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K r i s t M S / y I v a n 

Durin j i the admin i s t ra t i on o f F rank l in 
I ) . Roosevelt , federal housing o f f i -

c ials op t im is t i ca l l y wen t about the task o f 
so lv ing Amer ica 's hous ing prob lems. One 
o f the most i m p o r t a n t pieces o f N e w Deal 
housing legislation was the 1934 Na t i ona l 
( l ous in g Act . In tended to serve bo th ends 
o f the hous ing spect rum, it created the 
federa l H o u s i n g Admin i s t r a t i on l l ' H A l 
for the purpose o f insur ing low- in teres t , 
long- term mortgages and s t imu la t i ng the 
economica l ly distressed pr ivate real 
estate marke t . The N a t i o n a l H o u s i n g 
Act also assisted fami l ies unable to a f fo rd 
home ownersh ip . The Public W o r k s 
Admin i s t ra t i on ' s D iv is ion o f H o u s i n g 
oversaw p lann ing and cons t ruc t ion o f the 
nat ion 's f i rs t l ow- income pub l ic hous ing 
p r o g r a m , in i t ia l l y o f fe r ing par t ia l f und ing 
to n o n p r o f i t o r l im i ted -d iv idend corpora -
t ions for s lum clearance and low-cost 
u rban hous ing developments.1 

H is to r ians and hous ing pol icy analysts 
have focused their a t tent ion on these 
N e w Deal hous ing programs because o f 
their last ing impact on the hous ing mar-
ket . L ikewise , the New Deal 's Grcei lhc l t 
T o w n s and the Subsistence Homesteads 
programs have interested scholars, archi-
tects, and urban planners because they 
of fered al ternat ive patterns o f hous ing 
deve lopment . Less obv ious , a l though 
st i l l deserving o t not ice, are the N e w 
Deal 's m idd le -o f - the - road hous ing 
programs. These w o r k e d w i t h i n the 
t rad i t i ona l pat tern o f middle-class, 
suburban home ownersh ip , w i t h cer ta in 
impo r tan t mod i f i ca t ions . 

The M u t u a l H o m e O w n e r s h i p Plan, a 
p rog ra m o f cooperat ive ly o w n e d hous ing 
vi l lages, is one o f the lesser-known 
Roosevelt adm in i s t ra t i on hous ing i n i t i a -
t ives. (The te rm " m u t u a l " was used 
instead o l " coope ra t i ve " to avo id the 
st igma attached to the lat ter te rm by the 
fa i lure earl ier ot many pr ivate!) funded 
cooperat ive hous ing ventures.) Developed 
by Lawrence Wes tb rook , the M u t u a l 
H o m e O w n e r s h i p 1'lan deserves a t ten t ion 
for t w o reasons. Fi rst , it targeted m idd le -
income fami l ies, sometimes referred to as 
the " f o r g o t t e n t h i r d , " w h o c o u l d nei ther 
a f fo rd to purchase a home nor qua l i fy for 
l ow- income publ ic hous ing. Second, the 
p rog ram was predicated on the belief that 
t rad i t i ona l home ownersh ip was nor in 
the economic or social interest o f many 
wage-earn ing fami l ies. Instead, the pro-
gram of fered mutua l or cooperat ive o w n -
ership to midd le - income famil ies as a way 
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Lawrence Westbrook turned World War II defense housing into an experiment in cooperative home ownership with his 
Mutual Home Ownership Plan, using designs by leading modern architects. 

o f help ing them en joy the benefits o f 
home ownersh ip w i t h o u t a l l of the r isks. 

Horn in Melton, Texas, in 1889, 
Lawrence Westb rook earned degrees 
in engineer ing and law f r o m the 
Univers i ty o f Texas at Aus t i n . He served 
in the I ,S \ i m j Sign il ( orps du r ing 

W o r l d W a r I and in the Texas Legislature 
f r om 19>K to 1932. A s a member o f the 
House Commi t t ee on Agr i cu l t u re . 
Wes tb rook became conv inced tha t coop-
er, i t ive enterprise cou ld improve- the 
f inanc ia l status o l impover ished Texas 
farmers. T o that end he helped found the 
Texas C o t t o n Coopera t i ve Assoc ia t ion , 

w h i c h helped co t ton farmers market their 
crops more p ro f i t ab l y . 

