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Abstract

Consensus and compromise - the rise and fall of Britain’s post-war high-rise housing
initiative.

Modernism heralded the flat as an exciting new paradigm in twentieth century housing provision. A
new generation of post-war architects, energised by the task of reconstruction explored how it might
add variety to their developments, provide accommodation for a specific demographic and deliver
higher densities. The appeal of the mixed-development neighbourhood unit, introduced by
Abercrombie and Forshaw in their County of London plan (1944) would quickly find favour
throughout the country. In the post-war world, new technology held the promise of factory based
manufacture offering faster and more economic construction. System build, pioneered largely on the
Continent, offered a tantalising opportunity to modernise the building industry and streamline
construction. The need to meet ever increasing demand necessitated higher densities and
technology promised faster construction and enabled higher, more economic building. Following the
1968 Ronan Point disaster, widespread tenant opposition to the high-rise block would finally find its
voice and contribute to the demise of government sponsored social housing provision. Today many
high blocks have been demolished or have succumbed to questionable refurbishment, those that

remain and the estates on which they stand face an uncertain future.

This study examines the background and development of the high-rise movement and the
motivations and objectives of a range of actors that enabled it. Although only 20 per cent of
twentieth century social housing can be attributed to high-rise it has come to symbolise the

problems associated with social housing provision in Britain.

Research draws upon original archive material and records from central and local government,
publications from the architectural and structural engineering professions as well as contractors’
technical and promotional publications. These provide new insights into how high-rise became an
important component of social housing provision, the rationale behind System build, what it
promised, who was involved in its promotion, what it delivered and how ultimately it fell short. The
study will include a case study focussing on Birmingham’s implementation of high-rise and the City
Architects and politicians that shaped strategy that will shed new light on the development of the

movement and the sometimes conflicting objectives of those involved in its implementation.







Abbreviations

A. R. Architectural Review.

A. ). Architects' Journal.

B.C.C. Birmingham City Council.

B. R. S. Building Research Station.

B.O. Board of Education.

B.V.T. Bournville Village Trust.

C.C.A. Cement and Concrete Association.

C.C.E. Concrete and Constructional Engineering.

C.H.A.C. Central Housing Advisory Committee.

C.ILA.M. Congres Internationale d’Architecture Moderne
C.I.LH.A (Coal Industry Housing Association

C. I. S.P. H. Council for the Industrial and Scientific Provision of Housing.
C. L. A.S. P. Consortium of Local Authorities Special Project.
D.C.L.G. Department for Communities and Local Government.
D. O. E. Department of the Environment.

D.I.C.E. Design Improvement Controlled Experiment

D.L.O. Direct Labour Organisation

E.H. English Heritage.

E.R.C.F. Estate Renewal Challenge Fund

G. L. C. Greater London Council.

G.P.C. General Purposes Committee (BCC).

H.A.T. Housing Action Trust.

H.B.C. House Building Committee (BCC).

H.C. Housing Committee (BCC)

H. C. M. Housing Committee Minutes (LCC).

H. C. P. Housing Committee Papers (LCC).

H.E. Historic England.

H.O.R.S.A. Hutting Operation for Raising the School Leaving Age
H. S. G. B. Housing Statistics Great Britain.

I.LA.A.S. Incorporated Association of Architects and Surveyors.
L. C. C. London County Council.

M.A.R.S. Modern Architecture Research Group

M.E. Ministry of Education.

M.H. Ministry of Health.

M. H. C. F. O. C. O. Midland Housing Consortium, Board of Chief
Officers.

M. H. L. G. Ministry of Housing and Local Government.

M.J. Municipal Journal.

M.L. Ministry of Labour.

M.W. Ministry of Works.

M. P. B. W. Ministry of Public Buildings and Works.

M. R. Municipal Review.

N.A. National Archives.

N. B. National Builder.

N. B. A. National Building Agency.

N.B.S.R. National Building Studies Report

N. F. B. T. E. National Federation of Building Trades Employers.
N. F. B. T. O. National Federation of Building Trades Operatives.




N.F.R.H. National Federation of Registered Housebuilders.
N. U. C. U. A. National Union of Conservative and Unionist
Associations.

PPA Persons per acre

P. R. O. Public Records Office.

R. I. A. I. Royal Institute of Architects of Ireland.

R. I. B. A. Royal Institute of British Architects.

R. I. B. A. J. Royal Institute of British Architects' Journal.
S.A.R. National Association of Swedish Architects
S.H.A.P.E. Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers (Europe)
S.C.0.L.A. Second Consortium of Local Authorities

S.P.C. Special Purposes Committee.

S.R.B. Single Regeneration Budget

T.U.C. Trades Unions Congress

U. N. United Nations.

COVID STATEMENT

The majority of my primary and secondary research occurred prior to lockdown although a
return to the archives had been scheduled to research original estate plans. Unfortunately at
the time of submission access to libraries and archives was not permitted preventing the
wider investigation of records and access to better reprographic facilities for existing images.

A preference for the use of contemporary rather than modern images has therefore

necessitated the use of images of varying quality.




Contents

Y o1 o - Yot A T O PO PSP U SO PP PPPOUPTTOPPPO 3
ADDIEVIAIONS ..ttt s b e et e e s bt e e s bt e s be e e s bt e e s be e e s bteesbeee s beeennreeaas 5
T oW T PO 11
O 1 oY o oo [V o1 4 o] o R T TP TSP P PP URRTST 25
0 YT I T g T ] oY1= od 1 V7SO UUUUURRS 26
1.2 The Flat Tradition.....coeeee ettt st e e st e e s e e s be e sbe e e sabeeesanee s 29
1.3 MethodOlOgY @and SOUICES.......ccieeeitiieeee et e e ettt e e e e e e e et re e e e e e e e e e e e eseabtbbaaaeeaaaaeeessnnnsees 31
1.4 Developing a narrative around Modernism and high-rise social housing...........cccccceeeieiiiiiicnnns 34
1.5 SETUCTUNE ettt e e e e s e e e e e e s e s e s nene 43
2.0 Modernism and the flat.. ..o e s s 49
2.1 The flat tradition in ENGIand.........ceeiiiiiii oottt e e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e e s neareaaaees 50
2.2 MOderNiSt INFIUBNCE ettt et e e sttt e e s e e s b e e sabeeesabeeeas 53
2.3 ArChItECTUIAl STYIES .ceiiiieie e e e e e e e e e e s et b be e e e e aaeeeeeesnnrarraaaeees 60
2.4 The emergence of the LCC Architect’s department .........ccccovviiiiiiiee e, 69
2.5 Festival of Britain and DeYONd........ceviiii oottt e e e e e e e e e aae s 76
2.6 Daylight, density, slab and point BIOCKS ...........uuiiiiiiiiiiiicceeeee e 81
2.7 RIBA Symposium on high Flats.......eeeeiiiiii e 85
3.0 BUIldINg the WEIfare State .......uueeiiiiie ettt e e e e e e e e et ra e e e e e e e e e e e e e anbaaraaeeeaaaaeeeas 91
3.1 Philanthropy and State HOUSING .....ccciiiii it e ettt e e e e e et re e e e e e e e e e e e esaranaaaaeees 91
3.2 The DUAIEY REPOI . ciiiiiiiei ittt e e e e e e e e ettt e e e e e eaeaeeess s aaartbbeseeaaaeeeeesaannssssasaeees 93
I B =Y o To 1] g VA Tl o ] VUSRS 96
3.4 CONSEIVALIVE CONTIOl .eiuiiiiiiiie ittt et e e st e e st e e sabe e e sabeeesabeeesabeeeas 99
3.5 The Local AULhOrity ArCHItECT....uuuiieiie e r e e e e e e e e e s abaeaeeeas 101
3.6 Post-war high flat POLCY ... e e e e e e e e e e e e abaaaee s 104
4.0 New forms Of CONSTIUCTION.....coiiiiiiiiieiiee et st s e e e e s e 111
4.1 Non-traditional BUIIAING ......cooeeeeeee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeannnes 114




4.1.1 Wimpey, a blUueprint fOr SUCCESS ...uuuiiiiiiiieiii ittt e e e e e e rrre e e e e e e e e e e 119

4.2 School building and pre-fabriCation ...........coo e e e e e saeees 127
4.3 Parker Morris — higher standards, higher COSt ... 133
4.4 The emergence of System build high-TiSe ...........ccuiiiiiiiiii e 137
4.5 ContineNntal INFIUBNCE .....eeeiiiieee et et sbe e e sabee e saree s 141
5.0 System build — building CONSENSUS.......cc..uiiiiiiiieiee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eaarrrraaeeeaaeaeeeas 157
5.1 Government direction and local government priorities.......cccccceeeeeeeececcciiiiieeeeee e, 157
5.2 Aview from the Profession ...t e e e e e e 162
5.3 Ministry Charm Off@NSIVE.........uiiiiiiiiiie e e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e eaarabaaaeeeas 167
5.4 Consensus and reSPONSIDIlITY ......ueeeiiie i e e e e e e 174
6.0 JuMPINg 0N the BANAWAEON ....vviiiiiii e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e earbrrraaeeeaaeeeeeas 179
6.1 CONCEIVE, AdAPT OF DOITOW .. .uuiiiiiiiiieie e e ettt e e e e e e e ettt re e e e e e e e e e eeesabtaaaeeaeaaeeeeeeesansssrasesees 180
6.2 OpeN and ClOSEA SYSTEIMS .....uuuiiiiiiiieie e e ettt e e e e e e e e et e re e e e e e e e e eeessabtaaaeeeeaaaeeeeessnsssranesees 188
6.3 Large Panel CONSTIUCTION .......uuuiiiiiiiiee ettt e et re e e e e e e e s e e bt e ar e e e e e aaeeeeeennssnbaeeaeens 190
6.4 REEMIA ittt e e e e e e s a e e 196
6.5 BiSON Wall Frami@ .. .eeie ittt ettt ettt e st e et e s bt e e sab e e e sbbe e s sabeeesabeeesabeeesareeas 200
6.6 Larsen NIEISEN «...cieiie ettt et e e e s bt e e sab e e sbbe e e sab e e e sab e e e aareeesaree s 206
6.7 CAMUS ceeiiiiiie e e e e e e et e e e e e s r e e e e e 209
6.8 System DUIld ECONOMICS ......uuiiiiiiiiiiieee ettt e e e e et re e e e e e e e e e e aabtabaeeeeeaaeeeeessanssssaseaeens 218
6.9 Case Study — LCC influence and Morris Walk, WoOIWICh .........ccceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e, 227
7.0 Development in BirMiNgGNam ...t e et e e e e e e e e e e e aararr e e e e e aaeeeeean 239
7.1 Birmingham and the flat.......cccuuiiiiiiiie e e e e e e e e 239
7.2 Manzoni — POSt-War iNITIatiVES ...cciiiiiii et e e 247
7.3 The arrival of the City ArChiteCt m e 259
7.3.1 Early challenges and mixed-developmeNnt.......ccceeeee it e e e e 260
7.3.2 Density and NiGN-TiSE.....cccoiiiiiiiiiiic e e e e e e e e et rrera e e e e e e e e e e annees 272
2 T 3 VA =1 4 T <10 11 o U PUUUUPRRNS 281

7.4 A TOCUS ON PrOQUCTION «..eeiiitiie ettt ettt sab e e b e e sabe e e sare e e sabeeesareeas 305




7.5 Different Approaches - Manzoni to Maudsley ..........ccooeiiiiiiieiieei e 320

8.0 The demise of high-riSE NOUSING ......cooeiiiiiiieee e e e e e e e 327
8L RONAN POINT ...ttt e e e s s 328
8.2 Right to buy and DEYONd .......uuiiiiiiiiiei e e e e e et r e e e e e e e e e e e e aaseraaeaeeas 331
8.3 CritiCiSM @nd Dlam@ ...ccoueeieiiee et e e e s s 334
8.4 Demolition or rehabilitation? .......coc.uii i e 341
8.5 Rehabilitation and CoNSErvation ..........cueiiiieiiiieiiie et s 345
N o Lo 1] a1 L AV Tl o 1V o - o [P UUUR 347
8.7 Conservation and ClEANSING.......uuuiiiiiie ittt e e e e e e e et ba e e e e e e e e e e e e esansearasaaeens 351

9.0 Conclusions- reviewing the high-rise Narrative ..........cccccuiiiiiiiii e 369
9.1 The riS@ AN Fall ..eeeieiie ittt et e e sab e s bt e e s e e sabe e e sabeeesaree s 369
9.2 System build - NEW INSIGNT........uiiiiiiieie e e e e e e e e e e e aeaee s 374
9.3 The Birmingham experience — NeW iNSIGNT ........ceeviiiiiii i 380
O UL U1 Iy ¥ [« 1Y U RUR R 385

7Y o] 01T e 1ol RPR 387
Appendix A — RIBA Symposium on High FIats, 1955.......cuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e eeeceeirerreeee e e e e e e eeneens 389
Appendix B — High-rise Flats in Birmingham, 1974 ...t 390
Appendix C — Report on Camus Industrialised System of BUilding..........cccceeviiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeecinnns 391
Appendix D - Birmingham High-rise development - remaining stock (06-02-2017) ..........ccceeuuunne 411
Appendix E — Birmingham high-rise development - demolished stock (06-02-2017) .........cccc........ 417
Appendix F — Interview with AG Sheppard FIidler........cueeeveiiiiiiicieeeee e 422
Appendix G — Interview with Harry NODI€..........ooiiiiiee e 432
Appendix H — Short interview with Joe Holyoak. ........eeeeiiiiiiiiiiieec e, 436

21 o] [ToT={ =T o] o |V PUURURROY 437
ST LYo 18 [ ol U PPPPPTPPRN 439
LA LT V=YY £ PP TP P PP 445
Secondary SoUrces — PUDBIISNEM............uiiiiiiiiiiii e e e e e e e e e e e anees 445
Secondary Sources — UnpPUbliShed ..........eeeiiiiiiii it 452




Websites

10



Figures

Figure 1: Promotional image of a suitably pristine, completed Morris Walk (1964) mixed-
development, the first of the LCC’s forays into System build. Source: The Concrete Society. ............. 49
Figure 2: Advertisement extolling the virtues of Welwyn Garden City. Source: Architects Journal. ....52
Figure 3: The Isokon Building (1935) by Wells Coates, an early example of modernist concierge flats
for the professional classes. Source: en.wikiarquitectura.Com.......cooveeeeeieieriiiiiiiiiieeeee e, 53
Figure 4: Highpoint Flats (1935) by the Tecton Group, originally built to accommodate staff from the
Gestetner Company. Source: Architects JOUINal.........ccooiiiiiiiiiiiieee e 54
Figure 5: Kensal House (1937) by Maxwell Fry, flats designed specifically for the working classes.
SOUICE: ArChITECTUNE.COM .. .eiiiiiii ittt ettt e st e e s b e e e sabe e e sabeeesbeeesabeeesbeeenns 54
Figure 6: Quarry Hill Estate (1938) designed by RAH Livett, City Architect, Leeds, the largest social
housing project of its day. Source: Municipaldreams.Wordpress.Com. ......ccccceeeeeeiiiciiiiieieeeeeeeeeeeeennns 55
Figure 7: St Martin’s (1939) flats in Birmingham. Source: BirminghamLive..........ccccccceeeiiieiiicicinnnneen. 55
Figure 8: Le Corbusier at work, a master of self-promotion and highly vocal advocate of Modernism.
Source: WWW.themodernhOUSE.COM. .....cociiiiiiiiiiie ettt sttt et e e s e s be e e sbeeesbeeeens 57
Figure 9: Gunnar and Alvar Myrdal by Sven Ljungberg (1968). Source: nationalmuseumse.com ........ 61
Figure 10: The Ribershus Development (1937-43) in Malmo amid mature landscape. Source:

WW WL TRV BTN S, tiiitttuueeteettuttiaseeeeettuuesseeteetsuaaseeeteesaeseeeestssansseseeeessnnseeesensssnseeeseessneeseeeensnanseeseeesnns 63
Figure 11: Arthur Ling, influential contributor to the County of London Plan and later City Architect
Coventry. Source: National Portrait Gallery. ... e e e 64
Figure 12: The Standard Cell at Le Corbusier’s L’Unite, Marseilles. Source: Concrete and Structural

[ oY =TT T o = SO UPPUPPR 65
Figure 13: Le Corbusier’s Unité d'Habitation (1952) with characteristic pilotis. Source:

FAY g0l o 11 <Tot { U <N ol s o IO T PP P PP PPP PSR 66

Figure 14: Balcony provision and the supporting pilotis at L'Unite d’Habitation. Source: divisare.com .

............................................................................................................................................................... 67
Figure 15: Acres of exposed concrete forming the roof treatment and swimming pool at L'Unité.
SOUICE: dIVISAIE.COM. c.utiiiiiiieiitee ettt ettt ettt ettt e sttt e e be e e sbeeesbeeesabeeesabteesabeeesabeeesabeeesabeeesabeeesabeeesaneeann 68
Figure 16: Development and Zoning in Abercrombie and Forshaw's County of London Plan 1944.
Source: County of LONAON PIAN. ....uuviiiiiiiii et e e e e e e e e e e e e e ababraaeeeeaaaaeeas 69
Figure 17: Woodberry Down Estate, standard balcony access flats. Source:
MUNICIPaldream . WOrdPIESS.COM. .....uuiiiiiiiiiiiee e e e e eccccttre e e e e e e e e e e s e et bbeeeeeaaaeeeeesaaabsbrasaaeaaaaeeseaaassssrssneees 72
Figure 18: Kingswood Estate, Dulwich. Source: ideal-homes.org.uk. ........ccccooeiiiiiiiieeice e, 73

11



Figure 19: Model of the Skylon, the motif of the Festival of Britain, designed by Powell and Moya and
reputedly named by Alywn Sheppard Fidler’s wife. Evidence of the popularity of toys and models that
represented architectural forms and technology of the period. Source: rennart.co.uk....................... 77
Figure 20: Festival guide to the Lansbury Estate, depicting layout and types of building. Source:

MOAEINIMOOCH.COML ittt ettt ettt e ettt e sab e et be e e sabeeesateesaabeeesabeesambeeesabeeesabeeesabenesabeeesabeeesabeeanas 78

Figure 21: Alton East, Roehampton (1952-55), designed by AW Cleeve Barr and Michael Powell and

reminiscent of the Unite d’Habitation in style. Source: museumoflondonprints.com .......c.....ccuuues 79
Figure 22: Alton Estate Roehampton. Source: The Concrete SoCiety. ...ccccceeeeeeiciiiiiiieeee e, 80
Figure 23: Typical Zeilenbau layout (Germany). Source: Architectural Review. ........cccccceeeeeeiccvnvnnnnnn. 82

Figure 24: Slab block flats at Bollmora in Stockholm (May 1962) constructed using the Skarne system.
SOUICE: The CONCIEEE SOCIBTY....uuuiiiiiiiiiiee e ettt e e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e seeeaabbabeeeeeaaeeesessanssbrsaseeeaaaaeens 83
Figure 25: Point block flats at Nasbydal, north of Stockholm (May 1962) constructed using the Skarne
system. Source: The CONCrete SOCIELY. .iiiiiiii ittt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e nbabrraaeeeaaaeeeas 84
Figure 26: Dame Evelyn Sharp, Deputy Secretary to the Minister of Housing and Local Government.
SOoUrCe: CiVilSErviCe.DIOZ.BOV.UK.....uviiiiiiiee e e e e e e e e e e e et rbraaeeeeaaaaeeas 85
Figure 27: Aneurin Bevan, Minister of Health responsible for housing in the post-war Labour
Government. Source: WalesSoNINE.CO.UK. ...iiiiiiiiiiii ittt 96
Figure 28: Harold Macmillan who would take over responsibility for housing in the incoming
Conservative Government. Source: collectionimages.npg.org.uk .......cccocciiiiieeeei e, 100
Figure 29: Lancelot Keay, City Architect at Liverpool and first public architect to become President at
RIBA. Source: municipaldreams.files.Wordpress.ComM. .. ..o ee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e eeaenes 103
Figure 30: Early Industrialised concrete construction required accurate formwork in this case
produced by carpenters and illustrating the position of duct-tube. Source: Cowley Concrete Co,
(1952 rteeetite ettt ettt ettt e bt e e bt e e e be e e e ah bt e e b et e e b be e e ahb e e e bbeeeeabe e e hbeeeanbeeeaabeeeanreeesareean 112
Figure 31: A Royal Visit to an early example of a non-traditional home, the Cornish Unit produced by
Selleck Nicholls and reportedly a favourite of Aneurin Bevan. Source: www.sellecknicholls.com.....114
Figure 32: Hawksley promotional materials of the 1950s, detailing the type of housing available and
an aerial shot of the factory producing it (formerly engaged in aircraft production). Source:
GloUCESLEISNITE ArCRIVES. .. .eiiiiie ettt st e s e e st e st e e sabe e e sabeeesabeeesabeeas 117
Figure 33: Illustration of Wimpey Homes at Farnborough contained in period promotional materials.
SOUrCE: WImMPEY (1950). ..iiii ittt e ee e e e ettt e et e e e e e e e ee ettt e reeeeeaaeeeeasaanstabasaaeaaeeeesesaassarrasseeaaaaaanas 119
Figure 34: Exploded view of construction method of two storey Wimpey No-fines house. Source: BRE

S 11 PP PP PPN 120

12



Figure 35: Promotional images of Wimpey mobile formwork and aggregate used in the construction
of No-fines housing. Source: Wimpey (1950).......uuieeiieeeiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeececirrrereeeeeeeeeseseanenssesseesaeaeeeas 121
Figure 36: lllustration of Wimpey’s advanced testing facilities including Soil and Compression testing,
featured in promotional materials. Source: Wimpey (1950). ....ccccuuireeiieeeeeieicciiiieeee e e eeeeenreeeeeeas 123
Figure 37: Wimpey No-fines terrace, one of the advantages of the No-fines system was the variety of
designs available utilising the system. Source: BRE 1989. ........cuuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e eeevrrreee e e e e e 124
Figure 38: — A terrace of No-fines homes, external and internal views included in promotional
materials. Source: Wimpey (1950). ...cccc oot et e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e e st e e e e e e e aaaeeeeesnnsrsbaaeaeeaaaaaeans 125
Figure 39: Advertisement for Simms Sons & Cooke for Industrialised timber building for the Schools
programme. Source: INterbUild 1965, ...........uiiiiiiiiie e e e e e e e e e e e et rreaeeaaaeaeeeas 128

Figure 40: The ubiquitous HORSA hut at St Joseph’s RC School in Nuneaton. Source: cloudfront.net.

Figure 41: Burleigh Infants School, Cheshunt. Source: architecture.com. ..........cccccoviiiiiieeeeeeeeecccinnns 131

Figure 42: Advertisements for the Hills and CLASP systems of Schools construction. Source: Architects

Figure 43: Promotional interior image, local authorities would often commission show flats to
demonstrate and promote their projects, in this case a typical modern interior promoting the Morris
Walk development by Taylor Woodrow Anglian for the LCC. Source: The Concrete Society (1964)..134
Figure 44: Promotional images for living room and kitchen at the Morris Walk (1964), the caption

suggesting that room- sized units required little more than assembly. Source: The Concrete Society.

Figure 45: Advertisement for Reema emphasising their wide experience of System building. Source:

T X< o o TU 1o IR O T TP TP TP VPP U PRI POPPRPPRINt 137
Figure 46: Experimental in-situ facility manufacturing panels using the Wates system in Paddington.
SoUrce: CONCrete QUANTEIIY. ot e e e e e e e e e et a b e e e e e e aaeeeeesenansatbaaeeeaaaaeeaas 138
Figure 47: In-situ experimental production yard in Paddington using Wates system for the
construction of five 21-storey blocks. Source: Concrete Quarterly. .......ccccovviieeeeeeeeeecccciieeeee e, 139
Figure 48: Contrasting dedicated factory producing panels for the Coignet system. Source: The
CONCIETE SOCIETY (1962). ciieiiieeiiiiieiee et e e e ettt et e e e e e e e ettt r b e e eeeaaeeee e s asstabasaaeaaeeeesesassssrraasaeaaaaaaans 142
Figure 49: Albetong system, illustration showing room-sized units with load-bearing cross walls and
box frame construction. Source: The Concrete Society (1962)......cccceeecciiiiiiiieiieeee e e e e e e 142
Figure 50: Albetong system, system floor ducts being positioned prior to moulding panels and

completed panels in place ready for hoisting into position. Source: The Concrete Society (1962)....143

13



Figure 51: Albetong system, featuring a large slab block under construction in Stockholm. Source: The
CONCIETE SOCIETY (1962). ciiiieeiiiiiiiiieee e e e e ee ettt e e e e e e e e e ee ettt a b e e eeeaaee e e e s astabasaaeaaeeeesesaasssssassaesaaaanans 144
Figure 52: Skarne System, in-situ factory production showing curing with gantry cranes used to move
completed panels around the facility. Source: The Concrete Society (1965). ....cccceevvevccrrriiiieeereeeennn. 145
Figure 53: Skarne system, flats under construction at Bredang in Sweden with temporary in-situ
factory adjacent to construction site. Source: The Concrete Society (1965). .....ccccvveeeeeeeeeeeccvnnrenenen. 146
Figure 54: Skarne System, completed flats at Osberga in Sweden. Source: The Concrete Society
(19B5). ettt ettt ettt ettt et e h et e b e h e e bt sh ettt e ehe e bt e b et e bt e bt e e be e bt e eabe e bt e eabeeebeeeateenbeesaeeebeas 147
Figure 55: Larsen Nielsen System, adopted by Taylor Woodrow Anglian in the UK and the system
initially selected by the LCC. Advertisement and entry in Interbuild 3, 1965. Source: Interbuild 3....148
Figure 56: Coignet system, moulds in casting position in factory and pre-cast tiled bathroom floor
panel. Source: The Concrete SOCIELY (1962). ...uuuiiiiiii it e e e e e e e e e e s et rrreeeeeaaaaeeeas 150
Figure 57: Coignet system, completed wall panel with tiled facade and panel being hoisted into
position on site. Source: The Concrete SOCIetY (1962)......cccuuiiiiiiieeeeiieciiiiiiieeee e e e e e e e reeeee e e 151
Figure 58: Pre-fabricated in-situ formwork in Stockholm. Source: The Concrete Society (1961)....... 152
Figure 59: Coignet system, partition mould with ducting. Source: The Concrete Society (1962)....... 153
Figure 60: Bison Wall frame system, the first completed site in Kidderminster using the factory-
produced Bison Wallframe system produced by Concrete Ltd in Lichfield, these flats were formally
opened by the Minister of Housing and influenced Harry Watton’s decision to order similar for
Birmingham. Source: The Concrete SOCIETY (1963)......uuiiiiiiiiiieeeiiiiiiiiiiiteeeee e e e e eececrrrrreeee e e e e e e e e eeanenes 159
Figure 61: Advertisement for the French Tracoba system, adopted by Bovis subsidiary Gilbert Ash.
Source: Interbuild 3, LONAON (1965)...ccciiiiiiiiiiiiieee ettt e e e e e e e et rrrr e e e e e e e e s e seaabarraaeeeaaaaeenas 161
Figure 62: The Future Architect, a childrens’ large panel construction set displayed at Flying Panels
Exhibition, Stockholm (2020). Some contemporary architects feared that their jobs would be reduced
to designing the layout of standard components. Source: AUthOr. ........ccooiviiiiiiiiiieeeee e, 164
Figure 63: Coignet system, a completed 15-storey block at Savigny-sur-Orge. Source: The Concrete

Yo Toi =y AV = 1) U U RSP SPUTPT 165
Figure 64: No Gold Medal for Industrial Building. Source: Architects Journal. ..........cccccevveeeeiiieninnns 166
Figure 65: In-situ casting facility for Wates in Paddington, exposed to elements, there was little to
distinguish the in-situ site from a normal building site. Source: The Concrete Society. .......cccceeeen..... 168
Figure 66: The scissor configuration, one of a number of imaginative treatments of the high-rise

(o] Lo o Yo 1T ol=Hl s {1 7 N FR TP 169

14



Figure 67: Cauvet System, claiming complete architectural freedom. Many contractors promised
complete flexibility in design but had a vested interest in limiting expression to external facade
treatments. Source: Interbuild 1, LoNdon (1963).....uuuiiiiiieieieiciciiiiiieeee e e e e e e raeae e 171
Figure 68: A range of external treatments. Despite promising architectural freedom, system builders
preferred to limit intervention to the choice of external finish. In this case, the 48 different external
finishes available for the Wates system. Source: The Concrete Society. .......ccccvvvireeeeeeeeeeeccccivreeeeen. 172
Figure 69: Camus system, completed flats in Y-shaped configuration with modern fenestration at
Pantin outside Paris. Source: The Concrete Society (1962). .....ccooeeciiiiiiiiieieeee e e e e e e e e e e eeaeens 173
Figure 70: Labour Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, his ‘White heat of technology’ speech would set the
tone for his government. Source: parliament.Co.UK. .....ociiiii it 175
Figure 71: Interbuild’s System building publication, Edition 1 (1963) and edition 3 (1965). Source:
Y01 d o T Y PPN 180
Figure 72: Selleck Nicholls Williams Large Panel System advertisement. Following the ‘Housing from
the Factory’ Conference, contractors rushed to licence systems. In this case Selleck Nicholls Williams
announced their system with a promise of a prototype. Source: Interbuild 1 (1963).......cccevveeeeennnn. 181
Figure 73: Contemporary advertisements for the larger contractors, Reema could feature actual sites

whilst Laing celebrated the range of systems they had to offer. Source: Interbuild 3, London (1965).

Figure 74: Cebus system, System build was available to the smaller contractor as well as larger ones.
SoUrce: INTErbUIlA 3 (1965). ..uuuuuiiiiiiiieiee et e e e e e e e e e ettt e r e e e e eaeeeeeessaaatabareaeaaaeeesesaassssrasaeesaaaaeans 182
Figure 75: High-rise building systems in England and Wales. Source: Finnemore. .......cccccceeeeeeeecnnnne 183
Figure 76: Pingon P200 Tower Crane, although only recently introduced the tower crane made high
construction feasible. Source: The Concrete Society (1964).......uuuiiiieeiiicciiiiiiiieee e 184
Figure 77: Skarne system, Scottish frim Crudens adopted the Swedish Skarne system. Source:
Interbuild 3, LONAON (1965). .ueiiiiii ittt e ettt e e e e e e e e e e st bbb e reeeeaaeaeeessanstssseaaaaaaaeeeesannsnnes 185
Figure 78: Camus system, one of the many entries in System building published by Interbuild in the
early 1960s. Source: Interbuild 3, LoNdon (1965). ..cciieieeiiiiiiiiiiiie et e e e e e earrre e e e e e e e e 186
Figure 79: Pre-cast tiled staircase, the concept of standard components were readily accepted in
Scandinavia. Source: The Concrete SOCIEtY (1962). ..occcceiiiiiiiiiiiiie e e e e e et reeea e e e 189
Figure 80: The National and Public Building Frame, attempts by the Ministry of Public Building and
Works to promote Open systems and standardisation in construction. Source: The Concrete Society
(ST ) RO PO 189
Figure 81: Large Panel Construction toy, the proliferation of large panel building systems encouraged

the production of children’s modelling sets. Source: Flying Panel Exhibition, Stockholm (2020). .....191

15



Figure 82: The Pingon P90 prototype crane with 6 ton capacity, competing manufacturers promoted
a wide range of tower cranes suitable for medium to high-rise construction from the 1950s. Source:
The CoNCrete SOCIETY (1964). .uviiiii ettt e e et e e e e e e e e e e s e tabraaeeeeaaaeesesaasnstsssesaaaaaseesesssnssnns 191
Figure 83: A range of new technology became available to support Industrialised building. Source:
(0004 Tel d =1 (I O U F: [ (=1 o V75U U UPRPR 193
Figure 84: Bison Wall frame layout. Source: Concrete QuUarterly. ......ccoocceeeeeeeeieicciiiiiieeeeee e 194
Figure 85: Examples of Wallframe system, despite different external treatment both designs are
identical. Source: Concrete and Structural ENgINEEIiNG........uvveiiiieiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeee e eccerrrreee e e e 195
Figure 86: Facade detailing on Bison Wall frame flats in Barking (Aug 1961) and Greenwich (Feb
1969). SoUrce: The CONCIETE SOCIETY. ...uuuiiiiiiiiieeeeeiicccitite e e e e e e eeeecctb e e e e eeeeeeeeesesnsrssaeeseaaaeeeeessnssnes 195
Figure 87: Reema pre-casting facility. Source: The Concrete Society (1966)........cccccvvrerreeeeeeeeeecccnnnns 197
Figure 88: Pre-cast Reema panels being transported to site from the factory. Source: The Concrete
Yool =1 1Y PP PPPPPRPPPR 198
Figure 89: Reema block at Aegis Rd, Battersea. Source: The Concrete Society (1962)..........cccceuuuuene 199

Figure 90: Reema ten-storey block nearing completion in Leeds. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

............................................................................................................................................................. 199
Figure 91: Bison Wall frame casting units. Source: The Concrete Society (1962)......cccccceeeeeeeeeeeccnnnns 200
Figure 92: Bison casting frame and insertion of lifting hooks on completed panel. Source: The

CONCIETE SOCIETY (1962). ciieiieeiiiiiieiee et e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e ettt a b e e eeaaaee e e e s asstabasaaeaaaaeesesaasssrraaseesaaaaanns 202
Figure 93: Bison Wall Frame system specifications. Source: Wood, 1962...........cccccvviieeeeeeeeeeeeecccnnnns 203

Figure 94: Advertisement illustrating manufacturing capability for Concrete Ltd’s Bison Wall Frame
system. Source: INTErbUIld (1963). .uuueiiii ittt e e e e e e e et r e e e e e e e e e e seaaararrareeaaaeaeenas 204
Figure 95: Concrete Ltd was keen to stress the flexibility of the Bison system hence this publicity shot
for a completed fire drill tower in Shoreditch, the components were produced at the Concrete
factory in Hounslow and transported by road. Source: The Concrete Society. .....cccccceeeeeeeecnvvrrvennnnn. 205
Figure 96: Re-enforcement being positioned in a mould at a Taylor Woodrow Anglian manufacturing
facility. Source: The Concrete SOCIEtY (1963)....cuuiiiiiiiieie et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aerbaaaeeeas 206
Figure 97: Promotional images of the finishing process for a moulded wall panel at a dedicated Taylor
Woodrow Anglian manufacturing facility, these pictures highlight the difference between in-situ and
factory production although the white coated supervisor may have been included to stress this
variance. Source: The Concrete SOCIETY (1963)......uuuiiiiiiiieeiieiciiiiiiiee e e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e s aarraeaeeeas 207
Figure 98: The Taylor Woodrow Anglian facility in Sunderland, said to be capable of producing six

homes every 24 hours, the site covered 8 acres and cost £.5M to build and was equipped with six 10

16



ton gantry cranes. The manufacturing shop covered 38,000 sq ft with an adjacent 40,000 sq ft
storage yard. (Sept 1965). Source: The Concrete Society (1963).....cccceuieiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeccirireree e e e e e 208
Figure 99: Advertisement for the Camus system, although operating as a subsidiary in the UK Camus
used local partners for deployment as in this case with Unit Construction in Liverpool. Source:
INTEIDUII (1963). ciiiiieiiitieeeee et e et e e e e e e e ettt e e e e e eaaeeeeessaabsbtaaaeeeaaaeaeseaaasssssssaasaaaaseseesnassnns 209
Figure 100: Publicity photographs for the Camus system showing construction and completed
development at Cortillieres, Pantin on the outskirts of Paris. This development featured more
adventurous glazing than usual. Source: The Concrete Society (1963). ....ccccveeeeeeeeeeiiiciiiiirieeeeee e, 211

Figure 101: The Camus system manufacturing facility in Vienna. Source: The Concrete Society (1963).

Figure 102: Camus system, panel being demounted and moved to storage yard pending transport to
site. Source: The Concrete SOCIELY (1962).......uuuiiiiiiiiieeeeeeecciiiiieee e e e e e e e eeestrrer e e e e e e e e e e e ssaararraaaeesaaaeenas 213
Figure 103: Camus system facility in Tashkent, Russia. The system was adopted and adapted
throughout the world. Source: The Concrete Society (1962). ....cccovveeeeeeeeeiececiiiieeeee e 214
Figure 104: Camus system. An insulated steam cloche used to accelerate the curing process and
mosaic tiling being installed for a fagade in a window panel. Source: The Concrete Society (1962)..215
Figure 105: Camus system. Wall panel with tiled facade being lowered into position. Source: The
CONCIETE SOCIETY (1962). ciieiieeeiiitiiieee e e e e ettt e e e e e e e e e ettt a b e e eeaaaeeeeessasstabasaaeaaaeeesesaasssssaaseesaaaaanas 216
Figure 106: Coignet system. Advertisement highlighting the speed of construction possible using
‘mechanised factory techniques’. Source: Interbuild (1963). ...cccveeiiiiieiiiiiiiiieeeeee e 219
Figure 107: Gantry cranes being used in Sweden to move completed panels from curing to storage.
Source: The Concrete SOCIETLY, (1962). ..ottt e e e e e e e e e rrr e e e e e e e e e e e e saabaraaaaeeaaeaaeaas 220
Figure 108: Patternmakers constructing formwork for the Cowley Concrete Co. Achieving the
necessary tolerances in manufacturing was an early challenge and the reason why carpenters were
often employed to construct formwork. Source: The Concrete Society (1952). ......cooececvvriiieeereeennnn. 221
Figure 109: Promotional image designed to illustrate the production rate of two flats per day. The
seamless transition from manufacturing to construction was seen as crucial to ensuring efficiency
and delivering cost savings. Source: The Concrete Society, (1963). .....ccccciiiiiiiiieee e e 222
Figure 110: Early illustrations of in-situ casting in Battersea. The attraction of in-situ production was
considered to be the lower cost to set up although quality and scale of production suffered when
compared to the dedicated off-site facility. Source: Concrete Quarterly, (1966).........cccccvveveeereeennnn. 225
Figure 111: The Taylor Woodrow Anglian facility at Lenwade. This manufacturing facility for the

Larsen Nielsen system boasted a production capacity of 100,000 tons of panels per annum but was

17



less advanced than the company’s later facility in Sunderland. Source: The Concrete Society (1963).

Figure 112: Taylor Woodrow Anglian elected to highlight the speed of production using their system
(1965). Source: INTErbUIld 3. ....ueiiiieee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s aabrbbbaaaeeaaaaaeaas 228
Figure 113: Aerial view of completed LCC Morris Walk mixed-development using the Larsen Nielsen
system by Taylor Woodrow Anglian. Source: The Concrete Society (1964). ......ccccovvevvccvriieieeeeeeeenn. 229
Figure 114: Promotional image of the Taylor Woodrow Anglian dedicated factory at Lenwade near
Norwich. This was the factory responsible for the manufacture of the panels required for the Morris
Walk Development. The dedicated facility contrasts markedly with the in-situ temporary facilities
used by others. Source: The Concrete SOCIety (1963).....ccccuiiiiiiiiieeee et e e e e e e e e re e e e e e e e 230
Figure 115: The Taylor Woodrow Anglian development at Morris Walk nearing completion. These
promotional images illustrate the aggregate-faced panels of the ten-storey blocks and the LCC
intention to retain mature foliage and adapt the development to the landscape. Source: The
CONCIETE SOCIETY (1964). coiei ettt et e e e e e e e e e e ettt a b e e e e e e e e e e e e s asbabasaaeaaaeeeeesasssssraaseesaaaaanas 231
Figure 116: Composition of accommodation, Morris Walk. Source: Whittle, (1963). .....cceeeeeeeeennnnne 232
Figure 117: A promotional image of a suitably pristine completed Morris Walk development utilising
the Larsen Nielson system adopted by Taylor Woodrow Anglian and in this image featuring both low
and high-rise development. Source: The Concrete Society (1964). ......ccccccviiiieieeeeeeeeecccirieeeeeee e, 232
Figure 118: The completed Morris Walk development featuring seven 10-storey blocks and 47 three-
storey blocks, ready for occupation by Christmas 1964 having been started the previous March.
Source: The Concrete SOCIELY (1964). ..ottt e e e e e e e e e rrr e e e e e e e e e e e saabarbaaaeeaaeaeeans 234
Figure 119: Promotional image showing specially-adapted wagons carrying completed panels for the
Morris Walk development. Much was made of the production schedule for manufacture and
subsequent construction, so timely delivery was essential and in this case the twice weekly train
journey from the Lenwade factory to London. Source: The Concrete Society (1963). ......cccceveeeeennn. 235
Figure 120: Mothers and children congregating in yard adjacent to Birmingham back-to-backs.
Source: The Birmingham Mail. ........eeeee oo e e e e e e e e e e e s e rraeaeeaaeaeeeas 240
Figure 121: Back-to-back houses in Central Ward. Source: Bournville Village Trust, 1941. ............... 241

Figure 122: Birmingham'’s first Council flats at Garrison Lane in Small Heath. Source:

MUNICIPaldreams. WOrdPrESS.COML . .iiiiiiiiiiieeeee e e e ecccctitre e e e e e e e e e e e seetttteareeeeaeaeseessssssssssesaeaaaeseeesnnnssnes 242
Figure 123: Construction of St Martin’s flats (1936). Source: Birminghamhistory.co.uk..................... 243
Figure 124: Birmingham back-to-backs. Source: Birmingham Mail. .......cccccccoiiiiiiiiiiiiieee s 244

Figure 125: Tunnel-back housing of Birmingham’s Middle Ring. Source: Bournville Village Trust 1941.

18



Figure 126: Allen’s Cross municipal estate in the Outer Ring. Source: Bournville Village Trust.......... 245
Figure 127: Sir Herbert Manzoni, Birmingham City Engineer. Source: Birmingham Mail. .................. 248
Figure 128: Much of Birmingham’s post-war redevelopment was completed by immigrant labour.
This illustration in the Birmingham Evening Mail describes the competition between Irish and Sikh

workers to be the first to complete one of two identical towers. Source: Birmingham Evening Mail.

Figure 129: Recently completed block at Great Francis St, Birmingham, contrasting with remaining
adjacent retail premises. Source: The Phyllis Nicklin Collection. ..........cccccciiiiiiiieei e, 253
Figure 130: Comparative costs, Duddeston/Tile Cross. Source: HBC, (1951).....cccoccuirreeccriereeecnnnnennn. 254

Figure 131: Completed six-storey Wimpey Y-shaped blocks. Source: BirminghamLive/Phyllis Nicklin.

Figure 133: Alwyn Sheppard Fidler. Source: National Portrait Gallery. ...........ccccceeeeeeeeeccciivveeeeenaeeenn. 260
Figure 134: The Queen Mother opening a Wimpey standard Y-shaped No-fines blocks at Lee Bank.
S0Urce: BirMiNGRGMLIVE. ........ccceeiiei ettt e ettt e e e e e e e e e e e sttt aeeeeeaaaesessssanstsasasseaaaeeeeesnsssens 261

Figure 135: Truscon publicity image illustrating reinforced concrete frame. Source: Architects Journal.

............................................................................................................................................................. 262
Figure 136: Hawksley Estate. Source: William Dargue/Phil JONEs.............c..ccoecvueieeeccieeeeeciienaeeennen. 263
Figure 137: Eight-storey Truscon blocks on the Firs Estate. Source: Phil Jones. .............cccccvuveeereeennn. 263

Figure 138: New Blocks on the Kingshurst Estate pictured against the derelict seventeenth century hall
(Dec 1961). Source: Municipaldreams.Wordpress.Com. ...........uuueieeiieeecciiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeecirrrereeeaaae e 265
Figure 139: Landscaping for flats. SOUIce: MHLG.............ccccccuuuiiiieeeee et e e e e e e e e escrarraaeeeaa e e 268
Figure 140: Examples of sculpture and children’s play equipment. Source: Alan Clawley/Birmingham
IVIQLL .ottt e h et h et e bttt e bt e e at e e be e et e e beeeabe e beesabeebeeeaee 269
Figure 141: Nechells Green development, view from Health Centre (September 1960). Source:
BirminGRAmM MGl .........coooeeiaeeiiiiieee ettt e e e e e e e e e et b e e e e eaaee e e e s satabasaaeaaaeeeeeaaanraraaaaeaaaaaaaann 270
Figure 142: Sheppard Fidler’'s Chamberlain Gardens development in Ladywood (1964). Source:
BirminGRAmM Ml ........cooooeeioeeiiiiieeee ettt e e e e e e e e e e a b e e e e e e e e e e e e s s satabaaaaeaaaeeeeeeaarrataaaaaeaaaaaaaan 271

Figure 143: Tower blocks on the Egghill Estate, Birmingham, built by Wates. Source:

UKRNOUSING.FANAOM.COM. ...ttt e e e e e e e e e et b e e e e e e e e e e e e e s astabbaaaeeaaaaeeans 274
Figure 144: Comparative densities. SOUurce: HBC, (1957). ......uuuuuueeeeeeeeeeciiiiiieeeeee e e e e eeeccinrreneeeaa e e 276
Figure 145: Sheppard Fidler design for 16-storey flats. Source: Architects Journal (18.9.58). ............ 278
Figure 146: Target and actual densities achieved. Source: HBC, (1952). ......cccccueeeeeeeeeiciciinrieeeeenaaeenn, 279
Figure 147: Densities achieved in outer areas. Source: HBC, (1959). .......cccoovueeeeeeeiieiiecciiiriiieeeea e, 281
Figure 148: 8-storey blocks on the Dowry Farm Estate. Source: Phil JONnes. ................cccccevvuveveeenaanennn. 282

19



Figure 149: Image of proposed high blocks on Millpool Hill Estate (1956-7). Source: Architects Journal
[T 2 SRR 283

Figure 150: Feature on the Lift Slab method used in Birmingham. Source: Architects Journal (24.3.60).

Figure 151: Advertisement for the Lift Slab system stressing the flexibility of configuration in contrast
to large panel systems of the day. Source: Interbuild 3 (1965). .......cccoeeeeccciiiiiieeeeee e aa e 286
Figure 152: Camus and Bison entries in the Comprehensive Industrialised Building Systems Annual
(1968) SOUIrce: ProdUCt JOUINQIS. .........cccoeeiiiiiieeee e ettt e e e e e e e e e e et taa e e e e e e e e e e s e s snantaaaaeaeaaaaaeenas 286
Figure 153: Sheppard Fidler’s plan for Castle Bromwich Camus Manufacturing facility and image of
the Camus facility at Montesson. Source: Housing Committee Minutes (Oct 1962) and Concrete

RYo Lol (=4 A 1 ) U USPPRRNt 289
Figure 154: Unit Construction advertisement announcing selection of Camus System for 2,500 homes
in Liverpool. Source: INterbuild (1963). .........coooiiieieeeee ettt e et e e e e e e e e e e e saerraaaeeeas 293
Figure 155: Camus sign removed from discontinued manufacturing facility. Source: Flying Panels
Exhibition, SEOCKNOIM (2020). .........ouuueeeeieeeeeeeiiieteee e e e et e e e e e e e e e e e et abaeeaeaaaeeeeessantsbaaaaeeaaaaaeaas 297
Figure 156: Sheppard Fidler proposed plan types. Source: HBC, (1963)........cccccueeeeeeeeeicciiirieeeeenaeeenn, 298
Figure 157: Sectra system in Heywood, Lancs. Laing adopted the Sectra system amongst others.
Contemporary images often highlighted construction progress, in this case after 12 weeks. Source:

L L O (1ol A (=B Yo Lol =1 o /U UUURUROY 300
Figure 158: Partially-completed Sectra system flats by Laing at Heywood, Lancs. Source: The Concrete
Yool 11 5 /OO OO PPPPPPR 300

Figure 159: Harry Watton (right) with Housing Minister Richard Crossman. Source: Birmingham Mail.

Figure 160: Invitation from Concrete Ltd to visit their completed Bison block in Kidderminster. Source:
HoUSING COMMITEEE RECOITS. .......uvveeeeeeeeieeeeicctetee et e e e e e e ee et e e e e e e e e e e e e et abaeaaeaaaeeesessassabraaseaaaaaaaans 302
Figure 161: The completed 12-storey flats in Kidderminster that so influenced Birmingham’s
commitment to local firm C Bryant and Concrete Ltd’s Bison system. Source: The Concrete Society
(ZO64). ettt ettt bt e e h bt e bt e e e h bt e e e h b e e e bbe e e ea b e e e hbeeeaabeeenabeeeaabeeesabeean 303
Figure 163: Bromford Bridge Racecourse with Estate in background. Bromford Bridge was just one of
a number of new sites that boosted construction figures. Source: Birmingham Mail (Aug 1961). ....306

Figure 164: Bison wallframe construction in Bushwood Road, Birmingham. Source: The Concrete

Yool = 1Y PP PP PRSPPI 308
Figure 165: Value of contracted internal and external work. Source: HBC, (1966). ......cccceceeeeeeeennnnne 309
Figure 166: High-rise approvals in Birmingham. Source: DUNleavy. .......cccccceeeeeieicciiiiiieeeeee e 312

20



Figure 167: Post-war housing by type. Source: HBC, (1967). ......ccoeciciiiiiiieieee e e eeeecirtreee e e e e e e e e eeienns 312
Figure 168: Approvals in Birmingham by storey height, 1951-70. Source: Dunleavy. ..........ccccceuuuune 313
Figure 169: Castle Vale Estate, the mixed-development model replaced by rows of high towers.
Source: Municipaldreams. WordPrESS.COM. ... ..uuiiiiiiiieeeeeeeicciirrreeeeeeeeeeeeesarrrrrreeeaeeeeeeesasssrrasseesaaaeeans 314
Figure 170: Chelmsley Wood Development showing at least three somewhat arbitrarily positioned
high-blocks. Source: BirminghamLiVe. ........c.c.c.uuiiiiiiiiii et e e e e e e rre e e e e e e e e e 315
Figure 171: Castle Vale high blocks pictured in the early 1980s. Source: Birmingham Mail (1983). ..316
Figure 172: Press Reports of the investigation relating to the City Architects Department. Source:
Birmingham Evening Mail (1973). ..ottt e e e e ettt ee e e e e e e e e e e e nbtaaaeeaeaaaeeeeesannenes 318

Figure 173: Mixed-development on the Lyndhurst Estate, Erdington. Source: Cambridge University

e TSSO PP PPN 321
Figure 174: The Lyndhurst Estate high-blocks. Source: BirminghamLive............ccccoviiiiiiiieeeieeecccinns 322
Figure 175: Demolition of the Pruitt Igoe flats,St Louis, Missouri, USA. Source: blackpast.org.......... 327
Figure 176: Ronan Point after the explosion. Source: Insidehousing.co.uk...........ccccoviieveeeiiiininiinnns 328

Figure 177: Fact? and fiction, academic studies and contemporary fiction cast a shadow on high-rise.
SOUICE: AULNON. ettt ettt e s bt e st e e st e e s be e e st e e e sabe e e sabeeesabeeesabeeeanbeeesabeeas 338
Figure 178: Tenants remove the name plaque following decision to demolish Ronan Point. Source:
Y114 o I 710240 ) D TP PSPPSR UP PR 341
Figure 179: Common approaches to treatment of high blocks. Source: BRE, (1991). ...cceveveeeeeennnnnne 343
Figure 180: Journal of the Thirties Society, pre-cursor to the Twentieth Century Society. Source:
TWENTIETN CENTUIY SOCIETY. wuiiiiiiiii ittt e e e e e e e e se bt e e e e e e e eeeeeessansbsasesseaaaseeeessnnssnes 345

Figure 181: Modern Matters, English Heritage discourse on the conservation of twentieth-century

buildings. Source: Historic ENGIand. ... e e e e et e e e e e e e e 347
Figure 182: Lansbury Clock Tower. Source: Republiclondon. ..o 351
Figure 183: Erno Goldfinger’s Balfron Tower before refurbishment. Source: Author (2017).............. 353
Figure 184: Balfron Tower, post-refurbishment. Source: LondonNewecastle...........ccocvveeeeeeeieieiccnnns 355

Figure 185: The three-storey section of Smithson’s Robin Hood Gardens development purchased by
the V&A. SOUICE: AULNOT (2017)....ueiiiiiiiiiee ettt e e e e e e e re e e e e e e e e e ese bt asasaeeaaaeeeeessnnsssrssaeees 356
Figure 186: Facade removed and assembled. Source: designboom.com. ..........ccccciiiiiieeeeeeeeeecccnnnns 357

Figure 187: Portraits at Robin Hood Gardens, photography exhibition featuring tenants in their flats

prior to removal. Source: Kois Miah (2017). ..uuuuiieeiieeiee ittt e e e e e e e e e e e s aaraare e e e e ea e e e e 357
Figure 188: Lee Bank Estate. Source: PINterest 1973, .....uuiiiiiii ettt eee e e eeeivrrare e e e e e e e e e e e e anenes 361
Figure 189: Resident protest at Lee Bank. Source: Springerlink. .........ccccceveeiiiiiiiiciiiiiieeeeeee e 362
Figure 190: Park Central development by Crest Nicholson. Source: Birmingham Mail. ..................... 363

21



Figure 191: V&A Exhibition featuring segment of Robin Hood Gardens. Source: caddownloadweb.com

............................................................................................................................................................. 364
Figure 192: 3-D printed reconstructions of LPS blocks. Source: Flying Panels Exhibition, Stockholm

(20710 ) TP 365
Figure 193: The range of systems offered by Laing. Source: Interbuild (1963)......ccccccvvveeeeeeeeeeenccnnnns 377

22



Introduction

23



24



1.0 Introduction

The post-Second World War social housing initiative would look to modernist architects and planners
to re-define the form and function of the home and city. The 1932 Modern Architecture International
Exhibition organised by Johnson and Hitchcock had introduced Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, Mies
van der Rohe and JJP Oud to the world and introduced a new aesthetic. A year later the fourth
Congres Internationaux d’Architecture (CIAM) had published the Athens Charter that articulated a
new approach to urban planning. The Modern movement espoused the concept of form over
function, a rational use of materials and a dedication to structural innovation. Le Corbusier had
ensured that high-rise was the central image in Modernist Architecture (Dunleavy, 1981) and the
implementation of a practical form of Modernism was enabled when the desire to build new forms
of housing coincided with the post-war social and political imperative that promised new homes for
all those that desired them. The opportunity presented to the profession may not have been to build
Le Corbusier’s ‘la ville radieuse’ (Gold, 2007) but it did nevertheless offer an enticing opportunity for

a new generation of architects and planners who would be tasked with reconstruction.

