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“Out of the Congested Zone”: Annexation in Detroit, 1915-1926

Thehistorical process of annexation in growing citiesis poolly undestood. Urban historians
have recognized theimportance of theresults of annexation in shaping the landscape of cities but
scholars have neglected the essential role of real estate developea'sin the annexation process.”
This pgper examines the city of Detroit in its mog active period of annexation, the decadefrom
19151926,andtherole tha ahandful of real estate developers played not merely in exploiting
theresult, butin drivingthe process. This series of expansonsof city limits turned Detroit from
acity of approximately 40 squae milesin 1915into a sprawling city of 138 squae miles by
1926,aphyscal legacy Detroit till struggles with today in themidg of repeated revitalization
efforts.

This pgoe buildsuponexisting interpretationsof annexation as pat of the sububanization
process and as aform of government evolutionto arguetha annexation in Detroit was, at heart,
thefulfillment of areal estate investment strategy.? By looking at city administration records
rea estate publicity and advertisng, and andyzinglocal finanda networks, | will show how real
estate developas employed several strategies to promote annexation as a meansof realizing thar
gpeculative investmentsin land at the urban fringe However, this paper aso revises our
undestanding of the coopeation of cities like Detroit with busness interests in urban growth
coditions It demondrates howreal estate develope's can drive city policy and even state-level
urban policy, and the enduring consequences of that coopeation.

Detroit; annexation, real estate; suburbanization
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(IMAGE) As Detroit worksin themidg of anothe Renassance effort and seesrevitalization
in central city nodes DCampusMartius the Cultural Center, and Midtown (Detroit Tigers) Bthe
city faces the chdlengeof spreading this economic development and revitalization to therest of
thecity. Innaghbomhoodsthroughoutthecity, and perhgpseven comprising amajority of the
city, development is still uneven, the built environment is seeing no reinvestment and from these
areasit isdifficult to see theglimmer of the Renassance Center or thelights of Hockeytown and
Comerica Park. Thischdlengeof asprawling city prope (bracketing theissue of the urbanized
metro areafor this paper) islargdy theresult of aperiod of no more than adecadeearly in the
twentieth century.

That Detroit was a fast-growing city was clear by 1915. The preceding decennial census
showed a popuktion of 485000Dup 70 percent (200,000 residents) from 285000in 19003
Similarly, manufacturing output had increased by 186%in the same period? A chief chdlenge
for city leaders attempting to guidethe ascendance of Detroit as America@ Motor City and
manufacturing capitol was theincreasing congestion of humans goods and automobilesin the
central areas of the pre-automotive city. How to accommodate the growing and increasingly
dense popuktion? For more than adecade, Detroit(3 answer was annexation.

Up to this point, a handful of modds have served the needs of urban historians seeking to
explain the phenomenon of annexation at theturn of the 20" century. Kenneth Jackson
described two characteristic types of annexationin Crabgrass Frontier as Gingle, massive

changgs],Osuch as New Y ork or Chicagoin the 19" century. This he contrasted with the Geeries

3 Campbell Gibson. GPapulation Of The 100 Largeg CitiesAnd Other Urban Placesin The United
States 1790 To 1990.0 Papulation Division Working Pager No. 27.
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of small additiongOto cities like Minneapolis and Pittsburgh> Ann Durkin K eating describes
Chicago® annexation of its subuibsin thelatter pat of the 19" century as part of an evolutionin
forms of local government driven by resident choice as the lakeside metropoiis expanded .

Despite these compdling explanaions my research into the development history of
Detroit indicates tha thecity does notfit these modds.” THIS SERIES OF IMAGES shows that
Detroit undewent a series of annexationsin the early twentieth century tha nether were small,
nor did they integrate the new territory into theexisting city. In addition, this paper investigaes
therole of real estate developasin the process of annexation tha took thecity from an area of
40 squae milesin 1915to a sprawling 138squae milesin 1926,thelast year of significant
annexation® In Detroit, real estate developesin the 1910sand 1920snot only suppoted
annexation, they drovethe process of city expandon. Inthis paer, | will focusontwo
particularly important developas who played key roles in annexation amonga cast of hundeds,
if notthousnds

