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Introduction
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The 1930s house is stepping out of the shadows cast by modern homes and into the limelight shared by buildings that have reached a certain antiquity and can be labelled as ‘of a period’. The stout, square semi, with tall curving bays embellished with coloured glass patterns, sleek and streamlined metal-framed windows, tall hipped roofs and Art Deco details is now becoming fashionable in its own right.

The Jazz Age in which this style of house was born has given us iconic images of outrageous luxury in the face of depression, glamorous Hollywood styles and an obsession for speed. It was a time when modernity had to co-exist with tradition. This mix is mirrored in the housing of the time as new hygienic homes, powered by electricity, were packaged up in mock-timber-framed exteriors, and builders could site Tudor and Jacobean next door to the latest streamlined International styles. It is these distinctive forms, sound quality and spacious plots which make the detached, semi or terrace from this period such a desirable purchase once again.

For those who wish to discover more about houses from this period or are planning to renovate their own home, this book is designed as a first step to understanding and appreciating the building, styles and interiors of the inter-war houses that reached their peak in the 1930s. In the Explained series, the emphasis is put upon those buildings which we are likely to visit or live in today, and thus this book concentrates on the mass-produced detached, semis and terraces which line our main roads and suburban estates.

It is important to put these houses in the context of the times. You cannot appreciate how much of an improvement these structures were to what had gone before if you do not realize how bad much of the existing stock was. I have recently made a move similar to that taken by a better-off, working class family some 80 years ago, from a small Victorian terrace to a 1920s three-bed semi. I can appreciate, as they would have done, the extra space, the solid structure and gardens front and rear, but to this they could add their own delight at gaining electricity, a separate bathroom and a flushing toilet, things we take for granted today but which were a revelation for many then. With this in mind, the living conditions and state of existing houses are covered in most chapters before looking at the new houses of the day.

The book is divided into four sections: the first outlines the history of the period, which affected how houses were planned and built. Drawings, diagrams and photographs illustrate the different layouts, styles and details to help in dating, appreciating or restoring buildings. The second section steps inside and looks at the various rooms and their fittings and how they would have originally appeared, before going back outside and describing the gardens and garages. There follows a chapter briefly explaining the developments in housing after this period, before a final section which is a quick reference guide, including notes upon dating houses, a glossary, suggested further reading and places to visit.

Trevor Yorke
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SECTION I

THE HISTORY
OF THE
1930S HOUSE
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CHAPTER 1

The Inter-War Years

Glamour and the Depression
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FIG 1.1: Northgate, Chester: A visit to the cinema was an opportunity to escape from the grind of everyday life and with the advent of ‘Talkies’ the number of cinemas in the country boomed with around 5,000 by the end of the 1930s. Unlike many other buildings, modernity and foreign style was acceptable, especially with Odeon Cinemas, as in this example from Chester. These startling plain, geometric compositions contrast dramatically with the historic styles that dominated Victorian and Edwardian architecture, as used in the shops on the left of the picture.

The two decades between the World Wars project distinct and conflicting images. There are the glamorous Hollywood films, flamboyant dance crazes, and distinctive popular fiction like Agatha Christie’s Poirot. They create an image of luxury, style, glamour and wealth in this vibrant and fast Jazz Age. In contrast, however, the history we are taught in school tells of the Depression, the General Strike and the Jarrow March. Photographs of rundown industrial towns, dole queues and slum dwellings give an impression of decline and economic constraints. How can these two extremes exist alongside each other? What were those inter-war years really like for the middle and working classes who would live in and own the types of house which we will be covering in this book?
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FIG 1.2: The Cenotaph, Whitehall, London: War memorials, from Sir Edwin Lutyens’ Cenotaph in Whitehall (above) to the humble stone cross in every village or hamlet, focused the grief of the nation and would remind future generations how the distant catastrophe had touched even the smallest community. The style often used, as with many other public buildings, had moved on from the ornate baroque and gothic structures of the previous generation to a more simple, starkly geometric form of classical architecture.

The Great War 1914-1918

Life in the period 1918 to 1939 was affected both politically and economically by the First World War, known before the second conflict as the Great War, which began on 4 August 1914.

There was no shortage of volunteers in the early months of the conflict, although as the war sank into an economically sapping stalemate and the casualty list lengthened, the quality of those signing up dropped markedly and a large proportion had to be rejected on health grounds. The honest working class Tommy was simply not fit enough!

Unlike the Second World War, this conflict passed by with little direct effect at home, although the Zeppelin bombing raids were a foretaste of the wars to come. Its most notable legacy on the domestic front was how those who were unable to fight, especially women, filled in for the absent men on duty in France. Towards the end of the war, there were restrictions and rationing but these were nothing compared to the suffering endured by the Germans at home, as the blockade by the British Navy virtually starved the German homeland into submission.

After the Armistice on 11 November 1918, there could be no return to the situation before the conflict. Things had changed, the world was not quite the same place and Britain was no longer at the economic centre of it.

Industry and the Economy in the 1920s and 1930s

Along with the other European nations, we had borrowed heavily through the war and sold foreign assets. America had bankrolled us and now with its industrial and financial might it enjoyed a boom during the 1920s. New factories were mass-producing goods and skyscrapers soared into the sky in competition with each other, forming iconic images which told the world the USA was the bigger, better, new kid on the block! The Wall Street Crash of October 1929 brought it back down to earth and the ripples from the impact radiated around the globe, sending economies into further depression.

The British economy suffered a roller-coaster ride during the inter-war years, starting with an initial boom on the expectation of a return to normality and then quickly sinking with the realisation that old markets were not there any more. Countries which had previously bought manufactured goods from us had either found other sources during the war and did not return to Britain after it, or simply did not have the money available. This loss of foreign business, coupled with the investment many companies had made on an expectation of a return to pre-war levels of demand, caused a dramatic downturn that resulted in rising unemployment by 1921. Although there was a gradual pick-up through the 1920s, the effects of the Wall Street Crash hindered exports and yet again the economy suffered.

However, this depression resulted in low prices for raw materials and food, which along with dropping interest rates meant that those Britons in work had more money left over at the end of the day. By spending it on their houses, new cars, electrical goods and clothing they helped fuel a consumer boom that softened the worst effects of global depression.

[image: ]

FIG 1.3: Despite the constraints upon the public purse after the First World War, there were still building projects on an imperial scale like the Anglican (top) and Roman Catholic (bottom) cathedrals in Liverpool. The former was completed in this period but work on the latter, designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens to be the largest in Christendom, was cut short by the Second World War. The familiar concrete ‘wigwam’ was erected later upon the foundations of the earlier building, the crypt of which can be seen in the foreground of the bottom picture.
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FIG 1.4: The Chrysler Building, New York, USA: With the relative freedom for companies to develop in the mid and late 1920s, America became dominant in world finance and business. Nowhere was this more visible than in the craze for erecting the tallest skyscrapers, one of the most iconic being the Chrysler Building, which for a matter of months became the tallest in the world.

Despite this turbulent economy and the National Debt, Britain as a country became more wealthy per head of population. Wages, which had risen dramatically during the First World War, never returned to pre-war levels and in 1939 were nearly twice as high as in 1914. Due to new state subsidies this apparent wealth was spread more evenly across the classes than before, yet even at the outbreak of the Second World War more than four-fifths of the nation’s capital was controlled by one-twentieth of its population!

The economic well-being of the individual was heavily dependent on whether they were in work or not and, in this period, there were stark differences between the regions and old and new industries. Victorian and Edwardian success had been built on the back of cotton mills, iron and steel works, shipbuilding yards and coal mines, which because of the climate, geology and geography of the land tended to be concentrated in the North of England and South Wales. With the decline in exports, improved foreign competition and new technology, these staple industries declined and had to restructure to survive. The ones that really suffered were the workers as the number of jobs in these trades were nearly halved through this period and, despite prominent displays of unity with the General Strike of 1926 and the Jarrow March ten years later, their situation rarely improved. The new curse of long-term unemployment had arrived, with thousands of men with skills that were no longer needed who lived in areas where there was little alternative employment, and resulted in many families falling into poverty.
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FIG 1.5: New shops in the latest Art Deco style were built along high streets in most towns and cities, especially department stores where a room or entire house could be fitted out by the one shop. These two examples, the lower one showing flats, commonly built above small shops, are finished in glazed white tiles with green highlights, a popular combination of colours. The tall vertical window in the top example has a wonderful stained-glass design.
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FIG 1.6: New industries required new factories, no longer towering high with floors of clanking machines stacked above each other but now spread out over spacious suburban sites with symmetrical horizontal frontages and improved conditions for staff.

On the other side of the coin, however, were the new industries based on technology. The motor car, aeroplane, electrical goods, energy supply, chemical, drug and engineering industries boomed in this period, doubling the number of people employed. As the number of manual workers dropped, so the number of white-collar workers rose to replace them, reflecting the shift to more science-based light industry. There were increasing numbers of managers, administrators, consultants, engineers, and accountants with, at a lower level, clerks, assistants and typists, many of whom in the previous generation would have gone into domestic service or the mills. The sales of these new products helped the retail sector, with new department stores and national chains appearing on the high street, which resulted in the recruiting of more sales assistants and shop managers.

The problem, though, was that most of this new work was in the South and Midlands, with around 50% of the new factories built in the first half of the 1930s being sited within Greater London alone.

Although there was some natural redeployment between areas, there was little help from the government and what schemes there were had limited success. It is for these reasons that the majority of private houses covered in this book will be found in the suburbs and along the main arterial roads of midland and southern towns and cities.

Society in the 1920s and 1930s

For those in employment during the inter-war years, life could be a significant improvement over that of previous generations, with more freedom, better health and spare income. Electoral reforms meant that all men over 21 could vote, although some archaic voting practices based on house ownership and university seats remained, as could women for the first time (only the over 30s at first, but the age limit was lowered to 21 by 1928).

The health of the nation took a step forward as improved medicines and health services as well as new, more spacious and cleaner housing helped towards a drop in death rates, especially infant mortality. Some of this was due to government action after it had been realised that the poor condition of recruits in the latter stages of the First World War had seriously affected our military efficiency. Much was also due, though, to the realisation that diet had a more significant effect on health than previously thought and to families spending more on a wider variety of food. At the same time, new methods of contraception and family planning reduced the birth rate as couples began to limit the number of children they would have from an average of three before the war to around two a decade or so later.

With fewer children, there was more money in the average family pocket at the end of the day. This increase in real incomes was also enhanced by a lower cost of living as everyday goods, food and mortgages became cheaper. It was also easier to get credit, with hire purchase schemes enabling many middle class families to have their first car, better furniture and the latest electrical goods. There was more money to spend in the expanding range of high street shops, too. Popular buys included vacuum cleaners, off-the-peg clothing and radios.
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FIG 1.7: Many factories, offices and public buildings were built in a style that resembled structures from the Ancient World. These Art Deco forms, which were popular in the inter-war years, owed much to new archaeological discoveries in Egypt and Central America, most notable of which was the unearthing of Tutankhamun’s tomb in 1922.

Shorter working hours (falling to around 48 hours a week) and paid holidays for more people meant that a break away at the seaside became a reality. There were booming resorts around the coast, some with the first holiday camps for the masses and others offering more exclusive locations for the middle classes, although shorter weekend breaks were still more common than a whole week off. Days in the countryside were available to all with trains, buses and cars taking millions out of the towns and cities to go rambling, hill walking or cycling.

There was a greater variety of entertainment closer to home. With the introduction of the ‘Talkies’, cinema attendance continued to grow and around 2,000 new cinemas were built in this period. Many were luxurious, with the latest modern styling and fittings influenced by American taste, as was much of the consumer culture. Now more people had Saturday afternoons off, football and other sports benefited with increased crowds and larger stadiums. At home, for the first time, you could be entertained not by a family member banging out familiar tunes on the piano but by professional entertainers, comedians and musicians through the new wonder of radio. With the establishment of the BBC, sales of radio sets boomed with around 9 million by 1939. This also meant news could travel to the masses rapidly so, whereas most people had had to rely on newspapers to discover we had gone to war in August 1914, nearly everyone was listening to, or aware of, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s fateful words 25 years later.
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FIG 1.8: Office blocks like this example by Sir Edwin Lutyens in Manchester, with a stone-clad, steel-frame construction, stepped masses and plain sides, owed much to structures from the Ancient World as well as the Classical Orders and were a distinct style of the inter-war years.

The principal beneficiaries of this improved standard of living were the middle classes. With a greater number of technical and administrative jobs in the new and old industries there was an increasing number of people who would regard themselves as part of this social group. Most of the new private houses built in this period were aimed at these new middle class families.

The more potent image of the age, however, records the plight of those working class families who were unable to benefit from this prosperity, principally due to unemployment or large family size. The insecurity of working class life, the loss of income through sickness or retirement and the limited state support available left many families in poverty. They were often squeezed into tiny, decaying Victorian houses which, crammed into narrow streets, were unable or unfit to be modernised and hence descended into slums. There were, however, the first serious large-scale attempts at remedying this persistent problem as the government raised taxes to help finance working class housing schemes.
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FIG 1.9: Wembley Stadium, North London: This most famous of football stadiums staged its first game in 1923, the ‘White Horse’ Cup Final, which was packed to the rafters, reflecting the growing popularity of the game. The structure was built as the centrepiece of the British Empire Exhibition, with pavilions reflecting the styles of the individual colonies set out around it. The event was a great success with the public but did not have such a long-term influence as the International Exhibition held in Paris the following year. On the site of the stadium had previously stood Watkin’s Folly, a British version of the Eiffel Tower set to be even taller than its French counterpart. It was the brainchild of Sir Edward Watkin, the chairman of the Metropolitan Railway, but after problems with the foundations and a lack of public interest when it reached its first 200ft stage, work came to an end and it was finally demolished in 1907. The railway company had more success with other building projects as their lines spread out of North London, and worked with builders to develop the fields around their stations, creating a ribbon of development still known today as Metroland.
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FIG 1.10: Castle Drogo, Devon: Regarded as the last great country house built in England. It was designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens in 1910–11 but was not completed until 1930 and then on a much reduced scale. Lutyens was probably our greatest architect of the last hundred years and created very individual designs in traditional and later more modern classical forms (see also FIG 1.2 and FIG 1.8).

Those same taxes hit the upper classes the hardest, especially families with large, landed estates. The aristocracy had always invested in property, relying upon the rents they could charge for those using it, but, with the Agricultural Depression of the late 19th century, land values plummeted and incomes were reduced. At the same time new taxes and death duties further sapped their wealth and even before the First World War country houses were being sold off and demolished.

A further problem after the war was the loss of male heirs. One of the benefits of good living is good health and most people from this class were willing recruits and fit enough for the front line, where they invariably were made into officers. Unfortunately in this position they were also the first over the top when the call came and hence took the full brunt of enemy gunfire.

The loss of the next generation coupled with further increases in taxes to help pay for the war forced many more families to reduce their accommodation, and try to find other uses for their estates or sell up completely. Huge country houses which were expensive to heat and maintain had little appeal other than for private schools so many ended up being demolished in a wave of destruction which lasted into the 1950s and 1960s.

Despite this loss of the nation’s heritage, it was appropriate that for the first time the state was directing the nation’s wealth to building houses for the masses, and it is these suburban private and council estates which will be the subject of the next chapter.


CHAPTER 2

Inter-War Housing

Suburban and Council Estates
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FIG 2.1: Inter-war private housing estates were dominated by the semi-detached house and tree-lined crescents, avenues and cul de sacs. These examples with curved bay windows and room for a garage differentiate them from cheaper housing, an important consideration for prospective owners.

Anyone who lives in a 1920s or 1930s house will probably have a large, spacious plot of land, gardens front and back, set along a winding, tree-lined avenue, crescent or cul-de-sac. These characteristic features that make for such an attractive setting are both a blessing and a curse. On a personal level the extra space makes the area adaptable, extensions can be built, driveways dug and gardens made over so you can cope with any change in circumstance. However, over the country as a whole, these inter-war estates gobbled up great swathes of the countryside, an uneconomic use of land leaving us with an expectation which modern housing, under tighter restrictions in area, struggles to fulfil. To understand how and why this happened and to appreciate what an improvement these new housing estates were, we need to briefly look back at what came before.
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FIG 2.2: Back to Backs, Inge St, Birmingham (NT): Although associated with the worst of slum housing, the back to back (where two single-room deep structures back onto each other), provided reasonable accommodation in the early 19th century. These examples had a ground floor living room, a bedroom above and an attic with a communal laundry and privy in the courtyard.

19th Century Housing

Ever since the mid 18th century when the country began its transformation from an agrarian to an industrial society, housing has struggled to meet the demands of the shifting population. At first those moving from villages and hamlets to the rapidly expanding towns and cities were accommodated in old, subdivided buildings or in small back to back houses and crude terraces set along tightly packed roads or around courtyards, often with only one room for the entire family. They lived in close proximity to the upper classes as it was only in the rather more class-conscious Victorian period that those with money began to move to more desirable homes on the edge of town. Back in the old centres the often poorly built and unsanitary housing became slums and a breeding ground for disease.

