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Abstract

This thesis project is an historical analysis of the Billerica Garden Suburb planned in
1914 with the benefit of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission’s advice. The Billerica
Garden Suburb is a unique example of providing affordable housing through working
partnerships with many stakeholders including: industry (Boston & Maine Railroad),
government (Massachusetts Homestead Commission), city planners (Arthur C. Comey),
landscape architects (Warren H. Manning), the community and the workers.

Chapter One, Forces Behind the Development of the Billerica Garden Suburb,
examines the political, economic and social forces involved in the development of affordable
housing for workers as people became concentrated in urban centers in response to immigration
and the industrial revolution prior to World War 1.

Chapter Two, Planning the Billerica Garden Suburb, looks closely at the significance
of the Billerica Garden Suburb and the planning issues facing rural towns along powerful rivers.
Pressure to create healthy housing for workers is also explored as labor strengthens and brings
attention to the hazards of their living conditions.

Chapter Three, Billerica Garden Suburb discusses the planning elements.and the physical

design elements of both the site plan and the cottage design.
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CHAPTER 1
FORCES BEHIND THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE
BILLERICA GARDEN SUBURB
Prologue

It would be impossible to evaluate the planning contributions of the Billerica
Garden Suburb without also appreciating the efforts of the Massachusetts Homestead
Commission and those of a few notable advocates - the Rev. Charles Williams,
Arthur C. Comey and Warren H. Manning. Yet, although the Billerica Garden
Suburb and the Massachusetts Homestead Commission (MHC) are intertwined, their
relationship has often been incorrectly documented and almost always discounted as a
financial failure. The intent of this monograph is to shed light on both the
significance of the Billerica Garden Suburb and the progressive concepts borne from
the Massachusetts Homestead Commission.

Presented here, is a summary of the accomplishments of the Massachusetts
Homestead Commission and a look at what is known about the Billerica Garden
Suburb, how it came to be and what is it like today. By evaluating both the
contributions of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission and assessing the
Billerica Garden Suburb, the objective is to sort out the history of these under-
appreciated efforts and to derive valuable lessons regarding comprehensive planning
for and financing of affordable housing.

Reviewing the MHC’s annual reports highlights not only their
accomplishments but also the obstacles and roadblocks that they faced from. the same
legislature that instructed the MHC to present

a bill or bills embodying a plan and the method of carrying it out
whereby, with the assistance of the commonwealth, homesteads or



small houses and plots of ground may be acquired by mechanics,

factory employees, laborers and others in the suburbs of cities and

towns. [Massachusetts Housing Commission Annual Report (MHC),

1915,8]

It took six years for the MHC to receive appropriations from the
Massachusetts Legislature and then it only received half of what it estimated was
needed to conduct an experiment to demonstrate what could be supplied to the
workingman as a viable alternative to the tenement. Given the historical setting - the
industrial revolution in full swing, World War I wreaking havoc on the economy and
labor, and a Legislature reluctant to provide financial assistance for worker housing,
conducting this experiment necessitated a herculean effort from the MHC.

This was a dynamic period in the history of this country. Populations were
migrating as the United States shifted from an agrarian society to that of a market
economy driven by the industrial revolution. Cities suffered from the degradation of
overcrowding and exploitative industries. Housing consisted of deplorable
tenements, poorly lit with no ventilation and inadequate plumbing. Labor suffered
from lack of power and homeownership was out of their reach. Nascent professions
were emerging and eager to influence thé course of events in a variety of fields
including planning, public health, social work, engineering, law and landscape
architecture.

This evaluation of the Billerica Garden Suburb provides a unique opportunity
to appreciate the complexity and tension between all these elements in the context of

desperately needed affordable housing. In the words of Mel Scott:

Even the least successful attempts at planning reveal the play of highly
complex social, economic and political forces and invariably



foreshadow movements and struggles of national significance. [Scott,
xviii, 1995].

Massachusetts Homestead Commission

The Massachusetts Homestead Commission played an important, and perhaps
undervalued role in the development of homesteads for workers at the turn of the
century. At a time when it was unconstitutional for the Legislature to provide
financial support for housing, the MHC established the rudiments of planning across
the state in addition to providing technical and moral support to those seeking to
improve housing for workers. It was a time when newly evolving industrial towns,
such as Billerica, hoped that prudent planning would help them avoid the deplorable
conditions seen in nearby industrial cities.

The following look at the accomplishments of the Massachusetts Homestead
Commission is instructive in understanding the complex forces involved in providing

wholesome homesteads for industrial workers.

The Issue

In the midst of the industrial revolution, between 1850 and 1910, the country-
to-city population shift in Massachusetts was alarming if not overwhelming. Where
nearly one-half the population once lived in towns of less than 5,000, by 1910 only
one-eighth of the population lived in small towns. During that same time period
Boston’s population had increased from 13.8 percent of the state’s population to 20
percent. [MHC, 1914, 30] Between 1890 and 1910 seven of Massachusetts’ largest
cities were also the most crowded cities in the country with no less than eight persons

per dwelling unit.



With a conservative government reluctant to interfere with the private market
to solve the housing shortage, the Massachusetts Homestead Commission was
appointed once in 1909 and then again in 1911 largely due to the “agitation begun in
1908 for State aid to workers in obtaining wholesome homes.” [MHC 1917, 1]
Although the Massachusetts Homestead Commission of 1909 voted against providing
financial assistance for worker housing, “five bills seeking to obtain State aid for
homes for workers were filed in the General Court in 1911.” [MHC, 1917, 1] This
led to the appointment, in 1911, of a more permanent Homestead Commission with
new members and a determination to address the housing shortage despite the

numerous challenges and roadblocks it would encounter.

The Commission Members

The members of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission appointed in
1911 covered a broad spectrum of talented and respected professionals committed to
working together to solve the dire problems confronting Massachusett’s cities and
towns. The Commission consisted of Charles F. Gettemy, Chairman, Director of the
Bureau of Statistics; Augustus L. Thorndike, the Massachusetts Bank Commissioner;
Kenyon L. Butterfield, the President of the Massachusetts Agricultural College;
Clement F. Coogan, from the State Board of Health, and Henry Sterling represented
labor and served as the commission’s secretary. As required by the Legislature, two
additional members were appointed from the general public - one had to be a woman.

Eva W. White and Warren Dunham Foster, joined the commission in this capacity.



In 1913, the commission added two more members - Arthur C. Comey, a noted city

planner and Cornelius A. Parker, a lawyer.

The Commission Mission

The Massachusetts Homestead Commission’s stated instructions as
promulgated by the state legislature in the Acts of 1911, Chapter 607, was “to assist
mechanics, laborers and others to acquire homesteads or small houses and plots of
ground in suburbs of cities and towns.” [MHC, 1914,1] Cognizant that “nowhere in
the world has the problem of providing homes for workingmen been solved by the
private initiative of landowners and builders alone,” [MHC, 1914, 20] the MHC went
to great léngths to identify principles for improved housing and the mechanisms for
organizing housing companies. In addition, the MHC provided leadership in the
formation of city and town planning boards and the writing of comprehensive plans
as planning tools. They organized planning conferences, and distributed educational
materials and information.

Although the MHC has received recognition for its accomplishments in
municipal planning, it’s contributions to the provision of worker housing is often only
remembered as the twelve homes that it financed in Lowell before its demise in 1919.
[Scott, 1995,132/Szylvian, 1999, 653] Considering the political and legislative
barriers the MHC faced, review of their annual reports demonstrates that they made
many contributions towards sound planning for affordable housing and these

contributions remain valuable and relevant today.



Accomplishments of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission

The MHC’s accomplishments are focused in three areas — the investigations
justifying their mission, the legislation promoting their goals, and the educational and
technical support provided to the emerging planning boards across the State.
Additionally, the MHC took particular interest in two homestead projects: The
Billerica Garden Suburb and the Lowell Homestead Experiment. In the former, the
MHC played the role of advisor; the latter was financed through the Legislature, as a
demonstration — a prototype - of what could be provided to industrial workers at
affordable costs.

After being charged with the immense task of providing homesteads to the
workers of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, MHC’s first proposal was a
recommendation (House 441 and 442) that the unclaimed savings bank deposits,
which had been called into the State treasury by Chapter 590, Section 56, of the Acts
of 1908, should be loaned to the commission for the purpose proposed.
Unfortunately, the Supreme Court declared the proposition unconstitutional (House
2339, 1912).

Without the necessary financial resources to actually build homesteads, the
Legislature instructed MHC not to build homes directly and thereby changed MHC’s
instructions to

continue its investigation of the need of providing homesteads for the

people of the Commonwealth, and its study of plans already in

operation or contemplated elsewhere for housing wage earners . . . and

recommend such legislation as in its judgment will tend to increase the
supply of wholesome homes for the people. [MHC ,1914, 7]



The MHC undertook these revised instructions and investigated the need for
homesteads by looking at infant and child mortality, tuberculosis deaths and
population shifts in industrial cities; it studied homestead operations elsewhere; and it
made several legislative recommendations that resulted in structuring municipal
governments that are still in affect today.

The following is a summary of these important investigations, findings and

recommendations from the Massachusetts Homestead Commission.

Investigation of the Need For Worker Housing

The MHC looked at infant and child mortality, tuberculosis deaths, and
population shifts to gauge the character and environment of the industrial cities. This
data provided the means for determining the extent of need for worker housing.

Infant and Child Mortality. The MHC conducted several significant statistical
investigations demonstrating the need for improved planning in cities and towns.
Using infant morality as an index of the social environment and sanitary and
economic conditions, the commission compared rates between cities within
Massachusetts between 1908 and 1912.

Table 1 — Infant Mortality per 1000 in Massachusetts 1908-1912

Year The State Boston Lowell New Bedford
Average

1908 134 149 202 144

1909 127 120 185 143

1910 133 126 231 177

1911 119 126 189 148

1912 117 117 184 156

Source: MHC annual report 1915

These statistics demonstrated the urgent need to improve living conditions.

Although there were cities with lower mortality rates, in the larger industrial cities




there was little change in the rate during a five-year period. For those who did not
believe there was a housing problem, these figures presented startling evidence.
A comparison of Massachusetts to other countries such as England, Hungry,
Chile and New Zealand confirmed these same findings. Compared with 19 countries,
Massachusetts was in the top half in infant mortality. [MHC, 1914, 53] An even
more profound mortality statistic was the number of children under five years of age
that accounted for every 100 deaths of all ages. For example, in Lowell in 1912, 36.8
children died out of 100 deaths of all ages.
Children under five years of age constitute about one-tenth of the
population...It might be expected that such children would contribute
more than their proportional share to the total number of deaths, but
we are in no wise prepared to find this one-tenth of the population
furnishing one-fourth or one-third, or in some instances one-half, the
entire number of deaths in the community. [MHC, 1914, 54]
Tuberculosis Deaths. Tuberculosis rates were also an indication of
problems associated with congestion. In cities with populations under 30,000,
there were less than 100 tuberculosis deaths per 100,000. However, in cities
with populations greater than 100,000, there is a marked increase to 144
deaths per 100,000.
The marked increase in the number of deaths in cities above 100,000
emphasizes the need for better homes with more air and sunlight for

the many families crowded in the unhealthy quarters of our large
cities. [MHC, 1914, 57)

The MHC 1915 annual report quotes Dr. Robert Koch providing further
evidence for the need of healthy housing.

