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“Bringing the Machine to the House”: The
IBEC System and Experimental Housing
in Baghdad, Iraq, 1953-58

This report studies the International Basic Economy Corporation (IBEC)
Housing Corporation (IHC) and its attempts to build prefabricated housing in
Baghdad, Iraq during the 1950s. Architect Wallace K. Harrison experimented
with cast-in-place concrete to create “a house built like a sidewalk.” This process
came to be known as the “IBEC System,” leading to IHC mass-produced housing
projects in Virginia, Florida, Venezuela, Puerto Rico, Iraq, and Iran. In 1955, the
Development Board of Iraq hired Greek architect Constantinos Doxiadis to
develop a comprehensive five-year plan for the nation’s housing shortages. With
Doxiadis urging experimentation in construction technique and with THC’s
desire to secure access to the Middle East, IHC applied for contracts to build
mass-produced housing in Iraq under this program. In 1950s Iraq, Pan-Arabism
was taking hold. IHC imported expensive equipment into Baghdad and built
demonstration housing, with the ambition to build hundreds of houses;
however, on July 14, 1958, the reigning monarchy was overthrown and IHC,
along with other western firms, left Iraq, abandoning their projects and

equipment. This short report summarizes this story.

On January 9, 1947, the International Basic Economy Corporation (IBEC) was
incorporated as a private, for-profit business enterprise by Nelson A.
Rockefeller, and his siblings, with the ambition of “upgrading the ‘basic
economies’ of lesser-developed nations by lowering food prices, building sound
housing, mobilizing savings, and fostering industrialization.”* IBEC was an
outgrowth of the non-profit organization, the American International
Association for Economic and Social Development (AIA), established a year
earlier in 1946, that focused on education, sanitation, and health in Latin
America.2 On May 15, 1947, IBEC began its overseas operation when it
established a subsidiary, the Venezuelan Basic Economy Corporation (VBEC),
overseeing four companies and also establishing another five new ones in Brazil
that focused on the farmer, encouraging the increase of production.3 While
several of these companies were, in fact, unprofitable, they allowed IBEC to

experiment in its approaches and methods during its time in Latin America,
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between 1947 and 1955, and eventually develop a comprehensive strategy for its
global operations which started in 1956.4 Through its experience in Venezuela
and Brazil, IBEC was able to develop an entire body of knowledge and expertise
in agriculture, healthcare, and logistics that would be used all over the world.
By the mid-1960s, IBEC was putting this knowledge into practice in 33 countries
via 119 subsidiaries, affiliations, and/or shared ownership operations.5 Three
other knowledge-producing corporations, IBEC Technical Services Corporation
(ITSC), IBEC Research Institute (IRI), and IBEC Housing Corporation (IHC),
were established between 1947 and 1949 as an outgrowth of IBEC. While the
profound impact of all of these corporations on postwar developmental
discourse is examined in detail in my dissertation, this report is focused solely

on THC and its operations in Baghdad, Iraq during the 1950s.

Known as “194x,” the decade of the 1940s was characterized by experimentation
in low-cost, mass-produced housing by architects in the United States.® IHC’s
mission “to meet pressing housing needs throughout the world by adapting
modern industrial processes to cut down construction cost” fits within this
larger discourse of prefabricated, low-cost, postwar housing.” Incorporated on
January 13, 1948 as a joint venture between IBEC and the ITSC, and chaired by
architect Wallace K. Harrison, the IBEC Housing Corporation (IHC) developed
a series of experimentations in low-cost housing strategies which could be
constructed rapidly, requiring little manual labor. 8 Harrison began
experimenting with mass-production long before the 1940s, when he first
developed a prefabricated aluminum house, which proved far too expensive to
justify further exploration. ¢ Harrison’s pre-war explorations relied on
automated methods of the automobile and aeronautics industries by “bringing
the house to the machine;” but for his work with IHC, Harrison envisioned
“bringing the machine to the house.”° To design the prototypical IHC house,
Harrison worked with his friend, concrete engineer Emil H. Praeger, to develop
a simple box house with two concrete slabs for floors and roofs with the ducting
and plumbing built into the cast-in-place walls.* Harrison envisioned a “house
built like a sidewalk” where both the equipment and techniques used were
borrowed from the highway building industry.®2 A thirty-feet wide, four-inch
thick concrete strip was laid down, divided every 30 feet with wooden strips. A
35-ton derrick lifted the steel wall-form of the house into place, and concrete

was poured into the form using a hopper.:3 Once cured, the form was lifted and



moved to the next house. The roof was poured in layers at ground level with an
oil film separating the layers, and they were lifted into place by a suction lifting
device attached to the derrick. Following an initial experiment in Huntington,
Long Island, IHC went on to build 204 Federal Housing Administration (FHA)
rent insured houses (102 duplexes) in Norfolk, Virginia in 1949, as part of a

