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INTRODUCTION
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These are the elegant, densely occupied crescents and communal gardens of the Ladbroke Estate, Notting Hill, planned and laid out from the 1820s to the 1870s – a model, in whatever architectural style we might develop and budget we work to, of how we can build with character, quality and delight minutes from a city centre.



Britain is in the grip of a ‘housing crisis’. This sentence could have been written at any time over the past 200 years. Britain has, it seems, been in the grip of a housing crisis one way or another since the Industrial Revolution when, except for Ireland, the number of people living in Great Britain, and from 1801 the United Kingdom, grew at an unprecedented rate. Between the official censuses of 1801 and 1851, the population of England and Wales alone (official figures for the two countries are conflated) doubled, from 8.9 to 17.9 million. 

Country folk and successive waves of immigrants from within and without these islands crammed into towns and cities, in search of work in factories, mills, sweatshops, new industries and services. The textile mills of Bradford, for example, were a powerful magnet, the population of the Yorkshire town skyrocketing from 6,000 to 103,000 in those 50 years. Where did they come from? From surrounding towns and villages, increasingly so as cottage industries gave up the ghost in the face of new industrial methods of production, and also Ireland, from where an ever-growing number of people arrived to find work in factories and, soon afterwards, to build the railways that accelerated the Industrial Revolution. 

Our towns and cities were not designed to cope with this tidal influx of people, most from rural backgrounds, in search of work and a roof over their heads. As a matter of expediency, new homes were built, including those infamous rows of cheapjack ‘back-to-backs’, at great speed, without a concern for basic hygiene, much less a hint of craft or the slightest brush with artistry. 

Had those who flocked to towns like Bradford known better homes than these? Probably not. Rural workers could be lucky, yet most lived in hovels, and while the air in the countryside was cleaner than that of coke- and coal-powered industrial towns, life there could be equally nasty, brutish and short.

Two centuries on, the invasive new mass housing spreading the length and breadth of Britain today, caused in large part by rapid population growth and movement, may be far healthier than its late-Georgian and early-Victorian predecessors, yet it, too, is bereft of artistry. Careless of setting and design, for the most part, it eschews architecture and disdains nature – there are shining exceptions – yet, while subtracting from the character of our countryside, it tends to sell itself on a dream of a sanitised, polished, car-dependent faux rural life with all mod cons, yet no church bells, no farmyard smells and, ideally, no muddy allotments; all those fast-breeding ‘traditional’ style groves and gardens, fields, granges, views and vales, everywhere and anywhere. It is also, and this includes government-approved ‘New Towns’ and ‘Garden Cities’, hugely wasteful in terms of energy use. 

The intensity and perils of nineteenth-century city life, both perceived and real, prompted those who could afford it to move to congenial new suburbs reached by dependable new railways. The subsequent rise of urban transport systems – buses, trams and metropolitan railways – offered lower-middle-class families, and those of the skilled working-class, passports to modest suburbs built at industrial speed by speculative housebuilders between the two world wars. Following the Second World War, huge numbers of working-class Londoners living in what were officially categorised as slums moved, or were moved, to well-intended new towns like Stevenage and Harlow. Between 1939 and 1991, the population of London fell from 8.6 million to 6.8 million. At the last census, held in 2021, the population had risen to 8.8 million and growing, almost entirely through immigration; it is expected to be 9.6 million in 2035.

Of remaining working-class families, many were resettled in various forms of experimental housing, from mass-produced Prefabs to system-built high-rise blocks and radical megastructures. Some were lucky to settle in exemplary new local authority estates designed by young architects with a flair for social housing, among them Westminster City Council’s Churchill Gardens, Pimlico (1946–52) and the Golden Lane Estate in the City of London (1953–62). Others remained either in city flats and garden suburb-style ‘cottages’ built by London County Council circa 1890–1914 or in nineteenth-century terraced houses in familiar streets that had survived the Blitz.