Tuberculosis is less frequent, even among the poor, when the
population is not densely packed together, and may attain very great
dimensions among a well-to-do population when the domestic



conditions, especially as regards the bedrooms are bad. So it is the
overcrowded dwellings of the poor that we have to regard as the real
breeding-place of tuberculosis. [MHC, 1915, 56}

Population and Qccupational Shifts. The MHC investigated the dramatic

population shifts from rural areas to the already congested industrial cities. Between
1890 and 1910, 47 percent of the population in the United States was living in
communities greater than 5,000. Towns with populations of 5,000 or less, decreased
by 20 percent between 1890 and 1910 and the number of people living in cities with
populations of 100,000 or greater rose by 738 percent during the same period. In
1910, there were 193 cities in the United States with populations over 30,000; 22
were in Massachusetts (17 were in New York, and 16 were in Pennsylvania). [MHC,
1914, 30]
| Occupational changes also helped to explain the shift towards the city.
According to the 1910 United States Census, in Massachusetts 47 percent of the
workforce were engaged in manufacturing and mechanical work, 23.5 percent in
trade and transportation, 19 percent in domestic service and 5 percent in professions.

The investigation of need for worker housing conducted by the MHC indicated that
what Massachusetts was experiencing was no different from the experience of other
industrial cities abroad. However, their investigations also demonstrated that elsewhere the
government participated extensively and directly to solve the housing problems.

Left to its own devices, the response of private capital to the enormous

growth of urban population in all civilized countries has been the

erection of cheap tenements and workingmen'’s barracks with their
accompanying evils, squalor and vitiating influences. [MHC, 1914, 49}



Instructed to also study plans elsewhere, the MHC proceeded with its search
for the most viable solutions and models that could readily be applied in

Massachusetts.

Study of Plans Elsewhere

With many cities experiencing the same dire problems, the English Garden
City, as a private enterprise aided by government loans, had become increasingly
popular as it promised to solve all problems in all places. It reduced mortality,
decreased overcrowding, provided ownership for the workers and there was room for
a garden.

A study in 1911 demonstrated the dramatic decrease in infant mortality in
garden cities. The three garden cities, Letchworth, Bournville and Port Sunlight were
compared with the average of 26 English cities in terms of infant mortality. The
English cities’ average of 145.0 deaths per 1000 when compared to Letchworth
(38.4), Bournville (80.2) and Port Sunlight (65.4), provided the impetus for further
investigation. [MHC, 1915, 43]

The MHC appointed a special committee to conduct in-depth investigations of
the English garden city and other housing models where private enterprise is aided by
government loans. To provide guidance, the commission identified three basic
fundamental recommendations for improved housing finance. First and foremost,
speculative profits must be eliminated and money must be available at a fixed rate — a
limited dividend. Second, there must be wholesale operations where collective

actions will permit savings and community planning will provide for social

10



advantages such as playgrounds, club rooms, shared gardens. Third, there must be
resident participation to foster a sense of responsibility for property.

The MHC’s special committee provided four alternative financial mechanisms
for providing home ownership that met the fundamental recommendations.

1. The Mutual Homebuilding Association “presented few novel features as an
application from current co-operative banking methods in Massachusetts for
individual operations to a collective scheme.” [MHC, 1914, 21] The association
would acquire the land, determine the layout, and the conditions for membership,
building and maintenance. The purchaser would need a mortgage for the land and a
second mortgage for the home.

2. The Limited Dividend Corporation or Improved Housing Company is a

stock company but the dividends are limited to a fixed rate (5 percent). There were
several companies active in Massachusetts with houses and tenements. In this
scenario, the corporation would either sell on installments, offering the same
advantages as a homestead company, or would rent the houses as does a co-
partnership. However, if a resident were not also a stockholder, they would have no
say in the affairs of the company. [MHC 1914, 21-23]

3. In a Co-partnership, the property remains in collective ownership
permanently and the district is planned along advanced garden suburb principles.
Residents would buy a minimum amount of shares and pay rent.

4. The Homestead Company proposes to sell homes on installments. Buyers
were required to initially pay ten percent, and then monthly payments of one percent

were required to be applied against the interest, taxes and principal. After 40 percent
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The Model - The Billerica Garden Suburb
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Figure 1

Though Billerica was still a rural community, it was becoming more of an
industrial village due to its location on the Concord River and adjacent to the Boston
and Maine railroad. When the Boston & Maine repair shops opened in North

Billerica in February 1914 there were 1,200 employees without an adequate supply of
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affordable housing nearby. The Billerica Board of Trade, particularly its president,
Rev. Charles Williams, expressed interest in MHC’s recommendations. Working
with Arthur C. Comey, both the Billerica Board of Trade and the Boston & Maine
were presented with the co-partnership financing scheme and the garden suburb
principles which both endorsed. The Billerica Board of Trade embraced MHC’s
recommendations and technical support and received considerable guidance in
drafting its prospectus, its site plan and even the floor plans for the conages.
Emulating English worker villages such as Letchworth developed in 1903, the
Billerica Garden Suburb was incorporated on June 30, 1914 marking the first effort in
the United States to use the garden city model for worker housing.

This marked the first conclusive stage in bringing into existence in this

country improved co-operative methods of housing for workingmen

that have proved successful in England, for nowhere else in the United

States, so far as is known, have the houses per acre, wholesale

operations, limited dividend and participation by the residents — been

combined in an undertaking designed to meet the needs of the

workman earning $12 to $20 per week. [MHC 1915, 28-29]

The Billerica Garden Suburb came to represent and illustrate the limited
dividend, co-partnership model the MHC endorsed based on the English garden
suburb mode. Although it is important to note that the Billerica Garden Suburb never
received financial support from the MHC, the MHC continued to encourage its
progress and monitored such until the MHC’s abolishment in 1919. In its final
annual report, the MHC reported that the Billerica Garden Suburb had constructed
seventy workingmen’s homes (see Figure 2 below of BGS homes under

construction).
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there were non-union houses that were being sold cheaper but this was also due to
labor being very cheap at the end of the war. Unfortunately, no further appropriations
were made to the MHC and the development was not complete.

Legislative Recommendations /

The MHC actively pursued every legal avenue towards increasing worker
housing. Although its investigations unquestionably justified the need for decent
homes for workers, these same investigations pointed out that,

if there is to be created a sufficient supply of wholesome homes within

the means of the ordinary wage earner, cities and towns must be built

according to well-considered plans which eliminate the unhealthful

homes now productive of excessive infant mortality. [MHC, 1914, 8]

Accordingly, the MHC recommended the enactments by the General Court of
1913, Chapters 494 and 595. Both Acts were an effort to establish planning boards
and to enlarge the supportive role of the Commission.

Chapter 494, an act to provide for the establishment of local planning boards
by cities and towns (for every city and every town with a population greater than
10,000), was approved by the General Court on April 16, 1913. It required local
planning boards to produce comprehensive plans to,

promote health, convenience and beauty in the city, thereby

conserving human life and energy... cities and towns of over 10,000

population are required to create local planning boards to study

resources, possibilities and needs of their respective municipalities,

and to make plans for their development, with special reference to

proper housing. [MHC, 1914, 16]

The MHC believed that haphazard growth, economic losses, overcrowding

and degradation could be avoided and that the comprehensive plan was a viable tool

in accomplishing that goal. Chapter 283, an amendment to Chapter 494, was passed

18



in 1914 authorizing the establishment of planning boards in towns with populations
less than 10,000.

Chapter 595, an act to enlarge and define the duties of the Homestead
Commission (enlarged by 2 new members), was approved by the General Court on
May 2, 1913. This Act expanded the MHC’s role to oversee, provide guidance, and
assure compliance to Chapter 494. The MHC notified and encouraged cities and
towns to comply with the law to form planning boards and produce comprehensive
plans. In its final annual report written in 1919, the MHC reported:

In compliance with chapter 494 of the Act of 1913, 29 cities and 16

towns with a population of more than 10,000, and S towns with a

population of less than 10,000 have established local planning boards.

[MHC, 1919, 94]

Education/Bureau of Information

The MHC also considered education as an important part of their role. They
provided technical assistance and guidance in writing comprehensive plans and
generally acted as a bureau of information on all matters pertaining to planning. The
MHC conducted annual conferences to educate the newiy appointed planning boards
and provide opportunity for exchange between more established planning boards.
The first Massachusetts City and Town Planning Conference was held at the State
House on November 18 and 19, 1913, with nine meetings held over two days. A
second conference was held on December 16, 1914. There may have been other
conferences, though much of the MHC activities were disrupted due to the War. A
final conference is referenced in the final annual report, stating that it would be

scheduled once the MHC is absorbed into the Department of Public Welfare.
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Why was the Massachusetts Homestead Commission Abolished?

In reviewing the annual reports, there is no full explanation as to why the
MHC was abolished. It is simply suggested that it is reorganized under the
Department of Public Welfare. However, changes in the MHC’s membership are
worthy of note. When the United States entered World War I, several of the
member’s services were required in Washington, which disrupted the Commission’s
work. Kenyon L. Butterfield, the President of the Massachusetts Agricultural College
was called to conduct educational work for the War Department. Warren Dunham
Foster, worked for the Community Motion Picture Bureau abroad under the auspices
of the Y.M.C.A. Eva W. White went to work for the Community Camp Service in
Washington. Arthur C. Comey went to service for the United States Housing
Corporation in Washington (which may also account for influences between World
War I worker housing and garden suburbs; the Billerica Garden Suburb being an
immediate predecessor). Henry Sterling, resigned and went to work in Washington.
Charles F. Gettemy had resigned in 1918 to work for the Federal Reserve Bank. Mr.
Gettemy was replaced by George A. Bacon (also from the Bureau of Statistics), but
not as chairman of the MHC.

In the 1919 final annual report, August L. Thorndike, the Massachusetts Bank
Commissioner, is listed as chairman. This is a significant change because of Mr.
Thorndike’s noteworthy addendums in two of the annual reports stating his
opposition to the report’s content. On the cover page to the 1914 annual report Mr.

Thorndike states the following:
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The MHC also published their annual reports as well as informative bulletins
geared towards educating newly formed planning boards always promoting
homesteads for workingmen. Their bulletins were quickly exhausted because of the
demand for the information. In fact, the MHC’s first annual report, Public Document
No. 103, 1913, required reprinting because of the high demand and in 1919 requests
were still being received though it was no longer in print. Of particular interest was
information regarding the work of foreign governments in providing housing for it’s
workers. The overall consensus of this report was the idea that:

private initiative and enterprise will furnish a sufficient supply of

wholesome homes for the people has been abandoned in all leading

progressive countries. Everywhere governments are doing something

to stimulate or supplement the production of working people’s homes.

For some years this activity took the form of encouraging the

construction of model tenements; but in later years the loans, credits,

land favors, and special favors by taxation or exemption from taxation,

which were intended to encourage the building of homes, have been

allowed almost exclusively to enterprises which seek to promote the

construction of ‘small houses and plots of ground in the suburbs of

cities and towns. [MHC, 1915, 8]

Finally, the MHC promoted education in agriculture, both through the
Massachusetts Board of Education as well as its own educational bulletins. The
MHC saw the lack of agricultural knowledge as an obstacle hindering a city dweller
that was otherwise unemployed, from participating in this sort of venture. They
reasoned, that if provided the education in agriculture, and provided a temporary plot
of ground, both the worker and the Commonwealth would gain from this “elevated
standard of citizenship and intelligence.” [MHC, 1915, 34] It would offset the

population shift into the cities; the worker would live and work in a healthier

environment; and, food would be produced from local soils.