The first real improvements in housing the masses came in the second half of the 19th century when, in the wake of outbreaks of diseases like cholera, pressure from social commentators and the increasing stench from rivers (the Great Stink of 1858 was so foul it even closed Parliament) the first sewerage systems were built. New regulations for the first time dealt with the removal of waste and supply of fresh water and, although they only applied to new housing, there was a gradual reduction in the death rate. Most new working class housing, however, was still crammed into tight grid patterns with only a yard at the rear, and even around the turn of the 20th century some back to back terraces were still being erected.

For the growing middle classes (still only 10%–15% of the population at this time) there were more notable improvements. By the end of the century they could expect a tall terrace or semi with a front and back garden, a water closet and scullery usually in a rear extension, hot and cold water and gas lighting. There were also the first estates, which raised the visual and environmental standard of this class of housing, employing architects and retaining existing features to add more variety and style, creating a rusticated and rural haven within the city.
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FIG 2.3: Bedford Park, West London: This innovative estate was developed from the 1870s and was designed by leading architects with wide tree-lined road and ample greenery. It was purposely built for middle class professionals and artisans and was influential but rare at this date.

It is important, however, to note that the vast majority of this housing was erected by small-scale private builders and was unregulated. Although the buildings themselves had to conform to certain standards, at first mainly concerned with fire prevention and only later with sanitation, there were few restrictions upon the layout and planning of housing. As there were few who could build on a large scale most were crammed into small pockets of land which were sold off piecemeal to different builders who had little consideration for the overall planning of an area and were mainly concerned with their financial returns.

Garden Cities and Suburbs

As early as the 1850s there were a few employers who made the link between housing and health and could see the advantages to their business of providing workers with good quality accommodation. This had been done before on country estates although to those owners the new housing was often more for appearance than benevolence, but now for the first time planned developments were built in urban areas, most notably by Titus Salt at Saltaire in Yorkshire to house workers at his new mill. This was taken a stage further in the 1880s and 1890s at Bournville, Port Sunlight and New Earswick where philanthropic factory owners not only built improved, sanitary housing but set it in planned estates with trees, gardens and communal buildings.
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FIG 2.4: Despite the improvement in housing by the turn of the century most houses were still erected along straight roads laid out in grid patterns with little greenery or open spaces, as in this example from Leek, Staffs.

It was through a collaboration involving many of the families who had pioneered these schemes and the visionary ideas of Ebenezer Howard that the first Garden City at Letchworth in Hertfordshire was established in 1903. Howard was a shorthand writer who, in 1898, published a small book titled Tomorrow A Peaceful Path to Real Reform, in which he proposed building self-supporting garden cities on new sites to help resolve the problem of uncontrolled urban expansion and the clearance of slums. He envisaged them merging the beauty of the countryside and the convenience of the town, with plans for zoning the various elements, which has resulted in him often being credited as the Father of Town Planning.

Letchworth Garden City was smaller than Howard had planned and had to accommodate many existing features, yet it still had commercial and industrial zones and spacious, cottage-style housing set along tree-lined streets and cul de sacs. Although the ideas were enthusiastically welcomed and Garden City Associations established across Europe, problems like the reluctance of companies to up roots and move to the new factories meant that it was the only one built before the First World War.
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FIG 2.5: A selection of houses from Port Sunlight, The Wirral, built in the 1890s and 1900s for workers from the Sunlight Soap Factory. Houses were designed by leading architects and laid out along wide tree-lined roads with communal buildings and open spaces.

At the same time as Letchworth was taking shape, other groups with good intentions were establishing smaller schemes on the edges of existing towns and cities. These Garden Suburbs used many of Howard’s ideas with spacious housing (around 10–15 houses per acre rather than 30–40 which was more typical of the time), greenery, open spaces and communal buildings. Yet as those living there would still be commuting into the city, their success would only encourage others to move out, increasing the urban spread which Howard’s book had intended to reduce! It was these Garden Suburbs with their cottage-style housing and attractive environments that helped shape and style inter-war housing.
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FIG 2.6: Letchworth Garden City, Herts: Much of the housing in this first garden city was inspired by the English cottage, as in these examples with low casement windows, dormers in long sloping roofs and picket gates in hedges around the garden.

Government Subsidised Housing

With the exception of a small number of municipal housing schemes, mainly blocks of flats in cities like London and Manchester, all the garden cities, workers’ housing and speculative housing had been financed by private individuals, companies and trusts. Government and local councils, partly because of the Victorian ethic of ‘self help’, rarely became involved in providing housing and even the early attempts at slum clearance and helping the agricultural labourer in the Edwardian period made little impression.

It took the huge upheaval of the First World War to change and accelerate the process. The discovery that working class recruits were not fit enough to fight and the link of the problem with poor housing, the fear created by the Russian Revolution that industrial unrest and working class grievances in the latter years of the war could lead to a similar upheaval here, and the lack of building during the war which made the housing shortage problem into a crisis, all finally forced the authorities into action. Under the banner of ‘Homes Fit For Heroes’ the 1919 Housing Act (often referred to as the Addison Act) made generous subsidies available to local authorities to erect new homes and help clear the slums. The War Services Homes Commission bought up timber mills, leased brickworks, and acquired land so that eligible families could afford a new home.

Once the fear of revolution had subsided by 1921 this first scheme, which was proving very expensive, was wound up. The housing shortage was still a problem though, and a chronic one in London with an influx of around a million people in the 1920s alone. Another problem was that although the size of families was falling, the number of separate family units was increasing, adding more pressure for homes. In response, similar but less generous arrangements were quickly brought in under the 1923 Chamberlain Housing Act which also encouraged private builders to build houses for let to working class families, and the 1924 Wheatley Housing Act which granted fixed subsidies for each house built. Later housing acts in the 1930s became increasingly concerned with the problem of inner city overcrowding and the clearance of slums.
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FIG 2.7: New local authority-provided housing was a vast improvement over the small terraces erected before the war. The rents and restrictions applied by councils meant that it tended to be the better-off working classes who rented them.

Slum Clearance and Council Housing

The poor quality buildings and tightly packed streets which were often a feature of pre-1880 housing, coupled with unemployment and overcrowding, created vast areas of slums throughout the country. There had been some attempts at tackling the problem before the First World War, some successful, others not. It was often the case that houses were demolished and the rent for the new homes was beyond the pocket of the displaced families, hence increasing the shortage. Even in the inter-war years a large proportion of the country lived in housing with only the crudest sanitation and in areas where every other house was shared by two families. It was not until after 1930 that the government really faced up to the problem of slums and overcrowding with legislation aimed at rehousing up to a third of the population.

One of the main problems, which had always blighted earlier private schemes, was the high cost of the finished houses. Despite the founders of garden suburb schemes providing accommodation for a utopian mix of classes, the high quality of even the smallest house created rents above that which was charged in inner city areas and most attracted only the better-off working and middle classes.

After the war, however, with state funding local authorities could provide roomy, well lit and hygienic houses at more affordable rents, partly because they used the cheaper fields around the outside of towns which in many places were still depressed in price from the effects of the Agricultural Depression. Estates were planned out along the lines of the pre-war Garden Suburb movement with well spaced houses surrounded by ample greenery to recreate a village atmosphere. Land which could have been a farm or part of an old country estate was either sold to the authorities by the landowner or made subject to a compulsory purchase order, before contracts for building were put out to tender. The road building and services made up a substantial part of the costs so planning had to consider means of keeping it to a minimum. One of the most popular ways of doing so was the use of the cul-de-sac, inserting houses in behind others with only a short length of road required. Some of the largest estates had to put in extra transport infrastructure to get materials to site, with even railway lines being built in some cases. The finished housing offered a vastly improved standard of living in a good quality structure for the fortunate families and made these early council houses desirable.
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FIG 2.8: Becontree Estate, East London: Becontree claims to be the largest council estate in the world with over 25,000 houses erected over ten years up to 1934. The houses were designed for the better-off working class family and in return for a home with hot water, gas, electricity and a flushing toilet tenants were expected to keep the property clean and tidy. Word quickly spread down the road when the inspectors were making one of their regular visits to ensure standards were maintained!

[image: ]

FIG 2.9: A map showing Edwardian narrow streets laid out in a grid pattern at the bottom, and above them a council estate built a few decades later with wide, tree-lined and curving roads and larger, spacious plots.

There were many problems though, especially with the early estates. Most effort was directed to making the houses of a suitable standard but little thought went into the estate and community. The church was often the first and only community building on many sites and pubs were limited or even banned from others. In many cases clubs, societies and shops were only added later after complaints. Many people who had moved out of the inner city areas found the new suburban estates too quiet and disliked the long lists of rules and regulations regarding maintenance and personal conduct that were part of their rental agreements. They also now had to pay for commuting rather than walking to work.

The most common reason though for people leaving these seemingly idyllic surroundings was the cost of the rent, which was still usually higher than back in the old city centres. There were many ‘moonlight flits’ as families returned to be closer to their family and friends. Partly because of this and partly through planning, it was the better-off working class families – such as clerks, railway and tram workers – and skilled tradesmen with larger, more secure incomes, who tended to reside here. After 1930, estates were increasingly built less for this class of family and more to relieve the slum and overcrowded areas.

Despite these downsides council houses provided the first and best escape for many to a better standard of living and by the end of the period the percentage of people who paid rent to a council had risen fifteen-fold to around one in seven of the population.

Private Suburban Housing

The buying of your own house is seen today as an accepted step for most people at some time in their life, either as an investment, a sound footing for the future, or because renting seems like money down the drain. This ethos, however, is quite a recent obsession that only developed in the second half of the 20th century. In the past all classes tended to rent their homes and there was no stigma attached to this. Even at the turn of the last century only about one in ten owned their property.
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FIG 2.10: Private estates had more scope for decoration with bay windows, stained-glass patterns and mock timber framing. It was important that they looked a standard above the rapidly improving working class housing, some snobbery even extending to building high walls between estates.

A sudden change, however, occurred in the inter-war years. Rent restrictions introduced during the First World War which limited the amounts landlords could charge, were continued to some degree, making investment in this type of tenure unpopular. Many landlords sold their pre-war properties at cheap prices to the sitting tenants, in part beginning the trend amongst the lower classes to home ownership. Also, during the 1920s, the subsidies introduced by the government were available to builders of private housing and large numbers were snapped up by the middle classes.

The real boom in inter-war housing came in the mid 1930s. Building societies buoyed by a large influx of money for savings and tax concessions from the government were in a position to lend more for mortgages. As the interest rates fell at the beginning of the 1930s and competition increased between them, the length of repayments was increased and deposits required by the societies reduced so that families on lower incomes could be considered for a loan. At the same time cheaper materials reduced the cost of the average house, despite the loss of subsidies in 1929 and rising land prices. Builders also worked closely with the building societies and often offered to help the would-be buyer out with the deposit in order to close the sale. These benefits, coupled with the reduced number of new council houses being planned for the better-off working class family meant for the first time they could afford to buy a new house. Due to this, up to 300,000 private houses were being built per year in the mid 1930s. By the outbreak of the Second World War nearly a third of the population owned their house.

Location and Construction

The distinctive inter-war semi-detached house can be found in all towns and cities across the country but there is a notable concentration around those areas where new industries and their factories were established, in particular London and the West Midlands. Much of this new housing was still poorly regulated so there was little consideration for the overall planning of the suburban areas.
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FIG 2.11: Ribbon development along a main road on the edge of town. The problem with this form of unregulated development was that as it reached out into the countryside it blocked views and caused towns and villages to lose their identity.

One of the results of this was ribbon development, when houses were built along a main road out of town, sometimes blocking views and spreading fingers of urban development miles into virgin countryside. This was convenient for the small local builders who dominated the industry at the time as they needed just small strips of a farmer’s land and did not have to put in the expensive road and service infrastructure. The effect this has left us with is that in many areas, especially the Home Counties, formerly separate towns and villages are virtually linked together. You can travel miles along main roads and still not see the countryside, although there is little substance behind this facade of houses.
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FIG 2.12: Arnos Grove, North London: This modern style Underground station was built in the 1930s. Underground companies worked with builders to develop the land around stations for new housing which, in turn, would provide them with commuters for their lines.

One of the most characteristic developments in the inter-war years came from the link between builders and the railway and underground companies who saw that it was to each other’s benefit that their new and existing stations were surrounded by houses full of would-be commuters. The companies often bought up surrounding fields as they expanded or used existing land for the creation of suburban estates. It was not until the later development of town planning and green belts that these forms of urban expansion were better regulated.

Most of the houses on these inter-war estates and ribbon developments were erected by speculative builders (that is, those who speculated by building houses to be sold or rented, rather than being commissioned to build for an architect or landlord). At this date most were still small companies employing a handful of men and erecting only individual or a small row of houses at a time. Much of the ribbon development has a wide mix of styles, types and sizes reflecting the input of numerous small builders. Larger companies begin to come to prominence in this period, either building large-scale private developments or being employed by local authorities to construct council estates.

Inter-war Estate Designs

The private and council estates from this time have certain characteristics that can distinguish them on a map or on the ground compared with much of the earlier and later housing. The most notable feature is the curving or circular road with only a few straight stretches in between. Some roads had varying widths and lengths to add further variety to estates. There were also many short, narrow cul de sacs leading off them, with a small hammerhead or circular space at the end, and existing lanes running around or through the development were often retained. On the map they can appear like geometrically planned mazes as opposed to the tightly packed grid layouts of earlier housing and the meandering roads on modern estates (see FIG 2.9).

[image: ]

FIG 2.13: A series of plans showing characteristic layouts used on inter-war estates that can be recognised on maps.

Road names can also be distinctive as the builders and planners tried to enhance the image of their estates by using affixes like Crescent, Close, Avenue, Way and Lane. The word ‘Street’ which was associated with pre-war industrial housing was rarely used and even banned in Welwyn Garden City, although it might occur where an existing road has been incorporated into an estate.

The rural idyll was further enhanced by the use of greenery. Rows of trees were planted down either side of many roads although some are missing today where these were later widened for the increasing demands of traffic and parking. Existing features on most estates in the past had been flattened or uprooted to save time and money but now more consideration was given to retention, especially of trees and hedgerows. Open green spaces were also incorporated, with circular areas surrounded by a road or long strips of land covered in grass and a few trees for the use of residents. Crossroads or junctions had the houses on the corners stepped back or built at an angle with grassed spaces in front.

These features also increased the feeling of space and light, which was one of the main attractions of these new houses. Architects and builders wanted to distance themselves from the cramped, dark and damp housing of pre-war Britain and so considered the position and orientation of the house in order to get the most light in.

These dramatic improvements to the surroundings were matched by changes in the plan, structure and features of the new houses. Gone was the narrow, cramped terrace of the past – now the masses could own or rent a clean, spacious, light, modern house.
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FIG 2.14: A poster in the style of many from the period, which linked the new estates with idyllic images of the English countryside.


CHAPTER 3

The Inter-War House

Structure and Materials
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FIG 3.1: A typical detached house from the 1930s, with a brick-built, round bay (bow) window, prominent gable, steep hipped roof and semi-circular porch set into the wall. It is red brick with machine-made tiles on the roof, with some hung from the gable and bay, and wooden casement windows. Its simple plan with a front and rear room, kitchen and three bedrooms above was repeated across the country.

The inter-war housing boom, which peaked in the mid 1930s, saw the construction of more than 4 million homes in Britain so that by 1939 nearly a third of the population lived in post-First World War houses. To achieve the lower costs that made the houses available to a wider customer base and this unprecedented number possible, there were notable changes to the supply of materials and the type of construction.

Standardisation and mass production of materials, the construction process and the design of the house itself had gradually changed the way houses were built over the previous century. The vernacular architecture of the pre-industrial age was made from local materials by local builders, with skills and techniques passed down from generation to generation. As the working population shifted from village to town in the late 18th and 19th centuries a variety of two-room deep, brick or stone terraces with slate roofs could be found in virtually any corner of the country. Further standardisation occurred in the second half of the 19th century as a boom in publishing of architectural papers and magazines made fashionable designs and plans by leading architects available to the local speculative builder.
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FIG 3.2: Semi-detached houses, one from Lancaster, the other from Oxford, showing how similar forms of house were found nationwide.
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FIG 3.3: Stewartby, Bedfordshire: This village was for workers at the London Brick Company works. This was one of the sites where new extraction machines and conveyor belts increased production as the Fletton bricks produced came to dominate the market.

At the same time mechanisation and foreign imports had reduced the costs of materials and the improving railway network the availability of them. In the wake of the First World War a large number of lorries and vans flooded the market and road haulage firms were established, which as they were not restricted like the railways to published, fixed prices, could easily undercut them, reducing transport costs further. They also delivered direct to site, so cheaper, mass-produced materials were now easier to source for the smaller builder, still the majority in the trade at the time. Technology had even reached the building site itself as new cement mixers and mechanical diggers speeded up the process of construction and reduced the cost of labour. Further savings could be made as many of the parts and details of the house could be ordered ready-made or in kit form out of catalogues from suppliers in this country and across Europe.
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FIG 3.4: It was still common at this date for better quality bricks to be used for the front (right) and cheaper bricks down the side (left), hence the difference in this example.

By the inter-war years the appearance and layout of buildings was remarkably similar wherever they were built and although some may mourn the loss of local styles and individuality, the larger and better quality house that could now be afforded by the masses presented an appreciable achievement which had been largely beyond previous generations.

