i Pl L

--_h'-ﬂ——? ——

. R —— X
TP o -“-M., -

! b

Homes for
Heroes 100

Edited by Melanie Kelly Bristol Festival of Ideas/



Homes for
Heroes 100

Council Estate Memories

Edited by Melanie Kelly

Published by Bristol Cultural Development Partnership 2019




This book has been published for the Homes for Heroes 100 programme, which

is coordinated by Bristol Cultural Development Partnership (BCDP) in association
with its year-round Festival of Ideas (www.ideasfestival.co.uk/themes/homes-for-
heroes-100) and biennial Festival of the Future City (www.futurecityfestival.co.uk).

BCDP is an Arts Council England NPO. It is a partnership of Bristol City Council,
Business West, University of Bristol and the University of the West of England.

Supported using public funding by

ARTS COUNCIL d @ Bk University of
West F gt

ENGLAND BRISTOL

Homes for Heroes 100 is supported by the National Lottery Heritage Fund and Bristol
City Council.

@ HERITAGE
FUND

Individual projects are led by the Architecture Centre, Knowle West Media Centre,
Local Learning (Hillfields Homes for Heroes) and Sea Mills 100.

minl 2
THE Hils
! 2€:'-;EARCHITECTURE KWMC+ g u eg
. CENTRE KNOWLE WEST MEDIA CENTRE m.!"glg‘ggql'ps

Text copyright: The authors retain the copyright of their work. The names of the
copyright holders of images are provided with the captions. Please contact BCDP
if you are a copyright holder and you have not been credited correctly so we can
amend this error in a future edition.

Captions for cover images: Front cover: Joan Smith with her parents. Inside front
cover (top): Durre Shahwar; Brad Evans. Inside front cover (bottom): Roger Giriffith;
Kerry Hudson (Mark Vessey). Inside back cover (clockwise from top left): David
Olusoga; Joan Smith (Alexander Seale); Natasha Carthew; Mary O'Hara; Lynsey
Hanley (Suki Dhanda). Back cover (clockwise from top left): Natalie Bloomer; Alan
Johnson with his daughters; Clare Kelly, niece of author Andrew Kelly, with a toy
Goodyear blimp in the garden at her grandparents’ home; Janice Galloway with her
mother; Robert, Maxine and Paul Walton.

Publication designed by Qube Design Associates Ltd.

Printed by The Complete Product Company Ltd on FSC certified paper.

Published by Bristol Cultural Development Partnership, Leigh Court, Abbots Leigh,
Bristol BS8 3RA.

The views expressed in this publication are the individual authors’ own. They are not
necessarily shared by the other authors or by BCDP.

A large-print PDF — without the illustrations — can be provided as an email
attachment on request.

BCDP can be contacted using the form on the Festival of Ideas website:
www.ideasfestival.co.uk/about/contact

Contents/

Foreword/ 4
Introduction/ 5
Paul Smith: Bristol/ 6
Joan Smith: Acton, Stevenage and Basingstoke/ 10
Alan Johnson: North Kensington and Slough/ 16
Liz Clare: Cambridge/ 19
Brad Evans: The Rhondda Valleys/ 23
Natasha Carthew: Downderry/ 27
David Olusoga: Gateshead/ 30
Robert Walton: Cardiff/ 34
lan Jack: Farnworth and Fife/ 39
Roger Griffith: Bristol/ 43
Natalie Bloomer: Stevenage/ 47
Janice Galloway: Saltcoats/ 50
Lynsey Hanley: Chelmsley Wood/ 53
John Savage: London/ 56
Cash Carraway: London/ 60
Durre Shahwar: Cardiff/ 66
Mary O'Hara: West Belfast/ 69
Xan Brooks: Frome/ 73
Kerry Hudson: Scotland and England/ 76
Andrew Kelly: Wombourne/ 79
Further Infomation/ 84



Foreword/

| am often asked what it was that made the
difference in my life; what helped me move beyond
the adverse circumstances of my childhood to
become Mayor of Bristol. | list a number of factors.
Among them are my family, boxing, a couple of
committed teachers, outward bound, my faith and
homes that were safe and secure.

Those homes were council properties. The first was a two-bedroom
ground-floor flat in Humberston Walk, Lawrence Weston. The second a
two-bedroom house off Stapleton Road in Easton, the next street over
from my nan and grandad.

| carried a sense of vulnerability as a child that extended to my mother and
sister. The importance of having a front door we could close to the outside
world, a base that was ours and bedrooms we could rest in — although

we actually needed three bedrooms — should not be underestimated. We
were renting but it was our space. It was my house! It was a key part of the
platform for mine and my family’s liberation.

