


  
    RENT CONTROL IN CHICAGO AFTER WORLD WAR II  

      Politics, People, &       
           Controversy  

 
        By Wendy Plotkin  
 

     
In this century, Chicagoans, like other Americans, saw their lives dramati-

cally affected by the outbreak of two world wars. Many families sent members  
 
to serve in the armed forces in Europe, Africa, and Asia and experienced the  
 
long- and short-term consequences of separation from, injury to, or death of  
 
the family member or friend. Chicagoans also faced the disruptive effects of  
 
military mobilization as the nation's human and material resources were or-  
 
ganized and re-channeled to the war effort. The housing industry, both dur-  
 
ing and after World War I and World War II, was especially affected.  

 
Records in the National Archives and Records Administration-Great Lakes  

Region concerning locally administered rent control in Chicago after World War 

II offer an intriguing picture of the city and its people in the late 1940s.  

The records reveal two aspects of Chicago's experience with rent control: 1) an 

advisory board consisting of citizens representing tenants, landlords, and  

other members of the public that met monthly to make recommendations on rent 

increases and other issues; and 2) a series of emotional public hearings  
 
in June 1949 to discern the need for a proposed across-the-board increase.  
 
The Archives records reveal Chicagoans' economic concerns, intellectual out-  
 
look, and attitudes toward expansive governments at home and abroad at a  
 
time when the nation was undergoing numerous strains. The conversion to a    

OPPOSITE: This cartoon 
from the Board Bits news-
letter of the Rent Advisory 
Board in Region IV shows 
a runaway bull, 
symbolizing rents, and a 
cowboy, representing the 
rent director, trying 
unsuccessfully to rein in 
the bull.  

 

peacetime economy, the New Deal's strengthening of federal government  
 
powers, the racial tensions arising from the increasing African American pres-  
 
ence in Chicago, and the beginnings of the cold war all manifest themselves in 

the debates and testimony of the landlords, tenants, and others who served on the 

local advisory board and testified at the 1949 rent control hearings.  
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Prologue  

♣ ♣ ♣ ♣ ♣ ♣ ♣ ♣ ♣ 

The need for federally imposed rent con-
trol during World War II was rooted in 
pressures on the housing supply similar to 
those experienced at the beginning of the 
American involvement in World War I. By 
1917 residential construction had plunged 
by almost 60 percent from the low 1914 
levels. Responding to the housing squeeze, 
Congress established voluntary fair rent 
committees throughout the country, which 
through moral suasion and other means of 
pressure managed to rein in rents.1

 After the 
war, a recovery in the residential 
construction industry lasted through 1925, at 
which time the bottom began to again drop 
out.2  

Devastated by a decline in housing starts 
in the late 1920s that deepened during the 
depression, the nation had little time prior to 
World War II to generate new housing. In 
Chicago, during the depression decade,  

 

housing construction declined by almost half 
from the previous decade. Nationwide, it 
was estimated that the United States had a 
shortage of four to five million units by the 
time World War II mobilization had 
achieved full force.3 The onset of war ag-
gravated the housing shortage in areas, such 
as Chicago, dominated by military pro-
duction.  

Between 1940 and 1942, it is estimated 
that Cook County added almost 150,000 
people as a result of wartime migration.4 
Rapidly inflating rents resulted, as "rental 
property owners saw the situation as an op-
portunity to recover from the depression 
period, when conditions forced them to go 
long periods with low rents.”5 In over one 
hundred areas in the United States, rents rose 
by an average of 8 percent according to one 
study, and some communities saw increases 
in excess of 90 percent over relatively short 
periods of time.6  

 

The U.S. government attempted to use the 
voluntary rent control boards that had been 
successful during World War I. The ef-
fectiveness of these boards was limited, 
however, as landlords ignored "appeals to 
patriotism, reason, civic pride, and a sense 
of fair play." Even the resort to "pressure 
techniques, reminiscent of political ma-
chines, using unfavorable publicity, harass-
ing 'stubborn landlords' with building and 
health inspectors and tax assessors, and 
asking mortgage holders to 'get tough'" was 
not sufficient to restrain the landlords from 
seeking speculative rent increases.7  

The government responded with the en-
actment of the 1942 Emergency Price Con-  

The housing industry in Chicago was deeply af- 
fected by the outbreak of the two world wars. 
Records about rent control from the National 
Archives and Records Administration-Great 
Lakes Region reveal an interesting picture of this 
city and its people in the late 1940s.



