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INTRODUCTION

THE UTOPIAN NARRATIVE IN SHAKER HEIGHTS

Shaker Heights justifiably presents itself to the nation as one of the few success
stories of suburban racial integration, one of just a few “islands in a sea of racism” in the
United States.' A notable example of a first-ring Cleveland suburb, developed in the
early twentieth century as an exclusive expression of the American suburban dream,
Shaker Heights has become equally well known as a national model of racial integration
over the past half century. Shaker Heights is a community that has achieved and
maintained residential integration for over four decades, a recent history that challenges
assumptions about the American suburbs as racially homogeneous enclaves hostile to
integration in the post-World War Il era. The story of how a community developed
according to an explicitly exclusive suburban vision could be transformed into a
deliberately inclusive community makes Shaker Heights an important case study.
Because such models remain unfortunately too rare in the United States, and because the
historical record in Shaker Heights is unusually extensive, this community offers a
promising opportunity to analyze the strategies by which this community managed to

effect a profound social transformation.

' Thomas F. Pettigrew quoted in [sabel Wilkerson, “One City’s 30-Year Crusade for Integration,” The New
York Times, 30 December 1991, sec. A, p. 7.
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Shaker Heights holds a distinctive place in the history of suburbs in the United
States. As many recent works attest, race remains a powerful divisive force throughout
much of the United States, and it is rare for Whites and Blacks to discuss it together
openly.’ Despite decades of federal legislation, housing and schools remain powerfully
segregated at the end of the twentieth century, and integration remains at best an illusion
in the majority of communities throughout the nation.” However, in Shaker Heights we
find a suburb that genuinely has worked for and sustained a significant degree of racial
integration in housing and education.

Because of its unusual history of suburban racial integration, Shaker Heights
offers a unique opportunity for the nation to listen in on an explicit, sincere, and
especially articulate community conversation about the construction of race over more
than forty years. This truly is a community that is and has been “talking race™ for a long
time, and this extended public conversation provides a fascinating case study of the way
race has been constructed in the United States. This suburb is significant not because
residents have come up with “answers,” but because they have continued talking, even—
and especially—when there may not have been easy answers. While the public dialogue

certainly seems to have ebbed and flowed over this period, it has always been present at

* Leonard Steinhorn and Barbara Diggs-Brown, By the Color of Our Skin: The lllusion of Integration and
the Reality of Race (New York: Dutton, 1999); David K. Shipler, A Country of Strangers: Blacks and
Whites in America (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997); Ellis Cose, The Rage of a Privileged Class (New
York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1993); Cornell West, Race Matters (New York: Vintage Books/Random
House, Inc., 1993); Andrew Hacker, Two Nations: Black and White, Separate, Hostile, Unequal (New
York: Praeger, 1992).

* Shaker Heights ranks among just five percent of U.S. communities that are integrated, even though rates
of integration in different neighborhoods within this suburb vary widely, from 3 percent to 90 percent
Black. See Leonard Steinhorn and Barbara Diggs-Brown, By the Color of Our Skin: The lllusion of
Integration and the Reality of Race (New York: Dutton, 1999); John R. Logan and Brian J. Stuits, “Racial
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some level during the past half-century. Both Black and White residents have had to
engage in this dialogue and discover for themselves a clear sense of their own racial
identity as well as their relationships to people of different races.

Shaker Heights provides an illuminating case study of the way race has been
constructed in the United States over the past four decades. This is a community which
has understood that race is a social construct, powerfully inflected by class in the United
States.’ The ways in which residents of Shaker Heights have wrestled with the
intersections of race and class in this community help us understand the complex
interlocking nature of these social constructions in U.S. culture since World War II.
Listening closely to the way Blacks and Whites in Shaker Heights describe their personal
and community history over the past four decades can help the rest of the nation
understand more about how race—both Blackness and Whiteness—has been constructed

in this affluent suburban context.

Differences in Exposure to Crime: The City and Suburbs of Cleveland,” Criminology 37, number 2 (May
1999): 251-276.

