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CHAMPAIGH-URBANA SHACK STUDY

(Made by: The Social Welfare Commlttee of the Lezgue of Women Veters of
Champaign County) March, 1949

The second study is of substandard housing. in Champaign and Urbans in the area
bounded. on thefégéih‘hy Washington! North by Bradley, Zast by Goodwin, and West by
the Illincis'Cenﬁral'Raiera&.trqﬁks@ It covers a random Sample'cf'35‘shack51inha&—«
“ited by 109 families, Three hundred~eighty-nine persons, including 166 children,
live in the shacks,
| The people in these dwellings were interviewea regarding the number ofioccupants,
the number of rooms, the water and toilet facilities, kind of fuel used, amount of
rent paid, and type of structure, Usually the interviewers were welcomed as bringing
a hope that something might be done:to improve conditions, A woman whose faﬁily of five
were living in a tiny two-room shack said, "I would do anything to get a better place
to live',

The area is not beautiful, Streets are unpaved and sidewalks at = premium, The
r«: ‘ hes liftle shacks are strangely haphazard and ugly, the yards teeming with litter,
‘ﬂf;'” stagnant pools of water are underfoot, the privies, doorless, send out their stench,
ij ';andveverywhere the mud lies thick,

{i_i ﬂ The neighborhood contains both Negre and white families but is predominantly
5‘ ¥. Negro. Many Sécupants suffer not only the ordinary shortages of housing prevslent
i v. everywhere, but the additional problem of having to find quarters in a restricted

-area, For many of these people the only possidle shelter has been such makeshift

fuarters as are here described, They do not like them, but they keep them surpris.

singly neat, and they earnestly hope for.something.hetter;
The shacks were of several types, There were 22 deteriorated houses! dwellings

once substantial but now so dilapidated that they could obviously be called shacks,

........

These buildings had sucH conditions as falllng sills, rickety stairs, leaking roofs,
?vergin and termite infestation, broken and boarded-up wdndows; screens if any, brokén,
i?ot%en.and splintery wood, Lack of valnt is only one of their miner failings,
? | Such a house was the following: The structure lies in the rear of the owner's
%ouse; The latter appears to be a livable home in moderately good condition, It is
,;°t until one goes to the back that he can see the unhealthy tenant quarteérs it
’ hides from the view of the sireet, This is an nnpaiﬁ%Edeuilding~of two stories with
Tlckety steps leading to the upstalrs anartments. The. yard 1s 1n unspeakable cond i~
tion, The occupsnts stated that they had mény roaches, rats and other ve*minf They
E‘also had a great deal of trcuble with flies that swarmed 1nto the unscreene& win~
dows, Water is hauled by‘hand and the three families use a privy standlng about

25 feet from,thé foot of the stairway,,
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Twenty-~eight of the shacks were poorly constructed temporary frame dwellings,
Most of them were built recently to meet the wartime housing shortage, Tarpaper is
the princlipal building mater‘iai; Most of the shacks sit squarely on the ground with
no foundation,

Thirty=four buildings were converted from such places as stores, chicken coops
and coal sheds, As this conversion was done to meet an emergency need, the work is
far from well done. One feamily visited was living in a tent in December when the stu -
4y was made, but is no‘w living in a place provided by the Amvets,

These dwellings had exceptionally small rooms, In most cases nothing more can be
put into a room than a bed, The ceilings are low, for in very few cases does the
height of the rooms exceed six feet.

