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PREFAB HOMES
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LCC prefabs in Kennington, London, 1973.
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The AIROH ‘back bedroom’ at St Fagans has two windows onto the back garden and a wall with original fitted cupboards and wardrobe.
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INTRODUCTION

THE FIRST WORLD War provided a new impetus to improve social housing in Britain, when the poor health of many new army recruits was noted with alarm. This led to a campaign known as Homes Fit for Heroes. In 1919 the government requested councils to provide housing, helping them to do so through subsidies. Under the Housing Act 1919, half a million new houses were planned. As the economy weakened in the early 1920s, however, funding had to be cut, and only 213,000 homes were completed under the Act’s provisions.

The 1919 Act – often known as the ‘Addison Act’ after its author, Dr Christopher Addison, the Minister of Health – was a significant step forward in housing provision. Housing became a national responsibility, and local authorities were given the task of developing new accommodation for working people.

Many houses were built for artisans, clerks, and the semi-skilled working classes, who could now afford to leave the inner cities. The world’s largest planned suburb was built at Becontree in Essex, while good quality suburban housing was planned around Leeds, Birmingham, Liverpool, Manchester, and Sheffield.

By the 1920s, not much had been done to resolve the problem of inner-city slums. However, this changed with the new Housing Act of 1930, which obliged local councils to clear all slums and provided subsidies to rehouse their inhabitants. This single act led to the building of 700,000 new homes. Under the provisions of the inter-war housing acts, local councils built a total of 1.1 million homes.

Still, the Homes Fit for Heroes promise failed to materialise entirely, as Grandad, from the BBC’s Only Fools and Horses, points out in his description of the wartime government policy: ‘They promised us homes fit for heroes; we got heroes fit for homes!’ By the end of the Second World War, Winston Churchill and his government had new heroes to welcome back and house, this time in prefabs.

WINSTON CHURCHILL’S PROMISE OF 500,000 EMERGENCY HOMES

Sunday 26 March 1944. The end of the Second World War is finally approaching, as Prime Minister Winston Churchill points out in his BBC broadcast speech, ‘Our Greatest Effort is Coming’. In a part of his speech, he anticipates the huge post-war housing shortage and the reconstruction effort: ‘But now about a million homes have been destroyed or grievously damaged by the fire of the enemy. This offers a magnificent opportunity for rebuilding and replanning, and while we are at it we had better make a clean sweep of all those areas of which our civilization should be ashamed.’

Churchill declared a new war, but this time, on poor housing. Using military words, he unveiled his strategy:

The first attack must evidently be made upon houses which are damaged, but which can be reconditioned into proper dwellings … The second attack on the housing problem will be made by what are called the prefabricated, or emergency, houses. On this the Minister of Works, Lord Portal, is working wonders. I hope we may make up to half a million of these, and for this purpose not only plans but actual preparations are being made during the war on a nationwide scale. Factories have been assigned, the necessary set-up is being made ready, materials are being ear-marked as far as possible, the most convenient sites will be chosen, the whole business is to be treated as a military evolution handled by the government with private industry harnessed to its service.
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Winston Churchill delivering a speech at the BBC during the Second World War.

In Churchill’s speech, there is a hint of fear. Imagine an army of demobilised men with no one to fight and with no homes or employment – housing these men and their families was a priority. The Blitz and the continuous bombings of ports and big industrial cities destroyed 3 million homes, and by March 1944 they were still more raids to come. Vicious weapons, such as the V-2 rockets, relentlessly damaged the country, killing civilians, and wiping out their homes.

When the Blitz was called off in May 1941, 43,000 people had been killed and 1.4 million had been made homeless. A quarter of British dwellings had been destroyed or severely damaged when the Germans finally stopped their attack in March 1945. Most of the bombings affected working-class areas – homes and factories were the Germans’ prime targets. But it wasn’t just London that suffered; many other British cities were attacked too.

In order to fight the enemy, Britain was transformed into a war machine. All industries shared the same target: to win the war. In March 1944, the UK was still producing ammunition and aircraft. There was going to be a surplus and the conversion of factories for mass production of prefabricated houses appeared to be a good solution.

The Homes Fit For Heroes policy, started in 1919, continued during the Second World War, but was slowed down by the diminished labour force and the lack of materials. The construction rate was almost a tenth of what it had been before 1939 and the maintenance of existing homes was not kept up. Living conditions declined, leaving people without glass in their windows or with tarpaulin on their roofs.