‘Architectural history is more than just the study of buildings. Architecture of the past and
present remains an essential emblem of a distinctive social system and set of cultural values’.

(Arnold, 2002:8)

Architectural history is the disciplinary focus of this research although it should be an
interdisciplinary activity, one that doesn’t limit the study to the type of building, the materials with
which it is built and its aesthetic style but takes into account the social, economic and political
conditions that prevailed when it was built. A Hegelian appreciation that buildings should be studied
within their cultural and social context rather than in isolation enables the historian to explore the
influence of modernism in the case of this work, whilst taking into account the prevailing zeitgeist
that supported a social and political imperative to house the populace after the tribulations of war

and articulated a commitment to build something better.

The study whilst primarily focussing upon the development of high-rise in Britain recognises and
considers its wider influences and developments in Europe and the United States. The study
acknowledges the relevance of European and United States thinking in the development of
Modernism. The influence of Scandinavia is particularly relevant to the development of the mixed-
development, mixed-community ideal and progress in Sweden, Denmark and France greatly
influenced the adoption of System build in Britain. Criticism of the high-rise movement that surfaced

from the late 1960s is examined extensively linking narratives that appeared in the United States
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with later criticism that found political favour in Britain. Ultimately examination of the repudiation of
the Pruitt Igoe myth in the United States will consider Jenck’s (1977) contention that demolition of

this development marked the end of Modernism.

1.1 Aims and objectives

The primary aim of the research is to better understand the influences and actions that led to the
large-scale adoption of high-rise social housing in England from 1950 to 1970 and the respective roles
of architects, politicians and contractors in its development. In order to achieve this aim the research
will have two subsidiary but supporting aims. The first will be to understand the place of the system
build movement in the development of high-rise housing. The second supporting aim will be to
investigate the implementation of high-rise in Britain’s second city to specifically inform the role of
the public architect and their relationship with local politician and gain a practical example of high-
rise development in Birmingham. This will inform an understanding of the motivations of each group
and to what extent conflicting priorities may have affected the implementation of high-rise in

Birmingham and elsewhere:-

- There is a tendency to view the high-rise phenomenon as a single heterogeneous movement,
the product and responsibility of the same Modernist-inspired architects (Glendinning and
Muthesius, 1994). Research will test this contention by establishing the antecedents of the
high-rise flat, its emergence firstly as a product of influential modernist architects actively
promoted by the architectural press and teaching at the architectural schools. It will
demonstrate how modernist ideals met a political and social imperative to build back better
after the tribulations of war and how high-rise ultimately came to occupy such an
emblematic place in the provision of post-war social housing. It will consider how the
working class flat initially emerged as a less costly alternative to the house, primarily in inner-
city locations, before adoption in the neighbourhood unit concept promoted by Abercrombie
and Forshaw and the mixed-development estate that formed a significant part of the post-
war architectural vocabulary. It will consider how high-rise became attractive architecturally
and socially in mixed development estates, not only to add aesthetic variety, but also to cater
for a specific demographic and then, in a later period, become the preferred option for the
delivery of high-density housing and as an antidote to the inner city slum. Research on this
later phase will include an in-depth study of system build, tracing the development from
non-traditional housing, the relative success of the pre-fabricated schools initiative and the

continental antecedents that influenced its adoption.
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An in-depth study of System build will investigate how it emerged in the early 1960s as a
panacea to a challenged and backward construction industry and, as a solution for central
and local government pressured to maintain production volumes. A detailed study of
contemporary records will explore the motivations of a wide range of stakeholders and
demonstrate how a broad consensus was reached that embraced the potential of System
build to provide a viable alternative to traditional construction. The research will then
examine how ultimately the broad consensus achieved would lead to lead to compromises in
implementation. This examination will include an appraisal of many of the leading systems
offered in Britain with a study of their antecedents and each contractor’s methods of
deployment. This will investigate the range of manufacturing options that contractors could
employ and examine the potential benefits of both the dedicated factory and the in-situ
manufacturing facility, and how contractors exploited the emergence of a range of new
equipment to realise their aims. A detailed study of many of the leading providers will
illustrate how System build was adopted and deployed in Britain and how implementation
was challenged by insufficient appreciation of continental experience. Despite an initial
broad consensus in favour of system build the study will demonstrate how the architectural
profession lost faith in the initiative and how oversupply, a lack of sustainable volume,
insufficient quality standards and the absence of collaboration between stakeholders would
ultimately seal its fate. An explanation of Closed and Open systems and modular
construction will examine how the utopian government vision of the eventual emergence of
Open Systems ran counter to the interests of individual contractors and was therefore

destined to fail.

The research will explore how early efforts to introduce flat living in Birmingham were
thwarted, how high-rise eventually gained acceptance and how it became an important
component of Birmingham’s mixed development estates. Birmingham was initially reluctant
to adopt the flat but became an enthusiastic advocate, building 464 blocks in excess of five-
storeys in the period studied. The growth of high-rise development in Birmingham will be
explored, firstly as a cost effective method of achieving high densities, its transition into a
component of the preferred mixed development estates and then as an important
constituent of city’s high- density slum clearance programme and as a means of responding
to an ever-growing housing deficit. The study will illustrate the reasons why Birmingham
embraced non-traditional forms of construction and how it approached the potential of

system build to alleviate the pressure on its housing list. This episode will illustrate how the
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primacy of a design-led philosophy was compromised by the need to deliver volume until it
was ultimately replaced with one focussed almost purely on volume production. In doing so
this will emphasise the respective roles of central and local government politicians,
contractors and the changing priorities of the City Architect (Alwyn Sheppard Fidler). This will
demonstrate the delineation in the development of high-rise construction that occurred in

Britain.

Research into the role of the City Architect in Birmingham will examine the priorities of
design professionals and local politicians and how these affected and to what extent
compromised high-rise implementation. The study of Birmingham will also highlight that
city’s decisions relating to System build and the impact that the initiative had on flat
development in the city. This will specifically shed light on the motivations behind its
adoption, the nature of its implementation, the long-term success of the movement and
ultimately the reasons for its failure. In depth examination of the House Building Committee
minutes will examine Sheppard Fidler’s influences, his motivations and efforts to impose a
design-led rather than a production-led ethos on housing development in Birmingham. This
will examine Birmingham'’s early experiments with mixed-development estates and how
high-rise became an increasingly important component of the city’s housing strategy.

The study will examine how celebrated new estates, often the product of private architects,
influenced a new generation of public architects. It will study how the London County Council
(LCC) Architects Department exerted an influence far beyond the confines of the city, not
least in encouraging the appointment of City Architects in the provinces. Research into the
pattern of high-rise development in Birmingham will provide a practical example of the
growth of in high-rise construction as well as provide valuable insight into the role of the
public architect in this period. The City Architect represents an under-investigated and often
under-appreciated role, certainly when compared to a cadre of their more frequently
celebrated private colleagues, many of whom have subsequently earned the sobriquet of
star architects or ‘starchitects’ (Gold, 2007:51). This research will provide new insight into
the role of the public architect outside London and suggest how experience in Birmingham
might allow better understanding of the constraints and achievements of public architects in

the provinces and encourage further investigation in Britain’s other major cities.

Considering the demise of the high-rise movement, the study will consider the negative
narrative that developed after the Ronan Point disaster (1968) and how a combination of a

professional, media, tenant and academic discourse adversely affected the reputation of
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high-rise and more widely, by association, the perception of post-war social housing
provision. With a tendency towards further demolition, those examples that remain seem
destined to be replaced by the more palatable ‘affordable’ housing; with the exception of a
small number of celebrated examples that have gained recognition and benefitted from
expensive refurbishment. The study concludes with an examination of the enduring legacy of
high-rise housing, its place in the state sponsored housing movement, its characterisation as
a modernist mistake both in Britain and the United States but also its emergence as
something to be appreciated at arms-length in exhibitions rather than at first-hand as

Council tenants.

1.2 The flat tradition

Flats were a relatively new development in post-war England, where there was little tradition of flat
dwelling in most cities with the exception of a scattering of upper and working class examples
principally in the capital (Sutcliffe, 1974; Pepper, 1981). In Europe, and even in Scotland with its
tenement tradition, flat living enjoyed a longer history, where city dwellers were more used to this
form of accommodation. Despite this early aversion, in the twenty-five years following 1950 some
6,500 high-rise blocks providing 400,000 homes were constructed in Britain. Despite the boom in
high-rise, actual construction figures represented only 7.4 per cent of the total number of homes
completed in the frenzy of home building that occurred in this period (Glendinning and Muthesius,

1994).

The inclusion of flats in social housing schemes was initially limited to low-rise blocks up to six-
storeys accessible by stairs and balconies, selected for their relatively low cost and ability to
accommodate higher densities than was possible with traditional housing forms. Widely criticised for
a lack of amenity and their monotonous appearance, they found less favour as Modernist ideas
about mixed-development gained ground in the immediate post-war period. With post-war
construction the responsibility of the local authority, a new generation of public architect emerged,
keen to capitalise on the opportunity to create new ways of living that bore little resemblance to
what had gone before. Building higher became more viable with the introduction of the tower crane
and more affordable internal lift, and both slab and point blocks began to appear as visually exciting,
novel components of new estates. The ability of the high-rise flat (those above six-storeys) to help
deliver high-density housing ensured that it became a favourite of local authority Housing
Committees which were constantly challenged by the shortage of available building land. The
commitment of successive Governments to build, full employment and a construction industry that

had largely failed to evolve, ensured that industrialised building or system build represented an

29



attractive proposition to enable quicker and cheaper construction. The opportunity to harness new
ideas about architecture with new technology, and to build higher quality housing more efficiently in
the factory promised to revolutionise social housing provision. But on 16 May 1968, when Ivy Hodge
lit a match in her flat on the 18" floor of Ronan Point in Newham, resulting in a sudden structural
failure and four deaths, Modernism’s Utopian high-rise ideal suffered the aftershock. What had, until
that point, been a lesser-reported aversion to the high-rise experiment transformed into a vociferous
media and tenant campaign against it. In the quest to identify a culprit, particular criticism focussed
on system build; a method of proprietary pre-fabricated construction, the contractors involved in its
implementation and the architectural profession inextricably linked to the inclusion of high-rise in
post-war development (Smith, 2020). What ultimately resulted was the total repudiation of the
modernist ideals that had spawned the high flat. Although at the height of its popularity, between
1963-7, high-rise had represented only 20 per cent of total housing allocation (Finnemore, 1989),
criticism post- Ronan Point ensured that it quickly became the negative symbol of the Welfare State’s

post-war social housing initiative.

Despite having very little say in the form of their housing, the tenant dissatisfaction that gained a
wide audience post-Ronan Point has formed an influential part of the accepted dialogue around high-
rise and may even have unwittingly contributed to the demise of social housing (Smith, 2020). As
successive Governments and local authorities have sought to distance themselves from housing
provision, remaining estates that incorporate high-rise have increasingly succumbed to a commercial
imperative that favours redevelopment. Demolition, the displacement of tenants and redevelopment
increasingly triumphs over any notion of the provision of homes as envisaged in the early welfare

state.

In a small number of instances, for those examples deemed to represent the ‘best of breed’, listing
has enabled retention; but costly conservation programmes have generated the same outcome.
Original tenants have been displaced, to be replaced by a new generation of private tenants, with
only a smaller population continuing to inhabit high-rise blocks that have undergone questionable
refurbishment programmes and remain for the moment in local authority or housing association

control.

New developments of affordable housing largely forsake the striking and dominating visual
appearance of high-rise blocks and the terraced house with small garden has, from the 1970s,
regained its pre-war dominance. Despite its previous vilification todays inner city development
extensively features modern new-build high-rise blocks that appear popular with a new generation of

well-heeled urban professionals.
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1.3 Methodology and Sources

This study is based upon an investigation of the historical narrative related to the development and
subsequent demise of high-rise social housing, with a detailed case study of Birmingham during the
tenure of the first city architect, and an exploration of the motivations and implementation behind
the system build initiative of the early 1960s. It will explore the historiography of the phenomenon
commencing with the largely celebratory writing of modernist architects, planners and
commentators, considers the critical commentary both in Britain and the United States and
concludes with more recent work that urges a more holistic appreciation of the high-rise initiative.
Ultimately the research presents an empirical study based upon the qualitative assessment of two
propositions. The results will offer new insight into the role of the public architect, specifically in

Birmingham and a greater understanding of the ultimate failure of the system build initiative.

The first proposition concerns the system build initiative investigating the soundness of the premise
given the extent of the immediate post-war home building challenge and the state of the
construction industry. It will explore how, despite a successful campaign to ensure widespread
acceptance the Ministry failed to exert as much control over its implementation. It suggests that the
free market ideology that resulted in over-supply and poor quality failed to fully appreciate the
economic factors, adherence to which may have resulted in the success of the initiative and

contributed to the industrialisation of the industry and the Open systems that the Ministry desired.

The second proposition is based upon the tendency to celebrate the ‘star architect’ (Gold, 2007),
those in private practice who received contemporary critical acclaim to the exclusion of the Official
or Public architect, whose work is more usually undervalued or largely ignored. This will utilise a case
study of Birmingham and explore the work of the first city architect charting his quest to introduce a
design-led philosophy rather than the production-led policy preferred by the majority of elected
officials. This will seek to demonstrate that the salaried architect shared the wider values of their
more celebrated colleagues, could be both progressive and pragmatic and produced innovative work

albeit tempered with a need to work within wider practical and political constraints.

This study will consider the historiography related to the growth of high-rise social housing and will
include a detailed appraisal of the construction and architectural press from the immediate post-war
period to 1970. It will consider contemporary articles, particularly from the professional press,
commentary and correspondence related to the development of high-rise housing and the

introduction and implementation of system build.
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The primary research will centre upon archival research from two sources. Investigation of the
Birmingham City Archive will include a detailed study of proceedings, minutes and reports of the
Committees involved in the provision of social housing and specifically the implementation of high-
rise. This will largely centre upon the Public Works Committee and the House Building Committee
from the end of the Second World War to the early 1970s, although the latter changed its identity
and focus towards the end of this period. The Birmingham Corporation archives have provided a
comprehensive narrative on the development of high-rise in Birmingham derived primarily from the
perspective of the housing committees in the form of minutes and reports from councillors, the City
Engineer, City Architect and Housing Manager. The case study of Birmingham records how a city that
professed an aversion to the flat would increasingly come to regard the high-rise flat as a key
component of its social housing strategy. This experience whilst in no way presented as typical, does
throw light on the changing motivations and priorities of stakeholders responsible for the inclusion of
high-rise in housing developments in the city and provides a counterpoint to the more widely
reported experience in the capital. The experience in Birmingham has proved particularly useful in
understanding how national priorities and influence affected provincial cities. A clearer picture of the
motivations of individual stakeholders has been evident due largely to the detailed minutes of the
House Building Committee and the tendency for the first City Architect to provide copious records of
his motivations, preferences and priorities throughout his tenure. This evidence has been particularly
illuminating due to Sheppard Fidler’s responsibilities and reputation within the architectural
profession. Not only was he responsible for design and the implementation of housing policy in
Birmingham, but he enjoyed a position as a consultant to the MHLG, was often called upon as a
speaker for the RIBA and was widely appreciated as a commentator in the architectural press. The
case study as a primary research methodology has incorporated a range of data collection methods
and has involved review of primary documents together with interviews with a small number of
contemporary personnel to provide a validation for conclusions. A wider use of interviews has not
been adopted as a primary methodology for a number of reasons. First-hand experience of the
period is now limited and the opportunity to canvas a significant number of individuals in order to
derive meaningful conclusions is increasingly difficult. Secondly, a number of relevant interviews with
architectural professionals already exist, enabling this work to be set in a wider context: these have
been identified and reviewed. Thirdly, there are problems with expert interviews particularly dealing
with a period decades in the past, where interviewees’ memories may be fallible or they may be -
consciously or unconsciously - rewriting the past (Bogner, Littig and Menz, 2009). Instead this study

has focussed on contemporary reports rather than reflective observations that might have been
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tempered by later experience or reflect an attempt to escape criticism in the light of the negative

press surrounding the initiative.

The previously little used archive of the Concrete Society in Surrey has also been investigated to learn
more of the development of industrialised building methods and ultimately the promotion of system
build. The Concrete Society, formerly the Cement and Concrete Association, was instrumental in the
promotion of new methods of building involving Concrete and their ‘Housing from the Factory’
conference (1961) played an important role in ensuring the successful adoption of system build. The
Cement and Concrete Association was an independent membership organisation dedicated to
supporting the use of concrete in building and as such represented sponsors and contractors,
engineering firms and architects and promoted the use of concrete via a range of publications.
Today, as the Concrete Society, it has a similar remit but its primary focus is as an advisory body. It
still maintains its archive that contains copies of all its publications from the period studied, as well as
a range of material related to individual contractors. This is particularly valuable as few, if any
contractor archives remain or are accessible following company closure, mergers or take-overs.
Research at the Concrete Society Archive in Surrey has allowed an in-depth study of System build
development, focussed on many of the leading players including but not limited to Wimpey, Reema,
Camus, Taylor Woodrow Anglian, Bison, Wates, Bovis, Crudens, Costain and Laing. This has
incorporated analysis of documentation including original specifications, brochures and marketing
materials. This archive has contributed a wide range of original material on the development and
promotion of high-rise building techniques but, more specifically, the adoption of System build.
Central to this effort were multiple publications including professional periodicals, directories,
conference proceedings, reports and promotional materials in the form of press releases and images

as well as details related to the organisation of study tours and conferences.

Records at the Concrete Society Archive are largely either technical or promotional and, therefore
could be considered to present a one-sided perspective of the development of new building
techniques related to high-rise. This might pose a methodological issues and whilst there are
documents that present a critical judgement of systems, the overriding characteristic of the archive’s
materials is supportive and positive. To counter this potential bias, an analysis of the construction
and architectural press has allowed a synthesis of available evidence and a more accurate judgement

to be achieved.

The National Archives has provided valuable evidence of government perspectives in the form of
political manifestos, Hansard transcripts, and Ministry guidance in the form of major reports, housing

manuals and specifications as well as the machinery of implementation including legislation,
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specification, approval and subsidy. These records have been augmented by records of
contemporary speeches reported primarily in the professional architectural and construction press.
This has been particularly useful bearing in mind the selectivity of retention of material within the
National Archive. The fact that Ministry interventions were widely reported in the period proves
useful because it is possible to derive practical examples of how politicians and civil servants
presented and promoted government policy. The London Metropolitan Archives have provided
informative detail about post-war development in the capital and the emerging role and influence of
the LCC Architect’s department through the records of the Housing and other committees with

influence on post-war construction.

Government sponsored reports from the Building Research Establishment have proved valuable in
highlighting some of the design and construction limitations of systems although a definitive

gualitative assessment of the various systems has never been commissioned.

Desk-based research of the large volume of secondary sources has been particularly useful to gauge
the polarisation of opinion and review the sources and methods used in previous research for this
thesis to identify issues, gaps and bias and allow an objective re-evaluation. Secondary research has
also proved valuable in validating a range of primary sources. Work by Dunleavy (1981) and
Glendinning and Muthesius (1994) in particular provided a wide range of quantitative data that has
helped narrow down and focus avenues of investigation. Secondary research has involved a synthesis
of work derived from an interdisciplinary literature survey across architecture, geography, planning,
conservation, politics and social science disciplines. Recent work related to the appreciation and
conservation of twentieth century architecture and work on gentrification and tenant protest has

also been informative.

1.4 Developing a narrative around Modernism and

high-rise social housing

A study of the historiography of high-rise in Britain suggests that it can be broadly divided into a
number of thematic if not strictly chronological, phases. The first features the writings of influential
architects and contemporary commentators who celebrated the influences and various forms of
Modernism as a new approach to building and the promotion of the flat as a viable alternative to the
traditional house. The second could broadly include writers who articulated a preference for the
traditional cottage and began to explore and explain the potential failings of high-rise, chart its
decline and apportion blame and responsibility for its inclusion in the social housing vocabulary. In

the United States where high-rise public housing has suffered a comparable history, a similar
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trajectory of promotion followed by blame has occurred. Much of the early sources of criticism of the
Modernist implementation of high-rise social housing originated in the United States before crossing
the ocean to motivate a group of enthusiastic critics. The common perception that the Modernist

architect bears the responsibility for high-rise’s ills has though been more robustly repudiated.

A range of research more focussed on understanding the history of high-rise, whether from a
political perspective or as a form of construction, has also been published. Most of these types of
study have resisted the temptation to make qualitative judgements. Whilst critical commentaries
have continued to be produced, more recently a range of research has appeared that has urged a re-
appraisal and has begun to contemplate the wider appreciation of the significance of the social
housing drive. Whilst accepting the undeniable issues that accompany high-rise developments, these
studies have sought to highlight the positive aspects and consider the wider causes of the problems.
Unlike some publications that have considered the recognition and conservation of twentieth
century assets, they have championed the retention of more high-rise social housing (Grindrod,
2013; Boughton 2018). This exhortation has also been re-iterated by those studying the effects of

gentrification that features extensive tenant displacement (Lees and Ferreri, 2018).

Pevsner (1960) traces the influence of the emergence of the Modernist mixed-development ideal
that featured a community comprising individual houses as well as low and high-rise development
back to William Morris and John Ruskin. In rejecting Elizabethan and Jacobean mannerism and
Baroque and Palladian classicism in favour of a style more aligned to the late middle ages, Morris
eschewed Industrialisation to praise simplicity and honesty, a rough and rustic style that favoured
cultivation and craft (Pevsner, 1960). Ebenezer Howard (1902) appropriated many of these values
when establishing the blueprint for the Garden City later taken up by Unwin and Lethaby, which
heavily influenced Abercrombie and Forshaw (1944) in their vision for much of the post-war mixed-

development planned by the London County Council and its imitators elsewhere in the country.

The Modernist movement embraced the opportunity for architecture to transform lives and deliver
new forms of building (Gold, 2007). Le Corbusier celebrated ‘the machine for living in’ (Le Corbusier,
1927) and influenced a generation which would go on to champion high-rise development (Jensen,
1966; Smithson, 1970) and the contemporary commentators who would disseminate the doctrine
(Banham, 1966, 1975). Le Corbusier’s (1927) emphasis on form and function celebrated the virtues of
industrialisation and the machine, and pre-empted other influencers’ exhortations to industrialise
construction (Gropius, 1933). His mantra responded to the challenges of space, transport and traffic
and championed the benefits of new technologies such as steel, reinforced concrete, plate glass and

standardised units that challenged ‘a timid Art and Crafts movement that denies the values of mass
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production’ (Le Corbusier, 1926). The idealism described by the Modernists and exemplified in such
projects as L'Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles (1947-52) may rarely have been realised in Britain
(Gold, 2007) due to the compromising constraints of space and budget but nonetheless new

architectural styles and forms of buildings would emerge.

Responding to criticism from Garden City adherents, Jensen (1966) passionately advocated the value
of design, amenity and space in providing a practical solution to eliminate overspill, enable clearance
whilst maintaining locality. Perhaps ironically, the issues he cites as being commonly associated with
the terraced slums, namely poor design, poor structural standards, lack of maintenance and
unsatisfactory occupancy (Jensen, 1966) were characteristics cited by critics and attributed to high-

rise (Coleman, 1985).

Studies of the social housing and high-rise phenomenon has embraced the political history of the
drive for housing, stressing the influence of the Beveridge Report of 1942 to set the political agenda,
and views the social housing drive as a cross-party endeavour equally supported by both sides of the
wartime coalition government (Dunleavy, 1981; Harwood, 2015). Whilst a key component of each
party’s manifestos this conclusion undervalues the idealism of the incoming 1945 Labour
administration that transferred responsibility for construction to the local authority and, in turn,
witnessed the emergence of the public architect while supporting a wider Education, Health and

Welfare agenda.

The respective roles of the public and private architect in this movement have enjoyed great
attention in recent studies of Modernist architecture, with most commentators singling out private
practitioners whilst accepting the role and influence of the London County Council (LCC) Architect’s
Department (Day, 1988; MacDonald, 1996; Beech, 2015; Harwood, 2015). Harwood (2015) maintains
that the implementation of the Welfare State enabled a reassertion of the South that provided a
balance to the previously-dominant industrial North and restored the dominance of the capital and
its architects. The role of the Architectural Association (Bor and Korn, 1968), and the LCC as a
‘training camp’ for post-war Modernist Architects is deserving of attention particularly in light of the
migration of LCC architects into key roles in government and the regions. The apparent motivations
of the LCC architects are well rehearsed, from the alleged political radicalism that Day convincingly
attributes as superficial to the more conservative product of New Humanism, Empiricism and
Brutalism ideologies (Day, 1988). The further development of the mixed development estate and the
role the high flat played in it have also featured in numerous studies (Bullock, 1987; Pepper, 2014). A
preference for the benefits of the mixed-development is clear, whilst a defining style is harder to

identify. Certainly the Dudley Report of 1944 influenced policy (albeit from 1949) and favoured
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mixed-development and the later Parker Morris Report of 1961; ‘Homes for Today and Tomorrow’
influenced the introduction of new standards that had implications on form that could be seen to

have engendered an enthusiasm for System build.

The publication of Tower Blocks (1994) by Glendinning and Muthesius represents the most
comprehensive history of the development of UK high-rise public housing, but by their own
admission it represents a ‘history of housing’ limited to the period up to construction. Devoid of any
gualitative assessment, this impressively-researched work concludes that there were both good and
bad developments without being specific, but laments the polarisation of opinion as a barrier to fair
assessment. A later volume (Muthesius and Glendinning, 2017) charts the growth and design of high-
rise as it developed to solve the problems of urban congestion and outer sprawl but still falls short of

making a qualitative assessment of individual types of construction.

Responsibility for the rapid growth of high-rise is widely considered (Dunleavy, 1981; Coleman, 1995;
Ravetz, 2001) and alternates between architect and politician. The local authority emerges as the
primary actor in the implementation of high-rise for Glendinning and Muthesius, who cite extensive
regional studies and focus on key individuals such as Harry Watton in Birmingham and T. Dan Smith
in Newcastle. The role of key central government figures such as Keith Joseph in overcoming initial
contractor reluctance to invest in System build, supported by dynamic local politicians, goes some
way to explain how high-rise came to dominate the national public housing landscape. Few
appreciate that the emergence of System build, that fuelled a major expansion of high-rise
construction resulted from a consensus achieved by government that involved convincing all
stakeholders. How consensus ultimately resulted in compromise is no better exemplified by the
approach of the major contractors in either licencing existing systems or developing their own and

the way that they chose to implement them.

The failure of government policy is taken up to castigate the state provision of public housing,
referred to in The Politics of Mass Housing in Britain 1945-75 as ‘part of the standard folklore of
policy failures’ and a ‘blunder masterminded by our political elite’ (Dunleavy, 1981). Dunleavy
provides an impressive range of empirical data and a detailed examination of the political processes
that influenced the provision of mass public housing. His adoption of the Neo-Marxist model
suggests that economic and political authority can co-exist, challenging the traditional Marxist view
of the power of capital. Whilst accepting central and local political influence, Dunleavy’s (1981)
assertion of construction-industry responsibility for the growth of the high-rise initiative remains only
part of the story. Others have discussed the initial reluctance of contractors to invest in systems build

(Crossman, 1975). Finnemore (1989) is more convincing in recognising central government’s role in
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encouraging developers and ‘inventing the mechanisms for its proliferation’ (Jones, 2003) is a
welcome addition to the study of the period in that it provides a more comprehensive study of the
causes of discontent, highlighting a lack of maintenance, management, security and tenant allocation

as issues that resulted in the poor perception of high-rise.

The extreme polarisation of opinion regarding high-rise has been explored by a number of
commentators, ranging from those who have sought to explain the support for, and condemnation
of, the experiment into strict Marxist and Monetarist ideologies (Bacon, 1982) to those who adopt a
simpler view, suggesting that historians view the phenomenon from their own perspective utilising
values specific to their own time (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994). Bacon’s (1982) assertion that
high-rise represented the failure of the Marxist socialist ideal, an end of Modernism and a transfer of
control of housing to free market monetarists motivated by capitalist ideology and enthusiasm for
individual freedom has some merit but may be an oversimplification. It assumes a consistency of
motivation and intention within and between the architects, politicians and contractors involved in

the movement and a concerted orchestrated movement from inception to demise.

To some extent the extreme polarisation of views obscures an objective assessment of the initiative.
Advocates champion the high-rise movement (Jensen, 1966) while critics highlight poor quality,
tenant dissatisfaction, crime and vandalism (Coleman, 1995). Initially-positive responses have been
eclipsed by a period of later vociferous negativity that has continued to prevail, despite a resurgence
of appreciation for the best of the genre (Moss, 2016; Boughton, 2018). Le Corbusier’s (1926)
prescient assertion that man would adapt to the ‘new and strange forms’ is overshadowed for some
by the enduring preference for the traditional English cottage or villa so enthusiastically championed
by Cooney (1974), Ravetz (1974), Sutcliffe (1974) and Coleman (1985). Sutcliffe is particularly
adamant in his condemnation, highlighting the inferiority of the flat in terms of accommodation,
noise, storage space and isolation, whilst reluctantly accepting location as the only compensating
advantage. A more balanced conclusion apportions blame equally to architects, local government
and developers (Cooney, 1974; Ravetz, 1974). The most prejudiced condemnation of the design of
modern housing estates emerges in Coleman’s Utopia on Trial, with particular criticism levelled at
high-rise ‘which has already attracted so much revulsion that the pressure of public opinion has
largely brought about its cessation’ (Coleman, 1985: 11). As an advocate of Oscar Newman’s (1972)
theories, developed in the US, Coleman expounds the theory that litter, graffiti, vandalism, pollution
by excrement and family breakdown can all be attributed to poor design emanating from the
negligent role of officialdom evidenced by successive Government design guidelines and subsidies
that favoured high-rise development. A significant volume of empirical data, albeit within a narrow

range, is provided to prosecute Coleman’s theories at the exclusion of almost all other credible
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explanation; and the fact that her doctrine enjoyed such enthusiastic prime ministerial support at the

time help to support later criticism of her work and its influence.

In The Language of Post-Modern Architecture (1977) the architectural critic Charles Jencks times the
end of Modernism to 3.32pm on 15 July 1972, when the Pruitt Igoe project in St Louis, one of the
most iconic public housing developments of the period, was demolished just sixteen years after its
completion. In the United Kingdom, opposition to Modernism’s Utopian high-rise ideal was energised
by the Ronan Point explosion on 16 May 1968. The disaster in Newham drew attention to the high-
rise experiment and proved a catalyst for a negative commentary that switched between the
architectural profession and politicians and recognised, for the first time, the voice of dissatisfied
tenants (Smith, 2020). That the profession in the form of the Architectural Review felt ready to
criticise Modernist-inspired social housing would fuel the argument and launch ‘a critical onslaught

on modernist housing’ (Gold, 2007: 276) that would ultimately play a large part in its demise.

The development of high-rise social housing in Britain has been widely discussed from a number of
perspectives. The enduring theme remains that high-rise development was primarily the product of
modernist architects with the 1968 Ronan Point disaster variously marking the demise of modernism
(Dunleavy, 1981; Ravetz, 2001; Bullock, 2002; Gold, 2007). Glendinning and Muthesius (1994) have
recognised that there were essentially two phases of high-rise construction, the first being
attributable to modernist architects but the second phase, that featured system build, being the
responsibility of a wider range of stakeholders but principally central and local government

politicians.

As production slowed and problems emerged, critics increasingly sought to identify a culprit
responsible for the failure of the high-rise initiative. An intervention the previous year in the
Architectural Review had certainly energised a dialogue within the profession. The sight of the
profession appearing to turn on itself in 1967 focussed wider press, and in turn public, attention on
the criticism of Modernism and perceptions about the design of Council estates. In many ways the
arguments put forward had more than a passing resemblance to those explored in Jane Jacobs’ work
The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961). Widely discussed, it had directed criticism
towards contemporary urban renewal projects in the United States and the resultant displacement
and destruction of traditional communities. These new estates identified as the ‘projects’ emanated
from modernist architects and planners. The Architectural Review’s edition on Housing and the
Environment (1967) contained an editorial by JM Richards that lamented the Government’s apparent
obsession with quantity rather than quality, and shared Jacobs’ views on community. Whilst modern

estates might have succeeded in providing housing, Richards felt they had failed to deliver
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communities and were, therefore, likely to become modern slums. For the Architectural Review the
perpetrator of this crime was identified as the Modernist architect. Although not wholly surprising
considering the conservatism of the publication, the ‘salvo was instrumental in launching a critical
onslaught on modernist housing’ (Gold, 2007: 276) and, by default, the practitioners who had
enabled its implementation. The resultant backlash certainly drew attention to the public architect,
widely held responsible for the type and design of housing that had proliferated since the war. The
criticism went further by suggesting that, whilst new tenants often celebrated their new homes, this
euphoria quickly dissipated with experience. This level of introspection certainly focussed attention
but failed to express any wider concerns that might negatively impact social housing such as lack of
maintenance, management, security and questionable allocation. These issues would appear much
later, but the Ronan Point disaster marked a much more significant turning-point with the national
press taking an active interest in architecture. The reputation of the profession was further affected
as the Tribunal tasked with investigating the disaster heaped blame upon poor design, poor
workmanship and inadequate project management and supervision and architects and structural
engineers would come in for particular criticism (Griffiths et al, 1968). Although architects played a
very small part overall in the implementation of system build high-rise, the fact that the Ministry and
its Chief Architect, Cleeve Barr, had so vocally promoted it was enough for politicians to conveniently
focus attention on the profession and its role in promoting the initiative. By 1972 the media was
actively involved in the denigration of modernist architecture and its practitioners, representing
them as ‘manipulative social engineers’ and marking the end of a ‘remarkable flowering of hope and
opportunity’ (Gold, 2007: 12). Conveniently this onslaught failed to apportion any blame to the
politicians who had so enthusiastically promoted it, or the contractors who successfully resisted
attempts by the profession to shape the product. The later emergence of allegations relating to
corruption amongst design professionals, most prominently in Newcastle and Birmingham, would
further stoke the fire and convince a willing audience that architects had been more motivated by
personal gain than the pursuit of quality housing. As the dialogue developed, Oscar Newman’s
concepts of defensible space (1972) would find renewed favour with Alice Coleman (1985)
developing the charge sheet condemning the design professional. Her verdict (announced before she
had presented her evidence), proved particularly attractive to the then premier, Margaret Thatcher.
Certainly the denigration of social housing played well to Thatcher’s political agenda and it was
convenient to overplay the role of the architectural profession rather than risk pointing fingers at

contemporary government ministers.

Jencks’ announcement of the death of modernism has attracted greater scrutiny in the United States.

Writers suggest that Jencks’ allocation of blame for the failure of high-rise public housing has become
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the accepted myth, conveniently shifting responsibility away from the institutional or structural
issues (Bristol, 1991). Bristol analyses the background history of the Pruitt Igoe development,
detailing the constraints imposed upon the architects. Meehan (1979) and Montgomery (1985)
analyse the occupancy rates for the development and illustrate how a rise in vacant properties
exacerbated vandalism and rising crime. Rainwater in Behind Ghetto Walls (1970) argued that
violence and vandalism was understandable due to poverty and discrimination of the wholly Black
population of the development, and architecture had nothing to do with its problems. Nevertheless
when the Architectural Forum (1965) in the United States had joined the early condemnation, the
profession was widely seen to have legitimised the contention that architecture was to blame for
Pruitt Igoe’s problems and so the myth has gained credibility even though Bailey (1965) had
conceded that chronically inadequate maintenance and the increasing poverty of tenants were just

as significant concerns as design.

The more enthusiastic recent appreciation for some of the landmark developments (Harwood, 2015)
aligned with a reappraisal, and increasing acceptance of the significance of some key examples of
post-war development prompts a wider study of all forms of post-war housing provision. The marked
indifference toward System build, for instance, has tended to illustrate a condemnation of this form
of construction and, whilst Glendinning and Muthesius (1994) acknowledge the importance of
System build and Dunleavy (1981) and Finnemore (1989) provide high quality empirical data to
demonstrate its scope, there is still a need to better understand the design influences, personnel and
range of Industrialised Building alongside some qualitative assessment. Finnemore’s (1989) assertion
that System build did not exist in its truest form due to the minor modifications imposed by local
architects tends toward over-simplification. That it represented a second politically-led, phase of
high-rise development following a primarily Architect-led first phase (Glendinning and Muthesius,
1994) is an important observation that challenges those who view the movement as a single

heterogeneous endeavour.

Many of the developments that have been recognised today were also the recipients of period
appreciation in the form of either published reports in the architectural press or formal awards (RIBA
etc). It is noteworthy that those studies that have sought to re-consider the significance of high-rise
public housing developments have largely rehearsed these contemporary conclusions (Day, 1988;
Harwood, 2015) and failed to make any retrospective appraisal. Coincidently the buildings featured
in such reappraisals are invariably the products of the architectural elite, most commonly private
architects commissioned by the public sector, with only a token acknowledgement of the work of the
public architect of the period. The dismissal of the significance of the second phase of high-rise

(System build) as of no interest to the conservation movement with seemingly little chance this is
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likely to change (Harwood, 2001) seems to contradict Historic England’s (the successor to English
Heritage) own prescriptive guidelines on assessing heritage (originally published as English Heritage,
2008). This tendency suggests that commentators are more likely to rehearse accepted period
opinion than provide a genuine re-appraisal in the light of current experience or prevailing contextual
considerations. The result is starkly in contrast to the near blanket appreciation of earlier periods,
and risks jeopardising significant important development as buildings age and commercial

redevelopment becomes a priority.

Larkham (1996) presciently explains the predicament albeit in the context of conservation linked
more widely to urban planning, but his observations and conclusions are equally pertinent to the
recognition and protection of post-war high-rise public housing. That certain key high-rise
developments are in danger, particularly in the light of a changing political policy relating to social
housing provision, can be attributed to a capitalist order. Larkham (1996) summarises the dilemma
when classifying the city as a product of the capitalist order with investment fuelling the economy.
He suggests that capitalism ‘runs counter to the sets of values based on aesthetic, environmental,
non-quantitative criteria’ (Larkham, 1996: 3) developing an argument for the conservation of assets
by quoting Binney (1981) in concluding that listed buildings are a burden for both the developer and
the administrator. In this circumstance the developer sees the asset or building as an obstacle to
redevelopment and resultant financial gain and the administrator or public official laments the time,
effort and money required to maintain it. In a period when a substantial number of buildings are the
responsibility of Housing Associations or Social Landlords, it is easy to understand the financial
imperative of removing a potential heritage asset before it becomes too great a burden. Nowhere is
this more evident than in the decision to demolish the Smithsons’ Robin Hood Gardens in Poplar and
the acquiescence of Historic England in granting a Certificate of Immunity (2009) thus supporting the

developer’s position (Powers, 2011; Thoburn, 2018; Holden and Willink, 2020).

The emerging trend related to the conservation of social housing and the ‘colonisation and
improvement of properties’ (Larkham, 1996: 12), suggests that the gentrification of post-war public
housing offers a lifeline for certain heritage assets. But, as Larkham points out, the improvement of
properties ‘by professional classes with time and money to conserve’ or more likely large commercial
developers in the case of high-rise has the same effect, inevitably displacing ‘populations of a lower
social class and lower income’ (Larkham, 1996: 12). These arguments are taken up by Pendlebury
(2007) commenting on conservation in a planning context, who suggests that privileging some
element of the past requires a socially-constructed process of selection and what constitutes
heritage is ‘contingent on prevailing cultural, political and economic mores’ (Pendlebury, 2007: 52).

Guidance that features in the ICOMOS Washington Charter (1987) and the Nairobi Statement (1976)
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that establishes that conservation in principle should not lead to the displacement of people through
gentrification does not seem to be a current consideration in UK heritage decision-making. Clearly
the potential recognition and protection of significant high-rise assets poses important questions

about ownership, tenancy and ongoing management.

Glendinning and Muthesius (1994) recognise that good and bad high-rise exists, without offering a
gualitative assessment. More recent research (Jones, 2003; Moss, 2016) has shed more light on the
high-rise movement post-build, explored the multiplicity of reasons for its perceived failure and has
advocated the need for the recognition and protection of some of the best examples. The
identification of the best examples needs to go beyond those that attracted contemporary plaudits,
and a qualitative assessment of System build is clearly required. Moss (2016) has produced a
thought-provoking study of the issues relating to the listing and conservation of post-war social
housing, drawing many of the same conclusions through the use of some landmark case studies.
What is evident is the inconsistent treatment of potential heritage assets, and Moss highlights the
treatment of Park Hill in Sheffield with Robin Hood Gardens in London in support of her argument.
Moss (2016) calls upon Historic England to develop a more prescriptive, coherent and consistent
policy relating to the protection and conservation of assets. She also highlights the need for resident
involvement in developing this policy, perhaps as a result of the absence of any tenant participation
during the planning, design or occupation phases in the history of high-rise. That the phenomenon
was the product of variously paternalist or altruistic participants to the exclusion of the tenant
suggests that, in forming opinion, an assessment of significance will be less appreciative. When the
treatment of existing examples by the conservation movement seems inconsistent, a qualitative
assessment of the movement in all its forms could inform the significance of assets and identify
those deserving of protection. How the conservation movement perceives high-rise and the policies
it adopts for its conservation also needs clarification. Whether architecturally and socially-significant
assets can continue to provide housing in the form originally intended or whether gentrification is an

unavoidable consequence of conservation.

1.5 Structure

Following the introduction Chapter 2 begins by examining the development of the flat in Britain and
how early examples were largely limited to homes for either the upper or working classes in the
capital. Despite the prevalence of Garden City ideals it will explore the influence of landmark
modernist examples that introduced the flat as a new paradigm in urban living. The influence of

continental experience and style to promote the adoption of mixed development estates as a
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compelling solution to the challenge of developing neighbourhood communities will be examined.
Successive chapters will explore how modernist inspired architects working both in the private and
public sector energised and emboldened by the task of reconstruction would embrace the flat as a
vital component of their plans. Taking advantage of new building materials and advances in both
technique and technology these architects will increasingly develop a palette of styles that

incorporate slab and point blocks and a trend to build progressively higher.

Chapter 3 will examine the political commitment to provide good quality housing for the population
following the hardship of war will be explored and how this imperative witnessed a drive to find new
forms of construction that promised to provide homes more quickly and cost effectively. With a
growing demand for new homes into the late 1950s and a re-energised commitment to eradicate the
slum the study will examine the trend to embrace high-rise flats to counter the challenges of a

shortage of building land and the need to maintain high densities in urban areas.

Chapter 4 will examine the growth of non-traditional building methods immediately after the war
motivated by a shortage of materials and labour. It will then consider the relative success and
influence of the Schools building programme in promoting pre-fabrication before appraising the

introduction of System build.

Chapter 5 will study the support for system build, a method of modernising and bringing
industrialisation to the building industry together with its emergence as a form of building
considered particularly appropriate for the construction of high-rise flats. In charting the promotion
of system build the study will explore the roles, motivations and priorities of a range of stakeholders
including government ministers, civil servants, contractors, architects, local politicians and trade
unions. Despite each group having different priorities it will show how the Ministry, ably assisted by
the Cement and Concrete Association managed to achieve a consensus that ensured the rapid

adoption and take-up of this new form of building.

Chapter 6 will explore the implementation of System build including an in-depth appraisal of the
leading contractors’ systems, their antecedents and each vendors’ methods of deployment. This will
explore the range of manufacturing options that contractors could employ. It will examine the
potential benefits of both the dedicated factory and the in-situ manufacturing facility and how
contractors exploited the emergence of a range of new equipment to realise their aims. The study
will demonstrate how each group of stakeholders were ultimately convinced of the feasibility of
System build and its potential collective and individual benefits. In concluding the study will consider
the overall success of the initiative, its viability as a method of delivering cost effective and faster

construction without the need for skilled labour and a means of achieving Open systems. Ultimately
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the Chapter will consider how largely avoidable compromise adversely effected implementation and

ensured industrialisation failed to achieve its promise.

Chapter 7 will feature a case study of Birmingham that will expand on two themes of relevance to
the development of the high-rise flat, the first will examine the role of the public architect in
championing modernist ideals and advancing high-rise development and the second the role of the
local politician in adopting the form to meet their home building objectives. This study will feature, in
the form of Birmingham'’s first City Architect, a vocal practitioner and representative of his profession
and an individual motivated by the pursuit of good design and a commitment to the mixed
development ethos. The case study will record the development of high-rise flats in Birmingham, the
advent of system build and the impact it had on policy and the compromises the City Architect had to

make when faced with the production-led priorities of local councillors.

Chapter 8 will chart the demise of high-rise construction from the late 1960s and consider successive
governments’ treatment of social housing provision. This will demonstrate how a once common
political commitment to provide socially managed housing was ultimately replaced by the
ascendancy of private provision that has and continues to impact remaining high-rise development

and result in the demolition and replacement of much of the remaining high-rise stock.

Chapter 9 will review the history of high-rise flat provision and summarise the role of individual
groups of stakeholders. It will demonstrate that the consensus that enabled the adoption of the high-
rise flat as an exciting means of providing housing for a limited demographic in mixed development
communities was ultimately compromised by wider adoption and the extension of its use to a wider
a range of tenant. Similarly, compromises and mistakes in the adoption of system build will be shown
to have jeopardised its potential to provide low-cost, sustainable, quality housing. Today the
demolition of high-rise public housing is justified by an enduring negative legacy, the high cost of
maintenance and a commercial imperative that drives its replacement by the politically more
attractive concept of the affordable home. The study will conclude with an examination of prevailing
perceptions of high-rise social housing, its treatment and latterly its recognition in some quarters as a

significant and important component of the state sponsored housing provision.

The concluding chapter will consider the original contribution of this research. It will consider the
new light shed on the role of the public architect and in particular the conflicts between the design
professional and the elected official. It will also be shown to have provided a comprehensive and
informative narrative relating to the adoption and implementation of high-rise in Birmingham. It will
review the new evidence of the competing priorities of public architect and local politician and the

extent to which public architects were able to maintain their professional integrity in the country’s
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second city. In studying in-depth the implementation of system build it will also be shown to have

contributed original insight into the campaigns for the adoption of system build, those responsible,
the opportunity the initiative provided and ultimately the failure of the initiative. This will consider
evidence from Birmingham’s implementation of system build and an evaluation of Continental and

British experience in providing an explanation of economic failures of the initiative.

46



Modernism and the flat
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2.0 Modernism and the flat

Elizabeth Layton’s (1961) study of post-war local authority building begins by extolling the virtues of
buildings, ‘They outlive by so long a span the generation which conceived them. They are a tangible
memorial to wealth, power, social success, spiritual dedication, philanthropy or public service’
(Layton, 1961:15). The Modernist-inspired high-rise social housing phenomenon of the early 1960s,
centred largely on System build development, would however, quickly develop a negative reputation.

Consequently, many would enjoy a much shorter lifespan and succumb to demolition within twenty

years of their completion.

Py

Figure 1: Promotional image of a suitably pristine, completed Morris Walk (1964) mixed-development, the first
of the LCC’s forays into System build. Source: The Concrete Society.

Under successive governments the post-war social housing initiative would be responsible for the
construction of unprecedented numbers of new homes. Between 1945 and 1969 four million were
completed, with social housing provision representing fifty-nine per cent of total housing production
for the period. Of these some sixty-four per cent were houses, twenty per cent were low-rise homes
of between three and five storeys and the remaining sixteen per cent comprised high-rise blocks of
greater than six storeys (Glendinning & Muthesius, 1994). Despite the relatively small percentage
attributable to high-rise development, for many the high-rise block has come to symbolise the post-
war public housing initiative. To better appreciate how high-rise construction became an intrinsic

part of social housing provision it is necessary to consider the influences that energised an emerging

49



generation of architects and how practical considerations relating to density and achieving a new

vision of mixed-development witnessed the adoption of a blueprint for post-war re-construction.

2.1 The flat tradition in England

The growing antipathy shown towards the flat reported by many commentators from the early 1970s
to the 1980s was partially explained by the absence of an established flat living tradition in England.
In their denigration of the flat Sutcliffe (1974) and Colman (1985) cite a clear English preference for
the archetypal cottage or villa complete with its own garden. Their argument is supported by a
supposed absence of a flat living tradition in England which contrasts sharply with the apparently
positive perception and acceptance of flats in other parts of the world. Whilst suggesting, ‘In
Southern Europe, Latin America and the Far East all income groups have viewed flats as an
acceptable solution to the challenge of high-density urban living’, (Glendinning & Muthesius, 1994: 5)
the authors concede that the level of enthusiasm might vary in different geographies. They observe
that the utilitarian tenements for the poor in North America might exhibit ‘a stigma of expediency’ in
stark contrast to the positive perception in Scandinavia, ‘often cited as one of the sources of
inspiration for post-war architects they have been universally appreciated’ (Glendinning & Muthesius,
1994: 5). Despite the tenant’s inability to exercise much in the way of choice they go on to suggest
that in central and Eastern Europe flat living nevertheless appeared to be widely accepted. In
Scotland, the ubiquitous city tenement, an early form of the genre and an integral part of the
townscape whilst initially subject to criticism has lately been accepted and even celebrated. Closer
still, the purpose-built flat in central London built for the upper classes as a pied-de-terre, whilst

undeniably providing a higher level of amenity, has similarly been accepted and escaped criticism.

In the aftermath of the Ronan Point disaster in 1968 many commentators supported by the print
media renewed their arguments in support of the supposed inferiority of and widely perceived
aversion to the flat. In seeking to promote the marked English preference for the house Sutcliffe
(1974) was particularly critical, ‘There can be no doubt that the standard of accommodation offered
by the English flat has always been markedly inferior to the separate cottage or villa.... our own
minority of flats constitutes a deviant form of housing in a society which is rooted in a tradition of
small, separate houses’ (Sutcliffe, 1974: IX). Conveniently excusing private flats that might always
have been quite popular with their residents he admits that enthusiasm for the flat might be
dependent on the quality of its construction, its setting and other attributes. But the overall
conclusion reiterated the flat’s shortcomings, in marked contrast to the virtues of the traditional villa
or cottage with the reluctant proviso that for a limited demographic, ‘childless couples in either early

or late adulthood’ the flat may have some advantage (Sutcliffe, 1974: 3).
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In order to substantiate this national aversion Sutcliffe proposed that our history conditions us to
reject the flat. He suggested in Europe during the fortification period, a precedent emerged that
favoured a tendency to increase urban density rather extend city boundaries. This, he contrasts with
an English tendency to extend city boundaries with new construction to accommodate a growing
population rather than the more commonplace European pattern of sub-dividing and extending
existing homes. Consequently the need to accommodate a constantly extending family made flat
living acceptable in other parts of Europe where the need to retain fortifications persisted. Our
aversion to the flat and preference for the house is therefore long-standing and marked by the
tendency to extend towns and cities beyond defined boundaries that occurred in England from the
fifteenth century and continued until the twentieth century (Sutcliffe, 1974). The argument that the
concept of shared accommodation conditions us and was somehow alien to the English town dweller
is harder to substantiate. In the Industrial towns slums were quickly characterised by multiple
occupancy and overcrowding, with accommodation commonly rotating from shift to shift. Elsewhere
census returns demonstrate that it was common practice to share accommodation with paying
lodgers. Later, Georgian townhouses were commonly subdivided to form individual flats with shared
access. These trends were often the result of a need to accommodate a usually lower paid workforce
in close proximity to their work, consequently leading to an increase in urban densities. When
tackling slum clearance and re-development in the mid twentieth century, the need to maintain

these high densities would inevitably necessitate consideration of high-rise development.

