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To Shirley





God made the country, and man made the town.

—WILLIAM COWPER
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New Daleville, September 2003











Prologue




Twenty years ago, my wife and I started to walk for exercise, every morning before breakfast. We lived in the country, and our route was a winding road between meadows and apple orchards. Since moving to Philadelphia, we walk on city streets. The experience is different, yet not so different.

Chestnut Hill, where we live, is as bucolic as its name. There is a hill, and there are horse chestnut trees, though the American chestnuts that gave the place its name are long gone. Our walks take us down arboreal tunnels of massive oaks and sycamores, which grow in wide planting strips between sturdy granite curbs and slate sidewalks. The strips, which are the responsibility of individual homeowners, exhibit a pleasant disharmony. Most people, following an unwritten rule, plant grass, but there are also nonconformist patches of ground cover, defiantly individualistic flower beds, no-nonsense brick pavers, mean-spirited bands of crushed stone, and in at least one case, an earnest row of zucchini.

The boundaries of the house lots are likewise variously defined. Many are generously open; some have hedges or planting beds. There are ivy-covered wooden fences of every sort, as well as black wrought-iron railings, white pickets, and the occasional stone wall. A few houses have solid wooden fences, unsociable barriers that resemble stockades out of The Last of the Mohicans.

Houses change with the seasons. Pots of flowers appear on stoops, and wreaths adorn front doors. The decorations on our neighbor’s lawn are always a treat: ghosts for Halloween, angels at Christmastime, pink flamingos for the children’s birthdays. Last Valentine’s Day, every window contained an illuminated heart. Some houses fly flags. Not as many Stars and Stripes as immediately after 9/11, but several of those odd flower-power banners that people seem to like. Dave, a retired Marine, hoists the red standard of the Corps. We sometimes meet him in the morning, watering the rosebushes in front of his house. Most Chestnut Hill houses are close to the sidewalk. So close you can look inside.

Garbage day is a sort of public confessional. You can see who’s bought a new computer, and who’s given up on the exercise machine. The other morning I came across a discarded tabletop hockey game. For a second, I thought of lugging it home. When the contents of basements and attics appear on the sidewalk, it means a move is imminent. Families come and go with regularity; finally, we’re all of us just passing through. A young household moves in, and swing sets sprout in the backyard. If the children are older, it’s a basketball hoop. A new owner usually means energetic gardening, at least for a season or two. Gardens are the main things that change. Occasionally, someone adds a terrace to a house, or encloses a porch. New owners undertake long-delayed maintenance: putting on a new roof, or repointing walls. The only significant construction on my street in several years has been the repair to a neighbor’s house that was hit by a falling tree. When the work was finished, the house looked exactly as it did before the accident. After all, why improve on a good thing?

There is no typical Chestnut Hill house. There are mansions as big as small hotels, and little Hansel-and-Gretel cottages. Our walks take us by a representative sample of the architectural styles that came and went during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries: charming Queen Annes with picturesque bay windows and ornamental curlicues; rather serious, half-timbered Tudors; elegant Georgian Revivals that make me think of Jazz Age financiers in wing collars and spats; and straightforward center-hall Colonials, as friendly and uncomplicated as the big golden Labs that play in their front yards. One street has a row of flinty stone cottages that appear to have been transported directly from the Cotswolds. Schist, quarried from a nearby ravine, is the common building material, but we also see brick, stucco, and clapboard. If we walked farther than our usual three miles, we would pass Italianate, Jacobean, and Romanesque Revival residences. Not all the houses are old. Beginning in the nineteen fifties, some of the large estates were subdivided. The grandest of these properties was Whitemarsh Hall, a celebrated Gilded Age mansion, designed by Horace Trumbauer in 1917 for Edward T. Stotesbury. All that’s left of the 145-room Georgian pile is a pair of huge entrance gates, whose massive columns loom over the plain-Jane bungalows that dot the grounds of what was once a formal French garden.

What drew Stotesbury, a stockbroker and banker who was reputedly the richest man in Philadelphia and owned second homes in Bar Harbor, Maine, and Palm Beach, Florida, here? During most of the nineteenth century, Chestnut Hill had been a sleepy rural hamlet. Summer visitors included Edgar Allan Poe and John Greenleaf Whittier, who came to experience the rugged landscape of nearby Wissahickon Creek, and wealthy Philadelphians, who, attracted by the salubrious climate, built country estates. In 1854, thanks to a consolidation of city and county, Chestnut Hill became part of Philadelphia, but remained largely rural. In the eighteen eighties, Henry Howard Houston, a wealthy local businessman, bought up 3,000 acres of this countryside, and after convincing the Pennsylvania Railroad, of which he was—not by chance—a director, to build a commuter line from downtown to Chestnut Hill, he set about subdividing the land and developing a new community. He called it Wissahickon Heights. To give his development social cachet and attract Philadelphia’s elite, he founded the Philadelphia Horse Show, which became the premier social event of the city. To draw summer visitors, he built a large hotel—complete with an artificial lake. He added a country club, where residents could drink and play cricket (a popular game in Anglophile Philadelphia, which had several cricket clubs) and built a picturesque Gothic church, where they could worship their Episcopal God.1

