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In 1997, after General Motors shuttered a massive complex of factories in the gritty industrial city
of Flint, Michigan, signs were placed around the empty facility reading, “Demolition Means
Progress,” suggesting that the struggling metropolis could not move forward to greatness until
the old plants met the wrecking ball. Much more than a trite corporate slogan, the phrase
encapsulates the operating ethos of the nation’s metropolitan leadership from at least the 1930s
to the present. Throughout, the leaders of Flint and other municipalities repeatedly tried to
revitalize their communities by demolishing outdated and inefficient structures and institutions
and overseeing numerous urban renewal campaigns—many of which yielded only more
impoverished and more divided metropolises. After decades of these efforts, the dawn of the
twenty-first century found Flint one of the most racially segregated and economically polarized
metropolitan areas in the nation.In one of the most comprehensive works yet written on the
history of inequality and metropolitan development in modern America, Andrew R. Highsmith
uses the case of Flint to explain how the perennial quest for urban renewal—even more than
white flight, corporate abandonment, and other forces—contributed to mass suburbanization,
racial and economic division, deindustrialization, and political fragmentation. Challenging much
of the conventional wisdom about structural inequality and the roots of the nation’s “urban crisis,”
Demolition Means Progress shows in vivid detail how public policies and programs designed to
revitalize the Flint area ultimately led to the hardening of social divisions.
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2009).IntroductionThe city of Flint salutes youTo General Motors, we raise our voice in songThe
city of Flint salutes youTo General Motors, the hand of friendship strongThe city of Flint salutes
youFor the goal you’ve reached todayWe are proud to be your neighborAnd we’re glad that you
came to stayLYRICS FROM A SONG HONORING THE FIFTIETH ANNIVERSARY OF THE
INCORPORATION OF GENERAL MOTORS (1958)Demolition Means ProgressPHRASE FROM
A SIGN THAT ONCE HUNG IN FRONT OF A VACANT GENERAL MOTORS PLANT IN FLINT
(1999–2008)On November 23, 1954, an epic celebration erupted in Flint, Michigan, a midsized
industrial city located seventy miles northwest of Detroit. At precisely 10:10 on that fall morning,
workers cheered, factory whistles screeched, and “aerial bombs” exploded in the sky as a
sparkling new sports coupe rolled off the assembly line at a General Motors Corporation (GM)
plant just south of the city. The gold-plated, gold-trimmed Chevrolet Bel Aire was GM’s fifty-
millionth car produced in the United States, and hundreds of journalists, executives, and civic
leaders had gathered at the company’s Van Slyke Road assembly plant to bear witness to the
historic accomplishment. As workers put the final touches on the coupe, plant supervisors shut
down the assembly line for a speech by GM President Harlow Curtice. In an address broadcast
across the country, Curtice identified the golden vehicle as a symbol of America’s industrial



supremacy: “Fifty million cars are more cars than any other country or any combination of other
countries has ever produced. They represent a production feat that surpasses anything ever
achieved by any other industrial organization.”1Like many of the revelers who had gathered to
observe the event, Curtice viewed November 23 as a day to rejoice in GM’s progress, the
triumphs of American capitalism and democracy, and the seemingly boundless prosperity
generated by the post–World War II economic boom.2 The so-called Vehicle City of Flint and its
nearly two hundred thousand residents were ready for a party.Flint was a fitting place to
celebrate GM’s milestone. In 1908 local industrialist William “Billy” Durant had founded the
company. By 1954 metropolitan Flint—with approximately eighty thousand workers on the
corporation’s payroll—was home to the largest agglomeration of GM factories and employees
anywhere in the world.3 To mark the occasion, over 150,000 people flocked to Saginaw Street in
downtown Flint for a “Golden Carnival” celebration that included a parade, music, and
speeches.4 After Curtice and other executives took their seats in front of the luxurious Durant
Hotel, a “three-bomb salute” announced the beginning of the parade. The showpiece of the
parade was, of course, the new Bel Aire, which sat atop the final float, but the hour-long event
featured a variety of entertaining performances. Among the main attractions were nine marching
bands; a preview of GM’s 1955 line of cars; a display sponsored by the United Automobile
Workers (UAW), Flint’s largest labor union; and a float dedicated to “Mr. and Mrs. USA,” which
carried a young white family representing GM’s customers. Heralded by journalists for its
extraordinary grandeur, the Golden Carnival was one of the most impressive celebrations of
mass production and consumption in American history.5The corporate and municipal officials
who planned the Golden Carnival hoped to showcase the bonds that connected Flint and
General Motors, autoworkers and their employers, and loyal consumers with their trusted GM
products. Company managers sought to strengthen those ties by hosting open houses in all of
their plants nationwide on November 23. Following the parade downtown, celebrants dispersed
to visit the twelve major GM facilities scattered throughout Flint and suburban Genesee County.
For Curtice and other dignitaries, the celebration continued at the Industrial Mutual Association
(IMA) Auditorium, where GM hosted a Golden Carnival luncheon. There, Curtice, a longtime
Flint resident, announced a three-million-dollar donation from GM to fund the city’s new cultural
center.6 Reflecting upon GM’s generosity and the momentousness of the occasion, F. A. Bower,
a retired engineer from the company’s Buick division, predicted, “With Mr. Curtice at the head,
both the corporation and the city of Flint are assured of great prosperity.” Not to be outdone,
Mayor George Algoe bragged that Flint was the “envy of all other industrial cities.”7 With its high
wages, low unemployment, internationally renowned public schools, and impressive rates of
home ownership, Flint was truly an amazing sight on that special November day.Figure I.1.
General Motors’ Golden Carnival, 1954. On November 23, 1954, Flint-area workers assembled
GM’s fifty-millionth American-made automobile. Corporate executives honored the occasion by
organizing a series of celebrations, including this large parade in downtown Flint. Dubbed the
Golden Carnival, the festivities symbolized GM’s dominance within the automobile industry and



Flint’s emergence as a preeminent manufacturing center. Courtesy of the Richard P.
Scharchburg Archives, Kettering University, Flint, MI.The Golden Carnival, however, was a
festival of both truth and fiction. Although the splendor of the day made it difficult to detect, the
1954 extravaganza concealed just as much as it revealed about the texture of life in Flint, the
relationship between the city and GM, and the corporation’s commitment to prosperity and
opportunity in its hometown. In their stories about the tribute, reporters from the Flint Journal, the
city’s major daily newspaper, saluted the community’s progress and GM’s corporate triumphs.
On that same day, however, the paper ran Jim Crow advertisements from local citizens seeking
“Colored” housekeepers and white homebuyers. Furthermore, when Harlow Curtice and his
colleagues made their trek from the Van Slyke plant to the parade in downtown Flint, they
traveled along Saginaw Street, the Vehicle City’s most persistent racial fault line. As the float
carrying the Bel Aire rolled north toward downtown, it passed by several all-white neighborhoods
just west of Saginaw where African Americans were unwelcome. On the east side of the street
sat Floral Park, one of only a few areas in the city where black people could obtain housing.
Upon arriving downtown, Curtice and other executives viewed the parade from in front of the
Durant Hotel, a whites-only establishment. Then, after the parade, Curtice attended a
segregated luncheon, where he announced GM’s gift to the city. The donation funded a cultural
center near the all-white Woodlawn Park district, a neighborhood that black people could visit,
but only during the daytime. Beneath the shine of the Golden Carnival, Flint was a profoundly
segregated and unequal city, and the municipal and corporate officials who presided over the
day’s amusements were largely to blame.Flint was also a city teetering on the brink of economic
disaster. During the decade preceding the Golden Carnival, tens of thousands of white
taxpayers had moved away from the city in search of newer and better housing, schools, and
jobs in the segregated suburbs of Genesee County. These suburban migrants were part of one
of the largest and most significant population shifts in American history.8 Over the same period,
GM and numerous other American employers implemented new investment strategies that
redirected jobs, taxes, and capital from cities to suburbs. Significantly, although the organizers of
the Golden Carnival described it as a celebration of Flint’s place in the automobile industry, the
state-of-the-art factory that birthed GM’s fifty-millionth car was located not in the Vehicle City but
in the nearby suburb of Flint Township. Because Flint’s leaders consistently failed in their
attempts to establish a tax- and resource-sharing metropolitan government, the suburban
migrations of the postwar era ultimately caused economic devastation in the increasingly poor
and black central city.9In the end, F. A. Bower’s predictions of stability and prosperity for the
Vehicle City turned out to be false. During the economic crises of the 1970s, American
businesses saw their sales decline precipitously. With its lineup consisting almost entirely of
large, energy-inefficient cars and trucks, GM suffered devastating losses during the oil shocks of
1973–74 and 1979. American employers, GM included, responded to the slowdowns by
launching an austerity campaign that resulted in millions of job losses. Between 1973 and 1987,
the company’s directors eliminated twenty-six thousand local jobs, pushing Flint’s



unemployment rate into the double digits.10 The economic downturns of the 1970s and 1980s
marked the end of the postwar boom and the onset of a new era of mass
deindustrialization.11The lean years, however, had only just begun. The high-tech, subprime
real estate, and Wall Street booms of the 1990s and early 2000s did little to stem the loss of jobs
from Flint and other manufacturing centers. During the 1990s GM’s share of the domestic
automobile market fell from 35 to 28 percent. Following the 1999 closure of Buick City, Flint’s
oldest and largest GM facility, the automaker’s workforce in Genesee County dipped to just
fifteen thousand. The outward flow of taxpayers and jobs triggered multimillion-dollar deficits for
the city that ultimately led to two separate state takeovers of the municipal government. By 2009,
a year that witnessed GM’s once unimaginable descent into bankruptcy, the company employed
fewer than eight thousand local workers, and the city’s unemployment rate stood at 27.3 percent.
Although a controversial federal loan helped return GM to profitability shortly after the
bankruptcy filing, few of the jobs that left Flint during the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries ever returned. A decade and a half into the new millennium, Flint—a city with more
unemployed people than autoworkers—was the Vehicle City only in name.12Demolition Means
Progress is a book about the interlocking histories of racial and economic inequality, mass
suburbanization, and deindustrialization in modern America. Although it is set in the Flint region
between the 1930s and the present, it is in many respects a story about metropolitan America as
a whole during those years. The focus throughout is on the political, economic, social, legal, and
policy forces that transformed Flint from a segregated company town into a “hypersegregated”
postindustrial metropolis. At first glance, Flint’s story appears to confirm much of the
conventional wisdom about the decline of America’s cities—namely, that the nation’s “urban
crisis” began in the decades following World War II due to a combination of corporate
abandonment, political neglect, and white racism.13 For much of the twentieth century,
observers from around the world looked to the partnership between Flint, the UAW, and GM as a
microcosm of the American Dream. Buoyed by the postwar expansion of the automobile industry
and the unprecedented collective bargaining agreements won by local trade unionists, the Flint
of the 1940s and early 1950s was, for many people, a beacon of economic security, consumer
abundance, and social opportunity. Today, by contrast, Flint is internationally renowned for its
shuttered automobile factories, high crime and unemployment rates, racial segregation, and
shrinking population. There can be little doubt that dramatic reversals, particularly in the
economic sphere, have bedeviled the people of Flint, Detroit, and other urban centers over the
past half-century.14In truth, however, the driving forces in Flint’s past—and, more broadly, in the
history of metropolitan America as a whole—have always been renewal and reinvention more
than decline and abandonment. Although it is undeniable that millions of urban dwellers
experienced difficult structural challenges in the second half of the twentieth century, the
residents of Flint and other cities, leaders and ordinary citizens alike, have proved to be
unrelenting in their quests for revitalization, even in the face of enormous obstacles. Their
attempts at reinvention and the often pernicious results of their efforts are central themes of this



book.15The account that follows borrows both its title and its overall conceptual orientation from
the signs that once hung in front of GM’s shuttered industrial facilities in the Flint area. In 1997
company executives announced plans to close a large complex of factories on Flint’s
predominantly black and poor north side. Shortly after the plants closed, workers placed
placards in front of the facility that read “Demolition Means Progress” (see figure 10.4). The
signs suggested that the Vehicle City and its people could not move forward to civic greatness
until the old plants met the wrecking ball.Much more than simply a corporate slogan, this
suggestive phrase encapsulates the operating ethos of the nation’s metropolitan leadership from
at least the Great Depression of the 1930s through the early twenty-first century. Throughout that
long period, the Flint area’s leaders—like their counterparts in New York City, Los Angeles,
Camden, New Jersey, and other metropolitan centers, large and small—repeatedly tried to
revitalize their community by demolishing outdated and inefficient structures and institutions and
building them anew.16 As was the case elsewhere, the people of the Flint area had a variety of
different visions and plans for revitalization, and they often disagreed with one another over how
best to improve the metropolis. All of them, however, believed that the Vehicle City’s best days
were ahead. During the Depression, education officials hoped to renew Flint by remaking public
schools into racially segregated community centers. In the 1940s and 1950s, federal housing
administrators and local builders and lenders sought to renew the area’s ramshackle suburbs by
creating modern segregated subdivisions outside the city limits. Meanwhile, GM’s directors
worked to revolutionize automobile production by demolishing old urban factories and rebuilding
them in nearby suburbs. When those efforts failed to create a renaissance, city leaders launched
a plan to replace black neighborhoods with a freeway, modern factories, and new downtown
attractions. In the end, though, each of these renewal efforts yielded a more impoverished city
and a more divided metropolis. By the dawn of the twenty-first century, this long chain of
revitalization attempts had helped to make metropolitan Flint one of the most racially
segregated, economically polarized, and politically fragmented regions in the nation.In Flint and
elsewhere, a complex web of private actions and government policies connected racially
segregated schools and neighborhoods with Jim Crow workplaces and development practices.
Between the 1940s and the 1960s, just as millions of black southerners were setting out for
Detroit, Chicago, and other large cities in what became known as the Second Great Migration,
racial segregation increased markedly in Genesee County and many other metropolitan areas.
Ironically, this occurred during an era in which northern cities such as Flint enjoyed strong
reputations for racial progressivism.17 Although well-paying industrial jobs were often plentiful in
the Vehicle City, Flint and other northern metropolises were not promised lands. Upon arriving in
Flint, black migrants encountered rampant segregation and discrimination. Neighborhood
violence, “racial steering” by real estate professionals, job segregation, and other racist acts
committed in the ostensibly private, nongovernmental sphere played important roles in
maintaining Jim Crow in Flint and its suburbs.18 Yet deliberate government policies also
sustained segregation in the region. Working together, public officials and powerful corporate