In the hundredth anniversary of the Addison Act, the role of council
housing is something to celebrate and learn from. It's this history and the
importance of council housing to my own journey that's underpinned

my commitment to getting houses built in general and building council
houses in particular.

Delivering high-quality, secure homes in strong communities is one of
the key policy tools we have for tackling poverty; improving physical and
mental health, and educational outcomes; and building the resilience of
our workforce and economy. And with the failure of the current housing
framework to deliver the quantity of homes and the failure of the private
rental sector to guarantee the quality and security of homes we need, it
is essential we support the drive to unlock a new wave of council house
building across the country. If we succeed, our cities and country will win.

Marvin Rees
Mayor of Bristol

Introduction/

Homes for Heroes 100 is a programme of
coordinated community projects, special events
and new publications marking the centenary of the
Housing Act 1919 and the development of the first
large-scale council estates in this country.

These specially commissioned essays have been written by a range of
people who have lived in council housing, some of whom will be speaking
at the Festival of the Future City (16-19 October 2019). In addition to

Bristol, the locations described include Basingstoke, Cambridge, Cardiff,
Fife, Gateshead, Saltcoats, Slough, Stevenage, a rural village in Cornwall,
the outskirts of Birmingham and several parts of London. The authors'
experiences range from the brutal to the idyllic, demonstrating the best
and the worst of council housing provision. A number of the essays refer
to the revelation that came with the transfer to secondary school, when
children were first made aware that to be a council tenant might be
considered a sign of failure. The authors have encountered class snobbery,
racism, crime and violence as well as supportive neighbours and previously
unimagined comforts like hot running water, and the sense of security that
comes with knowing you hold the key to your own front door.

Some contributors have chosen to focus on personal stories, those that
make them happy, proud, angry or regretful. Others have looked at the
broader implications of council housing, its impact on those who live there
and the challenges for those responsible for its delivery. Reading these
essays, it is clear that council housing can be perceived as both a bleak
prison from which you long to escape, and a blissful haven after years of
struggle. Or somewhere in between.

We are grateful to our volunteer proof-readers for their comments and
corrections: Ed Bramall, Debra Britton, Jane Duffus, Jacqueline Gerrard,
Julia Trow.

The Festival of the Future City 2019 will include a series of sessions on
council housing past, present and future, among other themes. The festival
will also showcase some of the work that has taken place during the Homes
for Heroes 100 programme. Visit www.futurecityfestival.co.uk for details.



Paul Smith:
Bristol/

For my parents, being allocated a council flat in
the 1960s was a huge achievement. It symbolised
security and independence. Being nine-months
old at the time, | wasn't aware of its impact.

My mum and dad had both grown up in council housing; my grandfather
had been involved in building it during the post-war boom. Growing up
on a council estate was just the norm for me, as all the relatives we visited
also lived in such areas. My dad’s parents lived in Knowle West, built in
the 1930s, and my mother's parents lived on another, smaller estate in the
Cotswold town of Winchcombe. Until | went to secondary school, pretty
much everyone | knew was a council tenant. It didn't occur to me that we
were separate or stigmatised or anything other than typical.

It seemed that the council ran almost everything and determined
everything: roads, open spaces, colour of front doors, schools and youth
centres. There was a doctor’s house across the road, which was just a larger
council house, still owned by the council, and the priest for the church

next door to our flat lived in a council flat in one of the tower blocks. The
council even helpfully placed a post on the rectangle of grass outside our
flats with a sign saying ‘No ball games’. It made a great goalpost, as did the
strategically placed trees at the two ends of the 'pitch’.

Two things happened when | was 11 that were of huge significance: we
managed to exchange our flat with an elderly couple who had a house in
the same street and | started at secondary school.

Living in a flat had restrictions. The first was we were always being told

not to run around and disturb the elderly man who lived below us. The

coal bunker was downstairs in the garden and the garden was shared. In a
house, no-one was underneath us, the coal bunker was actually within the
house (when we were converted to electric heaters, it became a little office),
and the garden was all ours. It also meant my brother and | could have our
own bedrooms. The garden was enormous and completely overgrown —
excellent for dens — until over time we took control of it.

