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results with houses being built today under my direction on the open-shop basis, 
where every man is furnishing an honest day's work, every day.67 

 

The post-war backlash against labor unions was nowhere more strongly felt than in Los 

Angeles, a city with a tradition of strong, well-organized anti-labor forces. 68 The Los 

Angeles local of the Brotherhood of carpenters and Joiners, although the strongest in the 

city, was occupied primarily with the fight to exist and to gain membership, as well as 

with jurisdictional disputes with other trade unions. 69 Abe Muir, the local Brotherhood 

organizer, called two carpenters' strikes in 1923 and 1924, and union organizing drives 

continued throughout the first half of the decade. But the Merchant and Manufactures' 

Association was able to recruit strike-breakers, 70 and it is unlikely that Pacific was 

affected by union activity. William Butte ran a strictly open shop company, 71 and 

unionized carpenters therefore would not have worked for him. There is, in fact, no 

record of a union organizing drive on Pacific until the 1930's. 72 

 
Individual carpenters, though, did complain about the ready-cut system, using their 

influence as skilled craftsmen to discourage the public from buying homes built with 

ready-cut lumber, claiming they were not as sturdy. 73 Butte made specific attempts to 

refute such claims, constantly emphasizing the high quality of Pacific lumber, and the 

"staunch framing" of his homes. For example, one catalog contained a reprinted (no 

doubt solicited) letter which asserted, "At the time I contemplated building, I took the 

matter up with my contractor who tried to discourage me from buying the Ready-cut 

material." The letter then went on to say that even the contractor was convinced by 

the quality of the lumber, telling the customer that it could not be "duplicated on the 

open market today." 74 Further, Butte made this even more direct overture to 

carpenters, builders and contractors in his catalog: 

Some contractors and builders feel that the ready-cut system is going to take some of 
their business away from them. We can easily understand how this viewpoint may be 
taken by those who have not investigated the possibilities of the ready-cut system. 
Pacific houses do not infringe upon the rights of the carpenter and contractor, but 
rather are a great benefit. To the thrifty carpenter who desires to accomplish more... 
we wish to say that you can greatly benefit by our modern system. We furnish the 
plans, we do all the slow hand cutting by fast machinery, we work out the intricate 
details... so that can devote your entire time to the actual erection of the structure... 
the ready-cut system makes available... the chance to reap more legitimate profits.75 
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The problem, as Butte saw it, was that contractors and speculative builders felt that he 

took their business away, while carpenters felt that he infringed upon their rights. 

Perhaps he was right on both counts, but he resolved the opposition in varying ways. To 

builders and contractors he successfully extended the opportunity to open Pacific Ready-

cut Home offices outside Los Angeles, resulting in fifty "Authorized Builders", 

concentrated on the West Coast, who exclusively marketed and sold Pacific ready-cut 

homes. The franchise system brought in "several million dollars per year" in revenue to 

Pacific. 76 By contrast, although many master carpenters were also small contractors, 

they generally did not take Butte up on his offer to reap more profits by building with 

ready-cut lumber. Putting together a house with pre-prepared material, no matter how 

complicated the process remained, was evidently not what they understood their trade to 

be. Eventually Butte took on a more aggressive rhetorical tone towards carpenters, 

abandoning direct overtures and calling traditional building techniques "deliberate 

waste."77 But carpenters did find one way to benefit from Pacific's system without 

benefiting Butte. "It was common practice," according to William Butte's son Robert, for 

carpenters to use the Pacific catalogs, which attractively displayed scores of bungalows 

with floor plans and general specifications, as sales tools. Once their customer had 

chosen their favorite model, they would buy the lumber from a lumberyard, cut it by 

hand on the job, and build the house according to the catalog. Robert Butte remembers 

that his father "didn't like those guys," but there was little he could do. 78 

 
Carpenters in other cities were sometimes effective in keeping the ready-cut system out 

of their territory. Catalog mail-orders from outside Los Angeles had been moderately 

successful for Pacific from the onset. But, according to Pacific sales manager Sylvester 

Hoffman, there had always been a problem: the "opposition of the local carpenters and 

especially of the local lumber yard." A prospective client, complained the salesman, 

would "inquire from a number of carpenters as to the cost of the of the labor... with the 

result that only a small percentage of our inquiries developed into sales." 79 Pacific would 

attempt in this case to find a local builder or contractor to open a Pacific office in the 

area, with varying degrees of success. 