The spread of suburbia was first brought in check by the adoption of ‘green belts’ around key British cities; these aimed to contain febrile development while offering hemmed-in populations stretches of countryside close to city centres. The building of local authority or council houses and estates in cities, suburbs and new towns came to a sudden halt in 1980 with the passing of Margaret Thatcher’s Housing Act. For the most part the private sector took up the slack and built new homes wherever it could, especially where land was cheap.

Since the 1980s, a wide and overlapping range of factors has encouraged the building of anodyne and near-identical housing across countryside beyond green belts, on parcels of land alongside or even in historic towns and villages. Regional cities, among them Manchester, Birmingham, Coventry and Norwich, have grown rapidly. Certain university cities, notably Cambridge, are expanding almost beyond comprehension. Large numbers of people have moved from London to smaller cities and to the countryside in search of space, cheaper homes and a different quality of life, especially since fast trains have allowed long-distance commuting. The Covid lockdowns of 2020–21, meanwhile, nurtured the culture of working from home. Under pressure from Westminster, local authorities have set themselves overreaching targets for housebuilding, currently met by private companies buying and developing ‘greenfield’ land that, aside from being cheap and ready to build on, is rarely subject to the onerous planning and conservation restrictions placed on sites close to or within towns and villages. 

Nearly all new rural and outer suburban housing development, including the latest wave of ‘New Towns’ and ‘Garden Cities’, like Ebbsfleet in north Kent, is premised on car ownership and the dimensions and movements of cars. There is little need to build schools, surgeries, shops, pubs, tennis courts, or any other of the kind of amenities suburbs enjoyed in the 1930s when car ownership was low. The thinking is that homeowners can drive elsewhere to find the services they need, as they can to work.

The great swathes of housing being rushed up the length and breadth of Britain, although mostly south of the Severn–Humber divide, are a national scandal. Not only does most of this glum housing look much the same, no matter whether you are looking at it across what was once a meadow, through a car window as you course along an arterial road on the edge of a historic market town, or through the window of a train as it races, unheeding, past acres of what were factories, airfields and railway works on the ragged fringes of cities, it is nearly always laid out in more or less exactly the same manner, as if cornflakes were the only breakfast cereal and supermarkets the only places to buy food.

Housebuilders and the local authorities who live in their pockets like to say that these cloned designs are what we want, even though most people, assuming they can afford a new home, have little say in the matter. Anyone who has never owned nor lived in anything like a decent home before will find it easy to say they are happy with a pin-clean, brand-new house. While understandable, this is like saying that any make of tea will do as long as it is cheap and served hot and wet. Or, perhaps, like buying a new car and enjoying the aroma and gleaming quality of the freshly minted machine before familiarity, sweet papers, dog hairs, mud, sand and scuff marks reveal its aesthetic and sensory limitations.

It is easy to see why this kind of profitable housing has spread so far and wide. To an extent, cities impose a certain discipline on housing, although, as this book will show, the challenges they offer to architects and planners – variously to do with squeezing quarts of new homes into pint pots of expensive land – can lead to the extremes of high- and low-quality homes. Extremes of height, meanwhile, have led to regional cities aiming to outbid one another with sky-scraping blocks of ‘luxury lifestyle’ flats and the River Thames treated as a corridor of costly high-rise visual tat, bend after bend, wharf after creek after pier. 

Of smaller cities, talk of 250,000 new homes around Cambridge, for example, is as unrealistic – shortage of water is a key concern – as it is damaging to the landscape, the character of the city and the environment in general. Tewkesbury, Gloucestershire, a rapidly growing town already much spoilt by crude new housing development, has a surfeit of floodwater, yet the council is planning to build up to 10,000 new homes across floodplains. They would be better off building docks and marinas for boat houses. 

And, yet, as this book argues, British housebuilding over the centuries has been an art, an art of which we can be proud and an art we can yet learn from. The artistry involved includes not just the design and appearance, but the setting of homes into the fabric of urban and rural landscapes and the fabric of people’s lives, too. We need to take stock, to stop, look and learn, while aiming to get the art of new housing right before building ever more homes that we and future generations condemned to suffer the artless choices we have made, or have had foisted on us, may well learn to regret

How, though, do we design and build decent homes for a rapidly increasing population without furthering sprawl and nurturing disquiet and even anger among those often accused of ‘nimbyism’, who feel our cities, towns, villages and countryside deserve so much better? How do we build imaginatively and well for everyone in appropriate settings?