* john powell, “Talking Race,” Hungry Mind Review, Fall 1994, 15.

’ Significant literature in the burgeoning field of the social construction of race includes David Roediger,
The Wages of Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (London: Verso, 1991);
David Roediger, Towards the Abolition of Whiteness (London: Verso, 1994); Ruth Frankenberg, White
Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1993; Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1993); Paul Gilroy, Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1993); Alexander Saxton, The Rise and Fall of the White
Republic: Class Politics and Mass Culture in Nineteenth-Century America (London: Verso, 1990); Richard
Delgado, ed., Critical Race Theory: The Cutting Edge (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1995);
Cheryl I. Harris, “Whiteness as Property,” Harvard Law Review 106, no. 8 (June 1993): 1709-1791. In
addition, there is a growing collection of first-person accounts by muitiracial authors who explore the
social construction of race in their lives, including James McBride, The Color of Water: A Black Man's
Tribute to His White Mother (New York: Riverhead Books, 1996); Gregory Howard Williams, Life on the
Color Line: The True Story of a White Boy Wio Discovered He Was Black (New York: Dutton/The
Penguin Group, 1995); Scott Minerbrook, Divided to the Vein: A Journey Into Race and Family {(New
York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1996); Shirley Taylor Hazlip, The Sweeter the Juice (New York:
Simon and Schuster, 1994).
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Further, the historical record in Shaker Heights is remarkably rich, making this
community an attractive case study. This is a community that has had a sense of its own
importance since its creation, and as a result it has done an excellent job of documenting
its own recent history. Community groups repeatedly claimed the attention of the local
and national press, individuals and organizations kept detailed records at the time,
individuals collected many of significant documents in personal collections, groups
donated their materials to local libraries and historical archives, and many of those people
who contributed to the recent history of this suburb remain vibrant members of the
community today. A historian could not ask for a richer record on which to draw! This
study draws on a wealth of archival evidence, including community association records,
correspondence, publicity efforts, and newspaper accounts, as well as personal interviews
with community residents who have been active on issues of racial integration in Shaker

Heights since the late 1950s.°

* Iinterviewed 38 people in 30 interviews conducted in July of 1995. [ spoke with 22 women and 16 men;
20 were White, 16 were Black, and 2 were Asian Americans. All were chosen because their names
appeared in the documents I had explored or because they were recommended to me by other people [
interviewed. A typical interview lasted approximately 90 minutes (although one interview extended well
over three hours!) and was conducted at an interviewee’s home, place of work, or public area such as a
restaurant or public library. All of the people [ interviewed seemed quite eager to talk with me and were
extremely gracious about sharing their lives and memories with me. I was fortunate to have extremely
articulate and thoughtful interview subjects who spoke eloquently for themselves and their community.
While they may well disagree with some of my interpretations, [ am confident that they are well positioned
to tell their own version of events, as they have done very effectively over the past four decades. While [
asked about many of the same topics in each interview, my questions were open-ended and emerged in a
free-ranging conversation in which interviewees were free to help shape the direction of our discussion.
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FIGURE 1: CLEVELAND AND SHAKER HEIGHTS

Source: Neil William Guda et al., The Van Sweringen Influence: Shaker Heights (Shaker
Heights: City of Shaker Heights Landmark Commission, 1983), 5.
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FIGURE 2: SHAKER HEIGHTS STREET MAP

Source: Shaker Historical Society
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“At the End of the Rainbow”: The Suburban Dream of the 1920s

Residents of Shaker Heights have aspired to create an ideal community since the
1820s when a Shaker community developed on this site. The Shaker effort to achieve
utopia on earth through social engineering lasted over sixty years, to be supplanted by the
exclusive suburban dream of the Van Sweringen brothers who developed the suburb
1910s and 1920s. Oris Paxton Van Sweringen and his brother, Mantis James, began
buying land on “the Heights,” about eight miles from downtown Cleveland, in 1905, and
their “Peaceful Shaker Village” was developed in the 1910s and 1920s as a planned
community according to an unusually explicit community plan.” This plan articulated a
clear utopian—and racially exclusive—narrative, expressed socially through restrictive
covenants that excluded Blacks, Jews, and Catholics, and spatially through a strong urban

plan and strict design requirements.

