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1.  Introduction 
This is Part 2 of the four part on-line publication that describes, in detail, the first of the London 

County Council housing built between 1889 and the First World War. 

 

Part 1 set the scene, describing the early days of social housing, the Building Acts that 

controlled the development of social housing, and the demographics of London. 

This Part 2 covers the formation of the LCC, its architects, the designs for the housing and how 

the costs were managed. 

Part 3 covers, in detail, all the schemes built between 1889 and 1914. 

Part 4 is the summary and conclusions. 

 

A note on terminology: Throughout this publication the terms dwelling, tenement, block and 

cottage are used.  

The term dwelling refers to any structure that is to house people. The dwelling can be a single-

family structure, such as a cottage, or can but for multiple occupancy, invariably blocks. For 

the period this publication covers, the term “house” was used to indicate a large property with 

many rooms, and only applies to lodging houses. 

The term tenement equates to the more modern term “flat” and is a rentable home for one 

family that has been specifically designed as such in a block dwelling. 

The term block was used at the time to described the multiple tenancy buildings, no more than 

5 storeys high, built by developers, philanthropic organisations and local authorities. All of 

these were named “Buildings”, such as in Darcy Buildings near Waterloo. Most of these blocks 

have since been renamed as “Houses”. 

The term cottage at the time referred to what today we would call a terraced or small semi-

detached house. Many that are still standing are called “cottages” today as there is no better 

modern description. 
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2. The formation of the London County Council 
The London County Council was formed on 21st March 1889 under the 1888 Local 

Government Act which extended the representation of local government officers elected by 

ratepayers. This created the County of London whose boundary encompassed the old vestries 

and districts, but excluded the City of London, and which took over the responsibilities of the 

Metropolitan Board of Works (MBW). The only important operational change over that of the 

MBW was that the Council was elected by the ratepayers and so had to always keep one eye 

on costs lest they should upset the voters. Eleven years later, in 1899, the Tory government of 

the time passed the London Government Act, out of which came the formal metropolitan 

borough councils that generally became known as the London Boroughs. The LCC county 

boundary did not change until the formation of the Greater London Council in 1965 which 

managed a much larger county than the LCC and included most of the old county of Middlesex. 

Legislation was split between the LCC and the borough councils, but the LCC remained the 

central authority for enforcing slum clearance. Borough councils could build working class 

housing themselves, but few did so before World War 1 because of the cost.  

 

London benefited from a series of particularly forward thinking LCC councillors in its early 

days. From 1889 until 1907 the majority of the councillors were members of the Progressive 

Party which was unofficially aligned to the Liberal Party, but also consisted of Fabians and 

members of the Social Democrat Federation. The Progressives were keen on moral 

improvement of the people. Council elections were held every 3 years and in 1907 the 

Municipal Reformers (‘Moderates’) took control, and this party was aligned to the 

Conservatives and was less inclined towards the socialist ideals of their predecessors. This 

party kept power until 1934 when Labour won the election. Labour continued to run the LCC 

until it was replaced by the GLC in 1965. It is interesting to note that the Municipal Reformers 

did not start one housing development between 1907 and the 1920s although they did complete 

all those already in progress when they took over (even if they were still in the planning stage). 
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3. The Architects and Their Designs 
The formation of the London County Council was the responsibility of the Liberal Government 

of the time and they wanted Lord Rosebery (Home Secretary 1885-6) to head the council. Lord 

Rosebery very reluctantly accepted the post but kept a low profile and proved to be a very 

capable Chairman. The early years of the Council were dominated by a Liberal-Radical group 

known as The Progressives. Lord Rosebery approved of the Progressive’s social outlook and 

allowed them to develop it further. 

 

The outcome of this social outlook was the recruitment of a number of predominantly young 

architects under the leadership of experienced architects. Most of the architects were followers 

of the Arts and Crafts movement founded by William Morris. The names of these architects 

were never known to the public in the way modern architects are but they quietly influenced 

the designs of the buildings of London in the early days of the LCC. 

 

The LCC’s architect’s department was large with the strict 

hierarchy that was similar to the Civil Service. New 

architects were often juniors who were not on the permanent 

headcount until they had proven themselves. The architect’s 

department was responsible for all LCC building designs 

and was complemented by the Building Acts department 

which was responsible for ensuring all London buildings, 

irrespective of who built them, met the current regulations 

of the time. The architect’s department was split into a 

number of teams, headed by an Assistant Architect and one 

of those teams was responsible for housing. In overall 

charge of the architects was the Superintending Architect 

and this post was held by the respected Thomas Blashill 

from 1887 to 1899. The seniority of this post can be judged 

from the fact that it carried the substantial salary of £1500 

per annum. In 1895 he was asked to stay on beyond his normal retirement age of 65 and 

officially retired on 31st Dec 1899 although he actually retired 3 months later because of a lack 

of suitable replacement. He was described as “A scholarly, 

dignified and genial personality, he was greatly esteemed by 

the staff of his department”1. The LCC minutes record that 

on retirement his pensionable service was increased by 10 

years to 21 years, on the full salary of £1500, in gratitude of 

his service. He was replaced by William Edward Riley who 

held the post until his retirement in 1919. Riley’s character 

was notably different to Blashill’s and this may have been 

the reason for some transfers around 1900 that are described 

below. Riley was described as “A man of unusually forceful 

personality who, - almost inevitably, - expressed himself by 

somewhat autocratic methods. His powers of organisation 

placed him in the forefront of administrators. He possessed 

a fine literary taste, was a brilliant conversationalist, and a 

most genial companion”.  There is no evidence to suggest 

that the Council were unhappy with Thomas Blashill, but they may have deliberately chosen 

the more forceful William Riley to ensure the planned schemes were as cost-effective as 

possible.  

 

 
Fig. 1: Thomas Blashill 

 
Fig. 2: William Edward Riley 
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The Architect’s Department had no lower departmental 

breakdown but included Assistant Architects who were in 

charge of Sections that carried out various aspects of the 

LCC’s work such as fire stations, public buildings and 

housing. Reading the minutes of the time the reader gets the 

impression that being in the Fire Stations Section was the 

place to be. The first recorded Assistant Architect in charge 

of the Housing Section was a relatively young Owen 

Fleming (b.1865), who held the post until 1899. He did not 

gain promotion to the post of Superintending Architect on 

Blashill’s retirement but was transferred to be head of the 

Fire Station Section. 

Fleming had a high 

reputation amongst the 

architects but he was 

probably not a forceful or 

charismatic enough person to take over the senior role. He is 

described simply as a “warm personality and had a list of 

friends”. Fleming was replaced by John Briggs who only held 

the post until 1901 when he was promoted to be Riley’s 

assistant. This short time in charge seems to have been 

planned and suggests that Fleming’s move to the Fire Brigade 

Section was part of a larger reorganisation plan. Briggs 

retired in 1922 on the grounds of ill health, still as assistant to 

Riley. He seems to have been a good administrator and 

probably a ‘safe’ 

appointment as he is described thus: “He was a sincere, kindly 

and approachable man – the correct administrator rather 

than the practising executive architect – highly esteemed not 

only by the staff of the Department but by all who knew him”. 

Briggs was replaced by Robert Robertson in 1901 who held 

the post until his retirement in 1931. In 1919 Robertson was 

created Director of Housing Construction, a post to match the 

requirement of the “Homes Fit for Heroes” objectives post 

World War 1. Robertson seems to have been another well-

liked head of section as he was described as “He was 

courteous and kindly disposition and was held in high esteem 

by the staff”.   

 

Working in the Housing Section for the Assistant Architect were a number of architects who 

were very influential in their designs and their names appear on many of the drawings and 

designs. They include Reginald Minton Taylor (1892-1932), Charles Canning Winmill (1892-

1899 when transferred to Fire Stations Section), James Rogers Stark (1900-1910 when 

transferred to Schools Section), and briefly but influentially, Archibald Stuart Soutar. Under 

the leadership of Fleming, Briggs and then Robertson, the designs continued to flourish, despite 

the autocratic William Riley being the Superintending Architect from 1900. One suspects that 

a vital skill Briggs and Roberston needed was to protect their architects from Riley. 

 

All the purely architectural aspects of the early LCC Buildings are very well covered by the 

GLC’s publication “A Revolution in London Housing, 1893-1914’ edited by Susan Beattie. 

