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Lawrence Tract:

A bold experiment
in integrated living

Peninsula Times-Tribune, March 31, 1980

A lot has

happened
in 30 years
By Loretta Green
PALO ALTO Ethel and Aurelious

(Reo) Miles were the first to move in on
Lawrence Lane. They occupied No. 988.
Elizabeth and Dan Dana made plans to
move into No. 962. Metba and Leroy
"Jack" Gee later moved into No. 979 on
Lawrence Lane
The Mileses are black, the Gees are

Chinese and the Danas are white.

Big deal So, what else is new.
In 1948, when it was planned, and in

June 1950, when it began to happen, it

was very new and a very big deal.
It was, as Elizabeth Duveneck Dana

said recently, "a very far out idea."
The place was the Lawrence Tract,

the first Peninsula subdivision rtreitncfl
specifically as an experiment ta^Bterr*-
cial living. It consisted of approximate-
ly 23 new homes on Lawrence Lane,
Colorado Avenue and Greer Road in the
South end of Palo Alto.
The idea was bom at a gathering of

Palo Alto Fair flay Council members.
The council, organized in 1945 by Gerda
Isenberg of Woodskte, assisted Japa
nese-Americans with housing and em
ployment after their return from World
War II internment and then turned to
helping other minority groups as well.

As moving day approached, it ap
peared seven homes would be occupied
by Caucasians, nine by blacks, six by
Japanese and one by Chinese.
A 1960 Palo Alto Times editorial came

out strongly in favor of the project.
Editor Elinor V. Cogswell wrote in rhet
oric appropriate to the day:

"I've just been visiting two of Palo
Alto's newest homes, attractive red
wood 3-bedroom houses that cost
somewhere around $9,000.. .First to
move in were Mr. and Mrs. Reo Miles.
Reo is a graduate student In law at the
University of Santa Clara and his wife
has just received her teaching creden
tials at San Jose State College. They are
well-bred and intelligent people who
just happen to have been born with
skins we call 'colored.'"

Miss Cogswell's column urged white

neighbors to be cooperative.
Another black couple moving into

the tract in 1990 was Ernest (Pat) and
Lula Belte Jones, who buflt a home on
Greer Road.
"There was a Piers Dairy farm aero*

the street so the only thing we could *
was cows," said Mrs. Jonevas she pufted
out some old black and white photos.
Mu*h of Colorado Avenue waa a weed*
fined field.

Mrs. Jones, manager of the designer
department at Joseph Mftgnin. Stan
ford Shopping Center, said the
Lawrence Tract purchase ended their

long search for a home in Palo Alto.
"We just wanted to buy a house. Palo
Alto Gardens Just wouldn't let you
(blacks) in there no way. That wai
about 1948."
Not only blacJu were grateful for uW

Lawrence Tract In the 90s, Jack afltt

Melba Gee were being turned down by
builders because they were Chinese.
"A builder in Loa Altos said, 'No, wi*

just can't have you,'" recalled Jack
Gee.

The Gees never regretted their move
to the Lawrence Tract, although Gee
admits they moved in primarily because
it waa one of the few areas available to
them.
"But kids grew up under the objective

for which the tract was founded in an
interracial neighborhood. They grew
up in the environment we wanted for
tKam," said Gee whose only child, a son,
is now an adult.
Another Asian-American couple still

living in the Lawrence Tract are Chi-
zuye and Buichi Nakata, who had the
memory of three years in the Topaz in
ternment camp fresh in their minds
when they came to Palo Alto looking
for housing. Gerda Isenberg helped
them find housing in the Lawrence
Tract.
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Japanese-Americans Eunice and
Tom Yanari, who own Emerson Clean
ers in Palo Alto, built on Colorado in

1953 although Mrs. Yanari says they
had not experienced prior housing dif

ficulties.

"We were very happy," said Mrs.
Yanari, who has lived in Palo Alto since

1937. "There were no difficulties and I

think it was a good project. Everyone
got along fine and that was good espe
cially in those days when everyone was
so conscious of it."

Mona and Edward Key, a white cou
ple, were relative latecomers to the
tract, first renting a home, then buying
it. They learned of the street's unique
history afterwards.
"We were delighted that that part of

Palo Alto was integrated. Previously we
had only lived in an ail-white neighbor

hood," said Mrs. Key, director of the
Ta'Enna Nursery School at the South
Peninsula Jewish Center in Palo Alto.

