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“We Were Poor But We Didn’t Know It”:  

Creating a New Class Identity in a Planned Community  

“Much emphasis is placed on the ‘Spirit of Cooperation’,” wrote a critic of the Greenbelt 

project in 1938. “The assistant manager, like professor [Rexford] Tugwell, went to Russia to 

observe the Great Experiment and learn new ways of dealing with individualists and dissenters.”  1

While this critique is a fairly extreme one, it does reflect a larger perception of the Greenbelt 

project as a socialist experiment under federal government control, and the perception that this 

experiment’s cultural impact would be one of conformity manipulated from the top down. The 

personal recollections of early residents of Greenhills, Ohio, on the rigorous tenant selection 

process, income restrictions, and socioeconomic sameness, reveal how these factors bled into the 

culture and expressions of class identity in the village, as well as how this village culture 

changed immediately after the shift to private ownership in 1950. These reflections thus reveal a 

complex, and perhaps even fraught, relationship between the community and the individual, and 

suggest that there was, and remains, a great deal of ambivalence surrounding Greenhills’ 

ideological underpinnings.  

The historiography of the Greenbelt project is limited to Joseph L. Arnold’s The New 

Deal in the Suburbs: A History of the Greenbelt Town Program 1935-1954, as well as Cathy D. 

Nepper’s relatively more recent Greenbelt, Maryland: A Living Legacy of the New Deal.  Arnold 2

gives Greenbelt and Greendale far more attention than he does Greenhills, while Nepper focuses 

entirely on the town of Greenbelt. Neither author places particular emphasis on expressions of 

1 Joseph L. Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs: A History of the Greenbelt Town Program 1935-1954, 
(Columbus, Ohio State University Press, 1971),  197-98.  
2 Cathy D. Nepper, Greenbelt, Maryland: A Living Legacy of the New Deal, (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2001).  
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culture in these towns, but they do each shed light on the relationship between town planning, 

economic planning, ideology, and the daily lives of residents. Arnold’s broad overview provides 

a great deal of insight into the larger political, economic, and ideological contexts in which the 

towns were planned and later existed. He looks to the interplay between Rexford Tugwell’s 

idealism (and perceived idealism) ,the realities of American politics and economics from the 

Great Depression into the postwar period, public opinion, and the larger conflict between 

“individual freedom and mutual aid.”  Ultimately Arnold concludes that the history of the 3

Greenbelt towns is “the story of a road not taken.”  Knepper, on the other hand, narrows her 4

focus to the ideological underpinnings of the physical and economic planning of Greenbelt, 

Maryland. She argues that the concept of cooperation permeated every aspect of life in the early 

years of Greenbelt, and suggests that Greenbelters consciously felt that they were taking part in a 

social experiment.  The respective cultures of Greenbelt and Greenhills were certainly not 5

interchangeable, but their shared origins must be addressed nevertheless.  

While the scholarship surrounding the Greenbelt project is quite limited, other scholars 

have more broadly addressed the history of American suburbs, or suburbia as a concept. Scholars 

of Levittown in particular, such as Diane Suzette Harris, provide a familiar portrait of a planned 

community in the postwar period against which the peculiarities of Greenhills can be read.  6

Furthermore, because this essay is rooted in a larger conversation surrounding conformity and 

3 Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs, 162. 
4 Ibid., 243. 
5 Nepper, Greenbelt, Maryland, xiv. 
6 Diane Suzette Harris, Second Suburb: Levittown, Pennsylvania, (Pittsburgh, University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2013).  
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expressions of culture from the late 1930s into the early 1950s, select works on American 

popular, material, and consumer culture in the 20th century will underpin its arguments. 