 

 
Fig. 3: Owen Fleming 

 
Fig. 4: John Briggs 

 
Fig. 5: Robert Robertson 
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The designs of the blocks evolved with experience but, from the start, they were nearly all self-

contained with WCs and kitchens (usually called sculleries), whereas many of the 

philanthropists were still building ‘associated’ dwellings where WCs and sinks were shared. 

The Council’s regulations initially stated that the buildings should be a maximum of 4 storeys 

and the first LCC designed block, Beachcroft Buildings in Limehouse, were built that height. 

The resulting costs were high and the LCC soon had to modify their ideas to prevent the 

buildings generating a charge on the county rates. The second block, at Yabsley Street Poplar, 

had a fifth storey added to the design and this actually improved the looks of the building. After 

that, nearly all the blocks were designed from the start with 5 storeys.  

 

The influence of the Arts & Crafts movement was to show itself in the exterior design and in 

the airiness of the interiors. Many of the buildings showed flair in their designs with curved 

bays, dormer roofs, glazed lower brickwork and ostentatious stairways and entranceways. All 

rooms were designed to have good natural lighting and the fittings were of high quality. The 

aim was for the residents to get pleasure living there, thus reducing potentially high repair costs 

due to vandalism, and for the buildings to last many years before needing refurbishment. These 

aims were generally achieved as many buildings still stand and their current owners are willing 

to spend money refurbishing them rather than demolish and re-build. 

 

The designs of the early cottages also blossomed into quality housing. The early designs lacked 

many external features that modern historians would have expected to see, but the quality of 

the interiors made up for that.  

 

The building regulations introduced by the Council on 3rd December 1889 are detailed in the 

minutes of the Housing of the Working Classes Committee:2 

 

(a) Staircases. - A central staircase in blocks of dwellings is objectionable, and, as 

regards convenience of plan and thorough ventilation of each dwelling, the best 

amongst the modes commonly in use is that which provides a staircase close to the outer 

wall, and having large openings communicating with the open air. Such a staircase can 

be conveniently arranged to give access to four dwellings, and the ventilation of such 

dwellings can be effected by means of open doors and fanlights, so that a thorough 

current of air can be obtained when it is desired. If it is felt in the winter time that this 

arrangement leaves the persons using the staircases too much exposed to the weather, 

windows partially enclosing the openings can be provided. The chief alternative to this 

kind of staircase seems to be one which is in the centre of the block, and gives access 

to dwellings on each side of it. In this case the ingress of fresh air to the staircases can 

only be through the entrance doorway and along a short passage, and through the 

skylight at the top of the staircase. Upon this the dwellings opening from the staircase 

have to depend for their through ventilation. Both these plans are in considerable use. 

Staircases in buildings more than three storeys high should be at least 4 feet in width. 

The walls of the staircases to a height of about 4 feet 6 inches should be finished with 

glazed or hard-pressed bricks; the upper portions with hard bricks neatly pointed. 

 

(b) Basement Floors. - There is no doubt that, as compared with the other floors of a 

building, the basement floor is undesirable as a residence, but in building artizans' 

dwellings it is generally expedient to construct a storey below the ground floor, though 

it is not necessary that they be used as ‘dwellings’; but inasmuch as there is no definite 

evidence at the present time that basement rooms, fronting upon a principal street, 

should not be used for dwelling purposes, their use need not be forbidden, provided that 

adequate precautions against fire are taken, and that the bottom of the window sills is 

not lower than the level of the adjoining pavement, and not more than 3 feet above the 
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floor, and that in other respects they agree with the provisions of section 103 of the 

Metropolis Local Management Act (18 and 19 Vic. cap. 120), as applied to new 

buildings. They are usually let at a rate materially lower than the rooms above them, 

but if they are let at the same rate as the upper floors in a high block of buildings, they 

are preferred by many people who are not able to mount a considerable number of stairs. 

Beyond the question of health, it is not necessary to object to such rooms on account 

of their proximity to the street, those who occupy them being able to make such 

arrangements for privacy as they find necessary. Where no areas are practicable, the 

walls should be covered with asphalte or other damp-resisting material, from the 

damp-course to the footings. 

 

(c) Bath-rooms, &c. - Unless they are in close vicinity to public baths and wash-

houses (a condition which can very rarely happen), bath and wash-house 

accommodation should be provided to every block of dwellings, and this can best 

be provided in a separate building or on the basement floor, or in a distinct section 

of the block that can be constantly under inspection, and to which inexpensive 

arrangements for water-supply, &c., can be applied. In connection with this matter, 

the water-closet accommodation has been considered, on the assumption that the 

dwellings to be built or promoted by the Council will generally be for the 

accommodation of the lowest class of the population which inhabits separate 

tenements, a class just above that which uses the common lodging houses, and for 

which neither private speculators nor the societies for building artizans' dwellings 

make any provision. It seems inexpedient that either water-closets or separate water 

supply or sinks should be constructed so as to be immediately accessible from any 

dwelling rooms. A sufficient number of closets should be supplied to each floor of 

dwellings to which a separate staircase is provided, together with a provision of 

sinks and water supply for common use. Such closets should have both doors and 

windows opening directly to the open air; and, where possible, there should be one 

closet to each family. Dust-shoots should be provided from each common scullery, 

or from the landing adjacent, to discharge into galvanized iron moveable dustbins, 

which can be carried out and emptied into the dust-cart. 

 

(d) Size of rooms. - The number of rooms to be provided in each tenement, and their 

sizes, have been considered as one question, and the following may be regarded as 

minima:- 

(1.) In a one-roomed tenement the minimum superficial area should be 144 

feet. This would conveniently be provided in a room measuring about 12 feet 

by 12 feet. 

(2.) A two-roomed tenement should have a similar room, with an additional 

room containing 96 superficial feet, or measuring 12 feet by 8 feet. 

(3.) A three-roomed tenement should have a large room containing 144 feet in 

superficial area, and two rooms each containing 96 feet. 

 

These sizes, however, should not be rigidly fixed, but rooms of various sizes should 

be provided. Four-roomed tenements need not be provided, but if they are, the fourth 

room should be of about 100 feet superficial area. 

 

It would be convenient as regards planning, and also as regards the population to be 

accommodated, that some little variety should exist in the sizes of the rooms in each 

tenement as well as in their number, in order to provide for the different conditions of 

the families. As regards the interval which should exist between any block of dwellings 

and the nearest building obstructing the light from its windows, it is suggested that, if 
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practicable, this distance should be equal to one and a half times the height of the 

obstructing building. But it does not appear that this space can, in view of the cost of 

land, be generally provided. Under no circumstances should a nearer distance than the 

height of the buildings be allowed. 

 

From the very first building it was realised that the above regulations would make the buildings 

uneconomic to build and in 1893 the minimum height of rooms was reduced to 7’ 6” and shortly 

afterwards minimum width of staircases was set at 3’ 6”. Most of the other regulations 

remained. Baths and washhouses were rarely provided in blocks but one notable exception was 

the Boundary Street Estate in Bethnal Green which had a separate and large washhouse. The 

Council made every effort to increase the size of rooms where cost-effective, but this was rarely 

possible in central areas. 

 

One important amendment was concerning the minimum sizes of the rooms. As stated in the 

“size of rooms” above, the living rooms were to be a minimum of 144 sq. ft. and the bedrooms 

a minimum of 96 sq. ft. Following criticism of the size of the rooms compared to rents asked 

for the Boundary Street Estate, the Secretary of State increased the minimum living room size 

to 160 sq. ft. and bedroom size to 110 sq. ft. (or 100 and 120 sq. ft. respectively where there 

are two bedrooms). These minimum standards were supposedly rigorously observed3. As will 

be seen later in this publication, many of the later Part I schemes did not have room sizes that 

met the new minima making one question the rigour in applying the standards. The Secretary 

of State introduced other regulations such as limiting the number of people who had access to 

a staircase, and the insistence of minimum of 45 degree angle of direct light to all rooms. Note 

that these changes to regulations only applied to housing built under Part 1 of the Housing of 

the Working Classes Act, 1890 as housing built under Part II were approved by the Local 

Government Board.  