MATERIALS AND CONSTRUCTION

Bricks

The changes in source and appearance of materials were no more clearly seen than in the humble brick. With the repeal of brick tax in the 1850s, the standard-isation of size, and improvements in production, it became the dominant house building material. Although during the 19th century construction elements like timber were often sourced from abroad, the brick was generally supplied locally from small brickworks, which were still a prominent part of the market at the turn of the 20th century. As a result the variations in the clay in that area affected the colour of the final brick so there was still some regionalisation in Victorian housing. Some of the better quality examples were sold nationwide like ‘Nori’ bricks (‘iron’ spelt backwards to demonstrate their strength) from Accrington, and Staffordshire Blue engineering bricks, which were particularly resistant to damp and became popular for damp courses.

One of the main costs affecting the price of bricks is that of firing and in the later 19th century new extraction machines made it economic to reach deeper beds of clays containing particles which when heated aided the combustion, meaning bricks could be fired at lower temperatures and hence cheaper. The mass extraction of these clays, especially the Oxford Clay around Bedford and Peterborough which made cheaper Fletton common bricks, began the decline of the local brickworks.

In the inter-war years the improvements in transport meant large quantities were also coming from abroad, especially the Low Countries. With little variation available, it was the plain red brick and some darker brown varieties that tended to dominate. Most had a flat, smooth surface though there were still speciality bricks produced for the facades of better quality houses and others with pressed patterns in the surface which became popular in the 1930s.
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FIG 3.5: Patterns pressed into the face of bricks were popular, especially the waving lines design as in this example.
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FIG 3.6: A cut-away view of the side of a house showing the possible construction of floorboards in a front reception room (left) and the kitchen behind it with a solid floor (right). The thick black line through the brickwork marks the approximate position of the damp proof membrane.

Walls

The inter-war years mark the transition from traditional methods and materials to modern types. You will find houses built in the same way as those before the First World War, but increasingly more which used new forms similar to those of today. The walls of the house are the most visible evidence of this change.

Foundations of Victorian houses were notoriously shallow with the bricks stepped out at the base for stability and some later ones with concrete footings below. In the inter-war years you are more likely to find deeper trenches a couple of feet down with stronger, reinforced concrete set in the base. A persistent problem with any house is rising damp and in the late Victorian and Edwardian period there had been a variety of methods to combat this. The most common was the insertion of slates between the bricks a few courses above the ground or the use of dark blue/grey engineering bricks, which were virtually impervious to water. It was also common before the First World War to have the ground floor level raised slightly with an air gap below the floorboards ventilated by air-bricks in the outer wall, to further reduce the problem. This continued in the 1920s and into the 1930s though simpler methods with solid floors began to appear, as did the use of engineering bricks for the damp course membrane, or a layer of bitumen felt rather than slate.
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FIG 3.7: Air-bricks were positioned in the outside wall to provide a through flow of air under floorboards although solid floors were becoming increasingly common.

The form of the brick walls above was determined by the pattern used for laying them, known as the bonding. The traditional method was for a solid wall (usually around 9 ins wide, determined by the length of the brick lying across the wall) to be constructed from bricks set either lengthways with the long face showing out (stretcher) or across the wall with the short end facing out (header). The most popular types of bonding were Flemish, with alternate headers and stretchers on each course (a single horizontal line of bricks), and English, with alternate courses of headers and stretchers.

It had long been appreciated, however, that a wall with an inner and outer face of stretchers, which left a gap between them, was better for insulation and damp resistance. This had been used in some regions with either iron ties set in the mortar or the occasional brick set across to hold the two sides together. In the inter-war years this became the dominant method of constructing a wall with twisted steel ties replacing the old types. The mortar between the bricks was even changing from traditional lime and sand mixes to ones using new cements (often called Portland cement as its colour was similar to the grey Portland stone from Dorset).
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FIG 3.8: Four common forms of bonding. English and Flemish bond fell from favour as Stretcher bond with a cavity between the faces became the standard form. Header bond was usually found in curved bays to achieve a smooth radius.

The main dividing walls inside the house were still made from brick although these were now cheaper common bricks like Flettons as they would be plastered and not visible. Internal, non-load bearing walls had usually been timber frames with laths (thin horizontal strips of wood) nailed across and covered in plaster. Now these walls could be made from a new wonder material, the breeze-block. It was strong, lightweight, had good insulation properties and was cheap. It was made from coke breeze (small cinders and dust from furnaces, gas works and smelters) mixed with cement and sand. As it was easy to nail fixings to the blocks, they were sometimes used as a layer just above floor height on the inner face of the main wall, so skirting boards were easy to fit.

Floors

Ground floors were either solid or suspended, the former typically used in the kitchen, the latter in the rest of the house. Later houses might have the whole ground floor solid, as are modern houses. Suspended floors were raised above the ground level on joists with air-bricks in the outer walls to ventilate below and reduce problems with damp. Solid floors had this space filled in with hardcore and a concrete layer poured on top with a screed over this (see FIG 3.6).

Roofs

It is surprising in light of the drive to reduce the cost of building houses that the tiled, hipped roof, one with all four sides sloping, was the dominant type in this period. It is harder to construct than a simple pitched roof and the use of tiles increased the pitch and weight so thicker and more numerous rafters were required to support it, making it an expensive option.
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FIG 3.9: Four types of roof used in the inter-war years. From top to bottom they are the hipped roof, the pitched roof, the mansard roof (with a double pitch) and the flat concrete roof.

With this standard form, however, the timber used to make the trusses could be supplied in set dimensions, keeping costs down with the wood just cut to length on site. The loft space created within was usually left open with gaps or vents set under the eaves so air could circulate within the void to reduce damp. On larger houses the space might still be used as an attic with dormer windows and occasionally simple flush types inserted to give light.

Machine-made tiles had replaced slate as the most popular form of roof covering. They were made with a nib projecting from the underside so they could be hung over the horizontal battens with the occasional row of nails to hold them tight. The ridge along the top and the hips down the sides were capped with semi-circular tiles, secured in place at the bottom of the sloping hips by vertical hip irons to stop them simply sliding off (a popular alternative for the hips were bonnet tiles: see FIG 3.11 right). S-shaped pantiles and flatter Roman tiles were very popular, especially the former in bright glazed greens and blues, inspired by West Coast American homes featured in Hollywood films. Slate was still common, its lighter weight and larger tile size permitting it to be laid at a shallower pitch (the angle of the roof). Another distinctive type found in this period on cheaper and experimental housing was the diamond-shaped asbestos tile, seen more often on outbuildings and garages in a corrugated sheet.
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FIG 3.10: A cut-away view showing the parts of a hipped roof on a semi-detached house.

[image: ]

FIG 3.11: Types of roof covering. From left to right they are machine-made clay tiles, Roman tiles, pantiles, and diamond-shaped asbestos tiles.
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FIG 3.12: Guttering was usually cast iron with either an angular (top) or semi-circular profile (bottom).

Chimneys

Chimney stacks and the pots or caps on top can give a useful clue to where fireplaces originally were within a house. Don’t assume that all rooms originally had one as it was not common in smaller bedrooms in cheaper housing. In Edwardian and some 1920s houses, the stack was built directly above the fireplace, emerging half way down the slope of the roof. In the more common inter-war semi with its hipped roof, it was built up the party wall between each half, shaped like a tuning fork and emerging in the middle of the ridge. As there was often a boiler or range on the rear outer side of this type of house an additional thin single stack was built, but as the top of all chimneys had to terminate above the highest part of the roof (to avoid downdrafts) it resulted in perilously thin chimneys which have often been removed at a later date.

Although the style of chimney would reflect that of the house, most were generally short, stubby and plain with simple terracotta pots on top. More imposing types which had been made popular before the war on Arts and Crafts and Revivalist houses continued to be built on the large Mock Tudor buildings, though, with the rapid spread of electricity in the 1930s, some houses were built without chimneys, relying on new electric heaters and fires.

HOUSE TYPES

With the widespread availability of designs through magazines, trade papers and exhibitions, the plan of the inter-war house became very standardized with little if any regional variation. In fact, to a large degree, the rectangular or square plan house with reception and service rooms on the ground floor and bedrooms on the first was similar for most types of speculative-built house with just an increase in the size and number of rooms accordingly. The different styles were applied to these regular structures rather than radically shaping them, as builders with tight margins and in a periodically volatile market used a tried and tested layout they knew their customers would be comfortable with.

Architect-designed detached properties and experimental housing had much more variety, notably with designs focusing on trying to get the most sunlight inside and opportunity to soak it up outside. The obsession with sunshine and fresh air and its link to good health was a constant theme in this period, especially with the more modern-thinking designers.

Houses were also smaller than before the war although the wider plots they were set upon give the opposite impression. The reason for this was partly that families were getting smaller, but also live-in servants were becoming a rarity with the middle classes who before the war would have expected to find room for a general maid and perhaps a cook. The process of cooking and cleaning was being simplified by modern appliances and pre-packaged foods that required little preparation. The upper and middle classes simply didn’t need the specialist service rooms they once had. Ceiling heights were also lower. A room now typically around 7 ft 6 ins high was much cheaper to heat than a Victorian or Edwardian one up to a couple of feet higher.
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FIG 3.13: Two houses of similar structure but different styles showing how on the mass housing the decoration was simply applied to standard structures.

Detached Houses

Detached houses could vary greatly in layout and size, from the large country residence to the compact suburban unit. Despite the turbulent economy and the pressures upon the owners of many country estates, there was still a strong demand for luxury houses with room not only for the family but guests too. A notable change at the top end of the market was the simplification of the service area. Gone was the complex of rooms and facilities which made the house self-sufficient, now that most food could be bought in and machines did much of the work previously done by staff. At the rear the stable block was being replaced by garages, a feature that by the 1930s was included in most detached houses, either built onto the structure with a bedroom above or as a separate block to the side. At the other end of the scale the small detached house offered little additional room over an average semi, although the increased privacy and status made the extra cost worthwhile to many.

Detached houses permitted the builder more freedom with layout and the style chosen had more of an effect on its plan. Neo-Georgian houses were symmetrical and usually rectangular in plan with the longer side facing the road, while the popular Mock Tudor style was more irregular in layout. Many speculative-built detached houses appeared as no more than an oversized semi with one half chopped off. Y-shaped and angled house plans which had first appeared in the Edwardian period became a popular design, the arms of the house spread open in a welcoming stance.
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FIG 3.14: A large detached house in a Neo-Georgian style with a central hall and landing, and the rooms leading off it.
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FIG 3.15: Many detached houses were narrow and built on plots barely any larger than that for a semi, but the status and privacy created was worth the extra cost to many.

Semis

Although the iconic inter-war, middle class semi-detached house varied in size it did not so much in structure – a roughly square plan with a two-storey round, bow or splayed bay at the front and on larger examples an extension to the side with a garage below and bedroom above. A notable change in layout which helps distinguish inter-war semis from Edwardian and Victorian types was the position of the front door. Earlier types had them positioned side by side but after the war it was more common and by the 1930s almost universal to have them at the far ends of the front (see FIG 3.17). More modern plans altered the standard layout slightly by putting the entrance at an angle on the corner or half way down the side (see FIG 3.20).
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FIG 3.16: A Y-shaped house with its two wings facing the road open in a welcoming stance.
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FIG 3.17: A drawing showing one possible arrangement of a medium sized Edwardian semi (top) and a 1930s semi (bottom) showing the position of the front door and its relationship with the rooms behind it. Putting the door at the far side increased privacy, an important consideration for buyers.
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FIG 3.18: A cut-away view of a semi-detached house showing a common arrangement of the interior.

With few exceptions the ground floor had a hall leading to a front and rear reception room and a kitchen, while upstairs there were bedrooms positioned around the landing and a separate bathroom and WC. The hall was wider than would have been found in a Victorian house of the same class, which permitted a more elaborate staircase and perhaps a cloakroom, important features in an area designed primarily to impress guests. It was still customary for there to be separate doors leading off the hall or landing to each room and it was rare in the mass market to find other openings between them as had sometimes been fitted between the front and rear reception room in Victorian houses. Now that there was unlikely to be a live-in cook or maid, accommodation did not have to be provided so the roof space which formerly had been bedrooms or a nursery in many pre-war houses was usually void, and if converted this was often done by later owners.

Smaller Semis and Terraces

The smaller private or local authority built semi-detached houses were still set on spacious plots and may not appear much different in size to larger houses. However, they often lose the wide space to the side that could fit a garage or drive and are shorter front to back so more houses could be fitted per acre on an estate. This was also achieved by splitting a semi into maisonettes and with the use of terraces of usually between four and six houses, with at least one tunnel between them accessing the rear.

[image: ]

FIG 3.19: A semi-detached council house dating from the 1930s with a cut-away showing a possible interior layout having a side entrance.

The interior plans dispensed with many of the luxuries featured in middle class semis. The hall was usually just a lobby with stairs leading directly off and there were often only two main rooms downstairs, a living room and a kitchen/scullery behind it. A WC was always fitted, usually on the ground floor off a lobby space or in a small rear extension as regulations demanded a space between it and the cooking area. A bath was also provided but this might be housed in the scullery (either pulled out or hidden under floorboards) so it was near the hot water supply, or in better examples where piped hot water was provided, in a small, separate bathroom often but not always upstairs. The larger semis would have three bedrooms, down to just the one in smaller flats and maisonettes, with a fireplace only in the main bedroom and this would only usually be used when someone was ill.
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FIG 3.20: In more modern houses the main door could also be positioned on the front corner (top) or down the side (bottom) creating slightly different ground floor arrangements.

Bungalows

As land was relatively cheap in the new suburbs, the single-storey bungalow came to prominence on estates, especially along the coast where its low profile avoided the worst of the weather. The term is of Hindu origin and described a low building with a veranda used by the British in mid-19th century India. In the late Victorian and Edwardian period the term was used for the simply built or prefabricated chalets that were popular for second homes.

By the inter-war period this type of house was also popular in a permanent form with brick construction, often rendered especially near the seaside as protection against the salt and weather. The roof was usually pitched or hipped with clay tiles, slate or asbestos coverings.

The plans of most were simple with a central front door leading to reception rooms, bedrooms and as with most houses, a small kitchen. In the 1930s more modern designs sited the door down the side, with wider windows at the front to try and capture the most light.
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FIG 3.21: Bungalows from the inter-war years.

Flats

Flats had never really been popular in England. The first purpose-built structures (as opposed to tall, old houses which had been subdivided at a later date into individual flats) were first erected in the mid to late 19th century in attempts to clear slum areas (famously the Peabody Estate flats in London). By the Edwardian period and more frequently in the inter-war years, local authorities were beginning to use them for the same purpose although these often grim, brick-built structures with dark central courtyards were not a vast step forward despite the improved facilities they provided.

At the same time higher quality, stylish blocks of four to five storeys, often termed ‘Mansions’ or later ‘Courts’, were being erected in cities, especially London. Although they were not radical in design, as they were really just individual houses stacked upon each other, they provided a blank canvas for more ambitious styling than would be seen on the average house. Those built in the 1920s and 1930s have become iconic symbols of the age.
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FIG 3.22: Examples of flats from the inter-war years. They could vary from two or three storeys above shops or purpose-built blocks of five or six, but larger, high rise blocks of flats were rare at this date.

Prefabs and Experimental Housing

It had long been understood that the problem of slums and overcrowding in the industrial towns and cities of the world would not be solved until cheaper homes were provided which the poor could afford to rent. In the opening decades of the 20th century competitions were arranged, often in conjunction with new garden suburb developments, to showcase new designs and materials. The Ideal Home Exhibition, which started in 1908, was also an opportunity to give people a glimpse of the future.

[image: ]

FIG 3.23: Black Country Museum, Dudley, West Midlands: A surviving experimental iron house dating from 1925 with a close up of one of the panels used to make the outer skin.

They were trying to reduce costs on two fronts, firstly by the use of cheaper materials and secondly by prefabricating the parts in a factory. This idea of a mass-produced, permanent house also had the advantage of being quick to assemble and did not require so many skilled hands. Early on, structures in timber, concrete, iron and later steel were all experimented with but usually failed to become popular due to problems with their durability, noise and condensation. By the 1930s many of those problems were solved and some of the materials and designs found favour although not until after the Second World War when a shortage of supplies and housing made the use of non-traditional construction widespread.
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FIG 3.24: A timber and asbestos constructed chalet with corrugated sheet roof. It has a kitchen, living room and two bedrooms and has survived in almost original condition for 80 years.

Throughout the early 20th century, however, one form of mass-produced house had always been popular, the prefabricated chalet or bungalow, especially in the 1920s when land was cheap but brick-built houses expensive. These basic designs had a quaint appeal and a price tag that made them ideal as a second home along country roads, rivers and the coast. They were usually timber frames clad in materials like asbestos, wire coated in render or wooden planks which were simple to assemble or construct on site. Roofs could be pitched structures covered in corrugated asbestos or more complex hipped types with diamond-shaped tiles or slates.
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FIG 3.25: The De la Warr Pavilion, Bexhill-on-Sea, Sussex: This startling, simple and graceful modernist building was a revelation when it appeared in this quiet seaside town in 1935. Its welded steel frame took the weight of the structure so the walls could be filled with glass creating light and spacious interiors, as had been requested by the Mayor of Bexhill, Earl de la Warr, after whom it was named. This theme of open planned interiors, sun terraces and large glass windows was to be repeated in a number of notable and revolutionary houses which appeared in some rather startled suburbs in the 1930s.