The enduring appeal of small cottages with gardens was a product of the Garden City movement
characterised by the development by early philanthropists of model towns unencumbered by the
density constraints of existing development. Instead they were able to champion the advantages of
improved social welfare without concerns related to space or existing development and
consequently present the resultant benefits that a physically-fit workforce could make to

productivity.

Responsible for a range of housing projects ranging from New Lanark (1784), Akroydon (1861) and
Saltaire, (1850-61) and later developments including Port Sunlight, (1888) and Bournville, (1893) they
espoused Garden City values but rarely had to consider the flat as a housing solution when
developing their blueprint for successful community living. The Garden City promoted by Ebenezer
Howard (1902) provided a definition that appropriated Arts and Crafts values to promote ‘a town
planned for industry and healthy living’. The movement stipulated a density of no more than twelve
houses per acre, introduced the cul-de-sac with traditional cottages grouped around it and reduced
road widths with pavements that offered space for children to play. Homes were to be built using

traditional brick and tile with varied roof lines, prominent gables and grouped aesthetically rather
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than regimented (Nuttgens, 1989). The garden city or suburb promoted the English cottage, setin a

balanced community featuring schools, shops and community centres as the ideal.
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Figure 2: Advertisement extolling the virtues of Welwyn Garden City. Source: Architects Journal.

But despite the widespread enthusiasm for, and, adoption of Garden City principles, purpose-built
flats had been adopted in England. These had been largely limited to existing high-density urban
areas predominantly in the capital. In this context flats were seen as a convenient solution to high-
density London living, either as city boltholes for the upper classes or as solutions to housing the
working classes close to their places of employment, as evidenced by Peabody Trust projects from

1861 in London.

Only from the 1950s would the urgent need to continue to eradicate the inner-city slum see the

emergence of the high flat as a mainstream solution to maintaining high densities in an urban
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setting. Advances in techniques and technology that had influenced the Modern movement would
encourage a new discourse on ways of living that would see flats emerge as an intrinsic part of a
solution that balanced work and living. Modernist thinking that had captured the attention of inter-
war architects would when allied to a post-war need for re-construction further energise and

influence a new generation of post-war architects.

2.2 Modernist influence

Pre-war examples of English Modernist flat design were largely limited to private commissions and
famously include Wells Coates’ Isokon flats for Jack and Molly Pritchard (1934) and Berthold

Lubetkin’s Tecton designed HighPoint | and Il (from 1935).
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Figure 3: The Isokon Building (1935) by Wells Coates, an early example of modernist concierge flats for the
professional classes. Source: en.wikiarquitectura.com.

The former even provided a more radical interpretation of modern living by featuring communal
catering facilities. Kensal House designed by Maxwell Fry in 1937 with the assistance of social
reformer Elizabeth Denby, would reflect the social and political ideals of Modernism in housing the

working classes.
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Figure 4: Highpoint Flats (1935) by the Tecton Group, originally built to accommodate staff from the Gestetner
Company. Source: Architects Journal.

Figure 5: Kensal House (1937) by Maxwell Fry, flats designed specifically for the working classes. Source:
Architecture.com.

Meanwhile in Leeds, the Quarry Hill Scheme developed by City Architect RAH Livett in 1938 and

based upon the French steel-framed Mopin system provided large-scale Modernist social housing.
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Figure 6: Quarry Hill Estate (1938) designed by RAH Livett, City Architect, Leeds, the largest social housing project
of its day. Source: Municipaldreams.wordpress.com.

Less celebrated were the four- to six-storey balcony access flats based upon an evolution of the
Victorian tenement that predominated in the capital. Some would appear in Birmingham evidenced
by the St Martin’s flats but extensive flat development remained pre-dominantly London-based

(Sutcliffe, 1974).

.....

A

{7,

7k
i

Figure 7: St Martin’s (1939) flats in Birmingham. Source: BirminghamLive.

The emergence of the flat as an intrinsic component of modern housing would be enthusiastically

promoted by the Modern movement, itself a product of wide-ranging influences. Contemporary
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commentators would discuss these, with Pevsner suggesting it shared an emphasis on simplicity with
the form over function design philosophy and an absence of needless ornamentation championed by
Morris and Ruskin’s Arts and Crafts ideals (Pevsner, 1936). The Functionalist movement would also
contribute by espousing the need to question the purpose of architecture and to discover new forms
in preference to mere stylistic revivals (Tubbs, 1945). The defining objective of Modernism was to
transcend mere architecture in order to influence and change people’s lives for the better. Weimar
Germany, Gropius’ Bauhaus movement and Existenzminimum would all play a part in defining what
was viewed as an exciting new approach to living that focused on the provision of the basic
requirements for existence. Banham (1962) explores the growing influence of Modernism, suggesting
that up until the Steam Age the occurrence of new forms and functions was so limited that the
relevance of previous schools of architecture could be maintained. The emergence of new forms of
building that included factories, railway stations, prisons, schools, hospitals and office blocks created
a new dynamic. ‘Architects were faced with functional problems for which the past was no guide....
the new functions compelled the architects of the Steam Age to build in shapes and sizes that the
ancients could not have recognised’ (Banham, 1962: 18). Although Banham questions their success
he concedes that the task that faced Modernism was to respond to a similar revolution in the
function of the home, ‘it became necessary for architects to reconsider and re-assess the basic theme

of their art, the dwelling of man’ (Banham, 1962: 18).

Modernism certainly captured the zeitgeist, reflected in contemporary art and literature, it
exemplified a radical new movement for the Machine Age and the period that saw steam replaced by
gas turbines and the internal combustion engine and witnessed new developments in long distance
travel by rail, road and air. Taking advantage of new technology, a revolution in new materials and

methods would also contribute to new approaches in the provision of housing.

The French Swiss Le Corbusier would emerge as Modernism’s most vocal advocate, blessed with a
poetic (and often patronising) turn of phrase and an innate ability for self-promotion. But for many
he became the mouthpiece of the movement. Reflecting upon the period and the major players of
the Modern Movement, Banham spoke of Le Corbusier, Frank Lloyd Wright, Walter Gropius, Richard
Neutra and Mies van der Rohe in deferential terms whilst at the same time sounding an alarm:
‘Whilst they lived they tyrannized the Modern Movement, monopolizing attention and preventing the

recognition of other (not always lesser) talents’ (Banham, 1962: 3).
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Figure 8: Le Corbusier at work, a master of self-promotion and highly vocal advocate of Modernism. Source:
www.themodernhouse.com.

Whilst not the only arbiter of Modernist taste Le Corbusier was undoubtedly its most vocal,
espousing the need for a building to be a reflection of its structure and purpose. This contrasted with
a style that often saw decoration applied after the structure had been determined. The oft-quoted
mantra ‘the house is a machine for living in’ (Le Corbusier, 1928: 8) championed the idea that the
form needed to reflect the needs of the inhabitants and enable them to live their lives in new and
more fulfilling ways. Banham suggests that Le Corbusier meant that the likeness of the house to a
machine should be seen in terms of its being cheap, standardised, well equipped and easily serviced,
‘a house that resembled a machine in being radically well suited to the needs it had to serve, designed
with honest - even inspired - rationalism, but without inherited prejudices’ (Banham, 1962: 19). Le
Corbusier’s success in monopolising attention disguised to some extent the heterogeneity of the
Modern Movement, but his thinking and pronouncements would reflect a growing appreciation of
the relevance of the flat within Modernist thinking. This would be particularly evident from his 1925
Urbanisme (published in England in 1929 under the title The City of Tomorrow and its Planning) that
described a mixed-development of office skyscrapers incorporated into a community of low-rise flats

and houses amid a landscaped park.

Quickly finding support on the continent, the germination of the Modernist seed would take a little

longer in England and be subject to other influences. The formation of the Congrés Internationale
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d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM), meeting for the first time in La Sarraz in 1928, would bring together
architects dissatisfied with the status quo and invigorated by the new ideals of the Modern
Movement. It was not until 1933 at their fourth meeting that the need for a statement of principles
was discussed with the resultant Athens Charter identifying the four functions of the city as Work,
Residence, Recreation and Circulation (Esher, 1983). The formation of a British branch of CIAM in
1933 known as the Modern Architecture Research Group (MARS), under the chairmanship of Wells
Coates with FRS Yorke as secretary, would also provide a welcome destination for a number of
European émigré architects and commentators. Meanwhile Phillip Morton Shand, Hubert de Cronin
Hastings, John Summerson and Herbert Reed would emerge to form an influential part of the
editorial teams of widely-regarded periodicals including the Architectural Review, Architect and
Building News and the Architects Journal. In 1938 MARS would put on an exhibition entitled ‘New
Architecture’ that largely featured small-scale housing projects designed to promote their members’
work but also markedly embraced flat living. The potential of flats to provide a solution to a new way

of urban living therefore gradually became accepted by the architectural avant-garde in England.

A new generation of architects would be energised by the new possibilities of community housing
that flats offered along with the exciting potential to incorporate new materials and methods of
construction including pre-fabrication (Gold, 2007). That many of these young Modernists were also
politically motivated by the social challenges of housing and living conditions added another dynamic
to the discourse and witnessed the eventual emergence of flats as part of the housing solution

(Bullock, 2002).

The influence of CIAM and MARS gave credence to a growing acceptance of the flat as a viable
answer to the housing question in the eyes of a generation of new architects studying their craft in
the 1930’s with its place ‘embedded in the consciousness of the British Wing of the Modern
Movement.... these new ideas were being passed to a new generation of architects in the Schools of
the 1930s’ (Jones, 2003: 76). During this period the progressive professional periodical the
Architectural Review provided an enthusiastic commentary on all things Modern under the editorship
of Hubert de Cronin Hastings and his Deputy JM Richards. It also provided a mouthpiece for
established commentators including Nikolaus Pevsner and Phillip Morton-Shand and became the

unofficial voice of British Modernism (Jones, 2003).

Whist the theory would continue to be developed, the practical implementation of Modernism in
England would be put on hold during the war as the absence of a workforce halted all forms of
construction not focussed on the war effort. Architects and an interested populace would however

continue to be engaged in a dialogue that considered how post-war reconstruction might be
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addressed. The development of a Modernist manifesto in Britain was further assisted by the spread
of Fascism in Europe as a steady flow of émigré architects fearing persecution arrived in England.
Whilst some like Mies Van der Rohe and Walter Gropius would only stop over on their way to the
United States, others would stay and make a significant contribution to post-war architectural

thinking.

The considerable influence of these new arrivals has been widely discussed contrasting the pre-war
view that architecture ‘was an activity of pure aestheticism, in which universal laws of beauty and
harmony were sought’ with what was to follow (Day, 1988: 23). Day uses the commentaries of JM
Richards and J Summerson to explore the development of the proposition of architecture as a social
art and ascribes this development in part to the influence of the émigré architects who ‘brought with
them a German Ildealist tradition which replaced the British Empirical tradition’ (Day, 1988: 23).
Summerson explored the proposition in his article ‘The Mischevious Analogy’: ‘great architecture of
the past has often been the instrument and symbol of a class — the baron, the ecclesiastic or the great
landlord parading his consequences before his compeers and before the people. The architecture of
today must be the architecture not of a class but of the community itself’ (Summerson, 1942: 27). The
influence of Modernist thinkers could clearly be seen in JM Richards ‘Introduction to Modern
Architecture’ (1940) when he stressed that architecture should be a social art related to the people it
serves, ‘rather than an academic exercise in applied ornament’ (Richards, 1940: 9). Richards also
drew attention to an important new dynamic, a changing engagement model relating to
architecture’s sponsors and their interface with the professional advisor. He describes this as a move
away from the tradition of ‘the autocratic patron and the private architect handing down their
prescripts via numerous pattern books’ (Richards, 1940: 9) Day describes Summerson’s views as a
reflection of a kind of left wing humanism rather than an explicitly Marxist one, one that accepts that
architectural change occurs as a result of the ‘effects of men of genius’ (Day, 1988: 25). Clearly
Summerson’s and Richards’ views were widely circulated and discussed not least as Richards was an
editor of the influential Architectural Review during this period. The appreciation of a new type of
theoretical consumer was also evident in the publications of the left wing Association of Building
Technicians (ABT) movement. In their 1949 Symposium ‘The Kind of Architecture’ we want in Britain,
organised by the Architecture and Planning Group of the Society for Cultural Relations with the USSR,
March 17th it was reported by Boyd, ‘there are great ideas, great social forces in the World today,
and | personally believe that we shall get a great architecture in England only when the working class
is dominant, when the state and society are moulded by the great ideas of socialism, and when
architecture is inspired to be the conscious aim to celebrate and inspire the achievements of the

people’ (Boyd, 1949: 26).
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The greater appreciation of the working class and their role during the war in building a new world
resonated with the provision of housing and was widely championed and accepted by politicians of
the period. This was, in part as a necessary reward for the suffering endured during the war and less
idealistically, as a necessity to stem potential sedition. In this way the emerging ideals of Modernism
would meet a post-war political imperative and would influence how the country would address

reconstruction and provide much needed housing.

Whilst the requirement for the post-war Modern home ‘to be and look radically different, inside and
out’ (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 9), the influences for just how this new look would be
achieved were numerous and were still largely the product of commentators rather than consumers.
Exhortations to build for the working classes suggested that new tenants might get ‘what they were
perceived to need’, rather than what they ‘might actually want’ (Atkinson, 2012: 159). In fact there
was growing evidence of public consultation in both planning and housing Committees and the
introduction of public surveys. Certainly housing reformer Elizabeth Denby had been polling public
opinion since the early 1930s and there would be further sporadic evidence of public engagement
that canvassed tenants to learn of their preferences and aspirations. Although these largely focussed
on practical considerations involving the women of the house, the Architectural establishment
continued to engage in a debate that would influence the preferences of a new generation of

architects and technicians who would be charged with re-building after the war.

2.3 Architectural styles

Much of the discourse would take place within the pages of the professional press but influential
commentators would publish more comprehensive contemporary as well as retrospective studies.
Reyner Banham would address the stylistic influences of the period in his essays Revenge of the
Picturesque: English Architectural polemics 1945-65 (1968) and The New Brutalism (1955). In these
commentaries he sought to understand the influences, concluding that Scandinavia, Europe and
Russia contributed to the development, in the immediate post-war period, of styles that would be

coined as New Empiricism, New Humanism and New Brutalism.

New Empiricism, one of the styles that found particular favour within the London County Council’s
(LCC) Architects Department derived much of its influence from Scandinavia. Most notably, it
consisted of stylistic developments that developed in socialist neutral Sweden during the war and
specifically witnessed the emergence of high-density mixed-development. In the Architectural
Review’s definition it favoured a more traditional level of domestic detailing, had a clear picturesque
guality and would often favour more traditional materials including brick and timber. In contrast the

New Humanism that found favour in communist Russia’s classical revival harked back to the Arts and
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Crafts movement and featured brickwork, segmental arches, pitched roofs and small windows. As an
ally during the latter stage of the war Russia would enjoy a sympathetic press and, for some of the
more radical young architects, it would represent an influential ideal, melding an architectural style
with a well-defined political and social structure. The New Brutalism was more related to the
traditional Modernist ideal consisting of flat roofs, glass and exposed structures and was irrevocably
linked to the work of Le Corbusier. That these three styles would form the basis of architectural
debate for the profession in the immediate post-war period was demonstrated by the extensive
coverage that each received in publications, particularly the Architectural Review. Whilst each style
varied, all shared an acceptance of, and commitment to, the use of the flat as an integral part of the
housing equation. For a new socially-aware generation of post-war architects the prevailing discourse
offered the opportunity for a full exploration of new styles and types of design as well as an

opportunity to engage with emerging political theory.

Figure 9: Gunnar and Alvar Myrdal by Sven Ljungberg (1968). Source: nationalmuseumse.com

The prevailing styles and influences would be widely reported by a succession of commentators in
the professional press. JM Richards’ article ‘A new empiricism’ in the Architectural Review would
focus on developments in Sweden that suggested that architecture should do more than serve
people’s physical needs but include their psychological needs too (AR 101, 1947). During the war in
neutral Sweden, isolated from the opportunity for wider discourse, thinking had developed in

relative isolation. Gunnar and Alvar Myrdal’s pre-war explorations of communal living were
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particularly influential and developed the theme of high-rise blocks within mixed-development in a
parkland setting. More progressively, thinking in Sweden embraced prevailing social considerations
with development designed to accommodate mixed income groups co-existing in co-operative
housing. In furthering the aims of mixed community, in Swedish mixed-development there was little
to differentiate aesthetically, at least externally, the working-class flats from the luxury ones.
Therefore this progressive approach found particular favour and was widely admired by advocates of
mixed community development. The Architectural Review in particular would publish special feature
editions identifying the New Empiricism to be found in socialist Sweden (AR 109, 1943). The result
was that many architects and students would visit Sweden either independently or on organised
tours to explore Swedish style and meet its practitioners. For the Architectural Review the New
Swedish Empiricism represented a repudiation of the ‘functionalist stereotype in favour of a new
Empirical approach’ (AR 109, 1943). In Sweden this interest was met with enthusiasm by the National
Association of Swedish Architects (SAR), who themselves organised tours and, keen to engage with
British Architects published a series of pamphlets entitled Swedish Housing of the Forties to promote
key developments. The RIBA Journal would also publish in 1942, Architect and Town Planner,
Professor Holford’s account of his trip to Sweden. This was later expanded to form the basis of a
special Sweden feature in the Architectural Review in 1943. The approach and style found particular
favour with those architects that favoured traditional design features such as tiled pitched roofs. It
also resonated with commentators such as Cronin Hastings who longed for a return to an English

picturesque style (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994).

Many of the architects who would play key roles in the influential LCC Architect’s Department visited
and were subsequently influenced by the building programmes that had taken place in Sweden
during and just after the war. For the socially-aware, a plethora of publications and reports were
circulated featuring Swedish development and ‘presented an image of a highly organised and
successful welfare state building programme’ (Day, 1988: 44) that had been executed in a relatively
consistent Modern style. GE Kidder Smith’s Sweden Builds (1950) would illustrate a number of
examples of Sweden’s new house building and planning, including the Ribershus Estate in Malmo,
which featured multi-storey slab blocks set in landscaped parkland, and the Remersholme Estate in
Stockholm with its point blocks. For many architects, in Sweden they found a practical example of a
country embracing a capitalist welfare state and tackling the challenges of large-scale housing
provision. The applicability to the national challenge was certainly not lost on Patrick Abercrombie,
himself a key figure in post-war planning and reconstruction. Writing the Foreward to B Hultens
Building Modern Sweden (1951), a widely available and read Penguin paperback, he described ‘a

programme of social welfare designed to give everyone a life of basic security and equality’
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(Abercrombie, 1951: 4). Hultens himself went on to suggest ‘this book of pictures tries to show what

good modern Swedish architecture looks like and its connection with ordinary people in their daily

lives’ (Hultens, 1951: intro).

& -t

Figure 10: The Ribershus Dev

elopment (1937-43) in Malmo amid mature landscape. Source: www.ravjagarn.se.

Whilst Swedish Empiricism garnered much attention in the period, the influence of Russia on post-
war British architecture was also significant. The architectural press explored styles, examples and
techniques and, like Sweden, Russia welcomed English architects keen to explore styles prevalent in
the Soviet Union. That Russia was able to emerge and enjoy acceptance, conveniently correlated
with the 1941 Alliance with Stalin after which it was considered appropriate and acceptable to
showcase and promote the work of Britain’s allies. Day believed it certainly influenced ‘five years of
Soviet propaganda’ (Day, 1988: 54) which culminated in Victor Vesnin, the President of the Academy
of Architecture of the USSR receiving a RIBA Royal Gold Medal in 1945.

For architects visiting Russia the Soviet return to classicism was of less interest than the methods and
style of development. This embraced both flat building and new techniques of construction including
pre-fabrication, and found more favour than the social and organisational aspects of the Soviet
system. As Jones suggests, these features attracted those looking for a possible blueprint for post-
war reconstruction and society in England (Jones, 2003). The Society for Cultural Relations with the
USSR had an architectural group that included influential practitioners such as Lubetkin, Cleeve Barr
and Arthur Ling. Cleeve Barr would become Chief Architect to the Ministry of Housing and Local

Government and would become a vocal advocate for high-rise System building. The avowed
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communist Arthur Ling would enjoy an influential role within the LCC Architect’s department and
would later take up the post of Chief Architect in Coventry. Ling in particular became a sympathetic

commentator having visited Russia before the war and stayed on to research planning and

regeneration.

Figure 11: Arthur Ling, influential contributor to the County of London Plan and later City Architect Coventry.
Source: National Portrait Gallery.

Writing in ‘Planning and building in the USSR’ (1943) he extolled the progress being made in Russia
aided by the beneficial circumstances of nationalised land and state-controlled industry. In particular
he celebrated the active participation of citizens in defining the layout and design of their towns,
cities and accommodation. His enthusiasm celebrated a pragmatism describing how Russia adopted
previous blueprints including Modernism and the Garden City movement but having found them
wanting adjusted their styles to suit prevailing requirements (Ling, 1943). In this way Russia
represented an ‘experiment in social reconstruction’ (Day, 1988: 54) that motivated a new generation
of architects concerned with the possibility of radical change following World War Il and despite the
rejection of the stylistic conventions adopted by Russia their acceptance and adoption of flats and

new techniques of construction remained.
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The International Modern Movement whilst prescribing social ideals and a free and democratic
society was not overtly political although commentators such as Summerson were keen to highlight
its stance in opposition to Fascism (Summerson, 1942). Writing in the Architectural Review (1942) he
celebrated the work of Le Corbusier with a Hegelian admiration that acknowledged the work of the

architect as a genius whilst also recognising his work as symbolic of the spirit of the age.

FLATS AT MARSEILLES.

" Tue STANDARD CrLi,”
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Figure 12: The Standard Cell at Le Corbusier’s L’Unite, Marseilles. Source: Concrete and Structural Engineering.

In this period Le Corbusier seemed to effortlessly attract disciples and his proclamations were
enthusiastically received by his followers. Familiarity with his work for students and professionals
alike would derive from his authoritative pronouncements and numerous personal appearances. In
England the translations of his writings were enthusiastically received including his Modulor Theory
(1954) and his plans for L’Unité d’Habitation (1954). Taking as his subject Modulor Theory, he spoke
in London for the first time at the Architectural Association in 1947, ‘we have created what | call
‘Modulor’ which we will put at the disposal of all architects’, he continued ‘this method cannot give
intelligence to idiots. It must be used with delicacy. And then with it you can attempt to give
proportion and the harmony of music to architecture’ (Le Corbusier, 1947). He would go on to explain

the use of ‘Modulor’ with reference to his Unité d’habitation in Marseilles,

‘Now | am going to show you a very much larger building - the great building which we are
constructing at Marseilles - and how the same golden module can control everything...
already a modern conscience has appeared everywhere and thus reformation of modern
understanding is made manifest by architecture. You are going to see the whole built-up

domain of the world and of each country transformed during the years to come.... The great
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moment is coming when architecture will forsake mighty cornices, and concern itself with the

good of man in his dwelling, the homes of families, houses for work, for things, for institutions

and for gods’
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Figure 13: Le Corbusier’s Unité d'Habitation (1952) with characteristic pilotis. Source: Architecture.com.

Le Corbusier’s overblown and unapologetically elitist rhetoric was intended to garner support for the
master, encourage young students to embrace ‘Modulor’, appreciate its application at L’Unité and
then replicate its concept globally. The extent of the success of this endeavour would be

demonstrated when Le Corbusier’s received the RIBA Gold Medal in 1953 with the Awards ceremony

affording him another opportunity to evangelise his message.

‘I was asked, 'Will you make a great building for these people?' and | replied, 'Yes, on one
condition that | am not to be bound by any rule. They agreed, and so | started work on this
building, that embodies a great many of my proposals for the modern town, the town of
today. | was governed by the cosmic laws of space, by my respect and admiration for nature,
by the needs of the family, and the recognition of the home as the fundamental unit of

society and the hearth as the centre of the home’ (Le Corbusier, 1953).

66



Figure 14: Balcony provision and the supporting pilotis at L'Unite d’Habitation. Source: divisare.com .

The Unité d’Habitation in Marseilles represented a radical interpretation of the potential of flat living
set in a landscaped environment. It was certainly revolutionary with rooftop gardens, internal streets
(in the sky) and a shopping centre on the seventh floor (Jencks, 1973). But rather than a limited
number of identical dwellings it comprised twenty-three flat types each reflecting the differing needs
of a multiplicity of tenants. These new flats co-existed alongside a further twenty-six different types
of communal facility that included nursery schools and gymnasiums all pre-cast in concrete panels.
Jencks suggests that whilst Le Corbusier may have wanted to see the four million or so homeless
people in France accommodated in a series of Unités he was not so much providing a blueprint for
architects as presenting the art of the possible (Jencks, 1973). The influence of L’Unité would be far-
reaching albeit on a much smaller scale. Later developments by the LCC including the Roehampton
Estate would draw clear architectural inspiration from Le Corbusier’s L'Unité blueprint and despite
efforts to establish a community the overall design and provision of amenities would be scaled back
to reflect the budget. Whilst individual features of L’Unité would be replicated and copied in part by

progressive architects the overall theory and composition would greatly influence suitably-
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compromised examples of high-rise development with LCC’s mixed community, mixed-development
estates. Whilst originating in the capital, these theories and their early implementation would
progressively attract attention and be replicated in the provinces. Leading the charge would be both
progressive seasoned professionals and a new generation of architects serving their apprenticeships
within the LCC Architect’s department, many of whom would later take up positions within the

Government machine or in the provinces within local authority Architects Departments.

Figure 15: Acres of exposed concrete forming the roof treatment and swimming pool at L'Unité. Source:
divisare.com.

The extent to which Le Corbusier’s influence extended throughout the profession and resonated
particularly with the increasing numbers of architects employed in the public sector was evidenced
by Robert Matthew. Matthew, Chief Architect of the LCC, recognised Le Corbusier’s achievement in
his preliminary speech when conferring Corbusier’s RIBA Award, suggesting that it represented,
‘nothing less than a new affirmation of the Rights of Man, the Rights of Man in terms of sun, light,
space, quiet, trees and grass.... Knitting together the technological possibilities of building with radical

solutions’ (Matthew, 1953). The profession was clearly in awe of the new possibilities that design and
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technology could bring as it grappled with the challenge of reconstruction and finding a style

appropriate for post-war England.

Of the various styles that characterised the Modern movement it would be New Brutalism alongside
Sweden’s New Empiricism that made the most impact in post-war thinking and particularly

characterised the early work of the LCC Architect’s department.

2.4 The emergence of the LCC Architect’s department

A heightened political awareness following World War Il and the quest to achieve something better
was a widely held objective and many architects employed in the public sector in the immediate
post-war period reported a heightened social awareness as a prime motivation. The emergence of a
new dynamic that focused on the needs of the working people was in stark contrast to the traditional
role of the private architect working for a private client. As the influence of this new demographic
gained traction a new generation of architects felt empowered to embrace new styles and new
technology when considering post-war reconstruction. Some believed that Modernism up until this
point had been something of an elitist pursuit and that there was a clear need to democratise the

movement and ensure a new style would emerge better suited to the needs of the masses.
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Figure 16: Development and Zoning in Abercrombie and Forshaw's County of London Plan 1944. Source: County
of London Plan.

The stylistic preferences for a new generation of post-war architects were initially largely just a

theoretical discourse secondary to the actual task of planning and rebuilding. For the London County
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Council who would take the lead in the architectural charge after 1950 design was initially less
important than planning. JH Forshaw who took up the position of Architect to the Council from 1941-
45 having served for two years as Deputy would, with Sir Patrick Abercrombie, be responsible for the
formulation of the County of London Plan. Completed in 1943 and published in 1944 it would be
widely circulated and become a blueprint for post-war reconstruction in the capital. The plan
adopted as its central theme the development of model neighbourhood units and its formulation
unapologetically reflected the prevailing political discourse, the enhanced social conscience and an
accepted need to reward the valiant (Abercrombie and Forshaw, 1944). In promoting mixed
communities Abercrombie concedes ‘It is commonplace to say that the war has done much to level
incomes. There should be even less discrepancy afterwards, and this should be reflected in the plan,
which provides for a greater mingling of the different groups of London Society. It is for this new
world foreshadowed in the Atlantic Charter, that the Capital of the Commonwealth must prepare
itself’ (Abercrombie, 1944: 67). Abercrombie and Forshaw’s neighbourhood units were clear in their
objective, not only would they provide a range of accommodation suitable for single people, young
couples and families and an older population they would also provide this accommodation for
workers and professionals alike. The concept of the mixed-development, mixed community would be

a clear objective.

The theory of neighbourhood and community was not entirely new and would go on to be adopted
by other cities including Birmingham. As a doctrine it had been introduced by planner Clarence
Arthur Perry in 1929 when engaging in North American planning debates (Atkinson, 2012) and more
recently by Arthur Ling in his research thesis on ‘Social and Community Units’ completed for the
Bartlett School of Architecture under Sir Patrick Abercrombie’s supervision (1936-8). Ling presented a
community consisting of smaller neighbourhood units arranged around communal buildings that
combined with others to form larger townscapes. The theory was enthusiastically adopted by
Maxwell Fry and Arthur Korn following their meeting at MARS and it subsequently became the basis
for the 1938 MARS Plan for London. When Ling joined Forshaw and Abercrombie at the LCC his
theories were successfully adapted to the development of the County of London Plan. Whilst
avoiding stylistic recommendations when discussing the need for Housing, the Plan did however
explain how flats could be incorporated to help meet densities of between 100-200 persons per acre
(ppa) when utilised in a mixed-development model. These plans advanced the mixed-development
theory that explained how by incorporating high blocks houses could be included at lower densities
in order to form a neighbourhood unit. The range of building in these mixed-developments
commonly included three-storey terraced houses, four-storey maisonettes, flats of two, three and

four storeys and high blocks of between five- and ten -storeys complete with lifts, all built using
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modern forms of construction. Although specific details of architectural style were hardly mentioned
the Plan did illustrate the tall slab (rectangular) blocks set in landscape and suggested that ‘the
simple lofty white, flat roofed buildings with an occasional break are impressive and where the grace
of a terminal feature is introduced can be beautiful’ (Abercrombie and Forshaw, 1944: 74). Whilst the
plan avoided specific recommendations on architectural style it accepted that post-war trends and in
particular the Modern Movement would come to influence much of the new development. Despite
architectural impartiality it did advocate much stronger enforcement of architectural standards to

control future reconstruction.

Adoption of the County of London Plan whilst broadly welcomed by the architectural press would be
delayed due to internal conflicts within the LCC. As Chief Architect to the Council Forshaw would find
himself in opposition against the LCC Valuer Cyril Walker who regarded his ideas as idealistic and
impractical in financial terms. The controversial decision to appoint the Valuer as Director of Housing
and the Chief Officer responsible for Housing Operations had been made at a special Meeting of the
Housing and Public Health Committee on 14™ November 1945 chaired by Councillor Gibson,
Chairman of the Housing Committee (Day, 1988). The meeting concluded that Forshaw and his
Department would report directly to the Valuer for a trial period of three years. LCC policy at this
time was similar to that of many local authorities of the period, less motivated by ideals of planning
and development and aesthetics and more motivated by production and cost. Rather than adopt
Ling’s more expansive and more costly, mixed-development model, focus would be centred on
developing less expensive sites capable of accommodating high densities. Here flats would be
incorporated to maximise densities but would commonly be of pre-war design featuring four-storey
blocks built without the need for the expensive lifts that taller developments would require. From
the outset Forshaw would challenge the Valuer’s preference to ignore the Plan by acquiring any
available cheap site and populating it with inferior housing (LCC HBC, 1944). He would continue to
champion his and Abercrombie’s neighbourhood units of mixed-development that would have
featured new high blocks of flats alongside more traditional cottages to create a community.
Forshaw’s erstwhile colleague Sir Patrick Abercrombie would provide vociferous yet hardly
independent support, writing in a letter to The Times (1944) he was especially critical of the Valuer’s
tendency to ‘snap up cheap sites wherever obtainable’ that would be unable to produce

‘communities fit for human beings’ (LCC HPHC, 1944).

With the Chief Architect removed from direct control of housing Forshaw eventually resigned and for
the immediate future opportunities to introduce the new plans that he had advocated were severely
limited. Examples of existing yet ultimately unsuccessful projects such as preliminary plans for the

Woodbury Down development do however give an insight into Forshaw’s preferences and the way
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development might have advanced had he continued to exercise control of housing. The initial plans
for the Woodberry Down Estate in Hackney provide an early example of Forshaw’s favoured mixed-
development model. His plan featured nine-storey blocks, four-storey tenements and two-storey
cottages to achieve a density per acre of 41 dwellings equivalent to 148 ppa The development would
also include communal facilities with shops and a community centre. Taking advantage of natural
sunlight and established trees to create ‘a more open character’ also reflected progressive
architectural thinking (LCC HPHC, 1943). According to LCC plans the neighbourhood unit would be
surrounded by open spaces with main roads running through them on the periphery with minor
roads forking off towards the centre that would accommodate community facilities enabling
consistent access for the whole community. Although the estate necessarily featured standard LCC
plan types of pre-war design Forshaw’s efforts to improve aesthetics with a more comprehensive

design at least resulted in Walker, always keen to maximise return, suggesting that they might prove

attractive for skilled workers who could afford a 25 per cent uplift in rent.

. ; ;
Figure 17: Woodberry Down Estate, standard balcony access flats. Source: Municipaldream.wordpress.com.

The machinations and conflicting priorities of the Housing and Public Health Committees in the LCC
during this period provides an enduring example of the conflicts that would continue to plague many
local authorities, torn between providing a high standard of housing, meeting the required high
volumes whilst accommodating budgetary constraints. Forshaw remained committed to the ideal of
mixed-development featuring tall blocks of flats to not only provide variety but meet the needs of a
diverse demographic, meanwhile Walker as Valuer was clearly more concerned about increasing
density and maximizing return. Unfortunately, this inevitably resulted in the development of cheap
sites populated with the maximum number of unimaginative low-rise flats. The conflict, recalled by
Day (Day, 1988), would be amply demonstrated by the publication of the final much-altered plan for
Woodberry Down approved by the Housing and Public Health Committee on 24™ Oct 1945 (LCC
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HPHC, 1945). Instead of Forshaw’s plan the development in its latest iteration predominantly
featured the ubiquitous low-cost five-storey blocks without what were then widely considered as
expensive lifts. Approved a month before Forshaw’s eventual resignation the resulting development
represents a clear example of the reality of a policy focused upon volume and cost containment
contrasting with the more enlightened vision behind Abercrombie and Forshaw’s County of London
Plan (1944). Nevertheless, any immediate hope that Forshaw’s mixed-development blueprint would
become a model for future development would have to be delayed. In the mean-time the reality of
the cost-based development model is well illustrated by the development of the Kingswood Estate in
Dulwich. Built on a site that in other circumstances would have been developed to maximise the
benefit of a mature landscape with a pre-existing mansion, the development eventually featured
only low-rise blocks rather than the anticipated eight-storey blocks and two-storey cottages
envisaged in the County of London Plan. The consequence of this departure was that to achieve the
required density, some 80 per cent of the final development featured flats with only 12.5 per cent
houses, resulting in a clear failure to achieve the objectives of the mixed-development model (The
Builder, 1948). That the development also featured the un-inspiring pre-war designs would mean the
site would attract much criticism of the Valuer’s approach and serve as emblematic of the

architectural quality of LCC developments in this period.
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Figure 18: Kingswood Estate, Dulwich. Source: ideal-homes.org.uk.

Day describes at some length the erstwhile development that was planned under the control of
Charles Gibson, Chairman of the Housing Committee for fourteen sites in Wandsworth (Day, 1988).
Comprising a number of sites in the Wimbledon Common and Putney Heath area they were formerly

the grounds of Victorian and Edwardian mansions that benefitted from advantageous position and
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established landscapes. The first site at Roehampton comprised some mixed-development but the
main building type was yet again the ubiquitous five-storey flatted blocks. The planned
accommodation comprised 91 per cent flats with just nine per cent houses in either a standard two-
storey format or a three-storey maisonette that essentially comprised a house with a flat on top. Day
describes it as ‘typical of Walker’s in-county flatted development’ (Day, 1988: 254). He goes on to
describe the plans formulated by July 1949 to develop all fourteen sites in a similar manner with
blocks of five-storey flats, the construction of which necessitated the removal of a large number of

mature trees and the flattening of an established landscape.

Amidst mounting criticism, what was widely seen as a stagnant architectural policy at the LCC led to
moves to re-calibrate housing policy by the introduction of new committees. These would be
responsible for reviewing layout and design as well as each estate plan. By 1949 these overtures
proved successful with the inauguration of two new sub-committees, the Housing and Joint
Development sub-Committee to look at outer estates and the Housing Development Committee that
would be responsible for flatted developments. In what would be seen as a progressive move Evelyn
Denington considered something of a rebel, having joined the Housing Committee in 1947, was
elected to chair both sub-committees. Denington had previously worked with Frederik Gibberd in St
Pancras Borough and ‘her interest in new ideas made her a rebel member on the Housing Committee’
(Day, 1988: 247). Forshaw’s departure eventually made way for the appointment of RH Matthew as
Chief Architect with JL Martin as his Deputy. Both architects were regarded as progressive, young
and capable and would be able to count on Denington’s support in raising architectural standards at

the LCC.

These appointments coincided with a growing clamour orchestrated predominantly by the Architects
Journal who vociferously challenged the architectural quality of LCC developments. The result of this
campaign certainly influenced the Council decision on 24 June 1950 to remove housing work from
the control of the Valuer (LCC HPHC 1950). As Day suggests ‘the Housing Committee and the Council
had decided that Walker’s proposals for the fourteen Wandsworth sites were architecturally
inadequate and failed to exploit the potential of these sites’ (Day, 1988: 256). Bullock (1994) suggests
this decision had just as much to do with the failure to achieve the volumes of production promised
in the Housing programme as any frustration with the quality of housing. Nevertheless, RH
Matthew’s newly empowered Architects Department would assume control of housing provision
and, albeit slowly at first, have the chance to challenge Walker’s cost-based doctrine. Despite

wrestling control they would continue to be challenged by the Valuer.
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Having finally gained control of housing, Matthew immediately began to articulate a new strategy,
apparent in his early plans. At the Princes Way, Ackroydon site, the challenge of achieving the
desired densities while still incorporating a proportion of houses necessitated the inclusion of high
blocks. Normally these would be considered too costly but by utilising two new types of building that
qualified for a higher subsidy their inclusion became acceptable. High point blocks; high towers with
their circulation and services built into a central core, and four-storey superimposed maisonettes
therefore entered the LCC buildings lexicon. The acceptance of point blocks was perceived to offer a
number of benefits, namely the relatively small footprint required on which to build them and the
aesthetic benefit of adding variety to the overall plan. This was considered in stark contrast to the
much-derided inter-war practice of erecting monotonous rows of five-storey slab blocks. Further
justification for high point blocks was the reasoning that whilst cost increased up to six- or seven-
storeys due to the expense of providing lifts thereafter it levelled off. This was attributed to the use
of economical shuttering and the advancement of reinforced concrete building technique. As well as
taking up less space the high point block allowed a wider retention of established landscape. Despite
continued opposition from Walker, the Housing Committee resolved to accept these two new

standard types on 8 November 1950 (Day, 1988).

Matthew also continued to develop his ideas relating to the implementation of the mixed-
development strategy. LCC policy up until then had been to include varying sizes of accommodation
in the same block. Matthew’s new policy was to see greater design standardisation by
accommodating different size families in broadly the same type of accommodation rather than
mixing accommodation within a block. Therefore, large families with children were to be housed in
houses and maisonettes, medium sized families in staircase access blocks and small families in tall or
balcony access blocks. Older people would be housed in ground floor apartments or bungalows
within a development. To avoid segregation and isolation the concept was to group various types of
housing around communal areas (Day, 1988). Despite opposition from Walker and an attempt by two
Conservative members of the Housing Committee to question this strategy Matthew eventually
succeeded. Resistance to the inclusion of high flats in LCC development saw a number of
unsuccessful attempts including one that sought to highlight the potential of low-rise
accommodation to achieve the stipulated densities. Later, unfavourable tenant surveys relating to
high point blocks were presented but it seemed any attempt to question their inclusion was largely
ignored. At this stage Matthew continued to develop standard flat types based around both balcony
and staircase access with varying internal arrangements. The inclusion of dining/kitchen and
dining/living rooms were seen by some especially Walker more used to separate rooms, as too

associated with continental practice. The strategy developed by Matthew is explored by Day and
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illustrated by comments given by JL Martin to support an exhibition of building work completed since
1950 and requested by the Housing Committee in 1953. ‘One of the most important changes
illustrated in the LCC schemes is the transition from ordinary block development towards a type of
layout which can be described as mixed-development and which includes 11-storey blocks of flats as
well as maisonettes and houses’. Martin continues to provide examples of relevant LCC development
including Ackroydon confirming that even at densities of between 100-136 ppa it was possible to
ensure a significant number of families can benefit from their own garden. He goes on to suggest
‘this type of development in which the architectural elements range from two-storey buildings to 11-
storey blocks, has many architectural advantages. It allows the human scale to be more easily
maintained, it makes possible a much easier relationship to the surrounding development, which is
often two-storey in height, it opens up opportunities for considerable variety of layout and maximum
use of changes of level’ (Day, 1988: 266). Martin’s report also comments upon the strategy of using
standardised components and pre-fabricated panels to reduce cost and, as Day suggests, sets out to
paint a picture of ‘radical change’ justifying the Committee’s decision to return responsibility for

Housing to the Architects Department (Day, 1988: 266).

2.5 Festival of Britain and beyond

At their meeting on the 26 January 1949 the Housing Committee was appraised of the intention of
the Festival of Britain Council to stage a ‘live architecture exhibition’ as part of the celebration with
the intention to showcase reconstruction in London (LCC HPHC, Jan 1949). The aim was to ‘prepare a
particularly interesting and original scheme in the way of a lay-out as a practical example of the
application of the new planning concepts and building techniques’ (Day, 1988: 248). The Housing
Committee reluctant to trust such an undertaking to Gibson; the serving Director of Housing and
Walker, instead sought the input of private architects, leaving Gibson with only a co-ordination role

and the, as yet untested new Chief Architect responsible for layout (Day, 1988).
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Figure 19: Model of the Skylon, the motif of the Festival of Britain, designed by Powell and Moya and reputedly
named by Alywn Sheppard Fidler’s wife. Evidence of the popularity of toys and models that represented
architectural forms and technology of the period. Source: rennart.co.uk.

With Festival Director, Gerard Barry and with Hugh Casson directing the architectural content, the
Festival featured a veritable ‘who’s who’ of the Modernist architectural (private) elite. As Director
General of the Festival, Barry believed strongly that architects and designers had a crucial role to play
in reconstruction (Atkinson, 2014). Philip Powell and Hidalgo Moya were to be responsible for the
Skylon and Ralph Tubbs would create the Dome of Discovery, elsewhere contributors included Ove
Arup, Jane Drew, Maxwell Fry, Leslie Martin and Basil Spence (Jones, 2003). The Live Architectural
Exhibition site, centred upon the Lansbury Estate in Poplar would represent an altogether more
down-to-earth approach and a less futuristic style. Frederick Gibberd, amongst others, would be
responsible for a collection of traditional brick cottages and low-rise flats designed to meet LCC
required densities and represented in a conservative mixed-development community. In reviewing
the site, the Architectural Review condescendingly described it as a ‘domesticated Modernism’ (AR
1951: 177) and it certainly owed more to the Swedish Empirical rather than any radical Corbusian
style. Developed on a flat site with little in the way of landscaping it relied on low-rise development
to meet its densities rather than embracing the high-rise block. What might have provided an
opportunity to showcase the architectural credentials of the LCC would instead be a presentation of
the work of predominantly private architects that would take as their theme a traditionally English
picturesque style. By providing a blank canvas for a range of leading contemporary architects, the
Festival would feature both elements of Corbusian as well as the less radical Swedish Empirical style.

The only part of the architecture exhibition that the Council would be directly responsible for was the
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development of Site No1l. This would comprise three- and six-storey blocks of flats considered an

improvement on previous developments but ‘not very progressive or exciting’ (Day, 1988: 250).
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Figure 20: Festival guide to the Lansbury Estate, depicting layout and types of building. Source:
modernmooch.com.

To get a better feel for the more progressive styles incorporating high flats being built in London at
the time you would have to look further afield. Jones contrasts the development at Lansbury with
the contemporary Churchill Gardens development in Pimlico by Powell and Moya. He suggests the
contrasting styles represented the prevailing styles within the profession. Young architects, recently
graduated from the Architectural Association School, Powell and Moya’s development featured brick
faced flats of between five- and nine-storeys aligned freely across the site. Representing a
particularly high-density of 200 ppa the development was widely reported in the Architectural
Review (AR 109, 1951) and the Architects Journal (AJ, 7 Dec 1950).

The stylistic variations and the differing schools of thought including the use of slab and point blocks
and the general inclusion of a higher proportion of flats in contemporary developments are no better

illustrated than by the LCC's development at Roehampton.
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Figure 21: Alton East, Roehampton (1952-55), designed by AW Cleeve Barr and Michael Powell and reminiscent
of the Unite d’Habitation in style. Source: museumoflondonprints.com

Alton East (Portsmouth Road), Roehampton designed by AW Cleeve Barr and Michael Powell provide
an effective illustration of the prescripts of the Swedish Empirical style with point blocks and a range
of low-rise flats and houses amid mature parkland. Approved on 17 October 1951 (GLRO HC, 1951) it
featured what the Architects Review described as ‘a more economical point block’. This allowed a
greater proportion of the new blocks than originally intended on the basis that they would ‘achieve
reduced site coverage....and give greater flexibility and openness in layout’. By eliminating the
previous balcony and staircase access blocks in favour of point blocks allowed larger dwellings to be
accommodated instead in four-storey maisonettes or two-storey houses. The narrative
accompanying the plan described how the two-storey blocks were situated on the perimeter of the
development with the maisonettes ‘arranged in the main between the areas of terraced housing and
the point blocks, so that there is a gradual build-up of architectural scale from low to tall
buildings....giving good prospects from most blocks and pleasant vistas through the site across the
well landscaped open spaces’ (GLRO HC, 1951). The overall development resulted in 40 per cent of
the homes provided being either terraced houses or maisonettes with the remaining 60 per cent in

point blocks. Discussing the development later, the architects explained how the landscape had been
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the defining factor in composition and layout, and in particular ‘the sloping site with its big trees’
(Keystone, 1952: 36). In a further display of the softer side of the Architects Department, houses and
maisonettes featured pitched roofs and the overall development incorporated traditional brick and
timber. Greater individuality was achieved by the inclusion of private balconies for each flat and the
use of aesthetic touches such as bold colours and tile patterns to differentiate each block. The level
of detail extended to the use of replicating the brick bond pattern of the earlier Ashburton Estate
nearby. The defining style was said to be influenced by turn-of-the-century English housing and its

interpretation by Sweden (Jones, 2003).

Figure 22: Alton Estate Roehampton. Source: The Concrete Society.

The later Alton West development in Roehampton was designed by Colin Lucas and John Partridge
and formally approved in September 1953. This development maintained the precepts of the LCC’s
mixed-development model amid an established landscape to represent ‘a more dogmatic
architectural statement’ (Jones, 2003: 73). The most striking element of their composition would be a
group of 11-storey slab blocks comprising maisonettes and flats raised on pilotis (Jones, 2003). Whilst
Alton East represented the Empiricism talked about at length by JM Richards in Architectural Review,
the Alton West development was clearly more Corbusian in style, mimicking within local constraints
the Unité in Marseilles and being based on a more local re-interpretation of Modulor (Jones, 2003).

The ‘soft’ architecture of the Empirical school was the product of a slightly older more ‘conservative’
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school, the new men including Powell and Moya, Lucas and Partridge, as recently graduated
architects, represented the more radical ‘hard’ school heavily influenced by Le Corbusier (Jones,

2003).

For Pevsner the inclusion of the high blocks in the Roehampton parkland had ‘created a specifically
English version of International Modernism’ (Glendinning and Muthesius 1994: 54). Despite the
stylistic variations developments such as Roehampton demonstrated clearly the potential of
architecture to build a new world, as Esher (1981) pointed out ‘the young LCC architects were not, as
they saw it, designing for elderly Mr Wilkins of Bethnal Green, but for their own generation, capable
of seeing a brave new world’ (Esher, 1981: 110). The inclusion of high flats in the housing equation,
whatever the style, by this time was recognised as a means of accommodating high densities in
traditional urban settings and consequently architects of every stylistic persuasion sought to include
them in their plans. Writing much later in 1966, erstwhile Paddington Chief Architect Rolf Jensen
would publish his justification for high flats in High-density Living (Jensen, 1966). His experience
dated back to his time in Paddington and he begins his study by describing the challenge ‘there is no
greater or more serious problem confronting the world, and more especially the Industrialised,
urbanised countries today, than that of how best to deal with the so-called population explosion in a
way that will enable people to live in a humane, civilised fashion free from the burdens of modern
urban life, and where they can both work and play in an equally beneficial environment’ (Jensen,
1966: 1). Jensen in particular describes his early challenge in Metropolitan London faced with a
growing population requiring accommodation close to work and the inability of the Garden City
adherents to provide a viable solution. Describing his attempts to gain acceptance for radical high-
rise tower blocks in Paddington Jensen explains how his plans exceeded the then current LCC density
stipulations whilst providing a high degree of amenity. He describes an increasing level of pre-
fabrication of reinforced concrete components and the use of the then relatively new tower cranes
to build a new type of radical high-rise housing that solved the perennial challenge of meeting high
densities in urban settings. The 1966 publication represented a continuing justification for high-rise
accommodation, informed by Modernism and enabled by new technology that found voice initially
within the LCC from the 1950s onwards but also throughout those cities keen to be characterised by

their progressive social housing programme.

2.6 Daylight, density, slab and point blocks

Whilst slab and point blocks would continue to appear, part of the selection process for the type of
flat selected related to available daylight and the required density. Orientation remained central to

the planning process and it had long been taken for granted that in order for inhabitants to take
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advantage of natural daylight it was necessary for flats to be built along a north- south line
(Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994). Various forms of measurement were adopted to try to establish
a ‘daylight factor’ but by the 1940s efforts focused on establishing both the measurement of light
and the use of land and space between buildings. This last equation related to desired densities and,
whilst Garden City adherents championed low densities, along the lines of Unwin’s twelve houses to
the acre these guidelines were really only applicable to new residential suburbs built on the outskirts.
From 1938 the accepted measurement of density became the persons per acre (ppa). By the time of
the County of London Plan it had been accepted that 200 ppa was the highest acceptable figure with
100-136 ppa a more acceptable inner surburban level and outer residential areas enjoying much
lower figures (Glendinning & Muthesius, 1994). Low-density suburban development generally
presented no challenge to daylight but with a new enthusiasm for the flat, issues of daylight became
a central consideration. For many the challenge of resolving the daylight issue was to build high. An
additional bonus of embracing high-rise construction in order to achieve high densities was the

potential to benefit from more open space between buildings (Glendinning, & Muthesius, 1994).

The exact form of flat building would also be a subject of much speculation. For a long time technical
and practical issues had made the rectangular block both more attractive and cost effective and it
was widely believed that this form provided the best opportunity to maximise the benefits of
daylight. Many examples would be built in massed ranks of long rectangular blocks reminiscent of
the German Zeilenbau municipal blocks of the 1930s. Influential English publications of the period
illustrated the tall rectangular block as the most desirable form of building enabling both the benefits

of daylight and open space.
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Figure 24: Slab block flats at Bollmora in Stockholm (May 1962) constructed using the Skarne system. Source: The
Concrete Society.