20



I am unable to concur with the conclusions and recommendations in
regard to further regulation and extension of planning boards and the
establishment of residence districts as embodied in House bills 121

and 122. T also dissent from any inference that might be drawn from
the report, advising the passage of a constitutional amendment
empowering the Commonwealth to use its credit to provide homes for
a particular class of individuals. It certainly seems to me to be a new
function in government to provide homes for able-bodied people.
However beneficent the plan, it appears to be too paternalistic, and
carrying out this scheme would tend to interfere with the right of
personal freedom and initiative, and would appear in many ways
opposed to the natural law of supply and demand and of trade. [MHC,
1914, cover addendum]

Mr. Thorndike also takes exception to the recommendations for legislation
contained within MHC’s fifth annual report published in 1917, namely legislation
giving powers to local planning boards, giving permission for planning conferences,
and providing agricultural education. Mr. Thorndike, again includes a lengthy
objection that ends with:

It seems to me that the initiative for new legislation should come

properly from the Legislature, or from people outside the Commission.

I, for myself, would favor that the Commission recommend no new

legislation of the character suggested, particularly as the Legislature

has omitted to direct us to do so. [MHC, 1915,41]

This opposition in 1915 portends the future for the MHC as its demise is quick
once it is disrupted by war and Mr. Thorndike’s chairmanship. Mr. Thorndike’s
apparent unfriendliness towards improving the circumstances for workers was evident
in other areas as well. As the Massachusetts Bank Commissioner, Mr. Thorndike had
some authority over credit unions and had been reported, “to hold up charters because

of alleged incompetence of officers.” [Moody/Fite, 1997, 47] In 1915, Mr. Thorndike

criticizes the lending practices of credit unions and not infrequently has them
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liquidated. In 1916, Mr. Thorndike supported a bill in the Massachusetts legislature
_ eliminating a tax exemption provision from the original credit union act. The bill was
not passed. Also in 1916, Mr. Thorndike supported another bill, which would require
all saving and loan institutions to be audited by the bank commission, with the
expenses being borne by the audited institutions. This too would have had disastrous
effects on small credit unions. This bill did not pass either.

The Massachusetts Credit Union and the MHC had a common objective: to
improve the circumstances for the worker. In both instances, new terrain was being
covered that could have been perceived as unconventional and threatening to the
traditional banking community. Mr. Thordike’s record indicates a resistance to
facilitate change that benefits the worker, driven by his allegiance to the banking

community and the private sector.

Conclusion

This review demonstrates the accomplishments of the MHC and its
contributions to the creation of healthy homesteads for workers against the
tremendous reluctance of the legislature and banking interests. It conducted
important investigations, made valuable recommendations providing the formation of
town and city planning boards and the creation of comprehensive plans as planning
tools. To its credit, the MHC never gave up its original goal of providing funding for
worker housing and in this capacity was influential in the development of the

Billerica Garden Suburb and the Lowell Homestead Experiment.
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It would be a mistake to suggest that the MHC was abolished because it was a
failure. In fact, it could be argued that because of its success and knowledgeable
members, the United States government drew from this talent upon its entrance into
World War I. Ironically, although World War I became the ultimate housing
experiment for reformers, the postwar climate was inhospitable to a noncommercial
housing market for workers. On the national level, after the armistice, Congress
almost immediately ceased production of worker housing and in many cases
auctioned-off the housing developments thereby missing the opportunity to provide a
“noncommercial housing sector for workers trapped between the ‘devil of the
speculative builder’ and the ‘deep sea of the predatory landlord’.” [Szylivan, 1999,
648] Despite this missed opportunity to lessen the continuous demand for worker
housing, review of MHC’s accomplishments is instructive as the demand for

affordable housing continues unabated nearly a century later.
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CHAPTER 2

PLANNING THE BILLERICA GARDEN SUBURB

The Billerica Garden Suburb presents a significant contribution to planning
not just because it models the Massachusetts Homestead Commission’s
recommendations for worker housing but, because it represents a concerted effort by
the Board of Trade to guide future action which is the essence of sound planning.
[Forester, 1948, 3] Still a rural town, Billerica did not suffer from overcrowding or
degradation; it was not trying to remedy these problems; it was trying to use planning
as a tool to prevent these mistakes from occurring in the face of a two-fold increase in
its population.

Perhaps the Board of Trade was heeding the advice of John Nolen who saw in
rural towns both vulnerability and opportunity. In his address titled, Comprehensive
Planning for Small Towns and Villages, delivered at an American Civic Association’s
annual meeting, Nolen argues that it is far easier to avoid the problems facing
industrialized cities than to correct them.

My plea is for the smaller places, the towns and villages with a

population ranging from 2,500 to 25,000, or even up to 50,000.... In

big cities the conditions are fixed, inelastic, unyielding.

Comprehensive planning, especially with our limited city charters and

the hampering laws of our States, can have as yet but little play in

larger places. At most it must content itself with relieving only the

worst conditions, ameliorating merely the most acute forms of

congestion, correcting only the gravest mistakes of the past. [Nolen,

1911c, 1,] (see appendix for complete essay)

With 1,700 towns with populations between 2,500 and 25,000 in 1910,

Nolen’s plea demonstrated his foresight and concern for rural towns and his trust in

the comprehensive plan as a tool to guide and control development. Nolen considered
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small towns as embryonic cities, vulnerable to unplanned development “For there is
scarcely anything in them (small towns) that cannot be changed, and most of the
territory that is to be built upon is still untouched.” [Nolen,1911c, 2] With the belief
that it would be easier to plan in advance rather than to correct and re-plan after the
fact, he recommended three guidelines:

1. the exercise of more forethought;

2. the use of skill; and
3. the adoption of an appropriate goal or ideal.

The Billerica Board of Trade was certainly following these three guidelines in
their effort to implement their garden suburb. They exercised a concerted effort to
avoid speculators and tenement housing through the use of the MHC’s expertise and
although their primary goal was to attract industry and boost the town’s economy,
they made every effort not to exploit labor or degrade the area’s resources and natural
beauty.

Looking at the Billerica Garden Suburb through this historic lens further
reveals the complex forces involved in planning. The following is an examination of
relevant newspaper and journal articles, conference papers and discussions, not to
mention the contributions of its champions, particularly the efforts of Reverend

Charles Williams, Arthur C. Comey and Warren H. Manning.

Billerica Garden Suburb — Workers’ Paradise
On May 16, 1914, the Boston Evening Transcript headlined, “Billerica as a
Workers’ Paradise.” (see appendix) The subheading announced, “New

Homestead Commission Trying There the First American Experiment With the
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English Garden City Idea.” Hallmarked the Billerica Garden Suburb, this housing
scheme for skilled and unskilled labor was the recommendation of the
Massachusetts Homestead Commission. The enthusiasm of Reverend Charles H.
Williams, a local clergyman, president of the Billerica Board of Trade and former
State Legislator was the driving force behind the development. Working together
with Warren H. Manning, a fellow member of the Billerica Board of Trade and
prominent landscape architect and Arthur C. Comey, one of the country’s first city
planners and a member of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission, these three
men were profoundly interested in the success of the Billerica Garden Suburb for

professional if not altruistic reasons.

Williams, Manning and Comey

As president of Billerica’s Board of Trade, Charles H. Williams was
instrumental in the 1912 announcement that the Boston & Maine Railroad planned
to locate their new $3,000,000 repair shops in North Billerica (today known as
Iron Horse Park — see Figure S below). Having acquired the options for the land
on which the shops were to be completed in 1914, Rev. Williams had to then
anticipate 1,200 employees and their family members, which would at least double
Billerica’s population. In 1910, Billerica’s population was 2,775, 1200 employees
were expected to bring families as well; the Board of Trade was anticipating the
population to at least double. North Billerica had a favorable location - along the
Concord River and the Boston & Maine Railroad line. The railroad would provide

a free train for their workers. The location was also near the electric lines of the
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Optimism about Billerica’s economic future was counterbalanced by realistic
concerns for worker housing. After all, the most deplorable and overcrowded
tenements in Massachusetts were just six miles away in Lowell. Lowell had the
dubious distinction of having the highest infant and child mortality rates from 1908 to
1912 (Chapter 1, Table 1). Not unfamiliar with tenements, North Billerica had
tenement housing of its own with the two mills, the Talbot and Faulkner located near
the site of the garden suburb. Billerica’s Board of Trade was acutely aware that
appalling tenement conditions were not exclusive to industnal cities. In industrial
villages, which Billerica was becoming, the same unsanitary housing conditions often
existed. Though less densely populated, there were examples of poor living
conditions and dire health consequences that were no different from nearby
overcrowded cities. Complicating matters, industries were migrating to be near more
powerful nivers, such as the Merrimack and its tributaries, which included the Concord

River. Where industry goes, speculators follow.
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The Billerica Board of Trade was aware that speculators created inflated land
prices, and inflated prices would exacerbate an already potentially problematic
housing situation. The Board of Trade needed a plan that would provide healthy
affordable housing. In this endeavor, Mr. Williams was allied with Warren H.

Manning.

Warren H. Manning’s interests and experience made him an invaluable
compatriot to Rev. Williams and a dedicated public servant to the Town of Billerica.
Previously, Mr. Manning had worked for eight years with Frederick Law Olmstead Sr.
on a variety of landscape architecture projects including industrial housing. In 1896,
Mr. Manning left Olmstead’s practice eager to make his own name in landscape
architecture. Though he grew up in nearby Reading, Manning’s ancestral home, the
Manning Manse dating back to 1696 (see Figure 7 — Manning Manse), was located in

North Billenica.

Figure 7
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Setting-up his own practice nearby, Manning restored the Manning Manse and
became a tremendous influence on the planning of Billerica. Besides his work on the
Board of Trade, Manning was the Billerica Tree Warden and formed the Billerica
Improvement Association. Dedicated to preserving the natural characteristics of
Billerica, Manning was also cognizant that some of the features that distinguished
Billerica were particularly well suited for development of manufacturing business.
These were particularly evident in North Billerica, which was situated on the Concord
River with the Boston & Maine Railroad nearby and access to power and
transportation within one mile.

In 1913, Manning published “The Billerica Town Plan” in Landscape
Architecture clearly understanding both the trend towards decentralizing industry as
well as labor and the implications this could have on Billerica. Further, Manning
wisely used the Town Plan to educate citizens and to build consensus, as he strongly
believed well-considered plans were necessary to provide economic development as
well as healthful affordable homes for workers.

Increased business, population, road, and other public facilities that

such new conditions must create, made the preparation of a plan as a

guide to the town’s future growth quite essential. Such a plan, to best

meet the needs and have the general approval of the community, must

be understood by at least a majority of the voters and land owners;

and, as this understanding will best come from a direct participation in

the work, all citizens were urged to give information and assistance in

the preparation of articles and maps. [Landscape Architecture, April

1914, 108] (see appendix for Manning’s Town Plan for Billerica)

Manning’s plan for Billerica was a precursor for his later works in
environmental planning and resource-based design in which he used overlay maps to
analyze the best economic use of the identified resources. Despite Manning’s desire

to create the ideal town in Billerica [Lowell Courier Citizen, July 7, 1914], it should

be remembered that as a professional landscape architect, Mr. Manning depended on
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the commissions from his practice and his client list including several ‘captains of
industry’ who may not have been supportive of a noncommercial housing sector. This
may explain why Mr. Manning, though an advisor to the Billerica Garden Suburb, was
far less vocal on issues directly related to worker housing than Mr. Williams.