Going to secondary school introduced me to people who didn't live in
council housing; they owned their own homes. It was here that the class

divide started to become clear. Many kids from Whitchurch looked down
on those of us from Hartcliffe and they didn't mix much with us Hartcliffe
kids after school hours. On reflection, whenever | was with teenagers from
Whitchurch it was in Whitchurch or in town, never in Hartcliffe.

The subtle and not-so-subtle stigma about living in council housing
created a certain amount of siege mentality and Dunkirk spirit that
developed into a pride in the area and a sense of identity. For some — not
me — this developed into a gang culture that was played out in fights with
the neighbouring estates of Knowle West and Withywood. Anyone from
outside the area wouldn't be able to tell you where Hartcliffe ended and
Withywood began, but we knew. These rival gangs would come together
at Ashton Gate to fight similar gangs supporting other football teams.
This sense of siege became greater in the summer of 1980, following the
St Pauls’ riot. Most days, a riot van was parked near the shopping centre.
Clearly, Hartcliffe would be next.

The media would often describe Hartcliffe as an inner-city estate (it's five
miles from the centre of the city) and even a 'no-go’ area. But it never felt
dangerous or unsafe to walk around, and the contrast between the media
portrayal and the reality was huge. Being on the edge of the city meant
that it was only a short walk into the countryside and the estate itself was
very green with plenty of open space.

At 18, | left Bristol to go to university. In some ways this was an escape;

in others it became an assertion of identity. Within a year, my circle of
university friends was mainly comprised of similar working-class refugees
who gravitated towards each other in what was a largely middle- and even
upper-class environment. (There was an agricultural school at university

Paul Smith (right) at Hareclive Road, Hartcliffe, Bristol 1970 (author photo). Denham
House, one of five blocks of flats on Bishop Road, Hartcliffe, 1964 (Bristol Archives
40826/HSG/57/1).
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The main shopping area of Hartcliffe, still partly under construction, depicted in the
Bristol Housing Report 1964 (Bristol Reference Library B14100).

where the ownership of acres seemed the entry qualification rather than A
levels.) We didn't quite fit in there, and when we went home we didn't quite
fit there either. At university we felt looked down on; back in the estates

we would be accused of having ‘posh friends' and not wanting to mix

with the ‘likes of us'. As estate undergraduates (‘estate’ meant something
different to the agricultural students), our identification with our home
areas became stronger. When people asked where | was from, | would say
Hartcliffe first, Bristol second.

Returning home after university, | was selected to stand for the city council
representing a ward that included about half of Hartcliffe plus some of
Whitchurch.

It was as a councillor that | came across the initials NFH — Normal For
Hartcliffe. It was a code used by social workers and doctors to describe the
conditions of children in the area. What would be unacceptable in other
parts of the city was NFH. Poverty, poor health, abuse and neglect could
all be explained away with three letters. It's not clear if it meant that these
things were of no concern and that NFH was just a professional shrug of
the shoulders, or whether it was a call to action. | suspect the former.

It's almost impossible to write about growing up in the area without a
reference to the riot of 1992, although some people hate it being discussed.
That year, local professionals and community activists had been working

on the latest regeneration-programme funding-bid, this time called City
Challenge. The estate had been visited on a lovely sunny day by government
minister Michael Portillo and a gaggle of civil servants. Portillo had a tour of
the estate and said 'it's quite nice here'. That was the death of the bid. The
greenery, trees, all in the shadow of Dundry Hill, meant that the area could
not compete with grimy, boarded-up, litter-strewn inner cities. By tragic
coincidence, the day the official announcement was made, the police killed
two youngsters from the estate in a botched recovery of a stolen police
motorcycle. That night, some of the estate’s usual suspects piled out of the

pub and headed for the library at the top of the shopping precinct. Part of
the library was a ‘cop shop’, a drop-in office used by the police. The crowd

torched it and then started on the rest of the shops. The police showed up,
there was a bit of a standoff, it started raining and everyone went home.

The report of the incident on the media the next day — along with the
helpful maps - brought everyone looking for a fight with the police from
an 80-mile radius to the area and a full-scale riot with petrol bombs, riot
shields, police charges and helicopters. Unlike a terraced inner-city area,
the semi-detached homes and large gardens of Hartcliffe meant that the
area was permeable and much harder to contain rioters, so the damage
and activity were spread across the estate. The next night, the police
presence became huge and the riot was over.