In 1934 , wh i le serv ing as d i rec tor o f the 
federally funded Texas Relief 
C o m m i s s i o n , Wes tb rook supervised 
W o o d l a k e , a back- to- the- land project for 
famil ies forced f r o m thei r farms by eco-
nomic hard rimes. Located on 7,600 
acres in Fast Texas near l . u f k in , the 
cooperat ive fa rm ing c o m m u n i t y o f 
V oodlake was founded by Helen Kerr 
T h o m p s o n , w i d o w o f the H o u s t o n l um-
berman ). Lewis T h o m p s o n , and 
designed by D a v i d R. W i l l i a m s , the 
Dal las archi tect w h o made a repu ta t ion 
for h imsel f in the late 1920s by advocat-
ing the recovery o f reg ional arch i tec tura l 
t rad i t ions in the design o f new bu i ld ings. 
Wood lake ' s residents hoped that they 
w o u l d someday o w n the ent i re agr icu l -
t u ra l v i l lage, i nc lud ing its houses, f ie lds, 
and c o m m u n i t y faci l i t ies, but these hopes 
were never real ized. W o o d l a k e was rrans-

Housing officials enthu-
siastically viewed 

the defense housing 
program as 

an opportuni ty to 
cont inue the 

exper imentat ion begun 
under the New Deal. 

ferred to the U.S. Resett lement 
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n in 1935 a n d , l ike many 
other exper imenta l N e w Deal c o m m u n i -
t ies, was eventual ly l i qu ida ted . -

Later in I 9 3 4 , Wes tb rook ' s relief w o r k 
took h im to W a s h i n g t o n , D.C. , where he 
found emp loyment w i t h the federa l 
Emergency Relief A d m i n i s t r a t i o n and 
shor t ly thereafter became assistant direc-
to r o f the W o r k s Progress A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
( W P A ) . W h i l e at the W P A , Wes tb rook 
admin is tered West Acres, a coopera t ive 
resident ial c o m m u n i t y for au tomob i l e 
worke rs in Poiu iac, M i c h i g a n , wh ich was 
par t ia l l y funded by the estate o f 
M i ch i gan senator James C o n / e n s . 1 

Wes tb rook left public service in 1936 to 
establish a pr ivateK funded cooperat ive 
resident ial c o m m u n i t y in Duva l Coun t y , 
I lo r ida . I In I'.ilk 1 ix in.: dc\ i l o p m i til 
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was designed by Dav id W i l l i a m s , 
Wood lake ' s archi tect , and the Los Angeles 
modern is t archi tect R ichard J. Ne t i t ra . It 
capi ta l ized on many of the arch i tec tura l 
and design features o f R a d h u r u , N e w 
Jersey, b i l led as the " T o w n fo r the M o t o r 
Age . " L ike R a d h u m , the Park l i v i n g 
development was designed to encourage 
the g r o w t h of c o m m u n i t y sp i r i t a m o n g its 
residents, w i t h houses facing an in ter io r 
park used by all residents. A l t hough it 

labor and social re fo rm groups saw the 
defense hous ing p rog ram as a natura l 
extension of the l ow- income pub l ic hous-
ing p rog ram admin is tered by the Un i ted 
States Hous ing A u t h o r i t y since 1917. 
They cal led upon the Roosevelt admin is-
t ra t ion to bu i ld defense hous ing 
developments that resembled the best l ow-
income publ ic hous ing developments — 
qua l i t y homes and c o m m u n i t y faci l i t ies 
specif ical ly designed to inst i l l a sense o f 

Interior, Avion Village, near Dallas, as published in the 1941 Architectural Forom issue an defense housing. 
Rostoe P. De Witt, architect; David R. Williams, Richard J. Neulro, consulting architects. 

fai led f inancia l ly before Wes tb rook ' s 
plans were real ized, he ant ic ipa ted that 
the residents w o u l d become shareholders 
in a co rpo ra t i on that owned the ent ire 
deve lopment . Despite the fai lure o f Park 
L i v i ng , Wes tb rook remained a steadfast 
p roponent of hous ing that b rough t 
together mu tua l home ownersh ip and 
modern archi tecture and design.4 