The one material that was experimented with and used for first public and commercial building and later housing, was reinforced concrete. It enabled the architect to create forms that were impossible in many traditional materials and at a speed and cost which could potentially undercut them. It was in the hands of Modernists that the abilities of the material were put to full effect, where the very structure of the house became the style, and the vertical walls but cosmetic infill. The full impact of these and how they contrasted with the conservative styles of the time are covered in the following chapter.


CHAPTER 4

Inter-War House Style

Traditional and Moderne
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FIG 4.1: A row of semi-detached houses with modern features like suntrap windows and a white rendered finish, yet underneath they are little different from the ones on the same estate featured in FIG 3.1.

During this period the style in which a house was either built or marketed was, in the majority of cases, a traditional form although later Moderne features became fashionable. Although the more expensive properties were actually shaped by these fashions, the vast majority of inter-war houses erected by speculative builders just had the style applied to standard structures. A window, door or certain finish of wall was all that was required for it to be marketed in the chosen style. Some were bristling with decorative features, others displayed virtually none, while many borrowed from different sources to create eclectic compositions which riled critics but entertained buyers.
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FIG 4.2: A Traditionalist house dating from 1912 that displays many historic forms like the black and white timber-framed gable, tall red brick chimneys and long mullioned windows, and owes much to the early work of Sir Richard Norman Shaw and Sir Edwin Lutyens.

Before looking at the dominant style of the period it is worth turning briefly back to those that preceded it to understand where the credit for much of it lies, how the inter-war fashions varied from them, and to appreciate the impact the modern style must have made when it first appeared in the suburbs.

Victorian and Edwardian Styles

For much of the 19th and early 20th century the inspiration for the style of houses came from the past. Fashions from the continent and modern materials were generally rejected in favour of traditional forms and detailing. Familiarity and history were dominant in an insular nation fearful of foreign influence. In a time of great change and inventiveness, the home front was seen as a sanctuary from the fast and, to some, frightening pace of modern life.
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FIG 4.3: This small house built from local stone in the form of a lodge or gatehouse was designed by C.F.A. Voysey in 1908 for Arthur Simpson, an Arts and Crafts woodcarver. Note the large semi-circular recessed doorway behind the gate, a feature which was copied by speculative builders in the inter-war years.

A fight between camps promoting in one corner the Classical style and in the other the Gothic, dominated mid-Victorian fashion. This became less of an issue to the next generation of architects who stepped out of the ring and into the country as old manors and farmhouses became the source of inspiration. By the turn of the century suburban rustic cottages with oversized steep sloping roofs, Queen Anne houses with red brick and white painted woodwork and pseudo-Tudor, Elizabethan and Jacobean structures with fake timber framing and towering chimneys were the historic styles of choice. For the majority of terraces, which still dominated the housing market at the time, builders dipped into this box of past delights and created eclectic arrangements of detailing upon their standard house forms.

Arts and Crafts and the Garden Suburbs

The most influential group at the time, who were in part to shape domestic architecture, were those working under the banner of the Arts and Crafts Movement. Its origins lie back in the mid-19th century with the work of William Morris and John Ruskin who sought to improve the standard of design and status of the craftsman from being crushed under the wave of industrialisation. These socialist idealists looked back to the art and traditional rural crafts of Medieval England as both an appropriate style and a period of honest workmanship. Their writings and lectures inspired the next generation of designers and architects to embrace vernacular and traditional methods, materials and styles in their work and to keep an honesty in its form and function. Many joined new guilds and societies, which arranged exhibitions and promoted their work, or even established utopian communes based around their Arts and Crafts ideals.
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FIG 4.4: Arts and Crafts features like tiled hipped roofs, pebbledashed surfaces and large porches recessed into the building were copied on the mass housing of the 1920s and 1930s.

Many of the new houses copied features from 16th and 17th century houses and incorporated them into their own designs. In the early work of great architects like Sir Richard Norman Shaw and Sir Edwin Lutyens, red brick and timber structures capped by low-slung roofs celebrated the rustic and local forms of ancient houses they sketched in their home counties. In the hands of architects like C.F.A. Voysey and M.H. Baillie Scott these historic sources were adapted into new forms, creating a finished building that was remarkably modern.
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FIG 4.5: Annesley Lodge, North London: This house built in 1907 by C.F.A. Voysey was inspired by buildings of the past but readapted features to create modern forms, which influenced architects in the inter-war years. The lower picture shows the door with elongated strap hinges featuring the architect’s favourite heart-shaped motif, as Voysey designed from the whole down to the part.

These leading designers also worked from the whole to the part, planning not only the main structure but also the minutest detail like a door handle or hinge. Although there are many variations in Arts and Crafts houses the general theme which most worked to was the use of local materials that were fit for the purpose, traditional methods of construction, and letting the demands of the interior shape the exterior.

However, the fittest materials usually cost the most so products were very expensive and without mass production could not reach the general public as had been intended. C.R. Ashbee summed it up when the Guild of Handicrafts was being wound up in 1907 by commenting that ‘we have made of a great social movement a narrow, tiresome little aristocracy working with great skill for the very rich’.
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FIG 4.6: Simple, spacious houses with a touch of the rustic, including dormer windows and a tile-hung jetty, at Letchworth Garden City.
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FIG 4.7: This house from Port Sunlight on the Wirral could sit quite happily within an Edwardian or inter-war estate with its Arts and Crafts decoration, tile hanging, hipped tiled roof, leaded light windows and shallow angled buttresses.

In the Edwardian garden suburbs and at Letchworth Garden City it was the style created by these Arts and Crafts architects that dominated the housing. Cottage-type buildings with low-slung tiled roofs, wooden casement windows and walls finished in traditional coverings like pebbledash, roughcast, pargeting, tile hanging and timber boarding were erected along spacious tree-lined avenues. They were not afraid, however, to bring in cheaper materials from all over the country, which combined with simple decoration kept the costs down but still created rustic homes that enhanced the rural image they were trying to bring to the masses.

The style of houses inspired by the Arts and Crafts Movement and which were erected in garden suburbs before the First World War reappeared after it, especially in the 1920s, with roughcast, pebbledash and tile hanging covering the upper storey as popular features.

Mock Tudor

A distinctive style of the inter-war years that sourced its inspiration from the Traditionalist and Arts and Crafts architects of the late Victorian and Edwardian period was the Mock Tudor. Marketed at the time under Tudor, Elizabethan or Jacobean banners, it used elements from all of these periods to create a distinctive ‘Olde English’ style which customers were comfortable with.

The houses were built of brick, (usually a warm red was preferred), with a hipped roof above covered in clay tiles and timberwork finished either in black or left in a natural mid to dark finish. There was often a shallow projection facing the front with timber framing set in the triangular gable at the top and around the structure below. The infill between the timberwork was either herringbone patterned brickwork or a white rendered covering. The first floor of many was jettied out on timber or brick brackets, sometimes with a square or angled bay window below. A simple pitched porch often covered the doorway, again held in place by brackets or a vertical post. The casement windows were divided up into leaded panes, usually in a diamond pattern, and the dark wood front door was often a solid planked type with vertical strips and studs in an early 17th century style.
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FIG 4.8: A selection of Mock Tudor houses with the distinctive black and white timberwork, hanging tiles, red brick walls and leaded light windows.

On the cheaper mass housing where the builder could not afford the full works, just a few elements were added to the standard semi. Fake timber framing with rendered infill in the gable, painted in a number of colour combinations as well as black and white, and tile hanging between the ground and first floor bay windows, were often featured.
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FIG 4.9: A drawing of a Mock Tudor house showing some of the distinctive features.

Neo-Georgian

Another popular style which could be found on banks, post offices and public buildings as well as housing was the Neo Georgian. Its origins go back to the late 19th century when, after a period dominated by the Gothic style, architects looked for fresh ideas in the Classical forms of the late 17th and early 18th centuries (William and Mary, or Queen Anne, as much as Georgian). Sir Richard Norman Shaw was one of the first to develop this Classical style later in his career, using the simple symmetrical hipped roof structure for inspiration. Architects like Sir Edwin Lutyens also used this form, based on the more modest house of the lesser gentry rather than the flamboyant Baroque, which at the turn of the century was popular for grand public buildings.
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FIG 4.10: A selection of Neo-Georgian houses with distinctive symmetrical facades, twelve or more light sash windows or casements, hipped roofs, and pedimented doorways.
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FIG 4.11: A Neo-Georgian house with labels highlighting some of the distinctive features.

After the war a slightly modified version became a favourite style for the more refined property. The facade of the detached or semi was symmetrical, usually in a dark red or brown brick with a hipped, tiled roof. There would have been a distinctive white painted cornice running around under the eaves and white painted casement windows (prewar types usually had sash windows) with rectangular-shaped leaded panes. Original building regulations in the 18th century meant that windows would have been gradually recessed further back behind the outer brick wall, but relaxing of this fire precaution in the 1890s meant that Neo-Georgian windows could be flush with the outer face, and doors could once again be framed by white painted wooden surrounds with a flat storm porch or pediment above.

[image: ]

FIG 4.12: Local authority housing often used the simple style of Neo-Georgian houses with cheaper sash windows to keep costs down, making the style less popular on private houses later in the period.

Due to its simplicity and lack of expensive decoration this style began to find favour for local authority housing. By using cheaper bricks and wooden sash or simple casement windows, a very cost effective house could be built. Due to this, speculative builders concerned that private house buyers wanted something which was clearly a step above council housing used it less in the 1930s. The house with a symmetrical façade, however, was still used but was often finished in white render and decorated with more modern detailing to differentiate itself from cheaper alternatives.

MODERN STYLES

For nearly a century English isolationism and conservatism had kept eyes focused on our past rather than the latest in continental architectural fashion. Then suddenly in the late 1920s, between the mass of traditional Tudor, Elizabethan, Jacobean and Georgian styles, alien forms began to appear, firstly as eccentric individual pieces but later watered down and planted upon the familiar house structure.

This acceptance rather than full embrace of the latest in European and American design may not seem surprising, bearing in mind this was the Jazz Age. However, to the majority whose ideal house was probably some form of rustic cottage and the building societies who funded them, the concept of flat roofs, plain facades, reinforced concrete structures and all that white paint must have been too shocking and risky a purchase.

The origins of modern architecture go back to the beginning of the century and individual designers working under the general umbrella term of Art Nouveau. They were looking at nature for inspiration with sinuous figures and whiplash floral motifs characteristic of the style. In this country its foreign form made little impact on housing except in stained-glass window design and some interior pieces like Tiffany lamps.
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FIG 4.13: Art Nouveau was a popular form of decoration in the 1890s and 1900s in either its sinuous and curving form, like the whiplash handles (top) or the more geometric patterns popularised by Charles Rennie Mackintosh as in the glass window (bottom). Art Deco and Modernism were in some ways a step forward from this and a rejection of it.

It was, however, from these shores that much of the inspiration that would drive the next generation of designers would originate. Many of the ideals of the Arts and Crafts Movement and William Morris before them were taken up by new groups on the continent, but it was the work of the Glasgow School of Art and Charles Rennie Mackintosh who used stylised geometric rather than sinuous forms from nature, who were most admired. In Vienna, designers, including Josef Hoffman and Adolf Loos, were experimenting with rigid geometric forms and stepped masses. In France the Cubists created abstract images, while in Germany Walter Gropius formed the Bauhaus in 1919, which embraced new materials and used horizontally arranged windows of plain glass. This period after the war saw pioneering art work where any sense of reality in a painting was replaced by bold black grids and rectangles of primary colours. Architects began using new materials and experimenting with their qualities and the potential they gave to free them from the constraints of traditional building.

In 1925 an exhibition that would showcase the work of these and other designers finally opened its doors. The ‘Exposition Internationale des Arts Decoratifs et Industriels Modernes’ in Paris (from which the term Art Deco was coined) was intended not only to display the latest in design from around the world but also to promote French artists and craftsmen who had traditionally been at the forefront of European style. It was a notable turning point in the move away from the highly ornate, romantic, and historic styles of the past to modern methods and materials in construction and decoration. Britain only made a halfhearted representation and the rather conservative America boycotted it, feeling that the country lacked the necessary talented modern designers to meet the exhibition committee’s criteria. Despite this it was the USA, aided by emigrating European designers, which became one of the leading lights of modern design.

In a book this size the various, and detailed, strains of modern architecture have to be crudely condensed and categorized for simplicity and there are many grey areas and similarities between them. Ultra Modern, Modernism or the International Style was at the cutting edge of design, with architects using reinforced concrete construction, horizontally aligned structures and an emphasis on light and health. Moderne was often used here to market the standard semi and detached speculative-built houses which featured elements used by leading architects working in the International style. Art Deco is a more recent phrase used at first to describe similarities in the modern-style decorative arts throughout the period but now a term in common use for any non-traditional forms in the 1920s and 1930s and hence much of the above styles.

Modernism or Ultra Modern

Modernism was to many of its advocates as much a social movement as revolutionary architecture. The designers who preached its gospel envisaged a bright and healthy world for all classes and embraced new materials and forms of construction that would enable them to achieve this. They rid their buildings of decoration and historical references, and looked forward, inspired by the new machine age and products like cars and planes. The shape of their buildings would be controlled by the function required of its interior rather than the need for symmetry in the exterior. The movement’s leading light, the Swiss architect Le Corbusier, famously stated that houses should be ‘machines to live in’.
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FIG 4.14: High and Over, Amersham, Bucks: It was a shock in 1930 to the residents of leafy Bucks to find this modern, stark white house rising above the trees. Its Y-shaped plan had living and dining room, library and kitchen on the ground floor and bedrooms above with a sun terrace on the top. It was designed by Amyas Connell for Bernard Ashmole, Professor of Archaeology at London University, using a reinforced concrete structure, although the walls were rendered brick.

In this country Modernism’s impact was limited, the few houses built were for wealthy individuals often viewed by the public as left-wing and liberal idealists. Architects including Wells Coates, Amyas Connell and Berthold Lubetkin were among the few working in this Horizontal or International style, as it was often referred to. When Hitler came to power in Germany in 1933 he closed down the Bauhaus and, fearing persecution, many Modernists fled to England, potentially boosting its cause in this country. Many left in 1936 for America after finding the same prejudices and reluctance for change here, but not before leaving their mark.

Modernist houses pioneered the use of steel-reinforced concrete in housing. The geometric structure was controlled by the use envisaged by the owner or architect, and typically embraced the sun, planning the house with as much glass facing southwards as possible. Dark-coloured window frames created abstract patterns with the white external walls, their position though being determined by the needs of the room they illuminated rather than the arrangement of the facade. In some later examples, internal vertical posts took much of the weight so that the exterior wall spaces could be filled with non-structural materials, mainly horizontal bands of glass.
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FIG 4.15: The Isokon Building, Lawn Road Flats, North London: Designed by leading Modernist architect Wells Coates and opened in 1934, this block of apartments in unornamented white concrete could be refered to as an ocean liner in the city, not only with its sleek looks but also in the residents it was designed for. These were intended to be young professionals with few belongings around whom the building was shaped with sun terrace on top and communal restaurant on the ground floor, with service more like a modern hotel than a block of flats.
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FIG 4.16: This house in Gidea Park dating from the mid 1930s was designed by Berthold Lubetkin, one of the leading exponents of Modernism in Britain whose most famous work is probably the penguin enclosure at London Zoo. Using reinforced concrete, freed the architect to create new forms and there are few more modern houses than this with its open sun terrace and pierced white walls.

The strong reinforced concrete slab roof meant the flat space on top could be used as a sun lounge area, often with a concrete slab canopy above, in effect another floor, although the English weather limited its use. The inside was open planned with moving partitions, giving the owner flexibility in the use of rooms. New frosted glass and glass bricks were frequently used to increase the light in a room or hall.

Moderne

Moderne was a contemporary term originating from America for differing strands of modernism. In England, however, it seems to have been used mainly by speculative builders to market their standard-planned semis and detached houses which had been decorated with some of the more acceptable features from the Modern movement. It is these bright, streamlined suburban houses that are the most familiar face of 1930s modernism, albeit watered down and missing the social point!

Exteriors were usually rendered and coloured white to simulate the concrete structures but the need for regular repair and repainting meant that many were still built in brick. Streamlining became an obsession with designers in the 1930s (although it turned out to be of little actual benefit even on a speeding train like the Mallard) and was incorporated into the Moderne house with metal framed, curved bay windows which caught the sun (suntrap windows) and horizontal glazing bars and decorative bands in the render. Smaller windows in a variety of geometric shapes were popular, as were angular projecting types.

New materials and mass-produced parts appeared in the form of simple metal rails along balconies and around doorways, and pieces of preformed concrete slab for features like porches. Some did have completely flat roofs over the house, the advantage being this could create a sun terrace if there was room, and it saved the builder the cost of erecting a more complicated hipped structure. However, the majority of the public were sceptical and most builders stuck with a tiled roof, perhaps with a raised parapet around it to give the impression from the ground that it was flat. Fearful that the plain facade might also put potential buyers off, extra decorations in the form of Art Deco motifs were often added to enliven it.
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FIG 4.17: A Moderne house with labels highlighting some of the distinctive features.
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FIG 4.18: Metal-framed windows with horizontal bars were popular on Moderne houses.