 

The architects designed buildings to the highest standards that could be afforded. The resulting 

blocks and cottages were better than working-class houses in the area, but the rents were too 

high for the lower-paid working-classes to be able to afford. But what was the Council expected 

to do? Build hovels to the lowest standard and so enable low rents to be charged? This would 

simply generate new slums and this is something that has been seen from the late 1950s where 

concrete partly-prefabricated housing was built that was very cost-effective but suffered from 

technical and build problems and was unloved from the beginning and therefore suffered from 

vandalism. 

 

The decision by the Council to raise housing standards, and give the lowest paid something to 

aspire to, was probably the only choice they had as they were hamstrung by not being allowed 

to fund housing from their county rates. 

 

Now that the rules, recommendations and restrictions have been described, it is possible to 

analyse the Council’s schemes in the light of these parameters rather than by modern standards. 

The next section analyses the schemes constructed under the various Acts and Parts of Acts. 

The costs for most of them can be compared as the figures are generally available and can be 

converted into a basic measure of cost-per-person, based on the standard measure of the time 

of two persons per room. Only where the scheme formed part of a larger street clearance or 

public works scheme has it been difficult to provide a comparison as some costs are hidden in 

the public works scheme and cannot be reliably extracted. 
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4. The LCC designs 
To place working class housing into its correct context of that time, it is necessary to understand 

the housing standards that were being applied in the late 1800s. 

 

The majority of the working classes at the time would not have any experience of living in 

housing with a private flush toilet, or even a toilet shared between just one other family. Neither 

would the majority have experience of a separate kitchen or scullery. Many of the families in 

the lower earnings group (12s a week or below) would be living in considerable poverty and 

would, almost certainly, all live in just one room of a house originally built for just one family. 

The sanitation and water supply would probably be unmodified and therefore be shared 

amongst all the families in the house. The families in the next group above (12s-18s) would 

fare a little better and may be able to afford 2 rooms either in an un-converted house or in one 

of the blocks built by the philanthropists or entrepreneurs. However, they were likely to still 

have to share washing and toilet facilities. Only when the income of the family rose to 20s or 

above was there usually enough of a surplus to be able to choose where to live and the better 

philanthropic housing became affordable. It was not just the income that mattered, but the 

regularity of that income. The better accommodation was only available to those with a regular 

income because of the stricter control over rent collection. 

 

As a result, the majority of the working classes would be grateful for any clean and sanitary 

accommodation at an affordable rent and close to their place of work. Those on low and/or 

irregular wages were never going to be able to be provided for, and these workers would have 

had a hard uphill battle to better themselves.  

 

The majority of London working-class housing was owned and managed by private landlords. 

Much of this housing had complex ownership issues and at the top of the ownership tree was 

the land owner. Much of London housing had been built on land owned by a few privileged 

landlords, including the Church (through the Ecclesiastical Commissioners) and the Prince of 

Wales. Despite the reputation these land owners tried to portray, most were surprisingly 

uninterested in those who lived in the housing built on their land (Lord Portman and Lady 

Henry Somerset were notable exceptions). Next down in the chain were the owners of the 

houses built on the land. There was very little freehold property in this marketplace and so the 

property would be leasehold or, more usually, copyhold. Many owners of the working class 

housing would not live in them but simply purchase the housing as an investment. The rents 

would often be collected by rent collectors chosen for their ability to collect rent rather than 

their social skills. Sometimes the main tenant lived on part of the premises and sub-let one or 

more rooms to other tenants. The census returns of the time show many elderly couples or 

widows/widowers living in just one part of the dwelling, with another family living in the same 

accommodation as the second family in that property. With no social security or pensions for 

the working classes, sub-letting was often the only way for elderly people to make ends meet. 

The worst method of sub-letting was known as rack-renting and could reach many levels with 

the sub-letter further sub-letting rooms to another family or person. There are even stories 

reported at the time of people renting a single room then sub-letting space on the floor in that 

room. 

 

It was into this housing marketplace of old unsuitable property, divided into 2 or more 

tenements, that the philanthropists and speculators came with their offers of block housing for 

the working classes. Only one person was advocating cottages as being the only ideal 

accommodation for the working classes and that was Octavia Hill. Much has been written about 

this remarkable lady and this needs not be repeated in this publication. There are two key ideals 

that Miss Hill brought to the marketplace that are significant when discussing the early LCC 

housing. The first is that Miss Hill genuinely believed that the very lowest of the working 
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classes did not warrant high-quality housing as their moral standards were not good enough 

and the property would soon be in a state of disrepair. Her plan was to provide very basic 

housing with, for example, just one water source per floor. Those tenants who improved 

themselves could move on to better tenements in the same property or other property she 

managed. The second ideal, and it is a key one, is that the property needs to be micro-managed 

by a manager who lived close to the property (or even in it) and who had daily contact with the 

tenants. As tenants improved themselves repairs were carried out as a reward. It is no accident 

that all of Miss Hill’s property managers were ladies and the majority of the communication 

with the tenants was not through the man, the traditional head of the family, but with the wife 

who was the person who occupied the dwelling most of the time during the day. 

 

Apart from Miss Hill no other organisation, whether charitable, philanthropic or speculative, 

advocated cottages and only offered to build ‘blocks’, or Model Dwellings as they were called 

at the time. The simple economics based on land values, building costs and potential rents made 

blocks the only economical choice. 

 

The LCC, from the start, wanted to build better houses than the standard of the time. They were 

hoping to build cottages but the economics, particularly with the high land values in London, 

made this impossible for most of the county as the adverse impact on the rates would have been 

politically dangerous for the Council. Instead, they chose to build high quality blocks with an 

en-suite WC and separate kitchen/scullery for each dwelling. But before introducing those 

ideals the LCC had to decide what to do with on-going programmes they inherited from the 

Metropolitan Board of Works. To the Council’s credit they chose to complete all on-going 

programmes although not all resulted in the planned buildings as some cleared land was turned 

into open spaces and some land was purchased by the London School Board for new schools. 

The Council did build some cottages in the early days but these were to the east of London 

where the lower land values made cottages viable. 

 

For the period in question there were four types of dwelling being built for the working classes; 

(i) Blocks, based on the designs of Model Dwellings as first suggested by Prince Albert in 1851 

and built for the Great Exhibition in Knightsbridge Barracks near Hyde Park by Henry 

Roberts4, (ii) Blocks with internal landings or external walkways providing access to each 

dwelling, (iii) cottages, mainly two storey and terraced, and (iv) housing built on garden estates. 

Note that “cottages” are what would simply be termed terraced housing in modern times. 

Added to the above types are Lodging Houses, usually for men only, but always for single 

people. These were required because London contained a large number of privately-run lodging 

houses, and not all were well run or monitored. The Council believed they could build better 

ones but the results were often well below the expectations. 

 

Blocks were usually 5 storeys high (never more) but a few were 2 – 4 storeys. No reliable 

pattern can be established as to why some were designed with external walkways across the 

front of each floor giving access to front doors, and why some had internal landings. Having 

walkways (or verandas as they were sometimes referred to) meant space would only be required 

for one staircase (or one each end in the case of long buildings), but space was taken at the 

front of the building for the walkways and so negated the space saving. Long buildings would 

be difficult to design effectively with internal landings as they would need staircases spaced 

along the length of the building. Each staircase took valuable space that could have been used 

for tenements. There is also the impression that some architects preferred internal landings 

whilst others preferred the external walkways. Three final advantages of external walkways are 

evident in the surviving buildings and are immediately obvious to anyone who looks at them. 

The first is that the occupier has external space in front of their entrance. This space is used by 

many tenants for pot plants giving the tenant a pseudo-garden that was always the dream of the 



_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 Early LCC Housing - Part 2 LCC, the architects, and their designs Page 11 of 39 
 © Martin Stilwell 2015 

LCC for all their tenants. The second is one of visibility. The walkways give the tenants a better 

feeling of security as any visitor is visible from the yard/pavement below and they generate 

neighbourliness with fellow tenants. The third is ventilation; almost an obsession with the 

Victorians. Direct air from a front door on an open walkway was preferred to musty air from 

an internal and potentially damp landing. 

 

The quality of construction of the blocks is well illustrated by their survival of the bombing in 

World War 2. Many buildings survived with repairable damage whilst adjacent buildings were 

destroyed or so badly damaged that they were pulled down. 