trol Act (EPCA), administered by the newly 
established Office of Price Administration 
(OPA). In March 1942 the OPA designated 
twenty "defense rental areas" (including the 
Chicago area) in thirteen states in which its 
rent control regulations would apply. In the 
next five years, over six hundred defense 
rental areas were designated throughout the 
United States.8 

The OPA rent control program worked on 
a simple concept: rents were rolled back to 
those in effect on a certain date considered 
typical of prewar inflationary conditions. 
Increases were allowed only for certain 
reasons, similar to those allowed by the 
voluntary fair rent committees. OPA rent 
offices were established in each of the 
defense rental areas to process requests for 
increases and to investigate abuses, which 
were rampant.  

After the war, the restless real estate 
lobby launched an all-out effort to eviscer-
ate the rent controls it detested. With the 
election of a Republican majority in the 
1946 congressional elections, the lobby had 
its chance. Against the opposition of Presi-
dent Truman, who supported the continua-
tion of strong rent controls, Congress 
enacted the Housing and Rent Act of 1947. 
Clearly aimed at relieving landlords of the 
burdens of rent control, although not able to 
eliminate controls completely, the legis-
lation moved the program to the federal Of-
fice of the Housing Expediter, an agency 
established in 1946 to oversee veterans' 
mortgage assistance programs. The agency 
made it easier to obtain rent increases, by 
allowing landlords and tenants to negotiate 
"voluntary" 15-percent increases where 
leases were offered, and significantly 
weakened the compliance procedures by 
eliminating criminal prosecution for 
noncompliance.9 The act removed rent 
control from all types of hotels, including 
Chicago's "apartment hotels," which tended 
to serve as permanent rental locations for 
many. This action led to the Chicago City 
Council's adoption of a rent control 
ordinance (later ruled unconstitutional by 
the Illinois State Supreme Court) 
specifically to protect these apartment 
houses.10 

Finally, the act created new local advisory 
boards that would have the power to remove 
controls from entire areas or types of 

 

 

 

 

 
accommodations and to recommend 

across-the-board increases.11 Illinois's 
Republican governor, Dwight Green, a 
former U.S. district attorney who had 
prosecuted Al Capone, was responsible for 
naming the board members in 1947.12 The 
nine new board members included five 
representatives of the real estate industry, 
including an African American real estate 
broker from the South Side, and four public 
interest representatives, including a lawyer, 
the president of the South Chicago Trades 
and Labor Assembly, the executive 
secretary of the YMCA (an African 
American), and the owner of the Boston 
Store, a downtown department store.13  

Dominated by the real estate community, 
the board quickly and unanimously rec-
ommended a 15-percent across-the-board 
increase for all Chicago-area accommoda-
tions. Tighe E. Woods, the new acting 
federal housing expediter, rejected the 
request for an increase on the basis of a lack 
of substantiation and proposed that public 
hearings be held. Tenant and sympathetic 
organizations sent over fifty thousand 
telegrams to Woods, and the Chicago City 
Council passed a resolution protesting the 
increase.  Edward Schnadig, an advisory 
board member who had supported tenants' 
interests and had been absent from the 
meeting at which the vote had been taken, 
resigned.15 

In a scathing letter to Governor Green, 
Woods wrote, "You are undoubtedly well 
aware by this time of the storm created over 
the entire nation by the recommendation of 
the Chicago Advisory Board for a fifteen 
per cent across the board rent increase." 
Woods further berated the board's 
domination by real estate interests. He 
concluded by asking the governor to 
recommend nine additional members to 
balance the board's membership and to re-
place Schnadig. In response to Woods's let-
ter, Governor Green nominated nine new 
members to the board. These included labor, 
education, social service, and busi-
ness/utility representatives from Chicago 
and the surrounding counties, including the 
Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) 
regional office, Northwestern University 
Settlement House, Bell Telephone, the 
region's railroads, and two suburban super-  

 

intendents of schools.  
Of these new members, Michael Mann, 

the CIO regional director and "representa-
tive of organized labor," was to have the 
greatest impact on the actions of the advi-
sory board. An outspoken liberal, Mann tes-
tified on behalf of the CIO at congressional 
hearings held in Chicago on the nation's 
housing shortage shortly after his appoint-
ment.16 

From the first meeting of the expanded 
board, on November 25, 1947, Mann re-
peatedly clashed with John Joseph Ryan 
and Leo Hogan and their pro-real-estate 
views. He accused the board of being un-
representative of the city. He therefore 
asked for representation from the housing 
and tenant organizations in Chicago such as 
the Public Housing Council and for press 
representation at the board meetings as 
well.  