Real estate developa Robet Oakman onae claimed of Detroit that Quntil the city goes
stale as a manufacturing center, propety herewill beas valuable as it is now, with areasonable
increase. 3 However prescient the busnessman was, real estate was as important an indugry to
Detroit@ future as automotive manufacturing. With each new plant for stamping and assembly
came the oppotunity for the subdivision and development of land to house indugria workers

and ther families. (IMAGE) Thegrowth of thecity Bthefoundaion or movement of these
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manufacturing concernsin outlying areas Bwas so rapid tha these plants were built on
greenfield sites, frequently within the townships surrounding thecity of Detroit DRedford,
Springwell, Greenfield, and Hamtramck, to name afew. Indead, Oakman convinced Henry Ford
to establish hisnew Modd T plant in Highland Park, miles from his Piqudte St. plantin central
Detroit (IMAGE), because theland would be chegper Band would stimulate a building boan in
theoutying area™

Real estate develope's had long employed the strategy of building on cheap land distant
from city centers and urban nodes of activity.™* In this period members of the Detroit real estate
community employed a new development modd Bbuilding outside city boundaies, beyondthe
reach of urban services such as city water and streetcar lines, and promoting Beven coercing b
annexation to realize ther and ther cusomersinvestments.*

Onedevelope was particularly prolific in the northwest region of Detroit, along Grand
River Avenue B.E. Taylor began his development career in Detroit in 1913by building
subdivisionsand houses within and adjacent to thecity@ borde's. Seeing adequate but not
outstanding returnson his investments, Taylor began to speculate more aggressively uponland
outsidethecity limits of Detroit. Purchasing farmsteadsand rural land, Taylor would subdvide
the propatiesinto lots, would grade roadsand pou conaete sidewalks, and dig wellsinto the
local aquifer to providewater to the subdivisions With these services provided, hewould
market the developments to the burgeoning Detroit popultion with the comfort of sububan

living and the promise of investment security.** (IMAGE)

° Aot SalesShow Disregard of War.O Detroit Free Press. 22 April, 1917: 2.
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Both the city® popuktion and many of its govening boadswere infused with an
expectation of econonic and demographic growth that directed thar actions both public and
private. The City Plan and Improvement Commission had been charged with consdering Qhe
needsof the city with regard to the creation, development and improvement of parks, recreation
grounds boulevards theriver front the extendon or opening of streets and avenues or other
public ways or places and city plansand improvements generally.3* In 1912 thecommission
had hired renowned planne Edward H. Bennet of Chicago Plan fame to perform asimilar task
for thecity of Detroit. (IMAGE) Bennet sketched out plansfor an arts center and more efficient
trangportation, as well as a citywide beautification program.’® (IMAGE) However, ingead of
taking stepsto implement Bennet@ recommendaionsor to create policies tha would yield
Bennet@ plannel city, the City Plan and Improvement Commission was largdy concerned with
thewidening of roadsand approva and processing of applicationsfor the development of
subdvisions Inasingleyear, thePlan Commission consdered 145plats tha came before the
membership, representing thousandsof buildable lots within the city.*®

The Detroit Water Board was similarly ruled by expectationsof and actionsthat
promoted the city@ expandon. In onenotable episode areal estate develope who had built and
sold lots outsde thecity, promising awell-drawn water supply, came before theboad. Asthe
water pressure was not meeting expectations the develope proposd connecting his water
network to thecity@ supply asaremedy. (IMAGE) Robat Oakman, who notonly sat uponthe
boad of thewater commission, butwould soon serve with the develope in question uponthe

boad of theUnion Trug Company, the Detroit finandal inditution, convinced his counerpats

¥ Journal of the Common Council. 1909. P. 652. Burton Historical Collecion. Detroit Public Library.
!> Dariel Bluegone details how this civic impetus wascareful not to obstruct the underlying commercial
goals of developers ard city fathersin his article, (etroitO<ity Beautiful and the Prablem of
Commerce.O Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians. 47 (1988): 245-62.
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ontheboad to assent to therequest.'” When thecity attorney stated tha an action conneting
the city@ pipes outside the corporate limits was not authorized by state legislation, Oakman
countered with the proposl that the develope pay for the city( connection expenses. Therest
of theboard conaurred, agreeing that, thoughthe developa@ water network did not meet city
standadsand would have to betorn up if the city expanded its borders, they would already bear
asimilar expense by ingalling water pipesinto undeveloped land *® Indeed, Oakman was so
convinced of the necessity of Detroit( need to expand water service beyondits bordersto
individuds and redistributors, he convinced an assodate and state lawmaker to introduce
legidationin 1917tha enabled Detroit (and Detroit only) to sell its water beyondits city limits
to individuds or corporations™

Thusbegan the explicit expectation tha city expanson would redize developasO
gpeculative investments outside the corporate limits of Detroit. Speculation had always had its
basisin the expectation tha an increase in market demand and the addition of physcal
improvements would yield greater valueand a greater return oninvestment. Thenew
expectation of annexation meant tha the promise of the city@ investment in infrastructure would
create the demand and return Bboth for the speculators and for the consumers of this new
housng in the path of urban expanson.

