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CHAPTER 7. The development of land for suburban housing and

‘the role and position of the speculative

housebuilder.

1. Introduction.
| Broadly speaking, land development (i.e: the conversion of
. virgin land into a state of readiness for.building purposes, in
this case for housebuilding) between the wars,took two forms |
within the Greater London 0SA. This was particularly true
within the northern and western sectors. Firstly, there was
the process whereby a speculative land developer, who may or
may not have.been the original owner of the land, would lay out
the virgin land with roads, main sewers and,arains, gas.and
water mains, and probably electricity mains, at his own expense.
He would then broadly sub;divide the land into frontages and
would sell off or lease the 'improved land' (normally at a price
per foot frontage) to peoplé wishing to erect buildings,
normally housing of some description. This first form of land
development can be seen as a_continuation, perhaps an extension,
of nineteenth century practice. \
However between tﬁe wars land development took at least one
. other form. This was where the individual or firm who intended
to construct dwellings on the land, themselves acquired the
virgin land, laid out the roads and services required, and
built or had dwellings built on thgt site. This of course was
not unknown in nineteenth century suburban development, 1 but

prior to 1913 it had remained rather an exceptional form of

1. E.g. the activities of Edward Yates in south London, see
Dyas (1961), op. cit. pp. 131-2.
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speculative residentiai development. By 1939 it had become a
véry common and widespread practice within the London suburbs.
Indeed oné speculative housebuiider at the outbreak of war was
in the process of devéloPing an estate in the eastern suburbé
for which 7,506 dwellihgs had been planned; while at the other
end of the scéle, thereywere any number of firms buying a
piece of land perhaps no larger than three to four acres,
putting in a small road with services, and building 20 to 30
houses fronting on to it. . '

But, like any generalized impression these broad
descriptions tend to hide a rea;ity of a multitude of variation
in practice. Furthermore, although Qith the exception of
contract builders it was normal after theearly 1920s for the
indi&iduél who actually built the house also to have bought
the land on which the dwelling Qas eventually to be erected,‘
there was no 'normal' stage in the development process when the
builder of the dwelling acquiredagzé—iand.A Indeed it would
almost certainly be possible to discover examples of house-
builders entering into residehtial development at almost every
stage of the process. And variations which occurred within
any given area would have depended in part at.least upon any
number of factors local to that particular area. For example,
the size and price of the individual areas of virgin land
‘which became available at any given time, that is, which were
released for development by lahdowners; the size and financial
resources of the speculative housebuilders interested in con-
structing dwellings within the areaj; the interest of

. speculative land developers within the areaj; the relative
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ability of the interested‘speculative housebuilders and land
developers yo compete with each other for the land avéilable;
the activities and connections of the land agents, aﬁd the
other factors concerned with the transfer of land local to
the ;rea; all will have been influential in varying degrees.
_For once land had been released on to the speculative market
for‘development it would have been the relative streﬁgth of
-factors such as tﬁese which would have directly détermined
how the land was distributed among the various parties-
interested in speculative development, and here obviously
could play a crucial role in determining the form which

development might take. 1

A number of patps will now be examined by which land,
between the wars, passed through fhe residential process and
achieved its eventual developed suburban form. Further,
during this supvey it is hoped to be able to indiéate the
various types‘of individuals involved in the process, and

how the role, position and relative importance of some ‘of

1. i. Indeed certain of the interested parties may have
played, and probably did play, an active role in initially
bringing land into the sphere of the residential developer
by directly influencing the landowner to release his land
in some way, for example by encouraging the landowner to
join a syndicate or a partnership for the development of
his land, or alternatively by directly persuading a land-
owner that it was in his best economic interests to sell a
particularly 'ripe' piece of land at a particular time.
_For advice distributed by Hugh Davies to his searchers on
the possibilities and possible methods of canvassing for
land, see below p. &27.

ii. Also of course it would be expected to have had a
direct impact on the structure of the 'housebuilding
industry' within that area over that particular .period.
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these individuals varied according to the path of development
through which land passed. In this way it is hoped that the
extent to which the sPeculative'housebuilder was involved in
this process during these years will also be considered.

. ...The possibility of variation within what might be called
the residential developﬁent process was of course much
greater in respect of the individual parties interested and
involved in particular developments, than it was in respect
of the actual process of the development of the land itself.
ﬁowever one such variant, indeed exception, in the form of
residential development pfocess has been discovered in
Shirley, Croydon, in the southernsuburbs. This has been

studied by Dr R.C.W.Cox. 1

2. The development of the Ham Farm Estate, Shirleyﬁ Croydon.
The estate was part of what had beeﬁ Ham Farm, and the
area is still known under the name of‘Monks Orchafd.
Although there were a number of commercial land development
firms interested in land development for residential purposes
during the 1920s, the company which developed the major part
of Ham Farm was not one of them. Percy Harvey Estates Ltd.,
a City firm, purchased the laﬁd late in 1920 with the specific
intention of sub-dividing it into lots of sufficient size to
be worked as smallholdings. The lots were then to be sold
individually. The company laid a limited number of unmade-up

roads with services to give access to the various sub-divisions.

1. Cox (1970), op. cit. pp.372-94.
2. Ibid, p.336.
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A decadé after the séle of Ham Farm therefore the estate had
become a collection of poorly planned“and haphazardly located
smallholdinés served by what had become trackyays. Some of
these smallholdings had depths of one thousand feet but
lackéd proportionally_balanced frontages, 1 while others were
of most irregular shapes. 2 A number of dweilings had been
built both by purchasers who had bouéht plots as smallholdings,
and by others Qho had bought the land to ﬁrovide a relatively
spacious site on which to bﬁild their home. The area thus
éonsisted of a collection of home-constructed shacks, and a
number of more substantially buiit, but small houses. The
latter dwellings of course had excebtioﬁally large gardens.
The sub-division of the land during the early 1920s by a
land develoﬁment company which did not consider the land in
terms of residential development virtually ensured that the
pattern of residential development when it took place could
be nothing more than haphazard. The sub-division had made any
large-scale residential estate development unlikely. It would
have given any large- or even medium-sized speculative house-
builder or residential estate developer, considerable trouble
and effort in the negotiations for the purchase of the adjacent
plots necessary to create a building estate of sufficient size
to present them with a sufficiently worthwhile project. And
furthermore, at this time, in almost all parts of the OSA

which had not already been developed, it was almost certainly

1. Cox (1970), op. cit. p.337.
2. Ibid, p.332.
3. Ibid.
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possible to find well-sitﬁated areas of land large enough to
be developed into & sizeable and profitable housing estates,
without any combination being nécessary. The existence of
the pattern of relatively small, hapﬁazardly located and
irregularly shaped plots, each being in different land-
ownersh;p, made fhe resﬁlting unbalanced and inward-looking
pattern of residential develoément on thé Hall Farm site
almost inevitable. 1

It would appear also that, in respect ofnthe individual
parties interested and involved, the residential development
of the Ham Farm site may not be taken as a typical example.
When the individuals involved and thé roles they play in the
residential development process are examined a rather complex
and étypicai picture tends to emerge. TFirst, it appears from
Dr Cox's study that the original owner of Ham Farm'was not
connected in any way with Percy Harvey Estates Ltd. and hence
with the sub-division and development of his estate after the
sale. Second, however, and rather more unusually, it would
seem that the developers of the‘éstate had nothing whatever

to do with any of the housebuilding that took place on the

estate subsequent to their actions as a development company.

1. The extent of the imbalance and introverted nature of the
eventual estate is indicated by the fact that, of the 27 roads-
which were built on this estate between 1919 and 1939, nearly
half (13) were cul-de-sacs, four more were no-through roads
which led only to cul-de-sacs, while three others were
crescents. Thus of the 27 roads only seven were through-roads
in any real sense of the term. Cox (1970), op. cit. p.358.

2. It will be seen later that it was fairly common for
interwar speculative land developers (or if a company, an
individual or individuals organizing the development) also to
* carry out the role of speculative housebuilder on the more
favoured section or sections of the estate.
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Hence the initial development company remained compietely-
divorced from the later housebuilding activity.

"The eventual residential dévelopment of this estate, was
fully in keeping with the uncharacteristic nature of the
initial history of the estate's development, as were the
individuals résponsible for it. The smallholdings.gnd large
gardens were developed in a piecemeal fashion, while the
'builders! ranged from a farmer to a housewife, the latter
beginning'by building a number of bungalows iﬂ her back garden
before buying and building on land on other parts of the
estate. 1 In fact at least three of thg individuals who had
-ﬁurchased smallholdings from Percy Harvey Estates Ltd. during
the 1920s found themselves.building houses on their land
durihg the early 19305. 2

Elsevhere on the estate during the 1930s there could be
found housebuilders of what might be called a more 'bona fide'
nature. For example, E. & L. Berg*Ltét developed a fougteep
acre a?ea which had originally been purchased from Percy Earvey
Estates Ltd. during the early 19éOs,for use as a poultry farm. 3
E. & L. Berg Ltd. purchased this area of virgin land in 1933

and proceeded to lay out and to build a compact estate of 116

dwellingsJ 4 In carrying out the complete development from the

1. Cox (1970), ov. cit. p.378.
2. i. Ibid. pp. 391, 388 394,
iji. To some extent these may be considered to be

examples of land-owners who eventually built housing on
their own land, if a landowner may be defined as a person
who purchases an area of land, albeit small, for some
purpose other than for building purposes.

3. Ibid, p.397.

L, Tvid.
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purchase of the virgin land to completion of the last
dwellings, the position and role of E. & L. Berg Ltd. in the
residential development process.was similar to that of the
larger interwar speculative housebuilders. Of course, this
may not be thought so remarkable, since E. & L. Berg Ltd. was
also developiﬂg two laréer estates in-other areas of Surrey
at this time. 1 However, with the exception of those building
on the un-made-up frontages laid out by Percy Harvey Estates
Ltd. during the early 1920s, all the other hoﬁsebuilders on
the estate were carrying out a similar developer/builder role,
albeit on a smaller.scalé;

The sub-division of the larger estate during the 1920s
had been such that those individuals or housebuilding firms
which wanted to build houses had had the alternative of either
buying a sﬁallholding from the development company .or the
occupying smallholder, or purchasing one of the houses with
large gardens. Whichever way wa;~;;;;;ﬁ it was necessary to
lay out a road with services. The earlier sub-division of the
estate therefore had a great sigﬁificance for fhe position anq
role of the small builders in the residential development

process. Not only did the relatively small size of the sub-

divisions 3 discourage large- or medium-sized firms from

1. Berg, interview, 21.10.69.

2. There was almost an exception to this which,had the
enterprise been carried through,would have added a most
interesting variation to the form of residential development
process which was more characteristic of this estate. For
details, see beloy Appendix 7.2.

3. Some were as small as 13 acres and 1t is unlikely that
.any individual sub-division was greater than 14 acres.
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building on the estate, 1 ﬁut it allowed small builders, in -
this case individuals with little or no previous experience
in the indusiry, to buy single sub-divisions and adépt a
similar position and role in the process to that which had
'becoﬁe commonplace for firms like NIH Ltd., Geo. Wimpey & Co.
N
Ltd., John Laing & Son Ltd., Taylor Woodrow Estates Ltd.,
Wafes Ltd., and Davis Estates Ltd. ‘It was a position which
was certainly not common in this.period for small house-~
builders and one which was probably almost uniqué in the
éxperiencé of firms similar in size to, for exampie, Mrs Pym
and E.B.Hart (two builders on the Ham Farm Estate) who in
.fifteen years housebuilding activity ma;aged to builq only 38
and 19 houses respectively. Furthermore the division of the
estate into é fairly large number of relatively small sub-
divisions made it possible for the sﬁall builders who had been
relatively successfu} in deve;oping a smallholding on one part
of the estate to find a siﬁilar sﬁallholding elsewhere on the
same estate for building purposes. 2 In this way, there could
be found.small festates' of housés, often no larger than a
single short road, or cul-de-sac, built by the same builder.
In fact between 1930 and 1939, at least six bu%lders laid, or
had laid, roads glongside which they built houses on various
parts of this pérficular estate, i.e. R.Y.Trent, Paish, Tyler

& Crump, Mrs Pym, Yylie & Berlyn, W.J.Connors & Son, and

1. See above pP.4H13~AF.

2. It is a natural reaction for a small private builder who
has had even a moderate success in housebuilding in a certain
area to attempt to reproduce that success by building the same
type of house as close to his first success as possible and
thus hopefully reduce the level of risk involved.

i
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W.H.West Ltd. 1

The activities of Percy Harvey Estates Ltd. on the other
hand in n& way presents an illustration of thé characteristic
role of a speculative estate develope; in the.residential
development process of virgin land during the years between
‘the wars. Nor does the.residential‘development.of the major
part of Ham Farm, Shirley, described above prgsent a
characteristic picture of speculative estate development as a
whole during these years. More typically speculative estate
development during the 1920s followed the lines of the
residential estate developments of the inner London suburbs
during the later nineteenth century, at least in physical terms.
Thus an area of land was taken from agricultural, or horticultural,
uses by the developer who would iay it out with rqads, sewers,
maindrains and other utilities, and then sub-divide the frontages
up into sections, blocks and/or plots which he hoped would be
taken up by individuals and firms (usually speculative builders)
who would erect dwellings. There were however a number of
significant differences between the operations gf the speculative
land developers of the later nineteenth century, and the operations
of those active during the middle and later 19éOs and the early

1930Cs.

3. Some differences between the operations of the speculative

land developers during the nineteenth century and during

the 1920s and early 1930s.

Firstly, between the wars it was rare to find speculative

1. Cox (1970), ov. cit. pp. 374, 375, 378, 381, 389, Lol.
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land developers develsping'land on which they did not hold the
freehoid.~ Similarly it was rare to find such deveiopers
"selling off flots or lots of their developed land on the basis
oflany sort of building leése. 1 The primary interest and aim
of alﬁost all of those involved in land development after the
mid 1920s was to purchase the freehold of an area of ;irgin
land and once having 'developed!’ it,.fo sell the freehold of
the 'imprdved'lland in individual plots or.in lots at a price
per foot frontage. In this Qay they obtained their speculative
lénd and development profit. At this point their connection '
with those areas of land sbld would end.

A second difference was the appareﬁi_direct links
between a number of the later nineteenth century land companies
and developefs with large financial institutions such as

freehold land societies, building societies, insurance

1. See below pp.435-6G, and Appendir 7. 4.

2. 1. Unless they were also helping to finance the
individual builders either in (a) land purchase or (b) house
construction, see below e.g. pp. 453-G.-

ii. Relatively full and detailed descriptions of the
activities of a number of speculative land developers,
land companies, and housebuilders in one nineteenth century
London area may be found in Dyos (1961), on. cit. pp. 87-122.
Prof. Dyos also indicates that. there existed a number of
freehold land companies which originally purchased the
freehold of the land they later developed. It would seen
however that later in the development process the practice of
these developers varied. Some sold the freehold of the
individual plots to the builders themselves, while others
retained the freehold selling only the leasehold on a short
lease, normally between 70 and 99 years, to the builder,
'whereupon the familiar process of development on building
lease was carried on by a score of different builders.'
(Ibid. p.18). However it would seem that the incidence of
freehold sales to individual builders was minor compared with
that of leasehold sales. Ibid. pp. 1llk-122.
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companies. Indeed Prof. Dyos cites a number of cases in his
study qf'Cqmberwell. For example, on one estate a life
assurance, and later a building society, were directly con~-
cerned in the organization of a sPeculative land development
project between 1864 and 1896, while in less detail the
operation of the better-known British Land Company Ltd. is .
discussed. 2 This particuiar'company was created as a

" subsidiary by.the National Freehold Land Society in 1856. 3
During the interwar years however examples of the direct
involvement of such financial institutions in speculative land
development in such a way éOuld oniy havg been an extreme
rarity. 4 Although a number of insurance companies might have
been willing to advance a limited amount of finance for such a
ventﬁre, it is almost certain that none were in any way so

directly involved. Similarly, building societies became almost .

solely interested in the expansion in the demand for mortgages

by aspiring owner-occupiers.which developed into an extremely
safe and a most 'profitable' outlet for their funds during
these years. |

The third significant difference which will be mentioned

here is that it is probable that, on the whole, the individual

{

1. Dyos (1961), op. cit. pp. 119-21.

2. Ibid. pp. 116-8. This limited land development company was
also active to the north of the River Thames prior to 1914, sece
T.Mason, The Storv of Southgate (Enfield, 1948), pp. 31, 35.

3. Dyos (1961), on. cit. p. 117; see also W.C.Marsh, The
Centenary of the British Land Company Ltd. 1856-1956 (1950)
During the early 1940s the National Frechold Land Society
amalgamated with the Abbey Road Building Society to become the
Abbey National B.S.

L, No evidence of any such direct links has been found.

5. See below Ch. 11. Section 1l; on a very much more limited
scale certain building societies also lent to builders for
construction purposes. Harston, interview, 25.8.69.
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areas and estates being devéloped prior to 1914 were smaller
tﬁan those being developed during the interwar years. 1 chh'
a statement is of course exceptionally difficult, if not
impossible, to prove or disprove in aﬁy conclusive way, and
indeea individual examples might seem to deny this statement.
For example, between 1865 and 18?8 the British Land Company
Ltd. developed the two hundred acre Friern lManor Farm estate
in East Dulwich, a large area by any standards. 2 But an area
of such agsize‘tended to be exceptional, even fér land
campanies. On the other hand it has been possible to discover
many exampies of inferwar éstates of such a size. For example,
in the northwestern suburbs during the léte 1920s a land
development syndicate purchased an area of approximately 250
acres of farmland with an option on a further 130 acres of
farmland adjacent to it, 3 while not two.miles away; between
Harrow and Wealdstone (London, Midland and Scottish Railway)
and North Harrow (Metropolitan) Stations, Headstone Manor
Estates Ltd. were developing a substantial area of land which
they were selling off in lots. 4 .Also in the Harrow area at
Rayners Lane, the Metropolitan Railway Country Estates Ltd. in
1932 had developed the Harrow Garden Village Esﬁate and were
selling off frontages to speculative builders. This M.R.C.E.
Ltd. estate was approximately 213 acres, 2 while two and a

half miles westward along the Metropolitan Railway line the

l. This statement is based primarily on an impression which
has evolved during the research.

2. Dyos' (1961), op. cit. p.117.

3, The Teimes, & Oct. 1929, p.ll.

L, Interviews with Beckett, 18.11.69; Vatson, 14.10.69;
lancaster, 22.1.70; Fairley, 18.11.69; Jackson, 17.10.69.

5. Harrow Observer and Gazette, 15 April 1932, p.7.
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M.R.C.E. Ltd. were developing, along similar lines, an area at
Ruislip Manor which was only a little smaller. 1 Meanwhile in
Ealing the Perivale Park Estate was being developed, on which
there wés sufficient space for over 1,500 dwellings. 2 Nor
were such large land developments to be fourd only to the
north of the river, for in Ewell an estate'oé 360 acres was f
being 'laid out' and sub-divided into plots and lots for sale
to a numbep of apparently very eager speculative house-

3

builders. Unfortunately evidence of similar sized develop-
ments in the eastern suburbs has been elusive, but it appears
that this by no means proves that they d%d not exist.

It is clear from the small number of.examples cited
above that very large 'land-devéloped‘ estates did exiét,
furthermore it would appear that in at least some areas during
the late 1920s there were being developed estates which were
somewhat smaller, but which still provided building space for
over 500 houses. > It is, of course, also important to
remember that over the. whole OSA during the 19205 and early
19305 there were individuals with.ﬁoney, either their own or
borrowed, who were willing to speculate in the relativeiy

favourable market which existed in developed land.

Differences ‘did therefore exist between speculative land

1. Leathers, interview, 23.9.69.

2. NB (HS), March.1936, p.l1O0.

3. PBy. April 1933, p.9%.

L, Interv1ews with Chaplin, 5.1.70; Jaggers, 20.l. 69.

5. E.g. activities of P.H.Edwards Ltd. Interviews with
Davies, 26.1.70; Chaplin, 5.1.70; Lancaster, 22.1.70;
Fairley, 18.11.69.

6. See below pp. 44/-60 for some examples of estate
agents, surveyors, solicitors, and financiers involved in
this form of activity.
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development before ana after the 1914-18 war. However, it is
probably accgrate to suggest that on the whoie the

. fundamental physical process by thch land development was-
carried out remained virtually identical. Physically, land
develSpment was a relatively simple and straightforward
process between the wars (as indéed it had been earlier).

For the firms and individuals who madé their living from it,
the process frém estate to estate became very much one of
repetition. 1 Furthermore, £here was little variation in
practice even between comﬁeting developers. It was in the
financial organization.of ény two developments, and in the
speed with which it was possible to dispose of the sub-divided
estates to builders that variation occurred. %oreover, there
was a great variation in the types of individuals and firms
who were involved in speculative land development. The
structure of the interwar land development of one . particular
estate has been discussed above. This was, of course,
extremely interesting in itself, but in all probability it was
exceptional. Below, by reference‘to a limited number of almost
certainly more typical examples, some of the categories of
individuals and firms involved in commercial land development

will be examined.

L. Some of the égents involved in land development for housing

purposes between' the wars.

(a) The landowner.

1. As was the speculative development of housing estates.
Harston, interview, 25.8.69.
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Firstly the landowner; 1 what part did he appear to play
in the development of his own land, either in its development by
laying out roads and services, ér in the actual construction of
dwéllings? T;aditionally, or at least.during the second half of.
the ﬁineteenth century and up until the First World War, it was
most unusual for landowners in ﬁhe London area to risk their
capital by building roads or dwellings on their land themselves.
Edward Ryde, a nineteenth century London speculative builder,
told the Committee on Town Holdings in 1886 of the risks and
déngers involved in development. Rydé stated that only
occasionally were landownefs known to build the roads on their
estates themselves, and'thét within'Lond;n itself such an
activity was indeed a rarity. As for actually building on the
land Ryde toid the Committee that 'no freeholdef would under-
take a building uperation which, after all, is the most risky

2 The housebuilder continued,

operation you can undertake."
stating how difficult it was to judge the ripeness of any
given piece of building land, and that this was a factor which
increased enormously the risks a landowner faced if he attempted
to invest his capital in any form of development on his land.
It is a most capricious thing. You think
building land is as ripe as possible, and to all
appearances it is, and presently you build upon it,

but no tenant comes, and it remains a howling 3
wilderness for years sometimes . . .

‘l. By this term the author refers to the owner of the freehold
just before it passed into the hands of an individual or firm
whose aim was the development of that land in some way.

2. Town Holding: A Digest of Evidence (1888), quoted in Olsen
(1964), op. cit., p.37. Prof. Dyos was in fact unable to
discover a single instance of such activity in Victorian
Camberwell. Dyos (1961), op. cit. p.87. See also below
" Appendix 7.3.

3. Quoted in Olsen (1964), op. cit. p.37.
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The risks that landowﬁers would have to face seem to have
béen no less durihg the interwar years, and almost all land-
owners appear té have preferred not to take the risks which
might have been involved. Prior to the First World War the
majofity of freehold landowners had developed their land under
“building leases. During the years after the Armistice however
the last legal constraints on landowners to sell the freeh&ld
of their land were removed. 1 And as a consequence of this and
other factors, such as the changing economics of 1§ndownership,
tﬁe development and growtﬁ in size of financial institutions .
interested in private resi&ential development, it became the
normal practice for landowners to sell tﬁe fee simple of their
land when they considered it suitably ripe for development.

In this way therefore landowners were able to enjoy the entire

" benefit of the sale of their land within a relatively short
period after the actual point of sale. Agricultural depression,
high taxation and relatively attractive alternative investment
opportunities elsewhere during the 1920s provided substantial
incentives to landowners freed frbm legal constraints,
particularly those landowners with land in or near built-up
areas who could hopé for capital gains, to sell their land and
perhaps reinvest the sale money elsewhere.

It has been possible to discover only three cases where the

landowner or freeholder in the sense noted above was in some way

1. A.A.Nevitt, Housing, Taxation and Subsidies (1965), pp.22-3.

2. For some thoughts on the factors involved and their possible
interrelationship, see below Appendix 7.4.

3. Ibid, pp.St3-7.
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personallf active in the development of his land; 1 although
on none has it been possible to discover much detailed
evidence. That other examples s;milar to these existed seems
quite probable, and this is especially-probable in the case of
the £hird éxample mentioned. Furthermore, each example
indicates different approaches open to landéﬁners who wished
to develop their own lands during this year.

The firsé‘example was to be found in Great Stanmore
(Middlesex), adjacent to the-newly-constructedAStanmore Under-
ground Station. Accordiﬁg to an article in the National
Builder, the owner of the ﬁarren House Estate retained strict
control 6ver'the form of the development and the type of
housing being constructed. To fhis end he employed an
arphitect to carry out the design work and to overlook the work
on the estate. 2.

Roughly to.the south of this eétafe lay the Spenser-

Churchill estates in Harrow, known under the single title of

the Northwick Park Estate. 3 Captain Spenser-Churchill however

1. This is with the exception of Kings College, Cambridge, and
Merton College, Oxford, on-their estates in the N.Y. suburbs
(see e.g. Ashworth, op. cit. p.192), and also any number of
smaller landowners who owned land alongside made-up roads which
they simply marked off as plots along the frontage and then sold
as 'developed land'.

2. Jan. 1935, p.254.

3, The area covered by this land lay in the north-western
corner of Wembley U.D. The land included the area lying to the
south of Kenton Road and just to the east of Kenton Station, and
also Northwick Circle and Northwick Avenue; the area bounded by
Watford Road, Bast Lane, and Harrow playing fields; and the 40 or
so acre area which included Pebworth Road, just to the west of
Watford Road. This last area was known as Section 8 of the
estate (Watson, interview, 14.10.69). In the mid 1920s the
estate office was in Kenton Road, the Spenser-Churchill site
agent being a Mr Edgar Ellict. Kelly's Trade Directory,
Middlesex (1926), p.649.
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by no means developed all section-of the estate himself. At
least one 1apge section, bounded by Watford Road; East Lane
and £he réilwgy line, was sold £o Comben & Waﬁeling Ltd., a
local sbecﬁlafive houéebuilding firm, which developed and
puil£ upon itqthemselves. 1 On-the other hand, the afea now
known as Nortﬁwick Circie was undoubtedly hiscreation, as was
the .Sudbury Court Drive/Pebworth.Road section of the estate.
On these secfions the landownér ofganized and financed the
cufting and laying of bﬁildersl road and sewers, while the
sub-divided frontages were sold to individual builders per
foot frontage on the agreement that the qwellings built would
conform to a certain density level and to a certain type and
price. All plans and specifications in fact were to be
submitted for appréﬁal'to the v?ndors before building work on
any dwelling could commence. 2 Hence, the landowner, through
his agent, dicated the development over -a large part of his
estates: he determined the road §Z§§;;; to be imposed oﬁ his
land and the types of dwellings speculative housebuiiders were
able to erect. In this way, the importance of the speculative
builder in the residential development of a sizeable area in
. Wembley U.D. became reduced to virtually nothing more than a

responsibility for the superficial variation between the

appearance of the individual dwelling units which constituted

1. PHEL Oct. 1934, p.476. An aerial photograph of the half
completed Sudbury Court Estate may be seen in an advertise-
ment for the Planet Building Society in PB., May 1933, p.iv.
While an aerial photograph of the completed estate may be
found in Coppock and Prince, ed. op. cit. Plate 15.

2. Watson, interview, 14.10.69.
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the suburbaﬁ fabric of the érea.

| The third example found whére the landowner played an
active part iﬁ the residential development of his land was
also in Middlesex: in Whitton within the south-western
suburfs. Herg is an example of a landowner, already utilising
‘his land (approximatelyv125 acres) intensively, for market
gardening, sensing the potential profitabiiity of developing,
-and building hoﬁses on his land. To this eﬁd Barker, the
market gardéner, formed a limited company (Cranbridge Estates
Lfd.) in partnership with.a local housebuilderj; Barker
supplying the land and proBably much of the finance while the
housebuilder provided the building and o?ganizational
knowledge required for the development. The partnership in
fact broke up part-way through the enterprise and Barker was
forced to employ another builde? to coﬁblete the estate, but
it still ;emains a clear example where a landowner of an area
of perhaps 125 acres was totally involved in the residential
development of his land in the search for profit.

In this case Barker was cleaily able to direct the
development of his land in the way he considered would be
most profitable at the level of risk he was wi%ling to take.
Howéver in theory at leasf it was also possible for those
landowners who were less inclined ta undertake»s;ch risks and
chose not to develop their land thémselves, to influence and
direct its development after it had passed from their hands.

This could be achieved by the inclusion of some form of

1. GOStling, interVieW, 28.10.69.
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covenent in the sale agreement, er in cases where the owner
aied, in the terms of a will. " On ‘the otﬁer hand, the extent
that during the interwar years sech covenants were effective,
once the land had passed out of the direct control of - the
landewner, is uncertain. The reform of the law of real
property during the early and mid- 19203 made the annulment by
heirs of any restrlctlve covenant 1a1d down on land in a will,
a relatively stralghtforward process. 1 And it is probable
that in the maaorlty of cases where covenants which referred
to the form and the type of development allowed to take place
on the land sold were wrltten into the actual land sale agree-
ments, their terms were so.broad that they were unimportant as
a serious constraint on the purehesing developer's and/or
housebuilder's freedom of decis%on. Certainly it was not a
point whic¢h aroused any passion among ££é individuals

interviewed.

From the evidence researched it appears probable that
the impact of the interwar landowner on, and his involvement

in, the actual development of his land was limited. 3 But

1. The heirs of Alfred Bean Esq. of Bexley, Kent, used
the new legislation to good effect in this respect.

This freed them to put up the Danson Estate for sale.
Lewisham Public Library, Local History Collection, File
No. 3897. The Danson Estate, Kent sold under the Will
of Alfred Bean Esq. Sales Particulars; See also below
pp. S14-5 . :

2. And this is an 'industry' in which individuals tend
(and tended) to be extremely sensitive to interference
with the free-running of their activities, especially
when such regulations were thought anachronistic.

3. For some thoughts on the role of the landowner in
suburban growth, see below Appendix 7.1l.
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before more common categories of land developers and forms-
of land develppment for housebuilding purposes is considered
one point should be made since,.és can be seen.from the

above discussion, the statement made at the beginning of

this chapter concerning the existence between the wars of

two broad land developmeqt processes is not éntirely
accurate. 1 It is inaccurate~inasmuéh as there was a third,
intermediate, form of land develobment in addition to the two
forms mentioned. Broadly sééaking therefore there were cases
where speculative developers developed virgin land for sale
in plots or lots at a pricé per foot frontage; cases where
speculative housebuilders were usurping the functions of the
nineteenth century type of 1and deﬁeloper, and were
responsible for both the develbpment of, and the construction
of dwellings on, land which they had p;rchased in a virgin
state; and intermediate fo these two, cases where.speculative
land developers either organized the construction of dwellings
on all or part of.the land which they had developed, or
alternatively contracted a buildef to do so on the basis of a
price per dwelling built, either for labour and materials, or
labour only.

In reality, of course, many of the boundarigs between
these distinctions will have certainly been blurred. A land
developer who decidgd to build, or to have built, dwellings on
a piece 6f land which he had developed hﬁmself was in practice

carrying out the same functions as the speculative housebuilder

1. See above pp.49-20.
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who built an estate on a piece of virgin land. Alternatively
there were cases where 'bona fide' speculative housebuilders
s0ld to other builders plots or'blocks of land,.on eétates;
which they had laid out with roads etc., and on which they
had built.dwellings. Clear;y these builders were performing
the functions of a specﬁlative land déveloper. 1 It is
convenient, and also clearer, however, to consider these more
common forms of land. development for housebuilding purposes

under the ‘three broad headings already noted.

(b) The speculative land developer.

During ihe interwar yearé it appears that firms of
surveyors and éstate agents were frequently involved in thié
form of activity. The evidence collected is unfortunately
insufficient to suggest the degree of their prominence in this
form of activity, but it does indicate that at some time
during the period such firms had been active in mést parts of
the OSA. For example, in Perivale, Ealing, a firm of
surveyors were developing an area sufficient for approximately
1,500 dwellings; 2 near Ewell in Surrey, a firm of estate
agents were selling plots and frontages on a developed estate

3

of approximately 320 acres; while in Ilford in Essex, a firm
of London agents had acquired an area of approximately 3CO
acres with the intention ofrﬁeveloping it and selling it off in

approximately 3,500 separate house plots. b Between the mid

1. Interviews with Anon., 27.10.69; Jones, 10.10.69; Seaton,
23-1.70. ’ .

2. NB (HS), March 1936, p.lO.

3. PB7, April 1933, pp. 94-6.

L, Tbid, p.183. ,
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‘twenties aﬁd the mid 'thirfies, the Goiders Green es%ate
agent, P.H.Edwards Ltd., was developing estates in the Mil;
Hill, Sudbury; Northolt, Kenton and Queensbury areas; while
.moré geographically widespread, from the later 1920s up to

the ohtbreak of war, the Romford firm of Hilbéry Chaplin & Co.
_and an estate &evelopment company, Hilbery Chaplin Ltd., were
developing estates of wvarious sizes -in Romford, Hornchurch,
Enfield, Southgate, Sudbury, Southall, and Hillingdon.

Hilbery Chaplin Ltd. were also active in Kenton, where they
pufchaSed the 100 acre or more Stag Lane. Aerodrome from the

De Havilland Aircraft Compahy, which they developed for over
1,200 dwellings. 1 . Three otﬂer examples‘have been discovered '
in Southgate where the Monkfrith and Osidge estates were.
developed during the .1930s by a local estate agent and
surveyor; the Oakwood Park Estate was ﬁ;naged by a Palmers
Green agent, William Owen-Ward; aﬁd the Arnos Estate was
developed and managed for its owners by Farrows, a West End
firm of land and estate agents. 2 Just two more examples will
be cited, both of which indicate that agents at this time were
willing to look far wider than their own particular locality
for development 6pportunities.',During the 1920s a City firm
purchased. and laid out the area of land just to the south-west
of Woodford Station (London.and North Eastern Raiiway), 3
while late in the following decade a Harrow firm of estate

agents and surveyors applied for and secured development

l. PB}; June 1933, p.l37.

2. Davies, interview, 2l.1l.70. :

3. Jaggers, interview, 20.10.69; Charles E. Lee, Seventy
Years of the Central (1970), p.30. :
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permission from Haye; and H;rlington UDC for approximately-
120 acres of land in Yeading Lane, Hayes, although at that
stage no definite building propasals had been made.

These then are just a few examples of the activities
of 1;nd and estaée agents and surveyors in this sphere. It
is clear that they represent only g very smail proportion of
the total activity by this group in £he OSA. What are,
however, not ss clear are the stimuli active behind the
" estate development activitie; of such firms, in particular to
wh;t extent they were de%eloping:estates~entirely for their
own profit, and to what extént they were acting on behalf of
a client or clients? This area is likelg to remain cloudy
until at least one, and preferably mgre than one, such firm
is willing to-allow the study qf their records and activities
and/o? thg‘records of firms no longer ;; existen&e come to
light. However, it has been possible to uncover various pieces
of evidence which hopefully will advance to some degree our
knowledge on this question. .

In various parts of the outef suburbs evidence has been
uncovered of firms which laid out. estates with drains, sewers,
water, gas, electricity, roads and kerbs, for a fee paid to
' %hem by an individual or syndicate who were finaqcing the whole.
project. During the first half of the 1930s Atkinson & Marler,
a Ewell firm of estate agents and surveyors designed, laid out,
and sold plots and frontages "on behalf of the purchasers of

the site." 2 More explicit evidence on this point has been

1. NB (HS), May 1938, p.lO.
2. PB, April 1933, p.94.
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derived from an interview with the senior partner in an Essex
firm of surveyors. 1 As surveyors, he and his partner were
eﬁployed on a number of occasioﬁs to organize, design and
develop estates, and to sell off the resulting frontages for
clieﬂts, both individuals and groups of individuals, who
wished to invest and spéculate in land development. For this
'service the surveyors chafged a fee of approximately 5% of the
total cost of the project. Their'professional code however
preventéd-this firm from taking a leading financial role in
thé speculative aspect of the developments, neifher did it
allow them to build houses .or develop estates for themselves.
In consequence during the late 1920s the frincipals formed at
least one limited estate development company. In the legal
sense this co@pany was entirely‘separate from the professional
firm, although of course the identity of the principals and
directors ;f the two concerns was the same. In many ways this
development company performed sim{I;;_functions to the survey-
ing firm, but it allowed the principals far greater freedom of
business involvement in the develdpments undertaken. Where
previously the principals may have been able to have had a
moderate private interest, as directors of a limited company
they were able to take a 1eading.role in any invgstment where
they considered a project to be suitable profitable. And in
cases where the private investors or investment syndicates
decided to form a limited company for the development of a

specific estate, it was possible, and in fact became quite

common, for at least one of the directors of the development

l. Anon, interview, 5.1.70.
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company to join the board. In this way the partneré of this
pérticular firm of surveyors were able to find and organize
adequate finance for fairly widespread estate development
activify, to reap the pecuniary benefit -of actual financial
invol&ement in the projects, and yet not compromise their
position as profession&l surveyors, or the position of their
professional practice while doing so. |

The only other firm for which it has been possible to
uncover diréct evidence of agents working on behalf of
private investors or syndicates is P.H.Edwards Ltd., a Golders -
Green firm of estate agents and surveyors, who were active in
various parts of the north western suburbs during this period.
In both Stanmore and Kenton, LEdwards laid out and managed
estates for investors. The Glebe Estate in Kenton was |

.

developed from the later 1920s until approximately 1933-4, and
had frontage sufficient for something over 500 dwellings at a
density of between 10 and 12 dwellings per acre. The estate
in Stanmore on the other hand was considerably larger. The
land was purchased from Sf. Barthoiomew's Hospital late in
1929, 1 by the Hughes Syndicate. 1In all, this purchase
included an area of approximately 250 acres at a cost of just
over £250 per acre, and they were a1§o granted the option of
én adjoining area of 95} acres which in the event they failed .
to take up. From the account of the activities of P.H.Edwards
Ltd. during these years given by the firm's sales director, it

would appear that Edwards himself was a leading member of this

1. The Times, l+ Oct. 1929, p.llo :
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syndicate, while his firm organized the laying-out and the :
sale of the‘estate in fréntages and plots.

From the examples of these two firms, it appears likely
that_in some areas a number of estate agents and surveyors
were performing the function of attracting, organizing and
directing private funds into the sphere of lénd and residential
development. At times it is probable that their role in the
attraction of funds was pass}ve; fhat is, where individuals
with money interested in speculating in land development
approached the surveyors anq agents on their:own initiative.
On the other hand, once land development had shown itself to
be a profitable form of activity it is almost certain that the
more enterprising surveyors and agents began to'take a more -
active role, not only suggesting land q§velopment to

individuals looking for profitable investment for their funds,

but also introducing interested individuals to each other with

~
.

the intention of forming syndicates, and in this way
increasing the size and the scope of possible projects.
The financial rewards accruing to the estate agent for
his actions in such operations were at least threefold.
FPirstly, hig firm would be paid a professional fee for
organizing and managing the design and the laying out of the
estate, apd the .resale of the land in its improved form.
Secondly, as a member of the syndicate itself, he would be

sharing in the profits, if any, which resulted from the

1. Anon, interview, 26.1.70.
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speculation.
And thirdly, it was the practice for such firms to
' demand of the'builders buying f£ontage and plots on such
estates, the agency rights on the sale of ény dwellings
built on that site; a clause to this effect invariably being
included in all sales agreements made for th; improved 1and..
As with most other aspects of tﬁe transfer of, and
speculative involvement in, land it has been possible to
discover ;ittle or no specific or detailed information on the
identity of the individuéls who were inteérested in investing
in speculative land development, whether ?hey were investing
as individuals or in a group or syndicate. The estate agents
and surveyors intervigwed showea a high degree of reticence
when probes were made as to the tyée of individuals
interested in such investment. The most specific example

cited was that of an estate in the northwestern‘suburbs which

1. One agent suggested that a net profit of 15% on a land
development in the late 1920s and early 1930s in Greater
London was considered to be reasonable, and more important,
not uncommon. This particular agent had experience of land
development in both the northern and northwestern suburbs,
but wishes to remain anonymous. In 1938, in a case before
an Arbitration Court, in which the compulsory purchase of
24w*949 acres of land by Greenwich BC from a building firm
which was reselling the land privately was considered, a
surveyor called as a witness considered that a land developer
active in the Greenwich/Blackheath area at that time should
expect a profit margin of 25% on his investment, and stated
that he had seen high profit margins made by land developers
even though the development risks involved were negligible.
The surveyor agreed that the margin of profit obtained
depended to a great extent on the ripeness of the land.

NHB, Aug. 1938, pp. 26, 28.
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P.H.Edwards Ltd. deveioped for two engineers who had retired
to England aftgr many years' involvement in railway
cobstruction in Nigeria. 1 Alth&ugh no other investors

were specifically cited, it would appear that one important
type gf person interested in this form of speculation could
broadly be characterized as being retired and having
previously been involved in some form'of commercial activity.
What is pefhapé more certain, however, is tﬁat where
individuals formed into grouﬁs for the purpose of speculative
land development, the groﬁps were rarely very large. A

syndicéte of four or five personé would appear to have been
considered as sizeable. 2 .

Clearly, therefore, in cerfain areas estate agents and
survéyors could be, and were, important in the conversion of
lana from a virgin state into land prep;red for building
operations. It is clear that at.times they were working in a
professional capacity for investors, while also at other
times they were taking a leading part in the organization of
the funds of investors interested in the profitability of
land development. However, by no means all the estates
developed by estate agents during these years had the finance
of a syndicate or an individual investor behind them. Over

the Greater London OSA there must have been any number of

developed estates between 1926 and the early 1930s which

l. Anon, interview, 21l.1.70. It is interesting that Charles
Henry Blake, the example of a Victorian estate developer cited
by Prof. Dyos, had spent his work in the Indian Civil Service
and had involved himself in speculative development and
building enterprises only after his return to England on
retirement. Dyos (1968), op. cit. p.647.

2. Anon, interview, 5.1.70 and 21.1.70.
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resulted from the enterprise, the planning, and the financial
background of individual estate agents operating within a
relatively limited locality. Aithough it is to be admitted
that as a rule Sucﬁ estates were somevhat émaller than, for
example, that developed by the Hughes Syndicate in Stanmore
during the eafly 19305.l Two such examples ére to be found
adjacent to each other in the Southgate area of north London.
These, the Monkfrith Estate and the Osidge Estate, were both
developed'by Hugh Davies, én estate agent who,first came to
the area in 1933, drawn by the newly opened Underground
extension through Southgate to Cockfosterg. On both ;states
Davies personally raised the finance required for purchase
and the laying of roads and services by borrowing.

.Just as not all estate ageﬁts or surveyors who were
active in land development were involved in investment
syndicates of any shape or form, so by no means all syndicates
interested in the profitability ;Egzggé development were
involved with estate agents or surveyors. One such syndicate

was for example active in the Harrow 2 and the Ruislip/

Northwood Hills 3 areas between the mid 1920s -and the later

'1. Unfortunately Mr Davies would not reveal the sources of
the borrowing, however almost certainly one source was a
local bank.

2. A substantial part of the area bounded by Pinner Road,
Parkside Vay and Headstone Drive, and lying between North
Harrow Station and Harrow and YWealdstone Station. It is
probable that the area between Marlborough Hill and College
Road was not part of this estate. Beckett, interview, 18.11.69.

%. An estate just off Clack Lane, Ruislip (Bldr, 22 Dec. 1933);
the estate just opposite Northwood Hills Station which includes
Rochester Road, Norwich Road and Highland Road. Interview with
Mr J. ‘Johnson, formerly Head of Development Control London
"Borough of Hillingdon PlanningDepartment, on 17.2.70.
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e
1930s under the name of Headstone Manor Estates Ltd. This
land develOpmént,company appears to have Been formed by
businessmen from Harrow and St. Albans. 1 Neither. the
number invol&ed nor their identity is known for certain,
although a fact revealed during one interview may spread
SOme.light on.the lattef point at least. 2 It appears that
during.the mid 1930s a prominent Ealing housebuilder
pupchased an area of the northern.section of the Harrow
Weald estate from Headstgne Manor Estates Ltd: The land had
sufficient frontage for approximately 130 dwellings and cost
the housebuilder £17,000. The interesting point, however,
is that the cont;act was made with H.B.Silver, a builder who
had been erecﬁing speculativé houses in the northweste&n
subufbs in and arouﬁd Harrow throughou{rthe period, and who
in 1937 was the Treasurer of The Housebuilders Assbciation_of
Great Britain, the primary association of speculative house-

—

builders within Greater London during the 1930s. > It would

thergfore seem reasonable to suggest that here was an example
of a prominent speculative housebuilder, who, in addition to
building under his own name, as H.B.Silver Ltd. (Builders) and
S8ilver Estates Ltd., 4 was also active as a member, and perhaps
a leading member, of a land development syndicate concerned with

developing virgin land and selling off the 'improved' acreage

1. Interviews with Beckett, 18.11.69 and J.Johnson, 17.2.70.

2. Anon, interview, 2l1.1.70.

3. NHB Dec. 19)7’ Pe 33.

L., H.B.Silver Ltd. obtained building approval for 168
houses on an estate in Harrow Weald in 1934 and for an estate
"of over 500 dwellings in Hllllngdon. PB], Jan. 1934, p.294;
NHB, May 1937, p.32. _
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at a price per foot frontage.

Up to this'point fhe implication has been that land
developers, whether as companies or individuals, ﬁere inter-
ested solely in selling their land at a price pef foot
frontage. In fact, it is probably gécurate to suggest that
.this was the most common approach adopted by such developers,
but it was by no means always the case, partiéularly where
the area involved in the development was of any‘size. The
case of the land development company H.R. & P. (London) Ltd.
provides a good example of such an exception. This particular
company was developing an area of approximately 280-acres in
Kénton, ﬁiddlesex, during the early 1930s. By the end af 1932
in fact, the estate was well advanced, with over 800 dwellings
having been built on it. By thig date the company had
pfoduced an overall estate plan specifying the areas prepared
for housebuilding, the afeas already developed, a;eas
allocated for open space and playing fields, and a site for a
school; the main thoroughfare through the estate had been
widened and laid as.a road. Of the unbuilt area of the estate,
the developers declared themselves to be " . . . always
willing to negotiate for the sale of land to bdilders, either
with road made, or at a price per acre."

Here then was an example of a speculative land develop-

ment company which in addition to the more regular activity of

l. For a further discussion of the builder as a land
developer, see below pp. 454-6G\.
. 2. E_I_S‘_'., Feb. 1933, pol'l"Zo
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selling 'improved"land was attempting on other sections of
tﬁe estate to'rgap speculati&e profits by acting“purely as

a land speculator by reselling those sections while still |
virgin and'leaving the responsibility of the laying out of
the iand with the purchasers, whether as devéIOpers or
‘housebuilders , in the wéy.they considered to be most
profitable. The speculatife profit in such cases was derived
from the higher price per acre that the individual virgin
sections coula command at the time of resale relative to the
price péid by the development company in the original land
purchase. This increase coul& have been the gesult of a
.number of factors: the increasing demand fof and scarcity of
building land within this area between the original pufchase
and the resale; the proximity of the housing development which
héd taken place on other parfs of the éétate during this
period; the smaller areas of land which were involved during
the resale; the making up of'the ﬁore major roads in the
area, such as Kenton Lane, this increasing the possibility of
service from road transport near thé land; and, in the case of
this particular estate, the opening of the intermediate
station at Belmont in 1932 on the.London and quth Western
Railway branch line which ran between Stanmore and Harrow;
improving dramatically the transport facilities in that area.
All these factors could have been influential. It is
unfortunate that there is no way in which the guantitative
importance of such practice by land developers active in the
Greater London OSA can be established. All that can be said

is that land developers were more likely to adopt the dual
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role of 'land develoﬁer' and ;land speculator} ébre the
areas under their control were relatively large (pefhaps
over 150 acres); and that lend development was juet one of.
the profitable options which lay open to speculative land"
.deveiope;s in the OSA between the wars when considering how

best to distribute the land in their possession.

Before continuing to cqnsider the activities of
speculative.iand developers who were in some way also
directly responsible for the construction of dwellings on all
or part of the land under their developmenf, the existence of
other parties interested in land developmeqt as such will
fery briefly be noted. 1 | |

2

Firstly there was that "discreet civilian figure", 2 the
solicitor. As in the Victorian period, the solicitor was one
of the most obscure characters involved iﬂ speculative land
deeelopﬁent and housebuilding between the warsj; and this in a
form of business activity which appears to have attracted a
great number of diverse and obscure characters. Prof. Dyos
‘has suggested the importance of the solicitor as a means by
which capital was able to move into the housebuilding-
industry euring the later nineteenth century. He also notes
that examples of solicitors involved in land speculations of

3

their own were to be found in west London during the 1860s.

1. The brevity of the consideration of these parties should
in no way deny their possible significance in this sphere of
activity. It is rather the consequence of the problems
involved in the location and the collection of specific
examples of their activity which necessitates this.

2. A term used by Prof. Dyos in Dyos (1968), op. cit. p.643.

3. Dyos (1968), op. cit. pp. 683-9.
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Between the.wars only one suggestion of the direcf
involvement of a solicitor in speculative lana development
‘has been located, at Carshalton; Surrey, near to Carshalton
. Beéchés Stétion. 1 It would apfear that this particular
soliéitor was active'during thé 1920s and, b& utilizing money
left in his care by his'clients, purchased an area of land
lying virtually adjacent tovthe station, and laid out a
modest-siged estate. As was custbmary, he divided thé
frdntages into plots which he then sold either outright, or
more commonly on a deposit and a signed agreement, to shall
building tradesmen who, often possessing little capital of
their own, were also more ﬁhan willing to take up his offer of
loan facilities vith which to finance the construction of the
proposed dwellings. Examples such as this, however, are
likely to have been rare. The law Soc;ety would nb>doubt
have frowned upon the unprofessional nature of such a direct

involvement by a solicitor in a specuiative land development

project, no matter how profitable; as no doubt would the
legal comnmunity local to such a deveiopment. On the other
hand, it is quite probable that a more direct involvement
would have been much more common with money left in the care
of solicitors being made available to individual§ interested
in speculative land development or housebuilding projects.
Secondly, there existed private individuals who had
capital and the interest gain from that capital, to invest

in estate development. Some such individuals were active )

1. Anon, interview, 13.11.69.
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with the direct aid or collabo?ation of an estate agent or
surveyor; others formed themselves into some kind of syndicate
with others of like mind. Howe%er, evidence has bgen found of
at least one private individual who undertook the financial
fisk.and‘responsibility for a number of developments,
primarily on his own initiative, without a great degree of
professional advice. A Mr Taylor, known to havé been active
in the Sutton.and Carshalton districts of Surrey, was one such
financieredeveloper who involved himself not only in the
physical task of gpeculative land development (the road
construction, whére requiréd,.being contracted out to a firm
of civil engineers), but also concerned himéelf in land
speculation deals, without concerning himself in the land's
eventual development. 1 His activities in this sphere did
not entirely exclude the use of estate agents, but -he did not
confine himself solely to the use of any one agent. Over the
period he used a number of agents: to keep in touch with the
'land market', and, initially at least, to fiﬁd builders
willing to buy from him either land which he had had
developed, or virgin land which he wished to resell. It

would appear that the size of the estates in which he was
interested was not large, probably none was above 30 acres,
and the majority would have been well below. Broadly speaking,
it appears that he dealt with roughly the same housebuilding

firms throughout the period, assuming, of course, that they

1. I am most grateful to Mr G. Edser, formerly of Edser &
. Brown Ltd. (Sutton), for the limited information I have on
the activities of Mr Taylor. ' .
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were able to remain solvent. 'Like the solicitor at Carshalton
Beeches, it would appear that Taylor was most anxious toilend
méney ts the housebuilders buying his land, and 'like that same
solicitor, it would éppear that for a number of the builders
concérned.the éost éf this private finance was a littié too
.high. This was not, of course, always the case and it would
appear that firms content not to over-extend théir business
activities relative to their financial means were abie to make
profitable use of such private sources. Edser & Brown Lta. of
Sutton dealt successfully with Iaylor for over a decade right
up fo the outbreak of the war as a customer‘for both lard and
finance. |

Thirdly, and 1astly, there is evidence that certain
speculative builders themselves were not entirely uninter?sted

-

in the potential profitability of land development and the
resale of developed land to other builders, whether this was
intended at the time of the initiél land purchase or not.
Already the activities of H.B.Silver have been considered.
Beiﬁg the leading technical partner in a syndicate, such as
Headstone Manor Estates Ltd., was obviously one successful
method by which a speculative builder might become involved. 2
A similar path was trodden by the Lancashire housebuilder,

William Lancaster, in Ealing, Sudbury and Isleworth in

Middlesex, and as far south as Kingston in Surrey.

1. Edser, interview, 16.10.69. .

2. See above p. 450. Unfortunately it was not possible
to discover any information on the extent to which H.B.Silver
was also financially involved.

3. See aboveﬂb. 402~ 4,
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Lancaster, as one of %he three‘founding partners in the firm
-Clifford & Clifford Ltd. and its associated company, Clifford
Estates Ltd., in;olved himself in the purchase and developr
ment of land not only for use by his own speculative hoﬁse-
buil&ing‘firm, R. Lancaster & Sons Ltd., but also for resale
in an improve state to other builders, many of which were

aléo from Lancashireﬂ 1 Clifford Es?ates Ltd.were given the
sole agency for the sale of all dwellings constructed on these
estates. However, while it is certain that Lancaster was a
partnér in Clifford & Clifford Ltd., the relationship between,
and the individual importance of, the various characteré
involved in the development activities is noé altogether clear,
although from the limited amount of evidence which has been
made available to the author iﬁ would appear that Eancastef
was directly respbnsible for the negotiation and purchase of
much of the large Perivale Park Estate in Ealing;'as indeed he
was for its development with roads and services d;ring the
early 1930s. 2 The picture is further clouded by the fact
that towards the end of the 1930s Lancaster sold out his share
in both Clifford & Clifford Ltd. and Clifford Estates Ltd. >
But in spite of the lack of clarity in the evidence it would
appear that here was an example of a speculative housebuilder
who iﬁtentionaliy and successfully combined the functions of
the speculative housebuilder and speculative land developer.

Moreover, by the mid 1930s, Lancaster's entrepreneurship had

1. See above P 404-.

2. My thanks must go to Mr G.D.Lancaster for allowing me to
examine the few remaining papers concerning land transfers
and development carried out by his father.

3. Lancaster, interview, 22.1.70.
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gone a stage further when he contracted the wﬁole of the
actual house construction process of the southern side of
his business to the firm Jacob Qard & Son Ltd., who-had been
in charge of ail the carpentry and joinery work on the houses
he had built in Sudbury during the late 1920s. 1
In the cése of other firms for which evidence has been
found,zthe land development aspect of the speculative house-
builder's enterprise does not appéar to have been so pre- .
conceived. Two important examples have been uncovered: the
first concerning two of the larger and better known interwar
speculative builders‘in south London; the second, a medium-
sized speculative builder active in the western suburbs.
Some time between 1933 and 1935 G.T.Crouch Ltd. purcﬂased a
largé area of land in Morden, an area with the Battersea New
Cemetary adjacent to the northwest and Morden Park adjacent
to the north east. The estate was named after the latter, and
G.T.Crouch Ltd. laid it out with.££; i;tention of ﬁuilding upon
it themselves. However, for some reason Crouch considered the
area too large to develop profiéably on his own and so
decided to fesell a section of the estate, at that time
partially developed, in order to reduce the area of his own
housing enterprise to presumably what he considered to be
nearer an optimum size. Thus in 19%6 the sale of the estate

furthest from Morden Underground Station was transacted with

Wates Ltd. of Streatham, consisting of frontagé sufficient for

1. For other information on this remarkably enterprising
and energetic housebuilder see pp. 400-4—04) 633)614.,301.
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of Uxbridge, in Héye;. Purchased between 1927 and 1931, this -
estate was considerably larger than the one in Uxbridge. It
had an area sufficient for well.over.l,zoo dwellings, of

which the builder resold, in a developed form, areas
sufficient in total for less than 100 dwellings. The bulk'of
the sale took place during the financial year 1937-8, fhat is
six to seven years after the annexation and purchase of the
last section of the estate, and was to two small builders,a
C.J.A.Mead and G.VW.Brooks, Qﬁo bought the land for £5.10.0.
and £5 per foot frontage.respectively.

Only a very small number of examples of the inte;est
shown by some speculative housebuilders in land development
have been presented. Although.quantitatively the evidence,
on this is sparse, it has revealed examples which to some
extent indicate different approaches to such enterprise}
different ‘'scales of operation, and, which suggest.that
different housebuilders probably had different reasons and
motives for choosing to sell the lénd in an improved state
rather than carrying through with the more usual speculative
housebuilding'proceés. How general such practice was among
speculative housebuilders, however, must for the mément remain
a mystery. Certainly in any number of cases it is not, and
will not be, possible to draw too fine a distinction between
the builder and the devéloper, a point which will be amply
illustrated below during the consideration firstly of the

tdeveloper-builders', 1 and then the 'field-ranging house-builders’.

1. I.e. an individual or firm involved in speculative land
development, but also interested in the possibilities of
building dwellings on at least one part of the estate.

2. See below F.-‘F?é.
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(¢) The speculative land developer-builder.

The step from the role of land developer to that of
housebuilaer was not géeat. Inéeed, particularly during
periods of good demand for housing, the incentive for
speculative land developers to complete the residential
éevelopment pfocess by érecting dwellings on at 1egst part ‘of
the land they had ‘'improved' must have been substantial. It
is probable that many land develoﬁers during the 1920s and
1930s saw and exploited the potential p;ofitaﬁﬁlity of taking
such a step. This appears to have been especially true vhere
the developers were estate agents and surveyors acting either
for themselves or for clients, although only a very few
appear to have gone as far as to ﬂuild the whole of any of
their developments. This point can be seen as a fifst broad
distinction between various speculative 'developer-builders'.

One concern which eventually was responsible -for the

e

building of all the dwellings on its development was the

Haling Down Estate Company, the Croydon estate development
company studied by Dr R.C.W.Cox. L Although initially intending
to sell off the estate in developed frontage lots, the company's
failure to have sold any of their land by i914 led them to a
reconsideration of their policy and to a decision to erect
dwellings themselves. This the company did between 1922 and
1940 by contracting out all the construction work both labour

and material, at first, between 1922 and 1934,‘to a builder

1. R.C.Y.Cox, Some Aspects of the Urban Development of
Croydon 1870-1940 (unpublished M.A.thesis, University of
Leicester, 1966), pp. 97-120. Subsequently referred to
as Cox (1966). A
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named Lee, and later, between 1934 and 1940, to Reed & Co.
(Estates) Ltd.'(R,A.éeed Ltd. of Wallington). In this way
thé Haling Down Estate was covered with houses, bungalows,
and maisonnettes at a completion rate qf between 9 and 38
dweliings a year.

Exampleé such as this do not appear to have been common
in Greater London bgtween the wars, but on the other hand, the
example of the Haling Down Estaté'Co. is by no means an
isolatgd one. Evidence has been found of land developers
and land development companies in Ruislip, in Hillingdon, and
in Enfield, which were responsible for the construction of
all the dwellings to be built on their development. For
exaﬁple? on part of what had been Old Oak Farm in Hillingdon,
Standard Properties (Hillingdon) Ltd., a subsidiary company
férmed by Standard Properties Ltd. of igtor House, Aldwych,
WC2 to organize énd bear the speculafive responsibility for
this enterprise, organized the la&ing out of sufficient
developed frontage for approximately 840 dwellings. The
company did not construct these dwelliﬁgs themselves however,
but instead chose to let all the building work on tﬁem to a
contract builder, A. Pascall & Son Ltd. of Dowq Place,
Hammersmith. 1 Similarly in Ruislip dﬁring the garly 1930s,
another London development company, The Ruislip Development
Compapy Ltd. of 33, Madox Street, W1l had laid out the

Ruisiip Garden Estate for over 800 dwellings,2 agreeing a

1. Bldr, 28 July 1933.
2. The estate adjacent and to the west of Ruislip Gardens
Station, including Stafford Road to the north and Clyfford

Road to the south.



Lé3.

building contract for'the first part of the scheme with
J.H.Harris & Son of Morris Avenue, Ilford. 1

The lasf of the examples to'be noted here was to be
found in western Enfield and took rather a differeant form
from‘the other three._ On Cotswold Way between 1938 and 1940
the Southgaté estate agent énd surveyor, Hugh Davies & Co.,
organized the development of a relatively small site. Unlike
"the other threé examples cited however, Davies had a much
more dgreét interest in the ;ctual construction of the
dwellings. Through his own building compaﬁy; London &
Suburban Homesfeads Ltd., he organized the supply of both
finance and building materials for the project, also paying
directly the wages of the labouf force involved. Héwgver,
lTike Haling Downs Estate Co., Ruislip Development Co. Ltd.,
and Standard Properties (Hillingdon) Ltd., Hugh Davies did
not personally have the experience or the technical knowledge
required to organize and carry out the actual construction of
the dwellings. To take control of this work he directly
employed a local architect-builder, H.A.Nash, as the building
manager. 2 When outbreak of war interrupted this particular
project London & Suburban Homesteads Ltd; had only completed
3

48 houses.

A second, and perhaps more important, broad distinction

l. J.H.Harris & Son won this contract on the basis of a
competitive tender (Bldr, Jan. 1934). Between 1934 and
1939 Harris completed over 400 dwellings on the estate,
over half of which had been completed during the first two
years. Ruislip-Northwood Register. .

2. Davies, interview, 26.1.70.

3. Enfield Register.
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may also be seen between the various speculative interwar
developer-builders active in the Greater London OSAs. Indeed
it may already have been noticea by the reader, for ‘it
concerns the way in which the house construction aspect of
deveioper-builders' activities was organized. Few if any
of these 1and'developers were housebuilders as such and it
can be.imagined that even the agents and surveyors active in
this sphere had, at the very most; only limited knowledge of
the organizational and the more technical and;practical
aspects of the house construction process. Thus it was
necessary for almost all speculative 1and developers who
felt that the potential speculative profit from housebuilding
was worth the risks involved, to purchase in some way their
knowiedge of constrﬁction. Broadly, they were faced with two
possibilities. Firstly, like Haling Downs Estate Co.,
Ruislip Development Co. Ltd., and Standard Properties
(Hillingdon) Ltd., a land develope;M;oﬁld let:-the construction
of a group of dwellings to a housebuilder, or perhaps a number
of housebuilders, either on a labour only or a labour and
materials contract. The alternative would be to employ
directly a skilled craftsman, a housebuilder, or perhaps an
architect, as a building manager or a general foreman and thus
organize the actual housebuilding process internally. Each of
these alternatives, from both the housebuil&er's and the
developer's point of view will be considered bfiefly in turan
by reference to a number of specific examples.

On the evidence which has been obtained it would appear

that,in general, those land-developers who wished also to
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bqild on their land preferred to adopt the former of the
alternatives menéioned. Of course from the contracted house-
builder's point of view, the fact that the developer chose to
agree a building contract wifh him meant that he was not
directly involved in any -of the speculative aspects of the

- project, nor did he require the financial basis necessary if
he were speculating on his own. On the other hand, such
dontract housebuilders were not eﬁtirely divorced from the
risks and uncertainties involved in speculative enterprise.
Indeed,.eveﬁ apart from the direct and almost Eertainly
adverse, impact which any insolvency of the developer would
have on the stability and fortunes 6f the contracted firm,
such firms would be required to build the dwellings concerned
at a pace dictated by the developer, which in turn would be
related to the level of the demand for those dwellings at any
particular time. Furthermore.the developer was in practice
often able to off-load at least some part of the financial
burdens and riéks involved in any project on to the contracted
builder, normally by delaying the timing of the payments agreed
in the contract. 1 In such a situation the buildef was nor-
mally powerless, especially if,.as was often the case, his

firm was relatively small and only meagrely capitalized,'

1. Normally payment under such an agreement would have been
made on the basis of the stages completed, either for labour
or labour and materials. Naturally if a developer should
fail to make a payment, or a number of payments, for the
completion of some stages of the work for any reason, the
contracted builder would somehow have had to find sufficient
funds, normally involving him in extending his own credit,
to cover his own solvency between the time he made the
initial outlay and the time he eventually received his payment.
This could of course, and in fact normally did, increase his
own costs.
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being tied to the develcper by the debté incurred with both
fank and merchants.while constructing the unpaid-for section.
of the contract.