In the Pelican book ‘Town Planning’ (1940) Thomas Sharp would illustrate the slab block in a country
setting and FRS Yorke and Frederick Gibberd’s ‘The Modern Flat’ (1937) would illustrate a tall
rectangular block on its cover. Numerous examples of the type would feature in pre- and post-war
development including the celebrated Kensal House in Ladbroke Grove designed by Maxwell Fry in
1937 and Churchill Gardens in Westminster designed by Powell and Moya in 1946. Building
restrictions in London that imposed a maximum of five-storeys prevented much in the way of high-
rise development until the 1950s. Glendinning and Muthesius (1994) examine the emergence of high
blocks and conclude that it was a result of a widespread feeling that it was ‘time to move beyond the
prevailing post-war practical and utilitarian outlook’ (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 53). They
cite Gibberd at the RIBA Symposium on High Flats of 1955 suggesting that ‘high blocks give more
pleasure to more people’ (Glendinning, and Muthesius, 1994: 53). Certainly architects expressed a
boredom with the uniformity of massed ranks of rectangular slab blocks and many articulated a
desire to build higher and provide ‘vertical accents’ to their designs (Glendinning and Muthesius,
1994: 53). To solely attribute the emergence of high-rise blocks such as Gibberd’s The Lawn at
Harlow New Town to architects is however an oversimplification. Whilst it had been possible to build
high before it had been prohibitively expensive and it was only the emergence of high cranes and

new technology that made this form of construction more feasible.
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Figure 25: Point block flats at Nasbydal, north of Stockholm (May 1962) constructed using the Skarne system.
Source: The Concrete Society.

Certainly leading architects would advocate the aesthetic advantages of high blocks to punctuate a
development and provide architectural variety. Glendinning and Muthesius suggest that both point
and slab blocks had entered the architectural vocabulary by 1953. The emergence and popularity of
point blocks saw their development in a number of early configurations, the most common being the
Y- and H-shaped blocks, each benefiting from central core access. Lifts and stairwells would be
situated at the building’s core as opposed to the earlier common form of balcony access slab blocks.
As Glendinning and Muthesius (1994) explain these forms had been briefly explored in the Dudley
Report and the former would go on to characterise Wimpey’s early forays into high-rise construction

that became common during the Manzoni period in Birmingham.
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2.7 RIBA Symposium on high flats

In March of 1955 the RIBA Journal reportedly extensively on the Symposium on High Flats, a meeting
held at RIBA in the previous month that was to give credence to the adoption of high blocks.
Although not personally present, Duncan Sandys, Minister of Housing and Local Government, sent a
message requesting two outcomes from the meeting. The first was agreement on how high blocks
might best be incorporated into mixed-development to meet the required densities and, the second,
how the cost of building high might be contained. Despite the Minister’s absence his Deputy
Secretary, Dame Evelyn Sharp, was present and addressed the challenge facing local authorities
tasked with large slum clearance programmes. She conceded that local authorities would have to
embrace high blocks even though ‘high dwellings were not accepted by the whole of the public’,

although she did feel that ‘high dwellings interspersed with low and middle sized dwellings were a

thing of beauty’ (Sharp, 1955: 195).

Figure 26: Dame Evelyn Sharp, Deputy Secretary to the Minister of Housing and Local Government. Source:
civilservice.blog.gov.uk.

Clearly Dame Evelyn was giving the green light to local authorities to incorporate high blocks, those
of greater than six-storeys, in mixed-development estates as a means of maintaining high densities.
At this time high blocks were viewed as a valuable solution to maintaining density albeit for a specific
demographic. To this end Dame Evelyn stressed that families with small children should be able to

enjoy ‘dwellings near the ground’, this represented a less than specific directive, giving local
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authorities the freedom to interpret the advice. Margaret Willis, sociologist working at the LCC
Architect’s department was more specific, suggesting that families with young children should not be
housed above the third or fourth floor. Although she did suggest that from her findings of 156
families interviewed ninety per cent preferred living higher. She cited three reasons for this, better
air and healthier atmosphere, the greater quiet and the view or outlook (Willis, 1955: 203). The
somewhat conflicting advice enabled local authorities to form their own opinions and policies and it
was therefore no surprise when high flats increasingly emerged as acceptable forms of housing for

families with small children.

Dame Evelyn’s more direct concern related to economics and that in advocating high blocks the
industry needed to find some way to limit the cost of building high. She suggested that this objective
had already been achieved on the continent and the imperative in Britain was to find ‘a height and
method of design at which dwellings in the tall block do not cost substantially more’ (Sharp, 1955:
195). Other speakers at the Symposium generally supported the view that high blocks were both
necessary and advantageous, not least in terms of aesthetics. Hl Whitfield Lewis suggested that high
blocks would add ‘variety and interest’ when incorporated into mixed-development (Whitfield Lewis,
1955: 196). Frederick Gibberd suggested that ‘the building of tall flat blocks gives more pleasure to
more people’ and were an antidote to monotony ‘large areas of nothing but two-storey houses were
dull’ but he did sound a caution: ‘a tall building is a fascinating problem, but | hate to say it...they
provide opportunities for architects to build monuments to themselves’ (Gibberd, 1955: 201) Ralf
Jensen, Architect for Paddington, suggested that there were wider considerations in favour of high
blocks, not least a need to limit urban sprawl. He relayed concerns for the absorption of more
agricultural land, the preservation of the amenity value of the countryside, the revulsion of city
dwellers for the countryside and the supposed difficulty in inducing industry to move to new
development areas. He therefore advocated the development of valuable central areas with tall
blocks capable of achieving 300 ppa and the adoption of point rather than slab blocks, ‘the slab block
in all its forms leaves a lot to be desired’ (Jensen, 1955: 204). His preference was for the point block
ideally featuring six to eight ‘open-plan’ flats per floor, served by a single staircase and lift although

he conceded two lifts might be required.

This chapter has explored the initial absence of a flat tradition in England the how the emergence of
Modernist ideas engendered a new approach to architecture that focussed on form over function. It
has discussed the work of influential architects including Le Corbusier and Gropius and how groups
including CIAM and MARS redefined the accepted form of future development, how this approach
was celebrated and promoted by influential periodicals and resulted in the emergence of a range of

architectural styles. New Empiricism and Brutalism would attract a new generation of architects
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tasked with reconstruction many of whom would practise their art in public service. The early work
of the LCC Architects Department has been discussed and influence that organisation imposed on re-
development throughout the country not least in the growing trend for large cities to appoint their
own City Architect. It has witnessed how advances in both technology and materials as well as
experience of continental development ensured the flat became a vital component in the palette of
post-war estate design. The following chapter will explore how the need to house the populace after
the hardship of war became a widely accepted political imperative that formed a part of post-war

election manifestos and endured until the early 1970s.
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3.0 Building the Welfare State

In 1942 Summerson (1942) wrote about the potential of the architectural profession in the post-war
period, energised not just by new fashions but also by a growing political and social awareness.
Commenting on how a changing clientele might influence the rise of the public or salaried architect,
he suggested that local authorities might begin to attract the brightest talents keen to put this new-
found awareness to best use. Responding to the claim by the RIBA President in 1938 that
Departmental architecture was ‘stale chocolate’, Summerson argued it need not be ‘secondhand or
tepid’ and that the tide had already turned and the ‘brains and enthusiasm of the young’ would
‘favour the Departments’ (Summerson, 1942: 236). He also suggested that RIBA should recognise
these changes and adopt some of the more progressive strategies of the Association of Architects,
Surveyors and Technical Assistants (AASTA), the more inclusive and progressive professional
association formed in 1924, which better reflected the need for the profession to take on new skills
and work collaboratively with other building professionals. The picture painted was one of
opportunity for the salaried architect, the design of ‘the shops, the pubs, the big bold cinemas, the
tonic banks, the housing estates, the schools, the hospitals’ would represent ‘a high proportion the
‘work of the architectural salariat’ (Summerson, 1942: 240). He went on to discuss the architectural
style that might be adopted suggesting a retreat from the work of Tecton, Maxwell Fry or Wells
Coates to one ‘incorporating many accepted formulas of planning and finish but more flexible’ and
that ‘pre-fabrication might be of enormous value’ (Summerson, 1942: 240). He concluded by
suggesting ‘it seems to me that the high-fliers, the Lloyd Wrights and the Corbusiers.... have broken as
many barriers as need breaking for the present’. ‘The next thing to be done is to render architecture
effective in English life’ (Summerson, 1942: 243). It would remain to be seen whether the political
setting would enable this new generation of architects, what part public architecture might play in

re-construction and how new technologies would support the huge task of reconstruction.

3.1 Philanthropy and State Housing

Although the provision of post-war social housing would become synonymous with the incoming
Labour Government of 1945, the birth of the state-sponsored housing initiative can trace its
antecedents back to the philanthropic projects of New Lanark (1784), Akroydon (1861) and Saltaire
(1850-61). These invariably saw enlightened industrialists realise that productivity and the health of
their workforce went hand in hand. At the end of the First World War Lloyd George’s exhortation in
1919 to provide ‘Homes fit for Heroes’ was motivated by a similar imperative, a need to provide good
quality housing for the working classes. Driven in part by a quest to eradicate the continuing evils of

the Victorian slum it was also regarded as necessary to reward the sacrifice during the war and to
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limit the potential for social unrest. The role that the state might play in housing provision had been
introduced by a report of the London Trades Council in 1884 for a Royal Commission to investigate
housing for the working classes. Such was the task that George V’s speech to local authorities in 1919
sought to frame the problem and its solution: ‘it is totally impossible that private enterprise,
philanthropy and charity can ever keep pace with the present demands .... Economic forces and
population have outstepped their endeavours; hence evils accrue. But what the individual cannot do
the state municipality must seek to accomplish. For it alone possesses the necessary power and

wealth’ (Nuttgens, 1989: 52).

The contrasting policies of respective Conservative and Labour Governments of the inter- war years
were considered in Marion Bowley’s study Housing and the State (1945) which set out to consider
the various policies of state-provided subsidy. Although economic in its focus, Bowley recognised the
growing political imperatives relating to housing policy. ‘Housing policy had become a national issue.
It was no longer the special interest of isolated groups of social reformers. It had graduated into the
world of party politics. With the slogan ‘Homes fit for Heroes’ it started its career as a pawn in the
political game of bribing the electorate with vague promises of social reform’ (Bowley, 1945: 183).
Bowley provides a breakdown of party policy by reviewing subsidy legislation commencing with the
Conservative/Liberal Addison Housing and Town Planning Act (1919), itself heavily influenced by the
Tudor Walters Report (1918) that saw the introduction of subsidy to aid building for the working
classes. Her review discusses successive subsidies, including the Conservative Chamberlain Housing
Act (1923) that saw a reduced subsidy made available to private builders for working-class housing
provision. This was followed by the Labour Wheatley Housing (Financial Provisions) Act (1924) that
would see an increase in basic subsidy and the Greenwood Housing Act (1930) that would focus
policy on slum clearance. Conservative focus on the middle classes would see the 1930 Housing Act
abolish subsidy for General Needs housing, itself a precursor to the long-standing Conservative policy
of promoting home ownership exemplified in the Ministry of Health About Housing publication (MH,
1939). This publication focused almost exclusively on the benefits of home ownership, an area where
it was envisaged the private builder would meet the needs of the middle and upper working classes,
leaving the local authority responsible for slum clearance and provision of homes for a demographic
unable to meet commercial rents (MH. 1939). Day suggests that political interventions in the inter-
war years saw Conservatives base their policy on ‘minimum state intervention with a focus on
encouraging private enterprise to provide working class housing’. This contrasted with a Labour
policy that ‘sought to make the state responsible for the general provision of working-class housing,

as well as slum clearance’ (Day, 1988: 62). Whilst Bowley had set out to be politically neutral her
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findings suggested a preference for a greater state control of housing to provide a more extensive

range of options for the widest demographic.

3.2 The Dudley Report

The Second World War was to have a far-reaching effect ‘on the fabric and culture of British society’
(Finnimore, 1989: 26) and ‘the notion that the working class was enduring deprivation and sacrifice
to secure a more equal society was crucial to the prosecution of the war effort’ (Finnimore, 1989: 27).
The recognition of a need for a fairer distribution of wealth and with it social amenities played a
significant part in post-war planning and was taken up by both sides of the political divide. During the
war various authoritative publications would influence post-war housing policy. The most influential
of these was the Dudley Report in 1944 entitled ‘The Design of Dwellings’ published by the Ministry
of Health which aimed ‘to make recommendations as to the design, planning, layout, standards of
construction and equipment of dwellings’ (MH, 1944). Some of its more progressive
recommendations included the inclusion of women on Housing Committees as ‘experts’ that the
local authority should consult (a policy that was adopted successfully in Birmingham during Herbert
Manzoni’s tenure as City Engineer). The Dudley Report also recognised the importance of the
architect and advocated local authorities appoint them to public roles to ensure ‘beautiful
neighbourhoods’. Emphasis would be focussed on layout and composition with a recommendation
that construction should feature ‘complete communities rather than the development of purely
residential estates for a single social class’ (MH, 1944: 55). A study group from the Ministry of Town
and Country Planning appended their report on how a complete community might be achieved. The
concept of the neighbourhood unit would reflect the recommendations made elsewhere by
Abercrombie and Forshaw’s County of London Plan (1944). The neighbourhood unit envisaged,
should be ‘socially balanced, inhabited by families belonging to different ranges of income groups’

(MH, 1944: 61).

The Dudley Report was progressive in tackling issues relating to social balance, advocating tenant
participation in Housing Committees as well as the introduction of a new breed of public architect
and planner. In setting out the general principles that should guide the post-war provision of state
housing and the need for greater tenant inclusion it ‘expressed a greater awareness of consumer
needs’ (Day, 1988: 66). The Dudley Report was clear in its recommendations suggesting that
architects should be engaged to provide aesthetic input into a variety of housing types better suited
to meet the needs of a wider demographic. These would include single people, couples, pensioners
and families of different sizes. In seeking a solution for this mixed community it suggested ‘a mixed-

development of family houses mingled with blocks of flats for smaller households’ (MH, 1944).
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This would address the common complaint of monotony of inter-war construction and avoid the
‘dreary barrack like’ appearance of previous estates with mixed-development making possible a
‘more intimate and varied grouping of the buildings around churches, shopping centres, public houses
and community buildings’ (MH, 1944). This recommendation would therefore provide greater
diversity in the height of development whilst making better use of public space and landscape. In line
with publications like the County of London Plan (1944) the Dudley Report was the first official
government publication to advocate the adoption of a mixed-development, mixed community
model. The later Housing Manual (1944) made little mention of it and failed to address the challenge
of social balance preferring to focus on physical issues such as densities and road layouts. By 1945
the Coalition Government felt ready to address the Housing challenge in their White Paper (1944-5)
which promised a separate dwelling for every family deserving of one, a renewed slum clearance
programme and a general improvement in standards of accommodation reflecting recommendations
that had appeared in previous reports. In order to deliver on the promise of building 300,000 new
homes within two years advantage would be taken of non-traditional forms of construction, for
which subsidies would be available to both local authorities and private contractors. This general
policy would be carried over into the 1945 Conservative Election Manifesto which rehearsed the
Conservative mantra that home ownership was a realisable objective for most of the population and
that its provision would be delivered by an empowered private sector. Whilst the commitment was
welcome, the similarities with pre-war policy were easy to recognise and re-iterated Marion Bowley’s
recommendations. Conservative policy had changed little from the pre-war policy that saw state
intervention only being used for the provision of emergency housing, whilst relying on an energised
private sector responsible for mainstream housing provision. As a product of the Coalition
Government it was surprising that Labour Ministers were content to let this pass and ignore almost
completely the progressive findings of the Dudley Report. With the end of the war looming and with
the approach of an election it was widely regarded that housing was one of the ‘non-controversial
issues in party politics’ (NUCCA, 1944). Both Labour and Conservative post-war election manifestos
would discuss housing but it was the Conservatives who would be more specific about their
objectives. Their policy was largely a re-iteration of the commitments made in the 1945 White Paper
with some of the characteristics of the 1941 Report ‘Looking Ahead, Foundation for Housing’
(NUCCA, 1944). With its focus on the values of family life, steady employment and national health, it
declared that ‘local authorities and private enterprise must be given the encouragement to get on
with the job’ (CHC, 1945). Its vision recognised and articulated the need to avoid the much-criticised
large inter-war suburban estates of monotonous character. In contrast a wider range of home types

would be available situated near work, have ready access to community facilities and the countryside
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and be available at a reasonable and affordable cost. The need for housing to be aesthetically
pleasing harked back to Garden City principles that idealised the house or cottage with a garden that
would have the effect of ‘elevating the poor’ (CHC, 1945). In recognition of the likelihood of high
building costs the Conservatives promised subsidy and reiterated their commitment to build 220,000
within two years with a further 80,000 already underway supplemented by 150,000 temporary
homes. Although they largely re-iterated the already-articulated policy of the Coalition,
Conservatives promised to make use of non-traditional forms of construction and continue the policy
of land acquisition on which to build the required housing. Somewhat surprisingly, the Labour Party
failed to even repeat Coalition policy and avoided detailed promises beyond a general commitment
to provide reward following the hardship of war and the need for welfare reform. Although the
Conservatives appeared more concerned about discussing a new World Order with Britain at its
centre (Day, 1988) there was a clear differentiation between policies, with Labour focussed on
empowering and supporting the workforce in contrast to the Conservative promise to support
private enterprise. This was a demonstration of a more developed political radicalism that saw the
Labour Party focus on ‘winning the peace’ and ensuring the ‘hard faced men and their political
friends’ who benefitted from the last war did not return (Foot, 1997: 266). This was altogether more
progressive in feel and harnessed the potential of an underlying social unrest to promise the
electorate ‘fair shares’ with a Labour Party committed to ‘win the peace for the people’. This stance
reflected a consistent and long held fear that following the sacrifices of war, provision of homes was

necessary to not only reward those returning but to also limit the potential for social dissatisfaction.

‘We are telling them now that they are heroes for the way in which they are standing up to
the mighty bombardment and it’s true. | think they will keep on being heroes, but when the
war is over they will demand the rewards of heroism; they will expect to get them very soon
and no power on earth will be able to rebuild the homes at the speed that will be necessary....
| think there is going to be grave trouble, and the danger is that if the machine of government
which can spend money so recklessly in engaging in war, fails to be equally reckless in re-
building, there will be both the tendency and excuse for revolution’ (Kandiah and

Rowbotham, 2020).

Whilst lacking specifics in their manifesto, during the 1945 General Election campaign Ernest Bevin,
Minister of Labour in the Coalition Government promised ‘five million homes in quick time’. This
commitment certainly recognised the need for large-scale housing development and reiterated a
belief that had been held long before the end of the war and formally communicated to local
councils as early as 1941. What might seem an early recognition of a need for a major post-war

expansion in home building was not however solely attributable to enemy bombardment. Although
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Lord Woolton, the Minister for Reconstruction, had announced in August of 1944 that 25,000 homes
had been destroyed and serious damage done to a further one million, (Swenarton, 1981) many
more were in a parlous state of repair and lacked basic amenities. This condition had been
exacerbated by the absence of a workforce able to provide vital maintenance with those builders

able to work engaged instead in essential war work.

3.3 Labour Victory

The landslide Labour victory with a majority of 146 seats would see the appointment of Aneurin
Bevan to the post of Minister of Health with responsibility for housing. Attlee’s reputation for non-

intervention would mean that Bevan would largely be given free rein to develop a detailed strategy.

S

Figure 27: Aneurin Bevan, Minister of Health responsible for housing in the post-war Labour Government. Source:
walesonline.co.uk.

Whilst the Conservatives favoured free enterprise, believing that Britain’s pre-war building industry
would re-group and rise to the challenge, Bevan took an alternative view. He decided to ‘chill and
check free enterprise house building which had always provided the bulk of the nation’s houses’ (Foot,
1997: 261) in favour of an alternative. Despite widespread opinion making light of the task that
confronted him, Bevin’s ‘five million homes in quick time’ and Stafford Cripps’ suggestion that
‘housing can be dealt with in a fortnight’ (a quotation attributed to the President of the Board of
Trade by Churchill in a Motion of Censure in the House of Commons December 5/6 1945 but taken
out of context according to Cripps), the reality was that immediate progress was painfully slow. The
country faced an acute shortage of housing, of the 12.5 million homes in 1939 a significant number

had been either damaged or gone without maintenance for six years. Foot suggests that Bevan was
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faced with a population that were expected to live in 700,000 fewer houses than in 1939, a problem
exacerbated in the first three years following the war with a further 11 per cent more marriages and
33 per cent more recorded births. Faced with an acute shortage of building materials and a potential
workforce of servicemen awaiting repatriation, a pre-war construction workforce estimated at 1
million had fallen to 350,000. In an effort to meet demand aggressive targets were set to augment
the workforce with new apprenticeships and retraining aimed at providing 800,000 new recruits to
the construction industry by 1946. Progress was however much slower and there seemed to be ‘ittle
conviction that this would materialise’ (White, 1965: 52). For 18-months there was little real progress
with efforts centred on the manufacture of pre-fabricated temporary housing, the repair of damaged
property, compulsory purchase of vacant sites by local authorities and the prohibition of homes to
office conversion. Throughout, Bevan’s Marxist leanings would shape both his rhetoric and mould his
strategy even if, at times, his views were in contrast to his less radical cabinet colleagues. The first
debate on Housing on 17 October 1945 saw the opposition focusing on the shortage of housing and
enquiring what role free enterprise might play in solving the problem (Hansard, HC deb 17 October
vol414, 1945). Bevan countered ‘Before the war the housing problems of the middle classes, were
roughly solved. The higher income groups had their houses, the lower income groups had not’.
Criticising the speculative builder, and the unprincipled financial institutions that supported them, he
continued ‘We propose to start at the other end. We propose to solve first, the housing difficulties of
the lower income groups’. In sharp contrast to the Conservative pursuit of home ownership, Bevan
would describe his policy: ‘In other words we propose to lay the main emphasis of our programme
upon building houses to let. That means we shall ask local authorities to be the main instrument of
the housing programme’ (Hansard, HC Deb 17 October 1945 vol414 col1206). This major departure
from earlier Coalition policy would place the responsibility for housing directly with the 1,700 or so
local authorities who would henceforth develop their own building programmes, select and prepare
sites, establish contracts with either private builders or their own Direct Labour Organisations (DLOs),
fix rents, allocate tenants and manage their estates. The ratio of public to private development was
set at 5:1 with building programmes approved by central government who would also apply the
subsidy. Bevan believed that empowering local councillors would ensure a better response as local
authorities were not only more aware of their local requirements but their success could be judged
by their electors. In contrast he believed that continued Conservative demands to allow private
enterprise free rein would result in private developers selecting the most profitable clients leaving
the working class homeless. Bevan outlined a vision that would incorporate a policy of mixed-
development with a wider social composition on new estates that comprised age-balanced

communities (Hansard, HC Deb 17 October 1945 vol414 col1206). Whilst compatible with his
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democratic socialist views in essence they were a re-affirmation of the various recommendations of
both the Dudley Report of 1944 and the solutions proposed in Abercrombies’s County of London
Plan. What Bevan added to this formula was the empowerment of the local authority as the
instrument of his policy with an increase in general subsidy. The 1946 Housing Bill (Hansard, HC Deb
March 1946 vol420 col341) would provide the detail by outlining increased subsidy for construction
on both expensive urban sites and for the adoption of flats of greater than four-storeys to reflect the
high cost of lift provision. The Parliamentary Secretary announcing the new subsidy suggested that
Parliament ‘would welcome these proposals as being in excess not only of their wildest expectations,
but even their highest hopes’ (Hansard, HC Deb March 1946 vol420 col341). Whilst the previous
subsidy on a three-bedroom house was £5.10s from the exchequer and £2.15s from the local rates
over 40 years the new subsidies were for a lengthened period of 60 years with £16.10s coming from
central government and £5.10s coming from local taxes. Conservative opposition to these moves
centred unsurprisingly on the exclusion of private enterprise in Bevan’s plans but also presciently
suggested that the method of subsidy would favour high flats rather than the universally-preferred
mixed-development. In particular G McCallister MP responding suggested ‘The Minister may imagine
that he is following the lead of the French Architect and Planner Le Corbusier. If he does, he is
profoundly mistaken. In his latest book ‘The three foundations of a humane civilisation’ Le Corbusier
advocates de-centralisation of population and industry, the creation of garden cities and low-density
housing policy’ (Hansard, HC Deb March 1946 vol420 col341). That subsidy might have the
unintended outcome of accelerating high-rise construction would need the test of time to confirm
but for the moment Bevan vehemently championed his policies. The Ideal Home Exhibition of 1948
incorporated a pamphlet ‘Housing Progress’ that extolled the virtues of the architect-designed home,
claiming ‘socialist houses are bigger and better’ (MH, 1948), whilst celebrating the layout and
neighbourliness of new estates. There was some truth in this claim, whilst the pre-war minimum size
for a three-bedroom house had been 750 square feet and the Housing Manual (1944) had
recommended 800-900 square feet, Bevan had gone with the Dudley formula of 900-950 square

feet.

The radical nature of Bevan’s policies would see him advocate the ideals of a classless society
represented by mixed-development, mixed communities. That this might also represent an attempt
to expand Labour’s traditional demographic was supported by the 1949 Housing Act that would see
the replacement of ‘working class’ terminology with ‘income groups’ to describe housing policy. To
support this wider vision talk was of a ‘variegated kind of housing’ (Hansard, HC Deb 13 March 1950
vol472, col764) designed by architects that could achieve a quality not possible with estates of

identical houses. In the absence of specific proposals in the Labour Election Manifesto, policy seemed
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to reflect the more progressive recommendations of the Dudley Report (1944) and County of London
Plan (1944). Labour supported the concept of mixed-development in its widest sense with
recommendations on house-to-flat ratios and clear guidance on neighbourhood planning. Despite
seeming like a wholesale adoption of the Dudley Report, Bevan was passionately committed to the
quality and specification of housing resisting all temptation to lower specification in order to achieve
greater output (Foot, 1997). Bevan was also fiercely committed to the concept of mixed-
development not just from an aesthetic perspective but the need to mix a demographic to form the
best type of community, ‘we should try... to introduce in our modern villages and towns what was
always the lovely feature of English and Welsh villages, where the doctor, the grocer, the butcher and
farm labourer all lived in the same street’ (Foot, 1997: 273). Perhaps in order to support this ideal he
cautiously enabled home ownership by authorising local authorities to lend money (up to £5,000) for
home purchase. As Day concludes, by 1949 local authorities had been empowered by ‘legislation,
finance and guidance to build balanced communities for all sectors of society’ (Day, 1988: 87).
Meanwhile in opposition the Conservatives continued to direct criticism at production volumes and

lament the absence of private enterprise in the home construction equation.

3.4 Conservative control

For the 1951 Election Campaign Conservative attention would continue the focus on Housing,
increasing Labour’s achieved target of 200,000 new homes per annum to 300,000 and opening up
opportunity for the private sector (Hansard, HC Deb 6 Nov 1950 vol 480 col605). Churchill would
declaim in parliament that ‘we should expand output so as to make it possible for free enterprise to
build large numbers of additional homes, both for sale and for rent’ (Hansard, HC Deb 6 Nov 1950 vol
480 col605). With a Conservative victory Harold Macmillan would take over as Minister of Housing
and Local Government and immediately increase the subsidy. Whilst his policy focussed on
production volumes it went hand in hand with an overall reduction in the size and standard of
accommodation. Instead of the more overt Labour statements about quality and size of housing,
Macmillan would define housing policy in terms of family values, with community and society
centred upon the home. By 1953, having achieved the designated target of 300,000 homes per

annum, Macmillan set about outlining ongoing policy.
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Figure 28: Harold Macmillan who would take over responsibility for housing in the incoming Conservative
Government. Source: collectionimages.npg.org.uk

Unsurprisingly a greater emphasis on the role of private enterprise and a reduction of state control
were paramount. Conservative policy focussed on the need for people to help themselves rather
than rely upon the state to provide them with a home, ownership became a central tenet of policy,
‘of all forms of ownership, this is one of the most satisfying to the individual and the most beneficial
to the nation’ (MH, 1953). In a major reversal of policy Macmillan refocused local authorities on slum
clearance whilst leaving private enterprise to provide General Needs housing, suggesting that ‘this
fresh attack upon the housing problem will commend itself to the great mass of the public as both
practical and imaginative’ (MH, 1953). As Day concedes (Day, 1988) this was hardly accurate, but
more of a return to Conservative pre-war strategy masquerading as new policy. A relentless drive to
engage and empower free enterprise would be accelerated still further in 1954 with the abolition of
building licences. The Housing Repairs and Rent Act followed by the 1957 Rent Act brought in the
removal of rent controls for private property and was marked by an immediate rise in rents. From
1954 Duncan Sandys, Macmillan’s successor at the MHLG, would reduce further the General Needs
subsidy whilst increasing that for slum clearance, ensuring that local authorities focussed their
attention on the growing challenge of slum clearance. In 1956 the Housing Subsidies Act with the
Progressive Height subsidy would facilitate higher subsidies for tall flats. Whilst the intention was not

designed explicitly to promote the development of high-rise, local authorities, tasked with inner-city
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slum clearance and with achieving high densities, would clearly be more likely to replace slums with
the more financially-rewarding high flats. By 1956 the Conservatives had progressively dismantled
Bevan’s vision of social housing by reducing subsidy for local authorities and opening the door for
private contractors. This comprehensive reversion to a capitalist-centred policy favoured free
enterprise economics and home ownership, and ensured the dismantling of any ideas promoting

socially-mixed development.

3.5 The Local Authority Architect

The Dudley Report of 1944 was influential in advocating the wide scale employment of public
architects to plan post-war reconstruction. Recognising the importance of aesthetics when tackling
such widespread re-development the findings of the report echoed contemporary publications such
as the County of London Plan. Innovative and varied design and the recommendations of the Report
were welcomed by both political parties. When Bevan announced his empowerment of local
authorities to manage all aspects of home provision and set the ratio of public to private house
building at 5:1 the die was cast. Whilst this curtailed the role of the private architect it did ensure
that newly-qualified architects in particular had no option but to pursue careers in public service. For
many this proposition presented not just an ideological challenge but an opportunity to put what
they had learnt about Modernism into practice in order to effect post-war change. The architect of
the post-war period was therefore a very different animal to his nineteenth-century counterpart.
Modernism had changed the role from the professional concerned with structure, style and
appearance to one encouraged to address social and political considerations. Many were very happy
to see the requirement for social awareness as part of their job function. Wells Coates commented:
‘we are not so much concerned with the formal elements of style as with an architectural solution to
the social and economic problems of today’ (cited in Jackson, 1970: 63). For many of these new
recruits the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), ostensibly the mouthpiece of the profession,
had for some time not adequately represented them. It had long comprised predominantly those
architects in private practice ‘middle aged, middle class, widely cultured men — no women — with
middle sized practices’ (Carter, 1979). RIBA hardly represented the salaried architect employed by
the local authority and for this reason in 1919 the Association of Architects, Surveyors and Technical
Assistants (AASTA) had been formed. AASTA campaigned vigorously for greater representation for
public architects within the professional association resulting in 1928 in the formation of the Salaried
Members Committee of RIBA. Whilst debating the role of private architects within their Committees,
RIBA was also investigating the respective roles of the private and public architect with the stated
aim to decide which group ‘is more likely to produce the better architecture’ (RIBAJ, 1935). With

Raymond Unwin as Chair and his Committee comprised equal numbers of private and public

101



architects, their findings would underline RIBA’s perception of the salaried professional. The
Committee concluded that architects ‘should be regarded with the same consideration whether they
occupy official positions or are in private practice’ (RIBAJ, 1935). The report however went on to
associate administrative and organisational skills with the public architect and the altogether less
common skills of creative design to architects in private practice. It concluded that ‘official architects
should realise that there may be men better qualified than themselves in the matter of design, and be
more ready to seek their help and co-operation’ (RIBAJ, 1935). The publication of a speech by
Honorary Secretary Michael Waterhouse in 1943 suggested that RIBA had a choice ‘between either
being in a position to speak for the entire profession, or adhering to its long-term policy of being able
to voice the view of that part of it which sets before itself the highest ideals and standards. Myself, |
see only one line of action for this Institute. To adhere at all costs to its standards’ (Waterson, 1943),
This was by no means an isolated view, reflecting the widely held perception within the professional
association of the public architect, the type of work they were engaged in and their perceived

political preferences.

The common viewpoint of the inferiority of the public architect was explored further in the October
edition of Horizon (1942) in it, Summerson addressed the changing face of the profession contrasting
the aspirations of the architect qualifying in 1925 with those of the architect qualifying in 1938.
Summerson suggests the 1925 graduate aspired to be ‘a successful independent practitioner of
architecture, a scholar and a gentleman with clients in the aristocracy, the City and the Church’
(Summerson, 1942: 233). Then in the thirties the depression witnessed the profession ‘shrink
horribly’ leaving the practitioner the only option of salaried employment that ‘attracted few and was

entertained by the unambitious and the not very talented’ (Summerson, 1942: 234).

By the mid-thirties the attraction of salaried employment grew in response to Continental ideas that
promoted town planning, sociology and politics. The emergence of influential local authority
practitioners such as LH Keay in Liverpool, RAH Livett in Leeds and JH Forshaw at the Miners Welfare
Commission represented a rise in status and consequently the range of opportunity available to the
salaried architect. The rising status enjoyed by the public architect would be enhanced by the more
progressive activities of AASTA in publishing research and guidance from MARS. This would coincide
with a growing opportunity afforded by local authorities to the public architect as they were
empowered by responsibility for the ‘big programmes before them’ in post-war development. In
charting this transformation of status, Summerson suggested that public bodies would henceforth
‘recruit some of the best architectural ability’ and it was time that RIBA and AASTA work to ensure

‘the slur on salaried practice is wiped out once and for all’ (Summerson, 1942: 241).
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Since its formation in 1919 AASTA had continued to represent the public architect in much the
fashion of a trade union. In seeking affiliation with the Trades Union Congress (TUC) in 1939 and,
later in 1942, with the National Federation of Building Trades Operatives (NFBTO), ‘it wanted to see
itself as part of the labour movement’ (Day, 1988: 15). In 1942 AASTA changed its name to the
Association of Building Technicians and by 1945 its membership had risen to 3,000 and represented

‘in the most clear-cut fashion the Left wing of Architecture’ (Summerson, 1942: 235).

Figure 29: Lancelot Keay, City Architect at Liverpool and first public architect to become President at RIBA. Source:
municipaldreams.files.wordpress.com.

The appointment of Lancelot Keay, Liverpool’s City Architect and Housing Manager, to the post of
President in 1946 may have given an indication of RIBA’S reluctant acceptance of the Public
Architect. The end of the war certainly promised to enhance the role of the public architect although
to many it would still struggle to achieve the standing of the private architect. Certainly in the period
between the end of the war and the early 1960s local authority Architects Departments would grow
exponentially. Private architects would win occasional contracts to design specific projects but by
and large the public architect would reign supreme. Not until the building boom of this period began
to slow would the leading public architects’ transition into private practice. The balance between the
public and private architect would be explored in Layton’s 1961 study entitled ‘Building by local

authorities’; in it, she set out to explore the organisation of building within local authorities. Part of
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her report centred upon a review of the role of the Local Authority Architects Department and its use
of private architects. What she found was sporadic and reluctant use of private architects by local
authorities. The report explained that local authorities’ use of private resources was largely limited to
situations where ‘the volume of work was insufficient to warrant a full-time appointment’ or ‘a
scheme of outstanding importance needs a man of acknowledged standing’ (Layton, 1961: 168).
Notwithstanding the absence of any mention of women, this statement seems to echo the
conclusions of a pre-war RIBA concerning the status of the private architect. The overall tone
suggests a concern for the private architect in a period of unprecedented public building. The
conclusions that Layton drew suggest an attempt to re-assert the position of the private architect
and at least ensure that a few crumbs from the table were shared. In conclusion Layton encourages
the contracting of private architects so that they might ‘introduce new ideas and be a stimulus for

regular staff’ (Layton, 1961: 169).

Layton’s study is an important artefact charting the development and status of the public architect,
reflecting that ‘once in danger of being treated as less important members of the profession’,
referring to the Salaried Members Committee at RIBA, ‘they now outnumber their colleagues in
private offices’ (Layton, 1961: 170). The changing role of the private architect with regard to local
authority work reflected a complete reversal in the fortunes of their public colleagues. Layton found
that local authorities regarded the private architect as an option of last resort, with authorities
reluctant to accept that private architects could offer anything ‘to add to the experience of the
salaried architect or benefit the quality of local architecture’ (Layton, 1961: 170). What Layton’s study
clearly demonstrates is that a larger proportion of the profession was now employed in public service
to the detriment of private architects. Whilst private architects might occasionally be engaged in
landmark projects, the more likely outcome was, that they would be used in times of high volume to
augment salaried staff. Layton’s study provides an interesting insight into the profession in the
immediate post-war period. Whilst she recommends the contracting of private architects by local
authorities the clear belief from the authorities she polled was that they had good reason to believe
they were capable of recruiting the very best talent that the profession had to offer. Only from the
late 1960s with a decline in the rate of public building would salaried architects be tempted away to
private practice. Contrary to earlier perceptions and not diminishing the administrative skills of the

public architect this trend suggested perhaps that talent invariably followed the work.

3.6 Post-war high flat policy

The emergence of, and enthusiasm for, mixed-development philosophies immediately after the war

meant that architects were keen to explore the development of estates that featured a range of
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housing suitable for a wider demographic. This meant a wider range of housing types began to
appear, single-storey bungalows for the elderly, conventional two-storey houses and a range of
maisonette types as a practical compromise between the house and flat. Local authority architects
would increasingly embrace new forms of flat construction. Initially the lower-rise slab block gained
ground on cost considerations with the later emergence of point blocks as viable alternatives due
both to advances in building technology and the belief that they were able to achieve higher
densities in smaller spaces. Cleeve Barr would later describe the ‘large vocabulary of multi-storey
dwellings’ available in Britain including balcony-access, staircase-access, central-corridor access,
cluster-blocks, short and tall point-blocks, scissor blocks (Cleeve Barr, 1962). The plethora of styles
described by Cleeve Barr clearly demonstrated the vibrancy of local authority architectural practice
but it could not have occurred without government support in the form of subsidy. The Greenwood
Act of 1930 had initiated the subsidy that allowed local authorities to build flats on expensive mostly
urban sites. The rate of subsidy was directly proportional to the cost of the land and a clause ensured
that flats of at least four-storeys were built to ensure sufficiently high densities were achieved. The
result was that in an effort to maximise the financial incentive the result was ‘to produce rather
crammed flatted estates’ (Dunleavy, 1981: 37). The incoming Labour government of 1945 retained
the subsidy system from the inter-war years that consisted of a flat rate paid over the sixty-year
lifecycle of the property, to ‘offset the interest and repayment burden on the local authorities’
(Dunleavy, 1981: 42). Additionally, subsidies were paid based upon the value of a site, benefitting
inner city development. Bevan increased the subsidy in 1946 and with housing still playing a major
part of political strategy the Conservatives again raised the subsidy in 1951 whilst also signalling the
reintroduction of the private sector into house building. Their intention was clearly to focus local
authority attention on slum clearance, re-housing and overspill developments. The general subsidy
was gradually phased out by 1956 when a Progressive Storey Height subsidy enabled flats of four-,
five- and six-storeys to attract a significant increment over the basic house subsidy. In developments
over six-storeys the increment rose for each additional storey. Under this new policy a flat in a six-
storey block would receive 2.3 times the basic house subsidy rising to three times at 15-storeys and
three point four times at 20-storeys (Dunleavy, 1981). The increase in subsidy reflected the higher
costs of development accounting for the inclusion of expensive lifts and new building materials such
as the emerging reinforced concrete. Whilst this increased subsidy was not as generous as the 1952
scale that enabled building on expensive sites it gave a significant encouragement for development
on less costly sites. Subsidy would be changed yet again in 1961 and 1965 but the overriding effect

was to provide encouragement for local authorities to embrace high-rise construction. It wasn’t until
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1967 with the introduction of mandatory housing cost yardsticks that it became evident that

Government wished to reduce high-rise construction (Dunleavy, 1981).

Whilst flat construction figures for 1953 shows that of the total housing built, 20 per cent was in the
form of low-rise, and just three per cent was high-rise. The rise in the percentages of high-rise
construction Dunleavy correctly attributes to the freeing up by the Conservatives of the private
sector to pursue speculative house building. A re-focus of public sector development on slum
clearance and urban re-development witnessed a steady decrease in local authority house building
and a steady increase in high-rise approvals. The need to maintain the higher population densities of
the central urban slum areas made high-rise construction attractive to local authorities. The high-rise
block could prove useful to not only maintain urban population densities but could also ensure the
workforce remained local to work. Allied with height subsidies for less expensive land the explosion
in high-rise development, whilst not specifically an objective, became an attractive proposition for
local authorities faced with growing housing lists and more concerned about volume than quality of
accommodation. From just three per cent in 1953, approvals for high-rise would grow to represent
15 per cent of total approvals by 1960 and 26 per cent by 1966. In terms of numbers this represented
6,000 in 1956, 17,000 in 1961, 35,000 in 1964 and 44,000 in 1966. From 1966 there was a steady
decline with total approvals decreasing by 31 per cent between 1966-8, by more than 50 per cent in
1969 and 38 per cent in 1970. By 1973 just 2,750 flats were approved. Between 1955 and 1975 some
440,000 high-rise flats would be built with 90 per cent being in inner urban areas (Dunleavy, 1978: 1)
and ‘many if not most residents in high-rise flats moved there from slum accommodation’ (Dunleavy,

1978: 2).

This chapter has explored how the need to provide a decent standard of housing became a key
political imperative following the hardship of the Second World War. It has described how early
philanthropic housing introduced the need for, and benefits of decent working class housing and
how following war both main political parties supported the need for the major reconstruction and
the provision of new homes. Early political theory related to the form of the housing that would be
provided has been explored through a study of the Dudley Report (1944) and subsequent Housing
Manuals that witnessed the emergence of the flat as a viable form of housing. An exploration of the
County of London Plan (1944) has examined the proposal to utilise the neighbourhood unit as a key
component in future planning that would incorporate mixed development estates featuring flats as
part of the housing equation. The form of early reconstruction has included a discussion on the
implementation of early temporary pre-fabricated housing and efforts to combat labour and
materials shortages with alternative forms of housing. The direction of political priorities has

witnessed a move from general needs housing to a focus on the eradication of the slum. The need to
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provide high density housing in an urban setting has been discussed including the introduction of
building subsidies that encouraged the use of high flats as a solution to the problems associated with

land shortages and density targets.

The following chapter will investigate how successive governments handled the problem of ever
increasing housing demand amid a shortage of materials and labour. It will chart the introduction of
non-traditional forms of construction and examine how certain contractors enjoyed greater success
and how their experience influenced the development of industrialised methods of building in the
early 1960s and how this earlier experience influenced contractor’s responses to the demands of

implementing system build.
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4.0 New forms of construction

As early as 1933 Walter Gropius had commented enthusiastically upon the potential for pre-
fabrication and industrialisation to effect change in the building industry: ‘Our age has initiated a
rationalisation of industry based on the kind of working partnership between manual and mechanical
production we call standardisation which is already having direct repercussions on building. There can
be no doubt that the systematic application of standardisation to housing would affect enormous
economies — so enormous indeed, that it is impossible to estimate their extent at present’ (Gropius,
1933: 25-6). From the early years of the Second World War it had been recognised that major re-
construction would be necessary after the cessation of hostilities. That new technologies and
materials might deliver more efficient construction was one consideration but there was also a
feeling that it could also contribute to an improvement in the quality of housing. In 1943 the
Committee for the Industrial and Scientific Provision of Housing, lamenting the quality of small
homes, suggested that the reason for this was the lack of technological progress, ‘building is the
oldest of crafts, and magnificent as our traditional building methods are, they are not adapted to the
quick and easy provision of first call housing for the masses’ (Committee for the Industrial and
Scientific provision of Housing, 1943: 6). Unlike the Burt Committee established in September 1942
with the remit to consider methods and materials, the 1943 Committee voiced more concern over
the state of the existing construction industry suggesting that it would require substantial re-
organisation. To modernise, the building industry would require greater standardisation, enabling in
turn mass production with the proviso that to be successful the market would need to be assured of
sizeable production runs and consistent demand. Clearly many people were conscious of the need
for the industry to adapt to meet the new challenges and pre-fabrication and industrialised methods
were widely seen to offer exciting possibilities. The perceived benefits that pre-fabrication could
offer were succinctly recorded in 1945 by a RIBA Committee that highlighted ‘economy in cost,
economy in time, improvement in equipment, advantageous use of new materials, best use of

available labour and improved working conditions’. (RIAl, 1945: 1).
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Figure 30: Early Industrialised concrete construction required accurate formwork in this case produced by
carpenters and illustrating the position of duct-tube. Source: Cowley Concrete Co, (1952).

In exploring both new materials and processes after the war up until the early seventies many terms
proliferated to describe new methods of construction. Non-traditional was a generic term coined
during the 1940s to refer to any form of construction that did not conform to the traditional brick
and stone method (Finnemore, 1989). It was used extensively and encouraged by Government to
describe new building methods incorporating a wide range of predominantly new building materials
including timber, steel and concrete. Despite its proliferation it was not universally accepted and
conscious that non-traditional construction might have negative connotations, Wimpey coined the
phrase ‘new tradition’ to describe their No-fines construction (Wimpey, 1955). Promoters whether
from government, architecture or the industry were keen to differentiate their offering and terms
such as pre-fabricated, Industrialised, Industrialised system as well as rationalised traditional were
regularly used, interchanged and often confused (McCutcheon, 1975). In 1944 the Ministry of Works
defined pre-fabrication as ‘the production under factory conditions of components that may be used
in building, and of the pre-assembly of such components into complete units of a building’ (M.W,
1944). White in his History of Pre-fabrication published in 1965 extended this description to
incorporate on-site production ‘pre-fabrication is taken as meaning a continuing trend, with many
fluctuations to manufacture always more of a building under a factory roof, be it only a temporary
factory at or near the site’ (White, 1965: 3). Despite the variety of definitions used, the consensus

was generally accepted that pre-fabrication, whether of individual components or of large sections of
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a building, was related to factory-based mass production whether in a purpose-built factory away

from site or in a temporary one on-site.

The term ‘industrialised building” whilst incorporating the features of pre-fabrication went further by
adding detail to the process and end product. In 1959 a United Nations Report attempted a wider

definition of Industrialised Building that resulted in a closer definition of the process:

e continuity of production, implying a steady flow of demand;

e standardisation of products;

e integration of the different stages of the whole production process;

e a high degree of organisation of work, which in the case of building implies in the first
instance more complete organisation of work on site; the transfer, where economic in given
conditions, of certain operations from site to factory; and may mean factory production of
the greater part of the house;

e mechanisation to replace manual labour wherever possible;

e research and organised experimentation integrated with production
(UN ECE, 1959: iii)

The definition adopted by the United Kingdom government in 1965 largely agreed with these

principles but made one significant addition:

‘the term industrialisation... covers all measures needed to enable the industry to work more
like a factory industry. For the Industry this means not only new materials and construction
techniques, the use of dry processes, increased mechanisation of site processes, and the
manufacture of large components under factory conditions of production and quality control,
but also improved control of the selection and delivery of materials and better organisation of
operations on site. Not least, Industrialised building entails training teams to work in an
organised fashion on long runs of repetitive work, whether the men are using new skills or
old. For this purpose, Industrialised building can include schemes using fully rationalised

traditional methods’. (MHLG, 1965).

The inclusion of the term ‘rationalised traditional methods’ was meant to describe traditional
techniques that adopted a more Industrialised process but might utilise factory-produced
components. A later report in 1968 to the US Congress on the European experience with
industrialised building would specifically address Industrialised System building, ‘although
rationalised conventional building is commonly regarded as being Industrialised, the central concern

of this report is with the systematic application of industrial technology to the building industry.
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Therefore, the term industrialised building systems will be used hereafter to refer only to advanced
pre-fabrication and in-situ systems, thus excluding rationalised conventional construction’ (Patman,
1968: 3). It is therefore questionable whether early non-traditional schemes could really be classed
as Industrialised building or indeed whether the System build that emerged in the early 1960s

exhibited the required characteristics to warrant the Industrialised definition.

4.1 Non-traditional building

Whilst the inter-war period had witnessed the development of a number of new types of
construction including pre-cast and in-situ concrete as well as steel and iron relatively few examples
had been built. Of the four and a half million new homes built in the inter-war period it is estimated
that fewer than two hundred and fifty thousand were non-traditional, amounting to just five point

five per cent of the total (BRE, 2002).

e g
Figure 31: A

Royal Visit to an early example of a non-traditional home, the Cornish Unit produced by Selleck
Nicholls and reportedly a favourite of Aneurin Bevan. Source: www.sellecknicholls.com.

After the war the projected requirement represented a doubling of inter-war production that a
recovering building industry, beset by labour and materials shortages, would be unlikely to achieve
or sustain. The need for the modernisation of the post-war building industry was hardly news, the
Tudor Walters report of 1917 had already lamented ‘the absence of industrial processes in house
building’ (Tudor Walters, 1918: 16). Although it had fallen short of advocating standard plan types for
fear of compromising good design, it had recommended the adoption of standard dimensions in an
effort to promote the pre-fabrication of building components. The commitment to investigate and
promote new methods of construction would be furthered by the inauguration of the Building

Research Station in 1921 to consider new materials and processes and during the war the inter-
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Departmental Committee on House Construction or Burt Committee had been formed to look at the
efficacy of new forms of construction. In an effort to find alternatives to traditional brick and tile
construction the Committee having investigated the use of steel and timber in house construction
would report that ‘type design’ had the potential to offer significant economies. With the
encouragement of Government many non-traditional systems would be developed incorporating
varying degrees of pre-fabrication and by the time the Burt Committee had published its third report
in 1947 some 101 systems had been recommended as appropriate for use by local authorities (Lewis,

2012).

A shortage of both materials and labour was the major concern driving investigations into new forms
of construction but this was also allied to a fear that politicians and commentators had had for some
time relating to the lack of innovation in the building trades. Progress or lack of it was still
inextricably linked to the availability of skilled labour. In order to meet the challenges of
unprecedented new building programmes it was felt that building methods would need to ‘change
permanently and irrevocably’ (Finnemore, 1989: 67). Many felt that a lack of improvement in
efficiency and productivity was attributable to the continuing absence of the type of technological
development that might enable large-scale expansion (Richardson and Aldcroft, 1968). Previously,
the larger scale estates had only flirted with pre-fabrication by utilising standard house types
benefitting from consistent components. Government attempts to get the building industry to
embrace new technology had not always been met favourably. The National Federation of Registered
Housebuilders baulked at plans that suggested that its members might embrace new technologies in
order to rise to the challenge of increasing output (NFRH, 1944). By 1942 there were ten building
firms employing over 10,000 workers each, perhaps unsurprisingly the two that sat on the Burt
Committee were Laing and Mitchells (Wimpey). For these ambitious builders the war would not only
provide valuable construction work but would also favourably cement their relationship with
government as companies keen to rise to the post-war challenges of re-construction whilst
capitalising upon war-time goodwill. Both firms would be in the vanguard in recognising the
opportunity to provide a type of housing that could deliver growth with a limited dependence upon

skilled labour and material shortages.

The projected shortages of both labour and materials post—war were not the only reasons for the
state to invest resource in investigating non-traditional forms of construction. There were also
widespread fears that the building industry would be unable to scale up, and skilled labour would be
costly and better directed to export related industries. RA Butler’s aim as Chancellor of the
Exchequer was to ensure that labour was employed in the export industries and the perceived

inefficiency of the construction industry supported this policy with Cabinet demanding that ‘more of

115



the available building resources must be transferred to the development of the engineering industries,

which were capable of expanding their exports’ (N.A, 1952).

Despite early attempts to promote apprenticeships in the building industry to boost the available
workforce, it quickly became apparent that the results of these initiatives would arrive too late to
meet an urgent and growing demand for housing (White, 1965). A labour allied to a traditional
building materials shortage encouraged a drive to develop alternative building systems. This
witnessed the encouragement of many wartime industries more used to building products such as
aircraft to switch production to temporary buildings. These manufacturers were able to capitalise
upon an available workforce using familiar materials and methods to produce pre-fabricated
permanent homes (pre-fabs). The relative success of this initiative encouraged traditional builders to
embrace new materials and technology. The motivation that resulted in the early proliferation of
‘pre-fabs’ was illustrated by the Minister of Health’s reckoning ‘that it takes 100,000 building
operatives to build 100,000 houses in a year, the building labour force for these bungalows is not
much more than 8-10,000’ (Hansard, HC Deb 17 Oct 1944 vol404, col1255). Despite temporary
homes providing a much-needed stop gap, the primary objective was clearly to encourage the wider
adoption of pre-fab homes. The extent of government concern that any new systems might not be
quickly adopted resulted in discussions that considered the possibility of the government placing
orders directly with manufacturers and even taking direct control of construction on behalf of local

authorities (Finnemore, 1989).