W h e n the shortage o f hous ing jeopardized 
the nat ion 's ab i l i ty to meet w a r produc-
t i on needs. Congress, eager t o avo id the 
mistakes o f the previous war , passed the 
Lanham Act in Oc tober 1940, ca l l ing for 
the cons t ruc t ion of more than 700 ,000 
uni ts of publ ic housing between 1940 and 
|94S for "persons engaged in nat iona l 
defense act iv i t ies and their fami l ies . " ' ' 

H o w the Lanham Act was t o be inst i tu ted 
v\ . i - .i mai le r o) controversy. Organized 

ident i ty and be long ing in residents. 
Bu i ld ing on the founda t i on already estab-
lished by the N e w Deal l ow- income pub -
lic hous ing developments, it was hoped 
that the p lanned commun i t i es const ruct -
ed fo r defense worke rs w o u l d serve as the 
nuclei for pos twar urban revi tal izat ion.*1 

The homebu i l d ing , real estate, and bank-
ing interests t ook a d i f ferent v iew o f the 
L a n h am Act . In i t i a l l y , they resisted the 
creat ion o f a defense pub l ic hous ing p ro -
g r a m , a rgu ing that pr ivate industry cou ld 
fu l f i l l the hous ing needs o f defense w o r k -
ers. When it became clear that federal 
in tervent ion was necessary, they lobb ied 
for the cons t ruc t ion of tempora ry 
dwel l ings for defense worke rs , c l a im ing 
that the cons t ruc t ion o f permanent 
defense housing was too expensive and 
w o u l d depress real estate values by creat-
ing ghost t owns shou ld the housing not 

be needed al ter the wa r . The i r under l y ing 
concern was that the defense hous ing 
p rog ram w o u l d set the stage for the 
g r o w t h o f the low income hous ing pro-
g r a m , an act ion w h i c h they feared 
w o u l d lead to the soc ia l izat ion o f the 
hous ing indust ry . 

D u r i n g the early phase o f the p r o g r a m , 
before the U.S. entered W o r l d W a r I I , the 
defense hous ing p rog ram was closely t ied 
to the low- income pub l i c hous ing pro-
g r a m . Federal hous ing of f ic ia ls regarded 
the defense hous ing p rog ram as an 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o cont inue the exper imenta-
t i on begun under the New Deal . (Th is 
w o u l d later change.) 

As a result o f his Great Depression expe-
riences w i t h cooperat ive home owner -
sh ip , Wes tb rook played a lead ing role in 
gu id ing the exper imenta l approach to 
early defense hous ing po l icy . In 1940 he 
was appo in ted special assistant to John 
M . C a r m o d y , d i rector of the Federal 
W o r k s Agency, and made head o f the 
agency's M u t u a l O w n e r s h i p Defense 
Hous ing D i v i s i on , where he d i rect ly 
supervised the const ruc t ion o f eight 
exper imenta l defense hous ing develop-
ments. F rom the t ime ot their i ncep t ion , 
the hous ing developments bui l t by 
Wes tb rook ' s d iv is ion were d is t inc t ly dif-
ferent f r o m the hundreds o f o ther defense 
hous ing developments constructed under 
the Lanham Ac t , tor they were specif ical-
ly intends d tor sale under a mutua l 01 
cooperat ive ownersh ip p lan . 

Wes tb rook 's M u t u a l O w n e r s h i p D iv is ion 
a t tempted to break new g round in hous-
ing in three ways . F i rs t , as w i t h his N e w 
Deal projects, mu tua l home ownersh ip 
was of fered as an economic a l ternat ive to 

5 t rad i t i ona l home ownersh ip . Second, his 
d iv is ion hired leading modern architects 

; to design defense hous ing in an e f for t t o 
! alter Amer ican hous ing aspirat ions. A n d 

| t h i r d , the M u t u a l Ownersh ip D iv is ion 
exper imented w i t h pre fabr ica t ion and 
mass-product ion bu i l d ing in an e f for t to 
l ower const ruc t ion costs and accelerate 
the pace of cons t ruc t ion . Acco rd ing to a 
Novembe r 1941 New York Times ar t ic le , 
Wes tb rook 's p lan for i n t roduc ing mutua l 
home ownersh ip a m o n g indust r ia l w o r k -
ers in Texas, N e w Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
O h i o , and Indiana had i l u potent ia l i n 
" revo lu t i on ize real estate pract ices." 

