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Book Reviews

TheBaltimoreRowhouse

Mary Ellen Haywar d and CharlesBdfoure
(Princeton Architectural Press, 1999)

A Review by Michad Carrall

Anyonewho haslived or traveled in the Mid-Atlantic region of the
United Statesiswell aware of the near ubiquity of fired red clay brick in
the built forms of the citiesand towns. Much asthe bricksare lined up
to form the pattern of awall, the row houses line up to form the pattern
of the“row” or “terrace” street. The visual interchangeability of each
brick, each house, or each row |eads someto recoil from the monotony
but in citieslike Batimore, Philadel phia, and Washington D.C., the per-
fection of thismedieva technology though industrid techniques became
commonplace though economy and popularity.

While many urban historiestake astheir point of departure theworks
of “great men” or the reflections of American culture though the urban
experience, till others examinethe influence of technical achievements
on urban life. Among the most notable of this latter type is Sam Bass
Warner's, Sreet Car Suburbs. Of course, Warner’ sbook beginswiththe
manipulation of technology by commercia ingtitutions and ends with
the adaptation of urban dwellersto anew residentid inditution. Through-
out, the treatment of the material urban form—in this case the physical
suburb — seldom transcends generdization. Here enter Mary Ellen Hay-
ward and Charles Belfoure in their painstaking treatment of The Balti-
moreRowhouse

Where others have only provided generalizations about the building
process that produced American cities into and through the industrial
era, Hayward and Belfoure have sought to make the tectonic dimension
of neighborhood devel opment their centerpiece. Though not an expresdy
theoretica work, the Baltimore Rowhouse standsin the now well-estab-
lished tradition of interpreting socia structure and material condition
fromtheanaysis of vernacular architecture.

The authors seek to givetheir case ahuman dimension by following
the fortunes of one German-American family from immigration to the
U.S. inthelate 19" Century to the middle of the 20™". Thisispartidly
successful inrevealing the socia climb that isreflected in changing ad-
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dressesfrom generation to generation, and the accompanying architec-
tural elementsthat weretargeted to varioussociad classes buying therow
homes. Naturdly, theauthorsfind it necessary to cut acrossthislevel of
andysiswith narratives exposing the business of building and marketing
such homes. This secondary approach most clearly demonstrates the
morphologica impact of evolving real estate speculation and construc-
tion practiceonthecity. Collectively, the study of row house developers
overshadows the stated approach of employing family history, rendering
it superfluous.

The authors give a thorough treatment of the practice of ground
rent: atypically inexpensive, ninety-nine year lease on land after which
land and structuresrevert to the owner. They demonstrate how the prac-
tice wasindispensable to the proliferation of rowhouses, and tothedra-
matically higher rates of home ownership (at lower incomes in cities)
where ground rentswere commonly used. Unfortunately they scarcely
deal with the obvious question asto what actually happened to proper-
tiesafter theleasewas up, agap that could easily have been rectified with
afew examples.

Aside from a celebration of the rowhouse for its flexibility,
affordability, and human scale, Hayward and Belfoure, never redly present
athess. Plannerswill likely be chastised for demolishing so many vigble
row house neighborhoods during Urban Renewal, and cheered by evi-
dencethat many successful preservation projects have revitdized histori-
cal rowhouse neighborhoods. Overal, despiteitstheoretica sheerness,
the authors have succeeded in compiling avauable resource for students
of urban history, urban morphology and architectura historians aike.
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