" For the early history of Shaker Heights see Patricia J. Forgac, “The Physical Development of Shaker
Heights” (Master of Architecture thesis, Kent State University School of Architecture and Environmental
Design, 1981); Neil William Guda et al., The Van Sweringen Influence: Shaker Heights (Shaker Heights:
City of Shaker Heights Landmark Commission, 1976); David G. Molyneaux and Sue Sackman, eds., 75
Years: An Informal History of Shaker Heights (Shaker Heights: Shaker Heights Public Library, 1987);
Bruce E. Lynch, “Shaker Heights: The Ambient Vision of the Suburb” (University of [llinois, 1973);
Joseph G. Blake, “The Van Sweringen Developments in Cleveland” (Notre Dame, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame, 1968); William K. Hellmuth, “The Van Sweringen’s Development of Shaker Heights (1906-
1930)” (Senior project report, 1977); George C. Cantor, “An Examination of the Activities of the Van
Sweringen Brothers Regarding the Land Acquisition, Planning and Physical Development of Shaker
Heights, Ohio” (Columbus, Ohio: Ohio State University, Department of City and Regional Planning,
1980). [n addition, the early history and planning of Shaker Heights is noted in several survey works on
the history of housing in America including John R. Stilgoe, Borderland: Origins of the American Suburb,
1820-1939 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988); Robert A. M. Stern, ed., The Anglo-American
Suburb (London: Architectural Design Profile, 1981); Alan Gowans, The Cormfortable House: North
American Suburban Architecture, 1890-1930 (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1986); Alan Gowans,
Styles and Types of North American Architecture (New York: HarperCollins Publisher, 1992); Peter G.
Rowe, Making a Middle Landscape (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1991); and Gwendolyn Wright,
Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1981).

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The original utopian suburban narrative is expressed very clearly in the slick
promotional campaign for Shaker Heights that the Van Sweringen Company produced in
the 1920s. “On every family’s horizon is a rainbow,” read one ad, “and for many the pot
of gold at the rainbow’s end is Shaker Village. For the pot of gold . . . turned out to be
contentment and that is what Shaker Village offers—contentment, forever assured by
protective restrictions.™ This ad was one of hundreds for Shaker Heights that the Van
Sweringen Company ran nearly every week in the Cleveland Topics during the decade of
the 1920s. The weekly Cleveland Topics newspaper was the self-proclaimed “Accepred
Interpreter of the finer things in the life of this community,” boasting, “Everybody who
is anybody in CLEVELAND reads CLEVELAND TOPICS.”" The Van Sweringen
Company'’s ads for its burgeoning Shaker Heights development were nestled among ads
for fur coats, art, jewelry, oriental rugs, and Packard cars. With articles on golf and polo,
opera and art, bridge, antiques, and wedding announcements, the newspaper catered to
both wealthy and middle-class aspiring readers—in effect, selling class itself—to
precisely those men and women who were buying suburban homes in record numbers in

the 1920s."

‘Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 16 July 1927, 22.23.

’Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 29 December 1928, 2.

“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 13 February 1926, 2.

"Interestingly, several ads were pitched explicitly to middle-class, unservanted households, especially by
the end of the decade. An advertisement for an oil home heating system challenged its (male) readers to
consider the demands of housekeeping on their wives. “MUST SHE ALSO SHOVEL COAL?" queried the
ad for Noiseless Nokol. The wife of this intended purchaser tends for her children without a nanny, dusts
her furniture and washes her curtains without a maid, and shovels her own coal. Advertisement, Cleveland
Topics, 19 September 1928, 19. Similarly, the Smith & Oby Co. advertisement for the swing spout faucet
also assumed a housewife who did her own dishes without hired help. Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 1
December 1928, 26.
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9
The 1920s was a decade of dramatic suburban growth throughout the nation, the