Garden suburbs such as Wissahickon Heights were part of an important episode in American urban history, when upper-middle-class families moved from the centers of cities to their suburban fringes. The Harvard historian John Stilgoe has called these outlying communities “borderlands.” He reminds us that this displacement was the mark of cultural as well as physical transformation. “The enduring power of borderland landscape between the early nineteenth century and the beginning of World War II,” he writes, “suggests that many women and men understood more by commuting and country than train schedules and pastures, and hints also that the cities of the Republic failed to provide an urban fabric as joyous, as restorative as that found by borderers a few miles beyond.”2

Borderers were not back-to-the-landers. They expected attractive, urbane residences, cultivated landscapes—and cultivated neighbors—which required organization. A few of the nineteenth-century borderland communities grew spontaneously, but most, like Wissahickon Heights, were planned. The first, by most accounts, was Llewellyn Park in New Jersey, developed in 1853 by Llewellyn Haskell, a Manhattan businessman, and designed by the celebrated architect Alexander Jackson Davis. The largest was Riverside, Illinois, laid out by Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux in 1868 for the Chicago developer E. E. Childs. Similar communities appeared on the outskirts of every major American city.

So many Philadelphians found Houston’s development “joyous and restorative” that, by the time Stotesbury moved here, Chestnut Hill was the city’s most prestigious address. Houston’s son-inlaw, George Woodward, greatly expanded the business during the early nineteen hundreds. * A physician with an entrepreneurial streak, he was also a progressive philanthropist, interested in architecture and social housing. He subdivided land and sold lots to wealthy Philadelphians, but he also built a variety of rental houses—middle-class family homes as well as large residences, a range that continues to give the neighborhood a diverse charm. Woodward hired young architects whom he’d send to England to broaden their repertoire—and to discover Cotswold cottages. In 1921 he commissioned Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr., son of the famous landscape architect, to lay out a public park. Woodward’s descendants continue to manage rental properties in Chestnut Hill to this day.

My own house—built on the foundation of an old icehouse—was designed for Woodward’s development in a Colonial Revival style by H. Louis Duhring in 1908. Stepped gables give it a Dutch appearance, and the interiors are rustic, with pegged, roughhewn beams and fieldstone fireplaces. The public rooms, following the British Free Style, are exceptionally open. It’s a testimony to Duhring’s talent that the house has served as a family home for almost a hundred years with only minor modifications. The bedrooms were remodeled in the nineteen thirties, extra bathrooms added in the fifties, a porch turned into a sunroom in the sixties, and the kitchen renovated in the nineties. I converted two bedrooms into a study when we moved here six years ago. No doubt, during the twenty-first century it will undergo more alterations. If energy costs continue to rise, there will come a time—I hope it’s not on my shift—when someone will have to figure out how to add proper insulation to the walls. But the original roof slates have lasted, and the roofer assures me that, with a little care, they’re good for some time yet. The stone walls need periodic repointing, and the woodwork must be properly maintained. All of us owners over the years have performed these essential tasks, driven by the house’s simple but sturdy details, its practical plan, and its intrinsic good character.

Not far from my home is an unusual group of houses that Duhring built for Woodward in 1931. By that time, many people owned cars, and Roanoke Court, as it’s called, is entered through a walled motor court flanked by individual garages that resemble two rows of stables. Beyond that, eight attached houses surround a common garden. It’s a magical, secluded space. The large houses are designed in a simplified version of the English vernacular style that Duhring favored, with steep slate roofs and rough stone walls. He built a number of such novel housing groups in Chestnut Hill, including several courts, a crescent of semidetached residences, and a cluster of unusual quadruple houses. Woodward encouraged such experimentation. In addition to the Cotswold row, he commissioned a lane of British country-style cottages and a cluster of charming Norman houses, complete with a town gate, known locally as French Village. The last was built after the First World War to honor Woodward’s deceased son, a pilot in the Lafayette Escadrille.

Visitors to Chestnut Hill use terms such as old-fashioned and traditional to describe the treed streets and interesting-looking houses. They can be forgiven for assuming that the neighborhood is the result of years of fortuitous evolution—a suburban version of Nantucket or Martha’s Vineyard. Nothing could be further from the truth. Evolution there has been, but pastoral Chestnut Hill is no happy accident. It was a residential real estate development, and it was designed to look the way it does.

*Woodward changed the name of the development to St. Martin’s, which survives as the name of a train stop.
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The Developer





“The construction side is almost risk-free, since building begins only after the house has been sold to a buyer. All the risk is in the development side, but so is all the money. A small home builder makes 5 to 7 percent profit, while a developer can make a lot more than that—or he can go bankrupt.”



Every spring I invite Joe Duckworth, a residential developer, to talk to my class, a mixture of architects, planners, and Wharton School MBAs. He generally begins by reminding the students that home building is an unusual business. “The customers are not only buying a product,” he says. “They’re looking for the right location for commuting to work, good schools, recreational amenities, and nice surroundings. They’re shopping for a neighborhood.”

He shows images of suburban communities, asking the students to describe what they see. “Lawns,” they answer. “Colonial shutters.” “Brick chimneys.” Emboldened, someone in the back calls out, “Boring, cookie-cutter houses.” “Interesting answer,” says Duckworth. “You’re right, the houses are similar. When people buy a house, they want to be able to sell it. Since they can’t afford to lose money, they’re highly risk-averse. They want what everyone else has.”