oligarchs from GM—who often exerted decisive control over the local policy-making process—
maintained the color line by imposing housing, urban development, employment, and public
education programs that were at times openly segregationist. More often, however, segregation
arose from an amalgam of growth-minded renewal and development policies that were
seemingly colorblind in nature.19The persistent racial divide at the heart of Flint’s story—a
product of both popular forces and deliberate government actions—exposes the mythology of
“de facto segregation.” Although Americans first began using the phrase de facto segregation
during the early twentieth-century debates over the rise of Jim Crow in the North, the term did
not find a place in the national vernacular until the 1950s.20 In the aftermath of the US Supreme
Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education school desegregation decision, millions of people
from a variety of ideological persuasions began using the terms de jure and de facto to denote
supposedly fundamental distinctions between government-mandated segregation in the South
and the private, extragovernmental, constitutionally permissible forms of “discrimination” that
reputedly prevailed in the rest of the nation.21 As scholars such as Matthew Lassiter have
shown, however, the de jure–de facto distinction served only to mask the government
interventions that maintained the color line throughout the United States. On the ground, the
framework of de facto segregation allowed zoning commissioners, school board members, and
other government agents in places as diverse as Flint, Dallas, and Washington, DC, to deny
responsibility for the public policies that created ghettos. More broadly, though, the language of
de facto segregation was the key pillar in a powerful discourse on northern, western, and,
ultimately, suburban racial innocence that allowed both ordinary whites and elected officials,
regardless of region, to deny all legal and moral responsibility for Jim Crow.22The fog of de facto
segregation has also made it much harder to grasp the full scope of segregationist practice in
the modern United States. This difficulty stems in part from the overemphasis on housing within
the de facto narrative. Specifically, the concept of de facto segregation turns on the notion that
residential real estate markets are the foundations for the racial divide—that is, the roots from
which most other forms of Jim Crow, especially in the educational arena, grow. Although most
scholars of metropolitan history now reject many aspects of the de facto framework, its
emphasis on the overarching, constitutive power of housing seems to have lingered within the
literature on racial segregation. One of the principal manifestations of this housing-centered
scholarship has been the marginalization of schools and education policies within the field of
metropolitan history.23A growing body of literature suggests, however, that housing and
education policies have historically operated in mutually constitutive fashion, working in tandem
as part of larger, more complex networks of Jim Crow. Such was the case in a host of
metropolitan areas during the twentieth century. In Nashville, Tennessee; Hartford, Connecticut;
and Raleigh, North Carolina, for instance, education authorities, at times working alongside
housing officials, played key roles both in maintaining pupil segregation and in defining the
boundaries of segregated residential districts.24 This was also true of Flint, where segregated
school-neighborhood units were the focal points for the city’s broader public sphere. By



incorporating schools into the broader history of metropolitan racial inequality, this study aims to
provide a more comprehensive assessment of the roots and structure of the color line.As part of
that effort, this book offers a new three-part typology to replace the outdated language of de
facto and de jure segregation. Regardless of the era or region, segregation in the modern United
States has virtually always proceeded from some combination of statutory and legal
requirements, the discriminatory administration or implementation of public policies and
programs, and popular forces. Therefore, the pages that follow introduce the terms legal
segregation, administrative segregation, and popular segregation to denote the shifting
structures of the color line. Hereinafter, the term legal segregation signifies the types of racial
apartheid arising from statutory, constitutional, or judicial mandates. State laws requiring Jim
Crow schools and judicial rulings enforcing racially restrictive housing covenants would fall
under this heading. The phrase administrative segregation, by contrast, refers to the forms of
racial separation resulting from the administration of government policies and programs or the
exercise of the state’s bureaucratic powers. In contrast to legal segregation, wherein the law
itself or its constitutionally designated interpreters specifically mandate racial partitioning, this
second mode of separation largely results from the implementation of public policies that do not
expressly require Jim Crow. Federal mortgage insurance policies favoring segregation, school
district gerrymandering by race, and racial separation achieved through public housing site
locations would all be examples of this variety of Jim Crow.Historically, the innumerable
government actions included within the categories of legal and administrative segregation have
been indispensable to upholding the color line.25 In reality, though, Jim Crow has always been
much more than a top-down system of laws and policies. As the Flint case confirms, private
citizens—acting either in adherence to established laws, judicial rulings, and administrative
policies or, as has often been the case since the civil rights legislative revolution of the 1960s, in
violation of them—have also been important agents in the maintenance of the color line. The
final category, popular segregation, thus encompasses patterns of racial partition driven to at
least some significant degree by nonstatist forces and actors, though often with the
endorsement of statutes, judicial decrees, or administrative procedures. Because government
officials and state actions often play a role in creating or reinforcing patterns of popular
segregation, the term is in no way synonymous with the concept of de facto segregation. On the
contrary, whereas the de facto term refers narrowly (and problematically) only to forms of racial
separation that are purely extragovernmental, the more capacious category of popular
segregation includes many types of Jim Crow rooted in government policies, so long as they are
also driven to some significant extent by nonstatist forces. Notwithstanding the state’s role in
enabling certain forms of popular segregation, this type of racial separation usually manifests
itself most visibly at the level of the individual, household, neighborhood, or private organization.
Acts of popular segregation might include realtors who violate fair housing laws by hiding
property listings from nonwhite buyers, white parents who prohibit their children from associating
with people of color, business owners who refuse to serve black customers, or racists who



harass a Latino person visiting a white neighborhood.Significantly, these three forms of
segregation are rarely mutually exclusive. Indeed, hybrid forms of segregation are quite
common, and overlaps between the three categories are often pronounced—particularly in the
case of popular segregation, which in many instances derives from a complex combination of
privately held animosities, legally protected rights to discriminate, and market-based forms of
Jim Crow rooted in public policies.26 Stated another way, these three categories tend to be
intersectional and permeable rather than unique and pure. As such, they constitute a nuanced,
flexible, and accurate framework for understanding the very real and meaningful, if often subtle,
variations among different modes of Jim Crow. In addition, because each of these three types of
segregation has existed throughout the United States at one point or another, this typology,
unlike the de facto–de jure binary, makes no presumptions about region or temporality.Without
ignoring popular and legal forms of Jim Crow, the following account focuses carefully on the key
role that administrative segregation has played in shaping the modern American metropolis. Of
all the forms of administrative segregation that emerged during the twentieth century, few were
as consequential as redlining, the practice of denying or curtailing mortgage insurance, loans,
and other goods and services based upon geographic, socioeconomic, and often racial
considerations. Over the past generation, scholars such as Kenneth Jackson and David Freund
have persuasively documented the causes and legacies of this phenomenon. During the 1930s
representatives of a federal New Deal agency called the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation
(HOLC), in the course of making so-called residential security maps for the Flint area and 238
other metropolitan regions, helped to enshrine and codify the already popular notion that racial
integration was a threat to property values and thus a significant mortgage risk factor. In so
doing, HOLC officers played an important role in shaping the practice of redlining. Across the
United States, local lenders and officials from the Federal Housing Administration (FHA)
adopted the HOLC’s racist standards for measuring mortgage risk and systematically redlined
neighborhoods occupied by African Americans and other people of color. In metropolitan
regions across the nation, including the Flint area, redlining helped to widen economic gaps
between cities and suburbs while hardening the color lines surrounding minority
neighborhoods.27However, redlining was not simply a racial policy. It also had a powerful class
dimension. This lesser-known facet of redlining was especially visible outside of Flint’s city limits
for a time between the mid-1930s and the early 1950s, when federal underwriters used
mortgage disinvestment—or, as was often the case, the threat of it—to stimulate the
modernization of poor and working-class suburbs, including those that were all white.28 During
this period, FHA officials, often with the support of local builders and lenders, routinely redlined
white working-class areas outside the city limits while favoring all-white middle- and upper-class
neighborhoods in Flint and a small number of well-equipped suburban municipalities. By doing
so, federal administrators hoped to motivate elected officeholders in Flint’s hardscrabble
suburbs to develop new building and zoning codes and improve utilities and services—all with
an eye toward boosting real estate values and making these communities eligible for



government-backed mortgage insurance. The Vehicle City was not unique, though, as redlining
affected similarly situated suburbs in Chicago, Detroit, Denver, and other metropolitan areas
during this time.29By withholding investment in such a fashion, federal and local actors engaged
in what might be called suburban redlining.30 Largely confined to the period from the mid-1930s
to the early 1950s, the practice of suburban redlining emerged out of class considerations that
were integral to the federal government’s early home-ownership programs. As the Flint case
suggests, impoverished all-white suburbs were often as susceptible to federal redlining as were
minority neighborhoods in cities. Nevertheless, not all suburbs suffered from redlining during this
period. Rather, redlining affected certain types of impoverished and working-class suburbs,
namely those with minimal services, small tax bases, poor schools, and low-quality housing.
Things began to change between the 1930s and the 1950s, however, when suburban
governments implemented new land use plans, built schools and roads, and funded major utility
and service improvements. In order to fund such projects, suburban policy makers across the
region raised taxes substantially, but they often did so with strong support from white
homeowners, many of whom desperately wanted modern urban amenities. By the close of the
1950s, the FHA had acknowledged these renewal and development efforts by largely
abandoning its suburban redlining policies, a decision that led to a prolonged building boom in
Flint’s segregated suburbs.As large numbers of white homebuyers, business owners, and
investors began flocking to the outlying areas of Flint and other cities, a powerful new ethos of
suburban capitalism began to take shape throughout the United States. At base, this philosophy
revolved around the pillars of suburban-centered economic development, racial segregation,
and metropolitan political fragmentation. Unlike many of their forebears from the Gilded Age and
Progressive era, who believed that cities were the nation’s economic engines, proponents of
suburban capitalism looked to segregated suburbs as the surest path to growth and prosperity.
After making their initial investments—usually in new homes, businesses, or community
improvement projects—suburban capitalists looked to insulate their economic interests from
urban officials by effectively seceding from big cities.31 In practice, then, suburban capitalism
entailed the shifting of economic resources from cities to segregated suburbs along with an
explicitly antiurban political program. Such hostility toward cities and urban dwellers was hardly
new, having first surfaced in the railroad and streetcar suburbs of Boston, New York City, and
other metropolises during the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century battles over
annexation. Still, it is possible to distinguish between these two strands of suburban separatism.
Whereas the earlier variety of secessionism grew primarily out of local concerns, the suburban
capitalism of the postwar era was a national phenomenon with deep roots in federal New Deal
policies.32In Flint and elsewhere, the Federal Housing Administration played an instrumental
role in the rise of suburban capitalism. Mindful of the sacrifices they had made to improve living
standards and secure FHA-backed investments, suburban capitalists and their elected
representatives often supported the incorporation of their communities and vociferously
opposed annexation, metropolitan government, and other urban growth initiatives. Over time,



regional disputes over desegregation, land use, incorporation, and municipal boundaries—all
exacerbated by the FHA’s policies—left the city of Flint isolated from its neighbors and without
room to expand. Much the same occurred across the United States, particularly in the Northeast
and Midwest, where the rise of suburban capitalism helped to isolate and devastate urban
economies from Milwaukee to Baltimore. Federal redlining polices thus did much more than
simply subsidize racial segregation. They also structuralized racial and economic inequalities by
motivating white suburbanites to erect legal and political barriers around themselves and their
wealth-generating investments.33The sheer depth of the Flint area’s political fragmentation first
became recognizable during the postwar jurisdictional battles over GM’s network of suburban
facilities. During the two decades following the onset of World War II, GM executives, like their
peers in many other economic sectors, devised an aggressive corporate growth strategy that
centered on the spatial decentralization of capital. As part of this progrowth agenda, American
business leaders implemented sweeping suburban investment campaigns that shifted immense
amounts of resources and millions of jobs away from the nation’s large urban centers.34
Nowhere was this plan more evident than in the Vehicle City. Between 1940 and 1960, GM
opened eight new industrial facilities in Genesee County, all of them in the suburbs. By 1960 the
twenty-one thousand men and women who labored in GM’s new suburban plants accounted for
over a third of the automaker’s overall workforce in the Flint metropolitan area. That percentage
would only grow over time.35Not all of GM’s suburban factories were examples of corporate
abandonment, capital flight, or “spatial mismatch,” however.36 Neither, for that matter, were
many of the other suburban enterprises that sprouted in postwar America. Rather, the
investment decisions made by local GM executives and other likeminded business leaders
during this period were part of a larger agenda of metropolitan capitalism in which cities such as
Flint were indispensable. On the surface, GM’s philosophy of metropolitan capitalism seemed to
share a great deal in common with the suburban capitalist separatism embraced by many white
property owners, lenders, and federal mortgage underwriters. After all, adherents of both
systems supported racial segregation and implicitly favored suburbs over cities as the best sites
for development. However, proponents of these two progrowth philosophies disagreed about
how best to maximize the return on their investments. While suburban capitalists endorsed the
fragmentation of local government, proponents of metropolitan capitalism hoped to maintain
close ties to cities, municipal policy makers, and urban dwellers.The contrast between the
spatial and political approaches employed at Ford Motor Company in metropolitan Detroit and
those utilized at GM in Genesee County helps to illustrate the differences between these two
forms of capitalism. At Ford, executives pursued an aggressive suburban capitalist growth
strategy that began in the early twentieth century with the shifting of industrial production from
Detroit to the nearby white suburbs of Highland Park and Dearborn. After opening the new
facilities, Ford’s leaders waged successful campaigns to protect them from annexation by Detroit
officials. The desire to escape big-city taxes and regulations, along with the quest to associate
with smaller and presumably more manipulable local governments, seems to have played a