The federal government under the Franklin D. Roosevelt administration designed 

Greenhills with mandatory income caps. This was something of which even its youngest 

residents were aware. “When the government owned, everyone made within the same salary 

range… so everybody was kind of like on the same plane there,” said Wendel Fisher, whose 

family moved to Greenhills in 1938.  “Everybody knew what everybody’s father made,” said 7

Jane Steinway, another early resident. “You weren’t competing.”  It is clear that from the 8

moment the plan was devised and Cincinnati was scouted as an ideal location, that future 

residents would need to earn at least $1,000 annually, and no more than $2,000. Detailed 

statistical analyses determined that families within this income bracket were most in need of 

housing, while still demonstrating that they could maintain steady income.   In some cases, rare 9

exceptions would be made for unusually large families with incomes of no more than $2,500.  10

“I think that was a good equalizer,” suggested Al Dilz, reflecting on the range of incomes 

permitted in Greenhills. “There weren’t any real high floatin’ people or any really, really down 

and out people.”  Tom Haverland, who was already a teenager when he moved to Greenhills in 11

the early 1940s, also noted that a family’s rent was determined with regard to their income.  12

While it is unclear in existing documentation precisely how rent was determined in Greenhills’ 

7 Interview of Wendel Fisher, interviewed by Rebekah Knaggs, March 18, 2018.  
8 Interview of Jane Steinway, interviewed by Robbie Due, March , 2018.  
9 Research Section Division of Suburban Resettlement Administration, “Analysis of Questionnaire 
Results: Families by Income Levels,” in “Report on Cincinnati, Ohio and the Selection of a Site for 
Suburban Resettlement.”, (1936).  
10 US Department of Agriculture, “Information for the Press: Income Limitations,” (1938), 3.  
11 Interview of Al Dilz, interviewed by Robbie Due, February 29, 2018.  
12 “In those days, your rent was based on your salary” from an interview of Thomas Haverland, 
interviewed by Maria Schumacher, February 22, 2018.  
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early years,  the Suburban Resettlement Administration’s “Report on Cincinnati, Ohio and the 

Selection of a Site for Suburban Resettlement,” paid particular attention to the incomes of 

Cincinnatians and its relationship to rents paid, suggesting that there is some validity to this.   13

Based on these income restrictions, Greenhills residents would not have necessarily been 

impoverished, but they were not comfortably middle-class. Arnold states that they were 

considered “low income,” which was distinct from both the middle income bracket above them, 

as well as the bracket below in immediate need of relief.  The desired average income of 14

Greenhills residents was only slightly lower than the 1938 average of $1,731, with many 

residents expected to make exactly that.   The Greenhills  residents interviewed-- many of 15

whom were young children when their families first moved to Greenhills-- express a degree of 

ambivalence about the socioeconomic status and the lived experience of the village’s residents. 

Some, such as Bernice Gay, suggested that while their somewhat low socioeconomic status was 

not obvious to them at the time, that they believe that was the case in hindsight. This could be 

due, in part, to the fact that the town was planned during the Great Depression, with concerns 

specific to this historical moment, but most living residents’ memories begin in the 1940s. They 

were living in the world that New Deal planners sought to create. “My brother always says that 

we were poor but we didn’t know it, and that kind of sums up our family-- we were poor but we 

didn’t know it,” said Gay.  Jane Steinway remembered things similarly, but cites instances of 16

people from outside of Greenhills recognizing that they were indeed “poor.” “I think we resented 

13 Research Section Division of Suburban Resettlement Administration “Analysis of Questionnaire 
Results.”  
14 Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs,  99.  
15 Henry Blodget, “For A Reminder Of What Inflation Does To Your Money, Check Out The 'Cost Of 
Living' In 1938,” Business Insider, October 3, 2014. Accessed April 2017. 
http://www.businessinsider.com/the-cost-of-living-2014-10.  
16 Interview of Bernice Gay, interviewed by Kevin Rigsbee, March 6, 2018.  
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when people from...the city...referred to us as a ‘project’ because it made us seem like, you 

know, we were poor people,” she said. “Well, I guess really, we were, but it didn’t seem like it.”