At the December meeting, the antago-
nism between Mann and the old board 
members escalated to full-fledged hostility. 
Reflecting the rising anti-communist (and 
anti-CIO) sentiment across the nation, 
Hogan began the meeting by suggesting that 
a poll be taken of all members asking 
whether "each is or is not a Communist." 
Mann agreed to answer that he "never has 
been and never will be a Communist" but 
only "if the maker of the motion" would 
"answer that he is not and never has been a 
Fascist." He also asserted that he was 
"cleaning out Communism in the 
organization that he represents." Ignoring 
Mann's outrage, the remaining members of 
the board voted to take the poll. 17  

In early 1948, Ryan demanded Mann's 
resignation from the board, earning epithets 
of engaging in "thug-like," "undemocratic," 
and "gangster" tactics from labor locals in 
the city.18 It was Ryan who would depart 
with the passage of the Housing and Rent 
Act of 1948. After testimony in con-
gressional hearings on the bill revealed that 
real estate boards dominated local advisory 
boards across the nation, the act strength-
ened the provisions regarding representation 
on the local boards.19

  

Governor Green, soon to be replaced by 
Governor Adlai Stevenson, once again was 
asked to recommend appointments to the 
board. A decision had been made in April  
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WALTER P. REUTHER 

PRESIDENT  
R.J.THOMAS 
VICE·PRESIDENT  

 
GEO.F.ADDES 

Sec. & Treas.  

 
RICHARD T. LEONARD 

VICE·PRESIDENT  

TELEPHONE: DEARBORN 0581-5  
November 5, 1947  

IN REPLY REFER TO  

JOSEPH MATTSON, DIRECTOR 

 REGION NO .•• UAW·CIO  

Mr. Norman B. Shogren  
Chicago Area Rent Control Director  
226 West Jackson Boulevard  
Chicago, Illinois  

FIFTH FLOOR   
166 WEST WASHINGTON STREET 

CHICAGO 2, ILLINOIS  

Dear Mr. Shogren:  
 

On behalf of the 35,000 members of the UAW-CIO in the Chicago area I am writing 
to you to protest the 15% rent increase suggested for this area by the local rent 
advisory board.  
 

Our members are presently earning less money than formerly, due in part to layoffs 
because of lack of material and to the decrease in overtime work, but mainly because 
of the increased cost of goods and commodities that lowers the buying power of the 
dollar.  
 

In spite of wage increases gained during the last year and a half, the cost of 
living is presently 12% higher than their income and many families are doing without 
necessities in order to barely scrape by. To add a 15% raise in their rent would reduce 
many workers to a sub-standard of living that would greatly impair the health and welfare 
of their families.  
 

Landlords and real estate agents have enjoyed their greatest period of prosperity 
during the past seven years when vacancies were practically unknown and the services 
formerly rendered have been curtailed and in many cases stopped completely.  

 
I believe that where a genuine hardship exists for a landlord some adjustment should 

be worked out that would be mutually satisfactory to both landlord and tenant. But I 
protest the levying of a blanket 15% increase that would in effect be putting a gun to 
the tenant’s head, he has no other recourse but to pay it at the expense of his family’s 
health, he cannot move out for there is no place to move, he cannot double-up with 
relatives because in many cases he is already doing so.  

 
When rent controls were lifted last summer many landlords more than doubled the 

rent for premises that already were renting for too much money. We cannot allow such 
hog-wild profiteering -- the 35,00 members of this union vigorously protest the proposed 
increase and urge you and your office to do all in your power to halt this, to paraphrase 
former President Roosevelt’s words, "aid to the greedy at the expense of the needy." 
   
    

Respectfully yours,  

 
 
Joseph Mattson, Director 
UAW-CIO Region #4  

 
uopwa 
cio24  

 
Joseph Mattson, the director of the UAW-CIO, wrote to Chicago Area Rent Control Director Norman Shogren to protest, on behalf of union members,  
the 15-percent increase in rent by the local rent advisory board. 
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This example of an ad for an apartment is typical of notices for apparently 
inexpensive rentals that could force renters to pay thousands for the furni- 
ture in the apartment. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

sentatives on the board. Spaulding claimed 
that there were at least ten thousand units on 
the South Side in which such illegal sub-
leasing activity existed. Although the regu-
lations allowed a landlord to obtain an 
increase in an apartment that had been sub-
let, tenants often would hide their subleasing 
activities to avoid such an increase.  