pivotal role in driving Ford’s version of suburban capitalism.37Automobile executives charted a
somewhat different course in the Flint area, however. There company leaders also wanted to
control local government. Furthermore, like Henry Ford and his associates, GM’s directors
preferred new factory sites in suburbs very close to the municipal border that were easily
accessible to most city dwellers, including African Americans. The opening of such facilities thus
seldom resulted in meaningful spatial mismatches between urban residents and suburban jobs.
Unlike the decision makers at Ford, however, GM’s leaders in Flint harbored no animus toward
the city or its elected officials. In fact, when GM chiefs ordered new plants built in suburban
Genesee County, they did so with the full support of Flint’s municipal leadership. Moreover,
representatives of GM built facilities in the Genesee County suburbs with the explicit hope that
the city would one day acquire them, through either annexation or the creation of a regional
government. Accordingly, GM officials actively supported the annexation of all of their outlying
factories in Genesee County as well as a 1958 plan known as “New Flint,” which promised to
consolidate the Vehicle City and its urbanized suburbs under a more efficient metropolitan
“super government.”In the end, a powerful coalition of suburban capitalists, policy makers, and
judges defeated New Flint, proving along the way that there were clear limits to GM’s local
political power. Even in defeat, however, GM’s leaders evinced a genuine commitment to
remaining in Flint—at least for a time. Their dedication to producing automobiles in postwar Flint
suggests the need for an alternative periodization of urban deindustrialization. Recent
scholarship on the history of capital migrations in modern America suggests that the
deindustrialization of the nation’s urban centers began during the postwar era as business
owners sought out new investment opportunities in suburbs, rural areas, the “Sunbelt” states of
the South and West, and abroad.38 While this may well have been the case in places such as
Detroit and Oakland, it was not true of Flint; Youngstown, Ohio; Gary, Indiana; or other cities
where deindustrialization set in later.39 Although GM and other local companies clearly shifted
capital from the city to the suburbs during the postwar decades, Flint’s industrial crisis did not
originate in that era. On the contrary, it was not until the 1970s and 1980s when company
officials, frustrated by their declining ability to control local politics and enticed by new
opportunities overseas and in the states of the South and West, gave up on their metropolitan
capitalist growth strategy and began disinvesting from the Flint area altogether. The decision to
reject New Flint and metropolitan capitalism in favor of a more divisive and fragmentary
suburban capitalist order thus had extraordinary implications for the city’s fate—implications
that, when viewed from the local vantage point, seem almost as significant as the rise of
neoliberalism and economic globalization.40The concepts of metropolitan capitalism and
suburban capitalism have a much broader and enduring significance, however. With all their
connotations of competition, profit seeking, and power, the two terms provide a useful lens for
viewing the history of suburbanization in the postwar United States. Conflicts over race, space,
capital, and power were almost constant features of the nation’s metropolitan political landscape
in the postwar decades. Furthermore, the pursuit of economic gain and capitalist expansion—



whether by individual homeowners looking to increase their property values, mortgage lenders
in search of profits, small business owners looking for new customers, or major corporations
seeking to enrich stockholders—played a major role in driving suburban growth. Such structural
imperatives were not the only forces responsible for mass suburbanization, of course. Concerns
about space and privacy and a whole host of additional factors, many of them social and
cultural, also led many Americans to favor suburbs over cities. Still, when taken together, the
frameworks of suburban and metropolitan capitalism shed fresh new light on the political
economy of suburbanization. Indeed, to the extent to which the quests for economic security and
profit helped to power the rush to suburbia, metropolitan and suburban capitalism were two of
the dominant philosophies of the twentieth century.In detailing Flint’s experiences with structural
racism and metropolitan economic development, Demolition Means Progress builds upon a
recent body of scholarship that questions the utility of regionally based historical frameworks.41
Beyond illuminating the myths embedded in the de facto–de jure / North-South segregation
binary, Flint’s story begs for a reconsideration of the well-known Rust Belt–Sunbelt economic
model. Over the past thirty years, historians of American business and politics have made a
compelling case that the decades following World War II witnessed the simultaneous economic
ascendance of the suburbs and the states of the South and West. Because of these local and
regional shifts, northern industrial cities such as Flint, Cincinnati, and Philadelphia saw their
economic fortunes decline sharply. Many Americans, in turn, began using the terms “Sunbelt”
and “Rust Belt” to contrast the fast-growing states of the nation’s southern and western rims with
the fading industrial centers of the Midwest and Northeast.42 In reality, though, neither the Rust
Belt nor the Sunbelt has ever been a coherent geographic region. Rather, the Rust Belt and
Sunbelt are narratives of regional development that mask important countervailing realities at
the local level. While the discourse on the Sunbelt tends to camouflage social inequalities by
emphasizing the economic dynamism of the South and West, the story of the Rust Belt often
functions as an exclusionary declension narrative—one that revolves much too closely around
the experiences of white working-class men.43 Without question, the twenty-five years following
World War II were a golden era of job security and consumer affluence for millions of white male
workers in the United States. To many of these individuals, the industrial crises of the 1970s and
1980s seemed to mark the end of an exceptional epoch in American history. Yet for African
Americans and others, the postwar decades were an era marked by widespread discrimination
and segregation. With its emphasis on the loss of postwar abundance, the story of Rust Belt
decline obscures this differential experience.44Equally important, the Rust Belt and Sunbelt
narratives conceal significant economic shifts that have occurred within metropolitan areas. By
the 1970s urban economic crises were unfolding not only in northern industrial centers such as
Flint and Cleveland but also in Atlanta, Los Angeles, and other ostensibly booming Sunbelt
metropolises. Even during the worst of the 1970s and 1980s crises, however, many of the
nation’s suburbs, including a large number of Flint’s, remained economically vibrant. Although
prosperous, overwhelmingly white Genesee County suburbs such as Fenton and Linden were



(and are) technically part of the region known as the Rust Belt, they had (and continue to have)
very little in common with the rapidly deindustrializing cities of Flint and Detroit. By the same
token, economically depressed neighborhoods within cities such as Houston and Phoenix stand
in stark contrast to many of the dynamic, fast-growing suburbs that surround them.45 Ultimately,
then, the patterns of uneven local development that reign in Flint and the nation as a whole point
away from regional frameworks and toward the need for more precise metropolitan-oriented
geographic models. Likewise, the saga of Flint’s transformation confirms that it is wisest to
investigate the origins of America’s urban-industrial crisis from a metropolitan vantage point.As
historians Robert Self, Matthew Lassiter, and others have demonstrated, the metropolitan lens
also helps to clarify the full range of actors and forces undergirding racial and spatial inequality
in modern America.46 “White flight” is unquestionably one such force—and a powerful one at
that. On its own, however, the white flight narrative, with its focus squarely on developments
occurring inside cities, is insufficient to explain the racial and spatial transformations that took
place in the nation’s metropolitan centers after World War II. At first blush, the striking
demographic shifts that created black majorities in Flint and other American cities seem to
bolster the explanatory power of white flight.47 Between 1950 and 2010, the number of whites
living in Flint dropped precipitously, from 149,100 to 38,328, while the city’s African American
population increased from 13,906 to 57,939.48 As was the case in New Orleans, Chicago, and
other cities, the majority of whites who left Flint moved to segregated suburbs. In some
instances the desire to flee integration—or its specter—was clearly an important factor driving
suburbanization.49 However, there were also numerous other forces at work. Large numbers of
whites departed Flint and other urban centers long before African Americans and other people
of color appeared in their neighborhoods, and many others migrated directly to the suburbs from
other parts of the country without ever residing in the city. Additionally, beyond the conditions
inside cities that drove some whites away, an array of “pull” forces helped to make suburbs
appealing in their own right. The allure of federally insured homes, the opening of new commuter-
friendly superhighways, suburban job growth, the quest for safe streets and better schools, and,
crucially, local public policies favoring suburbanization all existed alongside—and at times
reinforced—racial avoidance as factors driving the rush to the suburbs.Whether in discussions
of racial succession or elsewhere, the centrality of the local in metropolitan history is a key
theme of this book.50 Although a glimpse of the past reveals many instances in which local
actors, conditions, and policies exerted a decisive influence over the Flint area’s trajectory, the
importance of such forces became especially apparent during two distinct moments in the
Vehicle City’s history: the campaigns waged between the 1930s and the 1950s to modernize the
region’s working-class suburbs and the 1960s and 1970s battles over “slum clearance” and
open housing. During the decades surrounding World War II, residents of Flint’s underdeveloped
suburbs often complained bitterly about poor schools, bumpy roads, inadequate utilities, and
other nuisances that detracted from property values and a high standard of living. In their
concerted attempts to overcome federal redlining and alleviate such frustrations, suburban



officeholders routinely called for tax increases. Far from being angered by such requests,
suburbanites in the Flint area often supported local tax hikes, at least for a time during the
postwar era. This widespread sentiment in favor of higher taxes stemmed not only from national-
level pressures created by the FHA’s redlining policies, but also from the severity of conditions in
many suburban areas and a number of other local considerations—considerations that led many
suburbanites in Genesee County to choose a different course from the tax-revolting path taken
by their counterparts in other metropolitan areas.51The significance of the local was also on
display during the urban renewal and fair housing struggles of the 1960s and 1970s. As in other
cities, Flint’s open occupancy movement emerged out of a set of highly localized battles over
urban renewal and freeway construction. In 1958 spokespersons for the city announced their
intention to clear the overwhelmingly black Floral Park and St. John Street neighborhoods to
make way for new freeways and an industrial park. Municipal and corporate leaders promised
that the redevelopment of such “blighted” neighborhoods would produce new jobs and
economic growth. Rather than opposing the clearance plan, as African Americans in Oakland,
New York City, and other larger metropolises did, black activists in Flint, after considering their
small numbers and relative lack of political power, opted to pursue an aggressive civil rights
agenda from within the prorenewal coalition.52 These organizers consistently failed to achieve
their objectives, however. Between the late 1950s and the late 1970s, GM executives and Flint’s
political leadership demolished St. John and Floral Park, replacing them with a freeway, an
industrial park, segregated public housing complexes, and vacant land. Ultimately those policy
interventions destroyed thousands of local jobs while strengthening the region’s color lines.The
durability of the racial divide in the Flint area and across the United States underscores the need
for an expansive chronological framework for analyzing the history of administrative segregation.
In 1968, a watershed year in the civil rights movement, lawmakers in Flint, the state of Michigan,
and the nation’s capital all passed fair housing legislation. Even after the enactment of such
formal protections, however, both government policies and private actions continued to bolster
segregation and inequality in Flint and other communities.53 In the Flint area, a controversial
federal housing assistance program for low-income home purchasers known as Section 235
proved to be an important vehicle for deepening such divisions. Theoretically, Section 235 was
supposed to open up new residential options for African Americans and the poor in both cities
and suburbs. In actuality, though, the Section 235 program hardened the color line and fanned
racial tensions, particularly in the inner-ring suburb of Beecher, which received a
disproportionate share of low-cost government housing units.54 Equally important, the Section
235 program unleashed a wave of federalized predatory lending on people of color and the poor
that grimly foreshadowed the subprime mortgage crisis of the early twenty-first century.55 In the
cases of Beecher and untold other communities, the government “subsidies” offered through the
Section 235 program were really more like debts—financial shackles that exploited poor and
working-class families and impeded the struggle for racial and economic justice.56Demolition
Means Progress is a two-part book consisting of ten chronologically and thematically arranged