 Stan Wernz, in contrast, remembered that he always “felt that we were poor,” when he was a 17

child.  He later states, however, “when I grew older, I learned how rich we were because we had 

to work for those things. Everything wasn’t just handed to us.” He attributed “the work ethic 

inside Greenhills,” as well as the community’s solidarity in a “common goal,” to his success later 

in life.  Leaving aside this statement’s obvious contradictions with the fact that Greenhill’s 18

residents were indeed on the receiving end of government programs, it is, in fact, in line with the 

culture of work that town planners desired to foster.    19

In addition to creating a culture of wholesome work, town planners did indeed facilitate a 

degree of conformity through their selection process, as well as the many rules residents were 

expected to follow. Arnold notes, however, that while these rules were somewhat cumbersome 

and confusing for residents, they were not terribly out of the ordinary for renters.  Greenhills 20

residents thus reflected on a degree of conformity that was not necessarily always forced, but 

likely a result of material circumstances and the initial selection process. When asked directly if 

Greenhills residents had much in common, most overwhelmingly responded affirmatively. Many 

did indeed attribute the homogeneity of the community to the similarity in demographics. 

Greenhills was, after all, entirely white, almost entirely Christian, quite German, and everyone’s 

income was roughly the same. “We were not very diverse,” Larry Zettler frankly states.  Many 21

17 Steinway.  
18 Interview of Stan Wernz, interviewed by Casey Huegel, February 21, 2018.  
19 Research Section Division of Suburban Resettlement Administration, “Social and Political Background 
of Cincinnati: Labor Policy,” in “Report on Cincinnati, Ohio and the Selection of a Site for Suburban 
Resettlement.” (1936), 34.  
20 Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs, 151.  
21 Interview of Larry Zettler, interviewed by Nate Cain, February 10, 2018.  
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remember a lack of competition.  Tom Haverland recalled being “subject to prejudices” in his 22

hometown as a child, due to the “caste system of rich people and poor people,” but believed that 

because “in Greenhills, everyone made the same amount of money,” this was not the case.  23

Oscar Hoffmann, a longtime political figure and former mayor of Greenhills, recalled a similar 

lack of class stratification. “There was no upper class, middle class, and lower class. We were all 

the lower class. That’s why you were out here.”  “You didn’t have to go out and buy a car, 24

because your next door neighbors already had one,” remembered Barbara Shanklin, shedding 

light on the remarkable degree of sharing that occurred among Greenhills residents, and the 

apparent nonexistence of the family car as a suburban status symbol. While it is possible that 

Shanklin was referring to her teenage years in the early 1950s, rather than the late 30s and 40s, 

her conclusion that Greenhills residents “didn’t look down on you for not [owning your own 

car]” adds weight to her larger argument that there was little competition in her childhood 

hometown.  25

22 Interview of Barbara Shanklin, interviewed by Maria Schumacher, February 27, 2018.  
23 Haverland. 
24 Interview of Oscar Hoffmann, interviewed by Maria Schumacher, February 25, 2018.  
25 Shanklin.  
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Fig. 1 A Greenhills high school student shows off her Spalding saddle shoes in 1947.  26

 
Marian Lampl suggested that the only kind of “competition” felt among young people in 

Greenhills in this period was whether or not “you could afford penny loafers or saddle oxfords.” 

Dress often came up in discussions about expressions of wealth and encouragement of 

conformity.  While many maintained that “there was no competition in dressing,” or “keeping up 

with the Joneses,” many women, like Lampl specifically referred to Spalding saddle shoes as a 

necessity for young women in the late 1940s.  “Of course, you had to have a pair of Spaldings,” 27

said Bernice Gay.  Barbara Shanklin also stated that,” we had to have Spalding saddles… brown 28

and white Spalding saddles.”  Furthermore, many discussed dressing up to visit Cincinnati as a 29

26 Greenhills High School yearbook 1947.  
27 Shanklin.  
28 Gay.  
29 Shanklin.  
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sort of foil to their regular “casual” manner of dressing, but clarify that “casual,” at the time was 

what they would now consider to be somewhat more formal.  When asked to clarify what 30

casual, or everyday dressing meant to her, Barbara Shanklin pointed to photos in the school 

yearbook showing men with [term for whatever haircut they all have?] and women with neatly 

styled, curled hair and tasteful but noticeable makeup, as an accurate representation of how 

adolescents in Greenhills would present themselves each day.  Shanklin, a self-identified 31

tomboy, nevertheless wore skirts and sweaters each day. Marian Lampl maintained that 

high-school aged girls wore, and were expected by their peers to wear,  makeup to school every 

day.  Finally, Stan Wernz, a man who grew up on the farms surrounding Greenhills, reflected on 32

his peers’ reactions to his unmended, old clothing, or clothing from the army surplus store. He 

said that students from Greenhills would jokingly ask, “When are you going to go and get in the 

army for real,” but maintains that this was lighthearted joking among friends and never meant to 

humiliate or alienate him.  While the degree to which conformity was socially encouraged 33

appears standard for school-aged Americans in this period, its terms are nevertheless intriguing. 