What followed was a new focus on the area leading to the building of

the Gatehouse Centre; a building incorporating business workshops,
employment training, creche, café and community spaces. The building of
the shopping centre followed more than a decade later.

| also took some time to research the history of the area. | found the
original plans in the city archives. Here | could see all the proposed facilities
that were never built; the cinema, the cricket pavilion and the network

of youth facilities. While Bristol and Somerset councils haggled over

who would get the estate, the city council's boundary was extended to
incorporate it, the ambition of post-war reconstruction diminished and, as
the money became tighter, the quality of the homes also deteriorated, with
brickwork replaced by concrete.

I moved out of Hartcliffe in the late 1990s. | was, and am, opposed to Right-
to-Buy so | didn't make a killing from the cut-price deal available. Within

a short time of moving out, the new tenants bought the house and built a
wall with stone lions on the gateposts.

Today, | still feel that Hartcliffe shapes my identity and character. | still feel
huge affiliation and loyalty to the area. | was angry earlier this year when
once again a BBC presenter saw the area as fair game for misogyny and
sneering middle-class disdain for working-class people in a 'humorous’
song. (A parody of Blondie's 'Heart of Glass' about a promiscuous woman
from Hartcliffe was performed on local radio in a mock-Bristolian accent.)
The area has changed. The trees planted when | was a baby are now
enormous and dominate the gateway into the part of the estate where |
grew up. The new shopping centre has removed the burnt-out buildings
but replaced landscaped rose gardens with an almost empty concrete car
park. However, in essence, the area has changed very little. In some ways,
nor have [: just older, greyer, slower and hopefully wiser.

Paul Smith is the Cabinet Member for Housing at Bristol City Council. He is
the councillor for the Bristol Central ward. Previous roles include South West
regional officer for the National Housing Federation.



Joan Smith: Acton,
Stevenage and
Basingstoke/

My first home was a Georgian mansion standing in
200 acres of grounds, with stables, an orangery and
a boating lake.

It was also a council flat, albeit a very unusual one: we lived on the first
floor, overlooking a tree-lined drive, and our front door was flanked by a
monumental arch that led onto a south-facing terrace. It was a lovely place
to live, a world away from the grimy northern streets my parents had grown
up in, but the most significant feature from their point of view was the
indoor bathroom. At night, they no longer had to find a torch and tiptoe
outside to an outdoor privy, and they even had piped water — no more
carrying pails up the back stairs from a standpipe in the yard. Their address
didn't sound like social housing — the house was still known as ‘the large
mansion’ — but that's what it was, and my parents were incredibly grateful
to have it.

Gunnersbury Park had once belonged to the Rothschilds but the family
was long gone by the 1950s, and the estate in Acton was owned jointly by
two West London councils. While Dad was still working as a gardener in

his home town in the north-east, he heard that jobs in the park came with
a council flat, something he was prepared to move 300 miles to acquire.
Twelve months before | was born, my parents moved into an airy, two-
bedroom flat above the old Victorian kitchens, where the only reminder of
the house's history was a door opening onto an internal staircase; in the
nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the servants had used it to access
the main section of the house when a member of the family rang a bell.

Dad had voted Labour in the 1945 general election and he was proud of
the fact a working-class family was now enjoying the amenities, including
the huge park, which were once the exclusive preserve of a wealthy family.
He especially loved the walled garden where he worked in the old Victorian
glasshouses, cultivating seedlings and learning more about his trade as

a gardener. After work, determined to make up for the education he'd
missed when he left school at 14, he had tea with me and my mother then
rushed off to evening classes.

10

Both my parents came from South Shields, a windswept coastal town on
the south side of the River Tyne. Like everyone else in their families, they
had spent their entire lives in private-rented accommodation, often moving
from one flat to another in the same street when the rent was increased

or the landlord served an eviction notice. My mother's family lived at
several different addresses close to Tyne Dock, a heavily industrialised part
of South Shields from which my grandfather used to sail on steamships
transporting coal to London or Hamburg. A couple of times a year, we
made the long journey by public transport from Gunnersbury Park to South
Shields and | stared wide-eyed at the wash-house in my grandmother’s
backyard, where she had taken in washing to support herself and four
children after she was widowed. The toilet, with its old-fashioned cistern
and long, dangling chain, was in an unlit wooden privy on the far side of
the wash-house; a few years earlier, the night-soil man had made regular
journeys along the cobbled lane behind Taylor Street, collecting human
waste with his horse and cart. | dreaded having to use it in the dark and |
was even more nervous about staying with my mother’s elder sister, Auntie
Doris, because her backyard contained a door, festooned with cobwebs,
that led down into an Anderson shelter — an underground bomb shelter
which was a relic of the Second World War. None of my relatives in the
north-east had a garden and none of their landlords ever showed any
interest in improving the properties they owned, not even in terms of
providing basic amenities like indoor bathrooms.