chapters focusing on the residential color line, school segregation, employment discrimination,
suburban development, urban renewal, and deindustrialization. Part I, “Company Town,”
explores the structures of racial and economic inequality and metropolitan development in the
Flint area from the early 1900s through the 1950s. As GM rose to prominence during the first half
of the twentieth century, Flint’s rapid growth resulted in a series of housing shortages,
infrastructure crises, and public health disasters. The opening chapters analyze local and
federal responses to Flint’s growth in the areas of housing, education, and employment as well
as the economic, geographic, and racial considerations that drove city leaders’ policy choices.
Chapter 1 addresses home construction efforts during the interwar era, the growth of racially
restrictive housing covenants, the Vehicle City’s deep-seated culture of Jim Crow, and the birth
of federal redlining initiatives. Chapter 2 investigates the origins and early development of local
GM executive Charles Stewart Mott’s “community education” initiative as well as the board of
education policies that helped to maintain school and neighborhood segregation in Flint. In
chapter 3, the focus moves to racial and gender discrimination in the workplace and the battles
over fair employment that broke out in the 1940s and 1950s.In chapters 4 and 5, the setting
shifts from the city to the suburbs. Chapter 4 explains how local residents and elected officials in
the working-class areas of the out-county overcame suburban redlining by raising taxes,
urbanizing their governments and services, luring middle-class homeowners, maintaining racial
segregation, and becoming politically independent from surrounding communities. Chapter 5
addresses the decentralization of capital in postwar Flint and the ensuing conflicts that occurred
between suburban capitalists and those who endorsed GM’s philosophy of metropolitan
capitalism. Part I closes with the pivotal defeat of the New Flint plan—a loss that shook GM’s
faith in local politics while imperiling the city’s economy.Part II, “Fractured Metropolis,” begins
with chapters 6 and 7, which explore the struggles over open housing, urban renewal, and
neighborhood transition that broke out in Genesee County during the 1960s and 1970s. After
years of relative calm, the fair housing movement first gained momentum in the late 1950s and
early 1960s in response to the city’s controversial plan for “slum clearance.” Although activists
eventually succeeded in their quest to win a municipal open occupancy ordinance, racial
discrimination persisted. In the end, the city’s urban renewal program hardened the color line
while hastening the process of deindustrialization. Moreover, the clearance of black
neighborhoods contributed to a destructive wave of blockbusting and racial succession within
the city and several inner-ring suburbs.By the early 1970s the battles over neighborhood
succession had migrated across Flint’s border into the suburb of Beecher. There, as chapter 8
demonstrates, the federal government’s Section 235 housing program unleashed a rash of
predatory lending and waves of racial succession that helped to “tip” Beecher toward a black
majority. However, Beecher’s experience proved to be somewhat exceptional, as suburban
policy makers in other areas of the county successfully employed exclusionary zoning and other
forms of administrative segregation to forestall the “Beecherization” of their communities. The
defense of the color line outside the city was part of a wider campaign for suburban



independence that accelerated in the 1960s and 1970s. The secession of Flint’s suburbs—
which marked the culmination of the FHA’s original suburban capitalist development strategy—
made it virtually impossible for Flint’s economy to thrive.In chapter 9, the campaign to
desegregate Flint’s public schools takes center stage. In 1975, after many years of delay,
officials from the federal Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW) ordered the Flint
Board of Education to desegregate its schools. Shortly thereafter, the Charles Stewart Mott
Foundation, which had helped to fund Flint’s public schools for many decades, abruptly
withdrew its support for community education and shifted its financial resources toward the city’s
ongoing efforts to revitalize the central business district. Nevertheless, the school board
continued to embrace the neighborhood schools and community education policies that had
kept pupils and their families segregated. After several years of negotiations, the conflict
ultimately ended in 1980 when HEW functionaries endorsed a version of the school board’s
voluntary desegregation plan. As elsewhere, Flint’s voluntary plan failed to deliver racially
integrated schools.Demolition Means Progress ends with the devastating economic crises that
swept across Flint and other industrial cities in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.
During those decades, the combined effects of corporate austerity, mass suburbanization, and
capital disinvestment from the inner city wreaked havoc on Flint’s economy. Predictions that Flint
would become a ghost town turned out to be untrue, however, as civic leaders and residents
continued in their quest to revitalize and repopulate the city. In most cases, though, their efforts
failed to deliver economic opportunities and racial equity to the Vehicle City and its growing
black majority.The story that follows is one of a city and a region transformed by an almost
ceaseless quest for revitalization. The deeply entrenched patterns of racial, spatial, and
economic inequality that grew out of such renewal efforts were neither innocent nor exceptional.
On the contrary, the extreme social injustices that Flint activists confronted before and after
World War II had their roots in a deep national well of private antipathies, growth-obsessed
public policies, and discriminatory government actions that first converged during the early
twentieth century. In their attempts to stimulate economic growth, foster community solidarity,
and revitalize areas perceived to be in decline, civic leaders in Flint and other American cities
ultimately created dense webs of legal, popular, and administratively driven inequality. Although
the details of Flint’s story are different, of course, from those of other places, the Vehicle City’s
experience with the unending process of urban renewal remains more representative than
peculiar. Indeed, Flint’s tangled history of social division, with all of its local variations, is every bit
as American as the golden Chevrolet Bel Aire that rolled through the Vehicle City’s segregated
streets on November 23, 1954.PART ONECompany Town1City Building and Boundary
MakingOn the eve of the Allied victory in World War II, as Michigan’s defense plants hummed
and the nation’s economy boomed, Carl Crow, the official historian of the Buick division of
General Motors, penned a glowing tribute to his employer and its hometown. Published in 1945,
Crow’s encomium included the phrase “Buick is Flint and Flint is Buick,” a simple but revealing
statement that captured the close relationship between GM and the Vehicle City. Comparing the



company-town bond to that of a “self-sacrificing father and a successful son,” GM’s chronicler
saluted the people of Flint for enabling GM’s rise to industrial supremacy. Because of GM’s
triumphs, Crow averred, Flint’s citizens had obtained a degree of security and prosperity that
made them the envy of the world.1 Like many of the city’s promoters, Crow believed that Flint’s
successes symbolized the fruition of the American Dream of progress, prosperity, and
opportunity. “America is a thousand Flints,” he concluded, because the city and its people
exemplified the principles and aspirations that made the United States a beacon of hope for the
wider world.2Although Flint’s standing as a leading industrial city would ultimately prove fleeting,
Crow’s optimism at war’s end was understandable. By the time he had finished writing The City
of Flint Grows Up, the United States sat on the cusp of one of the longest periods of economic
expansion and consumer prosperity in human history. As one of the world’s preeminent
manufacturing centers, Flint played a major role in driving the nation’s post–World War II
economic boom. Equally important, the cars and trucks made in the Vehicle City helped to fuel
the transportation revolution that transformed the United States into a predominantly suburban
nation. In exchange for these accomplishments, Flint’s autoworkers earned impressively high
wages, particularly after they unionized in the 1930s. Hoping to claim a share of that bounty, tens
of thousands of migrants flocked to the Vehicle City during the first half of the twentieth century.
Their arrivals helped to make Flint the eleventh-fastest-growing city in the United States, a fact
that seldom escaped the area’s boosters. Nevertheless, conditions on the ground in this densely
populated working-class town were much more complicated than Crow and others were willing
to acknowledge. To wit, the Flint that Crow championed was also a harshly divided city.3During
the decades preceding World War II, a potent combination of private discrimination, federal
housing and development initiatives, corporate practices, and municipal public policies
converged to make Flint one of the most racially segregated cities in the United States. As was
the case in most other urban communities nationwide, housing proved to be a key venue for the
establishment and maintenance of Flint’s color line. In the 1910s and 1920s, GM executives and
local real estate developers worked to resolve the area’s deep housing shortage by building new
homes and neighborhoods for migrant workers. Because the deeds to these new properties
contained racially restrictive covenants, however, they were available only to white buyers. By
the 1930s federal and local policy makers had begun playing a more active role in shaping the
Flint area’s residential housing market. Still, though, segregation was the rule. Across the nation,
in fact, New Deal housing programs hardened popular, legal, and administratively driven forms
of residential segregation. During the 1930s officers from the federal Home Owners’ Loan
Corporation helped to codify racist standards for measuring mortgage risks, neighborhood
stability, and market vitality. Later adopted by officials from the Federal Housing Administration,
those standards led to the systematic practice of mortgage redlining. Working alongside local
realtors, builders, and municipal officials, FHA representatives in Flint and other places
established rules for metropolitan real estate development that all but required discrimination
against African Americans.For a time during the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s, many of these



same federal policy makers also engaged in suburban redlining. This punitive practice forced
officials from the area’s white working-class suburbs to provide new services and establish
political independence from Flint as a prerequisite to obtaining federal mortgage insurance. Over
time, the redlining of Flint’s dilapidated suburbs fostered the growth of a socially and politically
divisive brand of suburban capitalism. As with whites-only schools, parks, and workplaces, the
segregated and politically fragmented residential arrangements that proliferated during this
period fit comfortably within Flint’s civic culture of Jim Crow.Company and TownFlint’s
phoenixlike emergence on the national scene was a testament to copious amounts of hard work,
government support, and imperial ambition. The city’s identity as a commercial and industrial
center first began to take shape in 1819, when an enterprising settler named Jacob Smith
established a fur trading post on the Flint River. Prior to then, several groups of Ojibwe Indians
had shared the sparsely developed lands of the Saginaw Valley with an assortment of trappers,
subsistence farmers, and territorial officials. By 1820 the US government had acquired all of the
Ojibwe lands in southeastern Michigan through a mix of treaties, purchases, and raw violence.4
Flint’s ascent as an urban and commercial hub coincided with this era of Native American
dispossession and displacement. Located between Detroit and Saginaw, Smith’s settlement on
the banks of the Flint River was an excellent stopping point for both traders and travelers. An
influx of settlers during the antebellum period helped to turn Flint into a bustling hamlet of nearly
twenty thousand permanent residents. Encouraged by this growth, community leaders launched
a successful campaign for municipal incorporation in 1855. Soon after that, the city’s burgeoning
lumber and carriage manufacturing industries began attracting thousands of workers to
Genesee County. Nevertheless, Flint remained a tiny, relatively unknown city until the turn of the
twentieth century, when the arrival of the “horseless carriage” inaugurated a new epoch in the
community’s history.The birth of the automobile industry helped to transform Flint from a small
town into a metropolitan center. The shift began shortly after engineers unveiled the first
generation of gasoline-powered cars in the 1880s, at which point area investors launched a
campaign to recruit automobile companies to the Flint region. Civic boosters achieved a major
victory in 1904 when one of the area’s leading industrialists, James H. Whiting, acquired the
Buick Motor Company and relocated its manufacturing operations to Flint’s north side. Soon
afterward, Whiting hired a Flint-based carriage maker and speculator named Billy Durant to run
his new venture. Durant promptly moved Buick’s industrial operations ninety miles southeast to
the city of Jackson, Michigan, however, claiming that Buick’s Flint facilities were too small and
outdated. In response, civic leaders, in what would become a recurring theme in the city’s
history, launched a major fundraising campaign to bring Buick back to Flint. Within weeks, local
bankers and industrialists had pledged over five hundred thousand dollars in stock
subscriptions, which provided Durant with the capital necessary to build a suitable assembly
plant on Flint’s north side. By 1906 Durant and Buick had returned to Flint to establish long-term
operations.5Two years later, Durant founded the General Motors Corporation. Eager to build an
industrial empire, Durant promptly acquired the Olds, Cadillac, and Oakland automobile



companies. On the strength of those investments, GM quickly became one of the world’s leading
automobile producers, bringing windfall profits to Durant, Whiting, Charles Stewart Mott, and
other local industrialists. By 1929 Durant’s company had produced ten million cars, and GM was
well on its way to becoming the world’s largest industrial firm. As GM’s birthplace and
manufacturing headquarters, Flint grew rapidly during this freewheeling era of corporate
expansion.6 Between 1900 and 1930, Flint’s population soared from just 13,103 to 156,492.7As
GM grew and opened new manufacturing and assembly facilities, the city began to resemble
Pittsburgh, Cleveland, and other industrial metropolises. On the near north side—to the west of
the gritty St. John Street neighborhood, the Flint River, and the Chesapeake and Ohio rail lines—
sat GM’s massive complex of Buick plants. With an employee roll that routinely exceeded twenty-
five thousand, “The Buick” was Flint’s largest employer and virtually a city unto itself. Nearby
there were two major industrial facilities operated by GM’s AC Spark Plug division. At its peak,
AC employed nearly twenty thousand workers who manufactured spark plugs, oil filters, and
other auto parts. On Flint’s west side, in a valley surrounding the Flint River, visitors could find
GM’s Fisher Body 2 plant and a large complex of Chevrolet plants known as “Chevy in the Hole.”
There nearly twenty thousand workers produced GM’s top-selling line of cars and trucks. Just to
the northwest of Chevy in the Hole, on the corner of Third and Chevrolet Avenues, stood the
General Motors Institute of Technology, an elite division of the company dedicated to training
automobile engineers and corporate managers. Another of Flint’s major industrial facilities was
the Fisher Body 1 plant, located on the city’s far south side. By 1955 eight thousand workers at
Fisher Body 1 manufactured automobile bodies for the north side Buick plants.8 An industrial
marvel, Flint was home to more GM workers than any other city in the world and second only to
Detroit in annual vehicle production. “It is to the automobile,” claimed the New York Times
Magazine in 1937, “what Pittsburgh is to steel, what Akron is to rubber.”9Although the Vehicle
City’s booming economy attracted migrants from virtually every part of the world, Flint was much
less diverse than most urban centers. As late as 1930, over 80 percent of Flint’s residents were
native-born whites, most of them Protestants. Approximately three-quarters of Flint’s people
hailed from either Michigan or the nearby states of Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and Wisconsin. Nearly
15 percent of Flint’s residents in 1930 were born in the South, many from the states of Arkansas,
Kentucky, Missouri, and Tennessee. In a striking departure from many other urban areas, foreign-
born residents accounted for just 14 percent of the city’s overall population on the eve of the
Depression. Among these immigrants, the largest numbers were from England, Scotland, and
Anglophone sections of Canada. Whereas Catholics hailing from Poland, Italy, and elsewhere
constituted up to a third of the population in Detroit, Chicago, and other midwestern cities,
southern and eastern Europeans accounted for only 19 percent of Flint’s already small
immigrant total. Similarly, only a tiny fraction of the city’s total population—approximately 1
percent—were of either Hispanic or Asian descent. For their part, African Americans
represented just 3.6 percent of the Vehicle City’s relatively homogeneous Depression-era
population.10Figure 1.1. Aerial view of “The Buick,” n.d., circa 1925. The Buick manufacturing



