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INTRODUCTION



BEFORE BECOMING A MOM, I spent little time at home. I was always working, going out to dinner, hitting the gym, discovering new neighborhoods, spending evenings at cultural venues. But when my first son was born, just in time for winter in Philadelphia, that all changed. Now, with a (beautiful!) baby who needed constant feeding, diapering, and attention, I spent a lot of time in our row house. Instead of exploring the city, I explored my own mind, and my home. Before long, I felt uncharacteristically bored and isolated—even trapped.


When I became a parent, my world became centered around my house, and as a result, my values underwent an unexpected and dramatic transition. Suddenly, my husband and I were spending about an hour every day cooking and doing laundry, and another hour feeding, bathing, and cleaning up after our first son. We scrutinized our $300-per-month gas bill and spent our savings on home repairs. Things I thought I wanted in a home, such as a little extra space, had become just more rooms to clean and heat. Those early months with a newborn can be tough for anyone, but I couldn’t help but wonder how humans had survived, and in such quantity, living this way—mostly alone, each family for itself.


But people hadn’t always lived this way. This style of living, centered around the single-family home, is a relatively new concept in the history of humankind. Up until World War II, families traditionally lived in more communal situations, ranging from multigenerational households to close-knit neighborhoods full of friends and family. The things I’d yearned for during my maternity leave—other mothers to learn from, another family to have dinner with—were baked into living that way. Now my options were mommy-and-me classes at $20 a pop and family-friendly restaurants where kids watched YouTube on iPhones while their parents ate dinner.


Out of frustration with my living situation, and a lifelong fascination with cities and the built environment, I began to investigate housing choices in America and their economic, social, and environmental implications. For example, I drew a clear connection between the loneliness I experienced and the amount of time I spent at home. Did other Americans, new parents or not, share my sense of isolation at home? What were the economic and social consequences of people spending the bulk of their income on housing costs? What about the countless hours on household upkeep? How were various trends—like the country’s rising housing costs, increasing social isolation, and decreasing fertility rate—related?


The more I researched these issues, the more I became convinced that the presumed benefits of single-family homes masked their negative social, economic, and environmental consequences. The data suggest that the current housing paradigm—predominantly oriented around owning a single-family home—is unaffordable, unhealthy, and out of step with consumer demand. And a large and growing portion of the population is unable to access the homeownership lifestyle, even if they desire it.


Housing affordability is a crisis, and not just in cities like New York and San Francisco; in Philadelphia, where I live, housing prices rose by 22 percent in a boom period between 2016 and mid-2017.1 In Seattle, the median home price rose by $400,000 between 2012 and 2018.2 The collision of high prices and limited supply is most acute in coastal cities, but it extends across the country. Utah, a state whose largest city has a little more than two hundred thousand people, created a Commission on Housing Affordability in 2018 to address the state’s affordable housing gap. In desirable enclaves like Asheville, North Carolina, or Burlington, Vermont, monthly rental costs rival those of Miami and Boston, but average salaries don’t.


Not surprisingly, the lack of housing choices and the prevalence of exclusionary housing regulations—such as minimum lot sizes and required off-street parking for each household—have made housing grow more expensive, decade over decade. Wages have not kept up with housing costs. In 1988, the typical sale price of a single-family home was 3.2 times the median household income. By 2017, the ratio was 4.2.3 That same year, nearly thirty-eight million American households were “cost burdened,” paying more than 30 percent of their income on rents and mortgages.4


Unaffordable housing is not just a problem for those struggling to pay off a mortgage or even for those who are locked out of homeownership and its financial upside. It is a societal problem. Studies show that the high cost of housing is driving widening inequality in the United States, serving as an obstacle to economic mobility, especially for young people and people of color. Homeownership divides the country along stark racial lines. In 1950, when 89.5 percent of Americans classified themselves as white, people of color were legally or extralegally prohibited from purchasing housing in many neighborhoods through redlining and restrictive covenants.5 And now, when white Americans are trending toward minority status, only 44 percent of African Americans are homeowners, compared with 65.1 percent of all Americans and 73.7 percent of whites in the fourth quarter of 2019.6 Not one of the one hundred cities with the largest black populations has closed this homeownership gap, and only three cities (Killeen, Texas; Fayetteville, North Carolina; and Charleston, South Carolina) have a gap of less than 20 percent.7 To this day, the neighborhoods that were subject to redlining decades ago are still more prone to poverty. Given that homeownership is a significant means of growing wealth in this country, economic disparities between whites and people of color are inevitable.