 
Despite such efforts to block the ready-cut system, it was a strongly supported 
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technological approach which was used with great success throughout the country. The 

effects on carpentry as a trade were deeply felt and widespread. As early as 1930 

economist William Haber wrote, 

Less than fifty years ago... window frames and doors were cut, fitted together and 
put finally into place by the carpenter. Even the carving of ornamental 
pieces such as moldings was done by hand. Today a great part of all this work is done 
by machinery at the mill. Doors and frames come ready to be put into place. The 
craftsman in this trade no longer needs a high degree of skill... Few carpenters now 
are versatile enough to do the work which their predecessors did two decades ago.80 

 
Carpenters themselves were divided by the mass production of low-cost houses, both as 

producers and as consumers. Obviously, many semi-skilled carpenters did build with 

ready-cut lumber, splitting the trade along skill lines. And, of course, carpenters wanted 

to buy low cost houses too. Even the Southern California Labor Press, the progressive 

labor newspaper published by the Los Angeles carpenters' union, strongly endorsed 

homeownership for union members. "Every man who has others depending upon him for 

their livelihood owes it to himself and to them to own a home." And further, "unless you 

own it, it's not a home." Although most trade unionists in Los Angeles were 

homeowners, the paper encouraged those who rented: "If you can afford it, buy a lot, 

then have a contractor (one who employs union men; of course) build the kind of home 

you want." 81 

 
The reality, though, was that the house built with union labor (or with non-union 

carpenters using traditional building techniques) was probably more expensive than a 

ready-cut house. And while determining to hire union carpenters and/or to boycott 

ready-cut materials was a viable solution for highly paid, skilled members of the 

working-class, for other families the difference could determine whether or not they 

could own their own homes. It was a situation which would have tested even the 

allegiance of those workers devoted to labor unionism and supportive of carpenters who 

maintained traditional skills. But many members of the working-class were no doubt 

influenced by the public attack on building trade labor unions during the period. And in 

Los Angeles, where the "good life" was marketed in middle-class terms of owning your 

own auto and your own home, tens of thousands of moderate income working-class 

families were no doubt happy to have the opportunity to buy a ready-cut bungalow from 
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Pacific. 

 
Buying a home, of course, was just what many people hoped every family would do, but 

some government and business leaders were unwilling to leave it to chance. While local 

Own Your Own Home campaigns had taken hold in various cities, many saw the need 

for a national organization to "educate" the public on the social and spiritual values 

inherent in homeownership. Better Homes in America became just this. Begun by Marie 

Meloney of the Delineator magazine, Better Homes in America was an umbrella 

organization of local committees charged with promoting homeownership in their 

communities. Herbert Hoover served as its President, eventually tying the organization 

to the Division of Building and Housing and calling it a "collateral arm" of the 

government. 82 Thousands of local committees opened model homes during the 

celebration of Better Homes Week each year, and the exhibitions were more than 

physical models. They were strict social models for family life which allowed few, if 

any, alternatives. 

 
MODEL HOMES AND HOUSEWIVES 

The keen observer from Survey magazine had wondered why women were absent from 

the 1920 National Housing Conference, particularly in light of the fact that women's role 

in the home was a key topic for discussion. But in the context of the political milieu for 

women during the period the absence is not surprising. Dolores Hayden points out that 

although women had been victorious in their long struggle for the vote just the previous 

year, a backlash towards feminists followed World War I which weakened many 

mainstream women's organizations such as the Young Women's Christian Association 

and the American Home Economics Association, as well as women's rights groups such 

as the League of Women Voters. 83 

 
The new political climate intensified the conservative trend in professional home 

economics. Its original goal had been to reorganize home life and housework so that 

women could have more time for activities outside the home, but in the 1920's home 

economics was primarily informed by the assumption that homemaking was a full-time 

"profession" to which all women should aspire. 84 And despite the popular mythology 
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that women had an inborn capacity to be housewives and mothers, it was also believed 

that they had to be trained to do it right. Home economists both helped to create and to 

fill the need for this training. They devised the most efficient methods to clean houses 

and manage households, taught women how to use electrical labor-saving appliances, 

and designed kitchens to best accommodate the work done there, saving steps and 

motions by keeping all cupboards and sinks within easy reach. 

 

The leaders of Better Homes in America supported these goals, calling for the 

establishment of home economics departments in public schools. They proposed that 

demonstration homes be used to teach strict gender roles; boys were to build and repair 

the houses and girls to clean and manage them." 85 But the largest goal of Better Homes 

in America was to educate adults, and thereby generate a greater, more "discriminating" 

demand for single-family houses, especially by families with "small incomes." 86 The 

organization was enormously successful, and become a nationwide movement of over 

7000 local committees. These groups sponsored the Better Homes Week in their 

community near the end of April each year, opening model houses, organizing 

homemaking exhibits, providing information on 'building and home financing. For a 

businessman like William Butte it must have been similar to being part of a national 

advertising franchise which charged no fee. 