In 1914, when Rev. Williams enlisted help from the Massachusetts Homestead
Commission, though still bound by the Constitution not to directly finance housing
with public funds, they saw in Billerica an opportunity to demonstrate a variety of |
innovative worker housing mechanisms that had been employed in England and
Germany. The conditions could not have been more favorable. With the Boston &
Maine shops opened, there was not only a demand for housing but affordable land was
still available. MHC'’s city planner, Arthur C. Comey explained the garden suburb
concept to the Board of Trade as well as to the officials from the Boston & Maine
Railroad. Both the Board of Trade and Boston & Maine officials supported the
concept and both were represented on the Board of Directors. In July 1914, The
Billerica Garden Suburb, Inc.’s prospectus was drafted based on the recommendations
of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission with the site plan and cottage designs
drafted by Mr. Comey with Mr. Manning as advisor (see appendix).

Prior to his appointed to the Massachusetts Homestead Commission, Mr.
Comey trained under Frederick Law Olmstead. Jr. and honed his skills as a city
planner after receiving his degree from Harvard in 1907. Convinced the garden
suburb model should be tested in the United States, Comey was eager to implement
this concept in Billerica.

In that same May 16, 1914 Boston Evening Transcript article, centered on the
fold, was the tentative site plan as drafted by Mr. Comey. Clearly, Williams, Manning

and Comey understood that co-partnership was a novel concept in the United States.
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Aware that they were embarking on untested territory, good press coverage espousing
the virtues of the garden suburb as a way to provide affordable housing for workers
would serve them well in educating the stakeholders, the general public and assuaging
political opposition. In addition to the Boston Evening Transcript, the worker-housing
story was also carried by the Lowell Citizen-Courier on July 7, 1914. These articles
reflect only a fraction of the personal effort extended to spread the word about the

Billerica Garden Suburb and ‘housing the wage worker’ campaign.

Educating the Public and Influencing Politicians

The National Housing Association’s annual conferences offered the
opportunity for reformers from a range of disciplines to discuss and exchange
information about the pressing housing problems. It provided a forum in which both
conservatives, like Lawrence Veiller and Robert DeForest, the association’s founder
and president respectively and, communitarians, such as Edith Eimer Wood could
discuss their views thereby educating the public sector and private enterprise.

Both groups made valuable contributions to the improvement of worker
housing. For example, Veiller as head of the Tenement House Commission in New
York City and credited with establishing housing codes that were adopted across the
nation. Wood, on the other hand, did not believe regulation went far enough. She
believed that industry, by being dependent on low-wage labor, contributed to the
deplorable poverty and therefore should recognize its moral duty to provide safe and
sanitary housing. Wood is also credited with establishing the baseline standard for
crowding used by the U.S. Census of no more than one person per room as a
reasonable standard and that affordable rents should be no more than 20 percent of the

family income.
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The first National Housing Association conference was held in New York City
in 1911 and naturally, addressed large city problems. Subsequent conferences were
hosted by cities of lesser size and focused on the corresponding problems of medium
size cities. Succeeding conferences addressed police power, subdivision and the
problems of rufal towns. The proceedings of each conference, published under the
title, Housing Problems in America provide a rich historic dialogue of thematic papers
as presented and the subsequent directed discussions. The attendees and participants
were delegates from city governments, health departments, improvement societies,

volunteer citizens’ associations, real estate and building organizations.

The Fifth Annual National Housing Association conference, held in
Providence, Rhode Island in October 1916, was of particular interest for a number of
reasons as explained by conference participant Edith Elmer Wood in her discussion
regarding Focusing Community Interest.

When the object is simply to get a piece of legislation through, I think

most of us who have had anything to do with that end realize that no

amount of general publicity alone will do. You have got to get the

personal influence and interest of the political leaders and sometimes

of the chairman of the committee to which your measure has been

referred... But as a piece of legislation is only a means to an end...it is

no good unless you have a strong pubic opinion behind it to see that it

is enforced. [Housing Problems in America(HPA), 1916, 421)

For these exact sentiments, both Rev. Williams and Mr. Comey attended this
conference, as did other members of the MHC such as Henry Sterling (Iabor) and
Cornelius Parker (lawyer). Fervent about the need for worker housing and eager to
draw attention to the Billerica Garden Suburb as a worthy model, both Rev. Williams
and Henry Sterling presented papers while Arthur Comey formally participated in the

discussions.
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Rev. Williams’ paper titled, “How To Get Garden Suburbs in America” extols
the virtues of decent worker housing then addresses three elements that would allow
America to benefit from Garden Suburbs. As with the Massachusetts Homestead
Commission findings, Williams’s upholds that the necessary elements for a garden
suburb were limited dividend, government loans and co-partnership. Rev. Williams
announced that at that time, 35 families were living in the Billerica Garden Suburb.
The tone of his paper was clearly that of pride in the progress made thus far and an -
urging for others to take this radical step to solve their housing problems. [HPA, 1916,

102-110]

Direct in his style, Mr. Sterling answers the question his paper poses, “How
To Get Garden Suburbs in America” with a blunt response, “cut out the graft as much
as possible.” Mr. Sterling explained how Germany had encouraged her cities and
towns to buy and hold land for housing. The German government then loaned social
insurance money to municipalities, building associations, employers and individuals
who intended to produce homes. In addition to Germany, England, Ireland, and New

Zealand were given as examples of countries that provided loans for housing.

Finally, during the discussions segment of the proceedings, Mr. Comey
expanded on Rev. Williams’ paper and pointed out that the MHC was supportive of
the Billerica Garden Suburb but could not help financially because the legislature had
not yet appropriated money. He praised Rev. Williams’ efforts as he had brought
down the housing costs by supervising the work himself and using day labor. Despite

these efforts, the Billerica Garden Suburb would be serving the worker making a
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weekly wage of $15. The worker making $10 or $12 per week still had no prospects
of owning a home. [HPA, 1916, 295-299]

Though he did not present a formal paper at the conference, Arthur Comey did
participate in promoting the Billerica Garden Suburb. In 1914, he had written an
article for Landscape Architecture titled “Billerica Garden Suburb” and in T#e
American City, he wrote an article titled “Plans for an America Garden Suburb.” Both
articles describe the Massachusetts Homestead Commission’s findings covering other
methods for establishing improved housing for the worker particularly the limited
dividend and the co-partnership mechanisms. Also, both articles described the
Billerica Garden Suburb as the first attempt to apply the English methods of housing
workmen using the garden suburb with a limited dividend corporation and co-
partnership as a means of providing resident ownership that would otherwise be

unattainable.

The intention of this review was to provide insight into the level of effort
necessary to test non-commercial new housing concepts in the United States. This
public relations campaign demonstrates only a fraction of the effort exerted by those
involved directly and indirectly with the Billerica Garden Suburb. Directly involved
in the supervision and construction of the Billerica Garden Suburb, Rev. Williams
worked fervently to promote the garden suburb co-partnership concept, generate
consensus that hard working people deserved homes, and foster change in the attitudes
towards government participation in housing. Even with the help of the MHC and
many other reformers, this attempt to solve the housing problem struggled financially.
Despite knowledge that industrialization of cities had devastating effects, especially

on workers, change required tremendous effort. Planning, though a new profession,
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CHAPTER 3
BILLERICA GARDEN SUBURB
THE PLANNING ELEMENTS

In 1912, when the Boston & Maine Railroad elected to locate their $3,000,000
repair shops in North Billerica, they were not solvent enough to also provide worker:
cottages (Boston Evening Transcript, May 16, 1914). The Billerica Board of Trade,
desirous of the economic development that would accompany the Boston & Maine repair
shops, was determined to avoid the exploits of speculators and the accompanying squalor
of tenement housing. Viewing this challenge as an object lesson that would demonstrate
the virtues of comprehensive planning combined with progressive housing initiatives, the
Billerica Board of Trade embraced the innovative housing concepts proposed by the
Massachusetts Homestead Commission. Hence, the Bi]leﬁca Garden Suburb, the first
attempt in the United States to combine limited dividend corporation with co-partnership
to provide affordable housing for workers, was incorporated on June 30, 1914. [MHC,
1915, 29] The Billerica Garden Suburb’s officers reflected the concerted efforts of labor,
private enterprise and both local and state government. They included Boston & Maine’s
General Superintendent of Shops, Thomas Jennings (president), as well as
Superintendents of the Car Department and Electrical Depaxtment, and William
Sheppard, Esq., (clerk). From the Billerica Board of Trade, Rev. Charles H. Williams
was treasurer and general manager and Warren Manning was an advisor, as was Arthur

Comey from the Massachusetts Homestead Commission.
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The Billerica Garden Suburb marked -

the first conclusive stage in bringing into existence in this country

improved co-operative methods of housing for workingmen that have

proved successful in England, for nowhere in the United States, so far as is

known, have the five essential elements — site planning, limited number of

houses per acre, wholesale operations, limited dividend, and participation

by residents — been combined in an undertaking designed to meet the

needs of the workman earning $12 to $20 per week. [MHC, 1915,

29/prospectus, 1914}

Providing a variety of housing options suitable for a range of workers,
conventional rental and homeownership opportunities were also integrated in the site
plan, as were gardens, playgrounds and linkages to other nearby amenities. . However, it
was the elimination of speculative profits combined with the five elements of advance
garden suburbs: resident participation, limited dividend, site planning, limited number of
houses per acre (density), and wholesale operations, that distinguished the Billerica

Garden Suburb as the first garden suburb specifically developed for workers.

Resident Participation

Of the five elements cited in the quote above that were employed in the design of
the Billerica Garden Suburb, it was the ‘resident participation’ or copartnership that
qualified this endeavor as a progressive attempt at worker housing. The design principals
- of Ebenezer Howard’s garden suburbs had already been employed in model towns as in
1911 with the Russell Sage Foundation’s Forest Hills Garden in Queens, New York, but
there it was based on individual ownership, which was out of the reach of a worker
earning a weekly wage between $12 to $20. Other efforts to house workers, such as
company towns like Pullman, Illinois, only demonstrated the inherent problems of

paternalistic housing schemes and the uneven distribution of power in such scenarios.
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The intent of the Billerica Garden Suburb’s co-partnership scheme was to allow
the worker to become his own landlord through the purchase of shares in the corporation
thereby truly emulating the intent of Howard’s garden suburb. At that time,
homeownership for workers was thought of as a burden and that such debt would be
ruinous financially and confining economically. In a market economy, labor needed to
be mobile in order to meet the demands of industry while at the same time pursuing the
best wage for his labor. Mobility was considered the workingman’s greatest asset.
However, because Billerica had other industries located near the proposed garden suburb
there were other opportunities for employment thereby reducing the risks of
homeownership. In fact, many of the foremen of the Boston & Maine repair shops were
older with several years experience and intended to settle in Billerica for the rest of their

lives if the right opportunity presented itself. (Boston Evening Transcript, May 16, 1914).

The Limited Dividend Corporation
The Billerica Garden Suburb prospectus prepared with the help of the

Massachusetts Homestead Commission had subscriptions for $16,540 as of July 27,
1914. The charter indicated that the value of ﬁe capital stock was $50,000 divided into
5000 shares of $10 with 5 percent cumulative dividends. The benefit of a limited
dividend corporation is that it eliminates speculative profits with the surplus going into
the payment for improvements and maintenance.