[image: ]

FIG 4.19: Houses with Moderne features, including metal-framed suntrap windows, plain horizontal bands, and plain styled doors. Some played safe and used hipped roofs and brick walls but others took the risk of using flat roofs and white rendered or concrete walls.

Art Deco

Art Deco is a term that came into popular use from the 1960s after a revival of the famous 1925 Paris exhibition. It was used to describe the wide range of styles in the decorative arts, furniture, interior design and some elements of architecture during the inter-war years. It ranged from luxurious pieces of high craftsmanship to modern forms inspired by ancient history and mass-produced and streamlined features. Factories, cinemas, hotels and bars were often fitted out in this decorative style, which was more readily acceptable to the English.
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FIG 4.20: The Hoover Building, Western Avenue, London: This iconic Art Deco factory was designed by Wallace Gilbert and completed in 1932. Its colourful facade of glazed surfaces and chrome detailing has been saved by converting it into a Tesco supermarket.
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FIG 4.21: Decorative railings and patterned glass with Art Deco chevron and sunray motifs, which appeared on many Moderne houses.
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FIG 4.22: Houses inspired by images of West Coast America featured white rendered walls, green pantiled roofs and Art Deco motifs.

The earlier phase of Art Deco was inspired by a re-evaluation of primitive art and recent archaeological discoveries, especially the unearthing of the mummy of Tutankhamun in 1922. Stylized forms of Ancient Egyptian, Aztec and Chinese structures and decoration are characteristic of the 1920s. In the following decade it was images from the machine age and geometry in nature that became dominant. Chevrons, zig zags, lightning bolts, and the iconic sunray represented a bright and bold future. Streamlined forms inspired by trains, cars and ocean liners appeared on objects in the workplace and house while their simple geometric shapes were more easily reproduced on a mass scale in new material like bakelite.

Few 1930s English suburban houses were built completely in what would be termed Art Deco, it was more typically applied to standard structures with distinctive shaped features and decorative motifs: metal-framed windows with chevron patterns, raised geometric emblems in the light-coloured rendered exterior and the sunray which appeared in window glass, front doors and garden gates. Monumental door surrounds simulating ancient temple entrances (see FIG 1.7) on a minor scale and decorative zig zag and linear patterned railings along parapets and balconies were also popular.

In the later 1930s new houses in what was referred to as Hollywood Moderne emerged, inspired by bright and bold low level housing from America’s West Coast that appeared on the silver screen. Houses, but especially bungalows, were built with white rendered walls, dark coloured window frames and glazed green or blue pantiles. This latter feature is distinctive of the 1930s and appears as a startling splash of colour on many white rendered houses of the age.

Period Details

It is likely that the majority of houses built in this period, especially on the mass market, used only a few elements from these various styles and often a number from different ones together on the same building. The following section simply shows the many types of external features and decoration that might help identify the date or be useful if you are restoring a house to its original state.
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FIG 4.23: Windows: Metal-framed windows were popular although the constant maintenance they required put some off long-term. They typically have long horizontal glazing bars with only a few vertical members in Moderne housing (4, 11, 12) or were divided up by individual leaded panes on Neo-Georgian. Wooden casement windows with a fixed frame and a few opening sections (casements) were found on many speculative-built houses. They usually had a single horizontal bar near the top creating a top row of small windows (15), which were often filled with coloured glass patterns (see FIG 4.24). Sash windows which had dominated good quality housing in the 18th and 19th century were now rare, often relegated to just the cheapest housing or occasionally on some Neo Georgian houses (see FIG 4.12). Small windows in a variety of geometric shapes (6, 13, 14 and 16), eyebrow windows in the roof (5) and dormer windows on some Neo-Georgian houses (7) were popular features in the inter-war years.
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FIG 4.24: Stained or Coloured Glass: One of the outstanding features of inter-war housing is the coloured glass patterns in the windows. They can be found in the upper section of front windows (2, 4, 8, 13, 14), in front doors (12) and at the top of the stairs where elaborate designs and rural scenes were often fitted (5). Earlier designs tend to be geometric floral (1, 3, 4, 9, 14) or heraldic shields (8) with more modern Art Deco patterns (11, 12, 13, 16, 17) appearing later.
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FIG 4.25: Doors: There were a wide variety of designs to match the style of house in either quality hardwoods like oak or cheaper painted or stained softwoods. Tudor-style houses often had solid planked doors with studded vertical strips (2, 4, 13), usually all in stained or natural wood. Classical panelled wooden doors, often painted white, were fitted to better quality Neo-Georgian houses (21). Moderne houses would have simple styles, some with just a vertical glazed panel or a number of horizontal ones stacked upon each other (5, 9, 10, 11, 15, 20). Most houses, however, had a door with a glazed square, round or oval opening in the top third and a number of vertical panels running down the lower two-thirds (3, 7, 14, 17, 18, 22). Maisonettes and flats usually had two or three doors recessed beneath a broad arch to access the separate apartments (8, 16, 19).
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FIG 4.26: Gables: Front-facing gables, a distinctive feature of traditional style inter-war houses, were usually finished in a vernacular style. Fake timber framing was either placed in straight vertical lines (4), angled patterns (5, 6) or the popular sunray design (2). Black and white was used on Mock Tudor houses (4) but other colour combinations could be found in the general market (6). Hanging tiles (3, 9), plain render (7) and pargeting (1) – patterns set into the wet cement – were also popular.
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FIG 4.27: Balconies, sunroofs and railings: Balconies, which had come back into fashion in the Edwardian period, remained a popular feature on the inter-war house. Either fitted in front of an upper window or over an extension or bay, they usually had decorated metal railings with Art Deco or Classical motifs, or a wooden or brick balustrade. Balconies and sunroofs on Moderne houses might have just the parapet as a barrier or sometimes metal railings.
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FIG 4.28: Decorative Details: On many houses there were other areas where decoration might appear. Decorative metal rainwater traps were popular (15, 16), some with the date cast into them. The render surface of later houses was often raised to form simple geometric patterns (6, 19), horizontal bands on Moderne houses (18) and Art Deco (2). Raised corners (quoins) were often picked out in red brick (3, 4, 5). Porches were usually recessed under an arch (7, 9) or geometric form on Moderne housing (11) or had receding arches in brick (14).
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SECTION II

THE
1930S HOUSE
IN DETAIL
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CHAPTER 5

Interior Fittings

Decoration and Style
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FIG 5.1: A drawing of a reception room showing some of the features and fittings to be found in a 1930s house (although the wall decoration would not be mixed together in the one room as shown here).

The same dramatic changes that affected the way houses were owned, built and styled occurred in the interior. The 1930s house was lighter than those before. Arts and Crafts designers had begun the process of clearing out the gloom and clutter of Victorian interiors in the late 19th century but it was not until after the First World War that their bright and open creations began to affect the mass market.

Sanitation and hygiene was also improved in this period. It had been a problem tackled with varying degrees of success since the 1860s but, even in the Edwardian period, houses could be found packed onto a small site with poor sanitation, and even some of the notorious back to backs were still being built. After the war the vast majority of new houses for all levels of society had hot and cold water, improved heating, a through passage of air and a flushing toilet.
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FIG 5.2: The vacuum cleaner was invented in Britain around the turn of the century, but it was in the USA that Hoover perfected the lightweight portable machine that came to dominate the market, as with this Junior model from the late 1930s. Before hoovers became popular in the inter-war years, carpets had to be cleaned with pans and brushes and this was one of the reasons why rugs and carpet pieces rather than a fitted carpet were popular; they could simply be beaten outside to clean them.

There were big changes at the upper end of the market too, as the age-old structure of a wealthy family waited on by a hierarchy of servants began to break down. There had been a shortage before the war but by the 1920s many from domestic service who had fought in the conflict or worked in the factories did not want to return and now there were better paid and more dignified jobs in the new light industries, the post office and telephone exchanges. The upper classes cut back, and though the community of servants and the status a large country house carried was still attractive, the lonely existence in a middle class home meant they often went without. The prewar positions of a live-in maid and a cook were replaced in many homes by electric cookers and vacuum cleaners.

Electricity was the most notable change in this period. It was clean, cheap and flexible and was widely available in towns and cities (from under a million customers after the First World War to around 9 million by the outbreak of the Second). It was generally supplied by local electricity companies based in each town, which created irregularities with one area in DC and a neighbouring one in AC (the National Grid had been established in 1926 but didn’t make a major difference in the domestic market until after the Second World War). Due to this, most middle class families were reluctant to buy large and expensive appliances during the inter-war years in case they moved to a different area where it wouldn’t work, so in most homes electricity was limited to lighting and a few small appliances. Those new gadgets that could help with jobs previously done by servants were more widely available and within the pocket of many families, thanks in part to mass-production and new, cheaper materials.

[image: ]

FIG 5.3: This was the boom period for the radio as the number of licences held rose to around nine million by the outbreak of the Second World War. This example is made from bakelite, a plastic which had wood flour and fibres for reinforcement creating a distinctive glossy, brown wood-like effect. It was just one of a number of plastics which were used on appliances down to doorknobs.

The purchasing of these and new interior decor, furnishings and furniture was also made easier by hire purchase and the increasing number of shops selling them. Many of the familiar High Street stores began to spread their wings in this period and retail became a major source of employment. The new shops also became involved in the quality of design, with many of the leading department stores and specialist furnishing shops commissioning or establishing their own teams to create exclusive, fashionable pieces of furniture and decoration. Department stores also proved popular and grew in numbers as they were convenient for couples to select all their furnishings and furniture in one place and pay for them on hire purchase.

Style

The style of the interior and fittings in an inter-war house were designed to transport the owner to a place far away from the grind and turmoil of urban life. It might have been a cottage in the country, a Tudor mansion, or an exotic foreign location, which inspired historically rich and comforting or bright and cheerful surroundings. Although many who were moving from rented accommodation might purchase complete room sets in a certain style, most families could not afford to and made do with just adding bits here and there as required or even building their own furniture. It was perfectly acceptable to have a mix of old and new styles with fashionable Art Deco radios standing on a Jacobean-styled sideboard. The age-old practice of staining and graining cheaper woods to imitate better quality hardwoods or veneering (partly due to a shortage of good quality timber) continued, despite the Arts and Crafts Movement and Modernist belief that materials should be used honestly and displayed in a natural form.

Simple Arts and Crafts-style cottages which continued to be built after the First World War in garden suburb schemes, and some local authority housing, tended to have bright and simple interiors with lighter woods and little surface decoration. The popular Mock Tudor houses were embellished with rich oak panelling, staircases and parquet flooring (or cheaper woods stained to imitate it). Dark woods and historic-styled interiors and furniture remained popular throughout the period in this style of house.

In Moderne-style homes, walls tended to be plain and any wooden mouldings, stairs and doorways finished with a simple chamfer or square profile and often painted white. They were intended to be light, bright and easy to clean. Although these interiors featured fashionable geometric and chunky chairs and curving plywood and chrome sideboards, it is likely that many had the usual eclectic mix of old and new. In the Ultra Modern or Modernist property, with its open plan design and emphasis on light and health, the interior was uncluttered with built-in furniture clearing the floor space of unnecessary free-standing pieces. The tables, chairs and sideboards that were featured could be in the latest continental styles with chromium tubular steel, curving plywood forms and plastics, although even here it wouldn’t be a surprise to still see an 18th century sideboard.
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FIG 5.4: Art Deco items were widely available for the 1930s house but usually in the form of light fittings, mirrors, tableware, clocks, and vanity ware. This hairbrush displays many characteristic elements like the mother of pearl finish, the geometric outline, radiating sunbeams and the skyscraper image at the base.
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FIG 5.5: An Art Deco clock with a stepped profile, geometric-shaped hands and numbers, and a chrome trim.

Despite the popularity of Art Deco and its strong iconic images from this period, few complete domestic interiors would have been created in this style. It was introduced into the conservative English home in the form of small decorative objects, modern devices, some furniture, floor coverings and wallpaper. Early pieces from the 1920s reflected the luxurious French Art Deco with exotic woods, inlays of ivory and mother of pearl, bronze fittings and images of the female form and prancing animals. Later it was more geometric, streamlined forms which were popular with stepped, curved and fanned shapes, featuring reeded, zig zag, and chevron details. Modern materials like chromium, bakelite and glass with bright colours in abstract patterns were used and as these more simple forms were easier to mass-produce they became available to a wider audience than earlier work.
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FIG 5.6: Earlier Art Deco furniture could be luxuriously decorated with exotic woods with inlays and marquetry, stepped form, and ebony and bronze decoration, much of it inspired by the fashionable Aztec and African art and architecture (left). Later pieces (right) were often simplified in a mid-coloured wood with distinctive curved shapes, a more modern form which looked to the streamlined styles from America. In this country the latest modern furniture was promoted by Heals, where in a generally conservative market Ambrose Heal was one of the few moving design towards Modernism in the 1930s.
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FIG 5.7: A section through a traditional register grate, which still could be found in some inter-war houses. The hinged register at the top of the grate controlled the draw of the fire.

Fireplaces and Heaters

A key feature in many but not all rooms was still the fireplace. In the past it had been the only source of heat and had been a central feature of the room with elaborate wooden and marble surrounds in the finest examples. In the inter-war years, however, there were more choices and although central heating systems for the mass housing market were some way off, portable electric, gas and paraffin heaters were offering cleaner and more flexible heat. Despite this fireplaces were still provided in the principal rooms of even most Moderne-style houses. Whether the grate was lit, however, was another matter and certainly in bedrooms it would have been used mainly for the ventilation it provided rather than heat with all the dirt that created. Flicking a switch for instant warmth was preferable to hauling coal up through the house and getting a fire going with no servants to help!

The central element of a fire was the grate. The traditional cast iron register grate was still fitted in some inter-war housing (FIG 5.7). It had been developed through the Victorian period with gradual reduction in the size and the inclusion of side cheeks and hoods aimed at improving the efficiency and increasing the heat reflected into the room. By the 1930s the grate was usually set in a fireclay casing, with an ash pan below and a typically curved front cover or fret in front of this. These distinctive features were often enamelled to match the tiles around it (FIG 5.8).

[image: ]

FIG 5.8: In 1930s houses the grate was often a single inset fireclay piece with a metal grate and ashtray below, featuring an enamelled, curved front piece. The vent in the front controlled the rate of burn of the fire.
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FIG 5.9: Fireplace surrounds appeared in many forms. Exposed brick (left) and traditional wooden types were popular in Mock Tudor houses. Older style one-piece cast iron register grates (centre) were often fitted in local authority houses and eclectic mixes of traditional surround and modern tiling were not unusual (right).
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FIG 5.10: The most distinctive form of fireplace was the solid, stepped piece with dropped shoulders and glazed tile decoration with matching enamelled ashpans. The patterned tiles, in this example in beiges and browns, gave a splash of the Moderne to even the more conservative interior.

The fireplace surround tends to be less dominant than before the war, especially in Moderne housing, where the emphasis was put on the light pouring in through the new, large windows and French doors. Hardwood or imitation wood surrounds would be expected in the main rooms of Mock Tudor houses, although brick types with patterned courses were also popular. Traditional marble and imitation stone surrounds were still available in the finest houses and simple, one piece, cast-iron types in less important rooms and cheaper houses. One exception to the rule was the inglenook fireplace, which had been popular in the finest Edwardian Arts and Crafts-style houses. They were large recessed fireplaces with seating provided to the side, often with display cabinets and shelving above, and they could still be found in a variety of sizes after the First World War.
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FIG 5.11: In the most modern houses chimneys might have been dispensed with and inserted electric fires fitted. This example shows the exposed elements set in front of a parabolic metal sheet to reflect the heat produced, although wire fireguards across the front were not compulsory at this date.

The most distinctive type, however, from this period was the tiled surround. Usually lower and less imposing than traditional types, they were shaped with stepped sides and dropped shoulders and had a small kerbed hearth in front. They were covered in tiles, usually mottled in beige or creams with brown, blue and green, ribbed or plain, and tile bands, Art Deco motifs and chrome trim. It was not unusual to find these modern tile patterns within a traditional wood surround (FIG 5.9).

Portable electric heaters came in a wide variety of forms, some with silver dishes, others with parabolic sheets of metal reflecting heat. The source of heat usually came from nichrome coils wound around strips or round bars of fireclay, the electrical resistance of the wire forcing more energy to be used for passage of the current, which made them hot. By the 1930s some were fitted with flame effects created by the rising heat from coloured lamps turning slotted discs which reflected the flickering pattern of light on a screen above, usually with fake coal pieces set in front. Most of these devices were portable to be plugged into a socket (there were usually only one or two provided in a room); in the Modernist houses built-in heaters set in plain surrounds on a wall were being introduced although they didn’t become popular until after the Second World War.

Stairs

The wider plot on which the average 1930s semi or detached house was built enabled the hallway to be larger and hence there was more room for the stairs. Rather than a narrow straight rise as had been typical in Victorian terraces, the stairs could now turn and have an oversized step wrapping around at the bottom. This enabled an impressive newel post and banister to be fitted, crucially making a good first impression on visitors and guests.
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FIG 5.12: With the wider hall a set of steps with a right angle turn towards the bottom and an expanded lower step was often fitted, as in this example (top) from a Moderne-style house. Traditional styles were popular in Mock Tudor houses (below), as in this example with labels of its parts. Most types tended to be closed string with the treads running into the side piece. Open string with the treads exposed and the balustrades resting on top of them might have appeared in some Neo-Georgian houses.

