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AR H 592: Community History Workshop

University of Virginia School of Architecture

Thursdays, 12:30-3:15, Campbell Hall 108

Professor Aaron Wunsch, Fall 2007

Office Hours: Thursdays, 10-12, or by appointment

Email: avw4k@virginia.edu

Life on the Edge: Residential Landscapes along Virginia’s Elizabeth River

This fall’s community history workshop will use the tools of urban, environmental, and architectural history to analyze three neighborhoods in Portsmouth and Norfolk, Virginia.  Despite their disparate forms and demographics, these neighborhoods share strong ties to the Elizabeth River.  Deciphering how planners, residents, and other decision-makers have embraced or ignored the river’s presence will constitute a major focus of our project.

The geography of the Hampton Roads Area lends itself to this sort of study.  Newport News, Norfolk, and Portsmouth began as scattered points for shipping tobacco, flour, and lumber to Europe and the Caribbean.  As railroads opened up the region’s interior, their terminals and related ferries perpetuated this decentralized urbanism, creating an inter-city network whose nuclei collaborated or competed depending on the stakes and circumstances.  The same factors that brought trade and transshipment to the area also guaranteed a military presence.  The Norfolk Navy Yard (in Portsmouth), U.S. Naval Base (in Norfolk), and a related set of institutions have wielded enormous influence on both their natural and cultural environs.  

The Elizabeth River’s tributaries permeate the metropolitan landscape.  The enclave known as Sugar Hill, in northwestern Portsmouth, grew out of a 19th-century settlement along the brackish banks of Scott’s Creek.  Residents of the historically Black district often fished on the creek and worked at the nearby Pinner’s Point terminals.  The neighborhood’s growth was uneven.  Low-cost cottages rose up among the marshes while larger houses capped the adjacent high ground.  Such sharp juxtapositions are scanter in genteel Ghent. Here, beginning in the 1890s, a farm on Norfolk’s west side gave way to broad streets and architect-designed houses, sold to the city’s white-collar elite.  Ghent’s focal point was Smith’s Creek.  Regularized into a semicircle and renamed “The Hague,” this watercourse formed the spine of a landscaped park system; (proudly photogenic, it also aided in real-estate marketing).  Cradock, our final case study, falls somewhere between these two poles.  A southern suburb of Portsmouth, Cradock was built by the U.S. government to house White workers who flocked to the area in the course of World War I.  New York architects George B. Post & Sons furnished plans for the site and its buildings.  In this case, however, the adjacent Paradise Creek was not drafted for aesthetic purposes.  Instead, it was treated as an obstacle, separating the subdivision from the Norfolk Navy Yard where many Cradock residents were employed.

This course aims to teach students how to study the cultural landscape.  It combines assigned readings with intensive primary-source research but it is also an exercise in storytelling.  How do we make sense of what we see on the ground and in archives?  What can we learn through studying house plans, block patterns, and contrasting approaches to the natural environment?  Community History asks you to interpret your findings.  Visiting sites, scrutinizing maps, examining infrastructure, and tracing sources of capital, you will also translate your conclusions into lucid expository prose.

While this course is self-contained, it is designed to dovetail with Architecture Professor Phoebe Crisman’s spring studio.  In recent years, Professor Crisman and her students have worked with the Portsmouth-based Elizabeth River Project (www.elizabethriver.org) to promote greater public understanding of the watershed’s ecology.  Our research will add cultural and historical depth to that program, contributing to exhibitions aboard the “Learning Barge” and supplying material for local history brochures.  Our attention to the river’s role in neighborhood development may also influence future proposals for waterside land use and park design.

REQUIREMENTS:



Most class sessions will meet in Campbell Hall.  Some meeting times will be reserved for individual and group presentations and reviews.  There will be field trips to the sites and to research archives and institutions in Norfolk and Portsmouth; (note especially that scheduled for September 8th, which will be crucial for orientation).  

There are four primary requirements in the course.  The class sessions will include a combination of seminar lectures, reading discussions, fieldwork, individual and group work sessions and reviews.  The assignments to be completed for a grade are:

Collective Work, Part 1: Surveying the Social and Physical Fabric  

The first month-long exercise will familiarize project participants with the topographic, architectural, and urban forms that characterize our sites.  Students will divide into teams of two and be responsible for identifying key attributes of the neighborhoods to which they are assigned.  Our goal is to establish physical and demographic profiles of each site.  Using standard research tools such as the federal census, Sanborn fire insurance maps, and published primary and secondary sources, we will attempt to answer such basic questions as: who lived in these places during the early decades of their existence?  How large were the houses, how did they function, and how did they relate to streets?  The ties between neighborhoods and waterways will be of special interest.  Did residents’ livelihoods depend on waterborne commerce or industry?  In what sense (aesthetic, sanitary, etc.) were buildings or landscape features designed to take advantage of creeks?

End result: 15-minute joint presentation.  Percentage of final grade: 10.