_ During the first decade of the 20™ century, there were many limited dividend
corporations though it is hard to distinguish which ones were organized primarily for

profit versus those organized primarily to improve’ housing conditions. [MHC, 1915, 30]
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The Massachusetts Homestead Commission 'monitored limited dividend corporations that
met its recommendations of being primarily organized to improve housing conditions.
Their 1915 annual report indicates the popularity of this trend in housing across the
country:
Fifteen million was invested in this type of property and nearly

6,500 families are housed, nearly 1,200 of these being in one-family

homes. [MHC, 1915, 30}
The Site Plan and Density.

The Billerica Garden Suburb purchased 56 acres of inexpensive land along the
Concord River just 200 feet from the North Billerica train station, from which a free
workmen’s train to their repair shops would be provided. Although modeled after the
English garden suburbs which had at least nine dwellings per acre, the Billerica Garden
Suburb was modified to allow for five or six single family dwelling units per acre.
Semi-detached houses (two-families) were not considered.

The principle objection to it is that it is a step away from the ideal single-

family home. .. Where sufficient land is available the social advantages of

houses entirely separate probably outweigh the economies effected by

semi-detached construction. [MHC, 1916, 11}

However, concern about overcrowding was somewhat countered with the need to
minimize costs. Lots ranged fr<'>m 5,000 to 10,000 square feet and varied in width from
50 to 100 feet and are from 80 to 110 feet in depth with a 10 foot setback.

Because the site had excellent drainage and traffic was expected to be light, the

major roadway, Letchworth Ave was 32 feet in width and half this width was surfaced

with cinder as was its 4-foot walkway. The secondary roadways, 24 feet in width, were
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also cinder-surfaced with no sidewalks as the traffic was expected to be minimal and the

roadway would be fit for walking.

Located near a kindergarten, a public school, a public library, social halls,

churches, a post office and the Bay State Street Railway, the site was ideally located. In

addition, it already had six buildings providing 16 tenements with two to four apartments

in each which provide rental income of approximately sixteen hundred dollars annually

(see appendix for Billerica Garden Suburb Financial Statement, 1915).

The plan, designed by Arthur Comey with the supervision of Warren H. Manning,

designated four zones (See Figure 8 — Billerica Garden Suburb site plan w/zones):

Special Zone A was intended for workshops and stores; business and
social center.

Purchase Zone B was for houses sold on installments each owner
acquiring 10 percent of the value of his property in stock. These
houses were intended for the older workmen and foremen who
demonstrated interest in settling in Billerica and staying in service
there as long as they worked.

Co-partnership Zone C was intended for rental housing that workmen
would take shares in and collectively act as their own landlords.
Property remains in collective ownership, with residents renting from
the company of which he is a member. To become a tenant in a co-
partnership settlement, each applicant must be approved by an
admission committee, and must take $100 in tenant shares, paying at
least $10 as the first installment. The tenant becomes a renter from the
Billerica Garden Suburb which he holds stock and has a vote in the
election of the Board of Directors. [Boston Evening Transcript, 1914]

Renting Zone D was intended as a conventional rental housing.
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Suburb Cottage] was approximately 1400 square feet. The cottages ranged slightly in
size, but the cottage below at 28 by 25 feet is representative, with two levels plus a cellar
and a 20 by 7 foot piazza. Each cottage contained six or seven rooms and bath to

accommodate parents and children of each sex.

Six-room sem! hungalow. Billerica Garden Sutiurh. 1916 Conatruction cost $1,800,

-

-
------- |

-

]
[

Ploor plans of above.

Figure 9
Source: Massachusetts Homestead Commission 1916

The rooms are of ample size and conveniently arranged. Special
provision is made for storage room and closet space, with place for
refrigerator and for hanging outdoor clothing in back entry. The cellarway
has a number of shelves to save steps in doing the necessary work. The
cellar walls are of concrete, with four window openings giving ample light
in all parts. The building is of frame construction, triple studding at the
corners and double studding at all openings; sides are covered with
matched boards, a layer of good building paper and cypress clapboards;,
roof closely boarded and covered with asphalt shingles and slate chip
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surface laid 4.5 inches to the weather. The inside is finished in North

Carolina pine with hard pine flooring of good grade, cypress five-panel

doors, front door of the craftsman type of quartered oak; outside painted

with three coats of lead and oil and inside finished with two coats of

shellac and one of spar varnish; kitchen and bathroom have three coats of

good wall paint. Three fixtures of modern type are in the bathroom, and

the kitchen has set tubs, sink and necessary cabinetwork. The house is

lighted throughout with electricity, triple “showers” in living room and

dining room and two fixtures in the kitchen. It has a furnace of adequate

capacity to furnish necessary heat without forcing. It is of attractive

design, homelike in appearance and of comparatively low cost, as it was

built for little over $1,800. [MHC, 1916, 15]

At the time of incorporation, sixteen families were already housed on the site and
water was already piped in. By October 1, 1914, thirty acres had been graded and the first
three houses were under construction. In December, nineteen families were living on the
estate. In 1915, four miles of streets had been staked-out and cleared. A mile of streets
has been surfaced, electric light poles and wires had been installed and a general store
had been built. In 1916 there were 35 families located in the Billerica Garden Suburb.
[MHC, 1916, 109] According to the last annual report of the Massachusetts Homestead
Commission, 70 houses had been built by 1917. [MHC, 1919, 10] Unfortunately, the
documented history of this small neighborhood diminished with the demise of the

Massachusetts Homestead Commission.

The Billerica Garden Suburb Today

Today the North Billerica Garden Suburb is still recognizable for its garden
suburb design elements. [Campbell, Boston Globe, May 21, 1995] (See Figures 10-14).
Beyond street names reminiscent of England’s first garden cities such as Letchworth,
Port Sunlight and Hampstead, very little has been altered. With lot sizes that are

relatively small by today’s standards and cottage-style houses with shallow setback, the



neighborhood remains compact and socially interactive. The semi-grid, curvilinear street
pattern reflects Frederick Law Olmstead Sr.’s influence on the Comey/Manning site plan
providing alternative routes around the neighborhood highlighting the vistas of the
Concord River. Not designed specifically for the automobile, these streets are narrower
M today’s standards with widths tapered further by cars parked along their edges.
However, these streets are conducive to keeping neighborhood traffic slow allowing
children to walk and bike ride in relative safety. Unfortunately, the automobile has also

impacted the small lots as many now possess a garage and a paved driveway.

Overall, the compact design has afforded the neighborhood the capacity for only
minimal change. Besides the ﬁutomobile’s influence, the only other changes are the |
occasional enclosed front porch or added room to the back of the house increasing the
average square footage of these dwellings only marginally. These alterations have not

diminished the sense of community often absent in more contemporary neighborhoods.

Figure 10 — Billerica Garden Suburb March 2004

Source: P.Henry
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Figure 11 — Billerica Garden Suburb March 2004

Source: P.Heary

Figure 12 — Billerica Garden Suburb March 2004

Source: P.Henry
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Figure 13 — Billerica Garden Suburb March 2004

Source: P.Henry

Figure 14 — Billerica Garden Suburb March 2004

Source: P.Henry
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Unaffordable Housing

Unfortunately, despite minor physical changes in the past ninety years, the most
pronounced difference in this neighborhood today is price. Because of theA increasing
demand for housing, this once affordable neighborhood is now escalating in price. Three

houses on the market in March 2004 are indicative of this “affordability squeeze."

Table 2 - March 2004 Real Estate Under Agreement — Billerica Garden Suburb

Address Lot Size/Living Space Rooms Price
46 Letchworth Ave. 7000 /1600 sf 5 rooms/3br/1bath $279,900
built in pool
5 Mason Ave. 8700 sf/1700sf 5 rooms/2br/1bath $284,900
garage
2 Indian Knoll Road 7800 sf/1200 sf 6 rooms/3br/1bath $309,900
2 car garage

Source: Century 21, Billerica office

To put these prices in perspective, consider that in 1998 the median house value
in Billerica was $144,000; in 2002 it was $211,437 - a 46 percent increase in five years.
When compared to income change, the problem becomes more profound. In 1990,
Billerica’s the median income was $50,210; in 2000, the median income was $67,799 - a
35 percent increase over 10 years. Harvard’s Joint Center for Housing states that “...in
an economy where house price gains have outstripped income gains, homeownership
options dwindle for those in the bottom fifth of the income distribution.” [State of the

Nation’s Housing, Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University, 2003]

Billerica Garden Suburb and Affordable Housing
Housing has been a problem in the United States since the nineteenth century as

urban populations increased dramatically with shifting populations due to immigration
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and industrialization. Relying on waterpower, manufacturing was distributed along
powerful rivers and their tributaries. Consequently, this pattern was also reflected in
worker housing. Therefore, squalor was not confined to congested urban areas; it was
also prevalent in smaller cities and villages along important rivers and transportation
routes. It was only a matter of time before rural towns would be experiencing the
housing problems. Billerica, Massachusetts was a case in point with inexpensive land
and transportation, its location along the Concord River, a Merrimack River tributary,
was ideal for industry.

The combined work of Manning, Williams and Comey provided a unique model
community. Unlike other efforts to relocate workers to planned communities in non-
urban areas, the Billerica Garden Suburb was neither a paternalistic private initiative nor
a government funded action. The Billerica Garden Suburb was the first known attempt to
combine limited dividend corporation with co-partnership in the United States.

Modeled after Ebenezer Howard’s garden city, the Billerica Garden Suburb was
an effort to combine the best of urban and rural living — the Town-Country magnet. It
would be wholesome, social and near employment. Labor, content with both
employment and good homes, would become dedicated citizens of the community. From
a planning perspective, it was an object lesson demonstrating that the ills afflicting the
city can be countered through comprehensive planning incorpdrating advance garden
suburb principals and financial mechanisms.

This review of the Massachusetts Homestead Commission’s annual reports; the
National Housing Association’s annual proceedings as well as relevant articles from

Landscape Architecture, American City and Engineering News, supports the Billerica
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Garden Suburb’s significance and deepens our understand of the struggle to supply
affordable housing in suburban settings. In addition to the goals congruent with
advance garden suburb principles, the intent of the Billerica Garden Suburb was to
provide a model for solving the worker housing problem. The Billerica Garden Suburb
was described as “a strictly business organization to earn business profits, it will readily
be appreciated that in its operations it will not only very materially improve living
conditions in Billerica, but will act as an object lesson, and thereby benefit the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts as a whole.” [Prospectus, 1914]

Although it is unlikely that Zone C, the co-partnership portion of the site plan,
ever came to fruition, the Billerica Garden Suburb was the first successful application of
the garden suburb principles implemented to meet the housing requirements and financial
constraints of workers. The Billerica Garden Suburb was neither government funded, nor
company funded. Championed by town leaders, it was morally supported by labor,
industry and progressive initiatives. Despite the inherent tensions between government,
private enterprise and labor, the Billerica Gardéﬁ Suburb demonstrated that wholesome
affordable housing could become a reality.

Are there lessons that could be applied to the current housing debate in Rhode
Island? First, one of the major problems identified by the Massachusetts Homestead
Commission was the problem of speculative profits. When the Rhode Island legislature
opened affordable housing to for-profit developers, it was taking a step back in history
and condoning speculative profits. Second, it is ironic that the impetus for the passage of
Chapter 494 of the Acts of 1913, the creation of town planning boards and the

development of comprehensive plans, was to have well considered plans so that a
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sufficient supply of wholesome homes within the means of the ordinary wage earner
could be created. Third, New Urbanism and Grow Smart both advocate higher density,
as did the garden suburb, yet zoning still exists that excludes rather than encourages
affordable housing.