 

As regards the cottages, a surprising number have been demolished, and not necessarily 

because they were in the way of street or road developments. This suggests that many were not 

cost-effective to modernise into larger tenements with proper kitchens and bathrooms. Those 

that have survived are predominantly the type that were built in two halves with left and right 

halves being separate dwellings with their own front doors. These have easily been converted 

into larger single dwellings. For reasons unknown, Greenwich and neighbouring Deptford 

seem to have lost most of their cottages to modern developments, although the reasons may 

well have been the high cost of modernisation in the 1960s. In only one case did WW2 bomb 

damage result in demolition of some cottages. 

 

The real success story was in the development of the garden estates. The success can be 

measured both in financial and social terms. All the pre-WW1 garden estate houses are is still 

standing, with some in extremely good condition. 

 

The tables on the next pages list the schemes, including those started by the MBW. In all tables 

the maximum capacity of the new dwellings is calculated as being 2 people per room, and this 

simple equation was used officially by the authorities right through the period in question and 

provides a useful comparison. 

 

The first table below, Table 1, covers schemes started and completed by the MBW and the 

most significant information is the considerable differences between the highest and lowest 

costs to the MBW. The lowest cost is an exceptional 8 shillings (40p) per person for the Great 

Peter St. scheme, and the highest is £104 17s 7d (£104.88) per person for the Bedfordbury 

scheme. The Great Peter St and Little Coram St schemes cannot be used directly as a 

comparison as most of the land was already owned by the developer, Peabody Trust, and they 

purchased most of the original property at their own expense. The purchase price paid by the 

MBW stated for these schemes was just for land required for street widening in both cases. Of 

the other schemes the variance was either due to being away from the heavily built-up areas in 

the case of the cheapest schemes; or was high because of the high density of the original 

housing or the ability of the landlords to extract the maximum compensation, or both. It should 

be noted that the Pear St Court scheme had a relatively low acquisition price for the buildings 

because the houses were particularly old and probably the last of their kind in London.  
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Table 1: Metropolitan Board of Works schemes 
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Table 2 lists the schemes started by the MBW but completed by the LCC. Note that the costs 

are noticeably higher than on Table 1. This can be directly attributed to the cost of building the 

new dwellings – something that the MBW did not have to worry about as they never built new 

housing themselves. However, this still does not excuse the LCC for the particularly high costs 

of the Sheldon St scheme which can only be partly explained as being due to the somewhat 

complex and fragmented shape of the sites to be cleared. 

 

The Cable Street scheme was planned to be handed over to the Guinness Trust for them to 

build, but the building regulations on the height and size of the new property were too strict for 

Guinness and they decided they could not build economically. This is a key fact as the Guinness 

Trust successfully built much high density housing in large blocks (but still to a high 

construction standard). Guinness felt they could not build the dwellings required and continue 

to make a profit over a long period. This resulted in a conflict between the required high 

building standards and low density of occupation on one hand, and the need to build for the 

low rents the targeted tenants could afford. 
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Table 2: Scheme started by MBW and completed by the LCC 
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Following the introduction of the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act, and the subsequent 

amendments in the next two decades, the housing standards started to be raised. Unfortunately, 

this conflicted with the requirement to charge low rents to meet the needs of the working 

classes. The rents charged needed to be comparable with those in property in the adjacent area 

and the drive to improve housing standards conflicted with that. Although the philanthropic 

and speculative builders had to meet certain basic building requirements such as a maximum 

height of 5 storeys, they did not have to meet the LCC standards for building materials, toilet 

and washing facilities, stairways and landings, and party walls. Peabody, in particular, was 

successful at building high quality housing but with certain shared facilities to keep the costs 

down. The fact that almost all the original Peabody buildings are still standing is testament to 

the soundness of their approach, although the shared facilities in their designs were fast being 

outmoded by the end of the Victorian era. 

 

The first schemes sanctioned by the LCC under the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act 

were either under Parts I, II or III of the Act. Part I deals with the clearance and rebuilding of 

unhealthy areas. Part II is very similar but concerns unhealthy buildings. Part III was originally 

written to replace the Labouring Classes Lodging Houses Acts of 1851 and 1867, but was 

interpreted by councils, and the LCC in particular, to include more than just ‘lodging houses’. 

Section 53 of the 1890 Act clarifies the term Lodging House: “The expression ‘lodging houses 

for the working classes’ when used in this part of the Act shall include separate houses or 

cottages for the working classes, whether containing one or several tenements, and the 

purposes of this part of the Act shall include the provision of such houses and cottages”. Part 

III also allowed for compulsory purchase of other buildings to make schemes more cost-

effective, and for the building of ‘cottages‘. As we will see later, this allowed the LCC 

flexibility to carry out some of their plans to raise the standards of working class housing. 

 

Table 3 and Table 4 list the schemes carried out under Parts I and II of the 1890 Act. In Table 

3 (Part I of the 1890 Act) the cost of the schemes varied considerably. The Aylesbury Place 

scheme in Clerkenwell represents poor value for money, but the Clare Market scheme in The 

Strand is good value, especially considering location. The Nightingale St scheme is an 

interesting one in that Lord Portman bore all the costs as the slums were on his land. Lord 

Portman himself was not able to carry out the scheme as a totally private venture due to 

complexities of certain leases, but the LCC agreed to manage the inspection and purchase of 

the property, after which Lord Portman took ownership of all the interests in the property and 

repaid the expenses. Lord Portman organised and funded the erection of the new dwellings. It 

is a pity that there were not more ‘Lord Portmans’ to help the LCC and the working classes of 

London. 

 

Table 4 (Part II of the 1890 Act) shows similar numbers but the Brooke’s Market scheme 

housed only 60 people and, with hindsight, may have been dealt with better by the LCC. The 

slum area was first brought to the attention of the medical officer in 1875 but proved to be a 

protracted scheme and the LCC had great difficulty in getting anyone to build the new housing 

and so were forced to build themselves. Even with £3000 contributed by the Holborn District 

Board the scheme was an expensive one, although the area was considerably improved with 

paving and open spaces around the new building. 

 

Table 5 (Part III of the 1890 Act) lists the pro-active development carried out by the Council, 

and Table 6 lists the schemes carried out as a result of the requirement to rehouse people who 

were displaced by street improvement schemes. The cost-per-person for the latter cannot be 

calculated because the purchase and clearance costs were included in the cost of the whole 

improvement scheme and cannot be accurately isolated. 
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Table 3: Housing schemes carried out under Part 1 of the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act 
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Table 4: Housing schemes carried out under Part II of the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act 

 



_____________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 Early LCC Housing - Part 2 LCC, the architects, and their designs Page 18 of 39 
 © Martin Stilwell 2015 

 

 
 

Table 5: Housing schemes carried out under Part III of the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act 
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Table 6: Housing schemes carried out as a result of street improvements 
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5. The costs – did the numbers add up? 
When calculating the costs of any of the LCC schemes, finances alone cannot give the whole 

picture as to the potential success or failure of a scheme. The social aspects that must be taken 

into account include the improved social circumstances and welfare of the tenants (if, indeed, 

there was an improvement), the betterment of the area of any slum clearances, and the impact 

of the standards of the new buildings on future working class housing. 

 

As to the improvement in the lives of those cleared from slum schemes, this needs to take into 

account the fact that most of the tenants of the slums were unable, or unwilling, to take up 

tenancies in the replacement dwellings and so had to move to slums close by. This is recognised 

as having a negative impact on the lowest of the working classes which was offset by the long-

term impact of the clearance of the slums. The poorest had little option but to try and find 

accommodation elsewhere, but as slums got cleared those opportunities reduced and they were 

forced to improve their earnings to enable them to afford the accommodation available. 

Although some poor people were never able to raise themselves out of the predicament they 

were in, the social changes that occurred in the early 20th century enabled many to provide 

decent housing for their families. These improvement included the introduction of state 

pensions and the ability of the Council’s housing to be funded from the county rates and so 

provide true social housing. 

 

For this publication, the social benefits will be hard to measure as the period is relatively small, 

and it covers the early period of the LCC when, inevitably, mistakes were made and working 

practices were still being developed. Alison Ravetz in her book “Council Housing and Culture. 

The history of a social experiment” covers the subject very well. As a result, I am able to 

concentrate of the finances, and provide opinions and comments on the potential social impact. 

 

The costs of any of the LCC re-housing schemes were always the subject of much debate at the 

time. There are many letters and reports at the time arguing for and against the cost of such 

schemes, depending on your political alignment. The problem was that social housing, as 

developed by the Council, could not be funded from the rates and so the re-housing schemes 

had to prove that they could be self-funding from the rents. This was difficult, and the success 

rate of the Council was not good, although many of the annual deficits were small.  