The method by w h i c h Wes tb rook revo lu-
t ion ized the real estate indust ry was 
cal led the M u t u a l H o m e O w n e r s h i p P lan. 
A l t hough Wes tb rook ' s plan underwent a 
series o f changes du r i ng the w a r and 
immediate pos twar years, it o r ig ina l ly 
proposed that residents o f each o f the 
eight defense hous ing developments f o rm 
a m u t u a l hous ing co rpo ra t i on in w h i c h 
each fami ly was t o purchase an equal 
number of shares. Instead o f receiv ing the 
deeds o f ownersh ip to their dwe l l i ng 
un i ts , residents w o u l d be issued Right o f 
Perpetual Occupancy deeds that w o u l d 
be sold back to the co rpo ra t i on i f the 

fami l y wished to move. The mutua l hous-
ing co rpo ra t i on w o u l d lease the ent ire 
deve lopment f r o m the federal govern-
ment . A f te r a predetermined r ime, the 
mu tua l hous ing co rpo ra t i on cou ld exer-
cise its o p t i o n to purchase the develop-
ment at the fair marke t value, cont ingent 
upon the approva l o f two - th i r ds o f the 
residents. The federal government w o u l d 
func t ion as the lender, p rov id i ng a .50-
year mor tgage at an annua l interest rate 
of \.H percent. When the mortgage 
was pa id , the deed to the entire dew l "p 
ment w o u l d be held by the mu tua l 
hous ing co rpo ra t i on . K 

Acco rd ing to Wes tb rook , cooperat ive 
home ownersh ip of fered m idd le - income 
famil ies numerous economic and social 
advantages. Residents d i d not have to 
d ra i n the i r savings accounts t o make 
d o w n payments before they cou ld assume 
occupancy. Because al l residents con-
t r i bu ted to a maintenance f u n d , there was 
an incent ive to m in im ize wear and tear 
on the proper ty . A fami ly cou ld easily 
move or change homes in response to 
economic o p p o r t u n i t y or changes in the 
household. Perhaps most impor tan t , resi 
dents had a voice in the management o f 
the development t h rough a board o f 
d i rectors fo rmed bo th by government 
appointment and election by the residents.'-1 

Wes tb rook and his boss. Federal W o r k s 
admin is t ra to r John C a r m o d y , v iewed the 
defense hous ing p rogram as an o p p o r t u -
ni ty to in t roduce mutua l home ownersh ip 
as an economic and social a l ternat ive to 
t r ad i t i ona l fo rms of housing tenure. 
M o r e o v e r , they hoped t o convince 
m idd le - income Amer icans o f the imprac-
t ica l i ty o f the s ingle- fami ly detached 
house and create pub l ic acceptance and 
apprec ia t ion for the k i n d o f mu l t i - un i t 
hous ing bui l t in many F.uropcan cities 
after W o r l d W a r 1. 

Wes tb rook 's M u t u a l O w n e r s h i p Defense 
H o u s i n g D iv is ion h i red p rom inen t m o d -
ern architects to design t w o o f its largest 
defense hous ing deve lopmen ts . ' " Joseph 
N . He t t le and Oscar Stonorov designed 
the d iv is ion 's f i rst deve lopment , A u d u b o n 
V i l lage , bui l t to house sh ipyard worke rs 
in Camden , New Jersey. Acco rd ing to a 
publ ished repor t , A u d u b o n Vi l lage was 
unique among pub l ic hous ing develop-
ments tor its large homes and au tomob i le 
g a r a g e s . " Dal las archi tect Roscoe P. De 
W i t t co l laborated w i t h R ichard J. N'eutra 
and Dav id R. W i l l i a ms on A v i o n V i l lage, 
a r t00-un i t defense hous ing deve lopment 
located in G rand Prair ie between Dallas 
and A r l i ng ton that was bui l t to house 
a i rcraf t worke rs , Remniscent o f the ear l i -
er Park L i v i ng deve lopment , it featured 
dwe l l i ng units that faced o n t o a large 
in ter io r park. Pedestrian footpaths 
a l l owed residents easy access to a com-
mun i t y center and recreat ional faci l i t ies 
w i t h o u t hav ing to cross a road . O ther 
notable features inc luded s l id ing w i n -
dows pos i t ioned to faci l i tate cross vent i -
la t ion and movable pa r t i t i on wal ls that 
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made it possible fo r residents in the three-
bed room uni ts to expand the size o f their 
l i v ing r o o m s . 1 2 