In all of these situations, the board's rem-
edy was to inform the appropriate author-
ity-the judicial system (in the case of 
eviction), the Housing Expediter's office, or 
Congress (on the need to strengthen en-
forcement powers) of the existence of vio-
lations and the need for action.23  

From the perspective of the real estate  

cago citizen to the board, described a tenants' 
meeting and charged the tenant advocates 
with purposely procrastinating. At this 
meeting, Maida Steinberg, the head of the 
Chicago Tenants Federation, had boasted 
about "how the tenant representatives to the 
board, with the help of Michael Mann, had 
maneuvered the meetings of the Rent 
Advisory Board in order to block any pro-
posals for rent increases."The letter's author 
said that "Miss Steinberg made it very plain 
that the three tenant members, Michael 
Mann and the Vice-President of the Advi-
sory Board [Quirk] saved every tenant a fif- 
teen percent increase in rent. ... She said that 
she hoped the Rent Advisory Board  

would be done away with as it 
had been set up for the pur- 
pose of decontrolling rents."26  

In spite of this successful 
strategy on the part of the ten-
ant advocates in frustrating the 
landlords, the Cook County 
Fair Rent Committee won a 
federal suit in April 1949 that  
ordered public hearings to be 
held on the desirability of an 
across-the-board increase. Thus  
the stage was set for the airing 
of grievances on all sides in the 
summer of 1949.27  

The hearings were held over four days, 
from June 1 through June 3 and again on 
June 6, 1949, at the Civic Opera House in 
downtown Chicago. Landlords, homeown-
ers, tenants (and their respective organiza-
tions), labor unions (including the Chicago 
Flat Janitor's Union), veterans' 
organizations, the elderly, the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP), the settlement houses, and 
the Communist and Progressive Parties all 
sent representatives to testify.  

The landlords of large apartment build-
ings, represented by the Cook County Fair 
Rent Committee, argued that Chicago was 
behind the nation in allowing adequate rent 
increases to oppressed owners of housing, 
resulting in a housing shortage.28 Rooming 
house operators, represented by a variety of 
associations, observed that operating a 
rooming house was often a retirement and 
investment activity for the elderly. Janet 
Myers, secretary of Furnished  

1948 to create a board just for Cook County, 
and the representatives reflected this new 
jurisdiction.20 For the first time, tenant 
representation was explicitly included, with 
representatives from the Chicago Tenants 
Federation and the North Side Tenants' 
League. Noticeably absent were Ryan and 
Hogan, the controversial realtors, although 
Henry Spaulding, the African American 
realtor from the South Side, stayed on and 
became the main advocate for landlords. 
Michael Mann remained and with Alfred 
Quirk (the railroad union representative) 
and the new tenant representatives formed a 
solid pro-tenant block on the board.21 
Reflecting the broader membership, the 
new board dealt with a wider range 
 of issues than its predecessors  
had, especially violations of the 
rent control regulations such as  
bonus payments, illegal evictions,  
and unauthorized subleasing.  

Bonus payments involved 
the blatant violation of the rent  
control law by landlords and  
tenants who agreed to "side  
payments" above the maximum  
rents set by the board. Accord- 
ing to some sources, it was  
commonplace to pay the landlord  
"under the table" to obtain an apartment 
after the war. There were ways of making 
these transactions appear legal as well. The 
Chicago Sun Times was especially notorious 
for its classified ads that "practically invite 
bonuses," according to one of the board 
members. These ads would typically in-
clude the phrase "Furniture for Sale," with 
the furniture being sold at a cost far ex-
ceeding its value.22 For example, an apart-
ment might be rented for forty-five dollars a 
month, but the prospective tenant would 
have to buy furniture in the apartment that 
cost three thousand dollars or more.  

Other evasions of the law included illegal 
evictions and overcharging on the part of 
the landlords. Although there were reme-
dies for such overcharges, the area office 
had "insufficient enforcement powers" to 
punish the violators.  