Unaffordable housing also comes with serious mental and physical health ramifications. High housing costs often result in trade-offs, where families skimp on food and medical attention in order to pay the rent. An examination of the studies tracking the health effects of the 2008 foreclosure crisis found that experiencing a foreclosure—and even living near foreclosures—was associated with elevated levels of anxiety, depression, and violent behavior.8 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) published a study looking at the link between the housing crisis from 2005 to 2010 and suicide. The study directly linked 1 to 2 percent of suicides to foreclosure and eviction.9 The CDC report noted that some 68 percent of counselors working with clients to mitigate foreclosure found that “many” or “almost all” of their clients appeared depressed or hopeless.


There are also adverse health effects associated with sprawling, single-family suburbanization, including lower rates of walking and social interaction. While there may have once been an “urban health penalty” of a shorter life span, it hasn’t applied for decades (when confounding factors such as race and income are controlled for). Today, life expectancy decreases as level of rurality increases.10 Moreover, loneliness is becoming more common and being taken more seriously as a threat to physical and mental health. Studies have shown a link between loneliness and risk of stroke, high blood pressure, and cognitive decline. One study even suggested that loneliness is as lethal as smoking fifteen cigarettes a day.11


There are environmental consequences to single-family housing as well. At a time when the country is grappling with how to address the dangers of climate change and debating the possibility of a Green New Deal, the inefficiency of single-family homes can no longer be ignored. As American homes have become bigger, there have been a variety of environmental impacts: increased emissions from heating and cooling ever-larger private spaces; additional furniture for extra bedrooms, playrooms, and home offices; and additional appliances such as televisions and toilets. All this stuff has a carbon cost.


For all the presumed benefits of exclusion, privacy, and space that people experience in single-family homes, these economic, social, and environmental deficits are rarely mentioned. For so long, owning a single-family home has been seen as an unalloyed good, the American Dream. But changing demographics and cultural norms, along with the Great Recession’s housing downturn and foreclosure crisis, and now COVID-19’s economic uncertainties, are challenging how we balance the pros and cons of single-family homes.


There is a lot of discussion about our national malaise—one in eight Americans over age twelve has taken antidepressants—but we largely place the blame on the accelerating pace of life, distracting technology and media, and the downsides of globalization.12 Why is so little attention paid to the home, the place where we spend the most time? And why isn’t there a more robust public conversation about how living differently—more affordably, more communally, and more simply—could strengthen our society, economy, and health?


AT THE SAME time as the housing crisis has become acute, American demographics and social norms have shifted dramatically. Consider that at the turn of the twentieth century, most adults were married, a miniscule percentage were divorced, and the average family had 3.5 children.13 This type of household strongly influenced the building boom following World War II, when the suburbs rapidly expanded and a new car-centric approach to living flourished.


Today, the prior dominance of white, heteronormative families has given way to a much more diverse country. According to analysis from the Brookings Institution, children under eighteen are already anticipated to be “majority minority” in 2020, with the whole country expected to be minority white by 2045.14 The average age of first marriage has risen from early twenties in 1960 to late twenties today.15 Marriage rates overall have dipped to their lowest levels since recording began in 1867, at just 6.5 marriages per one thousand people.16 While the rate of divorce peaked in the 1990s, it’s still between 40 and 50 percent.17 Today’s average family size is just 3.14 people, including children, and only 35 percent of home buyers have children under eighteen in the home.18 Some 28 percent of Americans are now living alone.19 Average life expectancy is near seventy-nine, having gained a decade in the past half century.20 And these are just the demographics of today; imagine the world the next generation of Americans will inhabit. If trends continue, we should expect to see more people living alone, fewer new families (particularly among native-born Americans), further delay of marriage and more interracial marriages, and a population that skews older and older.