 
Better Homes in America was successful because people liked model homes. They 

could walk through the house, dream and plan; the experience was powerful, and 

William Butte was well aware of it. From the earliest days of selling portable 

bungalows, model Pacific houses had been open year-round in downtown Los Angeles. 

One of the earliest was located at 8th and Broadway – opposite Hamburgers and 

diagonal to Barker Brothers furniture store -- attracting thousands of visitors and 

shoppers. The Pacific model home was almost too popular, since "hundreds of people 

visited... who were not in any way prospects, just as great numbers of the merely 

curious would visit any exhibit." 88 Butte eventually purchased a large parcel of land six 

blocks south at 14th and Hill, and built a full two block Exhibition Grounds, with ten 

model homes, a sales office and a display room. (Illustration 3.8) The new location was 

far enough away from the business center to keep the merely curious away; it also 
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"increased the quality of the visitors and the average sale per caller." 89 Over 100,000 

people visited the Pacific Exhibition Grounds each year, met by women who showed 

them the models, and by salesmen who helped them choose their favorite from the 

catalog. 90 (Illustration 3.9) 

 
Butte celebrated Better Homes Week at the Exhibition Grounds with much fanfare. 

He planned special exhibits by electric companies and furniture dealers, and built a 

new model home to be opened each year at the onset of the celebration.91 

(Illustration 3.10) But he was perhaps at his most creative when he hired directory 

Baby Betty of a "leading Hollywood studio" to make a film about Pacific. He 

transformed one of his model homes into a movie house and showed the film four 

times daily as a tribute to Better Homes Week in 1923. The Los Angeles Times 

reported: 

The film is a graphic presentation of the ready-cut system and more than 700 
employees of the firm take part ... [S]ome of the locations are in the northern 
forests where giant redwoods are shown being hewed and sledded through snow 
embanked passes to the lumber mills. It shows the lumber schooners bringing the 
logs and sawed timbers to San Pedro Harbor and then transported to the firm's 
mill... All of the special machines required to cut, notch and prepare ready-cut 
materials are shown in action. Scenes in the cabinet shops, frame cutting 
departments and the sash and door mill give a keen insight to the working of a 
modern house factory. A demonstration of how a French door is produced in 
twenty-eight seconds in one of the scenes of interest. The play carries the audience 
to the final conclusion by showing the house under construction, and the house 
when finally completed. 92 

 
Butte enthusiastically supported Better Homes in America, saying it was led by the most 

"distinguished men and women in the country," and commending its aims in the Los 

Angeles Times. His support extended to the ideology of homemaking for women; he 

was himself a firm believer in strict gender roles. 94 When he told the Times that Better 

Homes in America was meant to "assist and encourage home-makers and home-

builders," he no doubt assumed a clear gender breakdown in the categories. 95 His 

advertising rhetoric echoed this model for family life. 

Seventy per cent of a housewife's time is spent in and about the kitchen. If you will 
ask any woman who lives in a Pacific Home why she likes it so much she will tell 
you that, more than its distinctiveness and substantial construction, she likes its 
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many, many wonderful conveniences. She rejoices in the arrangement of the kitchen 
cupboards and drawers, for they are just as she would plan them.96 

 
While only a few professional home economists dealing with actual household work 

would have tried to claim that women "rejoiced" in their work sites, they did say that 

women would be less fatigued in efficient workspaces. Even the remaining home 

economists who still supported collective solutions to housework as the "eventual" 

solution, called for better arranged kitchens for the millions of American women who 

were performing private household labor. 97 Butte claimed that Pacific kitchens "were 

designed by women -- those who fully appreciate the value of well arranged built-in 

features." 98 Perhaps he hired a home economist to design his kitchens; more likely the 

Pacific plans were based upon the many kitchen designs published by home economists 

during the period. 99 In any case, the rhetoric of home economics certainly informed 

Pacific advertising, and even harked back to the earliest days of the field, when Helen 

Campbell had complained that in inefficient kitchens, "the step soon count as miles." 