development by businessman Henry C. Hotheimer, II.14

Taking the Norfolk project as “proof-of-concept,” IHC sought projects with large
corporations such as Creole Petroleum Corporation, Banco Obrero, Aramco, the
US Navy, and Matrad Corporation; however, none of these projects came to
fruition in the wake of the Korean War (1950-1953).15 In 1953, Nelson A.
Rockefeller was appointed as the undersecretary of the newly created
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, and his younger brother,
Winthrop Rockefeller, took over responsibilities of IBEC and the directions it
would take. Under Winthrop’s leadership, IBEC diversified its assets and
expanded its global reach. With FHA mortgage insurance available and backed
by the Puerto Rican Housing Authority, Puerto Rico was chosen by IHC as the
first international site to fine-tune the “IBEC System” for construction in Latin
America. IHC contracted architect Edward Larrabee Barnes to design two
single-family house types: “Belair” and “Tradewinds,” with two model houses
built.¢ By June 1956, 1,625 concrete houses, modified with more climate-
appropriate lattice brickwork and covered porches, were completed.'” At a rate
of six houses built per day, the IHC program in Puerto Rico grew with another
2,616 houses in Lomas Verdes and 631 houses in Altamesa, two suburbs of San

Juan.8

Also in 1953, IBEC first became interested in pursuing projects in the Middle
East. On May 7, 1953, a former Aramco public relations officer, Howard F. Beir,
was hired as an external consultant through a Winthrop Rockefeller-ITSC joint
venture to examine the feasibility of building a Trans-Arabian Highway that
would connect the Mediterranean with the Arabian Gulf. He was also tasked to
report back to the board about other opportunities in the Middle East. Upon
completing a six-month exploratory trip, Beir identified several projects in
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait.2° While the ITSC’s board did
not pursue any projects in the region, ITSC forwarded the housing

recommendations to THC, which hired Beir, again to help the corporation
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undertake projects in the Middle East.2* Beir identified Kuwait and Iraq as “the
best markets for low and middle-class housing in the Middle East,” with Saudi
Arabia a close second.2>2 While the IHC Board explored projects in both Kuwait
and Saudi Arabia, through Beir, the company did not secure any commissions.
Thus, IHC turned its full attention to Iraq, which ultimately was the only Arab

nation where THC would operate.

The 1950s were a critical period for the Arab nations of the Middle East,
especially Iraq, as the notions of Pan Arabism and Arab solidarity were running
high. With the creation of the State of Israel, decades-long colonial rule under
the British, and the mounting pressure of local populations for self-rule, IHC
was entering the region at a time when anti-American sentiments were on the
rise.2s Iraq, by then, had had several revolts since its inception as The Kingdom
of Iraq under British Administration, or Mandatory Iraq, in 1921. After Iraq’s
independence in 1934, it became the Hashemite Kingdom of Iraq.24 British
influence was still strong but there was also a growing cadre of young Iraqis who
were against western influences and were very strong advocates of Arab
Nationalism. 25 Foreign, mainly British, “experts” held key governmental
positions and projects in the region were awarded to foreign consultants.2¢ This
led to dissent and dissatisfaction amongst local Iraqis, which would ultimately
culminate in the violent coup d’état on July 14, 1958, when the Free Officers, led
by Abd Al-Karim Qasim, overthrew the British-imposed Hashemites, following
in the steps of Gamal Abdel Nasser’s overthrow of the monarchy in Egypt six

years earlier.

When THC began its explorations in the Middle East, construction projects were
rampant in the region, many under the aegis of international development
organizations and/or national governments; Iraq was no different. Based on the
recommendations and with a loan from the International Bank of
Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), the Development Board (Majlis al-
I‘mar) was established in 1950, with the aim of “investigating and exploiting
Iraq’s many natural resources, increasing the national income, and raising the
standard of living of the people.”?” During its first few years, the Development
Board undertook very few projects, and by 1955, the Iraqi Government hired
British economist and former Governor of the Bank of England, Lord Salter, to

undertake a reevaluation of the Board’s scope and projects.28 Salter’s Report,



“The Development of Iraq: A Plan of Action,” called for overhauling the existing
program and recommended for the board to develop a focus on human and
social development.29 Housing was singled out as “a way to give quickly visible
results” and that “a substantial part of development resources” should be
allocated to “a large and suitable designed housing scheme.”3° Following these
recommendations, a Five Year Program was established; the nation’s first
large-scale housing program. Constantinos Doxiadis was hired as a housing