Americans’ daily life and preferences have also changed, whether by choice or by force, to become more virtual, more mobile, and less stable. A society built around driving is looking for ways to incorporate a love of ride-hailing apps, electric scooters, and walkable neighborhoods. Our television habit has morphed into a phone addiction. Single-earner households have turned into dual-earner ones, and women now make up the majority of the college-educated workforce.21 Steady jobs with daily commutes have declined, while the gig economy, working remotely, and even a rootless digital nomadism have taken hold. Freelancers currently make up 35 percent of the country’s workforce and are expected to become the majority in the next decade.22 Augmented reality and driverless cars are bound to shake up physical and social contours even more.


But housing today largely looks the same as it did in 1950. Granted, architecture has a certain permanence literally built in, but even brand-new developments are full of 2,500-square-foot houses with two-car garages. As so much of American life has changed, why hasn’t housing?


I’d always assumed single-family homes were the way people wanted to live. We wouldn’t have a country of culs-de-sac if people didn’t really like them, right? But I found that the popularity of single-family living and homeownership writ large is only partly explained by choice. Government incentives, zoning, media narratives, advertising, and the housing industry all play a role in making single-family homes the de facto housing type in the United States.


Part One of this book explores how America transformed from a country of towns and cities where shared living, multipurpose buildings, and cheap temporary housing were very common to a country where single-family homes dominate.


The country’s very beginning was rooted in small cities and towns, where people could fulfill their daily routines in a fifteen-minute walk. It would take centuries to get to the ideal of a white picket fence and detached home with a garage. Walt Whitman may have written that “a man is not a whole and complete man unless he owns a house and the ground it stands on,” but for the first several decades following the country’s independence, many Americans lived with extended family, hosted boarders, and rented rooms in a range of accommodations, from taverns to apartment hotels. Prior to the twentieth century, living alone as an adult man or woman was frowned upon, leading singletons to board with strangers or live with extended family to avoid stigma. And until privacy and space became the ultimate luxury, people lived relatively simply and densely.


Throughout all of these changes, the meaning of home evolved, from something more akin to shelter to an idealized vision of family life and a status symbol of achievement. This transformation, in turn, changed how people thought of residential neighborhoods, the good life, and how to raise families.


In some ways, the single-family home was a practical response to the desire for more space and access to nature. These homes, built for a nuclear or multigenerational family, had none of the transience or interaction with strangers that one might find in boardinghouses, the health problems that came with overcrowded communities, or the dirt and grime of an industrializing city. But for much of American history, building a single-family home away from the city was expensive and impractical.


A variety of technological and government innovations in the early twentieth century would change that. Some parts of cities had indeed become overcrowded. The densest parts of the Lower East Side of the late nineteenth century had housing densities comparable to contemporary Hong Kong, which has the benefit of residential skyscrapers to accommodate people. Both to ease the crowding and to facilitate suburban development, municipalities encouraged people to disperse to new communities once public trolleys and ferries could enable commuting.


Following World War I, a nationwide movement to support single-family homeownership sprang up. As construction methods became standardized, building homes became less expensive and less labor-intensive. By the end of World War II, modern lending practices, government-supported homeownership incentives, and the creation of a national highway network had forever changed the scale and location of housing in America.


The first half of the twentieth century also saw the birth and popularization of modern zoning codes that transformed what could be built and who could live where. In addition to making segregation essentially a permanent fixture of urban development in most cities through redlining and restrictive covenants, most zoning plans effectively made single-family homes the default. Multifamily housing, commercial, and industrial zones were restricted to limited, often lower-income, neighborhoods.


In addition, local governments and neighborhood associations promoted single-family homeownership as critical to creating clean and safe neighborhoods (even if the data didn’t always bear this strategy out). Since renters tend to be from more racially diverse backgrounds and have lower wealth profiles, promoting homeownership has also been a strategy for local entities to skew whiter and wealthier without practicing overt or illegal discrimination.