Paul, an architecture student, raises his hand. “The houses that you’re showing all look pretty traditional. What’s the market for modern design?” Duckworth answers that in the seventies a home builder he worked for created a so-called California contemporary model, with clerestories, cedar siding, high spaces, and an open plan. “It wasn’t great architecture, but it was different. Today, those houses are selling at a ten to twenty percent discount compared to other nineteen-seventies-era houses. People just don’t like them, and no Philadelphia builder has tried it since.”

Duckworth talks about his business. “In the past, residential development was straightforward,” he says. “You had an engineer prepare a subdivision plan, you got it approved, and built the houses. Development and building were done by the same company. In the last five years, thirty-eight states have enacted some kind of land development regulations. Today, especially in an anti-growth area such as Pennsylvania, getting land permitted is an art that requires a different skill set than building houses, so land development and house building are increasingly done by different people. Development involves acquiring land, getting permits, and putting in roads and infrastructure; house building is mainly about construction. The construction side is almost risk-free, since building begins only after the house has been sold to a buyer. All the risk is in the development side, but so is all the money. A small home builder makes five to seven percent profit, while a developer can make a lot more than that—or he can go bankrupt.”

Kelly, one of the Wharton students, asks how developers weather economic downturns. “It’s mostly a question of resources,” Duckworth says. “In a downturn, about a quarter of developers go bankrupt. They’ve bought land which they can’t sell. So the rest of us have the opportunity to buy this land at a low price. When the economy turns up, we have permitted land ready to go, while other developers are just starting the long permitting process.”

Duckworth discusses the role of regulation in development. “You have to understand that the way that our suburbs are planned is not because of developers, it’s mainly because of zoning,” he tells the class. “Who do you think controls zoning?” he asks. “Zoning boards,” calls out a smart aleck. “Yes, but zoning boards are run by who? The local residents. What these people want is to maintain, or even increase, property values. At the same time, they want—and their neighbors want—to limit development as much as possible. In Chester County, where I live, the size of an average lot increased from half an acre in the sixties to one acre in the eighties, and by the end of the nineties it was an acre and a half. The bias of local zoning is always towards bigger lots.” Duckworth ends by talking about his own projects. “I’m working on village-type developments with smaller lots and more open space. It’s taking a long time to get approvals, though, because we’re swimming against the current.”

[image: space]

Duckworth and I have been friends for more than a decade, and we usually have lunch after the class. He’s in his early fifties, with longish hair and a beard that he’s recently been growing and shaving off with disconcerting regularity. Today he’s bearded. I tell him that I’m sure the students appreciated his comments since many of them want to be real estate developers. I ask him what attracted him to the field. “I studied mechanical engineering at Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh,” he says, “and after graduating I got a job with Sun Oil in Philadelphia. After a few months I realized that my future was not in engineering, and I decided to get an MBA and go into business. Like most of my Wharton classmates, I wanted to be an entrepreneur and run my own company. In most fields, that meant spending years working your way up the corporate ladder and then, if you were lucky, having one shot at being CEO. I didn’t want that. I was already married with kids, and I was in a hurry. I looked around at business sectors where someone like me, with a college education and an MBA, had an advantage. I came across commercial home building, which I didn’t know anything about. It was a field that seemed to have many family-run businesses. I thought that I could bring modern business practices to bear and make my way.”

Eventually, he landed a job with Toll Brothers, the largest home builder in the Philadelphia area. His responsibility as assistant to the president was finding and buying land and getting approvals. He learned the business but after nine years left the company. “I realized that I was never going to be a brother,” he jokes. He moved to Realen Homes, one of Toll Brothers’ smaller competitors. “Realen was a reputable company that owned apartment buildings that generated good cash flow, but the home-building side of the business was not doing well. It had lost money on a deal that went sour, the employees were demoralized, and there were no projects in the pipeline.” Duckworth was brought in as president and CEO to revive the operation. Using his Toll contacts, and Realen’s credibility as a company, he immediately optioned more than three thousand lots. “Over the next decade I built up company sales from twenty million dollars a year to a hundred million, making Realen the second-largest home builder in the Philadelphia area, after Toll,” he tells me.

I know that Duckworth has recently left Realen to start his own real estate company, and I ask him about the projects he mentioned in class. “We’re in the middle of trying to get several of these village-type developments off the ground, which requires townships to change their zoning to allow smaller lots. It’s an uphill battle,” he says. “There is one project that looks promising, though. It just came to me through another developer, Dick Dilsheimer. I’ve known Dick a long time. He and his brother are old-fashioned merchant builders, that is, they buy land, subdivide it, build reasonably priced houses, and market them to buyers. For the last year they’ve been trying to get permission to build a small subdivision in southern Chester County. It’s nothing special: eighty-six houses on ninety acres of rural land. Dick’s problem is that the township doesn’t like his project. They keep telling him that they want something different, with smaller lots and more open space.”

Duckworth calls Dilsheimer’s proposed development “as of right,” that is, it follows local zoning exactly and does not require a variance, or special approval. Nevertheless, the township is blocking him. “He could sue and probably win, but confrontation is not Dick’s style. Instead, he’s approached me to see if I would be willing to take the project off his hands. I’m interested, but it’s still too early to know how serious the township really is.”

I’ve heard architects and city planners argue for more density and open space, but here the demand is coming from the citizens themselves. I ask Duckworth if he knows what has pushed the township in this direction. “I’m not sure,” he says. “It may have been their planning consultant, Tom Comitta.”