Subleasing of apartments by tenants was 
a common complaint of the landlord repre-  

Rent Control in Chicago  

community, the most important power of the 
board was its ability to recommend 
across-the-board increases. In August 1948 
the Cook County Fair Rent Committee, a 
recently formed association of the city's 
major realtors and realty boards, asked the 
board to hold a public hearing on a citywide 
rent increase. To back up its request for a 
rent increase, it asked for the board's 
assistance on a landlord survey to substan-
tiate the need for a rent increase. The land-
lord representatives supported the request. 
However, the tenant and other representa-
tives were successful in dissuading the board 
from participating in the Fair Rent 
Committee's surveyor from holding public 
hearings. Instead, Mann and the others ob-
tained approval for the board to conduct its 
own survey and to postpone public hearings 
until after the survey was completed.24  

The board maintained a very deliberate 
pace in planning and implementing the sur-
vey.25 A January 1949 letter, sent by a Chi-  

Prologue  
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Public hearings were held over four days from 
June 1 through June 3 and again on June 6, 1949, 
at the Civic Opera House in downtown Chicago.  
 
Units Associated, Inc., asserted that  

 
Many of the skilled and unskilled persons 
attracted to Chicago by industry, would 
have quickly departed had it not been for 
the rooming house operators who pro-
vided these facilities for them ... [;] many 
of the people attracted to the great cultural 
and social advantages of metropolitan 
Chicago first apply to the rooming houses 
for furnished housing while in search of 
more permanent quarters.  

 
According to Myers, these and more 

marginal rooming house tenants "come to 
Chicago and ... have no furniture, and ... 
have nothing but their own clothes which 
they bring with them. They come to 
Chicago to go to school and they come to 
seek employment, but they do [sic] nothing 
other than their own personal belongings."  

Myers expressed the same resentment of 
tenants voiced by other small landlords, 
perceiving them as having prospered at the 
expense of owners:  

 
Many persons, while on relief, were 
housed in furnished rooms on the day 
rentals were "frozen." The great majority 
of these persons are now employed in 
private industry, earning the highest 
wages in the history of their economic 
life, yet the operators of these furnished 
accommodations fmd that they are still 
compelled to furnish housing to these 
same people at the old "depression" rent 
level.29 
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  Other rooming house operators, including 
the secretary of the Illinois Roominghouse 
Association, also testified on the special 
needs and clientele of rooming houses. 
Many of those testifying were women, who 
were at home and able to handle 
housekeeping and emergencies, and some 
were elderly.30  

Owners of individual properties, ranging 
from two- and three-flat owner-occupied 
properties to larger apartment buildings in 
Chicago, testified. Their testimony, offered 
as individuals and on behalf of organizations 
such as the National Home and Property 
Owners Foundation and the Marquette 
Home Owners' Association, was similar to 
that of the rooming house owners. One 
landlord described her attempts to go to 
court. She testified:  

 
I requested to be heard ... to present my 
case and to ask how much longer the 
property owners are to be subjected to the 
cruel and capricious treatment of their 
tenants. . .. President Truman has declared 
in numerous speeches that the civil rights 
of all citizens are inviolable, and that our 
constitution guarantees us these rights.   

We personally have been subjected to 
an indescribable mental and physical suf-
fering because of the bias and unjust atti-
tude of the judges in the courts.31 

 
 

In addition to the inadequacy of rents, 
landlords described the horrors of having to 
wade through the bureaucracy to obtain rent 
increases or to evict problem tenants and the 
inability of the rent-control office to process 
complaints efficiently. Echoing the later 
testimony of tenants, they often attacked the 
fairness of the rent control office, in this 
case asserting that it represented the 
interests of tenants. Not reconciled to the 
increased role of government that had 
resulted from the still-novel New Deal, they 
argued against government involvement in 
the market:  

 
We are tired of the busybody, meddle-
some conduct of an official agency of the 
government .... Judges of the Board, it is 
high time that the interference of a 
government bureaucracy in the business 
affairs between the landlord and the 
tenant be abolished.32  

 
They asserted that rent control itself was 

the cause of any housing shortage in 
Chicago, with owners holding properties off 
of the market for lack of profitability or 
adequate return on investment. To charges  
 
At the public hearings, tenants described the 
horrible living conditions. One apartment was rat 
infested and had the toilet flooding the apartment, 
but the landlord was still allowed to increase its 
rent.  
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The federation "took part in ... tenant work 
on more or less a twenty-four hour basis," 
advising tenants who came to its office of 
their rights under the rent control law.34 
Other tenant organizations testified as well, 
including the Tenants' League and the 
Chicago Tenants Action Council, a coalition 
of neighborhood and building organizations. 
Except for the Tenants’ League, which had 
been organized in 1918, most of these 
organizations had been created during or 
since the war.35

 

