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Abstract

CAPITAL CITIES: PLANNING, POLITICS, AND ENVIRONMENTAL PROTEST IN
LANSING, MICHIGAN AND SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH, 1920-1945

By
Ted D. Moore

This dissertation examines the efforts of reform groups, civic leaders, and city
planners in Lansing, Michigan, and Salt Lake City, Utah, from 1920 to 1945 in their
efforts to define and create urban spaces. The experiences in Lansing, Michigan and Salt
Lake City, Utah demonstrates how, “the physical features and resources of urban sites
(and regions) influence and are shaped by natural forces, growth, spatial change and
development, and human action.”

Americans’ competing definitions about the meanings and values of “nature” and
the purpose of cities are ultimately tied to differing ideas about American democracy.
These debates have often been historically played out and the results manifest in urban
settings, while the decisions made have had distinct ramifications on the shape and
growth of cities as well as their political, socio/cultural, and economic structures. This
on- going dialogue has, in turn, had a reciprocal effect on how people have chosen to
reinterpret and relate to the “natural world.”

This study illustrates the above ideas through the illumination of four major
points. First, it seeks to incorporate notions of the environment and the ideas and efforts
of women more centrally into the literature on urban history. Second, it demonstrates
that the modern day environmental movement not only began, as early as the 1890s, but
also continued through World War II. Third, it demonstrates that from the 1920s through

the 1940s, embedded in this environmental movement was a critique of, and an attempt to
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alter America’s economic and political systems along more democratic lines. Finally it
argues that cities’ neglect of serious urban environmental issues contributed to the

accelerated rate of post-World War II suburbanization.
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Introduction
Nature, Capitalism, and Democracy

This dissertation examines the efforts of reform groups, civic leaders, and city
planners in Lansing, Michigan, and Salt Lake City, Utah, from 1920 to 1945 in their
efforts to define and create urban spaces. Most scholars who examine environmental
history, do so with the belief that city and country, urbanscape and wilderness are
separate issues and should be treated accordingly. This is done in part to set boundaries
on what could easily become an unwieldy and amorphous subject. A few scholars,
though, have taken issue with this arbitrary delineation and have called for those who
research and write about the environment and the city to better integrate the two. This
study attempts to do just that. The experiences in Lansing, Michigan and Salt Lake City,
Utah demonstrates how, “the physical features and resources of urban sites (and regions)
influence and are shaped by natural forces, growth, spatial change and development, and
human action.”'

Americans’ competing definitions about the meanings and values of “nature” and
the purpose of cities are ultimately tied to differing ideas about American democracy.
These debates have often been historically played out and the results manifest in urban
settings, while the decisions made have had distinct ramifications on the shape and

growth of cities as well as their political, socio/cultural, and economic structures. This

! Martin Melosi, Effluent America: Cities, Industry, Energy, and the Environment, (Pittsburgh: University
of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), 125-126.
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on- going dialogue has, in turn, had a reciprocal effect on how people have chosen to
reinterpret and relate to the “natural world.”

This study illustrates the above ideas through the illumination of four major
points. First, it seeks to incorporate notions of the environment and the ideas and efforts
of women more centrally into the literature on urban history. Second, it demonstrates
that the modern day environmental movement not only began, as David Stradling argues,
as early as the 1890s, but also continued through World War II, thus providing an
important transition between late 19™ century conservationist ideas and contemporary
environmental ideologies. As part of this link, activists capitalized on the earlier
conservationist ethos of efficiency and the commodification of “nature out there” and
incorporated those ideas into a more environmentally friendly philosophy to improve the
built environment. I call this infusion of the “natural world” with the city “urban nature.”
Third, it demonstrates that from the 1920s through the 1940s, embedded in this
environmental movement was a critique of, and an attempt to alter America’s economic
and political systems along more democratic lines. Finally it argues that cities’ neglect of
serious urban environmental issues contributed to the accelerated rate of post-World War
11 suburbanization.?

Each city has its own unique features, which is what makes urban history so

interesting. Those differences can be explained through the examination of each locale’s

2 Christine Meisner Rosen and Joel Tarr, “The Importance of an Urban Perspective in Environmental
History,” Journal of Urban History 20 (May 1994): 299-307.

} David Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressive: Environmentalists, Engineers, and Air Quality in
America, 1881-1951, (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 191. Stradling writes that
Victorian-minded women held attitudes similar to post World War II environmentalists, but that as male
professionals assumed the role of fighting air pollution, a more conservationist attitude and policies
prevailed.
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physical setting, its access to natural resources, climate, etc. The demographics of a
place, and the historical timing of each community’s founding can also explain
communal differences in terms of politics, economics, and a city’s physical shape. Yet,
urban/environmental history can also be used to simultaneously help explain
commonalities over planning, settlement, and other development patterns through the
careful study of peoples’ attitudes about and the role of nature, the environment, and
democracy within an urban context.

It is in this light that a comparative history can be so valuable. Lansing, Michigan
and Salt Lake City, on the surface, are very different places, yet they also share many
important similarities. Lansing came into existence by an act of the Michigan State
Legislature as the result of an inability to decide on a state capital. From the beginning,
the community had to deal with its geographic location. Much of the area was swampy
and had to be drained. This problem, combined with the thick growth of vegetation,
meant difficulty in building sufficient roads, which resulted in the new town’s relative
isolation for a time. Lansing did benefit from the founding of a land- grant college,
Michigan Agricultural College, just a few miles away in the new settlement of East
Lansing, and by the fact that the city’s relative unimportance, despite being the capital,
meant slow and easily sustainable growth in the beginning.

Salt Lake City was founded in the 1840s by Mormon pioneers fleeing repeated
instances of religious persecution in places like New York, Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois.
Under Brigham Young, they hoped to find a place of relative isolation where they could
establish a base and build a “city on the hill” from which they could again share their

beliefs with the rest of the world. Like Lansing, Salt Lake residents had to deal with a



challenging physical environment. Water had to be provided through extensive irrigation
canals and, because the community was located in a valley surrounded by high
mountains, frequent temperature inversions trapped smoke from wood-burning stoves
creating air pollution.

People primarily from the American Northeast and England initially settled both
cities. “Yankees” from Vermont, Connecticut, and New York traveled to Michigan in
search of their own farmlands, while the Latter Day Saint Church was organized in New
York State. Missionaries were sent to England in the early 1840s and converts began
moving to Ohio and then Utah in large numbers. Lansing saw in- migration a little later,
in the 1880s and ‘90s, by people from the surrounding countryside, England, and Canada.
Both cities then, were composed of primarily white, Anglo- Saxon/American- Yankee
stock.

Both cities, up until roughly 1890, based their economies primarily on agriculture,
state government, and small-scale manufacturing, although Salt Lake did have the benefit
of being more of a regional financial center, particularly due to the state’s mineral
industry. Salt Lake and Utah, though, tried for a time, to have an autonomous economic
system based on communal cooperation and an eye towards a greater public good, while
people in Lansing embraced the culture of the individualist, industrial/ capitalist system,
but had to deal with people in outlying areas who clung to more traditional ideas for a
time. By the early 1900s, both Lansing and Salt Lake were cities reliant upon industry,
and the municipal leaders in both places saw their cities as machines of economic growth,
and, as a result, would face challenges from individuals and groups who held competing

definitions of democracy.
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Progressivism in Brief

As early as the 1870s, many reform-minded groups had attempted to deal with the
negative physical effects of industrialization. One of the consistencies of the Progressive
Era, however, is that reformers tried to use the Industrial Revolution’s technological
innovations, in conjunction with their own efforts, to improve their lives materially,
aesthetically, and emotionally and to ensure better infrastructure systems for a greater
number of urban dwellers. By so doing they created minimal expectations of comfort
and health levels, or in other words, expectations that city governments should be
responsible for the prosperity, health, and comfort of all its citizens, rather than cater to
an elite few. Their goals, although mixed, usually focused on preserving and enhancing a
material lifestyle that technology had introduced.