In all, therefore, such contract work was for the small
builder by no means free from the element of risk. 1In
addition, it would appear that, especially during the early
years of the 1930s, in order to obtain work, builders and
éraftsmen, some of whom had migrafed to London ffom the
provinces in search of employment, were willing to offer
developers exceptionally iow quotations on such projects even
though it would leave them with barely any profit margin; if
any at all, for themselves. Three interviewees independently
gave strikingly similar accounté of builders on one barticulér
estate in the nortﬁwestern suburbs. 1 ayaturaliy enough there
was a relﬁctance to give more concrete informafion, but one
specific example was given.. In 1931 a young builder left the
uhemployment of South Wales to search for work in London, but
instead of work he found that the employment situation in the
industry in the London area at this timé was not much better
than in South Wales. Consequently, although he knew that the
contract would be difficult to complete at the price agreed
between himself and the developer, he agreed to take on the
construction (labour only) of a group of 24 d#ellings. After
completing a number.of the houses, the builder found himself
unable to carry out his side of the contract at the agreed

price, and he eventually disappeared. The remaining houses

1. Interviews with Swanne, 29.10.69; Watson, 14.10.69;
Anon, 1.10. 59.
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were built and compléted by another Welsh builder who was
employed directly by the developer as a general foreman.

It would appear that not ail builders who undertook
this form of contract were small, nor were they all willing
to uﬂdertake the task under such conditions and on such fine
profit margins. In 1933 John W. Laing (now Sir John) of
John Laing & Son Ltd. gave an interview to the leading
journal of the’building and contrécting industry in which he
explained how his firm had eﬁtered the sphere of speculative
housebuilding after carrying out a contract to build houses
for a developer. 2 Here then is an example of a building
firm, already a sizeable contractor by the early 1920s, which
‘undertook housebuilding contracfs for private developers.

The activities_of G.T.Crouch Ltd. provide a second
example, even though at this time the firm was still below the
size it was later to attain. It appears that during the
earlier 1930s Crouch would provide a building and sales
service on contract for estate developers or development
companies. A number of £imes the firm worked under the control
of an architect, but not infrequently, in order to avoid

professional fees, developers would place responsibility for

l. Anon, interview, 1.10.69. The informant on this point
was a speculative builder who had purchased 12 plots of
developed land which lay opposite the area of land on which
this builder was working under contract. He learnt of the
builder's predicament from conversations with both the builder
himselfl and the builder who later took on the job of general
foreman. From the latter he also learnt of the hurried nature
of the workmanship on the houses erected by the contracted
builder, a probable manifestation of such contracts.

2. NB, Oct. 1933, p.82.
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both design and supervision in Crouch's hands. 1 However,
these are only twq examples, ahd fhe general picture built

up from the interviews and conférsations uﬁdertaken,does

tend to suggest that it was unusual to find- the larger
building firms carrying out such work, especially where
estate agents or suréeyofs were involved. More character-
istic do appear to have been fhe individual craftsmen and the
" smaller building firms.

Bgfore turning to look at the other form by which p;ivate
developer-builders were able to, and did, approach the probiem
of hiring housebuilding knowledge, it is perhaps important to
recognize that the way such developers chose to organize the
building contracts on their estates tendéd to vary to some
extent. It has already been.seen above that in each of the
cases cited (i.e. Ruislip Development d;. Ltd., Standard
Properties (Hillingdon) Ltd., and Haling Downs Estate Co.) the
developer ;ppears to havé preferfga*ggwﬁse only one builder at
a time and to agree contracts for large sections of the
estate, if not all of it. 2 When the estate agents, Hickman
& Bishop of Kingston began developing and building under the
name of Hygienic Houses Ltd. in 1934 they also decided to .
adopt this practice, and on their first development at Chertsey
they céntracted a Hounslow builder, Davis, to build all
dwellings (terraced bungalows) at a labour and materials price

for each dwelling completed. Although this was Davis' only

contract with the firm, the practice was continued throughout,

1. Jones, interview, 10.10.69.
2. See above pp.4oD~-4.,
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the 1930s; and thus'ﬁf until the outbreak of war a local.
Kingston firm of'ca;penters and joiners, Woods & Williamson,
organized under contract the whéle'construction process on
all of the firm's developments, oﬁ a labour only basis.

..The estate agents and developers Hilbery Chaplin Ltd.
alsb preferred to employ just one builder to organize the
constrﬁétion of dwellings on.any one:of their estates at any
one time. It Qould seeﬁ that if the builder was known by the
developers to be reliable he.would have been gi#en a contract
'-for the construction of éli the dwellings it was proposed to
erect on a particular estate with the freedom to organize the
construction in any way he pleased. However there was always
. a clause in his contract which éave the developers the right
to terminate the contract if for some reason his work was
unsatisfactory. ? Where such a housebuilder was not known to
the developer, but had won the contract by virtue:of the price
at which he was prepared to undertake the work, it was normal
procedure for this particular firm to agree an initial con-
tract for perhaps no more than 30 dwellings. Even in such
cases however he would be the sole contracted housebuilder
working on that particular estate.

Other developers on the 6ther hand appear to have con-

sidered that a preferable, and perhaps also a more profitable,

1. Daniel, interviews, 1.11.69 and 7.11.69. In 1935 the
firm changed its name to Hygienic Homes Ltd.

2. In this period at least,a formal signed contract was
not necessarily a general feature of such an agreement.
It appears that in many cases building agreements between
developers and builders were of an oral nature.

3. Chaplin, interview, 5.1.70.
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approach was to agree contracts with.a number of builders and
tb have them working concurrently on a'particular estate.
The contracts given to individual builders by such developers
tended to be relatively small: a common figure appears to
havelbeen in the region of 15 to 20 dweliings. On the Harrow
.Gardeﬁ Village estate adjacent to Rayners Lane Underground
Station for example, although Metropolitan Railway Country
Estates Ltd. appears primarily to have contracted the con-
struction of the dwellings sold under its name to A.E.A.
Prouting Ltd. on a labour and material basis, the EOmpany also
appears to have used at least two other building firms. 1In
general the contracts agreed were fof approximately 20
dwellings at a time.

Another private-developer who preferred to work in this
way was the estate agent who financed and controlled the .
_ development of a 90 acre estate in Wealdstone (south of Locket
Road) between 1929 and 1939. Part of the frontage of this
estate was sold to speculative builders, one section in fact
to New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. 2 Over thé rest of the area the
residential development was completed by the developer himself,
initially by.contracting the whole house construction process

out to three individual builders who worked concurrently on

1. Leathers, interview, 23.9.69. Thé company built on
only a relatively small part of this 213 acre estate. By
1932, at least 12 builders had bought frontages of
improved land from the company and were building
speculative dwellings. Harrow Observer and Gazette,

15 April 1932, p.7.

2. Companies House, File No. 243565; Beckett, interview,

18.11.69. :
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different sections of the estate. 1

" From the evidence collectéd it appears probable that ﬁew
deﬁelopers had more than three or four builders working
concurrently for them in this way. A larger number was not
unknéwn however, and it appears that the estate agent and
_surveyor, P.ﬁ.Edwards, 2 favoured employing a rather larger
number of builders on his estates, often on rathe; smailer
ebntracts. Thié was his practice on both the estates he

organized for clients and those he organized for himself. 3

Broadly speaking, the élternative method gy which
developer-builders undertook housebuilding operations was by
organizing the ﬁrocess internally and employing directly an
individual with the knowledge and the experience required as
a building manager o; general foreman. By apprcaching the
task in this way the déveloper assumed more closeiy the roles
and the functions which Qére'more traditionally ascribed to

the 'field-ranging' speculative housebuilder in the procesé of

l. This was the only major development in which this
particular developer was involved (Beckett, interview,
18.11.69). Mr Beckett considered it discrete not to divulge
the name of his former employer to the author. No direct
evidence as to his identity has come to hand, but in a copy
of The Builder in late 1932 the following was found:
"J.Searcy, 21, College Road, Harrow (estate agent) has
erected 46 houses in Talbot Road and 64 houses in Locket
Road (Builder: F.G.Smith of Harrow Weald)." (16 Nov. 1932).
The development in question included both Talbot Road and
parts of Locket Road. The answer to whether J.Searcy was
the developer in question, and F.G.3mith one of the builders
under contract to him, must for the moment remain unknown
and must await further evidence. '

2. I.e. through his companies P.H.Bdwards Ltd., P.H.Edwards
(Mill Hill) Ltd., P.H.Edwards (Golders Green) Ltd., P.H.
Edwards (Kenton) Ltd.

3. Interviews with Davies, 26.1.70; Saunders, 1.10.69.
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.residential developmént, 1 with the exception of course, that
not ‘always did the ;and developer buiid over the whole area
of his estate development. The'developer-builders who
decided on thls alterndtive approach were therefore not only
reopon51b1e for, and 1n control of, the initiative behind all
phases of the land development process (i,e. after the
rélease-ofihe land by the landownef) and house construction,
but they were élso in direct control, via the building
manager oxr general foreman, Qf the employment an& organiz-
ation of laboﬁr, and of material purchase,delivery and
allocation. In addition they.ﬁndertook the total financial
burden involved in speculative house'production; Clearly in
sﬁch cases the agency through whom building knowledge and
organizational ability was obtained became a direct part of
the developer-builder's internal hierarchy.

On the other hand'the fact that the more typical
speculative housebuilder invariably had a personal knowledge
of the technical and organizational aspects of the house
construction process and hence was able.to play a part in

this process, meant that the distinction between the

1. See Section 4(d) below.

2. In this way, of course, the developer-builder avoided
having to pay the margin of profit which any firm agreeing
to undertake building work on contract 1nev1tab1y must
have included in their guotation, and hence in the eventual
agreed contract price. Although it is true that the
employment of a building manager or general foreman would
be an added cost with the second alternative considered,
it would be most extraordinary if it amounted to a very
high proportion of the profit margin which would normally
have been required by a contract builder.



Loz,

identities and Structural.form of thé two types of house-
building concerns} although blurred, still reﬁained obvious.
It has been possible to diécover evidence for only three
examples;,excluding Hugh Davies in Enfield 1 where the
developer-builder decided to adopt such an approach,'and
only one of these cases.provides an entirely clear-cut
exaﬁple. Thié was on an estate in Sidcup, Kent. The
déveloper in~tﬁis case bought an éfea of land in Sidcup and
contracted the road-laying and public serviceg installation
out to a firm of civil.engineers; The house construction
work 6n the estéte was then organize@ by two bricklayers
employed on a.fixed weekly wage by the developer, while the
completed dwellings were séld by a firm of esfate agents.
In this case therefore it is clear that the developer's

contribution to the estate deveiopment was the provision of

the finance and financial organization required plus, of

course, the initial stimulus for the development.

The other two examples have already been mentioned in
' another context for they were both cases where the "developer-
builder” had initially adopted one method of orgaﬁizing their
house construction operations, only later to change to the
alternative. One was the Golders Green estate agent and

surveyor, P.H.Edwards. On one of the estates being developed

1. See above Pp. 462—4-. ‘

2. Whyte, interview, 16.10.69. Vhyte's firm worked as
sub-contract plumbers on a number of dwellings on this
particular estate. According to Whyte, previous to this
employment the bricklayers had worked as a pair on sub-
contract work on a number of speculative housing estates
within the south-eastern suburbs.
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in Harrow by P.H.Edwards (Kenton)'Ltd. during the late 1920s,
it appears that Edwards employed his own clerk of works to
organize the construction of dwellings for himself and hié
Aclients on the section of the estate not sold as 'improved'
land. By 1931-2 however his praétipe appears to have changed,
for in'that year, and presumably the foilowing years also, he
was contrécting small builders to ergct groups of houées for
him under a labour only contract,'l and employing'builders

- directly only on the insolvency of one of these contréc£ors;
The secoﬁdbexample was the case of the Wealdstone 'developer-
builder'. As has been noted earlier this developer's

initial approach to the problem of hﬁusé constrﬁction was to
contract out the work on ﬁ labour and material basis to three
small builders. ; ‘An it was in fact well into the 1930s
before he made the decision to eﬁploy a building manager to
organize the construction work and to contract out all parts
of the constructién process to individual trade sub-
¢ontractors.

-

On the evidence which has come to lighf,the evaluation

5

of the two broad alternatives noted above to reveal which
was the more efficient, or rather the more profitable, is
exceptionally difficult. The evidence concerning the Kenton

and Yealdstone developments provides no help. Furthermore the

1. See above p. 46&. TFor an example of a nineteenth
‘century developer who commanded strict control over a
number of builders active on his estate, see Dyos (1968),

E‘ cit. p.bL49.
2. Interviews with Anon, 1.10.69; 26.1.70.

3. See above p. 470

L, Beckett, interview, 18.11.69.

5. See above P« 464-,
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tésk is complicated by the fact that the approach to the
actual construction work undertaken by the 'developer-builder'
was unlikely to have been the only important variable in the
cost considerations of a housebuilding project. However,

from fhe evidence gathered some comment may be made.

It would appear that the choice'made by developers
depended very much on the attitude of the individual developer
concerned. In particular, it depended on the extent to which
the deve;oper was willing to pay the higher cost which would
normally have been involved when the house construction process
wvas contracted out to an independent builder. In return for
these higher costs a builder obtained the advantages of the
greater convenience and the greatly reduced work-load which
this course of action provided compared with the possible
alternative. The fact that the majority of the *'developer-
builders' on whom evidence has been discovered appears to
indicate a préference for some fofm of contracting systen
would perhaps suggest that in general developers were
prepared to forego higher profit margins'for the convenience
- and other advantages it provided. These advantages for
éxample may well have included the ability to offset at least
part of the speculative and financial burden of the house
construction stage of the process. On the other hand, it is
- difficult to make such suggestions with any certéinty. It
is, for example,>difficult to state at this stage of
knowledge the extent to which in practice serious differentials
in costs did exist between the two alternative approaches.

Unquestionably the latter approach noted would, as a rule, be
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the less costly of fh; two, but on the other hand, the very
favourable contracts which such developers were able to
achieve with small builders duriﬁg these years; may well have
been such as té reduce significantly the cost disadvantages of
contrécting out the whole house construction section of the

process.

(d) The speculative estate develoners and housebuilders.

During the second half ef the 1920s and throughout the
1930s, speculative housebuilding firms came increasingly to
usurp the functions of the land developer by un&ertaking
personally the initiative and responsibility for all parts of
the residential developmenf process: from the purchase of land
to the completion of the dwellings on thét land. As has been
noted earlier the speculative land developer continued to
operate in a nuniber of forms during the late 1920s and also,
although p?obably to a lesser extent, during the‘i9305.
However, the increasing prominence of fieldranging house-.
builders must inevitably have reduced their importance in the
suburban scene in general, and their significance in the
process of residential suburban growth in particular.

The term 'fieldranger' was coined within the industry
itself, and these speculative housebuilders were just that.

The Economist in mid-1937, in a review of the growth and

changes which had taken place in the London area since the
Armistice, stated that the London outer suburbs had mostly
been developed by speculative builders " . . . buying a few

fields at a time [ these fields having) generally been
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laid out as the builders pleased . . . M 1 While approximately
three and a half years earlier a building trade journal had
commented on the activities of the west London spéculative

housebuilder, George Wimpey & Co. Ltd.:

The Company « . « is in the position to develop
virgin acreage « o . Undeveloped land is
, purchased, surveying and preparation of plans
is carried out, roads and sewers are laid,
houses are designed and constructed and sales
and legal work are all attended to under the
same head.

This'lattér statement in fact provides a succint description of
the residential development functions undertaken by field-
ranging speculative housebuilders and indicates the extent to
which suéh firms spanned the residential development process

3

during these years.

Moreover, although The Economist talked of these builders

"buying up a few fields at a time', a number of speculative
housebuildiﬁg firms were in fact undertaking some‘very large
fieldranging projects indded. At least two were of exceptiomal
propqrtions. On a large area of land lying either side of the
LNER railway liné between Dagenham and Hornchurch Stations in
Essex, for example, Richard Costain Ltd. planﬁed out their Elm -
Park Estate for approximately 7,506 dwellings, a railway
station, eight schools, five shopping centres,.twb churches, a

public house, a cinéma seating approximately 3,000 persons,

1. Economist (London Supplement) 8 May 1937, p.48.

2. PB4 Nov. 1933, pp. 251-2.

3. Although it should be made clear that while the sales
and legal aspects of this process were normally undertaken
by fieldrangers, this was by no means a necessary
characteristic.
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and a recreation ground. 1 Indeed at 1eaét 81 acres of the
land originally purchased were in fact given by Costain to.
the local authority, Hornchurch UDC. 2 Between Costain's
first building approval on this estate in late 1933 and the
official opening of the new railway station and the first
-section of the estate by the Minister of Health,Sir E. Hilton
Young on 18th May 1935," 500 houses had been completed. As
this was only 7% of the total numBer projected on the estate,
it is not surprising that Elm Park Estate was still incomplete
at the outbreak of the war in 1939. The fact that Costain
failed té complete the estate is not important however. What
is important is that here is an example of a speculative
housebuilding firm who dufing the early 1930s negotiated the

purchase of an area of land of at least 700 acres on which it

1. NB, June 1935, p.461. :

2. PB, Dec. 1933, p.268. It was not uncommon to find
fieldrangers and other developers of large sites donating
land to LAs for use as open space. Any number of cases
could be cited and indeed much outer suburban open space
owes its origins to such an arrangement. In return for such
donations the LA normally allowed the builder to build at
higher densities on other sections of the site as long as
the average density for the site as a whole did not exceed
- that -stipulated in the statutory, or more normally non-
statutory, town planning scheme for that particular area.
The advantages of such an arrangement to the LA are clear,
but what was in it for the builder? On the one hand the
areas donated were in general of poor development quality
and/or awkwardly shaped. Thus, by means of the donation and
the resultant dénsity concessions, the builder was able to
exchange poor land for the ability to make more intensive
use of the more easily and cheaply developable sections of
- the site, possibly also achieving certain additional
building economies from the ability to build at higher
densities. While on the other hand the arrangement almost
certainly also had sales advantages for the builder since
. open space represented an important amenity. In basic
- principle the arrangement is still in use in the 1970s,
 under the title 'planning gain', and since 1945 has been used
in relation to among other things housing and roadspace as
well as open space.
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was planned to create what was virtually a complete residential
suburﬁ. 1

The other exceptionally large development for which it
has peen possible to find evidence was planned by another .
prominent interwar contracting and gpeculative housebuilding
firm, John Laing & Son Ltd. It was in fact smaller in area
than Costain's Elm Park prﬁject, and' was conceived much later
in the decade. Encouraged by the.London Passenger Transport
Board's ﬁlans to extend the Underground from Stanmore to
Elstree and obviously undeterrgd by any prospect of the out-
break of war, 1até in 1938 Laing purchased 500 acres of land
between the London, Midland and Scottish Rai1way line to St.
Pancras and the Barnet by-pass ;t Elstree. TUnlike Costain at.
Elm Park, Laing's plans for this land included speculative
factory, as well as housing, development. 2 The war was,
however, to interrupt and put an end to this private enterprise
dfeam, for after the peace the loéal authority compulsorily
purchased the area for its own housing purposes.

Between these ekceptionally large developments and
estates of approximately 1,000 to 13,000 dwellings, the
existence of estates like the 2,600 dwelling Tattenham Corner
Esfate of the Surrey Downs Housing Co. Ltd. in the Surréy
suburbs, and the even larger Ruislip Manor Estate of George

Ball (Ruislip) Ltd. in South Ruislip should not be over-

l. By 1933, Costain had already developed, or was
developing, large estates in Cricklewood, Sudbury Hill,
Dagenham and South Croydon. .

2. NHB, Jan. 1939, p.3.
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looked. 1 It does appear however that individual sites of
approximately 100-150 acres were about as large as many of
the larger speculative housebuiiders were willing to develop,
build upon and risk in any particular area. 2 There is no
shoroage of examples of such developments, for exemple, the

estates of Haymills Ltd. at Barn Hill in Wembley and at

3

Haﬁger Hill in Ealing; ~thé.t of Comben & Wakeling Ltd. in

" South Kentons b of F. & C. Costln Ltd. in Kentonj > of

T.F.Nash Ltd. at Rayners Lane, of Henry Boot (Garden Estates)

—-

Ltd. at Burnt Oak, Hayes (Kent), and Greenford; 6 of G.T.
Crouch Ltd. in Richmond, Morden, and Whittonj; 7 of Taylor

Woodrow Estates Ltd. in Hayes (Middx.); 8 of Wates Ltd. in -

Streatham Vale and Dagenham; 9 of Newman Eyre & Peterson Ltd.

in Enfield and Gidea Park (Essex); 10 of George Wimpey & Co.

-,

Ltd. in Hestonj 11 of A, Waddington & Sons Ltd. in Alperton; 12

of R.T.Warren Ltd. in Hayes (Middx.); 13 of London Housing

Society Ltd. at Stonebridge Park, Wembley; 14 of Elliot

15

Construction Co. Ltd. in Hinchley Wood (Surrey); of

l. i. PB, Oct. 1933, p.232.

ii. See above Ch.s.E!SSTM‘ s Jackson, interview, 17.10.69;
Ruislip-Northwood Register. :

2. Although it was not unknown for such housebuilders to
build further estates in areas which had proven popular to
house purchasers, see below pp. 6&8-74-.

3. Cox, interviewu, 28 8 69.

L, See above p..437. .

5. The Times, .25 April 1930, p.5.

6. Times, interview, 25.8.69.

7. Jones, interview, 10.10.69.

8. Hayes UD, Register of Building Notices. Held by the
London Borough of Hillingdon at Northwood.

9. Wates, History, p.6; Building Dept. Memo. to the
Directors of Wates Ltd., 30.June 1936.

10. Enfield Registerj Enfield Weekly Herald, 11 March 1938, p.l2.
11. Anon, 1nterv1ew, 26.8.69.
12. =Eswam E.g. Bidr, 8 SQF‘\' 1933 5 also okowve. p- 4c0.
13. See above Pe 29~ 7.
14, Dixon, interview, 13.10.69.
15. Bee above F.B\‘a.
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Cutlers Ltd. in North Harrow; 1 of New Ideal Homesteads Ltd.
in Erith, Bexle&,ﬂFalconwood (Welling), Sidcup, Feitham,
Twickenham and Ilford; 2 Allied Building Co. Ltd. in Hayes
(Middg.); 3 of Davis Estates Ltd. in Kingsbury, Orpington,
Chislehurst, and Maldenj 4 of John Laing & Son Ltd. at

5

Canons Park, Sfanmore, Eﬁfield West, and South Croydon; and
of Richard Costain & Sons Ltd. at Cricklewood, Sﬁdbury Hill,
Séﬁth C;oydon and Dagenhém. .

The above list is of course inevitably limited. And
although it inc;udes the vast majority of the largest inte;;
war speculative housebuilders active within the Greater London
area, it obviously excludes the many medium-sized firms who,
perhaps within one locality only, developed and built an
estafe of such a size at one time or other during fhis
period. A further point whicﬁ should be stressed is that as
has already been indicated. in Chapter 5, single firm estate
~developments of such a size were»ggﬂ;o ;eans characteristic
.of the housebuilding activity of the industry as a whole,
‘althoﬁgh this is not of course tb deny that such developments
were a significant characteristic in residential suburban
development, nor is it to deny that they were in many cases

of the utmost significance to the development of particular

suburban areas.

1. See ghuyenyy below Meap 1.

2. Hefford, interview, 31.10.69.

3. Hayes UD, op. cit.

L, Steadman, interview, 14.11.69.

2. Information supplied by John Laing & Son Ltd.

. See above p. 412
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The estates &evelopéd by speculative builders do not
often appear to have been entire land ownerships prior to .
‘their purchase for building purposes. Indeed it would
appear that the purchase of the whole of an ownership, such
as a landed estate or a farm, was a rarity. John Laing &

Son Ltd. were able to do so at Enfield West where South Lodge
ﬁouse and its estate were purchésed”complete, as was Francis
Jackson, also in the early 19305,.when he purchased a farm in
South Ruislip for George Ball (Ruislip) Ltd. 1 However, more
generally the fieldranging speculative housebuilder appears
to have purchased just one part or section of farms, private
estates, or other single ownerships for his development
purposes.

Such purbhases were in fact .often made following the sub-
division of larger land-ownerships into smaller sale lots by
landowners. As has been noted earlier such sub-division was
at times madé necessary beqause tﬁe estate as a whole ha&
failed to achieve the price considered reasonable by the
landowner. At other times it was becéuse the estate was
considered to be too large by potential purchasers and/or the
landowﬁer himself. The latter was in fact the reason for the
sub-division of the land owned by St. Bartholomew's Hospital
in the Stanmore area of Middlesex. The whole area totalled
approximately 880 acres, and was clearly too large t§ be sold
as a single lot except in the most exceptional circumstances.

Hence the area was divided into lots by the Hospital. During

1. Jackson, interview, 17.10.69.
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the late 1920s two areas of approximately 30 acres, and an
area of approximatgly 250 acres were sold for building
pufposes, while further areas, fotalling just over 56

acres were sold for open space and playing fields. 1 The
sale Eontiﬁued during the early 1930s énd in 1931 an area

of over 58 acres was sold to one builder, areas of
approximately 98 acres and 56 acres were sold to two 6thers,
"while John Laing & Son Ltd. purchased two areas‘of 113 acres
and 83 écres respectively. 2 In 1933 another builder
purchased the most westerly section of the estate, an area
of nearly 56 acres. On this esfate then, Laing probably
built iﬁ the region of 1,800 dwellings but evén so purchased
less than a quarter of the whole area sold.

"The situatioﬁ was similar in respect of Hayes Place in
Kent and the housing estate of Henry Bé;t (Garden Estates)
Ltd. The whole estate of 300 acres was séld in December 1930,
but the housing development built S} Boot included only
approximately 1,000 dwellings. 3 This would indicate that
Henry Boot (Garden Estates) Ltd. had dnly purchased
approximately a third of the original estate for their project.
Similarly, the 80 acres of virgin land sold in 1930 to F. & C.
Costin Ltd. Sy Harrow Séhool represented only one section of
Lyon Farm, Harrow, from which it came. : While a fourth

example which may be cited was in Enfield where an orchard was

sold by auction during the early 1930s to a number of builders.

1. The Times, 4 Oct. 1929, p.ll.
2. Ibid. 28 March 1931, p.20.

3. Ibid. 17 Dec. 1930, p.23; Tipples, interview, 25.8.69.
L, Tbid. 25 April 1930, p.5.
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One-builder, Newman Eyre & Peterson Ltd., purchased a
particularly large area of this estate, its size béing.
indicated by the fact that of the approximately.2,600
dwellings which had been built on the estate by earlﬁ 1939,
almoét half had been completed by Newman Eyfe & Peterson. 1
Although it has only been possible to specify these four
exam@les in any detail at all, it perhaps may tentatively be
'suggested that at least during the middle years of this
period’the size and the béundaries, even of the larger
estate developments of the larger fieldranging speculative
housebuilders,were in the main émaller than the pre-existing
areas of virgin farmland aﬁd estate 6n which they were being
created. Indeed it would seem that often such developments
did not alone even cb#er the major part of these areas
previously under single landownership.% In view of this, even
though the boundaries of any particular estate development
may be known, without further inf&rmation it would be
difficult, if not impossible, to derive from such boundaries
the boundaries and proportions of the.pre—existing estate or.
area which had been under individual landownership, and

hence the pre-existing land-ownership pattern within any area.

The examination in Chapter 5 of the structures of the
housebuilding industries in Enfield UD and Ruislip-Northwood
UD between 1930-1 and 1940 has not only indicated that the
larger estate deveiopments of 100-~150 acres were not

necessarily a characteristic of suburban housebuilding within

l. Enfield Register.
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specific areas, but it has also shown that a number of the
larger fieldranging housebuilding firms were also willing .

to develop estates on a considerably smaller scale. ?- In
Ruislip, for éxample, Taylor Woodrow Estates Ltd. built two
esta£es of approximately 222 and 70 dwellings respectivel&,
.Davis Estates Ltd. built two slightly larger estates (i.e.
approximately 265 and 109 dwellings respectively), and George
Wimpey & Co. Ltd. had nearly two-thirds completed an estate

of uhde? 400 dwellings when war broke out. In Enfield,

Wimpey was active on two much smaller estates; of approximately
122 and 60 dwellings respectivel&, du;iné the later 1930s, and
New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. built one estate of 160 dwellings

. and another of barely 20. Wates Ltd. was also building an
estate in the Enfield area at tﬂié time and by September 1939
had completed 154 dwellings on an estagé which was probably
over half completed. Indeed in various parts of south London
during the later 1930s Wates had a number of estates with only
land for between 40 and 50 dwellings on each.A2 It is clear
therefore that such speculative housebﬁilders not only sought
relatively large areas of land on which.to carry out their
development and construction activities, but also were

interested in much smaller acreages if they were well located.

Location was naturally of great importance to such

~

1. See above pp.36-T.

2. Johnson, op. cit. p.159, from a conversation with the
late Norman E. Wates. It was found confirmed in Wates,
History. It should be acknowledged however that the houses
on these estates were among the most expensive built by
Wates at this time, often costing over £1,000 each. Seaton,
interview, 23.1.70; Wates News letter, 1937-9.
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speculative housebuilders in their land purchase decisions
and.it is known that if the location of a potential site was
considered to be particularly favourable from a sales point
of view; even the largest fieldrangers at times relinquished
theif land development function, and purchased land already
_developed with roads and services. For example, New Ideal
Homesteads Ltd., 'Britain's Biggest Builders', was willing to
purchase developed land at a pricé per foot frontage in
Wealdstone during the first half of the 1930s in order to
make up a small estate located well within a quarter of a
mile of the newly-built Belmont (London and North Western
Railway) station; 1 while in 1934-5 Davis Estates Ltd.
purchased frontage in Hampden VWay, Southgate,on Hugh Davies'
Osidge Estate. 2 Admittedly these represent only two exgmples,
but it is possibe, if no probable, that\should an examination
of the land purchase records of these and other large
speculative housebuilding firms ever be possible, these
examples would be found not to be isolated, even though they

may not have been particularly common.

Up to this pqint in the sub-section consideration has been
‘-given only to the larger speculative housebuilding firms. It
is important to acknowledge however that such fieldrangers

were not the only speculative housebuilders to undertake the
initial development of virgin land within their operational

framework. The estate development activities, albeit on a

1. Companies House, File No. 243565.
2. Interviews with Steadman, 14.11.69 and Davies, 26.1.70.
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smaller scale, of a whole range of medium-sized speculative
housebuilding firms should not be forgotten. The sites
involved varied in size from anyﬁhere between five and fifty
acres and were sometimes even larger. 1 These firms, like
theirllarger contemporaries, had over the period come
increasingly to take over the funcfions of the speculative
land developer by undertaking the laying of roads and public
utilities on tﬁeir estates themseives, either by direct

labour or by contracting the.task to a specialist firm. In
tﬁis way they were in a pésition where they were able to buy
virgin land directly, and where they did not have to rely on
tﬂe development initiative. of others. Also it would appear
that such activity was undertakén even by small and sometimes
very amateur housebuilders. A number of examples of this

were found to have taken place on the estate in Shirley
(Croydon) discussed at the beginning of the chapter. On this
estate housebuilders of little size and very little experience
constructed, or had constructed, roads and services on the
small areas of land purchased. Frequently these areas were of
sufficient size only for a short cul-de-sac or a small

crescent.

(d) Some conclusions.

In summary; a number of points have emerged from the
above consideration’ both of land enterprise and development

in the interwar outer London suburbs, gnd of some of the parties

1. See above .29%-2c9,
2. Cox (1970), op. cit. p. 358. See also above ﬁ; 423-4 .
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involved. It is clear for example, that increasingly during
these years the initiative for the deveiopment of land was
.being taken away frém commerciai land developers. Quantitative
expressions of any description as to the comparative importance
in this sphere of the various interested paffieg is not
possible on the basis of.the evidence known to the author at
this time, whether they should be given for the period as a

" whole or for more‘limitea time.pefiods. Any such attempt
therefore could only be dishénestl On the oth;r hand, the
overwheiming.impression gained by the author from the research
undertaken has been one of the inbreasing importance of fhe
speculative housebuilder in this sphere as the'period wore on.
The activities of the larger firms naturally provide the most
'striking manifestation of this trend, but the evidence also
indicates that speéulative housebuilding firms of all sizes

from the later 1920s onwards were developing their own land

——

. from a virgin state.

As is normally £he case.the picture is far from being
black and white and commercial land develdpers were by no -
means totally ;clipsed. Commercial land development took
place in a number of forms during both the 1920s and to a
lesser extent the 1930s, and some speculative housebuilders,
more especially smaller operators, purchased land from such
developers both in a virgin and/or in a developed state.
Furthermore, the picture is complicated by the fact that in
some areas it appears that speculative housebuilders played a
number of different roles: in effect, and often consciously,

‘becoming commercial land developers or a part of such an
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organization.

| The evidence presently at hand is insufficient to allow
any categorical statement to be madé as to the extent and |

' (1. Gha 4han for +hasr oun purgoses)

importance of the commercial land development activitieS/of
interwar speculative housebuilders in the outer suburbs.
However, no evidence has been located which suggests that
such activities were of" widespread significance in this area
during these years, although in pérticular areas, such aé
the‘Narfh Harrow area, they may have been of greater
significande by virtue of the size of the.ihdi?idual enterprise
(in this case that of H.B.Silver). The converse of such
activity by speculative housebuilders was the frequent
appreciation by commercial land developers and de%elopment
companies of the prpfitability of. undertaking speculative house
construction. Here then was another grey shading on a picture
of great complexit&.

As for the impact of the sbeculative housebuilder on the
pattern of suburban development, the lack of evidence makes firm
conclusions equally difficult. In general, very large estates
by particular housebuilding firms were not common. However,
where such estates were developed, or even partially developed,
clearly the builder involved had a not inconsiderable influence
on the form and the stétus of the evolving suburban locality.

Richard Costain Ltd. at Elm Park, and George Ball (Ruislip) Ltd.

l. In particular the role of the surveyor and estate agent
during this period should not be overlooked. Individual
agents and surveyors often played a variety of roles: some
were developers, some developed for others, and many also
became speculative housebuilders. Indeed, the surveyor and
estate agent alone presents a subject most worthy of further

research.
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at'Sqﬁth Ruislip prov&de'strikiﬁg evidence of this. In~
respect of the more average-sized large éétate, that is»of
approximately 1,006 dwellings, if_is apparent that tpe
speculative housebuilder was of some significance in this
re5péct although he was.by no means'necessarily the dominant
figure. In such cases such factors as landownership
patterné, the timing, and the reasoné for the timing, of the
release of lana, theAsize of area which the market in a
particular area at a péiﬁicuiar time would accept, 1 would
among ofhers have also beén influential and possibly of
éreater importance. In general,.it is probably fair to
suggest that the smaller the size of the housing estates
(béing built by indvidual builders) characteristic within any
. ‘area, the less impoftgnt the speculative housebuilder as such
was likely tb have been in the development and the developing

shape of the interwar suburbs.

In the following chapter the land situation within the
outer suburbs between fhe wars.will be discussed, with a
consideration of the availability of iand, its nature, its
changing value. Also, some of the factors probably
influential in bringing land on to the market for sale will
be considered briefly, with the reactions of some of the
speculative housebuilders to the changing situation and
circumstances through the period. This will be followed in

Chapters 9 and 10 with a comsideration of the approach of

1. This would of course in some degree have been
influenced by the speculative housebuilder.
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interwar speculative housebuilders to the acquisition of
land within the Greater London OSA, both in terms of their

search activities and their purchase decisions and

policies.
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APPENDIX 7.1l. Some thoughts on the importance of the

landowners in the pattern and timing.of

suburban growth in Greater London between

the wars.

The impact of the interwar landowner on the actual
development of his land was probabiy 1imited? 1 but it is
possible that the landowner (that is, the last fréeholdgr of
the land before it was deveioped for building purposes) had
a greatér impact on the pattern of suburban development in
respect of his ability to release or withhold his land, and
also the size of the lots in which he eventually decided to
release it. ~This néeds to be eonsidered.

. To take the latter point first, the smaller the lots of
land sold, the greater the direct impact that the landowner
himself would have had on the development. The smaller the
1o£s the more likely it wouid be that a certain type and size
of builder would be interested in purchasing éhe land. Also,
because of this, the type of pattern of development which
materialized on fhe land, probably haphazard and disjointed,
would be inevitable. The larger the lots sold by the.land-
owner the more likely it was that the purchaser would be a
speculative land developer who would then dictate the
éveﬁtual form of the land after development, depending on his
own sub-division decisions.

The extent to which landowners were able to determine

1. See aﬁove pp. 434 -4 )c\ls:p below ﬁ;’ Sal-%.,
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freely the size of the individual lots which they released
on to the market is uncertain, and must have varied a gfeat
deal. To some extent the size of the lots released will have
been determined by the size of lot which developers and/oi
builders were willing to buy. For at least two reasons most
landowners preferred to sell their land in large lots, even
if it meant obtaining a‘lower price per acre. Firstly, the
smaller the lot sizes, the greater.was the likelihood of
inconvenience and cost from having to hold the small areas
which might not sell; also the greater was the possible cost
of the sale and any subsequent sale which might be necessary.
And secondly there was the fear that the lots of land which
might remain after any sale would be those less favourably
placed from a building point of view, and it might therefore
have been many years before purchasers could be found.
However, in spite of such consideratiocns,it appears that
rarely were landowners able to place on the market lots of as
large a size as they might have wished to sell. Apparently
on many occasions there were simply no.purchasers‘and this
eventually led'to further sub-division of the estates into
smaller lots. Estates were offered for sale as a single lot
or as a number of large lots, only to be withdrawn (having
failed to be sold privately pre-auction or to reach the
reserve price at the auction) and later reoffered in much

smaller-sized lots. . Two cases noted in Dr Waugh's study

1. The historian faces severe problems in this sphere in
terms of information. The only published evidence is
auction particulars, and a large proportion of land was sold
outside the 'open market'. Clearly, much more research is
‘required in this sphere.
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of north west Kent provide good illustrations of this. 1
The Goddington Park Estate iﬁ Orpinéton was first put up
for sale late in 1929. Initiall& it was offered as a single
lot but the sale was unsuccessful. It was in fact two years
beforé the estaté was ggain put on the market and in 1931 it
was offered as a large number of small lots. Some lots were
- as small as six acres, although.most_éppear to héve been
larger. The other case cited was of an estate in Welling,
for whiqh more detailed info;mation is available. The Danson
Estate was originally put.up for sale in 1929, following the
death of its owner, Alfred Bean. With an area of 582 acres
it was a large estate to hope to sell in one piece, and at
the auction it failed to reach the reserve price and was
withdrawn - the highest bid being only £25,000 or £42.19.0.
an acre. The estate was subsequently placed on the market in
" smaller lots, but even so, much of the land failed to raise
i more than its agricﬁltural value and one large lot was sold
to the local authority as a éublic park. 2

Unfortunately the evidence is at pfesent far too limited
to draw any categorical conclusions. Without doubt, in many
cases the impetus behind the éivision of estates and farms

for sale purposes resulted from ‘market forces' rather than

any conscious strategy of the landowner concerned. Furthermore,

1. Waugh, op. cit. pp. 208-10.

2. It should be added that not all estates failed to be
sold in a single lot. Two examples are of the purchase of
a farm in Ruislip by George Ball (Ruislip) Ltd. and of the
South Lodge Estate, Enfield West, by John Laing & Son.
Ltd. during the early 1930s. From the author's research,
however, such circumstances would appear to have been
exceptional.
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”where these estates were broken up in this way, it is
probable that in'general landowners would be unwilling to
divide their land into areas of'sufficiently small. size for
the smaller and even the smaller medium-sized housebuilders
to normally consider purchasing them. Clearly there must
have been excéptions, aﬁd the sale of land in Stanmore by
St. Bartholomew's Hospital indicates that at least one very
iarge landowner was.willing to, aﬁd did, sell relatively
small areas of land to housebuilders. Betweeﬂ 1929 énd 1934
the Hospital sold four lots of four acres and ﬁnder,and four
lots of eight acres and under. To what extent this action

' was unique to St. Bartholomew!s will have to await further
research, as will the question whether such action was more
common in particular areas of the outer suburbs. It should

-
be added however, that St. Bartholomews did not sell all its
land in such small lots,}indeed these eight lots accounted
for only approximately two-fifthéﬂgg_ghe total number of

lots sold. And the largest lot sizes were 249, 112 and 96

acres respectively, with the rest ranging from 12 to 55

acresS.

Individual landlordspossibly had a greater impact on
.the pattern of suburban development of any particular area
'ifhrough their ability to withhold land from development. A
?striking example of such action, although not in the interwar
period, was to be found in later nineteenth century Southgate,
north London. It appears that one of the two largest land-

owniné families in this area, the Walkers, refused to sell any
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of their frontages for building purposes. 1 The other
of these two families, the Taylors, and particularly John
Donnithorne Taylor, was even more extreme. It seems that
Taylor wished to prevent the spread of London northwards,
and to achieve this end purchased the major part of the
building land which became available in Southgate during the
‘middle and later decades of the century. He was naturally
strongly opposed to the Great Northern.Railway's coming to
Palmers Green in 1870, selling land for the Station only when
compelled to do so. Indeed his refusal right up to his death
in 1885 to sell his land for building purposes tofally
negated the stimulus to development normally associated with
the opening of a railway station. 2 It was in fact only
after the death of Major R.K.Taylor, Taylor's son, and the
great auction sale of land in 1902 that Palmers Green and
Southgate really became 'suﬁurbanised', the population more
than doubling from less than 15,000 to almost 34,0C0 between
1901 and 1911. °

Samuel Sudgens of Oak Lodge was another, though smaller,
Southgate landowner, who refused to sell any of his land for
housebuilding, and indeed in the later 1920s the estate was
saved from comvlete development, when in 1927 fifty acres
were sold to Southgate UD exvressly for purposes of public
open space. h The creation of open space by the sale of land

to the local authority was clearly arother, and perhaps a more

1. H.W.Newby, 01d 3outhgate (Southgate, 1949), p.59.
2. Ibid, pp. 58-9; llason, on. cit. p.7.

5. Yason, op. cit. pp. 9, 30-5.

4, Ivid, pp. 10, 56; Newby, op. cit. p.59.
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enduring way in which-a landowner could withhold his land
from suburbarn housing development and influence the pattern
of suburban growth. Another exaﬁple of this practice has
been found in Pinner, Middlesex, where in 1931 St. Thomas'
Hospifal sold Pinner Park Farm, an area of 256 acres, to

Hendon RDC for public open space.

The few examples cited above suégest that on the whole
the landowner was able to play, and played, a generally
limited role in the suburban development process during these
years. On the other hand, it would also seem that within
certain areas, by the sale of all or part of their lands to
the local authority for puBlic open space, landowners were
permanently able to prevent development taking place on their
land and at the same time give particular areas a more
spacious context. It would be surprising if no cther examples
of either positive or negative action by 1andowneré exist, but
to what extent such action was widespread between the wars
will have to await further research; as will the discovery of

an interwar equivalent of John Donnithorne Taylor.

1. The Pimes, 8 llay 1931, p.ll. This was an area of land
surrounded by three railway stations: Eatch Znd to the
north, Jeadstcne Lane to the west, and Pinner to the south
west. llone vere as much as half a mile away.
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APPENDIX 7.2. An unrealised variation to the form of the

residential develovpment process characteristic

of the Ham Farm Estate, Shirley, Croydon.

A gymnastics instructor, W.J.Conner who already lived in
Shirley, purchased in the very early 1930s an area of seven
écres in the northern section of the estate from the land
company. His initial intention was to lay a number of small
roads, to divide the land into frontages, and to sell off
these deveioped frontages to housebuilders. 2 If this had
been followed through,the chain of the residential development
process would have been lengthened and complicated by an
additional stage, or link. The land on this small area of the
estate would have passed from farmland to a smallholding with
access to main drainage and utilities via the activities of
the city land company, Percy Earvey Estates Ltd; it would then
have passed from this 'smallholding' state (i.e. virgin land)
to a '"land-developed' state by a further intermediary (in this
case a person not remotely connected with land or building);
and only then would it have passed plot by plot, or block by
block, from a frontage site to a fully-developed plot with
dwellings constructed uvon it, presumably as a result of the
activities of small speculative builders.

In the event, however, this intermediate stage in the
process did not take place, for Connor met, and formed a

partnership with, £dward Timblick (previously employed by a

1. See above p. 424,
2. Cox (1970), op. cit. pp.387-8.



small builder active on the same estate) at a time when the
demand for housing in Shirley seemed to be increasing.
Hence, like most of the other smallholdings on this estate
which were built upon prior to 1939, the land was trans-
ferréd directly from its virgin state (in this particular
case without having been bought and resold by a smallholder)
into the ownership of the 'speculative housebuilder' who

eventually built roads and dwellings on it.

1. Cox (1970), op. cit. p.388.
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APPENDIX 7.3. A note on the Haling Down ZIstate Company

as a developer of land.

In a recent unpublished work Dr I[..C.W.Cox described and
discussed an estate developed between 1912 and 1940 by the
Haling Down Estate Company. 2 This he cited as an instance
of the landowner developing his own land and then having
houses built upon it. Dr Cox claims that this was an example
of a very uncommon method of estate development, 3 and he
noted that he had been unable to discover any similar
examples in Croydon.

Superficially the activities of the Haling Down Estate
Company would appear to provide a very attractive exémple for
here would appear to be an exceptionally rare form of develop-
ment. Indeed the Estate Company were undeniably the free-
holders of the land. But to the author it appears misguided
to sugzest that here in fact'was an example of the land-
owner/freeholder types of development referred to by Prof.
Dyos and described by Edward Ryde before the 3elect Committee
of Town Holdings. Although it is not possible to be certain,
and it is not directly stated by Dr Cox, it would seem likely
that the Haling Down Zstate Company was not the original
owner of the land, but had purchased the freehold of the land
some time during the very early years of the century with the
intention of laying.roads and services on the land and selling

it off in lots. Indeed the land in this form was put onto the

1l. See above p. 424.

2. Cox (1966), ovp. cit.

3. See also Dyos (1961), ov. cit. p.87.
L, Cox (1966), op. cit. p.146. '
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market by the company in 1912, but as a result of the very
poor climate in the'housebuilding»industry at this time no
sales appear to have been made.

It would appear therefore that the development of this
particular estate was not an example of a landowner develop-
ing his own lénd, but in fact one of a freehold land company,
having failed to sell off the land in individual lots before
the Great War, choosing after the Armistice to organize the
construction of dwellings on its estate itself. Furthermore
it would appear that this form of development was not
uncommon, since similar examples of land developers
contracting housebuilders to erect dwellings on their
estates can be found in any number of areas during the years
between the wars. 2 Indeed this type of development may be
seen as being only one stage divorced from the increasingly
characteristic form of residehtial estate development
practised between the wars by the-}ield—ranging and medium-
sized speculative housebuilders. And it was in fact the
:way in which a number of firms moved into the sphere of
speculative housebuilding, including one firm which is now

reputed to be one of the largest building and construction

3

firms in the world.

1. Cox (1966), op. cit. p.99.
2. See above pp. 46! - 476.
3. Anon, interview, 26.8.69.
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APPENDTX 7.4. Some thourhts on the transition from leasehold

to freehold as the predominant basis for

speculative residential development.

During the nineteenth century the land around London on
whicﬁ.speculative residential development took place was
rarely owned by the builder or developer but was leased from
the landowner for an agreed number of years. In consequence,
almost invariably, it was necessary for the owner of a new
house, whether as an investor or occasionally as an owner-
occupier, to pay an annual ground rent. During the interwar
years however this was very rarely the case. During this
period the vast majority of suburban housebuilders and
developers bought the freehold of any land on which they
worked outright and as a result were able to sell to each
individual house purchaser the freehold of the land on which
his/her house stood. The purpose of this appendix is to
consider some of the possible reasons for this change and to

suggest, albeit tentatively, why it took place.

For centuries the dominating factor in the
development of [real property] law was the
resolution of the great landowners to employ the
land as a source of family endowment . . . Such
conceptions as the estate tail, the 1life estate,
contingent remainders and executory interests,
powers of appointment and estates upon condition
derived from no business necessity, but from the
patriarchal obsessions of the landed gentry.
Historically, the demands of the family [both
present and future] praceded the demands of commerce 1

. L] L]

l. G.C.Cheshire, The Modern Law of Real Proverty (7th
edn. 1954), p.V.
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The reform of the law affectiné land ownership and transfer
séread over four centuries. The result of this. slow process
was the gradual conversion of land from "a relatively simple
rent-yielding asset into a capital asset which is priced in -
the c;piﬁal market", and in consequence the emergence of
owner-occupation as a reality for many millions of the
population. 1 However,:although land law reform was spread
o;er several centuries, the most'important period was without
doubt that between the 1at§ 1820s and i925 during thch the
legislature became increasingly active in this éphere
primarily with a view to the extension of the landowners'
povers ofAenjoyment and the simplification of confeyancing.
During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
there existed three forms of freehold tenure: (1) the fee
" simple, (2) the fee tail, and (3) the life tenancy. 5 The
ownership of the fee simple of Any land gave a freeholder
complete leéal rights o?er that land, including all rights of
sale. In contrast a tenant in tail was considerably
restricted in the powers of his enjoyment over his land which
was only his in trust for future generations of his line, an
entailed estate being inheritable only by the specified
lineal issue of the original grantee. b A life tenancy was
a more recent but closely reiated form of restricted freehold,
whereby the.rights of a freehold tenant to the enjoyment of

his land were limited to a life interest. Life tenancies were

1. Nevitt, op. cit. p.l4.
2. Cheshire, ov. cit. p.5.
3. Ibid, p.32.
Lk, Tbid. p.33.
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a method adopted in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries

by freehold tenants in fee simple to make their land
inalienable and thus fkeep it in the family' and preserve
their faﬁily name. 1 To this end a settlement was made,

whicﬁ in effect limitgd the perpetual freehold of the land,
under which the tenant fee simple created himself life

tenant and settled successive estateé for life on his issue,
'whether born or not, ad infinitum. 2 Settlement and
resettlement in this way was'commonly used not only by

tenants in fee simple but also (when legal changes established
in the 1820s and 1830s the rule against perpetuities and
during the mid-nineteenth century the right of a tenant in
tail to execute a deed to bar the entail of the freechold of
his land) by life tenants and tenants in tail where they wished

their land to be retained within the ownership of their family

)

in future years.

During the mid-nineteenth century therefore land owner-
ship in England was dominated by the laws of settlement and it
became normal practice for a fee simple landowner to create a
life tenancy for himself and his heir. It is true of course
that under the rule against perpetuities it was impossible to
settle the property, and thus suspend the vesting of the fee

simple, for a period of longer than 21 years after the death

of living persons named in the settlement. However this

1. Cheshire, op. cit. pp.267, 269.

2. Ibid, p.269.

3. Ibid, pv. 72, 267, 274-5.

4, Ibid, pp. 272. DNormally, since the settlement was made on
a son when he was young, it expired during the lifetime of the
second beneficiary i.e. the grantor's grandson. However right
.up to the end of the century at least lancdowners were still

attempting to ignore the rule against perpetuities and to settle

in perpetuity. ibid. p.270.
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attempt to 1limit the power of landowners to create future
inalienable interests was almost invariably circumscribed

by the persuasion of the eldest son's eldest son, on
reaching his majority to convert his estate tail into a fee
simple and then to resettle the fee simple upon himself for
a life estate.with the remainder to his issue in tail.
~Although on his majority the second beneficiary in law had
the opportunity (given the full consent of the first
beneficiary, if alive) to bar completely the entail on the
freehold, the first beneficiary, who was usually also his
father, in generai far from desired to bar the entail but
used claims of parental affection, tradition, family pride
and duty, and probably most importantly the immediate gift of
mone& to persuade his son to sign away his right on his
father's death to the fee simvple of the land. 2 That this
procedure was normal practice in 1869 wag noted and attacked
by Cliffe Leslie in Frazer's Magazine in February of that

3

year.

In view of the predominance of various forms of
restricted freeholds in the structure of landownership in
England at least up to the last quarter of the century it is
surprising to find that where land was developed it was under
a building lease granted by the landowner. In terms of the
enjoyment of his land, the.rights of the life tenant widened

from the 1830s onwards. Underhill notes the ihpotence of the

l. Cheshire, op. cit. p.72.

2. Ibid. pp. 72-3.

3. T.Scrutton, lLand in Fetters (1888), p.135. See also
Sir F. Pollock, land Laws (3rd edn. 1896), p.9.
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life tenant in 1830: unable to sell, exchange, partition;
or grant long leases. 1 However from this date various
statutes were passed allowing life tenants to carry out
improvements to their land and grant increasingly larger
building leases. 2 Probably of greatest importénce were the
Settled Estates Acts of 1856 and 1877 (19 & 20 Vict. ¢.120;
Lo & 41 Vict. ¢.18) and. the intervening legislation which
resulted in 1life tenants being able to grant a lease of up
to 21 years without recourse to the courts, and able to sell,
exchange and partition land and to grant building leases of
99 years with the sanction of the Chancery Division of the
High Court. 3 Clearly this represented an advance,
particularly with respect to the granting of long leases,
since it substituted -an order of the court for a private Act
of Parliament, however at this time the complexity and general
inade@ﬁacy of conveyancing law still placed considerable
obstacles and uncertainties in the path of any attempted sale.
During the 1860s and 1870s there was growing agitation
for the simplification of title to land and land transfer, and
for a complete release from the settlement straightjacket in
which the life tenant found himself. 2 The Settled Estates
Act 1877 was one consequence, but more important in the early

1880s, with the period of agricultural depression in arable

1. A,Underhill, A Century of Law Reform, p.284-5, noted in
Cheshire, op. cit. p.74.

2. Ibid. pp.74=5. Z.g. 27 & 28 Vict. c.1l1ll; 40 & 41 Vict.
c.31l; 3 & 4 wWill IV. c.74; 19 & 20 Vict. c.120; 40 & 41
Vict. c.18.

3. Cheshire, op. cit. p.75.

L, See e.g. W.S.Holdsworth, 'The Reform of the Land Law:
an Historical Retrospect', Law Quarterly Review, XLII (1926),
172-4. Also A.Underhill, 'Property', Law Quarterly Review,
LI (1935), 225.

5. Ibid, pp.l74; Cheshire, op. cit. p.75.
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areas showing no sign of abating, the outcry against settle-
ments gained additional political force and the Settled Land
Act 1882 (45 & 46 Vict. c.38) was passed through Parliament.
Undep this Act, "the first great reform of the laws of
property passed during the last quarter of the nineteenth
-century?, 2 the entire management of settled land was put in
the hands of the life tenant for the time being, and gave
'him, at his sole discretion and without asking the permission
of the court or the trustees of the settlement, wide powers
of selling, leasing, mortgaging, and otherwise dealing with
the land. These powers were quite independent of the settle-
ment itself but were subject to statutory provisions designed
to protect the interests of all the ﬁersons entitled under
the séttlement and pfevent the life tenant from acquiring
more than a life interest in the income or profits.

There can be no doubt as to the unqualified success of
this Act in making almost all land freely saleable, and it
was amended in small particularé by further Acts in 1884,
1887, 1889 and 1890. b This would appear to suggest that
by the mid 1880s there no longer existed legal restricticns
which inhibited the freedom of landowners to offer the fee
simple of their land for sale. On the other hand, although
the 1882 Act was a major advance in this respect, it is

notable that in the 1890s the perpetuation of the system of

l. Holdsworth, ov. cit. p.175.

2. Underhill, op. cit. p.223.

3. Cheshire, op. cit. p.75-6; Holdsworth, ov. cit. p.175;
Underhill, on. cit. pp. 225-6.

L. Ibid, p.226; Cheshire, op. cit. p.76.
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strict settlement was still to be found quite opedy pursued
by landowners. 1 Moreover the Act did little to simplify

the law of real property, or the law relating to the title

of land. The law of freeholds remained overbu?dened with
techﬁicalities and the transfer of land remained an uncertain
and costly business. All these things served fo inhibit
freehold land transactions. 2 Even 38 years after the 1882
Act for example the expenses, delays and uncertainties
involved in land transfer in England was found to have been
far greater than those found in other countries. 5 In
addition to such problems, particularly where the fee simple
of land became available on the death of its owner, the sale
of land was also inhibited by the imposition of covenants and

other restrictive clauses as to the character of its future

I

-

use which wvere laid down in the deceased owner's will.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, 1énd law
reform was clearly removing many of the impediments to the
fee simple sale of settled land. And, while it is important
that the significance of the restrictions, both in practice
and as a consequence of law, which remained and inhibited the
freedom of landowners to deal with his land as he wished, >
it is obvious that there must have existed other factors,

both social and economic, which contributed to the prevalence

1. Cheshire, op. cit. p.269.

2. Underhill, opn. cit. pp. 226-7.

3. Holdsworth, on. cit. pp. 177-8.

k, E.g. see Underhill, op. c¢it. p.230.

5. The significance of these remaining restrictions will
be further emphasised when attention is turned to the
post-1919 situation.
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of the leasehold development of land during the nineteenth
century. The existence of cases in later Victorian
Camberwell for example where the fee simple of unsettled
land (albeit areas of only limited acreage) did change
hands.but where the sites transferred were only rarely
developed freehold pfovides a suggestion of this. 1
Unquestionably more attention and evidence must be focused

on a consideration of the relative significance of the
possible forces. which may have createdAsuch a situation. The
demands of such an analysis of course far exceed the scope
and capabilities of the present appendix, however a number of
possible (albeit not fully substantiated) elements will be
mentioned below and, on the basis cf the evidence located by
the author, some tentative conclusions will be suggested.

One factor which immediately springs to mind is the
.possible significance of social aétitudes to land .ownership.
The importance which the late Victorian gentleman placed in
laﬁd and property is well known, and for owners of land on
the suburban fringe this may well have encouraged a decision
to retain the fee simple of their land and to develop it by
means of building leases. Another possibility is that during
this period it was preferably purely on economic terms for
an owner of a moderately sized or large estate to lease his

land for residential development rather than to sell the

freehold to a developer or a number of individual builders.

Fa

1. Dyos (1961), on. cit. pp. 91-137. passinm.

2. Dyos (1961), op. cit. p.88. Of course such 'social' and
'economic' considerations need not be considered as mutually
exclusive. Such considerations may well have exerted an
interacting influence in any decision by landowners, e.g. social
considerations confirrning a decision to withhold the freehold
where economic advantages were considered only marginal, or even
swaying a decision where the eceonomic advantages were considered

uncertain.
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For example, Prof. Dyos points to the return given to a
leasing landowner from both the annual income deriving from
the lease and from the rack-rents from the improved property
which could be secured by himself and his heirs on the
reversion of the lease. And compares the ultimate gain
extremely fa&ourably in relation to the proceeds of any

sale and reinvestment in other securities. In supnort of
this conclusion however Prof. Dyos gives only two examples
of size of estimated rack rental in relation to freehold
ground rental from all the leasehold building estates in
Camberwell. L For greater illumination on this particular
point it is clear that an examination and analysis of the
contents of the personal papers of suburban landowners who
were faced wifh this decision is required. Horeover any such
consideration should include an investigation of possible
returns available on alternative investment opvortunities
during the later nineteenth century, and their comparison
with that anticipated by landowners as lessors. Superficially
such an 'economic' argusment has substantial appeal, but
equally to the author's knowledge it appears that as yet the
peint has by no means been comﬁletely established either one
way or the other.

Another 'economic' factor possibly important in this
context should be mentioned at this point. Moreover it
relates to line of thought which so far appears to have been
neglected by economic historians and focuses on the possible

restrictions that an only partially developed domestic

1. Dyos (1961), cp. cit. ».88.
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‘capital market’might have had on the structure of a land
mérket, even in the unlikely event of there existing no -
other restriction. As Nevitt suggested in 1966, "it is
only'after finanqiai institutions have been developed that

.the freehold unencumbered estate can be sold with as much

_ease as a forty-year lease'. 1 Prof. Dyos has indicated for

example that although capital from outside the industry for’
épeculative housebuilding and estate development came from a
relatively narrow range of sources in the nineteenth century,
as a general rule the individual sums involved were by no
means large. 2 . Up to £he early 1870s relatively small
building and freehold land societies for example appear to
have been active in providing finance on mortgage for such
.5peculativ§ activity, 3 while to a much lesser extent and in
a far more discriminating way some ins;;énce companies lent
sums to builders of'superior~houses. * As sources of any
note however theée developing inséitutional forms had
evaporBated b& the early 1870s and 1880s respectively, whil?
it is interesting that at this time London banks appear to
have had little or no desire to advance money on mortgage to
speculative housebuilders and developers. > In the final
three decades of the century private individuals, trustees,

and solicitors appear to have become important. In

particular it is quite possible that by the 1880s the

1. Nevitt, op. cit. p.18.
2. Dyos (19355, opn. cit. pp.665-673.
3. Ibid, pp.665-6; Dyos (1961), op. cit. pp. 116, 128, 133.
k. Dyos (1968), op. cit. pp. 667-3.
5. Ibid, p.665.
6. Ibid, pp. 668-9, 670, 672-3; Dyos (1961), op. cit.
pp. 128-30. ' -
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solicitor may well have become the real fulcrum for the bulk
of the movement of capital into speculative estate develop-
ment and housebuilding.

.Hence in the later nineteenth century, with the possible
exception of the largest and most prosperous builders and
developers, like Edward Yates, who had an ;ﬁparently highly
organized network of financial sources, 2 the rather primitive
state of the capital market ghd the relative absence of
institutions or individuals able and willing to mobilize large
enough sums to cover a substantial part of the investment
burden, or the entire burden, of residential estate develop-
ment frequently necessitated a chain of sub-leases and in this
way each leasee contributed to fhe investment required for the
completion of all stages in the development of a site. > In a
situation of an only partially developed capital market it is
to Be expected that such intermediaries as the family solicitor
and the private landlord should have occupied a position of
great importange. The solicifor was perfectly placed to link
lenders and a borrower, while together the solicitor and land-
lord were frequently the means by which the owners of land and
capital and the eventual occupiers of land were all brought
together. 4 It is not difficult to imagine the likely
implications on-the position and importance of the solicitor
and landlord in this prccess of the emergence, during the

early twentieth century, of larger financial institutions,

1. Dyos (1968), op. cit. p.668.
2. E.g. see ibid, pp. 670-3.

3, Nevitt, ov. cit. pp. 21-2.
4, Ibid, p.21.
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such as banks and building societies, willing to lend
substantial sums for, and on, speculative residential
development. Such financial de&elopments made it much more
poséible for individuals or firms, by going directly to the
apprépriate large-scale lenders, to carry all the capital
costs of whole developments. Moreover, by doing likewise;

it was possible for the eventual occupiers to carry the whole
cost of the purchase of the resultant dwellings. 1 Thus
where previously the ability to mobilize sufficient capital
to finance the purchase and development of a freehold site of
any size had been cons%derably limited, the development of
large financial institutions interested in investment in this

sphere meant that such activity could become commonplace.

It is clear that a number of the changes which were
contributory to the elimination of leasehold as the primary
basis for new residential development in England ﬁad their
origins during the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. It was not until the interwar years however

that freehold completely usurped the position of leasehold

1. Nevitt, op. cit. pp. 21, 22. This naturally in turn
tended to shorten the period for which the developer/
builder had to carry the financial costs of the develop-
ment of any particular site. Moreover it is not of
course that solicitors in particular ceased to play a
role in this sphere (see e.g. Ch. 10), but almost
certainly the importance of their role, and its centrality
in the process, did diminish.
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in this respect. 1 In view of this, an examination of
various aspects of the law, finance and the economic
situation post-1919 as they affécted land and residential
development is required.

.The years following the Armistice represent a period of
great and fundamental réform in land and property law.
Although the provisions of the series of Acts betwegn 1922
and 1925 had to some extent been foreshadowed by the
machinery of the earlier Settled Land Acts and Land Charges
Act, they contained many new provisions and great changes
were made in the direction of cheapening and facilitating
the transfer of land and the enjoyment which freehold tenants
of settled land had over their property. 2 Prior to this
legiélation the complexity, delays, uncertainty, and cost

involved in conveyancing severely inhibited the free

1. Of course the leasehold developmentof estates by land-
owvners was not totally unknown between the wars; however it was
mainly restricted to activity by corporate landowners e.g.
University Colleges, such as Merton College, Oxford,with
estates in Merton, Hendon, and Stanmore, and Kings College,
Cambridge with their 1,300 acre estate at Ruislip Manor
(Ashworth, op. cit. p. 192). ‘hile in the 1920s, on
relatively small better quality developments particularly
within the inner 03SA it was known for some builders and developers
who had purchased the freehold of a site to create improved grouad
rents, either for their own or other peonle's investment purvoses,
by selling the dwellings built leasehold (e.g. Harrow Cbserver &
Gazette, 18 Sept. 1929, p.4; Interviews with Harston, 25.8.69;
Cooper, 12.11.69). This practice does not appear to have been
particularly common within the OSA however and does not appear
to have continued into the 193Cs. Although for other reasons
towards the end of the decade a number of the larger house-
builders (e.g. Wates Ltd., N.I.H. Ltd.) were advertising their
houses for sale either freehold or leasenold. This represented
an attempt to influence demand by enabling the reduction of the
possible sale price. Normally however any purchaser was given
_between 6 months and a year in which he/she could buy the
freehold (see e.g. Znfield Veekly Herald, 22 May 1938, p.ll;
Wates MNews Sheet, 31 Dec. 1938; ibid, & March 1939).