I happen to know Tom. We share an interest in garden suburbs. He introduced me to Yorkship Village in Camden, New Jersey, which was built during World War I to house shipyard workers, and I repaid him by showing him Roanoke Court and some of the other residential groups in Chestnut Hill. If he’s involved, that might explain a lot. I decide to pay him a visit and find out more about this unusual township.

[image: space]

Tom Comitta lives and works in the town of West Chester, the seat of Chester County. His office occupies half of a brick Victorian twin on Chestnut Street. The sign on the door says, THOMAS COMITTA ASSOCIATES, TOWN PLANNERS & LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTS. Though he is trained as a landscape architect, much of Comitta’s business is advising small rural municipalities that need professional help with planning, zoning, transportation, and other development issues. One of his clients is Londonderry Township, the site of Dilsheimer’s proposed subdivision, which Comitta calls the Wrigley tract. “Londonderry is a small rural township in southern Chester County, at the edge of the Brandywine Valley,” he tells me. “They originally hired me to advise them on a large subdivision of three hundred town homes called Honeycroft Village. It’s a nice name, but it was an unimaginative plan with identical houses in groups of threes and fours.” The township supervisors were dissatisfied with the layout. “What else can we do?” they asked Comitta. He suggested a visit to a new planned community in another part of the county that would give them an idea of an alternative approach to residential planning.

Considering it was a Saturday morning, the turnout was surprisingly good, he told me. The group included the three township supervisors, the township engineer, members of the planning commission, and a representative of the developer. The new community consisted of large houses, two-car garages, front lawns, and attractive landscaping. But as the group walked around and Comitta pointed out various features, it became apparent that in many small ways this development was different. To begin with, there were sidewalks shaded by trees growing in planting strips. The lots were smaller, the buildings closer together—and closer to the sidewalk. Cars were parked on the streets, but there weren’t any driveways or garages—these were in the back, accessed from rear lanes. Many of the houses had front porches and picket fences. These features gave the development a compact, villagelike appearance.

They met a woman driving her car out of a lane. “She’d been living there about eighteen months, and she was rhapsodic,” Comitta remembers. “She said that it reminded her of her mother’s hometown.” The township engineer expressed some skepticism about the narrowness of the streets, but Comitta saw that most of the group were favorably impressed. The visit lasted about two hours. Afterward, they stood around talking. The representative of the Honeycroft developer said he was concerned about the time it would take his client to redesign the plan and go through an entirely new approvals process. Then the chairman of the planning commission said, “We might not be able to do this in Honeycroft, but wouldn’t this kind of thing be better for the Wrigley tract?”

“That’s how it began,” Comitta told me. “The township was unhappy with Dilsheimer’s proposal, and the visit suggested an alternative at just the right time. The planning commission approved Honeycroft, but they want Dilsheimer to change his project. They’ve really given him a hard time, so I can understand why he wants to pull out. Now the township has asked me to work with Joe Duckworth on the Wrigley tract and see if we can get something that will be better than what we’ve done before.”
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Seaside





How a little resort community with porches and picket fences became a touchstone for suburban planning.



The villagelike community that Tom Comitta had shown the Londonderry Township officials is an example of what is often called neotraditional development, a planning movement that began in the nineteen eighties. It was sparked by two events. In 1981 the Cooper-Hewitt Museum in New York City mounted an exhibition called “Suburbs.” A large part of the show was historical and featured many of the early garden suburbs, such as Chestnut Hill and Yorkship Village, which Comitta had shown me. It also included forgotten classics such as Tuxedo Park outside New York City, Forest Hills Gardens in Queens, and Palos Verdes Estates in Los Angeles.

The organizer of the exhibition was a forty-two-year-old architect and Columbia University professor, Robert A. M. Stern. Stern had become interested in the early garden suburbs thanks in part to Chestnut Hill. “I can distinctly remember Bob Venturi touring me past French Village in the late sixties,” he told me. The Cooper-Hewitt exhibition made an important polemical point: suburbs are an integral part of American urbanism. This was a bold claim. At the time, serious architects considered suburbs and suburban houses beneath contempt. Not Stern. “The modest single-family house is the glory of the suburban tradition,” he had written earlier. “It offers its inhabitants a comprehensible image of independence and privacy while also accepting the responsibilities of community.”1

John Massengale, a University of Pennsylvania graduate student working in Stern’s office, coedited The Anglo-American Suburb, which accompanied the exhibition.2 It was the first time that many of the developments had appeared in print in over fifty years. What was the inspiration for the book? “Traditional town planning was something that was in the air,” Massengale recalls. “There was a general dissatisfaction among young architects with orthodox modernism, especially modernist city planning.” One could argue that the unpopularity of modernist houses, which Joe Duckworth had mentioned to my students, was a matter of taste, but there is no question that the modernist city planning policies of the nineteen sixties had been a disaster. Highway construction and urban renewal destroyed neighborhoods, and public housing, though built with the best intentions, by concentrating the poor in high-rise blocks created more problems than it solved.3

The architectural reaction to modernism became known as postmodernism. But postmodernism proved too glib and weak-kneed, and unwilling to question the underlying premises of modernism. Tom Wolfe once compared postmodern architecture to Pop Art, calling it “a leg-pull, a mischievous but respectful wink at the orthodoxy of the day.”4 By the nineteen eighties, postmodern architects reached a parting of the ways. Some returned to the fold, so to speak, embracing various modernist revivals: minimalist International Style, early forms of Russian deconstructivism, and sculptural German expressionism. Others, including Stern, sought inspiration in a more distant past. In that sense, the renewed interest in the old garden suburbs should be seen not only as a revival but also as a desire to continue a tradition.