result of a post-World War I housing shortage, rising wages, falling housing prices, and
the popularity of the automobile.” In 1920 the suburbs grew twice as fast as center cities
in the U.S., and between 1922 and 1929 the annual rate of new home starts was more than
double the rate of any previous seven-year period, with much of this growth concentrated
in the suburbs.” In the Cleveland metropolitan area the eastern suburbs, including Shaker
Heights, grew 500 percent or more in this period, even as the central city decreased by ten
percent, regional statistics in line with national trends.” In Shaker Heights itself the
growth was phenomenal; befween 1919 and 1929 nearly 300 new homes were built each
year, and the population of Shaker Heights increased over 800 percent, from 1,700 to
15,500 people.” Why was Shaker Heights so popular in this decade? What was being
sold, beyond the actual homes themselves? What were Shaker Heights residents leaving
behind in the city of Cleveland, and what were they seeking in this new suburb? Just
what was at the end of that rainbow?

By examining the promotional campaign for Shaker Heights we can see how the
American suburban dream was sold in the 1920s. The Cleveland Topics ads and other

promotional literature published by the Van Sweringen Company both attracted potential

“On the 1920s suburban boom see Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the
United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 174-177; and Gwendolyn Wright, Building the
Dream: A Social History of Housing in America (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1981), 195.
“Nationally, an average of 883,000 new homes were begun annually in this period. See Kenneth T.
Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1985), 175.

“Nationally, suburbs grew twice as rapidly as central cities in this decade (Gwendolyn Wright, Building the
Dream: A Social History of Housing in America (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1981), 195). On
Cleveland’s growth, see Carol Poh Miller and Robert Wheeler, Cleveland: A Concise History, 1796-1900
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 118.

“Shaker Village East of Center Road (Cleveland: The Van Sweringen Company, 1929), 5.
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10
home buyers and also confirmed for Shaker Heights residents who—and where—they

were. Collectively, this promotional literature functioned to construct a powerful, and
fundamentally vulnerable, narrative of Shaker Heights community identity and history.
This suburban narrative was explicitly anti-urban, anti-change, and exclusive,
emphasizing timelessness and unchanging stability. Most significantly, it emphasized a
utopian vision that assured homebuyers that in purchasing a home in Shaker Heights they
were purchasing success. This utopian narrative of success remained a constant and
extremely effective promotional tactic in Shaker Heights from the 1920s to the present
day.

Shaker Village, as the Van Sweringens cailed their suburban development,
featured architect-designed stately houses in a variety of historic styles," curvilinear
streets that highlighted the relationship of buildings to the natural landscape, and deed
restrictions and strict architectural guidelines. According to Architectural Forum, *“There
had been no instance in the history of American real estate development where any man
or set of men had set such a definite plan for the development of so large a piece of
property along such rigidly controlled lines as the Van Sweringens set for the

117

development of the Shaker farm tract.”” Shaker Village was incorporated in 1911 and
grew slowly during the 1910s. After the Van Sweringen Company completed a rapid

transit line in 1920, reducing commuting time to downtown Cleveland from a lengthy

“House styles recall English and French country houses. Leading Cleveland architects who designed
homes in Shaker Heights include Frank B. Meade (b. 1867) and James M. Hamilton (b. 1877), Carl Howell
(b. 1879) and James Thomas, Jr. (b. 1876), Bloodgood Tuttle (b. 1880), Philip Small (b. 1890) and Charles
Rowley (b. 1890), John Sherwood Kelly (b. 1889), Munroe W. Copper, Jr. (b. 1897), Harold B. Burdick
(b. 1895), George Howards Burrows (b. 1893), Alfred Harris (b. 1884), and Charles S. Schneider (b.

1874), and George Howard Burrows (b. [893).

" “Qutlook for an Empire,” Architectural Forum (March 1936), 202.
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streetcar ride to an easy twenty-minute ride, Shaker Heights boomed. In 1925, the peak

year of building in this period, 500 residential building permits were issued; ultimately
the suburb grew in area to approximately six square miles."