and assembly complex on Flint’s north side was one of GM’s largest and most important
industrial facilities in the United States. During the postwar era, approximately twenty-five
thousand men and women worked within this sprawling compound. With numerous GM facilities
scattered throughout Genesee County, metropolitan Flint was the company’s international
manufacturing headquarters for most of the twentieth century. Courtesy of the Richard P.
Scharchburg Archives, Kettering University, Flint, MI.Upon arriving in the Flint area, most
migrants knew that they wanted to make a living at General Motors. They knew much less,
however, about where, with whom, and under what conditions they would live. For many
newcomers, then, the quest to locate housing also involved a broader process of discovering the
region, its built environment, and its people. Among many poor and working-class whites, that
process centered on outlying areas, where land was least expensive, taxes were low, and
building and zoning regulations were minimal.11 By 1930 there were almost sixty thousand
people living in suburban Flint, most of them residing in the townships of Burton, Flint, Genesee,
and Mt. Morris, which formed a contiguous border around the city. These semirural areas just
beyond the city limits contained a small number of professionally built subdivisions along with
numerous informal working-class settlements, most of which lacked urban amenities such as
parks, sewers, and paved roads.12 Residents of Flint’s underdeveloped suburbs tended to be
poor white migrant workers, most of them relatively uneducated, and the housing stock included
many one-room shacks and temporary homes. Because many poor and working-class migrants
could not afford to hire professional developers, do-it-yourself building was an extremely
common practice.13 In nearby suburbs such as Genesee Township, for instance, owner-built
homes made up well over half of the overall housing stock.14 In describing the housing that
ringed the city’s borders, Flint’s building inspector Peter J. Weidner noted that the Vehicle City
was “fringed on all sides with shanty towns.”15Flint’s overwhelmingly poor and working-class
suburbs were unique in some ways and representative in others. Across North America,
metropolitan regions featured widely differential class profiles that were ultimately refracted in
the suburban landscape. In larger cities such as New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, the
suburban periphery was a variegated landscape of rich, middling, and poorer communities
characterized by varying degrees of privilege and social exclusivity. In more heavily blue-collar
metropolises such as Flint and Detroit, by contrast, roughly hewn working-class settlements
dominated the suburban periphery. In short, the Flint of the early twentieth century lacked
picturesque, high-end suburbs such as Riverside, outside of Chicago; Llewellyn Park, New
Jersey, near New York City; or Pacific Palisades in Southern California. Instead, Flint’s wealthiest
citizens tended to cloister their affluence in residential settings fairly close to the city center. As a
result, Flint’s suburbs were more gritty and undeveloped than those in many other metropolitan
areas.16Housing and living conditions were far more variable inside the city. Because of Flint’s
rapid growth, standard affordable housing was extremely difficult to locate for many migrants.
Tents, tarpaper shacks, and other “homes of the homeless” were thus quite common throughout
the city. As one observer sarcastically noted about Flint’s cramped, substandard living



arrangements, “they keep them [residents] so thick that their feet hang out the windows.”17
Nevertheless, the city also claimed many middle-class and even wealthy neighborhoods, most
of them on the west and northwest sides.18 Unlike the informal working-class settlements that
straddled the city limits, Glendale Hills and other premier west side neighborhoods had full
access to municipal services and utilities, featured new homes of sound construction, and
contained a highly educated, economically stable mix of skilled autoworkers and professionals.
According to a 1934 survey sponsored by the federal Civil Works Administration, the
neighborhoods of the west side were “almost entirely white” with “few machine operators or
unskilled workers” and virtually no immigrants from outside northern Europe.19Figure 1.2.
Substandard working-class housing, n.d., circa 1910. Flint’s rapid growth during the first half of
the twentieth century resulted in severe housing shortages. Upon arriving in the Flint area,
thousands of migrants erected their own homes, often in shantytowns near GM factories or in
the largely undeveloped working-class suburbs that proliferated just beyond the city limits. From
the mid-1930s through the early 1950s, officials from the Federal Housing Administration used
the power of mortgage redlining to force suburbanites to improve government services and
eradicate low-cost homes such as these. Courtesy of the Richard P. Scharchburg Archives,
Kettering University, Flint, MI.To the southeast of these exclusive west side enclaves were a
number of older neighborhoods ringing the city’s downtown commercial core. During the 1920s
and 1930s, many of these formerly wealthy areas experienced population loss, the conversion of
large homes to rental units, and the spread of rooming houses and commercial structures. As a
result, once privileged communities such as Grand Traverse and the area that came to be
known as Carriage Town began to show signs of housing dilapidation and social instability.
Although these areas featured many attractive Victorian homes and a relatively well-educated
population, the arrival of small numbers of African Americans, southern European immigrants,
and other “undesirable” social groups led to waves of white departures and disinvestment.20Not
all of Flint’s close-in neighborhoods suffered such high rates of turnover, however. Woodlawn
Park, just to the east of downtown, was perennially one of Flint’s most exclusive residential
areas. Home to Charles Stewart Mott, GM’s largest stockholder, and other company brass, this
all-white community featured a mix of elegant mansions and attractive brick and masonry
homes that were among the newest, priciest, and most carefully restricted in the city.21 It also
contained many of the city’s most important civic and cultural institutions including Central High
School and, by the 1950s, the Flint Public Library and the Flint Institute of Arts. Although
Woodlawn Park bordered two poorer neighborhoods that housed numerous black and
immigrant families, racially restrictive housing covenants and a host of popular and
administratively driven segregationist devices kept the area all white and ethnically
homogeneous.Several miles north of Woodlawn Park was the St. John Street neighborhood,
home to the city’s main vice district, its largest concentration of poverty, and its second-highest
proportion of African Americans. Surrounded on three sides by the Buick factories, the Flint
River, and a labyrinth of rail lines, this teardrop-shaped community formed the historic heart of



the so-called North End, a collection of gritty working-class neighborhoods between Saginaw
Street and the riverfront stretching from Fifth Avenue on the edge of downtown all the way to the
city’s northern border. A writer for the Flint Journal once remarked on its near complete isolation,
noting, “St. John is virtually an island in a city. On its west side the massive Buick complex is like
a mountain range. On the east is the Flint River. There are few ways to get in and out.”22 By all
accounts, St. John was a heavily polluted neighborhood, and it contained some of the oldest,
most dilapidated housing in the city.23 However, the area was also home to a large number of
small business owners and professionals and was one of the most racially and ethnically diverse
sections of the city. According to one survey, “Nativity is highly mixed with negroes largely from
the south and a large number of white occupants from central, eastern and southern Europe.
There is also a considerable number from Asia Minor and from Mexico.”24For those seeking to
escape the soot and noise of St. John, the community of Floral Park presented many attractive
options. Located on the southwestern border of Woodlawn Park in an area bounded by Fifth
Street, the Grand Trunk Railroad tracks, South Saginaw Street, and Lapeer Road, Floral Park
was home to a diverse array of immigrants, African Americans, and working-class whites. Prior
to World War II, blacks could find housing only in a small section of the neighborhood near the
Grand Trunk rail lines. Despite such rigid segregation, however, the area housed an eclectic mix
of professionals, domestics, shopkeepers, and factory workers. Unlike the inhabitants of St. John
—who suffered from industrial pollution and spatial isolation—Floral Park residents benefited
from the neighborhood’s location near downtown shops and the Thread Lake recreation area.
The Clifford Street Community Center, Quinn Chapel AME Church, the Michigan Theater, and
the Golden Leaf nightclub anchored the south side’s highly segregated yet bustling public
sphere. To be sure, poverty and substandard housing were common in Floral Park, just as they
were in St. John. Nonetheless, black residents of the south side enjoyed a somewhat privileged
social status that correlated with the neighborhood’s distance from the North End.25Due
primarily to their affordability, Floral Park and St. John were popular destinations for poor and
working-class migrants of all racial and ethnic backgrounds during the first half of the twentieth
century. Over time, however, whites discovered well-worn paths out of the two neighborhoods,
many of them leading to the segregated working-class districts of Flint’s east side or the new
frontiers of suburbia. For African Americans, by contrast, Flint offered precious few housing
options. The relative immobility of African Americans stemmed in part from the peculiar urban
and industrial geographies that isolated St. John from the rest of the city. However, the hydra of
popular, administrative, and, occasionally, legal Jim Crow helped to shape the region’s
settlement patterns even more than the Flint River divide, rail lines, and other physical barriers.
In the first half of the twentieth century, these three modes of segregation found a powerful
synthesis in the spread of court-sanctioned racially restrictive housing covenants, which helped
to ossify Flint’s already stark color lines.Building a Segregated MetropolisGeneral Motors
executives played a quiet but important role in creating and maintaining residential Jim Crow in
Flint. The company’s first major foray into the housing sector occurred in 1919, when executives



established a new company division called the Modern Housing Corporation. It was the first
branch of the corporation devoted to residential construction and sales, and it grew out of the
embarrassment that company chiefs suffered because of the shantytowns that had sprouted
near GM facilities in Flint, Detroit, and other plant cities. By 1933, workers from Modern Housing
had erected nearly three thousand new homes in three subdivisions on Flint’s northwest side.
Later named Civic Park, Chevrolet Park, and Mott Park, GM’s new neighborhoods offered
buyers a choice of twenty-eight different home designs and an array of amenities including
sewer and water connections, gas and electric service, and newly constructed streets and
sidewalks. In their attempts to lure young families with children, GM officials persuaded
members of the Flint Board of Education to construct two new public schools to serve the
neighborhoods. The company also offered generous financing terms that included loans at 6
percent interest and down payments of only 10 percent.26Between 1919 and the early 1930s,
thousands of working-class and professional families rushed to acquire GM’s new houses.
However, the homes were not available to all buyers. Hoping to protect home values and a high
quality of life in the new subdivisions, officials from GM attached stringent, legally enforceable
deed and building restrictions to all the properties. Specifically, GM mandated that only single-
family homes could be built in its new subdivisions and that occupants could not keep livestock,
sell liquor, or construct outdoor cesspools or privies on their properties. The covenants also
required racial segregation, stipulating that homes “could not be leased to or occupied by any
person or persons not wholly of the white or Caucasian race.”27 Because the US Supreme
Court, through a 1926 ruling, and later the FHA endorsed the use of such agreements, they
contributed to a hybrid form of segregation rooted simultaneously in popular attitudes, legal
decisions, and the administrative practices of public officials.28As was the case in other
communities throughout the United States, much of the new housing constructed in the Flint
area between 1900 and 1950 fell under similarly restrictive covenants.29 In Woodlawn Park, for
instance, the James A. Welch Company offered new home sites in “a district fully restricted and
possessing the proper social atmosphere—where environs will always be pleasant and where
values will steadily increase.”30 The covenants for Woodlawn Park stipulated, “No poultry, cattle,
live stock, except watch dogs and family pets and driving horses, shall be kept.” Recognizing the
special needs of the neighborhood’s wealthy residents, Welch also crafted a racial restriction
that allowed visits and overnight stays from service workers while still prohibiting black
residency: “No negroes or persons of negro extraction (except while employed thereon as
servants) shall occupy any of the land.”31 The use of these restrictive covenants provided
homeowners in Woodlawn Park and other areas with the privilege of preselecting their future
neighbors in perpetuity.Figure 1.3. Restrictive housing covenant, 1945. During the first half of the
twentieth century, restrictive housing covenants were a popular tool for maintaining racial
segregation in the United States. The widespread use of court-sanctioned agreements such as
the one shown here, which covered a parcel of land in the elite Woodcroft Estates subdivision on
Flint’s far west side, contributed to the Vehicle City’s perennial standing as one of the nation’s



most segregated urban centers. Courtesy of the Genesee Historical Collections Center,
University of Michigan–Flint.Throughout the region, realtors routinely referenced restrictive
covenants in their marketing campaigns for new housing developments. In the spring of 1930,
George Kellar advertised lots for sale in the Brookside subdivision just east of Woodlawn Park.
Like Welch, Kellar promised buyers “adequate restrictions to protect your home investment.”
That same year, realtor Don Waters marketed “beautiful homesites, adequately restricted—
moderately priced,” in the Glendale Hills neighborhood. Waters also reminded prospective
purchasers that all of his properties were subject to the terms established by the segregated
National Association of Real Estate Boards (NAREB), “an organization governed by a code of
ethics, conceived for the protection of property buyers, owners and sellers.” As part of its ethics
code, NAREB explicitly prohibited member realtors from selling property to nonwhites in
segregated white neighborhoods.32By the close of the 1930s, the widespread use of restrictive
covenants by local residents had helped make Flint the third most segregated city in the nation,
surpassed only by Miami, Florida, and Norfolk, Virginia.33 Housing, however, was but one of the
many domains in which segregation occurred. Like their counterparts in other cities, blacks in
interwar Flint faced a rigid and deeply reticulated system of popular, legal, and administrative
Jim Crow at work, at school, and in most places of public accommodation.34 At GM, black
workers found it next to impossible to gain employment except as janitors or foundry workers.
Likewise, most downtown retailers refused to hire black salespersons and clerks. In the realm of
education, housing segregation and the gerrymandering of attendance districts combined to
keep black and white pupils apart. With few exceptions, this vast network of Jim Crow also
extended into the consumer sphere, where white proprietors of barbershops, restaurants, movie
theaters, hotels, bowling alleys, and taverns either denied service to black customers or
established designated areas or times to accommodate them.35 For instance, prior to the 1940s
black moviegoers could attend shows at the Michigan Theater near Floral Park, but only if they
sat separately in the balcony, or “crow’s nest.”36 Managers of the IMA Auditorium north of
downtown required visiting bands to perform two acts, one for white patrons from 9 p.m. to
midnight, and the second for African Americans, from 1 to 5 a.m.37 The structures of Jim Crow
were so thoroughly embedded in the city’s culture that the color line extended beyond death,
with racially restrictive burial covenants covering nearly all privately owned cemeteries in the
county until 1964.38 “Jim Crow was the rule in Flint, that’s plain as day,” black resident Mary
Helen Loving remembered.39Along with realtors, homeowners, and other private citizens,
municipal officials played an important role in maintaining segregation in interwar Flint. Outside
of the well-defined borders of St. John and Floral Park, black pedestrians and motorists faced
near-constant harassment by officers from the Flint Police Department. Referring to the heavily
policed Flint River color line that divided St. John Street from the all-white east side, Eugene
Simpson, who went on to become pastor of Mt. Tabor Baptist Church, remembered that during
the 1930s “Blacks weren’t allowed across the river unless they were going to school [or work].”40
Local school and recreation officials also practiced administrative Jim Crow. At Central High



