning. These negative and uncontrolled effects not only
changed the face of many American cities, but also dramatically influenced the
way of life of the Americans.

“American m/odc{ society in the mid-twentieth century underwent a
paramount alteration in consequence of the overdependence upon the car. The
increasing availability of private transport became an impetus toward a change in
people’s transportation preferences and has become a sole option to choose from
to get from one place to another. At the same time, some critics might rightly
claim that the automobile has received a new connotation of a “Sacred Cow",

which metaphorically everybody praises and gives way. There is no doubt that the
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automobile indeed secured one’s freedom of self-transportation, however at the
same time, it has indirectly also done irreversible harm to the American society.

The aim of this thesis will be to understand how and to what shape the
American cities have developed since the end of the WWII, on one hand. On the
other hand, in this thesis I will endeavor to prove that the increased motor vehicle |
transport changed both the transportation and living habits of the American /
society caused by car-dependent city planning. h

The subject matter that will be put in question throughout this thesis could
be expressed by the words of Winston Churchill: “We shape our buildings and
afterwards our buildings shape us*'. In fact, the correlate aspect of the housing
boom of the period represented also for example the highway boom, as a result of
the automobile production upswing. To understand this chain reaction of the great
post-war progress and a degree, towards which it altered the American nation
mainly in architecture, transportation and lifestyle of the Americans, [ will
endeavor to make several investigative insights behind the scenes of the
development that occurred following the end of WWII and thus I will deduce
certain conclusions of its impact.

The increasing automobile dominance over the public transportation
systems resulted concurrently in numerous transformations in the shape of
American cities, which subsequently provoked various reflections and critique
from renowned architects and urban planners. A long-run debate over the post-
war shape of American cities and landscape began right in the midst of the fifties.
Many arguments were raised for and against the American Sacred car, in order to

~———— ear—"
find a sort of equilibrium that would match the consensus over all discussed

aspects. \pas kﬁ\,

A real step forward in the U.S. econom}\}\'made the 1956 National Interstate
and Defense Highway Act’ (NIDHA) that was enacted under the administration of
President Eisenhower. At the time of its enactment and during the upcoming
decades, this milestone project provoked many pros and cons. Numerous critical

voices came from renowned experts and urban planners, who could better imagine

—

the two sides of this mega project. Nevertheless, their critique has been W

echoing till nowadays, for there have been written countless publications dealing

' Zucker, P.: New Achitecture and City Planning, F. Hubner and Co., New York 1944, p. 10.
? http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/National_Interstate_and_Defense_Highways_Act_of_1956
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with the motor vehicles and especially their side effects upon the face of
American cities. That is why, for example, numerous issues in the context of the
passage of the NIDHA were stated, explained and challenged by architects and
critics of the period, such as was Lewis Mumford, Robert Moses or Frank Lloyd
Wright. Their views were at least informative, however their warnings that they
were giving as for the highway planning and low-density urban patterns published
in this time, were certainly influential and contributive towards wide public
awareness and later revolt.

In chapter two I am going to analyze the post war situation with regard to
the sub-urbanization prospect and the upswing of brand new housing
developments that mushroomed on the American scene. This investigation of the
historical and social context of suburbanization will set stage for the rest this
thesis.

In chapter three I am going to deal with the issue of highway development,
in which I will attempt to shed light upon its pros and cons from the impact-on-
the-architecture point of view. I will examine this issue by means of numerous
facts, statistics and interpretations of the renowned figures of the urban planning
spectrum. These famed architects have had significant influence upon the
problem-solving of this phenomenon and brought worthful aspects to the fore in
this endless discussion.

In chapter four I will look into a phenomenon of urban sprawl and its far-
reaching negative effects upon the cohesion of American cities. I will be also
partly dealing with a neo-traditional planning trend called the New Urbanism,
which was coined by a well-known architect Andres Duany and his team. I will
investigate Duany’s idea of making the cities again more pedestrian-friendly,
beautiful and livable.

Chapter five will be devoted to a postwar growing problem of
transportation in America, regarding the struggle between the private and public
transportation. [ will be dealing with the impact of the motor vehicles on the
public transport that declined rapidly as fast as the highway boom was spreading
nationwide. In this context, [ will make a comparison of a couple of the North-
American cities, mainly Canadian, by analyzing their Mmass-transit—oriented
policy, as opposed to American automobile-oriented transport, in the post-WWII

era. A closer attention will be also paid to a situation between these two clashing



transportation options, namely in specific cities of the San Francisco including
local Bay Area towns, Boston and New York City. In a case-study, I will analyze
local public transit convenience in relation to automobile convenience. Therefrom,
[ will attempt to derive the pros and cons of each mode of transport and their
impact upon the society. In addition, I will analyze the impact of motor vehicle
transport in certain parts of the cities that are under our spotlight. I will endeavor
to prove the revitalizing effect of public transit as instrumental to the maintenance
of the equilibrium and cohesion of the American downtowns from the city-
planning point of view. Also, in the above case studies I will analyze how the
leading American planners handled the issue of people’s overdependence on the
private transport. Additionally, I will study the wide public protests that have been
provoked by the implementation of ill-planned freeway projects.