The success of the Labour Party in the 1945 Election and the announcement of its plans for state-
sponsored housing would provide the necessary catalyst for the promotion of an extensive range of
non-traditional housing systems. On assuming office in 1945, Aneurin Bevan quickly demonstrated
his enthusiasm for new building techniques: I/ have been looking eagerly, ever since | took office, for
some system of pre-fabrication which would enable us to build houses in the same way as cars and
aeroplanes’ (Bevan, 1945: 253). By September 1945 the Ministry of Works had recommended that
local authorities should be made aware of available systems and encouraged to place orders.
Encouragement would take the form of subsidies to local authorities to offset the greater initial cost
of building non-traditional homes. It was widely accepted that new methods would prove more-
costly initially until volume and methods were established. The Burt Committee of 1943 had already
recommended the use of 78 systems and, by the end of hostilities, there was already an extensive
range of building systems available from a variety of sources. Whilst these included established
national building firms such as Laing and Wimpey, they were augmented by new entrants seeking to
switch war-time production to pre-fabricated house construction. These varied between companies

primarily concerned with material supply such as BISF to those involved in large scale war-time
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production such as the Hawker Siddeley Group. The systems proposed were either developments of
pre-war designs, completely new systems or increasingly common a wide range of licensed systems

from European sponsors, predominantly in Scandinavia and Central Europe (Lewis, 2012).

Finnemore’s suggestion that Industrialised building was directly related to the ‘social and economic
policies of the Welfare State’ (Finnemore, 1989: 9) is in many ways an over- simplification. Its rise in
popularity was driven by a number of complimentary factors, not least the anticipated post-war
shortage of building materials and labour. Whilst there was a compelling desire to quickly and
cheaply reward the populace this coincided with a desire to support wartime industry and move it as
efficiently as possible to sustainable peacetime production. In pre-fabrication governments
recognised that critical re-construction might be also be effected by a less skilled workforce thus
enabling skilled tradesmen to seek employment in export-orientated industries that would benefit

the balance of payments.

Finnemore recounts Henry Ford’s three pre-requisites to enable mass production. Ford believed that
mass production would only be possible if there was a) the identification of a large enough market to
support it, b) the standardisation of components to a minimum number and c) the ability to invest in
systems that would eventually deliver a cost reduction (Finnemore, 1989: 13). The inability of the
industry to meet the reconstruction challenge using traditional methods ensured that Ford’s first

criteria for mass production would be met. Whether the second and third criteria could be met

would ultimately define the success of the initiative.

Figure 32: Hawksley promotional materials of the 1950s, detailing the type of housing available and an aerial
shot of the factory producing it (formerly engaged in aircraft production). Source: Gloucestershire Archives.
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Partly due to the significant numbers of new systems available but also the strength of the traditional
building firms, many of the engineering groups would find their participation in the pre-fabrication
experiment relatively short-lived. In most cases this was only as long as the government subsidy for
non-traditional homes lasted. Their inexperience of the building industry including the need to come
to terms with contracting with local authorities and the requirement to employ a separate workforce
for ground-work, transport and finishing would quickly become apparent. That early systems were no
longer financially viable without subsidy to some extent masked other issues, including a failure to
effectively switch production to viable systems, to market them and implement them in an efficient

way.

By 1948 the potential of non-traditional construction was already being questioned as the National
Building Studies Report would attempt to quantify the benefit of non-traditional systems. They
concluded that ‘the best of the new methods save up to forty per cent in man power for the part of
the house to which they have been applied. The saving, in terms of the whole house is not more than
twenty per cent at best’ (NBSR, 1948). In concluding, the report confirmed that ‘the best of the new
methods are shown to be capable of being cheaper than tradition construction’ but this was qualified
by the proviso that only ‘when working at an economic tempo and assuming sufficient continuity of
operation’ (NBSR, 1948). For the local authority, non-traditional homes proved no cheaper than their
traditional counterparts and significantly more expensive in most instances than traditional ‘bricks
and mortar’. By 1947, when the Department of Health removed the subsidy many developers who
had converted to house production found it less profitable to continue. In the longer term the real
beneficiaries of what in essence was a short-lived initiative were those established building firms
who, conversant with the industry, had capitalised on a new market by adapting their processes to
meet the demand for homes constructed of new materials using new methods. That none of these
could truly be classified as pre-fabricated further highlights the conservatism of the industry and a
reluctance of established players to embrace the large-scale industrialisation of their businesses. The
most successful of the major building firms was Wimpey who focused their efforts not on off-site

pre-fabrication but on in-situ construction utilising new methods of construction.

Although the inter-war building industry had largely been characterised by multiple smaller local
firms it was only the larger more efficient firms that would enjoy real success and this trend was
repeated post-war. The inter-war period had seen the likes of Taylor Woodrow and Wates enjoy pre-
eminence and, in the immediate post-war period, it was firms of the size of Wimpey and Laing that
rose to the fore. That neither firm really embraced full scale pre-fabrication supports Finnemore’s

contention that the non-traditional movement was largely seen as a temporary expedient to
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‘overcome immediate housing shortages’ (Finnemore, 1989: 67) and consequently only a few were

committed to long-term change.

The potential of pre-fabrication and greater industrialisation of the industry continued to be
supported by Government. The 1948 Committee of Inquiry into the cost of housebuilding would find
that the post-war house was 325 per cent more expensive to construct than its pre-war equivalent
(Finnemore, 1989: 61). Whilst in part this increase reflected a higher and more-costly labour content
it could also be attributed to a 31 per cent decline in output. The productivity and efficiency of the
building industry would continue to be a concern for government and although Britain’s early forays
into non-traditional building could not be considered an unqualified success it felt that pre-
fabrication and industrialisation of the industry might yet deliver success. Despite the removal of
subsidy from 1947 Government remained keen to encourage and support non-traditional forms of
construction. The incoming Conservative Government of 1951 whilst setting targets of 300,000 new
homes per year dictated that the use of steel and timber should not increase and the labour force
remain at the same level. This clearly demonstrated that improvements would need to come through
the use of alternative materials and technologies that embraced pre-fabrication and enabled greater
productivity. The continuing support of non-traditional housing would continue with the Ministry of
Housing and Local Government explicitly instructing their Regional Officers in 1952 to increase non-
traditional housing, something they were able to do because they controlled allocations of new
building licences (Lewis, 2012).

4.1.1 Wimpey, a blueprint for success

To better understand the development of non-traditional forms of construction and how individual
companies could achieve success there is no better illustration than that of George Wimpey and Co.
In the immediate post-war period the company eclipsed their competitors and provided a blueprint

that many firms tried to emulate during the second wave of local authority System building in the

early 1960s.

Figure 33: Illustration of Wimpey Homes at Farnborough contained in period promotional materials. Source:
Wimpey (1950).
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Wimpey'’s rise to prominence would be through their development and implementation of the No-
fines system, a non-proprietary system of building that had been in use on a relatively small scale for
a number of years. It was originally developed in the Netherlands and adopted by a number of
builders from the 1920s who recognised its potential to alleviate the challenges of labour and
material shortages following the First World War. The earliest example of the use of No-fines was by
the Corolite Company in Scotland in 1923 but, following the Ministry of Health’s Post-war Building
Studies Report (1942) the system was adopted by a number of building firms most notably the Unit
Construction Company, Wilson Lovatt, Laing and Wimpey. Wimpey would have the greatest success
though and by 1968 they were able to report that 750,000 people were living in their No-fines homes
(Finnemore, 1989: 189).
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Figure 34: Exploded view of construction method of two storey Wimpey No-fines house. Source: BRE 1989.

The basis for the system and the term No-fines referred to the absence of sand and fine stones in a
poured concrete mix that formed a cellular construction, lauded at the time for its thermal qualities
and ability to suppress damp. The Wimpey system utilised a standard formwork of light re-usable
shutters, and in some cases a mesh, to form the load-bearing outer walls. It was said this method,
where the concrete was poured from height avoided the hydrostatic pressure of normal dense
concrete and so prevented disintegration (BRE, 1989). The mix was advertised as consisting of 1 cwt
cement to ten cubic feet of aggregate (approx. 1:8 by volume). The aggregate used would vary

depending on location, but would normally be washed river ballast able to pass through a three
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eighths inch sieve with no more than ten per cent passing through a three quarter inch sieve. A band
of re-enforcement bar would be installed in the concrete at eaves level, and support above ground
floor doors and windows would be provided by pre-cast concrete lintels with projecting re-
enforcement. Internal walls could be either traditional brickwork or of timber construction. Render
was applied in two or more coats to the external No-fines concrete: this contained natural stone
chippings available in a variety of finishes that could imitate local vernacular buildings. Internal walls
would be dry- lined or hard-plastered and party walls were often rendered to provide additional
sound insulation. A brick course would be formed from the foundation to the damp proof course
with ground floors of either solid or suspended construction and first floors of timber construction

attached to a notched wall plate. Windows could be of either timber or metal construction.

Figure 35: Promotional images of Wimpey mobile for:
housing. Source: Wimpey (1950).

The relative success of Wimpey in the post-war housing drive cannot merely be attributed to the

timely adoption of No-fines as a system. A number of competitors promoted similar systems but

were less successful. Wimpey’s success in this first phase of non-traditional building would greatly

121



influence participants in the second phase. This influence would not only condition sponsors in the
methods they needed to adopt to succeed but would provide a timely example of how one company

might emerge to capture the lion’s share of a lucrative market.

A preference for national building firms willing and able to scale their operations had been signalled
in March 1944 when the Department of Health Circular 14/44 gave priority for future infrastructure
projects to some 50-60 contractors who had been involved in aerodrome construction. This afforded
Wimpey the opportunity to leapfrog the often-preferred local contractors and even local councils’
own Direct Labour Organisations when contracts were being considered. The provision of
government subsidy to support the adoption of non-traditional forms of construction also proved
particularly beneficial to Wimpey in allowing the company to be competitive in a new market. Unlike
transitioning manufacturers who still had costly factories to maintain Wimpey were able to exercise
cost control by avoiding purpose- built factories in favour of the less costly temporary in-situ

fabrication that their system used.

No-fines therefore represented perhaps the most practical example of a firm utilising new
technology to solve the housing problem. Many of Wimpey’s competitors were promoting systems
that embraced pre-fabrication requiring expensive factories or casting plants. Transport costs could
be high and component damage during transportation was common. No-fines benefitted from
utilising commonly-available local materials that reduced the high transport costs more commonly
associated with pre-fabricated systems. Local supply also often avoided the common delays
associated with mainstream material shortage. As Finnemore points out, the lack of tensile strength
of No-fines necessitated the ‘use of windows and openings of modest size’ (Finnemore, 1989: 191),
these were not only cost- effective but also mimicked the more common traditionally-constructed
cottage. The options to render properties in a variety of finishes to reflect a local vernacular proved

attractive to local authorities.

Although the Ministry of Housing and Local Government did not find No-fines to be ‘a particularly
labour-saving system requiring on average 1700 labour hours per house’ (Finnemore, 1989: 190) it
did have benefits. Finnemore cites Gosschalk (1970) who concludes that the use of non-skilled labour
in the initial construction represented a considerable cost saving that resonated with the shortage of
a skilled post-war workforce. The speed of initial construction was also beneficial, enabling skilled
workers to move in after a day to complete the remaining construction (Finnemore, 1989). Wimpey’s
adoption of on-site labour camps also ensured they were able to mobilise a relatively low-cost
workforce quickly and reliably avoiding the delays associated with the need to contract scarce local

labour. This ready and willing mobile workforce also enabled Wimpey to promote its ability to quickly
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and seamlessly engage in follow-on projects. This ability put pressure on local authorities to award

repeat contracts or run the risk of losing a proven and available workforce to another authority.

Figure 36: Illustration of Wimpey’s advanced testing facilities including Soil and Compression testing, featured in
promotional materials. Source: Wimpey (1950).

Wimpey’s use of new technology would also have implications that would influence other building
companies when weighing up the prospects of investing in System build. Wimpey’s use of light re-
usable shuttering provided an advantage over the standard formwork of the type utilised by Laing.
Due to its weight, Laing had a greater reliance upon cranes that were not only expensive but could in

practice slow down the building process. In contrast the light weight of Wimpey’s shuttering

123



invariably meant it was not only less expensive but was easier and cheaper to transport within and

between sites.

Although in the immediate post-war period only a small number of options were available Wimpey
wasted no time in developing its portfolio to include a comprehensive range of design options.
Launching their system, initial designs were limited to a single orientation but when facing demand

for alternatives Wimpey were quick to accommodate both north- and south-facing orientations as

options for their No-fines houses (Lewis, 21012).

Figure 37: Wimpey No-fines terrace, one of the advantages of the No-fines system was the variety of designs
available utilising the system. Source: BRE 1989.

Their range subsequently expanded to include 2-, 3-, 4-bedroom terraced and semi-detached
options, with flat, hipped or gabled rooflines, and a range of porch styles and even ground and upper
floor bay windows (Wimpey, 1950). No other company offered such a comprehensive range and they
went on to offer low-rise flats of three- to four-storeys and then high-rise blocks of six- to eight-
storeys, as well as a range of community and commercial buildings including churches, schools and
retail premises. Wimpey were able to accommodate an increasing portfolio of design options
without deviating from their standard process, as options invariably only required a slightly different
configuration of their standard shuttering. Features such as bay windows and porches were easily
added to a standard product. Other vendors would find this level of flexibility difficult to
accommodate, so despite local authorities invariably opting for the most cost-effective solution
Wimpey were able to progress further in the procurement process by presenting their ability to meet
almost any requirement. Firms would find that offering flexibility in design could be costly and
adversely affect their completion deadlines. The result was that going forward firms would

increasingly look to limit their ranges and favour delivery of a standard product.
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Figure 38: — A terrace of No-fines homes, external and internal views included in promotional materials. Source:
Wimpey (1950).

Wimpey’s success could not just be attributed to offering a compelling product, their sales and
marketing effort was markedly different from the less-advanced efforts of their competitors. The
organisation promoted its proposition through widely-circulated bound brochures that featured
attractive illustrations of the building process and the finished product, backed up by impressive
statistics of completed projects across the country. These printed promotional materials were
accompanied by professionally-produced films, viewings of which councillors would be invited to, to
witness the success of the organisation and the transformation it might enable. Their marketing
materials were assertive and self-congratulatory: ‘In the hands of the Wimpey organisation this

building method has been developed to such a high degree of ingenuity and efficiency that it is able
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not only to meet the swiftly changing needs of the national building programme, but in many cases to
influence its form’ (Wimpey, 1950). Rhetoric also closely reflected the policies of post-war
governments, ‘In the midst of our towns and cities living space awaits the vigorous action which at
one sweep can remove disfiguring slums and replace them with homes of dignity and comfort....THE
WIMPEY ORGANISATION IS PREPARED FOR THE CRUSADE AGAINST THE SLUMS AND STANDS READY
TO GO’ (Wimpey, 1950). Local Authorities were also invited to completed schemes and Council
officials were keen to join the pilgrimage to show estates such as the one in Farnborough, to witness

first-hand the type of development they might build.

Promotional materials also included the option to provide local authorities with a turnkey solution.
Those authorities without the requisite resources could contract Wimpey to rely to provide their own
structural engineers, surveyors or project managers to fulfil a project. In anticipating this
requirement Wimpey conditioned the later System builders to replicate this service, confident that
package deals not only generated additional income but allowed the contractor complete control of

construction and the adoption of standard units that suited their purposes.

Wimpey were also quick to reward appreciative customers, the prospect of unveiling plaques to
mark completion of landmark developments quickly became a high point in the civic calendar,
invariably coinciding with a formal civic dinner (CBC, 1952). Wimpey’s reputation for hospitality was
well known, appreciatively accepted and widely replicated. In 1987 when Sheppard Fidler,
Birmingham's first City Architect, was interviewed by Glendinning and Muthesius he was careful to
be both complimentary about Wimpey’s Sales Department and keen to communicate his reluctance
to accept their hospitality, ‘they said, ‘Come out to lunch’, and I said, ‘No, | can’t’ (Glendinning and
Muthesius, 1987). In the light of the later conviction of his successor, Alan Maudsley, for corruption,
Sheppard Fidler’s retrospective eagerness to distance himself from any charge of succumbing to
inappropriate influence is understandable. Council reports in Birmingham and elsewhere regularly
reported civic dinners and excessively-catered lunches that demonstrated Wimpey’s ability to ‘oil the
wheels’. What is undeniable is that these methods were not only widely appreciated by councillors
but totally effective in achieving the developers’ objectives of winning new business, as evidenced by

Birmingham’s House Building Committee’s visit to Kidderminster.

Despite slick marketing, the key to Wimpey’s success was undeniably its ability to utilise a cost-
effective in-situ construction technique that harnessed a largely unskilled mobile workforce. This
method was able to consistently deliver projects on time and within budget, that resulted in repeat
orders. Wimpey’s enviable success and methodology would prove a significant influence for a range

of builders who would go on to adopt and promote System build. Firms were motivated by the
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promise of similar success, a desire to protect existing local authority markets and a keenness to

ensure they were not left behind by competitors more willing to invest and adapt.

4.2 School building and pre-fabrication

Whilst pre-fabrication would play its part in post-war house building, those builders utilising it would
never achieve the production figures accorded to in-situ construction using techniques such as No-
fines. Although there was a similar pressure to build schools in the immediate post-war period,
design and construction would be markedly different from housing and would in itself have a major
impact on the development of pre-fabrication and System building. Writing in the Architects Journal
Henry Swain suggested that ‘pre-fabrication probably represents Britain’s biggest contribution to
building technique since the war’ going on to claim that ‘schools would not have been built in
sufficient numbers without it’ (Swain, 1960). Like housing, the school building program was similarly
devolved; in this case to county councils and, to a lesser extent, local education authorities. These
were, ‘numerous, popularly elected and legally independent’ (Bullock, 2002: 219) and were tasked
with the definition of local policy, school design and management of construction programmes.
Unlike housing, the schools programme was unique in being able to call upon the resources of
dedicated architects. Of the 145 county and local education authorities responsible for schools in
1957, some 107 already had full time in-house architects. This figure contrasted starkly with the 1529
local authorities of which just 72 had architectural staff dedicated to housing (Bullock, 2002: 220).
School design therefore benefitted from the coming together of teachers and architects to develop a
new model, in contrast to the majority of post-war non-traditional housing which was largely devoid
of major architectural input. As Bullock describes, non-traditional house construction concerned
itself with building traditional cottages using different materials and there was little in the way of

design innovation (Bullock, 2002).

Just as Modernist experimentation into new ways of living and working had contributed to the
dialogue about the composition of housing, resulting in the emergence of new forms of high-density
urban mixed-development, educators, architects and post-war circumstances would combine to
influence the form of school construction. A number of pre-war reports focussed on nursery and
primary education would inform RA Butler’s 1944 Education Act, which heralded developments in
primary and secondary school provision. An extension of the school leaving age to fifteen, with a
further commitment to extend this to sixteen, would increase demand and put more pressure on the
post-war school building programme. Just as influential architects felt empowered to direct the way
people lived and worked, teachers no longer felt confined to teaching children to read and write.

Instead, encouraged by a widening brief, they extended their remit to include the acquisition of
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social and life skills, and consequently sought new schools in order to deliver their vision (Harwood,
2015: 167). The introduction of a wider curriculum engendered discussion relating to how and where
pupils might be taught, envisaging open, light, airy and adaptable buildings (Harwood, 2015). The
inter-war period had already witnessed progress, in 1934 the Nursery School Association had
commissioned Erno Goldfinger to design a school. The result was a building that was adaptable and
cheap to construct and which made extensive use of timber to provide a semi-permanent building.
Innovation in design would continue and timber would be adopted by other authorities with Hendon
in Middlesex producing semi-permanent schools designed to maximise the advantages of light, air
and landscape. Dennis Clarke Hall’s winning entry in the News Chronicle competition for secondary
schooling in the larger urban category would also take advantage of natural lighting and views of the

sky, utilising a standardised steel frame with light cladding (Harwood, 2015).

Figure 39: Advertisement for Simms Sons & Cooke for Industrialised timber building for the Schools programme.
Source: Interbuild 1965.

By 1941 it was estimated that ten per cent of elementary schools had been either destroyed or
damaged by bombing (Bullock, 2002: 183) but the drive to build new schools was not solely
influenced by the Luftwaffe: like housing, education and the type of schools needed would quickly
emerge as a key component of the reconstruction agenda. As early as 1941 Robert Wood, the Deputy
Secretary of the Board of Education, would be tasked with chairing a Committee to explore post-war
schools provision in the light of an envisaged labour and materials shortage. Mirroring the Burt
Committee for Housing, Wood’s Committee would publish two reports between 1942-3 and, whilst
less detailed than their counterpart, they would discuss how post-war schools might be designed and

built using either traditional methods or pre-fabrication. Steel was widely considered to be
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preferable to timber on account of its relative longevity and ability to accommodate larger glazing
panels. Principal in the discussion were the relative merits of a construction system that utilised
either a standardised bay or grid system. Whilst the bay system tended to accommodate building in
rows, the alternative grid system could be extended in all directions. Definitive direction and a
debate on the relative merits of each system would be left till after the war. Instead, guidance
focussed on a compelling need to take advantage of pre-fabrication with lightweight or cold rolled
steel regarded as an ideal material for the backbone of a school (BE, 1944). Unlike the MHLG, the
Board of Education was initially unsuccessful in its attempts to test its theories by partnering with
local authorities and was reluctant to face the risk and expense of developing their own systems,

leaving the county and local education authorities to formulate their own solutions.

In the immediate post-war period Middlesex Local Education Authority (LEA) would embrace the
challenge under County Architect C G Stillman, who would pick up his pre-war work with West Sussex
to refine his ideas on pre-fabrication utilising a standardised bay system. This consisted of adopting a
standard bay formed by a lightweight steel frame to make up 24ft x 24ft classrooms with corridor
access and glazed and brick infill panels. The first school was completed by 1947 but Stillman would
continue to evolve his designs to minimise his use of steel which would be rationed until 1954. His
new designs would incorporate experimentation with gypsum partitions and hollow plastic panels

(Harwood, 2015).

Just as in housing, firms that had been dedicated to the war effort were encouraged to switch their
post-war production to meet the challenge of school building. One such company was the Bristol
Aeroplane Company, producers of the war-time Beaufighter, who considered schools more
commercially attractive than housing, due to the scale of the projects. Utilising the design skills of
Richard Sheppard and Geoffrey Robson the firm developed a bay system on a 4ft grid suitable for
classrooms, corridors and toilet blocks. Sections were delivered to site fully clad and glazed, only
requiring erection and roof sections to be fitted. Whilst the extent of the pre-fabrication was ground-

breaking, as with similar housing systems, the cost was high (Harwood, 2015).
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Figure 40: The ubiquitous HORSA hut at St Joseph’s RC School in Nuneaton. Source: cloudfront.net.

The other county heavily involved in exploring non-traditional forms of construction was
Hertfordshire under John Newson. Keen to avoid the use of temporary HORSA huts (Hutting
Operation for Raising the School Leaving Age), Newson was convinced the solution lay with cheap
lightweight pre-fabricated construction, based loosely upon Stillman’s pre-war plans. With a
challenging target of 176 schools to build in 1946, he appointed Herbert Aslin as Chief Architect with
Stirratt Johnson Marshall as his deputy. They would go on to populate their department with recent
graduates of the Architectural Association. Their plan was quickly formulated and work started on
the first school within 12 months of Johnson Marshall’s appointment. Aslin and Johnson Marshall had
quickly decided to develop their own system rather than rely upon the proprietary systems available
from some of the larger firms, who at the time, were largely concentrating on housing. Instead, they
partnered with Hills & Co of West Bromwich which by 1943, having already experimented with house
pre-fabrication with their Pressweld system, had demonstrated an enthusiasm to address school
construction. The firm had already built an experimental unit at their West Bromwich headquarters
based upon the standard 8ft 3in bay, this utilised a lightweight steel frame with standardised
components to form roof, walls and floors. The Hertfordshire team would take Hill’s existing work
and adapt it further, replacing the bay system with their preferred modular grid that enabled the
complete building, not just the classrooms, to be pre-fabricated. The first schools built utilising the

Hertfordshire system were Burleigh Infants at Cheshunt and the village school at Essendon.
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Figure 41: Burleigh Infants School, Cheshunt. Source: architecture.com.

These examples demonstrated the flexibility of the system, exemplified by the very different
appearance of each school despite their use of the same components utilising square fabricated
columns and light steel trusses (Bullock, 2002: 190). Although ground-breaking, the system did not
escape criticism, with commentators focussing on the incongruity of heavy concrete cladding on
what was a lightweight frame. Further development would experiment with vertical concrete panels
and even stove-enamelled metal panels and, whatever the criticism, the Hertfordshire system was
widely recognised to provide ‘all sorts of interesting possibilities’ (Townsend, 1949). Meanwhile,
having experimented with their own systems and found them uneconomic, the London County
Council would eventually also decide to work with Hills. Their collaboration would witness the
development of a two- storey system in contrast to the Hertfordshire model and, unlike Middlesex
and Hertfordshire, their architectural input would largely be confined to private architects rather

than in-house staff.

The Ministry of Education whilst exercising strong control over teaching would finally seek to
influence local school building and design. The A+B Branch (Architecture and Building) of the Ministry
of Education not only advised on proposals but would eventually build experimental schools in
partnership with local authorities. Whilst its control was not absolute, they did provide useful
assistance largely based upon the experiences of the Hertfordshire Schools programme, widely
regarded as an exemplar for pre-fabrication during the late 1940s. This was largely a result of the
former deputy to the Hertfordshire County Architect moving to the Ministry of Education to head up

the A+B Branch in 1948. Stirrat Johnson Marshall would be responsible for the design of schools and
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successfully recruit many of his former colleagues who, like him, shared a desire to build schools

rather than merely develop policy.
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Figure 42: Advertiég;nents for the Hills and CLASP systems of Schools construction. Source: Architects Journal.

The pressure to build new schools and do it as quickly and cheaply as possible was exacerbated by a
rise in the birth-rate after 1942 and continuing pressure on capital expenditure. By 1950 the capital
allowance per pupil would drop from £170 per place to £140 for primary schools and from £290 to
£240 for secondary schools, a factor that would encourage the use of pre-fabrication and
standardised designs (Harwood, 2015). The success of Hills & Co inevitably led a number of other
parties to enter the market and, with each County Council or local authority enjoying autonomy,
many systems enjoyed local success which limited the possibility of national standardisation or the
ability to benefit from the resultant economies of scale. In the 1960s Lord Hailsham, as Minister for
Science and Technology, suggested that authorities that co-ordinated their Industrialised school
building efforts might attract a bonus. This suggestion prompted the formation of a consortium
featuring County Durham, Coventry, Derbyshire, Durham, Glamorgan, Leicester, Nottinghamshire
and the West Riding to come together to develop a common system. The resultant system, CLASP
(Consortium of Local Authority Special Programme), was led by Nottingham and its success resulted
in a number of similar consortia. SCOLA (Second Consortium of Local Authorities) was led by

Shropshire, METHOD by Somerset and SEAC by Hertfordshire (Harwood).
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By the early 1950s most authorities were party to some degree of collaboration, but the pre-
fabrication experiment, despite its perceived success, did have some drawbacks. Architects lamented
a lack of individuality and the relative high costs of systems, and local authorities experienced
difficulties co-ordinating the timely supply and transportation of components from multiple sources
to a single site. Despite these problems the experience suggested that architects and teachers could
work together to find solutions to new challenges and could produce new types of schools that
attained the new standards. That they did so whilst successfully adopting Industrialised methods that
offset material and labour shortages and offered the potential to lower costs would ensure the
potential of Industrialised building methods remained on the political agenda. That the initiative
whilst achieving higher levels of school building failed to eventually deliver cost savings is perhaps
more attributable to the wide range of participants in the market and the lack of experience in co-

ordinating production, transport and construction.

4.3 Parker Morris — higher standards, higher cost

By the early 1960s rising living standards would seriously influence the adoption of System build
construction methods. The drop in social housing production of the late fifties would be dramatically
reversed in the early 1960s as government renewed its policy of slum eradication and sought to

ensure housing provision kept pace with a rising standard of living (Finnemore, 1989).

In 1961 the first major review of housing standards since the war had been published and the Parker
Morris Committee’s report entitled ‘Homes for Today and Tomorrow’ specifically addressed the

standard of living and the general provision of housing.
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promote their projects, in this case a typical modern interior promoting the Morris Walk development by Taylor
Woodrow Anglian for the LCC. Source: The Concrete Society (1964).

Appointed by the Central Housing Advisory Committee of the MHLG to look into the standards of
design and equipment in public and private residential accommodation, it was perhaps unique in
welcoming feedback from a diverse range of stakeholders including householders and building
professionals. As part of the research, 600 homes were visited and the report addressed a broad
demographic. Both houses and flats built since the war were assessed to ascertain general living
conditions and levels of equipment, with the report specifically addressing the challenges of living in
flats. Parker Morris acknowledged the enormity of the challenge of building 1000 homes each day to
eradicate the slums, limit overspill and promote urban renewal (MHLG, 1961: 1). In the report, the
Committee reported on the relative improvement of life in the 1960s that contrasted with that at the
time of the earlier Dudley Report of 1944. Acknowledging ‘a social and economic revolution... full
employment, a National Health Service and the various social insurance benefits such as family
allowances and retirement pensions’ (CHAC,1949: 1), it reported a doubling of living standards in the
previous twenty five years. At the time of publication, one household in three had a car and washing
machine, two in three a television and one in five a fridge. Despite these positive findings, the
improved standards found remained in stark contrast to life in the slums and the report helped to

create both a political and social imperative for their eradication.

Whilst addressing standards of living, the report was particularly informative in its recognition of the
changing dynamics of modern housing. The report highlighted ‘the greater informality of home life’ in

the 1960s and it addressed emerging requirements for homes to provide space for family members

134



to ‘pursue new endeavours’. This might include new uses for rooms including social activities or
study, which in turn, required the consideration of space and comfort including heating
requirements. Recognising a new dynamic for family life that these new activities presented the
report concluded that new buildings could more easily accommodate the new living standards

required than pre-existing dwellings.

Whilst studying the flat, Parker Morris noted that tenancy was no longer limited to single people or
childless couples and families living in flats could be expected to have the same requirements as
those living in houses. To compensate, in future flats should therefore have equal floor-space to
houses despite the risk that this would make an already more expensive form of construction even
more costly. Critical of the rescinding of Dudley Report size standards in 1951, the Parker Morris
report highlighted the need to set new optimum space standards. The architect would then be ‘free
to arrive at the best way of arranging the space and equipment to meet the requirements of
particular sizes of family’ (MHLG, 1961: 4). Confirming prevailing MHLG sentiment Parker Morris
would stress the importance of architectural input to ensure local authorities achieved the best
solution ‘in translating these principles in practice, there is no substitute for skilled design, and this is
obtainable only if qualified people are employed to undertake it’ (MHLG, 1961: 7). The report
therefore stresses the key role and importance of the architect ‘Our recommendations are made on

the basis that architects must be employed as the designers of houses’ (MHLG, 1961: 7).
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Figure 44: Promotional images for living room and kitchen at the Morris Walk (1964), the caption suggesting that
room- sized units required little more than assembly. Source: The Concrete Society.

Perhaps surprisingly, successive governments would accept the findings of the report but would
initially leave it to local authorities to decide when and if they would adopt the new standards.
Eventually faced with some reticence they would compel local authorities to adopt the new size
standards. To better understand the acceptance of the Parker Morris report one needs to look
towards Europe. Every country in Europe post-war was focussed on providing better education,
social and medical services whilst increasing manufacturing output, not solely for export but to
service local demand. Housing provision was seen as a major factor in enabling higher living
standards, and many commentators were concerned that Britain was lagging behind many of their
continental neighbours. Michael Shanks, Economic Advisor to the 1964 Labour Government, was
especially critical: ‘if existing productivity trends in the various countries were to continue, by the
early 1970s the average Briton would find himself worse off than all his Continental cousins’ (Shanks,
1967: 17). As a country that had been on the winning side in the war Britain needed to be seen as at

least keeping pace with its continental neighbours.

With a consensus on the need for improved welfare provision, successive governments would find
themselves in a difficult position, accepting the need to meet higher standards but at the same time
achieve higher production. As this concession coincided with a period of full employment, a resultant
shortage of labour coupled with a materials shortage the challenge that faced governments would be
how they would build more homes providing higher standards of accommodation whilst controlling

costs.
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4.4 The emergence of System build high-rise

Like the early experiments in the pre-fabrication of houses and school building initiatives of the
immediate post-war period, the System build boom of the early 1960s was driven by similar
pressures. The labour and materials shortage immediately after the war had ensured that non-
traditional construction became synonymous with the public housing drive. The Town and Country
Planning Act (1947) had empowered the local authority to control new development but it was the
Ministry that granted authorisation and awarded loan subsidy for their plans. With a heavy
government bias towards non-traditional forms of construction the market was flooded with a
plethora of factory or in-situ produced systems from established contractors such as Laing, Wimpey

and Reema together with new entrants from other industries.
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Figure 45: Advertisement for Reema emphasising their wide experience of System building. Source: Interbuild.

That only a relatively small number would go on to achieve real success in terms of volume remained
a frustration to governments that had hoped non-traditional construction could provide a quicker
and eventually a more cost-effective alternative to traditional forms of construction. In the case of
the school building programme, various initiatives had demonstrated the viability of Industrialised
processes and the forming of consortia had allowed education authorities to pool resources and offer

greater commitments in an attempt to lower cost. The size of the challenge was encapsulated by EFJ
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Humphries writing in the Structural Engineer in 1964 when reporting that the Ministry of Public
Buildings and Works estimated that building output needed to increase by 55 per cent in the
following ten years but in the same period the labour force was only estimated to increase by two
per cent. He went on to conclude that ‘increased output can only come by the increasing use of

modern ‘Industrialised methods of building’ (Humphries, 1964; 16).

e

Figure 46: Experimental in-situ facility manufacturing panels using the Wates system in Paddington. Source:
Concrete Quarterly.

For the Conservative Government of the early 1960s an exasperation with traditional building firms
meant that any form of innovation in the construction industry was welcomed and sponsors of new
systems were actively encouraged and supported (Finnemore, 1989). Finnemore demonstrates that
Government not only encouraged and assisted sponsors in planning but coerced authorities to

implement, citing the example of major building firm, Costain who in 1952 was; encouraged and
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enabled to adopt a ‘system’ in order to benefit from the Miner’s Housing programme. Elsewhere in
the Cannock coalfield Wimpey No-fines construction had been stipulated for the CIHA (Coal Industry
Housing Association) to avoid conflict with local authority traditional building programmes (Evans
and Larkham, 2004: 673-691). Persuasion evident in MHLG regional and local meetings was often
greeted by a healthy scepticism from local officers responsible for development (Lewis, 2012). CHH
Smith, as reported in Finnemore, gives an indication of policy when persuasion failed, suggesting that
loan sanction and licences were readily provided for System building and not for traditional schemes
(Finnemore, 1989; 64). Concessions for private construction previously curtailed by the Labour
Government were also favourably extended to those authorities embracing non-traditional
construction for their public housing. Reports that non-traditional housing numbers were falling was
met with a promise of a 50 per cent increase in approvals when non-traditional construction was
proposed. The Ministry was also keen to stress the benefits of System building by suggesting that it
offered between 30-50 per cent saving in labour and faster overall construction that meant rents

receipts would be received more quickly.

=
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Figure 47: In-situ experimental production yard in Paddington using Wates system for the construction of five 21-
storey blocks. Source: Concrete Quarterly.

Whilst the Conservative Government had removed the previous controls on private housebuilding

and consequently reduced the output of local authorities the entry of private developers ensured
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building volumes remained high throughout the fifties. The Conservative Government’s objective to
curtail the direct involvement of local authorities in new construction with an increased emphasis on
private development would see the private sector enjoying some 67 per cent of total housing

production by 1959 (Finnemore, 1989).

From 1955 local authority housing policy had moved away from General needs provision largely
consisting of new houses on suburban estates to redevelopment, and specifically the replacement of
inadequate inner-city housing. This was partly brought about by a growing concern about overspill
that saw the designation of green belts around major cities (Muthesius and Glendinning, 2017) and
the Conservative Government’s support for private development. Muthesius and Glendinning regard
this as a local authority reaction against town planners wedded to the concept of ‘rational
reconstruction’ and focussed on overspill in preference to urban development (Muthesius and
Glendinning, 2017: 155). The re-direction of local authorities’ focus towards slum clearance and
urban re-development inevitably led to an increased interest in high-rise development. High-rise was
seen as the ideal solution to guard against displacement by maintaining high densities on urban sites
close to employment. Furthermore, experience of System build on the continent suggested that it
was particularly appropriate for high-rise development and the provision of social housing
(Finnemore, 1989). Glendinning and Muthesius suggest that there was little support for central
policies of slum clearance and the provision of industry and working-class housing in planned
overspill and consequently local authorities pursued their own policies based upon urban high-
density regeneration. This is in stark contrast to the perceptions of commentators such as Dunleavy
(1981) and Finnemore (1989) who have preferred to attribute the rise of high-rise to architects,
planners and contractors and paint the local authorities as weak and exploited (Glendinning and
Muthesius, 1994: 156). Whilst not featuring in the 1961 Conservative Party Conference, housing
provision was still seen as a priority (Finnemore, 1989). Local authorities, faced with a shortage of
land and their permitted development focussed on smaller urban spaces, increasingly looked to
multi-storey development in order to meet the need for high-density housing. Despite the widely
held view that high densities could be achieved with low blocks — 200 ppa had been achieved with
‘closely spaced five storey LCC blocks’ in the 1940s (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 162) - there
was a commonly held belief in the late 1950s and early 1960s that to achieve densities of between
100-200 ppa high-rise offered the most appropriate solution. High-rise blocks quickly became the
solution to counter overspill and deliver urban regeneration often at the expense of previously well-
received mixed-development. In promoting high-rise to the exclusion of other forms of
accommodation there was a risk that quality of provision would be subsumed by output, with it

becoming ‘especially suitable for the rapid exploitation of small gap sites which were becoming
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increasingly prevalent in the fifties’ (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 155). Despite a general
proliferation of high-rise largely enabled by the emergence of new technology it would be a little
while before contractors could offer ‘systems’ to exploit the building boom of the early 1960s
(Finnemore, 1989). An upsurge in building already meant there was a significant labour and materials
shortage by the end of the decade. Alongside an economy enjoying full employment it was therefore
logical to revisit alternative systems of building that might exploit new building materials, techniques

and technology to deliver modern forms of building.

4.5 Continental influence

Since early post-war attempts to introduce non-traditional forms of construction had been only
partially successful, the Ministry of Housing and Local Government took a renewed interest in pre-
fabrication and industrialisation in the early 1960s. For Government it was potentially a practical way
of delivering on the promise of housing provision in the face of both a labour and materials shortage.
That it also had the potential to deliver higher quality homes at a lower cost was for the moment a
secondary benefit. In building a consensus around the industrialisation of building Ministers were
encouraged by their own experience, the Ministry’s own experimentation as well as trends on the
continent. Key to the adoption of high-rise System build in Britain was the example of Scandinavia,
Europe and the USSR which had all had greater experience of developing the type. In particular,
progress made in Scandinavia and France would have a direct impact on the way System build would
be implemented at home. The building industry was suddenly faced with both a problem and an
opportunity, how to meet a growing housing need and the promise offered by Ministry
encouragement to get on board with pre-fabrication and Industrialised System building. For those
who, unlike Wimpey and Reema did not have their own systems or the time to develop them, the
tendency was to look to Scandinavia and Europe and many would subsequently be encouraged to

licence continental systems (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994).
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(1962).

Sweden had long been an example of Modernist building provision and had developed systems of
pre-fabrication since the early 1940s. At first, attention had focussed on the production of standard

construction components including beams, slabs, stairs and balconies.

construction. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).
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One of the earliest types was the Allbetong system that, like Wimpey No-fines, relied upon in-situ
construction and sought to minimise skilled trades by making full use of mechanical equipment
especially cranes. It was to serve as a model for successive Swedish systems based upon a monolithic

box frame structure of concrete.

Frames would be built in full room-size units on the ground and then hoisted into position using
mobile cranes. Similarly, kitchen structures including appliances and cupboards would be hoisted

into position by crane before finishing by floor screeding, levelling and polishing before advancing to

the next lift (Gerholm, 1962).

Figure 50: A/betong system, system floor ducts bemg positioned prior to moulding panels and completed panels
in place ready for hoisting into position. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).
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One of the early reported advantages of the Swedish Albetong system was the reduction in skilled
labour required to build it. This was reflected in the complete elimination of bricklaying and
plastering trades, and the possible elimination of painters should the components be finished to the
required standard prior to construction. In Sweden any disquiet that might have been caused by the
apparent marginalisation of an entire workforce failed to materialise. Existing crafts were
comfortably engaged on traditional projects at a time when the economy was benefitting from full
employment. Sweden would develop a number of systems that would go on to enjoy a level of

recognition beyond their borders and ultimately be licenced by British firms.
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Figure 51: Albetong system, featuring a large slab block under construction in Stockholm. Source: The Concrete
Society (1962).

The Sundh system shared much of the Albetong methodology and featured wall panels formed of
8cm concrete outer slab lined with 10cm of rockwool insulation placed between wooden studs. The
interior would be plastered and backed by aluminium foil. The external finish of the concrete wall
panels could either be formed of an exposed outer layer of crushed marble aggregate, a patterned
concrete or be faced with decorative tiles. Synthetic rubber would be used between panels for
jointing and stairs and balconies were all pre-fabricated. Utilising a standard wall panel of 4m the
advertised tolerances achieved were within 3mm. Based upon experience in Sweden it was
estimated that 100 flats could be completed within nine months utilising a total workforce of 75

people (Gerholm, 1962).
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Figure 52: Skarne System, in-situ factory production showing curing with gantry cranes used to move completed
panels around the facility. Source: The Concrete Society (1965).

The Skarne system featured heavy pre-fabricated concrete elements of room size with the large
panels joined invisibly over bearing walls. Skarne’s model incorporated pre-fabrication in field
factories with ducting and electrical conduits cast in. Wall elements of up to eight metres would be
moved from casting after 24hrs to an on-site storage yard for curing and strengthening. Thereafter
the panels would be moved into place by trucks and hoisted into position by cranes. Non load-

bearing walls would be formed in-situ using sliding formwork and balconies were attached by hooks.
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Figure 53: Skarne system, flats under construction at Bredang in Sweden with temporary in-situ factory adjacent
to construction site. Source: The Concrete Society (1965).

As with other schemes, manufacturing to tight tolerances was seen as expensive but necessary. Slab
lengths worked to tolerances of +2/-5mm with heights of between +2/-3mm. Similarly, wall elements
worked to +5/-5mm with heights at +2/-5mm. Reveals in elements were between +5/-5mm. Skarne
reported that four people were engaged to build outside walls with three for slabs and a production
figure of 2.47 hours per cubic metre of concrete. Utilising twenty separate elements in total, Skarne
sought to market its system on limited production runs suited to in-situ production believed to

deliver optimum economic benefit.
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Figure 54: Skarne System, completed flats at Osberga in Sweden. Source: The Concrete Society (1965).

In Denmark, the trend for non-traditional building commenced after the war for much the same
reasons as it developed in England. A shortage of labour and materials was accompanied by a
recognition of the need to automate the industry, brought about by high demand and a need to
control building costs. In Denmark the labour shortage in the building industry was exacerbated by
successful recruitment into more attractive industries that made greater use of automation to
improve working conditions. To deliver on the promise of pre-fabrication the Danish government
viewed subsidy as the key to encouraging Industrialised building. In 1961, due to increasing labour
shortages, legislation had been passed that awarded subsidies for any building with a low man-hour
requirement. This ensured an immediate increase in Industrialised building that was further
promoted when modular systems were made compulsory from 1964. Denmark henceforth adopted
a unit of ten cm for measurement and further standardisation ensured the emergence of limited plan
types. Two of the predominant Danish systems to emerge were the Larsen Nielsen method which
would later be licenced to Taylor Woodrow Anglian that utilised five ton elements and the Ballerup

method that worked with a smaller two ton element.
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Figure 55: Larsen Nielsen System, adopted by Taylor Woodrow Anglian in the UK and the system initially selected

by the LCC. Advertisement and entry in Interbuild 3, 1965. Source: Interbuild 3.

Larsen and Nielsen invested heavily in its system to ensure that it had the capacity to meet

anticipated demand. Focussing on dedicated off-site production, its factory in Copenhagen was

designed to handle an annual capacity of 2,000 flats. Similar to others, the Larsen and Nielsen

production processes were designed to ensure a smooth transition from production to construction

enabling claims of workforce reductions of 60 per cent when compared to traditional construction.

The system comprised floor elements of 18cm slab with a cylindrical hollow core, with overall

dimensions directly linked to prevailing transport constraints. These stipulated a maximum length of

480cm and width of 240cm suitable for loading on trucks. Wall elements were 15cm thick and
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formed from un-reinforced concrete with a notional height of 260mm. Facade elements were formed
of a concrete sandwich construction that featured between 5-8cm of foam plastic or mineral wool
insulation with an outer wall most commonly finished in exposed aggregate. Overall elements were
similarly limited to a maximum weight of 5 tons due to transport constraints. The system also
avoided the need for plastering with a smooth concrete finish suitable for either paint or papering.

Woodwork was also completed and fitted in the factory alongside pipe and ductwork (Lauret, 1962).

Consisting of high flats up to 16-storeys the Ballerup system featured elements less than half the size
of the Larsen Nielsen system with a 30cm module unit said at the time to provide a greater degree of
standardisation. Production occurred in purpose-built off-site factories providing all the major

components that would just require assembly on site.

Jesperson had invested in a semi-automated factory at Olstykke, capable of producing ten flats per
day in a double shift system. This was claimed at the time to reduce the manpower requirement to a
third of that required for a similar conventional facility using a manual process. Pipework and heating
ducts were built in at the factory and all woodwork fitted originated in Sweden due to lower cost.
Finishing was undertaken as part of production, thus avoiding the need for on-site finishing trades

such as plastering and carpentry (Lauret, 1962).

In France too ‘the amount of site labour available to building was shrinking, drawn off to other

Industries that were expanding at the same time’ (Lauret, 1962).
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Figure 56: Coignet system, moulds in casting position in factory and pre-cast tiled bathroom floor panel. Source:
The Concrete Society (1962).

In the French evolution of Industrialised building, contractors moved slowly from in-situ construction
to developing standardised forms that could be manufactured in purpose-built facilities ready for
assembly. Progress was enabled by advances in technology particularly in casting and transportation
but also in the development and widespread availability of mobile and tower cranes that could be
deployed to hoist components into place during construction. What differed greatly was the
character of the casting facilities. These varied from small in-situ to much larger off-site factories
designed to benefit from high levels of automation and mechanisation. The transition from small
scale in-situ production being marked by greater demand and guaranteed volumes of production

that enabled the investment in the larger- scale permanent facility.
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Figure 57: Coignet system, completed wall panel with tiled fagade and panel being hoisted into position on site.
Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

In both Scandinavia and France production was split between the in-situ and permanent off-site
facility and this trend would continue in Britain as System build grew in popularity. Each type of
factory benefited from varying degrees of mechanisation. The more basic in-situ facility employed a
more traditional, largely manual, method of casting and storage that commonly utilised minimum

specialised equipment but relied heavily upon simple inexpensive formwork/moulds.
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Figure 58: Pre-fabricated in-situ formwork in Stockholm. Source: The Concrete Society (1961).

Invariably these facilities were less expensive to set up, but were more readily adaptable to
accommodate a wider range of product, albeit requiring a greater investment in labour. Working on
much smaller production volumes, this type of facility was unable to scale should volume demand
increase, whereas the fully-automated facility benefitting from purpose-built mechanised and
automated factories were much better equipped to handle increasing volume. The automated facility
typically incorporated a wider range of processes and a more comprehensive level of automation
into the production cycle and commonly involved the provision of ducting and installation of services

as well as final finishing.
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Figure 59: Coignet system, partition mould with ductin. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).
These facilities adopted optimised work cycles and commonly benefitted from advanced casting
techniques that incorporated vacuum compactors and heat treatment to aid setting; this allowed
elements to move to assembly within days of production. In maximising the benefits of automation
to reduce labour these facilities typically required high investment, were generally less flexible and
required higher output to justify. Whilst the smaller in-situ facility was well suited to a few hundred
dwellings a year, its larger counterpart commonly accommodated greater than the 1,000 per annum
required to justify investment (Lauret, 1962). In France the use of Industrialised methods was seen as
the only way to solve the housing issue ‘the whole question has really become academic:
economically and socially, pre-casting is today the only possible solution to the problem of a massive
building programme with a limited labour force’ (Lauret, 1962: 43). Despite their enthusiasm for the
industrialisation of building in France, they were not blind to the possible drawbacks: ‘housing built
with large pre-cast units is easily recognisable... these buildings have a family resemblance which
makes for a degree of monotony’. Their solution and one which would be fiercely advocated by the
Ministry in England, was the closer participation of the architectural profession, ‘pre-casting has been
essentially the work of engineers who know their job well but from whom one cannot expect more

than that’ (Lauret, 1962; 43).

Further afield, but also the recipient of much professional and political examination, the Soviet Union

also took advantage of Industrialised processes to deliver housing.
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Arthur Wicks, Chairman of the LCC reporting on a trip to the Soviet Union reported that
‘Industrialised building is the answer to our problem’ (Wicks, 1966). The use of pre-fabricated
building in the Soviet Union grew significantly in the early 1960s, in 1959 Large Panel Systems
accounted for one point three per cent of building, by 1969 it represented 35.8 per cent and in 1976
some 50 per cent (McCutcheon, 1979). This was by no means the complete picture, as, as well as
large panel construction the Soviet Union also took advantage of box system construction and the

less sophisticated large block pre-fabrication.

This chapter has considered the immediate post-war imperative to build increasing numbers of
homes and how political parties united in the cause, sought new ways of building to counter
shortages of both materials and labour. It has described how non-traditional construction emerged
as a potential solution to these shortages but how the industrialisation envisaged failed to
materialise and how instead a small number of contractors utilising in-site methods enjoyed
considerable success. The business model of the most successful has been examined in detail. The
approach adopted by Wimpey will be shown to have greatly influenced a new generation of system
builders from the early 1960s. In contrast this study has discussed how the Schools programme
enjoyed far greater success by exploiting early forms of industrialisation and pre-fabrication. The
close involvement and commitment of the major stakeholders, the teaching professional, the
architect and the contractor has shown to have resulted in far greater success. An analysis of the
success of the Schools initiative has demonstrated how a smaller number of contractors, a steady

demand and the willing adoption of Consortia combined to ensure relative success.

The emergence and later acceptance of Parker Morris standards (1961) exerted more pressure on a
construction industry that was already failing to keep up with demand. Higher specifications
necessitated higher costs and the government were keen to establish new and eventually cheaper
ways of building a new standard of housing. The potential panacea of System building, its continental

antecedents and its early attraction has been discussed.

The next chapter covers the period from the early 1960s and considers how the various stakeholders
were convinced of the need to modernise the construction industry and encouraged to play their
part to ensure the success of the system build initiative. It will show how the initial impetus behind
the movement originated with central government and how the Ministry were keen to ensure a
consensus of support from all the stakeholders involved in the initiative. It will chart the introduction
of system build explaining the motivations of each group of stakeholders and how eventually rather
than an initiative that united, system build would be driven primarily by contractors and local

authority housing committees to the detriment of other groups.
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5.0 System build = building

consensus

In the early 1960s the Ministry of Housing and Local Government were well aware of the potential
limitations of the building industry. Faced with the task of continuing to provide homes, but to a
higher standard, the response needed to be radical. System build had already proved successful in
other parts of the world and the feeling within Government was that England was falling behind.
Despite the limited success of the immediate post-war non-traditional housing drive Government
widely believed that a second attempt had the potential to achieve a number of objectives. In this
they were encouraged by the successes of the schools building programme in establishing pre-
fabrication as a workable solution. Harnessing research from its own Building Research Station and
supported by progressive and influential Ministry figures including Evelyn Sharp, as MHLG Permanent
Secretary, and AW Cleeve Barr as Chief Architect the Ministry actively encouraged the adoption of
System build. Building firms however were reluctant to invest, conscious that only a relatively small
number of players had benefited from earlier attempts to promote new ways of building. Architects,
while broadly in favour of advances in technique and materials, remained cautious fearing an erosion
of their influence. Meanwhile the Trade Unions feared the marginalisation of skilled workers in

favour of the un-skilled.

5.1 Government direction and local government
priorities
In 1962 Keith Joseph took over from Charles Hill as Minister for Housing and Local Government and
was not slow in articulating his support for new building techniques. His predecessor had been a
supporter of pre-fabrication and the industrialisation of the building industry calling for a need for
standardisation to avoid ‘trivial departures from the normal’ (MJ, 1963: 224). Speaking in 1963, Keith
Joseph was clear, ‘we are on the threshold of a breakthrough in building techniques. What we need
and what we are going to achieve is speedier Industrialised building — housing from the factory with
larger components’ (MJ, 1963: 224). Joseph was acutely aware of the need for more housing and was
frustrated with a building industry that had failed in the most part to evolve and take advantage of
technology in the same way as other industries such as transport and aerospace had done. He was
also reluctant to re-direct employment to an industry that would do little to positively affect the
economy. At the time, Government widely agreed that an available workforce would be better
directed at export-related industries that could have a positive influence on the balance of payments.

