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TOUGH TIMES FOR MR. LEVITTOWN 

By MICHAEL T. KAUFMAN; MICHAEL T. KAUFMAN, DEPUTY FOREIGN EDITOR OF THE TIMES, WAS FOR MANY YEARS A FOREIGN CORRESPONDENT FOR THIS PAPER AND MOST RECENTLY WROTE FOR ITS METROPOLITAN SECTION. 

LEAD: THIS IS MOSTLY ABOUT LUCK. SPECIFICALLY IT is about how William J. Levitt, the builder who practically invented the modern suburbs, made his own good luck through a series of astute moves and enjoyed its rewards with gusto for nearly 50 years, and how after conspiring in his own bad luck, he is enduring the turn of fortune with grace in his old age. 

THIS IS MOSTLY ABOUT LUCK. SPECIFICALLY IT is about how William J. Levitt, the builder who practically invented the modern suburbs, made his own good luck through a series of astute moves and enjoyed its rewards with gusto for nearly 50 years, and how after conspiring in his own bad luck, he is enduring the turn of fortune with grace in his old age. At 82, he fends off a plague of creditors, but he does not brood as he watches other, younger builders flaunt their wealth as he once did. 

Once Levitt raised red Devon cattle and had Renoirs and Monets and Chagalls on his walls. Now his beloved yacht has been sold to an Arabian prince. His imposing mansion on New York's Long Island has gone to pay off back debts. Gone, too, are the Impressionist and Old Master paintings, the indoor tennis court, the large staff of servants, the Rolls-Royces and most of his wife's jewels. Only memory and pride remain. 

When asked about the current legal pressures he faces from the New York State Attorney General's office - the result of a series of soured construction deals that led to the misuse of family foundation funds and claims on unbuilt housing, which will cost him more than $10 million - Levitt becomes politely evasive. Yes, he says, the last decade has been hard, but he is digging his way out of all the problems. The claims against him, he insists, will soon be satisfied, and then something big should be happening. 

SINCE HIS TROUBLES BEGAN IN THE 1970's, LEVITT HAS SHIED away from interviews, and though he agreed to talk with me he does not reveal exactly where he is living or working; we meet at the Long Island office of a friend. It occurs to me that he is keeping such details to himself either because his home is too modestly furnished, showing his decline to be greater than he admits, or because it is too lavishly appointed and might arouse the interest of the State Attorney General's office, which has been trying to determine his assets in its efforts to recover deposits paid by New York residents for Florida homes that remain unbuilt. Or, maybe he is simply trying to shield his third wife, Simone, to whom he has been married for 20 years, from intrusive publicity. Whatever, it is his right. 

What Levitt prefers to talk about, and what he talks about with relish, is the past. It is clearly so much more pleasant to recall that long string of heady successes, when he built not just houses but entire communities, first on Long Island and then all over the United States. What he did back then, just after World War II, he lets you know, benefited the average person during a severe housing shortage. With those 800-square-feet houses that G.I.'s home from the war could buy for as little as $7,990, no money down and $65 a month, Levitt provided something basic and valuable for thousands of young families in need of shelter. 

For the most part, though, his talk stops short of boastfulness. Carefully, Levitt gives credit to others, to his late brother, Alfred, whose designs provided the affordable housing sought by veterans, and to his father, Abraham, a lawyer, who founded the building firm of Levitt & Sons. He says he was lucky in his advisers and his friends, and he modestly claims that he never understood why others did not also build mass-produced communities because, after all, the whole idea was so simple. And yet, punctuating his remarks, he pointedly refers to the accolades he has received. 

He notes that in its 50th anniversary issue, in 1983, Esquire magazine cited him among a handful of men and women who made a significant difference in the way American lives are now spent, and that this year The Wall Street Journal did the same as it took a retrospective look at his accomplishments. He is singularly proud that Levittown is mentioned in the Encyclopedia Britannica and that the United States Postal Service has named two post offices after him -Levittown, N.Y., and Levittown, Pa. 