School, members of the board of education prohibited African American children from using the
swimming pool until 1944.41 Likewise, park managers at Berston Field House and other public
facilities maintained segregationist policies until the 1940s. Black children wishing to use the
Berston Field House Library could access books only during official school-sponsored visits. For
black swimmers the Berston pool was open only on Wednesdays. To accommodate black
residents the rest of the week, city officials operated outdoor sprinklers across the street. “We
would always have access to the pool after it had been used by the white community,” north side
resident Max Brandon remembered. “And when we finished using the pool that evening, all the
water would be drained out.”42Map 1.1. Black population by census tract, Flint and vicinity,
1940. Source: Minnesota Population Center, National Historical Geographic Information System:
Version 2.0 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2011).Figure 1.4. Flint Masonic Temple
Association minstrel show, 1944. Blackface performances such as this one, held at Flint’s
Masonic Temple in April 1944, were common throughout the United States until well into the
1950s. In Flint and elsewhere, minstrelsy was an integral part of Jim Crow culture. Courtesy of
the Richard P. Scharchburg Archives, Kettering University, Flint, MI.Like segregated schools and
parks, minstrelsy fit comfortably within Flint’s civic culture. In 1940 George Oscar Bowen of the
Flint Board of Commerce published his popular Book of Songs, which contained the lyrics to
minstrel songs such as “Old Black Joe” and “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny.”43 Kiwanis Club
members, who, until at least the 1950s, organized annual minstrel shows to fund charitable
causes, may have used Bowen’s book. During the 1933 Kiwanis show, Flint’s mayor Raymond
Brownell, along with city commissioners Harry Comins and George Barnes, school
superintendent L. H. Lamb, city parks chairperson Arthur Sarvis, Flint Board of Education
member Forest Boswell, and numerous GM executives donned blackface to raise funds for a
children’s health camp.44 At around the same time, an unnamed teacher at Fairview Elementary
School forced young Eugene Simpson to perform minstrel songs for his class. According to
Simpson, “[T]he teacher would have me stand in front of the class and I would sing, ‘I’m a
manish [sic] pickaninny, blacker than a crow.’”45 Regardless of the context, minstrel routines
were spectacles of racial power designed, in the words of black resident Mary Helen Loving, “to
remind black people of their position.”46In the decades preceding World War II, whites in Flint
and many other American cities forged a broad cultural and political consensus on the need for
strict racial segregation. By the mid-1930s, when federal officials began taking a more active
interest in metropolitan real estate markets, Flint was already a segregated and unequal city.
Clearly, then, Flint’s deeply rooted patterns of Jim Crow predated the establishment of the Home
Owners’ Loan Corporation, the Federal Housing Administration, and other important federal
agencies created as part of the New Deal. Nevertheless, the 1930s still marked a turning point in
the history of the color line, for it was during that decade that government officials helped to give
birth to a new federalized system of administrative segregation.The Origins of Federal
RedliningThe Great Depression dealt a vicious blow to the American automobile industry and its
plant cities. In response to the stock market collapse and sagging consumer demand for cars



and other durable goods, automobile manufacturers in the United States cut new vehicle
production by as much as 75 percent.47 The decline of manufacturing devastated Flint’s
economy, generating unemployment rates in the early 1930s that routinely approached 50
percent. By 1938 the number of Flint families on relief had reached 19,658, nearly half of the
households in the city.48 Banks in Flint and across the nation responded to the crisis by sharply
curtailing lending, which helped to decimate the housing market. Between 1928 and 1933, new
residential construction in the United States fell by 95 percent while spending on home repairs
dropped by 90 percent.49 In the Flint metropolitan area, new home starts declined from an
average of 1,786 per year during the 1920s to just 126 by 1933.50 The crash also caused a
sharp decline in the quality of the Flint area’s housing stock. According to a 1934 federal study,
nearly 15 percent of Flint’s housing units required major structural repairs, and at least 2 percent
of the city’s homes warranted immediate demolition. Of the inhabited homes within the city, more
than 20 percent lacked a working bath, and 25 percent had no access to hot water.51Grave
housing shortages also plagued the region during this time. Citywide, there were approximately
thirty-five thousand dwelling units during the 1930s, nearly all of which were detached single-
family wood-frame structures. On average, just over four persons lived in each of the city’s
houses, but because the housing stock consisted primarily of small one- and two-bedroom
“workman’s cottages,” the average Flint bedroom accommodated two people, with some
sections of the city posting even higher occupancy rates. The fact that thousands of unemployed
autoworkers had already left the city prior to the 1934 survey made such figures even more
startling. While many left the state altogether, others followed an emerging North American trend
by setting out for Flint’s largely undeveloped suburbs, where they built their own homes, grew
crops, and raised livestock to make ends meet.52 In all, Flint’s population declined by
approximately five thousand during the 1930s. Meanwhile, its gritty, haphazardly developed
suburbs gained over twenty thousand new residents, most of them poor and working-class
whites.53 Although the outmigrations of unemployed autoworkers significantly reduced
overcrowding in the city, Flint’s housing shortage persisted. According to building inspector Peter
Weidner and other public officials, the problem stemmed primarily from the confluence of Flint’s
rapid, unplanned growth during the 1910s and 1920s—which had created severe housing
shortages that lingered until well after World War II—and the almost complete collapse of the
nation’s residential building industry during the 1930s. Conservatively, Weidner and other
experts estimated that the city needed at least five thousand new homes to meet the housing
needs of its nearly 150,000 residents. To remedy this problem, local officials in Flint and other
cities pinned their hopes on developments in Washington, DC.President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and federal lawmakers wasted little time in addressing the nation’s burgeoning housing crisis. In
June 1933 the president signed legislation creating the Home Owners’ Loan Corporation to help
reduce housing foreclosures and revive the nation’s real estate industry. Seemingly overnight,
the HOLC helped to stabilize local housing markets across the country by acquiring hundreds of
thousands of delinquent home loans and refinancing them under more forgiving terms. By 1936,



when the HOLC ceased its loan acquisition program, federal officials had purchased and
refinanced the mortgages on more than 20 percent of the nation’s nonagricultural, owner-
occupied housing units.54 In the process of doing so, the HOLC helped to reshape the ways in
which Americans thought about home finance, neighborhood stability, and the real estate
market.55 Although the agency’s loan acquisition program lasted for just three years, its policies
introduced millions of Americans to the concept of low-interest, long-term, fully amortized home
mortgages. Prior to the Depression, private lenders in Flint and elsewhere typically offered only
short-term high-interest mortgages, often with large “balloon” payments due up front and at the
end of the loan period.56 By demonstrating that lenders could generate higher profits by
replacing onerous mortgages with fully amortized long-term low-interest loans, the HOLC
revolutionized the world of home finance.Yet the HOLC’s policies also hardened the color line by
enshrining a racially and socioeconomically biased calculus for measuring risk, value, and
stability in residential neighborhoods. As part of its operations, the HOLC created “residential
security maps” for Flint and 238 other American cities. Designed to illustrate mortgage risk
factors, housing conditions, and the overall desirability of residential districts, the security maps
ranked neighborhoods on a descending scale from A to D. The neighborhoods with the most
desirable and valuable housing received a grade of A, color-coded with green on most security
maps, while “second-grade” B neighborhoods were typically blue in color. The least desirable
residential areas earned C and D grades, with C neighborhoods often colored yellow and “fourth-
grade” D areas usually shaded in red. The term redlining, used in reference to the discriminatory
mortgage insurance and lending practices later employed by bankers and FHA officials, derived
from the HOLC’s use of red in mapping D-grade neighborhoods.57Officials from the HOLC often
subcontracted with local realtors to create the residential security maps. In Flint prominent
brokers such as H. H. Darby, Claude Perry, Robert Gerholz, and Mark Piper performed in that
role.58 Typically the HOLC’s surveyors classified and ranked neighborhoods based on eight
criteria: the intensity of sale and rental demand; the percentage of homeowners; the age and
type of buildings; economic stability; the social status of residents; the sufficiency of public
utilities; the accessibility of schools, churches, and businesses; and the building, deed, and
zoning restrictions established to protect the area from “inharmonious” social groups and
incompatible land uses. In order to receive an A rating, a neighborhood had to be only partially
developed and situated within a new, well-planned area, and its housing stock had to be in high
demand regardless of the economic climate. Surveyors from the HOLC relied heavily on the
preexisting lending habits of local bankers to determine which neighborhoods met these criteria.
Consequently, each of the HOLC’s neighborhood descriptions included sections on the
availability of local mortgage funds.59 An A neighborhood, one HOLC report maintained, was
usually “synonymous with the areas where good mortgage lenders with available funds are
willing to make their maximum loans to be amortized over a 10–15 year period.” Neighborhoods
in the B category, by contrast, were usually fully developed and consisted of sturdily built homes
that lacked some high-end features. “The second grade or B grade areas,” the HOLC’s 1937



guidelines for surveyors revealed, “are like a 1935 automobile—still good, but not what people
are buying today who can afford a new one.”60Implicitly, HOLC officials assumed that first- and
second-grade neighborhoods would be all white. Therefore the agency’s formal instructions to
surveyors included no direct references to the racial demography necessary for a neighborhood
to obtain a rating of either A or B. In the descriptions of typical C and D neighborhoods, however,
race and ethnicity appeared prominently. Besides containing more obsolete homes, offering
poor access to transportation facilities, and providing inadequate utility services, third-grade
areas, in the HOLC’s calculus, often had no racially restrictive housing covenants and were
experiencing “infiltration of a lower grade population.” Third-grade areas also had a
preponderance of “jerrybuilt” housing as well as “neighborhoods lacking homogeneity.” At the
bottom of the HOLC’s continuum, fourth-grade, or D, areas often suffered from severe housing
decay and the widespread influx of nonwhite residents. The least desirable neighborhoods,
according to HOLC officials, “are characterized by detrimental influences in a pronounced
degree, undesirable population or an infiltration of it, low percentage of home ownership, very
poor maintenance, and often vandalism present.”61Between 1935 and 1940, representatives
from the HOLC’s city survey program visited and rated thousands of urban and suburban
neighborhoods in 239 metropolitan areas. They conducted their survey of Flint and its suburbs
during the summer of 1937. As HOLC agents and local realtors traveled around the area, they
carried one-page instruction sheets, which they used to complete “area descriptions” for
residential districts. The instruction sheets reminded surveyors to assess the quality of each
neighborhood’s parks and recreation services, “scenic features,” transportation infrastructure,
zoning, residential restrictions, schools, churches, business centers, and utilities. Additionally,
HOLC leaders instructed mapping consultants to search for nuisances, “such things as
obnoxious odors, noises, traffic conditions, fire hazards from certain types of plants such as
cleaning plants, refineries, slaughterhouses, disposal and reclaiming establishments.” According
to the HOLC’s instruction form, “infiltrations of lower grade population or different racial groups,”
along with the “encroachments of apartments commercial or industrial properties,” were also
nuisances that detracted from a neighborhood’s quality.62 To measure the favorability of an
area’s social characteristics, the HOLC asked its agents to list the percentage of Negroes,
foreign-born residents, and families on relief in each neighborhood and to assess the risk of
“infiltration” by these undesirable social groups. By the government’s explicit standards, then,
racial, ethnic, and class segregation were essential components of neighborhood
stability.Overall, the Flint region rated very poorly under the HOLC’s criteria. Even though agents
surveyed fifty residential areas scattered throughout Genesee County, only two neighborhoods
received A ratings: an especially tony section of Woodlawn Park near downtown and the elite
Woodcroft Estates subdivision on Flint’s far west side. These two premier residential areas
featured many expensive new homes protected by strict racial restrictions. The seven blue areas
on Flint’s residential security map included several neighborhoods adjoining Woodcroft Estates
and Woodlawn Park, GM’s Modern Housing Corporation subdivisions, and a few middle-class