Generally, the aim of the thesis will be to make a thorough analysis of the
impact of motor vehicles upon the urban patterns and last, but not least the
lifestyle of the Americans. Simply put, we will get acquainted with the postwar
development, upon which we will analyze the milestone urban development
phenomena of this era and subsequent impact of the American infrastructure
growth. We will examine to what shape, at what cost and under what

circumstances the shape of American cities has changed since the mid-twentieth

century.

ANALYSIS OF BIBLIOGRAPHY
A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE USED SOURCES

Before proceeding further, I would like to make a brief evaluation of the
publications that I used during the process of creation of this work.
To begin with, I must state that the majority of publications comes from the JFK
Institute Library at Free University of Berlin, in Germany, while the rest of useful
books I also photocopied at Columbia University in NYC, U.S.A., and a few I
borrowed from the T.G.M. Library in Jinonice, Prague. As for the electronic
material, I found very helpful local free access to Charles University gateway

offering useful databases together with on-line journals, namely JSTOR and

Proquest.



[t is hardly possible to refer to every single book in detail, which I used for
the creation of this work. Therefore, I will rather pick some of those that helped
me to create a certain picture about the actual post-WWII situation in America.
However, [ will also mention publicationsx which I may not consider decidedly
pivotal, but still in a way imperative for this thesis.

In general, the used sources consist of publications that deal with the issue
of the automobile and the city development. Some books that I went over during
the time of writing of this work are devoted to architecture as well as to famous
American urban planners such as Lewis Mumford, Robert Moses and other
renowned architects. These particular books, although they do not wholly deal
with the subject matter of this thesis, they provide rather insightful remarks and
useful views upon the nature and function of architecture’ made by the above-
mentioned planners themselves.

Another subgroup of materials used comprises publications that somehow
deal with the issues of urban development and various effects stemming from the
private and public mode of transport. At the same time, books that are also part of
this category deal with freeway construction” and the rise of suburbia’. The book
about the suburban development provides especially relevant and detailed insights
in the Levittown construction and the changing shape of suburban patterns and
last but not least the nature of the life within.

Another publication that has been several times cited in this work deals
with a new postwar phenomenon of transit villages®, which is closely
interconnected with the convenience of rapid mass transport systems. This
particular source provides countless remarks of interest upon the changing shape

of American cities in the post war era. Since it provides many theories and

I Mumford, L.: Interpretations and Forecasts: 1922-1972, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc., New
York 1929.

* Seely, B.E.: Building the American Highway System, Temple U. Press, Philadelphia
1987.

* Gans, H.J.: The Levittowners, Columbia University Press, New York 1967.

® Bernick, M., Cervero, R.: Transit Villages in the 21st century, McGraw-Hill Companies, New

York 1996.



valuable analyses to the point, it stands also for the one of several pivotal sources
for this work.

Among others, I would also like to stress one special book that stands for a
salient source, which enabled me to look at the changing American architecture
from a different point of view.” This book, written by a group of Neotraditionalist
urban planners, supplies the reader with necessary background from the effect of
sprawl towards the charter of the New Urbanism. At the top of that, one may find
useful the stated smart growth® arguments together with interesting insights into
the nature of American city development. This book shows the real drawbacks of
urban growth especially on the fringe and yet invites further investigation of other
related problems.

The books handling the issue of the automobile overdependence in
suburban America shed a clear light on the drawbacks stemming from the
suburban setting. Virtually, there comes up a wide range of pro and con arguments
concerning the effect of the automobile,” and namely freeway construction upon
the shape of American cities that again encourages further and deeper
investigation”).

Last but not least interesting and intriguing insights in a public protest against ill-
planned freeway constructions that somehow represented a harming effect upon
the health state of American cities became known as the freeway revolt.''

Finally, it is good to mention also some articles downloaded from
electronic journals, which provided me with useful, but primarily reliable source
of statistics and other relevant data, which further served as subjects of

argumentation, when drawing conclusion out of any kind of the analyzed

’ Duany, A., Plater-Zyberk, E., Speck, J.: Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of
the American Dream, North Point Press, New York 2000.