5.1. Breaking the costs down 

When calculating the net cost to erect new buildings, there are a number of individual costs to 

take into consideration. The Council was not always consistent in how they applied the 

numbers across all their publications, and some costs remain hidden; either deliberately to hide 

them or because the Council felt they were not important and are subsumed into numbers 

published elsewhere.  

 

The net cost of a scheme is made up of costs and receipts. The main elements are in Table 7 

below. 
Costs Receipts 

Purchase of the slum dwellings Sale of materials from slum clearance 

Purchase of the freeholds Sale of surplus land 

Overheads to carry out the purchase Rents received pending demolition 

Road and street improvements Contribution from District or Vestry 

Construction of new buildings Value of site after completion 
 

Table 7: Costs and receipts typical of a clearance scheme 

There are often some smaller hidden costs such as the re-imbursement of rents or compensation 

to tenants being evicted. Note that the landlord has sold the property and the freeholder has 

sold the freehold, but the tenant has lost his home. In some cases the tenants may have paid 
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rent in advance or have commercial interests to protect and so demand compensation from the 

new owners – the LCC. However, in all the cases, adjustments to the costs or revenue are very 

small compared to the main figures in the calculation. 

 

The Council were adamant that the value of the site after completion was treated as ‘revenue’, 

despite this value being the only element where there is no transfer of monies. The value is an 

asset, of course, but one that cannot be realised for many years, maybe as much as 80 years, 

and would then bear no relation to the original figure because of the effects of inflation. As a 

result, my calculations do not include this figure. 

 

Once the final costs have been calculated it is simple to assess the cost of the scheme as the 

standard method of calculating building capacity for housing blocks is to simply multiply the 

number of rooms per dwelling/tenement by 2, that being the maximum allowable capacity per 

room. The maximum capacity of cottages was sometimes calculated differently, and was stated 

in the plans. 

 

The actual capacity (extracted from census returns) is usually well below the maximum for all 

the well-run buildings. 

 

Two examples to illustrate the calculations: 

1. Trafalgar Rd scheme, Greenwich. Started under the MBW in 1883 and completed by the 

LCC in 1901. 

 
 Cost Revenue 
Acquisition: amount claimed was £13,284. Amount settled (1884) £7,859  
Acquisition: remaining settlement through arbitration (1884) £9,986  
Overheads £1,879  
Cost of widening East Street and Old Woolwich Rd £817  
   
Rents received and sale of building material (up to 1886)  £618 
Sale of surplus land to the London School Board  £1,406 
Cost to Council of erecting cottages £12,299  
   
Totals £32,840 £2,024 
NET COST £30,816  

 
The cottages were planned for 306 people and so the cost per person is £30,816 / 306 = £100.71 

 

2. Brooke’s Market, Holborn. Slum clearance under Part II of the 1890 Housing of the 

Working Classes Act. Completed in 1897. 

 
 Cost Revenue 
Acquisition: amount claimed was £9,498. Amount settled (1884) £4,989  
Acquisition: remaining settlement through arbitration (1884) £665  
Cost of street widening £1,851  
Cost of paving surrounding streets £1,528  
Contribution by Holborn District Board  £3,000 
Cost to Council of erecting Cranley Buildings £2,847  
   
Totals £11,880 £3,000 
NET COST £8,880  

 
Cranley Buildings were planned for 60 people and so the cost per person is £8,880 / 60 = £148 

 

The above examples show that exact comparisons are difficult, although those detailed 

differences generally involve relatively small amounts. In both the above examples the Council 
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needed to carry out (or took the opportunity to carry out) street widening schemes. The benefits 

of the widening would have been felt across the next century and beyond. The cost of paving 

the surrounding streets with ‘asphalte’ in the Brooke’s Market scheme was a cost that would 

have to be borne by the Council anyway at some later date. The only other significant difference 

between the schemes is that Holborn District Board contributed £3000 towards the second 

scheme. A number of Part II schemes, such as Brooke’s Market, required the local District to 

contribute towards the costs, although not all did. Holborn District Board originally offered 

£1,400 but eventually agreed to fund half the cost, not to exceed £3,000, which they paid 

following acquisition of the property to be cleared. 

 

Where the value of the land is quoted in the Council’s papers (officially, the Rateable Value), 

this figure is not a true commercial value, but is a much lower one based on having working-

class housing erected on the land that must remain as working class housing for a stipulated 

period (typically, from 60 years to ‘in perpetuity’). The value applied to the completed scheme 

was important to the Council as it made up one element of the sinking fund used to control the 

full-life costs of all schemes. This sinking fund is described in more detail later in this chapter. 

 

The Council were aware of the possible criticism they would receive for the high costs when 

compared to philanthropic builders such as the Peabody and Guinness Trusts. The latter did 

not have to carry the costs of purchasing and clearing the slums, but were able to purchase the 

cleared site at a knock-down price because it could only be used for long-term working-class 

housing. Such was the difference between the inevitable high cost to purchase the slums and 

the low commercial value of the cleared site that the Council openly wrote off the purchase 

costs when promoting the cost-effectiveness of their building schemes. 

 

The funding of all the schemes came out of the Dwelling House Improvement Fund which was 

never large enough for the schemes and so the Council would often apply for Treasury loans 

at advantageous rates, which were usually 3¼% or even 3⅛%. These loans were originally to 

run for 40 years, but were extended in 1903 to 80 years for housing and 60 years for land, and 

to 80 years for both in 1909. 

5.2. Managing the construction costs 

When the architects designed the required blocks or cottages they will have calculated the 

estimated cost of construction based on known labour and material costs. This estimated cost 

was vital to ascertain the cost-effectiveness of any plan based on the number of tenancies and 

the expected weekly rents. Once the Council’s own designs were completed the invitation to 

tender went out to local builders (and to their own Works Department in many cases), and the 

builders submitted their tenders to construct the buildings. The Council would often take the 

lowest tender but other factors may come into play and a higher tender accepted. The tenders 

were often remarkably close to the architect’s estimates indicating that either the contractor 

knew the estimate in advance, or that the parameters of the architect’s calculations were public 

knowledge. The truth is probably a combination of the two. Anyone who is involved in bids 

for contracts for the Government and local authorities today will know that their sales force 

will have knowledge of the contract value the customer is expecting, and will also have been 

given guidelines as to the expected detailed costs that make up to total value. 

 

Despite this early period of government accounting, there were guidelines and expectations 

placed on the contractors as to material and labour charges. A search of the archives has failed 

to unearth documents that detail these expected costs for contracts before World War 1, but a 

very detailed contract breakdown has been found from 1920. This schedule of labour cost 

stipulates the hourly wage of all the tradesmen who may be used on a contract. The detail is 

quite remarkable and one wonders what the purpose was of enforcing such a detailed 
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breakdown when the Council could have simply insisted on a fixed-priced contract with no 

questions asked about how the contractor was going to carry out the work. However, 

government accounting has a history of cost over-runs and the schedule, illustrated on the 

following pages, would have been vital to ensure that any over charges were not the result of 

the contractor paying wages over the stipulated amount, unless agreed in advance. It should be 

borne in mind that skilled labour was in very short supply following WW1 and this Schedule 

was probably drawn up to control the wages of the labourers to help prevent rampant inflation. 

One could argue that it was successful as inflation after WW1 was controlled, although the 

Council would have been just one of many government organisations introducing the same 

controls. Conversely, the Council was more guilty than many in allowing excessive pay rises 

resulting from union pressure. Many of the Council’s own workers enjoyed considerable 

success in getting their wages increased after WW1, excessively so in some cases. An example 

of the problems that caused is illustrated in the section covering the Carrington Lodging House 

in Greenwich. 
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Fig. 6: Page 1 of the 1920 Schedule 
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Fig. 7: Page 2 of the 1920 Schedule 
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Fig. 8: Page 3 of the 1920 Schedule 
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Fig. 9: Page 4 of the 1920 Schedule 
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Fig. 10: Page 5 of the 1920 Schedule 
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Fig. 11: Page 6 of the 1920 Schedule 

 
To the Council’s credit, the costs of the constructions of the blocks and cottages before WW1 

do seem to have been controlled well with some even being completed under-budget. There 

are very few examples of final costs being far in excess of estimates and these often had good 

reasons such as a change of the architect’s plans before or during construction, or due to 

unexpected problems with the sub-soil. With a history of grossly-overrunning civil engineering 

contracts in modern times, this control of the early LCC housing construction costs is to be 

admired and applauded. 