enclaves on the far west side of the city. Surveyors reported that these neighborhoods contained
no Negroes, only a handful of foreign-born occupants, and “few—if any” families on relief.63 Of
the remaining forty-one residential areas surveyed, eighteen received a rating of C. These
districts, sprinkled throughout the city and its contiguous suburbs, earned their ratings due to a
variety of factors including the prevalence of substandard working-class housing, the
encroachment of rental units and commercial establishments, the presence of foreign-born and
poor families, high unemployment rates, and proximity to factories, slums, and other nuisances.
Significantly, none of the region’s C-grade districts contained any black residents. Nonetheless,
HOLC survey teams viewed the presence of foreign-born individuals—especially Mexicans,
Asians, and southern and eastern Europeans—as a reliable indication that an area was in
decline.64Map 1.2. Residential security map for the city of Flint and Genesee County (1937) and
the distribution of the black population, Flint and vicinity, 1940. Between 1935 and 1940,
representatives of the federal Home Owners’ Loan Corporation created residential security
maps for the Flint region and 238 other metropolitan areas across the United States. The
HOLC’s maps helped to codify and systematize the widely held notion that racial integration was
a significant mortgage risk factor and, in the process, played a major role in shaping the practice
of redlining in twentieth-century America. In Flint and elsewhere, lenders and officials from the
Federal Housing Administration adhered to the HOLC’s racist standards for measuring
mortgage risk and systematically redlined neighborhoods occupied by African Americans and
other people of color. By the late 1940s and early 1950s, federal redlining and other modes of
administrative segregation had helped to ossify Flint’s color lines while triggering long-term
disinvestment from the inner city. Ironically, though, dozens of Flint’s working-class suburbs,
many of them all white, also suffered during this period due to the FHA’s lesser-known suburban
redlining policies. Sources: Records of the Federal Home Loan Bank Board, Records Relating to
the City Survey File, 1935–1940, box 23, Record Group 195, National Archives II, College Park,
MD; Minnesota Population Center, National Historical Geographic Information System: Version
2.0 (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2011). Map by Gordon Thompson.Just as individual
realtors and bankers had done for decades, the HOLC’s survey teams characterized black
people, the poor, various classes of immigrants, and all varieties of racial integration as
detrimental influences on real estate values, neighborhood stability, and quality of life.
Consequently, the three small areas in the Flint region that contained African American
occupants in 1937 each received a grade of D. Surveyors explained these ratings with brief
annotations such as, “Undesirables—aliens and negroes.” Factors such as proximity to black
residential areas and the absence of either physical or social barriers between “inharmonious”
racial and ethnic groups also played a role in determining which neighborhoods received the
lowest ratings. In all but one case, the all-white neighborhoods that bordered areas with black
residents received either C or D grades. The sole exception was neighborhood “B-6,” which
formed the western edge of Woodlawn Park. This all-white enclave housed an assortment of
middle-class and wealthy property owners, many of whom inhabited newly built single-family



homes. Nevertheless, the area bordered Lapeer Road, the dividing line between Woodlawn Park
and the racially mixed neighborhood of Floral Park. As HOLC surveyors noted, neighborhood
B-6 was “[t]oo close to ‘C’ and ‘D’ areas to the west.” Rather than assign the neighborhood a C
or D grade, however, HOLC consultants issued a B designation, concluding, “Will hold up. Pride
of ownership.”65 West Woodlawn Park no doubt contained many proud homeowners, yet the
neighborhood’s blue grade stemmed also from its abundance of racially restrictive housing
covenants and the impermeability of the Lapeer Road color line that separated it from Floral
Park. During the 1930s and 1940s, many black residents of Floral Park referred to the Lapeer
Road boundary as the Mason-Dixon Line.66Despite their discriminatory guidelines for rating
neighborhoods, HOLC officers agreed to refinance numerous mortgages in C and D areas,
including many held by blacks. Nationwide, in fact, African Americans accounted for
approximately 5 percent of the HOLC’s refinanced mortgages.67 In Flint the HOLC exceeded
the national average by refinancing over a quarter of the single-family home mortgages held by
African Americans—though that accounted for just 237 properties in all.68 However, HOLC
policies clearly dictated that mortgages in “risky” C and D areas “should be made and serviced
on a different basis than in the First and Second grade areas.”69 To account for the supposedly
increased risk of operating in C and D areas, HOLC representatives in Flint and elsewhere
encouraged local banks to charge higher fees and interest rates when lending in “low-grade”
residential neighborhoods. In reality, then, the HOLC’s policies did even more than promote
segregation and provide a blueprint for the future redlining practices of the FHA. They also
contributed in some measure to the economic exploitation of African Americans and other
residents of so-called declining neighborhoods.70While it is undeniable that federal surveyors
paid careful attention to race and ethnicity when assessing mortgage risks, the Flint case
suggests that social class, the provision of municipal services, and other factors were equally
important considerations in the creation of the HOLC’s residential security maps. Significantly, of
the twenty-three Flint neighborhoods that received D ratings, only three contained black
residents. Moreover, none of the all-white suburban districts surveyed in 1937 received a grade
of A. Among the suburban areas included in the Flint security map, only two small slivers of land
in the city of Mt. Morris—both of them well-developed middle-class residential districts—secured
B grades. Remarkably, all other suburban neighborhoods in the Flint region earned either C or D
ratings. For the entire city of Grand Blanc, located in south suburban Flint, HOLC appraisers
issued a C grade while warning of a “trend toward ‘D’ rating.” In addition, the HOLC categorically
assigned D grades to all of the close-in working-class residential areas that ringed the city of
Flint’s borders.71 Beyond weighing racial and ethnic considerations, HOLC surveyors looked
closely at the class composition of residential areas, unemployment figures, building and zoning
codes, housing and school quality, utility services, tax rates, the development of urban
infrastructure, and whether local governments were autonomous. The HOLC’s agents listed no
African American residents in their area descriptions of suburban Flint, but they did find dozens
of poor and working-class neighborhoods with shabbily constructed homes that lacked



municipal water, sanitary sewers, paved roads, and other amenities. Such areas fared very
poorly in the surveys. For neighborhood D-22, a residential area in Burton Township just south of
the city, surveyors explained their D rating by noting, “Comparatively new section of cheap
construction. Laborer’s homes. Outside the city.” Similarly, regarding neighborhood D-20 just
beyond Flint’s southeastern border, a map consultant wrote, “Cheap laborers’ cottages. Some
as small as two rooms. Easternmost three streets are outside the city limits.”72Under the
HOLC’s complicated assessment system, Flint’s heavily working-class suburbs actually rated far
worse than many neighborhoods in the city; and the Flint case was not unique. In fact, much the
same held true in many other metropolitan centers—especially those with large working-class
populations and underdeveloped physical and political infrastructures. In the Detroit area, for
example, HOLC officers surveyed eighty-eight suburban communities, all but a few of them
restricted to whites, yet sixty-one of them received designations of red or yellow.73 Likewise,
HOLC’s map of the Denver metropolitan region included five segregated white suburbs that all
received C or D ratings.74 The Chicago security map fit the same general pattern, with all but
the most carefully restricted, politically independent, economically stable, and infrastructure-rich
suburban areas garnering grades of red or yellow. In their comments on the working-class
suburb of Stone Park, for instance, HOLC surveyors explained their D rating by noting, “There is
no paving, no sidewalks, no sewers, and no trees. It is a community of indiscriminate owner-built
shacks, the occupants of which are dependent on well water and the use of ‘out houses,’ which
are everywhere in evidence.”75 The suburbs of New York City, Cleveland, and other cities fared
somewhat better under the HOLC’s stringent standards, with many of them obtaining first- or
second-grade ratings, but the improved evaluations were due to the fact that a disproportionate
number of these communities were incorporated, possessed strict zoning and building codes,
offered high-quality municipal services, and included many attractive middle-class residential
districts.76 When it came to assessing real estate risk, HOLC’s appraisers were as concerned
with issues related to social class, urbanization, political autonomy, and capital investment as
they were with racial segregation.A thorough review of the HOLC’s nationwide city survey
program reveals several important truths about the rationale that informed neighborhood
appraisals. Clearly, federal surveyors and underwriters looked askance at all-black, all-Latino,
and racially integrated neighborhoods wherever they existed. Still, those same individuals also
assigned C and D ratings to hundreds of working-class suburbs, including huge sections of
Genesee County, primarily because these areas were unincorporated or lacked zoning and
building regulations, municipal services, high-quality housing and schools, and other signs of
affluence and urbanization. It is important to note that just as in the case of black neighborhoods,
HOLC officials did not hesitate to refinance mortgages in poor and working-class white suburbs,
even those that received C and D ratings. Nevertheless, by categorizing such communities as
risky places for investment, appraisers from the HOLC helped to establish and codify the
standards that lenders and FHA officials would later use to engage in suburban redlining.The
Federal Housing AdministrationJust one year after President Roosevelt signed the Home



Owners’ Loan Act, Congress passed the landmark National Housing Act of 1934, which
triggered the formation of the Federal Housing Administration. Like the HOLC, the FHA emerged
out of a growing belief that the health of the private housing market depended upon the spread
of long-term low-interest fully amortized loans. In support of that goal, the FHA offered insurance
on home mortgages issued by local lenders. The goal of the FHA’s insurance policy was to
induce bankers to issue more mortgages by reducing the risks of lending. By almost all
measures, the results of its efforts were astounding. Between 1934 and 1972, the FHA insured
eleven million mortgages, helping to increase home-ownership rates nationwide from 44 to 63
percent.77 In the Vehicle City, where single-family homes already predominated, home-
ownership rates reached as high as 77 percent under the FHA’s insurance program.78Among
their many achievements, FHA policy makers helped to standardize building regulations and
zoning codes to protect residential neighborhoods from inharmonious land uses. Administrators
from the FHA also established national benchmarks for appraising housing quality,
neighborhood stability, and actuarial risks. Following a basic mathematical formula, FHA
underwriters studied and rated neighborhoods and established strict guidelines for local lenders
on which sections of metropolitan areas were eligible to receive federally insured mortgages. In
order to guarantee uniformity, the FHA produced underwriting manuals and other widely
circulated guidelines that outlined the agency’s policies on insuring home mortgages. Like the
HOLC, the FHA rated residential areas on a descending scale from A to D based on a wide
variety of factors including a neighborhood’s economic stability and tax structure, the proximity
of “undesirable” groups and adverse environmental influences, the quality of schools and utility
services, an area’s geographic positioning vis-à-vis civic institutions and commercial facilities,
and social appeal. Officials from the FHA did not always use the same color scheme as the
HOLC, but their racial and spatial logic was essentially the same.The FHA’s approach to lending
in third- and fourth-grade neighborhoods was much different from the HOLC’s, however. Drawing
from academic research in the field of real estate economics, FHA administrators concluded
that most third- and fourth-grade neighborhoods were too risky from an investment perspective
to be eligible for federal mortgage insurance.79 Therefore FHA officials opted to deny mortgage
insurance to most of the nation’s third- and fourth-grade neighborhoods. Over time, this practice
of disinvestment came to be known as redlining.In creating standards for neighborhood
appraisals, representatives of the FHA drew heavily on the logic embedded in the HOLC’s
residential security maps. According to real estate theorist Homer Hoyt, who worked at the
FHA’s Economics and Statistics Division, “reject” neighborhoods marked by low rental values,
dilapidated housing, or the presence of nonwhites were “undesirable for loan purposes.” “On the
other hand,” Hoyt suggested, “where rents are high, the percentage of owner occupancy is high,
the condition of the buildings good and there is no race other than white, there will be found
areas that rate high for loan purposes.”80 Federal appraisers also rated neighborhoods based
upon their proximity to “low-grade” districts and their accessibility to poor people and nonwhites.
“A neighborhood should be graded down,” FHA records explained, “even though it is now a very



good neighborhood if it is in the path of a low-grade neighborhood that is growing in its
direction.” Under FHA policy, therefore, appraisers needed to consider not only a neighborhood’s
current status, but also its future prospects for excluding “undesirable races” through zoning and
deed restrictions.81 Ultimately the federal government’s policies on race and lending found
expression in the FHA’s official Underwriting Manual, which stated, “If a neighborhood is to
retain stability, it is necessary that properties shall continue to be occupied by the same racial
group.”82From the 1930s until well into the 1960s, most American neighborhoods with African
American occupants simply could not obtain high enough ratings to qualify for either FHA-
insured mortgages or conventional home loans. Even if a black neighborhood scored highly
based on ostensibly nonracial factors such as utility services or access to public transportation,
FHA officials instructed appraisers to crunch numbers to ensure a D grade. In his guidelines for
appraisers, Hoyt went so far as to write, “All areas that have the lowest rents in the city, the
greatest number of buildings needing major repairs, an intermixture of races, and which are
generally regarded as vice or slum areas, should not be given a higher rating than one on
stability of the neighborhood, protection from adverse influences, and appeal of the
neighborhood.” “Such ratings,” he continued, “will take off 44 from the total rating and almost
assure the rejection of the neighborhood unless the score on all the other factors is perfect. . . .
Since slum areas may frequently be rated as perfect with respect to adequate transportation and
sufficiency of utilities and conveniences which would give them 25 points, it is necessary to rate
stability, protection from adverse influences, and appeal of neighborhood no higher than one to
avoid giving passing grades to sections that are unquestionably slums.”83 According to the
FHA’s leaders, neighborhoods that contained black people were “unquestionably slums,” or well
on their way toward becoming them, and thus ineligible for federal mortgage insurance.In most
cases FHA officials exhibited a strong preference for insuring mortgages on new homes over
existing structures. Because cities contained a disproportionate number of older homes, the
FHA’s policies thus reflected a strong antiurban bias. Nevertheless, in Flint and other
metropolitan areas, lenders and government underwriters initially adhered to the HOLC’s
approach by favoring modern all-white neighborhoods in the city over poorly serviced,
predominantly jerrybuilt suburbs.84 They engaged in suburban redlining because most outlying
areas, particularly in working-class districts, lacked the legal and physical infrastructure
necessary to meet federal requirements for mortgage insurance. Federal appraisers paid special
attention to the poor housing, inadequate utilities, and substandard services that abounded in
most suburban areas. They considered race as well, but racial restrictions were insufficient to
secure federally insured investment. Officials from the FHA also looked for evidence of
urbanization, political autonomy, economic vitality, and other signs that suburban capitalism had
taken hold.Specifically, FHA underwriters wanted suburban governments to enact progrowth
economic policies and develop better roads and schools, cleaner water, modern sewer systems,
and more restrictive building and zoning codes. Prior to the 1950s, however, many of the nation’s
suburbs, particularly those in working-class strongholds such as Genesee County, remained