2. Holdsworth, ov. cit. p.181l. For details see e.g. Underhill,

ov. cit. pp. 229-230; Cheshire, op. cit.
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operation of the market in freehold land, 1 while another
inhibiting factor, the existence of restrictive covenants
and stipulations in wills relating to the future use of
land, was only nullified after the 1925 legislation which
alloﬁed the removal or modification of such restrictions
where they had become unreasonable. 2 Among the consequences
of this legislation therefore was not only the ability of
many more freeholders legally to sell their land freehold and
sell it more easily, with less expense, and without the
liabilities of historically imposed restrictions, but also,
in turn, the fact that for the first time it became legally
possible for millions of individuals to own a small area of
freehold land. 3
The legislative changes which took place between 1922
and 1925 were the result of political, economic and social
conditions. 4 During the immediate aftermath of war public
opinion vas prepared for change and larger measures of
reform, > and in 1919 the Ministry of Reconstruction set up
a sub-committee (Scott Committee) to examine land transfer
and advise on possible reform. 6 It would appear that there
were a number of factors which made it impossible to leave
land and property law in its pre-1914 condition. As has
been mentioned previously, the expense of, and the

uncertainties and delays involved in, land transfer in

1. Holdsworth, on. cit. pp. 178, 181.

2. Underhill, on. cit. p.230.

3. Nevitt, op. cit. pp. 22-3.

L, Holdsworth, ov. cit. p.l60.

5. Ibid, p.177.

6. Ibid, p.179; Underhill, o». cit. p.228.
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~

England were far greater than in other countries., This
inadequacy was further emphasised by a second factor which
concerned the changing social attitude to, and the economics

of, land ownership. After the First World War no longer did

land.ownership confer such social prestige and advantages as
it had done during the previous century, while its costs
increased. High post-war taxation aﬁd death duties "were
going to work on the redistribution of property", 1 while the

downward trend in agricultural prices, especially after 1922,

and the general depression in agriculture during the 1920s

reinforced such incentives to sell. Moreover in comparison

with the returns available from investment in land, the
relatively favourable rates of interest available in
alternative investment fields during the 1920§jﬁ;ve loocked
particularly inviting to financially stretched landowners.
Moreover the fact that this situwation occurred during a
period when developing financial institutions, able to draw
together small investment savings and willing to lend larger

sums for speculative residential development and house

purchase purposes, increasingly were enabling housebuilders
and developers to borrow sums sufficient to finance the
complete freehold development of substantial sites and house-
purchasers to raise sufficiently large loans to cover

virtually the entire freehold capital cost of the resultant

houses, meant that the owners of land with residential

1. Mowat, op. cit. p.203; Holdsworth, ov cit. p.1l78.

2. B.R.Mitchell and P.Deane, Abstract of British Historical
Statistics (Cambridge, 1962), p.489; M.Tracy, Agriculture in
Western Burope (1964), ».152. _
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development potential had even less incentive, either legal

or financial, to retain the freehold ownership of their

land.

This appendix has attempted to give some thought to the
reasons for the decline of leasehold as the predominant
tenure basis of speculative residential development, and the
reasons for its almost complete replécement by freehold
during the interwar period. .It should be appreciated
however that, in view of the paucity of detailed empirical
evidence known to the author in this area, the discussicn
and conclusions should at this stage be considered as only
pfeliminary and, as a conséquence? remain to be confirmed,
modified or disputed in the light of future work in this
sphere by social, economic, legal and/or financial

historians.
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Map 1. The location of some housebuilding developments in

N.W. and ¥. Middlesex: list of housebuilders and

estate developers.

The one-inch Ordnance Survey provided the base for this
map. Greater detail can therefore be obtained by reference to
this series. A large-scale street atlas, such as Geographers'

London Atlas, will also facilitate interpretation.

1. Anon. (J.Searcy?)
2. George Ball Istates Ltd.
3. George Ball (Ruislip) Ltd.
L, Belton Estates Ltd.
5. Bindon Building Co. Ltd.
6. W.E.Black Ltd.
7. T.Blade Ltd.
8. J.P.Blake.
10. Henry Boot (Garden Estates) Ltd./Henry Boot & Sons Ltd.
11. J. & J.l.Boothman (1930) Ltd.
12. E.B.Burge Ltd.
132, Callow & Wright Ltd.
14. Hilbery Chaplin Ltd. .
15. H.J.Clare Ltd.
. Clifford Estates Ltd./Clifford & Clifford Ltd.
17. Comben & .akeling Ltd.
18. Richard Costain & Sons Ltd.
19. F. & C.Costin Ltd.
20. G.T.Crouch Ltd.
21. Cutlers Ltd.
22. A.F.Davis Ltd./Davis Estates Ltd.
23%. D.C.Hcuses (Canons) Ltd.
24k, P.H.Zdvards Ltd. (various companies)
25. =nglish i"ouses Ltd.
26. R.Tieldins & Sons Ltd.
27. Gereral Housing Co. Ltd.
28. Hamilton & Hillman Ltd.
29. Haymills Ltd.
30. Headstone lanor ZIstates Ltd.
31. Hillingdon Istate Co. Ltd.
32. Yillside Estates (Southport) Ltd.
33, Houselands Ltd.
34, F.Zowkins Ltd.
35. Ideal Homesteads Ltd.
36. W.J.Jennings Ltd.
37. J.Laing & 3on Ltd.
328. R.Lancaster & 3ons Ltd.
39. London County Council's Watling 'out-county' estate.
k0. Lendon Housing 3ociety Ltd.
41. London & Provincial Building Co. Ltd.



L2, R.J.Mackenzie & Sons Ltd.

43, Manor House Estate Co. Ltd.

Ly, J.Marshall Ltd.

45, G.K.l.etcalfe Ltd.

L6. Metropolitan Railway Country Estates Ltd.

47, lYorgan & Edwards Ltd.

48. A.E.Furdock Ltd. :

Lg, T.F.Nash Ltd./Nash Construction Ltd.

50. lieasden Property Co. Ltd.

51. New Ideal Homesteads Ltd.

52. North Uest London Estates Ltd.

53. Philips & Cooper Ltd.

S5k, Perry's (Zaling) Ltd.

55. Quality Contracts Ltd.

56. George Reed & Sons Ltd.

57. E.3.Reid & Son (Builders) Ltd.

58. Romford % District ZIstates Ltd.

59. Rotherham Estates Ltd.

60. Ruddock & lieighan Ltd.

61. Ruislip Development Co. Ltd.

62. Clifford Sabey Ltd.

63. Salmon Estates (Kingsbury) Ltd.

6. Scott & Speedie Ltd.

65. B.Smith & Son (Builders) Ltd.

66. W.Smirk & Sons Ltd.

67. Southern Park Estates Ltd.

68. '/.Spencer Ltd.

69. Standard Estates Ltd.

70. Standard Properties (Hillingdon) Ltd.

7l. F.Taylor Jnr. & Co. Ltd.

72. Taylor, ‘Joodrow Ltd./Taylor VWoodrow Zstates Ltd.

73. W.S.Try Ltd.

7?4 . Tucker & ‘“arren Ltd.

75. Unit Construction Co. Ltd.

76. Vincent Estates Ltd.

77. J.G.Estates Ltd.

78. A.Yaddington ° Sons Ltd.

79. R.T.Jarren Ltd.

80. Warren House Estate, 3tannmore.

81. Uest London Garden Village (Baling Co-Partnership Tenants Ltd.)

82. R.C.Watson Ltd.

83. George impey & Co. Ltd.

8. Wonder Homes Ltd.

85. Great estern Railway Co. (Great Western (London) Garden
Village Society).

86. T.G.Gough Ltd.

87. Allied Building Corporation Ltd.

88. Kings Colleze Estate, Ruislip.

89. A.Jatson Ltd.

90. H.B.3ilver (Builder) Ltd./H.B.Silver Estates Ltd.

91. Great 'estern Land Co. Ltd.

92. C.Peppiatt Ltd.

93. W.Gradwell & Co. (Slough) Ltd.

okt. Hayes Bridge Estate Co. Ltd.

95. Wates Ltd.
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Map 2. The location of some housebuilding developments

in Surrey: list of housebuilders and estate

developers.

1. Atkinson & Marler (estate agents).

2. E. & L. Berg Ltd.

3. M.Brown & Sons Ltd.

. R.Costain & Sons Ltd.

. J.Cronk & Sons Ltd.

G.T.Crouch Ltd.

. Davies & Davies Ltd.

Davis Estates Ltd.

. Edser & Brown Ltd.

10. First National Housing Trust Ltd.

11l. Gleeson Development Co. Ltd.

12. Gower Builders (London) Ltd.

13. Haling Down Estate Co. Ltd.

14. Ham Farm Estate, Shirley.

15. J.Laing & Son Ltd.

16. London County Council's St. Hellier 'out-county' estate.

17. F.H.Robinson Ltd.

18. E. & A. Wates Ltd./Vates Streatham (1928) Ltd./VWates
Malden Ltd./Wates Ltd.

19. R.F.l0.Vatts Ltd.

20. Georgé “impey & Co. Ltd.

\O Co~3 O\ F
L]
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CHAPTER 8. The availability of land for speculative building.

The position of land in the production activities of a
housebuilder (or any individual or firm interested in the
construction of new buildings) was, and still is, rather
diffefent from its position in any other production or assembly
industry, for every unit, or block of units, produced or
projected for production required its own piece of land as an
input. Housebuilding was clearly a highly land consumptive
production process, and particularly so between the wars when
local authority town planning regulations so often required
relatively low residential densities. In consequence throughout
his business operations land was a central consideration to the
housebuilder whether, for example, in terms of the physical ard
locational attributes of sites already owned with respect to
site and house construction and sale, or in terms of the search
for, evaluation of, and purchase of new pieces of land for
projected developments. Clearly the discovery, selection and
the purchase of land was a vital entrepreneurial function for
the snmeculative housebuilder; a fact which placed the
acquisition of land as an important, even crucial, element in
the decision-making process of speculative residential con-
struction activity. In view of this the decision has been made
to focus the remaining three chapters of this work on this
aspect of speculative housebuilding between the wars.

Up to the present time, consideration of this area in any
detail has been noticeably absent from any historical work on
the activities of the speculative housebuilder. This is a fact

‘which makes the work in the following chapters all the more
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important, and emphasises the pioneer and exploratéry nature
of the research.

In the present chapter an aftempt is made, with varying
degrees of success, at an appreciation (1) of the availability
of laﬁd for speculative housebuilding between the wars, (2) of
some of the forces instrumental in making land available for
.speculative residential development during these years, and
(3) of the effect that the changing market situation in land
during the period may, or may not, have had on the speculative
housebuilder and his activities. This is then followed by a
further two chapters in which the activities of the spesculative
housebuilder, in the context of various aspects of land
acquisition for residential development, are examined in some
detail. In Chapter 9 attention is focused on the first of the
two broad processes involved in land acquisition, that is the
search for land. This may be thought of as the process by
which a speculative housebuilder approached the problems of
obtaining intelligence of land which was available or becouning
available, and then decided the suitability, or otherwise, of
the sites for his purposes. The purchase of land may be seen
as the second of the two processes involved and may be thought
of as the process, both physical and financial, by which a
housebuilder approached the actual purchase of any area of
virgin land, or developed frontage, selected. This aspect of
land acquisition is examined in Chapter 10, an examination
which will also include a consideration of the land purchase
policies pursued by a number of housebuilding firms, and of the

incidence of land stockholdings by housebuilders and their
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significance for the firms which held then.

1. Land.

In itself, land has no value, or at least, no value in the
same way as a manufactured product would have an inherent value
from its inputs. Lancs of course will have some value in
aéricultural and soil terms, but for the most part any non-
agricultural value associated with a specific piece of land will
stem from its.locational characteristics and the interaction of
housing markef forces. The non-agricultural value of land
therefore depends upon its availability, the.uses to which it
can be put, and the number of people who consider that it could
be put to such uses and are interested in doing so. Although
this may appear obvigus, it needs to be stated, especially when
considering land in terms of its building value. In such terms
the so0il quality or topographical features are likely to be of
distinctly secondary importance, when compared witﬁ locaticnal
considerations. And it is the demand for land for residential
and industrial building purposes which normally results in the
most rapid increments in its value.

Land surrounding a growing urban centre is normally
thought to pass through three distinct stages of usage during
the process by which it becomes develoved for residential
purposes. And at each stage the value placed on the land would
rise. Broadly, these stages of usage may be referred to as:
firstly, 'agricultural', which would include private estates and
parkland as well as farmland; secondly, 'accommodation', for
9xamplé land which was being used as orchards, playing fields,

or for market gardening, nursery work, allotments or other
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smallholdings of some description; and thirdly, ‘'building’',
that is land which has been adopted for building purposes. The
fact that so much of the land around cities is to be found
under such intensive agricultural uses as dairying, market
gardehing and orchards would appear to support the suggestion
of the reality of such a transitional process. 1 On the

other hand it should also be added that during a period of

high residential activity such as the interwar years, it was
not unusual to find farmland and private parkland being
purchased and directly developed for residential and industrial
purposes without passing through any intermediate stage of
development. In such cases of course it is to be expected that
the land would have appreciated in value fairly rapidly over a
relatively short period.

2. Land availability.

An enormous area of'lgnd became available for house-
building purposes in the OSA during the interwar years. Over
this period the built-up area of Greater London approximately
doubled in size. 2 However, in a sense, the area of land
available for residential develooment between 1918 and 1939
was even greater thanr the area used, for even in 1939 there
was in existence all the land which remained unused until 1S40

or after. This was also true for any particular year during

1. Cmd. 6153. Revort of the Royal Commission on the
Distribution of the Industrial Population (1940), p.1lk
(Barlow Report); Howkins (1938), o». cit. p.ll; See also
Ordnance Survey liaps 1:25000 series, 1914 and 1935-8 edns.
of areas within the Greater London outer suburbs.

2. See above p.l|3.
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the period. When the availability of land is looked at in
this way the function performed by individual landowners

can be more clearly appreciated. The release of land onto,
or the withholding of land from, the land market was, as
indeea it still is, in the control of individual landowners
who in turn may have been stimulated %o sell, or constrained
to hold, all or part of-their land by various economic and/
or non-economic forces which may have been influential at
particular points in time.

The 1920s were characterised by widespread activity in
land transfer dealings with many acres of farmland and
private estates being introduced on to the 'land market' for
sale, and to a much lesser extent, particularly after 1925,

for lease. 2 As Prof. Mowat has pointed out, "high taxes and

1. The term 'land market' relates to the buying and selling
of land. In strict theory the term should only be used where
the dealings were on a large enough scale, and the
communications between all buyers and sellers were
sufficiently fluid, to constitute something like a 'market'
in the sense in which the word is used by econcmists (see
e.g. A.W.Stonier and J.C.Hague, A Textbook of Economic
Theory (3rd edn. 1964), pp. 10-15). The extent that the
comnercial transference of land for housebuilding purposes
in the interwar O3A may be described in such terms is
debatable. It would appear that the market in land used for
housebuilding in operation during these years operated
prirarily on an extremely private level with most of the
land transactions taxking place without the land ccming
on to the open market, being advertised on the open market,
or being bought and sold in the more traditional market-
place of the auction arena. Therefore, although the word
'market' will be used for the sake of convenience, it should
be recognised that its meaning will not be strictly that used
by economists, but rather refer to a more informal, looser
phenomenon and one which was highly imperfect.

2. See above Appendix 7.k4.
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death duties were goiﬁg to work on the redistribution of
property'. 1 Certainly high post-war taxation ppovided an
important economic stimulus to landowners to release all or
part of their land for sale when they found its financial
burdeh becoming too excessive. Furthermore the downward
trend in agricultural prices, especially after 1922, and

the general depression in agriculture.throughout the 19205
provided the owners of farmland with additional incentives.
In comparison with the econoﬁic returns on investment in land,
the relatively favourable returns on alternative investments
available during the 1920s must have looked varticularly

inviting to financially stretched landowners.

1. Mowat, op. cit. p.203.

2. lMitchell and Deane, op. cit. p.489; Tracy, op. cit. p.152.

3. It is important to remember of course that, witaout the
interest of a land developer or speculative housebuilder, the
fact that land was available to be purchased, even if it were
flat, well-drained, and well-positioned for housebuilding
purposes, was by no means sufficient to cause residential
develovment to take place. It simply made its development
possible. IEven when areas of very cheap land came on to the
market they were not necessarily purchased for residential
development during the first half of the 1920s. For example,
Little Danson Farm, a 76 acre area of the Danson nstate, Jelling,
was well-located near the local railway station on the Bexley-
heath line, and extremely suitable for housebuilding purposes.
(see Course, op. cit. pp. 207-15). However when the estate was
put up for auction in 1922 it was bought by neither a land-
developer ner a housebuilder, but was sold as farmland for
approx. £6 an acre (Bexleyheath Public Library, File No. 3897,
op. cit; Waugh, op. cit. p.209.) It was quite probable that
a good deal of the land which surrounded London A.C. and which
was offered for sale during the early 1920s was divided and
resold for agricultural or semi-rural purposes: e.g. to small
or tenant farmers as small farms (like Little Danson Farm),
or to horticulturists or other types of smallholders. And
then only later in the period was it resold at a higher price
for some form of residential development.
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The evidence for the second half of the nineteenth
century which has so far come to light appears to suggest that
the most important single facto£ determining the release of
estates, on to the market, whether parkland, farmland, or

! \
houses with large gardens, was the death of the owner.

However, it is impossible at the present time to state
categorically how common a cause for the break-up of estates
the death of the owner was, in comparison with other possible
forces, such as the collapse of banks, the miscarriage of
investments, overspending, the mismanagement of the estate, or
foolish business ventures. And therefore the state of present
knowledge allows the historian to make no stronger a statement
than that for the most part the timing of the sale of land,
and fhe broad form of its subsequent development was very
largely haphazard. 1

It seems probable that within the area surrounding the
County of London during the interwar years this was still very
largely the situation. Death, for example, seems in general
to have held just as prominent a position in any number of
specific examples. Furthermore it is certain that an
examination of any particular area would undoubtedly result in
the discovery that, in any number of cases, the timing of the
sale of individual estates or farms, and their subsequent use,
was the consequence of a whole variety of individual and
peculiar forces which most often were intimateiy connected

with the circumstance and the character of the individual

1. Kellett, op. cit. pp. 416-7.
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landowners. 1 On the other hand it is also clear that, as
noted earlier, during the 1920s the coincidence of the
agricultural depression, high taxation, relatively favourable
alternative investment opportunities, and the reform of real
propefty law with regard to land transfer, settled lands, and
restrictive covenants on inherited lands were of considerable
significance for the availability of land for residentiai
development purposes, as well as being positive, and perhaps
crucial, elements in any number of specific cases.

The combination of an increased supply of land on the
market and the agricultural depression naturally had
implications on the price of land. Indeed it has been stated
that in the south-eastern suburbs, the value of open
agricultural land during the first half of the 1920s dropped
to approximately 50% of its level at the turn of the
century. 3 The prices'paid for building land were of
course higher than those paid for farmland but, with the
exception of the already established but still expanding
suburban areas where the demand for land was high and the
supply appeared to be decreasing, such as Golders Green,
Hendon and Finchley in north and north-west Lon@on, land
values within the outer suburban ring appear in general to
have been distinctly depressed. This was particularly true

during the first decade. Moreover contemporary town planning

legislation was not without its influence, and the

l. See e.g. Appendix 7.1.
2. See e.g. Appendix 7.4. Also above p. 439,

3. Waugh, op. cit., p.208.
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maintenance of low deﬁsities for residential development by
local authorities helped to keep land values low while
hindering a very rapid rise in values taking placef 1 Thus
the relatively low cost of building land around London
betweén the wars may be seen as a distinguishing character-
istic of the period, and possibly only by the end of the
period do land values appear to have‘fe-attained their 1907
levels.

Of all commodities howeﬁer, the value and price of land
is among the most difficult to assess. The paucity of
detailed information and the reticence of the people directly
involved to discuss such matters remain fundamental
obstacles. Further problems arise over the possible
comparability of two separate but superficially similar pieces
of land, even though they may have been located within the
same locality, since as a result of any number of character-
istics specific to one or other of them, their values as
building land could have differed widely. It can be imagined
therefore that where pieces of land were in two distinct areas,
separated perhaps only by a mile or two, the problems of
comparability are even greater. Factors like the proximity to

a developed area, to good transport facilities, to the main

1. Normally the densities required of residential develop-
ments in the OSA varied between 3 and 12 dwellings an acre.
The only excevtions to this aprear on a number of L.C.C.
out-county estates built during the 1920s and early 1930s.

On these estates densities were up to apvrrox. 15 dwellings
an acre. L.C.C., Londcn Statistics 1936-8 (1938), pp. 146-9.

2. Waugh, ovn. cit. p.211.
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drainage network, amoﬁg others, could be crucial. For example,
in Stanmore in 1929 it appears that top bids of £500 an acre
were made for various 3-4 acre areas of undeveloped land on
the St. Bartholomew's Hospital estate, 1 while not a mile

avay in Harrow Weald similar-sized areas of virgin land were
said to have been sold, and were selling, at a price at least
four times that figure.

During the middle and later 1920s the interest of
developers and housebuilders.in undeveloped land in outer
suburban areas began to increase, and with it the price of
land. Between the late 192Cs and early 1930s a large acreage
of virgin land changed hands for the purpose of residential
development. Some areas were bought by developers, who after
having laid them out with roads and sewers wished to resell
it at a price per foot frontage; other éreas, by speculative
housebuilders; 3 while others, simply by individuals who
sensed a rising market and that money was to be made from the
buying and selling of undeveloped land. The areas involved
were both large and small. Indeed some of them had been
involved as part of land sales earlier in the period. In
Essex, individual areas the size of Costain's Elm Park develop-
ment, and 300 acres in Ilford were sold during the early

1930s3 > also estates of 800 acres and of over 350 acres in

1. The Times, 10 Sept. 1929, p.ll.

2. Ibid. 18 Sept. 1929, p».lO.

3. See above Ch. 7.

L. E.g. see Waugh, on. cit. pp. 207-10 for examples in
N.W.Kent.

5. See aboveFP-477~q 5 PB , Aug. 1933, p.183.
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Surrey. 1 A little e;rlier, in 1927, St. Bartholomew'é
Hospital had begun to sell an area of over 880 acres in
Stanmore (Middlesex) to various housebuilders and developers,
while just to the east, Stag Lane Aerodrome, Edgware, was
purchésed from the De Havilland Aircraft Company for house-
building purposes in 1933. 2 In the western suburbs during
these years, farms were being sold ana divided to provide
land for large and small housing estates, or sold complete to
allow developments like that.of George Ball (Ruislip) Ltd. to
be undertaken. 3 Neither could the numerous private estates
in Vest Middlesex escape, and in parts of Hillingdon, Hayes,
Heston, Isleworth and Twickenham, as of course in many other
areas around London, they were eagerly devoured by the
speculative housebuilders. 4 Similarly, in the Enfield and
Southgate districts of north London during these years, the
estates of South Lodge, Osidge, Arnos Grove, Eversley Park,

and The Chase, were purchased for development, while a large

orchard was divided and many acres of nursery land were

sold. >

The early operations of New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. and

the evidence contained in "augh's doctoral thesis both

l. PB , Oct. 1933, p.232; April 1933, pp. 94-6.

2. Ibid, June 1933, p.l37.

3. Jackson, interview, 17.10.69; See above pp.309-22 possiM.

L, E.g. interviews with Kenny, 24.9.69; Seaton, 23,1.70;
Tipples, 25.8.69; lownsend, 18.2.70; anon, 26.8.69; Davies,
21.1.70; Harston, 25.8.69; Johnson & Harper, 17.11.69.

S. Interviews with Johnson & Harper, 17.11.69; Javies,
21.1.70; Todd, 4.2.70; Townsend, 18.2.70; 3Smith,.2§.2.70;
Harston, 25.8.69. Also Crdnance Survey Maps, 1:25000

series, 1914 and 1935-8 edns.
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indicate that the Ken£ish experience during the 1920s and

the early 1930s differed little from the experience of the
rest of the O0SA. . Clearly the list could be almost endless
and examples of many small land sales have not been given.
Farms; private estates, orchards, nurseries, playing fields,
gardens were bought by estate developers and speculative
builders, either as a whole or in secfions. Particularly
where the division of a private estate took place, small
areas often of only one or t&o acres, were purchased by small
and medium builders anxious not to miss the opportunity to
exploit a demand situation for their products which during the
later 1920s and especially from 1932-3 was beconing
increasingly favourable.

By the middle of August in 1933, however, it appears that
the general land situation in the London suburbs was no longer
so favourable to the housebuilder as it had been. . In that
month in fact it was stated in one building trade journal that
"available building sites near to London are very difficult to
obtain today . . . ", 2 while earlier in the same issue it had
been noted that "agents handling land suitable for building
« « « especially within a few miles of the Metropolis, report
that demand at the moment greatly exceeds supply."

On the other hand, as has been suggested earlier, land
availability or supply could (and can) never be a static

phenomenon, since in a sense there was (and is) always land

l. Companies House, File No. 243565; Waugh, op. cit.
pp. 208-11.

2. PB , Aug. 1933, p.185.

3. Ibid, p.183.
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available, even though market, or perhaps other more individual,
forces had not brought it overtly onto the land market. 1
Hence, it was not surprising to discover the same journal

reporting before the end of that same year that ''the

difficulty of obtaining land for development, which existed
2

a few months ago, has eased . - . ". Neither was it

surprising to find in this same Jjournal over this particular
period the announcement of the purchase by housebuilders and
estate agents of a number of large estates. 3

During the rest of the 1330s there appears to have been
little slackening off in the demand for building sites and
estates. Although land prices in the outer suburbs did rise,
a phenomenon which in itself perhaps indicates that to some
extent there did exist a relative scarcity of available land,
the rise does not appear to have been very great. In 1938
for example, a prominent London agent, William Johnson & Co.
of Hanover Square, stated that estates within an area between
10 acres and 100, or just over, within the OSA were selling
at anything between £500 and £900 an acre according to their
proportions, locatioh and physical attributes. & Furthermore,
during the second half of the 1930s, and in fact as late as

1938, areas of land of over 100 acres were being sold for

building sites in areas like Hayes (hiddlesex), Ickenham,

Ilford, Dagenham, and Hinchley Wood. In view of these two

1. See above p. S22.

2. PB', Nov. 1933, p.245.

3. Sec above pp. 477-8l.

‘4. Bldr, 28 Jan. 1938, p.226; NH3, Feb. 1938, p.8.
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points, the question could be asked,to what extent was there
a scarcity of laﬁd suitable for building sites towards the
end of the period? And to what extent did this present

speculative housebuilders with a real problem at this time?

The interviews can provide a partial answer to these
questions, although a number of points should be recognized
which will neceésarily gqualify the extent of their validity
on this particular question. First, the size of the building
firm would be of importance within a specific area, for
clearly, while there may have been plenty of land available
of a size and character profitable for a small builder to
develop or build upon, there may also have been a severe
shortage of sites which were considered an economically viable
proposition for a larger firm. 1 A second point is that any
retrospective comment made by a builder during the late 1960s
ahout the period before the Second World War will inevitably
have been made, albeit perhaps unconsciously, with the post-
1945 land situation in mind.

On the other hand, in §pite of these points, there can be
no doubt that the consensus view among the small builders
interviewed, and indeed élso among the larger f@eld-ranging
concerns, was that before 1939 there had never been any
serious problems in finding building sites which suited their
needs while two individuals who had been concerned in the

development of large estates (one in northwest outer suburbs

l. Although of course a larger builder most probably
would be willing and able to build over a far wider size-
range of areas than a smaller concern.
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and the other in variéus areas all around London) for example
went rather further; one stating that ''there was always more

land available than one would dare to build upon”,:while the

other was of the opinion that right up to the outbreak of the
war there was "plenty of land, even for the big man'.

On the other hand, the fact that builders interviewed
expressed such opinions does not neceésarily mean of course
that land availability in the OSA between say 1937-9 was
quantitatively or qualitativély as great as it had been
earlier in the decade; after all an increasing tendency for
building land to be sold by auction as opposed to private
treaty was certainly noticed as the decade wore on.

Probably what happened was that although a great deal of land
was still available for building purposes towards the end of

the decade, in general the sites being sold were less ideally
located or easy to develoé than they had been in earlier

years. Hence it is quite probable that speculative house-
builders and estate developers, in their very natural search

for building sites which were potentially the most profitable, 5
found increasingly towards the end of the decade that their
earlier activities and the activities of others in the

industry had used up many of the most desirable sites.

1. Anon, interview, 14.11.69.

2. Interviews with Reed, 12.11.69 and 18.11.69; Davies, 21.1.70;
Daniel, 7.11.69; 3ee. also R.Turvey, 'The Rationale of Rising
Property Values', Lloyds 3ank Review, LXIII (1962), 28.

3, I.e. sites which both (1) helped to encourage potential
purchasers to visit the estate and to buy the houses, for example
sites which were near to other development and were well served
with public transport, and also (2) presented the builder with the
lovest development costs, for example sites which were level, well-
drained and were directly served by the main drainage network.

4, A common remark made by those builders interviewed who have
been active in speculative housebuilding during the post-war years
was that since the war they have largely been building on the more
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It is difficult, if not impossible,to estimate the extent
to which this situation may have had a direct influence on
housebuilding levels within various areas, or within the OSA
as a whole. What is perhaps more possible is to say something
about.the impact that it might have had on the pattern of the
activities of individual builders. That is to say, to what
extent any changes in such a pattern were a reaction to it,
and to what extent they were clearly independent, perhaps the
result of an entrepreneurial response to some other,more
positive, force. The most obvious response which might be
expected of a speculative housebuilder faced with a scarcity
of available and suitable land in the area in which he was
active would be to look away from that area. Broadly speaking
at this point he would be faced with a choice of two
alternatives, that is he could either move generally away
from or around the built-up area, or else he could move
inwards towards the centre. It is in fact possible‘to find
examples of speculative housebuilders doing both of these
things during the later 1930s, and since the former seems to
have been more common this will be examined first.

As an urban area grows,so the area under development,
that is development on previously undeveloped land, will be
the land on the outer fringe of that built-up area. It is
therefore not surprising to discover speculative housebuilders

and developers active in the interwar outer suburbs of London

difficult sites of land which forthe most part had been
ignored by the interwar suburban operators because of the
"existence of superior and more easily developable
alternatives.
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moving their activities gradually outwards, as, one by one,
the more inner of the suburban areas became increasingly
developed. 1 This was a continuing process throughout

the period and a number of cases may be taken as brief
exampies. In the north western suburbs, for instance, the
developer and estate agent P.H.Edwards began his activities
in Golders Green during the early 1920s, moving outwards to
Hendon, Mill Hill, and Kenton during the later 1920s and

the early 1930s. 2 A somewhat smaller housebuilder, E.L.
Saunders followed a somewhat similar path, building first

in Hendon, before moving out to the Kingsbury and Lkenton
areas. 3 The path followed by a third Golders Green
building firm, Haymills Ltd., on the other hand, although
outward, does not appear to have been so radial in directicn.
Before the Great War and during the immediate post-war period
this firm was building houses in the Golders Green and Hendon
areas (e.g. the 221 acre Shirehall Zstate on land purchased
from the Metropolitan Railway) . However, during the 1920s,
its area of operation shifted westwards and south-westwards
into Wembley and Ealing where it developed two relatively
large estates. 4 Moreover, to the south of the river, the
early activities of Wates Ltd. in the form of subsidiary

speculative housebuilding companies, showed a similar outward

l. This, of course, might also have involed a degree of
movement around the perimeter of the built-up area if such
areas for some reason had remained undeveloped.

2. Anon, interview, 29.10.69.

3. Saunders, interview, 1.10.69.

L, T.e. the 3arn Hill and Hanger Hill Estates respectively.
‘Cox, interview, 28.8.69.
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pattern during the 1920s. From a sizeable development at
Grove Road, Mitcham, the company moved outwards and around in
two directions, first in 1927 to a site in Thornton Heath and
soon afterwards to two sites in New Malden, building in both
concufrently. 1

However to what extent was such a movement apparent during
the latgr 1930s? It would seem that such a movement was
unquestionably apparent during these years, although it should
be added that it was perhaps less evident among the smaller and
some medium-sized speculative builders who, it appears,were
normally able to find sufficient land to satisfy their needs in
small sites within their own localities. 2 For medium and
larger builders on the other hand such sites had less apypeal.
Referring back for one moment to the builder who suggested the
availability of "plenty of land, even for the big man", > it is
interesting to note that when he required an estate for
development around 1936-7, he found it necessary to move quite
a way outwards along the Underground line next to which he had
been developing in order to find a suitable area of undeveloped
land large enough for his purposes. Furthermore, in north-west
Middlesex a medium-sized builder who had been building on

NRCE Ltd.'s Harrow Garden Village Zstate at Rayner's Lane

also followed an Underground Railway line outwards, in hLis case

1. Wates, History, p.8; .Jates 3treatham (1928) Ltd.
Sales Ledger; Seaton, interview, 23.1.70.

2. Interviews with Bradley, 10.10.69; Zdser, 16.10.69;
Sw%he, 29.10.69; ‘Yatson, 14.10.69; Pilgrim, 15.1.70;
Cooper, 12.11.69.

3. See above p.53d2.
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to an estate in Northwood. . While in 1939 the Harrow
builder T.F.Nash Ltd. was building estates in Sevenpaks and
St. Albans, and the Enfield builder, A.Harston and Co.
(Enfield) Ltd., was building in Hoddesdon, Herts. These are,
of course, just individual examples, but a marked centrifugal
movement was apparent in the activities of many speculative

- housebuilders during the later 193%0s. On the other hand,
with the exception perhaps of some of the distances involved,
this centrifugal movement would not appear to have been any
more a feature of this period than it had been during the
earlier years.

But what of the very large, that is the more 'regional’
housebuildiné firms: firms like New Ideal Homesteads, Costain,
Vimpey, Wates, Davies and Taylor Woodrow? It has already been
mentioned how Wates, during the 1920s and early 1930s, showed
a noticeable centrifugal tendency in the pattern of its
estate development activities. It would appear that tb some
extent this was also true of the earlier interwar experience
of Wimpey, even though later in the period the activities of
these two firms and of the other regional firms did not appear
to maintain such aistrong or distinct pattern. ? On the other
hand, for most of these firms there was a perhaps rather more
dramatic movement of their activities away from the centre of

London. For example, in 1939, New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. had

1. Anon, interview, 29.9.69.

2. However, it must be admitted that many of the estate
developments of these firms, even those started during the
very early 1930s, were increasingly located in the more
outer suburban areas.
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built, or were buildiﬁg, estates in Southampton, Hastings,
Sevenoaks, Biraingham, Castle Bromwich, Burton and Crewej}
Wates Ltd. in Oxford and Coventry; 2 G.T.Crouch Ltd. in
Northampton; 3 Wimpey in Yeovil; and Davis Estates Ltd. in
Horshém, Luton, Fareham, Gosport, Bournemouth and Plymouth.
Taylor Voodrow Estates Ltd. by the late 1930s hadvgone even
further afield. In 1936, with estateé in progress in N.V.
and W. Middlesex, Wiltshire (Trowbridge, Chippenham, Calne,
Melksham), Kent (Rochester),.and Devon (Plymouth), Frank
Taylor paid his first visit to the U.3.A. where he purchased
a golf course on Long Island for one million dollars. >
Expansion overseas however did not hinder expansion at home
and by 1939 Taylor had added sites in Birmingham (Alcocks
Green and Perry Bar), Walsall, Scunthorpe and Cxford to his
list. 6

Superficially therefére, here would appear to be the

manifestations of the possible forces that an increasing

scarcity of land in a heavily built-up area like the outer

1. Companies House, File No. 243565; Hefford, interview,
31.10.69.

2. Interviews with Seaton, 23.1.70; Kelsoe, 10.2.70.

3. Daniel, interview, 7.11.69.

4. Southern Railways, op. cit. p.4t; Steadman, interview,
14,11.69. - -

5. i. Jenkins, ov. cit. pp.26,27; NHB, Dec. 1937, p.30;
Jan. 1938, pp. 8,30.

ii. L.H.P.Meyer, founder and managing director of NIH
Ltd., planned to visit the U.S.A. in 1938 to review the
possibilities of an expansion into America. Unfortunately
it has not been possible to discover the results of this
visit, if any. NHB, Dec. 1937, p.30.

6. Jenkins, op. cit. p.30; All England Homefinder and
Small Property Guide, Nov. 1939, p.32 (subsequently
referred to as AzZ{IS?G.)
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suburbs could have ex;rted on the operations of larger builders.
But was it for this reason that such builders decided to venture
into new areas? To what extent was it the desire to maintain a
level of activity which was in decline as a lack of available
and sﬁitable land, or to what extent was it the consequence of
an entrepreneurial response to demand opportunities sensed in
other areas, combined with'a desire fér expansion? This is of
course a very difficult question to answer. Unfortunately i£
has not been possible to 1océte evidence which shines any

direct light on this matter. However two, in some ways

related, observations_may be of some assistance.

The first is a question of dates, that is the dates on
which London builders first began looking to the provinces for
building opportunities. It is known for example that by 1936
Davis cstates Ltd. were building in at least three areas in
the country districts surrounding Greater London and in five
other areas in various parts of the country, especially towards
the south west. 1 Now, if this company was in the process of
building at least eight estates outside the London area in 1936,
on the most conservative assumption the purchase of the sites
would have had to have taken place during the previous year.

And it is likely therefore that the company would, at the very
latest, have had to have been considering the possibilities of

such developments during 1934. 2 The second point is one which

1. Southern Railways, on. cit. p.k.

2. The fact that such moves were taken this early means that
it is highly improbable that they were in any way stimulated
by a falling demand in the Greater London area.
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will be returned to in greater detail later. It concerns
the building up 6f land stocks by individual firms. 1 This
was especially relevant in the éase of these larger firms,
and by the middle of the 1930s it is probable that many of
these.firms had sufficient land in their possession to
maintain their housebuilding levels for at least three, and
perhaps for as many as six, years in the form of either
untouched sites, or partially completed estates.

When these two points are considered together it would
appear that at the time that for example Davis zZstates Ltd.
were first looking for possible sites outside the Greater
London, area, it is likely that the firm already possessed a
fairly large land stock within the London area. And although
any decision to increase the number of provincial sites
during the second half of the 193Cs may well have stemmed
from problems over land availability within the Greater London
area, there would appear to be less reason to associate the
initial moves away from London with such problems. When seen
in this light therefore the initial moves would appear to be
more associated with the sensing of the potential in various
provincial areas combined with a desire to further expand the
activities of the firm. Such a conclusion is to some extent
strengthened by comments made during interviews, also by the
fact that in 1939 the provincial estates of the majority of
the larger speculative housebuilders represented numerically

only a relatively small provortion of the total number of

1. See below Ch. 10. section 2 (d).
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sites under development. 1 Expansion was even more clearly the
case with the American venture of Taylor %Woodrow Estates Ltd.
If it had been merely a questioﬁ of finding sufficient well-
located land in order to maintain annual output levels, there

were clearly suitable building sites rather nearer home.

Examples of housebuilders looking inwards towards the
centre of London towards the end of the decade were rather
rarer. Indeed only two examples of firms adopting this
practice, ére known, that is Vates Ltd. and Richard Costain
& Sons Ltd. Dr J.H.Johnsoh, on the basis of a discussion
with the late Norman Wates, former chairman of %ates Ltd.,
stated that "at least one large building company reacted to
what seemed, in the context of the pre-war situation, to be a
growing shortage of.sites by buying up older properties in
inner London with a view to redevelopment'.

While it is quite clear that this is a true statement of
action taken by ‘ates during the later 1930s, when written in
this way it rather tends to over-emphasize the importance of
Wates' inner-London redevelopment enterprise in relation to

their overall new estate policy during these years. It would

1. i. Interviews with Hefford, 31.10.69; Seaton, 23.1.70;
Steadman, 14.11.69; Jones, 10.10.69.

ii. E.g. NIH Ltd. only 6 estates out of 32. S8, 12 Feb.
1939, p.26; Wimoey, 1 out of 15. SE, 26 March 1939, p.26;
Wates Ltd., 2 out of 24. Wates News Letter, 19 Nov. 1938.

On the other hand, in contrast, 14 out of the 29 estates
developed by Davis Estates, and probably over 75% of those
of Taylor Woodrow Sstates Ltd., were located outside the O0SA.
SE, 12 Feb. 1939, p.26; ARI3PG, Nov. 1939, p.8.

2. Johnson, ovn. cit. p.l159.
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appear that Wates saw their activities in the more inner areas
during these years much more as complementary to their

activities within the OSA rather than in any way as an
alternative. A single entry in Wates' house magazine should
be quite sufficient to illustrate this, although unfortunately
no indication of the size of individual projects was given.

In the 29th October 19383 issue of the Wates News Sheet the

company announced ten new estates where work was about to, or

had just, started. Of these ten projects only one was located

in inner London and this was for flats at St. George's Court,

S.E.l. Of the rest, two were in VWorcester Park, an area in

which Wates had been building houses for at least 7-8 years,
one was in Heston (Middlesex), and five were in Beckenhanm,

Wallington, Surbiton, Ewell and Banstead respectively. The

tenth estate was in Coventry. Thus although small estates

were built on redeveloped land in such areas as Claphan,

Camberwell, and even central London, this was by no means

a widespread practice, even by this particular firm.
Furthermore, the significance of these developments, in
aggregate, was relatively small when compared with other,
later 1930s'new development which Wates was undertalking on

sites in the outer suburban areas like Vorcester Park, Heston,

Surbiton, and Ewell. It would appear therefore that in spite

of '"what seemed, in the context of the pre-war situation,

to be a growing shortage of sites . . ", 2 Wates at least

l. Wates, History, p.ll.
2. See above‘:.s‘q.o.
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were able to locate the vast majority of their new sites

in late 1938 in those areas where, or near to vhere, building
had been taking place throughout the decade,within the
suburban fringe.

'On the other hand, it is probably true to say that, to
the extent that Wates were stimulated into any modification
of their estate siting policy, this was a consequence of the
scarcity of 'ideal' virgin building sites elsewhere. This is
possibly less true of Richard Costain Ltd. and the Dolphin
Square developrment, although it is impossible at this point to
supvort the suggestion with specific evidence. For Costain
the interwar years was a period of change. In the early 1920s
when the company moved from Liverpool to London for example it
has been estimated that over 75% pf its activity was connected
with speculative housebuilding. By 1939 however this proportion
had fallen to under a quarter. 1 This being the case, super-
ficially at least, the Dolphin Sgquare project would appear to
fit into a pattern of structurai change within the company
which had begun to develop long before the later 1930s.

In general terms therefore, the available evidence would
appear to suggest that a shift of activify inwards, towards
inner London, as a reaction to an apparent land scarcity was
a relatively uncommon course of action for a large speculative

housebuilder to take during the second half of the 1930s.

1. Even though in actual terms it is probable that the
speculative housebuilding side of the business had not declined.
In 1939, for example, Costain still had the major part of their
Elm Park Estate, Hornchurch, to complete, in addition to an
estate at Borehamwood, Herts. Winstanley, interview, 6.9.69.
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Further, where such action was adopted, it does not appear to
have been a very important aspect of the builders' overall
housebuilding business strategy at this particular time.

Possibly a more significant manifestation of any
relafive scarcity of suburban building sites as it affected
the development activities of the speculative housebuilder
and estate developer was in the size of the new sites being
bought for residential development. For example, although
there were occasional exceptions, 1 it is probably accurate
to suggest that the vast majority of areas of over 100 acres
that were to be sold to speculative housebuilders and estate
developers before the outbreak of war had been sold by 1937. 2
In general therefore at the end of the decade the estates
- available for sale tended to be smaller than had previously
been the case.

In theory, of course, this should have had, and possibly

-

in fact did have, its greatest effect on the larger builders
and.developers. However, it remains to be seen whether this

effect was as adverse as it might initially appear to have

been. For instance, it should be remembered that even among

1, For example, two areas of Jjust below approx. 100 acres
were purchased in 1937. In Ickenham, Dunster Richardson &

Co. purchased the land for their Milton Court Estate on which
they planned to build over 1,000 dwellings; while in Hornchurch,
Hilbery, Chaplin & Co. purchased a site sufficient for over

800 dwellings which they were later to name the Maryland Green
Estate. NHB, Aug. 1937, p.36.

2. Although of course there were any number of estates of
this size and larger, which had been bought and started earlier
in the decade or even during the late 1920s, and were still
being developed right up to, and even just after the outbreak
of war in Sept. 1939.
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the more regional speculative housebuilding firms only a few
most commonly chose to develop estates of over 800-1,000
dwellings. Speculative housebuilding firms like New Ideal
Homesteads and Costain, at least during the early i9305,
certainly did, but for firms like Wates, ‘/impey, Taylor
Woodrow, Hilbery Chaplin, and Davis, estates of these
propertions were far less important in terms of their overall
production of dwellings. For such firms, estates somewhere
between 400 and 800 dwellings tended to be more common during
the period of the greatest demand, while in some areas their
estates were even smaller than this. Thus, the fact that
fewer very large estates came on to thdmarket after say
1936/7 may have been of significance to the larger firms but
it was by no means crucial.

On the other hand from comments made by Dr J.H.Johnson
it would éppear that the desired areas that were available for
sale in these years were becoming so small that "in the late
19305 large builders were forced to erect estates of only, say,
40-50 houses on these more desirable locations'", 1 while a
little earlier Johnson had suggested that where housebuilders
had wished to carried out " . . . large scale building
operations . . . ", these operations had had to be preceded
by the purchase and amalgamation of a number of pieces of
land. e Both of these points in fact require a little
clarification, since on the basis of the evidence collected

during the present work they appear to convey a rather

l. Johnson, op. cit. p. 159.
2. Ibid, p.159.
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exaggerated impression of the actual situation. Much of the
reason for this is that they have been founded on the
example of only two firms, one for each point.

In the former case, Dr Johnson has again generalised
from the experience of Wates Ltd., and even then only from
part of the experience of that firm. It is quite accurate
to state that a number of the later Wates developments,
particularly where they involved redevelopment and were
located near to a railway station, were as small as 40-50
dwellings. On the other hand this was by no means a true
reflection of the broad pattern of the estate development
activity of this firm during the later 19350s. ZXEven as late as
1939 this company was planning a 300-house estate in Worcester
Park, not half a mile away from Tolworth Station, 1 while two
years earlier they were starting work on an estate of over
290 houses close to Crane Park in Twickenham. e

Moreover when it is considered that an estate of fifty
dwellings might have required only slightly over four acres
of land, the distorted impression given by Dr Johﬁson‘s work
is even clearer. Clearly although the sige of areas coming on
to the market may well have in general fallen towards the later
1930s, it is unlikely that the fall involved would have been by
such a sizeable margin. And it is even more unlikely that the
larger- and medium-sized speculative housebuilders in particular
would, as a general rule, have been willing to develop estates

as small as three to six acres. Wimpey, for example, appears

1. NHB, Sept. 1939, pp.28-9.
2. NHB, June 1937, p.32.



546.

to have been developihg new sites of between 150 to 40C
dwellings during the last few years of the decade, and from
the picture gained from the Enfield and Ruislip-Northwood
areas of Middlesex, it would appear that the outer suburban
experience of firms like Davis, Crouch, Taylor Woodrow and
even New Ideal Homesteads during these years was similar.

What then of the second point: ph the amalgamation or
combination of various adjacent areas of land, in order to
form a compact estate of a lérger area than would otherwise
have been possible? Although Dr Johnson cited an example of
a firm undertaking such an amalgamation in north-west
Middlesex, unfortunately no date is given. 2 Superficially,
it would be reasonable to expect that, in a situation where
the average size of the areas of building land available for
sale were diminishing and where there were builders and
estate-developers interested in iand for residential develop-
ment purposes who had previously been, and/or were, developing
relatively large estates, amalgamation would become a
néticeable phenomenon. However in fact even among the very
large housebuilding firms it would appear that there was no
tendency for the practice to increase as the decade wore on.
Indeed, among those builders interviewed not one had found it
necessary during the second half of the 1930s, nor had they
any knowledge of other builders having acted in this way.

This would seem to indicate either that on the whole in very

1. See above pp. ST,

2. The question of combination and annexation of land by
housebuilders will be considered below. 3See Ch. 10.
Section 2 (b).
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few areas within the outer suburbs during the later 1930s were
there any adjacently situated pieces of land under different
ownership both well-located from the builder's point of view
and which the owners were willing to sell, or that in general
the areas of building-land for sale during these years were
spfficient in number and size, and were sufficiently well-
located to provide satisfactory sites for even the larger
builders. Although it has not been possible to discover any
specific evidence to support either of these theories, the
latter case does seem to have been the more likely. Of course,
if this was so, it would obviously further emphasize the |
relative nature of 'scarcity' in the land situation during the
later 1930s. It indicates that although the sites available
at the end of the period may not have been as 'ideal' from the
point of view of the speculative housebuilder as they had been
earlier, they were still able to present the builders with
profitable building sites. Furthermore, if this is correct,
it must mean that in general the individual sites available

must almost certainly have been substantially larger than four

acres in area.

Before progressing to an examination of the land search
and land purchase activities of the speculative industry,
there remains one other question, relating to the availability
of land in the OSA during the later 1930s, which should be
raised, even though in this present work it wili have to
remain largely unanswered.

It - would appear that, particularly during the second half

of the 'thirties, a number of larger firms increased the
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number of the cstates on which they were active within

Greater London. Five examples are given in Fig. 8.1.

immediately below. 1 The question arising therefore is why

Fig. 8.1. The number of housing estates being developed

concurrently within Greater London by five

large speculative housebuilding firms, 1931-9. 2
Date

Firm
— o M F NN WO O © o
A AT A A A M N
OO0y OO O O O O o To)
e - T = = — —
i. Taylor doodrow % . . 7 9 « . 12
ii. Wimpey L, « £ 11 212 , 14
iii. N.I.H.  * * . « 21 22 . 28
iv. Wates « 12 . « 12 16 20 22 .
v. Davis Estates. e + % s s 11 13 , 15

Sources: i. DM, 22 June 1935, p.18; SE, 5 Jan. 1936, p.22;
NHB, Jan. 1938, p.30.

ii. HSP3, 6 Oct. 1931, p.5; PB, Nov. 1933, p.251;
SE, 5 Jan. 1936, p.22; S3, 28 Feb. 1937, p.26;
SE, 26 Mar. 1939, p.25.

iii. Palmers Green and Southecate Gazette, 11 Sept.
1936, p.l6; 3E, 14 Mar. 1937, p.26; AEHSPG,
Nov. 1939, p.S3.

iv. Wates, History, p.8; DM, 22 June 1935, p.22;
Southern Railway, ov. cit. p.8; 33, 28 Feh.
1937, p.26; Uates News 3heet, 19 Lov. 1938.

~v. SE, 17 May 19305, p.26; S3, 29 Feb. 1937, p.26;
SE, 12 Feb. 1939, p.26.

« Not known.

1. Unfortunately, as Fig. 8.1. contains the sum of the
documentary evidence it has been possible to discover on tais
matter, it is not possible to suzgest the extent that this trend
was also apparent in the activities of smaller firms. t is
therefore necessary to base the following discussion on the
evidence that is to hand, while at the same time recognising
that the implications which may evolve from the discussion may
well not be generally applicable.

2. It has not been possible to obtain much early information
since during the early 1930s block advertisement, i.e. where all
or a number of the current estates of a specific firm were
advertised in a single advertisement, were rare-.
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did this trend occur, and to what extent can the explanation be
. found in the responses of the speculative housebuilders to
changes in land availability?

The desire to expand the output of dwellings would have
resulted in the speculative housebuilder following one or more
of a number of strategies. One of these strategies is likely
to have been the increase’ in the number of concurrent develop-
ments being undertaken; the strategy being founded on the
principle that the greater the number of estates, the greater
the number of selling points, or 'shop fronts', to the public
the builder would have, and in consequence the greater the
number of local markets that could be tapped by that builder.
However, was the desire for expansion the sole reason a firm
might increase the number of its concurrent developments?

Almost certainly it was not. Earlier in this work it was
suggested that increasingly, over the decade, the larger and
more ideal building sites, had been purchased, leaving only

the smaller and less ideal sites remaining for developmen?
during the later years. Also it was suggested that this, in
part at least, explained why larger-and medium-sized speculative
housebuilders in general were found developing smaller sites
during the later 'thirties than they had.been during the earlier
years of the decade. Such evidence introduces a first element
of complexity into the picture since clearly, if such a
conclusion is justified and the available building sites were
becoming smaller as the decade wore on, it suggests that during
the later 'thirties at least an increase in the number of sites

wvas a strategy virtually forced on speculative housebuilders if
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they wished to maintaiﬁ their output levels, let alone if they
wished to increasé them. On the other hand, although the
increasing scarcity of larger, more easily-developable sites,
combined with the desire of such firms to maintain or increase
output; probably provides part of the explanation to the trend
under consideration, there was at least one other force,
-unrelated to the land situation, which‘was also in all
probability influential.

Within many outer suburbén areas the general increase in
the demand for houses experienced by the industry from around
19%2-3 onwards had begun, by 1936-7 to slacken off. 1 Clearly
speculative house-builders, particularly the ones with the
greatest market awareness, would almost certainly have been
influenced by a situation of declining demand, whether it was
perceived, anticipated and/or actual. And would have modified
their business strategy accordingly in order to maintain as
high a production level as was possible in that particular
market situation. One option oven to them would have been to
increase the number of sites they had under concurrent develop-
ment and/or reduce the size of these sites. A housebuilder who
modified his estate development strategy in both of these
directions would not only have been reducing the sigze of his
investment within particular areas with the consequent reduction
of risk, but also at the same time have been widening the
spatial boundaries of his markets bLy increasing the number of

'shop fronts' from which he could sell his products. The

l. Even though, in particular arcecas, actual completion levels
did not start to fall until perhaps 1938.
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advantages of such a sfrategy in a period of declining demand are
obvious since not only would it increase the probability of the
builder obtaining the highest possible number of house sales, but
it would also reduce the obvious risks to the economic viability
or profitability of the firm which would have arisen from the
over-dependence of its operations on larger-sized estates within
a particular local area, or even a smail number of local areas.
Clearly, in this light, it could be suggested that the
tendency evident during the second half of the 1930s whereby a
number of the larger speculative housebuilders were undertaking
the development of a growing number of concurrent developments
of declining average size might be more accurately explained in
terms of the actual, perceived or anticipated decline in the
demand for small speculative houses rather than any decline in
the size of available building sites. Of course there is no
reason why such possible explanations should be seen as
mutually exclusive. Clearly such a phenonemon is likely to
have been the consequence of interacting influences, albeit
perhaps influences of unequal importance.
Moreover it should be pointed out that the trend towards
an increase in the number of estates being developed con-
currently by such firms without a doubt had its origins prior
to any downturn in demand and also any significant reduction in
estate size. VWimpey, for example, more than doubled the number
of its estates from 4 to 9 between 1931 and 1933, while ‘/ates
had twelve active estates by 1932 and NIH Ltd were developing

21 estates by 1936. 1 In view of this perhaps it is possible

1' See Fig. 8.1.
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to suggest the hypothesis that this trend, although to all
appearances relatively smooth, was the consequence of two
consecutive demand situations whiéh for different reasons both
prompted the larger sveculative housebuilders to activate, in
one aséect at least, the same strategy. YWhile the decision to
adopt such a strategy was no doubt also reinforced and further
encouraged by the changes in land availabiliity during the
middle and later years of the decade.

It is unfortunate that the evidence available to the
author at the present time is insufficient to supvort any
attempt to produce an any more categorical answer to the question
posed in the last part of this chapter. For this reason it has
been necessary to leave this aspect of the debate open in this
rather unsatisfactory way. On the other hand, it has been
possible to outline at least one explanatory hypothesis, and it
is hoped that this will provide future historians a possible
point from which they might advance further the present under-

standing of such aspects of this area of study.
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F.Taylor Jnr, & Co.Ltd.
Wood End Gardens, Greenford.1934-5

D Houses{Canons) Ltd
Howberry Road, Edgware. 1935-7
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George Wimpey & Co. Lid.
Claremont Road, Ealing.1930-2

Grafton Road, Enfield.1938
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T.F.Nash Ltd.
Alicia Gardens, Kenton.1935-6

Hillingdon Estate Co. Ltd.
Torrington Road, Greenford. 1932-4
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A.Waddington & Sons Ltd.
Bamford Avenue, Alperton. 1934-6 .

Queensbury Road, Alpe}ton.1934~6 .
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Laing & Son Ltd
" St Andrews Drive, Edgware. 193245
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CHAPTER 9. Land acquisition: the search for and evaluation

of land by builders and estate developers for

speculative housebuilding purvoses.

1. Land search: the process.

-

A piece of American research carried out during the mid-
1960s into the processes of urban growth focused part of its
attention on the activities and roles of the speculative

residential developer involved in the urban development process

in and around the city of Greensboro, North Carolina. As a

result of this work two broad but distinct approaches used by

residential developers in their search for land were

distinguished. It is necessary of course to guard against

the indiscriminate transference of findings from American
experience to Britain, particularly findings from the study of
an American city during the 1960s to the situation within the

0SA during the 1930s. Nevertheless these findirgs do provide

a useful, albeit broad, point from which to view Greater
London interwar experience in this respect.
The first approach distinguished by the study was where

the search was positive and active by nature - known to

Americans as 'bird-dogging'. This was where the .builder
attempted to identify a void in the housing supply for which
he considered there was a demand, discover the character and

price of dwelling which would best suit that demand, and then

search for a piece of land which would be most appropriate for

l. S.F.Weiss, J.E.Smith, E.J.Kaiser, K.B.Kenney, Residential
a focused view of the urban growth

Developer Decisions:
process (Chapel {ill, 1966), pp.32-3.
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such a project. The second approach distinguished,on the

other hand involved little or no active search at all. In this

case, the builder would wait for a piece of land to be offered
to him, by either an agent or a private individual, which he

would then in some way evaluate. Then if he felt it could be

profitably developed he would buy it. 1 The latter classific-

ation would also doubtless have encompassed those builders who

themselves discovered a piece of land, but who had discovered

it in some way by chance.

In what ways then, did the interwar speculative house-

builders and estate-developers active within the Greater London
OSA approach the problems of land search? And to what extent

could these approaches be considered as active or passive? The

limited sample of speculative housebuilders interviewed

included 49 building firms. Unfortunately 18 of these 49 firms

either could not, or would not, provide any information on their

land search practices. In all therefore, positive answers on

the approach to land search which had been most commonly used by

speculative housebuilders during the 1930s were received from

representatives of 31 firms. Of these 31 firms, 8 were regional

estate developers or firms which had built often well over 500
dwellings annually in the majority of the years between 1930
and 1939; 7 were firms which ordinarily over this period built
not more than 250 dwellings, but not less than 100 dwellings,

a year; 6 were housebuilders who had a normal annual output of

l. Weiss, Smith, Kaiser, Kenney, op. cit. p.32.
2. For a discussion of the interview sample, see below

Appendix B, pp. 780-4.



555.

something between 20 and 99 dwellings over these years; while

the remaining 10 firms normally never managed to erect more

than 20 dwellings in any year.

Figa 9.1.

The anproaches by which interwar speculative house-

builders located building land within the Greater

London OSA.

Approach by which builders
discovered land.

Size of firm*

(a) primarily as a result of
personal search

(v) primarily as a result of
information presented to
the builder by:

(i) private individuals
(ii) land and estate agents
or surveyors

(1) + (ii)

At some time adopted both
aprroaches i.e. (a) and (b)

(1) (2) (3) (4)
3 o 0 1
0 1 2 4
5 6 4 5
5 7 6 9
6 L 1 4

* Groupings of building firms by number of dwellings built

annually in the majority of years between 1930 and 1939.

Group (1) : 250 and over.

Group (2) 100 - 249,
Group (3) ¢+ 20 - 99
Group (4) : Under 20.

Source: Interviews.

The type of speculative housebuilding firm which most corimonly

appears to have undertaken a fairly active nart in the search for

suitable land during the 1930 would apwear to have been the
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larger operator. According to the representatives of interwar
housebuilding firms interviewed, 3 out of the 8 firms in the
sample classified in Group 1 had found the major parﬁ of the
land on which they built during these years as a result of
their éwn initiative, 1 while it would appear that the
remaining 5 firms within this category had primarily relied
upon land and estate agents to take the initiative and to offer
land to them, which they would then either accept or reject.
None of the 7 firms categorized within Group 2 chose to search
actively for their building land; 6 of the firms relied

primarily or entirely on agents. While one firm appeared

largely to rely upon personal and individual contact, either
with the landowners themselves or with persons who knew of

pieces of land which were available, or likely to become

available, but who were not in fact agenté. These might have

been solicitors or bank managers for example. The form of
approach taken by the firms classified in Group 3 was broadly
similar, although 2 of the 6 firms for which information was
given, normally relied upon personal contacts rather than
agents, while only 4 generally took the latter course. Among
the smallest builders, half of the 10 firms for which
information is available preferred to wait for agents to

provide them with information on available land, although almost
as many (4) discovered most of the land upon which they built
through some form of personal contact. What is interesting

however, and perhaps a little unexpected, is that the other

"1. See above Fée. 9.1.
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small housebuilder appears to have more frequently found his
building sites as the direct result of a personal search
within the area in which he had décided to concentrate his
activities. The normal approach he adopted was to search for
advertising boards erected on the sites themselves.

Of course, this far from provides a complete picture,
. even of the land search activities of the small number of
firms for which information has been discovered. All that has
been acknowledged above is the form of the approaches to land
search primarily adopted by these individual building firms.
Frequently individual firms could, or would, not limit them-
selves exclusively to one or other of these two broad forms
of approach. For example, although from the early 1930s Davis
Estates Ltd. consciously pursued an active land search policy
and consequently employed men with a specific brief to learn
about, and keep track of, all the land which became -available
within the areas in which the company was interested, sites
were frequently offered to them by agents during this period,
some of which were far too well-located and suitébly—priced
for the company to reject. 1 On the other hand, while a firm
like New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. apparently primarily located
suitable building sites by relying on land- and estate-agent
introductions, a number of sites were discovered simply as a
result of the personal initiative of individual members of the
firm when driving around the suburbs. a Table 9;1. indicates

that of the 31 firms covered by the sample, nearly half not

‘1. Steadman, interview, 14.11,69.
2. Hefford, interview, 31.10.69.
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uncommonly found themselves adopting a dual approach in their
search for potentially profitable building land. And this
would appear to have been especially true of the speculative

housebuilding firms who were normally constructing over 100

dwellings a year.

From the point of view of their internal organisation, how
then did various speculaéive housebuilding firms approach the
problems of land search? To what extent for instance was
responsibility for land search, evaluation and purchase,
delegated by the head of the firm in the same way that other
parts of the house construction process were, for example the
buying of building materials, or design? Or alternatively, to
what extent did the housebuilder retain a tight command over
these parts of the bu;iness himself?

There appears little doubt that in the case of the great
majority of the small firms, and indeed many of the medium
firms, the responsibility for land search, land evaluation, and
the eventual purchase or rejection decision appears to have been
primarily retained in the hands of the head of the firm himself,
often with no delegation whatsoever. For example, R.T.Warren,
the head of a speculative housebuilding firm which built
extensivel& in many areas of the outer western suburbs, took
complete charge of,and responsibility for,all aspects of land
and land-dealing, since he considered the selection and choice
of the site to be crucial to the potential success or failure
of any particular estate development project. Indeed it

appears that Warren often would finalize the negotiations on



559.

a particular land puréhase for a new estate several months
before it became common knowledge among his officg staff. 1

On the other hand during the 1930s, a number of the
firms active within the OSA were organising and expaﬁding
separéte departments within their organisation specifically
to deal with land; while others, for example Laing, although
they did not go quite as far, gave pefhaps one or two men,
normally surveyors, the task of investigating and reporting
on the pieces of land which iﬁ various ways came to the firm's
notice, even though for these individuals this represented
only part of their full-time job.

Possibly the firm with the most advanced land search
department was Davis Estates Ltd., although Wates Ltd. also
were apparently relatively well-developed in this respect.
The role of the land search department of Davis Estates Ltd.
was two-fold, incorporating actual search with a fairly close
evaluation of the feasibility and the potential deﬁelopment
profitability of the areas of land discovered.