Yet after the First World War, the standard historiography suggests that the
Progressive atmosphere and reform movements of the previous two decades were
replaced by a more conservative, pro-business mentality and that the environmentalism of
the previous decades was replaced with a philosophy of conservation.* It was not until
after World War I1, historians such as Samuel P. Hays argue, that “environmentalists . . .
challenged the hegemony of scientific or technical expertise and . . . offered an
alternative to traditional conceptions of efficiency, one that stressed a different method of

accounting for resource use, pollution remediation, and the enjoyment of environmental

* Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 5, and Alan Dawley, Struggles for Justice: Social Responsibility
and the Liberal State, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1991), 4-5, and Samuel P. Hays,
Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency: The Progressive Conservation Movement, 1890-1920,
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1959), and Hays, Beauty, Health, and Permanence: Environmental
Politics in the United States, 1955-1985, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987).
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amenities.™

Hays reasons that sometime after World War II, Americans began a search for
environmental amenities in their homes, neighborhoods, and communities on a grander
scale than previously in the nation’s history in a desire for a higher quality of life, and it
was this search that sparked the contemporary environmental movements. As expressed
by David Schuyler,

Hays believes that four distinct elements contributed to the emergence of

environmentalism: a search for amenities, or what he terms an aesthetic response

to the environment; concerns over health and well-being manifested in the impact

of pollution and the fear of toxins released into the environment; an ecological

perspective that sought a greater balance between natural and developed

surroundings; and ecologically sound lifestyles that sought to reduce or minimize

the human impact of the earth.®

Adam Rome, in a somewhat similar vein to Hays, believes that a post-war
environmental movement sprung in part from issues related to suburban homebuilding.
For example, builders began constructing homes in environmentally sensitive areas-- like
steep hillsides, wetlands, and floodplains. As problems like soil erosion occurred as a
result of these building practices, citizens became more involved in pressuring private
builders and municipalities to begin considering and implementing more ecologically
friendly methods to protect their communities. Additionally, these suburbs typically had
few open spaces because builders argued that large yards would replace the parks. Many
suburbanites became concerned over the loss of the countryside and began efforts to save

“open space” in the 1950s. These activists helped force builders to meet new

environmental obligations. This became a critical stage in the evolution of the modern

5 David Schuyler, “Environmental Politics and the Decline of the Progressive Synthesis,” Journal of Urban
History 20 (Feb. 1994): 283, as taken from Hays, Beauty, Health and Permanence, 362.
¢ Schuyler, “Environmental Politics,” 280.
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environmental movement. Those who wanted to have parks and open space made three
arguments as to why open spaces needed to be preserved: conservation (loss of farmland,
flooding problems etc), amenities (aesthetics- people wanted to enjoy the beauty of
nature on a daily basis), and outdoor recreation. Finally, many of the new communities
were beyond the reach of sewer systems, and many homebuyers did not want higher
taxes for municipal services, so they used septic tanks. Yet, homebuyers faced serious
problems when those tanks failed within the first couple of years, creating health issues
for themselves as well as others when the groundwater became polluted.’

Rome also argues that suburbanization meant the recognition over two decades,
(between the 1950s and “60s), that problems once identified only with forests and farms
also plagued the nation’s metropolitan areas and that the loss of visible open spaces to
suburbanites was more important than the loss of someplace like Echo Park. Therefore,
the desire by Americans to preserve wilderness was “only the tip of an iceberg.”® Yet,
like Hays, Rome does not push his study far enough back in time, nor does he recognize
the fact that many Americans worked for the incorporation of nature and better living
conditions within their neighborhoods prior to the Second World War. These activists
gained allies as more people achieved financial security and could better afford healthier
and more beautiful surroundings after the war, but it is the strategies and reasons for that
activism that link the two periods.

Environmental issues and an environmentalist attitude had not disappeared after

the First World War. In cities like Lansing and Salt Lake, individuals and groups sought

7 Adam Rome, The Bulldozer in the Countryside: Suburban Sprawl and the Rise of American
‘Enviromnentalism, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), xi, 3, 6, 89, 120, 122, 123, 126, 258.
Ibid., 8.
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to perform all the environmental activities that occurred after World War II as explained
by Hays and Rome. In Lansing, for example, Harland Bartholomew created a
comprehensive urban plan that incorporated nature into the city with the hopes of
fostering a greater democratic spirit within that locale. He paid particular attention to
housing and neighborhoods with the goal of making them more livable, healthier, and
places where families and individuals would want to stay. In addition, despite most
historians’ neglect of women’s contributions to shaping the built environment, members
of the Salt Lake City Women’s Chamber of Commerce took it upon themselves to
become technologically literate and force a serious political debate over how best to rid
that city of its air pollution problems. Both Bartholomew and the Salt Lake Women’s
Chamber operated from a framework that saw nature as a valuable asset to the urban
structure; thought nature could affect long-term economic, health, and moral
improvements; and thus tried to more fully incorporate nature into urban communities.
While Hays and Rome correctly note that people cared about nature and moved to the
suburbs to be “closer to it on a daily basis,” they fail to link those desires and the failed
efforts in cities with the increased post-war suburbanization and the more wide- spread
modern-day environmental movement.

Identifying “Progressives”

As the massive literature on the period demonstrates, pinpointing which groups
were “Progressive” reformers and which were not is a difficult task. Most business
people, politicians, citizens, and professionals alike all happily claimed a Progressive
mantle. Reformers did disagree among themselves on how best to beautify their cities,

make them healthier and safer places to live, and still maintain a sense of community and
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the material comfort to which they had grown accustomed. Additionally, beliefs in
capitalism and free enterprise conflicted at times with desires to curtail factory emissions,
clean up water supplies, and reorganize urban spaces. Because environmental issues
often i;lvolved a reevaluation of the philosophy behind, and the structure of, the
economic and political systems, disagreements arose over how much change should have
been made, who would realistically have benefited the most, and who would have borne
the greatest costs.’

What these reformers faced was the reality that most Americans commonly
connected democracy and capitalism. As Daniel Rodgers demonstrates, between 1900
and the New Deal, reformers who hoped to democratize the American economy
continually battled their own, as well as the nation’s, conflicting values of individualism
and a democratic collective good. Some groups interpreted democracy to mean limited
government intervention in individuals’ lives, particularly regarding economics, private
property, and the use of natural resources. Most accepted the idea that free market
capitalism and a democratic political system were synonymous. There were limits,
therefore, on how much reform each group was willing to accept based on personal
economic, political, and social interests. '° Differences between reform groups often
boiled down to differences in their notions of democracy. It is in this context that we can

best understand debates over city planning, reform measures, and the role of nature in the

? Stephen Skowronek, Building A New American State: The Expansion of National Administrative
Capacities, 1877-1920, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 42; Dawley, Struggles for Justice;
Robert D. Johnston, The Radical Middle Class: Populist Democracy and the Question of Capitalism in
Progressive Era Portland, Oregon (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003); Stradling, Smokestacks
and Progressives; Daniel Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1998); Paul Boyer, Urban Masses and Moral Order in America, 1820-1920
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978); Michael McGerr, 4 Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall of
Al‘ohe Progressive Movement in America, 1870-1920 (New York: Free Press, 2003).

Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings, 173, 187, 195, 317.



[T eRVITORTT
wrhar forms an
awcions of dem
& oAmenta:
Ome g
usice and hel
&2 (at feg
Louid have by
EOWN accust,
ience could
This s
A ronmeny

o |

bl o

llC} r

e o

“

s
Y




urban environment. Paying serious attention to the power and role of nature in shaping
urban forms and the way Americans think about themselves, their economic system, and
notions of democracy adds a needed dimension to our understanding of urban
environmentalism."!

One group of early 20" century reformers were more concerned with social
justice and held to the idea that democracy implied a certain degree of fairness and
equality (at least for whites), and that the responsibility of governments on all levels
should have been to work toward and safeguard those ends.'? These reformers had also
grown accustomed to the benefits derived from new technologies and believed that
science could solve most of society’s ills.

This social justice group pressed for changes in the ideology about the built
environment (unlike other reformers who believed that large corporations were the key to
communal and national improvements). The social justice reformers hoped to convince
local policy makers to place more emphasis on city beautification and create more urban
nature or green spaces. They believed that the physical environment reflected and

influenced a commitment to political and economic opportunity, fairness, and greater
personal control over the built environment.

Because urban beautification represented an outward expression--a physical
manifestation--of personal and communal identity, the infusion of urban nature (that is,

Parks, tree-lined boulevards, large landscaped backyards, and an increased emphasis on

—

" Maureen Flanagan, “Women in the City, Women of the City: Where do Women fit in Urban History?”
J?urnal of Urban History, (March 1997), see also Maureen Flanagan, “The City Profitable, The City
Livable: Environmental Policy, Gender, and Power in Chicago in the 1910s,” Journal of Urban History,
(Jan, 1996): 164, 167 and Maureen Flanagan, “Environmental Justice in the City: A Theme for Urban
gnvimnmenml History,” Environmental History, (April 2000): 160-161.

Dawiley, Struggles for Justice, 98-99.

10
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urban beauty in general) signified a tangible gauge not only of the literal health of a city’s
inhabitants, but also of its degree of political, economic, and social fairness. As Martin
Melosi notes, these social justice reformers perceived the city as an organic entity that
they could reshape. He writes, “It was the sense of group responsibility, a corporate view
of society, a sense that urbanites had common problems to address, that reinforced an
organic view of city life and was expressed in the battle against pollution.”"