WE ARE DRIVING through that first Levittown, the one on Long Island where 17,311 nearly identical homes were built between 1947 and 1951. In the last few years, Levitt says, he comes here every few months just to look at the place. He drives out alone in his small Lincoln with the vanity plates that say ''Sir Wm,'' after an old nickname, but no one recognizes him. Yet in the fall of 1987, on the 40th anniversary of that first Levittown, the whole town turned out to give him a parade. 

''I was embarassed, I suppose I even cried. It went on all day,'' he says in a voice that has been raspy ever since cancerous growths were removed from his vocal chords 30 years ago. ''You know,'' he adds as an afterthought, ''the 60,000 people of Levittown are much more my friends than the people of Park Avenue. Oh God, yes, more than most of those I entertained on my yacht.'' He says he learned this only after his troubles began. 

As we move through the curved streets, this stocky, ruddy-faced, silver-haired octogenarian walks with the gait of a younger man, setting a steady pace as he explains what was revolutionary about this place. Virtually no housing had been built at all during the war years, and the pent-up demand was enormous. Returning G.I.'s were living in garages, in relatives' living rooms, in cars. Levitt had anticipated the housing shortage, and while he was still in the Seabees, the Navy's construction unit, in the Pacific, he had written to those administering the family building business to buy up as much land as they could from Long Island farmers. Even before the war he had acquired 200 acres from one potato farmer, with an option to buy 200 more each year. The price for the first parcel was $225 an acre, with options calling for increases of 10 percent each year thereafter. The last acreage that was acquired for Levittowns cost $3,500. 

Levitt realized that in addition to land, potential buyers would need readily available credit. While the war was still going on, he lobbied Washington to provide mortgage guarantees of the kind eventually offered by the Federal Housing Administration and the Veterans Administration. Then he turned his attention to the task of building as many houses as possible in the shortest time. Here the firm of Levitt & Sons, which had never built more than 100 houses a year, pioneered as much as Henry Ford did in introducing the assembly line. ''For one thing, we introduced slab construction - building on a concrete slab with embedded radiant heating coils instead of having a cellar,'' says Levitt. 

''Even more important,'' he continues, ''was our own assembly-line procedures. One team would lay the slabs, another would do the framing, Another the roofing, and so on. What it amounted to was a reversal of the Detroit assembly line. There, the car moved while the workers stayed at their stations. In the case of our houses, it was the workers who moved, doing the same jobs at different locations. To the best of my knowledge, no one had ever done that before.'' As many as 36 houses were being finished each day, and every one was occupied just as soon as the last workers left. 

The selling, one of William Levitts' specialties - ''I wrote the copy for ads'' - was literally being done over the counter. ''People would come and pick the lot and the house color they wanted, and the girls would write up the contracts. I remember one day we closed on 1,100 houses in just five hours.'' 

We are momentarily lost on a pleasant, tree-shaded street. The man who built the place was trying to get his bearings, but he was more excited than flustered. 

''Just look at this, it's incredible,'' he says. ''This is the instant slum that Lewis Mumford predicted.'' Levitt is quite obviously enjoying a last laugh on the social and architectural critic proved wrong, one whose contempt for Levittown as a classless, tasteless center of conformity had hurt its builder years ago. 

Mumford was hardly alone in his criticism. For many sociologists and writers, the postwar sprawl of the suburbs was a virulent plague of conformity. To them it seemed ludicrous that people of limited means were invading the green belts that had been the preserves of the settled well-to-do. ''Even while you read this,'' wrote John Keats in ''The Crack in the Picture Window,'' his 1957 critical study of suburban life, ''miles of identical boxes are spreading like gangrene,'' adding that these houses were mistakes certain to corrode all the lives they touched. And when a popular song deplored the monotony of lives lived in ''little boxes made of ticky tacky,'' there was no doubt that the imagery drew from the Levittown idea. 