Massengale calls The Anglo-American Suburb “the opening salvo in the whole garden suburb renaissance of the eighties.” The first fully realized project of that renaissance was not designed by Stern, nor was it even a suburb. Seaside, begun in 1982 and completed over the next two decades, is a holiday resort on the Florida Panhandle, consisting of approximately three hundred houses and roughly the same number of guest cottages, as well as shops, restaurants, and commercial buildings. Most Florida resorts are designed to look like country clubs; Seaside is different. Narrow streets radiate from a central green as in a New England village. The houses are vaguely Victorian, with traditional pitched roofs, porches, and white picket fences. The lots are small and the buildings extremely close together, bordered by heavy undergrowth. Sandy footpaths provide shortcuts behind the gardens. The casual atmosphere and cottagelike houses recall an old-fashioned beach community.

The first time I saw Seaside was in 1989.5 The place was less than half finished, but it made a powerful impression. I belong to that generation of architects for whom the central issue in architecture is housing. As a student, I dutifully visited the modern housing that was considered exemplary: Le Corbusier’s Marseille apartment block, with its famous shopping street in the sky; Mies van der Rohe’s Lafayette Park in Detroit, which combined low-rise and high-rise buildings on an urban site; and Louis Kahn’s Mill Creek public housing in Philadelphia, then considered a model of its type. Truth to tell, these projects were uniform, standardized, and lifeless. I sensed—even if I didn’t quite admit it—that none was as lively as the old Italian and Greek towns and villages I visited on my student trips. I assumed it was just a question of time. Any residential development built all at once was bound to be uniform and somewhat dull, I told myself. Seeing Seaside was a shock, since here was a brand-new development that was neither uniform nor dull; instead it was varied and animated.

Seaside was planned by Andrés Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, a young husband-and-wife architect team based in Miami. They had both graduated from Yale in 1974. Duany had briefly worked for Stern, and the couple had contributed to The Anglo-American Suburb. Although Duany and Plater-Zyberk were among the cofounders of Arquitectonica, a chic Miami architectural firm, they had since moved away from modernism and become interested in traditional urbanism. They both taught at the University of Miami, where they did town planning projects with students, studying old Florida towns such as Key West. Not coincidentally, they lived in the garden suburb of Coral Gables.

George E. Merrick, who developed Coral Gables in the twenties, grandly called his project “America’s treed suburb.” Later planned suburban developments were known as “subdivisions,” and their developers as “subdividers.” Over time, subdivision acquired a pejorative connotation and was supplanted by the more wholesome community, as in golf course community and retirement community. But Duany and Plater-Zyberk did not refer to their project as a resort community—which is what it was—they called it a town.

The small town occupies an iconic position in American popular culture. All countries have small towns, of course, but in the United States the small town embodies a particular ideal of neighborly democracy, self-sufficiency, and independence. In the mid-nineteenth century, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote that “the town is the unit of the Republic,” but the popular image of the small town really came into its own a hundred years later.6 Artists as disparate as Mark Twain, Thornton Wilder, Frank Capra, and Norman Rockwell stoked the small-town myth. So did Walt Disney, who made a small-town main street the centerpiece of his first theme park. Such images penetrated the public consciousness. When a 1990 Gallup poll asked people where they would prefer to live, despite the fact that four out of five of the respondents resided in a metropolitan area, small towns were strongly favored over suburbs, farms, or cities.7 By calling Seaside a town, planning it like a town, and incorporating small-town features such as picket fences and front porches, Duany and Plater-Zyberk were tapping into a powerful cultural tradition.

[image: space]

Time, which featured Seaside in its 1990 “Best of the Decade” issue, speculated that “the 1990s might be ripe for the Seaside model…to become the American planning paradigm.” Between 1988 and 1990, Duany and Plater-Zyberk designed two dozen Seaside-like planned communities across the country. Although the recession of 1990 stalled or halted most of these projects, the end of the decade saw several new garden suburbs take shape, some designed by Duany and Plater-Zyberk, and some by others. The largest and best-financed was built by the Walt Disney Company near Orlando, Florida.8 The new town of Celebration included a high school, a primary school, and a health care facility, as well as a full-fledged town center next to a lake. The first phase of what would eventually house ten thousand was inaugurated in 1996. Closing the circle that had begun fifteen years earlier, one of Celebration’s architects and planners was Robert A. M. Stern.

Despite the publicity, this handful of developments was hardly the new paradigm that Time foretold—it was a drop in the bucket among the tens of thousands of suburban developments built during that period. Yet the impact of the new generation of garden suburbs has been greater than their small number might suggest. This is thanks largely to Duany and Plater-Zyberk, who in addition to being talented planners are zealous and energetic advocates. They have codified the Seaside approach and coined the term traditional neighborhood development, or TND. They created a foundation that distributes information to interested municipalities, and they convinced President Clinton’s Department of Housing and Urban Development to incorporate traditional neighborhood principles into its inner-city housing projects. They conduct workshops and courses for the Urban Land Institute, the research and education arm of the real estate industry, which has endorsed traditional neighborhood development as a type of suburban planning. They are also cofounders of the Congress for the New Urbanism, which has become the prime forum for planners and architects interested in the subject. Thanks to the influence of Duany and Plater-Zyberk, new, large neotraditional urban neighborhoods have appeared in Denver, Albuquerque, and Orlando.