By the mid-1930s at least two men were employed at the
firm's head office in Kilburn with the job of directing the
four land-scouts employed by the firm, maintaining records of
available land known to the firm, and in general controlling
land search operations. The four land-scouts were each
allocated specific territories within the 0SA, and one part of
their role was to di;cover, within that specific area, the

location of pieces of land already on the market, and pieces

l. During the 193Cs VWarren never emrloyed more than six
persons in the office. Kenny, interview, 24.9.69.
2. Johnson and Harper, interview, 17.11.69.
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which, although perhaps not at that moment declared as available,
appeared to be potentially suitable for the company's development
purposes. Further than this their task was to discover the names
of the landowners of the 'available' land and/or the agents with
whom the land had been placed, to discover the sort of price that
was being asked for the land, to make'enquiries at the 1ocal'
authority offices to discover.how the land had been zoned with
respect to land-use and density, to make an appraisal of the

type of development that would be 1likely to fit the land best and
also sell best in that particular area, and then to report back
the information that had been gathered to the head office for
evaluation, and if necessary, filing.The areas of land

discovered in this way and which appreared to have some potential
were then followed up in more detail, either by the scout

concerned, or more frequently by a person from the land search

department at the head office. Such investigations. included
among other things an examination of (1) the facilities for
drainage etc; (2) the gradients, allowing sewers to be installed;
(3) the extent that streams had to be piped or culveted; (4) the

rights of way across ground, if any; (5) the extent of any

excavation work necessary; (6) the nature of the soil etc. On

the basis of such investigations direct approaches were then
made to either the agent or the landowner concerned.

The land search department formed by Vates Ltd. was smaller
than that of Davis states Ltd.; however, its establishment in

1932-3 by the appointment of one man, whose sole responsibilities

"1. Steadman, interview, 14.11.69.
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were to learn about and keep track of any land which was put
up for sale within the areas of interest to the firm, indicates
that by the early 1930s this particular south London firm had
consciously separated the function of land search from the
other processes involved in residential developmgnt. By 1939
this department had been expanded to a staff of three, and had
compiled records of all the pieces of available land discovered,
their characteristics and, if it was the case, why the firm had
rejected them as unsuitable. Normally the department's task
was to carry out a continuing search over what amounted to quite
a wide area. On occasions however the brief was to search a
specific area thoroughly. Often these were areas in which the
company had previously developed, or were just developing, a
successful estate. Unlike Davis Estates Ltd., however, Wates
Ltd. did not require their land search department to make any
detailed evaluation of the land searched. It woul@ aprear that
this, and any consequent land purchase decisions, were carried
out by a member or members of the board on the basis of the
information collected. 1
The third of the three large builders noted in Table 9.1 to
have adopted a primarily active approach to land search was
Francis Jackson, the managing director of George 3all (Ruislip)
Ltd., and later in the 1930s of Francis Jackson Developments
Ltd. 2 Because of the size of the organizations involved and

the spatial scope of their activities, Jackson's firms did not

l. Interviews with Seaton, 23.1.70; Kelso, 10.2.7C; Bland,
13.1.70. Of course at times knowledge of land also came to firms
via directors themselves and their personal contacts.

2. See above pp. ICA -3 I:oss'nm, 376-1-
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include a specific or full-time land search team. However, his
approach was no less active than that of Wates Ltd. or Davis
Estates Ltd. Before 1939 Jacksoh was personally responsible
for the location, the evaluation, and the purchase decision of
all tﬁe estates on which he built. Admittedly between
approximately 1931 and the outbreak of war he built on only two
sites, in Ruislip and then in Ickenham. However both the
estates were large and between 1933 and 1939 the annual
production never amounted to less than 300 dwellings, while
between 1934 and 1938 this figure stoecd at well over 500
dwellings. His approach to search was basically simple;
Because he lived in Harrow, he consulted a number of maps of
relatively close but more outer areas like Harrow Weald, Hatch
End, Pinner, Ruislip and Hillingdon, following the tracks of
various railway lines outwards. From this preliminary search
position he noted a number of sites and areas of farmland which
looked possibly suitable for his purlpggs, and then commenced
further investigations. In this way, during the early 193Cs
Jackson came across Manor Farm in South Ruislip, an area of at
least 300 acres lying directly between the Metropolitan and the
Great Western Railway lines. Although at this time this
.particular area was not on the market as such, Jackson applied

to the owners and eventually terms were agreed. The estate

was eventually developed under the name of George Ball

(Ruislip) Ltd. Jackson's approach during the search for his
second large interwar estate, begun under his own name in

1938, was sinilar.

1. Jackson, interview, 17.10.69.
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Clearly therefore, for a number of interwar speculative
housebuilders, personaal search was of major significance ig
the discovery of available land ripe for development. However,
of all the sources used by housebuilders in their search for
land Setween the wars, it would appear that the land and estate
agent was probably the most important. Moreover, the evidence
categorized in Table 9.l1. suggests that this was not particularly
more true for one size of firm than for any other since, within
each of the four categories, agents appear to have been the most
important individual source adopted. Even among the largest
firms, 5 out of the 8 firms for which oral evidence has been
gathered appear to have been largely reliant on the initiative

of agents or similar intermediaries for their supoly of building

sites.

Interwar land and estate agents with land which they wished
to sell, or resell, to speculative housebuilders,a@proached the
problem in various ways. For example, one approach adopted by
some agents was simply to advertise in local and/or trade papers
that lani of a certain character, and perhaps of a certain price,
was in their hands and that any persons interested should get in
touch with them. 1 Although this apvyroach was apparently used

during the 192Cs, it was not particularly favoured by estate

l. Only one of the building firms for which oral evidence was
collected ever discovered a site, which they subsequently
developed, within the 034 as a result of an estate agent's
advertisement in a newspaper. Moreover the builder concerned
had only used such a source on one occasion when he strayed
from the area in which he was concentrating most of his
activities. Berg, interview, 21.10.69.
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agents with land in the Greater London area. And indeed after
1930 it has been possible to discover little or no evidence of
advertisements of this type.

It would appear that in general during the 1930s agents
adopted other more positive and direct approaches which clearly
in the past had been proved more effective. Thus, during this
decade, it became common for agents to'circularize housebuilding
firms with information on land they held. Alternatively, if
they had a piece of land on their books which they considered to
be suited to the requirements of a particular builder, or a
number of firms, agents would often approach that firm, or those
firms, directly,in order to put the proposition to them. These
were the forms of approach most important to London builders.

In this way, especially if they were generally well-known,

or known to be interested in a particular locality, it wvas
possible for speculative housebuilders to keep informed about
the land situation as it affected them. .

It would appear that this was the case with New Ideal
Homesteads Ltd., which boasted itself 'Britain's Biggest
Builders'. It has been estimated that the vast majority of

the sites of the estates built by this company between 1930

1. The other occasion dn which newspaper advertisement was
used by agents for the sale of building sites (for which evidence
has been obtained) was where a suburban London agent advertised
in a provincial paper the sale of plots and lots of land on sites
he had 'developed' in N.W. London. The advertisements preceded
visits by the agents to various towns and cities, particularly in
the North. As a consequence a number of northern firms began
speculative housebuilding in the OSA. Davies, interview,
21.1.70; see also above pp.<0Oi-2.
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and 1939 had been offered to them by land and estate agents,

and that this had been particularly true after the establish-

ment of their reputation during the early 1930s. 1 . Firms of

agents from all parts of the OSA personally visited, or

informed the company of available land. So much so in fact

that the company formed a separate department to evaluate and

report in detail on those of the many. sites offered which

appeared to be potentially suitable. It has been suggested

that the land search problem faced by New Ideal Homesteads Ltd.
was not one of finding information on a sufficient number of
sites to maintain their level of activity, but rather a problem

of deciding which of the many sites offered to them were likely

to be the most profitable if developed. 3

Similarly, for John Laing & Son Ltd., agents appear to

have been of prime importance during these years. It has been

estimated by two former Laing employees that as much as 80% of

all the land on which the company had built had been brought to

the firm's attention by estate agents. Unfortunately there

is no evidence of the way in which the agents actually
introduced land to Laing, assuming of course that they were
acting as something more than simply a purchasing agent' for the
company. The only documentary evidence that it has been

possible to discover in fact relates to the 18 acre site

between Colindale and Burnt Oak Underground Stations which

1. At times land was offered to them by the landowners
directly, however this was a comparatively rare occurrence.

2. Hefford, interview, 31.10.69.

4. Johnson and Harper, interview, 17.11.69.
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Laing acquired in 1933. And this evidence is simply a statement

in The Builder that the site had been purchased for Laing by

Stowell & Co. Ltd. of 38, Watford Way, Hendon Central, N.W.4. 1
On the other hand the spatial pattern of the Laing estates
around the outer suburban ring may perhaps give some
indication of fhe way in which at least some of the sites came
to the company's attention. Largely, these estates were
concentrated within the north-western sector, although during
the 1930s laing also developed estates in Southgate and Enfield,
and in Woodford, South Croydon and Heston. Thus a number of
Laing estates were located some distance from the core of the
company's speculative housebuilding activities. This suggests
the possibility that the more distant estates at least had been
introduced to Laing By people from outside the company and these
would most probably have been estate agents. While, albeit only
hearsay evidence, it has been suggested that withir the north-
western suburbs also Laing established a close working relation-
ship with one particular firm of agents which not only served
the company with information on sites, but also gave design
advice on certain aspects of both the houses and estates. 2

O0f course land and estate agents were not solely interested
in circularizing the larger firms. ZIZvidence has been found of
.firms which were relatively small during these years but which
were regularly being circularized by agents in this way: from

Bradley and Arthur Ltd. in the southern suburbs; to Z.L.Saunders

1. Bldr, 22 Dec. 1933. This site includes Booth Road, Angus

Gardens, Braemar Gardens.
2. Anon, interview, 29.10.69.
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in Mill Hill and Kenton, to R.C.Watson & Co.Ltd. in Wembley

and Harrow. On the other hand, when a speculative house--

building firm began to become established and develop a
reputation within an area, or within a region, it could expect
to receive a great number of unsolicited circulars from agents.
from many areas, while it appears that smaller firms were
normally only circularized if they had either initially

approached the agent personally at some point during a search

for land, or perhaps had had some social or other business

contact with them.

Some medium-sized firms also found that at times it was
necessary for them to visit local firms of estate agents in
order to be placed on their lists for circularisation, but in
general this occurred primarily only when such builders became

interested in expanding their activities into new and often

specific areas. An example of this was found in the experience

of The General Housing Co. Ltd. when it wished to develop an

estate in the Southall area during the first half of the

2 while E. & L. Berg Ltd. adopted a similar approach in

1930s,
3

their housebuilding activities in the southern suburbs.
The circularization of details of land by agents was

obviously important to Greater London speculative housebuilders

during the 1930s. There can be no doubt that many builders

responded to such circulars and, indeed, relied on them to a

large degree in their search for building sites. On the other

l. Interviews with Bradley, 10.10.69; 3aunders, 1.10.69;

Watson,l4,10.69
2. Ellis, interview, 27.8.69.

3. Berg, interview, 21.10.69.
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hand, a number of buiiders who were interviewed expressed a
certain scepticism as to the value of such circulars. Among
other things, some builders suggested that because the same
circular had also been sent to other building firms, the price
of land acquired in such a way was normally somewhat higher

than would otherwise have been the case. Other builders
suggested that any land included in sﬁch circulars was often

not of high building quality, or alternatively relatively poorly
located,since all the more suberior pieces were normally sold

more directly. 1

Because of such beliefs, some builders where they
were able, tended to ignore the land circulars of estate agents,
and to show a preference for those pieces of land which had been
offered directly to them. George Reed & Son Ltd., a firm which
built in Tottenham, Edmonton, Enfield, Southgate, Finchley and
Mill Hill between 1920 and 1939 present a fine example of this
sort of attitude. As a firm, Reed relied almost entirely on
estate agents for their information on available land, but
although Reed were circularized by agents in a number of areas,
the sites on which they built during the late 1920s and 1930s
invariably had been offered personally. 2 It would appear that
Haymills Ltd. of Ealing also paid for more attention to the
sites offered privately to the firm by agents. 1In fact on one
occasion the firm was visited by an agent who had worked out a

complete project for the site before offering the site for sale

1. Unfortunately it has not been possible to prove the
veracity or otherwise of such beliefs.
2. Reed, interview, 12.11.69.
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to the firm. In this particular case the agent was completely
successful, and the builder followed the plan almost in its
entirety. 1 Indeed there is evidence that this was not merely
an isolated examvple, even though in other cases it would appear
that fhe agents' plans for the site had not been worked out in
such a detailed or complete form.

With the exception of the larger firms, the majority of
the housebuilding firms for which oral evidence has been
obtained appear generally to have worked with a relatively
limited number of agents. This was especially true of small-
and medium-sized firms,which tended to concentrate their
activities within particular localities or areas. For example,
E. & L. Berg Ltd., a medium-sized firm which concentrated its
activities largely in the Hinchley Wood and Surbiton areas of
South London, apparently had no more than perhaps six different
agents supvlying it with information on available land over the
vhole period, 3 while other firms such as Bradley and Arthur
Ltd., E.L.Saunders and George Reed & Sons Ltd., were all

described as having dealt primarily with a relatively small

1. Cox, interview, 28.8.69.

2. i. Interviews with Storr, 23.9.69; Bradley, 10.10.69;
Watson, 1%4.10.69. Although these were all small firms, it is
highly probable that any agent aprroaching a firm personally
would have made the visit armed with certain proposals of the
type of development (or alternatives) that they considered
vossible for that particular site.

ii. It is unfortunate that the evidence available has not
allowed the establishment of any more precise or quantitative
impression of the relative importance of circularization by
agents or the more personal apnroach as a means by which
speculative builders found building sites. This will have to
await further research.

3. Berg, interview, 21.10.69.
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core ol estate agents in their 'search' for suitable building

sites. Indeed the oral evidence collected indicates that a

number of small and medium-sized building firms placed almost

all their entire land search effort in the hands of one

particular land and/or estate agent. In 5 out of 6 examples

that it has been possible to cite, the relationship between
the housebuilder and agent began very early in the builder's

housebuilding career, while in the sixth case the agent was a

close family friend.
The relationship between Edser & Brown Ltd. and their

particular agent began when the two partners and the agent all

belonced to the same voluntary military training organization

during the early 1920s. At this time the agent had become

acquainted with a private individual who was looking for an
oprortunity to invest in residential development, and in

consequence he approached his friends who at that time were

working as small jobbing builders. In this way the partners

were able to enter the sphere of speculative housebuilding and
through the medium of the agent relied almost entirely on the

private investor for both land and finance right until the

outbreak of war. In Enfield, Arthur Harston had a similar

relationship with the local agent, James Neilson & Co., although
in this case no private investor stood in the background. Their
relationship began in about 1924-5 when Harston, at this time a

contract builder with an interest in housebuilding, was

Ltd,
approached by the Metropolitan Housing Company This company

1. Interviews with Bradley, 10.10.69; Saunders, 1.10.69;

Reed, 12.11.69.

2. kLdser, interview, 16.10.69.
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offered Harston a contfact for a small estate in Eastern cnfield
which included the design, the construction, and the sale of

approximately 50 dwellings. 1 At this time however Harston had

had little experience in the processes of estate development
other than the actual construction work, having worked under the
supervision of an architect during the two previous housing
contracts he had undertaken. For this reason he approached
Neilson who apart from dealing in land and selling houses also

employed an architect. Thus Harston, under contract for the

completioﬁ of the whole development, sub-contracted out all the
processes with the exception of the construction work to the

estate agent. Harston maintained this practice when in

approximately 1926-7 he decided to undertake speculative house-

building on his own account. In addition he gave Neilson an

open hand as far as land search was concerned. From this point
on Neilson; who at all times would have had knowledge of

Harston's future land requirements, was given authority by the
builder to negotiate for any piece of land which the agent felt

In this way this particular builder contracted

3

out all responsibility for land search.

was suitable.

It was in this same area, although later in the period,
that Townsend & Collins Ltd. first had contact with Bowyer &
Bowyer, a long-established firm of Enfield estate agents. This
contact in fact Qas to form a landmark in the growth of this

particular building firm. Prior to 1933 Townsend & Collins Ltd.,

1. Harston also had to obtain building approval for the

development from the local authority.
2. Although, of course, Harston demanded full consultation

before the final negotiations took place.
3. Harston, interview, 25.8.69. .
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and occasional pairs of houses in the north Enfield area, but
had not found a way of expanding fhe scale of their operatiomns.
The chance came in 1933 when Harold Townsend, one of the
partnefs, came across a small estate being developed in north
Enfield by the estate agent. 1 Apparently, at that time sales
on the estate were slow and, backing his judgment that it was
the type and the high price of the houses being built which

was the reason for this, he set to work to devise and draw up
plans for dwellings which would sell at approximately 80% of the
price. These plans and ideas he took to the agent in the early
part of the year and following discussions the agents agreed to
allow him to take over, in the first instance, six plots. The
initial cost to the builder involved the payment of a nominal
deposit only, with an agreement that the balance of the land
cost was to be paid after the sale of the houses. 2 . He also
secured an option on the other uncompleted plots on the estate.
According to Townsend, by the time they had completed the first
house on the estate in October 1933, purchasers had laid down
deposits for all the 33 proposed dwellings on the development. 3
Whatever the truth of this, it is clear that in his terms the
estate was a success and the development allowed the firm to
increase their capital reserves which obviously facilitated
further expansion. Furthermore, the agents were obviously also

pleased at the turn of events since it freed them from an

1, Bowyer and Bowyer were contracting a builder to carry out
all the construction work.
" 2. See below pp. 612-2,

3. Enfield Register; Townsend, interview, 18.2.70.
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enterprise which had become rather a liability. As a conseguence,
a fairly close relationship developed between the builder and
agents and this continued right ﬁp to the outbreak of war.

Unlike Harston, however, Townsend & Collins did not rely

entirély on one pérticular firm of agents for their land, even
though it would appear that Bowyer and Béwyer were perhaps the
major source of the land developed by the speculative side of
this particular business.

It was the result of a similar initiative taken by L.T.
Swanne that introduced him to an agent in Frien Barnet in about
1934. Previous to the introduction Swanne had undertaken a
somewhat less than successful housebuilding enterprise in
Cuffley (Herts.) and had begun to search for another specula?ive
building medium. Thus, in a period when he was marking time by
undertaking various small building contracts, he came across a
small strip of land in the already well-developed area of Frien
Barnet, on which had been placed an agent's 'for sale' notice.
Although this strip was unsuitable for a housing development, it
appeared to Swanne ideally suited to a small block of flats, a
form of enterprise he had already considered seriocusly. Before
approaching the agent he worked out plans for a two-storey block
of 24 small flats. The agent was impressed and persuaded the

landowner to provide Swanne with working finance for the project.

From this date until the war, Swanne primarily relied upon this

agent for his building sites.

l. Op. cit.

2. Swanne, interview, 29.10.69.
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The four firms which have just been considered were by no
means large, at the most they could be described as small to
medium in size. However, evidence has been found of two large-
medium firms which also maintained such a builder/agent
relationship. Newman Eyre & Peterson Ltd. for example had such
a relationship with W. Goodchild & Co., a firm of estate agents
originally established in Romford and which by the 1930s was
found dealing in land and selling dwellings in Enfield. Between
1932 and 1938 Goodchild sold approximately 1,250 houses which
had been constructed by Iyre & Peterson in Enfield, and by 1939
had found building sites for this particular housebuilder in
Romford, eastern and western Enfield, and Gidea Park - the last
two estates being of quite sizeable proportions. 1 The second
such firm was Haymills Ltd. In addition to developiﬁg two
estates of over 1,000 dwellings each in Vembley and Ealing, this
firm also developed a number of somewhat smaller estates in
Hendon, Mill Hill, and in Golders Green during these years. And
although a number of agents were keeping this particular firm
awvare of the local land situation by circulars, it would appear
that the source of information on available sites that the firm
most heavily relied upon was the Golders Green agent, Walter
Leslie Raymond, who was also a close family friend.

Indeed, even some of the very large field-ranging firms
appeared to maintain some form of relationship with certain

agents. And although it appears in no way to have been such a

1. Todd, interview, 4.2.70.
2. Cox, interview, 28.8.69. Certain of Raymond's activities
in the N.W. suburbs are briefly mentioned in Jackson, op. cit.

pp. 74, 253, 263.
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dominant relationship as among some of the smaller firms, it
does seem that a number of the larger housebuilding firms
during these years found themselves developing significant -
areas within certain districts as a result of the initiative
of pafticular firms of estate agents.

The relationship between Davis Estates Ltd. and Hugh
Davies of Southgate provides a good eiample. It also
illustrates the fact that even though a firm may have employed
land searchers and organized ; land search department, this
did not necessarily mean that the value of the role agents were
able to play in the search for well-place&\sites was ignored.
Contact was first made between the builder and the agent wvhen
Davies visited the builder's offices in Kilburn during the
mid-193Cs to offer them an area on his Osidge estate in
Southgate. By 1939 it appears that'Davies had successfully
negotiated the sale to Davis Estates of at least two other
pieces of land within that same area. 2 The reason for the
development of such minor relationships is probably the obvious
one that on the one side the success of the housebuilder in
developing the first site gave the firm confidence in the
ability of that particular agent and encouraged a willingness
to listen to any proposition which the agent might put forward,
while on the other side the agent would be anxious to follow up
a first success and keep that builder in particular, well-informed

of any sites that were available for sale, or were likely to

1. Laing here is perhaps an exception, see above pp-SGS‘S.
2. Interviews with Steadman, 14.11.69; Davies, 21.1.70.
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become available, within his area and which would possibly suit
the housebuilder's purposes. In fact it was suggested by
employees and former eﬁployees of a number of the larger house-
builders that their firms were normally more than willing to
pay c&mmissions to land and estate agents who helped them to
secure a building-site, even where most of the work involved

in the search for a particular site had been carried out by the
builder or his employees. From the builder's point of view the
commission paid in such cases.represented a good will payment,
an incentive to that agent to keep the particular firm fully
informed ahead of any other firm of any potentially suitable

site which might come to their notice.

Clearly, land and estate agents, even before 1939, were
important to the speculative housebuilder in the acquisition of
land. However, the importance of personal contact for some
builders in their search for land, likewise the element of

chance, should not be overlooked, even though perhaps of lesser

significance in general terms. First the importance of personal

contact to certain housebuilding firms and the forms it took
will be briefly considered. This will be followed by a
consideration of some of the ways in which chance resulted in
firms learning of available sites which they were later to
develop.

The evidence tabulated in Table 9.l1l. appears to suggest
that, as a primary source of information on available building
land, there was a tendency for personal contact to be more
important among the smaller speculative housebuilding firams.

‘However, what the table does not indicate is the extent to which
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housebuilding firms that normally used other sources occasionally
found building sites in this way. Unfortunately from the oral
evidence all thatbmay be gleaned'is a number of examples. Of the
firms it is possible to cite as examples of cases where personal
-contaét appears to have been the normal approach to land search,
two in 1939 had their head offices in Uxbridge, while two others
were primarily active in Harrow and Ilford respectively.

R.T.Warren Ltd. of Uxbridge would appear to have been guite
exceptional among firms of his size in his land search experience
since here was a medium-sized firm building houses in a number of
different areas within the western suburbs, and which apparently
discovered most of its sites through personal contacts of the
builder himself. It appears that while agents circularized and
also personally visited the firm with specific pieces of land,
Warren's position as a local businessman, particularly within the
Uxbridge and Hillingdon areas, encouraged both landowners and
farmers to take the initiative when they had land to sell, and
offer to negotiate the sale directly with him. A number were his
personal friends, but also Warren apparently worked fairly closely
with his solicitor, Woodbridge & Sons, of Uxbridge, and it secems
likely that to some extent at least Woodbridge would have been a
medium by which information on land, in Uxbridge and surrounding
areas, would have come to Warren's notice.

Personal friendship, it would seem, was even more important
in the land dealings of another Uxbridge builder, W.S.Try Ltd.

of Cowley. Again the firm was circularized by local agents, but

1. Kenny, interview, 24.9.69.
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almost every piece of land on which this firm built between 1919
and 1939 had been purchased from personal friends of W.S.Try.
For example, one piece of land in Hillingdon had begn sold to
Try by a friend who owned a nursery. The nurseryman reduced the
acreage of his nursery by selling off the frontage of his land,
but retained a right of way to the road and a section of the
backland. In Cowley, the firm developed a site which had
previously been owned by a farmer-friend of the builder, while
the site of the firm's Uxbridge estate had been found by a
solicitor friend. In fact, Try built only one estate of
significance between the wars which had not been found in this
way, and this had been brought to his notice by a local estate
agent.

Another housebuilding firm which may be cited in this
respect developed three estates in Harrow and Northwood between
the later 1920s and 1939. 2 For two of the three in fact,
building land had been found as a result of some form of
personal contact between the builder and the vendor. It has
already been seen above that it was a social acquaintanceship
between the builder, then a local authority surveyor, and the
managing director-cum-secretary of a London-based land develop-
ment company which resulted in his first speculative estate in
North Harrow. Following the completion of this estate the

housebuilder concentrated his activities for a number of years

1. Leddington, interview, 30.10.69. It is perhaps not so very
surprising that personal friendship should have figured so
largely in Try's land search, considering the relatively restricted
nature of his speculative housebuilding activities, both
quantitatively and spatially.

2. This builder wishes his name to be held in confidence; see
also above p. 30,

N
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on the nearby Harrow éarden Village, from where, during the
second half of the decade, he moved his operations outward to
Northwood. This last move was a result of a proposition put
to him by his solicitor, who, with a business associate, had .
previéusly bought an area of land and laid it out with roads
and services in an attempt to sell it off in plots. The
failure of this enterprise had led th§ solicitor to contract
the builder to erect eight houses on the estate as an
experiment. These houses soid well and the consequence was

—

that the builder purchased the remainder of the developed
land. 1

In the last of these four examples, taken from the
activities of the Ilford firm of A.V.Jaggers & Sons Ltd.,
another dignitary of the local business scene is seen to have
been of some significance in this respect. For it would appear
that it was the bank manager who was often A.W.Jagger's source
of information on available land in the Ilford and Voodford
localities.

For a number of firms, particularly the smaller concerns,
it would appear that during this period, like the solicitor and
the bank manager, builders' merchants and/or their travelling
representatives could be a very real source of information.

For example, on both the occasions on which a Sudbury firm of

painters and decorators built speculative houses during these

years, they had learnt of the availability of the land from one

1. Anon, interview, 29.9.69.
2. Jaggers, interview, 20.10.69.
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of their building-materials suppliers. 1 Indeed the activities
of one particular traveller was the means by which one builder
from Tottenham, working in the Eﬁfield area during the mid-1920s,
was able to extend his activities westwards across to the Mill
Hill district of.Hendon. In this particular case, the builder,
T.S.Bysouth, when in conversation with the traveller, mentioned
that he would like to build at Mill Hill, which at that time was
proving a very profitable area for speculative housebuilders.
Thus when this representative made his calls on/EPilders in the
Mill Hill area, he made enquiries on his own initiative about the
land situation in that district. One firm, E.L.Saunders, which
at this time was developing an estate of between LOGC and 500
dwellings, showed a great interest in these enquiries, and the
traveller's news led to a telephone call to Bysouth who
immediately drove over to the estate where the sale of 24

plots was negotiated.

Furthermore, two pieces of evidence have been found where
personal contact with members of the material supply industry
appears to have led to housebuilders developing significantly
larger areas than those developed by either Osbourne or Bysouth,
and by coincidence both of the sites in question were located
within the eastern suburbs. For example, it has been suggested
that the source of information which led to a West Middlesex-
based housebuilder developing an estate in Chingford (kis only
estate located within the eastern half of the OSA), was ﬂis

acquaintanceship with the head of a large London building-

1. Osbourne, interview, 12.10.69.
2. Saunders, interview, 1.10.69.
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material production and distribution firmj 1 while another

large London firm of building merchants was directly responsible
for the information which led to the south London firm of Wates
Ltd.. purchasing approximately 70 acres of Dagenham farmland
duriné the mid-1930s. 2

Hence, apart from any direct friendship or acquaintanceship
link between the builders and actual landowners, it can be
suggested that for quite a number of cuter suburban speculative
housebuilders, and particularly for the smaller firms,
individuals whose position gave them a close knowledge of their
locality, such as bank managers and solicitors, and, also at
times, individuals involved in the building materials distribution
sector were especially prominent as sources of information on land
availability.

Unlike personal contact, in no way did chance play a major
role in the land search activities of any housebuilding firm for
which evidence has become available. On the other hand, it was
the means by which a number of builders discovered the availability
of sites which were to be of great significance to the development
of their firms during these years.

Apparently the discovery of such sites most commonly
resulted from a builder or employee chancing uron what was from
the point of view of residential development, a particularly

promising-looking piece of land or district while driving around

1. Lancaster, interview, 22.1.70.

2., See below pp.&o7-€. Again it would apnear that friendship
between a member of the .Jates family and a member of the family
firm of building merchants provided the all-important links.
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the OSA or in the couﬁtryside outside the conurbation. 1
Arthur F. Davis, the managing director of Davis Estates Ltd.,
for example, first considered extending his company's
activities scuth to Horsham in Sussex when apparently quite by chance
he waé driving through the town and was struck by its building
potential. It would appear that this was also the beginning of
the expansion of Davis ﬁstates Ltd.'s activities into the
provinces. 2 Furthermore, it would appear that Davis'
experience was by no means iéolated in this respect since
similar chance encounters which led to the development of
successful estates were recounted in a number of interviewsof
large, medium and swall-sized firms. 3 Indeed it appears that
the chairman of the west London firm, The General Housing Company
Ltd., elevated chance into a conscious and direct form of land
search po}icy for it seems that fregquently throughout the 1930s
he drove in a haphazard way around the western suburban area in
the hope of spotting a piece of land suitable for his company's
purposes. Of the three medium-sized estates developed by this
firm two were discovered in this way.

Of course it should not give any cause for surprise that
house-building firms at times found land in this way since
naturally, even at leisure, a housebuilder would tend to be

alert to the potentialities for speculative residential

l. The piece of land in such cases may or may not have been
immediately available for sale. If it was for sale, it was
normally clearly marked as such by the presence of an estate
agent's or surveyor's board.

2. Steadman, interview, 14.11.69.

3. E.g. interviews with Hefford, 31.10.69; Seaton, 23.1.70;
Ellis, 27.8. 69, Watson, 14.10.69; Lancaster, 22.1.70;
Townsend, 17%.2.70.

L4, Ellis, interview, 27.8.69.
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development of the areas through which he was travelling.
Chance, however, as an element in land search aglso took another
form. Two examples should proviae sufficient illustration and
both emphasize the potential significance of social gathering
placeé as a component of the 'land market'. The first example
took place south of the Thames during the late 1920s. At this
time G.T.Crouch Ltd. had been active in speculative house-
building for only a few years and up to this time their activity
had been relatively small-scale. 1 However, it appears that
during one particular lunchtime in a public house, Crouch over-
heard two estate agents discussing the fact that a loccal land-
owner, the Earl of Dysart, was willing to sell an area of his
land in North Kingston for residential purposes. Following up
this news, Crouch personally approached the Chief Steward of the
Dysart estates, and, after appraising the area involved,
negotiated the purchase of the land. In this way Crouch not
only purchased the site of his first estate of over 1,000
dwellings (the Tudor Estate in Kingston), but also avoided the
expense of an estate agent's commission. 2 A similar piece of
good fortune brought the sale of the Osidge Estate in Southgate
in the early 1930s to the attention of the surveyor and estate
agent, Hugh Davies. Davies at this time had only recently moved
to the district from the northwestern suburbs, and in
consequence was spending much of his leisure time in the local
Conservative Club in order to become acquainted with the local
business community. It was, in fact, over the Conservative Club

bar that Davies learnt of the death of Sir Thomas Lipton and the

l. E.g. bungalows at Walton-on-Thames, houses at Strawberry
Hill.
2. Interviews with Jones, 10.10.69; Daniel, 7.11.69.



sale of his house and its grounds. Osidge being an estate of
approximately 48 acres and located only just over a guarter of
a mile from the site of the newly-opened Piccadilly Line
Underground Station at Southgate Circus, clearly a highly
desirable building site. In the event, Davies successfully
acquired the estate and then contracted George Wimpey & Co.
Ltd. to lay out the estate roads and services to his own
design. Once laid out Davies proceeded during the midd;e years
of the 1930s to resell it in frontage plots to some six to
eight different builders, while employing another builder under
contract to build houses on one section for his own sPeculafiQn.
More than anything else, it was the development of this estate
that initially established Davies' position as a prominent

surveyor and estate agent within the Southgate area.

Thdland market in the OSA between the wars vas, as indeed
it still is, comprised of a large number of small local markets
each with its own individual characteristics. In consequence
local knowledge was of great importance to speculative house-
builders in their work. Small- and relatively localised
medium-sized housebuilders normally developed a network of
contacts with individuals within the area in which they
operated who had either local knowledge of the land situation
or some influence over the sale of land. In some cases these
contacts would have been personal, either social or business,
and in others they would have been through the medium of a
third person, for example an estate agent or solicitor. Those
speculative housebuilders who tended to concentrate their

activities within a particular area or even a small numnber of

1. Interviews with Davies, 21.1.70 and 26.1.70.
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areas, whether or not they developed contacts with agents, were
more likely therefore to develop a thorough local knowledge. not
only of the availability of land but also its suvitability with
respect tothe type of development and housing that would sell
well in that particular area at that particular time. As
particular firms grew and began to look over a wider area for
development sites, they 'increasingly found that they lacked the
necessary local knowledge of the land situation within the areas
into which they considered moving. And in consequence they had
to consider the different ways of acquiring such knowledge open
to them.

As has been revealed above, the reaction of a number of the
larger 'regional'! firms was to establish land or lard search '
departments within their own organisations to undertake the
active exploration of the localities in which they were
interested. In this way in a positive and direct manner they
attempted, sometimes with great success, to purchase the
necessary local knowledge of actual and potential land
availability, and local demand and supply conditions to
facilitate their expansion. However as has been seen, even
among the larger more regionally-oriented firms, such a
practice was the exception rather than the rule during this
period. 1 Moreover within the firms which adopted such an
approach it remained one of a number of means by which land
and such local knowledge was acquired. More comnmonly

speculative housebuilders appear to have relied on service by

1. Although, as a method by which such firms obtained
knowledge of previously unworked areas, it was to become more
important during the later 1950s and early 1960s, see Craven,

op. cit. pp.2L6-7.
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sources outside their firm for such information, in particular
from among the ranks of the increasing body of land and estate
agents to be found active within the OSA during these years.
This source, with social and business contacts and, on
occasions, chance, apparently provided most builders with all
the knowledge of local land markets that they felt they
required.

It would aprear clear that the land and estate agent wvas
emerging as an increasingly significant actor in the suburban
residential process during the interwar years, particularly

with respect to land search and acquisition. For instance,

even on the occasions when a speculative housebuilder chose
not to use such firms during his search for suitable building
sites, almost invariably it was necessary to negotiate the

eventual purchase of any site found through a firm of surveyors

or estate agents. Apparently only very rarely did landowners

negotiate the sale of their lands directly with the builder,
although it would appear that this was not solely the result
of a disinclination among selling landowners to deal directly

with the potential purchasers of their land. A, and perhaps

l. As is suggested later, the level of detail demanded by
speculative housebuilders during these years is likely to
have varied, with many firms not concerning themselves with
rigorous project assessments. Also later, albeit briefly, a
nunber of sugrestions are made to explain possibly why this
was so. 3ee below pp. E04-6.

2. An actor whose power and influence was to increase
substantially during the 1960s to a point in the late 1960s
where he was able to become very much the 'gate keeper'
controlling the access to and the allocation of ripe housing
land and hence occupy perhaps the most prominent position of

all active in the entire land market, see Craven, op. cit.
pp. 250-2.
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the, major reason has.probably already been touched upon
and concerns the apparent contentment of many speculative
housebuilders during these years'to rely, and indeed show a
positive preference for relying, on such firms to search out
for tﬂem the quantity and quality of land which they required
for their business operations.

When looking for an explanation §f this tendency it would
appear that fundamentally it was largely a question of cost
and convenience. From inter;iews with interwar housebuilders
it became clear that both small- and medium-sized operators
vere extremely conscious of the level of their fixed costs.
Employees, apart from those involved in the actual construction
work, were normally kept to an absolute minimum. The employment
of additional salaried persons as land searchers, either on a
full- or a part-time basis for example, was deemed extremely
uncconomic by many builders, particularly in view of the stated
opinion of many that it was possible to gather information over
a far wider area, and cover a limited area far more efficiently,
by means of contact with surveyors and agents local to the
areas in which they were interested. Although it was suggested
by some that the land which had passed through the hands of
agents tended to be higher priced than that found directly by
the housebuilder, the margin involved, if indeed this was the
case, was clearly not in any sense prohibitive in the eyes of
the vast majority of housebuilders. Indeed, as has been
acknowledged above, some housebuilding firms were willing to
pay agents a full commission, even though it may not have been

fully earned, in order to ensure the continuing goodwill of the

1. See above pp. S8&3~7G.
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agents and to encourage them to remember their firm, should

any potentially suitable pieces of land come to their

knowledge at some future date. o The use of agents for land
search was also considered to be more convenient by most
specuiative housebuilders, largely because it allowed them to
devote a greater proportion of their energies to the
organization of other, especially the constructional, aspects
of the speculative housebuilding process. While one further
reason why interwar speculative housebuilders of all sizes were
quite willing and satisfied to deal with firms of surveyors and
agents in their land search activities was possibly because up
to 1939 at least, such firms were only rarely able to insist on
the sole agency rights for the sale of the dwellings erected on

the land sold if the builder was unwilling. 2

2. Land search: the land study.

Following the search for land and the decision to
consider a specific site which, superficially at least,
appeared to fulfil certain basic requirements, the speculative
housebuilder had to decide whether or not to purchase it.

This of course was a crucial decision for a speculative house-

builder, since it involved him in a definite speculative

l. See above pp. S7S-G.

2. The exceptions to this occurred where the firm of agents
and/or surveyors were also the developers of the land and
vere willing to sell off developed frontage, see above p.
More recently, surveyors and agents dealing in land have
been in a vosition of much greater power due to the restricted
land situation and increased landowner awareness of the value
of their ownerships. During the 1960s for example, it was
extremely rare to find speculative housing developments where
‘the sale of the dwellings were not in the hands of the agents
through whom the builder purchased the land. See Craven,

op. cit. p.252.
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commitment to the particular location and characteristics of
that piece of land. Since 1945 this decision has involved .
speculative housebuilding firms in careful and increasingly
detailed studies of sites which have come to their notice
and which they have considered as possibilities for develop-
ment. In more recent years this has become especially true
among the medium- and larger-sized firms in the industry,
particularly where they move into areas of which they have
little or no experience or knowledge of local conditions.
Prior to 1939 the speculative housebuilder would of course
have had to take similar decisions, but as yet nowhere in the
literature has any attempt been made to determine the extent
to which interwar housebuilders attempted to evaluate the
suitability of any site under consideration for development.
Neither has any attempt been made to identify the form that
such studies took.

To judge the commercial profitability of a development and
hence reduce the element of speculative risk involved in buying
a site, a housebuilder should ideally have considered a number
of sets of factors. Recent work on the speculative residential
development process indicates that-fundamentally any site
evaluation process is likely to have involved two interrelated
elements: (1) an internal costs and revenue calculation of the
proposed development, which would also have included an assess-
ment of location, the local market conditions and any non-market
constraints on development, and (2) a non-economic element,

important from the point of view of the actual decisions made on

l. Craven, on. cit. p.275.
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the basis of the more 'objective' first element, and stemming
from more socio-psychological factors and their influence on
the attitude of the entrepreneur with respect to such things
as risk, ambition, and the delegation of power and
respoﬁsibility.

For obvious reasons connected with the oral nature of much
of the evidence assembled, an investiéation of the second
element noted has not been possible in this present work. In
view of this, this clearly i@portant, and frequently probably
crucial, element in the land evaluation and purchase decision-
making process will have to await further research. Hopefully
the location of accounts, letters, and other records—at some
time in the future will allow a consideration, analysis and
illumination of this and other aspects of the decision-making
process (including the factors influential in this process)
adopted by particular firms and entrepreneurs in a detail
impossible from the oral approach it has been necessary to use

in the present work.

However more can perhaps be said concerning the first of
the two elements noted. For example, ideally such a study
should have incorporated an evaluation of the quantitative and
qualitative nature of the housing demand within the local
housing market, both at that particular time and at some time
in the future; 2 a consideration of any local authority land

use and building bye-law regulations pertinent to the location;

l. YWeiss, Smith, Kaiser, Kenney, ovn. cit. pp. 17-19; Craven,
op. cit. p.272.

2. A particularly crucial point if there were no immediate
development proposals for the site, or the development was
projected over a certain period of time.
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a;d, obviously, a study of both the physical and thé cost
characteristics of the site under consideration. This last
point could have included considerations such as the number of
dwellings it was possible to build on the site, a comparison

of avéraged cost between the construction of the dwellings on
the site and that on previous projects, a cost consideration

of the topography of the site and provision of main drainage,
the main sewer and public utilities to the site, 1 and an
evaluation of the surrounding amenities such as open space,
shopping and facilities for leisure. On the basis of the
answers to such exercises, a housebuilder shouid have been

able to estimate the most worthwhile type of development to
attempt and whether or not it was the type of development in
which he was interested, and the sort of turnover and return he
would be likely to obtain from alternative types of development.
From this point the housebuilder was then able to consider, in
the light of the price of the land, whether or not the develop-
ment of the site was likely to be a profitable proposition, to
involve too great an element of risk, or to involve an
unacceptable change in the size and/or organisationistructure
of his firm as a result of the change in the number of staff he
might have required either to administer and control increased

production levels and/or to organise and supervise the develop-

1. Such costings would not only include the cost of the land,
and the votential costs of land development and site preé&ation,
but would also include factors w.ich would or might offset such
costs. For example, when Jates (Streatham) Ltd. eventually
purchased the Worcester Park Polo Ground in December 1933 at a
cost of 2300 an acre, the company was able to recover some
£1,306.1.0. from the sale in July and sugust 1934 of the turf
cut. Minutes of Worcester Park Estate Ltd., a polo syndicate.
These minutes are now in the possession of VWates Ltd.
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ment of a greater number of more dispersed sites.

The interwar speculative housebuilding firms which under-
took land studies as thoroughly and in as great a detail as the
more fideal' example described above were indeed the exception.
On the other hand, most speculative housebuilders probably made
some attempt to evaluate the economic viability of a particular
site before acquiring it for development. Amongst such studies
there almost certainly existed a wide variation in both the
degree of comprehensiveness and the degree of sophistication.
Between the wars such studies ranged from a fairly detailed,
well-defined, and systematically approached research project
undertaken by a separate land department, right down to an
extremely subjective evaluation of various points, combined
with a few 'back-of-fhe-envelope'~type calculations and some
mental estimations. Almost certainly some builders will have
entered into a contract to purchase a piece of land without
previously undertaking any investigation at all, or
alternatively having neglected to consider such factors as the
suitability of the district for the type of development
contemplated, the proximity of public service and utility
link-ups, or the density zoned for.the area by the local
authority. However such builders were relatively small in the
scale of their operations.

Overwhelmingly, the interviews have revealed the general
lack of precision of the land studies undertaken by interwar

speculative housebuilders. This was particularly true of

l. PB , Dec. 1932, v.280 - an interview with Mr Frank =.
Watson or Warner, Watson (Surrey) Ltd. on 'Buying Land'.
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studies undertaken by medium- and smalil-sized firms, but was
even the case among some of the larger operators. Of the

six large firms for which oral evidence has been obtained, -
only one (New Ideal Homesteads Ltd.) had established a
department with the specific function of the study and
evaluation of the potential building land brought to their
attention; while one other (Davis Estétes Ltd.) had established
a systematic process for land evaluation introducing different
departments into different s%ages of the study.

It is unfortunate that so little is known of the structure
of New Ideal Homesteads' land research department, although it
would certainly appear that the department, having determined
which of the sites brought to their attention were potentially
profitable enough to be short-listed, would work out in detail
various alternative projects and costings. These would then be
presented to Mr Leo Meyer, the managing director, for the final
decision 1 which although based on the detailed workings may
well have depended to a varying extent on Meyer's own instinct
or intuitive feelings about varicus aspects of the sites in
question.

A little more is known of the.steps involved in the
appraisal of potential building sites by Davis Estates Ltd.

At different stages, three sections Yithin the firm were
involved in the stu@y of available land before the research
results were presented to members of the Board for the final

calculations and decision. First, the land was brought to the

l. Hefford, interview, 31.10.69.
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notice of the firm either by its own land search team, or on
occasions by agents and various individuals. The next stage
was a sales appraisal of the diétrict in which the. land lay.
This was carried out by the sales department and was to
determine, from a sales point of view, the type of develop-
ment most likely to be successful on that particular site.

If the site was then considered to have sales potential, a
detailed evaluation of the topographical_characteristics of the
site was then undertaken which included a costing of the
requirements needed to develop it to a stage from which the
construction of the dwellings could commence. This was
carried out by surveyors and other members of the building
department, and it was on the basis of calculations of costs,
pricés and profits made from this information that both the
decision of whether or not to bid for the site and the offer
the firm was willing to make for the land was determined.

Here then were two firms which apparently both approached
land research in a very thorough and highly organized way;
they were also possibly the two largest London-based
speculative house-builders of the mid-_and later 1930s. ‘Jates
Ltd., a firm which erected approximately 2,000 dwellings a
year between 1933 and 1938, also appears to have been conscious
of the importance of precision when considering land. This
firm, from approximately 1933, maintained detailed records of
the characteristics of any areas of available land which came
to their attention. Unlike the other two firms however, this

function was carried out by a land search department as opnosed

1. Steadman, interview, 14.11.69.



595.

to a research section. Clearly this information would have
been used by the directors of the firm to help them make

the land purchase decisions necessary to maintain and ensure
the firm's level of activity in the future. However, it

would appear that the main reason why this information was
collected was for use by the land search section to enable
back-checks to be made should an area of land previously
rejected by the firm reappear. Thus, for any piece of land which
had previously come to the firm's notice, details were
immediately to hand and a decision whether to pursue the matter
further or reject the land once again could be made according
to the circumstances at that particular time. However, without
doubt, either at this stage or at a later stage, some more
detailed calculations on costs would have had to be made if the
land was thought to warrant closer consideration.

The three other large speculative housebuilding firms for
which oral evidence has been obtained on this topic appear not
to have approached land study in such systematic fashion, even
though both John Laing of John Laing & Son Ltd. and George
Chaplin of Hilbery Chaplin Ltd. appear_to have emphasized the
imnortance of thorough costings before work was allowed to
commence on any particular site. 2 How the information was
gathered by Hilbery Chaplin Ltd. is not known, although given
the firm's surveying background, it was probably evaluated with

some care. In the case of John Laing & Son Ltd. however, more

A

l. Interviews with Kelso, 10.2.70; Seatcn, 23.1.70.
2. fdarrison, op. cit; Interviews with Johnsen and Harper,
17.11.69 and Chaplin, 5.1.70.

v
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is known. It appears that within this fir.s the responsibility
rested on one particular employee, a surveyor, who as part of
various duties would follow up, investigate, and report on the
characteristics of various sites which had come to the notice
of the firm. 1 The scope and detail of such investigations
and reports is unfortunately not known with any degree of
certainty. |

In contrast to these examples, the approach of another
major suburban housebuilding concern appears to have been
rather less specific and rather more crude. If the evidence
of the director who at this time was in full-time control of
the housebuilding projects of this firm is accurate, it would
appear that the land study centred on and relied almost
entirely on the subjective feelings of this particular person
who undertook sole charge of all land‘purchase or rejection
decisions. 2 During the interview he acknowledged that his
approach to the evaluation of any site was difficult to
describe, was primarily subjective and only rarely took any
quantitative form. For example, he felt that invariably
before 1939 the price of land was relatively unimportant
compared with the locational and environmental features of
any estate.

In this way this builder considered that a subjective
assessment of local employment potential, of the proximity of
transport facilities, and of the character of the area

involved constituted the basis and the most significant

1. Johnson and Harper, interview, 17.11.69.
2. Anon, interview, 29.9.€9. .
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features of any such study. As for research, the approach
adopted was far from sophisticated. For example, he noted
that when he was interested in discovering the 'quality' of
an area, that is the 'type!' of family that was living in the
area and the 'type'of family who would be interested in
buying new houses in that area, he would ask a foreman to
drive him around the district and in the process acquire the
foreman's opinion. This the builder considered provided
valuable insights and invariably the most accurate guide. To
what extent this particular builder relied upon such methods
as the major form of 'research' during the late 1920s and
throughout the 1930s is obviously uncertain. But the fact
that it was mentioned during the interview does suggest that
at the very least it was adopted on more than one occasion
during this period, and that it had probably proved very
successful.

On the oral evidence obtained, it would appear that the
research into the profitability and feasibility of land for
residential purposes undertaken by many medium and small
speculative housebuilding firms was very much on the level of
that claimed by the last firm considered. None of the firms
on which oral evidence was gathered apvear to have worked out
a study in any real detail, or one that involved any
relatively precise costing. Rather, individual builders
tended to re%y very heavily on their own talent and ability
for making subjective evaluations of the prospects and
potentialities of the physical and locational characteristics
of particular pieces of land. For example, Bradley & Arthur

Ltd., a small builder in the southern suburbs, relied almost
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entirely on very rough estimates when assessing sites

available for development based largely on the experience

of the partners (both bricklayérs) and their knowledge of

the area (Ewell) in which they were active. 1 A similar

tale was told of the mediur-sized West London housebuilding

firmy The General Housing Co. Ltd. Any studies made by

this firm were in no way quantitative. They normally took

the form of a subjective evaluation of the situation by the

founder and chairman of the firm, who it appears gave most of

his attention to the problems and possible costs of drainage.

This in fact proved to be extremely hit and miss in its

reliability and in fact at least one of the three largest

estates developed by this firm between the wars, although

started in 1929, remained unfinished at the outbreak of war.
The example of the General Housing Co. Ltd. in fact hints

at the pro.able importance of experience and knowledge of local

conditions where housebuilders relied on more subjective and

intuitive approach to site evaluation. ZEarlier it has been

noted how the founder of this Ealing-based company consciously

3

elevated chance into a direct procedure for land search, and

one result of this was that the major sites developed by this
firm were relatively dispersed: in Southall, Pinner, and
Heéton. In such a situation it is clear that the lack of a
reasonably thorough study or the adoption of other methods to

obtain an understanding of local conditions was more likely to

l. Bradley, interview, 10.10.69.
2. Ellis, interview, 27.8.69.
3. See above p.SR2,
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result in unfortunate land purchase and development decisions,
such as The General Housing Company's estate in Pinner.

More successful in his judgment was another Vest London
housebuilder, R.T.Warren. Although specific land studies were
non-existent within this firm, the subjective evaluations made
by Warren, based on his experience in housebuilding, common-
sense, and personal knowledge of the areas in which he was
building estates, appear to have been in almost all cases fully
justified. On only one occasion does it appear that this
judgment was at fault. This was on a small site in Harlington,
Middlesex, where it would apnear that the location of the
estate was unattractive, being poorly served by public
transport. 1 The attitude of a third, but smaller, iest
London housebuilder may also be given as an examvle in this
respect. .This builder quite forthrightly acknowledged that
rather than his research being a study in any rigorous sense,
it tended to be a rather vague appraisal of a number of
features, for example the proximity of the site to public
transport, the quality of the surrounding area, and the
proximity of the nearest public service and drainage link-ups
to the site.

Clearly where land studies were undertaken between the
wars they generally 1ackéd both sophistication and rigour,
while some investigations were so minimal and vague that to
describe them as 'a study' would be misleading. ©Not all firms

chose to undertake such studies however. Some, invariably

1. Kenny, intervieu, 24.9.69.
2. Anon, interview, 29.9.69.
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small, firms possibly did not give it a thought, while others
left the evaluation partly or wholly in the hands of an agent,
or surveyor. In general this latter group of housebuilders
were working either closely or entirely with a particular firm
of estate agents or surveyors which not unusually had also
undertaken the initial land search, and indeed in some cases
may well also have been'left to undertake the eventual land
purchase decision.

It is probable that the extent to which speculative
housebuilders were willing to leave the decisions concerning
the land evaluation and purchase, and perhaps even the form of
the proposed development, in the hands of thes agents with whom
they worked,in all probability depended on a number of almost
certainly interrelated factors, such as the scale of their
operations, their previous experience in the industry, their
personal characters and future ambitions, and the closeness of
their relationship with the firm of agents or survéyors
involved. Very probably, for example, an ambitious and out-
going developer like Newman Eyre of Newman Zyre & Peterson
Ltd. would have played a far greater role in the decisions
concerning the purchase of the sites for his 1,000 dwelling
estates in Enfield and Gidea Park found for him by the agents
- W.Goodchild & Co., than for example George Edser of Edser &
Brown Ltd. and Arthur Harston of A.Harston & Co. (Enfield)
Ltd. would have played in this aspect of their activities in
Sutton and Enfield respectively, both of whom worked very

closely with specific agents in their respective areas but
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who rarely completed more than 50 dwellings in any single

year.

It is clear that for most firms the land studies carried
out on available sites of land as an aid to any land purchase
decision were far from being calculations in any rigorous or
precise sense. For most it would appear that a subjective
evaluation of the locational position of any particular site
constituted the most important single element of any such
studies. Only the larger firms appear to have approached the
evaluation of the potential profitability and economic
feasibility of available sites in any calculated or systematic
way. However even among this section of the industry it has
been possible to discover at least one firm which erected over
1,000 dwellings a year during most years of the 1930s and
which appears to have relied primarily on fairly vague feelings
based on experience and knowledge of particular areas, even
though it is probable that some calculations and costing as to

the physical suitability of a site were also undertaken.

Before progressing to a brief consideration of the possible

1. i. Interviews with Todd, 4.2.70; Zdser, 16.10.69;
Harston, 25.0.69.

ii. In addition to surveyors and estate agents there existed
during these years firm which entitled themselves 'property sales
consultants'. One such firm was charging a commission of 5% on the
£100 and 27% on the balance of the sales value of each dwelling
sold on an estate which had been purchased under their guidance.
Hovever, it is very doubtful whether such firms were of any real
significance to the Greater London speculative housebuilding
industry during the 1930s. Indeed, not one of the individuals
interviewed admitted to having used such firms. The only context
in whiich a firm of property sales consultants came to the author's
attention was an article written on 'choosing the site' by
G.F.C.Wyatt, a partner in the firm Curtis, Wyatt and Partners,
Property Sales Consultants. PB , Oct. 1932, pp.229-230.



602.

importance of land stﬁdy to the interwar housebuilders and the
reasons why, prior to 1939, there was perhaps less need in
such studies for the precision and detail which has become more
common since 1945, 1 it is important to recognize the possible
significance the medium of data collection adopted may have had
on the evidence assembled. The necessary reliance on oral
evidence obtained from the recollectibns of individuals may
well have meant that to some extent the degree of care and
rigour with which some firms.examined the building site%ﬁ%ﬁre
brought to their attention has been under-estimated. At the
present time however this is inevitable since, until it becomes
possible to study in detail the records of individual
speculative housebuilding firms, 2 this remains the only
source of information available on this particular subject.
How important thén could a land study be betuveen the wars
in terms of the success or failure of a builder, or the
maximisation of the potential profitability of a particular
site? Clearly it could have been crucial, and as one Surrey
builder noted, on a number of occacions to his knowledge
speculative housebuilders active within the Greater London OSA
found that, as a result of neglecting to consider for example
the suitability of a district for the housing programme
contemnlated, the provision of amenities within the area,
and/or the land-use and density zoning of the site stipulated
under the local towﬁ planning scheme, they had been forced to

sacrifice the deposit which had been laid on the land

1. Craven, op. cit. pp. 271-286.
2. WYhere and if such records still exist, see below Appendix

Ay pp. /69-11. :
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initially to secure it for their use. 1 In these cases the
loss involved in the sacrifice of the deposit at this early
stage of the development would probably have been somewhat lower
than the probable losses incurred had the project been carried
out, But it of course still involved a loss of capital and
energy which might otherwise have been avoided. Furthermore,
the lack of an adequate-.study could result in housebuilders
paying an excessively high price for land, in relation to the
value of dwelling that would sell successfully on the site and
the costs involved in the preparation of the land for con-
struction. TFor example, the degree of slope on a site would
not only influence the number of dwellings it was possible to
build on the land and thus influence the possible level of
receipts, but also influence the costs of, for example, the
surveying, road and drain laying, individual house-site
preparation, foundation-laying, and general movement around
the site. While additional costs would be likely to result
from low-lying land which generally required extra expenditure
on drainage; a heavy scil which would probably have resulted
in higher labour costs; a need to extend a drain and/or sewer
to link~up a specific estate to main drainage wpich was
normally the responsibility of the builder; and a need to
extend any part of the public utility system,the burden of
which also had to be borne by the builder until a certain
percentage o{ the cost had been off-set by the resulting

revenue. All these and other possible variables, if not

1. PB , Dec. 1932, p.281, an interview with Mr. Frank E.
Watson.
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anticipated and relatéd to the price of the land, the probable
cost of house construction, and the anticipated revenue from
the development, could eat into the level of profit margin
desired and anticipated by the builder. As indeed could any
misju&gment of the type of housing demand which existed within
a particular area, since the slower the sales, the longer a
greater level of capital would be tie& up, the greater were
the finance costs and the higher was the average cost of the
project.

There can be no doubt that any number of speculative
housebuilding firms active within the Greater London 03A
during these years experienced a lower level of profit than
they had anticipated and indeed at times significant losses,
as a direct consequence of imprecision and a lack of rigour
and/or mi§evaluation in their assessments of specific sites.
On the other hand, even though a poor or insufficiently precise
appraisal must inevitably have resulted in bankruptcies, or at
the very least situations where builders were willing to cut
their losses on certain projects in order to remain solvent, it
seems probable that for perghaps several reasons, speculative
housebuilders active during the 1930s were in general unlikely
to suffer very drastically as a consequence of poor and
imprecise land studies on available building sites prior to
their land purchase decision.

Firstly: throuéhout the interwar years, the price of land
within the OSA as a whole stood at a fairly low, albeit

rising, level. 1 Secondly, in general there remained a

1. See above pp. SAD-4G.
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relative abundance of land available for housing development
in this area right up to 1939, and, probably more

importantly, the speculative industry tended during this
period to buy only the more easily developable sites which
becaﬁe available, tending to ignore those sites which looked
to be the more difficult. 1 Thirdly, over the OSA as a whole
during the majority of the years between 1930 and 1939, there
existed a general buoyancy in the effective demand for housing,
especially among the middle-classes. While fourthly for many
firms in the industry, particularly among the small and small-
medium sized concerns, the relative-abundance of land meant that
it wvas less necessary to look outside a relatively restricted
locality for suitable and easily developable sites than it was
to become after 1950. This is of course hot to deny the
existence and growing importance of the larger, and often more
regionally oriented, firms which were looking for and
developing sites over a relatively wide area within the 0S4,
but it is to suggest that for a large proportion of the
industry the problem of obtaining local knowledge was by no
means great. Such firms were likely to have had little need
for systematic and detailed gathering of inf6rmation to make
their calculations or evaluations since it is likely that
experience in local building and the local land and housing

markets would already have provided this. Such builders would

l. These were left forthe post-195C industry. For an
example of a relatively well-located site which because not
straightforwvard to develop was passed over by a large number
of builders before eventually being purchased, see Jenkins,
‘op. cit. p.20.



606.

thus have tended to rely on personal experience to make
decisions which would therefore have been likely to have been
largely intuitive. They would élso have been likely to have
had closer ties with local agents.

Together these four factors probably did much to shelter
the speculative housebuilding industry from any potentially
adverse manifestations resulting from land purchase and
development decisions made on the basis of a less than
systematic and rigorous study of some or all of the character-
istics of a site, and/or assessment of the most suitable type
of development. They also possibly helped produce a situation
in which speculative housebuilders, and particularly those who
were familiar with the area in which the particular site under
consideration lay, were often able to evaluate the approximate
costs and potential profitability of many of the sites brought
to his attention just as successfully, and at times possibly
almost as accurately, as those housebuilding firms which were
expending resources by the employment of staff and/or agents

to carry out relatively detailed and systematic research

studies of such sites.
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CHAPTER 10. Land acquisition: the purchase of land by

builders and estate developers for house-

building purposes.

1. Land purchase.

(a) Introduction.

Once the all-important land purchase decision had been
taken by the housebuildér, and thus the speculative commitment
made to a specific location and a particular piece of land,

his next task was to negotiate the purchase of the land from

the pre-existing landowner. Land within the 0O3A between the

wars was normally bought and so0ld on the basis of either a
price per foot frontage where it fronted a developed road
(which.may or may not have been made up), or alternatively a
price per acre where.it was still virgin. These two bases
for land sales were of course by no means mutually exclusive.
Yhere a landowner owned a piece of land wlkick &y adjacent <o
a road already laid with a main drain and sewer, he commonly
sold his land in two price denominations: one part being sold
at a price per acre, with the other part (i.é. a certain
depfh of the land which fronted the road), being sold at a
price per foot frontage. For example during the mid-1930s
Wates Ltd. bought a site from dall & Co., the builders’
merchants, in Dagenham (Essex), purchasing 68.59 acres of
virgin land at a price per acre plus 1,182 feet of frontage
along the unmade-up Frizlands Lane at a price per foot

frontage. Land was also on occasions sold in plots,

1. See above p. 419,
2. Building Dept. Memo. to the Directors of VWates Ltd.,

20 June 1936.
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particularly during tﬁe earlier part of the interwar period.
As a rule however the price of the individual plots sold was
established on the basis of a certain price for each footage
of frontage, varying according to the plot depth. 1

fhe consensus of opinion among the individuals interviewed
who had personal knowledge of the details of land purchase, was
that once the purchase decision had b§en made by the builder and
the purchase negotiations completed, it was normal for the legal
aspects of the transference ;f ownership to take anything
between one and four months to complete. 2 The first step
following the completion of the purchase negotiations and when
agreement had been reached on the purchase price was for a
deposit of approximately 10% of the agreed purchase price to
be laid on the land by the purchaser. This would appear to
have been invariably the case, whatever the size of the
purchasing housebuilding firm, and whether the land being
purchased was in a developed or a virgin state. Apart from
acting as a securing payment for the purchaser, the deposit
had a dual function for the vendor. For not only did it

serve as a guarantee of the purchaser's intent, but it also

1. i. E.g. see Harrow Observer, 29 Oct. 1919, p.10; 27 Feb.
1920, p.8; 26 Nov. 1920, p.19; Lewisham Public Library, Local
History Collection A61/4/10, auction particulars of the West
Chislehurst Park Estate, Mottingham, Kent (1926). _

ii. Within the central London area, and indeed many other -
parts of Zngland, it would appear that it was more normal for
land to be sold on the basis of a price per square foot, or
perhaps per square yard. iHowkins (1938), op. cit. p.215.

2. Although of course it should be recognised that at times
it could have taken much longer if any abnormalities occurred.
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provided the vendor with at least part of the purchase money
at an early stage of the transaction.

Within the OSA different housebuilders and landowners
adopted a variety of approaches to the sale and purchase of
land.. And, while much appears to have depended upon whether
the individual builder (or landowner) was anxious or willing
to buy (or sell) the land in question outright, basically
these approaches took two major forms. On the one hand, where
it was agreed that the land éhould be bought outright, the
housebuilder would normally take possession of the land
directly after the purchase and sale contracts had been
exchanged and a deposit payment had been made; while he would
complete the purchase at an agreed time in the future when he
paid the balance of the purchase money which was due. There
can be li@tle doubt that this was the approach normally
adopted by the larger and medium-sized firms particularly
where the land purchased was undeveloped.

The second approach was more normally adopted by the
firms of smaller size especially where they were purchasing
an area of developed land or frontage from a land developer
or developments' company. It had two common variants: the
former probably being heard of more during the first decade
of the period, gnd the latter more during the 1930s. The
latter imposed less of an immediate financial burden on the
individual builder.‘ In both cases an initial deposit

payment was required of the purchaser by the vendor. However,

1. BSG, May 1932, p.326.

v
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the first variant required the balance of the price agreed
for each house plot to be paid in periodic instalments over
a stated period of time, while the other variant did not
require payment of the balance until after the housebuilder
had built, sold, and had received payment (from the eventual
purchaser) for the dwelling erected on it.