Rather than a financial failure, the Massachusetts Homestead Commission and the
Billerica Garden Suburb should be recognized as extraordinarily successful given the
constraints and opposition they faced. The Massachusetts Homestead Commission
initiated the groundwork for municipal planning, comprehensive plans and the exchange
of valuable information through annual planning conferences, not to mention the
affordable housing demonstrations both in Billerica and Lowell.

As the recent photographs of the Billerica Garden Suburb indicate, this was a
successful affordable housing endeavor. The last Massachusetts Homestead
Commission report indicated that there were 70 homes constructed. It is a known
quantity; it worked.

Rather than repeat bad plans, as Frederick Law Olmstead Sr. warned, why not
repeat good, successful plans. Further, why not support the more progressive aspects that
have proven sﬁccessful not only in England and Germany but locally in Billerica,
Massachusetts. Perhaps now is the right time to require each town to have affordable
housing plans, as comprehensive plans were originally intended, as well as designated
land banks and proven financial mechanisms providing wholesome homes and dignity to

the low-wage families upon which this state depends.

BRIIO®®
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BILLERICA GARDEN SUBURB, INC.

(Incorporatecl under t]:e Laws of'Massachusetts)

»

Capital Stock . . . . . .  $50,000
Subscribed to July 27, 1914 . . . 16,540

Divided into 5,000 shares of $10.00 each, which are now offered for subscription at par,

payable as follows:
$1.00 on application
3.00 on allotment
3.00 60 days after allotment
3.00 120 days after allotment

Total, $10.00

or payment in full may be made at the date of any instalment. Dividends on instalments
will be credited at the rate of 4 per cent. per annum.

NOTE.—Shareholders are entitled to a cumulative dividend of 5 per cent. per annum,
and any surplus profits after the payment of such dividend will be used for the benefit and
further development of the Company’s property.

M fficers

President, THHOMAS JENNINGS, Superintendent Boston & Maine Shops, Billerica
Vice-President, Mrs. HERBERT B. HOSMER, Billerica
Treasurer and General Manager, CHAS. H. WILLIAMS, President Board of Trade, North Billerica

Birectars
THOMAS JENNINGS Mgrs. HERBERT B. HOSMER
'CHAS. H. WILLIAMS CLARRNCE ¥ 0VCRas oo == e o oo

FREDERIUA FOSTER KENDALL

Abfrisers

ARTHUR C. COMEY, City Planner WARREN H. MANNING, Landscape Designer
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THE BILLERICA TOWN PLAN
BILLERICA, twenty-two miles from Boston and four miles

from Lowell, is a farming and manufacturing town. It con-
tains in round numbers three thousand people on sixteen
thousand acres, with sixty miles of highways.

Two rivers, ten brook-valleys and seven hills give the town great
beauty of topography. This, with a varied soil, two-thirds in wild
vegetation, gives notably attractive landscapes and much interest in
plant, bird, and animal life. In fifty years, Billerica’'s wild land has
increased a third, as it has in most of New England’s old towns;
but now the tide is turning toward the farm again. At North Bil-
lerica, woollen mills have been established for years. The Boston &
Maine Railroad shops being erected there will soon increase popula-
tion by several thousand.

About the Center, a most attractive part of the town, are some
well-appointed summer estates that are sure to increase. In the
south and in the north of the town, as in parts of many similar
towns adjacent to our cities, large areas have been subdivided into
small lots upon which camps and small cottages are being erected,
for either summer or all-the-year occupancy, by families of mod-
crate means from the city.

Increased business, population, road, and other public facilities
that such new conditions must create, made the preparation of a
plan as a guide to the town’s future growth quite essential. Such a
plan, to best meet the needs and have the general approval of the
community, must be understood by at least a majority of the voters
and land owners; and, as this understanding will best come from a
direct participation in the work, all citizens were urged to give
information and assistance in the preparation of articles and maps.

It was found here, as it will be everywhere, that, while few citizens
108

59



. 30.BillericaSta |
GWest Billericady \ \
HPattenville i <

| i Lo i — i
’ﬁLB!”Z)‘!Cd Sta. 1 Baston Rd. 6 MiPleasant3t wBridge St
B.N‘Btla]'ﬁ.rmd Sta. 2 High 3t 7 Lowell Rd. 17 3alem Rd.
CBannett Hall Sta. 3 Shelden St aPollard 3+ BAndoverRd
DBillerica Sta. ) 4 Oak St 9 Rogers S+ 19Pond (Gray) St
¥ Turnpike Stay *~ 5 Billerica Ave. 10 C¢ﬁ St 20Baldusin 5t

1t Chelmsford R 21Patten st

- Q d 5+
RN dng 12RangeesayRd  22Brown St
st o | > . n§ 13Middlesex Tavnpk. 23Whipple Rd.
J.Brown's Cor. % o
26 exington R4.

‘ Py ke H-']'Pgbiz. Covz Rd. z4Allen RAA. 4

KJon<s Cor.\.i 7Y \‘7 '5\5.""""9 5t 2sConcord Rd.
=TSR R Ca S 27 Manning Rd.

% Q"'ﬂ 9 % e % ZGqudrg'Rd.

N
4
o? AV
<\
VAN
s
®
Lo,
HMHills Pon N
NRickardsor’s Pod \ j é;g NashuaRd
OFordwayy Drideét’ 30 Sullivan 3t
P.3pragucs Bridge & 31 River 3t
Q. Town Hall 'Y  32WebbBrRd
R.Poor Farm /o 33§lo d 5;{-
SM g M 343prin .
mdlra‘:l&.n.{? ) o ' z 20 N ¥ 35D§dl¢972c1
o Trolley Lines “saTe M . - miles 36Wast St

Copyrighkt 1912 by Warren )"l.l\flaru'z-irz?> N°©540-65
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to the Public through the Magazine *‘ Billerica®’’
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110 LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE

will volunteer information, nearly everyone is ready to give the
best he has if he is interviewed and not required to write,

In this town, as in most towns, the hills, valleys, and the larger
soil divisions that are the same for all time, control the main features

—‘Ecgf

-
-

- [} \
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Cogyrxghfl?‘!bjworrgniiMonmngN‘SM- 8
II. Map Indicating Topography

I

of the plan. Some existing roads will surely stay, because they are
direct thoroughfares on lines of least resistance to outlying trade
centers, or in Billerica to the seashore and mountain resorts east-
ward and northward. Other thoroughfares and local roads will be
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THE BILLERICA TOWN PLAN 111

abandoned, as were the Middlesex Canal, parts of the Middlesex
Turnpike, and many minor roads.

Some of these abandoned roads had 2o per cent grades,—that is,
1-foot climb in every 5 feet long. Engineers now strive for 1-foot
climb in 20 feet long, viz., 5§ per cent. A town should not accept
now over 6 per cent on any part of a road; for it is the steepest
grade that determines the possible load, not the average grade.

The new Billerica subdivision plats show forty-four miles of nar-
row new roads. If these roads were properly constructed on suit-
able grades, their maintenance would increase the yearly road tax
from about $5,865 to $8,811. This cost might be returned to the
town in taxes on increased valuation, if houses should be estab-
lished on half the lots that are reported as sold by the real-estate
agents. It is seldom, however, that all reported sales are completed,
or that houses occupy enough lots on a new subdivision to justify
the town in building roads for years.

There is authority enough established by law to lay down,
acquire, and hold the land for a future road and reservation
system. '

The town has accepted the 1907 Board of Survey Act, requiring
owners to submit plans of roads before beginning constructions to
the Board of Survey, who are to advertise a public hearing and
exhibit plans, and who can require modifications as to width, direc-
tion, and grade of street before acceptance. Unless thus accepted,
new roads can have no public utilities placed therein or public
work done thereon. When accepted, no damages can be collected
by persons for buildings or improvements made on such roadway
after acceptance. '

A recently elected Park Commission have the authority to lay
down a system of reservations for public recreation, acquire and
hold land therefor, and improve roads.

The County Commissioners have the power to lay out or alter
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the location of or discontinue highways, and will act upon a petition
of a town or any five inhabitants thereof in such matters.

The State Highway Commission locates, constructs, maintains
and controls state highways. It directs the expenditure for a town’s
road construction of any amount that the town may appropriate
over the average road cost of five preceding years. Such excess
appropriations are doubled by the state, which may also maintain
such roads and charge a cost of not exceeding $50 a mile to the
town. |

An examination of the soil map, in conjunction with the topog-
raphy, will show that only the wet, black-soil sections have boun-
daries that are easily recognized, and such areas are indicated on
the soil map. Other sections having a distinct soil character can be
indicated only in a general way on a map of this scale, for a detailed
study shows a considerable, and often a wide, variation in the soil
of almost any one-hundred-acre plot in the town. The light, porous
soils that are nearly free of stones, and lie so level that large fields
can be worked at low cost, are in the northerly and easterly parts of
the town. For this reason the town plan should recognize big fields
by placing roads along such natural boundaries as the shores of
streams, the base of steep slopes, instead of through the center of
big fields, to cut them in small patches.

In the southern part is a heavier soil that is more retentive of
moisture, with more boulders, a rolling and varied surface. This is
a market-garden section of diversified crops.

West of the Concord River, hills are higher, more crowded
together, with steeper slopes, and with more ledges and bould-
ers than in other parts of the town. Much of this land is best
suited to fruit-growing. In these irregular sections, the roads of
the town plan should generally follow the valley and avoid hill-

climbs.
The most attractive residential section is on the edge of the
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THE BILLERICA TOWN PLAN 11§

plateau, about the town center, and on the hills to the south and
west.

Of Billerica’s 16,000 acres, 9,804 are covered with forest or
sprout-growth, as against the 5,035 acres of such growth indicated
-on the town map of 1853. A decrease of nearly one-half in the acre-
age of cultivated and pasture land is thus indicated in less than sixty
years. This increase of woodland represents a decrease, not an
increase, of forest values.

It is clear that forests are not so profitable as farm crops. Fur-
thermore, the State Forestry Department does not recommend the
growing of forests as a crop on Billerica land, because nearly all of
it is suited for field crops or fruit, and is near the Boston market.

On the last map of this article, church, school, town, commons,
and the Gilson Hill reservation lands, are indicated in black. The
heavy dotted lines are suggestions for future roads and reservations.
This was submitted to a joint meeting of the Board of Survey and
Park Commission of the town. It was agreed that the Concord
River shores should be acquired for ultimate roads and trails, to
form part of a system of drives from the sea up the Merrimac to the
Concord, and up the Concord to its source, and to the great metro-
politan water-supply reservations on the Nashua River branch.
Similar shore reservations are being acquired on the Charles and
Neponset Rivers leading out of Boston. :

It was the opinion of the Park Commission and the Board of
Survey that land should be secured by gift from owners, not pur-
chased by the town, for such purposes; and that the town should
not be asked to make appropriations for improvements on such
lands until public necessities demanded roads. ’

The other reservations under consideration are along the Shaw-
sheen River and the town brooks, along the steam railroad, to take
advantage of its direct line and right-of-way opening, and also to
have house fronts, not backs, in view from trains. These questions
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too are to be considered: Should we determine the lines of future
thoroughfares and acquire land therefor? Are there parts of roads
that should be superseded by new lines?