consultant and planner.3t

In August 1955, the Greek architect Doxiadis was appointed by the Development
Board based on the advice of IBRD, with a gentle nudge from American housing
expert Jacob L. Crane, who recommended Doxiadis to the American “expert” on
the board.32 A relatively unknown architect at that time, Doxiadis would
eventually become a world renowned development expert. He was the
champion of architecture’s “alignment with international development, and [...]
the profession's responsibilities towards global environmental exigencies.”33
Doxiadis developed an ambitious housing program for Iraq which included
housing, markets, schools, and civic centers. In his 1959 report, Doxiadis called
this first step of his “very long-range plan,” the Basic Foundation Program.s+
Doxiadis envisioned a multi-faceted housing strategy that was divided between
a “crash” program and an “experimental” program. The former was developed
by the Development Board “primarily for political benefit, or at least designed
with that in mind,” with the intention of spurring on development by allowing
for a rapid burst of building to occur.35 The experimental projects on the other
hand, were conceived as a program to allow exploration in building techniques
and material. The masterplan was designed by Doxiadis Associates but

construction was to be undertaken:

... by contractors who were supplied with the basic plans, but
were free to use their own building materials and employ the
methods of construction they considered most suitable. Fifteen
contractors from eight different countries participated in this
construction, and they competed to produce the best
construction methods, making use of materials of their own
choice. In commenting on this method of consultation,
Constantine Doxiadis has said: "We do not seek to impose
foreign-conceived solutions on the countries in which we work;
we try to find a solution based on the best each country has to
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offer, but combined with modern technical achievements and
up-to- date methods of construction.3¢

While ITHC applied to both the “crash” and “experimental” programs, it was only

able to secure a bid for the latter.

Conceived under the slogan “world-wide experience and local conditions,” the
experimental housing program encouraged both laboratory-based testing and
practical experimentation in materials, methods, and techniques. 37 The
Development Board opened the experimental program to bidding in 1956 under
two contracts, SPA-4 and SPA-6. Under a joint-venture established on April 16,
1956 with a local construction company, Al-Mansur, IHC bid for both.38 For
SPA-4, eight out of eleven contractors won the bid, with IHC being the only
American one. IHC-Al-Mansur submitted an unsuccessful bid on May 28, 1956,
which served as a driving force for IHC to develop better insulation and more
competitive prices.39 On September 11, 1956, IHC-Al-Mansur submitted a bid
for the construction of 20 experimental houses in sector 5 of the Western
Baghdad Development Experimental Housing and contract SPA-6 was tendered
to Al-Mansur Construction Company and IHC.4° Designed as middle-income
houses, the experimental structures were two-story row houses, each with four
rooms, a kitchen, a bathroom, a WC, and a storage room, on a 12 by 18 metre
plot. For the construction method, THC decided to use a special precast
sandwich-type wall for exterior use, comprising of two dense concrete layers
with a foam concrete core. Interior walls and stairs were constructed using
dense concrete with wooden doors and windows. Concrete roofs were topped
with asphalt and a chopped straw and clay mixture to mitigate the impact of
solar radiation. These design and construction decisions were based on IHC’s
in-depth climatic analysis that the company undertook between 1954 and 1955.
For this analysis, IHC had hired a series of consultants, most notably Victor and
Aladar Olgyay, to develop a bioclimatic analysis of the relationship between

people and their environments.4!

The project commenced on January 15, 1957, with an anticipated completion
date in mid-August 1957. It should be noted that “[d]espite the use of a building
design that departed farther from normal than any of the others used, the IBEC
houses were built in the shortest time.”42 However, while they were the fastest

contractor, they were also the most expensive. For THC, the costs associated



with the IBEC Methods, especially the expensive equipment, simply could not
be justified unless an economy of scale was achieved; as for the Development
Board, it just wanted quick and cheap housing. Even with the use of local
laborers for all construction, IHC still had to import a twenty-ton crane, lumber
carrier, vacuum lift, and six ten-ton lowering jacks to construct the houses. This
ultimately drove IHC’s prices up and was the main hurdle for IHC in securing
bids for low-cost housing in Baghdad.43 The ambition for ITHC with the SPA-6
contract was that it would secure more bids and achieve an economy of scale
that would justify its investment. This hope was based on the contract, which

stipulated:

Participation in a Future Tender 8. Contractors who will succeed
in this tender and whose systems will be considered upon
completion of the works and under the absolute judgement of the
Development Board as having behaved satisfactorily on the field,
will be called to participate with the same systems in a tender for
the construction of a whole community of average volume double
of the one shown in Drwg. QA 56-46 comprising different types
of one or two stories houses of various designs, vehicular roads,
sidewalks and footways. Participation in this future tender will
be exclusively limited to the contractors mentioned above but the
Board reserves the right of rejecting the results of this future
tender if unsatisfactory from any point of view.44