How many miles a day does the mistress of your home walk in her kitchen? Every 
step that can be saved helps relieve the burden of kitchen work... On this page are 
shown four types of Pacific kitchens that reveal the very practicable placement of 
cupboards and drawers. There are no awkward corners. Sinks are built to the proper 
height and in correct position; every cupboard is easily accessible.100 

 
Single-family houses with efficient private kitchens also filled the country's economic 

need to encourage the consumption of mass-produced household gadgets. Christine 

Frederick, already a popular home economists prior to World War I, became the best 

known home economist of the 1920's, and the key ideologue of the importance of a key 

new role for housewives in the economy: consumption. As Dolores Hayden points out, 

to Christine Frederick houses "did not imply shelter... but rather endless possibilities for 

sales." 101 As Frederick wrote in her 1929 book Selling Mrs. Consumer, "There is a direct 

and vital business interest in the subject of young love and marriage. Every business day 

approximately 5,000 new homes are begun; new 'nests' are constructed and new family 

purchasing units begin operation." 102 When William Butte mass-produced single family 

houses he was providing the domestic form for women to live according to the dominant 

political theme for women of the period, with homemaking as their fulltime "profession" 

and consumption as their primary activity. 
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Of course, mass-producing the "nests" for 40,000 new family purchasing units in the 

Western United States was a powerful contribution to the American economy. The 

ready-cut bungalows were sturdy, state-of-the-art houses, and many people were 

fortunate to buy them. But despite the great success and the remarkable innovation, 

despite the lower prices and a greater chance for homeownership, it was a mixed 

contribution. First, the ready-cut system contributed to the de-skilling of carpenters and 

to their increasing loss of control over their own labor. Second, the single-family ready-

cut bungalows were extremely limited models of housing and family life for Americans, 

and were part of a movement to discredit radical alternatives. The narrow model for the 

production of housing which emphasized single-family homeownership and patriarchal 

gender roles would pervade the American domestic built environment for decades to 

come, and the technological innovations would be used again "to mass-produce 

working-class suburbs after World War II. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE SOCIAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL LEGACY 

 

It is my firm conviction that within fifteen years 75% of all frame buildings erected 
in America will be built with ready-cut materials. 

- William Butte, 1925 

At the peak of his success in 1924, William Butte printed "The Most Important 

Homebuilding Message We Have Ever Released" in the Los Angeles Times. In it he told 

Los Angeles residents that facts had to be looked squarely in the face: the building and 

real estate boom was over, and homebuilding would now progress steadily without the 

"taint of hectic boom days." In its "return to normalcy" homebuilding was testing the 

builder's stability. "The day has arrived," he wrote, "when 'the survival of the fittest' is 

the issue... We do not anticipate the slightest recession in sales." 1 

Butte was not at all alone in misperceiving the economic cycles in housing of the 1920's 

-- most people assumed that steady conditions would follow the 1923 boom. But in 1925 

residential building in Los Angeles was down to half its 1923 level, and, far from 

leveling off, it dropped each year by an average of 15%.2 The same was true throughout 

the country: after 1924 homebuilding consistently declined. 

 
It was in this context that Butte ran his race for survival of the fittest, determined to 

continue to massproduce without a boom market. 

 
Although Butte did not predict that decline would follow boom, by the end of 1925 it 

was clear that he was operating in a very different market which required different 

strategies. And his was a bold one. With building at half its 1923 level, and with sales 

for 1925 down dramatically to 500, he decided to expand Pacific by nationalizing its 

homebuilding service. Pouring yet more capital into the production plant, he revamped 

his shipping department so that orders from anywhere in the country could "be prepared 

and shipped within forty eight hours of receipt." 3 The plan rested entirely with his 

network of Authorized Builders, which already reached Nebraska, Oklahoma, New 

Jersey, Maryland and Florida, not to mention scores of California cities. Butte put his 
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energies into expanding this network, and in 1928 there were fourteen full Pacific 

offices outside the West Coast; two in each of the states of New Mexico, Arizona, 

Texas, Wisconsin and Illinois, and one in Miami, Las Vegas, Oklahoma City and Salt 

Lake City, Utah. 4 The strategy was successful; the extensive network kept Butte 

producing about 1000 houses per year throughout the decade -- no small feat in a 

declining market. He was clearly a "survivor," and successful at it. But still, he could not 

sustain the large-scale mass-production for which he had built his plant. William Butte 

never again produced houses at or even near the capacity of his 24-acre production 

plant. 

THE PROBLEM WITH MASS-PRODUCED HOUSES 

There were many reasons why Pacific could not sustain mass-production over a long 

period. Despite his social Darwinist rhetoric, Butte did depend upon the economic boom 

to stimulate demand and to give buyers the confidence necessary to buy a house. 5 For 

the industrial producer of housing, the problem of decreased demand was essentially one 

of overhead. Butte had a 24acre production plant with fifteen separate factories. Mass-

production required that he stockpile acres and acres of lumber bought in advance. The 

capital investment was a losing one when capacity production could not be maintained. 