Answers, urban and rural, can be found both in Britain’s long history of housebuilding, in inspired modern homes and mass-housing, and in bold and visionary schemes for new settlements that might yet work, like – among other unexpected options this book explores – Civilia, a still exciting idea from the early 1970s for a compact, high density lakeside hill town rising from an abandoned quarry near Nuneaton, close to Birmingham and Coventry. We can also learn lessons and heed warnings from our European neighbours. 

Where We Live is at once a critical history of the art of British housebuilding urban, suburban and rural, a study of where British housing has lost its way for the best part of a century and a source of inspiration and hope for the future. The author is aware of the many political issues surrounding the current housing debate, believing, however, that while debates rage, the focus on the quality, or otherwise, of what we build, where and how, must not be lost. Hasty plans, popular with politicians, to build thinly thought-through new versions of ‘New Towns’ and ‘Garden Cities’ and careless sprawl beyond existing suburbia and in green belts should be questioned and, ideally, abandoned – along with those for further swathes of insensitive rural and village housing that, superficially meeting a demand for new homes, blight the landscape at significant environmental cost. These fail to meet the needs of the young, those on low incomes and those who can only dream of finding a home in the villages, towns and cities they were born and brought up in. Meeting questionable government and local authority quotas for new housing will not result in decent homes. 

While we can and should learn from past and recent examples of the best new housing, there is something else we need to consider. No matter how well designed, houses must be homes set at the heart of or close to places of employment, education, shopping, entertainment, culture and medical care. 

Where We Live is a book for the general reader, for anyone who cherishes these islands. It asks why we find intelligent new housing so difficult to design and what we can do to resolve this seemingly insoluble problem. It aims to encourage debate. I hope it will also interest all those many people involved in the planning and building of new homes, among them national and local politicians, planners, architects, developers, quangocrats and housebuilders, and anyone, of course, who shares a concern for how we are building new homes today.

Where We Live is a call for practical action before more fields are made over to artless housing developments and more city centres turned into clones of one another. New homes should be far more than roofs over people’s heads. They need to be part of a quiet revolution: the rediscovery of the art and the place of housing, raising people’s expectations, making them feel truly at home and working with townscape and landscape. 

Where We Live hopes to engage a wide audience in a constructive debate on how we might employ design, planning and construction talent in the siting and making of intelligent new homes, on how we might look to new forms of housing altogether and how to bring all parties to the table. Housing should not be a divisive issue. Rather, it is something we should all be proud of, whatever our background or income and whether we rent or buy, live in a city tower, country cottage or houseboat. New housing should be a part of real places with all they offer in terms of life, work, education, health, hope, pleasure, public transport, distraction, art, skill, serendipity and delight. New housing, new homes should be as much an art as essential shelter. A house should be neither a product nor a statistic, but the framework for a home; and it should be somewhere, not just Anywhere.


1. THE ART OF BRITISH HOUSEBUILDING

Where is the mass housing of yesteryear, of Roman and medieval Britain? The answer, of course, is that nothing like today’s new housing existed. At its peak in the third century, the population of Roman Britain was probably close to four million. Along with military prowess, a sense of order, well-made and long, straight roads, the Romans brought the art of town and house building to what are now England and Wales. Towns were compact, walled and clustered around civic spaces and buildings. In the countryside, villas complete with well-equipped workshops – some on a palatial scale – were headquarters of productive farms. 

The best part of two thousand years on, we can only gawp at the ambition and artistry of those of the two thousand or so rural villas spread, for the most part, across southern Britain. The remains of Romano-British towns – Camulodunum (Colchester), Londinium (London), Venta Silurum (Caerwent) with their temples, amphitheatres, public bath houses, chariot circuits, triumphal arches, water systems and frescoed and mosaiced houses – continue to haunt us.