The preparation of the plan was initiated by the Billerica Im-
provement Association, and is continued with the coéperation of
the more recently organized Board of Trade, of which the pastor
of a Baptist Church is president, and of other local societies. The
problem of presenting the information thus gained to the people
was partly solved when the pastor of the Unitarian Church expressed
a desire to see a local magazine established, and a willingness to
edit it. This magazine, ‘‘Billerica,” has now been published seven
months, and in each issue have appeared such maps of the town as
accompany this article, together with an explanation, and other
articles that have a direct bearing upon the problem. The first
map gave the roads and localities before the period of expansion
represented by the small-lot subdivisions. The second, a topograph-
ical map, showed also existing roads by numbers, and abandoned
roads by numbers in circles. To the next map the various small-lot
subdivisions were added. They will be recognized in the patches
of crowded streets on the fifth of the accompanying maps. The
next two were the soil and the forest maps. A map showing exist-
ing public reservations in solid black, and suggesting future reser-
vations and road extensions in dotted lines and shading, was fol-
lowed by one that ‘was subdivided into forty-one squares for con-
venience in plotting the detailed information on a scale 200 feet to
the inch. This information will include artificial and natural fea-
tures, the topography and the property lines. You must understand
that, to do this in a town as small as Billerica, it is best to secure
many volunteers, and to direct their work toward the definite end
in view. Whatever costs there are for surveys and drafting should,
in fact usually must, at first, be borne by individual contributions
of time and money. I believe, too, that such a plan can be realized
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in a conservative old town only by gradually leading the citizens to
understand it, and to realize that, to be successfully accomplished,
it will require the gift of the land for roads and reservations. Such
gifts represent a small part of each estate, usually not over a tenth,
and usually the land of least value and greatest natural beauty, and
roads and reservations thus provided for will increase the value of
the remaining property. The data for such plans must be secured
by special methods that will give all that is essential, with a reason-
able degree of accuracy, at low cost, by the one-man survey meth-
ods, and the collection and compilation of existing data, rather than
by the expensive engineer with a force of rodmen and chainmen.

The reader should understand that much of this article is made
up of abstracts from the articles that have appeared in the magazine
“‘Billerica,”” for it has seemed to me desirable that your readers
should thus gain an idea of the manner of presentation to the town.

WARREN H. MANNING.,
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Bﬂlerica as a \:\/ OI’l(GI‘S’ Paradise

New Homestead Commission
Trying There the First Amer-
ican Experiment With the

English Garden City Idea

By Benjamin Baker

HAT it is not usually to the ad-
vantage of the workman to own
his own home is the principle
presented in a scheme for a gar-
den suburb at Billerica which 13

‘wing worked out in codperation with the
Massachusetts Homestead Commission. It !
seems to be the “"American idea™” that own- '
|
|

!
|
|
|
!
i
|
|
i
I
I
i
!
i
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=rship of house and land is the ideal evi- '
dlence of the thrift and soidity o' Amer-
'n skilled labor, much as “‘the iittle red
<chonlhouse'” has been our traditional eni-
tlem of popular »ducation. But modern in-
lustrial conditions have set up a new stand- ;
ard, recognized 5Hoth by
sucial workers, Todayv

sKil

PESSLNS &

econonists and
the workingman. !

whether led,

NILST e Ir
to take his family where there is the be
market for his labor. H- e fre
‘foDe is ted by ownership of house
‘and, to leave which usuaiiy means to
t money loss that he cannot aiford.
mobility of labor is a fact an.d a phrase
tuniliar to the modern economist and so-

e

"n
o o~

canrar
and .
him
The

cinl worker, and it is receiving Government ‘
recognition in this country in the proposal
agencies |
Logether |
In tne

o establish Federal employment
Ior bringing the man and the job
“rom .iifferent parts of the « ountry.
lerica plan the neel fo- .
:NAn to be free to seek his market has been '
mweoanized by basiny t¢o» :

3 A wartrie oo

st minte -

‘ne copartnership scheme ot hoe owner-

< wWiich during e past e cade has |
wen so brilliantly  suceessiul in ingland |
<ngls !

and some parts of the Continent fe i

- [ .

shed by the colie Tve own-

sharply distinzu
renting |

2rship of property,
rom a company of which he is a member. |
That prineiple has never applied E
American conditions, and the Rilleri~a pla: !
therefore has special as an at- [
tempt to establish in this country a new ‘.
|
i
1
!
i

each resident

been ‘o

interest

and potent economic invention.

How the Billerica Scheme Started

The beginning of the Billerica scheme |
lay in the establishment in that town cof
the new $3,000,000 Boston & Maine repair
shops, now emploving about a thousand
men. and likely, in the future, to give work
to 2000 or 3000 men. The placing of the I

s
]
[
|

- vt

to Iwev. Chaiiesn iams, a Billerica
clergyman who is president of the Board
of Trade of the town, who has been a
member of the State Legislature, and who

set out to *“boom’ his towrn sr oringing
there the great regpa.r shops of (. rab-
road.  Skeptics iaughed at him whiie ne

was securing options 2n 'angé to provide a
site for tne shops; but the railrocad came.
The move was of great importance to Ril-
lerica, for whatever the financial conditivn
of the Boston & Maine. from the point of
view of stock owners, it is plain that the
railroad must repair its cars. The industry
is therefore a permanent one, and is rea-
sonably likely to add some ien thousand
persons to the permanent population of
Billerica.

Where to live was the problem imme-
diateiy presented to the Boston & Mains
workmen when the snops opened. PRillerica,
neiny a rural community, had no gua, ies
apen for them. Real estate c¢perators
rushed in and began to lay our iracts, on
some of which they put up tenements and
charge for lots and houses prices which dn
not attract the workmen. The workimen as |
a body have decidedly held back, and the
new houses have heen sold or rented. s9
far as théy have moved at all, te ot
classes of persons, such as speculators.
At present moust of the shop workmen
come from Lowell, the raiiroad running
trains for them morning and night, Some
of the workmen frankiy want to own their
own places. an attitude mainly accountad
for by the fact that the shops have brougnt
from Fitchourg and Keene foremen and
nther workmen who have been many vears
in the service of the railroad. and wno
~xpect to stay in its service as long as
they work. A much larger class, howev
want to live in Billerica without payinyg
excessive rents in speculators’ tenements.
and without being tied down to the owner-
ship of house and land with the usual ap-
pendages of building ioans and leng-iived
morigages, If the railroad had been
“flush™ it might perhaps have followed
the course of many cther compantes, huilt
some acres of ‘‘workmen’s cotiages,” and
tried to tie up its workmen by selling them
these hcuses. as others have tried to do.
and partiy succeeded in doing. But the
railroad was not *‘flush,” as everyvbody
knows. The real estate speculators did[
not provide a solution of the housing prob- |

lem. Something ‘‘totally different,” as the
eommercial tailors say, was clearly re-
quired.

A Sixty-Acre Garden Suburb

At this point Mr. Williams had become
interested in developing a workinsmen's
housing tract on some plan that would
meet the requirements of the men.  Air.
Thorndike of thc Homestead Commission

also touk a hand. and AMr. Comey, who ‘s
tl_\e city planning member of the commis-
slon, and who has studied the Englisn o)-
partnership system on ‘he grournd. ex-
plained this ,nethod to the board of trade.
.’I"he board, and iater the ‘vorkmen, be: ame
interested  in  this idea. many of the
wo_rking'n < Jeclaring themsel\';s ready tc
‘'sign up” for shares in the l_‘onartnel‘-ship

§cheme as soon as the plan could be
Ananced. President Elint and other sti-
dents of the matter who were consulted
strongly advised the conartnersnip plan,

and this is the central feature on which
the whole development now rests. thougn
individual ownership has Heen nrovided for
it response to the requirments of a con-
sirlerable number of the raitroagd workmery.
The Eoston & Maine otfic.als are giving the
plan their hearty moral pport.

The actual launching the development
now waits for capital, the comparative!yv
small sum of thirty theueand dollars r)ein.';
sufficient to start operat.ons under an in-

ol

corpurated,  limited divicend con, any  n
which workingmen will buy shares, and
under successful operaticn ultimately buv

[ instalments,

pn advanced garden suvurd lines, as shown
in the map, by Mr. Comey, with the advice
of Warren H. Mann ng, who has taken
active interest in tae improvement of Bil-
lerica,

Division A, in the southeastern part of
the tract, is intended for workshops, stores,
and other buildings swchich acuid form a
social and business centre for the com-
nvluniry. A row of model factories along
the east border would screen the settle-
ment from the railroal, and there appears
to be a demand for tham.

Division B, occupyving most of the south-
western quarter of the land, is intended for
houses which are to be sold to workmen on
The conditions at Billerica
ar.e not wholly those of some o:her indus-
‘rial centres. As already noted. a consid-
erqble number 9f th2 emglovees in the
railroad shops are *old timers’" with the
company: and they regard themselves as
sAettled in Billeriza rfir the rast of their
lives—if they ran the rizbt houses.
Thers are, of course. others of the WOork-

Zer

! the terant

men  who for reason. wise or otherwise.
want to own hause and lan,

from that pioneer society which bought

ings, most of which are associated in a cen-
| tral company. Their holdings now total
| about 630 acres of land, and the total
| value of their properties is upwards of six
i million dollars, The plan has provided tor
; w9rkin: people of all tzades, and for the
~«fend companies with two kinds of stock—
stock., or ‘'shares.” which are
owned by the workmen tenants of the com-
pany’s houses; and the “loan” stock, whish
we should call “preferred” stock, which
represents the capital invested to set build-
ing in motion The tenant stock is entitled
to five per cent interest after the preferrail
dividends, fixed charges and surplus jpave
deen provided ror. The preferred, or “loan"
Atock, receives four or four and a half rer
cent cumulative dividends., ani no more.
As noted, the starting capital in the Eng-
lish companies represented by the loan
stock has in every case made good its divi-
dends. Such comnanies. in their appeal to
capital, are not charities. but business en-

markets for his labor.

In the copartnership company, the tenans:
is not thus bound. Heissecureinhistenancy
as long as he hehaves himself. But if he
wishes to work in a distant city he can
leave, receiving back the wvaiue of the
shares he holds, or retaining them as an
investment on which he draws better in-
terest than he can get from a savings
bar.l.

American schemes in great variety have
been tried out with the aim of providing
satisfactory homes for working people; but
none on e coparU-rEniy principie, Tho
new town buiit ity the Russil] Sage Founda-
tion on Lonyg [siamdi. for instance, is hasgedl

on individual ownership, and the resuit
has not met the workingman's needs. The
most common s -hsme, that of the moda!

village or town such as the Puliman Com-
pairy and many others have establishedd,
has led workmen to buy homes on smalil
instalments—an apparent boon o the man
earning iifteen doliars a week: out in

terprises which have shown themselves |
good for a four to rfour and a half per cent i
return. ]
To become a tenant in a copartnership;
settlement, each aoplicant must be ap-
proved hy an admission committee, and
must take X100 in tenant shares, paying

at Jeast 320 as the first instalment, and
small ones, month by month. The new
tenant thereby becomes a renter from a
company in which he holds sto-k, and has
a vote in the election of the board of di- !
rectors. A limit is set on the value in
these shares that one person may acquire,
asually it is 1M but loan stock is avail-
whle without limit of individua! amounts.
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reality oiten a burden, since own<rshin ties
him to that particular place. and orevents
nis taking advantaze of bhetten
nis labor.