 
Furthermore, there were critics of mass-produced housing who pointed out that there 

was a logical inconsistency in attempting to mass-produce houses, a permanent product, 

when inherent in the mass-production process is a need for constant turnover. Lewis 

Mumford, a well-known author and regional planner, was one of mass-produced 

housing's most outspoken and articulate critics. He wrote in 1930, 

Mass-production brings with it the necessity for continuous turnover... When mass 
methods are applied to relatively durable goods like furniture or houses, there is a 
great danger that once the original market is supplied, replacements will not be 
made with sufficient frequency to keep the original plant running. Our 
manufacturers of furniture and motors are driven desperately to invent new fashions 
in order to hasten the moment of obsolescence.6 

 

Mumford was referring to the strategy of "planned obsolescence," which many mass-

production industries used to sustain demand by getting people to buy new models of the 

same products. This worked well for the automobile industry: new models were unveiled 
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each year to encourage people to regard their own car as out-of-date. But there were 

obvious problems in applying this strategy to housing. Ready-cut houses were popular in 

the first place precisely because they were permanent. Despite increasing mobility, 

people do become attached to their houses. In the absence of favorable real estate 

conditions to stimulate another investment, people did not keep buying the latest 

"models" to put on their lots. And Butte was in no Position to encourage them to do so, 

or to try to hasten the moment of obsolescence of his product. After all, he had stressed 

for years that ready-cut houses were permanent. 

 
Nonetheless, the introduction of "new and better" models did play an important 

advertising role for Butte as sales declined and he began to need to convince the public 

to buy a house in the first place. At the same point that he expanded his network of 

Authorized Builders, he also began to emphasize the "modern" design of his latest 

model home more than he emphasized his innovative production process. His most 

ambitious attempt, "1930 Model Home," was announced in late 1925 and advertised as 

"five years ahead of its time." The model opened the following Sunday, with music 

from 2 to 5 p.m., and 4500 people spent their Sunday at the Exhibition Grounds. 

Although the model was essentially a more elegant version of Pacific's standard 

Spanish Revival house, Butte advertised it as "pages from future history." The new 

emphasis on design rather than price also suggests that Butte was hoping to reach more 

comfortable middle-class families, who comprised the home buying market of the late 

1920's. The 1930 Model Home cost $4000, a moderate price which would not have 

been affordable to the working-class. 7 (Illustration 4.1) 

 
In fact, by late decade Butte and his Authorized Builders were primarily selling 

moderate-priced houses to middle-income buyers. (Illustration 4.2) While this was due 

in part to the fact that the economy had slowed down, the reality was that the ready-cut 

system -- the most successful component of technological strategy -had only been 

partially successful at reducing the costs of homeownership. Lewis Mumford pointed 

out that it was a mistake to assume that the cost of the building was the largest element 

in the cost of homeownership. Land, manufactured utilities, site-improvements, and 

finance comprised a greater share in the cost than materials or labor. "To cut the cost of 
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the shell in half," he wrote, "is to lower the cost of the house a bare ten per cent... the 

lowering of the interest rate one per cent would effect as great a reduction." 8 

 
Essentially the technological strategy as a whole had failed to provide housing for 

unskilled and semiskilled workers. As Edith Elmer Wood pointed out at the 1929 

conference of the National Housing Association, the third highest income group was 

well-housed, the middle income group only fairly, and the lowest-income group badly. 9 

The Conference devoted three full sessions that year to proposals for slum clearance. 11 

The problems with housing apparent in the late 1920's, and the subsequent Depression, 

gave rise to a new group of architects, social critics and planners who articulated a 

fundamentally new approach to housing and urban development known as regional 

planning. Lewis Mumford was a central force in this new view of housing; in this 

context he rooted his criticism of the mass-production of housing most strongly in the 

architectural form chosen by mass-builders. The "engineer and mechanically-minded 

architect," he wrote, "has kept, with charming unconsciousness, the most traditional and 

sentimental tag of all, namely, the free-standing individual house." Mumford proposed 

an "integral architecture," a component of regional planning which would solve the 

problem by treating economics, community planning, technology and architecture as one 

-- and which would allow for many different residential building types for a variety of 

families and domestic needs. 

 
Others agreed that mass-producing single-family houses did not make sense in the 

modern age. Stephen Voorhees and Ralph Walker proposed in a 1930 article on the 

relationship of the machine to architecture that the "old sentiment" in favor of the single-

family house be put aside in order to obtain economics in building. Their critique rested 

in part upon the feminist analysis of the isolated single-family home articulated three 

decades earlier by Charlotte Perkins Gilman: 