In this environment System build represented an ideal solution and one that the Ministry was
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committed to promote. Conscious of the need to keep the industry on side Joseph proclaimed that
‘the industry is pretty fully stretched on a massive programme including housing and many other
things as well’ (Joseph, 1962). To boost productivity, he suggested that the solution was to do ‘over
twelve months in the dry factory what at the moment has too often to be done in seasonal conditions
on site’ (Joseph, 1962: 1). Conscious of the political repercussions of being seen to advocate a factory
production that would inevitably reduce skilled labour he was careful to confirm that ‘this does not
threaten in any way the full employment of all the traditional crafts associated with the building
industry for as far as the eye can see’ (Joseph, 1962: 1). With both Government and the Ministry keen
to encourage the uptake of greater industrialisation across housing, much focus centred upon high-
rise development as it was considered ideally suited to System building. In common with the Building
Research Station, Keith Joseph was acutely aware of the need to unite stakeholders in the endeavour
if it were to prove successful. This meant ensuring architects, engineers, building firms, unions and
local authorities were at one with the Ministry, not just conceptually, but also actively in agreeing

standards such as the dimensions and components that would enable pre-fabrication.
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Figure 60: Bison Wall frame system, the first completed site in Kidderminster using the factory-produced Bison
Wallframe system produced by Concrete Ltd in Lichfield, these flats were formally opened by the Minister of
Housing and influenced Harry Watton’s decision to order similar for Birmingham. Source: The Concrete Society
(1963).

Joseph opened the very first Bison block in Kidderminster in 1963, built by Birmingham-based firm C.
Bryant using components manufactured by Concrete Limited in Litchfield that would prove a turning
point in Birmingham’s Industrialised building strategy. The Development Group within his Ministry
was also involved in test sites in Oldham, Sheffield and West Ham using various systems, including
the Jesperson system licenced to Laing in Oldham (McCutcheon, 1979: 212). As Minister of Public
Building and Works, Geoffrey Rippon’s revision of Building Regulations in 1962 would be seen as a
major boost for Industrialised building by focussing on the dimensional standardisation that Rippon
believed would be a key driver to ensure pre-fabrication became a reality. In 1963 at the Annual
General Meeting of the Building Trades Employers, he promised direct action to ensure progress, ‘we

are embarking on a vast construction programme’, and ‘Il am not going to spend my time merely
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exhorting the construction industries to adopt the best modern practice and techniques’ (Rippon,
1963: 134-5). Instead Rippon stated that measures taken would provide ‘not only quicker, and in the
long run cheaper, building, but better building’ (Rippon, 1963b). To support Government building
initiatives the National Building Agency was formed in 1964 accompanied by comments that output

‘must increase by more than 50per cent in the next decade’ (McCutcheon, 1979: 212).

Throughout this period Government was encouraged by the success of the Schools Consortia and the
progress made in industrialised school provision, and so actively encouraged similar initiatives for
local authority housing. Support for the Midlands Housing Group and the Yorkshire Development
Group was motivated by the belief that they would collectively be able to provide the volumes
required by contractors and support the standardisation that was a key attribute of industrialisation

(Stone, 1966).

In 1965 the White Paper entitled The Housing Programme 1965 -1970 detailed the objective to raise
home production to 500,000 per annum. A circular to local authorities was specific about how this
might be achieved, 1 am directed by the Minister of Housing and Local Government to refer to the
White Paper ‘Housing Programme 1965-70 and to say that the Minister proposes to launch a
concentrated drive to increase and improve the use of Industrialised methods in house building for
the public sector’ (MHLG, 1965: 1). It continued ‘the figures show that something like 40 per cent of
the public sector house building will need to be Industrialised by 1970’ (MHLG, 1965: 2).

Many commentators have taken the multitude of circulars emanating from the Ministry in the early
1960s as evidence that the Industrialised building initiative was a project formulated and
implemented by civil servants, suggesting that Ministers were obliged to go along with the policy.
Richard Crossman’s diaries while Minister of Housing go some way to support this view, citing the
experience of the Permanent Secretary to the Ministry, Dame Evelyn Sharp, and her strong character
and influence. ‘Each Ministry had its own Departmental policy, and this policy goes on while ministers
come and go’ (Crossman, 1975: 31). Perhaps this might be plausible in the case of Crossman who
before his appointment had no experience of the building industry but to argue the same point
during the tenure of Keith Joseph strains credibility. Certainly, Dame Evelyn had strong relationships
with contractors and would go on to become a Director of Bovis in 1968 but the Ministry and

Departments related to it were heavily staffed by seasoned construction professionals.
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Figure 61: Advertisement for the French Tracoba system, adopted by Bovis subsidiary Gilbert Ash. Source:
Interbuild 3, London (1965).

Keith Joseph himself was formerly Chairman of the family firm Bovis, and Deputy Chairman from
1964-70; and he oversaw licencing of the Tracoba System from France through Bovis subsidiary
Gilbert Ash. Geoffrey Rippon was Chairman of another major building firm, Cubitts from 1964-70 and
was a key player in the development of Thamesmead whilst Minister of Works. Rippon’s personal
private secretary was Albert Costain, Deputy Director of Costains. Reginald Maudlin who was Deputy
Leader of the Conservatives was also a Director of the later discredited building firm Poulson. With
such close connections and involvement, it was therefore inconceivable that those with such a close
and vested interest in the building industry would lend support to an initiative in which they were
not wholly in favour or felt could not greatly benefit the industry. There is nonetheless no denying
the support for industrialisation amongst senior Ministry civil servants. Their task would henceforth

be to ensure that Government policy was made palatable to the wide range of stakeholders whose
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support was necessary to ensure its successful implementation. Two of the largest and most
influential groups that needed specific encouragement were the local authorities and architects, not

just those in private practice but the significant percentage employed within the local authorities.

5.2 A view from the profession

Whilst concern remained that the advent of System build might adversely affect the architectural
profession there was a group of progressive public architects who felt that, faced with a seemingly
unachievable volume of home construction, industrialisation offered the only real solution.
Unsurprisingly the LCC Architect’s department undertook extensive research before selecting their
preferred systems and much of the prevailing mind-set within the Architects Department could be
gleaned from an article by Jack Whittle, Assistant Housing Architect, in the February 7, 1962 issue of
the Architects Journal. Entitled Homes from the Factory Whittle started by reiterating the challenge.
Quoting from the White Paper on Housing in England and Wales (1961) he highlighted the plight of
the top three cities with the greatest slum clearance challenge. Birmingham, Liverpool and
Manchester as of 1955 had declared 50,250, 88,233 and 68,000 homes respectively deemed unfit.
Whittle suggested that on current performance it would take these local authorities 60 years to clear
this number. He also suggested the adoption of Parker Morris standards would further widen the gap
between the ‘well housed and badly housed’, the latter who would be faced with the ‘prospect of life
in a degenerating nineteenth-century environment topped up with TV’ (Whittle, 1962: 282-4).
Lamenting the lowest rate of housing production in Europe after Poland and Spain he suggested that
industrialisation of the building industry had the potential to both increase production and lower
cost. Whittle backed up his assertion with statistics, suggesting that in France there was a reduction
of up to 30 per cent whilst Denmark reported costs were 5 per cent below traditional methods. In
what must have been a welcome intervention for the Ministry he also conceded that, ‘an extensive
measure of standardisation does not impair architectural quality’ (Whittle, 1962: 283). In concluding
his argument in favour of industrialisation he suggested that removing most of the production from
site to factory and replacing skilled and unskilled building labour with an industrial workforce is

‘orobably the only answer to our pressing need for more and improved shelter’ (Whittle, 1962: 284).

Having stated the problem and identified industrialisation as the solution Whittle would expand on
how it might be achieved. His conclusions reflected an in-depth understanding of continental
experience, acceding that purpose-built factories that might cost £500,000 each to build would need
an annual production of at least 1000-1500 dwellings per annum to be economically sustainable.
Returning to his specific challenge he calculated that to meet his reported deficit at least ten such

factories needed to be built. Advocating greater central government involvement, he suggested that
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these might be government sponsored and financed. To ensure both demand and output he went on
to suggest that Birmingham, Liverpool and Manchester should form a joint production committee or
consortium to target production at 10,000 units per annum by industrialised methods. Architects
working for these authorities should he suggested, focus on a reduction in variety to both achieve
production targets and deliver cost advantages. The difficulty for the existing construction industry in
meeting the challenge of expanded building programmes had already been widely discussed. Whittle
took the opportunity to also articulate the difficulty the architectural profession faced in meeting this
continued challenge. He felt that it was ‘unlikely that the architectural profession could meet the
demands of a substantially increased housing programme’ suggesting instead that the production of
‘standard units... of high quality... must become the basic vocabulary of the housing architect’
(Whittle, 1962: 284). Addressing the concern that industrialised building might not deliver the best
architecture Whittle conceded that ‘European housing has little architectural merit’ but this should
not be seen as a constraint for English practice. He went on to state that ‘methods and materials do
not in themselves create good architecture, but neither do they induce bad architecture’. As well as a
statement of English exceptionalism it seemed to be an exhortation for English architects to embrace
the potential of industrialised methods to ensure that high standards could be achieved rather than
continue to demonstrate ‘insufficient interest in industrialisation’ (Whittle, 1962: 284). Whittle
presented the opportunity by drawing a comparison with his earlier quoted figures, achieving 10,000
units per annum would reduce the time taken to solve the slum clearance challenge from 60 to 15
years. The need for architects to not just embrace industrialisation but lead the initiative presented
an opportunity that should not be missed: ‘We cannot continue to wave the red flag of our
sensibilities in front of the machine of Industrialised housing production; we must jump up and drive
it” (Whittle, 1962: 284). Whittles intervention could be seen to represent the prevailing LCC
Architect’s department thinking regarding the role of the architect in industrialised building and
reflected the view of progressive architects like Birmingham’s City Architect. Sheppard Fidler saw in
industrialization not only the practical opportunity to meet the housing challenge but the chance to
shape its implementation, consequently ensuring that good design was not sacrificed and the role of

the architect in defining the style of housing was maintained.
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Figure 62: The Future Architect, a childrens’ large panel construction set displayed at Flying Panels Exhibition,
Stockholm (2020). Some contemporary architects feared that their jobs would be reduced to designing the layout
of standard components. Source: Author.

Much correspondence was received in the contemporary architectural press exhorting architects to
take the lead in the face of a predicted increase in building programmes, ‘if we settle for a predicted
increase in building activity of 50per cent over the next ten years it is quite apparent that traditional
methods of planning and producing buildings simply will not cope... if architects fail to take the lead in

this problem someone else will’ (Morrison, 1963).

AW Cleeve Barr as Chief Architect to the Ministry continued to tirelessly advocate the greater
involvement of the profession in the push for adoption of industrialised techniques. Failure to
capitalise meant missing out on potentially valuable work as the more successful of the contractors
expanded their service portfolio to include professional design services. Cleeve Barr could see that
‘the largest contractors operating nationally, and having the resources to undertake very large scale
works, seem likely to strengthen their position by extending their regional organisations and backing
them up with central specialist services’. Contrasting the differences between the traditional building
site and its modern equivalent he described the transition of the ‘building site into a shop floor for
the assembly of factory made parts, instead of a ploughed field as a workplace for medieval crafts’
(Cleeve Barr, 1963: 168). Cleeve Barr suggested that the ‘character of the design itself is of the

greatest significance for productivity on site’ and therefore advocated strongly for the architect to
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become a key player in the construction team, ‘as a profession we know that stylistically speaking,
the days of Lutyens, of Mountford and Vincent Harris are finished...today we can only operate in the
context of the twentieth century as members of a team’ (Cleeve Barr, 1963: 169). Courting favour
with the profession it would become apparent just what role Cleeve Barr felt the architect should
play in this team having acquainted themselves with the intricacies of Industrialised processes, ‘the
architect must acquire a more specific knowledge of the economics and disciplines of factory
production and a more acute appreciation of new techniques and organisational methods on-site’
(Cleeve Barr, 1963: 169). It was clear that Cleeve Barr was concerned that the architect was at risk of
being marginalised and closer involvement was critical to the success of the endeavour and their
wider role, ‘if Industrialised techniques are to be effective...the architect should be offered much
greater freedom and responsibility...with virtually full responsibility for the brief and sketch
design...architects should be able to advise...about the advantages and limitations of various

industrialised methods’ (Cleeve Barr, 1963: 169).

The dialogue within the profession would continue throughout 1963. At the Building Exhibition
Conference at Olympia Sir Donald Gibson would further encourage industrialisation by specifically

advocating the formation of consortia in much the same way as the schools programme.
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Figure 63: Coignet system, a completed 15-storey block at Savigny-sur-Orge. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).
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CH Davidson speaking of continental experience at the same conference would review French
systems and clearly advocate early participation by the profession, speaking of the ‘astonishing
improvements possible when a knowledgeable and strong-minded architect was in on the ground

floor with a systems manufacturer’. (Davidson, 1963: 1105).

Nevertheless, the opportunity for the profession to embrace System build and help to deliver high
guality innovative designs was slow to materialise. Whilst the LCC would continue to innovate with
System build and other authorities would make significant investment there were few examples of
systems that excited the professional press. Architects were either reluctant to fully engage or were
being prevented by contractors more interested in pitching their standard package deals. Perhaps
reflecting this lack of involvement, the 17 November 1965 edition of the Architects Journal, reported
that the Incorporated Association of Architects and Surveyors had announced that they ‘have

decided to make no award this year’ for their annual Gold Medal Award for Industrial Building.
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Figure 64: No Gold Medal for Industrial Building. Source: Architects Journal.

Reviewing the entries, of the three schemes that were under consideration they declared ‘none of
them reached the highest level of design for which the assessors were looking when the award was
first sponsored’. One of the panel of judges was Sheppard Fidler, the recently departed Birmingham
City Architect. He might have lamented the lack of involvement of his profession but henceforth the
professional press certainly began to question its commitment to promoting industrialisation. A later
issue in 1966 would publish a letter from a Mr D Hamilton questioning the professions continuing
support of Industrialised building and suggesting that ‘architects withdraw in the face of

Industrialised take-over and thus preserve their personal integrity’. (Hamilton, 1966: 991).
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5.3 Ministry charm offensive

As Chief Architect to the Ministry of Housing, AW Cleeve Barr was a consistent presence as the
Government attempted to persuade stakeholders to adopt System build. His early architectural
experience at Hertfordshire County Council on its schools programme had convinced him of the
efficacy of pre-fabrication, something he had taken with him to the LCC. In 1958 he recalled his time
at the LCC where ‘he had had on a number of occasions.... to evolve for housing, systems of
lightweight steel construction and of precast concrete construction, comparable to those which have
made possible such notable advances in the field of school design’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 1). His
campaign supporting the adoption of System build took the form of numerous articles in the trades
press and attendance at conferences up and down the country. Cleeve Barr saw pre-fabrication and
the industrialisation of a backward industry something that could benefit the whole construction
industry and not just be limited to social housing provision. ‘There are unique opportunities in
housing, which if matched with good design and good quality in building, could act as a catalyst for
transforming the industry generally’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 3). Finnemore suggests that the State
persuaded itself of the inevitability of technological revolution in building and so set out to promote
this ideology to the population. Certainly by 1963 Keith Joseph and his deputy Geoffrey Rippon were
actively engaged in promoting industrialisation via positive articles in the national press (Finnemore,

1989).

A key turning point in the acceptance of System build was the Concrete Society’s ‘Housing from the
factory’ conference in October 1962 where Joseph and Cleeve Barr would make keynote speeches to
an audience of architects, local government housing officials and contractors. The main lecture
theatre was reportedly filled-to-capacity and closed-circuit television broadcast the conference to an
overflow audience. Cleeve Barr presented a paper that set the scene for the remainder of the
conference. Alluding to the enormity of the challenge facing the building industry in the early 1960s
he forcefully articulated his Ministry’s industrialisation strategy and the benefits that would accrue
from adoption. Finnemore suggests that Cleeve Barr’s argument at the conference would be one that

‘pervaded lectures and conferences for the remainder of the decade’ (Finnemore, 1989: 88).

Based upon his department’s own experimentation with industrialisation, Cleeve Barr was keen to
evangelise the opportunities that pre-fabrication offered, visualising a scenario where ‘the greater
part of the building consists of components made in a factory or site works’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 2). For
the local authority, the key benefit would be production time and Cleeve Barr contrasted the
timeframes involved in various forms of construction. Whilst a multi-storey block with a more

traditional in-situ concrete frame and brick infill might typically take 18-24 months to construct, a
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rationalised method that might see this reduced by 50 per cent with a pre-fabricated approach result
in a further reduction of 50 per cent. This improvement in building time could enable multiple
benefits for local authorities, first by providing rent revenues more quickly but also by reducing
housing waiting lists more speedily. As well as speed, industrialisation could facilitate a reduction in
the reliance upon traditional construction skills and an overall labour saving of between 33-50 per
cent. Although not an immediate requirement, the Ministry felt that allowing for reduced
construction times and the associated reduction in labour, if volume and process could be optimised
then industrialised building had the potential to compete on cost with traditional methods and over
time, dependant on runs of a significant volume, actually deliver cost savings (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 6).
Cleeve Barr also felt that System build provided the opportunity to build to Parker Morris standards
due to the marginal cost of providing an additional 10 per cent of living space when utilising
Industrialised methods: ‘standardisation can give greater space for very little extra money’ (Cleeve
Barr, 1962: 6). The challenge to successfully embrace industrialisation remained and despite the
earlier drive to increase non-traditional methods of construction, few construction companies had
made significant in-roads into pre-fabrication. The leader in non-traditional construction, Wimpey,

had based their success on a process that revolved solely around in-situ construction.

st = .'-'o'e‘-'rlﬁ-&
Figure 65: In-situ casting facility for Wates in Paddington, exposed to elements, there was little to distinguish the
in-situ site from a normal building site. Source: The Concrete Society.
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Many, including Cleeve Barr, believed that Britain’s experiment with pre-fabrication was ‘not a happy
one’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 2). To visualise the purpose-built factory-based production that the Ministry

had in mind it was necessary to look abroad. Attendees at the Housing from the factory conference
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were able to learn about continental experience via comprehensive and detailed papers from many

of the leading European and Scandinavian practitioners.

For the Ministry the conference provided an engaged audience consisting of contractors, architects,
local authorities and Trade Unions. Cleeve Barr re-iterated the need for pre-fabrication to provide
‘the right kind of housing... properly related to site’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 2) and to ensure this was
achieved he first set his sights on the architectural profession. A charm offensive was undertaken
that encouraged architects to engage with both producers and clients that replicated experience in
the schools building programme. The Ministry believed that success would require concession from
the architectural profession and clients would recognise and accept the inevitability of a reduction in
variety, something it believed had been more readily accepted on the continent. Cleeve Barr
presented an argument that overseas success had been characterised by an acceptance of less
variety and greater standardisation. Continental flat development had often centred upon the ‘long
staircase access block with two flats per landing, walk up as far as four storeys and with lifts above’

(Cleeve Barr, 1962: 2). This he contrasted with the plethora of forms prevalent in Britain.

353
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Figure 66: The scissor configuration, one of a number of imaginative treatments of the high-rise block. Source:

RIBAJ.

These included balcony access, staircase access, central corridor access; cluster blocks, short and tall
point blocks and slabs; four-storey walk up maisonettes and interlocked maisonettes and flats (Park
Hill); scissor blocks mixing all types of dwellings (LCC) and walk up/walk down blocks with only two
corridors to six or eight floors (Westminster) (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 2). Questioning the practicality of

such variation he believed it could be explained by a peculiar British preference for two-storey living
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and the wider demographic of flat dwellers. Conceding that it may have resulted at best in ‘some fine
examples of good architecture’ at worst it represented ‘a waste of professional and technical skills’
(Cleeve Barr, 1962: 3). This tendency toward variety had, he explained prevented the full economic
advantages of industrialisation and consequently had resulted in increased cost. The Ministry saw the
solution as ‘a great deal more standardisation with more architectural variety and flexibility’ (Cleeve
Barr, 1962: 4). Willing to concede that whilst there were relatively small numbers of outstanding
architecture the majority of local authority flats he felt number ‘many thousands of thoroughly
mediocre plans’ each differing little in appearance but all featuring small differences in room size,
ceiling height and standards of equipment that ‘utterly frustrate the possibilities of standardisation
and the associated economic advantage of large-scale standardisation’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 4). In
advocating greater standardisation Cleeve Barr evidently saw the potential of standard designs to
improve overall quality and went further by suggesting that it would not be difficult to improve on
the quality of existing traditional building (Finnemore, 1989). The clarion call to the architectural
profession, if successful might deliver better building but also by incorporating a higher level of
standardisation would also ultimately deliver cost reductions. The Chief Architect envisaged at first,
production in batch runs but believed these would ultimately be replaced by ‘flow production in
order to gain the full benefits (cost) of industrialisation’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 6). It would be a theme he
would return to much later in the Municipal Review in 1965 when advocating large consistent orders
that would allow economically-favourable production runs: ‘they cannot be run economically, on the
basis of one order for 300 houses here, 30 different houses in another part of the country, 20
elsewhere and infinitely protracted negotiations for a few dozen again different types elsewhere’

(Cleeve Barr, 1965: 738).

To further the cause of Industrialised building and replicate the advances seen in school building the
Ministry attempted to specify the most appropriate dimensions to enable standardisation and that
might encourage the production of standard components. The Chief Architect felt that flats in
particular offered the greatest potential for standardisation due to the limited demographic
attracted to them. Cleeve Barr felt that ‘flats generally provide for the smaller families, single people,
young couples and those whose children have grown up’. He remained clear that ‘in any case it is
most undesirable on social grounds to put families with three or four children in blocks of flats....and
this cannot be justified by pleas of difficulties in achieving density targets or standardisation in the

use of tall blocks produced by Industrialised building systems’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 4).
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Figure 67: Cauvet System, claiming complete architectural freedom. Many contractors promised complete
flexibility in design but had a vested interest in limiting expression to external fagade treatments. Source:
Interbuild 1, London (1963).

Countering a common perception propagated by contractors that there were no architectural
limitations to their systems, Cleeve Barr lamented the ‘Oh none. We can do anything’ response and
instead argued for joint training between architects, engineers and contractors that would engender
a more realistic approach, ‘good architects are anxious to discover the legitimate disciplines of a
given technique, to work with it and fully exploit it, both planning wise and for aesthetic ends’ (Cleeve
Barr, 1962: 5). So far Cleeve Barr lamented the lack of such co-operation and believed a new
approach would achieve a better result by allowing architects to design new buildings having grasped
a thorough understanding of a system, its benefits and limitations. Rehearsing a common complaint
he suggested that, ‘it is a poor substitute to be told that all external wall panels must be storey height
by room width but you can have twenty-three varieties of finish on them in fifty-seven different

colours’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 5).
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Figure 68: A range of external treatments. Despite promising architectural freedom, system builders preferred to
limit intervention to the choice of external finish. In this case, the 48 different external finishes available for the
Wates system. Source: The Concrete Society.

Cleeve Barr continued by recollecting the Ministry’s own experience of close collaboration recalling
work that had explored the potential of providing all the load bearing required within the internal
walls and using external panels for limited structural purposes. This had ‘enabled one to treat
external walls as light screens, which can be set at different planes’. Rather than impose an inferior
standardised product the Ministry sought to encourage a higher objective, ‘what we must achieve in
factory made housing, | am certain, is a higher quality of design and finish than in traditional building’
(Cleeve Barr, 1962: 5). This aspiration encouraged both private and public architects to get more
closely involved in the process of system build development and design. Initially the profession
seemed happy to contemplate such an approach but such an intervention was not welcomed by
inexperienced contractors, keen to promote package deals where design was limited to purely

cosmetic detailing.
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Figure 69: Camus system, completed flats in Y-shaped configuration with modern fenestration at Pantin outside
Paris. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

The reduction in reliance upon skilled workers realised through industrialisation was likely to be of
obvious concern to the Trade Unions. Rather than focus heavily on the potential of industrialised
building to reduce skilled labour the government and Ministry instead made much of the full
employment already offered in the industry. Trade Unions generally accepted that a degree of
industrialisation was inevitable (Civic Trust, 1963). Overall there was a willingness, albeit with some
suspicion, to focus on the positive rather than the negative. Whilst discussing negotiations with the
Unions, Geoffrey Rippon reported to Parliament in 1963 that attitudes were ‘co-operative and
sympathetic but they naturally wanted to look at the details’ (Civic Trust, 1963: 23). What would
emerge was a tendency to be supportive initially but as system build took hold to seek better terms

for skilled workers as the initiative gained ground.
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5.4 Consensus and responsibility

The Ministry charm offensive may have ultimately ensured acceptance by a wide range of
stakeholders but the ultimate responsibility for its take up and the huge growth in implementation
would later come under particular scrutiny. Following widespread criticism from the late 1960s and
early 1970s commentators have increasingly sought to attribute responsibility for the rise in high-rise
system build development on a single group of actors. More recently Glendinning and Muthesius
have forcefully advocated that responsibility lay with local authorities due to the ‘urgent political
pressure of large urban authorities, eager to launch themselves into high building’ (Glendinning and
Muthesius, 1994: 198). Others such as Dunleavy (1981) and Finnemore (1989) preferred to attribute
the responsibility to architects and planners. McCutcheon (1979) offered a wider explanation,
accurately identifying the five potential primary contributors responsible for the rise of Industrialised
high-rise development. McCutcheon accepted that initially, in the aftermath, responsibility for the
rise of high-rise industrialised building in England tended to be attributed ‘directly with the architect’
(McCutcheon, 1979: 175). Despite acknowledging the prevalent wider acceptance of the role of new
technology in industry he also acknowledges the role of the construction industry in general, quoting
Stone that, ‘System building need not stem from a contractor, although mostly it does’ (Stone, 1966).
He goes on to suggest that conversely, the construction industry would ‘place the root of the
Industrialised building drive squarely within central government’ (McCutcheon, 1979: 175) but also
concedes others such as Campbell would see responsibility resting with local authorities and in
particular housing committees who believed ‘any methods which promise to enable the rate of
building to be increased are very welcome and receive strong political support, particularly if costs are

not increased’ (Campbell, 1979).

Despite the apparent confusion, what is clear is that without widespread acceptance from all
stakeholders the initiative would never have got off the ground. Clearly central government and the
Ministry were system builds primary sponsors, ably supported by the Cement and Concrete
Association. These two organisations between them managed to convince all the stakeholders that
system build could be an initiative worthy of support. Clearly for it to become so prolific, its adoption
and implementation needed the support of a whole range of vested interests. This makes the
tendency to attribute responsibility to a single group an oversimplification and a failure to fully grasp
the dynamics of the initiative. Bearing in mind the fallout in the late 1960s and early 1970s and the
emergence of widely circulated criticism of local authority housing and media reports of tenant
dissatisfaction it is entirely understandable that commentators should seek to apportion blame for

what seemed a failed initiative.
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To understand the reasons for the rapid emergence of pre-fabrication and Industrialised System
building it is necessary to look in more detail at the contemporary circumstances that saw the
introduction, promotion and adoption of new methods of construction. What we will find is that,
although there were times when a single group of actors may have been predominant, the
movement could never have got off the ground without the support to varying degrees of all the
players involved in the 1960s public housing drive. But there was a common link that made
Industrialised building in all its forms acceptable to all those involved in its implementation. This
included even those who at first sight might seem to be prime candidates to oppose the movement,
namely architects, the workers and more specifically the Unions that represented them. McCutcheon
describes this common link as ‘a pervasive belief in the benefits of modern technology’ (McCutcheon,
1979: 102). The potential of technology and the need to accept it was brought into public
consciousness in 1959 when CP Snow in his Rede Lecture had suggested that social and political elites
were ‘natural luddites’, ignorant of science and engineering and thus singularly unfit to governin a

world where technology was becoming ever more important (Snow, 1959).

Figure 70: Labour Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, his ‘White heat of technology’ speech would set the tone for his
government. Source: parliament.co.uk.

Harold Wilson would take up this theme at the Labour Party Conference in 1963 in his White heat of
technology speech that set the tone for the role of science in everyday life. Acceptance of the
inevitability of Industrialised building was perhaps best summed up by the Secretary of the

Amalgamated Union of Building Trades Workers who said in 1966 ‘the building industry is not making
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as efficient a contribution to the Nation’s welfare as it should.... too many firms are still in the

wheelbarrow and spade age’ (The Builder, 1966: 73).

This chapter has discussed the circumstances relating to the adoption of System Build based initially
upon the Government’s perception that the building industry was singularly ill equipped to rise to
the challenge of meeting the required building targets. It has demonstrated that the Government
and Ministry eventually achieved a consensus based upon the widespread acceptance that
technology presented new opportunities for all industries in this period. This was a central tenet of
Harold Wilson’s Labour Government and a theme that the Ministry would use to convince
stakeholders to invest in the System Build. This required and called for the agreement and co-
operation of local politicians, architects, structural engineers, contractors and trade unions. Whilst
the architectural profession seemed to accept the opportunity local politicians and contractors would

prove less keen to embrace the concept of consortia and close co-operation between stakeholders.

Having considered the introduction of system build and reviewed the motivations and priorities of
individual groups in this chapter the following chapter will take an in-depth look at the roles of
individual contractors and their approach to the initiative. It will review the involvement of
companies already experienced in industrialisation, those on the periphery who developed their own
systems with the assistance of continental players and others who merely licenced existing systems.
This will necessarily cover the implementation of the dedicated permanent purpose build factory and
the temporary in-situ facility. It will explore the economics of successful system build implementation

and explain the pre-requisites for successful profitable and therefore sustainable operation.
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6.0 Jumping on the bandwagon

On the 4™ and 5" October 1962 the Cement and Concrete Association held their conference Housing
from the factory at Church House in London. The conference represented a milestone on the path to
the wider adoption of System build for previously reluctant building companies and sceptical local
authorities. For the former it represented a potentially lucrative departure and for the latter an
opportunity to quickly reduce their housing lists. The Conference itself followed on from the
International Union of Architects and the RIBA conferences of 1961 that widely discussed the subject.
The conference itself was over-subscribed and widely attended with representatives present from all
strands of the public housing movement. For those attending including local authorities what it
presented was a co-ordinated and consistent message relating to the potential of System build. The
Conference featured an opening address by Keith Joseph, Minister of Housing, with a response by
Robert Matthew, President of RIBA. Despite stressing that the conference should include houses
from the factory Joseph quickly conceded that looking at the conference agenda it would appear that
‘a great deal of it will be flats from the factory’ (Joseph, 1962: v). Joseph’s stated aim would be to
‘bring along, as far as | can, the largest clients of all for the housing industry... - the public authorities
- and to make clients recognise the industrial break-through on the edge of which we are now
standing’ (Joseph, 1962: v). Matthew reiterated the ‘technical revolution’ that was sweeping the
country and exhorted architects to get on board. He congratulated Joseph on the ‘great wind of
change which has blown through his Ministry’ and celebrated the standing of ‘some of the best
architectural and other professional talent in your Ministry’ (Matthew, 1962: vi). This would provide
the introduction for AW Cleeve Barr, Chief Architect of the Ministry of Housing and Local
Government to present a paper entitled ‘The problem stated’. Thereafter representatives from most
of the leading advocates for System build would present a detailed analysis of the features and
perceived benefits of their systems. Others would relate their decision-making process and the
experience and the success associated with early adoption. Representatives from many of the
leading vendors would present their systems including Raymond Camus of French company Camus,
as well as senior personnel from Reema, Bison, Balency, Coignet and Taylor Woodrow Anglian. Ove
Eriksson would present some of the engineering problems and solutions relating to multi-storey
development and representatives from the LCC would provide practical examples of their work with
System build. The proceedings of the conference were widely circulated in printed form and proved
influential in convincing local authorities that the future success of their building programmes lay
with System build. For those builders yet to embrace System build the conference led to a mad rush
to licence continental systems in order to ensure a share of what promised to be a lucrative market

(Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994).
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Figure 71: Interbuild’s System building publication, Edition 1 (1963) and edition 3 (1965). Source: Author.

6.1 Conceive, adapt or borrow

The rise of Industrialised building methods took place in a climate of acute housing need when the
prevalent belief was that the building industry was ill prepared to cope with the anticipated demand.
The widespread perception that the industry was backward in terms of its processes and methods
coincided with a period when society as a whole believed that technology could provide new
solutions to old problems and improve peoples’ lives in the process. This, together with an
overwhelming government confidence in Industrialised building and a promise that volume would be
guaranteed acted to convince reticent contractors to invest in Industrialised building. By 1962 the
Ministry of Housing and Local Government had arranged a meeting with some 60 of the leading
building contractors to discuss building policies and convince them to embrace Industrialised
building. Another powerful force in this period was the Cement and Concrete Association who
championed the use of concrete and lobbied stakeholders regarding the potential of Industrialised
production. Their conference in 1962 ‘Housing From the factory’ resulted in Interbuild, the
publication dedicated to System building, reporting ‘frenzied activity as contractors rushed to licence
foreign systems or bring their older ones up to date’ (Interbuild, 1962: 9). They did this in the belief

that the not inconsiderable investment would not only protect their status in the industry but would
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be justified by a payback consisting of greater volumes of business, improved profitability and less

reliance upon skilled crafts.

SELLECK NICHOLLS WILLIAMS LTD

announce the de
of the

velopment

Figure 72: Selleck Nicholls Williams Large Panel System advertisement. Following the ‘Housing from the Factory’
Conference, contractors rushed to licence systems. In this case Selleck Nicholls Williams announced their system
with a promise of a prototype. Source: Interbuild 1 (1963).

Faced with initial reticence, Government was in a position to highlight the opportunity for
contractors with promises of large-scale production runs that would pay back investment and ensure

profitability and the long-term sustainability of the initiative.

As well as orchestrated encouragement, the Ministry also took direct action in the assistance
provided to Laing in their system build efforts when supporting the development of three of their
Jesperson factories capable of handling 8,000 units/pa (Finnemore, 1989). In a climate in which
everyone seemed to be championing Industrialised building, contractors were very aware that their
competitors might capitalise on the opportunity and quickly develop a market-leading position in
much the same way that Wimpey had done with No-fines. They were also attracted by the idea of
less reliance upon skilled labour and believed that reduced material costs would offer greater profit
margins. Whilst Industrialised building held the potential to deliver cost savings for the local
authority, contractors and sponsors believed that short term savings would boost profits and provide

a reward for their investment and the development of new systems and processes.
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Figure 73: Contemporary advertisements for the larger contractors, Reema could feature actual sites whilst Laing
celebrated the range of systems they had to offer. Source: Interbuild 3, London (1965).

For the larger firms able to afford the investment required this was particularly attractive as they
sought to capture a lucrative slice of the public housing market. Although in the vanguard the large

firms were not the only firms to embrace Industrialised building.

You don’t have to be a giant to build |

The CEBUS system of on site precasting enables progressive contractg
build quickly and competitively, from one to thirty storeys, with oul

modest capital investment.

Greater London Council
Trowbridge Road Estate
Architect Hubert Bennett
the Architect to the G.L.C.
Engincers

Bureau d'Etudes Techniques J.
Harris & Sutherland, "
Chartered Civil Engineers, Londe

General Contractors
J. M. Hill & W

Figure 74: Cebus system, Systm build was available to the smaller contractor as well as larger ones. Source:
Interbuild 3 (1965).
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Smaller local firms like Stubbings in Birmingham, who were faced with a local battle with Wimpey
and Bryants, were scared that their lucrative local authority business might disappear overnight if
they failed to embrace industrialisation. This explains how between 1965 and 1977 approvals were
granted for 146 different systems involving some 120 different firms (McCutcheon, 1979: 187). Not
all would prove successful and ‘the top sixteen companies, two proprietary systems and one
consortium, together using forty one systems would come to account for 76.4per cent of the market’

(McCutcheon, 1979:192).

Homes completed in Building Systems in England and Wales by System 1946-79

System 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 Total
Bernard Sunley & Sons Ltd - Albetong 250 346 182 91 241 54 1164
CBryant & Sons Ltd - (Low-rise and Wallframe) 225 1,123 1,593 1,689' 2,689 1,786 1,158 461 721 753 20 127] 281 48 12674
Camus GB Ltd - Unit Construction/Mitchell/FRAM/Higgs and Hill 2| 696 614 352 1,034] 1,143 1,205 671 521 24 6262
Centerprise - Cebus 12| 194 95 240 80 621
Concrete Ltd - Wallframe 612 1,595 2,733 2,573 3,624 5,009 6,227 4,666 1,308 497 904 571 652 688 9| 31668
Crudens Ltd - Skarne 27 187 328 1,414 814 1,404 1,701 913 508 7] 7303
Cubitts Ltd - Balency 7] 291 605 504 448 507 393 274 452 54 3535
Fram Group Ltd - FRAM 144 189 63] 59| 109 272 1,226 385 11 2458
John Laing Construction Ltd - Sectra 120 505] 333 730 10| 414 153 88 182 2535
John Laing Construction Ltd - Jesperson 133 765 1,588 702] 1,893 1,445 774 426 577 340 8643
Reema Construction Ltd - Reema PPC 638 613 1,071 1,544 1,141 1,138 928 177 103 209 539 282 36 171 8590
Sundh (Great Britain) Ltd - Sundh 35 58 23 56 104 110 386
Taylor Woodrow Anglian Ltd - Larsen Nielson 40 406 664 1,056 875 480 632 1,528 880 393 669 457 8080

(Source: Finnemore, 1989)

Figure 75: High-rise building systems in England and Wales. Source: Finnemore.

Industrialised building developed most speedily amongst the largest contractors and of these
Concrete Ltd, Taylor Woodrow, Laing and Reema were in the vanguard in high-rise Industrialised
building. This can largely be attributed to the significant investment required for participation. This
was not limited to the development of the system and the processes to support and operate it but in
the capital outlay required for equipment including tower and gantry cranes, adjustable formwork
and setting and batching equipment. Not surprisingly contractors proved reluctant to both commit to
the investment but also embrace the changes required to their traditional practices. However the
leaders of the major companies were finally convinced that attaining the required housing volumes
could not be achieved through traditional means and their only option was to adopt Industrialised
building techniques (Crossman, 1975). They also needed to be convinced that consistent, sustainable

demand would be forthcoming to reward their investment.
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feasible. Source: The Concrete Society (1964).

The extent to which contractors scrambled to jump on the bandwagon is perhaps best demonstrated
by an anecdote from Donald Bishop of the Building Research Station relating to providing advice in
the 1960s about Industrialised methods of construction. He recounts a senior executive from one of
the largest companies calling to request information and advice on the best system to adopt.
Rejecting an offer of a face-to-face meeting the executive hastened a reply by reporting that he was
in a Board Meeting at the time and needed a recommendation on which to base company strategy.
Bishop later noted that his recommendation resulted in the company adopting the system

recommended (Bishop, 1978).
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Figure 77: Skarne system, Scottish frim Crudens adopted the Swedish Skarne system. Source: Interbuild 3, London
(1965).

Of the early adopters there were undoubtedly trail-blazers, those who had recognised the
opportunity early and already made investment in developing systems or had been encouraged by
Government, such as Reema and Waites as well as established players who quickly adapted their
existing systems to address the need for high-rise System build such as Wimpey. Others like Concrete
Ltd quickly used their expertise with concrete to adapt an established continental system in order to
promote their Bison Wall Frame system. Others would simply build under licence, Laing would adopt
the Jesperson and Sectra systems, Cubitts the French Balency system, Crudens the Swedish Skarne
system, Taylor Woodrow Anglian the Larsen Nielsen system and Bovis subsidiary Gilbert Ash the
French Tracoba system. The established French firm Camus set up a subsidiary in England but would
struggle to gain a foothold and having been rejected by Birmingham would eventually succeed with

an agreement to build with Liverpool in 1963/4.
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Figure 78: Camus system, one of the man entres in System building published by Interbuild in the early 1960s.
Source: Interbuild 3, London (1965).

All had been convinced that the housing volumes promised would materialise and be consistent and
sustainable, enabling them to reap the rewards of their investment. The actual benefits of adoption

were articulated by Norman Waites in 1964 at the ‘Modern methods of house building’ conference:

‘turning to Industrialised systems, | should like to explain my own company’s policy on these
matters. Operating as we do in London and in large industrial towns with the resultant need
for high-density development, by far the largest part of our building for local authorities is in
tall blocks of flats; ten- to twenty-storey. It is in the field that the advantages of System

building are readily apparent’ (N Waites, 1965: 367).
He went on to elaborate the benefits:
1 - faster construction on site
2 - higher proportion of work in factory
3 - continual employment (no disruption due to weather)
4 - closer control over workmanship
5 - more efficient building sequences

6 - higher mechanisation and systematic use of plant
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7 - elimination of trades in short supply

8 - greater control of issues

9 - restriction of design necessitated by smaller number of interchangeable components
10 - less wastage

11 - progressive image attracts higher calibre of staff

This was an interesting intervention and one of the very few made by the senior management of the
contractors. Waites’ comments certainly reflected earlier interventions from continental contractors
who had sought to promote their systems in Britain. The perceived benefits of industrialised building
and what seemed like ready encouragement from all quarters had ensured that contractors adopted
systems quickly and some at least were able to articulate the resultant benefits they accrued. How
the Ministry’s vision of industrialised system building would fare in the longer term and the ultimate
success of the initiative would depend upon the level of compromise that individual stakeholders

would feel were needed during adoption.
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6.2 Open and Closed Systems

It was thought and hoped by the Ministry that as industrialised building developed it would
eventually lead to completely open systems with interchangeable units built to standard dimensions
and specifications. This would allow architects to ‘mix and match’ components in their designs. The
relative merits of open versus closed systems was much discussed. The Ministry accepted that it was
essential to start with closed systems to establish the principle and gradually move to open systems
as the concept was proved. The difference between the systems was widely understood: ‘systems
have been termed ‘closed’ — implying that only a limited range of presubscribed standard building
types can be assembled with components; or ‘open’ — offering the possibility of detail component

design variance within stipulated limits’ (Morris, 1978: 125).

The Ministry conceded that, in the first instance, construction would start with proprietary closed
systems but, as the market developed, true off-site manufacture of factory components would
enable the development of an open system. The Ministry was clear how they thought the industry
should develop with the objective to minimise involvement on-site even for the systems that placed
walls and floors in situ such as Wimpey, Laing, Mowlem and Allbetong. Factory components were
seen as an opportunity to minimise concrete pouring site work which by its nature was difficult and
subject to disruption by the elements (Cleeve Barr, 1962). A natural progression was to eliminate wet
finishes on site and maximise the benefit of standardised components, services and fittings. The
Ministry posed the long-term question, should the industry ‘be dominated by a number of large firms
each with its own system, producing a limited range of types of blocks of flats or whether there
cannot be some wider interchange of components, based upon a common approach to
standardisation and dimensional co-ordination from which architects can build up a much wider
vocabulary of plan forms’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 6). The parallel was drawn with Scandinavia where
standardisation had been successful and common components including staircases, kitchens, sinks,
cookers, refrigerators, refuse chutes and doors were widely available that were of both a higher

standard and, due to volume, cheaper.
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Figure 79: Pre-cast tiled staircase, the concept of standard components were readily accepted in Scandinavia.
Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

The move to an open system would be the catalyst that would change the industry ‘transforming it
from its present low state to a highly mechanised level in a comparatively few years’ (Cleeve Barr:
1962: 8). In the short term though individual sponsors would develop and implement their systems in
isolation, invariably with some system based upon large panel construction. The ultimate goal of
delivering open systems remained a Ministry priority, The Architects Journal published a report of an
address at Newcastle University in 1965 by Cleeve Barr that suggested that the ‘present large number

of systems is only a temporary phenomenon’ (Cleeve Barr, 1965).
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Figure 80: The National and Public Building Frame, attempts by the Ministry of Public Building and Works to
promote Open systems and standardisation in construction. Source: The Concrete Society (1966).
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Clearly there was still some frustration that the industry had not transitioned to an open system:
‘Most of us prefer to look forward to a day when systems, as such will cease to exist, and the industry
will provide us with a large range of well designed, high quality interchangeable components’. Cleeve
Barr’s optimism was however tempered by a realistic appreciation of the challenge and the timescale
required to achieve it, ‘the concept is pretty idealistic and it is extremely difficult to foresee the
development of society and economic forces so far ahead’ (Cleeve Barr, 1962: 6). Cleeve Barr’s
statement suggests an appreciation of the market-led imperatives of the major constructors and
how, having made serious investment in their own systems, they would be reluctant to migrate their

offering in favour of the assembly of a range of components from a multitude of competing vendors.

6.3 Large Panel construction

The Building Research Station were concerned that pre-fabrication using a kit of parts might actually
increase the number of operations during construction, a factor that might explain why Open
systems were not recommended from the start and why large panel systems (LPS) would come to
dominate the market. Certainly large panel systems were economically attractive, employing large
cheap concrete panels that were relatively simple to produce and erect, whilst benefitting from
meeting prevailing sound and insulation standards. Not only could they be manufactured to
incorporate all the required services large panel construction was proven, having been around since
the 1920s. In 1925, Amsterdam had commissioned the Occident System that comprised storey height
units of three tons to construct two-storey flats using a gantry crane. Similarly in the US LPS of storey
height were used by Grosvenor Aterbury at Twachlam. In France in the post-war period LPS helped to
contribute to a 300,000 per annum housing drive instigated by a shortage of labour and materials. In
Scandinavia it was seen as the antidote to a disproportionately high skilled labour cost, and in
Eastern Europe it was seen as a solution to the challenges associated with poor seasonal weather.
The widespread emergence of large panel construction in Europe and beyond can therefore be
explained in part by both economic and environmental factors rather than merely the application of

new technology.
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Figure 81: Large Panel Construction toy, the proliferation of large panel building systems encouraged the
production of children’s modelling sets. Source: Flying Panel Exhibition, Stockholm (2020).

The development of high-rise building technique was addressed in The Building Research Station
Handbook Principles of Modern Building (1959) which concerned itself with the structural and
functional performance of building focussing on the common preference of ‘frame plus infill: the
frame to hold up the building, and the cladding to keep out the weather’ (Glendinning and Muthesius,
1994: 73). The frame and lightweight cladding prevalent in the Hertfordshire Schools programme
would also serve as an example of innovation that would signal a search for new methods in house

and flat production (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 74).

One particularly important component in the process would be the emergence of new machinery to
ease the production of concrete panels, most significantly the introduction of the tower crane that

would make the construction of high towers more viable.

Figure 82: The Pingon P90 prototype crane with 6 ton capacity, competing manufacturers promoted a wide range
of tower cranes suitable for medium to high-rise construction from the 1950s. Source: The Concrete Society
(1964).
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The first example in England was purchased by the Building Research Station (BRS) in 1950 but, by
1954, there would be roughly 200 in action throughout the country after which they would

proliferate (McCutcheon, 1979).

From the early 1950s the frame and infill method was to continue to prove popular for high tower
construction, most commonly clad in traditional brick but also roughcast or plastered. Early examples
were steel-framed such as the ‘one off’ and expensive Duddeston and Nechells development in
Birmingham (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994). A cheaper alternative to steel was reinforced
concrete, the raw materials for which were freely available and production straight forward as it
could occur in-situ. It would go on to become the main construction method for high-rise social
housing blocks. Popularity would be aided by the increasing availability of formwork, vibrators for
casting and machinery to aid setting, which all contributed to making standard floor and wall height
units easier than ever to produce. Part of the high tower building revolution would include the box or
cross Wall Frame where the frame comprised cast individual units to provide the main internal
divisions that just required facing. Lubetkin and Arup would collaborate to develop cross frame and it
would become the LCC standard with 11-storey maisonette slab blocks (Day, 1988). The next
challenge was how to treat external elevations: what appeared to be walls from top to bottom were
more likely to be just a thin external layer tied to the internal framework. An alternative was the
French systems that featured inserts where the frame was exposed externally and had either
sections of wall, window or balcony inserted into the void. A third option was cladding that usually
consisted of pre-fabricated components being tied to the frame to form screen or curtain walls
(Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994). These could be formed of concrete, brick, wood, plastic, glass,
fibreglass or asbestos. In pursuit of the advantages of pre-fabrication, when at the LCC, Cleeve Barr’s
development at Picton Street would feature pre-cast floors and cross walls utilising tower cranes and

adjustable shuttering to enable construction.
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Figure 83: A range of new technology became available to support Industrialised building. Source: Concrete
Quarterly.

Meanwhile Reema, a long-established contractor would go on to develop large panel construction
methods with load-bearing walls and pre-cast wall panels that would be used in both Leeds and
London (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994). The attraction of large panel systems (LPS) was that flat
panels of dense concrete were seen to meet the functional requirements of structure, sound
insulation and fire resistance and were therefore promoted by the Building Research Station. They
considered that three-, four- or five-storey flats were well suited to LPS and could be arranged in
independent bays with two, three or four flats serviced by a single stairwell. External walls, party
walls and partitions could be load bearing with floor panels designed to span in two directions.
Building Research Station (BRS) experience of LPS suggested that it needn’t inhibit architectural
freedom and that it could comfortably accommodate all the common forms of flat types including

stairwell, balcony, corridor and even scissor access (Bishop, 1962).

Camus and Larsen Nielsen would be first continental players into the British market with Camus using
panels 21ft in length with ‘six-inch thick floors and panels forming a multicellular structure’
(Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 82). The Larsen Nielsen system adopted by Taylor Woodrow
Anglian consisted of a main structure of load-bearing walls six inches thick. Large wall panels would
also be utilised by Laing in their 12M Jesperson system and Yorkshire Development Group’s YDG Mk
1.
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Wimpey, by far and away the most successful house contractor with their No-fines system, was not
complacent and quickly sought to capitalise on the high building opportunity. Rather than develop or
licence a continental large panel system they instead decided to develop their existing No-fines
system. Utilising the already tried and tested in-situ approach they simply turned to larger and
consequently cheaper forms of shuttering. Whilst this was acceptable for blocks of up to five-storeys
Wimpey needed to further develop its system for higher blocks. This they achieved by incorporating
‘a new kind of framework’ (Muthesius and Glendinning, 2017: 95). The result was a new product,
named in characteristic Wimpey style, as ‘Wimpey Industrialised System building’ which simply
featured additional fixed shuttering for the wall shutters to form vertical columns that would be
further reinforced with steel. No- fines concrete would be poured into the wall shuttering with a
denser concrete poured for the columns. The same reinforcement and dense concrete would form
the horizontal beams. In the first instance the No-fines concrete would support the denser reinforced
concrete until set, then the reinforced concrete supported the No-fines wall panels. Externally the
two types of concrete were indistinguishable. Just as with their successful No-fines houses Wimpey

flats were finished with an external render formed of aggregate available in a variety of finishes.
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Figure 84: Bison Wall frame layout. Source: Concrete Quarterly.

In number the most successful of the large panel systems was the Bison Wall Frame developed by
Concrete Ltd. The Bison Wall Frame consisted of walls and floors up to 21ft in length providing a
frame to form a rigid box. Bison’s walls were all load bearing including external walls differing from
the earlier 1950s box frame that featured two open sides ready for infill. Concrete Ltd promoted the

system on the basis of its apparent simplicity, requiring the minimum number of components. Taking
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just 21 components to form a two-bedroom flat that comprised pre-fabricated walls and floors,
staircases, bathroom and toilet units, Bison Wall Frame was manufactured in purpose-built off-site
factories. Similar to other systems the completed wall and floor panels incorporated ducting for
services and were ready for internal surface treatment. The external walls were completed and

attached to the rest of the unit and were it was claimed, available in a variety of finishes.

Fig 10(c): Bison wall frame flats, Wyndford, Gl
(Architecr: Harold E. Buteux, ARIBA, ARIAS, AMTPI, Scottish Special H
Association)

Figure 85: Examples of Wallframe system, despite different external treatment both designs are identical. Source:
Concrete and Structural Engineering.
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on Bin Wall frame flats in Barking (Aug 1961) and Greenwich (Feb 1969). Source:

Figure 86: Fagade detailing
The Concrete Society.
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Whilst much was made about the variation and choice of external finish available including a range of
aggregate finishes, mosaic, glass, tooled concrete, tiling or brick, in practice these all added
something to the cost and invariably the local authority, keen to minimise cost, would invariably

select one of the cheaper finishes.