All these factors help explain why contemporary housing has changed so little since that postwar boom era. Homeowners, developers, and local governments are deeply invested in maintaining the status quo. Homeowners are protective of what is often their greatest financial asset and investment, and use an array of mechanisms to discourage anything that could lower their property values. Multifamily housing, affordable housing, senior housing, student housing, and other alternatives all challenge the uniformity that is believed to prop up single-family housing prices.


For their part, real estate developers are risk averse and tend to build what has proven popular in the past. Besides that, building multifamily housing—especially anything outside the market-rate norm—is often exponentially more difficult to get through the gauntlet of neighborhood pushback and zoning variances.


Then there are the buyers and renters, who have been conditioned to seek out the maximum amount of space they can afford. Not until the recent and increasingly dire affordability crisis did the growing demographic of people living alone demand more micro-apartments, tiny homes, and shared living options.


But much has changed in the twenty-first century that makes old development patterns and lifestyles untenable. The Great Recession in 2008 shook many people’s fundamental belief in the safety of real estate investments; it also devastated many people’s finances, threatening their ability to remain or become homeowners. Likewise, as cities with highly concentrated job markets and lagging construction—like Washington, DC, and San Francisco—have become beleaguered by escalating housing costs, crushing traffic, and gentrification, they’ve exposed just how inefficient and expensive single-family living is. As people seek refuge from flooding and fires as our planet warms, new housing options are sorely needed. And as a new generation comes of age with different expectations and needs, housing will have to become less expensive and isolating and more sustainable, shared, and accessible to their daily routines.


This confluence of factors—housing unaffordability, a more demographically diverse population, environmental concerns, and dissatisfaction with the single-family home—is galvanizing an unlikely coalition of priced-out would-be homeowners, architects and developers, affordable housing advocates, Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, and progressive politicians who are pushing for brave new forms of housing and policies that can encourage their adoption.


In Part Two of the book, I will share stories of how individuals, companies, and governments are beginning to reflect this need for change. What’s old is new again: reinterpretations of single-room-occupancy buildings are popping up in cities, in the form of both hip co-living communities and workforce housing for teachers and service professionals.


Co-living has grown popular because it meets several needs that single-family homes don’t: more socialization, less consumer friction in everything from utility accounts to furniture, and the convenience of all-inclusive fees and shorter leases. Some providers differentiate themselves by offering smart, eco-friendly interior design, in-house yoga or cooking classes, and off-site visits to go wine tasting or skiing.


Recognizing demand, governments are finding ways to encourage co-living, particularly for those who can’t afford the all-inclusive kind. Atlanta’s largest co-living community, built in partnership with co-living developer Common, will include affordable housing among its 345 beds. New York City’s Department of Housing Preservation and Development created an initiative to explore shared housing typologies that can demonstrate to the public and developers the potential for affordable communal living, and how zoning and other regulations will be adapted for it. For its first pilot, the ShareNYC initiative will create or preserve approximately three hundred housing “opportunities”—a new term for co-living units or beds. As governments and co-living operators destigmatize shared living, the market may follow with more housing that works for different budgets.


Co-living is getting plenty of headlines, but it’s not the only alternative to the single-family home. Micro-apartments and tiny houses are also attractive to the 28 percent of the population living alone, who are often looking for inexpensive, manageable housing options. More and more developers are creating micro-apartment buildings and tiny-home communities for workforce housing: teachers, service-industry workers, even tech workers. For example, a school district outside of Tucson is investing $200,000 in infrastructure improvements to create a tiny-home community to house its teachers. Tiny homes are becoming affordable enough—the global nonprofit New Story has partnered with Austin company ICON to 3D print a 650-square-foot house at a cost of just $10,000—that city governments from Seattle to Detroit are employing them as a solution to the affordable housing and homelessness crises.


Still, these housing styles often face legal challenges where zoning requires that units be a certain size—often no smaller than three hundred square feet—or have certain characteristics, such as a seemingly arbitrary length of kitchen countertop. One has to wonder how much more popular these forms of housing would be if they could be legally built in the majority of residential neighborhoods, or if there wasn’t stigma, rooted in classism, associated with mobile homes.