In add i t i on to break ing new g roun d in 
mu tua l borne ownersh ip and archi tecture 
and design, the defense hous ing p rog ra m 
served as a p l a t f o r m f r o m w h i c h the 
Federal W o r k s Agency cou ld p romo te 
exper imenta t ion in bu i l d i n g mater ia ls 
and mass-produc t ion bu i l d ing techniques, 
par t o f an e f for t to reduce the cost o f 
hous ing and conserve strategic mater ials 
in shor t supply due to the war . A u d u b o n 
Vi l lage and its seven sister developments 
strove to be "pioneering venture(s) in 
l ayou t , cons t ruc t ion faci l i t ies and f inanc-
i n g , " as a p r o m o t i o n a l repor t boasted, 
federa l W o r k s admin is t ra to r C a r m o d y 
effused, " I f we had 5,00(1 A u d u b o n 
Vi l lages inhabi ted by happy , in te l l igent , 
pa t r io t ic Amer icans, no Naz i propaganda 
w o u l d lu l l us to s l e e p . " 1 ' 

The mu tua l ownersh ip d iv is ion p lunged 
headlong into housing p re fabr ica t ion . 
The 500 houses fabr icated fo r A u d u b o n 
Vi l lage were bu i l t by the Joseph I'. Day 
Hous ing C o r p o r a t i o n at a rate o f 20 
houses per day in a nearby factory orga-
n ize ] In the ( i mgress o l Industr ia l 
Organ iza t ions ( C I O ) , Eager to publ ic ize 
the role of p re fabr ica t ion in accelerat ing 
the cons t ruc t ion o f A v i o n V i l lage, 
Wes tb rook au thor ized a house-bu i ld ing 
contest sponsored by the cons t ruc t ion 
con t rac to r and featured in Life magazine. 
The w i n n i n g house, Life repor ted , was 
bu i l t in 58 minutes and 5X seconds. 
Immediate ly upon its c o m p l e t i o n , M r . 
and M r s . Char les Swore and the i r daugh -
ter Veneta moved in to their new home. 1 4 

One o f mu tua l ownersh ip 's most vocal 
supporters was organized labor , especial-
ly the C I O . O n the other hand , bank ing , 
real estate, and Homebu i ld ing interests 
were adamant ly opposed to m u t u a l home 
ownersh ip because o f its a l ternat ive 
approach to home rentals and sales. 

I ron i ca l l y , the most serious threat to the 
Roosevel t admin is t ra t ion ' s exper imen t in 
m u t u a l home ownersh ip came f rom w i t h -
in the admin i s t ra t i on itself. A t o p - t o -
b o t t o m reorgan iza t ion o f federal hous ing 
agencies in 1942 abol ished the M u t u a l 
O w n e r s h i p Defense Hous ing D iv i s ion 
and t ransferred responsib i l i ty for the 
defense hous ing p rog ra m f r o m the 
federa l W o r k s Agency to the new ly cre-
ated N a t i o n a l H o u s i n g A u t h o r i t y , whose 
conservat ive admin i s t ra to r , John B. 
B land fo rd , had l i t t le interest in the hous-
ing exper imenta t ion that character ized 
die early defense hous ing p rog ram under 
C a r m o d y . B land ford 's appo in tmen t — 
wh ich was hailed by the homebu i l d i ng . 
real estate, and bank ing industr ies — 
marked a t u rn i ng po in t in the defense 
hous ing p rog ram. Under B land fo rd , the 
focus o f the defense hous ing p rog ram 
tu rned towards the cons t ruc t ion o f tem-
porary dwel l ings. The per iod o f i nnova-
t i on and exper imenta t ion that existed 

under C a r m o d y , W e s t b r o o k , and o ther 
N e w Dealers was over. '-s 