And yet, if one adds up the number of known Romano-British town houses and villas, and conjectures the rest, the question arises – where did everybody else live? The answer is in huts fashioned for the most part from clay, wattle, thatch and daub. These have long disappeared. As have those of the Norman era (1066–1154), by which time plague, climate change and crop failures, notably in the sixth century, had more than halved the British population. 

Very little mass housing – the homes of ordinary people – has survived from much before the eighteenth century. And yet, as recent excavations reveal, early housing was artistic in its own special way, in tune with local landscapes. 

The discovery in 2015 of the charred remains of five circular Bronze Age family houses near Whittlesey in Cambridgeshire was a revelation. The site has been dubbed ‘Britain’s Pompeii’ by archaeologists, the families who lived here running from a devastating fire, leaving their homes, cooking and crafted possessions. Fashioned from timber with wattle walls, the houses stood on stilts above water. Dating from 1,000–800 BC, they were better looking, possibly cosier and perhaps more sanitary than many of the pestilential city rookeries rural people first decamped to at the time of the Industrial Revolution or the cheapjack, back-to-back houses soon rushed up for industrial workers.

Whether in the Bronze Age, Roman or Norman Britain, or the age of the great Gothic cathedral builders, most ordinary people continued to live in elemental timber huts and cabins in England, with stone, timber and thatch in Scotland and a mix of local materials in Wales. Standards of design, construction and comfort rose in the wake of the Black Death (1348–51) that cut Britain’s population by a third and, in certain areas, by as much as half. Labour was now very much in demand. Peasants saw a significant increase in their standard of living reflected in the timber houses they built, a surprising number of which still stand, although their timber frames have often been hidden behind later work. They were fitted centuries after they were built with the luxury of upper floors, brick chimneys and glazed windows. Their elemental form and closeness to nature, however, were echoed on a more ambitious scale in the homes of yeoman farmers who set the tone for one version of the English home that, for many people, remains an ideal and a dream. This is the timber-framed farmhouse, all chamfered oak beams, well-cut bricks, tall chimneys, deep eaves, flagstone floors, inglenooks, lattice windows, welcoming parlours and roaring fires. 

Refined and formalised in the Elizabethan era, these houses are echoed faintly in the style of Neo-Tudor suburban semis that remain popular in the age of the internet, Instagram and TikTok. Original buildings, even when much altered, are beautiful things, houses that have grown as if naturally from wealds and forests. Cherished today like old master paintings or vintage Bentleys, these yeoman houses haunt the English imagination from the Welsh borders to the Kentish Weald.

This image of the late medieval or early Tudor house has so captured our collective imagination that it is easy to overlook medieval city housing. The most compelling example to have survived intact, if subtly altered over the centuries, is Vicars’ Close, Wells. This is a planned fourteenth-century street comprising a pair of facing terraces of mostly identical stone houses stepping in line away from the Gothic cathedral. It remains a model of how to design and build houses at a high density in city centres. Changes made – walled front gardens, circa 1410–20, characterful tall chimneys and a continuous roof and eaves course in the late 1460s, and sash windows in the eighteenth century – have only improved the look, feel and practicality of these fundamentally simple yet exquisite city houses. This is something we need to learn again today when town and city houses are ‘improved’ with concreted-over front gardens, crudely proportioned and garishly finished uPVC windows, satellite dishes, winking security devices and DIY warehouse ‘Neo-Georgian’ front doors. What on earth, or in Wells, have we learned in six hundred years?

Wells Cathedral is a reminder of how once upon a time our urban and rural landscapes were adorned with abbeys, convents and friaries. While these nine hundred or so buildings were homes to religious orders, they also provided shelter, hospitals, schools and employment to many laymen. At their best, these religious foundations looked after the poor, the old and the infirm and could be benevolent landlords to the huge number of farmers they employed. Their ruins, prompted by Henry VIII’s Reformation laws of 1536–41, continue to haunt our towns and countryside. Far from being unpopular with local people, their loss, or dissolution, was tangible, causing great hardship. 