largely undeveloped. In the county as a whole, for instance, only the city of Flint and portions of
Mt. Morris and Burton Townships could claim fully operational public water and sewer systems.
In addition, very few of the area’s suburbs possessed vibrant and independent economies. The
result of such underdevelopment, according to one FHA report, was “a concentration” of
federally backed building in the city of Flint and a small number of incorporated, well-equipped
suburban municipalities such as Davison and Mt. Morris.85 Meanwhile, federal officials redlined
most of the area’s suburban villages and all but three of the eighteen townships in Genesee
County—those being Burton, Flint, and Mt. Morris. Although the FHA insured numerous
mortgages in well-developed middle-class sections of suburban Flint, residents in the remainder
of the metropolitan region simply could not secure government-backed loans—at least until their
elected representatives had met federal standards. What residential development that did occur
in these underdeveloped areas during the 1930s, 1940s, and early 1950s was largely the result
of either self-building or privately financed construction. After surveying Flint’s “peripheral belt” in
the 1940s, famed urban planner Edmund N. Bacon defended the FHA’s suburban redlining
policy, concluding, “By the principles of good business, expressed by the FHA, as well as sound
common sense, it would be poor judgment to pour good money for new construction into the
bottomless pit of a blighted [suburban] neighborhood.”86By engaging in suburban redlining,
FHA officials created powerful incentives for those on the ground who wanted to revitalize
suburbs and make them politically independent. Officials in Genesee County and throughout the
nation responded to such inducements by rushing to expand suburban government and
infrastructure during the decades bracketing World War II. In doing so, local actors in the Flint
region were tapping into a longer tradition of suburban city and community building that had first
emerged during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Unlike their predecessors,
however, who received little or no pressure from Washington officials to modernize and urbanize
their communities, the suburban capitalists of the mid-twentieth century felt obligated to act in
response to federal threats of disinvestment.87 For suburban officeholders in Genesee County,
the lessons of suburban redlining were clear: in order to receive federal and local backing for
new housing, Flint’s underdeveloped suburbs would have to lure more middle-class and wealthy
home buyers while maintaining political independence, a well-developed physical infrastructure,
high-quality municipal services, a growth-friendly system of taxation and regulation, a tightly
restricted real estate market, and rigid racial segregation. Residents of the segregated working-
class communities surrounding the city would have to embrace the tenets of suburban
capitalism or suffer redlining and other forms of disinvestment.Table 1.1. Number of new
dwellings constructed in selected units of the Flint metropolitan area by year, 1930–52City of
FlintContiguous inner-ring suburbs (Burton, Flint, Genesee, and Mt. Morris Townships)Balance
of Genesee County (including rural areas)TOTAL19303608275521,73919311221197932019321
2150100262193313684512619342014395258193568225150443193626130220176419372575
853901,232193813843729186619394397394931,67119406295433621,53419417207535021,9
7519422503892598981943356115775481944301152101554194524318112154519467057394



931,93719478758765842,33519486586794531,79019499785383591,87519502,0157755253,3
1519511,0356674502,15219521,4007004752,575TOTAL11,85510,7027,15729,714Source:
Federal Housing Administration, “An Analysis of the Flint, Michigan SMA (Genesee County) as
of January 1953,” n.d., Reports of Housing Market Analysis, 1937–1963, box 10, Record Group
31, Records of the Federal Housing Administration, National Archives II, College Park, MD.While
government officeholders in suburban Flint rushed to dig wells, lay sewer lines, recruit new
businesses, implement zoning codes, and incorporate, the FHA, at least in its first two decades,
turned its attention toward premier white neighborhoods in the central city and its most
urbanized middle-class suburbs.88 The results were quite impressive. Indeed, the FHA’s
“selective credit” mortgage insurance program helped to resurrect metropolitan Flint’s dormant
real estate industry.89 In 1933, just a year prior to the passage of the National Housing Act, the
city of Flint issued a mere 13 permits for new homes. Seven years later, that number had
increased to 629.90 By the end of the 1940s, builders were constructing nearly one thousand
new homes per year in the city, and the home-ownership rate in Flint had increased to nearly 80
percent.91Nevertheless, the FHA’s racial and spatial calculus guaranteed that the housing boom
occurred only in exclusive and fully serviced residential neighborhoods with all-white
populations. Local building activity in the city thus centered on the elite, carefully restricted
neighborhoods of Woodlawn Park and Woodcroft Estates as well as the quasi-suburban all-
white neighborhoods that formed the inside edges of Flint’s municipal boundary. In Woodlawn
Park and the neighboring Brookside subdivision, both of which rated highly on the HOLC’s
security maps, builders constructed 838 new homes in the 1940s. Woodcroft Estates and its
adjoining neighborhood to the east gained nearly 750 new units over the same period. After the
neighborhoods forming the city’s outer edge acquired municipal services, they too received the
FHA’s support. Just during the 1940s the city issued over four thousand new building permits for
homes located in the city’s outermost census tracts.92 Of these new permits, nearly half went to
local developers Robert Gerholz and Gerald F. Healy, who together built sixteen hundred west
side homes for white buyers on land previously owned by GM’s Modern Housing
Corporation.93Administrators from the FHA and their local representatives provided builders
and lenders with explicit instructions on which areas of the metropolis were safe for new housing
and home mortgages. Just as important, however, federal guidelines designated sites that were
too risky for investment. In the minds of FHA underwriters and members of the real estate
industry, few areas were as risky as neighborhoods inhabited by African Americans.
Consequently, most real estate developers adhered to the FHA’s explicit recommendations (as
well as their own preexisting guidelines) and abstained from building new housing for black
buyers during the middle decades of the twentieth century.This neglect of the African American
housing market proved to be especially disastrous during the 1940s, when a series of labor
shortages caused by World War II and the postwar economic boom helped to trigger a mass
migration of black workers to Flint and other cities. Between 1940 and 1947, the city’s black
population nearly doubled to approximately twelve thousand. Yet over that time span, builders



erected only twenty-five new homes for black purchasers, all of them within the St. John and
Floral Park districts.94 In a 1941 column published in the Brownsville Weekly News, an African
American newspaper, an unnamed author described the FHA’s policies toward black loan
seekers, noting, “Flint colored people cannot secure an FHA loan to improve their property nor
to build any.”95 Statistics compiled by federal census officials in 1940 lent credence to such
complaints. That year, “nonwhites” held just 276 home mortgages in the city of Flint, compared
to a figure of 11,977 for whites.96On the rare occasions on which federal officials agreed to
insure home mortgages for black buyers, it was only after careful negotiations with builders and
bankers. In Flint those deliberations often hinged on finding developers willing to build for African
Americans and securing segregated sites for new developments. In 1944 the Urban League of
Flint (ULF) launched an ambitious effort to get fifty new homes built for black buyers in Floral
Park. After finding no local builders willing to construct the homes, league officials obtained a
commitment from Merrill and Company, a New York City building firm. Yet after ten months of site
negotiations, the FHA agreed to insure the development only on the condition that the new
single- and two-family homes be constructed in a segregated, deteriorated section of Floral
Park.97 Several years later, a similar situation occurred when federal representatives and local
builder Ira MacArthur agreed to build two dozen homes for black buyers, but only if they were
located in the St. John neighborhood.98 Reacting against the federal and local policies that
circumscribed choices even for well-qualified black buyers, Urban League officials Frank J.
Corbett and Arthur J. Edmunds observed, “The main deterrent in the Negro’s efforts to improve
his housing conditions is not the lack of interest in or desire for adequate and decent homes.
Instead, it is the controls that restrict his housing opportunities to the extent that he can only live
in the worst neighborhood in the city.”99Beyond contributing to legal, popular, and administrative
modes of residential segregation, the FHA’s mortgage insurance program exacerbated the
shortage of affordable rental housing in the city. Between 1942 and 1948, as white home-
ownership rates in the area soared, five thousand rental properties—many of them in Floral Park
and St. John—quietly disappeared from Flint’s housing stock.100 Hoping to capitalize on the
vibrant real estate market that the FHA had helped to create, thousands of white landlords put
their units up for sale during and after the war.101 The result was a rash of evictions that left
many migrant families on the brink of homelessness. According to Jake Waldo, an official with
the local Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) chapter, property owners evicted between
eight and twenty black renters per week during the mid- and late 1940s.102 The combined
weight of Flint’s rising population, the mass evictions of area renters, and the rigidity of the
residential color line caused housing shortages to multiply. In the fall of 1943, the Flint Journal
noted that desperate home seekers in St. John had converted dozens of abandoned storefronts
and automobile garages into temporary shelters, while hundreds of black migrants were
“doubling up” with friends and relatives in apartments.103 The situation was genuinely dire for
thousands of new migrants.Citywide, Flint’s overall vacancy rate declined during the 1940s from
2.5 to less than 0.5 percent. In St. John and Floral Park, though, vacancy rates were



negligible.104 Over time, the demand for low-cost rental units provided enough of an incentive
for many area homeowners to subdivide single-family homes into tiny apartments. Like their
counterparts in booming industrial cities such as St. Louis, Baltimore, and Oakland, local
landlords in Flint rented “kitchenettes” and other small, sparsely appointed apartments for
exorbitant rates.105 Because of the city’s terrible housing shortages, though, the competition for
—and, by extension, the cost of—even substandard units was very high. Between 1940 and
1955, the median monthly rent in the city jumped from twenty-five to seventy-five dollars, one of
the largest increases recorded in the United States.106 “It is next to impossible,” Urban League
official Charles Eason observed, “to find a Negro home in Flint today where there is not some
doubling up.”107The 1940s brought a few noteworthy victories in the battle for fair housing. In
1947 FHA officers formally expunged all racial references from the federal Underwriting
Manual.108 Just a year later, the US Supreme Court issued its landmark ruling in Shelley v.
Kraemer, which held that racially restrictive housing covenants were not legally enforceable.
During a 1949 speech to the Detroit Mortgage Bankers Association, FHA commissioner Franklin
D. Richards trumpeted the new policy changes and encouraged lenders to consider African
American borrowers.109 His successor, Walter L. Greene, went even further, arguing, “FHA
policy is to insure projects for open occupancy. We have done so in the past and we shall
continue to do so.”110 In reality, though, the FHA did not abandon racial integration as a
mortgage risk factor until well into the 1960s. Moreover, despite the revisions to the Underwriting
Manual and the Shelley ruling, which together undermined the legal foundations for residential
Jim Crow, real estate professionals and policy makers in Flint and other cities continued to follow
the FHA’s lead by maintaining popular and administrative modes of segregation.111When
confronted by civil rights activists who demanded better housing options for African Americans,
federal officials accepted little responsibility for the color line. Instead, FHA spokespersons
blamed local real estate developers, “the market,” and white homeowners for discrimination
against black people.112 To the FHA’s Greene, the problem stemmed largely from bankers’
ignorance of the purchasing power of African Americans.113 According to Albert M. Cole, the
chief administrator from the federal Housing and Home Finance Agency, “the real problem [of
discrimination] lies with citizens, the businessmen, the builders, the lenders, the realtors and the
civic leaders.”114 For their part, local builders, lenders, and property brokers charged the
government with establishing strict guidelines and “market rules” for assaying mortgage risk and
housing values. In truth, however, popular and administrative methods of segregation worked in
tandem to maintain rigid racial separation and unequal housing in the nation’s metropolitan
centers.Both before and long after World War II, nongovernmental actors such as bankers,
realtors, builders, and homeowners played an important role in forging Jim Crow. Yet with the
establishment of the HOLC and the FHA, the federal government helped to codify and
nationalize segregationist practices.115 Through its mortgage insurance and neighborhood
appraisal programs, the FHA became one of the nation’s primary sponsors of popular,
administrative, and, for a time, legal modes of segregation. At the same time, the FHA used its



power over home finance policies to create the foundation of a new suburban capitalist order
predicated on the decentralization of investment and metropolitan political fragmentation.
Nevertheless, housing was only one venue in which the broader struggle over race and
development unfolded in the twentieth-century metropolis. Although local activists focused their
efforts on battling residential segregation, educational policies were equally important to
maintaining the color line.2From Community Education to Neighborhood Schools
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Ronald Cohen, “Beautiful book recommended for all!!. A woderful book not just anout the
troubled plight of Flint, Michigan, but more importantly the history of cities in the US in the 20th
century. Most timely and recommended for all readers, wherever you live!! Just amazing.
Perhaps we can learn something about what not to do with our former industrial centers, but the
past needs to be understood first.”

Jan Worth-Nelson, “Important book for understanding the Flint and beyond. Excellent book. As
an editor, writer and longtime Flint citizen, I have alluded to it and quoted from it many times over
the past year in parsing Flint's complicated water crisis. In his scholarly but readable account,
Highsmith helps us understand not only Flint's specific challenges, but also the implications of
Flint for the nation as a whole.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Great historical research by Dr. Great historical research by Dr. Andrew
Highsmith, showing the little by little fracturing of the whole by decisions and their
consequences. From St. Johns to New Flint, Dr. Highsmith shows multiple reasons of what could
have eventually led to a corporation leaving its hometown, along with the multiple efforts of
urban renewal to revitalize and save Flint from itself.”

Library maven "Peg", “Four Stars. A chilling story about my home town--even before the current
water crisis hit.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Excellent. Absolutely fascinating.”

The book by Andrew R. Highsmith has a rating of 5 out of 4.4. 33 people have provided
feedback.
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