Unfortunately, due to the expensive cost per unit, IHC was not invited to bid on
additional houses. This caused great distress to the IHC team who, by then, had
invested more than four years and hundreds of thousands of dollars in
expensive equipment, labor, and research.4 What disappointed THC even
further was that in addition to the “crash” program, it had developed a model
demonstration site on lands owned by its local partners, which did not spark
much local interest. Urged on by Beir to build prototypes because “[pJ]eople in
the Middle East must be shown; then they accept.”+¢ THC-Al-Mansur built six
model homes that served as a practical field laboratory to test materials and
methods in order to improve indoor thermal comfort with the intention of
ultimately selling these houses for profit. The demonstration site mimicked
IHC’s approach in Latin America where it offered both the IBEC System and an

array of low-cost mass-produced housing strategies.4”
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While the houses were originally designed by architect Edward Barnes, due to
the fact that he could no longer commit to the project, by September 1956, the
IHC team had taken over the design.4® Architects Phil Laura, Alfred Bush, and
Simon Schmiderer served as the main project interlocutors, securing materials,
equipment, and all the necessary work for construction. Although the houses
were designed with a single client in mind, mainly a single middle-income
family, the houses were constructed using different materials, treatments, and
finishes in order to determine the heat time lag, U-Value, and to achieve optimal
indoor climate.49 Constructed in a mere eight months between March 1957 and
November 6, 1957, these six houses served multiple purposes: they created
scientifically-backed data, calculated accurate costs, demonstrated the IBEC
System’s versatility, all of which were anticipated to help IHC secure more bids.
Even with the invaluable information IHC was able to accumulate with these
experimental houses, the results were lackluster, at best. As a for-profit
company, IHC was becoming frustrated with the wuneven financial
responsibilities within the joint venture and it could no longer solely carry the
financial burden of the joint venture. Eventually, legal disputes between THC,
Al-Mansur, and their subcontractors ensued, and IHC’s involvement in Iraq
died out on April 22, 1958, when the THC-Al-Mansur Joint Venture was
dissolved.5° By then, pro-Arab sentiment was reaching an all-time high after the
establishment of the United Arab Republic (UAR) in February 1958. Soon after,
the Free Officers overthrew the British-imposed Hashemite monarchy in a

violent coup d’état on July 12, 1958.

Although THC left Iraq in 1958, leaving behind expensive equipment, IBEC and
the Rockefeller Foundation (RF) continued to operate in the Middle East in
different capacities. RF entered agreements with Iraq, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria,
and Jordan to offer academic scholarships to students, grant-in-aid to schools,
institutions, and individuals between 1951 to 1965, with a focus on education,
agriculture, and literacy.5' As for IBEC, it acquired a minority stake in the
Middle East Industrial Development Project Corporation (MIDEC) in 1958. It
also purchased a worldwide licensing agreement for the brick-making Cinva-
Ram press and technique developed by Chilean engineer Raul Ramirez. IBEC
bought shares in the US-based Arbor Acres, a firm that introduced poultry
breeding to the world, which included a Lebanese subsidiary, Green Leaf.52 IHC

shifted its operations to Iran by signing an agreement on May 1, 1958 with the



Development and Resources Corporation to undertake the design and
construction of prefabricated housing scheme for the Khuzestan Development
Services (KDS).53 Moreover, IHC won a bid on January 28, 1959 to build 114
houses for laborers in Pirouz, Abadan for the Iranian Oil Refinery Company, a
project which was completed in April 1960.54 A third agreement to build 200 to
300 model homes in Tehran was signed on March 3, 1958, with Iranian-based
Bank Omran.5s However, this project also resulted in near failure when THC’s
local area manager was put on trial by Bank Omran for “dishonored checks” on
December 14, 1961.5° ITHC’s approach in Iran differed vastly than its operations
in Iraq, because instead of establishing a joint venture with a local company,
IHC signed direct agreements with Iranian organizations and representatives of

the government.

Whilst short-lived, the story of Iraq and THC is a critical chapter in American
involvement in the region and of American postwar development and
modernization schemes. Even though THC’s model homes did demonstrate the
corporation’s willingness to adapt its techniques to suit local conditions, the
project itself seemed to have been destined to fail. The overly technical building
process was a huge liability, with expensive imported equipment proving far
more costly than more traditional building methods. The assumption that what
worked in South America would necessarily work in the Middle East was
another weakness. The US need to use housing to provide “visible results” for
reasons of political influence in the region was pressing. However, the political
climate of pre-existing anti-western sentiments, fueled by geopolitical
developments in the region, created a rising Arab nationalism and Pan-Arab
sentiment. This made the Iraqi project just the wrong moment to be attempting
to build these houses in this way. The “house built like a sidewalk” found no

path to mass production in Iraq.
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