Among the pointed drawings the young Gothic Revival architect Augustus Welby Pugin made for his scintillating book Contrasts: or a parallel between the noble edifices of the middle ages and corresponding buildings of the present day (1836) was that of ‘Modern Poor House’ compared to an ‘Antient Poor House’. The former, in the guise of a windowless octagon on the edge of a town and far from the nearest church, shows the urban poor condemned to grim cells, separated from their families and disciplined by the whip; their food is gruel; their fate to die here, their cadavers dissected by medical students. The latter is a rural Gothic abbey, with its gardens and well-clothed poor, who are given alms, properly fed and treated with respect; they are buried according to the rites of the Church. Pugin’s view was a romantic one, yet not that far from the truth. 

Resistance to the pillage and destruction of these great churches had, however, been futile; accused of treason, the recalcitrant abbots of Colchester, Glastonbury and Reading were hanged, drawn and quartered. 

With their churches demolished, many of these extensive buildings were converted into farmyards and a complexity of country houses. Lacock Abbey in Wiltshire, once the home of the pioneering photographer Henry Fox Talbot, retains its medieval cloister and chapter house; Woburn Abbey in Bedfordshire was completely rebuilt in the Palladian style from the late 1740s; parts of the Priory of Little Leighs in Essex can be detected in what became Leez Priory. A top luxury-style executive wedding venue with all the trimmings today, the priory was the country home of Richard Rich, appointed by Henry VIII to oversee the dissolution of the monasteries. While living up to his name, Rich was also responsible for the prosecution of Protestants as, despite these first iconoclastic moves in the Reformation, the King remained a Catholic. In the Tower of London Rich personally racked 25-year-old Anne Agnew, the Protestant poet, preacher and noblewoman, pulling her shoulders and hips from their sockets and dislocating her knees and elbows; unable to stand, Anne was carted off in a chair to Smithfield (Rich had his town house here in what had been a part of the Augustinian priory of St Bartholomew), chained to a stake and burned to death. All in the line of a little sequestration of ecclesiastical property and the toadying up to a brutal king.

When religious excess abated, England stepped into the realm of the Renaissance and tastes changed; from the late seventeenth century, classical design danced its decorous way through Britain, giving us as it did the much-loved Georgian house. Timber-beamed farmhouses and townhouses alike were now often given new façades with sash windows and pedimented doorcases. If the era of yeoman farmer houses had been one of vernacular art, the Georgian house was a triumph of self-conscious art. It gave England a form of housing realised at all scales and for all strata of society that endured until Queen Victoria took to the throne. Revived from early in the twentieth century, in Neo-Georgian guise it continues to be built, if awkwardly so, in considerable numbers today.

A paucity of craft aside, the big difference between today’s Neo-Georgian houses and their eighteenth-century predecessors is proportion. Not all Georgian houses were perfectly proportioned according to classical mathematical ideals, yet most have a happily upstanding character wholly different from their Neo-Georgian descendants. Where the former are formal, with upright rooms designed for upright furniture, the latter are informal, designed for sprawling sofas, enormous televisions, hot tubs on the patio decking, prominent garages, weighty cars, blazing security lights and what purports to be casual, if not visual, ease. And where the former, realised in the richest variety of local building materials, belong to the towns, cities, villages and countryside they adorn, the latter are catalogue homes that might be ordered and slapped down anywhere from Truro to Thurso in materials transported from right around the world if the price is right.

It might seem odd today to realise that much Georgian town housing was rustled up by property developers, some quite ruthless, and that some of the greatest set-piece town and city plans were the work of hard-nosed private builders. Often things of nobility and even beauty, such copy book plans enhanced existing towns, new seaside resorts, and the first major suburban developments. It can seem hard to reconcile pugnacious and profitable enterprise with the elegant artistry of proud squares, crescents, terraces and promenades lined with elegant buildings that remain among the most desired of all British homes in the twenty-first century. Why, then, you might well ask, given that nearly all new British homes are built by private enterprise today, is it so very hard to shape dignified new housing developments?