Andrés Duany is harshly critical of conventional suburban planning. “The classic suburb is less a community than an agglomeration of houses, shops, and offices connected to one another by cars,” he says, “not by the fabric of human life.”9 His point is that suburbs have the right ingredients but that they are improperly put together, strung out along collector roads, functionally segregated, housing over here, office buildings over there, shopping elsewhere. “These elements are the makings of a great cuisine, but they have never been properly combined,” he says. “It is as if we were expected to eat, rather than a completed omelet, first the eggs, then the cheese, and then the green peppers.”10

In a typical lecture he shows a slide of contemporary town houses, stepped back in a sawtooth pattern, with desultory landscaping and parking slots facing the front doors. He contrasts this banal arrangement with a street scene in Old Town Alexandria, Virginia. He points out that the basic elements—attached row houses, asphalt, parked cars—are similar. He talks about how, in Alexandria, façades line up to form a wall defining the street, how slight variations between the houses make all the difference, how the sidewalk and the street trees separate the houses from the cars parked on the street. You don’t have to be a town planner to see which one is better. “The market shows that people are willing to pay several times as much to live in Old Town Alexandria as they are to live in a modern townhouse in a typical development, several times as much for termite-ridden beams and parking that on a good day is two blocks away.”11 Duany delivers the punch line with a flourish, like a conjurer pulling a rabbit out of his hat.
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Epiphanies





Learning that, under the right circumstances, home buyers would not only accept density but actually pay more for it, was the real estate equivalent of discovering a new planet.



Joe Duckworth saw Seaside in 1996, while attending one of Andrés Duany’s workshops. Duckworth didn’t agree with all that the architect said, and he thought that some of his views about real estate development were more than a little simplistic, but he was impressed by Seaside. He made a point of meeting its developer, Robert Davis.

Seaside is widely known among architects thanks to Duany and Plater-Zyberk’s innovative planning, but the beach community would not have achieved its popular fame had it not also been a commercial success. That was largely Davis’s doing. The way he built Seaside was surprisingly conservative. He had been a real estate developer in the nineteen seventies in Miami, where a brush with financial failure made him averse to partners and debt. Davis developed Seaside slowly. Initially, he sold only twenty to thirty lots a year—he did no home building himself—and reinvested the profits in infrastructure. He cut overhead to the bone. For example, since the lots were too small for individual septic tanks, the first group of houses was connected to a common septic field located in an unbuilt portion of the site. Only after selling more lots did he install a sewage treatment plant, which he upgraded as the community grew. Davis, who has a Harvard MBA, is a clever businessman. When he was unable to sell some awkward, pie-shaped lots around a small circular plaza, he built a gazebo in the plaza; the lots sold like hotcakes—at a premium. To encourage house sales, he started a rental program, which not only allowed homeowners to recoup part of their costs but also generated steady income. In addition, many renters later became buyers. He carefully nurtured small local businesses and slowly created a lively town center with kiosks, shops, restaurants, and bars, which attracted many day visitors. Like all good developers, he took care of the details.

In 1982 Davis sold the first lot for $15,000, slightly more expensive than lots in nearby beach communities; after four years, he was getting $50,000. That was only the beginning. Thanks to the healthy economies of southern Georgia and Mississippi, real estate on the Gulf was booming. By 1992 he was selling lots for $130,000, and by 2001 for $690,000. Waterfront lots, which he had wisely held on to, were going for close to $2 million.1 In 1981 Davis’s land had been valued at less than a million dollars; by 1996, when Duckworth first visited Seaside, the assessed value of the entire development was approaching $200 million.

“I don’t want to be the first one taking a bite of the apple,” Duckworth often says, so he appreciated Davis’s pioneering accomplishment. The working assumption of residential developers had always been that Americans dislike density. The selling price of a home is usually in direct proportion to the size of the lot, the ideal being a lot so large that you can’t see your neighbors—the proverbial house in the woods. That was the image Duckworth sold at Realen. Davis had demonstrated that, under the right circumstances, home buyers would not only accept density but actually pay more for it. This was the real estate equivalent of discovering a new planet.

At the time Duckworth visited Seaside, he was ready to make a change himself. His career at Realen was a success. He had learned the formulas and rules of thumb of the home-building business, and he was good at it. In 1992 Professional Builder magazine named him National Builder of the Year. But the work was no longer a challenge. The truth was that he found it repetitive and uninteresting. “I like the creative side of the business, but home building is only five percent about development, the rest is making and selling a consumer product,” he says. He spoke to members of the board, and they suggested that he appoint a CEO. Then, he says, he could “kick [himself] upstairs and join them on the golf course.” That didn’t appeal to him. “I wasn’t ready to retire,” he says. “Anyway, I don’t play golf.”

Duckworth had always been interested in architecture and design, and he had served as head of Philadelphia’s Architecture Foundation. But most of his work at Realen was distinctly conventional as far as design was concerned. He had done a couple of what he called “progressive developments” that went beyond the cookie-cutter format, clustering houses on small lots, preserving open space and farmland. One of these projects had won a planning award. “I liked doing this kind of development, but it always took more time, so I couldn’t do much of it at Realen,” he recounts. “I figured that, if I was on my own, I could take on more projects dealing with issues such as environmental conservation and walkable communities.”