Among those involved in the Fair

Play Council were the Danas, Frank
Duveneck and the late Josephine Du-
veneck. Gerda Isenberg, C. Stanton
Seiby and Paul Lawrence, a black man
for whom the track was ultimately
named.
"We had no illusions of solving the

housing problem but we wanted to do
something," Mrs. Isenberg said. "I had
no more idea of how to set it up than the
man in the moon. The meetings were so

frustrating. My lawyers said we should

give it up.
"Besides having the idea, we had to

get a piece of land. Some people were
very opposed and said we were building
a 'nigger shack town* and I received a
few unpleasant phone calls."

Paul Lawrence, then a Stanford Uni
versity doctoral student, negotiated
with city officials because of his talent
as a mediator.

During a phone interview, Lawrence,
who lives in Sacramento, recalled some
of the events of 30 years ago, although
he admitted he waa hazy on the de
tails.

"All of us were a little concerned
when the Palo Alto city council voted
not to participate in low cost housing
which was then being made possible by
the federal government," he said. "A
group of us were talking one night and
felt that if the city couldn't do anything,
maybe a group of individuals could go
to work and try to do something on
their own."
The group located some property and

Lawrence was selected to contact the
realtor, who agreed to sell the entire

parcel of more than 25 lots to the coun
cil for $2,500 in cash. Ten people in the

group wrote checks tor $230, which
Lawrence cashed.
When he arrived with the money the

next day, another realtor was attempt
ing to purchase It for a higher price.
"But the owner was a man of his word

and said If I had the money on me, he
would accept It," Lawrence said.

From there Lawrence negotiated
with the city engineer for permits, en
gaged a landscapcr and learned about
utilities, sidewalks and sewers.
Larence never ttved in the tract be

cause he accepted a job in Washing
ton, D.C., at Howard University, the
nation's largest black school.
When someone mailed a Palo Alto

Times clipping saying the integrated
subdivision had been named the
Lawrence Tract and one of its streets,
Lawrence Lane, he was "flabbergast
ed."
He returned to Southern California as

the first black superintendent of
schools in the history of the state. But
when he returned to Palo Alto In 1960
no homes were available in the
Lawrence Tract He purchased a home
on the corner of Waverley and Oregon,
but not before a confrontation with the
realtor over selling to a black family.
(Lawrence's daughters still live in Palo
Alto. They are Catherine Lawrence, a
teacher at Palo Alto High School, and
Robin Lawrence.)

In the meantime the Lawrence Tract
had rather successfully fulfilled its goal
ofan integrated neighborhood. In order
to keep it such, the members incor
porated to protect what was, in a sense,
a restrictive covenant which said that a
black family moving out would try to
sell to other blacks, a white family to
other whites and so on.

Among other early Lawrence Tract
residents were: the Richard Stannards
and George McCabes, who were white;
Catherine and Vinson Jenkins and
Shirley and Franklin Williams, who
were black; the Peter Idas and Moriyo
Nakamuras, who were Japanese.

The Lawrence Tract today retains

many of the original families but the in
tended even racial ratio has fallen vic
tim to Palo Alto's high housing cost and
the tract is predominantly white.

Belle Jones still recalls the socials in

the park area when their children were
young.
"During the summer we'd have pic

nics and haul our picnic tables to the
end of the cul de sac where each of us
would bring a dish. I remember Reo
Miles calling over the fence, 'Hey, are
we Q-ing (barbecuing) today?'"
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Mona Key said. "There is still a

strong feeling among the founding
group. One year we had the neighbor
hood Christmas party at our house.

People who had lived here before
showed up and felt they had a perfect
right to come because they had lived on
Lawrence Lane."
The purpose of the founding group

was perhaps best described in a paper
discovered recently by Elizabeth Dana.
It was written by her mother, the late

Josephine Duveneck, and said in part:

"Those of us who are involved in

causes leading to changes in social at

titudes and structures often feel frus

trated by the theoretical nature of our
efforts. We do a lot of talking trying to

persuade by argument and oratory
Words spoken or written are, after all.

only words, easily forgotten One suc
cessful demonstration is more effec
tive than a hundred speeches Some of
us working in the field of civil rights had
this in mind when we inaugurated a
small housing protect in Palo Alto

A distinguished

leader recalls

'other' days
A former Lawrence Lane black resi

dent who went on to become U. S. am
bassador to Ghana says the late Joseph
Eichler built him an Ekhler home in an
other part of Palo Afto solely to keep
him out of an Eichler tract.

The time Hfcs the '90s. The m*ft. at

torney Franklin Williams of Nev York,
recalled the incident He and his fa*uty
lived at 988 Lawrence Lane and consid
ered looking for a larger house.