Urban planning was, and should be, an art, and yet today we treat it as if it were little more than a technical exercise. We are told families want space, greenery, security and a sacred parking grove (the front garden of yore) or temple (garage, preferably prominent) for the car(s). Because of this, the suburban cul-de-sac plan proffered by most purveyors of mass new housing is ideal. And yet look for a moment at what was achieved, for example, in London’s Notting Hill. Here you will find the elegant, yet densely occupied, crescents and groves of the Ladbroke Estate laid out from the 1820s according to a plan by the architect James Thomson. At the back of each grand sweep of stucco-faced houses are small private gardens giving on to generous communal gardens. 

Those lucky to live here have the best of both worlds, a front door opening to the bustle of the city, a back door leading through their own private patch of garden and on to secure communal gardens. You do not need a car to live here. We could build housing like this today on budgets generous or tight. But whether we have the will or the civility to do so is another matter. The streets of the Ladbroke Estate have become among the most desirable and expensive addresses in west London. New housing will never be anything like such a good investment, nor, of course, will it age so well or ever offer us a hint of such elegance, commonsense and simple joy. 

Of course, there were failures over the centuries when over-ambitious buildings were rushed up in haste. The Romans had been guilty of building poor quality apartment blocks – insulae – designed to generate rent rather than to create decent homes, although none, I think, were built in Britannia. Speculative Georgian town houses, even if good looking, sometimes collapsed before they were lived in. And there have been legions of forgotten buildings that, like straw and mud huts, were only ever meant to be temporary – gone with time, tide, weather, neglect and abandonment.

There has been criticism, too, over the centuries of new houses most of us find desirable today. In his pugnacious Rural Rides, published in 1830, William Cobbett – soldier, journalist, farmer, politician and reformer – castigated the ‘shewy tea-garden-like boxes’ (the new Regency-style houses) he rode by in Middlesex on his way from London to his beloved Hampshire Downs. Such ostentatious houses were ‘mere painted shells’ in contrast with the centuries-old oak-framed farmhouses that appeared to have grown from the very soil of the wealds and downs Cobbett cherished. The ‘shewy tea-garden-like boxes’ were, Cobbett thundered, built for the kind of ‘frivolous idiots that are turned out from Winchester and Westminster School or from any of those dens of dunces called Colleges and Universities’. With their wealth, their fey sense of superiority, academic-fed abstract theories and fondness for walled-around landscaped gardens, such people were destroying rural England, its countryside, the lives of its skilled working people and its vernacular architecture.

A century and a half on, I could have ridden with Cobbett to show him modest and thoughtful new modern houses – they do exist – for local working people knotted into rural landscapes yet designed by university-educated architects. Cobbett’s concern for buildings that truly belong to specific landscapes, however, is one that has come to bedevil architects today. Most architects make their living, necessarily, through designing buildings their clients demand, and thoughtfully designed, well-crafted and essentially modest rural houses, while they exist, are not high on the collective agenda.

The chamfered oak beams and two-foot-wide floorboards of my rural house on the Suffolk–Norfolk border are 500 years old. Those who garnered, positioned and crafted them had, I think, no idea of what it could mean to build cheaply or down to a cost. Within twenty miles of this old house, new mass housing thrown up in unyielding breeze blocks, unseasoned timber and concrete, and without a single nod to local traditions and settings is rubber-stamped by planning and conservation officers who really ought to know much better. 

Such housing is often sold on its rural setting – its cul-de-sac roads named after brutally built-over fields, orchards and meadows – yet close to A roads and, traffic conditions permitting, convenient for commuting. This mass-produced housing does more than almost anything else we can do to destroy rural settings. These houses are not traditional; in fact, they are very much the product of the Industrial Revolution. And it is to the convulsions, complexities and contradictions of the Industrial Revolution and the population growth it spawned that we turn to next.


2. INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION


If you saw my little backyard

‘Wot a pretty spot’, you’d cry

It’s a picture on a sunny summer’s day;

Wiv the turnip tops and cabbages

Wot people doesn’t buy

I makes it on a Sunday look all gay




The neighbours fink I grow ’em

And you’d fancy you’re in Kent

Or at Epsom if you gaze into the mews.