¥ Smart growth stands for an urban planning and transportation theory that concentrates growth in
the center of a city to avoid urban sprawl and advocates compact, transit-oriented, walkable,
bicycle-friendly land-use including mixed-use development with a range of housing choices.
(Quoted from www.wikipedia.org, | th February 2007)

" Owen, W.: Cities in the Motor Age, The Viking Press, New York 1959.

' Meyer, J.R.:, Gémez-Ibdiez, J.A.: Autos, Transit and Cities, Twentieth Century Fund, New
York 1981.

! Halpern, K.: Downtown U.S.A.: Urban Design in Nine American Cities. Whitney Library of
Design, New York 1978.


http://www.wikipedia.org

phenomenon. Especially, when dealing with the Big Dig project in Boston, for it
stands for quite a recent issue, there could be found a lot of related articles on the
topic both on the internet and especially in more serious electronic joumals.'2 The
one of several Proquest articles stated in bibliography provides pretty good
background information about the project itself raising interesting remarks, upon
which one can base questions to be dealt with in further analysis.

Lastly, there is also a need to make clear that there were also used some
sources of encyclopedic character”, which provided additional, informative or

detailing information.

"2 Micciche, F., Peckenpaugh, J.: Black hole, Government Executive, Washington 2001.
Vol.33, Iss. 4; ProQuest Database.

" http://en.wikipedia.com
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2. POST-WWII SITUATION

In the aftermath of the Second World War there came up an enormous
progress in house building and infrastructure as well as in other spheres of
development and last but not least a radical change occurred essentially in the life
of Americans. Actually, it was the American middle-class that became known as
the main consumer drive of the society. The middle class people preferred a
certain level of comfort that they could afford thanks to money saving surpluses
from the war period, when everybody was awaiting even worse times. However,
as there came prosperous bright days of the Fifties instead, a great majority of the
middle-class people began spending their money on the state-of-the-art gadgets,
cars as well as heavily invested in housing. Equally, this era was marked by a
huge prosperity and the highest birth rates ever in the twentieth century. However,
it also stood for the beginning of a mass automobile production and highway
building, what though on one hand represented the embodiment of the American
Dream, it evoked several impacts upon urban cores and life in the cities on the
other hand. Last but not least, this era of the four-wheeler culture also brought
many novelties in the name of adequate comfort that required this period of
immense progress. A newness in the life of the Americans represented for
instance a roadside development and drive-in culture, which became mainly
epitomized with the clusters of McDonald’s restaurants, Holiday Inn hotels and
big malls duly called as “strip areas”. The last-mentioned specific name for mall
areas received this nickname from a deri\;ti/on related to vast strip-shaped
properties, where these malls were erected. In addition, a major part of the lot on
which a mall was standing was designed so as to be able to accommodate up to
several hundreds of automobiles. In the meantime, while the net of interstate
highways broadened in a substantial way and big cities became virtually linked to
one another, there came up a developer called gijl\igVitt with his affordable, but
decent kind of houses, which became very popular especially with the middle-
class people and the returning GI's. This new form of housing, located in the
suburban areas of a city, Levitt named typically as “Levittowns”. This new kind of
habitation formed a new urban pattern that by its specific setting and nature
fulfilled demands of local residents for open spaces and closeness to nature. At the

same time, it embodied a trendy and in a way classy housing. The location of



these subdivisions was not in secluded landscape, but also not necessarily very
close to a big city. Levittown epitomized a sort of suburbia that could have been
reachable only by car. Therefore, it has diametrically changed the American

lifestyle as well as the shape of American landscape.

2.1. Bill Levitt’s suburbia

In ermmen{ }g{ltroggged/glgwsp called G. I_E ill_ -
which provided returning war veterans with a necessary financial support for
education and/or housing, in order to enable them to reintegrate easily into the
society. It stood for a sort of governmental assistance, by which they could have
overcome initial obstacles related to the finding of a stable job and/or establishing
a family. The government issued for them easy loans at quite favorable terms
including for instance reasonable installment plans and other benefits.

Particularly, concerning this program for returning veterans, who formed a
significant social group, there came up a problem with adequate housing as there
was a lack of affordable residential houses for them.