In the 1920s stocky wooden newel posts with decorated tops and turned wood balusters (the individual vertical piece which makes up a balustrade) in a Jacobean style were popular. By the 1930s, however, simple styles were in fashion with square newel posts and plain balusters evenly spaced out or set in groups. Some even had the balusters boxed in behind plain panels imitating the concrete shapes used in Modernist buildings. This cheaper form was often used in local authority housing.

Mock Tudor houses used oak or cheaper woods stained to look like it, for both the rail and balusters. Later ones were often painted although the handrail was sometimes left in its natural state.

Ceilings

A notable difference between houses built before the First World War and those after it was the lowering of the height of the ceiling by a foot or so to an average of 7 ft 6 ins. This meant rooms were easier to heat. Ceilings in inter-war housing tended to be plain with no ceiling rose (as its main use was to collect the dirt from gaslights it became redundant and unfashionable where electric light was fitted), with embossed patterned or lining paper hung over them. In Mock Tudor houses false beams, either formed from individual pieces of wood or boxed-in metal supports, were popular in principal rooms. The finished surface was usually painted in an off-white or cream distemper (a traditional paint comprised of chalk and powdered colours bonded together with animal glues and usually mixed up on site) or a whitewash (a mix of chalk, lime and water).
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FIG 5.13: Ceilings were often covered in a patterned relief paper with a simple coving, or left plain in cheaper housing or back bedrooms (the example here showing the base of the hip rafter meeting the diagonal brace of the wall plate exposed in the corner of this bedroom – see FIG 3.10).

The ceiling structure itself was traditionally made by nailing thin strips of wooden lath to the underside of the floor joists and covering them with layers of plaster, the first of which was forced between the strips to make a good bond. During this period new, cheaper and quicker-to-fit materials came on the market. Plasterboard, made from a layer of compressed plaster trapped between two sheets of heavy duty paper, became popular, as did fibreboard and asbestos sheeting, although the latter was used mainly in outbuildings.

Floors

The floors in most houses were still boards set on joists, with solid concrete bases only in the kitchen and sometimes the hall and ground floor reception rooms. This latter form, however, became popular at the top and bottom of the market as the period progressed.

The finest coverings at the time were either parquet flooring (patterns made from thin wooden blocks set in a bitumen base), hardwood tongue and groove planks or terrazzo (chips of marble set in a cement base and then polished). Wooden floors were popular in Mock Tudor houses, terrazzo and similar types of polished surfaces in the more expensive Moderne house.

The vast majority of houses had deal floorboards (sawn pine or fir timber) with any exposed areas either painted or stained, usually in dark browns or black although colours became fashionable in the 1930s. Fitted carpets covering the whole room were an expensive luxury and cheaper machine-made types were  not widely available until later. Most people used carpet pieces or patterned rugs in the middle of the room or covered the entire surface with linoleum.
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FIG 5.14: Parquet flooring was a popular covering made into patterns from small, thin pieces of wood set like tiles.
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FIG 5.15: Red and black quarry tiles were still fitted in the kitchen and scullery.

This latter covering was very popular, especially in bathrooms and bedrooms, and was similar to modern vinyl sheeting except it was less flexible and prone to cracking. It was available in a range of patterns and colours with jazzy Art Deco and Moderne designs available, although these racy styles were probably confined to the bathroom and more conservative imitation wood and marble effects and floral designs used elsewhere.
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FIG 5.16: Although more elaborate traditional mouldings were fitted in many houses, plainer pieces as in these examples with just a simple chamfer became more popular in the 1930s.

Tiled floors, which had been so popular in the late Victorian and Edwardian house, could still be found in this period. They were mainly used in the kitchen and scullery and were red or black quarry tiles or a mix of both (‘quarry’ comes from the French word carré meaning square).

Internal walls

The theme of simplification of decoration compared with Victorian houses continued with wall decoration. The elaborate mouldings that had divided walls up before the First World War were generally dropped and by the 1930s plain coving and simple chamfered skirtings were popular. The dado rail was rarely used and then only in the hall and sometimes the dining room. The picture rail, a foot or so down from the ceiling, however, was usually fitted even in cheaper housing.

Wallpaper was the most popular covering in many types of housing, and even new tenants of council houses could be offered a choice. There was a wide selection of patterns, which were generally lighter and less intense designs than earlier papers. Traditional floral and exotic papers were popular in the early part of the period with more geometric designs becoming fashionable later. Although light and simple interiors were advocated by many, papers could still be busy and use strong colours. Borders were also available for use on wallpaper or painted walls. Embossed papers like anaglypta were still popular, especially in halls, and floral patterns were usually the choice for bedrooms.

Paint was becoming a more popular choice. Plain walls of cream or beige would have been unthinkable to most Victorians but were now increasingly common, especially in Moderne houses, perhaps with a border to add interest. Popular colours for walls included pale greens, blues and grey, and autumn reds and browns. Distemper was still used for walls and was available in a wide choice of colours, while oil based paints (which at this time still contained lead) were used for woodwork in eggshell and gloss finishes, and sometimes in matt on bathroom and kitchen walls. Ready mixed tins of paint were a fairly new innovation and most decorators still made up their own colours.
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FIG 5.17: Wallpaper in the 1920s could vary from exotic Chinese styles, landscapes of the Mediterranean and North Africa, or Art Deco motifs down to simple repeated leaf or floral patterns. Geometric designs, from tartans to Modern Jazz styles, became popular with lighter colours by the 1930s. The frieze above the picture rail was usually left plain as decorative cornices, relief papers and stencilling, which had often been used in this area in Edwardian homes, fell from favour.

Internal doors

Interior doors were either made from a quality hardwood in some of the best houses or from cheaper softwoods, which were either grained or stained to look more expensive, or simply painted in whites or creams. Alternatively some were covered in contrasting colours or two tones, with the frame perhaps in brown or green and the panels in yellow or cream.

The form of the door had changed from the standard Victorian four-panelled door (with two larger top panels and two smaller ones below) to a single panel in the top third and two, three or four long panels covering the lower two-thirds. Later in the period doors with a series of rectangular panels stacked above each other became popular in Moderne properties, some with opaque glass (often in reeded patterns) rather than solid inserts. Traditional plank and batten doors were also used in cheaper properties and for outbuildings.
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FIG 5.18: Door furniture ranged from traditional brass knobs or iron handles in earlier houses to modern plastic and metal types with stepped Art Deco-style detailing.
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FIG 5.19: Internal door designs changed from the traditional Victorian four-panelled type which was popular in the Edwardian house to a new one (far left) based on a single panel on the upper third and multiple vertical panels on the bottom section (see also FIG 4.25). In Moderne houses horizontal panels stacked upon each other were popular (centre left), some examples with opaque glazing (often in a reeded pattern – far right). Simple plank and batten doors (centre right) were still used on cheaper housing and for outbuildings.

Door handles and fingerplates were available in a wide range of styles to suit the property. Traditional brass and cast iron knobs and handles remained popular in the 1920s while bakelite and chrome were increasingly used in the 1930s in angular and stepped Art Deco shapes.

Curtains

In the past windows had been covered on the inside by three or four layers of nets and curtains to cope with the varying weather and to protect furniture and furnishings from direct sunlight. Now, without servants to clean them, the window treatment was often simplified with new artificial fabrics replacing some of the harder to clean types. Roller and Venetian blinds were popular, as were box pelmets above curtains, some of fabric and others boxed with Moderne profiles or Art Deco motifs on the front board.

Lighting

It is hard to imagine how dark houses were in the past with just candles, paraffin lamps and early gaslights, and how bright the home must have appeared when illuminated by electric bulbs. With improvements in the bulb itself and the wider availability of electricity, the bright, clean and instantaneous light it produced made it popular, although gaslights were still fitted. Most rooms had just a central ceiling light with additional light from portable lamps and in some Moderne houses wall uplighters.

Ceiling lights could come in many forms with chandelier styles and the glass or alabaster bowl-type held on chains from a pendant being popular. Table and standard floor lamps were common with wooden, metal or ceramic bases and shades of glass, paper or fabric. Anglepoise lamps were invented in 1933 by George Carwardine, a British automobile engineer and were used for desks and workshops.
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FIG 5.20: The ceiling bowl suspended on chains with marble effects was popular.
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FIG 5.21: Female forms were a popular image for Art Deco table lamps. This example features a lady with a luxurious encrusted suit and head cap in a style popularised by Josephine Baker. She was an iconic figure of the age, an exotic dancer and singer from America who found fame in her adopted country of France. Her performances and costumes influenced art and design. In her later life she worked for the French Resistance during the Second World War, established a sanctuary for children from differing backgrounds and race, and continued performing right up until her death in 1976.


CHAPTER 6

The Ground Floor

Reception Rooms and Kitchen
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FIG 6.1: A notable change in 1930s houses was the shift of emphasis on the central feature in a room from the fireplace to the window or French doors. Light was one of the controlling factors in the design of Modern interiors, as in the example above. However, displays like this in contemporary photographs and room settings show what could have been created at the time rather than what was, and it is likely that most homes were filled with an eclectic mix of traditional furniture, family heirlooms and the latest gadgets.
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FIG 6.2: The interiors of speculative-built houses had changed from the Edwardian terrace with its narrow layout (top) to the wider suburban plot with the three principal rooms in each corner (bottom). The dining room and living room had now swapped places and the kitchen had moved into the main body of the building.

The principal reception rooms in a house had changed their roles and positions over time. In the imposing Georgian and early Victorian urban terrace house these main rooms had been raised up on the first floor and at least accessed up steps above a half basement. In the late Victorian and Edwardian house where the service rooms were now sited at the rear rather than below, guests were received and entertained in large ground floor rooms. These usually included the dining room, a male-orientated space with rich colours and dark wood decoration, where the gentlemen would remain after a meal, or move to a separate smoking or billiards room in the largest houses. The ladies would retire to the drawing room, decorated with a lighter feminine touch and often overlooking the rear garden.

More modest middle class houses would imitate this arrangement with a dining room or parlour at the front for special occasions and Sunday family meals and a drawing room for everyday use at the rear. For those further down the social scale, if they were fortunate enough to have a house with two ground floor rooms, the front room was reserved as a parlour and the family were crammed into the rear living room.

During the inter-war years this began to change as the use of rooms became less specific. The largest houses may still have retained a number of extra rooms – perhaps a study, library and a separate dining room for everyday meals. In the average semi or detached suburban house there were just the two main reception rooms. The front one became a multi-purpose living room although many families still locked it up and kept it for special occasions. The dining room moved to the rear and either had a separate kitchen next to it, often accessed through a serving hatch, or in smaller houses contained the kitchen within (a dinette or kitchenette).

The Hall

One key feature which remained the same was the hall, the larger and more impressive the higher your social standing. With a wider plot much of the extra space gained was spent on enlarging the hall, so they are more open than the rather narrow Edwardian version. This gave the builder the opportunity to fit stairs with a newel post and balustrade with, if possible, a turn at the bottom to emphasize the width of the space and imitate the entrance to a grander house.
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FIG 6.3: Some halls still had geometric tiled floors fitted, as had been the fashion in Edwardian houses. Black and white patterns, as in this example, were popular.

To lighten the hall a window was fitted to one side of the front door (the outer side usually facing the stairs), or in some cases on both sides. This somewhat replaced the fanlight, which was rare as the ceiling heights were now lower, although some were squeezed in as part of the semi-circular porch.

Towards the top of the stairs there was a window on the side wall illuminating the landing. As the privacy of the family going to bed was important this window was always fitted with opaque or coloured glass patterns. If the original has been retained it can be one of the most impressive features in the house with elaborate patterns and rural scenes often featured (see FIG 4.24).

Where room permitted, a coat stand and a small table were positioned, usually in the space at the bottom of the stairs. The table was used more for putting calling cards or other small items on rather than a telephone, which was still a luxury in most middle class homes at this date. The under-stairs space might have a small cupboard accessed from the hall in the lower part but usually most of it was used for a larder or store cupboard accessed from the kitchen, or in some houses a coal store with a door on the outside.
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FIG 6.4: A typical hall from a 1930s semi-detached house.

Some hallways were decorated in similar styles to houses before the First World War. There could be a painted embossed paper below a dado rail providing protection for the wall, and geometric patterned floor tiles. In others wallpaper below a picture rail and a carpet runner along either a solid surface or floorboards could be found; fully fitted carpets in the hall and up the stairs were a luxury beyond most pockets in this period.

For those working class families moving from a small rented house where the door opened directly into the front room, the hall of a 1930s semi or terrace must have made a great impression.
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FIG 6.5: A living room from a 1930s semi-detached house with an eclectic mix of modern wallpapers and a radio, traditional furniture and the family piano.

Living Rooms

The term ‘living room’ had formerly been used to describe the everyday back room in smaller houses before the war but was now more widely associated with the one at the front. This general term was more appropriate as it was used by families in different ways. Some kept it traditional, creating the parlour they had always longed for and reserving it for special occasions, while others made it a peaceful sanctuary or study. It is likely that most used it principally as a sitting room but by putting a table here or a writing desk there made it a multi-purpose space.

There would have been a fireplace, generally less ornate and imposing than before, usually with a hanging mirror above (rather than built into an overmantel as had been the fashion before the First World War). Behind this in many homes would have been a back boiler to heat water, which would rise up to a tank on the floor above, usually in an airing cupboard (see Kitchen for alternative arrangements).
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FIG 6.6: A living room from a smaller local authority house with a simple cast-iron fireplace and basic furniture. This was still a large step forward for most families moving out of slum dwellings.

Upholstered chairs and settees could be in traditional styles but more often by the 1930s were in distinctively low and boxy forms, most with loose covers for ease of cleaning. The most notable piece of furniture would be the sideboard, which could reflect the latest in fashion with curved corners, a stepped shape and Art Deco-styled handles. Larger houses could have fitted in a cocktail bar or drinks cabinet, while the better-off could afford an early radiogram. There might still be a table and chairs in some if it was to be used for dining on special occasions, a writing desk, which like the sideboard could reflect modern curved forms, and a piano was still a popular fitting.

Dining Rooms

The main room at the rear was assigned to the dining room, although in the medium and small house it again could be a flexible space used for many tasks. In the larger houses there would have been a table, chairs, and a cabinet or, in more modern examples, built-in cupboards. This traditionally was a male room and many would have reflected this with strong colours and, in the finest Mock Tudor dining rooms, a beamed ceiling.

In the standard semi or detached house there would have been a table, usually a gate-leg or with pull-out leaves, so it could be closed down and pushed up against a wall if required. There would again be a fireplace and a set of French doors opening out into the garden. As it was next to the kitchen a hatch was a new feature which made passing the food between rooms easier – there was still the habit of fitting separate doors to each room off the hall, so it would have otherwise meant passing through two doors to serve food.

[image: ]

FIG 6.7: Beamed ceilings were often fitted in the large Mock Tudor dining room, and although in this house it is now used as a lounge its original use can be traced by this feature and its location next to the kitchen.

Kitchen

The kitchen, of all rooms, probably witnessed the greatest change from the century before. In the late Victorian and Edwardian middle class home it had to be large and tall enough to house the cast iron ranges used and the heat they produced. These were set within a large fireplace and were notoriously temperamental, dirty and greedy of fuel, so ample coal had to be stored close at hand. There was typically a central table, with a dresser and shelves around the walls for storage. In most larger houses there would have been a separate scullery for washing and cleaning (any water supply in the kitchen was generally used for the cooking process) and a larder and possibly a pantry. Smaller houses before the First World War often had a small range in the rear living room where any cooking was done, and just a separate scullery in a rear extension or as a communal block outside.
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FIG 6.8: A dining room from a 1930s semi-detached house, with French doors leading onto the patio.
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FIG 6.9: Drawing of a kitchen from a larger semi or detached house. Although it is smaller than those before the war, it still manages to squeeze in all the requirements with clever storage and modern appliances, enabling processes like washing to be performed in a small area.

After the First World War some large houses might have continued with the previous layout, but generally the size of kitchen got smaller during this period. Ceiling heights were lowered as ranges were replaced by cleaner, free-standing cookers and new appliances set around the room, as just the lady of the house performed the cooking rather than a number of servants. There would still be a separate scullery for washing and a small larder, though with ample local shops and improved care of foods, including the first refrigerators for the well-off, the need for storage was reduced.

In most modest 1930s suburban semi and detached houses the kitchen was set in the outside corner behind the stairs and next to the dining room and was often no wider than the hall. As both cooking and washing could now take place here, there would have been a large belfast or butler white ceramic sink with a wooden (often teak) drainer to one side, usually just supported by brackets or a post. The space under the drainer was often used to store a copper, a large heated metal vessel used for washing clothes. Either fixed to it or standing nearby would have been a mangle with wooden and later rubberized rollers to wring out the wet clothes.
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FIG 6.10: A kitchen from a smaller house which still has most of the requirements for cooking and washing and was a big improvement on the old all-in-one living room which many in this class would have endured in the past.