5.3. Calculating the full-life costs 

So how did the LCC recover these costs? Quite simply, from the rent collected over a given 

period, which was usually a maximum of 60 years. To control the recovery of costs each 

scheme had a set of accounts and any profit (or loss) went into a sinking fund which was 

designed to include allowances for periodic refurbishment and especially for a major 

modernisation towards the end of the loan period. To achieve this, the sinking fund was 

expected to result in a minimum profit of 2½% per annum, and ideally 3½%. Working back 

from this bottom line of profit, each scheme would have needed to return a profit from rents of 

2½% + 3¼% (say) to cover the loan interest = 5¾%. Some treasury loans had a slightly lower 

interest rate, but the principles are the same.  

 

The final financial consideration was the ability to recover the costs over the set Treasury loan 

period. Each year the Council produced detailed accounts for all of the buildings to ensure the 
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rental income was not less than the costs (including the interest payments on the loan). These 

calculations were initially carried out when designing the building. If the estimated income was 

less than the costs, the Council could not simply increase the planned rents as this would 

inevitably increase the number of vacant tenements at any one time, and the Council were 

committed to charge the same rents being charged for similar property in the area. The only 

choice the Council had was to either apply to reduce the numbers to be re-housed, or make the 

new housing cheaper to build. Any deficit at the end of the year had to be recovered from the 

county rates and this was always very unpopular with the rate-payers. To reduce the numbers 

to be re-housed (under Part I or II of the Housing Act) the Council had to apply to Parliament 

with a business case to reduce the provision for the new housing. 

 

It does not take much to work out that the margin between financial success and financial 

failure was a narrow one. The architects tried their best to design the best housing within the 

financial constraints.  

 

The LCC architect’s designs came with an estimated cost to build which was compared to the 

responses from the potential builders following the invitation to tender. The first builder to be 

asked to tender was usually the Council’s own Works Department and they were often 

successful with their tender. One assumes that the architect’s estimate was known to them in 

advance as many times they declined to tender knowing that they could not match the estimate. 

There are also cases where the Works Department turned down a tender because they had 

insufficient manpower to carry out the work.  

 

Many schemes failed to find a builder who was willing to erect the dwellings within the 

architect’s estimate. This always resulted in the architect having to modify the plans. In reality, 

this meant reducing costs by lowering the standards or by reducing the size of rooms. In the 

case of buildings carried out under Part III of the 1890 Act, the change in provision could be 

made on the needs of the area rather than any re-housing rules from slum clearance. 

 

One immediate impact of the difficulty of having to design cost-effective buildings was that 

the initial building standard of a maximum of 4 storeys had to be raised to 5 storeys to increase 

maximum occupancy. The speed of this impact can be judged from the fact that the first block 

erected by the LCC (Beachcroft Buildings, Limehouse) was 4 storeys, but the second (Yabsley 

Street, Poplar) had another floor added to the top of the original building plan. The minimum 

ceiling height and stairway width were also early victims, with the former reduced from 9 feet 

to 8’ 6” and the latter from 4 feet to 3’ 6” in 1893 – just 4 years after the building regulations 

were brought in. Although there were further detailed changes to the standards over the years, 

there was a commendable restraint as regards making the dwellings even smaller. In fact, 

following experiences with the Boundary Street scheme, the minimum size of certain rooms 

was actually increased. There were differing regulations depending on whether the scheme was 

under Part I, II or III of the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act, but the principles of 

airiness, space, light and accessibility remained ingrained. One other factor that also remained 

was the quality of the buildings erected before WW1. The high standard of construction and 

fittings was something of which architects could proudly boast. Only when building materials 

were in very short supply after WW1 did the standards have to come down. 
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5.4. Rents 

Returning to the issue of rents charged, it is worth reiterating that Council rents should not be 

higher than those for equivalent property in the area but needed to be high enough to return a 

profit of at least 5¾% pa to allow for loan repayments and sinking fund contributions. 

 

The Council believed that they could charge a premium rent for their property based on the 

high quality of the dwellings and the generous proportions of the rooms. But is that what the 

working classes wanted, or could afford? Inevitably, the rents charged were higher than those 

for nearby philanthropic housing and not many people were willing to pay the higher rents, 

even if the quality of the accommodation was high. More importantly, the residents evicted 

from the slums were usually simply unable to afford the rents and unwilling to abide by the 

strict tenancy rules such as: no sub-letting; no commercial undertakings (including the taking 

in of washing); and regular payment of rent. To be fair, all the successful philanthropic housing 

had the same rules, but at least their rents were usually lower. 

 

A comparison of the rents between the LCC and Peabody dwellings is illustrated in Table 8. 

 

 
 

Table 8: LCC and Peabody rents in comparable areas 

 

The Peabody buildings are not self-contained and typically had 2 separate WC’s shared 

between 4 tenements. Another major philanthropic developer, Sidney Waterlow, built 

dwellings that were all self-contained and comparable to most LCC dwellings, and with rents 

typically 6d per room higher than Peabody’s. It is significant that Sydney Waterlow stopped 

building his philanthropic dwellings in 1896 as they were not cost-effective to build based on 

the rents he would needed to have charged. 

 

All rents are inclusive of local rates but the collection of the rates was not always simple. The 

local authorities (the borough) gave a discount on rates when they were collected by landlords, 

but the amount of discount was always under pressure from the local authority accountants. 

Initially the discount to the landlords for collecting the rates was as much as 25%, but this was 

soon under pressure from local authorities and some reduced the discount to as little as 10%, 

which usually made it uneconomic for the landlords. Many felt it was not worth their time and 

effort to collect rates. Some landlords, and this included Peabody, decided to remove the rates 

from the rent payments and made the tenants responsible for paying their own rates, but the 

LCC always collected the rates with the rents5. This needs to be taken into account when 

comparing rates in Table 8 above although adding the rates into the rents will never account 
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for the all the pronounced difference between the rents charged. For the Garden Estates, the 

LCC did not include the rates in the rents, and the tenants had to pay the rates quarterly.  

5.5. The Sinking Fund 

Local Government accounting at the time placed great importance on the sinking fund to 

measure the profitability (or otherwise) of any scheme. This fund would be set up to ensure 

that any construction would result in a fund to be used to modernise or re-build at the end of 

the expected life of that building. The term ‘sinking fund’ is a bit misleading as it suggests the 

fund is at its maximum at the start of the scheme and at zero at the end. This may have been 

how the fund was originally envisaged, but by the time the LCC was applying it the fund tended 

to work in the opposite direction and built up over a period of time. 

 

The fund, in its simplest form, is best described as a ‘pot’ into which the residual profit from 

each scheme is added each month. Profit from rents would be used to repay loans and what is 

left over (if anything) gets put into ‘the pot’ for the scheme each month.  

 

The amount added each month may vary and so the Council needed to have a measure or target 

for each scheme based on the life of the Treasury loan, which was typically 60 years. This 

target was the market value of the property and the Council used the rateable value of the 

property (or ‘site’ as it was usually called) as the target. If a particular scheme resulted in 

property with a (rateable) value of, say, £5000 the Council would only need to recover a profit 

each month of approximately £7 for the whole property for the period of 60 years (£7 x 12 x 

60 = £5040). However, this does not allow for refurbishment or replacement of the buildings 

at the end of the 60 years, or for inflation. As a result, the sinking fund was a relatively flexible 

account that was used as a notional target to assess profitability when the scheme was first 

proposed (based on estimates) and then generally tracked throughout its life. This notional 

target created some interesting account practices for some of the schemes. The Council was 

quite open about the likelihood of some schemes never being profitable. The majority of these 

would be where they were forced to re-house people displaced from street improvement 

schemes (including those for bridges, tunnels and tram routes), but there were also some 

unprofitable schemes carried out under Parts I and II of the 1890 Housing of the Working 

Classes Act. All Part III schemes were proactive and should have always made a profit, 

although the Council did suffer some spectacular failures under this part of the Act. Where the 

cost of the housing to be built was estimated to result in an accounting loss it has already been 

mentioned that the architect would try and reduce the estimated costs of the construction, or 

the Council would attempt to reduce the numbers to be rehoused. If none of these actions were 

successful the Council would resort to an accounting ruse of artificially lowering the rateable 

value of the site This had the double impact of reducing the rates payable and reducing the size 

of sinking fund ‘pot’. They sometimes got away with it in the early days of the Progressive-led 

Council, but the Conservative members would usually spot this ruse and reject the proposal as 

submitted to the Housing Committee. The result was that some rehousing schemes never ever 

made a profit. 