A number of redltors devised new development strategies to capitalize on this expectation
of acity take-over of services uponexpanson. While thecity engaged in a debae ove the

proposd purchase of the Detroit Street Railways (DSR), develope's of greenfieldsoutside the

16 Records of the City Planand Improvemert Commission. 1919. BHC. DPL.
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1924, 18 either rantheir own real egate comparniesor servedon the board of directbrs of one. Seeral
also servedon the boards of smaller, local barks and savings and loars that fi nanced | ots and homesfor
individuals. Pipp’s Weekly, October 25, 1924, p. 1. Real Estatefile. BHC. DPL.

18 \Water Board Minutes 27 June 1916: 5-6. BHC. DPL.; 5 Aug 1916: 3; 11 July 1916: 4-6.
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reach of therail linesingituted busservice connetting ther subdivisonsto the nearest DSR
station. Trangportation access made outlying land more valuable, so tha thetrangt opeaation
mightberunat aloss® In this fashion, Detroit mimicked such classic cases of subutbanization
asBogonand LosAngdes?' Inanunmber of cases, these lines eventudly were taken over and
became pat of the Detroit public trangt network. In another example, the purchase of lotsand
subdvisionsoutsdethecity limits would be accompanied by a 4- or 5-year maintenance fee for
road grading and maintenance to thewell water system. Asthefee was set to expire, another
annexation proposl would come up onthebadlot.?

Real estate developea's employing the new annexation strategy created atwo-part
marketing effort. When annexation came uponthebadlot in this period, develope's, agents and
salesmen would both (1) press thar recent cugomersin outlying areas to vote for annexation and
(2) promote bounday increase to Detroiters through newspgoers and grassroots organizing.
(IMAGE) (IMAGE) Developes Taylor, Oakman, and Harry Stormfeltz hdd public meetings
and coordinaed classes onreal estate with inditutionslike the Detroit YMCA. In onemeeting,
realtors cited the city® need to spread out, to keep urban residents from choking within the
congested boundaies of thecity. For township resdents, the annexation promoters lauded the
city services and improvements tha would come with being incorporated into the city Bwater,

sewer, lights, paved roads® Taylor promoted therole of developea'sin community building,

¥ Michigan Senate Journal. v. 2 (1917): 411.

? Taylor, B.E. (Building A New Town.O Proceedings of the First Annual Convention Conferences of
the Homebuilders’ and Subdividers’ Division of the National Association of Real Estate Boards. Omalms,
Neb.: NAREB, 1923: 111.

! Sam Bass Warrer, Jr. Streetcar Suburbs. (Cambridge: Harvard Universty Press, 1962). Robert
Fishman Bourgeois Utopias. (New York: Basc Books, 1987).

# Therewere 15 separate instancesof amexation in the period covered by this paper. Annexation Map.O
Detroit Departmert of Public Works. 1931. Map Library, Universty of Michigan

% O®wer and Water Extersions Go In.O Detroit Free Press, 5 Novemkter 1916, Real Estate -- Building,
p.15.
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claiming, Qhe sububan developaEi s oneof themog potent factors in city planning, creates
thrift and to a great extent developsthe character of the community. &

After oneof these frequent annexation measures passed, the city would beforced to run
water and sewer lines outto the communities within the new boundaies® (IMAGE?) In
September of 1923,Mayor JohnLodge director of public works Joseph Martin and city
controller William Nagd publicly criticized therampant city expanson for draining the city@
finances at atime when Detroit had already reached its debt limit. Callingannexation
Quneconorrical, impractical and detrimental to thecity and its citizens Othetrio urged ano vote
ontheupooming annexation measure. Claiming that the outlying areas, if annexed, would never
pay for the services they would require, Lodgeadvocated a Gnetropolitan districtOof shared
services, reminding voters Qhe onething mos important is to defeat the annexation proposis
Octobe 9,0pledging a persond campagn againg the upaoming balot.?

