
The Death and Life of the Single-Family House

When experts try to explain Vancou-
ver’s housing crisis, they usually 

point to Expo 86 as ground zero. That’s 
when politicians began courting foreign 
investment and Vancouver transformed 
from a sleepy town into a global metrop-
olis. But UBC sociologist Nathan Lauster 
says we really should to go back to the 
1920s, when Vancouver—and several 
other cities across North America—set 
aside a huge chunk of  the land base for 
single-family homes—what he calls the 
“Great House Reserve.”  

Densification used to be a normal 
part of  urban growth, but the prospect 
of  having little control over their neigh-
bours frightened residents—especially 
the elites and those in Vancouver’s rising 
middle class. “A factory or saloon could 
move in next door or the owner of  a 
wealthy mansion nearby could subdivide 
their property and turn it into a hotel,” 
he says. “These things happened a lot in 
old Vancouver.”

Lauster says that while regulation 
made city life cleaner, quieter and more 
liveable, it no longer makes sense to pre-
serve 80 percent of  residential land base 
for single-family homes. “These old zon-

ing by-laws keep anyone but multi-million-
aires from settling down in these places. I 
don’t think the city should be doing that.”

In his 2016 book The Death and Life 
of  the Single Family House, Lauster makes 
the case that single-family homes don’t 
just contribute to the affordability crisis, 
but are also bad for the environment, ur-
ban vitality and people’s health. Houses 
use more energy, make us more reliant 
on cars, and valorize private space at the 
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In 1961 (around the time this photo was taken of Cedar Cottage), 70% of housing in Vancouver was single-family housing. Today, it’s 34 per 
cent. PHOTO (CVA 780-130)

By Madeleine de Trenqualye 



There are few elements of  
Canadian culture more 

venerable than home-owner-
ship. Not just in Canada but in 
the “new world” of  the USA 
and Australasia immigrants 
sought freedom from perfidi-
ous landlords. “A man’s home 
is his castle,” went the saying 
that was baked into my DNA – 
mine and my friends and other 
middle-class children across 
the country a few generations ago.

Was property ownership something unique to my 
race and class? Aspirational working-class children cer-
tainly had it. The forced sale (theft) of  Japanese-Canadi-
ans’ property in 1943 has haunted Canadian society for 
75 years. And of  course there was the dispossession of  the 
collective property of  First Nations, and rules forbidding 
Indigenous individuals to own land even before British 
Columbia became a Canadian province.

Since the 1920s, zoning in cities such as Vancou-
ver sought to separate detached (“single-family”) housing 
from apartment areas. Apartments might become slums, 
it was reasoned, and rootless tenants might threaten the 
family values of  stable suburban neighbourhoods. 

“Building a home is one of  the truly eventful ex-
periences of  family life,” said a 1947 Central Mortgage 
& Housing Corporation booklet called “Homes for Ca-
nadians.” “Home-building signifies many things – a last-
ing source of  happiness, a kindly environment in which 
to raise children, a closer tie with community life, [and] a 
new stake in the land.”

And yet, the percentage of  Vancouverites who rent 
has remained quite stable at about 50% for more than a 
century. Before 1966 and the passage of  the Strata Titles 
Act, British Columbians could only rent, or they could 
purchase a private home “in fee simple,” although a few 
did buy into apartment corporations – “co-ops” – that 
were briefly popular post-war.

Did the idea of  home-ownership change fundamen-
tally with the invention of  the condo? Does the shared 
ownership of  common areas in condos portend a differ-
ent sense of  stewardship, of  investment, of  family life? Is 
the Vancouver “single-family home” (only 15% of  which 
are occupied just by a nuclear family, according to census 
data) about to go the way of  the dodo. Should it? Should 
detached houses be eliminated in favour of  more density?

Nathan Lauster’s upcoming lecture on February 
22nd is one I will not miss. I hope to see many of  you there.

Michael Kluckner
presidentvhs@gmail.com
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Our 2017 Incorporation Day Luncheon Speaker Mike Harcourt 
draws a book prize ticket with Alan Sung. PHOTO BY FLORENCE SUNG



cost of  public space where people can go 
out and meet other people who are differ-
ent than themselves, he argues. 

Lauster also highlights what he be-
lieves are Vancouver’s planning success 
stories: setting up the Agricultural Land 
Reserve in the 1970s (which helped curb 
suburban sprawl), the fight against the 
freeway, and the reinterpretation of  resi-
dential zoning to enable secondary suites 
and laneway houses. Unaffordability cri-
sis aside, Lauster thinks that Vancouver 
has many lessons to share with North 
America on how to build livable cities.

As a sociologist, Lauster is espe-
cially interested in how cultural attitudes 
towards housing are evolving, and how 
Vancouverites are increasingly making 
themselves at home without a house.  

Raised in the U.S., Lauster moved 
around a lot as a kid, from Minnesota to 
New Mexico, living mostly in detached 
houses, but also a couple of  duplexes and 
rentals.  “My parents had rural upbring-
ings and a bit of  a fear of  urban environ-
ments, so we never really lived close to 
any kind of  downtown that I can recall,” 
he says.

It was during his doctoral disser-
tation work in Sweden, where he was 
training as a demographer, that Lauster 
became fascinated by housing policy and 

how it impacts private family life and re-
lationships.  He moved to Vancouver in 
2005 and lived in a two-bedroom apart-
ment in Kitsilano before more moving to 
an Arbutus Ridge townhouse, which he 
shares with his wife and two children.

“Personally, I think I could find a 
great home in a variety of  housing situa-
tions. Having some peace and privacy is 
important to me, including an ability to 
keep my noisy kids from intruding upon 
others and sometimes from intruding 
upon me. But I also think it’s important 
to have good reasons to get out of  my 
house and walk and bike nearby.”