During the war, the issue of housing was first raised in the King’s Speech to Parliament on 11 November 1942. Churchill formed a cross-party committee, under the chairmanship of Sir George Burt, to address the problem. The committee sent British engineers to America to find out how the United States intended to address its needs for post-war housing. The outcome of the Burt Committee was a favourable view of prefabricated housing as a solution to the housing shortage, and Churchill announced this in his Temporary Housing Programme: ‘All these emergency houses will be publicly owned and it will not rest with any individual tenant to keep them in being after they have served their purpose of tiding over the return of the fighting men and after permanent dwellings are available. As much thought has been and will be put into this plan as was put into the invasion of Africa.’

The plan was to build 500,000 ‘new technology’ temporary houses as soon as the war ended, and this passed into law as the Housing (Temporary Accommodation) Act, 1944. Over the next four years, 300,000 prefab houses were to be built in Britain, with a structural lifetime of between ten to fifteen years.

To achieve Churchill’s ambitious housing plan, the Ministry of Works (MoW) created research institutes to work on the design of the new houses. People had high expectations and felt their homes should contain the latest electric appliances, as well as indoor toilets and bathing facilities. The government took this into account and as well as installing a fridge and a gas cooker, it worked to build a house that contained a coal fire and a back boiler to create central heating and a constant supply of hot water. In 1951 about a third of British households were still without a plumbed-in bath, so this was luxury.

The government invested in a model temporary steel bungalow. Following an announcement about the prototype by Lord Portal on 8 February 1944, the prototype became known as the ‘Portal bungalow’. Designed by the architects C. J. Mole and A. W. Kenyon, it was constructed by hand by the motor manufacturer Briggs Motor Bodies of Dagenham and the Pressed Steel Company of Cowley.

By May 1944 the first prototype was ready for public display at the Tate Gallery in London, and it was shown in Edinburgh in June. It was radically different from inter-war social housing. Its flat roof and rectangular shape reminded people of Hollywood villas they had seen at the pictures.

The Portal bungalow impressed the Tate Gallery visitors: the level of fittings and equipment was far beyond what people had expected. Reactions to the exterior of the prototype were rather mixed, however. Knowing that a car factory had built the prototype, people asked why the Portal bungalow didn’t have any windscreen wipers!

After the exhibition, comments were made on how to improve the Portal and its design was revised. The ceiling was raised in height to 7.5 feet, and two doors were added – one to the kitchen leading into the garden, and one from the hallway directly into the living room. The original idea that each prefab would have a shed was unfortunately scrapped.
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In May 1944 the press photographed an ex-serviceman and his family viewing a Churchill all-steel house. Here, the housewife discovers the gas fridge in the prefab kitchen.

DELIVERING PALACES FOR THE PEOPLE

AFTER THE END of the war, and after the disappointment of the Homes Fit For Heroes programme, the government knew it couldn’t fail again to provide adequate housing. For social, logistical, and even political and ideological reasons, prefabricated houses appeared to be the best option. A huge amount of servicemen were expected to return to Britain with higher expectations than after the Great War. Some would have had access to education through their time with the forces and aspire to a better standard of living. Moreover, after all they had given to their country, they could expect a reward – a nice and comfortable house to come back to.

The Temporary Housing Programme’s objective was to provide a large number of houses that could be built without slowing down the building of permanent housing. In August 1944, Henry Willink, the Minister of Health, announced: ‘We felt that it was of the first importance that this project should not delay the building of permanent houses, and, consequently, that it should make the minimum demand on the building industry. That consideration pointed to a type of building, so far as possible, factory made ... whereas it is usually reckoned that it takes 100,000 building operatives to build 100,000 houses in a year, the building labour force required for 100,000 of these bungalows is not more than 8,000 to 10,000.’

There was a lack of skilled labour in the building industry after the war, but prefabs were quick and easy to assemble. This gave jobs to servicemen coming back from the war as well as to the unemployed. German and Italian prisoners of war were also used as free labour. Eddie O’Mahony, who has lived in a prefab in Catford, south-east London, since 1946 recalls: ‘The estate was built by German prisoners of war and very well assembled. Winter 1946 was particularly tough. I woke up one morning and the snow had reached the level of the garden fence. I got scared the flat roof wouldn’t resist the weight, but it did! And I still praise the Germans for their good work.’

Keeping men busy by giving them jobs was necessary to maintain social cohesion. But what would happen to the women who had replaced them in factories during the war? The detached prefabs and its mod cons were designed to tempt women back home, encouraging them to start families. ‘And I have every hope and a firm resolve that several hundred thousand of our young men will be able to marry several hundred thousand of our young women and make their own four-year plan,’ said Churchill in his 1944 BBC speech.
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Hector Murdoch’s historic homecoming (with a prefab in the background) in 1946 became one of the war’s most famous images.
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Eddie O’Mahony has lived at his Uni-Seco since 1946. The porch at the side entrance is his own addition.
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