Interviewees almost universally described a manner of dress that was not ostentatious, but well 

kept. While conspicuous consumption was neither encouraged nor possible, Greenhills residents 

30 Interview of Louis Steinert, interviewed by Casey Huegel, February 11, 2018.  
31  “Schumacher: “See, I’m curious now too, because I’ve been thumbing through some of the yearbooks 
they have here-- so, on the day you had your picture made, would you all get 
especially dressed up? Was that out of the ordinary? That everyone was so made up for those 
pictures? 
Shanklin: No, I think that that’s really the way-- I wore a skirt and sweater to have-- well, they 
voted for people. Most popular, best all around. Well, I was best all around. And so, I wore a 
sweater and skirt for the picture. And saddles. Saddles were in then. We had to have Spalding 
saddles. Mhmm. Brown and white spalding saddles.” 
32 “Sometimes we'd stop in some of those shops, and buy a little bit of makeup or whatever, we all had to 
wear makeup to school,” from interview of Marian Lampl, interviewed by Rebekah Knaggs, February 15, 
2018.  
33 Wernz.  
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still put a considerable effort into not appearing to be “poor people,” and as a result set the terms 

for a class identity rooted in the liminal space between those desperate for relief and the middle 

income bracket. 

 
Fig 2. Greenhills High School class photo from 1939.  34

As residents of Greenhills were only permitted to earn between $1,000 and $2,000 

annually, making too much money could mean dismissal from the community. It remains 

somewhat unclear precisely how this was investigated and enforced. Jackie Noble, for example, 

recalled a neighboring family being “kicked out,” for “having too much.”  Other former 35

residents recalled inspections by the federal government, but most believed this was simply to 

make sure units were being maintained properly, or if repairs were needed. Regardless of 

whether or not these inspections included inventories of material wealth or further investigations 

into income, there was indeed a degree of aesthetic sameness enforced by the government. A 

34  Greenhills High School Yearbook, 1939.  
35 Interview with Jackie Noble, interviewed by Fuwei Li, February 23.  
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manual for residents distributed by the first city manager listed several rules for the upkeep of 

units that reflected this. For example, lawns had to be uniform, no unapproved signs could be 

displayed from lawns or windows, and residents could not change any exterior or interior 

decorations.  Another document from 1946 addressed to residents stated that “it is necessary to 36

conduct an annual review of of the incomes of all residents,” in order to determine rents for the 

following year.  The procedure and mechanics of this investigation was not explicitly outlined. 37

Arnold states that in Greendale, Wisconsin, these rules were indeed regarded as overly 

complicated, but residents issued no formal grievances, and even had a sense of humor about 

them. Furthermore, the people who left the town in the early years did so because they felt that 

they did not fit in with other residents, rather than because of an inability or unwillingness to 

follow the rules set by the federal government.  The sameness of Greenhills was undeniably 38

influenced by the federal government both in the planning process and the maintenance of 

Greenhills, but it seems to have been internalized and perpetuated by residents as much as, if not 

more than it was officially enforced by federal or local governing bodies. 