Improvements in the performance of both gas and electric free-standing cookers meant they were preferred to solid fuel ranges in most new houses. Enamelled surfaces inside and out (mottled black and white at first with colours introduced in the 1930s), glass doors, thermostatic controls and a body raised up on legs made them cleaner and easier to use than older ranges, an important consideration as most families no longer had a cook and maid. In larger houses the new Aga became popular in the 1930s, providing much more efficient performance than older solid fuel cookers and constant hot water in addition.

Smaller houses tended to have a separate boiler in the kitchen, a compact floor-standing model like an Ideal (usually on a red tiled base, some of which can still be found). Most ran on coke or coal with a small flue running up to the chimney from the rear, and access top and front to load it and clean out the ash. They provided hot water for the whole house via a tank upstairs and could also burn a large amount of waste. A cheaper-to-install option was a wall-mounted electric heater (like an Ascot heater), which was positioned above the sink with a separate one in the bathroom.
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FIG 6.11: The Aga was introduced in 1929 as an improved, more efficient type of solid fuel range, and was popular in large, remote houses without access to electricity and gas.
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FIG 6.12: Tall, slimline, built-in or free-standing cupboards were a distinctive feature of 1930s kitchens. They were ingenious storage devices and could feature drop-down ironing boards, pull-out tables, and door-mounted spice racks, details that are still regarded as luxuries in today’s fitted kitchen.

Another distinctive feature of 1930s kitchens was a built-in or free-standing cupboard. These were thin wooden structures with a couple of doors and drawers below a small worktop (sometimes with a pull-out or -down table) and two large doors above. Small vents were often fitted in the door where food was stored. They were clever multi-purpose storage areas, some larger more elaborate types even featuring hidden ironing boards and pull-out racks. Most were exposed wood or painted white, though doors could be finished in pale green or blue. Although there was often a small drop-down table for preparing food there would have been few other work surfaces as there were no appliances and gadgets other than perhaps an electric kettle or toaster to make these necessary. The appearance of the room would seem rather disjointed compared with today’s built-in kitchens.

More modern kitchens featured in articles and exhibitions at the time might have begun to appear in part in some later homes. Silver-coloured metal sinks, enamelled work tables, built-in furniture and the latest appliances like washing machines, refrigerators and even water softeners were all available but not widespread at this date.

There was little space for decoration in the kitchen. White glazed wall tiles half way up the wall, occasionally all over, were common, with walls painted in an oil-based paint above. The floor usually had red quarry tiles if solid or could be covered in linoleum if on boards.

Larder

Most houses still had a larder for food storage, which could range from a simple wooden cupboard in a corner to a narrow separate room with stone and wooden shelving and meat hooks. It was important for it to be sited on a side or rear wall out of direct sunlight with a small window for ventilation, covered in gauze to keep flies out. In the standard suburban house it was often positioned beside the back door, under the stairs or just inside from a rear lobby (but separate from a ground floor water closet due to health risks).

In the past, larger houses had cold stone shelves in the larder and ice boxes (cupboards with a side compartment filled with ice to keep the other half cool). Now they had the option of a refrigerator, which grew in popularity after limitations were imposed on preservatives in food, so that by the hot summers of the mid 1930s they could be found in perhaps one in 50 homes. They either operated on a compression system, with a mechanical pump as in modern fridges, or by absorption, relying upon rising heat to set the process of cooling the container under way. They were large bulky items, often raised up on legs with metal cases insulated by cork and having a small internal storage space.
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FIG 6.13: Examples of traditional larders from larger houses with tiled floors, wooden and stone shelves, the latter for keeping produce cool when there was no refrigerator.


CHAPTER 7

First Floor Rooms

Bedrooms and Bathrooms
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FIG 7.1: In most 1930s houses the layout of the bedroom would be similar to that of today’s, with a divan bed, wardrobe and chest of drawers. Now that there was a separate bathroom it would be rare to find the old washbasin that used to be here in Victorian houses, although dressing still took place in the bedroom with a large dressing table typically positioned in the bay for maximum light.

The upstairs arrangement of a 1930s house was similar to that of today’s homes yet this was not always the case and parts of it were still a novelty to their first owners. In the 18th century the phrase ‘going up to bed’ would have been strange to those living in the finest houses. The owner’s bedrooms would have been on the same floor as the main reception rooms and were part of the public suite where guests may have been received. It was not until the Victorian period that it became correct to retire upstairs to bed. At this time, however, a large part of the working population were sleeping in the same room as they ate and lived in, and it would not be until the second half of the 19th century that most would be able to afford a small two up, two down with bedrooms upstairs, ideally one for the adults and the other for the children.
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FIG 7.2: The top view shows a typical arrangement on the first floor of a small late Victorian or Edwardian house with below, the layout of a 1930s semi. This reflects the sort of change many would have enjoyed as they moved from old two up, two downs into these new, bright, modern homes.

By the Edwardian period most new houses had at least two bedrooms, with three or four in the better middle class house and more still to cater for guests in the largest. Above the main upper floor in most middle class houses would still be an attic, an important addition in the previous centuries to provide accommodation for live-in servants, but by this time falling from use as cooks and maids became harder to find. The other familiar room, which was still fairly new and not universally accepted even in the Edwardian period, was the bathroom. Middle class houses at this time usually had one fitted, but not most working class homes and surprisingly some upper class ones too (who needed running water for their bath when you had servants to bring it to you in front of the bedroom fire?). Most people still took their perhaps weekly wash in a tin tub in the scullery. It was not until the 1920s and 1930s that the upstairs bathroom with running water became common in all classes of house.

Bedrooms

The main bedroom in a 1930s house was still a sanctuary of traditional taste and conservative decoration. It was generally light, sometimes with floral wallpapers, otherwise with plain cream walls and splashes of pastel greens and blues limited to doors and wall mouldings. Linoleum was the most popular flooring with simple wood effects and floral or geometric patterns.

In the average semi or detached house the front bedroom (and sometimes the main rear room) had a bay, flooding the room with light and making it the ideal location for the dressing table. This symmetrical piece with drawers either side of a gap for the stool, could have a single geometrically-shaped mirror (round was popular on curved pieces of furniture) or more typically a three-piece structure with side wings which angled in. Wardrobes could be built in (usually only in the more Moderne houses) or freestanding, reflecting either traditional styles or Art Deco with curved and stepped edges. A chest of drawers and, in larger rooms, a tallboy with a mirror, were also part of the standard furniture suite. Woods for all these pieces were generally lighter than the dark Victorian pieces, with walnut and oak among the most popular.
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FIG 7.3: A dresser set in a curving bay window with the popular arrangement of tripartite mirrors (one large central piece and two smaller hinged wings), and drawers either side of a space for the stool.

Gone were the days of the large four-poster, half tester or large elaborate metal-framed beds. These Victorian fashions were replaced now that ceiling heights were lower, with the most popular type being the new divan bed (one with no built-in end pieces). These had internally sprung mattresses, a vast improvement on the crude fillings of the past, and usually had a separate padded and covered or wooden headboard bolted on at the head of the bed.

The main bedrooms in the house usually had a fireplace but these were rarely lit. It simply wasn’t worth the trouble to drag coal upstairs and spend the time in the room maintaining a fire when most people were used to dressing for bed to keep warm or were now flicking an electric or gas heater on. It was more useful for ventilation, although separate vents for bedrooms became regulation later in the period.

Nursery

In the larger house there might have been a nursery (in some a separate day and night one). It was usually found on the upper floor or even in the roof space and was positioned to best catch the sunlight, which was deemed healthy for children. Linoleum was popular for the floor and children’s wallpapers were now widely available. A table and chairs were often provided where meals were still taken here.

The position of children in the household was changing in this period. The nursery was essential when there was a nanny and maids to look after them and they were meant to be kept out of the adults’ way, and even took their meals apart. These archaic Victorian family rules were now being replaced by a less strict etiquette and without servants the children were more visual around the house, helping in the kitchen and eating with the adults, hence reducing the need for a separate nursery in many middle class homes.

Bathroom

To most families moving from an old Victorian terrace into a new semi, the bathroom was a revelation and the acceptance of modern-style fixtures and fittings in this one room reflects how it was perceived by the new owners. It was, however, small by modern standards and the toilet was usually in a separate room beside it.

The plumbed-in bath was usually white, enamelled metal although colours were available. It could either be open beneath (a fashion from Edwardian homes where ease of cleaning was more important than appearance) or boxed in by wooden panels. The washbasin in a matching colour could be fashionably shaped with chunky pedestals or angled and stepped forms popular in the more Moderne house. Chrome replaced brass for the colour of taps and fittings and new appliances like a heated towel rail were popular additions.

Linoleum was again used on the floor and glazed tiles on the wall. These were usually plain white, with the height to which they reached again reflecting the quality of the house. A black or coloured band of tile inserts was often fitted at dado rail height. Hot water for the taps was normally supplied from a tank fed by a boiler in the kitchen or back boiler in the living room. In cheaper housing a wall-mounted electric or gas heater might have been fitted.
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FIG 7.4: Black Country Museum, Dudley, West Midlands: A bathroom with plain, open bath and fittings might seem crude to modern eyes but was a revolution to working class families who used to take baths in the scullery and shared communal toilets with other families! It was more usual for the toilet to be in a separate space rather than in the bathroom as shown here.
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FIG 7.5: 1930s bathrooms showing the more modern fittings and decoration which were acceptable even in a conservative-styled house

Water Closet

The indoor flushing toilet (a water closet or WC) was another revelation to working class families used to primitive systems out in the yard or a privy at the rear of the garden. In cheaper council housing it was often near the back door, separated from the kitchen or scullery by a small lobby. In this situation it would normally have the older fashioned high-level cistern (which was noisier) with a simple deal toilet seat. Old newspaper may still have been hung up in place of the still expensive toilet tissue.

In the larger semi or detached house more modern low-level cisterns were coming into fashion and a mahogany or walnut toilet seat was associated with the higher class of house!
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FIG 7.6: A high-level cistern supported on brackets and with a hanging chain (the cistern itself is a modern replacement; most originals were metal and more angular in this grade of house).


CHAPTER 8

Outside the House

Gardens and Garages
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FIG 8.1: The front garden was the pride and joy of many suburban house owners. It was their public display and was maintained to impress visitors and passers by. The garage to the side was a display of wealth and modernity even if there was no car within it!

It seems strange that for a country so addicted to gardening, it should have developed as a widespread hobby so late. The reasons are partly obvious in that it was not until the 1930s that houses with a spacious front and rear garden were standard, and there was little scope and extra cash for most working class families to be interested in turning over the small back yards on their Victorian terraces. Yet even in the larger middle class houses, until the later 19th century, gardening was a hobby below the standard of the lady or gentleman of the house. In fact, most large terraces built in the 18th and early 19th centuries had no back garden – that was the space for service buildings and mews, and a communal private strip at the front overlooked from a balcony was the only greenery.
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FIG 8.2: The rear of a Victorian terrace (right) and an inter-war local authority house (left) showing the vast improvement made for working class families who now had hedged gardens with lawns and borders rather than just a hard-standing yard with a rear extension housing the privy!

Part of the drive to improve the aspect of the house came from the garden city movement before the First World War, in placing the importance on spacious plots and ample foliage. This was taken up in the inter-war years on local authority and speculative-built housing estates, if only because the suburban land was cheap and the garden was a good selling point.

The suburban gardens also gave families the opportunity to grow their own food. The Victorian working classes had not been keen on fruit and vegetables, the main improvement they sought in their diet was meat (jam was promoted in the late 19th century partly to increase consumption of fruit). The gradual improvement and changing diet was aided by improved access to land especially allotments on vacant industrial, urban and railway sites, and the reduced cost of produce in the shops. Now in the inter-war years it became common for the far end of the garden to be closed off to grow your own vegetables.

Front gardens

The front garden was a status symbol, giving the house a more rural aspect and creating more privacy for the family. It was proudly displayed and maintained by most new owners, especially as it was on show to passers by, although the limited space meant that it typically featured little more than path, flowerbeds and a section of lawn.

Fences and walls at the front tended to be low when first fitted. Builders might provide a privet hedge, simple post and wire or picket fencing with, on some of the better examples, low brick walls with metal rails or a wooden fence on top.

The gate was an important feature as it was the first part of the property seen and touched by visitors. Metal-framed and wooden picket gates were popular although the most iconic image is of the central portion shaped in the sunray pattern.
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FIG 8.3: Examples of metal and wooden gates from inter-war houses.
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FIG 8.4: The sunray design was one of the most popular and iconic designs for the front gate.

Rear gardens

One of the most notable changes that came with the increased popularity of the garden was the appearance of the rear of the house. Gone were the outbuildings and cramped rear windows now that kitchens and sculleries were housed within the main structure or hidden to the side. The small rear window was replaced by large French doors as the garden became an extension of the house. The appearance of the rear façade, which formerly had been a neglected face of common bricks, could now be as impressive as the front, with bay windows and balconies on what had become known as the ‘garden front’. Conservatories had somewhat gone out of fashion with the decline in interest in exotic plants in the late 19th century, but now types of wooden and glass lean-tos were built on the back of some houses.

The design of the rear garden was generally formal with a paved patio directly behind the house, a lawned area edged by flowerbeds beyond this, and a vegetable patch usually enclosed behind a high hedge at the far end. The more expansive gardener might venture to have a rockery or a pond.
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FIG 8.5: A photograph showing how the rear of houses changed in the early part of the 20th century. The late Victorian terrace houses in the right foreground have rear extensions, which would have housed a scullery, WC and stores with no attempt to link the house to the garden. The later semis on the left of the picture date from the inter-war years and have bow windows and French doors overlooking the rear, with this new garden facade as elaborate as the front.
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FIG 8.6: A plan of a house and gardens showing typical layout of the rear garden.

The perimeter was marked out with higher fencing than at the front, usually wooden-boarded or a privet hedge, although simple wire and post or boarded fences were fitted on some cheaper housing. A shed, workshop, or greenhouse, usually hidden up the far end, was often added by owners. The storage of coal and the ash it produced also had to be catered for. Coal was often stored in the house structure, either in a small store off the rear lobby or under the stairs accessed by a door up the side of the house. If it was kept outside then a bunker or brick outbuilding would have been provided along with an ash bin. You can see why electric and gas heating were so welcomed with all the problems associated with coal fires!

Garages

The car industry boomed in the inter-war years yet the ownership of motor vehicles was still limited to the reasonably wealthy. Most people could happily get by with rail, bus, tram or bicycle, and on foot. Having a garage was therefore seen as a symbol of wealth and modernity, and many bought houses with them even if they didn’t have the car to go in it.

This high status is reflected in the build and design of the garage. It was not simply a box with a lift-up metal door. The 1930s garage was often brick-built and decorated with the same care and attention as the house.

They could either be built onto the side of the house, usually with an extra bedroom above, or be a separate structure on the side or tucked up just behind the house. In the latter case they might be brick with a tiled roof and perhaps some timberwork in the exposed gable above the door, or simply a concrete slab or timber-walled structure with asbestos roofing. The doors were wooden, folding types usually of four or six hinged sections with small glazed openings in the top third (six windows was typical).
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FIG 8.7: Examples of garages from inter-war houses, from those built into the structure of the house with an additional room above, down to simple free-standing concrete slab types.



SECTION III

EPILOGUE
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CHAPTER 9

The Second World War and the Aftermath
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The war on the Home Front between 1939 and 1945 was vastly different from that in the First World War. Not only was the populace more aware of foreign events through radio, cinema and newspapers, but they were also now directly in the firing line as Hitler despatched his air force to break the back of British military and industrial strength in preparation for invasion. The Blitz reached its height between September 1940 and May 1941 when centres of manufacturing such as Coventry, Birmingham and Manchester, coastal ports, including Plymouth, Portsmouth and Southampton, and most notably London, were subjected to nightly bombing raids. Many of those new gardens so treasured by families before the war were now dug up for an Anderson air raid shelter, or inside a Morrison type was fitted under the stairs. A pattern of work, recovery and occasional glimmers of escapism at the cinema (where attendances reached all-time highs) contrasted with blackouts and the haunting wail of air raid sirens.

More than 40,000 died in this intense period, with another 20,000 lost during the remainder of the war, many to the terrifying doodlebug V1 flying bombs and the later and thankfully short-lived V2 rockets. The situation was made worse by the large number of injuries and the destruction of more than 1 in 20 houses, which, added to the slum properties which already needed to be replaced, left post-war Britain with a chronic housing shortage.

As America and the Soviet Union joined the conflict and victory for the new allies began to seem more a matter of when than if, attention turned to reconstruction and social reform. Britain’s people had accepted government control but now expected them to deliver the changes outlined in the Beveridge Report of 1942, which proposed that, if we were to rid the country of disease and squalor, state benefits should be available universally upon a single payment taken from salaries rather than by the patchy system governed by means testing used before the war. Just as the poor state of recruits in the First World War had highlighted to the authorities the true state of the nation’s health, so encounters with the children evacuated from the city slums brought home to the benevolent middle classes the deprivation in which many of them lived. This helped soften public opinion to the proposed radical social changes and was one of the reasons why Labour came to power in July 1945 as they were seen as the party most likely to implement the Report.
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FIG 9.1: Iron railings were ripped out for war production. It is common to see low walls in front of suburban houses with small lead-filled sockets where railings once stood.