In none of the shacks were there closets or cupboards, Makeshift boxes and card-
board cartons were used as places for storage. iAn ex@mple of such conditions is a
converted one~room chicken house., It is the home of a family of four, the mother and
three children aged four, two, and 16 monthe, The furniture includes a small cot on
which the four sleep, a small table, two chairs and a stove, The ceiling is very low
and the room is so small that three adults cannot comfortably stand in i%, Yo say
nothing of moving about, The stove is used for both cocking and heating and is dan~
zerously close to the dry, splintery board walls, 'The'fe is only one window, so situak -~
vod that it does not provide for either proper ligh%iﬁg' or V“ant’iiaﬁon. An 01l lamp
is used for lighting: The family &is:oases- of waste material in a ﬁeifgh“b;dir‘":s: privy
end bPings water in froir a neighbor's faudet,

Another such converted chicken house was measured. It consisted of two rooms
oecupisd By two people, The kitchen was 774" by 679" and the bedroom was gtg" by
619", The ceilings were 6% high, How inaﬁequé;te these dimensions were is seen from
the faet that the kitchen stove and other necessary equipment left only a path from
the entrance to the second room where the bed and bureau covered most of the floor
space, Clothing, hung from the walls, crowded the room still further, Thé» conversion
of the above figures into cubic feet also indicates overcrowding, The total number
of cubic feet in the two rooms was 680, or 340 per persom, That this is far below
minimum standsrds may be realized when we remember that the American Public Health
Association through its Committee on Hygiene of Housing has set 500 cubic feet as
absolute minimum per person where rooms are.used for both sleeping and eating.
(ﬁf%..H.,A.; , Housing for Health. 1941),. F,H,A. standards are, of course, considerably
higher, the px".ac‘t‘ice in this community being not to grant loans where the number of

cubie feet per person falls below 720, We may think of the average room in these shacks
as being about half the size of the smallest room in 2 house of standard construction,
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The rapidity of eonstruction of the
shacks did not take ventilation or insulation into account, for none of the shacks
was well—insulated., As tar paper, the main building materisl, offerw 1ittle protec—
tion from the westher, cardbosrd and thick layers of newspapers are nailed to the
walls for insulation, Ill~fitting windows, doors that do not shut, cracks and rabt-

holes provide the necessary currents of air,

; This means that heating costs are excessive, and in most cases the cost of fuel

amounts to more than the cost of the rent, As there is no storage space for coel i%
must be bought in small guantities at a greater cost, Many families burn two tons of
coal a month in the winter, at an average cost of $12,50 per ton, Of the 85 shacks,

| 80 were heated by coal stoves, two by a coal furnace, two by kerosene stoves, and

one by a gas heater, The ususl practice was to have either a ccal stove or small coal

heater for both cooking and heating purposes,

The ares offers a serious fire hazard, In most of the places bare stove pipes

| ran through the roofs with little insulation in the necessary places. Rags were
padded around many of the stove pipes where they went through the wall. In the tiny,
cramped rooms crowded with necessary possessions, stoves had to be close to tindery
walls, and there was almost no chance to contrel a sudden flame if it should spurt
up, before the entire room would be ablaze., In none of the places was a fire‘exting;?é
wsher found, but it is doubtful there would be time to put it into operation under
such circumstancess The accuracy of these predictions is shown by the fact that a

| fire in July, 1949, destroyed a shack ifi a few miﬂutes and took the lives of the

young occupants, Colonies of shacks; dangerously ¢lose to one another, intrease the

fire hazard; and, indeed; fires are frequent; THe cdst ¢f fire protection for such
substandard areas is far greater than elsewhere in the cogmunitys.

One shack, consisting of four small rooms, housed two families with a %obal of
sixten people, one family having sought shelter with the other when it was burned
out, One of the twelve children, a fifth grader, had just returned from the hospital
after an operation for the removal of a brain tumor, and the problem of providing
proper, restful conditions for his convalescence "was worrying the mother quite a
bit",

Water facilities were found to be in dire need of improvement, In less than a
third, or 27 shacks only, were faucets found inside. Another 38 shacks had their own
outside faucets, In more than one out of five, or 19 shacks, water had to be. carried
from next door, and in one case it had to be carried from a faucet a block away.