The promotional campaign for Shaker Heights was intense and personal, an effort
historian John Stilgoe describes as “unparalleled in the history of borderland

" In addition to weekly advertisements in the Cleveland Topics, which

development.
grew from simple, quarter-page ads in the early 1920s to dramatic, eye-catching, one- and
two-page spreads by the end of the decade, this promotional campaign also included a
variety of booklets and pamphlets, illustrated with photos, prints, and evocative prose.
Typically, the Van Sweringen Company representative personally delivered promotional
literature to a prospective client, as one Shaker resident recalled:
One day a young man named Van Sweringen came into my office selling real
estate . . . Van Sweringen called several times. He was never intrusive, never
urged the matter, but merely laid the suggestion before me. The offer was always
the same—a good sized building lot and a participating interest in a syndicate
made up of my friends which was to own several thousand feet of land on the
Boulevard.”
This promotional effort was highly successful; between 1920 and 1931, the population of
Shaker Heights increased by a dramatic factor of ten, from 1,700 to 17,783 people.”

Anti-urban bias was explicit in the promotion of American suburbs in general and

in Shaker Heights in particular.” Henry Ford, whose automobiles facilitated the middle-

"Neil William Guda et al., The Van Sweringen Influence: Shaker Heights (Shaker Heights: City of Shaker
Heights Landmark Commission, 1976), 8.

“John R. Stilgoe, Borderland: Origins of the American Suburb, 1820-1939 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1988), 241.

*Frederick C. Howe quoted in Neil William Guda et al., The Van Sweringen Influence: Shaker Heights
(Shaker Heights: City of Shaker Heights Landmark Commission, 1976), 12.

*“Shaker Heights,” Encyclopedia of Cleveland History, eds. Caral Poh Miller and Robert Wheeler.

“On the long history of anti-urbanism as it has affected (Anglo) American suburbs, see Robert Fishman,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



class suburban boom of the 1920s, articulated this pervasive ant-urban sentiment
succinctly: “The city is doomed,” he decreed; “we shall soive the city problem by

"® Many Cleveland residents seemed to agree with this *“solution,” for by

leaving the city.
1926 there were 211,000 automobiles registered in Cuyahoga County which included the
city of Cleveland, with automobile owners increasingly located in the surrounding
suburbs.” Shaker Heights promised the best of both worlds to upper- and upper-middle-
class families who wanted convenient access to the cuitural and professional
opportunities in downtown Cleveland, yet who wanted to escape the industrial
environmental effects, crowded housing conditions, and increasing diversity of the urban
population.

There was a strong anti-urban, anti-industry theme in the suburban dream as it
was sold in Shaker Heights in the 1920s. As early as 1905 the Shaker Heights
Improvement Company assured residents of their “immunity against saloons,
manufacturing and business establishments, flats, terraces and double houses, unsightly
bill boards and everything else inconsistent with the highest ideals of a residential park.””
Shaker Heights was sold as peaceful, quiet, close to unspoiled natural beauty. One 1928
ad reported that “in Cleveland, an average of 52 tons of soot are deposited on every
square mile every month, according to the Cleveland Health Council,” boasting, “Try to

h]
1326
!

find a speck of it in the Shaker Country Estates!”™ The promotional campaign for Shaker

Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1987).

“Henry Ford quoted in Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 175.

*Carol Poh Miiler and Robert Wheeler, Cleveland: A Concise History, 1796-1990 (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1990), 118.

“Shaker Heights, (Cleveland: The Shaker Heights Improvement Company, 1905), 19.

*Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 11 August 1928, 21.
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Heights emphasized that the city was an unhealthy physical and social environment for

children; “Smoky Air and Noisy Streets were never meant for children,”” a 1928 ad
proclaimed.