 

Of course, as with all profit and loss accounting, the profits from one scheme would be used to 

offset losses from others to come up with, ideally, a profit for the whole housing stock for the 

Council. Unfortunately, the reality was that a number of housing schemes were seriously 

unprofitable and funds were needed to offset the losses for those in particular to stop them 

having such a major negative impact on the profitability for all the Council’s housing stock. 

The Council would apply for funds out of the rates and this was always considered a last resort 

because of the political embarrassment it caused. Section 5.7 details the profitability of each 

scheme based on the Council’s Housing Committee accounts for the year 1913-14.  
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When the laws were changed in the 1930s to allow for the rates to be used for funding housing, 

the Council, and all local authorities, could develop true social housing for all working classes 

without having to balance the books using rental income alone. 

5.6. Managing the running costs 

One area where the LCC differed from nearly all the other philanthropists, entrepreneurs and 

developers is in the method of managing the buildings and the tenants. 

 

The LCC decided to manage the buildings from the headquarters, with local building 

superintendents having little power to make decisions. The superintendent would report to the 

area representative or County Hall direct regarding Notices to Quit, applications for tenancy, 

problems, employment of porters, etc. In a further difference from the way other organisations 

ran their housing, the LCC employed dedicated rent collectors who might cover a different set 

of housing than the superintendent, although, in the early days, they did tend to work together. 

The superintendent was responsible for the fabric of the building and managing the porters and 

the general condition of the estate, and the rent collectors did just that. Initially the 

superintendent and rent collector worked for the Valuer’s department, which became the 

Valuers and Estates department and, later, the Estates and Valuers department. In 1900 the 

superintendents and porterage staff were transferred to the Housing Department on the 

foundation of that new Department. This left the two key staff, superintendent and rent 

collector, reporting into two different LCC Departments. 

 

This method of management is at odds with the practice of the time which had been developed 

from the success of Octavia Hill where she appointed a female manager for every building 

purchased, and they also collected the rents. She astutely observed that the real home makers 

were the wives and mothers left in the tenements during the day whilst the male head of 

household was out most of the day working (or drinking in the evening). The female managers 

encouraged the wives to look after the property and the wives, in turn, ensured the husbands 

did not upset the scheme. As the tenant’s behaviour improved, and their rents were paid 

regularly, so the facilities in the buildings were improved stage by stage as a reward. This was 

important in old buildings where she took over the management. Bad tenants and those who 

could not or would not pay the rent regularly were summarily evicted by the manager, although 

one assumes that a family on temporary hard times was dealt with sympathetically as there was 

never any bad press regarding her style of management. This idea of self-improvement fitted 

the Victorian ideal of how the poor should behave.  

 

Most of the successful philanthropic organisations adopted the ‘Octavia Hill system’ of 

building management although most employed male building managers. These managers 

would vet and take on tenants; issue NQs (Notices to Quit); manage the maintenance of the 

building; manage the staff employed (generally called porters); maintain the registers; collect 

the rents; enforce the regulations; and report back to HQ each month. This system of having an 

authority on site worked very well and was used by the Peabody Trust until very recently. 

 

The LCC decided that the cost of having these staff on site for the majority of the estates was 

an overhead they did not want and most supervisors covered a number of blocks in the area, as 

did the rent collectors. Most NQs and all financial transactions were issued from County Hall. 

Whilst an accountant could prove the benefit of this method in the short term because of the 

lower wage bill, the long term implications were often significant and the problems were many. 

These included: the long time taken to evict bad tenants which had the knock on effect of 

generating poor morale amongst the immediate tenants who were having to suffer the bad ones; 

the rent arrears were usually higher than in locally managed dwellings; the maintenance could 

be higher due to increased vandalism; and the extra time a vacant dwelling remained empty 
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could run into weeks as the Housing Department would have to approve the new tenants. 

Another advantage of having a local superintendent is one that is nearly impossible to value – 

the feeling of security and convenience that comes from having a representative of the landlord 

on site and generally available. From 30th September 1901 the LCC adopted a different 

approach for the large Boundary Street Estate where, in addition to existing duties, the resident 

superintendent also collected rents, received application for tenancies and issued the first notice 

of arrears in the weekly rent6. The headquarters staff still selected the tenants from the 

applications and managed rent arrears. This model was later applied to the Millbank Estate. 

The success of this management method was measured purely in financial terms of lower 

vacancies and lower rent arrears. 

 

The LCC never wavered from its ‘management from a distance’ approach for all but the largest 

estates and the GLC saw no reason to change when it took over in 1965. Only in the last 2 

decades have the benefits of local management been recognised by the local authorities and 

many London boroughs now employ on-site caretakers or managers in all the tower blocks and 

estates to the benefit of the council and residents. Unfortunately some have started to revert 

back to managing from a distance via neighbourhood offices with maintenance provided by 

contracted service companies. 

 

The costs of maintaining the Council’s buildings seems to be extraordinarily high according to 

the Council’s own figures, but the term ‘maintenance’ included all costs to run the buildings, 

such as labour, rates, taxes and general repairs. Interest on the Treasury loans are not included 

in these costs. Table 9 below shows the percentage of outgoings (costs) against income for all 

the property completed by 1910.  

 

The table is in ascending sequence of the cost to maintain, with the most effective buildings at 

the top. It is not surprising to find all four Lodging Houses in the bottom four places. These 

buildings required staff to maintain the building whilst the blocks and estates just required a 

few staff to act as porters for local maintenance. 

 
Dwellings Borough Date 1905-6 1906-7 1907-8 1908-9 1909-10 Avge% 

Bearcroft Buildings Fulham 1906  28 21 21 21 23 

White Hart Lane Estate* Tottenham 1907 31 27 28 27 24 27 

Briscoe Buildings Lambeth 1906  11 27 34 41 28 

Mallory Buildings & Union Bldgs Holborn 1906  25 25 32 32 29 

Caledonian Estate Islington 1906  25 26 36 37 31 

Totterdown Fields Estate* Wandsworth 1903 37 31 34 33 35 34 

Bourne Estate Holborn 1902 34 35 34 35 35 35 

Russell Court Dwellings Westminster 1903 35 35 35 35 35 35 

Valette Buildings Hackney 1905 26 37 35 37 38 35 

Wessex Buildings Islington 1905 35 38 26 39 39 35 

Millbank Estate Westminster 1900 37 36 36 36 36 36 

Shelton Street Dwellings Holborn 1896 34 36 35 37 37 36 

Wenlake & Chadworth Buildings Finsbury 1905 38 38 34 34 35 36 

Webber Row Estate Southwark 1906  30 35 38 39 36 

Churchway Dwellings St Pancras 1902 37 37 36 37 37 37 

Durham Buildings Westminster 1904 31 36 38 39 39 37 

Herbrand Street Dwellings Holborn 1901 36 37 36 37 37 37 

Norbury Estate* Croydon 1906  44 36 32 34 37 

Battersea Bridge Buildings Battersea 1901 38 38 37 39 40 38 

Bekesbourne Buildings Stepney 1907   37 39 39 38 

Darcy Buildings Hackney 1904 38 37 35 38 40 38 

Duke’s Court Dwellings Westminster 1902 38 38 37 38 37 38 

Idenden Cottages Greenwich 1896 42 38 36 37 38 38 

Preston Road Dwellings Poplar 1904 33 43 37 38 41 38 

Swan Lane Dwellings Bermondsey 1903 30 38 36 41 43 38 

Wandsworth Rd Dwellings Lambeth 1905 36 38 37 38 39 38 

Brightlingsea Buildings Stepney 1904 36 42 38 40 41 39 
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Cobham Buildings Southwark 1900 36 37 39 42 43 39 