6.4 Reema

Based upon previous experience developing predominantly two-storey housing Reema could be said
to have been pioneers in the development of LP. Initially Reema had enjoyed some success in the
period immediately after the Second World War when labour and materials shortages saw attention
focus on opportunities for mass production using non-traditional methods. Developed originally by
civil engineers, by the early 1960s the company had already had 15 years’ experience developing
standard elements in purpose-built factories both at home and abroad. The LCC worked with the
company to further adapt their large panel system of housing to multi-storey designs, the result
being the completion of the first block at Aegis Grove in Battersea in 1962. Following this experience
and the publicity it afforded they began to market their multi-storey system to other local authorities
(Finnemore, 1989). In simple terms, early Reema large panel methods consisted of factory-produced
storey-height pre-cast hollow concrete panels erected on a prepared foundation. Recesses at the
edges of the panel formed the joint to make an in-situ reinforced concrete frame which held the
structure together and provided a waterproof joint (Reed, 1962). Reema’s proposition centred upon
their system’s simple repetitive production process that much reduced the need for skilled craftsmen
and was less susceptible to seasonal disruption. Reema operated a number of production facilities of
varying complexity ranging from temporary in-situ operations that featured an open casting yard and
a covered curing area, to permanent mechanised factories producing between 1000-2000 units per
annum (Reed, 1962). This experience put Reema at the forefront of large panel construction in the
early 1960s as they had already gained experience, refined their processes and experimented with a

range of construction options.
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Concrete Society (1966).
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Figure 87: Reema pre-casting facility. Source: The

Reema wall panels were commonly formed of a sandwich construction featuring a 1.5in outer skin
with a 6.5in cavity and a further 1in inner skin measuring up to 15ft in length with an 11ft storey
height. Internal walls ranged from 3-4in solid or hollow construction with the latter filled in-situ to
provide a load-bearing structure in multi-storey applications (Reed, 1962). Hollow floor panels of up
to 23ft in length were used to cross tie internal to external panels. Transport constraints limited the
loads for lorries to between 10 and 15 tons and it was generally considered that a 100-mile range
from site to factory provided the most economic range. In the early years and primarily for houses
and low-rise applications, Reema made use of the Reema Mast that featured a central high mast
secured by wire from its apex to the ground with a second arm that rotated around its base to lift
panels. Later, in line with all other building firms, the company used mobile gantry and tower cranes.
Each crane would have a foreman and five labourers. Like their major competitor Wimpey, Reema
offered a range of design and construction consultancy services with its own team of architects and
engineers. So, whilst Reema boasted of the flexibility of their system and its ability to produce
‘schemes of distinction far removed from the monotony generally associated with housing from the
factory’ (Reed, 1962: 82), in reality the extent of their design flexibility seemed primarily limited to

interventions associated with external appearance. These would most commonly consist of stippled
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concrete that was either painted or faced with aggregate. The cheapest was gravel although a range
of more exotic finishes was available subject to budget that included white Derbyshire spar, pink
limestone, grey or green Cornish granite or Cotswold stone. These external finishes were always
applied in the factory and the company reported that self-cleansing finishes including glass or china
were fast gaining in popularity. Reema’s earliest examples incorporated a traditional internal plaster
skim but this was quickly superceded by the more economic direct papering or painting of exposed
concrete. Although Reema assemblies including glazing fixed at the factory, unlike the majority of
their competitors the company did not initially offer pipework or ducting incorporated at the time of

manufacture.

Figure 88: Pre-cast Reema panels being transported to site from the factory. Source: The Concrete Society.

One of Reema’s earliest multi-storey projects incorporated the construction of ten-storey blocks in
Leeds in 1958 with Civil Engineer Felix Samuely engaged as Consulting Engineer. Designed by City
Architect RAH Livett, the project consisted of 21 ten-storey blocks with the bulk of construction
taking place in an in-situ temporary casting yard. The main load-bearing units consisted of solid
panels vertically reinforced by bolted connections. Reema also made use of hollow panels that would
be filled in situ to provide vertical reinforcement. This would lead to the development for the LCC in
1962 of Aegis Court in Battersea designed by HJ Whitfield Lewis, then County Architect for
Middlesex. Consisting of 11-storey blocks with flats on the ground floor, the structure was finished
with a self-cleansing vitreous china finish for the main front elevations with a broken brown glass

finish for side elevations.
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Flgure 89: Reema block at Aegls Rd Battersea. Source: The Concrete Soaety (1962).

Reema were particularly proud to publicise the reduced construction times for their multi-storey
flats, boasting for example that their ten-storey blocks of 60 flats produced in Leeds could be erected
within five to six weeks. Taking into account site preparation, services, foundations and interior
finishing they estimated that similar multi-storey blocks could be comfortably completed within 12

months.

Figure 90: Reema ten-storey block nearing completion in Leeds. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).
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6.5 Bison Wall Frame

Concrete Ltd, already well established as a specialist concrete contractor, recognised the potential
for multi-storey large panel construction. Concrete Ltd had begun producing pre-cast concrete floors
as early as 1919. With the advent of cranes the Bison Wide slab was introduced that saw an increase
in element size from just 14in to seven foot six inches which would henceforth become the basic unit
for the assembly of their multi-storey flats. Nine-storey blocks first appeared in 1956 utilising wide
floor slabs with pre-cast beams and columns but it quickly became evident that it was more
economical to substitute wall panels in place of the beam and column. Concrete Ltd took advantage
of the acceptance of concrete for external finishes to eliminate both the costly requirement for

scaffolding and the fashion to face structures in brick.

Figure 91: Bison Wall frame casting units. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

Early iterations of the Bison Wall Frame system demonstrated promise but the company conceded

that it would require further development in order to eradicate the need for a skilled workforce in its
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construction. Concrete Ltd envisaged such development would primarily relate to finish and result in
the elimination of plasterers, electricians and bricklayers. Consequently, keen to develop their
system they studied continental systems, and, in particular, those of Scandinavia and France. The
Bison Wall Frame system came about due to Concrete Ltd’s close liaison with Scandinavian
consultants and was far more closely aligned to these than to either French or Russian examples.
Unlike the continental systems that celebrated to a much greater extent the virtues of
standardisation Bison unsurprisingly promoted itself as much more adaptable to a variety of internal

planning and elevational treatments.

The brief for the design team was to evolve a system suited for local conditions that featured large
panel construction but captured the beneficial elements of continental systems. Concrete Ltd
conceded that systems prevalent in Scandinavia and Europe could inform their plans as these were
by their own admission more advanced. This necessitated the development of a plan form suitable
for medium-sized schemes that offered a flexibility in layout and appearance. Attention was also
focussed on liaison with both the BRS and utility providers to ensure the final specification complied
with building regulations. The ability to comply with prevailing and possible future standards was
seen as just as important as speed of construction, economy and durability. The resultant Bison Wall
Frame system was considered by its promoters as not only future-proofed for any future regulations
but in its latest iteration offered: ‘ample scope for architectural expression both in planning and

elevation’ (Wood, 1962: 87).
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Figure 92: Bison casting frame and insertion of lifting hooks on completed panel. Source: The Concrete Society
(1962).

The evolution of the Bison Wall Frame system from established Scandinavian systems was targeted
at a market requiring high flats between eight- and 20-storeys in height, most commonly with either
four, six or eight flats per floor. Whilst the key market for Concrete Ltd would be solutions for their
local authority clients the system boasted that it could cater for the ‘uxury standard of the better
types of private development’ (Wood, 1962: 88). The updated Bison Wall Frame system was
marketed extensively and claimed to benefit from both speed and economy of construction whilst

utilising standardised pre-cast concrete with a dry finish that did not require scaffold or plaster.
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Featuring these updated developments Concrete’s Ltd’s first example of the evolved Bison Wall

Frame was completed in Barking in 1961.

Process ‘ Extent of finish

Internal finishes Walls/ceiling ready for application of lining/wall
paper or filler for painting.
Floors ready for thermoplastic floor covering or

optional provision of floating timber floors.

External finishes Any aggregate, tooled concrete, tiling or brick
tiles.

Up to 12-storey brick can be used externally,
greater that 12-storey concrete required for

structural stability.

Provision of services Electric point and ductwork cast-in.

Electric floor heating optional.

Provision for radio, television and telephone
points.

Gas flues, air ducting cast-in.

Refuse chutes cast-in.

Bathroom/lavatory fitted traditionally post
erection.

Joinery of traditional type but pre-fabricated.
Lift shafts designed to suit specific lift
installations.

Grade 1 sound insulation.

Insulation ‘U’ value of 0.15.

Figure 93: Bison Wall Frame system specifications. Source: Wood, 1962.
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Figure 94: Advertisement illustrating manufacturing capability for Concrete Ltd’s Bison Wall Frame system.
Source: Interbuild (1963).

By 1962 Concrete Ltd was operating five factories producing the Bison Wall Frame system with the
promise of up to two or three more, dependent upon demand. Existing facilities were economically
located to best supply demand, with two in London, one in the Midlands, one in Leeds and one in
Scotland. To justify the addition of further production facilities Concrete Ltd demanded a
commitment of at least 500 new homes. Like Wimpey before them, Concrete Ltd was aware of the
importance of marketing. Concerned that potential customers might be discouraged from
committing to two companies, one that produced the system and another that built it, they stressed
the supposedly seamless character of their regional partnerships suggesting that design, fabrication
and erection would be carried out by one firm to ensure continuity. Certainly their partnerships
brought other benefits, the company had a long history in the manufacture and supply of pre-cast
concrete that demonstrated both experience and expertise and the partnership with significant local

contractors allowed them to market their systems to an already-established local customer base.
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Figure 95: Concrete Ltd was keen to stress the flexibility of the Bison system hence this publicity shot for a
completed fire drill tower in Shoreditch, the components were produced at the Concrete factory in Hounslow and
transported by road. Source: The Concrete Society.

In many cases this worked well because established local companies could leverage existing
relationships and provide a recognisable face to the local authority whilst benefitting from Concrete
Ltd’s experience and investment in production. Between 1964 and 1974 Concrete Ltd constructed
31,668 flats in its Wall Frame system and three years after its introduction had already captured

20per cent of the high-rise market (Finnemore, 1989: 283).
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6.6 Larsen Nielsen

Source: The Concrete Society (1963).

In 1962 Larsen Nielsen publicised their capabilities in Denmark, where, operating from a dedicated
component factory, they were able to produce 2,000 flats each year. Like many of the continental
producers the company advocated a close collaboration between client, architect and engineer in
order to benefit from their system and, like Camus in France, emphasised the need for detailed
planning and the co-ordination of production and construction. Their system consisted of load-
bearing cross-wall construction carrying floor slabs and facing panels, some of which would also be
load-bearing, to ensure an even distribution of forces among the various components. Consisting of
18cm slabs incorporating hollow cylindrical cores for floor elements, a maximum width of 240cm and
a length of 480cm was imposed due to transport limitations. Their wall elements were 15cm thick
and unreinforced, with a notional height of 260cm with a 420cm length. Facade elements were of a
15cm thick concrete sandwich construction featuring a five to eight cm layer of either foam plastic or
mineral wool insulation with an outer face of exposed aggregate. Expansion and contraction joints
were provided between all adjoining components to minimise load forces and the resultant need for
reinforcement. Overall the system incorporated five major components including facade elements,
interior walls and partitions, floor units, stair-flights and landing slabs. Each of these would include

electricity conduits, sleeving for hot water supply, television sockets and any other required feature.
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Woodwork would also be factory-produced but with the exception of door and window frames

would be installed on-site.

S ——
Figure 97: Promotional images of the finishing process for a moulded wall panel at a dedicated Taylor Woodrow
Anglian manufacturing facility, these pictures highlight the difference between in-situ and factory production
although the white coated supervisor may have been included to stress this variance. Source: The Concrete Society
(1963).

Neither internal walls nor ceilings required plastering, having a smooth finish ready for paint or wall-
paper covering. Construction could take place without scaffolding and the production cycle would be

co-ordinated to ensure a steady flow between factory and work-site, where each floor, including
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cross walls, partitions, glazed facades, stairs, landings and floor slabs would be completed before the
next was commenced. The only major item of mechanised equipment required was a suitable size
crane and the construction schedule enabled finishing to commence on the lower floors whilst

construction continued above.

The system was well proven, with a 16-year track-record in its native country which convinced Taylor
Woodrow Anglian to licence the system in England. This new company represented a merging of the
Taylor Woodrow subsidiary, Myton, with the established pre-cast concrete specialists Anglian
Building Products (Finnemore, 1989). They were able to modify the system sufficiently to
accommodate local planning and building specifications and were also attracted by the ability to
produce components in the less costly in-situ factory that also allowed greater flexibility of
production. The LCC, under pressure to increase productivity in home construction, was an early
adopter, considering it to be capable of making ‘an effective contribution to the Housing effort of the
LCC’ (Whittle, 1962: 129). The Council’s first scheme would be the Morris Walk development in
Greenwich, although they would by no means limit their support of System build to one developer.
Although Taylor Woodrow Anglian reported that regular technical liaison took place with the Danish
licence- holder they deemed the system straightforward enough to understand and modify. The
apparent simplicity and flexibility of the system recommended itself to potential customers as a truly

tried and tested system.

1/

Figure 98: The Taylor Woodrow Anglian facility in Sunderland, said to be capable of producing six homes every 24
hours, the site covered 8 acres and cost £.5M to build and was equipped with six 10 ton gantry cranes. The
manufacturing shop covered 38,000 sq ft with an adjacent 40,000 sq ft storage yard. (Sept 1965). Source: The

Concrete Society (1963).
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6.7 Camus

THE CAMUS SYSTEM

comes to Great Britain with a background of 14 yeal'! experience
methods of building in countries

Camus i
in large scale factory production

throughout the world, bringing its unique advantages of speed and economy
types of housing from tall  blocks

to all to single storey houses

Figure 99: Advertisement for the Camus system, although operating as a subsidiary in the UK Camus used local
partners for deployment as in this case with Unit Construction in Liverpool. Source: Interbuild (1963).

Unlike Wimpey, which had a long history in the industry, the Camus company emerged from the
chaos of war and, capitalising on prevailing circumstances and opportunity, took a position at the
forefront of the early prefabrication movement. France had already witnessed early attempts at
System build producing from the 1930s the Mopin system that had been adopted for RAH Livett’s
Quarry Hill development in Leeds. In the aftermath of the War, Eugene Claudius-Petit as Minister of
Reconstruction and Urbanism (MRU) announced in 1949 a campaign to build 20,000 new dwellings a
year for twenty years (Bullock, 2009). Just as in Britain there was general agreement that ‘the only
way to achieve this was to transform the way that housing was built and that ‘industrialisation’ in
one form or another was critical to doing so’ (Bullock, 2009: 59). Camus would go on to enjoy
success in France but due to the entrepreneurial flair and pragmatism of their founder the company
would also be recognised beyond European borders. In the early post-war period those tasked with

‘the re-construction’ in France would prove fierce advocates of Industrialised processes. Many had
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witnessed how functional wartime buildings could be constructed quickly and easily to meet an
urgent requirement and were confident that similar techniques could be harnessed to solve the
domestic housing problem quickly and cost effectively (Solopova, 2019). Coincidently one of the sites
to have suffered most under bombardment, Le Havre, would be one of the earliest sites to be
developed. Plans saw Le Havre divided into a series of blocks with each allocated a required density
of 750 pph. Born in Le Havre, Raymond Camus had gained experience at his father’s small building
firm that specialised in ‘masonry, reinforced concrete, roofing, plumbing, and carpentry’ (Bullock,
2009) and later at his father-in-law’s firm. Ironically it was Le Corbusier who had in the 1920s urged
those designing houses to look at the example of Citroen (Bullock, 2009). Camus gained vital
experience with the French car maker, where he assumed responsibility for workers’ housing (1938-
42) and this experience greatly influenced his views on production. He left Citroen, firmly of the
opinion that all building components should be produced in a factory and assembly should be the
only process completed on site. His views were echoed by officials at MRU who believed that a
sufficiently large requirement might be fulfilled by purpose-built local factories that could take
advantage of volume to reduce the need for skilled crafts and achieve a high degree of quality
control (Bullock, 2009). By June 1948 Camus had developed his own system for pre-fabricated
housing and registered his patent. His system centred upon construction utilising six panels
consisting of four walls, a floor and ceiling to form a load-bearing dwelling. Tasked with rebuilding
one of Le Havre’s blocks, Camus moved into an ex-American storage warehouse to house his factory.
Basic production facilities comprised a reinforced concrete casting table upon which casting panel
moulds were positioned. Concrete pillars adjacent to the tables were used to support the completed
panels for final curing. Opportunistically Camus would take advantage of the availability of a large
number of abandoned military vehicles in Le Havre to transport these panels to site. Of the 20
workers employed in this rudimentary factory only 10 per cent were experienced builders. The first
building on Lot 17 would take eight months to complete and result in a further three commissions.
Later contracts for a further four buildings necessitated a move to a more advanced factory that this
time benefitted from electric winches and bridge cranes. An early visitor reported ‘we were
enchanted by the industrial precision of the actions. It became clear that fabrication could be done in
any season, everything else being but a matter of assembly’ (Dalloz, 2012: 117-120 cited in Solopva).
This would be the key to Camus’ success, producing panel-sized components to fine tolerances and
therefore removing the reliance on finishing and erection skills. His next assignment would be a
prestigious commission for the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE) for 163
apartments for American officers in Paris suburbs. It was this commission that would see a

modification to the basic design of the system: by increasing the load-bearing function of the cross
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walls, the facade no longer needed to retain this functionality and could instead incorporate more
attractive designs. Comprising eight three-storey buildings, the site would be completed within 11
months, securing Camus a reputation for speed of construction. It resulted in a second commission
for a further 280 apartments comprising four seven-storey buildings. Meanwhile construction

continued in Le Havre, finally ending in 1953, at which time the factory was closed due to the lack of

new contracts (Solopva, 2019: 159).

Figure 100: Publicity photographs for the Camus system showing construction and completed development at
Cortillieres, Pantin on the outskirts of Paris. This development featured more adventurous glazing than usual.
Source: The Concrete Society (1963).
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The commencement of the ‘Grand Ensembles’ in Paris; a programme of high-density residential
development saw Camus awarded three new commissions enabling the development of new highly-
equipped factories designed to produce homes in industrial quantity (Solopva, 2019: 163). New
commissions throughout France and the resultant difficulty in funding expansion led Camus into
forging partnerships with local building companies. The growth in business allowed Camus to impose
a strict operating model, only accepting projects of a size that allowed a constant production run,
enabling a seamless flow from factory to site of dwellings constructed to a standard plan and located
within close proximity to the production facility. Camus’ model mirrored the automobile production
that he had experienced at Citroen: ‘the drawing office perfected the panel design, the lab tested the
concrete elements, the factory manufactured the panels, specialist transporters delivered them to the
construction site, and installers assembled the dwellings’ (Solopva, 2019: 163-4). Much of Camus’
continued success was the ability to consistently deliver to budget and more rapidly than would have
been possible with traditional methods (Bullock 2009: 64). That MRU selected an architectural team
consisting of six architects to draw up plans for development in the Paris region also allowed Camus

to benefit from external design expertise familiar with his system from previous contracts whilst

maintaining the discipline of being able to manufacture standard units.
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Figure 101: The Camus system manufacturing facility in Vienna. Source: The Concrete Society (1963).

Meanwhile Camus was perfecting his technique and output with successive factories; at Marienau he
would use heated tables and a further commission to build 4,000 homes on the outskirts of Paris

resulted in a factory capable of producing eight apartments a day.
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Figur 102: Camus system, panel being demounted and moved to storage yard pnding transport to site. Source:
The Concrete Society (1962).

This would utilise horizontal tables for facade panels and horizontal casting frames for wall and floor
slabs. At the Montesson factory the whole process from delivery of raw materials, through mixing,

batching, pouring and curing to eventual loading was studied and simplified (Bullock, 2009). Camus
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would always be at pains to point out the time it would take to both build a factory, iron out any
manufacturing issues and train a workforce. At the Homes from the factory conference he suggested

this could take up to two years with no previous experience (Camus, 1962).

At Montesson the factory took six months to build and a further three months to ‘bed in” after which
could begin production of the 72,000 panels of 185 different types. The factory employed 165
unskilled workers and a further 20 drivers responsible for delivering the components sufficient to

build eight dwellings each day.

Although 25 days production was reputed to be kept in storage to compensate for any unplanned
disruption Camus would continue to experiment with direct assembly from the lorry to crane.
Development of both the process and the system would continue, with attention being based upon
panel construction, jointing and thermal insulation. By 1954 his system as well as others in France

were attracting international attention.
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t, Russia. The system was adopted and adapted throughout the

Figure 103: Camus system facility in Tashken
world. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

A Russian delegation visiting Paris in 1955 would lead directly to a new commission in 1956 from
Moscow that saw the licencing of the system in Russia and its further development for an
earthquake-proof residential development in the city (Solopva, 2019). By 1957, a further agreement
had been signed for the provision of construction equipment and expertise for prefabricated housing

in the USSR. Following early overseas success Camus would actively pursue similar agreements and
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contracts would follow in Germany, Austria, Czechoslovakia, Great Britain, Italy and Belgium.
Although predominantly present in France where its projected annual out-put was in excess of 5,000
units per annum, the company had expanded into the colonies and the East with Algeria producing
1,350 per annum and Russia (state- owned but licenced) 6,500 units. By 1962, of the annual
production of 15,000 dwellings 6,000 were from direct Camus subsidiaries and 9,000 were produced
under licence. Overseas success would later witness contracts in Japan, Iraq, Syria, Zaire, Gabon,

Taiwan and Bahrain, the success of which would result in the 1976 French Grand Prix de I'Exportation

award to the company.
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Figure 104: Camus system. An insulated steam cloche used to accelerate the curing process and mosaic tiling
being installed for a fagade in a window panel. Source: The Concrete Society (1962).

The Camus system whilst it shared many of the characteristics of other large panel systems was

markedly different and arguably closer to the concept of a fully factory-produced system. Whilst

215



comprising the standard factory-produced large panel concrete units these fully incorporated

thermal insulation, tiling, doors, window frames, supports and ductwork.

The system was designed to be transported to site, mounted one on the other and connected

together. Typically, units were of room size and completed units consisted of 25 or more units.

Figure 105: Camus system. Wall panel with tiled fagade being lowered into position. Source: The Concrete Society
(1962).

Camus himself boasted that his system offered a number of benefits. He believed that with a higher

proportion of in-factory work it was easier to co-ordinate, organise and supervise more effectively:

e Factory production based upon a permanent continued labour force rather than the
traditional floating labour force of traditional or site construction

e Ability to sequence activities in factory production for greater efficiency and higher
productivity

e The ability to eliminate the waiting time that occurs between traditional trades

e Disruption due to seasonal considerations such as poor weather

e Ability to optimise the use of materials and therefore have less waste

e Greater efficiency relating to use of plant/machinery optimised production

e Improved social conditions for the factory over the building site
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Camus believed that the result was higher productivity and reduced cost with time to construct
reduced by at least 50 per cent (Camus, 1962). In marketing his system at the Housing from the
factory conference he followed the lead of the Minister and his Chief Architect by appealing to the
public and private architects who might be in the audience. Whilst drawing comparisons with
industries involved in the production of cars and domestic appliances Camus suggested that the
consumer would be unwilling to accept a standard product like a car or a fridge. Instead his system
could provide architects with a high degree of expression in presenting a range of plan types from
single-storey, two-storey, three- to nine-storey slab blocks and twelve- to twenty-storey point blocks
(Camus, 1962). Camus firmly believed that an acceptable range of plan types with ‘the range of
external finishes that are possible’ (Camus, 1962: 11) would provide the necessary aesthetic appeal
whilst providing architectural cohesion and necessary economy. This would be a common dialogue
with contractors seeming to offer freedom of architectural expression whilst steering customers to a

limited range of preferred plan types and limiting customisation to a wide range of external finishes.

Similar to Concrete Ltd, Camus’ operating model saw the firm most commonly forming a partnership
with local contractors, an approach initially necessitated by financial considerations as demand had
increased in France. When approaching the UK market, Camus set up a wholly-owned subsidiary,
which might explain the reticence to engage on the part of some local authorities despite the
enthusiasm of their in-house architects. Despite rejection in Birmingham, the company in partnership
with Unit Construction would eventually enjoy greater success in Liverpool. Camus would however
present his company’s approach at the Cement and Concrete Society conference explaining that a
central team was responsible for the development of factories and the system of production to
ensure compliance with local building standards and regulations (Camus, 1962: 12). Continued
research and development took place in Paris at the firm’s Centre de Recherche pour le
developpement de I'industrialisation de la construction that was financed by a levy from regional
factories based upon their annual production. The laboratory reputedly not only concerned itself
with improvements in construction but also the potential for further optimisation and efficiency

within the process.

A slowdown in production in the early 1970s meant that only one factory was still in production in
France, developments of the required volumes were no longer common and consequently the
distance between factory and construction site was extending and proving more costly. Camus’
death in 1980 marked the passing of an innovator in pre-fabrication. Utilising building experience
with exposure to factory production at Citroen, Camus had successfully harnessed industrial

production for housing and taken his product global.
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6.8 System build Economics

The introduction of Industrialised building systems in England would, it was hoped, streamline an
obsolete building industry by introducing new materials, improve quality, increase productivity
(faster production with less skilled workforce) and eventually, based upon steady demand, deliver a
lower cost. In 1961 the Building Research Station had clearly indicated the requirements necessary to
make Industrialised building viable. The first was a need for a guaranteed volume ‘this implies
confidence in the market which must be maintained and a steady level by contracts of a reasonable
size coming forward regularly’ (Bishop, 1962: 51). Experience abroad was used to stress this key
requirement ‘The big problem of most Continental producers has been to obtain continuity of work
without relying on very large, long period contracts. Pre-cast concrete as a material can only be used
economically if factories are kept in virtually full production year in and year out’ (Bishop, 1962: 62).
The uncertainty relating to the likelihood of continuous high demand lay behind the initial reticence
of contractors to accept government claims that demand would be consistent and great enough to
justify their investment. Despite assurances at the time, Richard Crossman would later concede in his
diaries that the fear that successive governments would fail to deliver on this promise was wholly

justified (Crossman, 1975).

With appropriate demand assured, contractors without a system were faced with the challenge of
either developing their own system or acquiring someone else’s. Both would be costly but for those
without existing expertise, acquisition of a proven system remained the only viable option and was
most commonly achieved by licencing a tried and tested system from the continent. In practice,
Scandinavian and French systems were widely adopted with new entrants obliged to invest both in
the consultancy and training required to set up production and thereafter pay the licensee a

commission to use it.
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Figure 106: Coignet system. Advertisement highlighting the speed of construction possible using ‘mechanised
factory techniques’. Source: Interbuild (1963).

In addition to the cost and effort needed to either develop or licence a system, entry into the
Industrialised building market required significant investment in the new equipment required for the
casting, transportation and erection of factory-made panels. The purpose-built off-site factory would
invariably consist of special motorised steel moulds that incorporated advanced heating elements
capable of heating concrete to 80 degrees centigrade. These would both aid hardening and permit
the components to be automatically removed once completed. Heating could be enabled by either
electricity or steam and the motorised moulds, horizontal during the casting, would then pivot on
their bases to allow vertical demounting following the initial hardening of the concrete. After
approximately two hours the completed panels could be removed from the formwork by hydraulic
lifts and transferred by gantry cranes to the curing area where further hardening and shrinkage could
occur. The moulds or formwork would normally be machined within a tolerance of approximately
1mm with removable side walls to allow for the formation of different size panels. Although the
formwork was designed to be adaptable to different sizes of panel, altering the formwork for new
panels would delay production, add to the cost and introduce the potential for mistakes that could
remove any potential advantage of mass production. This was especially valid when panels were
designed to incorporate ductwork and services such as pipes and conduits for electricity. Describing
the design of a typical factory for the Coignet System Edward Fougea explained at the Houses from

the factory Conference that it would typically include:
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e A central mixing plant, with silos for aggregates and cement, hoists, pneumatic transport,
weight batchers, mixers, etc

e A control cabin for one operator who would automatically control all handling of material,
the batching of concrete, its manufacture and its distribution to the moulds

e Astorage area for storing the completed units, which is served by the same gantry cranes as
the manufacturing area,

e Areinforcement workshop, where reinforcing steel is cut and bent

e Machinery for preparing the joinery, the polystyrene sheets, the tiles etc

e Power plant- heating, air compressors, electric transformers
(Fougea, 1962: 17)

Following production specially-constructed trailers were needed to transport components by lorry

with tower and gantry cranes were be utilised to hoist components into place.

\

Figure 107: Gantry cranes being used in Sweden to move completed panels from curing to storage. Source: The
Concrete Society, (1962).

At the time, Reema estimated that the investment required would be in the region of £150,000 to

provide just the basic operation including cranes, casting equipment and transport capable of
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providing 500 units per annum. As larger-scale production was often required representing a capacity
of up to 2,000 units per annum the investment in machinery alone would be in excess of £3m (at
today’s value). Considering that Concrete Ltd had invested in five regional facilities with more
promised gives not only some idea of the level of investment made but also that which any
competitor faced if they wished to compete. The level of investment required to bring a system to
market explains why many smaller operators favoured the smaller temporary in-situ facility.
Factories therefore commonly consisted of varying specifications of equipment ranging from
inexpensive timber and steel formwork to more advanced mobile pallets that could be moved on a
conveyor system through the casting process to curing. The in-situ alternative was to set up small
temporary facilities next to the building site equipped with cheaper and more basic equipment that

was demountable. This represented a good compromise, especially for smaller sites because the

equipment could be disassembled and moved to a new site relatively easily.

Figure 108: Patternmakers constructing formwork for the Cowley Concrete Co. Achieving the necessary tolerances
in manufacturing was an early challenge and the reason why carpenters were often employed to construct
formwork. Source: The Concrete Society (1952).

For more comprehensive pre-fabrication the industry faced a number of early challenges, not least in
adopting acceptable levels of accuracy in the manufacturing process. Traditional building had never
had to work to such close tolerances: ‘we made our beams and slabs, stairs and other parts in the
factory, and on coming to the building site with our elements we often found that a wall was a couple

of inches further away than shown in the drawing or a little lower or higher’ (Gerholm, 1962: 33).

This experience illustrates the extent of the challenge facing sponsors of Industrialised systems, and

suggests a high degree of investment was required to perfect the process. The BRS was also at pains
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to stress the need for a high capital investment not just in technology but also in the dedication to
the design, development and optimisation of the techniques, and expertise required. Whilst the BRS
estimated this could take between 6-12 months (BRS 1962), more experienced continental players
suggested in reality it could take anywhere up to two years to perfect a new process ‘It takes at least
two years from the start of production for a new factory to produce economically and to a
satisfactory standard of quality. The labour force cannot then be laid off or disbanded without risking
heavy future losses’. (Camus, 1962: 10). With regard to the workforce, industrialised building altered
the established dynamic: traditional building processes required a relatively small number of
permanent employees who could move between sites to ensure high levels of utilisation. The use of
sub-contractors, particularly in the finishing trades, was also similarly attractive for developers
because they were paid only when they were working. In the industrialised model the workforce
required to operate a factory needed to be employed full-time on production. If the volume
requirement was not in place an inactive factory did not stop incurring costs. It was therefore crucial

to ensure a steady flow of business to justify the investment and continued operation of the factory

or risk significant losses.

o 23 I-o r:w_, =
Figure 109: Promotional image designed to illustrate the production rate of two flats per day. The seamless
transition from manufacturing to construction was seen as crucial to ensuring efficiency and delivering cost
savings. Source: The Concrete Society, (1963).
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Continental sponsors underlined the need to adopt a standard factory production model of two units
per day. This approach reflected the appreciation that the economics of System build required a
smooth flow of units from factory to site with construction occurring contiguously with delivery to

site. This obviated the requirement for double handling and storage, and the consequent risk of
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damage to components. The favoured model stipulated that a two-flat-per-day production schedule
necessarily required a site construction schedule of the same amount. Consequently, the design
needed to reflect this requirement. Standardisation of components would make this all the more
achievable with any variation adversely risking disruption to the production cycle and adding
unwelcome cost. The extent of the challenge for the constructor was even recognised by the United
Nations, which appreciated ‘the special problems of applying industrial principles of production in
building should, however, not be exaggerated and should not be allowed to excuse the use of
obsolete techniques and out of date methods of planning and organisation’ (UN ECE, 1965: 5). Clearly
Industrialised building required a different mind-set: ‘these systems imply a much more systematic
approach to planning, to control and supervision, particularly supervision of the production, the
erection process and the installation of services’ (Bishop, 1962: 51). It reserved the most crucial
advice for last, suggesting strongly that the greatest challenge to System building was the
development of a new type of relationship between client, professional advisor and contractor, likely

to be ‘the most difficult and painful adaptation of all’ (Bishop, 1962: 51).

According to Muthesius and Glendinning (2017), Bison and Wimpey, the two most successful
sponsors of System building, achieved their success by limiting their range ‘in contrast to Reema, who
stressed the diversity of their designs’ (Muthesius and Glendinning, 2017: 98). The trouble was that,
in a competitive market, all vendors made extravagant claims that their systems could adapt to every
requirement. What is probably a more accurate representation is that Wimpey and Bison were
successful in limiting intervention and served up only minor cosmetic changes to their designs, and
thus managed to maintain the integrity of their systems and production schedules and consequently
limit additional production cost. Whilst both Wimpey and Bison could, to some extent, ‘act as
contractors for designs that were supplied to them by architects.... their principal activity was to
produce ‘packages’, that is blocks designed and engineered by themselves’ (Muthesius and
Glendinning, 2017: 92). What is less controversial is the assertion that these two sponsors very
effectively ‘turned their systems into strong brands’ (Muthesius and Glendinning, 2017: 98), they did
so with a range of innovative marketing materials including promotional films, lavish brochures and

invitations to demonstration sites, supported by generous hospitality.

A clearer picture of the types of manufacturing facilities operated by some of the major contractors
was evident in the January 1966 edition of Concrete and Constructional Engineering in an article
entitled ‘Systems of Industrialised Building’. This concentrated on case studies from Wates, Reema,
Taylor Woodrow Anglian and Camus. The study described a Wates site in Battersea for one 23-storey
block and three 12-storey blocks as well as four- and five-storey low-rise blocks. In total the

construction required 200 separate components including 60 types of floor slab, 50 types of wall
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panel and 15 types of edge beam for the four- and five-storey blocks alone. The on-site casting
facility covered 20,000 square feet, reputedly only two thirds of the normal size due to space
restrictions, and incorporated adjustable steel moulds, hinged pallets, tilting moulds for mosaic-clad
panels and steam boilers and electric blankets for curing. The production line extended 200ft and
was partially protected from the elements by a mobile canopy that ran on rails the length of the
production line. Polythene sheeting was utilised to further protect the machinery and workforce
from the elements. A workforce numbering 20 was said to be capable of producing a weekly output
of 160 components, equivalent to two-storeys of construction per week. The study of the Wates
operation continued to report on the training of the unskilled workforce responsible for construction
and described a training facility operated by the company in Mitcham, South London. Training
consisted of three days of ‘talks and demonstrations’ followed up with a further day a week for a

period of four weeks to cover ‘advanced’ construction tuition. The remaining time of this five-week

programme incorporated working on various sites (CCE, 1966).
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Fig. B.—~Steel Moulds in Casting Yard at Battersea,

Figure 110: Early illustrations of in-situ casting in Battersea. The attraction of in-situ production was considered
to be the lower cost to set up although quality and scale of production suffered when compared to the dedicated
off-site facility. Source: Concrete Quarterly, (1966).

Reema, seen to be a pioneer of Industrialised building since 1947, presented a slightly more
progressive picture when describing their development of a tall block in Portsmouth. The more
complex panels such as wall panels and stairs were cast in a separate off-site factory with only
simpler interior wall and floor panels cast in-situ in transportable battery moulds set up adjacent to
each block. Production that incorporated removal, cleaning and re-filling moulds enabled completion
of eight flats per week although the company stated that on-site production was strictly limited to
sites large enough to warrant a full-time site engineer to oversee production. This would normally be
a skilled craft-person with the company favouring carpenters for supervisory work due to their

appreciation of dimensional accuracy (CCE, 1966).

system boasted a production capacity of 100,000 tons of panels per annum but was less advanced than the
company’s later facility in Sunderland. Source: The Concrete Society (1963).
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Taylor Woodrow Anglian used their inclusion in the Concrete and Constructional Engineering article
to describe their Morris Walk development, selected by the LCC as their first foray into System build
construction and featuring seven ten-storey blocks and 47 low-rise three-storey units. Unlike the
previous examples the Taylor Woodrow Anglian system was constructed entirely from components
manufactured in a dedicated off-site factory, in this case, located at Lenwade in Norfolk. Dedicated
trains consisting of 15 wagons carrying 90 individual components would make the journey on
alternate nights from Norfolk to Charlton to enable the subsequent construction of four complete
flats. Thereafter having transported the components by lorry to site a workforce of 15 working with
an 85 tonne crane would on average complete construction of 11 complete flats per week. This
method was much closer to the reported continental practice that featured dedicated factories and a
consistent production mentality. To better support construction across the country the Norfolk
facility was replicated, with similar facilities at Hounslow, Tilbury, Winsford, Lichfield, Liverpool,

Leeds and Falkirk (CCE, 1966).

Continuing the discussion of dedicated factories, the Camus facility at Brimsdown in Enfield was
described at some length and reflected the experience of the organisation in honing their production
methods in France. The narrative also successfully communicated the advanced nature of production
and the complexity and likely cost of the individual facilities. The Enfield factory consisted of six
casting bays each with a further six casting tables. Concrete reinforcement was stored to the south
side of the factory prior to installation on the tables and before the concrete was poured utilising an
electrically-powered overhead travelling crane. Thereafter compressed air-powered poker vibrators
would compact the concrete before the external finish could be applied and the panel could be
cured. This was aided by an electrically-heated element contained in a cloche that was lowered
above the casting table for periods of between two and three hours. Following curing these tables
would be lifted to 70 degree angles and the panels removed and cleaned. The large-scale facility was
mirrored by similar facilities in Liverpool, Glasgow and Brimsdown, the capacity of which was
estimated at 1,500 units per annum and included a 92,000 square feet storage yard capable of

accommodating three-months production. (CCE, 1966).

What the article and others like it made abundantly clear was that factory construction differed
vastly from traditional construction. It not only required significant investment in advanced
machinery but also the adoption of new methods and techniques. To make it cost-effective factory
production needed to be seamlessly linked to construction to ensure consistent and steady factory
and workforce utilisation. Production and construction needed to be consistent and sustainable over
a period of many years to ensure efficiency and profitability. Whether the reported demand could be

sustained to achieve this remained to be seen.
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6.9 Case Study — LCC influence and Morris Walk,

Woolwich

Early interest in System build centred upon the major cities facing large-scale re-development
following war who shared a growing housing need with a continuing drive to eradicate the slum. The
systems under consideration in London were either those available in Britain or some of the proven
systems prevalent in Scandinavia and Central Europe. Adopting a pioneering role, the LCC was
particularly influential, not least in providing an example and reference for System building, but also
because of the tendency for ex-LCC architects to take their experience to either the Ministry or
influential jobs in the provinces. In the late 50s and early to mid-60s Forshaw, Cleeve Barr and
Whitfield Lewis would leave the LCC to take up important roles within the MHLG, whilst Ling would
be appointed Chief Architect in Coventry, Jenkins in Hull, Maudsley in Birmingham and Bor in
Liverpool. The LCC had experimented with System build from as early as 1947 with the Minerva
Street project by Cubitts. Matthew would go on to propose a System build experiment with Laing for
Picton Street, and by 1959 Bennett was experimenting with the Reema system utilising a standard
LCC slab block maisonette design. By the early 1960s LCC experimentation had been replaced by a
firm commitment to those British firms making use of continental systems (Finnemore, 1989).
Finnemore (1989) suggests that the LCC commitment to System build was largely in response to the
increasing pressure of greater housing targets coinciding with a diminishing workforce attracted
away from public projects to more lucrative private development. Whilst true, this explanation is an
over-simplification. LCC architects were responsive to a growing dialogue within the profession
calling for the greater use of new technologies in building and were also motivated by Modernist
ideas that celebrated a new way of solving housing problems. This in no way indicated a willingness
to relinquish responsibility for design but instead a commitment to experiment with systems and
assess the viability of the approach with new designs suited to the method. This would ensure the
architect continued to play an important part in the design of homes whilst maximising the potential

of new technologies and processes.
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Figure 112: Taylor Woodrow Anglian elected to highlight the speed of production using their system (1965).
Source: Interbuild 3.

Finnemore (1989) suggests that the adoption of the Larsen Nielsen system licenced to Taylor
Woodrow Anglian was largely due to the perception of its ability to be adapted to standard LCC
plans, however the truth of that claim is somewhat challenged by period reports. The LCC Architect’s
department clearly studied the available systems with a view to developing new designs that suited
the system but at the same time met their requirements. At the Morris Walk development in
Woolwich, the Department felt that the use of heavy concrete units ‘offered the most promise’
despite the feeling that many of the housing schemes that they had visited abroad were
‘architecturally disappointing and the layout monotonous’ (Whittle, 1962: 129). Comments by Jack
Whittle, LCC Assistant Housing Architect, made at the Housing from the factory conference provide
an illuminating insight into the perception of System build within the LCC at this time. Whittle
describes the feeling that blocks initially designed for traditional construction had been adapted to
suit System build as contractors delighted in claiming that they could adapt any traditional design to
their system rather than promoting a ‘recognisable architectural expression, which should develop

from a rational use of the method by the architect’ (Whittle, 1962: 130).
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Figure 113: Aerial view of completed LCC Morris Walk mixed-development using the Larsen Nielsen system by
Taylor Woodrow Anglian. Source: The Concrete Society (1964).

Whilst the Morris Walk development in Woolwich was selected for the LCC's first Taylor Woodrow
Anglian site it reportedly presented some unique problems. The LCC intention to make use of mobile
cranes rather than fixed tower cranes imposed a height limit of 100 feet. However they believed that
System build and in this case the Larsen and Nielsen system could provide an opportunity to develop
‘a recognisable architectural expression’ (Whittle, 1962: 130). To familiarise themselves with the
system the LCC sent a group of architects to the Copenhagen office of Larsen and Nielsen to study its
production and assembly techniques. Refuting the contractor’s claim that their system could
accommodate existing LCC standard plans, the architects were quickly convinced that their existing
design plans would not ‘lend themselves to the rational interpretation of the Industrialised form’
(Whittle, 1962: 130). In particular, the ubiquitous four-storey block with balcony access and private
internal stairs was considered unsuitable for early factory production. Focussing first on production
and assembly, LCC architects were convinced that the optimum production of at least two units per
day should be adopted as a rule. This would allow the economics of Industrialised building to be
achieved by providing a smooth uninterrupted flow of completed units directly from the factory to

site for immediate integration using a conveyor system.
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Figure 114: Promotional image of the Taylor Woodrow Anglian dedicated factory at Lenwade near Norwich. This
was the factory responsible for the manufacture of the panels required for the Morris Walk Development. The
dedicated facility contrasts markedly with the in-situ temporary facilities used by others. Source: The Concrete
Society (1963).

To accommodate this a production schedule of at least two dwellings per day needed to be
supported by a design that incorporated multiples of two units per floor. As the most economic
production run of units was considered to be in the region of 500 the team recognised that the sites
chosen for Industrialised production would need to be able to support this number and consequently
the variety of design types would be constrained by this requirement. The decision to favour the less
costly and more flexible mobile crane in preference to the tower crane for economic reasons could
also impose some constraints on the possible designs. The conclusion was that the site chosen in
Woolwich would prove a less than ideal site for System build but would nevertheless allow LCC
Architects to test their theories and develop a design that recognised the constraints of the building

system whilst maximising its potential benefits
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Figure 115: The Taylor Woodrow Anglian development at Morris Walk nearing completion. These promotional
images illustrate the aggregate-faced panels of the ten-storey blocks and the LCC intention to retain mature
foliage and adapt the development to the landscape. Source: The Concrete Society (1964).

Height restrictions precluded the adoption of the very tall slab block, at the time a favourite of many
European developments, in favour of two types of building that would provide more variety to the
development. LCC policy to provide a lift for all buildings of four-storeys and above resulted in the
selection of ten- and three-storey blocks for the proposed development. The commitment to adhere
to a two unit per day production required a construction model that needed to be accommodated by
the design, in this case ten-storey point blocks. The final design requirement was specified by the

Housing Manager who stipulated the mix of accommodation types.

231



Type No of rooms Overall percentage

Elderly 1 10per cent
2 10per cent

Standard 2 10per cent
3and4 65per cent
5 S5per cent

Figure 116: Composition of accommodation, Morris Walk. Source: Whittle, (1963).

The LCC architects charged with formulating the design were George Bailey, Martin Richardson and
Ronald Parker, who came up with an ‘exploded’ point block plan of four dwellings per floor. Their
design incorporated two wings that would be connected by a separate service tower incorporating a
central lift, stairways, refuse chutes, drying rooms and short access bridge. Each wing therefore
recognised the requirement to comply with a two-unit production/assembly per day. It was decided
that this ‘exploded’ wing model would not only provide the necessary repetition suited to
Industrialised production but would also offer the potential to incorporate a range of plan styles.
Each day’s production would produce two living rooms, two kitchens, two bathrooms, two WCs, four
bedrooms and two store cupboards. This provided the flexibility to offer either a one-bedroom
bedsitter and five-room flat, a two-room and four-room flat or two three-room flats for each wing of

the building.
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Nielson system adopted by Taylor Woodrow Anglian and in this image featuring both low and high-rise
development. Source: The Concrete Society (1964).
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The entire structure was designed around two spans, one of 12ft 6in and a second of 18ft which
represented the maximum economic span of the 7inch floor unit. The design incorporated one
standard bathroom for all types of flat with two types of kitchen depending upon the size of the flat.
The three-storey designs also adopted a similar ‘exploded’ wing approach but utilised an
independent staircase. An example of the flexibility of the design demonstrated by this approach was
evident by the two variations available within the three- storey blocks. This consisted of the two
standard units per wing either in the form of a single room bedsitter together with a four-room flat,
or one three-room and one four-room flat, the variation achievable by moving one room from one
element to the other. This flexibility reputedly surpassed initial expectations and allowed the housing
manager’s pre-requisites to be achieved whilst not compromising the self-imposed stipulations
required to achieve the most economic production. In practical terms the larger flats and old
people’s flats were always located on the first two floors to permit easier access for larger families
with small children and older less mobile tenants. Consideration was also given to possible disruption
caused by noise so the designs allowed living rooms to be located at the opposite ends of units to
bedsitting rooms. The extent of thought that went into the designs certainly allowed a number of key

pre-requisites to be achieved, most notably:

e The most economic two-unit production and assembly model was achieved

e The overall design proved eminently flexible by utilising the two-unit element for the whole
scheme that could be incorporated at any height

e The service tower, by remaining independent, could be considered separately and didn’t
therefore compromise flat design and resulted in an overall simplified design.

e The design allowed the service core to be constructed separately and in this case before the
dwellings, which provided the additional benefit that relatively complex lift installations could

be completed at the same time as the flats.
(Whittle, 1962: 132)

In reviewing the experience of the Morris Walk development, Whittle also discussed at length the
site layout and how its complexities were handled by the final design. He stressed that the selection
of the Morris Walk site was not due to any imagined suitability for Industrialised building processes
but because it was the first site available. It certainly posed some challenges, being both varied in
contour and terrain and divided by a railway line. The need to incorporate up to 500 units in standard
blocks around a site that was irregular in topography presented some challenges. The LCC architects
were therefore challenged to be imaginative in the layout (Whittle, 1962: 133). It was decided to

group tall blocks around an existing mound that allowed mature trees to be incorporated into the
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overall layout to provide a seamless link to existing parkland. The three-storey units were then
arranged in rows running parallel with the contours in a series of terraces. Pedestrian access was
provided to the side of the blocks and vehicular access enabled by short spur roads running off
peripheral roads. The layout allowed for semi-private squares between buildings and a large central
square providing a focal point for the estate. In addition, the contours of the landscape allowed for
the development to benefit from largely-concealed external garaging that was situated under the

blocks (Whittle, 1962).

Figure 118: The completed Morris Walk development featuring seven 10-storey blocks and 47 three-storey blocks,
ready for occupation by Christmas 1964 having been started the previous March. Source: The Concrete Society
(1964).

LCC Architects also experimented with the external treatments, keen to ensure strict cost discipline
whilst focussing on the structural requirements of the panel, the positioning of joints and adherence
to building regulations concerning the spread of flame from one block to another. Overall there were
four basic panel sizes with the largest being 9ft x 18ft, with variations caused by different window
openings increasing this to 17 different types of panel although this did not affect the overall number
of moulds required. Consideration was also given to external panel treatment with colour, texture
and weathering being investigated. By their own admission the Morris Walk development led the
Architect’s department to learn a number of valuable lessons not least the need for architects and
contractors to collaborate from an early stage in order to fully achieve the potential of the system.

Only through this close collaboration could architects acquaint themselves with a system and apply
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their designs, to take into account any limitations or potential benefits a system might offer whilst

adhering to the discipline of industrial production.
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Figure 119: Promotional image showing specially-adapted wagons carrying completed panels for the Morris Walk
development. Much was made of the production schedule for manufacture and subsequent construction, so
timely delivery was essential and in this case the twice weekly train journey from the Lenwade factory to London.
Source: The Concrete Society (1963).
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This chapter has provided an in-depth overview of many of the leading systems available in the UK
and presented the approach that vendors took on entering the market. It has demonstrated how the
‘Housing from the factory’ conference proved a key event in the history of system build by convincing
attendees that it was both a viable commercial proposition and one that local authorities should
include in their building programmes. Research has demonstrated how significant continental
experience was in influencing the form of adoption and providing a blueprint for successful
implementation. An review of the main vendors has allowed a better understanding of the specific
features and benefits claimed by contractors in this period. The case study of the LCC’s first foray into
system building has allowed an assessment of the practicalities of implementation, provided an
overview of the economics of system build production but also provided an insight into the frailty of
many of the claims made by contractors. This chapter has also shown how the acceptance of system
build promoted adoption of high-rise flats as the method was viewed as ideally suited to this form of
housing. Conveniently this perception co-existed with the need for local authorities to find solutions
to high density housing provision in urban areas and therefore presented it as an ideal solution to

inner city development challenges.

The next chapter will feature a case study of Birmingham and its experience of the high-flat. Despite
initial reluctance the city would go on to build over 460 high flats (Dunleavy, 1981). Birmingham will
provide a particularly pertinent example of the development of the high-rise flat in the major cities. It
will commence with the emergence of the high-flat as a standalone feature of Manzoni era
development before becoming an important component of the first City Architect’s preferred mixed
development estates. The emergence of ever taller blocks and the adoption of system build in the
city will contrast the differing priorities of an earlier design led ethos with and a later production led

approach.
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7.0 Development in Birmingham

Much has been written about the re-development of London, commencing with Abercrombie and
Forshaw’s County of London plan (1944) and the emergence of the LCC Architect’s department as the
country’s foremost architectural practice in terms of size and volume of work in the post-war years
(Bullock, 1994; Garside, 1979; Larkham and Adams, 2011). The period when housing fell under the
responsibility of the valuer and then the transfer of responsibility for housing to the Chief Architect
has been discussed widely (Day, 1988; Bullock, 1994). What occurred in London was enabled by the
need to replace war time damage and existing slum accommodation coupled with a huge rise in the
numbers of people requiring accommodation. A similar situation prevailed, albeit to a lesser extent in
Birmingham and, investigating to what extent the responses to these issues were similar and the
responses to the issue can inform how architecture and housing developed more widely across the
country. The emergence and adoption by the Corporation of the high flat as an intrinsic part of their
post-war housing drive may seem surprising in the light of earlier pronouncements. From as early as
1884 Joseph Chamberlain had celebrated Birmingham’s aversion to the flat when proudly
proclaiming ‘No we have no flats and no cellars’ (BPP HC, 1884: 443). The Birmingham Gazette in
1930 attempted to explain Birmingham’s reluctance to embrace flat living when it reported ‘There is
a prejudice against flats and it is not confined to any one class’ (Birmingham Gazette, 1930). How the
high flat became a core component of Birmingham’s response to the housing shortage can inform
our understanding of its early acceptance and the way that architects viewed its inclusion. It can also
explain the conditions under which it was accepted as a viable component of housing provision and
how these conditions changed over time. Consideration of the flat as a viable form of
accommodation had many influences and a study of Birmingham’s adoption provides a useful

counterpoint to its development in the capital.