This anti-urban theme as it played out in Shaker Heights was closely linked to the
threat of rapid urban change. The specter of Cleveland's Euclid Avenue, known as
“Millionaire's Row™ in the late nineteenth century, but having given way to commerce
and industry by the 1920s, is invoked in this 1926 ad for Shaker Heights:

Euclid Avenue of twenty years ago—with its fine homes of leading families, its

broad lawns, its quiet seclusion has given way to South Woodland Road in Shaker

Village. But South Woodland can never give way to business as Euclid has done,

for Shaker Village homes are forever protected by carefully-drawn, farsighted

restrictions.™
One “Advertisement to Every Family Who Intends to Remain in Cleveland” challenged
its audience to “look back on the Cleveland you knew five, ten years ago. Quiet streets
are now noisy with traffic, home neighborhoods have been invaded by commerce,
gardens have been cut into apartment size.”” This ad for Shaker Heights threatened
homebuyers:

Where will you choose to live—in smoke and dust, or in clear country air?—

surrounded by steel and concrete with a brick wall for your outlook, or surrounded

by your own green garden and the charming homes of delightful neighbors?—in

the midst of uncertain neighbors and constant change and depreciation, or in a

community of men and women of your own kind, a neighborhood secure and

protected forever against every depreciating influence?”

Fears of “uncertain neighbors” were entwined with rejection of the industrial

landscape throughout the 1920s campaign to promote Shaker Heights, with appeals to

“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 16 June 1928, 24-25.
*Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 13 March 1926, 7.
®Advertisement, Bystander/Cleveland Topics, 18 January 1930.
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Cleveland home owners whose property was “blighted by the closing-in of social,

industrial and commercial invaders.”' There was a strong class and racial element to this
fear of “social invaders,” couched in the language of citizenship. Shaker Heights

3032

promised residents “families you would welcome as neighbors,” “people of kindred

tastes and high ideals, whose chief interest is in HOME, [who] make fine neighbors and

1933 193l

good citizens.™ This pitch was aimed explicitly at “victims of city progress,” those
“people whose refinement craved beautiful surroundings, a peaceful environment,
congenial neighbors, immunity from garishness and clamor; where the community

935

influence would supplement rather than subvert home influence.”” Shaker Heights was,
for such people, truly the reward at the end of the rainbow: “In no other suburb is there
adequate assurance that homes will be free from commercial or social invasion even for
the present generation.”™

The Van Sweringen Company promoted a timelessness and unchanging stability
in Shaker Heights, stability that the built environment was supposed to both reflect and
ensure. The historic revival architecture in Shaker Heights conveys this image of
timelessness, order, and security—such as the “little colony of French houses, of rare
charm and distinction” promised by an ad for four speculative houses the Van Sweringen

Company offered in 1926.” In the same time period in other midwestern cities, Frank

Lloyd Wright was designing innovative and exciting houses, but the architecture in

®Advertisement, Bystander/Cleveland Topics, 18 January 1930.

" Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, | November 1924, 5.

“Shaker Village East of Center Road (Cleveland: The Van Sweringen Company, 1929), 12.
" Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 10 February 1923, 5.

*Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 3 February 1923, 5.

“Heritage of the Shakers (Cleveland: The Van Sweringen Company, 1923), 29.

“Heritage of the Shakers (Cleveland: The Van Sweringen Company, 1923), 29.
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Shaker Heights resolutely looked backward rather than to the future, even as the dramatic

growth of this suburb foreshadowed the decline of the central city and the urban culture
that it had supported.

While initially the Van Sweringen Company attracted Cleveland’s wealthy to
build country estates on large lots in Shaker Heights, by the 1920s the company actively
encouraged members of the burgeoning middle class to neighborhoods planned with
smaller lots, and modest, more closely-set houses. Fifty- and sixty-foot lots, with homes
costing $12,000 to $25,000 sold especially rapidly in the 1920s.™ “A fifty foot lot has
many advantages over a larger one for him whose free time for home work is limited. It
is just the lawn area that one can comfortably cultivate and beautify,”” a 1924 ad
proclaimed. “Beauty does not depend upon size, nor contentment upon cost,” a 1923 ad
soothed. “As you drive through Shaker Village and admire the beautiful home
surroundings, don't assume that it is too luxurious for you,” the Van Sweringen Company
encouraged its middle-class audience. “Just ask us the prices. You will be astonished at
the favorable possibilities—and terms.™ While attracting middle-class residents, the
Van Sweringen Company reassured residents and potential home purchasers that the elite
caché and secure social world associated with Shaker Heights would not be

jeopardized—again couched in the language of “citizenship:” “Whether the home

" Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 27 February 1926, 13.
®Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 13 October 1923, 5.
®Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 29 March 1924, 5.
“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 11 August 1923, 5.
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investment represents $75,000 or $7,500, if real home-love is behind it the quality of

citizenship is the same,” the company promised.”