These organizations presented testimony 
on the trials of tenants as a result of the 
depression and war-induced housing short-
age. The most frequent tale was of apart-
ments that were split into smaller units, both 
to remove themselves from rent control and 
to increase the units' overall profitability. 
The Housing and Rent Control Acts had 
included provisions allowing removal of 
rent control if substantial improvements 
were done, and splitting into separate units 
was consistently considered such an im-
provement. Representatives of the Burnham 
Park Beach Apartments described a 
sixty-four-unit building housing over six 
hundred people, and another building where 
a single four-room flat was converted to 
three smaller apartments housing eleven 
people.36 

In addition to the tremendous over-
crowding, the tenants described the deteri-
orated condition of their housing. One tenant 
described "a rat ridden basement flat at 1106 
Larrabee with toilet box flooding the place" 
on which an increase from $8.00 to $17.50 a 
month was awarded. Others offered similar 
descriptions." Illegal rent increases and 
payments in advance of renting, as well as 
the high rentals on those portions of the 
housing stock removed from rent control, 
were also topics of testimony.'"  

The especially aggrieved situation of 
African American tenants was alluded to 
during the hearings. The NAACP was repre-  

 
It was the feeling of certain tenants in the 
city of Chicago there should be some 
clearinghouse where a tenant could have 
an organized expression; where he could 
appear for somebody to represent him at 
the hearings; where he could in a certain 
sense centralize all of the various expres-
sions of the tenant in the city of Chicago.  

of poor conditions, they argued that rents 
were insufficient to make repairs and that 
tenants contributed to these conditions by 
destroying the premises or subletting their 
apartments to others. They incorporated into 
their rhetoric an exaggerated patriotism, 
asserting that under rent control, "the 
communists are trying to take these rights 
away from us and make a communist coun-
try out of it. (Applause)."33  

The chief tenant organization to testify 
was the Chicago Tenants Federation. The 
federation represented ten thousand apart-
ments throughout the city, with about three 
thousand of these apartments affiliated with 
neighborhood or building tenant groups. It 
had arisen in 1947 in response to the 
adoption of rent controls in Chicago and the 
"many abuses by landlords against tenants." 
According to its president,  
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sented by Ulysses Keys, a Chicago real es-
tate broker and former employee of the OPA 
rent office, who described  

[t]he high-circumscribed areas in which 
Chicago's Negroes live ... seized upon by 
many investors and speculators as a 
source of high rents and fat profits, cou-
pled with a security as safe as a govern-
ment bond and as fabulous as an 
Oklahoma oil well .... [D]espite the deci-
sion in 1948 by the United States Supreme 
Court-outlawing court enforcement of 
restrictive covenants and stating that a 
man has a right to secure housing 
wherever his means permit—some 90 
percent of Chicago is out of bounds ... to 
the Negro Chicagoan.39  

In the midst of another African American 
tenant's testimony, an audience member 
rudely interrupted, "Go back to Georgia."40 
In spite of this indication of racial hostility, 
prejudice was dismissed by one owners' as-
sociation representative asserting that its 
membership included "negroes, Jews, 
Irishmen, Polish people, Catholics, and 
Protestants.41  

A representative from the Congress of 
American Women asserted that the land-
lords' requests for a rent increase was not 
representative of the many small landlords 
throughout the city (many of whom were 
women) who did not support increases. She 
described street-corner surveys conducted 
by members of the congress on the 
desirability of rent increases and quoted the 
resulting petition:  

 We housewives and working women have 
had all we can take of the high cost of 
living and another rent raise would be the 
last straw. When we homemakers can't 
balance our budgets and take care of our 
families within the family pay check, it 
means another depression-with all the 
word means in suffering for our children, 
our husbands and ourselves.42  

Labor representatives of both sexes de-
scribed the rental housing they occupied in 
large numbers and the effects of the postwar 
recession that had reduced wages at the 
same time rents were being increased. They 
argued that the loss in purchasing power 
resulting from rent increases would deepen 
the recession.43 The Communist and 
Progressive Parties discussed the larger 
issues of the need for quality housing in the 
United States and took the side of the small 
apartment house owners as well as the ten-  
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ants, arguing that it was the large apartment 
owners who were bloodthirsty for profit.44  

Herbert L. Wills of the American Veterans 
Committee was the only veterans' repre-
sentative to testify. Chicago's housing 
shortage after the war especially affected 
returning veterans. Many had lived with 
their parents before the war; upon their re-
turn, they married and formed new house-
holds. They found their housing hopes 
greatly frustrated. Some met their needs by 
purchasing homes within the city and sub-
urbs, using the new Federal Housing Ad-
ministration programs. Others, however, 
either could not afford the new homes or 
preferred to rent.  