It’s a wonder as the landlord

Doesn’t want to raise the rent

Because we’ve got these nobby distant views




Oh! It really is a wery pretty garden

And Chingford to the Eastward could be seen

Wiv a ladder and some glasses

You could see to ’Ackney Marshes

If it wasn’t for the ’ouses in between

Cockney music hall song, Edgar Bateman and George Le Brunn, 1894



By the time of the Great Exhibition of 1851, more than half of England’s population lived in towns and cities. It had been an extraordinary mass migration from the countryside, where, because of land enclosures, most agricultural labourers lived in tied cottages, built and rented out by large farms and country estates. Many were little more than clay and wattle hovels, or the equivalent depending on locale, yet what could or should labourers have expected when they flocked to London, Birmingham, Manchester, Sheffield, Leeds or wherever new forms of industry were gathering to a full head of steam and smoke? 

To begin with, most found lodgings in houses where a family would often share a single room. The cities’ poorest slums – ‘rookeries’ – were truly terrible places. In 1842, Edwin Chadwick, a Poor Law commissioner and champion of public health, wrote a report for the government’s Home Department on the ‘Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Population of Great Britain’. Compiled over three years, the report was a detailed first-hand account of how British working-class people lived. Medical doctors were among those who made house-to-house visits in industrial cities. Dr Neil Arnott reported from the slums of Glasgow.


We entered a dirty low passage, like a house door, that led from the street to the first house to a square court immediately behind, which court, with the exception of a narrow path around it . . . was occupied entirely as a dung receptacle of the most disgusting kind. Beyond this court, the second passage led to a second square court, occupied in the same way by its dunghill; and from this court there was yet a third passage leading to a third court, and a third dung heap. There were no privies or drains there, and the dung heaps received all filth which the swarm of wretched inhabitants could give; and we learnt that a considerable part of the rent of the houses was paid by the produce of the dung heaps. Thus, worse off than wild animals, many of which withdraw to a distance and conceal their ordure, the dwellers in these courts had converted their shame into a kind of money by which their lodging was to be paid. The interior of these houses and their inmates corresponded with the exteriors. We saw half-dressed wretches crowding together to be warm; and in one bed, although in the middle of the day, several women were imprisoned under a blanket, because as many others who had on their backs all the articles of dress that belonged to the party were then out of doors on the streets. This picture is so shocking that, without ocular proof, one would be disposed to doubt the possibility of the facts; and yet there is perhaps no old town in Europe that does not furnish parallel examples.



In Leeds, a Mr Baker visited terraced streets of new workers’ houses lacking sewers. Stagnant water formed in pools and channels ‘so offensive that they have been declared unbearable’. In the infamous ‘rookeries’ of St Giles in central London, Mr Howell inspected a pair of houses undergoing renovation. ‘I found the whole area of the cellars of both houses were full of night-soil, to the depth of three feet . . . the stench was intolerable, and no doubt the neighbourhood must have been more or less infected by it.’

Overcrowding made matters worse. In a house in Liverpool, Mr Ridall Wood cited, among many comparable examples, ‘a mother and her grown up daughters sleeping on a bed of chaff in the corner of the cellar, and in the same corner three sailors had their bed. I have met with up to forty people sleeping in the same room, married and single, including, of course, children and several young adults of either sex.’ In Manchester, Dr Howard found six or eight beds ‘with scarcely room to pass between them’ to be ‘the invariable practice . . . the suffocating stench and heat of the atmosphere are almost intolerable to a person coming from the open air’.

At least in the country, people could grow their own vegetables, keep a pig and breathe clean air. In the manufacturing cities of the Midlands and the North, builders and hard-nosed factory owners responded to this crisis by rushing up rows of cheap back-to-back brick terraced houses. Sharing party walls on three sides, light and air came from front windows alone. Sanitation was primitive, as Chadwick’s team observed first-hand; crowding, the norm. Low-skilled and unskilled work in dangerous factories demanding long hours, child labour and a lack of basic welfare went hand-on-hod with this mass-produced housing, much of it of the very lowest quality. This early generation of industrial labourers had no choice in the matter. Desperate for a living and with little and mostly nothing in the way of protective legislation, let alone the luxury of education and healthcare, they took what they could get and struggled to get by and even to survive.