Tiny houses are becoming popular not only as primary residences, but as accessory dwelling units (ADUs). ADUs have long been called granny flats, in-law units, and backyard cottages, but were long discouraged in places like the sprawling suburbs of California, where minimum house and lot sizes are sacred. But new legislation in that state at the end of 2016 clarified how and where ADUs can be built, and housing and community development departments are promoting their many benefits: affordability, allowing for extended family to live closely with privacy, and creating additional income via rental.23


ADUs have found friends—and plenty of enemies too—in many of the country’s metropolitan areas, like Minneapolis and Portland, where a lack of residential density is thwarting the aspirations of denser, more transit-oriented neighborhoods. ADUs provide more than just housing: they’re a way to achieve a density that can support transit and a stronger tax base. Some local governments are promoting ADUs as a compromise: a way to grow the city’s population and housing stock without fundamentally altering the suburban character of its neighborhoods. In Philadelphia, the city recently approved ADUs on historic properties as a way to encourage owners to maintain the character of historic, and often underinvested, residential neighborhoods.


ADUs are also tech compatible. As 3D printing, prefabrication, and modular and inexpensive customization make housing production accessible to the masses, ordering a home online could soon be as easy as ordering clothes. Venture capitalists, technologists, and entrepreneurial architects are looking at ways to change the typical development model. Instead of always building on spec, where risk-averse developers must cater to a family of four, what if builders could cheaply tailor plans to suit less conventional demands? As these technologies evolve and expand, they could lower housing prices and speed up construction.


A lack of customized housing is a key issue for one growing sector of the market: multigenerational families. Latino, Asian, and black families have long traditions of living with extended family, and these groups are growing as a proportion of the overall population. Due to them, and to a growing number of white families who moved in together for economic reasons, multigenerational living is at its highest point since 1950. Pew Research Center found that in 2016 20 percent of Americans, or sixty-four million people, lived multigenerationally. Families of all kinds are enjoying the benefits of sharing resources and having extra capacity to care for young children or elderly grandparents.


As baby boomers retire and look to downsize or reduce their housing costs, many aren’t interested in living in traditional fifty-five-plus communities. Instead, they want to age in place, with some families opting to do so through multigenerational housing. By living with younger kin, seniors can provide and receive informal support while reducing housing costs. Major developers like Pardee Homes and Lennar are also starting to build models geared toward multigenerational families, featuring in-law suites with separate entrances or distinct wings of a house for different sets of family members. While they sound like small alterations, these changes are effectively challenging the ideal of an independent single-family home. And developers are seeing that there’s a market for multigenerational homes and that building them could prove profitable.


Multigenerational housing is encouraged in some countries, like Singapore and Germany, because of its health benefits to seniors. Here, developers are taking a different approach to improving health outcomes through housing. The social determinants of health are considered to have an enormous impact on a person’s well-being. Up to 40 percent of health outcomes can be traced to nonmedical issues like housing, income, and access to healthy food.24


Hospitals, governments, and developers are becoming attuned to the biggest medical spenders—such as the homeless, the addicted, and the elderly—and finding novel ways to house them. In New Jersey, a statewide financial institution is helping hospitals build housing for homeless people, the most frequent users of emergency rooms and, therefore, the most expensive users of the hospital system. Hospitals like the Mayo Clinic, based in Rochester, Minnesota, are investing in public-private economic development to transform their surrounding community into a healthier one.


The aging of the American population will also determine how health and housing intersect. In 2050, there will be more than eighty-three million seniors, almost double the forty-three million seniors counted in 2012.25 The single-family home embodies financial and social independence, but nowadays, health-care amenities and services are the cutting edge of holistic housing.


Meanwhile, the wellness trend is encroaching on housing and garnering attention from people who want to grow their own food, breathe cleaner air, live less sedentary lifestyles, and escape the chaos of modern life. While in the past, people wanted to live on a golf course and dine at the clubhouse, today’s communities, which may not be any less exclusionary, are nonetheless marketed toward people who want to spend their spare time gardening in communal plots and sharing their bounty with neighbors.