During the cold weather in many cases the water had frozen in the pipes,
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The inside faucet, where people were lucky enough to have one, was often the
only piece of plumbing in the house, In only one place was a complete bathroom found,
and in only one was there a kitchen sink, Waste water was usually dumped in the yard,

Only 18 dwellings had an inside toile$, Twelve shacks had the use of adjacent
facilities, One had a flush toilet that had long been out of order, More than half,
or 45 of the shacks, had the use of privies, often shared with neighbors,

Bent is sometimes paid for use of privies, The tent occupants mentioned above
paid $5,00 a month for the use of the next door privy, One woman said that her rent
was raised $4,00 monthly when a privy was installed to be shared By the occupants of
five shacks, Although the usual figure is considerably lower, as many as 26 people
were found to be sharing one privy.

The condition of these privies is unspeskadle, Rerely is there'a door, There is
no regular disposal of the contents, Ashes are the only chemicsl meané of treating
the waste, Privies are close to the shacks, frequently directly adjacent, and they
are carelessly built, Seepage occurs; flies abound in the summer; rats are prevalent,

There is no imspection of these privies, The city ordinances do not require
their regular inspection, Their construction is permitted whfre there is no access
to a city sewer, with certain regulations and upon written consent of the sanitary
engineer of the Champaign~Urbana Health Department! hoﬁever, a city sewer is availa-
ble in most of the area.

Deplorable as these privies are, théy'would be a luxury to some of the inhabid-+.
vants of this area. Nine of the shacks #isited, nearly ten per cent, had no’ toilet
facilities whatsoever, either inside or out, When asked how waste: disposal was map -
ﬂaged, one of the occupants said, "We just wait until dark and go out in the yard",
Sometimes the waste material is buried regularly in the yard, sometimes it is more

carslessly handled,

In one deteriorated six-room house, five couples were living, each paying $20,00
\__‘_‘w - %

per month, In addition to the fact that the buﬁiding was in need 6f major repairs
and the rooms so arranged that it was necessary to pass through one room in order to
reach another, there were no tollet facilities whatsoever for fhese ten people, The
landlord hauled the waste material away in his truek,

Just as there is no disposal of the waste material from the privies, so there
is no satisfactory garbage collection in the area, An Urbana ordinance requires the
disposal of garbage in cans with tight 1ids and its hauling away weekly, A Champaign

ordinance forbids that garbage be burned except by permission of the Fire Chief, Yet
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the condition of the alleys and streets is so muddy that i% has been reported thatl
private garbage collectors refuse to take their heavy trucks over the unpaved streets
of the district. Ordinancesproviding for the abatement 6f such nuisances as those
described ars not enforced,

Rats are everywhere in the area, As soon a2s one rat~hole is plugged up another
is gnawed, One family had a pre—school child whose face was covered with deep lacew—
rations, When the visitor asked the mother the cause of the injuries she was $old
that the child had been bitten by rats., Rats, flies and vermin do not stay at home
but travel to other sections of the community,

Roaches also were prevalent., In most of the dwellings, attempts had been made
to stem their advance, but as poor construction negated lasting effects, the roaches
remained in dominance,

Probably the most unfortunate condition existing in the area wes the overcram%r

ing that prevailed both within the shacks and on the lots where clusters of builsl ~
vings were found, When we remember that the rooms in these shacks are for the most
part bhut half'the size of those in ordinary housew the figures on room créwﬂing
become all the more significant; The average shack contained three rooms, In this

area, as elsevwhere some people had more space than others, One woman, for example,

2
had four rooms to herself, and three people had three—-room shacks in which they
were living alone, However, the great majority of the persons in these shacks were
living in overcrowded conditions, not taking the size of the room into account, The
average number of rooms per family wag Just over two rooms, Sixty-two per cent were
living in overcrowded rooms according to this standard; Forty-five per cent were
living two or more parsons to a réomi and twenty per cent were iiving three or nmore
persons %o a room, What this means in terms of living may be seen by such cases as
the following,