Cranley Buildings Holborn 1897 38 39 38 39 40 39 

Hughes Fields Cottages Deptford 1895 43 38 35 36 42 39 

Hughes Fields Dwellings Deptford 1904 38 41 38 38 39 39 

Sylva Cottages Deptford 1903 40 39 37 37 40 39 

Borough Road Dwellings Southwark 1900 39 39 39 41 42 40 

Green & Gun Street Southwark 1897 37 38 39 42 43 40 

Hardy Cottages Greenwich 1901 43 42 39 41 40 41 

Cable Street Dwellings Stepney 1901 41 43 42 42 41 42 

Cotton Street Dwellings Poplar 1894 46 41 36 41 44 42 

East Greenwich Cottages Greenwich 1894 44 42 40 41 41 42 

Goldsmith Row Cottages Shoreditch 1901 43 42 41 41 42 42 

Boundary Street Estate Bethnal Green 1901 46 46 41 41 42 43 

Brook Street Dwellings Stepney 1900 45 44 41 43 43 43 

Ann Street Dwellings Poplar 1901 47 44 40 42 45 44 

Barnaby Buildings Bermondsey 1904 45 47 39 43 44 44 

Council Buildings Poplar 1894 50 48 43 41 45 45 

Holmwood Buildings Southwark 1901 44 43 42 45 49 45 

Carrington House (lodging) Deptford 1903 50 50 50 48 47 49 

Bruce House (lodging) Westminster 1906  54 54 55 54 54 

Dufferin Street. (lodging) Finsbury 1891 58 57 56 57 59 57 

Parker Street. House (lodging) Holborn 1893 71 68 69 68 67 69 

* Garden Estate 
Table 9: % of total costs for maintenance as a proportion of the rent received for the years 1905 to 19107 

 

No comparable figures for the philanthropic organisations can been calculated to act as a 

comparison, but many LCC buildings were using over 40% of the rents to pay for maintenance 

at the time, which is a figure that no modern organisation would tolerate. 

 

From the table it is interesting to note that the White Hart Lane Estate is the second most 

economical of all the schemes. This estate came in for severe criticism at the time from the 

Council’s opponents because of the size and cost of the scheme, yet appears to be a cost-

effective one from the financial records of the time. Note how the most economic buildings are 

predominantly the later ones, indicating that the Council became better at designing buildings 

to match the requirements. 

5.7. The balance of accounts 

The real test on the viability of any of the Council’s developments is whether they make a 

profit. The previous section dealt with the costs for some of the buildings, but these costs do 

not include the cost of the loans and the repayments, and are therefore just the maintenance and 

running costs. To be able to measure the success, the balance of the accounts for all the schemes 

they need analysing for the same year. As this paper covers the period up to World War 1 it 

would seem sensible to look at the figures for the last financial year before WW1 – 1st April 

1913 to 31st March 1914. Not only does this include the majority of the schemes but it gives a 

chance for any early fluctuations in income or expenditure to be ironed out as the Council had 

been in place 25 years and would have developed and refined all its financial working practices. 

 

To reiterate what would have been considered a success or failure in the eyes of the Council, 

the buildings needed to return a profit of at least 5¾% per annum to cover any repayment of 

loans and to add the remainder to the sinking fund to ensure sufficient funds for renovation or 
rebuilding at the end of the set period. 

 

Although one year’s profits may not be repeated every year, the 1913-14 financial year is a 

good one to take as an example. London was a successful city with a large manufacturing base. 

It also had a thriving white-collar commercial base, particularly in Banking and Insurance. All 

these industries needed honest, hard-working and well trained workers to maintain the success 

and growth, and these workers needed clean and healthy housing. WW1 would change the lives 

of many and the depression in the 1930’s affected London as much as anywhere, but London 
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just before WW1 was a good place to live and work if you had the ambition to succeed. Table 

10 lists all the schemes as per the Council accounts for Working Class Dwellings for the 

financial year 1913-14.8 The list has been sorted with the worst scheme first, based on profits 

from the income. 

 

As can be seen from the table, there are some developments that are disastrous for the Council 

and it is very surprising to see that the two worst performers were both cottages and in the 

Deptford/Greenwich area. Many philanthropists and campaigners, including from within the 

working classes themselves, were advocating that what the working classes really wanted (or 

needed) were cottages with gardens. This was always going to be expensive for the Council in 

any meaningful numbers in the inner London area. But here was an opportunity to build the 

cottages on cheap land, and in these two cases they were a failure because the costs and rents 

were high for the area. The 3rd worst scheme was Durham Buildings and is not a surprise. The 

building was erected very reluctantly by the Council as a legal requirement to re-house those 

displaced by street improvements in Battersea, which had taken place some years earlier. No 

one seemed to want the building, including the Council and the local working classes. It always 

had a bad reputation and became sheltered accommodation before being demolished in the 

1960s. The 4th worst was Council Buildings in Poplar which was only the second building 

designed by the Council architects and is therefore excusable. The next in the table is a well-

documented disaster for the Council and the worst-performing lodging house – Carrington 

House. The saga of the inability of the Council to make this huge building pay its way is 

documented later in this paper. This is followed by yet another development in Deptford. These 

Deptford blocks (and Carrington House) were built pro-actively by the Council under Part III 

of the 1890 Housing of the Working Classes Act and cannot be excused by the Council being 

forced to build to re-house displaced people they knew would not be suitable as tenants for 

their new buildings. 
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Table 10: Comparison of profitability of all LCC schemes 1913-14 
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Analysis of the remainder of the schemes in the table above will show that there is no obvious 

pattern of what constitutes a good or bad development. There is a bias towards the later 

developments being most cost-effective, and it would be surprising not to see that trend as the 

Council surely got better at both designing and accounting during the period. 

 

The two big block estates, Boundary Street and Millbank, were profitable. The garden estates 

do well with the worst one, Norbury, returning a 5.35% profit. This estate was a very long way 

from London for the time without the advantage that White Hart Lane Garden Estate had of 

cheap workman’s trains to London, and was only partly completed by the outbreak of WW1. 

The real success appears to be all the re-housing development from the Clare Market Clearance 

scheme that was combined with the Aldwych and Kingsway street improvement. The numbers 

to be re-housed were spread across five sites and these were Duke’s Court and Russell Court 

(sometimes referred to as York Street) in nearby Drury Lane, Herbrand Street a mile to the 

north, the large Bourne Estate also to the north, and within one block in Millbank to the 

southwest. The financial success of these buildings is rooted in the fact that the Council 

combined two large schemes and spread the cost of housing and street clearance across many 

re-housing schemes. The Council also sold much of the valuable land on the cleared site for 

commercial purposes.  

 

Many of the buildings still stand which indicates that the profitability of the buildings was not 

necessarily the only way for them to survive into the modern age but must have been an 

important factor. Table 10 indicates that most of the unprofitable buildings have been 

demolished even though some of those were modernised in the 1960s. The reasons for 

demolition may not be a black-and-white case of not being profitable in early life as other 

factors may have contributed. These include poor maintenance due to difficulty in the 

profitability, location, WW2 bomb damage, street improvements, and a simple one of 

demographic changes taking the potential tenants elsewhere. A surprising number of cottages 

have been demolished, but this may be because of difficulties in cost-effective conversions to 

larger dwellings. The quality of the original construction would have been a major factor as 

cheaply constructed buildings are difficult to modernise profitably. As proof, nearly all the 

original Peabody Buildings remain and some have recently had their second complete 

modernisation. Peabody Buildings were noted for their quality of construction. 

 

Each scheme has its own story to tell as regards its success or failure and the buildings are 

described in detail in Part 3. 
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Footnotes

1 All quotations and photographs in the chapter: GLC; The Architectural Dept of the LCC. A Personal Record; 

undated; LMA ref: GLC/AR/DA/02/001 
2 LCC Minutes; Minutes of the Housing of the Working Classes Committee; 3rd December 1889; held at LMA 
3 The Housing Question in London; LCC; pp49-50 
4 After the Great Exhibition, the Model Dwelling was dismantled and re-erected in Kennington Park, Lambeth, 

opposite the Kennington Rd. It can be seen today. 
5 Daunton, M.J.; House and Home in the Victorian City: Working Class Housing, 1850-1914; Edward Arnold; 

1983; pp207-209 
6 LCC Committee Minutes; 16th September 1901. 
7 LCC; Housing of the Working Classes; LCC; 1909-10; p18 
8 H.E.Haward; LCC Working Class Dwellings Accounts to 31st March 1914; LCC; LMA ref 

LCC/HSG/GEN/02/006 

                                                 

 