A great many attempts have been made to devise the mass-production house... While 
there is no doubt a saving in cost in the manufacture and assemblage... it is 
fundamentally wrong in its conception. It is based on the thought that women will 
still occupy a relation to the house similar to that of the past... The idea of individual 
service plants is a wasteful one... The fundamentals of future housing should be, other 
than those of human occupancy, low initial costs and maintenance and a pooling of 
the responsibility for service and operation.11 
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It is unlikely that Butte took much time to consider the complaints of regional planners 

and other critics of mass-produced housing. After all, why should he? He was not 

particularly politically open-minded, and besides, Mumford and his colleagues faced 

formidable opponents who gave substantial support to Butte's strategy. 12 

 
Herbert Hoover, now President, put the federal government firmly behind suburban 

homeownership and mass-produced housing in the 1932 President's Conference on 

Home Building and Home Ownership. The Conference itself was fascinating. The 

Depression had made it painfully clear that the government would have to involve itself 

more directly in housing; yet, with millions of Americans homeless, Hoover asked the 

large and impressive committee to consider just two questions: "How can we facilitate 

the ownership of homes and how can we protect the owners of homes?" Scant attention 

would be paid during this Conference to other forms of housing, he said, since "to 

possess one's own home is the hope and ambition of almost every individual in our 

country." 13 Most conference participants had little difficulty with single-family 

homeownership, 14 nor with the idea that women would occupy the same relationship 

to the home as in the past. Two major conference volumes were, in fact, published on 

homemaking for women, with state-of-the-art discussions and designs for efficient 

kitchens. 

 
Although President Hoover's Home Ownership Conference reinforced the fact that 

Butte had powerful allies, its findings were published at the height of the Depression 

and no builder was in a position to carry them out. Butte operated a scaled-down Pacific 

Ready-Cut Homes during the Depression drastically reducing the number of employees 

to about 30. He sold the Exhibition Grounds and moved the main office building, a 

large, two-story bungalow, to the plant in Vernon. Although Pacific sold ready-cut 

houses throughout the thirties, homebuilding did not really recover until after World 

War II, and William Butte died in 1936. As his son Robert put it, Butte had been the 

"chief," the one who made it go. The eldest son became president of the firm, and 

operated it until 1942, when the Butte sons sold the business and enlisted. 15 (Illustration 

4.3) 
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THE MASS-PRODUCED HOUSE RETURNS 

For those who supported Hoover's 1931 Home Ownership Conference, post World War 

II America must have been something of a dream come true. The bulk of the federal 

government's financial backing went to suburban homeownership for returning 

veterans. Mortgage guarantees from the Veteran's Administration and the Federal 

Housing Authority fulfilled Hoover's 1931 goal of helping families buy and keep 

single-family homes. Generous federal financing was available to the developer 

/builders who provided them. The building boom far surpassed that of the 1920's, and 

some progressive writers predicted early, based on the post World War I experience, the 

political environment to come. For example, Loula Laska, Associate Editor of The 

Survey, wrote in 1945: 

It is starting allover again, that great American sport, the Own-Your-Own campaign. 
It gets a shot in the arm whenever we enter a boom period. But let the buyer 
remember that so far, every time the economic curve goes up, later it comes down - 
accompanied by a shower of foreclosures. If in the thirties you had asked "the men 
who-owned-them" or thought they did, some 1,600,000 would have told you that 
between 1926 and 1936 foreclosures had ended their dreams of owning a home.17 

 

Like William Butte in the 1930's, major mass builders after World War II were 

unconcerned. In fact, Lasker's comments were printed as a counterpoint to those of Los 

Angeles builder Fritz Burns, who waxed eloquently about the home as "the most 

tangible and desirable of possessions," and homeownership as "an antidote for 

disintegrating influences, communistic or otherwise." 18 There were strong reasons for 

Burns to feel this way. Government financing available for those who built single-family 

houses had made possible a completely new scale of homebuilding. Both he and William 

Levitt mass-produced not only single-family homes, but whole suburbs. 

 
The most famous mass-produced suburb was built by William Levitt in New York 

between 1948 and 1951. Eventually housing a community of 75,000 people, Levittown 

was lined with look-alike Cape Cod bungalows, inexpensive and available "no-money-

down" to returning veterans. The houses were "as identical as so many Ford cars 

parked on some parking lot," 19 but thousands of new families jumped at the chance to 

own a house for less than it would cost to rent in New York City. 20 Across the country 
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Fritz Burns mass-produced his own suburb in Los Angeles' San Fernando Valley. The 

community was known as "Panorama City" and Burns based the designs for thousands 

of houses there on two standard plans. Five thousand people visited Panorama City 

model homes each week; one weekend in 1949 the police had to be called in to hold 

back the crowds. 21 

 
Most of the families who used the VA guarantee to buy these houses fit a narrow model 

of family life and gender relations reminiscent of the 1920's Better Homes in America. 