There were of course probably other methods by which the
actual payment of the negotiated purchase price of land was
made to landowners by members of the speculative housebuilding
industry, but it seems unlikely that they were of any marked
significance in general terms. There was perhaps one exception
to this, but even this could be seen as an extension of the
first of the two basic approaches mentioned. This 'third'
approach was where the builder was allowed by the vendor to
phase the.purchase of the land, and hence the purchase payments,
over an agreed period of time. Such an arrangement was
described and praised by a South London speculative housebuilder
in a trade journal published in late 1932, and although it is
noticeable that the discussion referred implicitly to the
purchase of undeveloped land, given the approval of the verdor,
there appears to be no reason why it should not also have
applied to the sale of developed land. 1 In this particular
article, the builder noted the advantages of agreeing a contract
with the vendor on ?he basis of a deposit,to purchase the land
in a number of sections on specifically stated dates. The

advantases were stressed especially in terms of the burden

1. PB , Dec. 1932, p.282.
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that land purchase could place on a housebuilder's capital

resources. The example given was the purchase of an area of

land for £12,000 in three sections over a period of three
years (i.e. at twelve-monthly intervals.). This meant that,
while building dwellings on the first section during the first
year, the builder did not have a large unproductive asset on
his hands, while at the same time th&landowner was assured of
the whole sale under the agreed contract.

How widespread this sch;me of phased land purchase was,
is unfortunately not known. Its mention in a trade journal in
the ea;ly 1930s by a speculative housebuilder active at that

time suggests that it had been used on at least one occasion

by at least one builder during the interwar period. On the

other hand only one of the housebuilders interviewed knew of

its application within the OSA without the inclusion of a

cancellation clause favouring the builder. The inclusion of

such a clause would mean that rather than being a significant

variation of, or an extension to, the first of the two basic

approaches to land purchase payment noted above, it took the

1. During the later 1920s a firm of estate agents purchased
a large house and grounds just off the Great North Road in
Hendon, laid it out with roads and visited Haymills Ltd. with
the offer of land and plans for its residential development.
On the estate there was sufficient land for Haymills to build
between 60 and 70 dwellings priced at between 21500 and
£250C. The building company agreed to buy the developed land
and a contract was drawn up and signed under which Haymills
purchased the land in 4 sections over a period of 2 years.
The estate (the Downage Estate) took Haymills approx. three
years to complete and sell. Cox, interview, 23.8.69.
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form of an option agreement.

The two basic approaches mentioned above will now be
considered in more detail, with an examination of some of the
ways in which speculative housebuilding firms financed their

land purchase activities.

(b) Land purchase by deferred ,or credit payment.

First, the two variants which together constituted the
latter approach will be considered in turn. It is clear that
the vast majority of small housebuilding firms found the
ability to extend the purchase of the land on which they were
building over a period of time a considerable convenience.

O0f all factors, it was probably the lack of capital resources
which could most hinder a small builder in his.speculative
housebuilding activities. In fact, had any number of smaller
builders who were able to take advantage of such land purchase
facilities and move into speculative housebuilding, found it
necessary to pay the full price for any building site or plot
at an early stage in the housebuilding proceés, it is

probable that the capital burden involved would have been too
great, and in consequence would have restricted them to the
jobbing sector of the industry. By the same token, such
facilities allowed many of the smaller housebuilding firms,

if they so desired, to operate on a significantly higher level
of activity than would otherwise have been the case, for it

enabled them to take possession, and to start construction, on

1. See below pp. §40-8.
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a greater number of sites at any given time while still working
on a given financial base. From this point of view it is clear
that of the two variants mentioned the latter was ungquestionably
of greater advantage to the small speculative housebuilder.
buring the years following the Armistice, however, it
appears to have been the former variant which was more
commonly adopted in transactions concerning the sale of
developed building sites. At Northolt Junction very early in
the period for example "Freehold plots, large or small . . . "
were being advertised for sale on an estate, on terms which
required an immediate deposit of 10% but allowed the balance
of the land price to be paid in equal monthly or quarterly
payments over a six year period. 1 In the south-eastern
suburbs seven years later similar arrangements were being
advertised for purchasers at the auction of the West
Chislehurst Park Estate at Mottingham: "To assist purchasers,

the owners are prepared to accept a payment of 10 per cent of

the purchase money at the sale and to receive payment of the
2

remainder either by quarterly or half-yearly instalments . . "

Although fundamentally these two arrangements were the sane,
clearly they differed in a number of respects. For examvle, it
can be seen that the instalment periods laid down in the latter
case were longer than the former. While,further, the purchasers
of land on the West Chislehurst Park Zstate in 1926 were allowed
only a third of the period of six years, over which the land

purchasers on the Northolt Junction Estate, seven years earlier,

l. Harrow Observer, 29 Oct. 1919, 0.10.
2. Lewisham Public Library, Local History Collection. A61/4/1C,

Pele .
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had been required to fay the balance of the purchase money
and thus complete their purchase commitments. Up to 1926

at least it would appear that this form of sale and purchase
agreement was quite widespread within the Greater London
area; In that year in fact a book published on the develop-
ment of private building estates made explicit reference to
the purchase of land by instalments és a means of helping,
and thus encouraging, smaller builders to take on the
speculative commitment invol%ed in buying land. 1 It is
interesting that no mention was made of the latter of the two
variants. This perhaps suggests the possibility that it was
only at a point after this date that the latter land purchase
arrangement became more popular.

This is a suggestion which in fact appears to be very
much supported by the oral evidence collected. Almost all
individuals interviewed who had had experience in the purchase
of frontage on estates developed by land developers during the
late 1920s and the eafly 1930s, noted that they were able, on
almost every occasion, to take possession of the developed land
on the basis of a deposit while not having to pay the balance of
the purchase money for each plot until after they had sold the
dwelling erected upon it. 2 An exception to this was on an

estate in Kenton (Middlesex) during the early 1930s, where the

l. F.Howkins, An Introduction to the Develorment of Private
Buildinr Istates and Toun _lanning (19286), pp.206-8.
Subsequently referred to as Howxins (1926).

2. B.g. interviews with Swanne, 29.10.69; Zdser, 16.10.69;
Townsend, EETE.?O; Leddinston, 30.10.69; anon, 29.9.69;
Leathers, 23.9.69; Chaplin, 5.1.70; Gostling, 28.10.69;
Priest, 13.11.69; Vhyte, 16.10.69; Beckett, 18.11.69;

Davies, 21.1.70.
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surveyor in control of the developmént insisted not only on
the sole agency rights to the séles of the dwellings to be
erected, but also on the prospective housebuilders buying
any lénd on the estate outright. . On the other hand this
does indeed appear to have been an exception in a very real
sense of the word.

It appears probable that the latter variant was a
development from the former mentioned. As has been noted
previously, it must almost certainly have been the more
favoured of the two variants by the small lowly-capitalized
speculative housebuilder, in view of the smaller capital
burden imposed on the firm during the construction process.
Thus it seems likely that as the period progressed land
developers became more inclined to adopt such a form of sales
agreement in order to dispose of the frontage on their
estates more quickly, and hence more rapidly obtain security
for, and probably the return on, their investment.

During the late 1920s and the 1930s, this approach
appcars to have been adopted by many, if not all, forms of
land developers. In the Harrow area for example both
Headstone Manor Estates Ltd. at Jealdstone and MRCE Ltd. on
their Harrow Garden Village at Rayners Lane, appear to have
negotiated the sale of frontage and plots in tnis way during

2 .
this period. Furthermore surveyors and estate agents who

1. Saunders, interview, 1.10.69.
2. Interviews with Beckett, 18.11.69; Leathers, 23.9.69;

‘Reed, 12.11.069.
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were involved in land.development for themselves and/or for
their clients, like Hilbery Chaplin within outer suburban
areas from Southall in the west across to Romford in the
east, and like P.H.Edwards Ltd. in various areas in the
north.western suburbs during the later 1920s, adopted similar
land sales practices; as did the surveyor, Hugh Davies, on a
number of estates in the‘Southgate aréa of the northern
suburbs from 1933 onwards. 1 Within the northernsuburbs an
Enfield firm of estate agenté and auctioneers, Bowyer and
Bowyer, after an unsuccessful attempt at housebuilding on a
small estate in north Enfield between 1931 and 1933, agreed
to sell the remaining land (three-fifths) to Townsend &
Collins Ltd. First sufficient frontage for six dwellings
was sold, and this was soon followed by the sale of the
remaining frontage (i.e. sufficient for anather 30 dwellings)
at the immediate cost to the housebuilders of only approximately
107 of the total amount due. The sale of a slightly larsger
estate of developed land followed the success of this first
transaction. And, as at Hillside Crescent, the agents
required the balance of the total land cost only after the
successful sale of each dwelliné.

Examples of housebuilders buying land in this way from

private individuals, from investors, and from (and through)

1. Interviews with Chaplin, 5.1.70; Swanne 29.10.69;
Saunders, 1.10.69; Davies, 21l.1.70.

2. Enfield Register; Townsend, interview, 18.2.70. The
latter estate had sufficient frontage for 42 dwellings to
be built.
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solicitors have been found. For instance in Hillingdon
during the late 1920s, W.S.Try 1 purchased a length of
frontage from a personal friend-in this way, while in Sutton
and the surrounding areas all the land purchased by Edser &
Brown.Ltd. from one particular private investor 2 was never
paid for in full before the completion of the sale of the
individual dwelling built. > It is to be admitted that the
direct interest of solicitors in this sphere appears to have
been rare; however, on one known occasion, a solicitor not
only provided the speculative housebuilders who purchased
house plots with building finance, but also appears to have
actively preferred the builders to delay their payment of
the difference between the deposit and the full land cost.
It is probable that a more common role played by solicitors
vas rather less direct than this and rather more like that
played by one Northwood solicitor. This solicitor, together
with a client, provided the funds required to purchase and
develop a site in that areaj} he also found a builder, who in
fact was also one of his clients, and willing to purchase
the frontage produced. Here again, the builder was only
called upon to pay the full cos£ of each of the plots of land

on whaich he was building after he had sold, and been paid

for, each dwelling erected.

1. "building contractor, funeral director, garden rockeries
and crazy paving in all varieties". Kelly's Trade Directory,
Middlesex (1933), p.510.

2. Representing at least 80% of the total area of land they
built upon prior to 1939.

3. Interviews with Leddington, 20.10.69; Edser, 16.10.69.

L, Priest, interview, 13.11.69.
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The ability to pay for land either in instalments over
a number of years, or after having received payment fcr the
dwelling that had been built upon it, certainly appears to
have been highly satisfactory in economic terms to a large
number of speculative housebuilders. However, for the
developer, both of these forms of land purchase, and
especially the latter, would appear superficially at least,
to have involved both additional cost as well as greater risk.
To some extent this statement accurately conveys the fact
since if land developers had been able to sell-off the
developed frontage on their estates quickly and outright for
cash, both the risks and the costs involved in their enter-
prise would have been kept to a2 minimum. However, it is
clear that in almost every case,in the minds of land developers
the prospects of a more rapid sale of the developed frontage
more than offset any cost disadvantage or the increased risk
which may have been involved. For example, there was the
obvious advantage that, on the security of having sold (that
is, having collected the deposits on), the frontage of a
developed estate to speculative housebuilders, the developer
was able to borrow money, often from a bank, with which he was
able to finance his operations. 1 Hence the sooner a developer
was able to 'sell-off' his estate, the shorter was the period
that he would have had to finance its development from his own,

or his clients, internal resources.

1. vavies, interview, 21.1.70. It should be remembered that
the developer in such cirumstances still retained the rights
of ownership over the land in case of default.
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Furthermore, it is prohable that the extra cost to the
developer in making it financially easier for the speculative
builders to buy land was probably not so great as it super-
ficially might appear. Howkins noted in the mid-1920s that
some developers were charging interest, to the builders
buying the land by instalment payments, at an agreed rate on
the balance outstanding. 1 In 1926 i£ was laid down in the
conditions of sale of the Vlest Chislehurst Park Estate that the
difference between the deposit on the land and the total cost
of the land purchased by any individual could be paid in
instalments over a period of two years from the date of the
sale '"with interest at the rate of £5.10.0 per cent per annum
on the amount for the time being remaining unpaid."” 2 The
developers selling their land in this way were thus able to
keep any additional sales cost down to a minimum by passing on
the burden to the purchaser.

The action of the develovners who chose to adopt the latter
variant of this form of land sale appear to have been very
similar. On the surface, this latter variant would appear to
have involved the developer in even greater sales costs than
the former, since after all it was quite possible for six
months to a year or more to elapse before the purchaser of the
land, having built a dwelling, was able to sell it. However,
although during the‘later 1920s and the 1930s the practice of
alloving builders the time up to the completion of the

dwelling built on the land before requiring the payment of the

l. Howkins (19°6), op. cit, p.206.
2. Lewisham Iublic Library, Local History Collection,

A61/4/10, p.4.



620.

land cost outstanding appears to have been common on developed
estates within the 5SA, it was acknowledged that, within this
particular area at least, it was the general practice for a
security clauvse to have been included in the sale and

purchase contracts. 1 This clause was for the security of the
developer, and it stipulated that in the event of the dwelling
remaining incomplete and/or unsold, 2 within a stated period
of time, interest at a specific rate was to be charged on the
outstanding payment for the period between the déte stated and
the date on which the sale of the dwelling allowed the builder
to complete the land purchase. 3 The interest-free period of
time which was allowed appears to have varied from developer
to developer, but it was unlikely to be more, and was probably
normally less, than three months.. It has been suggested that

after the early 1930s a normal interest charged was somewhere

L

between 5% and 6%.
Thus it can be seen that although the land developer
might have accepted some degree of increased cost in his
activities for the sake of benefits stemming from a more
rapid sale of the land he had developed, the major part of

any increased costs incurred by allowing purchasers to buy

l. E.g. interviews with Chaplin, 5.1.70; Whyte, 16.10.69;
Davies, 21.1.70; Leddington, 30.10.69; Townsend, 18.2.70;
Swanne, 29.10.69; anon, 29.9.69; Gostling, 28.10.69; Beckett,
18.11:69; Edser, 16.10.69; Priest, 13.11.69; Leathers,
23.9.69.

2. And consequently the builder not having received the
payment from the sale of the dwelling.

3. Some contracts stipulated some final date by which the
balance had to be paid even if by that time the dwelling
had not becen sold.

4. Davies, interview, 21.1.70.
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land on some form of ;redit basis was initially at least
borne, and seemingly borne quite willingly, by the purchasers,
that is mainly small- and medium-sized speculative house-
builders themselves.

.But what about the increased risks involved for the
developers? For clearly, where an individual was able to gain
possession of a developed building plét for 10% of i%s actual
cost, the opportunity offered was likely to encourage builders
to undertake activities of a.type and a size which they were
unable to carry through successfully, and which they would
otherwise not have attempted. Of course, during the first part
of the period, and where the land was being paid for in
instalments, the size of the risk was being reduced each time a
payment was made. However, it would appear that in almost
every case where a credit land sale agreement, of either form,
was drawn up, the security of the vendor was protecfed by the
inclusion of a 'default' clause. A paragraph from the

conditions of sale of the West Chislehurst Park Estate in 1926

may be taken as a fairly typical example.

If any purchaser shall make a default in vayment
of the balance of his purchase money or any
instalment thereof . . . his deposit and all
instalments (if any) pzaid up by him shall be
absolutely forfeited and the vendors shall be at
liberty « . « to resell the lot or lots sold to
him either by public auction or private contract
and the deficiency (if any) arisin; on such a
resale and all expenses attending the same or

any attempted resale shall be made good and paid
by the Purchaser at thc present sale as liquidated
damages and any increase in price on such sale 1
shall belong to the vendors.

l. Lewisham Public Library, Local History Collection,
A61/4/10, p.5. '
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It can be apvreciated that only a small change needs to be made
to such a sale condition to make it applicable to the
alternative form of credit sale éf developed land which has
been considered.

Such a clause would cearly provide a developer with a more
than adequate security for it should be remembered that under
British law all permanent structures«sn a piece of land were
and/or are considered as part of that land. Thus, where a
purchaser had defaulted on his payments for a piece of land,
not only would that area of land revert to the ownership of the
vendor, in this case the land developer, but in addition the
vendor would come into the ownership of any building work which
had been carried out on that particular piece of land up to
that point in time. Indeed, not only would such a clause give
security to the speculative land developer, but also it could,
and in some cases alnost certainly did, lead to unfair practice
by some developers. It placed them in a position‘to exploit
the vulnerability of some small under-capitalized house-
builders who were enticed into the sphere of speculative
building by the thought of the potentially high profitability
of the activity and the low initial cost requirement of
gaining possession of developed land. Not a few of the small
and medium-sized builders interviewed, and indeed even some of
the individuals invplved in surveying and estate agency work,
referred to the existence of land developers and development
companies who, especially for small builders, were '"making it
easy to start, but difficult to finish." Indeed a number of

interviewess were able to name examples of specific estates



where such abuse took place. At least two such estates were
cited quite independently by more than one interviewee.

It is unfortunately not possiblé to attempt any estimation
of the actual incidence of land developers adopting such
unscfupulous, though legal, practices. All that can be said
on the basis of the evidence in the author's possession is

that clearly they did exist.

(¢) Land purchase by outright payment.

The approach to land purchase adopted by speculative
housebuilders first wmentioned, that-is by outright purchase,
will now be considered. 2 It has already been noted that
almost invariably this particular approach to land purchase
was used where the area involved was undeveloped. 3
However naturally there were exceptions to this. For example,
P.H.Edwards (Mill Hill) Ltd. began to sell the frontage of
their Glebe Zstate in Kenton outright, in the early 1930s;
while in South London one piece of developed land offered to
R.Lancaster & Sons Ltd., sufficient for nearly 150 dwellings,
required the purchaser to pay a deposit of approximately 23%

on the signing of the contract, while a further deposit

payment, to bring the total deposit up to 105 of the total land

l. My resvonsibility to my sources unfortunately prevents
me from specifically citing the names of the firms and
estates mentioned. It also prevents me from naming the
sources.

2. See above p. 609,

3. Ibid.

L. See above p.GI4L-F5.
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cost, was to have been paid after the first 250 feet of roadway
had been laid. The completion of the payment was to have been
made twelve months after the payment of the second portion of
the deposit. 1 These are just two examples. However, there
were-almost certainly other occasions when owners of developed
land within the OSA sold it in this fashion.

The mode of sale required by an owner of a developed area
when diéposing of his land to a housebuilder or a number of
housebuilders probably depended to a very large extent upon the
personal inclination and/or the financial position of the
individual landowner involved; Other factors which may perhaps
have been influential included the related consideration of the
speed with which the land-owner wished to disposg of the land,
and also possibly thé form of the landowner's personal and, or
business relationship, or cqntact, with the speculative house-
builder(s) interested in purchasing the land.

Where any type of land was bought outright by builders,
landowners would probably have had to bear any financial.
burden associated with the land sale over a considerably
shorter period than was the case where some form of credit
purchase was allowed. This period would have been the time
between the.payment of the deposit by the purchaser (i.e.
normally when contracts were exchanged), and the completion
of the sale by the payment of the btalance due, at some agreed
date. Naturally this period varied from one land sale to

another, and it would be dangerous to generalize too strongly

1, Lancaster, interview, 22.1.70. After consideration,
Lancaster decided not to take up this particular offer of

land.
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on the basis of the limited information that has been gathered.
It has already been noted above that in one contract the vendor
proposed that the balance required to complete the sale should
be paid a year after the full deposit payment had been made.
Howefer, in the light of the evidence obtained from the land
purchase account of a West London speculative housebuilder,
twelve months would appear to have been a rather longer period
than was perhaps normal.

These Warren records provide the dates when the deposits
and purchase completions were respectively laid and made on
six pieces of undeveloped land purchased between 1927 and 1931.
They show that this period varied between approximately 13
months on a piece of land off Fern Lane at North Hyde
(Middlesex) in 1927, and approximately 72 months on land
adjacent to Cranford Lane, Heston (Middlesex) in 1928/9.
Chronologically they were 1%, 2%, 7%, 6%, 24 and 3 months in
length. Immediately, as would be expected, there can be seen
some relationship between the overall cost of a piece of land,
and the length of the period between the payment of the
deposit and the completion of the land purchase. For example,
on the occasions when it took Warren only 13} and 27 months )
respectively to complete the purchase, the amounts involved
were relatively small, while on the occasions when the periods
involved were 6% and 7% months respectively, the amounts

involved were, for Warren, relatively high. On the other

l. R.T.varren, Personal Accounts: land purchase account.
Held at the offices of Malcolm Sanderson (Southern) Ltd.,
Uxbridge. I would like to thank Mr R.E.Kenny for access
to these records.
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hand, this relationship was far from straightforward or
consistent. For example, although the land purchase agree-
ments which took 1% and 2% montﬁs involved the lowest overall
prices (of the six pieces noted) that Warren paid for land,
the QVerall price of the former area was double that of the
latter. Moreover, although in 1930 it took approximately

64 months to complete a purchase agreement worth £10,000, in
the following year it took Warren under half that time to
complete an agreement worth only £800 less than this. Also,
some 24 years earlier it gad taken him only 81 days to
complete the payment on an area of land priced at £7,5C0. 1
Clearly there were other variables involved, which these
figures alone cannot elucidate: such factors as the financial
position of the housebuilder at any particular time, and the
personal demands of the landowner. Unfortunately it is not
possible to develop this any further on the basis of the
evidence in thﬂhands of the author.

The consideration earlier of the other basic approach to
land purchase revealed that commonly the vendor in any land
sale, after an agreed date, charged the purchaser interest on
that part of the purchase price outstanding. This was also
true where the land was purchased outright with the vendors
charging interest on the balance due, between the payment of

the deposit and the possession of the land and the completion

of the purchase. For example, late in 1933 a contract

1. It is necessary to respect Mr Kenny's wishes that the
_prices paid for particular building sites should not be
associated with their specific location.

*
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proposed to one speculative builder included a clause which
would impose an interest charge of 6% per annum on the balance
over such a period. . R.T.Warreﬁ was required to pay interest
on at least one of his land purchases. This was in 1938, when
he aépears to have paid an interest charge of 4% per annum for
the six months between the payment of his deposit and the
balance which made up the total price of a building site

near Harlington, lMiddlesex.

But this was clearly not always the case. Although
interest might still be charged to a purchaser on any out-
standing balance, it was by no means always charged from the
time when the deposit was made. In about 1933/4 a suburban
estate agent made some notes for distriﬁution to his employees,

entitled Information and Instructions to Revresentatives.

In these notes he discussed, among other things, many aspects
of land search as it would apply to his representatives,
including the sort of characteristics which made a site most
valuable for building purposes. He also discussed gquestions
relating to the sale and purchase of land. On the outright

purchase of land the agent wrote:

A point worth bearing in mind on the question of
sale and purchase of land, is that very often the
vendor is prepared to allow the builder to take
possession of the land he has purchased when
contracts have been exchanged between them, and a
105, deposit paid (or sometimes less by arrangement).
The builder will then complete his purchase within

1. The source of this information must remain confidential.

2. R.T.Warren, Personal Accounts: Interest Account I 5/21.

3. Only one copy of these notes remains. This is held by
Mr H.Davies of Hugh Davies, Estate Agent and Auctioneer, of
Southgate.
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the normal time,.but again, on a great many

occasions the vendor will agree to allow nim

a much larger period than usual before he

does so, stipulating however, that interest

on the outstanding purchase money must be 1.

paid, generally at the rate of 5% or 6%.
Clearly the implication of this was that, in the experience
of this particular agent, a vendor normally allowed the
purchaser of his land an interest-free period of time in
which to complete the purchase after.having laid down a
deposit and taken possession- of the land. The interest
would be charged only after this '"normal time' had elapsed.

Furthermore, Davies noted later on in his notes that
although a completion date for the loan was normally written
into the contracts of sale and purchase, it was also some-
times the practice for there to be included "a proviso that
the purchaser may delay completion upon payment of interest,
at an agréed rate, on the outstanding purchase money".
Where such a proviso was included in a contract, it was
possible for the builder to use the vendor as a first stage
in the financing of land purchase, although how far he was
able to take such an arrangement very much depended upon the
landowner concerned. As was noted by the estate agent, some
vendors of undeveloped land were willing to provide house-
builders with credit for a longer period of time than that
laid down in the contract as the completion period. Some,

like the vendors of ‘developed plots, were doubtless willing

to wait perhaps even until the residential development had

1. Hugh Davies, Information and Instructions to Representatives
(unpublished typescript, c¢. 1933-4), p.10.
2. Ibid, p.ll.
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been completed and the builder had received payment for his
enterprise before requiring the full payment for the land.
However, from the oral evidence'collected it would appear
that where the land being sold was undeveloped, the latter
pracfice was a relative rarity. Further, the only evidence
that has been found of such practice taking place related to
relatively small areas of land, and was found in cases where
the vendor was also providing the builder with some, or all,
of his working finance for the project. 1 This evidence at
least would appear to suggest that the former practice noted
was probably more common.

Hence practice varied again in this respect. As has been
seen, this was also true of the rate of interest charged.
Whether or not theré was a normal rate, as the estate agent
writing in the early 1930s suggested, is difficult to say.
Early in the decade both of the examples cited acknowledge the
figure of 6% p.a., while Warren in 1938 was paying 4% p.a.
Clearly, the figure would at all times have been above the
prevailing Bank Rate, and almost certainly would not have been
below the overdraft interest rate of the commercial banks.
Indeed where private finance of this nature was concerned,
especially in such cases where it would have been exceptionally
difficult to obtain any form of bank loan, it is highly probable
that in some instances interest rates well above even the 6%

level noted may well have been charged. However, without more

1. Interviews with Edser, 16.10.69; Sw%he. 29.10.69.
2. Between 30th June 1932 and 24th Aug. 1939 Bank Rate
stood at 2%. Mitchell & Deane, op. cit. p.459.

L]
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specific evidence it is not possible to be more precise on
this point. T It is on the other hand possible to conclude
that not a few of the landowneré vho sold their land outright
to housebuilders were passing the cost of financing land
purcﬂase for the period up to the completion of the sale on
to the purchaser. Further, it is probable that those land-
owners who chose to specify some interest-free period within
which the sale could have been completed specified only a

relatively short period of a matter of months.

(d) The finance of outright land purchase.

Between the Wars, the purchase of an area of land out-
right by a speculative housebuilder almost invariably meant
that at a very early stage in a particular development, the
full financial burden of land purchase was placed upon him
and his resources. An important consequence of this was that,
at this early stage, it was necessary for the housebuilder to
bring together sufficient funds with which to finance this
purchase, Of course it becomes difficult and perhaps unreal
to separate finance raised for land purchase from that raised
for constructional and other development purposes. On the
other hand the evidence collected indicates that there existed
a number of possible sources of land purchase finance

available, and that the members of the industry adopted a

1. Vith respect to questions like: did the interest rate
imposed,change over the decade? Did the interest rate charged
vary in any way according to the length of the period over
which the builder was paying the balance of the land purchase
 money? 4 the present state of knowledge is inadequate to allow

answerse.
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variety of methods to obtain such finance. Although this
evidence lacks detail it does allow the presentation in
broad outline of a number of thése methods.

No builder interviewed was very explicit when it came to
the discussion of such delicate matters, but enough was said
to suggest that, for those builders who were not getting credit
from the vendor, the possession of a sufficient reserve of
capital was important. To some extent it must be admitted
that it was basically a question of at what stage the builder
received the finance or loan. Even during the period of
cheap money it was not easy to raise funds without a security
to pledge, and land was universally accepted and favoured as
a security. Hence it was more difficult to raise a loan to
buy land than it was to raise it on the basis of land. And
this being the case, the latter avnpears to have been the more
general way in thch speculative housebuilders approached the
problem before the Second VWorld Var.

Before considering some of the ways in which such
builders were able to raise mortgages cn land in their
possession, and some of the various sources involved, it
would perhaps be interesting at this point to note one
exception to this norm which has come to the author's
attention. This particular case took place during the mid-
1920s and conce?ns a firm, Haymills Ltd., which in the 1920s
and 1930s built two large estates in the Ealing and Yembley

areas respectively. 1 When the site on which they were to

1. Cox, interview, 28.8.69.
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build their Hanger Hill Estate came up for sale around 1925-6,
Haymills Ltd. found that the total cost of the land was rather
greater than the company's capi£al reserves could bear at that
particular time. These reserves, on the other hand, easily
covered the 10% of the cost required as a deposit. Without
the ownership of the land the company found that they were not
able to obtain at that time a mortgage from a bank or other
institutional source. Hence the directors turned to another
source, private trustees, 1 which required a lower margin of
security, but which demanded a rather higher price for its
services. The purchase completed, the deeds of the land were
placed in the hands of the private trustees as security for
their loan. Thus in this case the land was purchased after
the ioan had been méde, on the basis of a security obtained
only after the purchase had been completed. Unfortunately,
the importance of private sources of this nature will almost
certainly never be known with any reasonable degree of
accuracy.

Where the finance was raised after the actual purchase
of the land, albeit on the security of the land, it is not so
easy to consider the loan as being 'land purchase finance' as
such,since clearly in such cases any lcan was not specifically
raised for the actual action of land purchase. It might well
be argued that such finance should more accurately be

categorized as 'housebuilding or construction finance', since

1. Cox's description.
2. There are also difficulties involved in the estimation of

"the importance of private sources in the finance of house
purchase, e.g. see Nevitt, ov. cit, p.39.
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the loan was quite probably used for this purpose. Vhere
money was railsed by means of mortgage on all or part of a
piece of building land, it is pfobably inaccurate to label
it in any clear-cut fashion. It should always be remembered
that; although a housebuilder may not have used any of the
money raised in this way for the actual purchase of a specific
building-site, it is highly probable that, ceteris paribus, it
would have been financially unsound for that builder to have
bought the site in the first place, had he not known he was
able to raise money, on the security of the land, with which
in turn he was able to further its future residential develop-
ment. When seen in this light, the money raised from a
mortgage on a piece of land after it had been purchased was in
reality as important in a speculative housebuilder's land
purchase considerations 1 as it was in the probable use that
the builder actually made of the money obtained in financing
site development and house construction on the land.
R.T.Warren, the West London housebuilder, in fact coined
an expression for the process involved. He described it as a
'reverse purchase' operation. It would appear that almost
invariably he raised the price of any piece of land he bought,
both deposit and balance, from the internal capital resources
of R.T.Warren Ltd. or its subsidiary companies, or at times

possibly with the help of his solicitor Voodbridge & Sons.

l. E.g. relating to the cost and to the economic
feasibility of a piece of land of a certain size and
character.

2. On this latter point Mr Kenny was uncertain, although
"he considered that it was more than likely. Interview,

2k.9.69.



Then, as described above, on the completion of the purchase
he would compensate for at least part of the drain on his
firm's capital resources by securing a mortgage on.the land

just purchased. His bank, it seems, was normally more than

willing to accommodate him in this respect.

In the north London suburbs, also, banks appear to have
been very willing to grant loans to speculative housebuilders,
even where they were inexperienced in this sphere of activity.
However, it did not always involve the loan of a fixed sum of
money on the basis of a mortgage on the land purchased for the
project. The practice of different banks and bank managers
varied. The bank used by A.Jarston & Co. (Enfield) Ltd. for
example were led by caution to limit the risk that any loan
to tﬁe builder mighf have involved. Thus the builder,
having purchased the land for his first estate with the capital

reserves he had built up from his previous contracting and

jobbing activities, was forced to put the deeds to the land in

1. i. Ibid. On those occasions when part of the land
purchase finance had been borrowed from his solicitor and the
land purchased had not been taken as security, an attempt to
secure a post-purchase mortgage would still have been made
doubtless in order to repay the almost certainly more costly
loan from the solicitor as quickly as possible. In these
terms therefore the original loan would have been used by the
builder as a bridging loan. For another examvle of bank
lending to finance land purchase, see Jenkins, o». cit. p.20.

ii. The only figure known of lending by an individual
bank for land purchase purposes was for the year 1936.
Barclays Bank declared that in this year approx. I17.4M was
advanced to individuals for land and house purchase purposes
and this represented 10.1% of total advances. It should be
noted that such advances were not all made to speculative
housecbuilders, however the proportion that was is not known.
Building Industries Survey, Feb. 1937, p.505.




the joint names of himself and his bank, and to deposit then
with the bank manager. On this security the bank was then

willing to provide him with sufficient finance to enable him

-
to build twelve dwellings at a time. ~

The importance of the commercial banks as a source of
such finance should not be underestimated. It was probably
more significant in their land purchase considerations than
many of the builders interviewed admitted, particularly for the
medium- and perhaps also the smaller-sized firms. In the
earlier land purchase activities of R.lLancaster & Sons Ltd.,
it was suggested that the bank played a significant role,

though almost certainly Lancaster was also very dependent on

his solicitors in this respect.
Later in the period, however, Lancaster apparently began

to secure some finance from a third source, the Skipton
Building Society, with whom he had close contacts, also on
the basis of mortgages secured on pieces of land. 3

The only actual documentary evidence which has come to

light of housebuilders adopting the practice of securing

1. Harston, interview, 25.8.69.

2. In 1933 vhen Jilliam Lancaster was considering the
possibilities of housebuilding using a non-traditional
method of construction (see 3ritish Patents COffice, Patent
Nos. 32C, 353 (1928), 367, 562 (1931), 382, 723 (1931))
his solicitor went to inspect a site in Molesey, on which
the system was being used, in order to consider its
potentialities. Lancaster, interview, 22.1.70.

3. Lancaster, interview, 22.1.70; Lr Lancaster suggested
that in fact his father acted as a London agent during the
1930s for the 3kipton Building Society. The fact that an
office (probably the London office) of the Society during
the 1930s was at the same address as R.Lancaster & 3ons
Ltd. in Ealing Road, Yembley, would appear to add substance
to this suggestion. Harrow Gazette and Observer, 10 June

1932’ P-?.
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mortgages on pieces of land in their possession relates to

the activities of New Ideal Homesteaés Ltd., as a subsidiary
of the Ideal Building & Land Development Company Ltd. This
evidence emphasizes the possible role that building societies,
espeaially during the later 1930s, may have played in the
provision of finance to speculative housebuilders for land
purchase and residential development.furposes; However it
also perhaps indicates that not all such mortgages were
secured from institutional s;urces, or through solicitors.

Of the six examples found in tais evidence unfortunately only
one relates to the first half of the 1930s. The other five
mortgages noted were all secured after November 1938. Further-
more, on the basis of the evidence at hand, only for the first
example is it possible to suggest, even approximately, how
close to the date of the completion of the land purchase the
mortgages cited were secured by the speculative house-
building firm, or its parent company. Thus on the 4th July,
1934, New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. secured a mortgage of £20,000
from a Mr B.J.Meigham on two-thirds of an estate which they
had bought in the Harrow Veald area. 2 The site of New Ideal
Homesteads' Belmont Park Estate, a section of a 90-acre site
bought by a developer/housebuilder during the late 1920s, was
probably bought by the firm some time during 1933. > In this
particular case the mortgagee was neither a solicitor nor an

institution, but he was b; no means disinterested in either

1. Companies House, File, No. 243565.
2. Companies House, File No. 243565.

3. See above pp. 470-\5 Beckett, interview, 18.11.69.
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land developuent in general or in that site in particular.
In fact, at this time B.J.Meigham was a partner in a local
firm of civil engineering contréctors, Ruddock & Keigham:
the firm which had been contracted by the developer/house-~
builder to lay out the estate with roads and drainage.

The other five examples, all found during the last two
years of the period, although lacking evidence of how soon
after the purchase of land mortgages vere secured, do
indicate the potential significance of building societies
as providers of finance for purposes outside their more
recognized role of moneylenders to house purchasers. Further,
the examples show that this was by no means restricted to the
smaller societies, like the Skipton Building Society which
were anxious to find outlets for their relatively plentiful
reserves for investment in a highly competitive sphere, but
that some of the larger societies were willing to lend
relatively large sums ofpmoney on this basis. For example,
on three occasions between November 1933 and March 1939 the
Bradford Third Equitable Building Society gave mortgages on
the security of land within the OSA to either New Ideal .
Homesteads Ltd. or Ideal Building and Land Development Co. Ltd.
totalling almost £140,000, while on two occasions, in January
and in May 1939, New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. secured mortgages

on land in Crewe and in Southampton totalling nearly £20,0C0

l. Cp. cit.

2. Although it is probable that these sites had not very
long been purchased, since at the time when the mortgage
was secured on them they vould obviously have been undeveloped

"and unsold by the company.
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from Britain's largest building society, The Halifax. 1

It is disappointing that this source did not reveal how
New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. was able to finance the purchase of
its four large estates in Kent soon after its establishment at
the Beginning of the 1930s. Unlike George i/impey & Co. Ltd.
and John Laing & Son Ltd. for example, firms like New Ideal
Homesteads Ltd. and others which concerned themselves solely
with housebuilding and grew rapidly right from their formation,
during their early years were unable to mobilise ploughed-back
profit from their other building and construction interests for
investment in speculative housebuilding, and land purchase.
They were therefore forced to rely on alternative sources.
However, for the moment this must remain an area of mystery on
wvhich evidence is completely lacking.

However, apart from the various sources of finance
mentioned above, such as banks, solicitors, building

societies, 2 and private individuals which could have been, and

l. Companies douse, File No. 243565. The Third Bradford
Equitable Building Society granted the mortgages on 14th
November 1933, 13th January 1939 and 25th March 1939. The
first of these for £60,000 was on 43.5 acres of land,
formerly part of Sudbury Park Farm, in Sudbury, !liddx. The
second was a mortgage of 270,000 on 134.247 acres of land
in Monken Hadley and 62 acres in Bast Barnet, Hertfordshire.
Vnile the third, somewhat smaller, was of £7,000 on land in
Chingford, Lssex.

2. One contenporary writer suggested that the speculative
housebuilder had other sources of land purchase finance
during these years similar to building societies. He
sugsests that the speculative builder bought land '"helped
by [an] insurance company or buildinj society', although he
provides no evidence to supvort this point. G.ili.Boumphrey,
The House -~ Inside and Out (1936), p.20.
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propably were, influential in the land purchase considerations

of suburban speculative housebuilders, one further potential
source has yet to be acknowledged, that is the general public.
Such a source of course was only relevant for the few larger
firms.which were able to establish themselves as a public
company and offer their shares for dealing in the stock

market. It appears that one such firﬁ, going public during the
mid~1930s, used an important part of the money raised from the
share issue to increase its étock of land. 1 It is possible
that other speculative housebuilding firms, for example New
Ideal Homesteads, Yimpey, and Costain, which became public
companies prior to 1939, may well also have used part of their
issue money for this purpose. On the other hand, once
established, it is probable that, whatever borrowing may have
followed the completion of the purchase, for a very large

number of firms in the industry both large and small, ploughed-
back profits formed the basis of the finance used for the actual
purchase of land. This was almost certainly true of Geo. VWimpey
& Co. Ltd., vhich, even in the 19605,'had retained a reputation
for distributing only a very small proportion of its profits in
order to preserve a large flow of cash with which to finance its

projects, both in hand and in the future.

2. Land purchase volicy.

(a) The use of options in land purchase.

l. Steadman, interview, 14.11.69.

2. This of course would have included provision to finance
land purchase. Anon, interview, 29.8.69; O.Marriott, The
Property Boom (Pan idn, 1969), p.l29.

.
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The important difference between a piece of land being
purchased under a phased purchase agreement and under an
option agrecment has already been noted. 1 In brief, an
individual who had secured an option upon an area of land was
under no contractual obligation to purchase that land,
although normally he would have been contracted to make his
decision to buy or to reject the land within a certain period
of time. The options adopted in land purchase procedure
prior to 1939 broadly took t@o forms: the short-term option
and the option which remained open for a somewhat longer
period; the latter being the more common. Each will be con-
sidered in turn.

The short-term option was not such a feature of interwar
land purchase procedure as it was to become during the 1950s
and 1960s. From the point of view of the speculative house-
builder, the function of the short-term option was to make
secure his hold upon an available and potentially economically
viable piece of land, while research was undertaken into such
things as density regulations, access to main drainage and
public utilities, and the possibility of obtaining the desi;ed
form of building approval. 2 Prior to 1939, in fact, securing
such evidence normally presented the builder with little
difficulty, so much so that often any research carried out by
the land purchaser had been completed before many, if any, of
the purchase arrangements had been made with the vendor or his

agent. 3 On the other hand, the oral evidence collected does

1. See above FE. Gol—-12.
2. Or, post 1947, the more strictly controlled 'planning

permission’'.
3, See above Ch. 9. Section 1.
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indicate that between the wars such short-term option clauses
were in use, even though the practice was very far from wide-
spread.

Very much more common was the use of longer term option
agreéments. There appears to have been very little variation
in the fundamental form which such option agreements took‘prior
to 1939, and they were incorporated into agreements for the
transfer of ownership of both developed and virgin building
sites. On the other hand, the scale of the land deals in
wvhich they were adopted appears to have varied considerably.

The earliest documented example found was in Middlesex in
1929, although without doubt options of this description had
been used in earlier years. On 3rd October 1929 the Charity
Commissioners gave the Governors of St. Bartholomew's Hospital
their formal sanction to the sale of the freehold of 249 acres,
3 roods and 32 perches of land in Stanmore for £62,736.10.0.
(plus the costs of the transaction) to the Hughes Syndicate.
At the same time they gave their sanction to the offer of an
option being made to the purchasers on an adjacent site of 95
acres, 2 roods and 8 perches at a price of £24,137.15.0, so
long as that option was exercised, or rejected,within twelve
months of the sale of the first site. 2 One and a half years
later another large area was sold by the Hospital: in 1931,
the Hdospital Governors agreed to the sale of 112 acres, 3

roods and 27 perches of land to John Laing & Son Ltd. for

l. E.g. Interviews with Steadman, 14.11.69; Harston,

- 25.8.69; Tounsend, 18.2.70.
2. The Times, 4th Oct. 1929, r.ll.
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approximately £45,930 (plus any transaction costs), while
also offering the builders an option on a further area of
approximately 83 acres for approximately £39,070 exercisable
within three years. 1 This option was taken up by the house-
building firm some time in 1934.

Here then are two examples where very sizeable areas of
land were involved. They, and the following examples, should
illustrate sufficiently the more typical pattern that land
purchase took where the agreement included an option clause.
In such cases most frequently the land was purchased in two
sections: the first normally being purchased outright, where
the land was undeveloped; the second being purchased or
rejected within a certain previously specified time. It was
in this form that William Lancaster of R. Lancaster & Sons
Ltd. was considering buying two adjacent sites, together
sufficient for 141 dwellings, in south London in 1933: “[the]
second take [beiné] under an option to be exercised within 12
months from the date of the first purchase.

In Essex, A.W.Jaggers of A.W.Jaggers & Sons Ltd.
purchased an area of land, running either side of what is now
St. Barnabas Road in ‘loodford, on exactly these same terms.
While, in the western suburbs} a further example has been
found. It has been suggested that on one occasion when the
then Chairman of the General Housing Company Ltd. discovered

a well-located farm as a result of personal search, he

1. The Times, 28 March 1931, p.20.
2. This document is held by Mr G.D.Lancaster. Interview,

22.1.70.
3. Jaggers, interview, 20.10.69.
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proceeded to negotiate the purchase of a section in two lots.
Approximately five acres of the land were purchased outright,
while the rest of the area subsequently purchased by the
G.H.C, was to be available for the company to purchase at any
time within two years of the original purchase.

Smaller builders also found them;elves able to negotiate
such purchase agreements, and they serve as examples of the
other end of the size spectrgm from say the St. Bartholomew's
Hospital examples cited earlier. In north Enfield, for example,
the local speculative housebuilding firm, Townsend & Collins, on
their first estate of any consequence, were able, by the payment
of a deposit, to take possession of as few as six plots, and
still negotiate an agreement with the vendors by which they were
able to pay the balance for the plots on the sale of the
dwellings-built, and were given option on the rest of the land
on the site (approximately 30 plots) on the same terms. The
option was later most profitably exercised. 2 Similarly in
neighbouring Southgate, a small firm of jobbing builders, Storr
Bros., was able to make an agreement with a local estate agent
whereby, on a relatively small site, the builders took on eight
plots with the sole option on the remainder exercisable
according to their success on the first few plots. Their
initial lack of success on this site led them to cancel their

option agreement.

However, while such two-section purchase agreements appear

1. Ellis, interview, 27.8.69.
2. Townsend, interview, 18.2.70.
3. Storr, interview, 23.9.69.
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to have been the more typical way that the principle of option
was used prior to 1939, evidence of two examples have been
found whereby the builders were able to divide their purchase
into a rather larger number of lots. And this was by no
means only the case where the builder was relatively small,
since the first example concerned « site in Dagenham (Essex)
purchased by Wates Ltd. in 1936. 1 fhis site, formerly
Fritzlands Farm was an area of just under 70 acres in all,and
vas divided by the vendor into some 14 lots which varied
between four and six acres in size. On this basis, the sale
purchase agreement required Vates to have purchased the 14
blocks of land within approximately three years of the
signing of the agreement, but it alsoc provided the firm "yith
the option to cancel at any time'.

Such a form of contractual agreement thus allowed the
speculative housebuilder, if he wished, to spread the purchase
of almost 70 acres of land over a period of approximately 36
months by taking up and paying.for individual blocks of land
only when they were required for the proper progression of the
estate. A similar form of agreement was negotiated between
Philips & Cooper Ltd. and the owners of an approximately 150
acre area of land in Great Stannmore (Middlesex) some time
during the first half of the 1930s. Like Wates' Dagenham
estate, this sizeab}e estate was to have been taken up in a
large number of blocks; the first in fact being five acres.

Although the date by which the purchase had to be completed is

l. Building Dept. Memo. to the Directors of Wates Ltd.
30th June 1936. .
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not known, it is not important, for during the mid-1930s the
area, with the exception of the five acres already purchased
by the housebuilders, was compuisorily purchased by the
Middlesex County Council as Green Belt. 1

.What then was the function of the longer-term option
agreement as part of a land purchase agreement between the
wars? Clearly its purpose and funotién was different from
that of the short-term agreement. ‘here options were
offered to builders it seem; likely that, except on occasions
when the area involved was large and the option period was
relatively short as for example the agreement between St.
Bartholomew's Hospital and the Hughes Syndicate in 1929, the
vast majority were exercised within the specified time period.
Thus it is reasonable to assume that, when the vendors of land
included an option on a further area of land within any land
sale/purchase agreement, it was with the hope and anticipation
that it would be exercised. On this assumption doubtless
landowners considered that the advantages of option agreements
lay in the convenience and in the sale costs saved by having
secured, in a single purchaser, the probable purchaser of all,
or a large area, or at least a part, of the area up for sale.
And clearly at least some vendors of land for housebuilding
purposes considered that these probable savings were well

worth waiting for over the possibly one to three year option

l. In 1935 the LCC launched its Green Belt scheme offering
grants to the surrounding County Councils with which to buy
up land. The response appears to have been immediate.
Between 1935 and 1935 Mhiddlesex C.C. bought up 6.9 square
miles of land. D.Thomas, London's Green Belt (1970), pp. 80-1.
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period, and well worth the costs that this wait might involve.
The advantages that such option agreements had for the

purchasers of land between the wars are probably easier to

state with certainty. They were twe-fold. 1In the first

place option agreements, where they were exercised, represented

a very real form of financial assistance to the housebuilder in

the purchase of land, and, as can be readily appreciated,.this

was especially true of agreements such as that by which Wates

purchased Fritzlands Farm in Dagenham. It was in effect

another means by which a 5uilder was enabled to spread the

capital burden of the land purchase. Secondly, it allowed the

speculative developer or housebuilder, to better judge the

risks he was taking by purchasing a particular piece of land

in a particular-area. This was particularly important when

the area in which the land lay was unkno#n to the purchaser.

An option provided him with the opportunity to lessen the

initial risk involved in such a land purchase, while at the

same time it provided him with the scope to expand his

activities within that particular area, if his building on

the first section of land were to prove sufficiently profitable.

Furthermore, in not one of the examples located, did this

facility involve the purchasing housebuilder or estate developer

in any cost before the date on which he exercised the option.

The reason for this being that, in each of these examples, it

was only at this date that the purchaser exercising the option

became in any way responsible, financially or otherwise, for the

area, or areas covered by it.

There is one other aspect of these option agreements which
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may be mentioned here. It would appear from the limited
evidence presented that, although the 1atter.form of option
arrangement involved a longer period of time within which the
optiqn could be exercised by the purchaser, the period
involved does not appear to have been an especially long one.
The limited nature of the evidence ngturally makes generalis-
ation extremely dangerous, but it is possible to make one or
two observations. In two o# the four examples for which the
length of the option agreed in the sale/purchase agreements
were cited, the purchaser was allowed twelve months only in
vhich to make his decision. Clearly the length of the period
allowved for any piece of land may have depended upon a number
of factors, including such variables as the size of the area
involved, the speed at which the vendor and/or the developer
expected the area to be developed, and the individual
attitudes and whims of the vendor of the land and the urgency
with which he required the money from the sale. However,
little evidence has been found which helps to resolve the
question of to what extent 12 months was a common or an
exceptional period in this respect.

The only documentary evidence located which sheds any
light on this question was a comment made in The Times following
the announcement of the anticipated sale of the St. Bartholomew's
Hospital lands in Stanmore to the Hughes Syndicate in the autumn
of 1929. The impression given by this newspaper was that, for an

option of this type, twelve months was undoubtedly a brief
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period. 1 Presumably the Governors of the Hospital agreed
with this for when, a year and a half later, they sold land
to John Laing & Son Ltd., the périod allowed had been
increased to three years. 2 Unfortunately The Times made no
EOmmént upon this fact in 1931. However, considering the
earlier comment in the newspaper and the examples cited, it
would appear that for an area of any size an option period of
at least two, and perhaps more normally three, years was
adopted. Although doubtless on occasions when options were
included in land sale/purchase agreements for smaller areas

of perhaps several acres, landowners tended to stipulate a

somewhat shorter period.

(b) Land amalgamation and annexation.

With respect to the size and shape of many estate
developments, clearly the pre-existing land ownership
patterns were likely to have been, and often were, of great
significance. Furthermore, within any locality such patterns,
particularly in terms of the land ownerships, were likely to
have been of greater significance to the activities of
individuals and firms interested in the development of larger-
sized estates than they were to the activities of builders

interested in relatively small housing estates. Although

l. The Times, 11 Sept. 1929, p.7. It should be remembered
that the area involved was large: the first take being almost
250 acres, and the area under option being just under 1CO

acres.
2. See a2bove pP.64I~D.. It should also be remembered that

the llughes Syndicate had failed to exercise their option.
3. No evidence has come to light to suggest that this
period went much, if at all, below 12 months.
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naturally in areas where the individual land-ownership units
were not large, the impact of the pre-existing pattern would
have made itself felt in the activities of a greater proportion
of the residential development industry.

It has been suggested by Dr James H. Johnson while writing
specifically on the provision of houses within the OSA between
the wars that, as a direct consequence of the pre-existing
pattern of land-ownership within many parts of this area,

" . . . frequently . . . large-scale building operations had
had to be preceded by the purchase and amalgamation of a
number of pieces of land". 1 An example was cited to
illustrate this point: an estate in north-west Middlesex "on
which about 400 houses were built and rather more were planned'.
It appears that in order to form a compact estate "efficiently
orientated towards main roads and . . . convenient to existing
railway stations'" the housebuilder, before commencing
construction, had had to negotiate the purchase of six separate
parcels of land. 2 However, this was the only evidence
presented by Dr Johnson in support of his very general state;
ment. In view of this, it is perhaps relevant to see whether
any of the documentary and oral evidence collected for this
thesis serves to add weight to or to detract from this state-
ment, especially the use of the word 'frequently'. And from
this to attempt to discover in very general terms what

manifestations, if any, the pre-existing pattern of land

l. Johnson, op. cit. p.158.
2, Johnson, op. cit. p.158. Dr Johnson's source for this
examnle was a Nr R.W.lUells of the Artisans' and General

Property Co. Ltd.
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ownership in the outer suburbs had upon the land-purchasing
practices of interwar speculative housebuilders and estate
developers.

It should be noted immediately that there appears to be
an extreme shortage of evidence on the amalgamation of areas
of land by speculativé housebuilders in the OSA prior to the
Second World War. In fact, no one iﬁdividual interviewed
considered that during these years such practice had ever been
necessary for the housebuilding firm for which they worked.
However, amalgamation was not the only way that a housebuilder
was able to enlarge a given site. In the example cited above,
the amalgamation or combination of a number of separate parcels
of land previously under separate ownership took place before
the housebuilder had begun any development. But the enlarge-
ment of a.site could also be achieved by the housebuilder
after the commencement of its development by the annexation of
separate but adjacent areas to the site originally purchased.

Superficially at least, it would appear that at times the
distinction between amalgamation and annexation was, at the
most, marginal. Two examples may serve to some extent to
illustrate this point. Both examples concern the interwar
activities of R.T.Varren during the late 1920s and early 1930s;
one in Hayes (Middx.), the other in Isleworth. In October
1927, Yarren put a @eposit on 5 acres of land which lay just

off Yeading Lane in Hayes. By December he had completed the

1. The importance of such a distinction, especially in terms
of the extent of the risk committed to, is noted below,

pp. 66G-8.



purchase, and had worked out plans to build nearly sixty
dwellings of which the first was completed and occupied on

5th May 1928. 1 Only two months after the sale and occupation
of this house, VWarren purchased a further area of approximately
L2 ac}es which extended the size of his site to approximately
47 acres. There was therefore no more than seven months
between the commencement of development and the first enlarge-
ment of the estate.

In the case of Varren's Woodlands Estate, near Isleworth
Station, the margin of distinction was even finer. Very late
in 1927 VWarren laid a deposit on a sizeable area of land in
Isleworth, completing the purchase in the March of the follow-
ing year. 3 It is probable that Warren did not commence
activity on this estate immediately since the first deposit on
a house was not laid until 18th October 1928 and the first
house was not occupied until 3rd January 1929. b However,
activity had been commenced before, although possibly not long
before, Jarren purchased some more land to enlarge the site.
The money was paid for this relatively small area of possibly
not more than 2 - 3 acres on 8th November 1928, that is, less
than a month after the first house-purchaser laid his deposit.

The estate was further extended in April 1929 by the purchase

l. R.T.Warren Ltd., Land Purchase Account; R.T.Jarren Ltd.
Sales BooXk.

2. In fact Warren further extended this site, the Hayes
Gate Estate, when in April 1931 he placed a deposit on on a
further 35 acres of adjacent farmland. R.T.VWarren Ltd.,
Land Purchase Account.

3. Ibid. Although no relatively precise statement of the
_area of the site can be made from the price paid for it, it

was possibly in the region of 17-21 acres.
L, R,T.Warren Ltd., Sales Book.
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of land in total costing approximately 86% of the first purchase,
but by this time the estate must have been well progressed since
a month before this at least 13'dwe11ings had already been
occupied. 1 Close as the enlargement of the original site may
have been to the commencement of development activity in these
two examples, the distinction between amalgamation and
annexation still remains: the vital differentiation lying in
the far greater level of commitment, and hence risk involved,
where a builder purchased by amalgamation the complete site

for the projected estate before he commenced his development,

as opposed to where he chose to extend his site by one or more
purchases of land after the development had commenced, and
after he was to some extent able to assess the econonmic
viability and potenfial of the project.

Apart from the example cited by Dr Johnson, only one
example of amalgamation by a speculative housebuilder has been
located. This concerned a site in Charlton, S.=Z.7., an
amalgamated site which in total comprised an area of some
2k.949 acres. e It had been purchased in a number of sections
by the South London firm of speculative housebuilders, John
Cronk & Sons Ltd. In January 1936 Cronk purchased an area of
20.752 acres, made up of a number of different land-ownerships,

and in February 1937 purchased an adjacent area of 4.197

l. R.T.YVarren Ltd., Land Purchase Account; R.T.Warren Ltd.,

Sales Book.
2. NHB, Aug. 1938, pp. 24, 26, 28.
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acres. In all, the land had cost Cronk some £44,00C.
However, though active in speculative housebuilding, the firm
had not amalgamated the site fof its own use, and in late

1936 terms had been agreed between Cronk and a firm of
specﬁlative estate developers to sell the land at a price of
£2,500 an acre, that is, over £63,000 for the whole area.
Apart from anything else this example suggests that in net all
cases could projects which had been preceded by the purchase
and amalgamation of a number of pieces of land be described as
large-scale building operations. And further,_if the oral
evidence collected is to be believed, it would appear that the
accuracy of the statement made by Dr Johnson and cited earlier,

that frequently large-scale operations prior to 1939 had had to

be pfeceded by such amalgamation, is open to considerable doubt.

The evidence collected for the present work suggests a
number of things. For example firstly it suggests that, where
a speculative housebuilder or developer wished to create a
larger site in a specific area than was possible from the
purchase of a single land-ownership, he more normally appears
to have preferred to have waited until after he had comrenced
construction on his initial land purchase and had had time to

further assess its potential before he attempted to enlarge the

1. i. The number of different ownershipsinvolved was not

stated. :
ii. John Cronk & Sons Ltd. had by this time become well-
known as the defendant (supported by the speculative house-
building industry) in the 'Cronk Case', the test case
concerning the timing of the taxation,as housebuilder's profit,
of the money deposited as collateral with building societies
“under 'builders' pool' agreements.

2. See also above p. 447.
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site by annexing adjacent land. Jecondly it suggests that,

although single extensions were probably the more common
during these years, evidence has been found where builders
made two or more annexations of land in order to extend a
particular site. And thirdly, the evidence indicates,
perhaps obviously, that it was primarily the larger- and the
medium-sized housebuilders who at times found it desirable
and feasible to add adjacent areas to their sites, 1 although
in only one known case did such a builder use this method to
enlarge a site into an estate of over 1,000 dwellings.
Predominantly, the estates created in this way appear to have
ranged in size from approximately 300-400 dwellings to
approximately 700-800 dwellings. A few examples may serve as
an illustration.

The purchase by R.T.Warren cof estates in Hayes and
Isleworth has already been noted. In both cases the initially-
purchased sites were extended by aﬁ least two further purchases
of land between 1927 and 1933. However, although clearly there
must have been other instances in the OSA between the wars
where housebuilders extended their estates more than once, it
has been possible to locate only one other example. This took
place between 1932/3 and 1934, when George Y“impey & Co. Ltd.

were purchasing land for its New Farm Estate in North Chean.

l. Of course it might be argued that an 'option agreement’
which was exercised was a form of site extension, and earlier
it has been noted that small firms were able to buy land in
this way (see above e.g. pp. 643-5. However, while this
is to some extent correct, invariably, indeed by its very
nature, an option agreement did not involve the purchase of
land under different ownershigps.

2. See above pp. &50-1. R.T.Warren's Hayes Cate

Estate.
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The initial purchase was of a site for 150 dwellings, probably
made in 1632 or in early 1933. Having almost completed the
construction of these, a piece gf adjoining land sufficient
Tor approximately 100 dwellings was purchased, which
incréased the size of the site to some 250 dwellings. 1 A few
months later a further purchase more than doubled the size of
the site, providing land for an additional 360 dwellings.
Rather more examples have been located where specglative
housebuilders enlarged an estate by making only one additional
purchase of land. The location of these estates varied from
Hinchley %ood to Edmonton, and from Worcester Park to Ruislip.
For example, in early 1934 Wates Ltd. had already purchased
sufficient land adjacent to their Ruskin Road Estate in
Worcester Park to extend the almost completed 200 dwelling
estate by something over 320 dwellings, while somewhat later
in the decade it was reported in the Wates house magazine
that the land purchase and plans had béeﬁ completed for a
considerable extension to their Barrington Park Estate in
Sutton. 3 Another builder active in the Malden and Sutton
areas during the early 1930s was Lavender & Farrell Ltd.
Although the annual output of this firm was somewhat below
that of Vates, between 1930 and 1939 they developed several
medium-sized estates in the southern suburbs. It was on to
one of their estates in Worcester Park, an estate of

approximately 65 acres, that in 1934 they annexed a relatively

1. PB, Oct. 1933, p.232.

2. IB, Jan. 1934, p.296.

3. PB, Feb. 1934, p.31h4; Wates News Sheet (No. 47), 11
March 193%9.




small piece of land édjacent to Sparrow Farm Road.

To the west of Worcester Park lay Esher, in which area
another firm of south London builders, E. & L. Berg Ltd.,
was developing an estate at Hinchley Wood. The site
originally purchased was planned and laid out for some 150
dwellings and at this time Ellis Berg had no specific thoughts
of enlarging it in any way. However, when during the
construction of the site an adjacent area of land became
available, the success of the initial project wp to that
point encouraged him to bid for it. In this way the firm more
than doubled the size of their Hinchley Vood enterprise from
150 to 350 dwellings. It appears that, from this point,
estate extension became a conscious policy of the firm, even
though prior to 1939 another occasion did not present
itself. 2- Examples of the single extension of estates may
also be found in areas north of the River Thames. In the
north-western corner of lMiddlesex during the early- and mid-
1930s for example, English Houses Ltd. were developing an
estate in Ickenham, adjacent to the boundary which divided
Uxbridge U.D. from Ruislip-Northwood U.D. Although the size
of the estate is not known, clearly its success satisfied this
particular speculative housebuilding firm for by 1939 they had
purchased an adjacent site which lay just the other side of
the local authority boundary line in Ruislip.

It has been suggested in a number of examples cited above

1. PB , Nov. 1932, p.258; PB, April 1934, p.31k.
2. Berg, interview, 21.10.69.
3. SE, 25 Jan. 1939, p.27.
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that in general a speculative housebuilder, assuming that the
opportunity presented itself, would only choose to extend a
site where he considered that his enterprise on the first
site had been sufficiently rewarded. However, although this
was almost certainly true, it should be recognized that the
success and profitability of the initial development did not
necessarily guarantee the housebuilder similar success in the
development of the site or sites annexed. This fact was
discovered, to their cost, by George Reed & Sons Ltd. on an
estate they were developing in Edmonton (north London) during
the mid-1930s. In 1932/3 Reed purchased an undeveloped area
of approximately 20 acres of land lying adjacent to Firs Lane
(N.21) which the firm proceeded to develop over the following
two years. Towards the completion of this estate they were
apvroached by a local estate agent, who, knowing of their
success on this site, offered them the site of an adjacent
nursery, an extension which would incresase the size of the
estate to approximately 500 dwellings. In spite of the
higher price and the fact that the land was located to the
west of their first estate, that is away from both shopring
and transport facilities, Reed decided to buy the almost

3C acres of land. However, probably because of its location,
between 1935 and the outbreak of the war the houses built on
this site sold very slowly, with quite a number of dwellings
built remaining unsold in September 1939. 1 On the other hand

it would probably be wrong to stress the point'illustrated by

1. Reed, interview, 12.11.69.
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this example too strongly since the evidence at hand
indicates that a greater number of firms, and probably the
great majority, which were able to extend their spgculative
housebuilding sites during this period, did so with both
succeés and profit. It seeﬁs likely therefore that the
experience of George Reed & Sons Ltd. on its Firs Lane
Estate during the 1930s. tended to be rather more the exception
than the rule.

The discussion so far has considered amalgamation and
annexation from the point of view of the firms and
individuals who eventually erected the dwellings on the
site. It should fherefore be recognized that this could
possibly understate the extent to which areas of different
land-ownership were merged to make building-sites in the 0S5A
prior to 1939. The reason for this is that it fails to take
into account the possibility that amalgamation might have
taken place before the land was actually offered to the house-
builder. This might have been a result of the activities of
perhaps a landowner, a speculator, or an agent who felt that
by increasing the size of the area of land for sale and/or by
securing for the site a better access to such features as, for
example, a main road, open space, shoppring facilities or a
railway station, they would be able to secure a better price
either for themselves or their clients.

The activities of John Cronk & Sons Ltd. in Chalton are
interesting in this respect. Here is an example where a
speculative housebuilder amalgamated a number of pieces of

land into a single site of approximately 25 acres. However,
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in this particular case, Cronk wvas acting in a role separate
from his activities as a housebuilder for he had no intention
of developing the site himself, but rather aimed at reselling
it at a profit in its amalgamated form. 1 In this instance
theréfore Cronk was adopting the role of a land speculator,
and, had the local authority not used its compulsory land
purchase powers, the would-be estate developers, the Property
Finance and Land Corporation Ltd., would have developed a site
which had been purchased as a single land-ownership. Thus, if
questioned later on this point the company could have quite
truthfully stated this fact, although in reality, perhaps only
twelve months before the negotiations had taken place, the 25
acre area had been divided under the ownership of perhaps four
or five different individuals.

Only one other example has been found where amalgamation
had taken place before a site came under the ownership of the
purchasing housebuilder. This concerned the VWorcester Park
Polo Syndicate (which in 1925 became Vorcester Park Zstate Ltd.)
and the site which was later to become the Wates Wilverley Park
Estate. 3 During the mid-1920s the polo club began to run into

financial difficulties and as a result, on the 7th July 1927 at

l. It was suggested in Cronk's evidence before a court of
arbitration on the compensation due to the landowner that,
had Greenwich BC. not placed a compulsory purchase order on
the site, he would have earned an average profit of approx.
£730 per acre (i.e. a profit of avprox. 425. on the original
cost of the land) from its sale to the Property Finance and
Lan& Corporation Ltd. negotiated in 1936. NHB, Aug. 1938,
ps2t.