& family of three occupied a converted coal shed, When the shed was converted
into a two-room dwelling very little effort wag made o remove tde coal dust, Only
a partition of cardboard material was unsed te separate the two rooms, and no door
between was provided; There is only one entrance and one window, The ceilinggless
than six feet high; is circled with water that has leaked in, There are no toilet
facilities inside or out snd the occupants Wthrow the waste materlal in the yard":
Water is brought from the house in front: One of the rooms is used as a kitchen;
the size of which limits the furniture to a stove, table and %wo chairs; The other

room had space for no furniture other than a double bed, the only avallable sleom

ring place for the mother, the daughter aged 21, and the son aged 18;
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A family of thirteen was occupying a three~room dwelling, so,smail that beds
necessarily occupied a great deal of the spaée;~In one of the rooms #here were two
ehairs, a double bed, a table 2nd a stove. g.dduble bed and cﬁair nearly filled the
second room, The third room served as a kitcﬁen and was so tiny and narrow that a
table could not be used in addition to the stove and ice~box, since space was needed
for passing from the oﬁtside and into the a2djoining room. Clothes washe& by the
mother were hung in the rcoms on lines attached to the six foot ceiling. The water
used, obtained from a faucet outside; was thrown into a yard littered with trash and
debris, The privy was perhaps five or six feet from the house,

In another converted shed containing three tiny rooms the mother said that the

children were restless because a2ll six had to sleep in one bed,

There is crpwding, %oo, for childless or small families, The iargest house of
the group, a ramshackle building in need of repairs, had sixteen rooms, Three of
theée were vaecant, and the rest were rented %o single pebple or small familieg, Bach
family furnished heat for its own room, in. addition to the $22,00 pér month rent,
Nineteen people shared the use of a kitchen and z common iivingwroom; end one flush
toilet, These quarbters weré considered relatively desirable, and according to estab-
tlished standards do not represent overcrowding, though the difficulties of so many
people living tage%her can be imagined,

In addition to rcém cfb@ding there were further problems caused by the frequent
clustering of shacks on sihgle or adjacent lots., Here the fire hazards, the ssnita-
tion problems, and the psychological hazardg of crowding are all intensified, In
one cluster of shacks ninéteen peopls were living, 2ll using the same privy, all
using the small yard for dumping waste; all using water brought from the owner's houww#
se, all dependﬁnt upon this trash heap for breathing space when they wished to leave
their cramped indoor quarters,

At one address a cluster of three shacks was found at the rear of the owmerts
dilapidsted frame dwelling which appears to house twé or three familieéy One of the
shacks, containing four rsoms, shelters three families, five adults and four chil-
dren, A second, consisting of three rooms, is occupied by a family of thirteen, The
third, a tiny converted chicken coop, houses an elderly couple, These ten adults
and fourteen children living at the rear of an ordinary city lot, are in surround -
uings of indescribable squalor, The approach is from an alley deep in mud. Where
there is not mud there are stagnant puddles of water in the yard, slippery pleces of
garbage, or sharp cinders, Little piles of kindling and little piles of coal are

beside each dwelling, Pieces of broken furniture and discarded trash lie about.
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& flock of chickens is next to the coop whére the old couple are living, The doorless
privy, adjacent to one shack, and only a yard or two from another, is used by bwenty-
six people, ineluding two from the owner's house,

For such conditions as have been described, the median rent paicd per shack was
$22,50 per month, exclusive of utilities, which were never included in the rent, The
median rental per family was $20,00, and 17 families were paying exactly that rent.
However, the range was from $5,00 to $42,00 per month, Fi#e families were buying
these places, In some instances the family income was sufficlent to afford a better
place if any had been available, In terms of the conditions of shelter, most people
yould agree that the rents were excessive,

Tax loss is apparent, The area has the lowsgt assessed valuation in the two
Yowns, The total valuation in one shack colony prgviously described was only $1500,
as assessment was made otly on the original houséi The cost in services to these
24 individuals in fire and police protection, schooling for the children, and all
the other forms of tazﬁéﬁpﬁdrte& gervices would far exceed any return from the prop-

It is not necessary to belabor the point that such housing is a financial bur—

den to the whole communi%y;