36 C.F. Sharpe, Greenhills Manual, (1938).  
37 Lawrence H. Tucker, “Letter to Greenhills Residents”, (1946).  
38 Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs, 151.  
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Fig 3. Page from Greenhills Commemorative Booklet from 1946.   39

Greenhills shifted from government owned rental properties to private ownership by the 

Greenhills Homeowners Corporation in 1950. Many former residents noted a distinct cultural 

shift around this time, and some directly attributed it to this change in ownership. Some 

associated the change with the village feeling less insulated. “Things started to change after the 

government sold the village to the people...and then I think people were getting more cars and 

being about to go out of the village more,” recalled Stephen Tucker.  Tom Haverland fondly 40

39 New Deal 8th Anniversary Commemorative Booklet, 1946.  
40 Interview of Stephen Tucker, interviewed by Casey Huegel, February 24, 2018.  
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reflected on the co-op grocery and butcher shops, the community gatherings and the only TV in 

Greenhills at the Village Inn, claiming that “that’s the way it went until they sold Greenhills...in 

1950.”  When asked if she remembers any moment where the culture of Greenhills changed, 41

Barbara Shanklin stated frankly that, “I think it changed when they sold Greenhills… it was not 

as friendly.” When asked to describe this change a bit more, Shanklin said that people no longer 

visited other families’ homes unannounced, and became altogether more private. She 

remembered “different,” people beginning to move into the village, and attributes this degree of 

difference to socioeconomic diversity.  42

 
Fig 3. Photograph from Greenhills High School Yearbook, 1954.   43

 
This degree of control and regulation regarding income and wealth prompted many 

residents to contemplate whether or not this was indeed a socialist project. Some believe that, to 

an extent, it was. Dan Rolfes said that “it was like a communist deal,” in some sense, “except 

41 Haverland. 
42 Shanklin. 
43 Greenhills High School Yearbook, 1954.  
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that you were allowed to have your own job and keep your own money and be successful or not 

or whatever.” He added that “you’d never get away with any of that today, the way the whole 

thing was set up….I’d say it probably was set up on some type of socialist principles.” 

Furthermore, he believes that the simplicity of some of the homes in Greenhills, built in the 

international style, were intended to reflect this “socialistic approach.”  These sentiments are 44

reflected in The New Deal in the Suburbs, as Arnold suggest that it was the fact that these towns 

had not only drawn on suspicious “intellectual theories,” but also “European designs,” that led to 

many members of the public to become skeptical of the project. Some former residents believed 

otherwise, such as Larry Zettler and Glory Southwind. Zettler, “never thought that [Greenhills] 

was” a socialist experiment, but rather it was intended to “stimulate the economy and put people 

back to work after the Great Depression,”  and Southwind frankly stated that “this was never a 45

socialist place.”   46

Evidence from earlier stages of planning suggests that while some socialistic elements 

would be adopted-- particularly in terms of art, architecture, the availability of amenities, and the 

general fostering of a sense of community and cooperation-- the purpose of this project was 

fundamentally to stabilize a liberal, capitalist system by providing a comfortable existence for a 

relatively small group of working Americans. The Cincinnati area itself was selected because of 

its lack of labor organizing in its history. “Cincinnati’s major manufacturing industries are 

unorganized, and there is every indication that they will remain unorganized,” reads one of these 

official investigative documents. The document states that “industrialists in the area point with 

pride to a record singularly free of strikes,” and attributes this to “the predominantly 

44 Interview of Dan Rolfes, interviewed by Kevin Rigsbee, March 5, 2018.  
45 Zettler.  
46 Interview of Glory Southwind, interviewed by Nate Cain, February 11, 2018.  
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native-American  character of of their labor supply.”  Solidarity in work, or any workers’ 47 48

ownership of means of production was not the objective. Heads of households who worked in the 

private sector still earned wages while generating profit for business owners. Town planners 

fostered the aesthetics of socialism in Greenhills’ modern amenities, buildings, and cultural 

emphasis on community and mutual help, while explicitly aiming to select a population that 

would leave structures of power unchallenged.  