By contrast, pro-capitalist reformers tended to subscribe to social Darwinism, or
the idea that certain types of people were solely qualified to govern while everyone else
should happily follow along. Because of this elitist ideology, many pro-capitalist
reformers, consciously or not, helped to successfully construct and fortify barriers to
equal political and economic participation. They believed that a healthy democracy was
best manifest through personal prosperity, and that the key to prosperity rested on
encouraging businesses to thrive within carefully defined and very limited regulations.
The reforms they wanted were thus designed to “preserve the industrial system that had
so enriched their communities and themselves.”"*

Hays, Stradling, and others have shown that corporations and other elites
successfully controlled environmental issues either as a means of protecting their self-
interests or to centralize power in the hands of a “government which would be more

consistent with the objectives inherent in those developments™ of rationalizing and

systematizing modern life." As environmental issues became professionalized or

13 Martin Melosi, Effluent America: Cities, Industry, Energy, and the Environment, (Pittsburgh: University
of Pittsburgh Press, 2001), 218-219.

' Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 2-5. See also, Rodgers, Arlantic Crossings, 186-187, 195.
Dawley, Struggles for Justice, 107.

1% Schuyler, “Environmental Politics,” 278-79.

11
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controlled by federal regulatory agencies (that were often run by heads of corporations), a
philosophy of conservation underlay decision-making and policies.'® By contrast, Hays
does concede that, “individuals who first became involved with environmentalism
through local issues tended to reject centralized decision-making and an emphasis on

17

managerial or organizational values.” ' This observation by Hays suggests that there
were groups that resented how environmental issues became embedded in the structure of
the government and began to lodge protests in an effort to re-democratize environmental
decisions.

One aspect of urban environmentalism that most of the literature misses, however,
is the role of women. Maureen A. Flanagan has challenged urban historians to begin
more fully incorporating the efforts of women into urban histories to “reveal how women
helped shape the total urban experience.”'® By the 1880s, as a major part of the reform
movements, women had begun to expand their accepted social roles as moral guardians
of the home and of their families’ health and stepped up their efforts to create healthier
societies and cities. In the process, they hoped to increase their political and social
power. During the Progressive Era, white, middle-class women played an important role
in environmental reforms and continued to fight for reforms in the following decades.

Yet until women were able to successfully politicize environmental issues and formulate
an environmentalist mentality akin to the modern day movement, male politicians were

able to ignore them.'® By the turn of the century, however, as these issues became more

politically important, men tended to commandeer women’s influence and assume more

:: Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 191 and Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency
s Schuyler, “Environmental Politics,” 278-79, Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency
i Flanagan, “Women in the City, Women of the City,” 251.

Straadling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 104-105.

12
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responsibility for urban housekeeping through the professionalization of specific male
fields, such as sanitary engineering, urban planning and public health.?

These issues of power and control over women are just part of the dialogue
concerning democracy. Male professionals’ attempts to usurp these important issues
point to efforts by the state to limit and control definitions of gender roles and
democracy. Joan Wallach Scott argues that not only do authoritarian regimes (such as
Nazi Germany) connect the domination of women as an “assertion of control or
strength,” but also 20™ century democratic States have “constructed their political
ideologies with gendered concepts and translated them into policy” too.2' Despite this,
women continued to spearhead debates over the physical structure of the urban
environment and through those debates also gained a measure of control over the
direction of the political and economic structures in their communities as well.

Some recent work investigating the connections between gender and
environmentalism has found that many women reformers wanted to create an urban space
where both the city’s residents and its government could work for the betterment of all
citizens rather than from the standpoint of making the city profitable for a few. In trying
to clean up their cities, women were redefining the objectives of environmental policy
away from movements centered on the idea of a “city profitable,” (which was the primary
goal of the “city functional” and “city beautiful” movements), and towards a “city

livable.” In the process of trying to remake a city’s built environment, women reformers

20 Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 5, 105; Angela Gugliotta, “Class, Gender, and Coal Smoke:
Gender Ideology and Environmental Injustice in Pittsburgh, 1868-1914,” Jowrnal of Urban History,
(January 1996): 165-193; Maureen A. Flanagan, “The City Profitable, The City Livable,” Jowrnal of Urban
fllistory, (January 1996): p. 164-180.

Joan Wallach Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” in Joan Wallach Scott, ed.,
Femirzism and History, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), 172.

13
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attempted to broaden government and public responsibility for the city’s welfare by
reordering municipal power structures.?

Their actions thus represented a critique of the political and economic systems.
Although they did not necessarily want to destroy or radically alter the political economy,
they nonetheless transposed and transformed idealistic Jeffersonian beliefs--that America
is a nation of boundless economic opportunity and that land ownership is the key to
increased democratic participation and virtuous citizenship--into an urban environmental
philosophy.

The goals of women’s groups, though, were as mixed as those of reformers in
general. Some women felt threatened by the cultural practices of immigrants and wanted
to “Americanize” them. Others desired greater equality with men and used their accepted
role as “municipal housekeepers” to widen their political power. Still, other women’s
groups genuinely cared about the health and welfare of all American citizens and used
environmental activism to try to curtail what they perceived as both political and
economic excesses and empower themselves in the process: either as moral guardians of
the family and society, or as men’s political and social equals. In so doing, they hoped to
create a greater sense of fairness and democracy in the political and economic systems in
the U.S., by altering these systems to better facilitate immigrants and the working classes

in acquiring the adaptive tools necessary to allow them greater economic opportunity and

z Flanagan, “The City Profitable, The City Livable,” 164-180; Angela Gugliotta, “How, When, and for
Whom Was Smoke a Problem in Pittsburgh?” in Devastation and Renewal: An Environmental History of
Pittsburgh and Its Region, Joel Tarr, ed. (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2003): 110-125; and
James L. Longhurst, “Don’t Hold Your Breath, Fight For It!” Women’s Activism and Citizen Standing in
Pittsburgh and the United States, 1965-1975” (Ph.D. Diss., Carnegie Mellon University, 2004).
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political independence, such as language and other job skills.”?

Other studies have shown that when women either refocused their efforts on other
reforms or were pushed out of their agenda-setting roles by professional male “experts,”
the reform movements tended to take on a more conservative tone. Between roughly
1910 and the late 1930s, engineers and municipal leaders emphasized increased
efficiency and economy (as a reflection of a conservationist mentality), partially
displacing the emphasis on health and beauty. As part of this movement, engineers
shifted their focus to improving existing equipment rather than experimenting with
cleaner fuels. It seems apparent though, that the ideas of turn-of-the-century women
reformers continued to echo into the 1940s. New women’s civic groups, professionals,
and city boosters from the 1920s on adopted many of the goals these earlier women’s
reform groups had advocated.?*

Most often, what women reformers wanted did not come to fruition in the short
term, or in the form that they had hoped. This does not mean, however, that their efforts
should be ignored or worse, dismissed. The fact is that they infused a new mentality into
the political debate that forced politicians and industry to consider the value and role
nature and an improved environment could and should play in the physical city.
Historians need to take seriously the efforts and role that women have played in shaping
urban environmental issues, in order to gain a more complete understanding of how and
why American cities look and function the way they do.

A Radical Middle- Class?

3 Gugliotta, “Class, Gender, and Coal Smoke,” 165-193; see also Harold L. Platt, “Jane Addams and the
Ward Boss Revisited: Class, Politics, and Public Health in Chicago, 1890-1930,” Environmental History 5
(April 200): 194-222.

% Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 5, 105, 181; and Longhurst, “Don’t Hold Your Breath.”
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Were these reform efforts “radical?” The answer depends on one’s perspective.
On one hand, reformers wanted to place some reins on industry and were willing to
challenge local political powers to do so. Michael McGerr argues that Progressives in
general were radical, “in their conviction that other social classes must be transformed
and in their boldness in going about the business of that transformation.”” Robert D.
Johnston also sees middle-class small business owners and well-paid blue-collar workers
in Portland, Oregon, as radical elements in their efforts to balance individualism, profit,
competition, “modernity,” a “moral economy,” and a “cooperative vision of community
life.”%

On the other hand, Alan Dawley believes that reformers’ efforts to reconcile the
contradictions between a liberal heritage and industrial capitalism came to a head during
the New Deal, and if “there was a watchword covering the reforms of the time it was

»27 Other historians have also seen reformers’

neither liberty nor equality, but security.
actions as conservative in that they looked to ideologies from the past and hoped to
reshape them to fit a vastly different world in an effort to conserve traditional values,
and/or retain their own social and economic positions of power.?

These competing interpretations point to the fact that white middle-class men and
women reformers were not monolithic in their ideas about the urban environment.

However, the urban environmental movement from the 1920s through the 1940s was an

expression by a segment of society that was primarily middle-class. Robert Johnston

®McGerr, A4 Fierce Discontent, xv.

% Johnston, The Radical Middle Class, 11.