Yet the houses are now different from each other, and it is hard to imagine that they all flowered from virtually identical models. Some have brick facades, some are covered in cedar shingle. Several have been remodeled in (Continued on Page 72) Tudor style. There are a few that show post-modern touches. All are well-maintained, and most have grown wings and ells and upper floors. Some are truly spacious. After some looking, we come upon a few that still resemble the basic Cape Cod model, and Levitt traces the original outline for me. 

''The cheapest are now going for $175,000,'' says Levitt, ''and there are quite a number you could not touch for less than $275,000. And look at all the Cadillacs in the driveways.'' Then he points out the shrubs and trees which now shade the community with a green canopy. ''When we started there was nothing growing here that was longer than your thumb, and now look.'' 

In the first decade of Levittown, Levitt says conformity was the rule, but that was only because the young owners had little time and little money to make changes. ''At first they would finish the upstairs, putting in bedrooms to accommodate their growing families.'' More radical alterations came later. Levitt had always assumed that there would be changes in the look of his houses and that the whole idea had been to stimulate such growth by providing the unfinished and adaptable upper floor, but, he says, no one could have foreseen just how inventive the homeowners would become. ''I am the staunchest admirer of what has been done, and that is an unselfish and impersonal judgment because I had nothing to do with it. They made the alterations; at the most we gave them the opportunity.'' 

IF LEVITTOWN CHANGED the fortunes of the home buyers, it also changed those of William Levitt. He and his family had been successful builders, mostly on Long Island, before the war. They had purchased the old Vanderbilt estate, on which they built some 300 large homes designed by Alfred Levitt. They also began a shopping center in the same area. During the war, the firm built 750 units of housing in Norfolk, Va., for navy officers and 1,600 more for shipyard workers. When William Levitt came home from his Navy service, he lived in a 12-room apartment on Fifth Avenue. He was rich, (Continued on Page 90) but with the success of Levittown he was to become yet richer, and more powerful. 

The profits on the original 17,311 Levittown houses came to about $1,000 each. Other successful projects followed. The Levittown developments in New Jersey and Pennsylvania were even larger than the one on Long Island. In Maryland, the firm acquired the Woodward horse-breeding estate near the town of Bowie and built a line of somewhat more substantial and differentiated houses. Soon after the project was finished, Bowie became the third-largest city in Maryland. Levitt built another community in Bayamon, Puerto Rico. His company also built in Florida, the Chicago suburbs and in Las Vegas. Levitt says he liked to live in New York City but did not want to work there because he knew that, at times, it was impossible to get work certificates there without paying bribes. There were reverses in his personal life. His first two marriages ended in divorce. His father and his brother died. According to family friends, there appears to have been some estrangement between him and his two sons, William and James. Meanwhile, not only his fortune but his influence kept growing. He was president and then chairman of the United Jewish Appeal of Greater New York. During Israel's Six-Day War, in 1967, he says he called a meeting of 100 prominent Jews and asked each to contribute $1 million anonymously. All of them gave. And he both donated and raised money for North Shore University Hospital where a Levitt Clinic had been established. He counted powerful men, like the late Senator Jacob K. Javits as intimates. He frequently testified in Washington on housing, and he fondly recalls a day when he bucked the construction lobby to support public housing. ''I told those senators that nobody could build any cheaper than I could, but that even I could not build cheaply enough to accommodate poor people and that the Government had to provide subsidized housing.'' 

Sometime in the late 1960's Levitt began promoting another idea, calling for private industry to initiate the construction of what he calls primary employment towns. ''It was valid then and it's even more valid now,'' he says, explaining that he formed his proposal after he realized the children and grandchildren of the people who had thrived in Levittowns could not now buy comparable shelter. The problem, he says, arose because virtually all accessible land around metropolitan areas has been exploited and the price of whatever may be left has been inflated so high as to make the construction of modestly priced units uneconomical. ''Seventy-five percent of the new housing is being built for the top 25 percent of the market,'' he says. 