According to Wills, the Veterans 
Committee did not believe in rent control as 
a permanent arrangement. However, the 
committee opposed an across-the-board rent 
increase because of the "acute housing 
shortage" in Chicago. Commenting on the 
stacks of statistics quoted at the hearings, he 
humorously quoted Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt:  
"When a distinguished economist and sta-
tistician presented ... [FDR] with a complete 
survey of average figures ... he said: 'This is 
fine, Leon, but it doesn't do a man any good 
to tell him the average depth of a stream is 
three feet, when he has fallen in the middle 
at 20 feet and cannot swim."45  

On June 28, 1949, the Chicago Rent 
Advisory Board voted against an 
across-the-board rent increase.46 At the 
meeting, the members reiterated arguments 
expressed in earlier board deliberations and 
by Chicago citizens during the hearings. 
These included the lack of a case that all 
Chicago landlords required an increase, the 
area office's ability to deal with those 
landlords who did, and the effects of an 
across-the-board increase on the Chicago 
economy  

and tenants (especially African Americans). 
The Cook County Fair Rent Committee's 
and advisory board's earlier surveys were 
devalued as bases for decision. The Ameri-
can Statistical Association (ASA) reviewed 
the surveys and condemned them as being 
deficient, unrepresentative, and subject to 
bias.47 

The aversion to granting a windfall to 
well-off landlords, especially the many who 
were believed to have engaged in unethical 
behavior, was a major concern. Mann argued 
that, if individual increases were required,  

Dishonest landlords who, I am very happy 
to say, are in the minority, would not be in 
a position to go down there and get an 
increase, because they would have to 
show their case. If this Board were to go 
on record here as imposing a blanket 
general rent increase on the citizens or the 
tenants of this town, it would be a bonus to 
the shyster landlords who are already 
getting all that the traffic will bear from 
these unfortunate tenants who have no 
other recourse but to pay or get out on the 
streets.48 

The dilemma of renters who could not 
afford rent increases, regardless of the land-
lords' need for them, and their absence of 
appeal rights also were thrown into the de-
bate.49 The especially bad situation of 
Chicago's African American community and 
its high incidence of housing violations were 
discussed. Shands, an African American 
tenant advocate, described the vulnerability 
of many recently arrived black migrants who 
"have came from Mississippi and Georgia[;] 
we know the whole national plight of those 
who came to Chicago, and jumped into high 
rent traps because they are negroes and there 
is no place to go."  
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He also alluded to the NAACP's opposi-
tion to a rent increase and the special sen-
sitivity he expected from Spaulding, the 
black landlord representative:  

I don't think there is any member of the 
landlords' group of this Board who is any 
more aware of this gouging of minority 
groups than Mr. Spaulding. He certainly 
knows it and I know it, and he and I are in 
the same area, and he has as much 
information about it as I have, and I can't 
see how anybody could inhumanly want 
to increase and gouge people out of more 
than they can bear already, the load is 
already too heavy.50 

Spaulding, however, refuted the con-
tention that African Americans as a whole 
had suffered unduly or to a greater extent 
than other ethnic groups:  

[A]s far as the minority group in the city 
of Chicago is concerned, I know a great 
deal about it. I know about the south side 
situation, I know about the near north side, 
I know about the plight of Mexicans, I 
know about the plight of Jews, I know the 
plight of Polish people and a lot of others. 
As a member of several property owners' 
groups I have spoken all over the city of 
Chicago, I have never confined my efforts 
to the south side, I am at home 
everywhere, and I know this situation 
confronting the negro on the south side is 
not typical of everywhere. They constitute 
a fraction of the population, but in that 
population out there everyone isn't being 
exploited or suffering grievously.  

Spaulding also argued against basing a 
rent increase decision on effects upon a 
particular ethnic group, asking instead for 
awareness of "the plight of hundreds of 
thousands of property owners who are cit-
izens, who occupy the same place in the sun 
as other individuals. We can not deny these 
citizens an opportunity to be heard, to 
receive their just rights."51 

Advisory board members favoring an 
across-the-board rent increase stressed the 
area office's inability to handle a high vol-
ume of individual requests for increases and 
the bureaucratic burdens associated with 
them. Needy landlords bypassed such 
requests out of the sheer desire to avoid 
lawyers' posts and paperwork. When the di-
rector of the area office defended its capa-
bility, a landlord representative asserted  
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that if an across-the-board increase was not 
awarded, desperate landlords would besiege 
the office with requests.52 In response, the 
tenant advocate argued that it behooved 
Congress to vote additional funds to 
administer rent control in order to allow the 
area offices to handle the demands on 
them.53  