2. NiB, Aug. 1938, p.2k.

3. Yorcester Park Estate Ltd. Minutes of Directors!
Meetings. This book is held by Wates Ltd. at Norbury.
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the seventh directors' meeting of the Worcester Park Estate Ltd.,
the surveyor to the company was asked his cpinion as to the
desirability of offering their land for sale for building
purposes. Part of the surveyor's advice was to acquire ''the
land north of the Polo Ground,about 14 acres, so as to obtain
a way out in the future to Motspur Station from the suggested
interior road'. |

Between this date and June 1930, the company made overtures
to more than four different landowners. Two of these overtures
were completely unsuccessful, but at a special meeting of
directors on 28th October 1928 a contract was signed to purchase
16.75 acres of land adjacent to the polo ground from Hicholls
Charities at a total price of £5,000. 2 In the middle of 1930,
the death of one of the other landowners previously approached
led to the purchase from the executors of the will of a small,
but what was considered to be an important, area of land (i.e.
1 rood 16 perches) which connected the Polo Ground to the newly-
constructed arterial road; 3 while just a year earlier, the
surveyor to the company had succeeded by various land dealings

in obtaining 400 feet of frontage on Malden Road. b Thus prior

to the sale of their land to Wates (Streatham) Ltd. late in

1. Worcester Park Estate Ltd. DMinutes of Directors' lieetings.
2. Even though not two months later it was agreed by the
Board that part of this land should be resold to the Columbia
Gramophone Co. Ltd. (ibid. 1l1lth Directors' Meeting, 12th Dec.
1928), while in 1930 the Southern Railway Company applied for
Parliamentary powers to lay a line across, and to take over,
another section of this land. Ibid. 1lh4th Directors' Meeting,

2lst Jan. 1930.

3. Ibid. 16th Directors' Meeting, 26thr June 1930.

L. Worcester Park Estate Ltd. Minutes; 13th Directors!'
Meeting, 25th June 1929.

v
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1933, Worcester Park Estate Ltd. had added to the original
polo ground at least three pieces of land which, although
relatively small, had each been‘under different land-owner-
ships; while they had also attempted to purchase two other
rathér larger areas. In this way the company had attempted,
and had in part succeeded, in enlarging their land-ownership,
and more importantly from the point of view of improving the
potential of the land as a site for a speculative house-
building development, had succeeded in improving the access
of their landholding to two major roads and one railway station.
Further evidence has unfortunately provéd impossible to
find. In consequence an evaluation of the extent and the
significance of this practice must await further research and
further evidence. Moreover, answers to other questions, for
example on the extent to which variations existed, if at all,
in the incidence of such pre-sale amalgamation between
different areas within the outer suburbs during these years,
must similarly await further evidence. ZEven the evidence
presented above has very real limitations. In the first place,
only one of the examples refers to land which lay within the 0SA
for the enterprise of John Cronk & Sons Ltd. was located in
Charlton, and thus lay within the inner suburbs where presumably
the land available for housebuilding was relatively scarce and
more likely to have been found in relatively small land-

ownerships. Therefore, although this may be seen as a good

l. In this area it is likely, although in no way necessary,
that the larger and more easily developable pieces of land
*would have been developed during an earlier period when the
locality had first been seen to be economically profitable by
those interested in residential development.
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example of how amalgamation of a number of different land-
ownerships could have taken place before the eventucl house-
builder or developer appecared oﬂ the scene, in view of the
fact that almost all of the interwar residential development
acti#ity within Greater London took place outside the
boundaries of London A.C. 1 it appears that its use in any
general argument concerning the incidence oénge need for,

the amalgamation of land in the process of speculative
residential development within the Greater London area
between the wars would be of rather dubious value. Secondly,
in both examples cited, the 'landowners' amalgenmating land
were limiled liability business organizations with boards of
directors: one a building firm, the other a polo syndicate.
Therefore, as examples, they tell the observer nothing of

the possible activities of the many individual private land-
owners vho had no corporate responsibility to maxiamise and
materialize the financial potential of the land in his owner-
ship when deciding to sell it for building purposes. To what
extent private individuals thought or acted in a similar way
to business organizations when selling land must in consequence
remain uvnknown at tre present time.

On the other hand, the evidence, and particularly the
latter example, does appear to sugzest that, where
amalgamation was carried out by a landowner intending to sell
a site as building land, access to such features as main roads

and/or railway stations took a very high wosition in his

l. See above Chapters 1 and 2.



considerations. Furthermore, they carried at least as high,
if not higher, a place in his considerations as did the other

feature: the eventual size of the amalgamated site, 1

Although it 1is possible that before they began any
development interwar speculative housebuilders frequently
émalgamated a number of pieces of land in order to make up an
economically attractive site for residential development and
particularly one of any size, 2 on the basis of the evidence
collected for this thesis it would appear that this was not
in fact the case. On the basis of this evidence, .for the
firms and individuals who actually developed the sites and
built the dwellings, the purchase and amalgamation of a number
of pieces of land within the OSA was a rarity. Moreover,
vhere it did take place, it is probable that it was very
largely adopted as a means by which the housebuilder could
obtain improved access for his site to some feature or amenity
of the locality, such as a main road, a railway station, or
shops, as ovposed to the creaticn of a very greatly enlarged
building site. Of course, as has been admitted earlier, it is
not possible to suggest to what extent such amalgamation took
place within the O3A prior to the sale of the land to the
eventual housebuilder and/or developer. Thus the evidence

suggests that the extension of building-sites by means of the

1. Such features had clearly also been high on the list of
priorities of the housebuilding firm which developed the
estate in N.W.Middlesex cited by Dr J.Hd.Johnson. See above

p. 649.

2. As claimed by Johnson, o~. cit. p.158; see also above
p. 649,



annexation of adjacent, but separate, areas of land after the
residential development process had started, appears to have

been a far more common feature 5f the land purchase policy of
the interwar speculative housebuilder.

.Briefly, there would appear to have been a number of
factors contributing to this situation. The first was the
combined effect of two features of the interwar situation.

It has been noted above that most interwar speculative house-
builders, even the very largest in the field, tended within
limits to be fairly flexible with regard to the size of the
estates which they were prepared to develop. Thus, where
firms were interested in building within a specific area but
found that because of the prevailing pattern and scale of
land-ownership, they were unable to find a single land-

holding which was both available and as large as they required,
it appears that the vast majority of housebuilders were
prepared to develop smaller sites than perhaps they felt to be
ideal. FEaving purchased and developed, or perhaps while in

the process of developing, such a site, it was a small step

for the housebuilder to extend the estate by annexation, if the
opportunity presented itself and the builder was sufficiently
satisfied as to the profitability of the project.

The second feature of the interwar situation which is
relevant is that it would appear overwhelmingly evident,
particularly from the oral eviicnce collected from house-
builders, that in general terms tae pre-existing pattern of

land ownership within tbe 03A was not sufficiently small in

1. See above yp. 282-322, ¢<p. B15-8.



scale, and the land available for residential development was
not sufficiently scarce, to create a situation where the

areas of the individual landholdings available were too small
for large and/or medium-sized firms to be interested in them
for estate development purposes. Time after time, and quite
independently, the different individuals interviewed made
unprompted comments to the effect that prior to 1939 there

was no need for the medium or large speculative housebuilding
firms to amalgamate a number of pieces of land in order to
create sites of sufficient size to be a satisfactory comaercial
proposition. This would obviously seem to imply that during
these years, even large-scale housebuilders had always found it
possible to locate sites which were under single land-ownersiuip
and were adequate and potentially sufficiently profitable to
satisfy their needs. It appears that it was only during the
195Cs and 1960s that the position changed and amalgamation
became a common feature of the speculative housedbuilder's land
purchase policy and one which required very serious con-
sideration. For example, it was noted by a director of a
leading suburban and national speculative housebuilding firm
that at times during the last twenty years it had been necessary
for his firm to purchase and amalgamate between 20 and 30

separate parcels of land in order to obtain a site of the size

that they required.

l. i. This firm has been prominent in this sphere both
before and after the Second 'orld War. (Anon, interview, 14.11.£3).
Although this individual was not alone in making such comrents, he
was the only person interviewed whose comments were in any way
specific enough to be used as an example.
(Footnote continued on next page)
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A number of reasons have been suggested way the intervar
speculative housebuilders working in the OSA rarely included
amalgamation as part of their lénd purchase peclicy. However,
apart from such rather negative reasons, vhy was annexation
morelcommon? Did annexation have any positive advantages for
the speculative housebuilder? And to what extend did the pre-
existing pattern of land ownership influence the speculative
housebuilder's actions in this respect?

The willingness of most speculative housebuilders to
develop smaller sites than were perhaps ideal, where this was
necessary and where it did not too greatly affect the
profitability of the enterprise, has already been noted. Also,
it has been noted that where this was the case and where a
piecé of land adjacent to the original site became availatle,
it was possible for such a builder to enlarge his estate.
Clearly both of these features of the period help to explain
why annexation was at times adopted by members of the industry,
and simultaneously why amalgamation tended to be a rarity.
There were howéver other reasons why housebuilders wanting
larger site within a given area than a single land-holding
provided generally chose to enlarge by annexation rather than

amalgamation. In the first place enlargement by annexation was

a means by which a housebuilder was able to spread the capital

Footnote 1 continued. ii. Within the 0J3A after 195C, most of
the virgin land available for develovment was that left bvetween
the larger and more easily developable areas which had been
taken by the interwar speculative housebuilders. Tighter and
more specific public control over land use after 1947 added to,
.and helped intensify, this situation of scarcity.
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cost of buying the site for an estate over a period of time,

whereas if he amalgamated the various pieces of land

involved at the beginning of the development process he

would have had to bear the full weight of the burden of land

purchase throughout the whole operation. There were also

further positive economic advantages which the housebuilder
was able to derive from annexation, whether by choice or by

chance. Annexation had the effect of limiting the immediate

speculative commitment of the builder to a specific area and

a specific location. In this way the builder was able, if he

wished, to wait and see the accuracy of his initial assess-
ment of the potential of that particular site before deciding
wvhether to extend his speculative commitment by enlarging the

site.by the annexation of adjacent areas. Thus he was able

perhaps committed himself to
1

to 'try out' the area before he
it any further, either physically or financially.

The significance of the pre-existing pattern of land-
ownership withindifferent areas for the incidence of the
inclusion by builders of annexation in their land purchase
policies(within those areas) is extremely difficult, indeed
impossible, to assess,on the basis of the evidence gathered.
It would require a detailed and comparative study of the land

ownership pattern and the land purchase policies of the

1. In this light it could be suggested that the small-scale
pattern of land-ownership within certain areas could have
been to a builder's advantage in a very positive way,
assuming of course that a relationship did exist, between
the pre-existing pattern of land-ownership and the actions
.the speculative housebuilder and estate developer.
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speculative housebuilders within at least two different areas
even to begin to resolve this particular question. On the
other hand, on the basis of the evidence gathered, it is
perhaps possible to suggest that it is unlikely that the

land purchase policies and the actions of the suburban
speculative houscbuilders, particularly the medium-sized and
larger firms, with regard to annexatign, vere entirely in-
dependent of this pre-existing pattern and the size of

individual land-ownerships within the areas in which they were

active between the wars.

(c) The reduction of risk in land vurchase in an unknown

area, and 'satellites'.

To some extent the practice of obtaining option agree-
ments may be seen to have been related to the practice of

extension'by annexation. Both practices allowed the builder

to 'try out' a site and area before undertaking any further
commitment or risx. Some builders who annexed land may well
initially have been unconscious of this aspect of their
actions, but, particularly among larger firms, this 'trying
out!' principle appears to have been aprlied as a conscious
part of their land purchase strategy. This was particularly
true where firms were considering the possible development of
an estate in an area in wiich they had not previously been
active and/or were ‘they felt its potential to be rather more

uncertain than had normally been the case. For example, it

was acknowledpged during interviews with individuals who were

1. The distinction has been ncted above p. 654.
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employed by such large~scale houcebuilding firms as R.Costain
& Sons Ltd., Wates Ltd., and Hilbery Chaplin Ltd. during these
years, that where such firms wefe uncertain of the economic
viability of a particular area in which they were interested,
they Qould initially purchase only a relatively, or sometimes
very, small site to test the demand.

The sijze of such sites naturally varied according to the
building firm concerned; also probably according to the land-
ownership pattern and the incidence of housebuilding activity
in the area. In an example which emerged from the oral
evidence, one site, purchased by a large south London firm,
was only approximately 175 feet of made-up frontage (that is,
sufficient for seven dwellings). 1 On the other hand, it was
suggésted that when another large speculative housebuilding
firm, active north of the river, first ventured into areas of
which its knowledge was limited and in which the firm had
never previously built, the first site purchased had never
been greater than 10 acres, normally being something between
5 and 1C acres in size (that is, perhaps between 50 and 120
dwellings). 2 To what extent smaller or medium firms acted
in a similar way in a similar situation, the evidence
collected unfortunately does not reveal. However, the former
example is perhaps worth noting in greater detail, even though
as it will be seen, as a test of the economic viability of the

area concerned for housebuilding purposes it turned out to be

1. Kelso, intervigﬂ, 10.2.70.
2. E.g. St. Joseph's Drive, Southall. Chaplin, interview,

'5.1.70.
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something less than successful.

During the very early 1930s a large area of land
stretching across from what is ﬁow Grand Drive to Martin Way
(Morden), an area sufficient for approximately 2,000
dwellings, came to the notice of a director of Wates Ltd.

As this area was almost twice the size of any estate
previously attempted and was, as the crow flies, over a mile
and a quarter away from any previous development of the
company, it was decided that the firm should purchase frontage
on Grand Drive, on which could be built two pairs of semi-
detached dwellings, and one block of three, of their small
tTudor' type of dwelling. At the time this exercise appeared
to have been very worthwhile since rot one of the dwellings
was sold. Eventually Wates were forced to let them.
Naturally, in the light of this experience, the directors
decided to go no further in their overtures to the landowner
of the adjacent 180-200 acre site. In the event, however,
this turned out to be a misjudgment for when the site was
sold for development to another South London housebuilder two
and a half years later, the enterprise met with great
success.

The above example therefore, apart from being a des-

cription of an occasion when a speculative housebuilder

l. The inauguration of a bus route, shortly after work had
commenced on this site, running between Raynes Park (3X)
Station and th~= newly~-opensd lorden Underground Station and
along two sides of the estate (Felsoe, interview, 10.2.70)
possibly had something to do with the newly-found popularity

of this particular location.



671.

'experimented' with a location, is also an indication that by
itself such a practice did not necessarily provide an entirely
accurate indicator of the situation even in the near future.
There were, inevitably, other factors, and in particular
possible future improvements to transport facilities and the
access of the site to them, which also had to be taken into
consideration in any de¢ision. On the other hand it did
provide the builder with a guide, and in this way reduced the
likelihood of an expensive mistake being made as the result of
the purchase of a relatively large site in a location which

turned out not to be popular with house purchasers.

The minimization of risk was a principle which the inter-
var housebuilder applied to other features of the speculative
housebuilding process apart from iand purchase. The
manifestations of the apvlication of this principle in the
land purchase practices of interwar speculative housedbuilding
firms have already been seen to have been varied, particularly

where the firms were of some size. However, one manifestation

has yet to be mentioned. This took the form of the purchase
of what might be described as a 'satellite' estate; that is,
the purchgse of one or more serarate sites within the locality
of a currently active estate. Clearly housebuilders would
quickly become aware and gain detailed knowledge of active and
potential housing sites in the neighbourhood of their estates.
And where an estate had met with success, the purchase of

another site in the locality involved a reduced risk in that

l. See e.g. Bowley (1966), ov. cit. pr. 377, 390.



the area had already been successfully 'tested out!. There
were other advantages for the builder in that the development
of the 'satellite' site could be organised from the first

estate with corresponding economies of supervision, site

equipment, and eventually sales effort. The limited evidence

available suggests that the satellites tended to be smaller
than the initial development, and vhere they were situated

within about three-quarters of a mile from the main site were

invariably administered from it. Only where such estates were

separated by a greater distance was it more normal to find the
secondary sites administered more as individual and separate

units. Other advantages of 'satellite' sites appear to have

included the ability to send prospective purchasers on to one

or more satellites, normally in a.salesman's car, vhere
nothing was suitable on the first site. This became especially
important towards the end of the first estate when demand was
still strong but the selection of dwellings and dwelling
locations increasingly limited. Also in suckh a situation it
was possible for the builder increasingly to organise and
administer the first estate from the second where its develop-

ment was coming to an end and the 'satellite' estate was still

in progress. In such cases the primary sites eventually became

the satellites.

It has been vossible to discover three clear exainples of
the purchase of 'satellite' estates by housebuilding firms

where, initially at least, the second estate was administered

l. Seaton, interview, 23.1.70.



from the main site. In each of the casces the building firm

was large, and only one ‘'satellite' estate was purchased.
The first was in South London during the mid-1920s. when
Wates Ltd. purchased the site for their Grove Road Estate in
Mitcham. This site, sufficient for perhaps 300-400 dwellings,
vas located not a quarter of a mile from an earlier 1,000
dwellingestate, and until this latteriestate had been completed,

the Grove Road Estate was treated for administrative purposes,

as an annexe for it. Similarly, though for a shorter period

of time, Costain's 0Old Farleigh Estate in South Croydon was
organised and administered from the earlier and larger nearby

Croham Valley Istate. The latter estate had been started in

about 1932 and it took the company at least three years to

develop its 8G0-900 dwellings. In approximately 1934, Costain
began the.almost 300 dwelling Old Farleigh Estate no more than
a couple of hundred yards away, and for something under a year
its development was controlled and organised from their first
estate. 2 The third example took place, at a slightly later
date, in west London. During the first half of the decade

New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. purchased and began developing, with

great success, a large site adjacent to Powder }ill Lane,

Twickenham. The estate was planned for over 1,000 dwellings,

and its success led the company to feel that the locality

would stand further exploitation. To this end a smaller site

was purchased not a quarter of a mile from the western corner

l. Intervieus with Seaton, 23.1.70 and Kelso, 10.2.70.
2. Winstanley, intervieu, 3.9.69.
3, Later re-named the ‘joodlawns Lstate.
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of the first estate. 1 In this particulay case in fact beth
eites were run concurrently, the smaller site beirg organiced
directly from the Powder Mill Eétate. 2

In each of these three examples the motivation behind
the furthcr purchase of land was similar to that behind
annexation, with the exception that the area of the initial

site purchased was in each case far greater than that in any

3

of the examples of annexation noted above. In all three
examples the success of the first estate appears directly to
have encouraged the builder to exteand his activities within
the particular locality. Horeover it also apvears that in
each of these cases local conditions, for example possibly tne
absence of any available adjacent site or the already large
area of the first site, led the builder to choose to purchase
a site which, although separate from the first estate, was
near enough to it to allow the builder to take advantage of
the economies in development which he obviously ponsidered
such an administrative arrangement would afford.

The activities of New Ideal Homesteads Ltd. in Vest
London also provide an example of occasions when further sites
purchased in a locality in which a builder had met with success
were run entirely as separate units. Thus following the
company's success at Fowder !Mill Lane, New Ideal Homsesteads

not only bought the Pevensey Road site,which was run as a

direct satellite, but also purchased two other estates in

l. I.e. in the northern corner of the Uxbridge and Hounslow
Road Junction.
'~ 2. Hefford, interview, 31.10.69.

3. See above Ch. 10. Scction 2(b).



Feltham 1 both of which were situated within one and a gquarter
mile's distance from the large ‘/oodlawns Estate and

administered as discreet development units.

(d) Land stocks.

It would appear that on the whole it was the larger
speculative housebuilding firms which ccnsciously maintained
land stocks during the 1930s. The replies to the interviews
suggested that although inevitably a number of firms of medium
size also held land stocks, others found it difficult, if not
impossible, to buy land very far ahead of its anticipated

development, and thus were unable to amass a land bank of any

3

significant size.

Of course it could well be argued that to some extent
almost all speculative housebuilding firms, with the
exception of the very small concerns, maintained some element
of land stock in the form cf the land which they had 'in hand'
on any project under construction. This form of land stock
naturally varied greatly in size from one builder to another,
and obviously in part depended on the extent of their building
activity (the number and size of concurrent estates), the
state of their progress on individual projects; and the extent
they had been able to negotiate option agreements. By noting

two extreme examples the extent of this variation may to soite

extent be appreciated. For example, one of the large Scuth

l. I.e. Rochester Avenue and Fernside Avenue. Ccmpanies
House, File No. 243565.

2. llefford, iatervie-v, 31.10.69.

3. See below p. &I12.



London housebuilding firms had land 'in hand' on 7th June

1939 which was valued (at cost price) at £133,%24.10.0.,

while a small housebuilder active in the Harrow and Uembley
areas never reckoned prior to 1939 to own nore than five
plots of land (that is, under an acre) ahead of
construction.

It seems almost certain that for most housebuilding

firms land 'in hand' represented the major, if not the whole,

part of their total land stocks. This in fact was probably

true even for the large-scale house producers and indeed the
only specific example which has come to light supports such a
suggestion. Thus, in mid-1939, the cost value of the un-

developed land 2 'in hand' owned by the above-mentioned South

London firm on their estates in progress represented
approximately 62% of the cost value of the firm's total land
stock at that date.

That land 'in hand' should represent such a very large
proportion of the total land stock of smaller speculative
housebuilding firms should not cause any great surprise.

Clearly small builders were not in a good position to make

such forward land purchase. Not only could they not afford

to tie up internal capital resources in 'non-productive'! land
investment, but also they would have found it more difficult
and expensive than larger firms to raise external finance for

such 'risk' ventures if this were necessary. Furthernmore,

1. Watson, interview, 14.10.69. The source for the first

example must renain conficential.
2. Here 'undeveloped land' describes land on which up to

that date house censtruction had not started.
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when the size and/or number of the cstatec built by some
medium~ or large-sized housebuilders are considered, it
shonld not be very surprising that such land constituted such
an important element in the land stock of the larger
operators. An idea of the number of concurrent estates being
developed by a number of the larger firms active in the 03A,
and also the provinces, 'has already been given. 1 The size
of the sites involved varied tremendously. At Elm Park for
example Costain purchased a site in approximately 1932-3
which in itself represented a land bank which could have

kept a firm building 2,000 dwellings a year, active for
approximately 33 years. Even by the outbreak of the Second
World VWar Costain still had sufficient land 'in hand' on this
estate alone to build approximately 4,000 dwellings. 2 Other
large estates have been mentioned, including the estate of
George Ball (Ruislip) Ltd. in South Ruislip. This estate of
almost 3,300 dwellings took the company six and a half years
to complete. After two years' activity the company still had
approximately 228 acres undeveloped (i.e. 73% of the total
site), while after four years there was 117 acres still
unbuilt upon (i.e. approximately 3545 of the total site. 3
In Enfield between 1934 and 1939 Newman, Eyre & Petersen Ltd.
built an estate of almost 1,000 dwellings of which by the end

of 1936 Eyre still owned apvroximately 40 acres of land on

the site upon which no dwellings had been built. In this same

1. See above pp. S36-7,548.
2. See above FP--#77-8- Between 1933 and 1939 Costain's

annual average output on this estate had been approx. 500
dwellings.
3. Ruislip-lorthwood Register.
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period John Laing & Son Ltd. were developing a similar
sized estate in western Enfield. Activity had commenced by
1933 but by the outbreak of war the company stili had
approximately 25 acres of the estate on which to build
houses.

The vast majority of the builders of large estates of
approximately 1,000 dwellings and over, and perhaps over 80C
dwellings, normally took between approximately three and five
years to complete them. As has been seen from the few examples
given above, sometimes they took lorger than this, but only
rarely was such an estate covered in a shorter period of time.
Where large-scale operators developed estates smaller than this
it is perhaps reasonable to assume that frequently they were
completed within a shorter space of time. Thus it is probable
that where a large firm mainly developed medium-sized estates,
land 'in hand' as an element of total land stock would have
been less important. On the other hand it should also be
remembered that, unless such a firm was able to obtain as great
an aggregate annual level of production and sale on each
estate, as he would have done on a larger site, it would be
necessary for the builder to organise a greater number of
estates at any one time in order to maintain his overall level
of annual output. Given this, although there may well have been
less land 'in hand' on any particular medium-sized estate, the
greater number of estates being concurrently developed would

tend to minimize the diminished significance of such land in

l. Enfield Register.



679.

terms of the total land stock held by the firm.

Apart from land 'in hand', the land stock or land bank,
of any firm was made up of siteé which for some reason had
been purchased by the builder ahead c¢f his intended use of it.
These sites were normally held by the builder as virgin land
until they were required by him for building, although not
necessarily as an unproductive asset. At least one largs
building firm attempted to maintain the land in its previous
usage until the time arrived when the directors felt the best
advantage could be gained from its development as a housing
and/or industrial estate. In this way, where it was both
appropriate and possible, the land was let on a short lease
as farm or nursery land.

'On the basis of the interviews it would appear that it
was not until the 1930s that a number of the larger firms began
to develop land banks as a conscious policy, 2 although
undoubtedly earlier than this such firms had been planning

3

their activities a fair way ahead.

1. This practice is still ap»nlied by the company today: to
land owned by John Laing & Son Ltd. in Cumberland. Stokes,
interview, 27.1.70.

2. Interviews with Anon, 26.8.69; Seaton, 23.1.70; Hefford,
31.10.89; Chaplin, 5.1.70.

3. In late 1929 for example Jilliam Lancaster oI R.lLancaster
& Sons Ltd. informed his sub-contract carpenter/joiner, G.Vard
of Jacob Ward & 3Sons Ltd., that he had got 'land and schemes
to last 5 years or even 10 years'!'. Zven accepting that tais
estimate may have been an exaggeration for effect, it does
suggest the existence of at least a degree of planning and
anticipation of future activity. Letter written by G.Ward
on 2kth Sept. 1929 to the home office of Jacob 'ard & Sons
Ltd. in Accrington. At the time Vard was living in, and
operating from, a house built on the Sudbury Heights Istate,
Greenford, Zaling on which his firm was working for Lancaster.
‘My thanks to Mrs B. Howard of G.Ward (Zaling) Ltd. for access
to this letter.

.
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The conception of what represented an 'adequate! stock
of land obviously varied from builder to builder. But why did
such speculative housebuilding firms consider purchasing land
ahead of their immediate requirements? What advantages did it
have.for their business operations? Undoubtedly a major
consideration which appears to have influenced housebuilders in
their decision to purchase land shead of their requirements was
the desire to ensure the continuity of their building
operations and activity levels, within the constraints of their
perception of future market conditions. This point was made by
almost all the interviewees whose firms maintained some form of
land bank during the 1930s. However, for all the obvious
importance of such a consideration, the advantage of land stock
accumulation most frequently emphasised by builders interviewed
concerned the locational assets of the sites involved, both at
the date of purchase and in the future. As the developed area
of the suburbs spread ocutwards, building sites were to a greater
or lesser extent continually coming on to the land market. It
would apvear that those firms waich felt their financial position
sufficiently secure, quite commonly would buy what they
considered to be well-located sites, even though at the time they
did not wish to extend their actual building operations. The
reasoning is not diificult to understand. By buying such sites
when they first were placed on the market, firms were able to
secure sites which, if well-located at the time of purchase, were
likely to improve in terms of their locational quality and
desirability, as residential development gradually moved outwards

"and well-located and available building land in areas which a few
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years earlier had been on the fringe of the built-up area tecame
more difficult, and hence also expensive, to obtain. In this
way therefore firms were able té secure, and in fact did
secure, sites which would help ensure the continuing success

of tﬂeir activities, perhaps three, four, or even five or six
Years in the future. In appraising the performance of the
speculative housebuilding section of George Wimpey & Co. Ltd.,

an Evening Standard financial journalist wrote late in 1937:

Wimpeys are interested . . . in estate development.
Unlike some other companies, whose results have

been a grave disappointment to sharehslders, they

are continuing to make money from this side of

their business. This is partly due to the care

with which the sites were originally chosen three 1
or four years ago.

It has been implied in the previous paragraph that the
shrewd speculative housebuilder and/or developer, by purchasing
land ahead of requirements, found that the value of the land
had appreciated between the date of purchase and commencement
of development. Indeed a number of builders interviewed (all
of whom for various and obvious reasons wished to remain name-
less) frankly admitted that this element had a sigrificant
influence on their land purchase decisions. However it would
appear that more cormonly such considerations tended to be

rather secondary in any land purchase decision of this nature.

Probably the main reason for this was the fact that in general

1. Quoted in NHB, Dec. 1937, p.32.

2. Although, of course, where any chosen site was well-
located from a residential development point of view, as
time passed it may be safely assumed that its value normally
~increased with its attractiveness for development.



land prices between the wars did not increase either very
greatly or very rapidly. 1 Moreover, while speculative land
profits could be, and were, made, pure land speculation was
apparently not considered by speculative housebuilders to be
a pafticularly profitable enterprise when compared with
alternative investment possibilities; especially when con-
sidered in the light of- the level of capital investment, the
length of the gestation period which might have been required,
and the probability of a satisfactory return.

The ownership of a land bank was of course not without
its costs. It involved the capital burden of Both the purchase
and the holding of the stocks. This was clearly too great for
many firms, particularly the smaller concerns. For example, a
partner in a successful medium-sized South London speculative
housebuilding firm admitted that it had never been possible for
his firm to purchase building land too far ahead of any

projected development during these years, and acknowledged that

1. i. For a brief and far from full consideration of changes
in land prices within the Kent outer suburbs between the wars,
see VWaugh, op. cit. pp. 2C8-11.

ii. The major exceptions to this statement were to be
found within areas immediately affected by the coastruction of
new railway or Underground lines (and to some extent new
stations on existing lines), or new major or arterial roads.
Howkins (1933), op. cit. p.ll; for a number of examples see
also Newby, ov. cit. p.23; B3G, April 1931, p.262; NHB, Harch
1937, pp. 5,6; Jackson, ov. cit. pp. 250-2.

2. i. Howkins (1938), ov. cit. p.10.

ii. Certainly individuals who speculated in suburban
building land before the Second World War were unable to
realise a margin of profit from their enterprise which could
comvare with the margins cbtained by individuals active in
this sphere during the later 1950s and the 1960s.



the reason for this was the lack of sufficient capital at any
particular time, over and above its current activity necds,
with which it could finance a lénd bank. " . . . it was
alwvays a tremendous job to be able to find the money to buy
an eétate”. 1

Clearly, although land was a considerably less expensive
commodity between the wars than it has since become, the fact
that holding land in an unproductive state involved both the
initial capital cost of its purchase and also the sacrifice of
any return which might have been derived from the exploitation
of alternative investment opportunities available meant that
the cost of developing a land bank was of considerable
financial significance to housebuilding firms. On the other
hand, it does appear that to some extent it was possible for
the housebuilder to limit the burden of such costs on his
firm.

The favour given to land as a security for loans has
already bteen noted. 2 Although it has not been possible to
obtain any detailed evidence on this point, the responses made
during the interviews leave little doubt that builders found
it far easier to obtain loans, particularly from banks, wien
they were able to give details of land stocks. It would
appear that by using newly acquired land as security, speculative
housebuilders were often able to borrow sufficient money to

offset much of the drain that land purchase had made on their

1. Anon, interview, 21.10.69.
2. See above pp. CA0O-6.
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capital recerves.

In this way it was possible for a housebuilder to
reduce the cost of purchasing and holding a land bank to an
annual charge (i.e. the annual charge on the bank loan plus
the annual return sacrificed by initially choosing to place
the capital sum in an unproductive investment), and heance
defer the full impact of the immediate capital burden
involved on the financial structure of the firm until such a
time when he felt ready to start developing it. Also the
costs involved in the accumulation and holding of a land bank
were likely to be to some extent offset, for example, by the
appreciation in value of that particular building site, and,
in a number of cases, by the rents derived from the leasing
of the site while not required for building purposes. Another
method used by builders to minimise the cost of holding land
stocks was through the use of option agreements. The use of
options in land purchase by speculative housebuilders has
already been discussed, 2 and clearly by negotiating such
agreements builders were able to secure 'land stocks' over
the short, and at times even the medium, term. Of course in
such cases the price of the land at the take-up of the option
wvould have been nearer prevailing/actual building land prices
than if the freehold had initially been purchased outright.
But this could nct have been a serious discouragement.

There can be no doubt that a good number of housebuilders,

particularly the larger firms, considered that the advantages

1. I.e. the 'reverse purchase' principle. See above pp. 6IN-2,
2. Sec above Ch. 10. Section 2 (a).
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of holding significant land stocks were worth the carrying
costs involved. As was noted earlier the stock of land
considered 'adequate' varied from builder to builder. The
number of years'’ land stock held by any builder of course

would have depended on the area owned, the density of the
projected development(s), the prevailing annual selling rate,
and the builder's perception of likely future selling rates.

By the later 193%0s it appears that most of the larger firums

had built-up stocks of sufficient size Yo provide themselves
with land for at least three years in the future, while almost
certainly most had stocks sufficient for an even longer period.
Between 1924 and 1939 for example it was estimated that Hilbery
Chaplin Ltd. maintained a stock of land above their immediate
requirements sufficient for perhaps two to three years'

activitys 3 while the report in the Evening Standard noted

above implies that some time during the early 193Cs Geoxrge
Wimpey had bought land perhaps three or four years before it
was scheduled for development by the firmn. b Vates Ltd.
provides a further example, for it appears that by 1937/8 this
firm had accumulated sufficient building land to allow them to
build in the region of 1,750 to 2,000 dwellings a year for.

some four to five years in the future. 2 The evidence for the

1. See above p. 6BO.
2. The last two factors in turn would have been influenced for

example by the locational characteristics of the sites
selected, the dwelling characteristics and prices, as well as
gen~ral demand treunds.

3, Chaplin, interview, 5.1.70.

L, See above pp. GaRl.
5. Interviews with Seaton, 23%.1.70; Bland, 13.1.70.
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longest such pericd for which information has become available
however is the statement made by William Lancaster to hiz sub-
contract carpenter/joiner, Jacob lard, in 1922 that he had
secured land and planned schemes to last five or even ten
yearé. 1 The truth of this statement however is uncertain: in
the first place it was made by Lancaster to reassure a sub-
contractor, and secondly Lancaster did not distinguish between
the size of his land stock and the extent of his projected
schemes wnhich at that time méy well still have been largely
theoretical and based on plans made between himself and Van
Dooren. Cther evidence has since indicated that in terms of
the size of Lancaster's actual land stock, the former figure

was probably the more realistic.

What then was the importance of the accumulation of land
stocks to those firms who adopted such land purchase policies
during the earlier 1930s? The statement made in the Zvenirg
Standard late in 1937 indicates one answver to this, in the
suggestion that part of the continued good fortune and success
of the speculative housebuilding activities of CGeorge VWimpey
& Co. Ltd. during 1937 was due to the fact that a number of
years earlier the company had had the foresight to purchase
and accumulate a number of well-located building-sites with
an aggregate area sufficient for their activities for some

time into the future.

1. See above p. 679—-20.

2. See above p. 400-3.

3. Lancaster, interview, 22.1.70.

L. N3, Dec. 1937, p.32; see above p. &Bl.



Moreover the oral evidence available indicates that this
was probably the essential answer to the question. The
individuals interviewed who had.been enployed by house-
building firms which pursued such policies unaninously agreed
that, had these stocks not existed, and hence,had their
particular firms been forced to depend primarily upon sites
vhich were available during the closing years of the 1930s,
both from the point of view of the coastructions of dwellings
and their sale, the guality of the building-sites developed by
them would have been vastly inferior. And almost certainly
this would have had an adverse influence on #he production and

turnover levels of these particular firms at this time of

gradually waning demand.



Plate 16

Haymilis Ltd.
The Ridings, Ealing. 1933 5

H re Lid
Lansdowne Road, Edgware.1934-5



Plate 17

A.F Davis Ltd. ( later Davis Estates Ltd.)
RugbyRoad, Queensbury. 1931




Plate 18

Davis Estates Ltd. -~
Beverley Gardens,Stanmore.1935-6
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VISITING ROYALTY APPROVES OF

THE SPRING PARK FARM ESTATE
SHIRLEY

On his recent visit the Maharajah of Alwar said it was a pleasure and a privilege to visit the Spring Park Farm
Estate, Shirley. He had heard of the offer made for the house “ Alwar,” named after his own State, and felt he
would like to make an offer himself. He said the day would live long in his memory when he visited this Estate.
Town planning, he said was an hobby of his in his own State, but he felt that comfort in one’s house was the first
consideration if people were to live happily. He congratulated the Company on their enterprise, the workmen upon

their skil) and the tenants on their good fortune.

IT IS NOW YOUR TURN TO VISIT THE
SPRING PARK FARM ESTATE, SHIRLEY

Surrey Homes are Best—and the Best of All are those on the

SPRING PARK FARM ESTATE, SHIRLEY

At £695, £725, £795 to £995

(4 bedroom type with built-in Garage), they comprise the finest residential value in Surrey. The
Estate is sit ated in semi-rural district close to the glorious Shirley Hills. Shops, Schools and Transport
f ¢ ties to Town and Croydon are in close proximity. Recreation Grounds and Parks lay conveniently near.
The specifcation of the £695 (B) Type House includes fine Hall, lofty Dining and Reception Rooms
with surprisingly large window display, 3 full-size Bedrooms, Bathroom and separate W.C,, fully
equipped Breakfast Room and Scullery separate, all tiled, Ideal Boiler, Tiled Hearths and a host of

lab ur-saving devices Space for Garage.

NO LEGAL, MORTGAGE OR STAMP DUTIES

A Car w mee Pr pective Purchasers at Last Croy don Station .
tew ipt of Pt ard giving day and arnval time Write to Butlders for lllustrated Booklet. Quote “H’’ Dept,

SPRING PARK FARM ESTATE (5, ®tieets)
Teshone sprincPARk 132¢ SHIRLEY WAY, SHIRLEY, SURREY

Plate 20. Gower Builders (London) Ltd. Sales Leaflet.
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CHAPTER 11. Conclusion.

The becdy of this thesis has fallen into two parts.
First, the activities of the interwar speculative'hcuse-
builder within the OSA of Greater London have been examined
on tﬁe more general level of an analysis of the incidence
and distribution of both private subsidised and unsubsidised
housebuilding between 1918 and 1933, énd the distribution
and fluctuations of unsubsidised housebuilding between 1933/6
and 1938/9. The work has then moved downwards in its level
of focus to an examination and analysis, in some detail, of
the characteristics of interwar speculative housebuilders
active within the OSA, and also of certain aspects of their
work and operations. Up to this point however there has been
no attempt to explain the reasons for the generally risiné
trend in, and the continually high level of, housebtuilding
activity throughout almost all of the intervar period. It is
therefore necessary in the first part of this concluding
chapter to analyse the various social and economic forces
which underlay the remafkable levels of private housebuilding
achieved by the industry between the wars. This analysis
will precede a consideration of a number of thg findings of
the research which in turn will be followed by an indication
of some of the directions which future research in this

sphere right perhaps profitably take.

l. Forces uncderlying interwar trends and fluctuations in

private housebuildins.

As was noted in Chapter 1, the lcovel of private house-

building activity within Greater London between the wars wvas
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far greater than had ever previously been experienced. Rising
steadily and at times quite dramatically, by 1928 house-
building output was as great as that achieved at'the turn of
the century (i.e. 27,381 dwellings), the year of greatest
activity prior to 1914. loreover after 1928 annual production
in this area never fell below around 35,000 dwellings and in
1934 reached a peak of some 72,756 dwellings, that is
approximately 166% greater than the 1899/1900C level. 1 he
reasons for this remarkable period of activity will be
considered in two stages. Firstly the main factors influential
in the generally high and rising level of activity will be
considered, while secondly, and more specifically, there will
be an examination of the factors influential in the short-term
fluctuations which took place during these years.

Broadly speaxing the explanation of the generally high
level of interwar housebuilding activity lay primarily with
demand factors. This was true within both Greater London and
the country as a whole, and included such factors as (1)
changes in the household structure of the population,
emphasised vithin Greater London for examhle by the effects
of migration, (2) changes in tastes and expectations in
housing, and (3) rising real incomes. Certain supply factors
however were also of considerable importance in this respect
and larzely concerned (1) the initial shortasges of housing
supply, due largely to the cessation of housebuilding during

The Great Var and the imiediate post-war factor saortages,

l. Annual details of housebuilding between the wars can
be found in Fig. 11.2 (Creater London) and Tig. 1l.3.
(England and 'Jales) belou pp. Ti4-S.



Fig.11.1.

Fluctuations in housebuilding activity

in Greater London, 1920-37.
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1. See below Fig. 11.2.
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and (2) the chansing financial structure of the housing
market between the wars, and particularly the emergence of

owner-occupation as a major form of tenure.

In 1621 the Census of Population for England and Wales
revealed a deficit of some 872,000 private dwellings. 1
thle between the wars (1921-39) the fngland and Wales
population increased by 9.3% (37,932,000 to 41,460,000), 2
and that within Greater London (}MPD) increased by 16.5%
(7,480,201 to 8,728,000). 3 In relation to housing demand
however, more important were the changes which took place in
the number and structure of households within this increasing
total population. In fact between 1921 and 1937 the averaze
family size in Englgnd and Vales fell from 4.17 persons to
3.61 persons, while over the same period the number of house-
holds increased by over a fifth.

In 1939 The “conomist suggested that it was in fact

this "fanning out of the populatiocn into smaller family units
that ... largely accounted for the unprecedented building
activityn-bver the previousj decade or so." 2 Although such
a suggestion may tend to exagserate the significance of

increases in the number of families on housebuilding activity,

1. Bowley (1945), on. cit. p.269. That is, when total
dvellings were compared with total vrivate households.

2. Mitchell and Deane, ov. cit. p.l1C.

3. 1931 Census of Fopulation, London County Report (HN30, 1932),
p.viii. 1951 Census of Fopulation, London County Report (HEMSO,
1953), p.xiii.

L, Economist (Tuildin-~ 3ocieties Suvvlement), 1 July 1939, p.S8.
Sce also Stolper, ov. cit. po. 83-9%; .Abrams, The Condition of
‘the British Peowvle, 1914-45 (1945), p.4l. Unfortunately it has
proved impossible to obtain Greater London equivalents.

5. Economnist (B.3. Svppl), 1 July 1939, p.8.
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Richardson and Aldcroft point out that, for the U.K. as a
whole between 1921 and 19328, the net increase in the housing
stock both public and private (i.e. 3,487,000) barely kept
pace with theestimated net increase in families. Thus by
the outbreak of war over the nation as a whole there had
been little diminution in the overall housing shortage.
Of course the extent to which any housing shortage was
perpetuated by a continued mismatch between supply and
demand will have varied from area to area according to local
conditions, while the effect of the relatively rapid
increase in net family formation was almost certainly made
stronger in a number of areas which, as a result of in-
migration, held a disproportionately high number of families.
Greater London as a whole, but more particularly Micdlesex
during the 1920s and early 1930s, probably provide good
examples of this process, and Prof. Bowley calculated that
in Middlesex where the new light industries were develoring
the housing shortage was significantly _reater in 1531 than
it had been a decade earlier. A

Net changes in the number of families show no short-tern
relationship with housebuilding activity, they represent more
a longer term demand pressure {or relaxation) on housing
supply. A similBarly longer term demand factor of importance

between the wars was the shift in consumer preferences and

1. Richardson and Aldcroft, ow. cit. p.196. The higher
rate of household formation relative to new housebuilding
was particularly evident durinz the 1920s.

2. Bowley (1945), ov. cit. p.71. Although it must be
admitted that it is very difficult to isolate the effects
of migration on housing demand, see e.r. Bowley (1938), on.
cit. p.183; Richardson and Aldcroft, on. cit. p.88.



the increase in the standard of nousing ccusidered acceptable
by a substantial proportion of the population. 3hifts in
gocial attitudes and housing preferences are likely to affect
the level of demand and/or the structure of demand. 1 Between
the wars the latter effect showed itself, for exam»le, in a
preference for smaller and/or suburban houses. It is true of
course that changes in tastes and social attitudes during
these years were iﬁterrelateg with other demand factors such
as demographic and income chan _es; however this fact in no
way detracts from their importance, and their impact on
housing demand should not be underestimated. 2

Changing tastes in housing may have arisen for any nurmber
of reasons. ¥For example, both falling househcld size and the
increasins scarcity and cost of domestic service may have
resulted in a demand for smaller, more easily manageable
houses with labour-saving kitchens and equiwment; a growing
dissatisfaction with 'urban living' may have led to a desire
for more rural surroundings, perhaos in a leafy suburb; while
changin~ ideas in house and estate design and layout,
accompanied by experinents fostered by the Garden City
ilovement and the example of Hampstead Garden 3uburb, almost
certainly nad a profound effect on the level of housing
quality many unew and established households aspired to,

particularly since such ideas and standards were accexted

1. Bowley, on. cit. p.S5.
2. Richardson and Aldcroft, op. cit. pp. 97-8.
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as the norm for all public housebuilding after 1918.
Prof. Bowley hrs put it, "the dgmanl for new houses was in
part at least a demand for a higher standard of housing, or
at 1?a5t for a standard consistent with modern ideas'.

Sir Harold Belman, the Chairman of tlie Abbey Road
Buildingz Society (BS), for obvious reasons put the point
rather more strongly, claiming that it was the "almost
revolutionary concevtion of what are tolerable housing
standards among a vast section of the population'" which
provided 'the essential driving force! for the high level
of interwar private housebuilding activity. Clearly this
was an exaggerated viewpoint, however it is not difficult to

understand the temptation of the small, modern, and light

outer suburban house to those established households living
in, or the new households whose alternative was to live in,

three or four bedroomed Victorian houses.

The long dark passares, cold and depressing
sculleries, sordid bathrooms and villainous
scarlet brick of Victorian lower middle-class
villas could, in the post-war era, be
abandoned in exchange for comract houses with
all sorts of modern conveniences and fittings.
The new villas may be stigmatized as jerry-
built, they may be despised as vpseudo-Iudor or
ugly by the sophisticated, but there is no
denying their attraction for the young counle
with a small family,

while transport improvements rmade the areas of new suburban

housebuildins more cheaply and readily accessible.

1. Cd. 9191, Renort of the Comnittee on Building Jonstruction
in connecticon with the Provisicn of Dwellings for the Vorking
Classes in sngland and ‘Wales, and Scotland (1618). (The Tudor

Yalters Rerort).

2. Bowley (13945), on. cit. n.S3.

3. H.Bellman, 'The 3uildins Trades’',
Britain in Recovery (1938), ».432.

4. Bowlev (1945), op. cit. pp. 74-5.

in British Asscciation,
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lioreover for wany houscholds during this period a newv house
in new suburban surroundings became a s;mnhol of somc status,
and naturally the speculative héusebuilding industry and,
in a different way, the building society movement did their
best to foster both this attitude and a sense of dis-
satisfaction with pre~1914 housing by means of advertising
and giving publicity to the advantages of the new suburban
housing. ‘/hile the rapid progress of the electricity
industry ani the increasing availability of electrical
domestic appliances as the period wore on would have done
rmuch to feed further this discentent.

Clearly between the wars there were substantial longer
term potential demand pressures on the housinzg market
arising from demogréphic factors and shifts in social
attitudes and tastes. However for sucih latent demand
pressure to become effective it was necessary for it to
exist concurrently with other demand, and alsc supply
forces. Perhaps one of the most important factors in this
context was an upward shift in the level of real incone
enjoyed by the population, or rather by particular sections
of the population, since no matter hew much a household
might have needed or desired a new house without the ability
to pay the cost this need or desire would have had to remain
frustrated, necesszitating for example an increased level of
sharing. Other influential factors in this reépect during

these years worked from the supply side of the equation and

1. Interwar landlordsof pra-1914 inner suburban housing
would have had little incentive to install electricity and
so replace the gas lamp with the electric lamp for their
tenants.
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included downward movements in building costs, and, in the
absence of favourable conditions for investment in new housing
to let, increasingly easy access to a supply of fuﬁds with
which to finance hsuse purchase.

‘According to the Chapman-Knight indfx of annual
average real incomes of wage-earners between 1920 and 1938,
the trend of real earnings of those in employment rose
relatively steadily over this period. Only in 1922-3 and
1935-7 did slight falls occur, while between 1920 and 1G22,
and 1929 and 1933 there were increases of approximately 9% and
12.7 respectively. 1 The effect of this trend on house-
building activity of course will depend on the extent to waich
the increase in disnosablec income enjoyed by the middle- and
lower middle-classes (rarely to be found among the unemployed
in Greater London at least) was devoted to additional housing
consumption and/or investment in agencies active in financing
housebuilding or purchase. It is very probable that
encouraged by other factors, some of which having already been
mentioned, many people during the 1920s and 1930s were willing
to use at least some of their increased income in this way.

Ani although there is considerable debate on the elasticity of

housing demand to shifts in income, 5 almost certainly changes

in real income will be more influential in the housing con-

sumntion decisions of potential owner-occupiers than of

1. Mitchell and Deane, ov. cit. ».353.

2. E.g. Tconomist, 2 Nov. 1935, p.844; Richardson and Aldcroft,
op. cit. p.95; Cleary, on. cit. vo. 188-9.

3. See e.g. R.F.Muth, 'The demand for non~farm housing'!, in
A.C.Harberger, ed. The Demand for Durable Goods (Chicago, 1960);
M.G.Reid, Housinr and Incceme (Chicago, 1962); L.Needleman,

The Zcononics of Housine (1965), pn. 68-9.
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potential residential proverty investors.

Alone the course of real incomes can never totally
explain short-term fluctuations in housebuilding activity;
not only because short-term shifts are rarely sufficiently
substantial tec influence expenditure on housing, but also,
because house purchase normally requires a substantial and
regular commitment over’ quite a period of time, it is
probable that some lag will occur between any short~term
shift and a long term decision made on the basis of that
shift. Against this, to the extent that shorter-term move-
ments in real dincome do influence housing expenditure, they
are likely to be more effective when th= movements are
positive 1 and wien any hcusing expenditure made is for
house purchase. 1In fact both these conditions appear to have
been present between the wars and it is notable that a

th

Q
,interwar nousing market was the successive

extension of house purchase oprortunities down the middle band

prominent feature of

of the social and econonic scale. 2 In viev of this, in the
context of its coincidence, particularly during the middle ten
years of the period,with certain supply factors as falling
building costs and easier access to purchase finance (later

on more favourable terms) and various forces creating potential
demand pressure, it is clear that the importance for house-
building activity between the wars of both shorter term upward
shifts and the longer term: secular trend in real income should

not be overlooked.

1. Richardson and Alderoft, cp. cit. p. 9C-1.
2. Bowley (1945), ov. cit. pp. 81, 82.
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Without doubt one of the most remarkable features of
the housing market between the wars was the dominance of
owner-occupation within the new housing sub—marke£ and the
dramatic growth of savings institutions interested in
financing house purchase. Within both Greater London and
England and Vales as a whole, by far the greater part of
private housebuilding between 1919 and 1939 was purchased for
owner-occupation, whether it was subsidised or not. 1 Prior
to 1914 on the other hand the evidence suggests that perhaps
only a tenth of all new private housing, or even less, was
purchased by its occuvier.

The growth of owner-occuvation was, of course, very much
related to the expansion of the building society movenment.
Building societies were the primary means by which house
purchase by owner-occupiers was financed during both decades.
The relationsiip however was by no means one way since just
as the expansion of owner-occupation was dependent.on the
growta of institutions suchk as building societies, sc the
growth of building societies on a large scale was dependent

on the expansion of owner-occupation.

1. lee above Ch. 3 and 4; also Marshall, ov. cit. p.189.
and The Marley Re-ort, Cmd. 3911, ».19.

2. Zconomist, 26 Aur. 1939, p.394; Cleary, op. cit. p.185.

3. X3, lLay 19%0, p.307; The Times (1938), o-. cit. p.46.
In the region of 759 of purchaseswere financed in this way
(being slightly greater in th> 1930s). Among other agencies
financiny house purchase were banks, employers, LAs,
insurance comranies, and co-orerative societies, while on
very rare occasions houses were purchased outright, see
e.p. Jates Streatham (1928) Ltd. Sales Ledger; Richardson and
Aldcroft, op. cit. p.206.

4. Bowley (1945), op. cit. p.92.
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Prior to the Great Var, growth in the building society
movement was slow. 1 In contrast, the growth between the
wars has been described as "truly sensational'. 2 In 1913
total building society advances on new mortgages totalled

3 3y

£13 million and in 1923 approximately ©32 million.
1929 the value of total new advances had increased by well
over one and a half times to £74.7 million, with the amounts
advanced in 1933 and 1936 standing at £103.2 million and
£140.3 million respectively. The rise in the number of
borrowers was similarly rapid, increasing from 553,900 in
1928 to 948,500 in 1933 and 1,295,200 in 1936, & while the
number of shareholders increased by approximately 3.7 times
betuveen 1922 and 1938. 2 During the 1920s signs of a growing
concentration within the building society movement becanme
apparent,. the larger societies benefiting disproportionately
from the favourable conditions, and for the first time a
number of societies became more nationally-oriented.

Between 1926 and 1936 the number of borrowers from the Abbey

Road B.3, the largest London-based society and nationally

second in size only to the Halifax Permanent B.S, increased

seven times from 9,3CC to 82,000. 7

It would appear in fact that the strong demand for new

1. Economist, 27 April 192G, ».%15; 3.Moos, 'Building Societies
and Building Finance', 2ulletin of ths Cxford Institute of
Statistics, VII (1945),.150.

2. Abraass, op. cit. p.5k.

3. Nevitt, on. cit. pn. 29, 86.

L. Bowley (1945), or. cit. p.279. Frof. Bowley's sources were
the Annual Revorts of the Chief Registrar of Friendly Societies.
5. Cleary, on. cit. p.188; the number in 1937 yas 2,083,900.
Bowley (1945), or. cit. p.279.
6. Cleary, 0~. cit. p.203.

7. Jackson, 0v. Cit. p.19%4.
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housing to buy, and consequently for mortgagec, in and around
London gave the London societies, such as the Abbey Road 3.5,
the Co-operative B.S, and the Vestbourne Park B.S,:a
considerable advantage in the race for expansion during the
1920s. Within a non-nationally oriented movement their
proximity to such demand enabled them to charge relative high
mortgage rates, offer relatively high rates to investors,

and thus provide a particularly attractive investment prospect
within an economic climate already conducive to investment in
building societies. 1Indeed it would appear that the demand
for mortgages in and around London during the later 1920s and
the 1930s was also important in the expansion of many

provincial societies. 1In 1939, for example, The Econonmist.

decléred that the "érowth of many of the provincial societies,
in fact, owes much to the rapid growth of housing estates in
the London suburbs in the last decade . . . " 2

There can be little doubt that without the expansion of
owner-occupation, interwar private housebuildirg activity
would have run at a considerably lower level. “What then were
the reasons for the rise of owner-occuvation as the dominant
form of tenure in the new housing market between the wars?
The explanation given by representatives of the building
society movement mainly centred around the virtues of thrift
and level-headedness. Statements such as "a country of ﬂouse
owner~-occuvation is a country firmly entrenche& against

revolution - a level headed country" were not unusual.

1. Cleary, or. cit. pr. 203, 20k4.

2. 18 Feb. 1939, p.348. See also NIB, Oct. 1937, p.26.

3. B3G, llarch 1935, p.196. Sec also e.g. H.Bellman, The Thrifty
35

e ]
Three .'il’ions (1935) and Bricks and Mortals (1949), esp. ch.d-9.
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However, although clearly owner-occupaticn had & nunbver of
advantaces for house searchers over private renting (e.z.
greater choice of location, the satisfaction of property
ownership, frecdom from interference and the whims of a
1andiord in the provision of shelter for himself and family,
and freedom from arbitrary rent increases) 1, it is
important "to dispel .. . the myth that the increase cf owner-
occupancy has been due either to a remarkable increase in the
virtue and thrift of the population or . . . to some factor of
the 'Act of God' type." 2 As Vialter Harvey urote in 1933,
"home buying since the war has not been a voluntary gesture', 3
owner-occupation developed at the pace and to the position of
significance that it did,as a result of the desertion of
private investment in housing to let,and the fact that for
many the gap could not be filled by local authorities. Thus
for those with houses who wanted a modern house (especially
one 'in the country') and for new households wi?hout houses
the only option open was to buy.

What then were the causes of the shifts in the attractive-
ness of investment in new housing to let after the Armistice?

In brief, during the 1920s there were both short and longer

1. There were also certain financial advantages. Between the
wars the r.v. on new housing wvas derived with ref. to rental
incones of controlled pre-19l4 houses hence (1) it was
estimated in 1939 that occupiers of new housing were paying 3CL
less in rates than the convenience of the houses warranted, and
(2) the under valuation and infrequent revaluations meant that
owner-occupiers were gaining more from their tax concession on
their interest payments than they were to pay in Schedule A tax
on their houses imputed rental valuve. Nevitt, o». cit. pv.56,59.

2. Bowley (1945), o->. cit. p.85. -

3. B3G, April 1933, p.23%.

L. See e.g. Bowley (1945), ov. cit. pp. 85-6; Richardson and

— e et e

Alderoft, op. cit. p.206; Cleary, on. cit. p.187.
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term factors operating against such iuvestment. Although rent
restriction may have been perhaps a psychological'deterrent to
some investment, without a doubt the high building costs and
interest rates of the early 1920s,with the certainty of falls
some time in the future,were major short term influences
deflecting investment from the private rented sector; no doubt
supported by the increased postawar'levels of taxation.
However, as Prof. Bowley pointed out in 1945, there were also
more deep-seated, fundamental forces at work during these
years since changes in the investment market meant the
permanent diminution of both the usefulness and attractiveness
of such a form of investment, particularly in relation to the
benefits available from investment in institutions such as
building societies.

Prior to The Great War the organisation of the housing
investment market was primitive in comparison with other’
investment markets. 2 In the post-war years on the other hand
there was a growth in the habit of indirect investment tarough
such agencies as investment trusts, insurance comvanies and,
particularly imwortant from the point of view of the housing
market, building societies. Obviously the question must be
asked: why did such changes in investment patterns take place,
and in particular what were the reasons for the rapid growth
of the building society movement Jduring the 1920s and 1930s?

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries

the housing investment market was in general a local market

1. Cleary, ovp. cit. pp. 185-5; Bowley (1945), ov. cit.
pp. 85-7; liitchell and Deane, op. cit. p.k29.
2. See for details ibid, pp. 07-0; also Nevitt, ov. cit.

pp. %7, 38.
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based primarily on the private mortgage. Most private

rortgages were made with trustee or other funds under the
control of solicitors. However; the private mortgaée was

far from an ideal form of investment even prior to 1914

sincé it not only tended to be very illiquid but also

involved relatively large units of investment which normally
could only be realised by finding another investor within

the locality willing to buy. 1 Apart from the strength of
the belief in the scundness of property as an investment,

this type of market probably survived, as Ievitt notes,
because of the févouring of nmortgages by solicitors whose
knowledge of property law would have far oﬁtweighed their
knowled ;e of financial institutions and investment econonics.
During the Creat Var this investment outlet closed up, but
after the Armistice solicitors were again able to create new
mortgages with funds under their control. However, during
the post-war years, with much investmenf tied up in the
National Debt, the changing structure of the new housing
market and a trend in favour of more attractive indirect
investment forms, there began a deflection of funds away from
private mortgages. This, in turn, will have aided building
societies by reducing én important element of competition in
a sphere in which, and at a time when,building societies with
their accumulated funds from the war years must have been one

of the few significant mortgage sources available to

1. Bowley (1945), or. cit. p.87; Nevitt, ov. cit. pp. 37, 38.
2. Ibid, p.38.
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accommodate the demand for new housing.

During the 1920s there were several important categories
of funds looking for investment opportunities. For example
there were those funds which for various reasons vere
desefting the investment market in new dwellingsto let.

There were also those funds which derived from the small
savings efforts of a sizeable middle section of the
population. "There was no obligation on such people to save,
but the intense savingsdrives of the First Viorld VWar no doubt
did something to spread the savings habit, and once acquired
it was likely to continue." 2 Moreover no doubt this habit
was reinforced by the rising trend in real incomes enjoyed by
this group among others thch developed from the mid 1920s.

For a number of reasons building societies provided
attractive havens for such funds. In the first place the
risks involved in such investment were substantially smaller
than under any private mortgage system. Building societies
provided a means whereby a large number of short-term
investmnents of modest denominations couwld be accepted, pooled,
and lent in turn to a fewer number of peonle in larger
denominations and over longer periods under a system of
regular but small repayments of the capital and interest.

In this way the risk to which individual investment was

exposed was both reduced and spread very widely. No longer

l. Nevitt, ov. cit. pp. 38, 39. Nevitt has calculated that
the decline in the percentayre of total personal property lent
on mortgage first became significant in 1920-1 falling sharply
from 6.45 in 1913-4 to 4.5 in 1920-1 before declining more
gradually to 2.7 in 1937-8.

2. Cleary, op. cit. p.188.
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need any investment ge tied up with an individual borrower
or the value of a particular house, nor an investor be
forced to invest in relatively large investment units.
HMoreover with the regional, and later national, development
of tﬁe activities of individual societies no longer was any
investment limited to a particular local housing market.
Indirect investmnent in housing throuéh societies also gave
investors far greater liquidity since societies held
approximately 15% of all their monies in the form of cash
or highly liquid assets to meet day to day withdrawals.
Indeed it was almost as easy as investing in a savings bank,
while the return was significantly higher. 1

Throughout the interwar period the return from invest-
ment with building societies in general compared very
favourably with yields on alternative forms of investment.
The differential between building society yields and the
returns from savings bank investment, for examrle, has
already becn noted, while during the 1920Cs building society
net yields (around 43.) ran closely with the gross yield on
Consols, the form of investment closest in character to that
provided by building societies. 2 It is true that according
to one estimate an average dividend yield on ordinary shares
during the late 1920s was just over 6): while an average
earnings yield was over 1C%. 5 ﬁowever again these yields

were gross yields, and of course investment in industrials

1. Nevitt, on. cit. p. 37; Bowley (1945), op. cit. pp. 91-2;
Cleary, o». cit. pn. 203-5.

2. Clecary, op. cit. p.19C. Table AVIII. B.Soc. yield was
equivalent to about 6% gross.

3. London and Caubridge Zconomic Service, The British
Dconomy: Fev Statistics, 1900-66 (1967), p.l6.




was associated with a greater element of risghk than investment
in building societies.

The importance of the builaing societies' ability to
offer a tax-free return on investments and deposits was
clearly of some significance in their expansion during the
1920s and 1930s, since where the potential investor was a
taxpayer it gave the societies a sigrificant edge over gilt-
edged securities, 1 and during the later 1920s (before the
collapse of the stock market in 1929) narrowed the gap
between the actual return on buildin: society and industrial
investment. In part at least the building societies!
ability to offer such relatively attractive net yields to the
investor stemned from the peculiar relationship which existed
between themselves and the Inland Revenue during the interwar
years. This developing relationship first emerged during the
1870s and concerned the difficulties which confronted the
Inland Revenue in their efforts to collect the small amounts
of tax due on the annual incone earned by each of the large
number of buildinzg society investors. The conflict which
developed between the societies and the Inland Revenue was
partially resolved by agreements in 1894 and 1916. 2 In
1921, under a renegotiation of the earlier agreements, the
societies agreed to pay tax at half the standard rate on
half the total share aﬁd devosit interest it paid annually to
its investors. The effect of this was to quarfer the rate of

tax that investors had to pay, a substantial incentive to

1. Apart from any other advantages such as greater
liguidity.

2. Nevitt, op. cit. pp. 5C-1.



those who paid tax at the standard rate. further
modification in 1926 affected only investors with 35,00C or
over in societies. 1 This situation held into the early
1930s and, althoush further modifications were made to the
arraﬁgements in 1932 and 1935, in 1938-9 the effective rate
of tax on societies' returns to investors was still only
approximately 36% of the standard rate. 2

Nevitt, in her important study of the financial and
economic aspects of housing, suggests that the tax con- -
cessions obtained by building societies from the Inland
Revenue " vere highly significant in the 1920s (the period
when investment in building societies grew most rapidly)
« o o " 5 However, nct only were these tax concessions
important during the 1920s, 4 they were also almest certainly
influential in directing investment funds towvards building
societies after the ooliapse of the stock market in 1929. In
1933 llarold Bellman noted the growing interest "of more
substantial investors" in building societies between 1919 and
1931. 2 A provortion of these would have been individuals
who before the war had, or would have, invested in housing to

let, other during the 1920s were individuals aqd comranies

specifically attracted by the tax arrangsments. 6 After the

1. Nevitt, on. cit. p.52. Increased taxation post-var would
have em~hasised the incentive rrovided by the tax concessions.

2. Ibid, rp. 52-3.

3. Ibid, p. 54.

L, Vhile for the very small investor, the non-taxparer, the
convenience and liquidity of building society investment
were probably sufficient to attract them away from government
stocks.