However, a building company called “Leavitt and Sons”, building military
houses on the east coast, yet during the WWII came up with an idea of cheap
quality housing. Actually, it was Abraham Levitt and his sons William and Alfred,
who became successful in the building of cheap and quality houses. Their specific
suburbs became known as the Levittowns and the people, who moved into these
residential houses located in the outskirts of big cities, soon acquired a status of a
suburbanite or, to put it literally, a Levittowner. Levittowns themselves
epitomized a new American way of life providing many young families and the
GIs with an embodiment of independence and security. From the very beginning,
Levittowns became extremely trendy for many middle-class dwellers of the big
cities. Many people living in the cities no longer considered the possession of a
flat in the downtown as satisfactory concerning their needs. Moreover, by buying
a new house from Messrs. Levitts in the suburbia, they suddenly acquired
dwellings that looked the same as hundreds of houses around, but they made them
feel belong to a social group that had a certain status in the society. The evoked
obsession with these new residences accelerated the massive exodus from city

centers into suburbs. Many people so far living in the downtown assumed that it

10



was better to abandon their rental flats in the cities and thus traded them for new
houses in new off-city areas. Some parts of big cities, the so-called slums, were
considered as dirty, poor and hotbeds of crime due to an increasing number of

African American dwellers of poor livelihood.

2.2. Bill Levitt’s dream

Evidently, Levitt and Sons Co. stood for a perspective building company
what can be proved upon the following record referring to the fact that they were
obtaining prominent public contracts even yet during the wartime. “In 1941 the
Levitts won a government contract to provide 2,350 housing units for defense
workers in Norfolk.”'* Concerning this huge order, at that time, the Levitts
experienced some problems with union workers, who demanded much money for
little work. Therefore, at this stage, the Levitts were thinking about an alternative
way, how to achieve more cost and labor effective work. Finally, they found out
that the overall process of building a house from A to Z would require some
“twenty-seven separate groups”"® of both skilled and unskilled workers, whom
they would train to carry out certain type of work so as to earn more decent
money in the end. This systematic division of labor yielded them a great success
in the years to come. Precisely behind this process stood also Levitt’s technique of
special division of building procedures that stemmed from the “assembly line
production”'®. Namely, this type of production enabled him highly cost-effective
and time-saving production. Generally, he was inspired by the General Motors
Co., a carmaker company and therefore he was considered to be the first to apply
the GMC used principle of the assembly line production upon the house
development. The result of this kind of process resulted in mass production of
houses that were ready in kits.

In reality, Bill Levitt represented a pioneer as for this new modern type of

housing. He became a father of the American suburbia. Basically, Levitt as a self-

" Lacayo, R.: Suburban legend: William Levitt, Time, Vol. 152, Iss. 23. New York 1998.
http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=36421534&sid=12&Fmt=3&clientld=45145&RQT=309&V
Name=PQD (3rd September 2006)

'S Halberstam, D.: The Fifties, Villard Books, New York 1993, p. 134.

'® Guido D.W.: Pioneers of production home building, Builder, Vol.24, Iss. 6; Washington 2001.
http:/proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=73064545&sid=12&Fmt=4&clientld=45145&RQT=309&V
Name=PQD (3rd September 2006)
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made man, salesman and experienced builder, became famous through erecting
the first-rate houses, which he managed to build in a large quantities and in a short
period of time. Thus he provided the GI's, young couples, teachers, doctors and
others of the middle class status with affordable housing. The only clients, whom
he denied to sell his houses were African Americans. The myth of Jim Crow was
still omnipresent and the prejudices against African Americans had not yet
evaporated at that time. Although Levitt himself was not a racist, he probably
feared that a white American, who was escaping from multi-racial city centers,
which in the last decade represented the epicenters of increasing crime, he himself
would not buy a house next to an African American household, no matter how

greatly designed and equipped it would be.

2.2.1. The building of the first Levittowns

After the war, the Levitts started their first Levittowns in New York, New
Jersey and Pennsylvania. The acreage of Levittowns did not stand for a small
built-up area, but conversely taking into consideration the full dimension of the
first Levittown, it comprised some 17,000 houses with 82,000 residents.'’
Usually, the initial step in the build-up of a Levittown was to buy a flat area,
mostly potato fields. Secondly, the field needed to be bulldozed to flatland, thirdly
it required a build up of roads and finally there had to be made a concrete base,
upon which a house was sequentially erected. Among others, the sewer system
together with the water supply and electric network were located there yet
beforehand. The build-up of the Levittowns resembled more of less a new form of

L
a community, as evidenced by their unique look and equipment. Here we can
observe the rapidity of the subdivision building that virtually comprised solely
family houses in hundreds in a place and lacked ordinary urban facilities such as
school, corner shops or a theater.

It was in 1946, when Bill Levitt started his project of the first Levittown
that he built up in Hampstead. Single plots in the Levittown possessed following
characteristic features: there were raised fences all around houses and a salient
look of the house was underlined by the compactness of the simplicity and

attractive design. From the very beginning, Bill Levitt offered three options of

' Halberstam, D.: The Fifties, Villard Books, New York 1993, p. 137.
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