Collective Work, Part 2: Delving Deeper into Lives and Buildings  

Students will continue to work in pairs but shift to more fine-grained modes of analysis.  Building on discoveries made in Part 1, each student will use maps, deeds, tax records, directories, photographs, and site visits to learn: 1) the “pre-history” of their neighborhood – its topography and uses prior to subdivision; 2) how developers responded to these existing conditions; 3) the ways in which residents modified their houses, made use of public spaces, and otherwise engaged the landscape over time.  The situation of all three sites next to Elizabeth River tributaries will continue to concern us.  How did these creeks figure in agricultural or commercial uses of the land before subdivision?  What role did they play afterwards?  Toward the end of the course, we will highlight our sites as parts of a larger riparian system.  Student-drawn maps and diagrams will help us to interpret the river-neighborhood relationship.  End result: 30-minute joint presentation.  Percentage of final grade: 15.

Class Discussions  

Each member of the project will be responsible for participating in and at some point leading a discussion of the course readings.  Percentage of final grade: 25.

Independent Research

Each student will undertake an independent and in-depth historical analysis of a particular building, building complex, site or urban system.  This work will be presented orally and in the form of a final research report.  The results of our Collective Work will necessarily inform the Independent Work, but the latter gives each student an opportunity to explore his or her chosen topic in greater detail.  Evidence of individual research and interpretation is what counts here.  End results: 25-minute individual presentation, 25-page paper.  Percentage of final grade: 50 (20 for presentation, 30 for paper).

Attendance and participation in all seminar meetings and scheduled fieldwork sessions is mandatory.  Please inform me in advance if you will have trouble attending a session. 

REQUIRED TEXTS

Cassandra Newby-Alexander et al., Portsmouth, Virginia (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing Co., 2003),

Amy Waters Yarsinske, The Elizabeth River (Charleston: History Press, 2007).

Amy Waters Yarsinske, Ghent, Virginia: John Graham’s Dream, Norfolk, Virginia’s Treasure (Charleston: History Press, 2006).

SCHEDULE

Week One
Thursday, 30 August 2007

Course Introduction and Overview of Ghent, Sugar Hill, and Cradock

Note: If you will have trouble attending the following week’s field trip, you will need to bring this to my attention ASAP.  Subsequent classes will build upon this trip, so attendance is crucial.
Week Two
Thursday, 6 September

Looking at Neighborhoods: Methods and Particulars

Allan Jacobs, “Observing and Interpreting Naglee Park,” chap. 2 in Looking at Cities (Harvard U. P., 1985), pp. 13-83.

James Borchert, “Visual Landscapes of a Streetcar Suburb,” chap. 2 in Paul Groth and Todd W. Bressi, eds., Understanding Ordinary Landscapes (New Haven: Yale University Press 1997), pp. 25-43.

National Register Nominations for the Ghent, Cradock, Truxtun, and Port Norfolk Historic Districts, available at:

http://www.dhr.virginia.gov/registers/Cities/Portsmouth/
http://www.dhr.virginia.gov/registers/Cities/Norfolk/
Tip: Ghent is in Norfolk, the other sites in Portsmouth.  Once you bring up these websites, click on the neighborhood’s name and the suffix “Final Nomination.pdf.”  Some of the nominations are long but you may confine your close reading to the first ten pages or so – that is, to the statements of significance and the general descriptions.  The inventories of individual buildings are useful but repetitive and may be skimmed.

Site Visit
Saturday, 8 September

The goals of the trip are to introduce you to our three sites, to glance at other sites relevant to our research, and to visit some of the archives in which you will be working.  Please bring: 1) Photo ID, as this may be required for entry to the Norfolk Naval Hospital; 2) your lunch in a bag.  We will meet in the A-School parking lot at 7:15 a.m. and depart promptly in a van.  We will return in early evening.

Week Three
Thursday, 13 September

Understanding the Larger Framework: Watercourses and Railroads

Note: guest lecture from Professor Phoebe Crisman in first half of class.

James E. Vance, Jr., Geography and Urban Evolution in the San Francisco Bay Area (Berkeley: Institute of Governmental Studies, 1964).  Read for general patterns.

Robert W. Lamb, Our Twin Cities of the Nineteenth Century (Norfolk: Barcroft, 1887-1888), chap. 4, “Our Harbor: Its Advantages Natural and Artificial.”

Amy Waters Yarsinske, The Elizabeth River (Charleston: History Press, 2007), chaps. 3,7,8.

Week Four
Thursday, 20 September

Introduction to Deed, Probate, and Land Tax Research. 

Note: Class will be held at the Albemarle County Courthouse.  While we will not have a formal opportunity to discuss the assigned readings, you will want to scrutinize them carefully.  They contain terms and ideas that will surface throughout the course.

Michael P. Conzen, “The Morphology of Nineteenth-Century Cities in the United States,” in Urbanization in the Americas: The Background in Comparative Perspective (Ottawa: National Museum of Man, 1979), 119-141.