As architect and historian Dolores Hayden put it, the Better Homes movement had "tried 

to house the post-World War I family in segregated suburban residential communities, 

and this attempt, thwarted by the Great Depression, only intensified commitment to the 

same prescription for family bliss after World War II." 22 Hayden described Levittown 

this way: 

Each new Cape Cod house is designed to be a self-contained world, with white 
picket fence, green lawn, living room with television set built into the wall, kitchen 
with Bendix washing machine built into the laundry alcove. Every family is expected 
to consist of male breadwinner, female housewife, and their children.23 (Illustration 
4.2) 

 
The 1920's social legacy to post-World War II America, the dream of single-family 

suburban architecture based upon a prescription for men to be homeowners and for 

women to be homemakers, was accompanied by another, technological, legacy. 

Thousands of the post-war suburban dream houses were built with the 1920's ready-cut 

system of construction. Even after three decades, even after the progress in 

prefabrication made during the war, builders who mass produced single-family houses 

found that the ready-cut system was still the least expensive, and looked the best. Levitt 

and Burns, though, were able to heed Mumford's criticism that mass-producers focused 

too exclusively on construction technology. Instead they controlled the complete 

environment, bulldozing acres at a time, subdividing thousands of lots, installing their 

own street and utility systems, building ready-cut houses and selling the land and house 

package themselves -- the whole process subsidized by the mortgage guarantees 

available to returning vets. 

 
Nonetheless, the similarities between the operations of William Butte and those of 
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William Levitt and Fritz Burns are interesting. Both Burns and Levitt built huge 

factories and hired largely unskilled workers to pre-cut lumber with big power 

machines. They both developed strong organizations with over 1000 employees, and 

were non-union. They were so independent of skilled workers that unions were unable to 

break them. Levitt described the actual construction as "a lot of hammering, and very 

little sawing." 24 By 1950 the Levitt factory produced ready-cut houses at only a margin 

above Pacific -- a complete home every sixteen minutes. 25 

 
The differences in scale between Pacific Ready-cut Homes in the 1920's and Levitt and 

Sons in the 1950's had important ramifications for both the process of buying houses and 

the product itself. While Pacific's houses were built from standardized plans, the 

customer had a wide range of choice about exterior design and interior amenities. 

Imagine an order for Pacific Style 41 which specified Bookcase No. 1201, Buffet No. 

104, Breakfast Nook Set No. 702, and so on. Despite its standardization, the Pacific 

Ready-Cut home retained a faint reminder of the Victorian notion that domestic 

architecture could be individualized. It stood midway between the individualized 

Victorian suburban home of the 1880's and the uniform working-class tract home built 

after World War II. 

 
The ready-cut system did not come to dominate the construction of frame structures as 

William Butte had thought. The most fundamental reason is that after World War II, 

electrically powered hand-tools were available to workers on the job. This gave 

carpenters and small contractors the lumber cutting speed and accuracy which Butte 

had been able to claim were only available in a big factory. The new technology made 

it possible for more carpenters to go into their own small businesses as contractors.26 

Thus, while federal financing was pushing homebuilding towards a large industrial 

scale, technology was pushing it towards greater decentralization and flexibility. 

CONCLUSION 

Today one can drive through Los Angeles and find thousands of bungalows built by 

Pacific Ready-Cut Homes. In the mid-west one can find many more thousands of 

Ready-cut houses built by the Alladin Company, and still more thousands in the east 
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ordered from the famous Sears Roebuck mail-order catalogs. These ready-cut houses 

are the product of a historical period when the industrial production of housing, the 

economy, and the political milieu all converged to put 300,000 of them in American 

cities and towns. There were important social implications in the ready-cut system, 

embodied in both the new method of producing houses and in the product itself, the 

single-family home. 

 
During the 1920's streets upon streets of detached houses were built, and a powerful 

physical pattern emerged. Builders like Pacific Ready-Cut Homes found a way to 

produce the pattern quickly and cheaply at a crucial time when housing could have gone 

in another direction. Many progressive Americans had criticized the single-family home 

as outdated, inefficient, wasteful of women's labor and too expensive to house the 

working-class. But American industrialists and businessmen supported single-family 

homeownership as the backbone of the American capitalist system. Homeownership for 

the working-class was widely seen as a tool to stabilize labor. There were also fortunes 

to be made in real estate speculation, and in the mass production of houses. This 

intersects with the mass production process, and its implications for the labor of 

carpenters and other building workers. 