Since the release of  his book (which 
won the best book prize at the Canadian 
Sociological Association), Vancouver’s 
housing prices and rents have continued 
to skyrocket and Lauster says the sense of  
a housing crisis has only increased. 

“We’ve seen increasing support for 
densifying our remaining RS lands, but 
there’s still plenty of  pushback and lots of  
debate remains over how to do it. We’ve 
also seen blame cast on foreign money 
and the enactment of  a foreign-buyer 
tax, the formulation of  an empty homes 
tax, the federal declaration of  housing 
as a human right, and a variety of  other 
policies still being formulated. It’s a fas-
cinating time to be a housing researcher, 
and quite frankly it’s hard to keep up.”

The VHS invites everyone to attend our 
monthly talks. Admission for non-members 
is by donation. Talks are held at the Mu-
seum of Vancouver, 1100 Chestnut Street 
(in Vanier Park) at 7:30 p.m. on the fourth 
Thursday of every month except June, July, 
August and December.

Thursday March 22, 2018
Blood, Sweat, and Fear: The story 
of Inspector John Vance, Vancou-

ver’s first forensic investigator.
Speaker: Eve Lazarus, Crime Historian 

During his 42-year career (1907-
1949) Vance was constantly called 
upon to use his skills in serology, 
toxicology, firearms, trace evidence 
and autopsy to solve some of  the 
most sensational murder cases of  
the twentieth century. His skills and 
analytic abilities were so effective 
that there were seven attempts on his 
life, and for a time, he and his family 
were under constant police guard. 

Thursday April 26, 2018
The Gardens of Vancouver

Speaker: Christine Allen, Master 
Gardener

Is there a typical Vancouver garden? 
Was there one at any time in the past? 
Author Christine Allen looks back 
through the photographic record to 
analyze the gardening preferences 
of  the city’s residents, explaining 
fashions in landscaping, plantings of  
orchards and vegetable gardens, and 
trends such as English Cottage and 
Asian. The talk mentions avid gar-
deners including “sugar king” B.T. 
Rogers and influential landscapers 
such as Raoul Robillard.

Upcoming Speakers
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This photo of  acting mayor Harry Rankin and the rock band Heart outside Van-
couver City Hall was taken by Glenn Baglo and first appeared in the Vancouver 

Sun on December 29, 1977, and was later featured in Kate Bird’s book Vancouver in the 
Seventies. Now retired, Kate was a Vancouver Sun and Province librarian for 25 years, and 
she says that in the 1970s photographers for both papers routinely shot over 4,000 
assignments each year—adding up to more than 10,000 rolls of  film a year. This 
photo is one of  two million that was recently donated to the Vancouver Archives by 
Postmedia. — Eve Lazarus



City archivist Heather Gordon says the 
recent donation of  a whopping two 

million negatives from the Vancouver Sun and 
The Province (Postmedia) photo library is the 
largest photographic collection that Van-
couver Archives has ever received. It’s also 
one of  the most important.

“The Sun and Province photographers 
were everywhere, documenting everything, 
so their work is an extraordinarily valuable 
source of  information about Vancouver 
particularly between 1970 and 1995,” she 
says. “I haven’t had a chance to really dig 
into the content, but I’m looking forward 
to seeing skyline shots and photos of  neigh-
bourhoods through the 70s, 80s and 90s. 
I suspect there will be coverage of  events 
such as early PRIDE parades and there are 
some great aerial shots of  the city that will 
be great for research.” 

There are also a number of  images 
from the 1940s, ‘50s, and ’60s including the 
1948 Fraser Valley floods and the 1954 Brit-
ish Empire and Commonwealth Games.

Gordon worked with Postmedia 
librarians Sandra Boutilier and Caro-
lyn Soltau. Boutilier, who recently left the 

papers, says it was important that they 
preserve every image, negative and print. 
Soltau adds that the collection represents 
“a unique time capsule of  local history.” 

Gordon says she can’t put a value on 
the collection just yet, but she’ll be having it 
appraised later this year. 

Postmedia retains the copyright, 
but local history writers can relax, the im-
ages will be freely available for research and 
news reporting. Commercial users will have 
to ante up to Postmedia.

Gordon warns that digitizing im-
ages is expensive and time consuming and 

it might be sometime until the collection is 
available to the public. 

“On average our technician can 
scan between 80 and 100 images a day, 
and an archivist can describe anywhere 
from 100 to 200 images a day,” says Gor-
don. “The average cost per day is about 
$240 for the technician and about $330 
for the archivist.”

Prior to the Postmedia donation, 
CVA had 130,000 images available on-
line—roughly 8% of  their collection. 

Last year, thousands of  photos were 
digitized including the City’s heritage in-
ventories and the Habitat Forum photos. 

Gordon says they plan to add an-
other 20,000 images this year which will in-
clude the Paul Yee Fonds and about 5,300 
Don Coltman photos from the Williams 
Brothers Photographers collection.

A number of  factors come into play 
when deciding what to digitize next, she 
says, including public interest in the con-
tent, physical condition, and most impor-
tantly—funding.

“We rely mostly on grants and pri-
vate-sector donations to fund our digitiza-
tion program,” she says. “If  someone do-
nates toward digitizing a certain group of  
records, those records move up the queue.”

Vancouver Archives Receives Windfall

SUPPORT THE VHS: Join online today at www.vancouver-historical-society.ca 

One of the two million photos from Postmedia that will be available through Vancouver Archives.  COURTESY VANCOUVER SUN, JUNE 1977

City Archivist Heather Gordon holding 
negatives from the Postmedia donation.

By Eve Lazarus


