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A Co-op letter from America

By David J.
Thompson

New co-op brings
life to old buildings
ACORNS fall in the most unusual of places, as this story will
reveal. In the 1960s, miles and miles of new freeways were
built in California. These were nothing like the huge swathes
of the Federal Highway system built in the 1950s through
farmland the length and breadth of the state. Instead, they
were connector freeways, built crudely through existing
urban neighbourhoods so that suburban commuters had an
easier time getting home.
There was a great deal of opposition to the freeway that
would eventually rip through the urban neighbourhoods
of West Oakland – which formed one of the largest and
strongest black communities on the West Coast. And
although residents sadly lost their efforts to stop the freeway
wrecking and dividing their community, there were a few
victories among the defeats.
To build State Highway 24, entire neighbourhoods had to
be demolished. But these areas were home to many elegant
and well-built Victorian houses from the turn of the century
– and neighbourhood groups won an agreement from Cal
Trans (the state Highway Agency) and the City of Oakland
that the best of the targeted homes should be saved, moved
to a preservation parking lot, and later returned to West
Oakland and refurbished.
And so, in the late 1960s and 1970s, the homes that could
be saved were moved to what can best be described as
a Victorian house parking lot, next to the new freeway in
downtown Oakland.
The idea of a multi-site, limited-equity co-operative
was broached and, in 1979, the organisation Oak Center
Homes was created. The co-op was approved as part of
the settlement with the West Oakland residents, Cal Trans
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and the City of Oakland. Many agencies pooled resources
on this difﬁcult and lengthy task – it is hard to imagine the
planning that went into demolishing hundreds of buildings
and moving 42 of them. House relocation in America is quite
an industry but this mass house migration was one of the
largest by number in North America.
You can see each of the moved buildings at s.coop/7ytm
Oak Center Homes was then funded to purchase vacant
residential sites to the north of the new freeway. One by
one, the houses were moved to the empty residential sites
and rehabilitated. Because they were almost all very large
homes, with small apartment buildings, they were turned
into duplexes, triplexes all the way up to six-plexes.
Oak Center Homes and the City of Oakland set up a
construction apprentice programme with the nearby Laney
College. The predominantly black two-year school helped
train mainly young men to re-build and refurbish Victorian
homes. This was a great skill to provide as hundreds of
families each year were now beginning to buy old Victorians
as ﬁxer-uppers and they needed construction workers with
that special set of skills. Many of the young men went onto
to start small construction ﬁrms of their own.

Regeneration
As each of the homes was completed they were made
available ﬁrst to former residents of the area. As a result,
many of them are occupied by former residents of West
Oakland displaced by the freeway. As they were occupied,
the resident families became members of the co-op. A
group of interested parties acted as trustees of the co-op
organisation until all the units were occupied, gradually
turning the co-op over to resident control. The residents now
elect all seven members of the co-op’s board.
Eventually, 42 buildings for the co-op were moved into
West Oakland. Due to their different sizes, the buildings
were divided into 89 separate homes and apartments. By
inﬁlling 42 different sites, Oak Center Homes helped to
rebuild what once was a much-neglected neighbourhood.
By restoring the neighbourhood and ridding it of empty sites
the crime rate was brought down. By bringing almost 300
people back, Oak Center Homes strengthened the home
ownership characteristics of the low-income neighbourhood.
What is interesting today is to drive past the 42 co-op
buildings. It is a quiet neighbourhood, ﬁlled with classic
Victorian homes, mature trees and well-kept yards. By
looking, you cannot tell the difference between a co-op
home and a non co-op home. There are no more empty lots
in the neighbourhood and it looks like a middle-class area
full of mainly single-family homes. To 89 moderate-income
families, Oak Center Homes offers a place to live.
No one would know how Oak Center Homes came about
and no one would know how much effort went into making
this one of the most unique housing co-ops in America. In
the end, the beauty of Oak Center Homes comes from a
wish to take the acorn of an idea born out of struggle and
build it into a strong oak tree.