More than their meanness, those overcrowded houses were alien intrusions, having nothing of the spirit of either the Georgian terraces that had graced British towns and cities over the past 150 years or that of vernacular housing, homes that are made of local building materials that, however humble or grandly capacious, were a part of the pattern of the landscape they rose from. The Industrial Revolution was to change this age-old state of affairs at the stroke of a piston. Indeed, it was the coming of the railways, those arteries and veins of industrial Britain, that prompted a radical change in the very look of our houses, as living conditions slowly improved, and thus that of our towns and cities. As the new railways linked up, in piecemeal fashion, to form a great web of routes up, down and across the length and breadth of Britain, so raw materials and manufactured goods as well as people and livestock, food and parcels could be sent from any one corner of the country to another, and for the greater part reliably, safely and at unprecedented speed.

For houses, as with other forms of buildings and architecture, this meant the supply, for example, of harsh red bricks from the Midlands to the south of England, or slate for roofs from the mines of North Wales transported by narrow-gauge railways that twisted and turned through mountainous valleys to reach coastal freighters to ferry their goods to towns and cities around Britain, and which, today, serve day-trippers on high days and holidays, their original purpose long consigned to history. 

The effect the railways, broad gauge, standard gauge or narrow gauge, had on our landscape, our way of living and our homes was extraordinary. Town and cities that had once been distinct in terms of their building materials, and thus their look and character, were now pockmarked and even overwhelmed by alien housing and by new styles of architecture promulgated by new generations of architects keen to experiment with novel palettes of those hard bricks and slates. 

At the same time, the railways fostered the introduction of a national clock. Where local times had varied in the days of horse-paced Britain, the timetabling of trains over long distances from widespread destinations demanded a regular and even clock. In other words, a sense of uniformity was emerging in the way we ordered and scheduled our lives. And, even though nineteenth-century railways were owned by dozens of independent companies and their trains painted in a kaleidoscope of colours, they were on their way to becoming elements of a national system, and one bringing with it, decade by decade, an ever-greater degree of uniformity. 

The Industrial Revolution was eventually to bring the great majority of British people a degree of health, welfare, security and perhaps even happiness denied to them in previous centuries when they tilled the land and endured lives that may well have been, judged by later standards, precious little better than those of beasts of burden. It remains hard to judge. Who was better off, those earthy bucolics portrayed in paintings by Bruegel or the purgatorial industrial urbanites etched by Gustave Doré?

By way of extraordinary contrast, the era of the Industrial Revolution – 1760–1840 – witnessed the design and construction in these islands of some of the finest of all European houses, from palatial Palladian villas at the heart of rural estates, to developments of terraced housing in towns and cities for the rising mercantile class and aristocrats alike, which, in terms of aesthetics, desirability and urbanity, remain second to none. Immense new-found wealth, and a breathtaking disparity between the incomes of industrial and rural workers on the one hand and landed gentry and the new middle classes on the other, witnessed huge sums of money pumped into handsome houses, their design coinciding with an era of exceptionally refined taste, at least in terms of architectural, landscape and urban design. 

Construction of Edinburgh New Town, a masterpiece by any British or European standards, began in 1767. Two years later, the young Scottish engineer James Watt patented ‘A Method for Lessening the Consumption of Steam in Steam Engines’, heralding the machine that, first manufactured in the Soho Foundry, Birmingham, of Boulton & Watt, accelerated the Industrial Revolution to full chat. As if to reconcile the new world of steam with that of the refined classicism of Edinburgh New Town, Boulton & Watt’s engines were framed with Graeco-Roman columns. This was an attempt to civilise the form of these powerful and revolutionary devices. It was also a reference, unwitting or not, to the Roman architect and engineer Vitruvius who, in De Architectura (circa 30 BC), described the early steam turbine, as invented by Hero of Alexandria, and whose first-century treatise taken up
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