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To the Suburbs

Introduction
 The physical size of homes continued to grow, as 
household size was shrinking. The rise of suburbia 
came about because of high rents, high crime rates, 
and urban core decay in cities; an abundance 
of cheap land in the country; a proliferation of 
cars; and government incentives. All made home-
ownership very popular. Houses were also getting 
bigger. The small house was on the decline 
throughout most of the century, while the number 
of people living in a household decreased by 50% in 
the years between 1881-1991. 

Before there were Suburbs
And before personal automobiles, commuter 
trains, public transportation and street cars, 
the majority of American’s lived and worked 
within city limits. Space was tight. In New York 
City alone, the population nearly doubled every 
ten years during the period 1800 to 1880. 

Not only was there a large influx of 
immigrants, but family sizes were growing 
steadily. Without birth control, and with 
high infant mortality rates, families needed 
to be big. Unfortunately spaces could not 
be. In New York City, buildings that had 
been designed to house single families, were 
redesigned to house multiple families. The 
typical tenement building reached between 
five and seven floors and occupied a city lot 
of twenty five feet by 100 feet. Space was 
lacking between the buildings as well. There 
were no yards or open spaces. In addition to 

Figure 2: Tenement Homes from 1830-1901, Library of 
Congress 

Figure 1: Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives”  
Published in 1890 showed life in tenement housing
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The Desire to Grow. 

      Lot sizes began to grow after 
the turn of the century. Early 20th century 
bungalows were one-story or story and a half 
dwellings of between 600 and 800 square feet. 
In most new houses of the early twentieth 
century, square footage was drastically reduced 
to compensate for the increased expenses of 
plumbing, heating, and other new technological 
improvements. Housing studies also attribute the 
reduced square footage to a decline in domestic 
production of goods. There was no longer any 
reason to have storage places for things such as 
home-canned fruit and vegetables, dowry linens, 
and supplies for making the family’s clothes and 
bedding. People were no longer producers, but 
consumers. 
 In 1936, you could send away to the Sears 
and Roebuck Company and order a kit home, it 
came complete with everything needed to build 
a modest home. According to the advertisement, 
The Milford “expresses good taste on account of 
its carefully planned architectural details.” In my 
opinion a statement that holds up to this day. 
There is something satisfyingly efficient about 
traditional Cape Cod style homes. This home 
typical of many suburbs could be found across 
the country outside of major cities. The square 
footage of the home was not only larger than city 
apartment living, but also offered the luxury of 
outdoor space. 

 
 Bungalows in the 1940s had lots measuring 
60 by 100 feet. Electricity and central heating were 
the domestic amenities that altered floor plans 
and furniture placement. These improvements 
had important effects on domestic social relations, 
and, in particular, access to personal space and 
privacy. Older heating and lighting technologies 
restricted the use of space in the home, drawing 
household members into each other’s company in 
the process
 With the suburbs came oppertunities for 
investors. Developers began planning communities 
to create even more afforable housing. in 1947, 
William Levitt formed Levitt & Sons. The plan 
was to create housing for soldiers returning home 
from World War II with the help of Federally 
backed loans Veterans loan programs. This boom 
in affordable housing gave the parents of baby 
boomers a small place to call their own, and 
grow their large families. Levitt & Sons builds 
Levittowns in New York, Pennsylvania, New Jersey

Figure 4: Exterior of the Levittown Jubilee Home in 1956

Figure 3 : Interior and Exterior of Sears Milford Home
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The Invention of Room.

 The average American house size has 
more than doubled since the 1950s; by 2010 the 
average home is 2,349 square feet. Whether it’s a 
McMansion in a wealthy neighborhood, or a bigger, 
cheaper house in the exurbs, the move toward ever 
large homes has been accelerating for years.

 The middle-class home has evolved from 
a place for families to join, to a building housing 
“units” for different activities. Tenements for 
individuals, within the single family.  The bedroom 
has become a growing private place. Once there 
was only one television, located in a central living 
room, now each bedroom has its own television. In 
many cases there is also an attached bathroom.  
The master suite has become a self-contained 
apartment; some even have small fridges and coffee 
machines
 

 By 1959, the same familis who had moved 
in to Levittown, were growing. Across America, 
soldiers returning home from the Korean Conflict 
had a small baby boom as well. To accomidate 
these growing families, people began to find ways to 
add on to their Levitt Homes. Ads for construction 
companies specailizing in expansions and additions 
appeared in newspapers. While there was a small 
surge in family size, it was not comparable to the 
rise seen in the mid 1940s.

Figures 5 & 6 Interior of the 
Levittown Jubilee Home 
in 1956, News Article 
announcing Levitt’s plans, 
1947.

Figures 6 & 7 Ad showing how to add a second floor 
to your Levitthome, Below, a side by side comparison 
of a remodled Levitt home, circa 1990. Photo from 
Comentsonforclosed.com
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 During the early 2000s homes grew to 
unimaginable sizes. Amenities can often include, 
a master bedroom suites, some are being bigger 
than many of the original tenement apartments, an 
entertainment room, a gym, a utility area, a work 
out space, and room for a home office.

 These homes also typically boast a “great 
room,” something that would once be considered 
a formal living room or parlor and reserved for 
the affluent, became an expected part of a newly 
constructed home. In addition to family rooms, 
living rooms, many homes can include a major 
entertainment center with a 10-foot-wide screen for 
movies, top-of-the-line projection equipment, a bar 
and huge leather lounge chairs, in the basement. 
What is not included in the building at first, is 
often left as empty space for future expansion.

 

 In 2008 the housing market crashed, large 
homes fell in to forclosure at a rate higher than 
any other time in American history. The resulting 
backlash has become known as the the “tiny house 
movement.” Supporters advocate less material 
goods and living in the smallest spaces possible. 
In most cases the homes are around 100 square 
feet. The first floor is an open floor plan similar to 
a studio and the bedroom is lofted on top. Unlike 
the large houses of recent years, the homes are 
affordable and allow the inhabitant to live mortgage 
free. While small in space, they are not confining 
like the tenement homes of the early 19th century, 
they are often on wheels allowing the owner to 
move to open spaces when they choose. 

Figure 8:Interior of Modern Kit home, advertized as a 
Cape Cod, the same style as the 1936 Milford, it has four 
times the square footage. 

Figure 9: Tiny House floor plan, No space is wasted. Both 
images are courtesy of Tinyhouseplans.com
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