Thomas W. Hanchett, Sorting Out the New South City: Race, Class, and Urban Development in Charlotte, 1875-1975 (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 1998), chap. 4

Eric Sandweiss, St. Louis: The Evolution of an American Urban Landscape (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001), chap. 5.
Week Five
Thursday, 27 September

Research Session.  Use this time to test out the methods introduced in the previous class.
Week Six
Thursday, 4 October

Black Suburbs and Peripheral Settlements / Team Reports

Andrew Wiese, “The Other Suburbanites: African American Suburbanization in the North Before 1950,” Journal of American History 85 (March 1999): 1495-1524.

Earl Lewis, In Their Own Interests: Race, Class, and Power in Twentieth-Century Norfolk, Virginia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), chap. 3.

Cassandra Newby-Alexander et al., Portsmouth, Virginia (Charleston: Arcadia Publishing Co., 2003), introduction and chaps. 1, 3, and 4.

Note: We will spend the first half of class discussing the readings and the second half listening to team presentations on their sites.  These should be short talks of 12-15 minutes apiece.  Visual aids are appreciated but don’t spend a lot of time polishing them. 

Week Seven
Thursday, October 11

Gilded Age Suburbs

Gwendolyn Wright, Moralism and the Model Home: Domestic Architecture and Cultural Conflict in Chicago, 1873-1913 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), chaps. 3 and 4.

Stanley K. Schultz and Clay McShane, “To Engineer the Metropolis: Sewers, Sanitation, and City Planning in Late Nineteenth-Century America,” Journal of American History 65, no. 2 (September 1978): 389-411.

Mary Corbin Sies, “Toward a Performance Theory of the Suburban Ideal, 1877-1917,” in Thomas Carter and Bernard L. Herman, eds., Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, IV (Columbia, MO: University Press of Missouri, 1991), 197-207.

Amy Waters Yarsinske, Ghent, Virginia: John Graham’s Dream, Norfolk, Virginia’s Treasure (Charleston: History Press, 2006).

Week Eight
Thursday, October 18


Working-Class Suburbs and Additions / Outlines of Individual Projects

Dolores Hayden, Building Suburbia: Green Fields and Urban Growth, 1820-2000 (New York: Pantheon Books, 2003), chaps. 5 and 6.

Paul Groth, “Workers’-Cottage and Minimal Bungalow Districts in Oakland and Berkeley, California, 1870-1945,” Urban Morphology 8, no. 1 (2004): 13-25.

Gwendolyn Wright, Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), chaps. 10 and 11.

Report of the United States Housing Corporation (Washington: Government Printing Office, 1919), vol. 2, pp. 270-291.

Note: We will spend the first half of class discussing the readings and the second half listening to students outline their individual research projects (see Independent Work, above).  These presentations should be 5-10 minutes long. 

Week Nine
Thursday, October 25th

Water, Nature, and People

Richard White, The Organic Machine (New York: Hill and Wang, 1995), introduction and chaps. 1-3.

Matthew Gandy, Concrete and Clay: Reworking Nature in New York City (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), introduction.

Anne Whiston Spirn, “Constructing Nature: The Legacy of Frederick Law Olmsted,” in William Cronon, ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1995), pp. 91-113.

Amy Waters Yarsinske, The Elizabeth River, chaps. 9-10.

Week Ten
Thursday, November 1st
Memory, Place, and Urban Renewal

Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1995), chapters 2 and 3.

Earl Lewis, “Connecting Memory, Self, and the Power of Place in African American Urban History,” Journal of Urban History 21, no. 3 (1995): 347-371.

Hannah Jopling, “Remembered Communities: Gott’s Court and Hell Point in Annapolis, Maryland, 1900-1950,” in Paul S. Shackel, Paul R. Mullins, and Mark S. Warner, eds., Annapolis Pasts: Historical Archaeology in Annapolis, Maryland (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1998), pp. 49-68.

Weeks Eleven and Twelve
Thursdays, November 8th, 15th
Presentations of Individual Research Projects

Week Thirteen

Thursday, November 22

Thanksgiving

Week Fourteen
Thursday, 29 November

Presentation of Collective Work, Part 2: Neighborhood Narratives

Presentations should last half an hour and be arranged by neighborhood (groups of about four students).  Each group will present a coherent, illustrated account of its neighborhood’s history but may divvy up this task among members as they see fit.

Week Fifteen

Thursday, 6 December

Synthetic Overview of the Course

SOME KEY RESOURCES AND INSTITUTIONS

Sargeant Memorial Room, Norfolk Public Library.  Contact: Robert Hitchings

Norfolk Historical Society (by appt.).  Contact: Amy Yarsinske

City of Norfolk Map Department, 7th floor, City Hall.  Contact: Robert Clark

Chrysler Museum, Norfolk (materials on Ghent)

Deed Room, Chesapeake Circuit Courthouse, Chesapeake

Deed Room, Portsmouth Circuit Courthouse, Portsmouth

Wilson Room, Portsmouth Public Library.  Contacts: Edie Carmichael, Ed Rakowski

Portsmouth Naval Shipyard Museum.  Contact: Alice Haines