The board disagreed over whether the 
final vote should be by roll call or secret 
ballot. Quirk asserted that the secret ballot 
would allow each member to "vote his own 
conviction without being subject to criticism 
one way or the other" and would produce 
physical evidence of a vote should 
controversy arise over the board's decision. 
Ducey, the recently appointed public interest 
representative from the National Society of 
Housing Officials, strongly opposed Quirk 
on this issue, asserting that:  

I do feel that the purpose of a rent advisory 
board, particularly in the city of Chicago 
and particularly with respect to the public 
interest members thereof, is to take the 
heat, the argument between the landlord 
and the tenant being a very difficult one to 
solve .... [T]he public interest members of 
this Board, ... while they might make a 
mistake in their vote, certainly ought to be 
willing to stand up in the light of public 
opinion and be recorded as to how they 
cast their votes.  

The secret ballot won.54 

The board made its recommendation 
against an increase to the Office of the 
Housing Expediter, but an Emergency U.S. 
Court of Appeals rejected it on the grounds 
that the board had failed to substantiate it, 
offering only one flawed study of the ad-
equacy of the 1948 rents.55 The board there-
fore met again on November 10, 1949, to 
respond to the court's ruling and voted 8-7 to 
recommend against an across-the-board rent 
increase in Chicago.56  

Although scheduled to expire in 1949, rent 
control was continued for another year by 
the Housing and Rent Act of 1949 and then 
extended for another three years as a result 
of the Korean war and its dampening effect 
on the construction of housing. Chicago's 
rent controls were eventually relaxed as the 
city's housing stock was replenished and the 
housing shortage faded into memory. In late 
1952 the City Council  

 

decided to allow an across-the-board rent 
increase and to recommend the decontrol of 
luxury apartments and rooming houses. Rent 
control continued in Chicago and the rest of 
the nation through April 30, 1953, when it 
expired.57

 

Modern supporters of rent control have 
differentiated between moderate state and 
municipal rent control laws adopted since 
the 1960s and the World War II-federal rent 
control described in this article, which they 
accuse of being fixed and unbending. They 
are joined in their criticism of the World War 
II experience by some writers of the 1950s.58 

It appears that some small landlords did 
suffer from inadequate rents and that the rent 
control bureaucracy remained cumbersome 
and confusing to many. This may have 
contributed to the slow recovery of 
Chicago's residential housing market.  

On the other hand, based upon the testi-
mony of Chicago's tenants and citizens at the 
time, a tentative conclusion may be drawn 
that rent control was an inadequate but 
useful mechanism to deal with the housing 
problems of post-World War II Chicago -- in 
particular, the special problems of African 
American tenants, who faced artificial 
housing shortages created by their 
confinement to the ghetto. Rent control 
afforded a certain amount of protection to 
these and other tenants from unethical 
landlords taking advantage of postwar 
housing shortages.59 The absence of 
alternative housing solutions in the short 
term and the long lead time required to re-
plenish a housing stock decimated by de-
pression and war meant that someone would 
have to bear the brunt of the inflation that 
affected landlords’ operating costs and 
tenants' cost of living at the end of World 
War II.  

In 1953 the federal government ended all 
rent controls, and neither the city of Chicago 
nor the state of Illinois have chosen to adopt 
them since.60 The story of rent control told 
through the Archives materials offers a rare 
peek into the issues and emotions emanating 
from Chicago's postwar housing shortage, 
the tensions that arose when rent control was 
introduced into a city dominated by 
commercial interests, and other aspects of 
Chicago society in the early years after 
World War II.  
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perience with rent control in the United States.  

59An alternative argument has been made that rent control hurt African 
American housing opportunities in the 1940s by taking away their one 
weapon in improving their housing: their willingness to pay higher rents 
than whites for housing of the same quality as a means of dealing with the 
racism that would otherwise withdraw housing from the African 
American market. With rent control, white owners would no longer have 
this incentive to rent to African Americans. See Martin Meyerson and 
Edward C. Banfield, Politics, Planning and the Public Interest (1955), p. 
31.  

60In the 1970s, Chicago again found itself subject to federally mandated 
rent controls, this time from August 1971 through January 1973 under the 
Nixon administration wage and price guidelines.  
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