He points enthusiastically to his original report for private industry to sponsor, in conjunction with Government, the building of complete new cities in remote areas. As he envisions them, these would not be bedroom communities but complete economic entities where people would have a range of work. ''The key is employment,'' he says. ''I think at first they should be planned for populations of 50,000, though of course they would grow to different sizes.'' He has had this idea for many years and in the mid-60's he even considered buying a 30,000-acre tract in Indiana, 200 miles south of Chicago, for such a new city. But he came to realize that only with Government participation could such a scheme succeed. 

''Sooner or later it is going to happen. There is no place else to go. People are gregarious and they want to cluster near mama and papa and familiar places, but there we have run out of ground.'' Instead of making ''our big cities bigger, we should be building new cities.'' If the process of metropolitan expansion is not stopped, he adds, ''we cannot hope to create for future generations a decent urban environment where the daily business of living -work, getting to work and leisure - can be simple, easy, pleasant and fun.'' 

BY THE LATE 1960'S, William Levitt was listed in Forbes magazine as one of the country's wealthiest people. He was building a 30-room mansion on a 68-acre estate in Mill Neck, Long Island, which in its design reflected the split in the way Levitt has tried to live: half the house was designed to be used for public entertaining. It was here that he and his wife, Simone, would hold charity balls and host dinners for as many as 50. The other half of the house was meant for informal family living. He applied the same principle to his yacht, La Belle Simone, named for the Frenchwoman he met in Rome and married in 1969. Mrs. Levitt recently signed on to provide an atmosphere similar to her own yachting parties for four of the Cunard Line's ''Connoisseur'' series of sailings. 

The designer John Weitz, an old friend, recalls that in the 60's, Levitt was one of the greatest hosts he has ever known. ''I have been on many boats, but I count my three cruises on La Belle Simone as something incomparable. Bill had such ease and charm. He showed concern for his guests. He could never be accused of the kind of self-involved real-estatery we now have. I have seen him when there were 150 guests on that 240-foot yacht. One of the young Marlboroughs was snapping his fingers to the jazz. Everybody came to Bill.'' Weitz says that he now finds Levitt ''as graceful in adversity as he had been when times were flush.'' 

Richard M. Wasserman, a real estate investor who has known Levitt for nearly 29 years, many of them working as his right-hand man, says that the man he still regards as his friend and mentor has borne his reversal with characteristic courage and aplomb. ''For Bill, tomorrow is always going to be terrific. It was the same when they diagnosed the cancer and he went for the throat operation. He took it in stride. There was no whining.'' 

As to what actually led to Levitt's run of losses, Wasserman observed that it happened after Levitt had sold his business to the International Telephone and Telegraph Corporation in 1968 and started various ventures abroad. ''Bill was always a big-picture man. He did not concern himself too much with details.'' The suggestion, delicately made, was that Levitt had overreached himself. 

Levitt himself acknowledges that ambition contributed to the decline, but he claims that what happened to him ''contravened the law of averages,'' in that he heavily backed five losing projects in a row. ''We had nothing but successes from 1929 to about 1972 and then we had one failure after another. You know those sayings, 'Win one, lose one,' and 'You can't lose them all,' well, they turned out to be wrong.'' 

Under the terms of his agreement with I.T.T. Levitt was barred from building on his own or under his name in the United States for 10 years, but that still left the rest of the world. Using I.T.T. stock as collateral, he raised money for what was to be the first of his new ventures, a housing development in Nigeria. ''I realized pretty soon that it would be impossible to build and I got out.'' The next project was a huge housing development in Teheran. For several years he spent a great deal of time in Teheran overseeing construction. That effort capsized in the upheavals of the Islamic revolution, costing Levitt millions and forcing him to flee from mobs as the Shah was deposed. His next deal, was a project to build a suburban settlement in Venezuela; it was cancelled when dropping oil prices led the Caracas Government to cut back on mortgage guarantees. 