5. '"Buildin~ 3ocieties - Some Economic Aspects!', Zcononic
Journal, XLIII (1933), 17.

6. Nevitt, on. cit. p.52.
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crash in industrials.and overseas investrnent prospects in
1929, these investors were joined by both large and medium
investors looking for a safe short-term havea for their
funds and attracted to building societies, 1 in preference
for éxample to Consols, by the taxation differences and the
liquidity provided. Between 1929 and 1930 for examnle
building society liabilities to sharéholders and depositors
rose by some £58.3 million (46% more than between 1928-9). 2
Between 193%1 and 1936 i£ is probable that tax conceszions
were ol less importance in the attraction building societies
held for investment, although still not without significance.
After 1931 there developed a divergence between the adverticsed
yields on Consols and society shares,to the society's
advantage. For example, the difference between the two
advertised rates after the great ‘ar Loan Conversion of 1&32
stood at around 0.8%, and in 1933 the gap was around 0.6% . 5
The reason for the relative stic<iness cf society yields
relative to changes in Bank Rate and the yield on gilt-edged
securities stemmed from the societies' reluctance to reduce
mortgage lending rates without greater certainty on the
permanence of the lower structure of interest rates which
had begun to emerge in 1931. h In real terms of course the
investment yield differentials during these years were

substantially greater than those advertised and were

1. Bowley (1937), on. cit. ».177.

2. Bowley (1945), o). cit. v.279. Between 1930-31 the
increase was o4 811,

3. Stolper, on. cit. p.4l; Cleary, on. cit. p.19C.

L. Ibid.
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probably in the region of 2.3 and 1.9% during 1932 and
1933 respectively.

The rapid influx of funds secking safe temporary
accommodation at relatively high rates of return was a
considerable embarrassment to the societies which again had
to face the problem of arresting investment which if with-
drawn quickly could undermine their stability. The influx
was of particular embarrassment during the early years of
the 1930s, a period when demand for new mortgages teanced to
marx time. Between 1931 and 1932 share and deposit
liabilities increased by some 250.2 million. 2 During the
middle of 1932 a number of larger metropolitan societies
began to take action to restrict investments and other
societies soon followed. 5 Kost societies placed severe
restrictions on share investments, while scme ceased to
accept any further share investument at all. 4 Moreover in the
second half of 1932 the intercest offered on society shares
began to fall as societies became more sure of the stability
of the lower interest rate structure. Between 1§32 and 1933
the annual inflow of funds fell by two-fifths to £30.6 million.5

One consequence of the large inflow of fuqu betﬁeen 1929
and 1932 was the further intensification of competition between
societies for business. The inflow of funds at a time of
slowing mortgase demand encouraged societies to take steps to

liberalize their lending arrangements. From 1932 at the same

RSG, July 1932, p.h37.
Bowley (1945), on. cit. 1.279.
BsG, July 1922, p . 137~8; B3G, Aug. 1932, pp. 540-1.

Keo oatst, 16 Suly 1932, p.13h.

. Bouley (1945), on. cit. mp. 278, 279.

U W=
»
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time as mortgage rates were being ¥educe&, societies wvere
gradually lengthening the period over which they would lend
money. Both these actions workéd to reduce the weekly
payment required on any mortgage. However of Zreater
significance in widening the effective demand for new
housing was the rapid development and adoption of collateral
security arrangements by which the initial deposit required
on a mortgage was reduced from that required on a normal
building society advance (i.e. between 25% and 20%) to
approximately 5%. As a result no longer did a potential
purchaser need to have saved £150 or £120 before he could buy
a dwelling valued at T600, but only the substantially lcwer
sum of £30.

" A number of methods were devised during these years
whereby collateral security was provided, 1 however by far the
most commonly adopted was the method which came to be known as
the 'Builders' Pool'. 2 This method was first developed
during the mid 1920s and its adoption spread rapidly,

3

particularly during the early 1930Cs. The suggestion by
Richardson and Aldcroft that "this system began to develep in
1934 . . . " is clearly untrue, as is their suggestion that

during the early 1930s it was rare to find advances of greater

than SOﬂ.L*Statements by both Bellman and Harvey in the

l. See Clearwv, on. cit. pp. 193-k.

2. For a-description of this particular method see e.r.
Scononist, 18 Feb. 1939, r.348; also J. Laing, 'Increased
liortgaces on Builders' Guarantees', in Betham, ed. ovn. cit.

pp. 867-8 and ibldr, May 1937, p». 3-4.
‘ 3. ror an example of its oneration in the Kent suburbs in
1926, see Abbey R0ad B.J3, 2ool Devnosit a/c no. D.2136.

i, Richardson and Aldcroft, on. cit. p.2Q5.



Building Societies Gazette between 1930 and 1932 make it

clear that the method was well-established by this'time,
particularly in the Tondon area. 1 While in April. 1932 the
objection of many societies to the Building 3Societies
Association EZxecutive's recommendation of a 90% maximum for
advances 2 indicates how common mortgages of greater than
90% must have been and the importarnce placed on them by

societies as a means of maintaining and expanding the

effective demand for mortgages. During 1932 also evidence

has been found of housebuilders who were willing to provide
wvhat amounted to second mortgage facilities, accepting a
propvortion of the reguired deposit on the basis of an

agreement to complete the deposit paywent in instalments over

a stated period. As a copywriter. put it for Richard Costain

& Sons Ltd:

No need to disturb your savings, you can
nmove for a cash payment as low as <1C.

The rest is as simnle as A.B.C. ZFifteen
weekly vayments comnlete the deposit

while you are in occupation enjoying the L
comforts of your new home.

The importance of the growth of the building society
movement and the growing competition between societies, the

adoption of advertising and the employment of agents on

l. E.g. Larch 1930, p.l46; March 19631, p.158; Jan. 1932,
p.35. See also 535G, Oct. 1929, p.342; July 1931, pp. 514-5;
and .3Bethawn, ed. op. cit. p.87.

2. S.J.Price, Buildinns Societies: Their Oricins and History
(1958), p.b12.

3. See also Zconoaist, 18 Feb. 1939, p.348.
4. Tarrov Gazette and Cbsarver, 9 Sept. 1932, p.15. Also
e.z. Fomefinders' 3uall Property Guide, 22 March 1932, p.22.
G.T.Crouch Ltd. termed their arrangenent the 'Crouch Deposit

Savings Club', intervievs with Daniel, 7.11.69; Jones

10.10.69. .
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commission to attract custom, and the adoption of innovations.
such as the improvement of loan terms and particularly the
Builders' Pool and other collateral arrangements, all serve
to help explain not only why, in the absence of investment in
new housing to let, owner-occupation was able to establish
itself as the dominant tenure within the market for new private
housing, but also the generally high levels of activity
achieved by the housebuilding industry between the wars.
As Prof. Bowley has written, Vit was the development of the
building society system [its own development on a large scale
being dependent on the growth in demand for owner-occupation]
that made the large volume of building by nrivate enterprise
possible." 2 And it was only with the development of such
institutions that aner-occupation'could permeate down through
the middle band of the socio-economic scale, the phenomenon
which was such an important feature of private housing demand
between the wars. 3 loreover there can be little doubt of the
importance of both the rapidity of the movement's growth, and
the at times intense competition which existed between
societies, in this 'percolation' process.

A satisfactory analysis of the causes of short-term
fluctuations in private housebuilding activity within Greater

London is seriously limited by the lack of disaggregation in

1. In interaction with other factors such as rising real
incones from the mid 1920s, falling building costs between
1925/6 and 1933/4, shifting tastes and standards, general
demographic pressures, and during the 1930s the lower
structure of interest rates.

2. Boley (1945%), or. cit. pr. 92, 93.

3. Ibid. pp. 81, 82.

L, Intericting of course with shifts in real incones and
building costs.
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the available time-series data into subsidised and unsubsidised
‘activity. There is also the problem of asttempting an
explanation of local fluctuations by reference to national
data and trends in such spheres as building costs, incomes
etc. since the more limited the spatial scale, the greater the
influence that local factors are }ikely to have had on house-
building activity. Detailed analysis of local fluctuations
will unfortunately have toawait future investigation. However
by applying a crude assumption to the available data it is
possible to make a number of tentative suggestions. The
assumption is that between 192C and 1929 annual private
subsidised activity within Greater Londeon varied in the same
nroportions as it did within Zngland and ''ales as a who%g.
Thus, since private subsidised activity (1920-29) within
Greater London totalled 33,017 dwellings = and approximately
11.45% of the total (1919/20 - 1929/30) within England and *
Jales was undertaken in 1924/5, 2 it is assuned that around
3,760 private subsidised dwellings were built within Greater
London in 1924 (see below Fig. 11.2). Clearly the accuracy

of this assumption will vary from year to year, however the
relatively low level of subsidised activity within Greater
Iondon during the 1%20Cs means that the significance of such
inaccuracies for any analysis is likely to be riuch less

than if such activity had been high.

1. L.C.C., Tondon Statistics 1028-30, XXXIV (1931), p.133.

2. Bouley (19%5), on. cit. p.271l. Unless otherwise stated,
all subsequent houscbuilding statistics for England and Jales
will be taken from this source.
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activity between 193C and 193¢, houever it is known

to have been negligible.

FIG. 11.2. The nunber of dwellines comrleted in Greater
London . by local avthorities and private
enterprise, 19232-37. <

I’ ! 1 Eni 5 'I S i

l Date i L.A. Private Enterprise . | Total |

' ’ sub- unsub-~ 3 total | |

} ' sidised sidised i

. ) | !

| 1920 |, 1,147 ! 6 1,489 1,495 | 2,642
1921 9,696 1,080 2,151 3,231 | 12,927
1922 12,047 1,670 03,190 4,860 | 16,907
1923 2,482 850 6,936 7,786 | 10,268

’ 1924 2,247 3,810 11,384 15,194 » 17,441

| 1925 | 3,826 5,080 14,575 19,655 | 23,481

f 1926 | 8,353 6,430 18,759 25,179 = 33,529
1927 : 16,017 6,030 19,761 25,791 i 41,808
1928 | 15,019 3,980 23,382 27,362 | k2,381

| 1929 8,570 4,070 30,048 34,118 |, 42,688
1930 7,531 k2,652 k2,652 | 50,183
1931 10,707 44,805 L4 805 | 55,512
1932 - 8,325 %6,288 36,288 | 44,613
1933 6,421 47,088 47,988 , 54,409
1934 7,856 72,756 72,756 | 80,612

[ t

1935 7,662 68,015 68,C15 | 75,677
1936 11,134 67,704 67,7C4 = 78,838
1937 11,290 57,805 57,805 69,095

Source: LCC (1939),0v. cit. p.l72.

1. MPD + CPD

2. Jan. - Dec.

2. Estimated. Ilo evidence is available for subsidised
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FIG. 11.3. The nurher of dwellings completed in Zngland and

Vales by local authorities and grivate enterprise

between the Armistice and 31st liarch 1939 ('000s).

1

Private Enterprise i

Date L.A. l 1

subsidised unsubsidised i Total i
101 21 I

919/20 0.6 0.1)

1920/21 15.6 13.0
1921/22  80.8 2o.3€ 53.8 975
1922/2%3  57.5 10.3 |
1923/2h | 1h.3 4.3 67.5 71.8
1924/25 20.7 47.0 69.2 116.2
1925/26 Ly 2 60.8 66.4 12¢.2 !
1926/27 74,1 79.6 63.9 1i432.5 :
1927/28 104.1 74,6 60.3 134 .9
1628/29  55.7 49.1 6.7 113.8 |
1929/30 61.8 50.2 0.1 140.3 |
1930/31 55.9 2.6 125.4 128.0 ;
1931/32 70.1 2.3 128.4 130.7 |
1932/33 55.9 2.5 142.0 1445
1933/34 "56.0 2.8 207.9 210.7 }
1934 /35 | Lo,2 1.1 .286.4 287.5 l
1935/36 53.5 0.2 271.7 271.9
1936/37 71.8 0.8 274 4 275.2
1937/38 78.0 2.6 257.1 259.7
1938/39 10C.9 h,2 226.4 230.6
Total 1111.7 430 .4 2,455.63 2,886.03

Source: 3Bowley (1945), o-. cit. p.271.

1. All figures are for April-March.

2. Includes dwellirgs built between the Armistice and
31 liarch 1919.

3. Includes 21,500 dwellings built with L.A. guarantees
under the 193%3 Act. These have not been included
separately for indivicdual years.
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Initial factor shortages and high costs prevented
the boom in private housebuilding which had been expected by
many to arise during the early 1920s. In the placé of boon,
within both Ingland and Yales and Greater London, there was a
gradﬁal growth in activity. Throughout the 1920s the cost of
new houses was undoubtedly a restraining influence on effective
demand, in spite of the obvious potential demand pressures
which existed. On the other hand, it is important that the
boom in private housebuilding activity experienced during the
1930s should not lead the observer to underestimate the
expansion which took place during the 1920s. As was seen in
Chapter 1 the greatest peak of activity achieved before 191k

1 By 1928 total

within Greater London was 27,381 in 1899-1909.
private activity within this area had already reached the
1899-1900 level, and by 1929 unsubsidised activity had without
question passed this figure by well over 10CO dwellings. 2
Thus, by any previous standard, the 19205 saw a boom in
private housebuilding whether the figures are taken with or
without subsidised activity.

What then were the factors which led to the
expansion of housebuilding activity during the 1520s? Within
England and 'ales as a whole the expansion in ;nsubsidised
activity experienced during the early 1920s first slowed down
around 1924/5 before falling by approximately 3,00C dwellings
in each year to 1927/8. 1In general the reason for this change

can probably be explained in terms of the Chamberlain subsidy

1. See above Fig. 1.0.

2. A conservative estimate, sec above Fig. 11.2. Unless
otherwise stated all subsequent housebuilding statistics
for Greater London will be taken from this source.
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deflecting the attention of a section of the industry from
unsubsidised to subsidised activity, and also the gradual
exhaustion of the pool of effective demand which existed at
the prevailing cost levels. In 1928/9 trend in activity
turned and unsubsidised activity began to expand once more
(e.g. by 7.3% in 1928/9 and 4C.6% in 1929/30). Prof. Bowley
explained this reversal of the downward trend largely in
terms of falling building costs and the effect on latent
demand. According to the Maivald Index, after fluctuations
between 1922 and 1925, building costs fell in each year
(except 1929) between 1926 and 1934. Between 1926 and 1928
costs fell by about 5.8 and between 1926 and 1930 by about

7355 1 Prof. Bowley argued that:

it was not until 1923, that the accumulated
fall in costs had become really substantial . .
[and'that] at thi~ level of costs houses were
becoming a reasonable financial proposition for
the whole group of families accustomed to
living in houses with rateable values between
£13 and 226, provided they had the canital
available for the initial lump sum repayment
required.

2
Vhile earlier she had argued that "it is clear . . . that by
1930 the continued fall in costs had become in total
sufficient to stimulate an expansion of unsubsidised building
of houses of all sizes." 5

Almost certainly changes in cost, in the context of

considerable latent.demand, was an important factor in the

upward trend in unsubsidised activity. On the other hand too

l. Mfaiwvald, on. cit. p».192.
2. Bowley (19457, on. cit. pp. 80-1.

3. 1bid. ».78. In general, fluctuation in subsidised
activity was a function of changes in subsidy arrangements.



great an emphasis on this variable tends to underplay the

other component of the cost/effective demand equation, i.e.
the ability to pay. Between 1925 and 19292 for example real
incomes rose by some 4.7%, while between 1925 and 1930 the

increase was 10.1%. Moreover it has been argued earlier in

this chapter that competition between building societies
during the 1920s had resulted in greéter attention being paid
to the development of various forms of collateral security,
including the Builders' Pool, as a way of decreasing the
proportion of the valuation which a purchaser had to find
under a mortgage scheme. 2 Although this latter point should
perhaps not be over stressed, it is also important that, with
the existence and use of the second mortgage (whether from a
bank, a builder, or other private source), it should not be
overlooked as would appear to have been the case in the past.
On the basis of the assumptions made earlier, unsubsidised
private activity within Greater London rose in each year
between 1920 and 1931 and thus did not experience the falls in
activity during 1926/7 and 1927/8 found within England and
Wales as a whole. On the other hand the Greater London
experience is not necessarily inconsistent with the explanation
for national fluctuations suggested above. Thus for Greater
London also it can be suggested that a fundamental feature of
the housing market was the provision of dwellings for

successively lower income groups within the broad middle-class

1. liitchell and Deane, ov. cit. p.353.
2. In the earlier days of the develoovment of collateral

agreements, it apprears that much greater usc was made of then
within and around London than in the provinces, see e.g.
Bentham, ed. o0p. cit. p.87.
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sector of the household population as, for various rezsonsg,
their latent demand became effective.

Two polats suggest this. The first is the slouing down
which took place in the expansion of unsubsidised activity
duriﬂg 1927. The second point concerns the idea that
differences between the national and the local trends during
these years can perhaps be explained in terms of the greater
number of households within the Greater London area (than
within other areas of the country) which could be placed, in
terms of their incomes, within all sections of the 'middle-
classes'. In the context of this second point, of particular
importance between 1920 and 1926 were the greater number of
households which, in terms of their ability to ray, were at the
top of the housing demand ladder and which could afford to buy
houses rated at between £20 - £35 r.v., particularly perhaps
within the top half of this r.v. range. And given the
increasing availability of funds from the expanding building
society movement and the probable increasing dissatisfacticon
with pre-1914 dvellings as the suburbs were seen to extend
outwards, it is likely that increasin; numbers of such
households which had toth the income and the savings necessary
became interes*ecd in acquiring new houses in leafier surround-
ings. When.taken together, these two points suggest that,
broadly speaking, what was happening between 1925 and 1927 in
England and Vales as a whole (i.e. the gradual exhaustion of
effective cemand at prevailing cost: real income levels) was
bepinning to happen within Greater London around 1i927. Vhile
“after 1927, in both areas, falling building costs and rising

recal incomes were both facilitating the release of the pert-up
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demand of households in the socio-economic strata below this
level. 1

Although to aid clarity the situation during tﬁe 1920s
has been examined in isolation from that within the 1930s, it
is important to appreciate that in terms of short—%erm trends
in unsubsidised housebuilding this chronological division of
'the period is unreal. With the modification and the eventiual
withdrawal of the Chamberlain subsidy in 1927 and 1929
respectively, private subsidised activity within both Greater
London and England and Vales first declined 2 and then all bdbut
ceased. 3 In contrast, unsubsidised housebuilding activity
wvithin England and Vales as a whole rose in each year between
1928/9 and 1934/5, while within Greater London it is probable
that; with the exceﬁtion of 1932, the rising trend began very
early on in the period and continued right through the peak in
1934,

In the past much attention has been focused on the causes
of the 1930s housebuilding boom. However, as both Prof.
Bowley and Richardson and Aldcroft have pointed out, it was
during the later 1920s that unsubsidised housebuilding activity

began to turn upwards. 4 It has been seen that within England

and Wales this was certainly the case, while within Greater

1. Superficially this exvlanation has a great acrpeal, although
in view of the limited amount of evidence available further
work will have to e awaited before it can be hopefully
accepted without reservations.

2. Part of this decline may also have been accounted for by a
deflection of some builders' attention into unsubsidised
activity as conditions in this sphere became nore favourable.

3. L.C.C., Lonion 3tatistics, XLAIV (1930) - XXXIX (1937);
see above Fig. 11l.3.

L, Bowley (1945), ov. cit. p.271; Richardson and Aldcroft,

op. cit. pp. 200-1.
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London the trend had been upward from the early 1920s.
Moreover the statistics of completions for Greater London at
least clearly reveal that, by 1931, there was already an
unsubsidised boom of considerable proportions, output
standing at approximately 63% above the 1899-190C level.

Significant as this evidence is however, it is important
‘that at&ention to it should not deflect attention from the
very sharp acceleration in unsubsidised activity which took
place in 1934 within Greater London, and in 1923/4 and 1934/5
within England and Walés as a whole. The increases involved
were of the order of 75%, and L6% and 33% respectively.
Clearly it is not inconceivable that the forces which explain
the expansion of unsubsidised activity during the 1920s may
have differed either in character or importance from those
which explain the dramatic acceleration noted above. For
examnle, although the effects of the 1931 financial crisis and
the move towards a 'cheap money' policy were obviously of no
influence during the early stages of the growth in unsubsidised
activity, this clearly does not preclude them from having
possibly been in some way influential in the more dramatic
acceleration found around 1934.

The causation of short-term fluctuations in private
housebuilding activity is often both complex and intricate.
It is true of course that the patn of such activity is
particularly sensitive to changes in certain factors but it is
imvortant to stress that any sugrestion of a 'single factor
causation' would be quite mistaken. There can be little doubt

for example that the growth in activity during the 1920s was a
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conséquence of the inter-relationship of trends in building
costs, real incomes and accessibility to purchase finance,
in the context of strong latent demand forces. During the
early 1930s also it was the coincidence of, and the inter-
relafionship between, a number of favourable forces which
provided the stimulus for the rapid acceleration of activity
found around 1934. |

Broadly spea%ing there has been agreement on the group
of factors which were in some way influential in movements
in housebuilding activity during the first half of the 1930s.
The controversy which has arisen has stemmed from the relative
emphasis placed on particular factors, and especially the

search for a dominant factor. MNaturally the temptation to

argue for a predominant factor is great. For example, in 1935

The Z“conomist concluded that

although the falling costs of building, lower rates
of interest and reviving confidence had all played
their parts in [ the] generation [ of the boor), the
dominant factor was the great increase in 1
purchasing power of the mass of the population . . .
Ten years later, I'rof. Bouvley was more balanced in her assess-
ment, but tended to favour the accumulated fall in building
costs in combination with a reduction in interest rates.
Uhile in 1955 Prof. N¥evin argued strcngly that the dominant

factor in the acceleration of housebuvilding activity between

1931 and 1933 had been the move into an era of cheap rioney. ~

1. 2 Nov. 1935, p.3kk.
2. Bowley (1945), opn. cit. p.8l. Although in 1938 she also

acknowledged the significance of rising real inccines, see

Bowley (1933), o». cit. pwn. 185-6€.
3. Z.Nevin, The lechanism of Cheap loney (Cardiff, 1955),

pp. 268-96, esp. 272-bH.




Mere recently the extreme viewpoint held by Nevie has hcocen
challenged by Richardson and Alderoft who disnissed cheap
money as a force of crucial sigﬁificance during the initial
upswing in activity, L althoug%fggcept that "&11 the evidence
lends supnort to the conclusion that {cheap money] was by far
the most important agent helping to maintain the rapid rate of
housebuilding once the boom was under uvay'; 2 conclusions in
fact which correspond closely to those arrived at by Stolper
in 1941. > On the other hand even Richardson and Aldcroft

could not resist the temptation to stress one factor above all

others for they suggest that

since [the] changes [in building costs between

1930 and 1933 and their repercussions] took place
before the first 1 per cent reduction in mortgage
rates became overative, it suggests that the

initial upswing in building was a reaction to a L
fall in building costs.

Even in a relatively brief examination of the reasons for
the developing boom in private housebuildinz during the first
half of the 193Cs it is necessary first to outline the actual
path of housebuilding activity. Jit-in Zngland and Vales as
a whole the upturn in unsubsidised activity began during
1928. 2 The importance of movements in building costs and
real incories in the rising trend has already been mentioned.

Another factor which added to the impetus of theses more

fundamental forces was the reductions made to the Chamberlain

1. Richardson ani Aldcroft, ovn. cit. v»p. 20C-11.
2. 1lbid, r. 211.

3. Stclper, op. cit. p.55.

L. Richardson and Aldcroft, ov. cit. p.20h4.

5. See above rfig. 11.3.




subsidy during this year. Between 1627-8 and 193%0-1 annuval
unsubsidised output had increased by some 66,100 dwellings
or almost 110%. Thus while, as a result of the withdrawal
of the Chamberlain subsidy, subsidised activity fell from
50,200 dwellings in 1929-30 to 2,600 in 1930-31, over that
same ﬁeriod unsubsidised activity rose from 90,100 to
125,400 dwellings. The following tws years howvever saw 2.
élowing down in the growth in unsubsidised activity,
particularly in 1931/2. This however was probably more to do
with the economic uncertainty associated with the 1931
firancial crisis than adjustrient as a result of any more
fundamental forces. And from 1931-2 the growth in annual
unsubsidised output began accelerating once more with
increases of 11.5¢ (14,500) in 1932/3 and 46.4% (65,900) in
1933/4. In 1934/5, although the percentage increase (38.25)
wvas lower than that experienced during the previous year, in
actual terms the increase was greater by some 13,600 dwellings.
While from this date to lMarch 1939 unsubsidised activity was
maintained on a falling, though still relatively high, level.
The expansion of unsubsidised output during the 1520s
within Greater London, already examined earlier in the charxter,
continued into the 1930s. During 1931 however the
deceleration noted in the national figures was also evident
within Greater Londgn, while during 1932 unsubsidised house-
building activity actually fell by over 14%. The financial
crisis of 1931 is arain likely to be of significance here, the
uncertainty resulting in both the slowing down of work on

dwellings commenced and the delay of nev starts. The with-
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drawal of funds from London on a large-scale begana duriag

the suwmmer of 1931 and it was only in April 1932 "with the
pound stabilized, a halanced buéget and effective protection®,
that the crisis was overcome.

The timing of the crisis has important implications fer
the interpretation of the national and Greater London data
since the annual periods taken for these two series run from
April - March and January - December respectively. In
consequence although the uncertainty resulting from the crisis
would have affected national statistics of housebuilding
activity almost entirely within only one time period, in terms
of the representation of activity within Creater London it
would have affected the figures for both 1931 and 1932. l.ore-
over‘any effect such uncertainty might have had on startis
during the last four months of 1931 would be revealed in the
completions statistics for 1932, while comgcletions during 1931
would have also reflected starts during late 193C and early
1931, that is before the financial crisis hit Britain. These
considerations therefore perhaps help explain why activity,
as shown by the statistics, did not slow quite as sharply in
Greater London in 1931 as it did nationally in 1931/2, and why
it fell in London in 1932 while gradually rising nationally in
1932/3. Also, because of their proxinity to the City, it is
possible that housebuilders in and around London were affected
rnore strongly by the uncertainty than were builders in the

provinces. During 1933 activity began to rise once mores

l. Pollard, on. cit. pp. 227-9.
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Cutput in 19%3% in fact was & third nigher than that in 1932,
although it should be added that, when compared with private
activity before the temporary recession, the increase was
much less impressive and was in the region of only 7%. Thus
within Greater London at least the dramatic acceleration in
activity came during 1934 when output increased by over 72%
to 72,756 dwellings. During the follcwing two years private
activity remained high at between 4,5C0 and 5,600 below fhe
peak level, after which it d;clined to 57,805, a fall of
nearly 15%.

It is clear that uithin both England and Yales and
Greater London the upward trend in unsubsidised housebuilding
activity was well-established before 1230. It would con-
sequently be erronzous to ascribe this upward trend solely
to the first half of the 1930Cs. It would also be a mistake
to conceptualise the causation of this trend as a constant
set ¢f forces throushout its duration. One consequence of
such an approach to the analysis of a housebuilding trend
such as that during the niddle of the interwar period is that
it hinders flexibility in interpretation,and as a consequence
appears to encourage conclusions which stress 'dominant'
factors and to obscure the idea that perhaps the apparently
continuously upward trend was the consequence of varying
relationships between the various influential forces at
different points in time.

The curulative importance of falls in building costs
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and increases in rcal incomes in the vpvard trend in demand
during the late 19205 and early 193%0s is too widely
documented to recuire very much comment. According to the
Maiwald Index a fall in costs of 7.3% between 1926 and

1930 was followed by a further fall of 8.2% between 1930

and 1932 (or 107 between 1930 and 1933). 1 Yhile an increase
of 9% in average real incomes between 1926 and 1930 was
followed by a further increase of 4.6% between 1930 and 1931,
5.5 between 1930 and 1932, and 7.3 between 1930 and 1933. 2
The means by which falling building costs facilitated the
extension of effective demand down the socio-economic scale
was two-fold since not only did it influence the weekly cost
of buying a house on a mortgage but also it lowered the
actvél sum required.for a deposit on any given percentage
mortgase arrangement. ‘'hile, for the many households wnich
appear to have been willin@ to devote their gains in real
income to the improvement of their housinc .standards, rising real
incomes both facilitated the accumulation of funds to finance
a deposit and enabled such households to undertake greater
weekly commnitments, in absolute if not in provortional terms,
with respect to their expenditure on housing.

In view of the fact that the rising trend in unsubsidised

private housebuilding activity began before 1930 it is clear

l. raivald, ovw. cit. p.192. In the construction of this
index !aiwald assured a 50:50 ratio between wage and material
costs. TFor housebuilding durins these years a more accurate
ratio appears to have been 33:66 (intcrviews). On this
assumption the falls noted would have been: 1926-30, 7.5
.1930-32, 8.55.; 1930-33%, 11.15%.

2. Mitchell and Deane, op. cit. p.353.
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that, for example, Richardson and Aldcroft are right in their
claim that the effects of cheap money were unimportant in
"the initial upswing in building". L On the other Land, such
a statement without elaboration may be misleading since it
tends to deflect attention from the particularly rapid
acceleration in the increase of activity which took place
during 1933 and 1934 in both England and Vales as a whole,
and Greater London, and also from the actual size of the
output produced at the peak of the upward cycle. Thus, even
though the lack of significance of 'cheap money' during the
early stages of the upswing in activity may readily be
admitted, it is perhaps pertinent to ask whether the ccmplete
dismissal of the influence of 'cheap money' in the later
acceleration of activity to the peak, and hence the ultimate
size of the peak, may be a mistaken viewpoint; albeit a
natural reaction to the extreme view argued by Prof. Nevin
in the mid-195Cs.

The implications for housebuilding of the movement
towards and into a period of 'cheap money' are likely to
have been rather wider than simply a downward effect on
mortgage repayments, the consequence of the lowering of
building society lending rates. As has been mentioned above
the interwar period, and particularly the early 1930s, was a
period of particularly severe comvetition between building
societies. 2 Their poprularity as & medium of investnment

between 1929 and the mid-193%0s was particularly strong, the

1. Richardson and Aldecroft, op. cit. p.211, also p.201.
2. See above pp. 7O7~—I2.
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massive inflow of investment funds stimulating societies to
adopt a variety of methods as a means of encouraging their
lending activity. 1 Initially the inflow of investments was
unrelated to any ‘cheap money' considerations, but was a
response to the stock market collapse. 2 However it is

clear that from the second half of 1931 onwards many
industrial investors, who had previoﬁsly locked to societies
to provide a short-term haven, res»nonded to a certain revival
in stock exchange activities and began to turn once again to
industrials. 3 Some societies experienced heavy withdrawals
and feared an even greater level of withdrawals as economic
conditions improved. TFalling interest rates, the growing
differential between the yields on building society shares
and Consols, and the conversion of the War Loan announced in
July 1932 hovever neant an inflood of funds and the fears of
a drainage changed to concern once again over stability. '
One consequence was a renewved wave of competition between
societies for custom which resulted not cnly in an increased
willingness to lend money, but also an even greater
inclination to undercut lending terms and make collateral

5

agreements with builders and developers. Cuts were also

made in mortgage rates.

The falls in mortgage rates during the second half of

1. See abeve p. 2.

2. See above p. 7TO7-%.

3. Stolper, o». cit. »n.l16.

L, 3ece above pp.770e-.The great conversion resulted in the
release of & large volume of liquid funds on to the market.

5. Stolper, op. cit. pp. L9-55.



1932 and in 1933 have been well documeanted by Ztolper in 1941
who concluded that they were too slow and too late to be
considered the sole explanation of the rise in building
activity. 1 This of course is not in dispute. Vhat is being
quesfioned, however, is the apparent understatement by the
most recent workers in this sphere of the significance of the
manifestations of 'cheap money' in the development of the
‘boom and the eventual activity neak achieved. 2 As the
authors accepted, "the influence of cheap money on the
housing market can be expected to be widespread and
intricate « . . " 3 lHoreover it is important not to con-
sider the influence of each manifestation of cheap money in
isolation, but to visualize the probhable aggregate effect,
including the effects of the easier and cheaper borrowing
enjoyed by housebuilders requiring capital finance.

However an important question has still to be posed.
Was there time for the effects of these manifestations to
vork their way through the demand/supply process and still
exert an influence on the rising trend in activity? The
answer would appear to be positive both for Greater London
and England and Yales as a whole. Uitain Znzland and vwales
for examvle, although activity began to rise direct;y following
the temporary interruption in 1931/2, the first major
acceleration in comrletions did not occur until 1933/% (April-

March). ‘hile durinc the following 12 months the jump in

l. Cleary, op. cit. p.209.
2. Richardson and Aldcroft, op. cit. »p. 200-12.
3. Ibid, p.199.
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. 1 s .
actual completions was even greater. Within Greater London

the dramatic acceleration occurred during 1934 (Jan. - Dec.). 2
Clearly therefore, even allowing for a lage of 12 months
between the conception of housebuilding activity by the
builder and the completion of the resultant dwellings, in

both cases there was plainly sufficient time for the various
influences of 'cheap money' to work their vay through the
process and contribute to the period of most rapid
acceleration in activity and thus also to the size of the peak
obtained. 3 Indeed it is notable that, after an exceptionally
detailed and thorough analysis of the determinants of the
'boom', Stolper felt able to conclude that there can be little
doubt that the fall in mortgage rates (let alone the other
manifestations of cheap money) "greatly helped to develop . . .
the boom,. whether one looks for direct evidence or considers
the jump [of 41%] made by the estimated cost of dwelling houses
approved in the fourth gquarter of 1932." &

In view of Stolper's conclusions and the various points

made above it would apvear that argument as to the role and

1. See above p. /24.By describing 1933/4 and 1934/5 in their
discussion as 1933 and 1934 respectively, XRichardson and
Aldcroft tend to give the impression that the dramatic
acceleration occurred earlier than in fact was the case.

2. See above p. 126,

3. For building society comments on the effect of reduced
mortgsage rates on demand for mortgages towards the end of
1932, alsc the possible influence of press publicity and
exagpgeration of the falls in the rates, see e.g. B3G, Nov. 1932,
p.770; Dec. 1932, p.882; Sept. 1932, p.599.

L. Stolper, on. cit. pp. 48, 55. Under this index the rise
in housebuilding costs generally took nlace from this date,
although Maiwvald put the turningz point in building costs some

W

time durinzy the following 12 months. ov. cit. p.192.
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significance of cheap money in the acceleration of house-
building activity in these years is not as dead as perhaps
Richardson and Aldcroft imply. ‘Moreover there would appear

to be scope for further detailed research on, and thought to
be given to, £his question, even though it may well prove to
be impossible to establish in any quantitative way the

precise significance of each variable, and the nature of

their inter-relationships, at various points in time over
these few years. Indeed it is likely to be only after such
work has been undertaken that it will become possible for
economic historians to be as confident in their interpretation
of the role of the various determining factors in the
acceleration of activity to, and the size of, the peax as they
are now in their analysis of the forces influential in
maintaining and sustaining the high level of activity after

the peak had been passed.

2. Sumtary and conclusions.

Tre central theme of this work has been the activities of
the intervar sweculative housebuilder within the Greater
London O3A. It has not in fact been the intention of the
writer to develop any single thesis in this studyr, but rather
to examine and analyse various aspects of the work and
characteristics of the speculative housebuilder within this

area durinc these years. Thus in Chanters 2, 3 and 4

1. In particular the central role of cheap mcney via its
effects on the cost of prurchasc and constructicn finance,
~the liberalisation of mortgage lending terms, and the
increasine adoption oX collateral arrangements.



detailed attention has been given to the results of
speculative housebuilding activity, both subsidised and
unsubsidised, by mcans of an analysis of house ccmpletion
statistics. 'Jhile in Chapter L attention has alsoc been

given to the contribution.made by the private housebuilder
during these years to the provision of working-class housing,
particularly working-class housing to let. In Chapters 5 to
10 the emphasis of the work has shifted. Firstly, in
Chapters 5 and 6, it has shifted to a consideration of the
characteristics of interwar housebuilders, in termé?their
background prior to venturing into specvlative housebuilding,
their spatial and temporal origins, and the structure of the
industry within particular outer suburbén areas. While
secoﬁdly, in Chaptefs 7 to 10, it has turned to an examination
and analysis of certain aspects of the operations of interwar
speculative housebuilders,ywhich in turn has cast light on

certain of the processes involved in residential land develop-

ment within the CSA between the wars.

It is clear from the general analysis in Chapter 2 that,
in spite of the emergence of substantial local authority
involvement in housebuilding in most parts of England and
Wales betwcen the wars, the private sector continued to
dominate the provision of new housins. In England and Jales
as a wrole private housebuilders were resnonsible for sone
72" of all house completions, while in soue areas, for example
the Grcater London 33A, the sector's Jomination was almost
.total.(i.e. 9%./). It is also clear from house completion

4 L

statistics that, in terms of actual production, the interwvar



industry far outstripped its late nineteenth ana early
twentieth century performance.

In at least one respect the 1920s were unique in the
history of housing policy since subsidies were available
to private builders on any dwelling which cconformed to
certain statutory specifications. The statistical analysis
in Chapter 3 reveals the existence of considerable areal
’variation in the take-up of these subsidies, both over the
country as a whole and within more limited areas such as the
0SA of Grecater London. 1 In general the level of take-up in
the South-East, and particularly the outer suburbs, was well
belov the national average. To some extent the explanation
suggested by Prof. Bowley fér this variation, that in
general the dwgllings built within the 3outh-East and CS3A
were too large to be eligible for such subsidies, may have
had some truth, but it fails to explain satisfactorily the
irregularities in the level of take-up between small areas.
Moreover the analysis of the more detailed eviderce for the
03A reveals toc many inconsistencies and irregularities to
support conclusively any generalised relationships such as
"the better-off districts [tended] to benefit from subsidy
more than the poor districts'. 3

It is suggested in Chapter 3 that the attitudes of

individual builders to the idea and practice of subsidy and

1. Subsidise! nrivate hocusebuilding as % of total private

housebuilding:

Ingland & Wales = 31 3.suburbs = 13 N.suburbs = 2.
0SA = 11.6 S.E.suburbs = 10

E.suburbs = 19 WV .suburbs = 11

2. Bowley (1045), op. cit. p.59.
3. Ibid, p.39.
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government interference may well have been aa importasnt factor

in the irregularity of the spatial incidence of subsidy take-
up. On the gquestion of the type of area or family which
benefited most from the subsidy arrangements, it is
ackn&wledged that the areal basis of the statistical data is
insufficiently sensitive to allow categorical conclusions to
be drawn. On the other:- hand, it is acknowledged that in
general the majority of subsidised dwellings were rated at
above .13 r.v.(£20 r.v. in EPD) vhich, in the light of the
findings in Appendix 4.3, does go some way to supvort the

view that by far the greatest benefit of subsidy provision

was going to relatively well-to-do families.

In view of the inportance of unsubsidised private house-
building within the 0S54, particulérly during the 1¢3%0s, space
has been given in the first part of Chapter 4 to a descriptive
analysis of the trends and fluctuaticons which took place in
such activity within the outer suburban areas from October
1933. It is hoped that this analysis, with the accomp;nying
tables, and perhaps also the first part of tie present
chapter, has laid a useful foundation for further thought and
analysis, perkaps for a relatively small area of the outer
suburbs, of the underlying and more profound forces

influential on fluctations in the housing provision of various

qualities. ©On the other hand it is important that the

analysis should not simply be seen as a descriptive exercise
since the findings are imnortant as a means wvheretvy, for the

034 at least, (1) twoc hypotheses relating to changes in the

qualitative pattern of private housebuilding activity during a
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period of declining housebuilding activity may be examined,
and in turn (2) the contribution of the private scctor to
the prevision of werking~class housing during the middle and
late: 193Cs can be assessed.

The first hypothesis examined svggests that during a
period of declining demand, and hence activity, private
enterprise would be expected increasingly to turn towards the
production of smaller and chgaper houses in an effort to
maintain output levels. If this hypothesis was applicable to
the OSA between the wars it would be expected to find a more
rapid decline in activity in dwellings of intermediate r.v.
(i.e. B dwellings) than in dwellings which fell within the
lowest r.v. category (i.e. C dwellings). The evidence
examined by no means provides strong suprort for such a
hypothesis. Over the 0SA as a whole for example the decline
in activity in B dwellings‘was only 4% greater than that in
C dwellings, while withir three of the five suburban sectcrs
defined for analysis purposes (i.e. over 555/ of the CSA) the
percentage decline in C dwelling activity was greater than
that in B dwellings.

The second hypothesis also finds only very limited
supnort from the eviience analysed. This hypothesis turns
oen a similar idea and suggests that, during a period of
declining demand, activity in C, and particularly B, dwellings
s0ld would decline,accompanied by increased activity in 3, and
varticularly C,dwvellings let. Uithin the C3A as a whole
between 1933 and 193G however not only did the private sector

show a greater interest in surwnlying rented dwellings to the
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middle of the market than the bottom end but alsoc it showed
less inclination to reduce its interest in B duwellings sold
as oppesed to C dwellings sold. Within the individual
sectors only the situation within the northern suburts
conformed with the hypothesis both in terms of sold and let
sctivity, while that within the western suburbs conformed
only in terms of sold activity. Thus over 56% of the 0SA

the second hypothesis was inapplicable in terms of the market
in dwellings sold, while over &4% of the area the interest of
the private sector in B dwellings let increased at a more
rapid rate than its interest in C dwellings let.

The reliance on unassisted private enterprise for the
provision of new housing for 'general needs', and hence for
the ;ordinary workiﬁg-class' narket, was a fundamental
principle of Conservative housing policy during thé 193Cs.
For many years the most accepted viewpoint has been that
during these years rrivate enterprise was unable to provide new
housing waich the vast majority of working-class families
could, or would, afford. More recently however, one writer,
J.L.llarshall, has argued for a revision of this concensus
view of the role of the private sector as a provider of
working-class housing, in particular working-class housing to

1 . -
let. And in turn, implicitly, has suggested that the
Conservative belief in the ability of vprivate enterprise to
provide new housing for the 'ordinary working-élass family!
vas more justified than it has previously been believed.

Clcarly important in any such discussion is an idea of

the type of dwelling an 'ordinary workinpg-class household!

EN

1. J.L.Larshall, op. cit. pn.130-191.



could, or would, afford. And, because of the limited nature
of the available statistical data, dwellings newly rated
below £14 r.v. (£21 r.v. in MPD5 have cenerally been assumed
to have been 'ordinary working-class dwellings'. This
assumption however has been challenged in Appendix 4.3. in
which it is clearly shown that substantial numbers of
middle~class families were occupying newly-built C dwellings,
thle for the majority of working-class families such
dwellings were beyond their reach. It is therefore clear
that in this context, statistics of C dwellingcompletions
cannot be vsed without substantial gqualification.

In terms of working-class owner-occupation of new
dwellings, it is true that as a result of changes in building
costs and house purchase finance during the late 1920s and
the first half of the 1930s ownership was being extended down
the socio-economic scale. However it is uvnlikely that many
working-class heuseholds below those better-paid artisans in
'good risk' occupations were able to afiford owner-occupation,
while even families occupying local aut!.ority housing and
ranked ariong the elite of the working-classes apparently
experienced difficulty when they attermpted the move from
council tenancy to ouner-occunation.

The more traditional working-class tenure however was
renting, and indeed it was mainly in this sphere that Marshall
concentrited his arguments for a revision of the traditional
wisdom. Unfortunately houever it is passible to fault
Marshall on a nurber of points, for example on his use of

quotation, his ambiguous use of data, his mistaken view as to

:



739

the precise characteristics of C dwellings, and his under-
standing of the variables which a private investor would

have used for his rent calculations during the 1i930s. Of
course it is undeniable that there was an expansion in the
nunber of newly-rated dwellings which were let, but,

although movements in building costs and interest rates may
well have had an influence on the attraction of private
investment into housing to let during these years, probably
of greater importance were the higher rents at which
dwellings could be let. This fact clearly undermines any
suggestion that the quantitative increases in private rented
stock noted couli have had a significant positive impact on
the workin--class housing problem, particularly in view of
the evidence that, proportionately at least, the increases

in real income experienced by fully-employed working-class
households were almost certainly below the difference in rent
between a new uncontrolled and an older rented dwelling. It
must therefore be clear from what has been written that the
author believes Marshall to be mistaken in his analysis and
¢onclusions, since on the basis of the evidence examined it
is almost certain that the majority of the working-classes
vere unable, or unwilline, to afford the economic rent for
even the most economically-built and cheaply-financed house
built during the mid or later 193Cs. ihoreover within the C3A
not only was the private sector unable to provide housing to
let within the reach of the 'crdirary workinz-classes', but
also over substantial areas of the suburbs the industry

appcars not to have been interested in making any attempt at
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such o provision.

In Chapters 2-4 it has becn possible to consider, in the
context of the O03A experience, a number of questiéns relating
to interwar speculative housebuilding in general terms.
However, apart from one or two major firms, little is known
about the housebuilding industry which was, or the
speculative housebuilders themselves vio were, responsible
for this building activity. Who were these speculative
housebuilders? What were their origins? What sort of people
and/or firms made up the interwar industry? Vhat was the
relative contribution of the different sizes of firm to the
residential development of the interwar 03A, or at least
particular parts of it? In Chapter 6 an attempt has been
made to examine the origins of iﬁterwar housebuilders. The
problemns connected with obtaininrg a representative sample
have unfortunately meant that in many respects the analysis
can only be impressionistic, hoirever it is still vossible to
draw a number of broad conclusions.

It is arparent for examnle that the industry was a
predominantly local one: the vast majority of firms origin-
ating from within the CSA itself, or adjacent afeas, while a
substantial number of firms, particularly the smaller and
medium-sized firms, were extremely locally-orientated in
their activities. On the other hand during these years there
also occurred a significant migration of housebuilders from
the provinces into the London area, while a number of examdples

of City and centrally-based “.ondon firms were also interested



in suburban housebuilding. Broadly speaking the central

London firms fell into three groups: those which consiructed
dwellings, frequently flats, for their own investment; those
previously suburban-based housebuilders which moved their
main.offices into the centre; and those cen?rally—based

building and/or proverty firms which organise@ spaculative
develovments in the suburbs, either as developer or

financier. Overall the impact of such firms was not
particularly great, although within particular areas they

vere unimportant. Of prcbably greater significance were the
provincial firms. Between the wars firms probably migrated to
the O3A from most parts of the country. For exeamvle, builders
from Scotland, ‘ales, the Midlands, and Yorkshire (particularly
south Yorkshire) are known to have been active within the 034,
while of course many from the South-Tast itself will have nmade
the move. Among the most important areas in this respect
appears however to have been the North-Vest of England. Apart
from such firms as Laing, Costain, and Taylor ‘oodrow, this
area produced a relatively iarge nuriver of firms which made the
move south. There is unfortunately a lack of evidence on the
reasons why particular firms made the move, although no doubt
the lure of the prosperity and the potential cpportunities and
profit associated with the ranidly expanding London suburbs was
important in many cases. Llnrreover in & number of cases the
direct imretus to move was »nrobably the result of the entre-
preneurial actions of estate agents and land developers, waich
in turn had certain snowball effects as the news passed around

the local hovcebuilding fraternity.
(]

.
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On the basis of the sample examined, over half of firms
active within the 034 during the 193(Cs were probably fourded
some time during the 1920s, while aporozimately a.third had
been active before the First YWorld War. Naturally on this
particular question the unrepresentativeness of the sample
is likely to be a problem, and in particular may possibly
result in an underestimation of the number of firms founded
vduring the 1930s. ith more certainty however it can be said
that the vast majority of firms had been founded with
speculative housebuilding as their specific intention. Also
it can be said that the vast majority had had some sort of
building or land development bacliground before entering the
industry, a substantial proportion stemming from a direct
craft base. Other backgrounds from which housebuilders came
included, for example, building contracting, civil engineering,
speculative factory development, builders merchants,
professional and non-professional desigr work, estate agency
and land development work, apart from various occupations
unrelated to development of any form.

In general it is probably true to say that firms with a
direct craft base remained relatively small and rarely grew
above small-medium in size. The most common structure of
such firms appears to have been a partnership between two
craftsrien, frequently froi: the same trade, one of which took
charge of the buildin_ work and the other the financial
aspects of the business. Althoug. there vere important
exceptions, the importance of the woodworking trades in this

context was particularly noticeable. In contrast to the trade



based firms, those housebuilders with a civil engincering and/or
contracting bacxground were mnst frequently found arong the
larger operators, while the size of those which had previous
experience in estate agency and/or land development work

varied to a much greater extent. 1t was rare, on the other
hand, for a firm with no previous experience in the industry

to have grownfhny significant size.

Frior to this work almost nothing was known about the
structure of the interwar housebuilding industry at any level
of spatial disaggregation. This was primarily the result of
the paucity, if not total absence, of relevant data. Indeed
it must be accepted that the local data used in Chapter 5 is
not without its limitations, however it does represent a
considerable advance on the data base adopted during earlier
work. In Chapter 5 the industry within two outer suburban
local authority areas was examined and the data used has
allowed a number of conclusions to be sugrested. For example
it is noticeable that neither area revealed an increase in
the number of small firms relative to firms of other sizes
during a period of increasing activity. This, for example,
is interesting in view of the findings of the1935 Census of -
Production concerning the growth in the importance of small
firms in new construction activity during this period, and the
conclusion that such firas prebably shared significently in
ithe increase in new housebuilding activity. The apparent

discrepancy between these twe findings zay verhaps be

bde

explained by the possibility that although small firms
Ey y - (&
probably shared in the increased activity in new housebuilding

it was not so much as specul-~tive houscbuilders
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but as sub-contractors on speculative sites. The absence of
small firme fro. the ranks of the housebuilders may also be
partially explained in terms of a 'moving up'! process within
the industry with small firms emerging to fill the gap left
by medium-sized general builders who forscok, albeit perhaps
temporarily, Jobbing work for the potential returns of the
housebuilding sector.

The evidence from neither area suprorted the idea that
it was the flexibility of small firms which allowed the
industry within particular areas to respond flexibly to
variations in demand. Rather it was the larger firms vhich
were important in this respect. Another idea widely held
among housebuilders and commentators was that in general the
medivm-sized firm represented the ‘core' of the industry.
Within the two areas studied however this was found to have
been untrue over the short term during a veriod of expanding
output, although when considered over a longer term it could
be argued that they represented what may be described as a
more lasting '‘core' within this sector.

The trend towards the grcwing significance of larger
firms, and the consequent erosion of the importance of the
snall and particularly the small-nedium concerns, was first
apparent during the later nineteenth century but during the
intervar period wvas not only maintained but significantly
advanced. Indeed the rrowth in the size of the larger firms
active in the industry vas particularly marked between the
wars, while many mcre firms building between 60 and 600

dvellings a year were evilent in the industry during the.

.
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19305 than ever before. Among the larger builders the
'large locality' and the 'regional' firms were of greatest
significancc. The former type of firm in fact had developed,
albeit on a snaller scale prior to 1914, but for various
reasons has failed to survive into the post-1945 period.
The more 'regionally' involved firmss emerged for the first
time between the wars and, although within the two areas
s were . . .
studle%/not as important as the large 1locality biased

. . : vy ey
housebuilders, after the Second ‘'orld Jar/were to become an
increasingly comnmon feature of the industry. There can be
little doubt that in many ways the interwar period represented

just one timec-phase in the development of the present-dey

structure of the housebuilding industry.

At the heart of the speculative housebuilding process has
always lain the development of land. The exanination of
housebuilder characteristics undertaken in Chapters 5 and 6
has therefore first been followed, in Chapter 7, by an
exanination of the land develorment process found within the
034 between the wars, with particular attention being paid to
the characters involved in this process and to the role and
invelvement of the spzculative housebuilder. The remainder of
the study has then been devoted to those aspects of the
activities of the speculative housebuilder which involved land
and its acquisiticn for housebuilding purposes.

During the nineteenth century the speculative land
developer played an extremely imr~ortant role in the residential
develowrent process within London. As the interwvar period wore

on howvever it iould appecar that increasingly, within the 03SA at
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least, the initiative was beingp takeﬂ avay from commercial
land developers by sweculative housebuilders. ‘In Appendix
7.4. there can be found a discussion of some of the reasons
for #he movement away from the leasehold-based development
process characteristic of nineteenth century residential
development to the freehold-based process found between the
vars. And, among other things, emerging from this discussion
has been the suggestion of a number of explanations cof the
origins of the shift in initiative away from speculative land
developers. For example, as a consequence of legal changes
freehold land became nore easily, cheaply, and guickly
available; changing economic and social conditions, in
particular in relation to land-ownership, made landowners less
interested in retaining land; increasingly there became less
need Zor financial intermediaries in the residential develop-
nent process with, on the one hand, the interwar development
of the building society movement and, on the other, the
increased interest of the joint-stock banks in financing the
activities of speculative housebuilders; while fourthly, among
other things, the favourable conditions for housebuilding
activity facilitated the growth in the size, and the nunben of
larger firms active in th=2 industry for which the purchase ang
development of relatively large sites was perfectly feasible.
Moreover it is clear that in many ways the changes mentioned
and their manifcstations were very much interrelated.

Cn the other hnand, although land developers were
beconing of decreasing importance in the residential develop-

rient process between the wars, they were by no means entirely
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eclipsed during these years and were 5f soe significance to
the interwvar development of certain localities. In general
terms, speculatvive land developers bhetween the wars ﬁost
com~only took one of two forms, that is either (1) they
restricted themselves purely to a land development function
and undertook no house construction activity of any form, or
(2) they also undertook, or at least organised, the
construction of housing on all, or part, of the site which
they had prepared. The evidence examined seems to indicate
that land and estate agents were among the most active in
this type of activity, sometimes acting purely for others

but more frequently with a direct financial involvement in
the enterprise. In gencral, as in the nineteenth century, it
was rare to find landlords directly involved, although in the
north-western suburbs the Spencer-Churchill estate was an
im»ortant exception. Other actors included private
individuals working on their own initiative and with their
own capital, and speculative housebuilders themselves. Ior
most housebuilders tais form of activity represented an
incidental and very minor part of their activities, but for
some, like perhaps H.B.3ilver and 2.Lancaster, it was almost
certainly of far greater importance even though it norrally
required the involvement of third parties to provide financial
suprort. ‘ilhere Spcgulative land developers also undertook
house construvction on.thﬁir sites, this was rormally carried
out by means of Jabour only or lebour and materials contract
with one or more builders, or the foruation of a subsidiary

building coupany with vhich again contracts would be made. It



is probable that the difference in précticc stewnmed from
varying evaluations of the costs, vork and risks involved
in the alternative approaches.‘

Although there is evidence of 'fieldranging' activities
by speculative housebuilders prior to 191k, it is clear that
between the wars this process evolved as the dominant process
by which land was developed for residential purposes.
Moreover clearly the more dominant that this form of activity
was, the greater the probable impact the speculative house-~
builder as an individual was likely to have had on the
pattern of suburban development. However, how important was
the speculative housebuilder in this respect between the wars?
Unfortunately the paucity of evidence and the scale at which
the.analysis has been undertaken in this work makes firm
conclusions difficult. There can be little doubt that in
some cases the speculative housebuilder as a consequence of
his individual initiative and actions was probably of
considerable influence on the form and status of the evolving
suburbs. However, the existence of other probably influential
variables nmust be stressed, for example land ownership
patterns, the timing and the reasons for the timing of land
release by landowners, the size of area released and - its
acceptability <o the industry, the form and character of pre-
existing development in the locality. It may well be that
such factors were of greater importance in this respect than
the actions of individuals or groups cf speculative houss-
builders. One thing at least is clear houvever, and that is

the nced for more detailed studies of much more localised
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areas which focus on, among other things, the sort of ideas
and questions raised in this chapter and the work as a

whole.

"In Chapter 8 the work moved on to consider the
availability of land for residential development in the inter-
war suburbzs, to consider some of the forces iastrumental in
making land available, and to examine the effects of the
changing land availability situation on the speculative house-
builder and his activities. Broadly speaking the most that
can be said about the forces making land available for
development and the tining of land sales is that they were
very largely haphazard. Very often the factors were extrenely
local in character, and indeed not unusually were associated
with the individual attitudes and circumstances ¢of the land-
owners concerned. In general land prices were depressed
between the wars. Changes in the economics of landownership,
ameng other things, resulted in land price levels during the
1920s of avproximately half the 1907 levels, except in the
established areas (e.s. Hendon, Golders Green). ‘Jhile the low
densities encouraged by town rlanning legislation helped to
keep values low. Indeed only towards the end éf the period
did land prices recover to their 1GC7 levels.

However, to what extent did this, albeit slow, rise in
values reflect an increasing scarcit of suitable building
sites towards the later 1932037 And to what extent, if this
chanre in availability tock »nlace, did this require

speculative housebuilders to adjust their business strategies



tc the changing circumstances, for exammle in terms of tre
location, the size, and/or the number of the sites which

they had under development? It is probhable that later in the
1930;, although there still remained a considerable area of
land available for development in the OSA, the land tended to
be less well located, of a less idea} size, and/or narder to
develop than much of that which had been available earlier in
the period. As the period viore on a centrifugal movement was
noticeable in the activities of many housebuilders,
particularly where they were interested in developing sites of
any size. Moreover a number of the larger firms were found
moving part of their housebuilding activities away from Greater
London and/or, to a lesser extent, into more central areas.
While there was a move by some towards a diversification of
their activities into contracting work. Obviously the
centrifugal tendency noted Qas associated with the increasing
shortage of attractive sites in the more inner areas of the
outer suburts as they became more and more built up. However
to what extent were the moves away from, and into, London,;the
result of housebuilder reaction to an increasing shortage of,
and the increasing difficulties of getting, suitable sites

wvithin the C3A?

On the basis of the evidence examined it appears
unlikely that increasing land scarcity was the critical factor
influencing the initiation of such policies. It is probable
that it as much more to do with the a-bition of the house-

builders and tne expansion and/or diversification of their

business. The relative scarcity of housing land, at least in
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terms of the activities of the medium-sized and larger
builders, was more probably reflccted in the size 6f the new
sites vhich were purchased. Alfhough also it should be

quickly added that, in view of the willingness of maay of

the larger firms throughout the period to develop smaller

sites if they were considered potentially profitable, the
significance of a changing land availability situation may

not be as significant as it might at first appcar. !loreover
it is not true that because of the land situvation such firmé
werec forced to accept estates as small as Lo to 50 dwellings,
or forced to amalgemate a number of adjacent sites in order

to ccnstruct satisfactorily located estates of an economically
viable size. Thus in general even at the end of the 1930s it
is probably irue to say that there was still a sufficient
number of large enough and well enough located sites available
vithin the O3A to provide satisfactory estates even for the
larger housebuilding firms.

Lastly tc what extent did the tendency of the larger
firms to increase the numrber of their estates under concurrent
development reflect increasing land scarcity? Naturally this
is & possibility, however it would eappear likely that the
tendency towards an increased number of concurreat estates
combined with a smaller size of estate noticeable in the
develorment policies of larger firms can more accurately be
explained in terms of actual, perceived, and/or anticipated
changes in deman’. This view is supported to some extent by
the fact that the trend towards an increased number of

concurrent sites was apparent before any signs of any squeeze
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in the availability of housebuilding land. In view of this a
tentative hypothesis is suggested which explains the
continuing trend among larger firms to increase the number of
their concurrent sites in terms of the anticipation and/or
reacfion of housebuilders to two different types of demand
situation. That is, housebuilders tended to increase the
number of their sites, or 'shop fronts', when demand was
eipanding in order to exploit more fully the advantageous
trading conditions, and then tended further to increase the
number of their 'shop fronts', albeit smaller in size, in
anticipation of, or response to, a contraction in demand in
order best to maintain their §utput levels. This latter vhase
was also probably to some extent reinforced and further

encouraged by changés in the land availability situation.

The apvroach of most firms to land search between the
vars was largély passive, although aprroximately half of the
sample, albeit statistically unrepresentative, did adopt both
active and passive measures at one time or other. The most
important actor in the communication of information on land
availability to builders during these years appears to have
been the estate agent and surveyor, with both solicitors and
bank managers also being active in this sphere. The interwvar
outer suburban land market was comprised of a large number of
highly local markets each with their individual characteristics.
Local knowledge was therefore crucial when dealing in land.
The small- and medium-sized firms normally developed a network

of contacts (some personal or social, others through agents,



solicitors etc.) within their area of operation. Ilowever

the wider the area of operation, the wider the informalion
netvork required, and hence the greater the prcblem of
obtéining local knowledge. Broadly speaking, there viere

two ways in which a firm could tackle this problem. It

could cither internalise the function of the purchase of
information by adapting its internal structure and institvting
'an active land exploration policy, or purchase information
from outside actors, such as estate agents. Between the wars
very few firms favoured the former process, largely, it
appears, for reasons of cost and convenience. There appears
to have been a strong desire to keep fixed costs to a minimunm,
and indeed sorie builders apparently were prepared to pay
commission to outside agencies when land had been gcquired,
even if it had not been directly earned, in order to purchase
goodwill and hopefully future service. It is clear that
estate agents were emerging as an increasingly significant
factor in land search and acquisition processes between the
wars, even though only rarely, prior to 1939, were they able
to insist on the sole selling rights of the dwellings built
on any site they had found for a builder.

The second half of Chapter 9 has considered that part of
the process which, having found a site, led up to the
decision as to whether or not the housebuilder was willing to
make a definite speculative com:uitment to a particular site
and/or locality. This involved some form of study or
investigation of the sitc discovercd, although thc thorough-

ness of such investigations varied from relatively thorcugh

'
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appraisals of the site and its polential right down to very

subjective personal evaluations combined with 'baclit-of-the-

envelope' type calculations and mental estimations. Indeed

a lack of attention to, and precision in, such calculations

appears to have been common, particularly among small and

medium-sizecd builders, and even among scme of the larger

concerns. loreover, although to a greater or lesser extent

some large builders instituted relatively rigorous appraisal
procedures, in the last analysis it appears that the final

decision was often based as much on the instinct or intuition

of the housebuilder or directors as on any detailed workings.

As to the importance of a thorough study to the success
or failure of a speculative development, clearly it could be
crucial (and undoubtedly in some cases it was), whether the
inadequacy of a study led to the misjudgment of the physical

prcblems of developmnent, the site location, or the type of

housing the site could commercially take. On the other hand,

for a number of reasons, interwar housebuilders were probably

able to get away with poor and imprecise studies in many

instances. For example, firstly the relatively low cost of

land nmeant that throughout the veriod the importance of land
as a component of the development.costs was in general small.

Secondly, the relative abundance of available land allowed

housebuilders to be more selective in their land purchase
activities and hence to buy only the relatively easily

developable sites. Also, because of the relative abundance of

land, there was, thirdly, less need for the smaller and

mediun-sized firus to look outside a relatively limited area
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for suitable sites which meant that for them complicated
calculations were less necessary since instinct and their
own local knowledge was likely £o have been sufficieﬁt to
avoid serious misjudgments. (hile fourthly there was a
general buoyancy in demand for housing for most of the
period from the mid-1920s. Together these factors probably
did much to shelter the industry from the adverse
ﬁanifestations of poor land purchase decisions based on
inadequate or non-existent land study. Also their existence
meant that in all probability during these years a less than
rigorous study in most cases could be almost as reliable,
and almost as frequently result in a profitable decision, as
a rigorous and detailed study.

'Broadly speaking there were three forms in which land
was purchased by interwar speculative housebuilders, that is,
either as a virgin, green-field site, as a site developed
with roads and basic services, or as a site part virgin and
vart developed (normally where the site fronted a pre-existing
road). ‘Jhile there were two basic approaches adopted in the
sale and purchase of land, that is by deferred, or credit,
payment, and by outright payment.

In Chapter 10 it has been seen that during the 1920s
developed land vas apparently normally purchased by means of
the initial placement of a deposit followed by the payment of
the balance of the cost over a stated time period. This
arrangeriecnt was particularly advantageous to the smaller
builders who had only limited capital resources since it

"alloved much greater activity to take place than otherwise
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would have been possible. It also of course had advantages
for the land developer since it enabled hin to disvose of
his land more quickly, to charge higher prices, and to use
his 'sales' as security for borrowing with which to finance
further enterprises. Land developers were of course able to
offset part of the costs of this sale approach by charging
the purchasers interest on the outstanding balance. During
’the 1930s it would appear that the approach most generally
used changed to some extent,in that the payment of the whole
of the outstanding balance on each plot was deferred until
after the comwletion of the dwelling, and sometimes after
the actual sale. This later variant of deferred »urchase
clearly involved the vendor in nmuch greater risk, although
norﬁally any contract will have included a security clause
and also provided for the payment of interest on any sun
outstanding after a certain period of time. It should be
added that this variant also had disadvantages for the
unsuspecting or less able builder since, by making it easier
for the builder to take on commitments, it opened up the
possibility of unfair practice by unscrupulous developers.

