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Common Houses in America’s Small Towns: The Atlantic Seaboard
to the Mississippi Valley. By John A. Jakle, Robert W. Bastian,
and Douglas K. Meyer. (Athens: University of Georgia Press,
1989. Pp. x, 238. Illustrations, figures, tables, maps, glossary,
bibliography, index. Clothbound, $50.00; paperbound, $25.00.)

Scholars have examined house types from many disciplines
and perspectives. But to dismiss Common Houses in Amer-
ica’s Small Towns as simply another contribution to an eclectic
field would be a mistake. As cultural/historical geographers, the
authors pose two basic questions: which common houses predomi-
nate in the eastern United States and how do they vary geograph-
ically? To answer these questions, the authors take a scientific
approach, surveying 17,000 old and new single family dwellings
(“common houses”) in twenty carefully selected small towns (in-
cluding Rockville, Indiana) spread across four east-west cultural
zones. From this data base, they develop a logical house-type clas-
sification system using form rather than ornamentation, test hy-
potheses about house-type distribution (contradicting many
assumptions), and discover spatial and temporal relationships be-
tween towns according to their housing characteristics.

The authors present their findings through concise text and
numerous black-and-white photographs, drawings, tables, dia-
grams, and maps, most of which are essentially graphs indicating
each town’s percentage of houses in each form category. An intro-
ductory chapter reviews the literature on house types and explains
the perspectives taken by cultural geographers. The next chapter
describes the classification scheme and the criteria for selecting
the study towns, which are briefly discussed in the following chap-
ter. An examination of the geographic distribution of basic house
characteristics comprises the next chapter. Five subsequent chap-
ters discuss each major house form and its variants. The conclud-
ing chapter argues that how Americans house themselves is more
easily discovered than how houses vary geographically. A helpful
glossary of structural forms, a bibliography, and an index complete
the volume.

Although mechanical flaws, such as the absence in the bibli-
ography of a work cited in the text, are few, readers might wish
that traditional pie charts had been substituted for the square
charts on the map-graphs. Most disappointing about the book is its
incomplete summarization and synthesis, particularly in the con-
cluding chapter, of the abundant detail presented. For example,
some nagging questions arise. What combination of house forms
characterizes each town and the four cultural regions? Why, not in
terms of number of linkages but in specifics of form, structure, and
detail, are Hudson, Michigan, and Louisville, Georgia, respec-
tively, the most typical northern and southern towns?
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Overall, the book’s valuable contributions to methodology,
classification, and information far outweigh its few shortcomings.
As an excellent classification and field guide, Common Houses
should be consulted by all who study house types and distribution.

GREGORY S. ROSE is a historical geographer at The Ohio State University at Marion
specializing in the origins of nineteenth-century migrants to the Midwest. Some of
his research on Indiana’s pioneers has appeared in the Indiana Magazine of History.

Documenting America, 1935-1943. Edited by Carl Fleischhauer
and Beverly W. Brannan. Essays by Lawrence W. Levine and
Alan Trachtenberg. (Berkeley: University of California Press,
in association with the Library of Congress, 1988. Pp. xi, 361.
Notes, illustrations, appendix, tables, bibliography, index.
Clothbound, $60.00; paperbound, $24.95.)

A remarkable social document was created by photographers
working for a federal agency founded during the depths of the
Great Depression and active through the gearing up of the indus-
trial war effort. Beginning in 1935 as the Historical Section of the
Resettlement Administration, the agency’s mission was to inform
the public of the plight of the rural poor and to document Resettle-
ment’s efforts to improve the circumstances of this “submerged
third” of the population. Resettlement and its programs were ab-
sorbed by the Farm Security Administration (Department of Agri-
culture) in 1937, and the photographic staff was transferred to the
Office of War Information in 1943 and allowed to wither.

Throughout their mission, the work of the photographers was
guided by their able director, Roy Emerson Stryker, a Columbia
economics instructor, who expanded his initial charge and guided
the photographers in a continuing project aimed at fulfilling his
dream of a comprehensive visual encyclopedia of American life.
The resultant files have been housed at the Library of Congress
since 1943 as the FSA/OWI Collection. Although short of a total
realization of Stryker’s dream, these files are a national treasure.
The extent to which this has been recognized can be gauged by
leafing through Penelope Dixon’s Photographers of the Farm Se-
curity Administration: An Annotated Bibliography (1983), which
requires fully 250 pages to record all that has been published
about, or has made use of, the FSA photographs.

The FSA/OWI files are also the subject of Documenting
America, which is far more than the fiftieth-anniversary tribute it
purports to be. The book, edited by Carl Fleischhauer and Beverly
W. Brannan, is an indispensable guide for the researcher who uses
the files and is a very thorough and accessible introduction for the
general reader. It avoids the heavy emphasis, so characteristic of
earlier works, on the photographers as artists/personalities. It in-
stead presents the photographs themselves in a new way—perhaps