The distinctive variety of neighborhoods in Shaker Heights, with lots and houses
graduated in size and splendor, was planned as a means for young families to progress
within the suburb as their families and their fortunes grew. Each neighborhood within the
community had its place in the progression of “stepping stones™ from the middle into the
upper class. In a two-page spread entitled “A Shaker Village Saga,” the Van Sweringen
Company presented a “typical” family’s story:*

1917: The young couple purchases a lot on Warrington Road for $2,850.

1924: The family now includes three children so they move to a new home on

Eaton Road. They sell their first lot at over $3000 profit and purchase two new

lots for $4500 and $12,500 respectively.

1928: The children are ages 7-10 and “want room to roam and ride.” The family

sells both of its lots for a total profit of $18,500 and purchases a nine-acre estate

in the newly-opened eastern area of development.
The saga was to continue into the next generation as the three children married and
divided the estate, building new homes for each of them. As this story illustrates, Shaker
Heights was designed to provide steppingstones from the middle class into the upper
class, in part through land speculation and development. Over time, this community
seems to have functioned as designed for many residents who began living in the more
affordable neighborhoods along the southern and western boundaries of the suburb,

perhaps in a rental apartment in a two-family house, or perhaps in an affordable single-

family home, and then progressed to larger homes in the northern and eastern areas of the

* Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 10 February 1923, 5.
“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 25 August 1928, 24-25.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



17
suburb as their family fortunes increased.® For those fortunate to be able to afford a

much more lavish home, the northernmost areas offered estates such as that built for the
Van Sweringens.

Home ownership was defined as essential to the suburban construction of home in
Shaker Heights. “Rentals are extremely rare in Shaker Village—it is a HOME
community,” the Van Sweringen Company asserted.” *You can rent a house but not a
Home.™ In a clear reference to despised urban tenements and the lifestyle of their
residents, Shaker Village Standards specified that, among other restrictions, “there should
be no rooms in any suite without an outside window,” and “living rooms and dining
rooms should not have beds.”"

An important exception was the exclusive Moreland Courts apartment complex at
the Shaker Square rapid transit stop, which the Van Sweringen Company developed in
the mid-1920s “for those desiring to live under Shaker Village advantages without the
cares and responsibilities of home ownership.”” The need to increase ridership on their
rapid transit line motivated the Van Sweringen Company to develop some higher-density
residences such as Moreland Court (as well as the higher-density neighborhoods), but the

Van Sweringens carefully distinguished this development from urban tenements and

“ Former mayor Stephen J. Alfred’s story seems to bring to life the imaginary success saga of the original
advertisements. In 1935 his family moved to a house on Chalfont Road in the Fernway neighborhood of
Shaker Heights. After leaving the suburb for law school, Alfred returned to the community and he and his
wife bought their first house in the Lomond neighborhood at Rolliston and Scottsdale Roads. As he
became more successful, Alfred moved to Lyman Circle in Mercer, the eastern-most neighborhood of
Shaker Heights. Stephen J. Alfred, quoted in David G. Molyneaux and Sue Sackman, eds., 75 Years: An
Informal History of Shaker Heights (Shaker Heights, OH: Shaker Heights Public Library, 1987), 93.
“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 4 August 1923, 5.

“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 7 April 1923, 5.

“Shaker Village Standards (Cleveland: Van Sweringen Company, 1928), 27.

“Advertisement, Cleveland Topics, 28 February 1925, 5.
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