Do the neighbors look down on you? Are you living in
perpetual shadow? You may be the victim of “man-
sionization,” the growing trend in established neigh-
borhoods where an older home is torn down to make
room for a super-sized one. A related trend can be seen
in roomy new additions to existing homes that dwarf
the original structures and overpower the scale of the
surrounding neighborhood. Washington's upscale,
close-in suburbs are a prominent example of the teardowns,
mansionization, and goliath-sized additions occurring
nationwide. In these communities, land is often more
valuable than the existing houses, affluent buyers want
abundant square footage and the convenience of a
close-in location, and at the same time, they consider
an older home a “starter house” and ready for demolition
or massive expansion.

Developers insist they are not driving this trend;
they are simply responding to market demand. Recent
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industry studies report that since 1970 the average size of
a single-family U.S. home has grown from 1,500 square
feet to 2,443 square feet, even though there are now only
2.5 occupants per property. And the Mational Association
of Home Builders reports that 21 percent of houses built
in 2004 equaled or exceeded 3,000 square feet. This is,
after all, America, and we like big,

But there are plenty of problems associated with
over-sized replacement homes and additions, and some
of the neighbors are complaining. In addition to being
incompatible with the scale and character of the immaedi-
ate cornmunity, these large homes cover more of their
lots, often resulting in the loss of mature trees and an
increase in stormwater runoff. One man’s dream home
quickly becomes his neighbor’s flooded basement.

Communities all around the Washington area have
been grappling with over-scaled infill development with
varying degrees of success. Some have used the historic
district designation as a tool to protect against demolition;
others have adopted zoning codes that restrict the amount
of the building lot that can be covered. Many proposed

remedies have met with some resistance from residents
who are concerned that their rights as homeowners are
being unfairly restricted. The challenge lies in finding the
proper balance between individual property rights and
community property rights. Rather than di?ﬁnirl.g this issue
as a contest over property “rights,” some neighborhood
are recasting the debate as one of property “responsibility.”
A good architect may be the best weapon in the battle
against mansionization. In established neighborhoods
throughout the region, architects are demonstrating they
can give homeowners the modern, spacious homes they
desire while maintaining the character and scale of the
neighborhood that attracted them in the first place.

The “Not So Big House”

In Garrett Park, located in lower Montgomery County,
Maryland, good design is offering an alternative to “hig
hair” infill. This small, family-oriented community dating
back to the late 1830s, boasts a pleasing array of architectural
styles—Victorians, Sears catalogue farm houses, ranches,
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colonials, and bungalows. According to Bob Reinhardt,
AIA, of Reinhardt Architects, Garrett Park “probably has
the strictest regulations in Montgomery County regarding
the size of additions and new construction, But in spite
of this, the [zoning] overlay has not fully protected the
neighborhood from oversize intrusions because of the
way the regulations define attics. Many newer homes
are built with trussed attics, a lower-cost construction
technique. Although this kind of construction does not
add usable living space, it makes the house look bulkier
and more imposing.”

Reinhardt, himself a Garrett Park resident, has worked
with at least one neighbor family to expand their living
space while maintaining the charm and scale of this special
community. For their 1940s Cape Cod, “transformation,
not mansionization”™ was what the owners wanted, said
Reinhardt, When the clients first saw the one-story home
on a house-hunting visit to Garrett Park, they knew they
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