? Dawley, Struggles for Justice, 4. See also Robert H. Wiebe, The Search Jfor Order, 1877-1920, (New
York: Hill and Wang, 1967).

2 Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R., (New York: Vintage Books, 1955), 14-
15; Wiebe, The Search for Order.
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contends that middle class people in Portland, Oregon, attempted to align themselves
with workers in order to “create a middle-class utopia that would, through a vigorous
expansion of populist democracy, abolish most class distinctions, eliminate capitalist
exploitation, bring women to full political power, allow ordinary families to make
decisions about their lives in an age of expert control, overturn American imperialism,

»2% While Johnston looks more at issues such as the

and even subvert racial privilege.
single tax and anti-vaccination movements, the same motives attributed to those in
Portland can be found in the urban environmental protests that took place in Lansing and
Salt Lake City between 1920 and 1945.
Limits to Reform

According to Stephen Skowronek, Progressive Era America’s political structure
inhibited the passage of most reform legislation and only a true revolution could have
succeeded in changing politics. He contends that the virtue of the people was limited by
institutionalized structural restraints. So, in the efforts to transform the state between
1900 and 1920, the state emerged with a powerful administrative arm, yet authoritative
controls over this power were locked in a constitutional stalemate.*® The ability of
political parties and the courts to control the internal operations of the American
government and to define the relations between state and society became obstacles to any
new institutional developments.

In addition to the political and legal strictures, American reformers hoped for

continual urban growth, and they recognized that heavy manufacturing was still the

primary source of employment in the nation despite the fact that after World War I

® Johnston, The Radical Middle Class, 16.
% Skowronek, Building A New American State, 16.
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America’s economy was slowly becoming consumer-based.>’ Their challenge was to
figure out how to curtail the political and economic dominance of the men who ran these
companies and still maintain and improve the jobs and lives of the nation’s blue-collar
workers. At the same time, Americans faced an assault on all fronts to alter their overall
mentality, including their spending habits, religious beliefs, and general outlook on life.

According to Richard H. Robbins, the culture of consumer capitalism that was
created in this country between 1880 and 1930 was not an inevitable consequence of
industrialization. He writes that industrialization created capitalists and laborers, but it
was not until the end of the 19™ century that the consumer was consciously created to
“save industrial bapitalism from its own efficiency.” He points out that in these years a
major transition took place in the United States in the rate and level of commodity
consumption, due, among other reasons, to increased and more effective marketing and
advertising, cooperative efforts of local, state and the federal government with private
business, and the transformation of American spiritual and intellectual values that once
emphasized frugality, thrift, and modesty, to those that “sanctioned periodic leisure,
compulsive spending, and individual fulfillment.”*

For example, the amount of money invested in advertising by all industries in
1880 was roughly $30 million. By 1910 oil, food, electricity, and rubber industries alone
spent $600 million. Department stores developed new methods of displaying and
promoting goods through sleeker packaging and better use of window display methods.

The federal government also contributed to the rise of a consumer culture. In 1921,

3 Martin Melosi, The Sanitary City: Urban Infrastructure in America from Colonial Times to the Present
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 206.

*2 Richard H. Robbins, Global Problems and the Culture of Capitalism (Boston: Allyn & Bacon, 2002), 4,
14-16, 18.
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under Herbert Hoover, the Department of Commerce began extensive research into the
buying habits of Americans, cataloging where and when they purchased specific goods.
They then made this information available to businesses. Ellis Hawley describes this
governmental emphasis and its accompanying institutionalization at the federal level as
part of the process of building an “associative state.”

This time period also witnessed the rise of “mind cure religions” that rejected
ideas of sin and guilt. These new sects also maintained that a person could be healed
simply with positive thoughts and happiness could be obtained through commodity

"3 Thus when one considers issues of urban

consumption and focusing on the “self”’
development, the environment, and reform, it is also necessary to place the issues within
a cultural context of consumerism and to examine how decision makers of the time
equated them with definitions of democracy.

Local political and business leaders also confronted these same contradictions.
They too wanted cleaner and healthier cities and saw some economic advantages to
livable city environments and recognized that improved infrastructures would facilitate a
more cost effective flow of goods and services. In order to retain businesses and
simultaneously appease the middle classes, cities were forced to confront basic service
issues such as sewage treatment, clean water, paved streets, and garbage removal. They

were also forced to confront the fact that a growing number of urban dwellers wanted

more parks, recreational spaces, and in general, increased opportunities to interact with

¥ Ibid., 16, 18. See also Ellis Hawley, The Great War and the Search for a Modern Order: A History of
the American People and Their Institutions, 1917-1933, (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1992), see esp. chs.
5-6.

% Robbins, Global Problems and the Culture of Capitalism, 13-20. Hawley, The Great War and the

Search for a Modern Order, see esp. chs. 5 and 6.
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nature. Some businesses agreed to slightly higher taxes to support services in order to
attract a stable workforce, improve transportation, and increase business efficiency, and
they were even willing to construct more urban nature so long as it could be profitably
commodified. They saw the advantages of readily adopting progressive language and
ideology to accomplish their economic goals. City leaders generally agreed, however,
that reform measures could not be taken too far or businesses would leave for less
constricting settings.*’

Additionally, while most reformers looked for increased fairness in the system,
many business leaders and municipal officials felt only limited reforms were necessary
because they feared too much democracy would potentially challenge their control over
the political system. They recognized that controlling the physical city also meant
economic, political, and social control as well. By extension they worried that they would
lose control over the direction of the city’s economy and its cultural values if they
allowed the populace to wholly dictate how urban spaces would be used. In essence,
municipal decision makers believed that their vision of America was the only correct one.
By the 1920s they could point to the fact that the United States was the leading industrial
producer in the world and that American workers were better paid than their counterparts
in Europe as a vindication of their ideals. They had all personally achieved material
comfort and relative economic security and pointed to their economic standing as proof
of their intellectual and moral superiority. They therefore interpreted any challenge to
their philosophies as an affront to their definition of what it meant to be an American and

to what had made America, themselves, and their families great. In short, they adhered to

% Melosi, The Sanitary City, 205-212.
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an ethos of Social Darwinian individualism.’®

As part of their vision, municipal, state, and the federal governments also began to
assume much of the responsibility to Americanize both the city and its inhabitants
through policies that encouraged homeownership. The federal government under
Hoover, first as the Head of the Department of Commerce and then as president, wanted
the U.S. to be more unified and homogenized, particularly given the labor, ethnic and
class strife that had taken place and were only exacerbated due to the nature of World
War I. Through his department, Hoover tried to facilitate unity and homogenization by
encouraging homeownership and more rational city planning in the hopes of successfully
solidifying the connection between cleanliness, democracy, and capitalism with
prosperity and Americanism. Urban planners and reformers at times played an important,
if not always conscious, role in accomplishing the fusion of these ideas.”’

With the Great Depression, the connections between democracy, capitalism,
prosperity, and cleanliness came into question. As people struggled to survive in
shantytowns or in the face of environmental disasters like the Dust Bowl, a growing
number of Americans once again began to seriously question the nation’s political and
economic systems. The policies of the New Deal probably best reflect the contradictions
and challenges inherent in a socio- political economic system that valued individualism
and democracy. A prime example of this can be found in the motivations behind the
Resettlement Administration and some of the other programs such as the CCC and the
FERA. Under the Resettlement Administration, the federal government attempted to

create farm colonies with “people’s colleges” and “public affairs” classes that were

:: Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 4. Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings, 454.
Rome, Bulldozer in the Countryside, 24, 37.
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designed to foster more democracy and more cooperative views of the economic system.
The same was done in attempts to build more economically democratic urban
communities.”®

These efforts, though, failed to escape the cultural baggage that weighed them
down. In fact, much of the political effort behind the New Deal was also designed to
shore up the traditionally held definitions of democracy and capitalism by protecting
corporations and monopolies. At the same time, many of the conservation programs that
the Roosevelt administration implemented involved placing people in nature as a way to
both employ them and to give them a “wilderness” experience in the hopes that they
would become more “virtuous” along the lines that Thomas Jefferson had advocated.”
Roosevelt therefore believed that conserving “nature out there” would uplift people
morally and simultaneously fortify economic individualism.*

In this vein, the federal government studied the impact of air pollution caused by
coal in many of the major cities around the country, and made monies available for urban
infrastructural improvements, such as sewer treatment plants, for the purpose of
preserving the industrial order by curtailing, but not eliminating pollution sources. It
should also not be too surprising that cities renewed their interest and efforts in
environmental issues and urban nature despite facing serious financial challenges in other

areas, and that visions of how to improve local environmental issues often differed from