Theredtorsrespondel by creating amedia strategy usng local and metropolitan
newspape's as a vehicle for thaer messages. In onecase, they assembled a committee of civic-
minded annexation suppoters into an assodation to promote parks and open space in Detroit.
Touting the bendfits of River RougePark bangin thecity of Detroit, theassodation placed

advertisements in the Detroit Free Press and the Detroit News advocating an affirmative vote to

#Oland Developeris City Builder,ODetroit Free Press, 5 November 1916, Real Estate -- Building, 14,
16. OSbdivider SeesBeyond Almighty $1,0Detroit Free Press, 5 November 1916, Real Estate --
Building, 14-15. The Free Press wasa strong supporter of urban expansion and municipal amexation.
Ometroit Is Obligedto SetLimits Out to CareFor Peaple O Detroit Free Press. 10 December 1916. Real
Estate Dp. 1.

% |n June of 1918, for example, the city installed 14,900 feetof pipe. Water Board Minutes 22 June
1918: 5-6. BHC. DPL

% Ov/ote No, Lodge, Martin Urge on Annexation.O Detroit Free Press. 30 August 1923. Taylor, whose
northwed suburbs werespeciffi cally addressed by Lodge, immedately shot atelegram to the Mayor from
Asheville, North Cardina. CE It donOseen fair for you to comparemy property with the barrenlands
formerly amexedto Detroit [period] About the only property Detroit ever refusedto amex wasHighland
Park[period EO BE Taylor to Mayor John Lodge, Septemter 4, 1923. MS MayorOs-iles Lodge
Cdlecion. BHC. DPL.
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fulfill thecity@ plan for parks and open space. Because thecity center was so congested, the
people of Detroit should expand into thetownshipsto connect to parkland and create recreationd
oppotunities. (MAP) (IMAGE)

Within thetownships developea's promoted theidea of expangon by fixingon the
econonic and public health valuetha annexation and city services would bring to outlying
communities. The Brightmoor Journal carried maps of the city sewer authority@ plan to expand
service when the outlying areas became part of thecity.?” (IMAGE) Brightmoor, an enommous
community at thevery edgeof development, featured numeroushomes that lacked plumbing and
were often sites of diseases resulting from the poor sanitary conditions®® (IMAGE) In such
areas, where these necessities were not offered by thelocal govenment or on-site, annexation
would provide pubiic health measures and offer abaselinelevel of sanitation and convenience.
When the annexation question came to the northwest Detroit residential areas, it passed
overwhdmingly. Brightmoor@ develope subsequently promoted vacant parcelsin the
community (IMAGE) with the promise tha city services would follow progoective homeowners
tha built thar houssin thenewly annexed area Bfor thar money they would get all of the
space of asububan lot, theaffordability of an outlying district, and the services of acity site.

The Octobe 1925vote was thelast magor annexation measure to succeed in Detroit. The
late 1920ssaw a significant dowing of real estate speculation and the 1930sare renowned for
bankruptciesin real estate DcitiesOphyscal growth was rarely an issue as residents and

developas foughtto maintain finanaa solvency. However, by thetime growth in the city was

' Brightmoor Journal. 24 September 1925, p. 1.

% The developer hired a water wagon to drive through the community on adaily bass and provide
resdents with buckets of water for washing and cooking. In contrag to mary size, setback, and cost
redrictions reakors placedon lots earlier in this period, BrightmoorOsol e regriction wasthat no lots
could be sold to blacks. John Carey. A4 History of Brightmoor Community Center. MS MA Thegs, 1939:
6. BHC. DPL.
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robug once agan, annexation laws and attitudes toward central cities had changed, making the
progect unlikely, as JuneManning Thomas demondrates in her bookon pog-war planningin
Detroit.® In addition, the Detroit Water Board(3 ability to sell water outside the corporate limits
had unboundurban services fromthecity prope, meaning tha as urbanites moved outside the
city, they could still access city services.®

In this decadein Detroit@ history, real estate developeas did more than influence or
suppot annexation of outlying townships Developers drove the process for economnic ganin
this period of expangonism and boogerism, tripling the size of thecity in 10 yearsQtime, maxing

thedebt limit of thecity and creating a physcal legacy tha Detroit struggles to revitalize today.

% See June Maming Thomas Redevelopmert ard Rae: Plaming a Finer City in Postwar Detroit.
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Pres, 1997).
%0 pA 359 of 1947. MCL 42.1 etseq,