The Aftermath

Much of what had been proposed was put into action, if not at the speed expected by voters. The National Health Service came into being in 1948 despite strong resistance to change from many doctors, but the depth of poor health was underestimated as its budget was nearly trebled in the first two years alone. There were few new hospitals in the country and too many out-of-date Victorian buildings. Improved state pensions, family allowances, sickness and unemployment benefits were introduced, although virtual full employment continued for decades to come.

The country, however, was nearly bankrupt. The astronomical cost of fighting the war and the debts incurred meant that even the selling of assets made only a minor dent in the sums owed. Britain was also no longer the major world power it had been at the outbreak of war – the US and USSR had become the dominant forces at each end of the political spectrum.

At home by the late 1940s the public were becoming tired of rationing and austerity – we had won the war after all! The Labour government promoted a Festival of Britain to lift spirits, and despite the plans being mocked by the Conservatives and press alike, the final event in 1951 was a huge success with the public. It is well remembered for the amusements provided, yet its lasting legacy was the promotion of modern design and architecture symbolized by the 300ft pointed but seemingly pointless Skylon. It welcomed in an exciting period of new materials and space-age design, and helped reinforce a growing belief that technology and Modernism could solve problems in society, the most crucial in the eye of the public at the time being housing.
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FIG 9.2: The Moorlands Hospital in Leek, Staffs, was typical of the type of outdated Victorian buildings inherited by the fledgling NHS. Like many, this one was formerly a workhouse, dating from 1837, and is still in use as a hospital today.

Post-War Housing

With the loss of such a vast number of houses in wartime bombing raids and the need to demolish others deemed unfit for human habitation, there was a huge and immediate demand for new housing after the war. The problem was intensified by the shortage of raw materials, skilled workers and a slow and tortuous process to approve housing schemes. By the time the Conservatives came to power in 1951 around 800,000 council and 200,000 private houses had been built, the former now with larger accommodation and upstairs toilets. By the mid 1950s output had increased to 300,000 new homes a year (partly due to reducing the size and hence increasing the number of buildings produced) with a shift more towards private housing, and the government making it easier to buy your own home.

Some of the immediate demands for housing in 1945 had been met by prefabs, ‘tin towns’ as sheet-metal types were often referred to, many of them constructed in aircraft factories with empty production lines after the war. Concrete and asbestos were also used as these early post-war council houses had to be quick and cheap to erect and were never intended to last more than a generation (although many are still going strong today some 60 years on).

Private housing picked up in the 1950s but many were built in traditional prewar forms of detached, semis and terraces with reasonably large gardens. They tended, though, to use cheaper materials and forms. Sandy-coloured common bricks were widely used, and simple metal and wood casement windows which appear slightly lower in height were fitted on a generally flat facade as more expensive to construct bays went out of fashion. Gable-end roofs rather than the more complex hipped roof reappeared and, with the advent of central heating and improved electric heaters, chimneys could be rubbed off the drawing board, with just a single flue being required for boilers.
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FIG 9.3: Concrete slabs slotted into vertical posts were used in the structure of these houses dating from the 1950s.
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FIG 9.4: Many private houses built after the war used similar forms to those before but with lighter, sandy coloured bricks, simple gable ends and flat facades that saved costs and materials.

Economic upturn in the mid 1950s resulted in a consumer boom. Cars, which were still a luxury limited to less than one in ten in 1950, were owned by more than half the population two decades later. The fridge, which had appeared in only the best houses before the war, was widespread by 1970. The biggest change was in the uptake of television, so that nearly 90% of the population had access to one when Neil Armstrong landed on the moon in 1969.

Modernism

The Modernists who had been seen as the extreme and rather eccentric end of architecture before the war were now beginning to influence small and large scale projects. Council and private houses were erected not in the stark white concrete forms of High and Over (FIG 4.14) or the Isokon Building (FIG 4.15), but in a strange British blend of traditional, Scandinavian and European forms. Regular grids of modern-style square block or chalet-style houses with full width windows were Anglicised as well as hanging tiles and painted timber between the floors and brick gable ends!

Local authorities keen to solve the still sizable housing shortage looked for more rapid, large-scale solutions and adopted modernist types of simple concrete structures which were potentially cheap and quick to construct. Early schemes as in Plymouth and Coventry attempted to blend in and complement existing buildings, but by the 1960s as the authorities, architects and town planners grew in confidence some, as in Newcastle, tended to be more ruthless and flatten all that stood before. Large blocks of concrete high-rise flats, which if over five storeys would receive increased subsidies, were a logical use of a limited space. When thoughtfully designed they could prove popular but most were just stacked apartments, erected from sectional pieces of concrete in weeks rather than years and were riddled with problems from the outset. In 1968 four people died as a result of a gas explosion at Ronan Point in London, which ripped out the corner support of one such block, leaving the floors to tumble down like a pack of cards.

Trust in these forms of building was lost as quickly as they had been built and as many Modernists created wackier ideas and sank into a fantasy world, the building fraternity turned back to the more traditional styles of the past.

Conclusion

To glance at today’s housing it would seem that we have come full circle. After all the chances architects had in the 1950s and 1960s to drag the English out of this obsession with comfortable traditional styles, most houses being built today are clad with mock timber-framed gables, hanging tiles and cottage-style windows. The occasional daring dabble with flat roofs, glass walls and concrete structures is viewed with a more appreciative eye perhaps than were similar houses in the 1930s, but most people still prefer pitched roofs, brick walls and some token rustic feature when it comes to parting with their money.

[image: Images]

FIG 9.5: Chalet-style houses in straight or staggered lines were modern forms but decorated with more traditional timber cladding and tile hanging.

Some grumble that the modern house is poorly constructed, usually because the floors, stairs and walls in many are flimsier than compared to some in the past and the facade is only made from common bricks with some cheap wood trimming nailed on. This reflects more the demands of the public than short cuts from the builder. A spacious fully fitted kitchen and a luxurious bathroom are more important than exterior detailing to most buyers today. This was not the situation before the war when most effort went into the front elevation and hall, as buyers were more concerned with the status and impression their new home would make on visitors than comforts in the service area. The modern builder also has an ever increasing number of services, interior features and restrictive regulations to cater for in the house which the 1930s speculative builder never had, and far less space to fit it all in as the price of land and limitations on where you can build make it harder to make a profit in what is still a sometimes violently turbulent market.

For these reasons the inter-war house makes an increasingly popular purchase. It was still constructed with many of the good quality materials associated with older houses, and even those at the cheaper end of the market can still have solid walls and floors. The rooms are spacious without being so large that they make heating expensive, as in many Victorian properties with high ceilings. The public face of the house still has a grandeur, style and quality that have been lost in houses since. Perhaps most important of all, they were modern enough to have the standard form of construction, regular sized features and a large plot which means that as most are not yet listed they can be modernised and adapted for almost any size of family.

Now that some of these houses are reaching 80 years of age they are stepping out of the shadows cast by more convenient modern and rustic older housing and are starting to be appreciated as a style in their own right. Large curved bay windows, Mock Tudor timber-framed gables, and Art Deco patterned glass are becoming desirable once again, with even some new houses being erected as direct copies of the 1930s semi! After more than half a century of negative press the inter-war house is finally being appreciated for the sturdy, spacious slightly ambitious home it was always intended to be.
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DATING HOUSES
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Dating a house can be achieved visually and with documentation, the former giving only an approximate time-frame but quickly, the latter being more time-consuming but potentially more accurate. In most cases it will only be through a combination of a number of datable features and a selection of facts from various documents that the date of construction will be found. This task is much easier for inter-war houses as fashionable features can pin-point houses to the 1920s and 1930s with more accuracy and there are a greater number of records and maps available. You may also have access to the deeds, which should confirm when a house was first sold. If you do not, then the following sources may help.

Datestones: You may be fortunate to simply have a date emblazoned on the exterior of your house. These are usually in the form of a plaque or on details like a rainwater trap under the guttering, and although more common on late 19th century houses they could still be found in the early 20th century. Be wary though, as they may date an external makeover or an extension to an older house.

Visual Dating: The photographs and drawings throughout this book, but especially the details at the end of Chapter 4, may help to identify whether the house in question dates from this period. Look at the pitch of the roof, the style of original windows and doors (including neighbouring properties), the bonding of the brick, the position of the chimney, the rear of the building and the form of details like porches, arches and ornamentation. Although with older houses caution needs to be taken as fashions reached areas of the country at different times, improved travel, communications and the widespread availability of architectural magazines in this period meant new ideas could spread to distant parts in only a matter of a few years.

Documentary Evidence: There are numerous sources listed below, most of which are available from your local or county library or the internet.

Maps: Ordnance Survey large-scale maps were first published from 1888–93 and have been revised ever since and most libraries should hold copies of urban areas from the first half of the 20th century. Small-scale (1 inch to a mile) first editions from 1805–73 (republished by David and Charles), could be inaccurate. Second series/editions were better, begun in the 1840s and complete by the end of the century. By the 1920s and 1930s there was a wider range of small-scale maps available and although they may not be of sufficient detail to identify individual houses, they can help establish when an estate may have been built and just as importantly what stood on the ground before. Be careful when interpreting the date on the map as there were revisions to add new railways and roads and it is important to check any accompanying notes for the sheet you are using. Also, they are only telling you that it was there by the time of the survey or revision and not when it was actually built.

Trade directories: Listings of local businesses can be useful in dating when a street or row was in existence.

Victoria County Histories: A detailed series of books that after a century are still only half complete! If your town or village is covered it is packed with useful information and often tells you when a road was laid out. Also look for the Buildings of England series by Nikolaus Pevsner, which covers each county and includes dating evidence on notable buildings in your town and village.

Other Sources: It might be possible to find out who was the landlord, (often a company, university or landed estate) and their records, estate papers and building accounts can be useful. The Census from 1841 to 1901 can be viewed at The National Archives (and is also available via the internet). Also try tithe surveys (late 1830s) in county record offices, plans for new roads and railways, fire insurance records, and local newspapers.
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PLACES TO VISIT
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BACK TO BACKS, Inge Street (next to Hippodrome Theatre), Birmingham (tel: 0121 666 7671 – phone to book a visit as room is limited; www.nationaltrust.org.uk). Reconstruction of four back to backs complete with interior fittings, laundry room and privies!

BEAMISH: THE NORTH OF ENGLAND OPEN AIR MUSEUM, Beamish, County Durham (tel: 01207 231811; www.beamish.org.uk). With fully fitted-out houses and working features, including trams.

BECONTREE HOUSING ESTATE, Valence House Museum, Becontree Avenue, Dagenham, RM8 3HT (tel: 020 8270 6896; www.barking-dagenham.gov.uk/4-heritage/becontree).

BLACK COUNTRY MUSEUM, Tipton Road, Dudley, West Midlands (tel: 0121 557 9643; www.bclm.co.uk). Industrial village with authentic terraces, shops and chapel fitted out as they would have been in the early 1900s, including an iron house from 1925. Very atmospheric with working features and a must if you want to see how the majority of people lived in this period.

BLACKWELL: THE ARTS AND CRAFTS HOUSE, Bowness-on-Windermere, Cumbria, LA23 3JR (tel: 015394 46139; www.blackwell.org.uk). Beautifully restored Arts and Crafts-style house by Baillie Scott. Not only does it contain an ingenious hall and a startling drawing room in a style that was copied in the 1920s, but it is also blessed with views over the Lakes.

CASTLE DROGO, Drewsteignton, nr Exeter, Devon, EX6 6PB (tel: 01647 433306; www.nationaltrust.org.uk). The last major country house built in this country by Sir Edwin Lutyens, begun in 1911 and completed in 1930.

DE LA WARR PAVILION, Bexhill on Sea, East Sussex. One of the first major Modernist public buildings in the country, which has been recently restored.

GEFFRYE MUSEUM, Kingsland Road, London, E2 (tel: 020 7739 9893; www.Geffrye-museum.org.uk). Period interiors on display.

MR STRAW’S HOUSE: 7 Blyth Grove, Worksop, Notts, S81 OJG (tel: 01909 482380; www.nationaltrust.org.uk). An Edwardian semi fitted out as it would have been by its tradesman owner in the 1920s.

VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM, Cromwell Road, London, SW7 (www.vam.ac.uk). Collections of period furniture and interior fittings.

2 WILLOW ROAD, Hampstead, London, NW3 1TH (tel: 020 7435 6166; www.nationaltrust.org.uk). Modernist house designed by Erno Goldfinger in 1939.


GLOSSARY
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	AEDICULE:
	The surrounding of a window or door by a raised moulding or pilasters with a form of pediment across the top. Common on Classically styled houses from the 1830s.



	AREA:
	Common name for the open space in front of a large terraced house, down which steps led to the basement.



	ARCHITRAVE:
	The lowest section of the entablature. In this context it refers to the door surround.



	ASHLAR:
	Smooth stone masonry with fine joints.



	ASTYLAR:
	A facade with no vertical features such as columns.



	BALUSTER:
	Plain or decorated post supporting the stair rail.



	BALUSTRADE:
	A row of decorated uprights (balusters) with a rail along the top.



	BARGEBOARD:
	External vertical boards which protect the ends of the sloping roof on a gable and were often decorated.



	BAY WINDOW:
	A window projecting from the facade of a house up a single or number of storeys but always resting on the ground.



	BONDING:
	The way bricks are laid in a wall with the different patterns formed by alternative arrangements of headers (the short ends) and stretchers (the long side).



	BOW WINDOW:
	A bay window with a curved plan.



	CAPITAL:
	The decorated top of a Classical column.



	CASEMENT:
	A window hinged along the side.



	CHIMNEYPIECE:
	An internal fireplace surround.



	CHIMNEYBREAST:
	The main body of the chimney, including the fireplace and flues.



	COPING STONE:
	A protective capping running along the top of a wall.



	CORNICE:
	The top section of the entablature, which in this context refers to the moulding that runs around the top of an external or internal wall.



	COVING:
	A large concave moulding that covers the joint between the top of a wall and ceiling.



	DADO:
	The base of a Classical column, which in this context refers to the bottom section of a wall between the skirting and Dado or chair rail.



	DORMER:
	An upright window set in the angle of the roof and casting light into the attic rooms.



	EAVES:
	The section of the roof timbers under the tiles or slates where they either meet the wall (and a parapet continues above) or project over it (usually protected by a fascia board which supports the guttering).



	ENTABLATURE:
	The horizontal lintel supported by columns in a Classical temple.



	FACADE:
	The main vertical face of the house.



	FANLIGHT:
	The window above a door lighting the hall beyond. Named after the radiating bars in semicircular Georgian and Regency versions.



	FINIAL:
	An ornamental piece on top of a railing or the end of the roof ridge.



	FLUTING:
	The vertical concave grooves running up a column or pilaster.



	FRIEZE:
	The middle section of the entablature, in this context referring to the section of the wall between the picture rail and cornice.



	GABLE:
	The triangular upper section of wall at the end of a pitched roof. A Dutch or Flemish gable can be found in a variety of profiles composed from geometric shapes.



	GLAZING BARS:
	The internal divisions of a window supporting the panes.



	HEARTH:
	The stone or brick base of a fireplace.



	JAMBS:
	The vertical sides of an opening for a door or window.



	KEYSTONE:
	The top stone in an arch, often projected as a feature.



	LINTEL:
	A flat beam fitted above a door or window to take the load of the wall above. In this period it was often masked on the outside by a shallow brick arch.



	MOULDING:
	A decorative strip of wood, stone or plaster.



	MULLION:
	A vertical member dividing a window.



	ORIEL:
	A projecting window supported from the wall rather than the ground.



	PARAPET:
	The top section of wall that continues above the sloping end of the roof.



	PARGETING:
	A raised pattern formed from plaster on an external wall (popular originally in the East of England).



	PEDIMENT:
	A low-pitched triangular feature supported by columns or pilasters above a Classically-styled door or window in this context.



	PILASTER:
	A flat Classical column fixed to a wall or fireplace and projecting slightly from it.



	PITCH:
	The angle by which a roof slopes. A plain sloping roof of two sides is called a pitched roof.



	QUOIN:
	The corner stones at the junction of walls. Often raised above the surface, made from contrasting materials or finished differently from the rest of the wall for decorative effect.



	RENDERING:
	A protective covering for a wall.



	REVEAL:
	The sides (jambs) of a recessed window or door opening.



	ROUGHCAST:
	A form of cement render containing small stones. Pebbledash is a form of roughcast which has larger pebbles thrown at it before the last cement coat dries.



	RUSTICATION:
	The cutting of stone or moulding of stucco into blocks separated by deep incised lines and sometimes with a rough-hewn finish. Often used to highlight the base of a Classical-styled house.



	SASH WINDOW:
	A window of two separate sashes that slide vertically (or horizontally on smaller Yorkshire sash windows).



	SKIRTING:
	The protective strip of wood at the base of a wall.



	STRING:
	The side support panel for a stair.



	STRING COURSE:
	A horizontal band running across a facade and usually projecting.



	STUCCO:
	A plaster used to render, imitate stonework, and form decorative features especially on Classical-styled houses.



	TRACERY:
	The ribs which divide the top of a stone window and are formed into patterns.



	TRANSOM:
	The horizontal bar in a window.



	VERNACULAR:
	Buildings made from local materials in styles and methods of construction passed down within a distinct area, as opposed to architect-designed structures made from mass-produced materials.



	VOUSSOIR:
	The wedge-shaped stones or bricks which make up an arch.
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