38 Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings, 460-461.
Dawley, Struggles for Justice, 4-5 and Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform: New Deal Liberalism in
Recessxon and War (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 269.
Bnnkley, The End of Reform; and Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Speech by Roosevelt, Lake Placid, New York,
September 14, 1935,” published in Carolyn Merchant ed., Major Problems in American Environmental
History (Toronto: D.C. Heath and Co., 1993), 487-489.
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the ideas of federal, state and local politicians.“
Reform in Lansing and Salt Lake

Christine Meisner Rosen and Joel Tarr, in an article in the Journal of Urban
History in 1994, called upon urban historians to begin placing urban histories within an
environmental context in order “to illuminate the impact of nature on the evolution of
modern urban societies.”*> They offered that, “we must study how the market system,
government institutions, politics, technology, and culture shaped the interactions of city
dwellers with the natural environment.”*

With these issues in mind, it is possible to move towards a better understanding of
what various groups of urban residents believed they would lose and gain materially,
politically, and socially through urban environmental reform initiatives. These issues
have been explored at length in several excellent studies; however, most of these histories
tend to ignore ideas about nature and the role of women in shaping the debates.
Additionally, urban historians have tended to focus most of their attention on America’s
largest cities from 1880 to 1920, and from post-World War II to the present. They also
tend to look primarily at the impact reformers had on the federal government in effecting
change. Yet, mid-sized urban communities have historically housed the majority of the
U.S. population and are generally considered to reflect the predominant “American
values,” and it is through local efforts by relatively unknown people that federal and state

policies are molded into reality. Finally, it was during the overlooked 1920s and *30’s

that modern-day debates over urban environmental policies were shaped, and when the

4 Stradling, Smokestacks and Progressives, 159; Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Speech by Roosevelt,” in
?derchant ed., Major Problems, 487-489. Martin Melosi, The Sanitary City, 210-212.
4; Rosen and Tarr, “The Importance of an Urban Perspective in Environmental History,” 305.

Ibid., 306.
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physical urban characteristics of most U.S. cities were codified.

This dissertation, then, is an examination of the conflicting attitudes over
pollution reform and competing ideas over how to deal with air and water pollution in
two very different cities: Lansing, Michigan and Salt Lake City, Utah, from the 1920s to
the 1940s. The groups in each city that I will investigate include the municipal
governments and chambers of commerce; community activist groups like the Salt Lake
Women’s Chamber of Commerce, and individuals, such as Harland J. Bartholomew, who
was a professional city planner hired by the city of Lansing. The responses of different
groups of urban residents in each city reflect the ways in which competing ideas about
economics, democracy, nature and the built environment influenced decision- making
and development of urban environmental policy in both cities.

Environmental reform was not just an attack on poor air and water quality for the
sake of better health. Some urban residents viewed it as a commentary on industrial
capitalism and on the male-dominated, party-controlled, corporate-run political system
that many citizens in the 1930s believed had failed dreadfully. The financial and social
crisis of the Great Depression forced many Americans to rethink their ideas, at least
temporarily. Local decision makers, realizing the challenges to their authority, hoped to
soften the impact of industrialization, but at the same time continue to facilitate it and
ignore most of its ill effects. Women reformers in Salt Lake City, who had felt mostly
satisfied with their successes during the Progressive Era and who had been willing to
allow government policies the time to take effect, became painfully aware of the
weaknesses and failures of those policies in the early years of the Depression. They

wanted to seize upon the opportunity for change and hoped to once again place greater
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emphasis on aesthetics, health, and urban nature as the primary means to community
growth and prosperity. They also hoped to gain greater control over their personal lives
by reshaping the political/economic order that had developed.

Members of the Women’s Chamber of Commerce, along with likeminded
reformers in other parts of the country, believed that by reprioritizing the local economy,
the burdens and “blessings” of industrial capitalism would be more fairly distributed, and
in the process, more people would become politically involved in shaping the structure of
their communities. This would then broaden political debate and force municipal
governments to reprioritize their definitions of the “public good” and how best to achieve
it.

How to efficiently and cheaply improve urban environments became particularly
important to communities that aspired to big city greatness, yet had grown at a slower
rate and boomed later than had the major urban areas of the East and Midwest. These
late-bloomers faced many of the same challenges as larger cities of trying to manage
growth while providing basic amenities. Most of these cities, however, contained a much
smaller percentage of ethnic diversity (except those in the South), so there was less
chance that urban political machines could develop along ethnic lines. Also, these
communities had the advantage of looking to the successes and failures of their larger
counterparts while developing their own planning strategies. Citizens, professionals, and
politicians alike battled over how best to preserve and improve the economic and political
structures of their communities, all with an eye toward urban growth and, seemingly,

widening political participation and economic prosperity.
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For Lansing, the major struggle, on the surface, was over planning and how to
deal with its wastewater and trash disposal. For Salt Lake, air pollution, caused by the
use of cheap and plentiful coal and exacerbated by the city’s geological setting, became
the focal point of environmental campaigns. Policy makers and reformers in both cities
hoped to encourage physical and economic growth, yet disagreed over the best path to
take. Lansing chose to almost completely embrace the needs of industry with only
cursory attention to urban nature, until groups outside the city stepped in and forced the
issue with the help of the state government. Salt Lake officials faced greater civic
activism and pressure, particularly from women, and therefore did a better job of creating
a more livable city. However, outside interests would successfully pressure Salt Lake
City and the State of Utah to limit the types of sweeping reforms that civic activists
desired.

The regional, economic, and settlement pattern differences between Lansing and
Salt Lake actually provide a good context for comparison. Lansing has historically relied
heavily on auto manufacturing and its subsidiary industries for jobs and growth while
Salt Lake has had a more diverse economy, but still relied on industry. Lansing was not
the economically dominant city of its region, nor is it a place where people generally turn
for cultural uplift. Salt Lake, on the other hand, has remained the center of economic and
cultural activity for its region. Lansing is also located in a state that has an abundance of
rainfall and greenery while Salt Lake is located in the second driest state in the Union (in
terms of moisture). Salt Lake, founded by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter- Day
Saints has a heritage of communal cooperation, but at the same time its inhabitants bear

the stigma of a group of followers who meekly submit to the dictates of their church
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leaders. One might assume then, that Lansing, with its high percentage of auto and other
industrial workers, would be a hotbed of protest, while not much activity of the kind
would take place in Salt Lake. Yet the opposite is true. Protests and debates in Salt Lake
over environmental issues were fierce, while in Lansing they were quietly quelled (at
least until 1934). Yet the responses to urban environmental problems in both cities were
quite similar. Salt Lake, despite a more diverse economy and a heritage that preached
equality and cooperation, and Lansing, despite its large number of factory workers,
tended to adopt similar solutions to their problems. Both cities favored corporate
individualism rather than a more democratized economy. These experiences point to the
power that the broader American culture has in channeling change within a narrow range
of possibilities.

The battles over urban nature up through World War II also help explain a
number of different facets of mid-20™ century urbanization in the U.S. This dissertation
will demonstrate, first, how decision makers in both municipalities, with the occasional
unwitting help of reformers and New Deal Policies, successfully fused the ideas of
democracy, capitalism, and “nature” into a utilitarian whole, thus fully incorporating
nature into the urban economic system. Second, the failure of most cities to follow
professional city plans, and to listen to opposing voices urging them to create healthier
and more aesthetically pleasing urban environments and true communities city-wide,
accelerated the pace of post-World War II urban sprawl. The failure of cities to follow
the suggestions of reformers helps explain in part, why, when the opportunity became

available after World War II, most whites fled central cities (even in communities that
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had very few African- Americans) for what they literally perceived to be greener
pastures.
Note on Sources

A brief explanation of the sources used is in order here. While the dissertation
will give prominent attention to the efforts of women in Salt Lake, their voices are almost
completely absent in Lansing. In fact, sources for Lansing as a whole are difficult to
come by. Many of the documents for the city are housed, uncatalogued, in the basement
of the city’s main library, where the “archivist” is budgeted to work two hours every
Friday evening at organizing the unlabeled boxes of information.