Duckworth decided he would start his own company, doing only land development, not home building. “From my Wharton classes I remembered product differentiation and market segmentation,” he says. “I figured I would focus on unusual and unconventional real estate opportunities, and special clients, such as old family landowners, institutions, or progressive townships, who were interested in quality and in a long-term investment rather than in quick returns.” The first person he told about his planned career change was his friend Chris Leinberger, a member of Realen’s board. Leinberger was a managing director at a national real estate consulting firm. His reaction was unexpected. “You know, Joe, I’m bored, too. I think I might join you.” Then he added, “You met Robert Davis when you were at Seaside. I think he might be interested.”

The trio formed the Arcadia Land Company, a loose partnership in which everyone would have a percentage of every project but one partner would always be in charge. “We complement each other nicely,” says Duckworth. “I know land development. Chris, who is based in Santa Fe, is a land-use strategist. Robert is not a big deal maker, but he’s the one with the vision and the national reputation. He’s the man who built Seaside.”

[image: space]

Tom Comitta heard Andrés Duany lecture about Seaside during a Harvard summer program. Comitta has firsthand experience of old-fashioned urbanism,; he grew up in Manayunk, a blue-collar neighborhood of Philadelphia where his father had a barbershop. With its steep streets and narrow houses, Manayunk resembles an Italian hill town, but what drew Calabrian immigrants like Comitta’s grandfather here in the twenties were the paper mills lining the Schuylkill River. Today, Manayunk’s Main Street is a fashionable restaurant row, but while Comitta was a boy, it was still a neighborhood shopping street.

In the summers, Comitta worked for his maternal grandfather, who tended the grounds of estates on the Main Line, and when he was admitted to Penn State, he majored in landscape architecture. He won a scholarship to Harvard. After graduating, he returned to Pennsylvania and was offered a job by a large environmental engineering firm in West Chester. He worked for the firm’s municipal clients, writing floodplain ordinances, preparing environmental impact assessments, and reviewing zoning and development applications. After two years he felt ready to strike out on his own. He married, started a family, settled down.

In 1993 his father became terminally ill. Comitta found himself taking stock of his own life. It wasn’t a midlife crisis, exactly, though he was forty-four, but looking back over the last twenty years, he realized that he wasn’t satisfied with the direction his career had taken. The small municipalities and rural townships he worked for were under pressure from the suburban growth of Philadelphia and Wilmington, and a large part of his job was helping them evaluate applications for new residential subdivisions, office parks, and strip malls. “The truth was that my clients were unhappy with what they were approving,” he says. “They dragged out the process. They beat up on developers. And they didn’t like the results when they were built.”

Comitta felt he needed to rethink what he was doing. During Duany’s workshop, he had learned about Raymond Unwin, an English architect and planner who was a central figure in the British garden suburb movement of the early nineteen hundreds. Unwin’s masterpiece was a large residential development outside London, Hampstead Garden Suburb, which Robert A. M. Stern has called “the jewel in the suburban crown.”2 Comitta found a copy of Unwin’s long out-of-print primer, Town Planning in Practice, in the library.3 The illustrated text described precise principles for designing new communities.

Comitta’s father died in September, and he decided to take a month’s leave and go to England to see Unwin’s work for himself. He visited Hampstead Garden Suburb and found the experience absorbing. “I would read Unwin’s book in the evening, then walk around the actual places he was writing about the next day,” he recalls. Unwin had modeled parts of the suburb on Rothenburg, a thirteenth-century Bavarian town, so Comitta, who wanted to see the original, went to Germany.

A planner from suburban Pennsylvania looking for lessons in a medieval town in Germany sounds odd. Surely the two situations are so different as to defy comparison. But town planners—like architects—have to see things with their own eyes. Comitta had spent many years intellectualizing his profession, worrying about rules and regulations. He needed to be reminded of the physical reality of planning. “Walking around these old towns, I saw the delicate relationships that exist between large spaces and small, the progression from narrow to grand as one passes from street to plaza,” he explains.

Comitta stretched his leave to almost two months. Shortly after returning home, he invited his largest clients to a slide show at the town hall. It wasn’t exactly “My European Vacation.” Comitta told the audience that the old ways of mixing uses, such as residences, shops, and community buildings, were more effective than modern zoning, which separates uses into different areas. The point was not to copy English garden cities and German medieval towns, he said, but to look to our own urban traditions, the old small towns of southeastern Pennsylvania. His message was that, rather than resist new development, municipalities should actively direct growth to complement and improve their communities. He spoke in his usual calm and deliberate fashion, but in the context of southeast Pennsylvania—or, indeed, in the context of almost anywhere in the metropolitan United States—Tom Comitta was preaching revolution.

“Some people must have been put off by the pictures of the dense center of old Rothenburg, for the next day, two of the townships called and politely fired me,” he says. “On the other hand, two others told me they liked what I had to say.” Encouraged, Comitta started writing new kinds of zoning ordinances that would allow small rural communities to grow in ways more compatible with how they had done it for the last hundred years. He says, “I tried to figure out what people liked about their old towns and to write ordinances that would permit that.”
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Last Harvest





Thanks to the failures of zoning, we hide our communities behind landscaped berms.