Our council flat in West London was paradise by comparison. It was the
first in a succession of council flats and houses that Dad was offered when
he changed jobs, most of them in parks owned by the local authority.

Gunnersbury Park (author photo).




Joan Smith with her parents in their council flat at Gunnersbury Park, mid-1950s
(author photo).

When we moved to Slough, 15 or so miles west of Gunnersbury Park, our
new home was the back half of a cricket pavilion which stood on its own in
the middle of playing fields. After a couple of years we moved again, to a
mill town in West Yorkshire, where Dad was offered a detached house on
another private estate that had passed into the hands of a local authority.
My aunts and uncles came to visit, admiring the modern kitchen and large
garden while they remained stuck in cramped, soot-blackened Victorian
terraces in the north-east. | knew we were the lucky ones in the family,
entitled to social housing because of Dad's job, but | didn't realise that our
accommodation was entirely untypical of the purpose-built council estates
that were being constructed up and down the country.

At some point in the 1960s, my maternal grandmother was offered a new
one-bedroom flat in South Shields. It was clean, modern and had an
indoor bathroom, but it was on an estate that displayed everything that
was wrong about the social housing of the period. Constructed on a bleak
tract of land on the outskirts of the town, it had few trees to brighten its
appearance or shield the residents from the bitterly cold winds that blew
from the North Sea. My grandmother’s flat had no garden, no outside
space at all in fact, and it was a long bus ride from the shops in the town
centre — not an easy or comfortable environment for an elderly woman who
was losing her sight.
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Around this time, Dad got a job as a parks superintendent in Stevenage,
the first of half a dozen new towns planned by the Attlee government
(under the New Towns Act 1946). Labour ministers had been sufficiently far-
sighted to see the post-war housing shortage as an opportunity as well as
a crisis, allowing them to sweep away Victorian slum housing and replace
them with modern homes. Thousands of Londoners were encouraged to
move from the East End to what had until very recently been a village in
Hertfordshire, a decision that caused uproar among existing residents. A
Labour minister, Lewis Silkin, was shouted down when he arrived to outline
the government's plans at a public meeting in the existing village, but

he brushed aside objections. ‘People from all over the world will come to
Stevenage to see how we, here in this country, are building for the new way
of life, he declared.

It was a utopian vision, conceived by ministers who would never have to live
with the bland, featureless architecture that became characteristic of new
towns. In Stevenage, the pedestrian-only shopping centre was a genuine
innovation, opened by the Queen two years before we arrived, but it looked
more like an illustration from a developer’s advertising brochure than a real
place. The town was run by a development corporation, appointed by the
government, which started out with good intentions, acknowledging that
most people wanted to live in houses rather than the high-rises that were
being built in existing towns where land was in short supply. But the result
was half a dozen large council estates with an identical set of amenities: a
row of shops, a community centre, a pub, a school and a church.

The planners seemed to think that once they had provided housing and
shops, their job was all but done. The new town didn't have anything
resembling culture in any form: there was no theatre, no art gallery, not
even a cinema to serve the thousands of ex-Londoners who'd been used
to going ‘'up West' to catch a show at weekends. Franta Belsky, the Czech
sculptor who was commissioned to provide a statue for the town centre,
once remarked that ‘a housing estate does not only need newspaper kiosks
and bus-stop shelters but something that gives it spirit’, an observation
which went entirely unheeded by the development corporation. The old
town, with its population of 6,000 people, did have a cinema but if you
wanted a social life in the new town, the choice was between the pub or
the church. In a signal of the benevolent paternalism that characterised the
government's approach to the new town, Stevenage had lots of churches,
yet the one on the Bedwell estate where | lived was so poorly attended

that it was eventually demolished. At the same time, any manifestation of
individualism on the part of council tenants was rigorously suppressed, so
much so that we weren't even allowed to choose the colour of our front
door. Ours was purple, just like all the others in our little cul-de-sac, and we
were not allowed to change it even though my mother hated it.