The city’s newspaper, The State Journal, used to include a weekly women’s or
society page, but the material consisted primarily of information about weddings, social
gatherings, recipes, and dates, times, and places of women’s club meetings, but not much
else. The Lansing Woman’s Club, which has existed since 1874, has a few records
remaining that discuss the fact that they engaged in intellectual discussions pertinent to
national events of the times, like suffrage, the impact of industrialization on the nation,
and U.S. imperialism, and it is clear that the club invited several guest speakers from the
local college to speak on these subjects, yet there are few records of local community
activism and their names and efforts remain mostly absent from the reform records.
Perhaps part of the reason is that the club’s members were married to Lansing’s business

elite, and the fact that the club deliberately kept its size small and exclusive. These
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women would have been careful not to jeopardize the city’s peace and their own social
positions and material comfort by inciting worker unrest. *

This elitist attitude is reflected in some of the reforms for which we have records.
The clubwomen of Lansing did engage in activities such as collecting clothing for the
poor, helping Lansing’s female teachers gain some legitimacy in their profession through
a more regularized pay-scale, and working with those same teachers to get the school
board to enact educational reforms such as woodworking classes for boys and cooking
and sewing for girls.*

The efforts by Lansing clubwomen to help professionalize women teachers
reflected a desire to increase the role and legitimacy of women in society, but at the same
time demonstrated an acceptance of limitations and traditional gender roles. For
example, both the female teachers and their club allies were willing to accept much less
pay for women instructors as compared to men who had less education and teaching
experience. Their effort to create “industrial” classes for male and female students also
reveals an elitist mentality. Perhaps another reason that women in Lansing are relatively
invisible is that the city was a non-union town until 1937. Lansing was, for the most part,
a non-ethnic, non-union, “American” city, which could also explain why working-class
women may have been less willing to get involved in reform efforts.*

Lansing was also, and to an extent still is, a company town. Its heavy reliance on

the auto industry meant that the financial well- being of most workers, most small

“ Isabel Findlay, “Fleeting Glimpses of Lansing’s Westside Literary Club” (typed manuscript, 1953), 18;
Bertha Gardner, “A History of the Lansing Woman’s Club, 1874-1974” (typed manuscript, 1976).

* Gardner, “A History of the Lansing Woman’s Club,” and Traci Culcasi, “Women and Education in
Lansing, Michigan, 1904-1925” (M.A. thesis, Michigan State University, Dept. of History, 1999).

* Culcasi, “Women and Education.” See also chapter 2 of the dissertation, which discusses Lansing City
efforts at Americanization, and reveals the demographics of the city.
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business owners, and most people in middle- management and the service sectors were,
tied directly to the fortunes of these companies. The auto manufacturers successfully
created company loyalty through various programs, and along with the city, helped create
a city of homeowners whose abilities to pay their mortgages required continual
employment. Too, a study done by a professional city planner beginning in the mid
1930s revealed that in 1930, less than 2,000 women worked in the manufacturing and
mechanical industries and trades, and that of the more than 34,000 people noted in the
study, women made up less than 8,500 jobs. The data is too inconclusive to draw any
concrete conclusions, but it does suggest that perhaps, in conjunction with the large
number of people who owned or were buying a home, that Lansing workers were
generally paid a decent enough wage to quell any true protests by men or women,
particularly given that the middle- class and wealthier women in the city seemed to have
taken a paternalistic approach to reform issues for fear of jeopardizing their own
positions because of their ties to the auto industry.*’

By contrast, Salt Lake has an abundance of sources that are well catalogued in
several places, including two universities, a state historical society archive, a city/county
archive, a state archive, and an LDS Church archive. The challenge for Salt Lake in
some instances has been trying to sift through the mounds of information to decide what

is most pertinent.

“’ Harland Bartholomew, Lansing City Plan, 1938, (St. Louis: Harland Bartholomew and Assoc., 1938),
15.
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Chapter 1
Reconciling Nature, Capitalism, and Democracy in an Urban Space

The physical form and make-up of American cities are a direct reflection of its
inhabitants’ cultural values. As part of the urban design, professional planners,
politicians, business leaders, and regular citizens have haggled over what they want the
city to do for them economically, socially, and even spiritually. A key to understanding
this conflict of design requires recognition of how different groups interpreted and valued
the role that nature should play in the creation of the built environment. Americans have
historically had a love-hate relationship with nature. On the one hand, many have feared
the wilderness and considered it their duty as Christians and Americans to completely
subjugate the earth. Conversely, the notion of unlimited land and its potential for
economic gain was thought to contribute to democracy through increased economic
opportunity, which translated for most into more personal freedom.'

In his study Wilderness and the American Mind, Roderick Nash shows that the
Puritans had accepted a dichotomy between nature and a garden—between nature and
reformed nature as it were. He writes that the Puritan belief that wilderness impeded the
people’s spiritual and temporal progress remained at the forefront of American attitudes
until the middle of the 19™ century. Puritans felt the Bible associated nature with
immorality-- Adam and Eve were cast out of the garden into the wilderness as
punishment for their disobedience. Like Adam and Eve, Americans needed to prove their
worthiness by conquering the earth. Thus they longed to reduce and control nature and

viewed this as a religious duty. This philosophy held that if one could subdue the land

! Roderick Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 3" edition (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1982), esp. ch. 3.
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and prosper from it, this served as a witness to God of a willingness to be obedient and
the subsequent prosperity was a sign from the heavens that deity had sanctioned those
actions.’

Along these lines, Thomas Jefferson linked the preservation of managed nature, in
the form of rural farms, to a more individualistic, virtuous and democratic citizenry.
Others followed Jefferson’s lead to consider careful management of forests, rivers, and
other natural resources as essential to democracy. Instead of trying to conquer
wilderness, this philosophy holds that nature has played a pivotal role in the formation of
the national character by fostering individualism, and as such, the benefits derived from
contact with it should be preserved and extended to every American.’

By the mid 19™ century, then, Americans increasingly saw wilderness as a moral
and cultural resource- a key factor that contributed to what made America different from
Europe. Transcendentalists believed and wrote that nature represented a way of
obtaining moral perfection, rather than seeing it as the moral vacuum that the Puritans
feared. For example, Thoreau argued that the ideal man was one who could fuse the
advantages gleaned from the best of nature (vitality, heroism, toughness, and an
appreciation of God) with those of civilization (the necessary refinement to lift man
above the “savages”).* It is in this vein that Stanley K. Schultz argues that the 19th

century gave rise to a new urban culture based on "the relationship between the physical

* Ibid., xii and 15.

3 Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 67-68; Carol Sheriff, The Artificial River: The Erie Canal and
the Paradox of Progress, 1817-1862 (New York: Hill & Wang, 1996), 176-177; Richard White, The
Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River, New York: Hill and Wang, 1995); Hays,
Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency.

* Nash, 92-3.
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environment and bodily, mental, and moral health."> Richard White also notes that
Americans were able to adapt moralistic views of nature with a burgeoning capitalist
system. He points to Emerson’s ability to reconcile nature and capitalism. “When
humans acted on nature they did not defile it, they purified it. Capitalism could easily
embrace an Emersonianism in which the machine put nature to work and reduced human
labor.”

It is in this historical context that many of Frederick Jackson Turner’s
contemporaries interpreted his now infamous thesis as a warning that the closing of the
frontier threatened the American character and way of life. Turner’s proclamation
seemed to threaten that the urban ills of industrialization would continue and possibly
grow worse because America no longer had the west as an outlet for the discontent.
Many believed that with land no longer available, America could not become the nation
of yeomen farmers that Jefferson had envisioned. Without land ownership and a
connection to wilderness, it would then be difficult to create a population of virtuous
citizens who valued individualism and the political, economic, and personal traits that
entailed.’

Samuel Hays uses this connection between nature, Americans’ identity and the
nation’s political structure to explore the reasons behind America’s Conservation
Movement. He argues that the Conservation Movement of the early 20" century was “a
scientific movement” motivated by an ethos of efficiency. Therefore, “it is from the

vantage point of applied science, rather than of democratic protest, that one must

5Stanlcy K. Schultz, Constructing Urban Culture: American Cities and City Planning, 1800-1920,
iladelphia: Temple University Press, 1989), xiv.
) Richard White, The Organic Machine, 35.
Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 86 and xii.
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understand the historic role of the conservation movement.”® President Theodore
Roosevelt was one who accepted this idea. Additionally, though, added to this expert
driven ideology, Hays also argues that Roosevelt was deeply affected by the social unrest
of the late 19® century. This led him to believe that America was becoming a fractured
nation of interest groups and he searched for a way to create a “classless society,
composed, not of organized social groups, but of individuals bound together by personal
relationships.” Roosevelt believed that the desired moral qualities he hoped the
government would foster could be found in the rural farming communities. Roosevelt,
therefore, stressed the role of expert controlled conservation of resources as the means to
ensuring full industrial employment, in helping create a patriotic sentiment that would
unify local differences, and make the arid west a more appealing and livable place,
thereby preserving a rural lifestyle and values.'

Not only did the perception exist that there was less “wilderness out there” to
conquer, but there was also recognition that the consequences of the destruction of nature
were becoming more noticeable in cities. Peter Gottlieb, in addition to Hays, attributes
this recognized loss of nature and the hazards created by industrialization to igniting the
Progressive Era environmental movements. That in turn gave rise to conservation and
the creation of federal institutions like the national parks system and the Forest Service,

which attempted to protect parts of the wilderness for various reasons.''