Hets Lor

The Cost at Billerica

Fhe advantages of the rcopwrtnership
housing plan spring in the ma.n trom en-
abling the workingman. with the aid of n
small amount of outside cupital which is
amply secured, to Jo for himself what he
cannot do individually, and what he cannot
get from any other type ownershin,
Freedom to “fol' -~ +he job” wirhort finan-
cial loss due to lhisx moving | ML
important result, and has alrexdy heen
set forth. Besides that he gets the use of
capital at a restricted low rate of interest.
dve per cent. which is a good Jdeal less than
the speculative builder and the tenement
house owner demand from their invest-
ments in houses. The copartnershin or-
zanizailon makes it possible to develop a
good-sized tract of land as a whole, with
provision for the common interests of those
who are to inhabnit it. Turther. the schema
zives the advantages, in cost. of what s
praciically wholezale construction and buv-
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Billerica Garden Suburb for B. & M. Workmen

( Tentative Plan of Homestead Commission, A. ﬁ/ Comey, Landscape Architect — Warren H. Manning, Advisory )
— Zone A Reserved for Special Community Development — Zone B Is for Purchase — Other

out the furnished
tiong,

Options have been sccure.a on a tract of
fifty-seven acres of pine land, roughiv
square in shape, as shown on the plan;
and lying in a bend of the Concord River,
The Boston & Maine Railroad extends in
a north and south line along the eastern
border of the tract. with the North Bil-
lerica station at the southeast corner.

The advantages of this area arc several

capital 13 start opera-

and important for the puroose in view.
c Fivet i alll iU is healthful.  Geing
a tract of pine land wcll above the
river, with underlyving sand and gravel

which will make sanritation easy, and will
in addition provide on the site abundant
material for concrete construction, which
appears to be at least as cheap as good
frame construction. It is less than a mile
from the railroad shops. which lie to the
south. and to which free transportation
will be furnished to the workmen by the
railroad company. Then, just across the
bend of the river, barely a quarter of a
mile distant, are the school, post cffice and
staores which make up the village centre.
This can be reached by a footbridge. The
tract is therefore near to the community
interests of the town, and vet sufficiently
isolated by the intervening river to make it
a unit.

Last—and investors would perhaps put
this feature jirst—the price at whkich the
land is now Leld is low.

The Plan’ for Development

The tentative plan for the development
of the Billerica tract has been worked out

)

Terr‘itory Is for Coparmership Purposes

houses to be
at the north-

east carner, is irwrded for

Division D, a small section
rented in the usual wav.

Division C, which, as shuai. covers abuii
a third of the whole area. is intended for
copartnership ownership. and the erecting
of houses and their renting to workmen
who will take shares in the copartnership
company. and who will be collectively their
own landlords. Included in divisions B and
C are central areas which may be used
as playgrounds. or be aliotted to tenants
or owners for garden plots. The intensive
cultivation of even small zardens under the
expert instruction and advice which would
be made available would enable the culti-
vators to offset a large porticn of their
yearly rent from their produce.

For landscape effects and a generally
parkitke development the Billerica tract
offers a good opportunitr. In Division B
there are a good many large white pines.
In parts of Division C there are many other
pines, mostly hard pine. The middle stretch
of the western border ajong the river rises
rather abruptly in a low hluff cut by a
shallow ravine; while at the extreme north-
western part there is a low, marshy arca
in which a pond could be constructed.
Trees would be used to the utmost as land-
scape features, and the rows of facing
houses included between two cross streets,
at least, would be made homogeneous in
color effect, while varied in their details.

The Co-partnership Plan
Copartnership in housing was begun >n
a very small scale at Ealing, a suburb

of T.ondon, in 1901, and has since expanded

as an investment. The social, the sanirary
and the money bhenefits 10 the tenant from
Jiving in an attractively planned. open
suburb, in goou .- with a zarden for
each haouse, plenty of play room for chil-
dren, and with evervone working together
to keep things bright and attractive. have
been proved as real and actually attain-
able as they seem probable in the mere
statenment of them.

ses

Fluidity of Modern Labor

While giving all these advantages, e¢o-
partnership settlements have the further
great merit of fitting modern industriai
conditicns.  The fuidity of labor todav.
both the skilled and the unskilled. is one
of the important social and economic feu-
tures of the time. That skilled labor will
move irom a place of slack work to an-
other place where work is abundant, seems
natura! and obvious. But one of the curi-
ous results of the factory system has heen
to make this true alsc of the unskilied

labor of the textile mills, for instance.  in
the modern factory unskilled labor tends
machines., and that labor has learned that
it can tend equally wel! one Kind of ma-
chine i1 one industry and a wholly differ-
ent kind of machine in another unrelated
industry. Unskilled labor of this tvpe has
become a specialized machine-tending class.
able to move not only from town to town
but from industry to industry. For mobile
labor house ownership is a burden because
the owner can rarely or never rent or sell
| his house without financial loss. His own-
ership ther2fore works to prevent his mov-
ing freely

o take advantaze of the best

inz of matsriais

Billerica costs have heen dgured rather
closely to A point which seems to assure
successful operation. At the full price
for the fifty-s=ven acres in the Rilleviea
tract, the “‘raw’ ~ost rer acre is ahoat
K2 Assuming  that half the avea s
- . sireels. arxs, areas and ga.
den allotments, the nousing area is about
22 nepes, costing R0 per acre. Ttk a

unnc of eight lots w the acre, this woui
zive the raw cost of a house lot ffty by
a hundred fect at ahout 3. Tha calcula-
tions of many real estate exoerts have

=L

foloarn-

and

SnoWwnhoothal the o Ll L
proved—i. e., with roads, walks
ers, and including carrving charges. s
aboul three times the raw cost. It is he-
lieved, therefore, that the improved lots at
Billerica can be =0id for about $230. or
ahout five cents a 100t. -

In the matter of building, concrete con-

Sew -

struction seems to be Indicated. There is
abundant and suitable wmaterial on the
prouna. A conerere honse | 1t
deteriorates very slowly, muc 1a
frame bullding. and requires n ut-
lay for repairs. Moreover, ne.. ____.__. of
concrete construction which are being
pushed by some large companles (not the -«
Edison multi-twin huckleherry sort ot

house) give promise that a five-room house
can be buijlt properly for about 21700,
hMakes 10r Sicadier Workinea
Experience with copartnership in Enz-
land has shown that the tenant's own in-
terest in his rented house leads him to
avnid ahuse of the property, to mayv renrs

1t

proaptiy, and to find tenants fur empiv
houses,  This indiviaual interest of the
~~ant has been found to menn . s~

equal in value to one per cent per vear on
the capital, or ten per cent on the rert.
This etement of proprictary care would he
further enhanced by remitting to the tenant
the rent for each twelfth month. : “ter the
cost of repairs have been deductad from it
This gives him a second money interest in
good care of his holding.

Billerica rents are to be based on one
week's wages for the month. With the
cost of a house and improved lot at about
220X0), the average week's wage of the Bil-
lerica railroad workmen, $13, will provide
an adequate return, amounting to nine
per cent gross. A rent of 2180 a year (3.5
a month) will pay five per cent on the
32000 investment, give one per cent for
surplus account. and leave three per cent
. or $60 for taxes and depreciation and re-
! pairs auring the year.
! Jt is proposed to
dividend company under a form of charter
prepared by the Homestend Commnussion
with a capita: stock of & o0, divided intv
500 shares of common stock of par value
210, Such a company could undertake the
Eillerica development, it is believed, with
| every praspect of financial success. The
conrartnership side of the undertaking could
hd turned over to another company or-
eanized on that plan. for the devejopment
bf successive portions of Division C as it
secured capital. In the judgment of the
Commission the opportunity is a peculiarly
zood one. The railroad shops insure a con-
stant large minimum working population,
¢ and manufacturers are looking at the town
tavorably because of the larze labor sup-
ply likely to be drawn in .7rith the rail-
road workers.

There is here a combination of advan-
tages—demand for many houses, cheap
1and and low construction cost. The land
is extremely attractive, the river side quite
equalling the best sites along the Charles
River in Dedham.

Delails of o fAnancial plan, with (e
of stock subscriptions, dividends, etc., will
be issued in a few days by the Homestead
Commission.
unskilled workman as well, good, substan-
tial, sanitary houses in pleasant surround-
l ings at rents which run as low as $2 a week

wkhen taxes and all outside charges are in-

cluded. And they have all proved profit-
able in a financial way.
In general outline, the English

incorrorate A himited

copart-

/

nership housing companies are limited divi--

only nine house lots to begin with into
about twenty larze copartnership undertas-

)




	The North Billerica Garden Suburb: Affordable Housing for Workers in 1914
	Terms of Use
	Recommended Citation

	thesis_henry_2004_001
	thesis_henry_2004_002
	thesis_henry_2004_003
	thesis_henry_2004_004
	thesis_henry_2004_005
	thesis_henry_2004_006
	thesis_henry_2004_007
	thesis_henry_2004_008
	thesis_henry_2004_009
	thesis_henry_2004_010
	thesis_henry_2004_011
	thesis_henry_2004_012
	thesis_henry_2004_013
	thesis_henry_2004_014
	thesis_henry_2004_015
	thesis_henry_2004_016
	thesis_henry_2004_017
	thesis_henry_2004_018
	thesis_henry_2004_019
	thesis_henry_2004_020
	thesis_henry_2004_021
	thesis_henry_2004_022
	thesis_henry_2004_023
	thesis_henry_2004_024
	thesis_henry_2004_025
	thesis_henry_2004_026
	thesis_henry_2004_027
	thesis_henry_2004_028
	thesis_henry_2004_029
	thesis_henry_2004_030
	thesis_henry_2004_031
	thesis_henry_2004_032
	thesis_henry_2004_033
	thesis_henry_2004_034
	thesis_henry_2004_035
	thesis_henry_2004_036
	thesis_henry_2004_037
	thesis_henry_2004_038
	thesis_henry_2004_039
	thesis_henry_2004_040
	thesis_henry_2004_041
	thesis_henry_2004_042
	thesis_henry_2004_043
	thesis_henry_2004_044
	thesis_henry_2004_045
	thesis_henry_2004_046
	thesis_henry_2004_047
	thesis_henry_2004_048
	thesis_henry_2004_049
	thesis_henry_2004_050
	thesis_henry_2004_051
	thesis_henry_2004_052
	thesis_henry_2004_053
	thesis_henry_2004_054
	thesis_henry_2004_055
	thesis_henry_2004_056
	thesis_henry_2004_057
	thesis_henry_2004_058
	thesis_henry_2004_059
	thesis_henry_2004_060
	thesis_henry_2004_061
	thesis_henry_2004_062
	thesis_henry_2004_063
	thesis_henry_2004_064
	thesis_henry_2004_065
	thesis_henry_2004_066
	thesis_henry_2004_067
	thesis_henry_2004_068
	thesis_henry_2004_069
	thesis_henry_2004_070
	thesis_henry_2004_071
	thesis_henry_2004_072
	thesis_henry_2004_073
	thesis_henry_2004_074
	thesis_henry_2004_075
	thesis_henry_2004_076
	thesis_henry_2004_077
	thesis_henry_2004_078
	thesis_henry_2004_079
	thesis_henry_2004_080
	thesis_henry_2004_081
	thesis_henry_2004_082
	thesis_henry_2004_083
	thesis_henry_2004_084
	thesis_henry_2004_085
	thesis_henry_2004_086
	thesis_henry_2004_87