The Federal Public 1 lous ing A u t h o r i t y , 
the admin is t ra t ive un i t o f the N a t i o n a l 
H o u s i n g Agency that t ook charge o f the 

numbers o f Amer icans were able to 
a f fo rd t rad i t i ona l home owne rsh ip , 
Wes tb rook never wavered in his belief 
that the federal government had b lun-
dered by no t increasing pub l ic o p p o r t u n i -
ties fo r m u t u a l home ownersh ip . In the 

: r O I WITT 4 B C H I I I C T DAVID (t. WILLIAMS 
• I C H * M > I 1 I U I M CDNSUIT INQ ftRCMITCCTI 

defense hous ing p rog ram, in i t ia l l y t r ied 
to back away f r o m the commi tmen t s 
made by the mutua l ownersh ip d i v i s ion . 
Wes tb rook , on active du t y w i t h the 
armed forces and no longer a key player 
in federal hous ing po l i cy , struggled to 
force the Federal Publ ic Hous ing 
Author i ty to f o l l o w th rough on imple-
menta t ion o f mu tua l ownersh ip ; he and 
the residents o f the eight o r ig ina l mu tua l 
ownersh ip commun i t i es eventual ly were 
successful in persuading the hous ing 
au thor i t y t o sell the developments under 
the o r ig ina l terms o f the mutua l owner-
ship p lan. In a d d i t i o n , after W o r l d War II 
a number o f o ther defense housing 
developments, perhaps as many as a hun-
d red , were sold under a revised version 
o f the p lan. 

A f te r W o r l d W a r I I , Wes tb rook con t i n -
ued to lobby for federal c o m m i t m e n t to 
mu tua l or cooperat ive home ownersh ip . 
Die closest he c.imt- to seeing his goals 
realized was in 1950, when Congress 
considered a set o f amendments to the 
Un i ted States H o u s i n g Act that w o u l d 
have establ ished a N a t i o n a l Mo r tgage 
C o r p o r a t i o n for Hous ing Cooperat ives to 
of fer low- interest loans to nonp ro f i t 
co rpo ra t ions fo r the cons t ruc t ion o f 
cooperat ive hous ing. Due to the oppos i -
t i on o f conservat ive congressmen such as 
Jesse P. W o l c o r t , a M i c h i g a n Republ ican 
w i t h s t rong ties to the homebu i l d i ng , 
real estate, and bank ing industr ies, the 
amendments were defeated. 

Near the end o f his career in the late 
1950s and early I 960s, as increasing 
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years before his death in I9(S4, he 
expressed regret that the M u t u a l H o m e 
O w n e r s h i p Plan or a s imi lar cooperat ive 
hous ing plan was not pursued in federal 
hous ing po l icy . 

A l t h o u g h Wes tb rook was d isappo in ted 
that his project d id not revo lu t ion ize the 
real estate marke t , he w o u l d be pleased 
to k n o w that today al l but one o f the 
hous ing developments bu i l t under his 
superv is ion are st i l l owned by the resi-
dents on a cooperat ive basis and con t inue 
to p rov ide the inhabi tants w i t h low-cost , 
h igh-qua l i ty hous ing , as we l l as a sense o f 
c o m m u n i t y ident i ty . In fact, 50 years 
after the cons t ruc t ion of the cooperat ive 
developments, app rox ima te l y one-quar ter 
o f the or ig ina l inhabi tants are st i l l in 
residence, even t hough many c o u l d a f f o rd 
to purchase or rent homes elsewhere. In 
add i t i on , the ch i ldren and grandch i ld ren 
lit the or ig ina l residents o f ten occupy 
dwe l l i ng uni ts as they come vacant . 1 6 

The op t im i sm o f N e w Deal and W o r l d 
W a r I I hous ing of f ic ia ls has faded, and 
low- income pub l ic hous ing developments 
have come to symbol ize the fa i lure o f 
federal hous ing po l icy . In cont rast , the 
developments sold under Wes tb rook 's 
M u t u a l O w n e r s h i p Defense Hous ing 
D iv is ion were a success. A reexaminat ion 
o f pub l i c hous ing po l icy is in o rder , 
using the model o f the M u t u a l H o m e 
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fo r creat ing new cooperat ive hous ing 
in i t iat ives. • 

Hall a century old, yel remarkably unchanged: Avian 
Village, 1945 licit), and 1995 (above). 
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Avian Village floor plan. 
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