All of these kinds of housing reflect a frustration with the high costs, unhealthiness, injustice, and inconvenience of current housing options. But single-family homes didn’t become the norm organically, and these new housing types won’t break through to the mainstream simply through market demand. How can people get the housing they deserve? How can we ensure that all people can benefit from the twenty-first-century disruption of the status quo?


In Part Three of the book, we’ll examine the ways that our government, as well as the media and private sector, can take this momentum forward.


Today, everything from dating to currency has gone digital; fewer people can afford homes; inclusivity and antidiscrimination policies are essential; and millennials reject ownership models and expect instability. In this environment, housing is bound to change. For the sake of our society, it has to.


Governments at the state and local levels are finally hearing the message. In a striking range of states, from Oregon to Virginia to Nebraska, policymakers are questioning single-family zoning and proposing banning it everywhere, with the exception of small towns. Local leaders from New York City to Austin are encouraging ADUs and shared-housing models. Officials at all levels are reexamining policies, such as the mortgage interest deduction, which have for so long given advantages to the wealthy.


But changing housing incrementally will not work in the twenty-first century. Ultimately, to rethink housing will require dissecting and fundamentally challenging a number of assumptions. For example, we have long assumed that homeownership is a net positive, both for individuals and for municipalities. It’s time we questioned how much of that has to do with homeownership in and of itself and how much with the savings, patient capital, and low interest rates embedded in thirty-year mortgages. If the two were separated, could there be other wealth-creation opportunities that might be better suited to contemporary lifestyles and the problems that come with them? What about opportunities like community land trusts and other shared equity models, which could help make housing more permanently affordable and help neighbors share in the upside?


In the private sector, among developers, architects, and banks, there is increasing recognition that for all the privacy and independence single-family living affords, it is a lifestyle with significant costs. Each household maintains its own dwelling, makes its own meals, and transports its own way to work and school. Each household pays for its own internet and television connection, its own entertainment and news. Each household has its own heating and cooling system, washer and dryer, plumbing, and appliances. Developers are beginning to rethink this model. Architects and furniture designers are contemplating how to make homes flexible enough to accommodate different kinds of users over the course of their lifetimes. Banks are looking at new financial products to meet the growing demand for ADUs and other structures typically outside a thirty-year mortgage. Venture capital funds, seeing an industry ripe for disruption, are beginning to deploy more money toward housing innovation. Vigilance on the part of the government and media is necessary to ensure that these new ventures allow residents to share in the upside.


Up to now, stories of alternatives to single-family homes have generally been underreported, or even misreported. Reporters often demean co-living with snarky allusions to “adult dorms.” (It is hard to imagine such a cynical viewpoint coming from media in, say, Europe, where social connection is seen as essential to life, rather than a bourgeois fad.) These articles rarely account for the tyranny of single-family living and the way it has diminished the availability of different affordable, social, or convenient housing choices for all Americans. By treating alternatives to the current model of housing as somehow abnormal, they underestimate the true demand for innovative housing products.


But there is also a vibrant debate happening, mostly via social media and predominantly on Twitter, where discussions about the minutiae of legislation, a new development, or a piece of research can result in hundreds of comments. This community hints at the untapped audience hungry for real discussion about today’s housing crises and solutions. It represents the passion of individuals to tackle the housing problem for themselves. Self-identified YIMBYs (for “yes in my backyard,” meaning people who encourage development) have succeeded in lobbying for dense development in housing-starved areas. Even on the smallest scale, as people throughout this book demonstrate, individuals who choose to open their homes and their backyards to tenants and ADUs are having an impact.


What follows is a guide to housing in the twenty-first century—the context of today’s housing challenges, the stories of new housing solutions, and a road map for the difficult but necessary journey our society must bravely undertake. Once you see how America fell in love with the single-family home and why it has fallen out, you will never see your own home the same way again.













PART ONE



A HISTORY OF SINGLE-FAMILY HOUSING













CHAPTER ONE



THE GOLDEN AGE OF SHARED LIVING


TODAY, THE STANDALONE HOME with its white picket fence is the emblem of the American Dream. But this style of habitation was hardly typical when the country was first born. Back then, Americans rarely lived without kin, servants, apprentices, boarders, or enslaved people. A minority of people owned their homes and few bought houses with large mortgages. Most people lived in small cities where housing was located in walking distance to, if not directly above or alongside, commercial activity. In other words, current housing norms were once pretty unusual.