7.1 Birmingham and the flat

The longstanding aversion to the flat in Birmingham was a very real phenomenon. Unlike other cities
who experimented with working class flats, Birmingham politicians steadfastly rejected any proposals
to experiment with working class flat provision for many years. In the nineteenth century
Birmingham housed its workforce in small, self-contained houses (Sutcliffe, 1974). The highest
densities occurred in the central areas populated by the infamous Birmingham ‘back to backs’. Fifty
thousand of these had been built between 1780 and 1876 before the Corporation finally outlawed
their construction (Sutcliffe, 1974) and up to a third of Birmingham’s population were housed in
these properties until the Corporations ‘filtering up’ policy witnessed the migration of the better paid

artisans to the newly developed suburbs.
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Nevertheless, the ‘back to backs’ continued to play an important role in housing the lower paid
working classes at high densities in close proximity to their places of work. Sutcliffe suggests that by
the turn of the century what had previously been a relatively efficient form of housing had
transformed into slums (Sutcliffe, 1974). Having accepted that the ‘back to backs’ represented a form
of housing ‘detrimental to health, morals and education’ (Sutcliffe, 1974: 182) the Corporation finally
accepted responsibility for their demolition and replacement. In order to achieve comparative high-
densities it was widely considered that the flat offered the only realistic alternative. Not only did it
achieve the aim of retaining the requisite number of workers close to their place of work it promised
to achieve this at a cost likely to be agreeable to the Corporation (Sutcliffe, 1974). However, efforts
dating from Joseph Chamberlain’s 1875 Birmingham Improvement Scheme would witness attempts
at introducing flats into the house building equation falter. It was not until 1898 that the first scheme
featuring four terraces of two storey tenements in Milk Street in Digbeth finally received approval.
But flat development would prove a limited experiment, instead the Council continued to favour
suburban development rather than central area demolition and rebuilding. Constrained by the
potential expenditure required to replace the slums, in 1902 the Housing Committee under JS
Nettlefold utilised the Housing of the Working Classes Act (1890) to introduce a policy that became
known as ‘slum patching’ (Chinn, 1999). Nettleford would prove influential in Birmingham’s
formative town planning and his thoughts were recorded in Slum Reform and Town planning: the

garden city idea applied to existing cities and their suburbs (1910) and Practical Town Plannng (1914).
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Hereafter, improvement prevailed over potentially more costly replacement with many reluctant
landlords effecting repairs rather than risk the Corporation intervention. Rather than assume direct
responsibility the majority of councillors believed that private enterprise would provide the solution
to Birmingham’s slum problem. This proved optimistic, the limited development that did take place
included a further two experiments in flat provision in 1903. Completed by Homes Ltd, the first in
Palmer Street, although comprising low rent, low amenity flats proved difficult to tenant. The second
in Hospital Street offered better standards of accommodation but was not considered successful
enough to repeat. Faced with replacement homes at higher rents it seemed that tenants preferred to

either remain or find accommodation in the three room ‘back to backs’ that were widely available at

significantly lower rents.

Figure 121: Back-to-back houses in Central Ward. Source: Bournville Village Trust, 1941.

After World War | the focus remained on suburban development and a focus of attention on
Cadbury’s Bournville development saw no change in the condition of the central area slums. When
the Bournville Village Trust published their report ‘When we build again’ in 1941 they would refer to
an earlier 1913 Civic investigation that had found 50,000 homes unfit for habitation. Conscious of the
need for action despite delegations to Liverpool to experience at first hand their flat developments in
central high-density areas the Corporation remained sceptical about flat development for
Birmingham. Throughout the 1920’s, despite a Government initiative to finance municipal housing,

Birmingham remained slow to embrace the opportunity to eradicate the slums. The potential to
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eradicate the problem with suburban development was recognised to be an issue when in 1925 the
Public Works Committee recognised both the reluctance and difficulty of relocating low paid workers
to the suburbs. Meanwhile successive efforts to introduce flats as a viable alternative to the ‘back to
backs’ continued to be thwarted. It wouldn’t be until 1927 that the Garrison Road flats would be
completed, 180 flats in three blocks. Initial enthusiasm quickly made way for criticism as the flats
poor space, lack of communal facilities, high rents and the deterioration of the surrounding area
surfaced. The result was that the flats had to be let at a loss which did nothing to promote the policy
or enthusiasm for further flat development (Sutcliffe, 1974). Further refurbishment work would be

favoured over demolition as Birmingham accepted that those currently housed in the central areas

had no inclination or ability to move to the suburbs and needed to be housed locally.
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Figure 122: Birmingham’s first Council flats at Garrison Lane in Small Heath. Source:
Municipaldreams.wordpress.com.

A changing attitude to flat living in Birmingham was occasioned by the development of luxury blocks
of private flats most especially in Edgebaston and Moseley (Sutcliffe, 1974). That middle class
homeowners were willing to sacrifice space in favour of location resonated within the Council and
prompted a re-evaluation of the flat in many councillors’ minds (Sutcliffe, 1974). The result was a
gradual acceptance that flat living might be acceptable for the working classes if it also incorporated
community facilities such as shops, nurseries and social amenities. The Housing Act (1930)
encouraged slum clearance and despite Birmingham’s seeming preference for refurbishment and out
of town development, the subsidy for flat building gradually convinced an increasing number that flat
provision might be acceptable. Nevertheless, despite proposals to builds flats, the Council
compromised with the construction of maisonettes on clearance sites in the central area and it
would not be until 1935 that the Council agreed to build 240 flats on a five acre site in Emily Street.
The resulting St Martin’s flats proved just as unpopular as previous projects (Sutcliffe, 1974) but it
seemed the die had been cast and Birmingham’s final acceptance of the flat was in no way reduced

by the arrival of the new City Engineer, Herbert Manzoni appointed in 1935.
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Figure 123: Construction of St Martin’s flats (1936). Source: Birminghambhistory.co.uk.

Recognising the specific issues relating to planning in Birmingham, as early as 1935, the Bournville
Trust had commenced research that would inform their report on post-war planning. In the absence
of a Corporation sponsored plan the objectives of what would become ‘When we build again’ was to
assess prevailing housing conditions, review the effect of post 1919 development policy and taking
these findings into account suggest directions that future policy might take. Acknowledging both the
1931 Census and the Reports of Birmingham’s Medical Officer of Health, the report published in

1941 incorporated extensive sample surveys and painted a vivid picture of the challenge that lay
ahead. Whilst including the results of some 7,000 interviews, the report acknowledged it represented
a mere 1 in 35 working class homes in a city that covered a total area of some 1,100 square miles
including industrial sites and open space. The report stated that ‘so far the war had made little
impact’ (BVT, 1941) but ‘enforced demolition’ (BVT, 1941: 3) together with a long term plan for
reconstruction would be required to tackle the major issue; the eradication of the slum. The ‘back-to-
backs’ had continued to play an important role in accommodating the lower paid working classes in
close proximity to their employment. The general acceptance that the ‘back-to-backs’ were
‘detrimental to health, morals and education’ (Sutcliffe, 1974: 182) eventually resulted in the
Corporation accepting responsibility for their demolition and replacement. The Trust reported the
dire conditions, in total 200,000 people were housed in 43,366 dwellings, a large proportion of which
were 3 room ‘back to backs’, of these 42,020 homes had no water supply, no sinks and no drains,
58,128 had no WC, having instead to rely upon a communal water closet in a central court (BVT,

1941).
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Figure 124: Birmingham back-to-backs. Source: Birmingham Mail.

When we build again described at some length the ubiquitous ‘back-to-backs’. At the time,
numbering some 38,000 they represented the smallest type of workers housing commonly referred
to as a two up one down and omnipresent in the central wards and middle ring. These consisted of
an entrance into a kitchen / living room with a vaulted cellar below and narrow stairs to first floor
bedroom and attic room. Built in a double row, with one facing the street and, another facing a
courtyard used for drying, washing and housing a WC and wash house, they were largely a product of
speculative builders. The fact that back-to-backs provided net housing of 60 houses per acre
representing a density of 200 and in 1941 collectively housed between 100,000 to 150,000 people
would represent a significant challenge when seeking to maintain communities and rehousing of a

population close to their place of work.

244



Figure 125: Tunnel-back housing of Birmingham’s Middle Ring. Source: Bournville Village Trust 1941.

Another common type of Birmingham house, the tunnel back was developed to provide a minimum
air space on at least two sides of the building and could largely be found within the middle ring.

Representing a density of between 20-30 houses per acre the tunnel backs were largely inhabited by

the artisan and ‘black coated’ worker (BVT, 1941: 36) as opposed to the unskilled in the back to
backs.

Figure 126: Allen’s Cross municipal estate in the Outer Ring. Source: Bournville Village Trust.
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In response to the popularity of the Garden City movement that had encouraged the development of
smaller houses and cottages, the universal plan was developed around the turn of the nineteenth
century. Built in pairs or blocks of four or six without consideration of aspect, they proliferated
throughout the country. Built in Birmingham in the Outer Ring and ‘dressed up in a variety of external
treatments’, the Bournville Trust saw them as ‘ostentatious additions that serve merely to justify
higher rents’ (BVT, 1941: 39). Described as ‘disturbing restless vulgarity’, the Trust contrasted these
common types with the work of the Council that ‘are superior in planning and architectural

treatment’ and provided ‘good substantial homes’ (BVT, 1941: 40).

Having critiqued Birmingham’s range of working class housing and highlighted its failings, the Trust
set out to recommend the type and volume of housing required in the future and the challenges the
city might face in replacing high-density central area accommodation. Recognising that an extension
of boundaries would provide the opportunity to develop satellite towns up to thirty miles from the
centre of Birmingham the Trust accepted a continuing need to provide high-density accommodation
in the Central Areas. For practical reasons, workers needed to live in close proximity to their work
and, discounting large scale movement of industry to the suburbs, a percentage would still need to
be housed centrally. The Report suggested that Central Area density approached 120 ppa with a total
population of around 190,000, only 60,000 of which could ultimately be moved out to the satellite
towns. This would mean that replacement housing would need to be built at a density of at least 80
ppa. Accepting that the Garden City standard of 12 homes per acre would only represent 43 ppa, the
Report concluded that the required densities could only be practically achieved ‘in large blocks of
flats’. In a major and prescient departure for Birmingham, the Trust suggested that 80 ppa could be
comfortably attained in 10-storey blocks (BVT, 1941: 116). Whilst accepting the preference for
houses it concluded ‘Despite preferences, which our research indicates lean towards the individual
home, the plain truth of the matter is this: there is no solution for our 130,000 people in the inner
wards without a considerable transfer from small house to modern flat’ (BVT, 1941: 116). Although it
did accept that for diversity maisonettes and terraces could be interspersed for a minority’ (BVT,
1941: 116). The Trust were keen to point out that the ‘flat’ is no synonym for ‘tenement..... flats, can
be justified only if they provide communal advantages and economies: central heating, constant hot
water, playgrounds, creches and lifts’ (BVT, 1941: 117). Conscious of a deep seated aversion to the
flat in Birmingham, the Trust advised caution ‘Before the large block of flats, designed and built for
working people, can provide the answer for the overcrowded central cores of all great cities, large

scale experiment is essential’ (BVT, 1941: 117).

Whilst championing the desirability of the neighbourhood unit, a common prescription championed

by Abercrombie in the London County Plan (1944), the Trust was reluctant to be prescriptive on the
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type of flat that it might incorporate. Calculations to achieve high-density central area
accommodation were based solely upon a notional ten-storey ‘We mentioned ten because the figure
we quoted had been worked out on this basis. It may well be that some other number would be
preferable and any uniform standard would be undesirable. The answer: actually, depends on the
equation of constructional costs, amenities, convenience, land values, and the provision of large open
spaces’ (BVT, 1941: 117). The solutions illustrated in “‘When we build again’ would be first explored
by City Engineer and Head of the Public Works Department Herbert Manzoni who would experiment
with flats in the immediate post-war years but it would not be until the appointment of the City’s

first Chief Architect that the strategy would be fully developed.

/.2 Manzoni — post-war initiatives

For Housing the first priority for the Council after the war centred largely upon the provision of
temporary homes, the improvement of existing stock and the planning of the municipal estates.
Large scale new building programmes would be at the mercy of a shortage of both materials and
labour. As City Engineer and Surveyor Herbert Manzoni was tasked with the challenge of re-
construction and whilst planning took place, attention focussed on the improvement of municipal
stock. Some 42,000 dwellings were improved in the twenty years from 1947 (Cherry, 1994) when a
Central Areas Management Committee was set up to oversee a maintenance programme pending
redevelopment (Chinn, 1999). The aim was to improve existing dwellings dependent upon their
anticipated life expectancy. Short life properties (up to five years) were provided with a water supply
and were brought up to the minimum public health standard; intermediate properties with a
projected lifespan of five to ten years were more extensively repaired and those over 10 years were
comprehensively reconditioned (Cherry, 1994). This policy of improvement, widely known as ‘soling
and heeling’, could not be extended indefinitely and, by 1950, the extent of the properties deemed
unfit for habitation resulted in the clearing of the ‘back to backs’ around Great Francis Street and
Bloomsbury Street (Chinn, 1999). The need for more focussed attention to both eradicate the slums
and meet Birmingham’s growing housing challenge was recognised. Initially the responsibility of the
Public Works Committee, a new House Building Committee, was inaugurated in 1950 under

Alderman Burman to address the problem.

247



Figure 127: Sir Herbert Manzoni, Birmingham City Engineer. Source: Birmingham Mail.

Conscious of the widespread criticism of the inter-war estates with their lack of facilities and
architectural diversity, the Corporation had been converted to the Abercrombie and Bournville
Trust’s vision of the desirability of the neighbourhood unit (Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974: 428). Priorities
remained wedded to the principle of low residential density, only grudgingly, accepting the need to
maintain high densities in central areas something they believed could only realistically be achieved
by adopting the When We Build Again recommendation to build flats. Support for flatted
accommodation also came from the Birmingham and Five Counties Architectural Association, when
responding to a request to develop a plan for the Shard End Estates advocated flats that could

increase ‘architectural variety’ (Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974: 428).

The task of the new Housing Committee was two-fold, with a seemingly insurmountable pressure to
identify and acquire more land for housing as well as find more economical and efficient ways to
build. At its inauguration the Committee requested that Manzoni brief them on the current state of
housing. He would report that between 1* April 1945 and 24 August 1950 Birmingham had built
4,898 permanent homes, provided 4,625 temporary homes, completed 436 flat conversions and 48
house refurbishments (HBC, 7 Sep 1950). For 1950, subject to Ministry approval and resource
allocation the Committee targeted 4,587 and it was suggested that the first 1,000 units should
incorporate new homes built using non-traditional methods on the recommendation of the Standing

Joint Housing Conference (HBC, 7 Sept 1950). The challenge of identifying and acquiring land and
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finding more economical methods of building would be a continuing challenge for the next 25 years,
and would be further exacerbated by a struggle to recruit enough building firms to meet its
aggressive targets. Whilst a post-war shortage of materials certainly did not help, labour shortages
were an even greater challenge in a city dominated by industry that could offer employees
consistency of tenure immune from the risks of poor weather in winter time. For building firms keen
to capitalise upon the opportunity, the economic challenge of working for the public sector could
also present difficulties. This was exemplified by a Corporation that was largely dependent upon
seven large contractors and would consistently struggle to augment this number. Conscious of the
difficulty, the Housing Committee continued to explore opportunities that might increase the
number of contracted building firms. Consequently, some of their more onerous terms were relaxed
and they courted and developed relationships with a number of smaller firms able to augment
production by utilising traditional construction methods on smaller sites. Minutes would record
Manzoni lamenting the disappointing response from tenders leading to the Committee agreeing to
adopt revised schemes of sureties and retention in order to make Council work more attractive. Still
a lack of response persisted and added to the Committee’s frustrations: ‘small builders are not being
attracted by small contracts... larger contracts are attracting those builders already engaged’ (HBC,
15 Jun 1950). The shortage of willing and able building firms was further exacerbated by a continuing
shortage of materials that remained constrained until 1954 and continuing difficulty recruiting
labour. The consequence was that non-traditional construction that enjoyed less reliance upon
traditional materials and was commonly dependent upon largely migratory workforces became

increasingly more enticing.
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Sikh workers building Cleveland Tower, Holloway Head — one of the two Sentinel blocks, 28 May 1969. In the back-
ground, is Clydesdale Tower, the responsibility of Irish frame construction gangs. The Sikhs were determined to finish before
the Irish lads, and were two stories higher at this stage having started building earlier. (Birmingham Evening Mail). The
topping out ceremony was carried out on 2 June by Alderman Freda Cocks, a Conservative member of the council with
a deep interest in housing and also a popular publican at the ‘Dolphin’ in Acocks Green.
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Figure 128: Much of Birmingham’s post-war redevelopment was completed by immigrant labour. This illustration
in the Birmingham Evening Mail describes the competition between Irish and Sikh workers to be the first to
complete one of two identical towers. Source: Birmingham Evening Mail.

A shortage of builders, labour and materials was by no means the only challenge, and land
acquisition remained a major headache. The Committee estimated that over a ten-year period it
would lead to a deficiency of 56,933 dwellings that would leave 187,000 people without homes.
Faced with a growing housing list and a shortage of land the Committee resolved to double housing
densities. The increase in targeted densities was reflected Manzoni’s Report for 1950 that continued
to specify houses but, also incorporated three storey flats and maisonettes as an effort to achieve
higher densities (HBC, 15 June 1950). The continuing shortage of materials and the apparent
disinterest of small builders meant that the larger firms held sway and in the most part these relied
upon non-traditional building methods. Particularly active in this period were Laing with their
Easiform system, Wimpey with No-fines, Wates and the Smiths Building system. Birmingham’s
apparent willingness to embrace non-traditional construction was by no means ideological but
motivated at this time entirely by necessity. Although widely encouraged by Central Government,

Birmingham regarded non-traditional construction as the only way out of its predicament, the fact
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that it was less reliant upon material shortage and promised a faster implementation and potential
longer term lower cost were incidental benefits. In order to cater for the agreed higher densities on
both existing and new estates flats of six storeys were proposed with the ideal configuration being
two bedroom flats to cater for those with grown up families. New flats of this type were earmarked
for Warple Rd, Quinton, Turves Green, Hawksley Farm, Wychbury Rd, Bartley Green, Garretts Green,
Ward End Hall. Each Wates flat would comprise a living room, dining kitchen, two double bedroomes,
a bathroom with separate WC and a private balcony, and was equipped with central heating and

served by a six-person lift (HBC, 5 Oct 1950).

By 1951 in a continuing quest to raise densities on Council developments the Housing Committee
agreed to include a proportion of new three and six-storey flats to an already approved standard
plan form on all estates built using non-traditional construction. Consequently, Wimpey provided
costs for six-storey blocks of 90 flats each that would go on to proliferate on estates during the
Manzoni period as well as three-storey walk-up units with two flats per floor that conformed to
design standards set out by the Ministry. The Wimpey blocks featured their own standard adaptation
of the No-fines system featuring a reinforced concrete frame with a ‘No-fines’ clothing. Columns and
beams were cast with a stringer beam encircling each floor and finished with a No-fines twelve-inch
cladding with four-inches of coverage to beams. The flats were rendered in an aggregate finish and
were said to represent a 50 per cent saving in labour/time for the fabric of the building (HBC, 1 Feb

1951).

Birmingham’s interest in the potential of the flat to deliver higher densities coincided with
discussions relating to the appointment of a dedicated City Architect. Helpfully Manzoni took
advantage of a number of visits to other cities during this period to ostensibly learn more about their
treatment of flats but also gain a greater insight into public sector architectural trends. As someone
who attended some architectural training himself he would have been more than aware of the
constraints of his wide brief and his visits to London may have convinced him of the benefits of
relinquishing control of design. The new role would require someone capable of keeping up with the
latest trends, to avoid Birmingham falling behind other cities. Nevertheless, in reporting back to
Committee he used his visits to strengthen his own position by markedly reporting his own views
concerning prevailing housing trends. Although ostensibly visiting to discuss heating in flats, on gt
January 1951 Manzoni and his senior architect Harkness visited the LCC but reported back more
widely on prevailing LCC flat policy. Reflecting the Abercrombie and Forshaw mixed-development
model policy of the time was very much compatible with the prevailing Bournville Trust
recommendations of 1941. Reporting back, Manzoni described the economic benefits of progressive

three, five and seven-storey flats that London was building and contrasted this with the relative lack
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of progress Birmingham had made in articulating a coherent development policy. Manzoni reported
that experience in London had proved four storeys uneconomic due to the prevailing requirement to
incorporate lifts for flats of four-storeys and above. The Committee also learned that blocks featuring
superimposed maisonettes were acceptable and whilst five-storey blocks were still popular, six-
storey did not work economically when built with load bearing walls and frame construction.
Consequently, the LCC alleviated this by building to seven-storeys. Manzoni’s visit and his reported
findings highlighted to the Housing Committee just how backward Birmingham was with prevailing
trends in flat design and the most economical way to implement them. Having met with two
architects from the LCC Architect’s Department Manzoni reported that the prevailing principle with
London flats seemed to be ‘the higher the better’ (HBC 16 Jan 1951). Manzoni’s report of his visit to
the LCC would provide the necessary motivation to justify the Committee’s policy of embracing
multi-storey development. Learning that the prevailing maximum height in London was eleven-
storeys and of the LCC intention to build higher provided all the encouragement the Committee
needed to follow suit. For Manzoni though, the relative complexity of achieving high-density with tall
blocks could not be underestimated. He learnt that above six-storeys light provision was of critical
importance and could affect layout necessitating the wider spacing of blocks and the alternation of
high and low buildings. In addition, above eight-storeys wind pressure became a consideration
leading to the LCC preference for ‘Point’ blocks rather than ‘Slab’ blocks. On a more practical level
the fact that Manzoni felt it necessary to report that the LCC favoured eight-person lifts as optimum
for both people and moving furniture in high blocks further highlighted Birmingham’s relative naivety

concerning the implementation of high blocks.

Just days after his visit to the LCC, Manzoni was on his way to Leeds to meet up with its well-known
City Architect RAH Livett, subsequently reporting to Committee that Leeds already had some 500
flats ranging from between five to eleven-storeys. As well as confirming other local authorities’
adoption of high blocks these visits must have emphasised to Manzoni that Birmingham was falling

behind in developing strategies and methods of implementing public housing at high-densities.

252



Figure 129: Recently completed block at Great Francis St, Birmingham, contrasting with remaining adjacent retail
premises. Source: The Phyllis Nicklin Collection.

Keen to make up lost ground, Birmingham’s early experience with high-rise would clearly
demonstrate that Manzoni was experimenting in order to define a strategy for the City. The
prestigious privately-designed blocks of 264 flats in Great Francis Street, Duddeston and Nechells,
designed by SN Cooke rather than in-house City Council staff, would be the first examples of highly
specified advanced design for public housing in Birmingham. Featuring a steel frame, brick facing and
equipped with the latest Garchey waste disposal system they were in sharp contrast to early
contractor-built examples. Jones (2005) suggests the Duddeston flats were an effort by Manzoni to
win over those still reluctant to embrace the flat. The experience might have softened attitudes to
the flat but did nothing to recommend the high specification private architect designed examples.
Their construction would be subject to regular amendment as the contractor sought to increase
contract pricing due to unforeseen expenses including piling and installation of the waste disposal
system. The first block would take two years to complete with the completion extending to up to
three years three months for subsequent blocks (HBC, 19 Apr 1951). They were constructed by
Messrs Whitall for a total cost of £591,654 and would contrast heavily with contemporary standard
offerings from large contractors in the City such as Wimpey and Wates. The Duddeston and Nechells
flats would highlight the relative costs of engaging private architects in order to improve on standard
contractor offerings. Commissioned at prevailing RIBA rates the cost to the Council was 2.75per cent

less consultant fees with a further 3 per cent more for internal layout, and proved a salutary lesson
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into the relative costs of using private versus in-house or contractor’s own design staff. The
superiority and finish of the blocks was hardly in doubt and, whilst commentators would
subsequently criticise the over provision of stairwells, the economics of designing and building high
quality bespoke units was clear to see. They would be the first and the last of this type that would be
built under Manzoni’s stewardship and would contrast starkly with the type of flats that would go on

to characterise flat architecture during his tenure.

In contrast for future flat development Manzoni would favour the altogether less grand, contractor
designed and built blocks from Wimpey. The new six storey no-fines blocks would proliferate on
mainly suburban estates including Ley Hill, Egghill Lane, Wychall Farm, Welshhouse Farm, Holybank
Farm, Ward End Hall and the Bath Row development (Jones, 2005: 313). This trend would, as Jones
has discussed represent something of a departure from normal flat building practice. Birmingham
were alone in selecting flats for suburban estates in contrast to the more common practice of
limiting their implementation to largely urban sites. For Manzoni the attraction was compelling, it
enabled the achievement of a ‘modest increase in population density....combined with a freeing up

of ground space that would otherwise be used for gardens’ (Jones, 2005: 314).

The standard Wimpey blocks that sprang up on suburban estates did so quickly and at substantially
lower cost than their counterparts in Duddeston. Featuring only partial central heating with a drying

room per floor, the resultant cost comparison was a clear indication for the cost conscious

Committee of the way forward.

Location Duddeston and Tile Cross,

Nechells Wimpey

2 bedroom 1 bedroom 2 bedroom 1 bedroom
All in cost March | £3,217 £2,416,15s £2,417,6s,8d £1,714,6s,8d

1951

Figure 130: Comparative costs, Duddeston/Tile Cross. Source: HBC, (1951).

Encouraged by Manzoni’s visits and keen to learn more about multi-storey flat development for
themselves, the Committee expressed their desire to see LCC developments at first hand and, on 2
April 1951, Manzoni received confirmation from Cyril Walker of the LCC of the Housing Committee’s
visit to see examples of three, four, five and eight-storey LCC flats on 16 April. The Committee
planned to spend a further day with the LCC to study standard plan forms of flats. Whilst proving
educational the visit would further highlight the differences between the first and second cities’

approach to defining its building strategy.
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Figure 131: Completed six-storey Wimpey Y-shaped blocks. Source: BirminghamLive/Phyllis Nicklin.

Under continuing pressure to build, the 1952 Housing programme saw a target of 4,260 dwellings for
the year consisting of 3,502 on suburban estates and 758 in re-development areas and sites devoted
to flats. At this stage a large proportion of development still utilised traditional techniques but
Wimpey were increasingly making in-roads into the high flat programme with their No-fines based
systems. Meanwhile the Committee were frustrated that the bulk of their development was being
handled by just four main contractors severely limiting the potential for greater expansion. The year
1952 would see a renewed focus on flat construction with a consequent rise in storey height and a
greater proliferation of flat building. Both four- and 12-storey traditional blocks were earmarked for
the Aston Reservoir site, three-, six- and eight-storey traditional blocks at Ward End Hall and
standard Wimpey blocks of three- and six-storey No-fines at Bath Row and the Duddeston and
Nechells Areas 1 and 2 sites. The benefit to the Committee of the non-traditional schemes quickly
became apparent at the Cranes Park Estate where Wimpey blocks comprising 126 flats were forecast
to be completed within just 13 months and four dwellings a week were handed over after just six
months. To a Committee handicapped by material and labour shortages and dependent upon just a
small number of building firms and an ever increasing waiting list the potential of non-traditional
construction was clearly evident. Wimpey had clearly demonstrated an ability to deliver and the
prospect of losing an already established and available work force undoubtedly influenced Manzoni
to convince the Committee to authorise a decision to award further work to the company at Tile
Cross. Manzoni would encouragingly report that ‘work on the other contracts let to this firm in the

Shard End area is very satisfactory and so far advanced that preliminary work should now be put in
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hand by the contractors to avoid a dislocation of labour and a consequent break in the continuity of

building operations’ (HBC, 21 Jun 1951).

Whilst the speed at which contractors performed was admirable, the quality and appearance of
some of the early non-traditional estates were often regarded as less impressive. As early as 1948 a
Birmingham Central Housing Advisory Committee published their report on The Appearance of
Housing Estates (PWC, 27 Jul 1948) that lead to £7,000 being allocated for landscaping on the
Harborne Estate. Two years later the decision was taken to relieve the monotony of non-traditional
housing estates by building a proportion in traditional brick. Sutcliffe reports that some Council
members began to suggest that ‘Birmingham was placing itself at a disadvantage in relation to other
local authorities by leaving all architectural work to the City Engineer and Surveyor, Herbert Manzoni’
(Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974: 429). He correctly concluded that as production increased from 1950 ‘it
became increasingly apparent that Birmingham’s standards of design and layout were inadequate’
(Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974: 429). It was reported that Manzoni even admitted as much himself in
1955 when he told an audience at the Institution of Municipal Engineers that ‘the ideal of low
densities had had some undesirable results: Tens of thousands of acres were developed to this
standard between the wars to form the dreariest and most depressing monument to my generation —
I plead guilty to over thirty thousand of them’ (Manzoni, 1955). An underlying belief that Birmingham
and the hitherto celebrated Manzoni were aware that they were falling behind is demonstrated by
Manzoni’s visit to the LCC and Leeds followed by the extended visit of the Committee to London. The
Committee were by this time more than aware that other large cities had a dedicated Architects
Department ‘Birmingham is in-fact the only authority of over 250,000 population in England and
Wales which does not employ an architect as a principal officer engaged exclusively on architectural

work’ (SPC to GPC, 18 Jun 1951).

Some Council members were also of the opinion that the appointment of a dedicated City Architect
and the setting up of a separate Department could speed development work. Consequently, the
Unionists who had controlled the Council since 1949 advocated with the support of the Labour

Group the appointment of a City Architect (Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974).

On 18" June 1951, the Committee, reporting on the Architectural Work of the Corporation decided
that Birmingham needed a dedicated Architects Department in addition to Manzoni’s Public Works
Department. It would be ‘responsible primarily for the house building work but also concerned with
general architectural work of the corporation’ and involve the ‘transfer of staff and functions to that
new Department’ The result would be ‘the appointment of a City Architect and ultimately the

establishment of a new Architectural Department of the Corporation’ (HBC, 18 Jun 1951).
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Although this would be a new departure for the Corporation, the transfer of responsibility would be
designed to placate Manzoni, who would still maintain control of the Public Works Department and
oversee the new Architects Department for a transition period. The General Purposes Committee
was at pains to acknowledge his achievements ‘it is asking a great deal of any one man that he
should be responsible (however good his staff may be) for the control of a Public Works Department
so vast as Birmingham’s has grown to be.....it is a very high tribute to Mr Manzoni that he has so far
been able to so successfully command so large an undertaking’ (Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974: 430). The
recommendation was that ‘the City Engineer be responsible for all work on roads, bridges and sewers
and so forth and the City Architect for the erection and maintenance of buildings’. In managing the
transition, the Committee was keen to ensure Manzoni remained ‘on side’ and stressed the authority
should ‘benefit from the skill and experience of Mr Manzoni until a qualified and experienced
successor is well established’ with a suitable candidate able ‘to function within the framework of the
present Public Works Department’. This accepted Manzoni’s ultimate authority whilst trying to
ensure he should ‘delegate the greatest measure of authority in all architectural matters to the new

City Architect’.

In finding their preferred candidate the Committee was committed ‘we have spoken of the need to
attract a man of eminence’ and in order to guarantee it a salary of £3,000 per annum was discussed
with the role being on a par with the council’s ‘other principal officers’. A transition period was
discussed that ‘should not exceed two years’ with the proviso that the appointment of a City
Architect ‘need not imply that ‘the Corporation should not in future put work out to private architects’

(HBC, Jun 1951)

Whilst Manzoni’s authority over the city’s architecture had, to some extent, been eroded, his
interactions with the Committee had the character of someone keen to confirm their architectural
credentials. Not having previously found it necessary to comment on architectural fashions, now he
was suddenly keen to articulate to the Committee his own views on contemporary developments.
Having visited the ‘Live Architecture’ exhibition at the Festival of Britain, he took the opportunity to
comment on the development of the Lansbury estate in Poplar, a mixed-development with a density
of 136 ppa: ‘the building and the layout are competent and safe but rather unimaginative...my feeling
is that in a few years’ time, when the first freshness and colour has worn away, the effect will be one
of architectural monotony’ (HBC, 6 Sep 1951). The use of the word monotony was perhaps the
ultimate insult, one that had been consistently used by commentators of inter-war development, and
would be repeated continually for any new development that failed to meet the prescribed
aesthetic. Manzoni proved more appreciative of the work of Maxwell Fry and Frederick Gibberd

when commenting on Harlow New Town: ‘the general architectural standard is high and the work of
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the individual architect is very good indeed’ and, appreciative of the concept and application of
mixed-development, Manzoni suggested that the Committee should visit personally (HBC, 6 Sep
1951). Seen together with his visits to the LCC and Leeds, these reports were a new departure for
Manzoni and were, perhaps, made in order to both strengthen his case for the supervision of the
new City Architect as well as to convince the Housing Committee that he was appreciative of new
trends and keen to keep pace with other authorities when it came to design and construction.
Whatever the purpose, the Committee was convinced of the need for Birmingham to have its own
City Architect and, the fact that other comparable and lesser cities already had one seemed a greater
motivation than the need to produce inspiring architecture. Successive visits to the LCC would discuss
LCC plans on Point blocks together with illustrations and models before visiting sites in Shoreditch
(six-storeys), Lansbury, Stepney (eight-storeys) and Woodberry Down (five and eight-storeys). For a
Committee who were challenged by the availability of land the attraction of high-rise to enable high-
density building was undeniable and would be an incentive for high building. In December of 1951,
encouraged by a new commitment to architecture and high-rise, Manzoni presented a design for a
multi-storey Point blocks ‘incorporating certain new ideas in the planning of flatted dwellings in
‘Point’ and ‘Tower’ formations, produced with special regard to economy, standardisation, method of
heating, hot water supply, appearance and siting’. Each block consisted of four flats per floor served
by a central lift shaft with central bathrooms and WC’s ‘after the Swedish model’. The two-bedroom
type designed for a family of four comprised 639sq ft with a separate balcony. The blocks were
served by two lifts that stopped at alternate landings, a refuse chute and comprised a first or ground
floor half a storey above ground. Summarising, Manzoni stated his view ‘it is felt that ‘Point’ flats
allow a much more open treatment of layout and in themselves they are more pleasant to look upon
than the ponderous and heavy massing of high flats arranged in row formation’. Ever conscious of
economy, Manzoni suggested that his new flats ‘will be £300-400 cheaper to build than those at

Duddeston and Nechells and Aston Reservoir’ (HBC, Dec 1951).

Manzoni’s new-found enthusiasm for architecture signalled a far more vocal input into Committee
meetings. In January due to shortages of steel, he announced to the Committee that designs were
being changed to dispense with steel and instead adopt reinforced concrete and load-bearing
brickwork. Rather than method, the Committee remained primarily concerned with output. When
the Minister of Housing visited Birmingham to open the 10,000" dwelling built since the war,
Alderman Burman, chair of the Committee met Harold Macmillan with Manzoni and the Town Clerk;
the conversation centred upon Ministry allocations. Macmillan was happy to confirm that subject to
satisfactory progress the Ministry would accommodate the Council’s requests for additional

allocation (HBC, Dec 1951).
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7.3 The arrival of the City Architect

‘below this ridge, formed of ancient rocks, the landscape forms a plateau, and one sees it stretching
away level beneath its canopy of smoke unbroken to the horizon; factory chimneys and cooling
towers, gasometers and pylons, naked roads with trolley-bus wires everywhere, canals and railways
tracks..... wide stretches of cindery waste-land, or a thin grass where hawthorns bloom in May and
June — the only touch of the natural world in the whole vast scene; plumes of steam rising all over the
landscape, the pulsing sounds of industrial power coming across the dark waste; and the gaunt
Victorian church spires rising above the general level, or completely blackened towers receding into

the smoky distance. This is the Black Country, well and truly named’
(Hoskins, 1951: 26)

This was the environment described in the Festival of Britain, ‘About Britain’ guides into which Alwyn
Sheppard Fidler arrived, previously Architect to Barclays Bank, Architect of Crawley New Town from
1947 to 1952, Winner of the Prix de Rome and RIBA Victory Scholar and now Birmingham’s first City
Architect (Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974). The appointment of Sheppard Fidler roughly coincided with the
20,000th Council dwelling being completed (HBC, 21 May 1952) and although Manzoni would remain

in ultimate control and output would dominate housing policy, Sheppard Fidler’s appointment would

bring a new dimension the House Building Committee.

2 3&;...<...~-- -‘.. o
Figure 132: Crawley New Town. Source: locksands.files.wordpress.com
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7.3.1 Early challenges and mixed-development
As his credentials might suggest, Sheppard Fidler determined to ‘boldly set out the primacy of design

(Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 166). As the new City Architect he would later report that he had
been initially distressed by the uniformity of external design, and the lack of variety in house types in
Birmingham (Sheppard Fidler, 1957). The appointment of the City Architect, like other initiatives,
seemed to be primarily motivated by the need to be seen to keep pace with other cities rather than
any overriding desire to embrace good architecture: ‘there was no grouping of design-minded

councillors in Birmingham, and so this ‘design-first’ initiative was highly vulnerable from the start to

any pressure from production-minded members and officers’ (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994:

166).

Figure 133: Alwyn Sheppard Fidler. Source: National Portrait Gallery.

Sheppard Fidler would later comment on his early period with Birmingham ‘Birmingham were an
engineering city and felt that they didn’t need a City Architect. It was funny to find | wasn’t really
wanted’ (Sheppard Fidler, 1987). What Sheppard Fidler inherited from Manzoni was his programme
of contractor-designed six-to-eight-storey blocks that had become the standard solution following
the costly experience of the Duddeston and Nechells prototype blocks. ‘When | went to Birmingham
you could have called it Wimpey Town or Wates Town. The Deputy City Engineer came into my office

the very first day | arrived, shoved all these plans on my desk, and said ‘Carry on with these!” He was
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letting contracts as fast as he could go, didn’t know what he was doing, just putting up as many

Wimpey Y-shaped blocks as he could!......there was very little architectural quality about these ‘mud

Figure 134: The Queen Mother opening a Wimpey standard Y-shaped No-fines blocks at Lee Bank. Source:
BirminghamLive.

Despite being obliged to continue in the short term with Manzoni’s standard contractor offerings,
Sheppard Fidler would quickly produce his own standard plan forms that would embrace new
designs and technical approaches for cottages, low blocks and point blocks. He quickly replaced the
six-to-eight-storey contractor blocks with mixed-development arguing that ‘over repetition of layout
groups must be guarded against and resisted if ‘design’ is not to be relegated to the least important
factor in development’ (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 167). Although under Manzoni design had
never been a major consideration in Committee meetings, Sheppard Fidler immediately started to
introduce and demonstrate his own aesthetic vision, one firmly based upon the teachings of Gropius
and the doctrine of mixed-development advocated by the LCC. Under Alderman Bradbeer as Chair of
the House Building Committee, he would present his new six-storey flats (type LB/A) consisting of
load bearing brickwork with reinforced concrete floors developed by Trussed Concrete Steel Ltd

(Truscon).
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Figure 135: Truscon publicity image illustrating reinforced concrete frame. Source: Architects Journal.

The flats that were approved for Hawksley Farm, Aston Hall and Hobmoor Road would signal
Sheppard Fidler’s willingness to embrace new technology and alternative ways of solving
Birmingham’s ever- present housing shortage. The Committee seemed pleased with their
appointment and the new direction housing was taking, particularly when, at the end of May the
new City Architect received congratulations from the Committee on receiving a Housing Medal for
his work at Crawley. That Birmingham might both achieve and improve on construction volume and
demonstrate the high aesthetics variously enjoyed in other cities might justify the decision to appoint

a City Architect.
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Figure 136: Hawksley Estate. Source: William Dargue/Phil Jones

From the start of his tenure the emphasis was clearly on volume, the 1953 programme agreed on 5
June 1952 comprised 4,422 new dwellings, 3,802 of which would be on suburban estates with a
further 620 in the central re-development areas. To achieve these numbers the Housing Committee
would need to continue to embrace the larger contractors who inevitably centred their production
on non-traditional construction. By 1952 non-traditional construction in Birmingham represented
some 50 per cent of all production and it was envisaged this would continue into 1953 with a
growing proportion of multi-storey development forming an important component of mixed-
development estates. Sheppard Fidler’s standard plan designs (LB/B) of load-bearing brickwork flats
would be approved for mixed-development on sites on the Rubery Estate, Pool Farm, Fernbank,
Bristol Road and the Firs Estate, with the smaller sites utilising low-rise three-storey blocks and the

larger sites the high-rise blocks.
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Figure 137: Eight-storey Truscon blocks on the Firs Estate. Source: Phil Jones.
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This was indicative of Sheppard Fidler’s early design philosophy that fully embraced the concept of
mixed-development featuring a variety of house types and designs that would include both flats and
maisonettes. This approach had the benefit of raising densities, providing a more balanced social
structure and improving appearance (Sutcliffe and Smith, 1974: 431). Advocated by Abercrombie and
the Bournville Trust and forming the basis for the LCC’s housing strategy, it was widely appreciated ‘A
great variety of accommodation should....be provided within the neighbourhood and this variety is
welcomed by the architect as his great opportunity to create an interesting and satisfying living

community’ (Sheppard Fidler, 1954: 87).

Whilst Sheppard Fidler was clearly influencing design, it was still Manzoni who reported to the
Committee, he also continued to negotiate with contractors to provide ‘continuity of building’; a
common excuse to award follow-on contracts to builders without the need for competitive
tendering. Contracts were negotiated along these lines with Wimpey, Bryant’s, Morris and Jacombs
and Stubbings providing an indication of the Committee’s intention to reward successful builders and

continue to build without interruption.

Achieving volume by rewarding a coterie of preferred builders though would only be part of the
solution, as the Committee reported that, at its current rate of 4,000 new builds per annum the
Corporation only had enough land for a further three years (HBC, 3 Jul 1952). This shortage of land
would be a common problem throughout Sheppard Fidler’s tenure as City Architect. With the
Ministry now setting targets for building instead of providing allocations, a new increased target for

1953 was set at 4,600 units which the Committee unanimously resolved to achieve.
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Figure 138: New Blocks on the Kingshurst Estate pictured against the derelict seventeenth century hall (Dec 1961).
Source: Municipaldreams.wordpress.com.

In order to meet the joint challenge of volume and quality, the Committee received a report from the
Architects Department at their meeting of 2 October 1952 (HBC, 2 Oct 1952). Whilst, promising more
detailed plans for the Department before the end of the year, Sheppard Fidler chose to set out his
plans regarding the structure and organisation of his Department as well as future staffing. To
strengthen his case for additional resources, he pointed out that 4,500 dwellings represented a
Corporation investment of some £8m, and that much of this development would take place on
smaller sites than before due to the acute shortage of available land. This, he suggested, represented
a significant challenge to his Department and inevitably increased his workload. Conversely, whilst
larger sites were less numerous, they also represented an exciting challenge to the Architects
Department. Speaking of the 250 acre Kingshurst Estate he recognised a project that represented
‘potentially a first class estate to which | am anxious that a very high standard of layout, house and
flat design should be given’ (HBC, 2 Oct 1952). The new City Architect went on to stress that, in his
view, a higher standard could be achieved on both types of site, but would require the imaginative
design of high-density housing necessitating an increase in qualified personnel. Sheppard Fidler
recommended an increase of six in addition to the existing nine fully qualified staff ‘in order to deal

successfully with the design problems involved in good layouts, with landscaping, harmony of
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materials and treatments etc and to design new types of houses and flats suitable for these sites, and
to avoid monotonous repetition, | feel it essential to strengthen the team of designers’ (HBC, 2 Oct
1952). He also proposed that these personnel would be organised into design teams much like the
organisation successfully implemented by RH Matthew at the LCC. This similarity may not have been
lost on those Committee members that had so recently spent time with Matthew discussing his
strategy and organisation in London. The constantly recurring exhortation of the need to avoid
monotony might have been enough to ensure a positive response but, in order to promote and
better illustrate his vision, Sheppard Fidler began to introduce scale models of his designs when
seeking approval. These were enthusiastically received, Councillor Holland in particular wished to
record that ‘he was impressed by the scale model which had been prepared of the site at Rubery’ (4th
Dec 1952). The accompanying description of the site provided a greater -insight into the approach
taken by the new City Architect. Demonstrating an adherence to a vision reminiscent of recent LCC
developments Sheppard Fidler explained ‘the site has been developed with bungalows, houses, two,
three and six- storey flats. Natural features on the site have been preserved where possible and the
layout generally built up around the reserved sites’ (HBC, 4 Dec 1952). The description could just as
easily be applied to the celebrated Alton Estates in London and, whilst Sheppard Fidler was still a
largely silent participant in these Committee meetings, his plans and models spoke for themselves.
For the foreseeable future Manzoni would present the City Architect’s plans and continue to
negotiate with contractors while routinely seeking ratification of decisions to provide follow-on

projects to Wates, Wimpey and Laing in order to maintain momentum and ensure continuity.

In 1953, Manzoni’s presentation of Sheppard Fidler’s plans for various sites in Birmingham would
provide evidence of a much more holistic approach to planning and design. Whereas in the past the
inclusion of shops, doctors and midwife surgeries, police and fireman’s houses often seemed to occur
as afterthoughts, Sheppard Fidler’s plans incorporated them at inception as integral components in
complete neighbourhood units. The Rubery Estate, a development of 26 acres, would incorporate
houses, two-, three- and six-storey flats built around a central shopping area that also included a
tenants’ room, public house, doctors’ and nurses’ houses as well as allotments, multi-faith church
provision and schools. Sheppard Fidler’s plans for the Holfast Grange Estate in Erdington included
allotments, a technical school, shops and a public house and followed his approach to offer a range
of accommodation that included bungalows, houses and two-, three- and six-storey flats. With each
of his proposals he would include a lengthy descriptive justifying his approach, exemplified by the
description of his plan for the Kingshurst Estate at Coleshill: ‘The site is gently undulating, with a strip
of steeper ground fronting the River Cole. The natural features of the site include mature trees in the

existing hedgerows and Kingshurst Hall with its moat and an associated hill and summer house’ (HBC,
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15 Jan 1953). The development would also include a proportion of private houses meeting the
traditional definition of mixed-development. The City Architect went on to describe his mixed-
development vision: ‘the whole area to be developed is sufficiently large to warrant an attempt at
creating a true centre......and it is suggested that this should take the form of a green which will
combine a main shopping site with the number of public buildings required for full community life’. In
total the estate would comprise 300 private homes at a density of ten to the acre representing 44.5
ppa, the public development would number 1,830 at 16.35 dwellings per acre representing a density
of 62.3 ppa incorporating a range of different homes with three- storey flats representing 40.6per
cent of the total, two-storey houses and flats 56per cent, bungalows 1.2per cent and a twelve-storey
block 2.62per cent. The site would be completed with schools, shops, churches, pubs, clinics, a
library, police station and other reserved sites to form a complete neighbourhood unit (HBC, 15 Jan

1953).

Further plans would be submitted for the Pool Farm Estate, ‘a site of 83.3 acres rising from a level
area adjacent to the canal up a very steep slope to a plateau fronting Walkers Heath Road with some
fine trees along the frontage and amongst the hedges. This configuration has been used to achieve a
fine massing of buildings, the lower development being kept to the slopes and valley and the tall flats
grouped amongst the trees at the summit’ (HBC, 15 Jan 1953). Sheppard Fidler’s stamp was apparent
on a site that would provide 1,228 new dwellings at a density of 17.5 dwellings per acre. As usual a

scale model was provided.

Meanwhile the projection for 1953 would be set at 6,572 dwellings demonstrating that the pursuit of
guality was not expected to impede Birmingham’s increasing housing targets. Following recognition
for his work at Crawley the House Building Committee would learn that the Hawksley Farm Estate
design had been accepted for display at the Summer Exhibition of the Royal Academy giving an

indication that both aesthetics and output could conceivably co-exist.

By 1 January 1954 Manzoni’s Public Works Department finally transferred its architectural work to
the Architects Department giving complete control of Corporation architectural matters to Sheppard
Fidler. He would also be able to exercise greater control by assuming responsibility for direct
negotiations with contractors. Nevertheless the necessary reliance on larger national firms would
necessitate embracing non-traditional forms of construction that would ultimately challenge the
aesthetic vision of the City Architect. But Sheppard Fidler was nothing if not a pragmatist and he
demonstrated an ability to adapt to the external challenges whilst maintaining his architectural
vision, as evidenced by his directive to Wates to incorporate brick facing to flats at Staple Hall Farm

(HBC, 1 Jan 1954).
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Sheppard Fidler’s philosophy of mixed-development was one that favoured Gropius’s concept of the
‘Green City’. Landscape was always important, as Sheppard Fidler himself said in 1953: ‘the true
spatial approach lies with landscaping in a park’ (Glendinning and Muthesius, 1994: 39). It would see
him appoint the City’s first Landscape Architect early in his tenure. Mary Mitchell joined from
Stevenage New Town and her appointment was not fully understood by the elected members: ‘1 had
a hell of a time explaining to the Committee why | required such an unusual being... that what we

wanted was a landscape designer and not a Parks Department person’ (Sheppard Fidler, 1987).
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Figure 139: Landscaping for flats. Source: MHLG.

Throughout his tenure the City Architect remained committed to maximising the contribution of
existing landscape. Presenting his plans for the Ladywood development area on 4 September 1957
he focussed his attention on the landscaping in areas around the high towers. His commitment to
make the best and most appropriate use of a site was amply demonstrated by his plans for the Fox
Hollies Hall Estate with a ‘layout designed specifically to suit existing conditions’ featuring a
boulevard with views from the three 12-storey blocks situated in echelon formation and set well
back from the road. Even retaining the gate piers for Fox Hollies Hall Sheppard Fidler explained that
his vision was to ‘improve the architectural character of the district’ and ‘reduce the monotony of
extensive two storey development’ he continued ‘the flats have been sited on the axis of a wide
boulevard... rising up above the established trees on the site... commanding views of the City... as well

as over Parkland.” (HBC, 4 Sept 1957).
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Children playing outside the flats in Great Lister Street, Duddeston, mid 1950s. By this time, the housing
management of the council had a waiting list of sixty-five thousand people for new houses or flats.
According to Picture Post (1956), ‘Some have been on the list for fifteen years. Top priority has to go to
those with large families.

Figure 140: Examples of sculpture and children’s play equipment. Source: Alan Clawley/Birmingham Mail.

The need to consistently achieve targets often resulted in minor modifications to pre-approved
plans. To achieve higher densities at the Pool Farm Estate 14-storey blocks were substituted in place
of the previously agreed 12-storey blocks, but landscaping and other enhancements were not
sacrificed. Sheppard Fidler also favoured the incorporation of art into his developments and despite
early opposition, money was set aside for sculptures for multi-storey sites ranging in value from
£300-£500 per site. The City Architect announced a contract with Mr John Bridgeman ARCA ARBS as
sculptor to the Nechells Green Development area as well as other sites (HBC, 1 Jan 1959) and further

contracts would be awarded for play areas for children designed by Mary Mitchell. His enthusiasm
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for the detailed enhancement of his estates was demonstrated by support for tubular steel
playground sculptures completed by Bridgeman for Nechells Green, Millpool, Banghams Pit, the Firs,
Hawkesley Moat, Kent Moat and Lyndhurst. He was quick to point out that ‘considerable interest is
now being taken of this work throughout the country’ (HBC, 1 Dec 1960) suggesting that Birmingham

might fall behind others in failing to embrace such schemes.

Figure 141: Nechells Green development, view from Health Centre (September 1960). Source: Birmingham Mail.

This enthusiasm for landscape and art evidenced a continuing quest to brighten up Corporation
schemes with either sculpture or other forms of artwork and became a theme for Sheppard Fidler’s
high-rise schemes. He sought permission to engage D & H Seager, Architectural Sculptors and Mural
Artist, to provide a ‘bright and cheerful scene’ in the form of a decorative mural at Ladywood. He
explained the contribution the requested £100 would provide: ‘I feel such a painting would be a
colourful and humanising element in the landscape’ (HBC, 7 Jul 1960). These policies had also
become a hallmark of LCC policy and Sheppard Fidler quickly recognised that often the best way of
gaining acceptance for his proposals was to stress how successful similar initiatives had been
elsewhere. On learning that sculpture on London estates was being orchestrated in conjunction with
the Arts Council of Great Britain he suggested that a similar arrangement could be developed with

the City Art Gallery in Birmingham.
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Figure 142: Sheppard Fidler’s Chamberlain Gardens development in Ladywood (1964). Source: Birmingham Mail.

Conscious that continuing support for his architectural strategy might benefit from the

reinforcement that national recognition might provide he proposed the Hawksley Farm Moat Estate
and Firs Estate for the Good Design Awards for 1961. The potential conflict between design and
output was however evident when the City Architect’s continuing quest for quality development at
times frustrated his Committee. He would periodically come in for criticism on the densities achieved
on some of his developments. Harry Watton, a vocal member of the House Building Committee drew
critical attention to the achieved densities in Chamberlain Gardens (HBC, 8 Feb 1960). Watton
believed higher densities were possible, conversely the City Architect reported an achieved density of
130.59 ppa, a development justified by the retention of fine existing trees’ allowing the placement of
five 9 storey point blocks freely planned within the natural landscape. The development also

included three rectangular slab blocks eight-storeys high and four-storey maisonettes and two-storey
houses with provision for old people and 672 garages. Sheppard Fidler further justified the use of
landscape when describing: ‘the massing of the point blocks has been balanced on the Monument Rd
frontage by the introduction of three rectangular