Purchase by outright payment was normally the practice
adonted where the transaction involved virgin land. In such
cases it was normal for the full‘payment to have been
cemoleted well within tvelve months. In sone cases an
interest charge was levied over the whole payﬁent veriod,
altuouch nornally there was a limited interest-free period.
The finance of an outright purchase agreerent invariably

involved the housebuilder in an eorly financial burden of
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sone size. A comaon nethod of financing this form of

a

purchase arrangement appears to have been by means of

'reverse purchase' arrangement which nescessitated an initial

capital reserve which was ploughed into land purchase. The

financing of the residential development of the land was
then obtained by borrowing primarily on the basis of the
In such

ownership of land and its development prospects.
financial arrangements during.this period the importance of

the joint-stock banks should not be under-estimated, while

solicitors, building societies, insurance companies, and

the supply of finance

private individuals were also active in

for speculative housebuilding.

In the second part of Chapter 10 four important aspects
of the land purchase policies pursued by speculative house-
builders have been considered: firstly the use of option

agreements, secondly amalgamation and annexation, tnirdly the
reduction of the risks involved when moving into new
localities, and lastly the developrment of land stocks.

An option agreement involved no obligation on the part

of the purchaser but normally stipulated a time limit within

The short-term opticon

wpich the option had to be taken up.
was rare prior to 1950 and between the wars agreements

tended to be between one and threz years, normally depending
Arart from the uptake

on the size of the site involved.

period there appears to have been little variation in

practice betwecen the size of the site and/er housebuilder

involved. MNost normally option agreements were made with
respect to a 'sccond take!, or remainder, of the area being



sold, the 'first take' having been purchased by the house-
builder outright. However examples of option agreements
relating to up to fourteen takes have been found. . From the
vendqrs' point of view the arrangemnent had the advantages
of convenience and the simplification of the sale of his
land since he would hopefully deal with only one purchaser.
While for the purchaser it represented a real form of
financial assistance in that it enabled the spread of the
capital burden of the purchase of the whole site; it also
allowed the purchaser to judge better the risks involved in
developing the site, of particular importarnce vhen it had
involved moving into an untried locality.

On the basis of the evidence examined the amalgamation
of sites by specula{ive housebuilders before the commence-
ment of the development was probably rare prior to-1939.
Huch more common where a épeculative housebuilder wished to
accunulate a larger site, or alternatively a site with a
better aspect, was the practice of extension or annexation.
In general it wvould appear that the annexation of only one
adjacent piece of land was the usual practice, although
exammles have been found of firms which annexed two or more
areas to the initial site purchased. The reason why
extension was so much more common than amalgamation probably
derives from the combined eifects of two features of the
interwar land and housebuilding situation. Thét is because,
on the one hand, the size of sites available apnear rarely
to have been so small and/or scarce to create a situation

where there was an absence of suitable and sufficiently well-
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locatéd sites, even for the larger firms; and bvecause, on
the other hand, most housebuilders appcar to have been
relatively flexible downwards in ter.is of the size of site
they were willing to develop, and hence were freguently
willing to commence work on a small but potentially
profitable site, and then look for the means of eanlarging
the estate if this was advantageous. Clearly the advantages
of extension lay in the limitation and betfér judgment of
risk that it facilitated, since it allowed the builder to
'try-out' a site and location bhefore taking on any further
comnitment and also, vhere extension took place, allowed the

spreading of the capital cost of land purchase.

2

The practice of 'trying-out' a site and location with a

relatively small development before undertaking any further
commitment appears often to have been an unconscious policy.
Some housebuilders on the other hand do appear to have
applied it in a more conscious manner particularly when
moving into an untried area or where there was some feeling
of uncertainty about the potential of the site and/or
locality. Another approach to the nminimizatior of risk

was the practice of developing satellite estates near to a
pre-existing and successful site. Apart from the fact that
the locality had already been tested out, the advantages of

such sites wvere several. Fcr exanmple, there were certain

ct

econor ies of operation with respect to site supervision and
administration. There were also advanlages to be gained in

the orgunisation of house sales in terms of betlh the use of

resources and the ability to 'pass on® vprospective

\O
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purchasers. Indeed, both in constructional and sales terms,
satellite estates facilitated the efficient run~dowa of the
parent estate, with the parcﬁt and satellite estates often
reversing roles. Clearly success in the initial development
was én important factor in a builder's desire and eventual
decision to extend his activities locally, and such factors
as @he absence of available adjacent sites or the idea that
the first site was too large to extend was likely to have

led builders to consider ne;rby sites. laturally the
decision to look for nearby sites was likely also to have
been reinforced by the fact that builders were likely to have
been more aware of land availability within the immediate
locality of their current development than within areas in
which they had not built. Also they were likely to have bveen
more confident of their judgment as to its potential
profitability.

The fourth and last aspect of land purchase policy which
has been considered in this work is the accumulation and
maintenance of land stocks. Between the wars such action
tended to be undertaken as a conscious policy only by the
larger firms. For most firms, the financial burden involved
in tying-up capital in a non-productive resource, even over
a relatively short period of time, appears to have presented
fundamental difficulties, although most will almost certainly
have possessed some level of stock in the form of land 'in
hand'. It is probable in fact that the major part of the
land stocks of all firms took this form since not only did

the larger dbuilders normally develop a number of sites con-
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currently but also some of the sites took perkaps threz to

five or morc years to complete. Vhile for those firns for

which land 'in lLand' did not represent their total stock, the
other element in any land bank tookthe form of sites awaitin

development. It was investment in such sites which in

particular was generally beyond the means of all but the

larger firms.

The size of the land stocks of companies which appear to
have made a conscious effort to develop land banks

undoubtedly varied, although by the end of the 19%0s most

larger firms appear to have owned sufficient land to maintain

their current output levels for at least two years ahead. At

the other end of the scale, it is doubtiul wvhether any firm's

[

advance provision in this particular resource exceeded four to

five years at their current output level. In general it would
appear that the most important advantages of land stocks to

housebuilders! operaticns lay in the continuity of building

work and maintenance of activity levels which they could

ensure (within the constraints of the housebuilders'
perceptions of future market conditions, that is), and,
particularly, in the locational aspects of future developments,

a factor naturally related to the desire to meintain future

production levels. Against such advantages of course had to

be laid the costs which sucli stocks involved, both the
purchase costs and holding costs. Juch cost burdens could be
substantial even where builders chose, and vere atle, to defer
part of the initial cost impact by undertaking sheri-ternm

borrouving on the basis of the land and in tais way reduce the

.
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cest to an anrual holding chorge. Or where such cost burdens
could be to some extent offset as a recsult of any rise in
land values, any rents from any short-term lease arrangements,
and/or the use of option arrangements. In general however it
woula appear that the larger firms considered the advantages
of holding land stocks worth the cost. It appears to have
becn widely accepted by such firms at least that wise advance
" land purchase policies played a significant role in securing
the future success and good fortune of thcir enterprise, since
without it futurce development sites were likely to be poorer
in terns of both their development quality with its

accompanying cost implications, and their sales potential.

3. Sorme possible directions for future research.

The exploratory nature of much of the present study was
noted in the introduction to the work. Moreover it was
stressed that such a work Qannot hope, and is not intended,
to provide all the answers to the many questions raised.
Almost certainly some questicns have been left unanswered,
while many questions still remain to be raised. There is,
therefore, much more work which rermains to be undertaken in
botnh this, and related, areas of study.

Firstly, for example, there is obviously considerable
scope for a continuation of the analysis of the various
aspects of the business operations and internal organisation
of th» interwvar speculative housebuilder started in this
work. As was noted in Chapter 1, it has nol becen possible to
include in tle present vork an investigation and analysis of

a nunber of the functions undertaken by speculative house-



builders between the wars, for examnic, the finance of land
preparation and house construction; thz organisation of
estate layout and‘house design; the corganisation of labour;
the organisation and phasing of censtruction, including
attitudes to innovation; the organisation and pronotion of
house sales, including the organisation of purchaser
finance, advertising and, wherc desired, a sales forcej; and
relationships with public authorities. It is true that a
number of these functions have been fouched on recently by
Jackson, - however the absence of analytical depth means
that there remains considerable scope for future historians
interested in this subject.

A second approach to the examination of the activities
of the interwar speculative housebuilder is through dbusiness
history. . Without doubt the detailed study of individunal
firms, in the context of fhe changing market conditions and
opportunities which existed in this sector between the wars,
remains an extremely imyportant future avenue for research.
For the moment however the abseunce of a single analytical
business nistory remains a conspicuous gav. By means of
analyses of the organisation and development of individu2al
firms, it would be possible to examine in greater detail, and
hence obtain a greater understanding of, not only the
processes involveld in residential development, but also the
actions, the attitudes, and the renponses of speculative
housebuilders to both general and local market conditions.
I£ is hoped that the prescnt work will contribute substantially
towards the baclhground ecssential to any investigation wliich

acopls a business history orientation to the study of the

1. Op. cit. pp. 99-156, 186-290 p-cosim.

“ao



dynamicc of spcculative housebuilcing cperations.

In Chapters 2, 3 and 4 extensive use was made of the
Ministry of liealth records of house completions held by the
Housing Statistics Division of the Denartment of the
Environment in London. The form, uses, and limitations of
these records have been considered in the various appendices
to these chapters. It seems to the author that there is
considerable scope for the further analysis of these records
whether it is for local studies, for country-wide analyses,
and/or for analyses to facilitate comparison between two or
more local areas. It is also hoped that further use will be
made of data processed from this source and presented in the
present work, and also of its analysis.

Another potentially promising source of data tapped
during this study are the building inspection records of
local authority Building Surveyor's Departments. The
availability of such registers will very much depend on the
interwar policy and record-keeping of individual Chief
Buildinz Surveyors, as will the detail recorded on any
registers maintained. 3oth the analysis in Chapter 5 and
wvork by Prof. Dyoslhas shown the value of such registers and
their ability to reveal, albeit with certain limitations, the
structural organisaticn and historical development of the
residential construction industry within those particular
areas. Thus, given the availability of the primary data, it
iz clear that an interesting and valuable cxercise would be
the interrogation and analysis of the records of groups of

adjacent local avthorities in a similar manner to that found

1. Dyos (1©61), ov. cit. pp. 124%-6; Dyos (1988), on. cit.
:"‘p‘ 6521'1 659"60- .
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in the second part of Chapter 5. 3Such an approach would do
much to reduce the limitations associated witr the analyses
undertaken in the present work, and would hopefully result
in a far more comprehensive picture of the structure of the
outer suburban housebuilding indusiry during the 193%0s being
obtained.

Registers of Building Notices,-§r Completions, alsc have
uses other than that to which they were put in this present
work. For the local historian studying the urban development
of particular leccalities, for example, they can provide not
only evidence which will allow him to trace in detail the
timing of the residential development of those localities
during the years covered by the registers, but also the names
of the speculative housebuilders responsible for that
development. Uhile for the historian of building fluctuations
as well as the local historian, the interrogation of such
registers can provide the means by which a detailed picture of
local fluctuations in housebuilding starts (where available),
and completions, may be built-up. Tris picture would then
provide a starting-point from which an analysis of the causes
of housebuilding fluctuations at the lowest spatial level nmay
be obtained.

The factors influential in deternining housebuilding
activity between the wars have been considered in the first
part of the present chapter. It is clear from this section
that there is much nore werk required in quantitative terns
and at various Spatial levels of analysis before any firm

and more precice statements may be nade as to either the



relative importance of t'c various possible variables or

the nature of the interrelationships between the variables
at different points in time. 1In such work, sources like
1oca1 authority building notice or completion registers, and
also, for the later 1930s, the Ministry of Health completion
statistics have an important place.

In Chapter 7 the world of speculative residential
developnent in interwar Greater London was shown to have been
a theatre for a number of different actors, each with
particular, although by no means set, roles. At times in
fact the activities of some individuals spanned a number of
the aspects of the residential developrent process. The
conspicuous absence of any detailed study of the interwar
activities, structuie, and development of an individual
speculative housebuilding firm has already been roted. And
there can be little doubt that a similar apvroach to the
study of other characters invelved in residential developuent
activity would also be of substantial value. For example,
among the most interesting of those active in this sphere was
the estate agent and surveyor. It was clear from the
evidence consilered that the role of certain estate agents
in the residential development process was manifold, and
without a doubt a detailed study of the activities of such
individuals would do much to increase our present understand-
ing of speculative housebuilding and residential developnment
within the O3A during this period.

True as this is it is only fair to roint out the

probable difficulties with vhich a researcher in this sphere



would have to contend. The absence of prirary business
records of the activities of speculative housebuilding firms
has already been noted in the introduction to this work.
The same fundamental problem exists in relation to any
analysis of the activities of particular estate agents and
surveyors, and any records of direct involvement in relatively
recent speculative land development and housebuilding activity
on the part of estate agents and surveyors, such as P.H.
Ldwards, would no doubt be particularly difficult to obtain.
Unfortunately it is not possible to note within this
chort concluding section all the possible future areas of
study which emerge from the various parts of the present work.
For example, the intervar developuent of the building society
system and its inter-relationship with the high level of
speculative housebuvilding for owner-occunation during these
years; 2 the role of the landovner in suburban development;
and the relative importance of the various factors
influential in the sup-lanting of leasehold by freehold as the
predoninant tenure basis of speculative residential develop-

ment are all topics vhich require considerable thought and

1. Although a limited number of devosits of estate agent
business records have been made, it is notable that they
relate prirarily to rural activities, and to the
activities of firms '"iich operated nurely in a professional
capacity witi aprarently no direct involvement in
sveculative develornent venturcs. loreover it is
particularly notable that in two large denosits reviewed in
1967 'there arpears to be nothinc of a really confidential
nature.' Jee 3.3.5mith, 'The Bisiness Archives of Istate
Arents', Journal of ihe SJociety of Archivists, 111 (1967),
298-3C0.

2. Sec e.r. Asa Brigns, 'Jhen you could buy a house for
<25 doun', The Observer (Colour Supplement), 29 July 1973,
p.25. ‘




research. Morcover, in the context of local urban history
studies, there is undoubtedly much to be gained from aa
approach which includes an examination in some d;pth of
the activities, methods, motivations, and attitudes of
spe;ulative housebuilders and other characters interested
in residential development. Not least from such an
approach it is hoped that the inter;relationships which
existed between these businessmen and the process of

suburban development may be more fully understood.
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Appendix A. Oral history: its limitatlions, its uses, and

its value.

Throughout the present work evidence has been used
which has been derived from interviews which have taken
Place between the author and persons concerned with interwar
Suburban housebuilding and residential development within
. the Greater London area. The use of evidence derived from
these interviews regquires some explanation. This appendix
explains why such an approach to the collection of data was
adopted. It also includes an evaluation of oral history as
historical evidence and hence a consideration of its use-

fulness in historical writing.

The technique of oral history originated from the work
of Professor Allan Nevins during the late 1940s, and was
developed by him at Columbia University, llew York. Over the

past twenty or so ycars its popularity among American

l. i. For 2 statement oif the approach used in the collection

of the oral evidence, see below Appendix B.

ii. A useful bibliosranhy of American work in this field
has been compiled by D.J.Shiprers and 1.C.Tusler, A
Bibliorrarhy of Crzl History (Los Angeles, 19638). For
American ccmment on the uses and abuses of oral technigues in
historical research, see Jaul Berison, 'Reflections on Cral
listory', Americnn Archivist, XXVIII (1¢65), 71-7; Donald C.
Swain, 'Froblems for Practiticners of Cral .History', Anerican
Archivist, 63-93 'Is Cral Zistory Really Vorthwhile?' in
Clifford L.Lord, ed. Ideas ir Conflict: A Collioguium on
Certain _rohle:us in Yistorical Jocictr Jork in the United
States ani Janad:-(ﬂurrjsburg, Pennsylvania, 1956), pp. 17-57.
publisned by the arericaun dAssociation for State and Local
History; Saul Benison, 'Oral Jistory and lianuscript
Collecting', Isis, LIII (1962), 113~7; Villiam .. Cutler,
'Accuracy in Cral Ilistory Interviewing', Iistorical Methods
Newsletter, III (1970), 1-7.

- tn et 3 e e s e e
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historians has spread and many vuvniversity oral history
research offices, organised more or less along the same
lines as the office at Columbia; have nov been established.
llowever to date the oral technique has been used primarily
in tﬁe writing of political and institutional histories
although some attention to social history has also been
apparent. To the author's knowledge little attention has as
yet been directed to the possible value of oral history in
the sphere of the development,organisation, and fortunes of
individual businesses and/or industries.

The very prover caution of British historians has meant
that in this country the acceptance and adoption of oral
history as a research tool has been much slcwer, and a far
more isolated occurrcnce. Howvever, increasingly its value
and limitations are becoming appreciated and accepted,

although as yet, its use has been restricted mainly to the

1. Prof. lNevins' conviction was that the individual played
an important role in nistory and therefore that an
individual's autobiography might in future serve as a key
to an understanding of contemporary historical movements.
This led to the gathering of the menmcirs of Americans who
were significant in volitical, economic, and cultural
affairs. CTenison (1965), o~. cit. n.71.

2. It must be added that this is not because the oral
approach is inappropriate to such studies, as Prof. Nevins'
own studies of the early develorment of the Ford lotor
Company clearly show (A. Hevins, Ford. The Times, The lan,
The Company (N.Y. 1954); A. Nevins and . Z. Hill, Ford,
Expansion and Challense, 1915-1933 (N.¥. 1957)). Clsewhere
in entrepreneurial research it has been used with advantage,
e.r. C. C. licLaughlin, 'The Stanley Steaner',

Txnlorations in Intrepreneurial iistory, VII (1954), 37-47.
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sphere of local and rural social history. 1 In the stuvdy

of the rrivate houscbuilding industry and interwar suburban
development, it has beea possible to find only tuo éxamples
of work in which an oral approach has been used. First,
R.C.%W,Cox in the last section of his local history study of
urban development in Croyden, Surrey, concentrated his
attention on a single interwar speculative estate in
'Shirley, Croydon, on which a number of builders were active
at various times. 2 Dr Cox interviewed some seven
individuals in an attempt as he put it to bring together a
substantial body of knowledge about the way dbuilders thoﬁght,
planned and executed their work. > However, not all the
interviewees vere builders. Unfortunately death and
migration had removed from the district a number of the
builders who had built on this particular estate, and in
consequence on several occasions it was necessary for Dr Cox
to approach their relatives to help him in his research. In

spite of this he did successfully manage to build up an

l. E.5. Dr Paul Thompson of Zssex University has teen
investigating life in the first decade of the 20th century
by means of interviewing old people about their childhood
deys (see 'Memory and History', 3.5.R.C. Newslctter,
6 June 1969, pp. 16-8). George Owart Zvans has
extensively exnloited the technigue in his various books
on Last Anglian life, trcditions, and society over the past
two or three centuries (e.g. Aslkk the fellows who cut the
Hay (1956); The Horse in the Furrow (19¢C); The Pattern under
the Flouch: asvects of the folk life of Fast anslia (1G00);
Jhere beards wa~ all (197C0). In scandinavia tine technique
has alco veen used in research in social history, sce
Sdvard 2ull, 'Autoviograrhies of Industrial Jorkers',
International Review of 3ocial Fistorv, 1 (1956), 203%-9.

2. Cox (1970), ov. cit. pp. 372-9k.

3. Ibid, p.7.
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interesting and vivid, if rather Jimited,picture of the
housebuilding operations of the rather motley groun of
individuals active on the Ham Farm =state, 3hirley, Croydon.
The other example can be found in an evaluation of interwar
residential suburban expansion in London by Dr J.H.Johnson.
Johnson spoke with two people concerned with private house-
building during those years, and on the basis of the oral
evidence derived from these conversations he proceeded to
generalise in a rather broad and unsatisfactory way. 2 It
therefore oral evidence has a role to play in historical
rescarch into the activities of the housebuilding industry -
a potential yrlainly indicated in the work of Dr Cox - then
clearly there exists great scope for the use of oral history
techniques.

The experience of the author has in fact shoun that such
an approach is essential if historians are going to begin to
discover and to understand the interwvar speculative house-
builder: his practices, his actions, and perhaps even his
attitudes. Any person who has attempted to carry out
historical research of any description knows that it is not
possible to write history without documents, and that
documentat;on is only important or useful in so far as it can
provide answers.to the questions asked of it by the historian.
For two major and rglated reasons therefore the author

considered it essential to adopt the techniques of the oral

1. Jobnson, ov. cit. pp. 1h2-66.

et

2. Ibid, pp. 157-9.
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historian. Firstly, not only was there found tc be a
conspicuous lack of published or written evidence on the
interwar speculative housebuildér, but.also secondly, the
evidence which was uncovered left many important questions
unanswered and woulé make it necessary to leave many

avenues of apbroach unexanined. This situation led the
author ' to approach over 200 housebuilding firms which were
active in London within the interwar years. The dual
intention of this action was to discover vhether any of

these firms had kept any records of their pre-1939 house-
building activities, -and also to interview individuals who

had been active in the industry between the wars: the
interview being carried out on the basis of a prepared
queétionnaire. With the exception of two occasions, the
overtures to these firms produced no written documents or
records of the sort that historical training and teaching have
taught students to rely on. They merely produced replies cf
regret, and descriptions of the destruction or loss of
records. It requires only one or two examples to illustrate
the substance of these replies. For example, '"the enormous
vclume of records are not kept for much more than six to eight
n 1

years, and we have had many turnouts . Also the

statement in a letter from Sir Godfrey V. Mitchell of George

Vimpey & Co. Ltd. which noted that "all papers from this

period have been pulped long ago."

1. Letter dated 12.9.69. from Mr E.S.Reid & Son (Builders)

- Ltd. of Northwood, liiddx.
2. Letter dated 2C.8.69.



' 27k,

Indeed, it would appear that few papers or detailed

records survived long after the period required by law for

taxation purposes. The active speculative housebuilder cof

this period had no eye for posterity, aand where a historian

might sce gold among papers and records even only ten years

old the builder saw a massive volume of paper which was

once essential to the running of his business but now served
only to deprive him of space which could be more profitably

in the Greater London area at least, was

.

utilised, and which,
becoming increasingly more valuable. In fact, it was pointed

out by more than one builder that the shortage and cost of

storage space had resvlited in the adoption of a conscious

company policy in this respect. Within these firms periodic

orders were given to the various .departments to search through
their records and to discard those which were no longer of

any commercial value. The search therefore was not for the
most part productive in terms of the written word. However,

in many ways it was most rewarding in terms of the respornse
of individuals in the iundustry during the interviews.

For the results of this oral research to be presented
and utilised as historical evidence, clearly it is necessary

to recognize and fully appreciate the possible pitfalls and

problems that are likely to be involved in its use.
Obviously the major concern will focus on the accuracy of

such evidence. Over long periods of time, memory can fade

and become distorted. Furtlieruore sone people when recalling
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the past do have a certain facility for forgetting unpleasant
thingé, and rather embellishing and exaggerating the things
that show them in a good light. Reticence, modesty(and
timidity are also humnan qualities that may be influential in
the replies of individuals being interviewed by a researcher,
while further dangers of inaccuracy might stem from the
interviewees becing in some way influenced by other people's

| writings or opinions on pointsdiscussed. Obviously it is
possible for such inaccuracies to occur on any topic raised
during an interview, but it would seem reasonable to suspect
their occurrence more particularly where prgcise or detailed
information is involved. In the context of this worx this

?

is likely to apply most to guestions on prices and price
changes.

Such inaccuracy is not, howe#er, inevitable. By careful
and thoughtful preparation and interviewing it is possible to
minimize the extent to which inaccuracy may occur in oral
evidence. During the interview it is always possible for the

interviewer to insert '"check-questions'" where he feels

exaggeration or reticence may be creeping in. Another way to

help achieve a balanced view is to interview a nunber of
individuals who had been working for the same building firm
during these years and then to compare their responses. This
was attenpted in respect of all the firms with which
interviews eventually took place, but it was rarely possible.
A primary reason for this was that very few people who worked
for the firms in 196¢-70 were active, or more importantly,

had becn in any position of responsibility prior to 1939.



This was found to be the case even in respect of the larger

firms. Iventually it was possible only in tuo cases to

speak to a number of individualé from particular firms.

These were the firms of John Laing & Son Ltd. and Wates Ltd.
.Even where it was possible to speak to a number of

individuals from particular firms (i.e. John Laing & Son

Ltd. and Vates Ltd.), the departmentalized nature of the

" internal structure of the firms during the 1930s meant that

only occasionally did the narratives of individuals overlap

with those of their colleagues. 1 It was therefore necessary,

where possible, to prepare thorouvghly for each interview made,

and to be alert at all times to the possibilities of

distortion by returning later in the interview to points

where it seemed that inaccuracy might have occurrcd. This

was especially important for points of detail.

What therefore is oral evidence really worth in the
context of this particular study? It has been seen that
there will always be the vossibility of inaccuracy wvhere
oral evidence is used, and that a situation where it is
possible to minimize this possibility is not always easy to
achieve.

Ideally, of course, oral evidence should only be used

vwvhere there exists other forms of documentation waich can

1. It should be added that where overlapping did take place
the consistence of the testimonies was reiiarkable.

2. Two books found to be of particular value vere C.A.lloser,
Svrvey Vetheds in 3ocial Investi-ation (1858) aad A.N.
?ppgggcim, nestionnaire Desipgn and Atlitude YMeasurement
. (19606).
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provide checks for the responses of intervieweccc. However,
ideal conditions seldom prevail. In the case of this study
it was the very lack of alternaéive data which first
encouraged the author to exrloit oral history techniques,
and there must be many examples in the history of historical
writing where the available written documents, records and
other data have biased the direction of research and have in
consequence led to the emergence of an unbalanced view of the
topic, or question, under consideration. Historical
researchers are well aware of the fact that documents often
disappear or are destroyed, and that not infrequently an
overvhelming abundance of some types of evidence and
docunents exists side by side with a chronic shortage of
documentation in other, often related, and from their point
of view at least, often more crucial spheres.

It must be wrong for historians to bypass without any
detailed consideration as important a rhenomenon as the
interwar speculative housebuilder solely because evidence
in a form traditionally exploited and relied ujon by
historians does not exist in any quantity, or is not
available at the present time. This is especially true
where there is available such a potentially valuable resesrch
tool as oral history with which nuch imvortant evidence uight
be uncovered: evidence which will over the next decade or so
disappear completely as individuals active in the speculative
housebuilding industry between the vars die.

Possibly an important reason why historians often under-

estimnte the value ant imnortance of the oral approach in
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contemyorary history lies in the common background of all
historical training wvhere the student is taught in his
studies to rely on the written Qord but to questiqﬁ
implicitly the accuracy and credibility of any oral
evidénce. Caution is very proper where accuracy is of such
importance, and it should always be remembered that oral
evidence is a source material which must be considered
with the same care, and perhaps with a little greater care,
as the more normal historical primary sources of the written
word. However, as has been noted above, to ignore the
potential of oral history may leave serious gapvs in
historical knowledge, or leave an unkalanced picture in
certain respvects, which might never be completed or corrected.

" In this particular study in fact it is probable that many
of the problems over the accuracy of the oral evidence

thon

collected are less prominent 8 they are likely to be in the
American "in depth" study approach of the Cral History Research
Office at Cclumbia and its imitations at many other American
Universities, where the centiral concern has been the collection
of very personal autobiographical memoirs. This is probable
for at least thres reasons. As can be seen from the interview-
questionnaire used the interviews conrected with this
particular.study Fave been concerned with the actions of the
individual interviewees in a rather broader, and a very ruch
less personal sense. 1 As a result, it is certain that

egotisn and evasion figured much less strongly in the inter-

1. Jec below Apnendix D.



viewees' responses than would have beea the case had the
interview been of the autobiographical-memeir type.

Secondly, fundamentally the speculative housebuilding process
in these yéars was very much one of repetition, and therefore,
especially where the questions werec directed towards the

broad patterns and processes involved, it is reasonable to
suppose that the degree of inaccuracy which has crept into the
oral evidence used in this work will also have been relatively
small. Lastly, the aim of the oral research carried out in
connection with this work was to interview as many people
concerned with interwar speculative housebuilding as time and
money would allow. It is of course recognized that none of
the resulting interviews, when taken alone, present the final
and most accurate word or picture on this subject. However,
it is hoped that taken together it has been possible to begin
to build up a fairly balanced picture, and in this way to
obviate many of the anaccuracies which may or may not have
occurred within individual narratives.

Hence, in this particular study the use of oral history
techniques has enabled an attempt to be made at an examination
of the interwar speculative housebuilder in Greater London,
and of some aspects of his organization, his activities, and
even to a limited extent,of his attitudes; an examination
which otherwise would not have been possible. It has also
enabled the accumulation and recording of a body of evidence,
albeit oral evidence, about such builders, their industry and
their times, which daily is in danger of being lost forever as

the people concerned become older and die.



APPENDTY B. The apnroach to the collection of thz oral

. ) 1
data used in the wnresent vork.

Since 'the interview' is a rather untraditioﬁal method
of data collection for the British economic historian it is
necessary to state the approach used by the author.

The first decision was to choose between using a postal
guestionnaire and a direct approach‘by means of an interview.
Obviously the decision rested on the evaluation of the size
and the accuracy of the response which could reasonably be
expected from either of these methods. In view of the
probability that only a small percentage of those firms
which could answer a postal guestionnaire would do so, the
idea of adopting such an approach was soon disrissed. The
interview involved approaching firms and persons concerned
with speéulative housebuilding during the interwar years,
and if they were agreeable they would be visited and
encouraged to talk about their interwar activities in the
industry. The direction of the interview would then be
guided by means of a prepared, and to sone extent structured,
interview schedule.

The second step was to obtain the names of the firms and
persons active in the interwar period. These were extracted
from a nunber of different sources, such as the trade press,

Kelly's Trade Directories for the suburban counties, news-

l. For a discussion of the valuc of oral history, and an
explanation of vhy it was used, see above Appendix A.
2. See belovw Appendix D.
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papers, and other media used to advertise nevwly-~built small
housing prior to 1939. The list thus obtained was then
checked against current trade and telephone directories in
order to discover which of the firms were still in
business. Just over two hundred nares were obtained in
this way, the list including a number of firms of
architects and land estate agents, in addition to house-
builders of all sizes. This approach resulted in
approximately 110 revlies, and something just over 5C
interviews, that is to say, a positive response of just
under 255/. The interviews were carried out largely during
the period betveen August 1969 and February 1970C.

In geographical terms however the resulting sample
turﬁed out to be sémething less than even. Of the 49
different firms covered which built speculative housing, 17
(i.e. approx. 35') were located in the western Middlesex
suburban area, while in Kent suburbs there wvas onlonne
(i.e. aprrox. 2.). The number from the Essex suburbs was
only two hi~her than in Kent, while the number located within
the Surrey and the north Middlesex areas was 10 and 16
respectively. Two firms had their head offices in central
London. On the other hand, when looked at from the point of
view of the rumber of firms which built-within the various
suburban areas (bearing in mind that a number were active in
several areas), the sample turned out to be a.little more
balanced. 32 of the firms built within the western‘suburbs,
23 within the northern, 19 within the Surrey area, 12 within

Issex, and 7 within the south-eastern suburban area. Of the
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area.

There are other 1imitatio§s to the sanmple. fo the extent
that it has been possible to contact only firms which have
survived the war and the post-war years, the sample will
-contain only the ‘'successful' and/or the 'stayer' family firms.
Thus it will exclude many interesting and more unorthodox

speculative houschuilders who were active during this period,

from the 'small-time' amateurs to the larger-scale syndicate-

based estate development companies and 'finance builders'.

Furtherriore many of the mediuvm- to large-sized firms which were

very successful during this pericd prior to 1939 have for any

number of reasons since disappeared. Bankruvtcy, mergers, or

the retirement or death of the owner who had been the fira's

driving force have all been influential factors. It is to the

lasting loss of all persons interested in the speculative
housebuilder, and his impact on interwar suburban development,
that firms such as T.F.Nash Ltd; the Unit Construction Company
Ltd; Perry's (ZEaling) Ltd; Znglish Houses Ltd; Zconomic
Housing Zstates Ltd; Bunting Construction Company Ltdj
Hillingdon Istates Company Ltd; llanor Park Construction

Company Ltd; Clifford Sabey Ltd; H.B.3ilver Ltd. (Builders);

Cutler's Ltd; and many others have not survived to tell the

tale of their own contributions to the pattern and landscape

of the interwar outer suburbs. Cn the other hand, the sanvle

did in other ways includc examples of firms of all sizes.

One firm interviewed produced only two pairs of semi-detacrad

houses over the whole of the period, while another produced
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probably well over three thousand houses and flats a year for
many years during the 1930s.

The narratives collected from interviews naturally
varied both in quality and in length. Disappointment and
frustration are as well known to the oral researcher as they
are to the historian using more conventional sources. However,
only a few interviews spanned less than a couple of foolscap
rages. The longest interview made in fact lasted well over
three hours, wvhile the majority varied between an hour and a
half, and two hours and a quarter in length.

Acproximately half the narcatives were collected with the
use of a tape recorder. From the point of view of the
interviewver, this vas easily the most coanvenient way as it
enabled a far greater continuity. to be achieved during the
interview. It also allowed important digressions to be
followved up more easily bty the interviewer vho did not have to
divide his attention between questioning, guiding, and ma.ing
written notes. Houvever, the use of a tape recorder was not
always the best approach. Some individuals are unused to tape
recording and react strongly against having their conversation
recorded; others may be inhibited if they know, that their
remarks will be preserved on tape for houvever short a time,
and in conscquence they become less candid in their answers.
In such cases brief written notes may be riore productive,
altough at times restricting, when only one interviewer is
b~ing used. The choice must largely be left in the hands of

the interviewece, although there are occesions when even though

no apparent objection is registered against the use of a tape



recorder, it may be thougnt wise by the iuterviewer to find
some reason, such as the recorder's brealiing doun, sc that the
interview might continue with the interviewer taking down
written notes. In any casc, when a tspe-recorder is used, it
is wise to place it away from the direct vicu of the inter-
viewee and, if possible, altogether out of his sigat. In this
way at least any latent inhibition will not be aroused.
Whatever method is eventually chosen by the oral
historian to record his interviews, it is a time-consuning
process of research. One American has conservatively estimated
that, excluding background research, and the writing of the
interview plan, but ircluding time for pre-interview
preparation, travel, transcribing, and editing, the ratioc of
man-hours to actual interview time is 40 to 1. This ratio is
probably a little lower vhere a tape recorder is not used, as

normally less time is required to cony up written notes, than

is required to transcribe and edit a tape.

1. Donald C. Swain, on. cit. p.65.
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APPENDIX C. List of persons intervieved.

The interviews listed below took place over a period of
approximately S5 months between 25th August 1969 and 26th
February 1970. I would like to thank most sincerely all

those individuals and firms who gave me their time and

reminiscences during my research for this thesis.

formerly of A.Harston & Co. (Znfield) Ltd.

Mr A.W.Harston,

Mr F.Tipnles, First National Eousing Trust Ltd.

Mr G.W.Ellis, General Housing Co. Ltd.

Mr C.Winstanley, Richard Costain (Construction) Ltd.

Mr D.r.Cox, Haymills Ltd.

¥r J.H.Richards, W.Richards & Sons (Hendon) Ltd.

Fr L.J.Leathers, lietropolitan Railway County Lstates Ltd.
lir H.L.Storr, E.A.Storr & 3ons Ltd.

Mr L.Edwards, H.Almond Ltd.

Mr R.Z.¥enny, M.Sanderson (Southern) Ltd.

Mrs B.loward,

G.Ward (Ealing) Ltd.

Nr D.Gradwell, G.Ward (Ealing) Ltd.

Mr A.A.Villson, A.J.Willson & Scons Ltd.

Mr G.Edser, formerly of EZEdser & Brown Ltd.

ir E.L.Saunders, formerly of Saunders & Son Ltd.
Mr A.C..hyte, A.C.Whyte (Croydon) Ltd.

Mr R.C.llatson, R.C.Jatson Ltd.

Mr F.Lnight, W.J.Page & Son Ltd.

Mr B.Todd, formerly of Newman Eyre Ltd.

Mr F.dSnith, formerly of Newby Bros. Ltd.

Mr P.Collins, P.Collins (Builder)

Mr C.E.Dixon, The London Housing Trust Ltd.

Mr A.J.Csbourne, A.J.Osbourne.

Mr F.Jackson, Francis Jackson Developments Ltd.
Mr K.Bland, VJates Ltd.

e L.?.Seéton, formerly of 'ates Built Homes Ltd.
Mr S.Kelsoce, formerly of ‘Wates Ltd.

E.Berg,

formerly of E. & A.3crg Ltd.



Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
lir
Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr
Kr

Mr

E.Jaggers,
A.C.Nicholas,
i/.Gilbert,
F.E.Gostling,
\/.ll.dohnson,
J.Harper,
F.Stokes,
K.G.Jerrard,
L.T.Swanne,

C.A.Pilgrim,

formerly of A.U.Jaggers & Sons Ltd.
A.C.Nicholas Ltd.

W.Gilbert (Builders).

E.Gostling (Builders) Ltd.

formerly of John Laing & Son Ltd.
formerly of John Laing & Son Ltd.
John Laing (Construction) Ltd.

John Laing & Son Ltd.

L.T.Swanne Ltd.

C.A.,Pilgrim Ltd.

W.R.Leddington, W.S.Try Ltd.

C.l.Hefford,
G.C.Cooper,
G.Reed,
P.M.Healy,
D.J.Friest,
S.E.Steadman,
H.Townsend,
H.W.Townsend,
G.D.lLancaster,
P.R.Jones,
S.J.Bradley,

formerly of New Ideal Homes Ltd.
Cooper & Philips Ltd.

Geo. Reed & Sons Ltd.

M.J.Gleeson Ltd.

formerly of Priest Bros.

Davis Estates Ltd.

formerly of Townsend & Collins Ltd.
Townsend & Collins Ltd.
Lancasters (liayfair) Ltd.
G.T.Crouch Ltd.

formerly of Bradley & Arthur Ltd.

Sir George Chaplin,Hilbery Chaplin & Co.

Mr
Mr
Mr
Mr

Mr

H.Davies,
L.D.Daniel,
fl.L.Fairley,
E.Becket,

L.Cockle,

Mortgage lManager,

H.Davies & Co.

Hickman and Bishop.

Clifford and Clifford.

Becket Son & Co.

Woolwich Zquitable Building Society.

Abbey National Building Society.

A number of other interviews were also undertaken. These

included interviews with two builders and two Inland Revenue

valuation officers.

For personal and professional reasons

respectively however these wished to remain completely

anonymous.
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APPENDIX D. The interview schedule.

The schedule found below is only a part of that used
during the interviews. Only th;se sectionz of the sc':edule
which relate to the contents of the thesis have been included.
The other sections related to other aspects of speculative
housebuilding operations and processes: e.g. the finance of
construction; the processes and organisation of construction
(including matters relating to material and labour inputs and
organisation, and to innovation); the apnroach, and decisions
relating to the type of development undertaken, and to layout
and design; the organisation and finance of house sales;
building quality; and relationships with local awthorities.

It should be emphasised that the schedule copied out below
is ﬁot, and was never intended to be used as, a questionnairs.
It was designed solely to provide direction and a guide during

the interviews.

The schedule.

Introduction.

1. Did your firm begin its building activities within the
Greater London area?
(a) where did it originate?
(b) what date did it begin to operate in Greater London?
(¢) what factors were most important in the decision to
meve to Greater Lonion?
2. (a) At wlat stage in yo'r firn's life did it enter into

speculative housebuilding activity?
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e.g. (i) mize; (ii) cepital; (iii) age.
(b) Ynat were the major factors influential in this move?

(¢) Unhat form hud your activities taken before this move?

3« How did you firm's interects divide themselves between

different types of building activity? (e.g.) (i) speculative/

contract; (ii) residential/non-residential; (iii) speculative

residential/contract-residential; (iv) flats/houses). 1In

(i) 1924; (44) 1928 (iii) 1930; (iv) 1932; (v) 1935;

(vi) 1937; (vii)1939?

If possible in terms of the ¥ of total activity in each

activity category, but if roughly accurate § figures cannos

be given an inpressionistic picture will suffice.

(a) Rcughly what area did your activitiess cover during
(i) the 1920s; (ii) the 193Cs?

(b) What factors were influential in: (i) determining (or
liniting)the area; (ii) causing any expansion or
contraction in that area?

Please specify examples.

Could you list the developments you were involved in in the

O3A during the 'twenties and 'thirties? Giving for each

development (i) its approxinate dates; (ii) its location

and acreage, (iii) the number of houses, and(iv) if not
purely houscbuilding, the role your firm played in the
development.

Tekinz the years in wvhich your firnm was building houses

during the 'twentics and 'thirties, could you indicate

briefly which years werec good and »hich were poor for your
firn's activities?

If no precise idca - at least an inmpressionistic view of
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trends and fluctuations during the period.

7. (a) Approximately how leong on average was the —-eriod
between the conception of a housebuilding project
and the commencement of the actual building
operation?

(b) Briefly, what factors might be iavolved in

determining the-length of such a period?

Please give examples.

Location.

1. (a) Casting your mind back to a spccific project (jog
mind with previous list of developments) howvever
large or small, can you remember which specific
factors were of greatest importance in the decision
to locate that developmen{ in tkat particular place?

(b) Repeat this with other specified examples - as many

as possible.

2. (a) 3tate the FIVZ factors which you consider to have

been I10ST imncrtant and influszntial in the 193Cs in

estate location decisions.

(b) State the FIVZ generally of LZA3T imvortance to your

mind.
3. If you '.ad to name OI'E factor, which would you consider

to have been the NOST C2JCIAL? (jog mind with specific

developments).

4. (a) In general in your opinion what significance did the
location and character of industrial/commercial
development have on: (i) the decision to consider,

and tben buy land? (ii) the decision of vhat sort of



790.

development it was to be?
(b) Is it possible to cite exarmples illustrating this

influence?

5. (a) How great an influence was the availability of public
services links in your decisions of where to locate
your projects?

(b) If existing public service links were a way away,

did you ever have to finance, or part finance, the
cost of joining the estate to the 1ink?

(¢) Did the L.A. or public utility company ever pay for
this, or share the cost with you? If so, what
proportion? and did it vary according to the size of
development?

(d) What sort of % of the TOTAL development cost was the
firm willing to pay?

(e) As land got relafively scarce (i.e. less ideally
located) ‘did this situation change?

6. The significance of transport and communications? (if not
dealt with earlier).

7. In the 1930s did your firm ever make a location decision,
and then having purchased the land and begun developnent,
found that it fell short for some reason? (i) Can you
give me details of any exauvles? (ii) In each case, can

you give me the reasons for the initial choice? (iii) what

happened?

Economic Feasibility Study.

8. When selecting a location, did you ever carry out any study

on any pieces of land under consideration to discover which
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had the greatcst potential for residential development?

If yes, continue. If no, go to (e).

(a) Vhat form did the study take?

a 'potential

(D)

'(b) At what stage in your considcration o
site' dii you usually carry it out? (i) 4s a
general rule? (ii) Can you give any examples?

(¢) Which factors did you consider toc be most important

when working such a study? Why these factors in

particular?
(d) In retrospect, did such studies prove to be on the
whole (i) accurate; (ii) profitable; (iii) success-

ful; (iv) necessary?
(Now continue to next section on land acquisition).

(e) Uhy did you feel a land study to be unnecessary?

(A list of factors with possible influence in locational

decisions. Used as a check list and prompt.

(i) Neighbourhood.
(ii) Market demand, or the perceived popularity of an
area.
(iii) JAvailability of public services, or public
service link-ups.
(iv) Topogravnhy.
(v) Location of previous activity in and around that
area.

(vi) Lxistence of communications, and accessibility.
(vii) Zxistence of community facilities, e.g. schocls,
local parade cf shops, etc.

(viii) Land ownership patterns and the size of sites

coming available.
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(ix) ¢'inancial considerations (e.g. availability of
finance with site, etc.)
(x) Iocation of recent development or development
in progress by other builders.
(xi) Town planning zoning: location of industry.
(xii) Town planning housing densities.
(xiii) 3o0il characteristics and types.

(xiv) Proximity of a good agent to help sell the

completed houses.

(xv) Method of land purchase available.)

Land Acquisition.

1. (a) How did you learn about the availability of a suitable

riece of land? Please svecify actual examples.

((eeg.) (i) own staff - active search - assessment o

offered; (ii) land and estate agents on retainer;

(iii) agents circular; (iv) offers from landowners).
(b) For the décade as a whole, are you able to estimate the
relative importance of each of the various means used?
2. (a) Taink back to the acquisition of land for variocus
developnents and for each can you tell me:
(i) approx. acreage; (ii) did you buy it outright, or
phase it over a number of years? (iii) did you ever
N

first take out an option on it? (iv) if yes to (iii),

how leng did you hold land cn option.before dbuying or
rejecting 1t?
(b) If unable to sbccify, can you speak generally on
these points, wvith examples if possible.
3. llow fixed and pre-deterained wvere your ideas on the type
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of site you would be interested in?

(a) Was it usual for you/your firm tc actively search

(b)

4, (a)

(b)
5. (a)

(b)

for land with a fairly specific character which

would fit into a relatively firm, pre-determined

idea of the sort and size of estate you/your firm
wanted to build? or

was it more normal for you t§ come across a piece

of land and then, after a land study to evaluate its
potential, decide wh;ther it was a worthwhile
proposition?

To what extent did the acquisition of a site and land
area suitable for your development involve you in
negotiating and eventually combining a number of
pieces of land, perhans from separate landowners? (i) in
the 1920s? (ii) early in the 1930s? (iii) late in the
1930s?

Can you give me any actual examples?

Did all your developments during the 1930s tend to be
within a certain range of size? Or at least above a
minimum size?

Did the centre of this range shift at all?

What do you feel were the factors most influential in

such a shift?

6. Land Companies

(a)

(b)

Did you know, or hear of, the existence of any such
companies?
Can you give me any specific examples? And can you

give me any idea of hov they operated?



7. (a)

(b)

& (If
(a)

(b)

Did you notice an increasing relative scarcity of
suitable land for’development as the pericd wore

on? (e.g. experience increasing difficulty in
finding suitable sites).

What were the manifestations of this on (i) the

price of land; (ii) the extent and type of new
development your firm vas able to create; (iii) the
locational characteristics of such development;

(iv) the approach your firm used in the search for
such land?

not answered eariier)

Did you look for land first and then, uvithin certain
pre-defined limits?fﬂiat sort of development should
be undertaken? or

Did you have a pre-defined idea cf the sort of
development you wanted to undertake and then lock for

a site that would fit into 1it?

Land develovoment.

1. (a)

(b)

Approximately what provortion of TOT.L CO3T F3R J/SLLIKG

was:. (i) the cost of land; (ii) the cost of land plus
site vrevaration?

Jid either of these vronortions change substantially

over the decade? Can you give nercentages for (i) 19303

(ii) 19323 (iii) 1935; (iv) 1933)2

2. What factors micht be involved in the decisions determining

the

size (acrcare and number of houses) of a developnent?

Please give exranles.

(Basically a land purchase question i.e. financial, but to
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vhat extent was it, for the larger firms, more the other

way around, that is-decide the number of houses they
wanted to build and then bu& the appropriate.acreage.)

3. At what stage in the develowment of one project was the
aecision made to begin wreliminary investigations on a
further development in order to achieve a smooth use of
labour and other resources?

4. (a) Yhat sort of factors were involved in the decisicn
on the type of development (i.e. the number, price,
and style of houses) undertaken on any projected
estate?

(b) At what stage in the planning would such a decision
be made? (e.g. before/after land search/purchase).

5. If possible from actual examples of developments under-
taken, how was the eventual 'mix' of dvellings decided
upon§

6. (a) In general, over the period, how vere the price
ranges of dwellings built evolved?

(b) Yhat factors were influential in deterwtining the
constitution of the dwellinsz range available?

(c) To what extent did the dwelling range available

change over the perioed?

Structure of the industry.

l. In 1924, 1950, and 1935 the Board of Trade’undertook a

Census of Production. Have any copies of any returns made

by your firm survived?

of
2. (a) Can you give we an indication/ the size of your firm

in, for example, (i) 1925; (ii) 1930; (iii) 1$32;
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(iv) 1935; (v) 1937; (vi) 1939 ia termc of the
nunbers employed?

(calegories: (i) 0-10; (ii) 11-24; (iii) 25-49;

.

(iv) 50-99; (v) 1C0C-199; (vi) 200-499; (vii) 500-9¢9;
(viii) 1000-1499; (ix) 1500 and over).

(b) Vhatl proportion of the labour force at each date
would you estimate were involved in housebuilding
(approx.)?

(c) What was the annual value of your output at each date.
(approx.)? And what proportion of this was from
housebuilding?

(d) Vhat proportion of the labour force was enployed in
administration?

(e) Approximately hov many dwellings did your firm build

in each of these years?

3. Could you give me a-subjective opinion of the general

structure of the housebuilding industry during the period?
e.g. (i) The aprrox. proportion of firms in each category?
(ii) The approx. pronortion of total houscbuilding
activity produced by each category?

Did your firm convert itself into a public company before

1939? Why was it decided to make this move?

(a) Did your firm ever found associate or subsidiary
companies before 1939 in order to organise particular
developments and which were to be latéf liquidated on
the completion of those developments?

(b) Alternatively, did your firm ever found such companies

in order to undertake different aspects of the
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residential develorment process on the estates
developed before 19397
(¢) VUhat were the advantages of such moves?/why did
your firm not adopt such company structures?
6. (a) Did you ever sub-contract out any parts of your
developments?
If yes, (i) To 'what extent in terms of total output?

(ii) What parts of a development did you tend

to sub-contract?

(Run through developments undertaken)

(iii) (for each develonment where sub-contracting
was undertaken) why did you sub-contract
these particular tasks at this

particular time?

(b) In general what types of firm (main characteristics)
werc involved in sub-contract work for you on housing
estates? Did yéu develop relationships with any
firms? What was the nature of such relationships?

(¢) In your opinion, how tyrical was the extent of your use
of sub-contractors? (i) For similar sized firms?

(ii) For the industry as a whole?

AT TIZ ZID OF T'13 INTERVIE].

Do you/Does your firm still possess any records of your
firm's/its activities during the 1920s and 1930s?

(Pirst prompt for e.g. sales brochures, sales books, estate
and house plans. Then tactfully broach the question of
records, such as records relating to particular estate
developnents, estate development accounts and correspondence,

correspondence relating to land search and purchase, etc.)
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SELTCT BIDLIOCARAPHY.

1. Primary Sources.

i. The search for records relating to the interwar business

activity of speculative housebuilders and estate developers

vas unfortunately not a success. However a very limited

nuntber of items were located.

(a)

(b)

(c)

R.T.Warren Ltd. Sales Books.

R.T.Varren Ltd. Land Purchase Account Ledger.
During the mid-195Cs this vest London speculative
housebuilding firm was taken over by lalcolm landerson
(Southern) Ltd. These records are now held at that
firm's offices in Uxbridge, liiddlesex.

Jates Streathan (1923) Ltd. Sales Ledger.
Held by br J.d.Johnson, Derartment of Geograsphy,

University College, London.
Building Devnartment ifemoranda to the Directors of “ates
Ltd. 1936.
Worcester Park Istate Ltd. (Folo 3yndicate). Minutes of
Directors! licetings.

Held at the offices of ates Ltd. Norbury, 3.Y.16.

Also held at these offices are copies of \ates

House lews (later Jates Neus 3heet), 1935-39.

At Companies ngsc,.London, records are held relating to
three intervar housebuvilding Tirms which became public
companies prior to 1839, 1o file was fcound for a fourth
firm, Davis Jistates Ttd. The threec firms are George

1

Wimpey & Co. Ttd. (File ilo. 156617), New Ideal Houesteads



ii.
The
The

(a)

(b)

The

(¢)

.Local authority building ins:cctors!

Ltd. (File No. 243565), and Richard Costain & CJons Ltd.

(File llo. 274453). Unfortunately there is little

information held in these files and wvhat there is is

fragmentary relating primarily to their registration

and incorporation.

Abbey Road Building Society. Pool Deposit Files.

Held at the Head Cffice of the Abbey National

Building Society, Baker Street, W.l. The Abbey
National was the only building society, of a number
approached, which had retained, or were willing to

reveal to the author, records relating tc their inter-

war dealings with housebuilders.

revisters.

registers of three pre-1939 local authorities were sxamined.

two analysed in detail were:

Infield U.D.Register of Building Yotices (1920-30

incomplete/1931-4C complete). ZTeld by the Building

Surveyor's Department, London Borough of Infield,

Palners Green, N.13.

Ruislip-Northwood U.D.Register of Completions (193140

complete). Held by the Planning Department, London

Borough of Hillingdon, Northwood, Hiddlesex.
register of the third local authority was:

Hayes and Harlington U.D. Register of Building Notices.

(192'+-L0 incom»lete). Held by the DPlanning Department,

London 3loroush of Hillingdon, Northuood, lliddlesex.

The incomplete nature of this register made its detailed
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analysis for use in Chapter 5 peointless. However
the register did prove valuable on a awaiber of
points, and indeed would bear anulysis by any local
historians interested in the development of this
area.

The contents of these registers have been described in

Chapter 5.

iii. Ministry of lealth. Unpublished house completion

statistics, 1918-40.

This provided a fundamental data source for the first section
of the present vork. The data, held on carés (one card for
each local authority) at the Housing Statistics Division of
the Departrment of the Environment, London, has been described
and examined in some dex»th in the aprendices to Chapters 2, 3
and 4. And in Chapter 11 it has been noted that, for all its
limitations, it remaiﬁs an important basic source of small
area statistical information on interwar housebuilding

activity.

iv. The fourth body of yrimary evidence used in the present
vork was found in the London 3orough of Lewisham Public
Libraries, Local History Collection. This evidence relates
to the sale of, reséectively, undeveloped and developed land:
(a) The Dansons Lstate, Kent. Sales Particulars,lS22.

(File MNo. 3397).
(b) The Uest Chislehurst Park Istate, liottingham, Kent.

Avction Farticulars. 1626. (File llo. A61,4/10).
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2. Lhonthly and weckly djouvrnals.

i. Mo trade joﬁrnal provides an unbiased view and this is
particularly true vhere these journals are the official
organs of specific business associations. The interwar
journals on housebuilding proved no exception and it was
necessary to exercise extreme caution in order to distinguish
between speculation, opinion and fact. Contrary to the
writer's original hopes little precise information was given
in the building trade Jjournals on individual firms and their
activities, while any discussion on housebuilding and
residential development vas restricted to idealised advice
and failed to provide any'substantial picture of the
activities of the industry or the practical provblems which
faced firms during these years. A certain amount of
evidcnce; on the other hand, wvas gleaned from these Jjournals
and, for all their difficulties such publications remain an
essential contemv»orary historical source. The Journals
consulted (years published between the wars first, years
consulted seccond) ‘iere:

Tha Builder (1913-39)(1926-39)

The 3vilding Inl-vctries Survey (1935-9)(1935-9), produced
by The Building Industries Natiomnal Council.

H

Th~e . ational Tederation of Housckuilders ! onthly Revort

(19%4-36)(1931-35), the official organ of the
National Federation of Housebuilders, continued as

The "ousebuilder (19356-38)(1936-3C) continued as

The Tousebuilder and “istate Develower (1938-10)(1933-39).

s
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The Illustrated Carpenter and Builder (19156-39)(1926-35G)

The lational Builder (1920-39)(1S26-39), the official

organ of the liational Federation of Building

Trades Employers.

The Netional Housebuilder (1936-39)(1936-39), the official

organ of the Housebuilders Association of Great
Britain.

Practical Tuilding (1925-34) continued as

Practical Juilding Illustrated (1934-35) (1925-1935)

!

ii. A number of journals which advertised the availability
of speculatively built houses were also consuvlted:

The Homefinders' Small Prorerty Supvplement (1931-34)(1931-34)

continued as

The All ZIngland Zlomefinder and Small Property Guide

(1934-29) (1934-39).

The Fonselands Gazette and Zstate Yews (1931-34)(1S31-34)

continued as

Better Eomes (1934-35)(1934-35).

iii. On the building society movenent during the interwar

years The Bvildine Societies' Gazette (1913-39)(1926-39)

was consulted, vhile on other tcpics certain volumes of

The Zatates CGazette (1918-39), The “conomist (1918-39), and

the Ro:al Institute of British Architects' Journal (1918-3G)

were alsc consulted.
2 \
5. Nevuspaners.

The necwsypapers most uscd have been listed below. With the
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exception of The Times they were coasulted larpgely for their
sections advertising speculative estate develonments.
The Times (1918-40)(certain volumes 1927-33).

The Observer (1913-40)(1928-39).

Daily Mail (1918-40)(1928-39)

Sunday Ixpress (1918-40)(1928-39)

Enfield Weekly I'erald €1921-39)(1930-39).

Palmers Green and Southpate Gazette (1918-39)(1930-39).

Harrow Cbserver (continued as Harrow Cbserver and Gazette)

(1918-1939)(1918-24, 1928-39).

4, Secondary S3ources.

Only the more important secondary works have been
included in this bibliography. The details of the other
secondary works from which evidence has been obtained can

be found footnoted in the body of the work.

i. Government rvublications.

Cd. 9121. Report of the Corimittee on Building Construction
in connection with the Provision of Dwellings for
the Yorking Classes of Englaﬁd and ‘Vales, and
Scotland (HMSC, 1918)(Tudor Yalters Report).

Cmd.3911. Report of the Inter-Departriental Counmittee on the
Nent Restriction Acts (M50, 1931) (Marley Report).

Cmd.5621. Report of the Inter-Devartmental Comrittee on the
Renl Restriction Acts (II:30, 1937)(Ridley Rerort).

Cmd.6153. Report of the Royal Commiésion on the Distribution
of the Industrial Population (SO, 1940)(Barlow

Report).
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Cmd. 6378. Report of the Committes on Land Utilization in
Rural Areas (1.0, 1942)(Scott Report).

Ministry of Health, Renort of the Sub-Committee of the
Central Housing Advisory Committee on Private
Enterprise Housing (HIN30, 1944).

Ministry of Health, Report of the Departmental Committee on
the Valuatioén for Rates 1939 (11150, 1944).

Board of Trade, Final Revnort of the Third Census of
Production 1924 (mM130, 1932).
Final Report of the Fourth Census of Production,
1930 (ENM30, 1935).
Final Report of the Fifth Census of Production,
1935 (HMSO, 1944).

Censuses of Population for 1921,.1931 and 1951.

ii. General texts on interwar 3ritain.

The two texts primarily referred to were C.L.liowat,

Britain Between the Wars (6*th imp.1S66)% 3. Follard, The

Develovment of the 3ritish Zconomy, 1914-1950 (1962).

A more recent text is D.H.Aldcroft, The Interwar

Economy: Britain 1919-39 (1970), while a view of the economy

during the 1€3%0s can be found in H.\/.Richardson, Zcononic

Recovery in Rritain, 1932-39 (1967).

iii. Pooks and articles on housebuildinsg, the sceculative

housebuilder and the buildin~ society movewent

(ninctcenth ond twentieth centuries to 103¢).

M. Bowley, Housine and the State, 1919-1944 (1945).

S.D.Chapman, ed. The "istory of “orliinm Class Housing

(Neuton Abbot, 1971).
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BE.J.Cleary, The Building 3ociety "ovenment (1965).
H.J.Dyos, , Victorian Suburb (Leicester; 1661).
H.J.Dyos and The Victorisn City: Imazes and Realities
M.Wolff, ed.

(1973).
A.A.Jackson, Semi-Detached London (1973).
A.ANevitt, Housing, Taxation and Subsidies (1965).
H.¥W.Richardson BuiXding in the British Econoany hetween

and D.H.Aldcroft,
the Wars (1968).

H.J.Dyos, 'The Speculative Builders and Developers of

Victorian London', Victorian Studies,

XI (1968).
J.ll.Johnson, 'The Suburban Ixpansion of iHousing in
London, 1918-1939' in J.T.Coprock and

H.C.Prince, .ed. Greater London (1964).

J.L.Narshall, 'The Pattern of Housebuilding in the Inter-
War Period in Zngland and Yales', Scotiish

Journal of Political Zconomy, XV (1948).

There is very little work, eit:ier published or unpublished, on
individual interwar speculative houéebuilding firms. The only
published work %Xnown to the author is A.lenkins, On Site,
1921-71 (1971), a popular histori of Taylor “oodrow Ltd.
rublished during the firm's 5Cth year. While the only
unvpublished work is a short tynescript history of Vates Ltd.
held at the firm's offices in Norbury, =south London. In

neither work are pre-1939 activities given nuch space.

iv. Housin~ and econonic statistics.

B. leber, 'A New Index of Rosidential Construction,

1938-1¢50', Scottish Journal of Political

sconomy, II (1055).
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1.Bovley, Housine and tre 3tote, 1919-1944 (1945),

Appendix IT, esp. Table 2, 0.271.

Hinistry of lealth, Uousing. Ilouse Production, .3lum Clearance,

etc. Inpglend and Yales (H#M30, 1934-9)

(six-monthly).

London County Council, London Statistics, XJAXIII-XLI (1629-1939)

K., Maiwald, 'An Index of Building Costs in the United

{ingdom, 1845-1938', Iconomic listory

Review, 2nd ser. VII (1954).

B.R.Litchell and Abstract of British Yistorical 3tatistics
P.Deanec,

(Cambridge, 1952).

London and The British Tconomy: ey Statistics, 1507-66
Cambridge
mconomic 3ervice, (1967).

v. Theses.

Various épproaches to the examination of pre-19lL speculative
housebuilding and residential development within the Greater
London area can be found in E.J.Jyos, The Suburban Develorment
of Greater London, south of the Thames, 1836-1914 (unpublished
Ph. D. thesis, Ulniversity of London, 1952); D.A.Reeder,
Capital Investrient in the ‘Jestern 3uburbs of Victorian London
(unpublished Fh. D. thesis, University of Leicester, 1965); .
R.C.Y.Cox, Somec Aspects of the Urban Develovment of Croydon,
1870-1940 (unpublished M.l.thesis, University of Leicester,
1966); R.C..!.Cox, Urban Develorment ang Redevelopment of
Croydon, 1335-1940 (unpublished Ph. D. thesis, University of
Leicester, 1970); and li.Jaugh, The Subyrban Crowtlh of North
Jest hent, 1801-1961 (un-ublished Ph. D. thesis, University of

London, 1968). Parts of the tuo theses by R.C.JU.Cox and that



by Hary Jaugh also rclate to interwvar activity, vhile Ldward
Craven in Conflict in the Land Develogpment Trocess: the role
of the private residential deveioper (unpublished Ph. D.
thesis, University of Kent, 1970) has considered the spec-
ulative residential development process as it was found in

the County of Kent during the 1950s and 19G0s.
5. LEphemera.

A number of sales brochures issued by householders and estate
developers wvere located during the research. These included
E. & L. RBerg Ltd. (Gladeside Estate, Shirley); J. & J.H.
Boothman (1928) Ltd. (Briar Hill Istate, Northolt); Henry
Boot (Garden Tstates) Ltd. (Hayes Ylace Zstate, Kent);
B.Burge Ltd; G.T.Crouch Ltd. (Richmond Park Tudor Estate,
Kingston); J.C.Derby Ltd. (Beckenham lianor Istate); Gower
Builders (London) Ltd. (3pring Park Farm Estate, Shirley);
Haymills Ltd. (Hanger Hill IUstate, Zaling); J.Laing & Son
Ltd. (Belmont Zstate, 3tanmcre; Canons Park and 3roadfields
Estate, Cdgware; Cakwood Park Zstate, Jouthgate; 3anderstead
Estate, Sanderstead); lew Ideal lomesteads Ltd. (Marlborough
Pari: and Penhill Estates, 3idcup; Falconwood Fark Zstate,
Welling; Carlton Park Istate, Erith); George Reed & 3ons Ltd.
(Golf Course Estate, Mill Hill); Hoel Rees Ltd. (ChorleyWood
and Petts ood Estates); Huzh F. Thoburn Ltd. (Lessness Fark
Istate, lbbey Vood); J.Ward & Son Ltd. (Tovers Estate,

Southall.



6. Cral Sources.

A major source of evidence used in the present work was
'the interview'. Betweesn Aupgust 1962 and Februar& 1970
the author interviewed 61 persons, both speculative house-
builders and other individuals connected with speculative
residential developrent within the interwar 0SA. The
reasons why such an approach to the cocllection of data was
adopted have already been given in the first chapter and
in Appendix A above. 7While the methodology used,_a list
of the persons interviewed, and the part of the intérview
schedule relevant to the present work can be found ig
Appendices B, C and D respectively. The edited interview

transcripts are in the possession of the author.

808.
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