Some people who worked with Levitt in the years of prosperity note that many of the close aides who had been able to temper his visionary enthusiasm had, with his blessing, set off on their own. In the old days his dreams had been put through tests by teams of meticulous accountants, architects and surveyors. After his sellout to I.T.T., there were fewer people around to raise questions. But Levitt contends that all of the deals had involved sound planning and that he never suffered a loss of confidence when they soured - ''I have never been depressed.'' 

IF NOT OBSESSED BY his turn of fortunes, Levitt is fascinated by the streak of ill luck that he traces to when he was persuaded to sell out to I.T.T. 

''What happened was that I was approached by Felix Rohatyn of Lazard Freres with a proposal for selling to I.T.T.'' Levitt had known Rohatyn since the financier was a young man. Furthermore, he had known Harold S. Geneen, then head of I.T.T., since Levitt had delivered his advertising copy to him in the 1930's when Geneen was an ad taker for the old New York World Telegram. 

''My initial gut feeling was against taking the offer,'' Levitt recalls. ''I remember that I had a meeting with Andre Meyer, the chairman of Lazard Freres, who asked me why did I want to sell. He told me, 'You've got a very fine outfit there.' 

''I finally sell myself a bill of goods by saying that the reason I want to do it is that with the vast resources of I.T.T. we will then bring whatever know-how we have all over the world. Instead of doing $200- or $300- or $400-million worth of business a year, we'll do $2 billion, $3 billion, $4 billion, and everybody will benefit. I would be providing houses for working people everywhere. 

''Looking back, I may have had delusions of some sort of grandeur about my place in history, except that my place in history seems rather assured since I suppose once you make the Encyclopedia Britannica, there's a permanent record.'' 

As a result of the sale, Levitt got $90 million in stock. He was 62 years old and he could have retired rich and comfortable. But he says, ''I couldn't retire, I wouldn't know what to do with myself.'' 

When the price of the I.T.T. stock he was using as collateral dropped, he was left owing more than he could pay. According to legal documents filed by the New York State Attorney General's office, Levitt began dipping into the funds of a family foundation to cover the shortfall. Eventually, as a result of action brought by the State, the foundation board was replaced and Levitt was obliged to repay the $5 million he had taken from the trust. That, apparently, was where much of the proceeds went from the sale of the yacht and of La Colline, the estate now facing subdivision and development by its new owner. 

Another portion has gone to pay back people who put down deposits of $500 or more on homes that Levitt had advertised he was building in two projects on Florida's west coast. Some were built, but according to Elizabeth Bradford of the New York State Attorney General's office, 2,500 people had paid deposits and not received homes. Moreover, she says, instead of placing the money in escrow accounts, as his ads had promised, Levitt used the money for business and personal expenses. She says that as a result of a court order, about half of these people had been repaid in full; the remaining 1,200 will shortly be reimbursed for most of their deposits. The Attorney General's office has been awarded a claim on whatever money Levitt may win in a pending lawsuit against a Florida bank involved in selling land he owned at a price he alleges was well below its market value. Beyond that, Ms. Bradford says, Levitt appears to have no significant assets. 

In the papers she has filed in the case, Ms. Bradford has regularly noted that the man she is dunning for funds has a great reputation for providing homes for so many ordinary people. But in her office in Mineola, not far from that original Levittown, she notes that the people for whom she is acting to recover the deposits are exactly the same kind of ordinary, hard working people, but in this case, ill-served. 

Levitt refuses to discuss these cases in detail. He says simply that they will all be settled. Soon to turn 83, he is looking beyond the troubles of the past. 

''You know,'' he tells me, ''I've got some plans for something in the Orlando area. I can't talk about it just yet but it could be very big.'' 