The  Suburban Resettlement Administration was not cultivating socialism in a controlled 

environment, but Greenhills was nevertheless a controlled environment. The Suburban 

Resettlement Administration conducted comprehensive investigations of potential residents 

before admitting them to Greenhills. Wendell Fisher even recalled his mother telling him that 

investigators from the federal government spoke to their neighbors, asking if they “[kept] their 

house clean…[kept] their porch clean.” Fisher stated that everyone who was accepted to 

Greenhills went through a similar process.  Stan Wernz added that in addition to earning within 49

a certain income bracket and being employed at the time of application, potential residents “had 

a work ethic.”  Finally, Roger Petering recalled something similar, claiming that “you had to 50

have a spotless recording...nothing negative on your background,” although he does not specify 

what a spotless record necessarily entailed.  Arnold describes a rigorous interview process in 51

which a five person selection committee would inspect the applicant’s home, specifically seeking 

47 The term “native-American” here refers a person with grandparents who were born in the United States, 
presumably of English, or in this context, Germanic, ancestry.  
48 Research Section Division of Suburban Resettlement Administration, “Social and Political Background 
of Cincinnati: Labor Policy,” in “Report on Cincinnati, Ohio and the Selection of a Site for Suburban 
Resettlement.” (1936), 34.  
49 Fisher.  
50 Wernz. 
51 Interview of Roger Petering, interviewed by Kevin Rigsbee, February 19, 2018.  
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to get at whether potential tenants were members of “socially unacceptable organization[s],” or if 

they had “questionable family [lives] or social attitudes.”  Official documentation of these 52

investigations specifically into prospective Greenhills residents has since been lost, but one 

earlier, vaguely ethnographic field study of the lives of a select group of Cincinnatians sheds 

some light on what kind of community village planners sought to build.  

Milton Lowenthal’s study of the people of Cincinnati sought to provide a “qualitative” 

analysis of the people surveyed to supplement the other statistical analyses in the larger 

investigation. Lowenthal looked to the “characteristics, customs, and the living habits of 

residents of the Cincinnati area,” and to what extent “such customs might affect the planning,” of 

this community.  Lowenthal begins with a discussion of “nationality characteristics,” noting his 53

observation of the essentially “Germanic” nature of most Cincinnatians. Germanic peoples, he 

argues, are “efficient” homemakers, “industrious and thrifty,” lovers of high culture, “serious 

minded,” “law abiding,” “healthy in body,” and “somewhat conservative.” Despite the fact that 

about half of Cincinnatians of German descent were Catholic, Lowenthal seems to have been 

appealing some understanding of the Weberian “protestant ethic.”  Furthermore, Lowenthal 54

believed that these people will take pride in their possessions while being neither “miserly,” nor 

ostentatious.The only other ethnic demographic addressed were “negroes” and “hillbilly 

Kentuckians,” only noting the fact that they were often paid low wages, which Lowenthal 

believes is reflected in their subpar living conditions.  This brief discussion strongly 55

52 Arnold, The New Deal in the Suburbs, 141. 
53Milton Lowenthal, “A Study of the Characteristics, Customs, and Living Habits Of Potential Tenants, of 
the Resettlement Project in Cincinnati, and the Effect of Such Characteristics, Customs, and Habits, on 
the Planning, Design, Construction, and Equipment of the Dwelling Units,” (1936).  
54 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 1905. 
55 Lowenthal, 1-2.  
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implies--when read within the larger context of the town’s ultimate racial, and even class, 

segregation policies-- that because of this, people from these groups would not be considered for 

residency in Greenhills. Finally, Lowenthal looked to ways in which surveyed Cincinnatians 

spent their free time, how they earned their money, and how they budgeted monthly and 

annually. Ultimately, he concluded that Cincinnatians are ideal for resettlement in Greenhills 

because of their aforementioned Germanic traits, implying that these were the characteristics 

planners wanted reflected by the people of Greenhills.  

The reflections of early Greenhills residents on the cultural impact of physical and 

economic planning of their town by the federal government provide an intriguing, complex 

narrative that is undeniably entangled with nostalgia, propaganda, and larger cultural shifts in the 

United States from the Great Depression into the 1950s that were not particularly unique to 

Greenhills. The Greenbelt project, did, however, differ from other suburban communities in this 

period because of the degree of economic control imposed on residents by the federal 

government,  emphasis on the creation of a culture of socioeconomic cooperation by town 

planners, rigorous selection process of potential residents, and generally experimental nature. 

These qualities were, therefore, the manipulated variables that fostered both the real, and perhaps 

more importantly, the perceived cultural exceptionalism of these communities.  
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