At the very beginning of the colonies, housing was as rough-and-tumble as the original settlers. While houses at the time tended to be crowded and dirty—with dirt floors and all—being indoors was still preferable to being outdoors. For colonists, the backyard had yet to become the bucolic, tame experience that we romanticize today. Rather, nature meant danger and uncertainty, and houses prioritized protection against the elements over aesthetics.


Initially, towns were populated with what might look like tiny homes today—hastily constructed, single-room huts framed in timber that were rudimentary even by the standards of the homelands the colonists had left behind.1 In these early towns, housing was only as big as a family needed or could afford to heat. Families could sleep in the warm upper lofts of a one- or two-story home, and so as a family needed more space, they expanded upward. Houses sprawled horizontally only to accommodate uninsulated outbuildings, kitchens, and quarters for enslaved people or servants.


While some families built their own houses, many single men, travelers, and sailors lived at inns or as boarders in private homes. This was a time of great geographic mobility, making temporary housing more convenient to men who moved as needed to pursue professional opportunities. Taverns and inns also had the benefit of built-in company in the form of fellow travelers and innkeepers. When the Boston tavern The King’s Arms was sold in 1650, its inventory offered a glimpse of the way that food, entertainment, and lodging were all mixed at the time. The tavern’s ground floor had a grand room called the “Exchange,” a kitchen and pantry, and a parlor. Upstairs were the rooms for rent for the “better sort of people,” including space for a nursery. For regular folks, there was a garret divided into three small sleeping compartments. The yard consisted of a brewery, stable, five hog sties, and one “house of office.”2


This image of a bustling building that combined multiple uses—tavern, inn, brewhouse, office, and animal habitat—also illustrates the way early American towns grew: organically, and without any official zoning. In a time before cars, it was impractical to separate commercial and residential (not to mention agricultural) activities across large distances. With the horse-drawn carriage as the primary mode of land transportation, housing had to be in close proximity to amenities. Housing and work were intertwined: people often lived above or alongside where they worked, and tradespeople often offered free housing to apprentices as part of their compensation. Even after factories became commonplace in the nineteenth century, many artisans lived adjacent to the shops where they produced their goods.3


These early towns also lacked the capacity or interest to heavily regulate what went on in and around housing. In 1637, Dutch governor Willem Kieft took a census of New Amsterdam (now New York), only to find that one-quarter of houses were “grog-shops.” Lines blurred between housing and inn, and between inn and bar. (While people today don’t typically crave in-home breweries, neighborhoods that provide housing with quick access to restaurants and bars tend to be popular.)


With little private, clean, or quiet space indoors, people spent much of their time out of their houses and in the streets, which consequently were full of activity. Life was crowded, both within the house and within the town. In a far cry from the levels of privacy we experience today, house and street were interconnected; people could hear the street indoors, and the private lives of families could just as easily be heard on the street.


While there was still a quiet, rural fringe often just a mile or so from the center of town, the major cities such as New York, Boston, and Philadelphia soon became more compact, ever more centered around the commercial core. By the 1700s, houses in these cities were often no longer built as standalone structures, but rather with a “toothing” at the party wall that assumed another building would soon adjoin it.4 Attached housing not only kept the city as compact as possible, and, therefore, as easily traversed by foot or carriage as possible, but also gave each home more insulation against the elements.


A visitor to Philadelphia in 1698 described the city’s common row houses as “most of them stately, and of brick, generally three stories high, after the mode in London, and as many as several families in each.”5 By the mid-eighteenth century, overcrowding was a problem in cities, despite considerable new and ongoing construction. Siblings often shared beds, and sometimes whole families crammed into one bed. Lots were subdivided, and multifamily and multistory buildings soon became more prevalent.