 
Ironically, mass-builders like William Butte, believing that the single-family home was 

the spiritual and moral basis of society, constructed first an economic commodity and 

secondarily, shelter. The plans for ready-cut houses were universal, unrelated to the 

natural environment and to the topography of the site they would inhabit. Their designs 

were unconnected to the surrounding neighborhood. They were assumed to be 

functionally unrelated to the nearby houses, designed instead to be an isolated unit. But 

the ready-cut system kept what many thought was most important: a private house on a 

plot of land. 
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ILLUSTRATIONS 

2.1 William Butte at 34, in 1914. That year he became General Manager as well as 
Secretary/Treasurer of Pacific Portable Construction Company. (Union League 
Club of Los Angeles, Twenty-Fifth Anniversary Booklet. Los Angeles: Birely 
and Elson Printing Co., 1914). 

2.2 Built-in furniture for a portable bungalow loaded on Pacific Portable 
Construction Company truck to be delivered in the Los Angeles area. A second 
truck behind it carries the wall components. (Courtesy Robert Butte, circa 1918) 

2.3 The sections of portable bungalows were nailed together at the mill and then 
delivered to the site. Advertising claimed that a small house could be assembled 
in two days. (Pacific Portable Construction Company, Pacific Houses, 1919 
catalog.) 

2.4 A basic, two-bedroom portable bungalow, 24' by 36'. (Pacific, Pacific Houses, 
1919 catalog.) 

2.5 Pacific Portable Construction Company bunkhouses were possibly used to house 
migrant farm workers. (Pacific, Pacific Houses, 1919 catalog.) 

2.6 The new construction process could be used on many types of structures, such as 
the gasoline stations here shown. This was, of course, a new built form in the 
early 20th century, the beginning of the auto era. (Pacific, Pacific Houses, 1919 
catalog.) 

3.1 The Pacific plant covered 24-acres, although much of it was used to stockpile 
lumber and other materials. The plant had train tracks connected to major 
railroads. (Pacific Ready-Cut Homes, Pacific's Book of Homes, 1925 catalog.) 

3.2 Typical Craftsman style ready-cut bungalow from their 1925 catalog. This house 
is very small, and the floor plan has a major flaw: in order to reach the bathroom 
one must enter through one of two bedrooms. This was a common design 
problem with Pacific's inexpensive designs. (Pacific, Pacific's Book of Homes, 
1925 catalog.) 

3.3 The Spanish style stucco home was another popular Pacific style, particularly 
later in the decade. This house was built by Pacific in Montebello, near Los 
Angeles, in the late 1920's. (Courtesy Robert Butte) 

3.4 Ready-cut material displayed in the 1925 catalog. Plumbing and electrical 
fixtures are not shown, but each piece of pre-cut wood, and each factory-built 
window and door is pictured. (Pacific, Pacific's Book of Homes, 1925 catalog.) 

3.5 Deliveries were made by truck in the Los Angeles area. This truck is parked 
outside the main office at 14th and Hill, late 1920's. (Courtesy Robert Butte) 

3.6 This 1922 advertisement emphasized the production process and the low cost. 
$1164 is the price of materials upon delivery. Labor would have made this house 
cost close to $2000. (Los Angeles Times, October 22, 1922, Part V, p. 12.) 
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3.7 This photolog shows a duplex being built in 28 days, not including laying the 
cement foundation. This house stood at the corner of 14th and Hill as a model 
home. (Pacific, Pacific's Book of Homes, 1925 catalog.) 

3.8 Butte welcomed customers to the Exhibition Grounds on page four of his 1925 
catalog. Here is pictured the front office, two model homes on either side, and a 
large display room building. Directions by streetcar were printed next to this 
invitation. (Pacific, Pacific's Book of Homes, 1925 catalog.) 

3.9 A photograph of two models demonstrating a Pacific kitchen; the woman is 
shown describing the kitchen's features, the man is listening. Circa mid-1920's. 
(Courtesy Robert Butte.) 

3.10 Butte used Better Homes in America to his advantage. Here he urged the public 
to buy a home immediately, and also announced the celebration of national 
Better Homes Week in 1924. (Los Angeles Times, May 11, 1924, Part V, p. 11.) 

4.1 The "1930 Home" was to be an elegant celebration of fine architecture. This 
advertisement was a turning point for Pacific, away from focusing on the 
production and low-costs, and towards architecture and design for more middle 
class buyers. (Los Angeles Times, November 8, 1925, Part V, p. 6.) 

4.2 Authorized Builder Walter Neumann in Wisconsin, for example, built larger 
houses than the average ready-cut bungalow with Pacific Ready-Cut materials in 
the late 1920's. (Courtesy Robert Butte.) 

4.3 Photograph of the northwest corner of Pacific plant in 1946, after it was sold to 
the Penberthy Lumber Company. The bungalow style office building, moved to 
the Boyle Avenue site during the Depression, is pictured at bottom right. 
Penberthy operated a lumber company from the site until 1986, using the Pacific 
office, and many of the original Pacific structures as well. (Courtesy Penberthy 
Lumber Company) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 