As regional counsel for the NAACP
and a member, of a citizens advisory
committee to the Palp Afto board of
education. Williams was disturbed that
Palo Aho had no black teachers. The

superintendent assured him he knew of
no one who was qualified.
Williams told him about Willis Wil

liams (no relation), a teacher and assis
tant principal in Richmond. Williams
offered to sell Willis Williams his house
with no down payment so anxious was
heto secure a black teacher. Besides, he
was interested in a home In the new
Elchler tract nearby.
At the Eichler sales office he was told

no houses were available. A fellow
Democrat and white friend, Ellie Heller

(who later became a national Demo
cratic chairwoman for California and
member of the University of California

Board of Regents), double checked the

availablity of homes and told him he
had "been given the business."

That night an Eichler salesman visit

ed Franklin Williams with a message:
Joseph Eichler would sell him a house in

the tract if Eichler could ask the other

buyers for their approval An angry
WUliama refused.

"The next night he came back and
said Joe would sell it if I'd be the last to

move in," Williams said. Because he had
to utilize a veteran's option, he reluc

tantly agreed and signed over his

Lawrence Lane home to the black
teacher. But, word came again via the

salesman that the deal was off.

"He said Elchler's sister-in-law, a

partner in the business, had seen me m
the office and said she objected to sell

ing the house to a black. I got very
angry and went to see Joe Eichler,"
Williams related. "We had a vigorous
debate. Joe advanced all of the stan
dard arguments. He was a business man
not a social innovator, he said. But he
said that as I was regional counsel of the

NAACP, he would build a whole tract

for colored people. I said that was ridic

ulous."

Williams said Eichler offered to build

him a house anywhere else and would
charge him no more than for a tract

house. Then, according to Williams,
Eichler himself found a large lot on
Coulumbe Street in Palo Alto.

Before the project could begin, word
got out that Eichler was building a
house for a black family. A Spanish rug
cleaner and his wife, who lived across
the street, started a petition to get the

property owner to back off the sale.

Eichler was forced to hire counsel to

make the owner sell.

"1 believe then that Eichler got angry
that a man with whom he had a busi

ness deal was going to back away be

cause of a racial issue," Williams said.
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Shortly afterwards, according to

Williams, Joseph Eichler began selling

homes in his tract to everyone regard
less of race.

The fact is Joseph Eichler became an

adamant and courageous leader in fair

ness and nondiscrimination In hous

ing.
In July 1958 Eichler carried out a

threat to withdraw from the Associated

Home Builders, Inc., for its failure to go
on record opposing racial discrimina

tion in housing. He not only personally
withdrew but withdrew his firm, Eichler

Homes, Inc.. located in Palo Alto.

Eichler had taken issue with a state

ment attributed to Richard Doyle, for

mer Palo Alto municipal judge, then ex

ecutive vice president of the builders

group, who said, "It is a generally ac

cepted theory that minority races de

preciate property values" in housing

developments.

Eichler said there were "nonwhites"
in most of his subdivisions and there

had been very marked increases in

property values. He also said he be
lieved other realtors "detest discrimina

tion as much as I do" but felt they were
"bound by custom and fear of finan

cial loss."

In October of 1958 Joseph Eichler

tried unsuccessfully to get Stanford

University to lease 200-300 acres to help
solve the" problem of minority group
housing.

Today Franklin Williams says he has

tremendous respect for Joseph Eichler,

who died in 1974.

"Though a liberal, he was no different

from other builders who were afraid to

violate the unwritten code ofconduct of

the housing industry. Whatever the

forces were that made him take that

halfway step with me, I think when he

came up against other people's bigotry

he just got plain angry and turned 180

degrees. His contributions to the

achievement of integrated housing in

Northern California can be matched by
no one else."

Williams said in the immediate years
after Eichler built the special house on

Coulumbe Street, they met at many
civic affairs but Eichler never men
tioned the incident
Once when they both were invited to

the same awards dinner In San Francis

co, he said Eichler called and offered

him a ride.

"As we rode up the El Camino I asked
him about his experiences as a major
open housing supporter. He told me he
had never lost any business. But Joseph
Eichler, not during that conversation
nor at any other time before, ever sug
gested to me that he was aware that he
had refused to sell me a house.

"However, years later when I was
ambassador in Ghana, a package ar
rived. I opened it. There was not a letter.

just a picture of a young black boy and a
young white boy walking arm in arm
down the street of what clearly was an
Eichler tract. The inscription read:

To Franklin, who helped make this
dream possible. Joe Eichier."

Loretta Green