Although the colonies were on the cusp of forming a new country, where an entrepreneurial spirit would guide growth for centuries to come, colonial society was still very much like its European counterpart, with a large base of low-income people and a few very wealthy people. Author Keith Krawczynski’s book Daily Life in the Colonial City provides some of the data illustrating inequality in cities at the time. He notes that in late colonial Philadelphia, 80 percent of heads of household did not own their homes, and the wealthiest 10 percent of Philadelphians owned 70 percent of the city’s real estate and collected 90 percent of the rents.6


Early Americans viewed housing quite differently than we do today. There was little expectation of privacy, stability, ownership, or regulations, all of which are cornerstones of contemporary real estate. Back then, housing was simply shelter. The ways we commonly think of a home—a place of refuge, a backyard meant for leisure, a private space for the nuclear family—were not yet in play.7


THE PHYSICAL ATTRIBUTES and sociological meaning attributed to housing began to change in the nineteenth century—a time when just about everything was changing. At the time of its independence, the United States had been a predominantly rural country with pockets of population in a handful of East Coast cities. At the 1800 Census, the population was 94 percent rural, but by 1900 it would be 60 percent (by contrast, it is just 15 percent today).8 New York and Philadelphia, the country’s two largest cities at the dawn of the nineteenth century, had only a little more than one hundred thousand people between them.9 While the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 extended the country’s territory as far west as Montana, most of the population still lived east of the Mississippi. But this sleepy patchwork of urban development would quickly change in the coming decades. Housing would have to change as a result.


During the nineteenth century, the United States grew at a clip of more than 30 percent each decade, with most of that growth coming to cities. The country’s total population would expand from just five million in 1800 to seventy-five million in 1900. It was an astounding flourishing of people, due to a combination of natural population growth, growing immigration (more than twenty-seven million would immigrate to the country between 1880 and 1930), and the slave trade, which would eventually bring more than three hundred thousand people to the country against their will.10 In the nineteenth century, not only would the scale of population grow explosively, but the country’s dominant economic activity would shift from agriculture to industry, changing how cities and the countryside were connected.


Amid this frenzy of growth, expansion, and economic activity, people arrived in cities to build their lives and make their fortunes. Housing had to be dense and cheap to enable cities to absorb thousands of new residents each week and mitigate extreme housing price appreciation. As the population grew exponentially, so did housing.


By the mid-1800s, urban housing, whether a Philadelphia row house or a San Francisco Victorian, tended to be larger, an indication both of growing affluence of homeowners and of improved building technology. These more spacious homes, ranging up to 3,500 square feet, enabled extended families to live together more comfortably. And because families were occupying more space than they needed, they could sublease to boarders when necessary.


The row houses, brownstones, and townhomes that lined cities from Boston down to Baltimore were flexible structures that could be divided into multiple units or boardinghouses as needed. Boardinghouse historian Wendy Gamber estimates that “between one-third and one-half of nineteenth-century urban residents either took in boarders or were boarders themselves.”11 While full-fledged boardinghouses became popular in the 1800s, there were also many families that welcomed occasional boarders, much like contemporary Airbnb hosts.


If the expansive size of new homes explains boarding on the supply side, a multitude of factors explain the appeal of boarding on the demand side. Many boarders had recently arrived in a new place knowing few people and with little money on hand. Boarding was often cheaper and faster than long-term renting or owning. Additionally, society stigmatized living entirely alone, leading bachelors and widows to seek housing with families. As a result of these and other factors, less than 3 percent of adults lived alone in 1890, compared with 28 percent of Americans today.


Today, a person who lives in a motel would likely be thought of as “housing insecure,” but back then living in a boardinghouse or other transient accommodation was often a normal first step in moving to a new city. Economic mobility was high (especially compared to society today), so it was not unusual for a person to move to a city, live in a boardinghouse, and later become a property owner.


For example, when Benjamin Franklin first arrived in Philadelphia, he was “penniless” and stayed at a boardinghouse along Market Street. After he married his wife Deborah, they spent decades renting homes throughout the city.12 Only after a number of years in Philadelphia did he eventually build his own home. But true to the times and Franklin’s entrepreneurial roots, it was a mixed-use building with a print shop, bindery, and foundry, as well as two rental properties.
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