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Up until World War II, life in the United States was centered upon three distinct
geographic areas; cities, small towns, and farms. After the war, the concept of
suburbia was born. Fueled by The Ford Motor Company and General Motors,
whose leadership set out to successfully fulfill their common vision to make
automobile ownership a reality for every American family, coupled with a fairly
robust post-war economy, lands outside of America’s urban centers were
gobbled up by developers who introduced affordable housing to the returning
veterans and their new and growing families. By the early 1950’s, the first
suburban shopping center was built in Flint Hill, Michigan, to accommodate Ford
workers and their families living in newly created suburbia.. The same scenario
followed suit throughout the country. Zoning laws and ordinances were
enacted, and housing developments like Levittown, Pennsylvania, filled the
countryside surrounding cities throughout America like wildfire.
In the spirit of American ingenuity, free enterprise, and capitalism, these
developments placed as many homes per acre as were permitted by local
ordinance as possible. 

Jumping into the present, while architectural styles and innovations have
certainly advanced in home building, much of the original formulas in planning
housing communities has remained the same. Little attention had ever been given
to situating homes on sites in relation to nature; that is, to the sun, the
prevailing winds, and other natural world elements that had sustained even
primitive man for centuries in the most rudimentary of dwellings since the
beginning of time. Sure, we evolved to rating the insulating qualities of houses
under the guise of energy conservation by the early 1980’s, but the real answer
to a home that was too hot in the summer and too cold in the winter has been
and still is to add bigger boilers for heat and more tonnage to air conditioning
units for cooling. This is most true with the McMansions that have peppered the
most pristine lands across our country over the past several decades. Had
these homes been situated on the same lots but with respect to their exposure to
the sun for passive solar gain; had these homes had been positioned to be
protected from hot summer rays and cold winter winds simply by utilizing the
earth’s natural elements like shade trees, hills and berms, our country and
indeed the earth would not be as far along in the global warming and energy
quandaries we find ourselves in today. 
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No, not a whole lot of common sense has been historically applied to home
building as it relates to energy efficiency throughout the planet, especially
during the past 50 years, up until now. Profit trumped all else. It has taken a
crisis of global proportions, global warming, plus our dependence on foreign oil
and the shake-down around it to bring us to our senses and to embrace the
concepts that we are calling green and sustainable living today.

Another way of introducing you to the concept of sustainable housing and
greener living is to understand that up until the present what has been the
standard, acceptable way to build housing just wasn’t working anymore. I like to
take the concept of understanding a bit further and equate it as an extension of
the consciousness that arose out of the sixties, where authority and everything
else came to be questioned. After all, the original Mother Earth News originated
in Woodstock, New York. Coupled with the new age awareness and searching for
spirituality in our lives, the green, sustainable movement is a natural
progression out of this train of thought. Of course, as necessity is the mother
of invention, the energy crisis and our success in living longer, healthier life
styles have fueled the flames of this new and improved way to create
environments that are superior to those up until now for our children and their
children.

finally, the economic pressures from our dependence upon fossil fuels as a
people has been the single most influential factors in changing the status quo
today. Simply stated, we no longer have a choice. The time has come to replace
the status quo with alternative solutions. And, the time is now.
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