Tim Cassidy works for Tom Comitta as an architectural designer and landscape architect. He also happens to serve on the Londonderry planning commission. Since I’m interested in learning more about the township and the Wrigley tract, I arrange to visit him one Sunday morning. A tall, intense man of about forty with a ponytail, he’s in the middle of renovating his home, a rambling yellow farmhouse. His two young daughters play among the sawhorses and the construction debris. His wife, Carolyn, holds little Rebecca, born last year. He is the eighth generation to live in the area. “My great-grandfather is buried in a graveyard down the road,” he tells me. “When my parents were children, they lived across the street from one another. I was born less than two miles from this house. How’s that for provincial?”

Outside, he shows me the line of white pines—fifty of them—as well as spruce and viburnum that he has planted to hide the new housing subdivision that is being built in the field behind his home. The young trees barely screen the unfinished houses and the raw, exposed earth. “I now have a new crop of vinyl where the corn used to grow,” he says. Cassidy doesn’t like developers.

“Ten years ago Londonderry was not a real estate market,” he tells me. He says that when he was growing up, he felt removed from the urbanization of Wilmington and Philadelphia. In fact, Wilmington is only a twenty-five-minute drive—his wife, a veterinarian, commutes there to work—and King of Prussia, with its vast shopping mall, surrounding office parks, and convention hotels, is only thirty miles away. As the region continues to attract tens of thousands of jobs—QVC is headquartered in West Chester, Vanguard, with eight thousand employees, is in nearby Valley Forge—home builders and developers have turned their attention to southern Chester County, including Londonderry.

It was after a developer bought the field behind his house that Cassidy started going to township meetings. Thanks to his professional background, he found himself taking an increasingly active role in discussions. With his deep family roots in the area, he was quickly accepted by the locals and was invited to serve on the planning commission, which reviews all real estate development proposals and land-use issues for the township.

Local responsibility for land control varies widely across the United States. Constitutionally, states control land use, but except for a handful that have formal statewide zoning controls or some degree of statewide control over land use, most states—including Pennsylvania—have devolved regulatory powers over land to local governments.* All American states are divided geographically and politically into counties (called boroughs in Alaska and parishes in Louisiana), a practice derived from the age-old English shire system, but the power of counties varies considerably. In the South and West, counties control land use as well as, in many cases, schools, libraries, hospitals, law enforcement, and judicial administration. In the Northeast and much of the Midwest, counties have much less power, and control over land use resides in much smaller units, called townships. In New England, counties have no real power. Control of land is in the hands of local municipalities, which resemble townships but—confusingly—are called “towns” and can be as large as sixty square miles.

Pennsylvania, with more than 2,600 local governments, is an extreme case of so-called home rule. Whether such a system is a good or a bad thing depends on your point of view. On the one hand, home rule satisfies local property owners, since their voices are more likely to be heard on issues such as zoning and land use. On the other hand, it frustrates advocates of regional planning, who are obliged to deal with many different—usually parochial—constituencies. It also complicates the lives of real estate developers, since each township has its own priorities and ways of doing things.

Londonderry Township was founded in 1734, when a group of Scotch-Irish settlers voted to break away from Nottingham Township. Over the years, Londonderry itself was subdivided until it reached its present size of twelve square miles. Its sixteen hundred inhabitants live in scattered houses, farms, and small residential subdivisions; there are no towns or even villages. But the small population is far from homogenous. According to Cassidy, there are four distinct groups, each with its own attitude to development. The first he calls the “old-guard farmers.” Although Chester County was once entirely agricultural, it is being rapidly urbanized. In 1994 The Wall Street Journal listed the county among “America’s twenty hottest white-collar addresses,” the fastest-growing, wealthiest, and most educated concentrations in the country.1*Philadelphia magazine has called the county the successor to the Main Line.2 The part of the county closest to Philadelphia is the most suburban; the rest is more rural but changing fast. Londonderry, for example, looks like a farming area, but farmers make up only 10 percent of the population. Cassidy describes them as free-marketers when it comes to property rights. “They would prefer no development, but if it is to happen, they want the option of selling their land.” This transaction is sometimes referred to as “the last harvest.”

Another 10 percent are wealthy landowners who live on large estates and are devoted to what the University of Pennsylvania anthropologist Dan Rose has called “the culture of the horse.”3 This way of life includes raising Thoroughbreds, attending polo matches, and taking part in horse shows. The cornerstone of the horse culture in Chester County is the foxhunt (of which no fewer than eleven survive). A successful hunt requires a special landscape: not simply flat fields but a combination of rolling meadows, farmland, woods, and copses, divided by jumpable rail fences. Since the riders and hounds go for miles—a foxhunt can last three to five hours—foxhunting relies on cooperative landowners who will allow the hunt to cross their fields. In other words, not only is foxhunting an intensely social activity, it requires a high degree of cooperation among its adherents.

The modern horse culture came to Chester County in 1912, when W. Plunkett Stewart, a wealthy Baltimore securities trader, bought several thousand acres in the area, some of which he resold to wealthy friends who shared his enthusiasm for foxhunting.4 In 1945, when one of his neighbors, Lamont du Pont, head of the vast chemical company, put his five-thousand-acre holding on the market, Stewart arranged for his friend Robert J. Kleberg, owner of the vast King Ranch of Texas, to buy it. Later enlarged to nine thousand acres, the land was used as a fattening range for cattle shipped from the West.5 “When I was a schoolboy,” says Cassidy, “the fathers of some of my classmates were cowboys—Stetsons, chaps, and all.”
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