¥ Hays, Conservation and the Gospel of Efficiency, 2.
’ Ibid., 268.
'*Ibid., 268-271. See also Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform, From Bryan to FDR, (New York:
Vintage Books, 1955), in which Hofstadter argues that because American democracy was formed on the
farm and in small villages “the American was taught throughout the nineteenth and even in the twentieth
flent\n'y that rural life and farming as a vocation were something sacred,” 7 and Chapter 1.

Peter Gottlieb, Forcing the Spring: The Transformation of the American Environmental Movement,
(Washington D.C.; Island Press, 1993), 7 and 11. Jefferson believed that a “virtuous citizenry” was an
independent group of people who would act in the best interests of the whole. One of the requirements to
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By the early 1900s, Americans no longer feared nature or felt the necessity to
conquer all of it. Instead, many, like ecologist and longtime Forest Service employee
Aldo Leopold, began promoting new ideas about wilderness conservation. One way this
was done was by connecting wilderness to recreation. Leopold saw both nature and
recreation as necessary for developing and improving the character of individuals and the
nation. As a result of his and others’ efforts, including President Theodore Roosevelt,
having a “wilderness experience” became more popular in the early 1900s.'> Companies
seized upon this trend and began to commodify wilderness tourism. They marketed these
trips as a way of shaping both the individual and the nation’s character.

Marguerite S. Shaffer, for example, notes the link between the emergence of the
urban industrial nation state and the search for an American identity. She points out that
transportation and communication networks that began to be built on a national scale
allowed for tourism to emerge as a form of geographical consumption that centered on
the sights of America."> This tourism was connected to the emergence of the United
States as a corporate, urban industrial nation-state; just as a brand name good gave it a
national market and culture, tourism helped give the nation “form and substance, identity
and culture.”'* She shows that promoters of tourism in the early 1900s made it into a

virtuous consumption that they believed could reconcile “nature, democracy, and liberty

do that was land ownership so that a landlord for example could not exercise undue influence over
another’s political decisions. Jefferson also believed that manufacturing fostered extreme economic
differences and that farmers, or those who labored with the earth, were the “chosen people of god.” See for
example Carolyn Merchant, Ed, “Thomas Jefferson on the Agrarian Ideal, 1787,” in Major Problems in
American Environmental History, (Toronto: D.C. Heath and Co, 1993), 141-42.
* Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 183.
8 Marguerite S. Shaffer, See America First: Tourism and National Identity, (Washington: Smithsonian
Ilr‘lstitution Press, 2001), 2-3. See also Nash, Wilderness, 183-86.

Shaffer, See America First, 4.
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with the realities of an urban-industrial nation state, dependelit on extraction,
consumption, and hierarchy.” 15

Between 1880 and 1940, the tourism industry promoted travel as a ritual of
American citizenship. Many groups defined tourism in national terms, offering secular
elite pilgrimages to the public as if it were one’s patriotic duty to consume sites like the
Grand Canyon, Yellowstone, and Yosemite. By the 1920s promoting visits to America’s
national parks, combined with a belief in the need for recreational outlets, became an
identified trend in local, state, and federal governments.'® Government policies created
an idealized American history with the aim towards transforming tourists into better
Americans.!” Through tourism, Americans reshaped and redefined the built and natural
environments and therefore reshaped and redefined themselves.'®

The idea of wilderness has also been historically viewed as an opportunity to
create a level playing field. Yet it is also in this wilderness arena where a contestation
between individualism (viewed by many to be a hallmark of American democracy) and
working towards a communal good have clashed, and where this contestation of ideals
has seemingly created a dialogue of compromise. For example, Carol Sheriff
demonstrates how residents along the Erie Canal were told and believed in the increased
democratic possibilities that the canal would help create due in part to increased
economic opportunities for individuals and communities along the waterway. She goes
on to show, however, that the canal in fact created more conflict and class divisions

because fewer people in the area owned their own land or had less access to the

' Ibid., 5-6.
: Nash, Wilderness and the American Mind, 189-90.
" SM«, See America First, 4.

Ibid., 5-6.
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transportation network. Additionally, as the local economies were transformed, more
wage laborers began to populate the area. Despite this, political leaders attempted to
quell resident’s fears by arguing that “the free- labor system, with its promise of upward
mobility, could actually help to quell class conflict,” by reasoning that “if protest and
reform represented a growing dissatisfaction with affairs as they were, protest and reform
also suggested that ordinary men and women still thought the world was theirs to
shape.”’

But history has shown that those in control at the municipal, state, and federal
levels feared this type of democracy. They wanted a more docile and conformist
population and as such they set out to control how Americans experienced both the
“wilderness out there” and urban nature.”’ For example, Donald Worster writes of a
union between engineers and federal policymakers to control water, and subsequently
land-use and growth, as proof of the very undemocratic nature that exists in western
states. His analysis is part of a body of literature that argues that efforts by officials at all
levels of government were designed to control and shape democratic tendencies. The
challenge of course, was how to foster a sense of economic individualism while at the
same time curbing independent political thought. In this vein, political leaders attempted
to commodify nature through the creation of national parks, and conscientious efforts
were made to manipulate how people would experience those “natural” areas.”'

However, when historians speak about the environmental movement and attitudes

towards wilderness they most often mean places far removed from the urban setting. The

' Sheriff, The Artificial River, 176.

% See for example Alan Taylor, William Cooper’s Town: Power and Persuasion on the Frontier of the
Early American Republic, New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1995); Boyer, Urban Masses.

*! Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire; Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West, New York:
Oxford University Press, 1985).
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general assumption is that nature or wilderness is somehow more “natural” than the man-
made urban environment. This idea has slowly begun to change thanks to a group of
scholars that includes William Cronon and Richard White. They along with a few other
historians have more recently argued that the entire earth has been influenced and altered
through human interaction, and that the idea of wilderness (just like cities) is a cultural
construct. As such, humans, their cultural ideas about nature, and cities themselves
should be included as part of environmental history.?

And just as efforts were being directed towards the “wilderness out there,”
municipal leaders were making similar efforts to control how people would experience
cities. They did this by trying to make urban nature focal points of tourism and
recreation, or in other words, a consumable product, rather than as spaces for personal

reflection, political debate, and public protest.”

City Planning American Style

Architects and designers played an integral role in how Americans thought about
cities. Between 1880 and 1920 these professional planners set out to create physical
environments that they believed would foster the necessary domestic atmosphere that

would form and reflect a unique American character. As part of this goal, urban planners,

2 See for example William Cronon, Natures Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West, (New York: W.W.
Norton and Co, 1991), and White, The Organic Machine. See also Flanagan, “Environmental Justice in the
City,” 159-164.
 There are several excellent studies that explore the connections between commercialized recreation,
worker unrest, politics, and the physical construction of cities. See for example; Cathy Peiss, Cheap
Amusement: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-of-the-Century New York, (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1986); Richard L. Bushman, The Refinement of America: Persons, Houses, Cities, (New
York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1992); William Wilson, The City Beautiful Movement, (Baltimore: John’s Hopkins
University Press, 1989); Stephen Meyer, The Five Dollar Day: Labor Management and Social Control in
the Ford Motor Company, 1908- 1921, (New York: State University of New York Press, 1981); Gunther
Barth, City People: The Rise of Modern City Culture in Nineteenth-Century America, (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1980); Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the
Gilded Age, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982); Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform..
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politicians, and business leaders attempted to balance urban aesthetics with functionality.
Historians have labeled these design movements that took place in these decades as the
“city beautiful” and “city functional.” William H. Wilson, for example, argues that the
“city beautiful” movement was a political accommodation among several groups, but that
the efforts of architects, city planners, and middle-class reformers to beautify cities along
the lines of those in Western Europe, and thereby create an ideal urban space, failed to
fully come to fruition for several reasons, including costs, and criticisms that little or no
attention was paid to the practical aspects of conducting daily activities.?*

The inspiration for more beautiful and organized cities in Europe, England, and
America is due in large part to Baron Von Haussmann. He attempted to remake Paris
into a living monument for Louis Napoleon while at the same time attempting to unify
Parisians and the French people by manipulating how they would experience the built
environment. His plans for Paris inspired British and German planners to rethink and
remake their cities in a way that would reflect their nations’ cultures and their
governments’ ideals.” As Daniel Rodgers demonstrates, the influence of Haussmann’s
plan for Paris differed from nation to nation depending on the socio/economic and
political culture of the place. Berlin officials, steeped in a Prussian culture of an all-
powerful, centralized state, borrowed its monumentality, while Britain focused on slums
and sanitation, or in other words, slum demolitions at the city centers. “When
Haussmann’s Paris finally came to the United States and cut across the land-office grids,”

according to Rodgers, “it was to take on still different meanings.””® For example, in

Wllson, The City Beautiful Movement, and Flanagan, “The City Profitable, The City Livable,” 164.

% David P. Jordan, Transforming Paris, The Life and Labors of Baron Haussmann, (Chicago: University of
Chleego Press, 1995).

* Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings, 168.
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Chicago, which, next to New York, was the most commercial of American cities, Daniel
Burnham wanted to remake the entire lakefront public space and “turn the eye from
commerce to civics” in the hopes of spurring “a renaissance of public consciousness and
public life.” But such plans were only partially realized in the U.S. as planners ran into
laws that favored the sanctity of property rights in a culture that valued individualism
above all else, whereas in Britain and France, the state could more easily condemn, take
control of;, and resell properties in the name of the public good and civic unity.”’

Despite the fact that Haussmann wanted to make Paris a much more efficiently
run city as well as a work of art, many American planners and architects tended to
misunderstand Haussmann’s intentions, and they chose to focus more on aesthetics.
Therefore, the “city functional” ideology in the United States was a direct response to the
perceived flaws of the “city beautiful.” As its name implies, municipal architects
significantly scaled back many of the more elaborate beautification plans and searched
for more practical ways of ordering cities that were in sync with the ever increasing
emphasis on a consumer/capitalist culture in the U.S. As the literature on planning
reveals, some of the professional planners did not abandon the ideas of beautification so
much as adopt the perspective that order and functionality would produce their own
beauty.®
Bringing Nature to the City through the Suburb

Catherine Beecher, who was one of the more influential early voices in shaping

ideas about domesticity and by extension, according to Robert Fishman, urban planning,

7 Ibid., 171, 172-173.

3 Wilson, The City Beautiful Movement, R. Bruce Stephenson, Visions of Eden: Environmentalism, Urban
Planning, and City Building in St. Petersburg, Florida, 1900-1995, (Columbus: Ohio State University
Press, 1997).
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believed that “the United States was the hope of the world, but that hope could only be
realized through the beneficent influence of women” and “could only take place in the
context of a truly spiritualized American home.” Through the influence and work of
writers like Beecher, the idea or purpose of the American home began to be transformed
and viewed as a haven against the ills of industrialization. At the same time it became
almost exclusively the woman’s realm. %

Additionally, Americans began to associate their nationality with being
middleclass, and to a large degree, being white. Owning a clean and orderly home with a
well-manicured property also became part of the definition. Dirt, therefore slowly
became a very un-American concept. This middle- class conception of dirt was used to
differentiate between “races” of people. The majority of immigrants who began to flood
into the country in greater numbers after the Civil War were poor, came from rural parts
of Ireland, Eastern and Southern Europe, were poorly educated, and most were not
accustomed to living in large cities. Most did not measure up to changing American
standards of cleanliness and decorum. As a result, immigrants and large cities themselves
came to be viewed generally as “dirty” and un-American in several ways.* In addition to
being viewed as personally dirty due to their jobs and lack of clean running water,
immigrants tended to live in rented and cramped housing conditions in rundown
neighborhoods. Most lacked knowledge of English, and some held to different political
and economic ideologies that more resembled socialism. Thus, immigrants were viewed

as “polluters” of American culture and the physical environment. By extension, because

» Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia, (New York: Basic Books, 1987), 123.
¥ Suellen Hoy, Chasing Dirt: The American Pursuit of Cleanliness, (New York: Oxford Univ. Press,
1995), and Daphne Spain, How Women Saved the City, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
2001).
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most immigrants have historically settled in large urban areas, cities themselves were
considered polluted, not only for the grime, dirt, and smoke, but also for their
demographics. Many of the rural native population characterized cities as dirty, immoral,
dangerous, and foreign.31

Immigration, changing attitudes towards cleanliness, a renewed emphasis on
women as the caretakers of the family and the home, and mass industrialization, and
urbanization, combined to persuade many Americans that the home was the primary
place, or haven, where the necessary middle- class virtues should be taught. In this
context, along with assumptions about women’s role as municipal housekeepers, ideas
about the home as the best place to shape a unique and morally superior individual were
extended to cities.*

Architects and developers who were influenced by these trends, attempted to
combine the “cult of domesticity,” the middle- class fear of the city, and the perceived
benefits of nature in many of the earliest planned communities— the upper middle- class
suburbs. One of the first “garden suburbs” in this country was the product of developer
Llewellyn S. Haskell and architect Alexander Jackson Davis. The two men created
Llewellyn Park, New Jersey in 1857. In design, they borrowed from the English
suburban model, but altered it to conform to American values and beliefs. For example,
they attempted to blend the community into the surrounding landscape so as to accentuate
the terrain, yet at the same time making the home the center of activity and learning
within the community.**

From the early “garden suburbs” some designers attempted to import nature and

31 e
Ibid.

:; Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias, 123.
Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias, 125.
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its supposed benefits into the central city. Along these lines, Frederick Law Olmsted is
probably the most influential figure in modern day city planning in the U.S. Believing in
the value that nature had and needed to play in shaping the American character, he
championed the fusion of wilderness and the built environment as the ultimate step of
civilization. The parks he created are not just excellent examples of design and function,
but his theories as to their importance influenced other urban designers to begin bringing
more of the countryside to the city. He believed that although beneficial, the 19" century
city created a “peculiarly hard sort of selfishness” that could lead to the degeneration of
society. He thus emphasized the importance of city parks or “urban nature” to help
combat the strains of the growing industrial, commercial culture. However, Olmsted
gradually grew disillusioned with the effectiveness of parks and resigned himself to the
idea that it was only in the suburb where civility could truly thrive. Nevertheless, he
remained hopeful that one day nature’s benefits would be available to everyone.**

Paul Boyer places Olmsted’s motivations, and those of most urban planners who
wanted to improve the environment, within a framework of moral and social control.¥
Boyer argues that progressive reformers latched on to the “positive-environmentalist
initiatives of the 1890s” as a means to “a more subtle and complex process of influencing
behavior and molding character through a transformed, consciously planned urban
environment.”® While it is true that planners like Olmsted hoped to transform “the
masses,” the question remains to what end. Boyer never successfully differentiates
between the myriad motivations and definitions of democracy that reformers brought to

the table. He sees them primarily wanting to create a citizenry that was committed to a

¥ Ibid., 127-128.
% Boyer, Urban Masses and Moral Order, 221, 269.
% Ibid., 221.
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capitalist industrial order and who would follow the lead of their “social betters.”

In their analysis of the design and use of New York’s Central Park, however, Roy
Rosenzweig and Elizabeth Blackmar document the complexities of urban planning in the
U.S. context. They show how Central Park between, 1870 and 1900, became a more
democratic space, despite attempts by New York’s wealthy to make it exclusively their
own.”’” Rosenzweig and Blackmar demonstrate that the creators of Central Park, Calvert
Vaux and Olmsted envisioned the park to “be a democratic institution by virtue of the
mixing of classes within its boundaries.” The two differed, however, on the definitions
of that democracy. Vaux believed in a more participatory republicanism where
“democratic citizens” should be “the makers of their own government and their own
public art.”** Olmstead, on the other hand, believed that “in an orderly democracy
gentlemen must lead the way,” and as such he felt it his duty to culturally uplift the
poor.*?

With these divergent motivations in mind, by the early 20" century, urban
planners began to organize and in 1917 created a professional organization, the American
City Planning Institute. Robert Fishman explains that two schools of thought emerged
inside this group. The first group recognized that, “In effect the cities took on the
responsibility for creating the infrastructure for the emerging industrial society.” At the
same time, they hoped to create physical environments that would continue to foster what

they considered to be “civilized” communities.*’ Fishman notes that this group came to

¥ Roy Rosenzweig and Elizabeth Blackmar, The Park and the People: A History of Central Park, (New
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1992), 8-9.

* Ibid., 136-137.

¥ Ibid., 138-139.

“ Robert Fishman, The American Planning Tradition: Culture and Policy, (Washington: The Woodrow
Wilson Center Press, 2000), 9.
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accept the idea that the downtown area would define the metropolis, regardless of how
large its population might become. Additionally, these planners believed that an outer
zone needed to be created and safeguarded “as a source of fresh air, fresh water, and open
space for the metropolis, to establish parks and other recreational facilities there and to
build the transit lines and parkways that would enable urbanites to experience unspoiled
nature.”"!

The ideas of these “metropolitanists,” as Fishman labels them, came into conflict
with the second group of professional planers who believed that the crowded, industrial
city was simply a passing phenomenon. This group, labeled the “regionalists,” hoped to
create urban spaces:

That would consist primarily of New Towns located throughout the region and set

in an open, green environment, each combining both work and residence. This

true ‘regional city’ would occupy the ‘middle ground’ between the old, crowded
cities and the old, isolated rural areas. This middle ground could combine all the
economic benefits of living in a technologically advanced society with the human
scale, local identity, and community of small-town America.*

In the first third of the 20" century, smaller American cities considered both
philosophies. Jon Teaford, for example documents the growing trend of urbanites
moving outsid<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>