
rental, market-rate and affordable. Here are
passages from that plan:

“The affordable housing in a Traditional
Neighborhood is designed to look like mar-
ket-rate housing, using similar exterior
materials, windows and building forms.
Affordable housing is not segregated, and
never clustered in large numbers. A good
ratio for mixing of affordable housing into
Traditional Neighborhoods is one afford-
able unit to ten market-rate units.”

‘’Affordable housing can be provided
above retail, service and office establish-
ments. ... “

‘’Garage apartments, cottages or acces-
sory apartments can be made available in
backyards or within a single-family
dwelling. These rental units of limited size
provide extremely affordable housing inter-
spersed with market rate housing.”

Thus, in North Kingstown, the tack
taken by planners has been either to trans-
form single-family houses into multi-family
ones or to shoehorn families into tradition-
al commercial establishments. This is
entirely sensible, it seems to me. And much
preferable to apartment complexes — espe-
cially if multi-family means, in fact, not just
affordable but government-subsidized
housing.

Allow me to conclude with an observa-
tion. A neighborhood that works is one
with a sense of place and a sense of com-
munity, which are centered in good design
and good values. We are discovering that
residential isolation bodes poorly for
both. �

David Brussat writes about
architecture and urban plan-
ning for the Providence Jour-
nal, Rhode Island’s major
daily newspaper — and is a
member of the Journal’s edi-
torial board. Most of his
weekly columns address
issues of design and develop-
ment in Rhode Island’s capital city, where he lives.

More so here than in most places, to inte-
grate multi-family housing into single-fami-
ly neighborhoods means mainly to design
structures that fit into their historic context.
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A Mix of Housing
by David Brussat

My earliest memories involve
the play of multi-family housing
in primarily single-family neigh-
borhoods in Washington, D.C. In fact, my
father, a planner, was written up by a local
newspaper for moving from suburban
Wheaton, Maryland, into the District,
which in 1957 was without a doubt
counter-trendy. We moved to a nice little
Tudor bungalow two doors away from busy
Wisconsin Avenue.

The first door away was a ten-story
apartment tower, and I used to wonder
whether it had irked my father to have so
many people looking down on our house
and yard. The principal of my elementary
school lived there, for example. I was not
old enough to mind, but for my dad it must
have been comforting to know that Mrs.
Pickett and a legion of old battle axes were
keeping a watchful eye on my brother 
and I.

We moved from there to a house (semi-
detached, actually) a couple of miles away,
four doors up from Connecticut Avenue on
Rodman Street. Connecticut is lined with
old apartment buildings which, by the time
I was into my teens, were filling up with
younger working folk who parked their
cars up Rodman. Other people drove in
daily from the ‘burbs, parked, and walked
to Connecticut to catch the bus down to the
Federal Triangle. For a teenager sitting on
the front porch, waiting for dinnertime, it
was paradise to watch them (mostly, it
seemed, young ladies) return to their cars
or apartments.

Today, in Providence, I live in multi-
family housing — an old Federal/Italianate
building that sits on Benefit Street. In Prov-
idence, few neighborhoods are without
their quotient of multi-family housing.
Most of the housing in this city is old. There
are few areas without triple-deckers, town-
houses, or apartment buildings already in
existence. The lots are small, and houses are
close together. There are 26 districts listed
on the National Register of Historic Places.

I USED TO WONDER
WHETHER IT HAD IRKED
MY FATHER TO HAVE SO
MANY PEOPLE LOOKING
DOWN ON OUR HOUSE

AND YARD. 

In my opinion, it would be much more
difficult to integrate multi-family housing
into a neighborhood of, say, split-levels on
large lots. The houses in such develop-
ments, if they could speak, would say,
‘’Leave us alone in our splendid isolation’’
and their owners would probably agree. A
sneak attack of duplexes, or houses with
granny apartments above the garage, may
be the most easily achieved integration of
multi-family housing.

Don’t even bother trying to locate a
high-rise apartment complex there. The
neighborhood probably sends its kids off to
school by bus; residents of the high-rise will
not be viewed as keeping a watchful eye,
but rather, these days, a prying eye. As for
the design that might ease a high-rise resi-
dence graciously into such a neighborhood,
I do not believe it exists.

Here in Rhode Island, such develop-
ments are somewhat rarer than in most
parts of the country. Tracts have spread
somewhat between towns, but the areas
within historic town boundaries remain
very traditional and close-knit. The need to
protect and maintain the fabric of the vil-
lage has achieved greater recognition in
recent years. Town planners in North
Kingstown, for example, have a compre-
hensive plan that recognizes the need for
sensitivity in the integration of housing —
single-family and multi-family, owned and