The planners’ biggest mistake, however, was a failure to diversify the
town's housing stock. There was no attempt to create a mix of social and
privately-owned housing, thereby entrenching the division that already



existed between the old and new towns. | had no idea, until we moved to
Stevenage, that living in social housing carried a stigma, but | was the only
girl in my junior school class who got a place at the girls' grammar school;
the 11-plus had recently been abolished, leaving the head teacher to decide
which secondary schools we would attend, but low expectations of children
from council estates were already deep-rooted. Separated from my friends,
| found myself in a class with girls who certainly didn't live in social housing;
they came from the old town or nearby villages, carried violin cases and
talked about holidays with their parents in gites. The school's academic
record was excellent but the girls who thrived came from the old county,
not the new town's council estates.

No doubt the glaring class divide | experienced had something to do with
the fact that Stevenage was an artificial construct, created with a focus

on clean, modern housing to the detriment of everything else. Later new
towns could have learned from its mistakes, recognising that segregating
council tenants on drab estates encouraged snobbish attitudes. A few years
later, however, when my parents moved to one of the later new towns, it
became evident that the same errors were still being made. Basingstoke
was originally a market town in Hampshire, bigger than Stevenage old
town, with assembly rooms that had once been visited by Jane Austen.

It should have been easier to integrate the new town with the existing
infrastructure but the planners appeared to have set out to do precisely the
opposite; a brutalist concrete shopping centre and multi-storey car park
were built next to the old high street and market square, squatting beside it
like a rebuke to anyone who valued more harmonious styles of architecture.
In the depths of winter, we moved onto a council estate which was miles
out of town and only half-completed; our new house had one welcome
innovation, central heating, but it was constructed of cheap materials and
the metal window frames constantly dripped condensation. There were

as yet no shops on the estate and the bus service hadn't started, so Dad
had to give me lifts to the girls' high school on the far side of the old town.
Once again, girls from council estates seemed to be in a minority or kept
quiet about where they lived; council house girls went to the other school,

I was told, a secondary modern called The Shrubbery which was universally
mocked as ‘the scrubbery’.

I couldn’t wait to finish my A levels and go to university, although | was met
with barely concealed astonishment when | suggested taking Oxbridge
entrance exams. Instead | went to Reading University to read Classics,
surprising just about everybody except myself and the school’s deputy
head, who had taught me Latin. Not long afterwards, my parents managed
to exchange their house on the grim new estate for an older council house,
closer to the town centre and built in traditional materials. They lived there
for several years but their final home, in a village near Worcester, was a
lovely between-the-wars house which had been built as accommodation
for army officers but was now owned by the council. Dad was very happy
there, rightly regarding the provision of decent, affordable homes as an
essential part of the social contract between government and people.
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After she was widowed, and despite having voted Labour all her life, my
mother took advantage of Margaret Thatcher's reforms and bought their
council house, becoming a home-owner in her early 70s. | had mixed
feelings, disapproving of the damage council house sales did to the public
housing stock, but | knew it would give her the freedom to sell up and
move back to South Shields when she became less mobile and needed

the support of her family. Her decision to buy was the consequence of an
inequality that's always troubled me, grateful though | am to have grown
up in social housing: to this day, friends who live in council flats and houses
have fewer choices about where to live, and less power over their lives, than
those of us who own our homes.

I know there is more consultation with tenants these days, at least in areas
with enlightened local authorities, but some councils still infantilise their
residents and don't listen even to legitimate anxieties about safety. | can't
help thinking that when they designed and built social housing on the
cheap, local authorities were reflecting and reinforcing snobbish attitudes
towards people who couldn't afford to buy their own house or flat. Even
now, the stigma that attaches to council estates hasn't gone away, if
anything getting worse as the gap between rich and poor has widened.
From personal experience, | think that one of the reasons is the way in
which post-war governments, no matter how well-meaning, marooned
working-class people on housing estates that actually exacerbated

class divisions. Plumbing matters, but so do people’s self-esteem and
aspirations.

Joan Smith is a columnist, novelist and human rights activist. She is a
former Chair of the PEN Writers in Prison Committee and current Chair of
the Mayor of London's Violence Against Women and Girls Board.



Alan Johnson:
North Kensington

and Slough/

The issues around council housing — its availability,
unavailability, its quality and its political salience -
have been dominating features of my life, as they
were for my mother.

She was the second of 11 children born to an Irish mother and Scottish
father in Liverpool at the beginning of the twentieth century. In 1926, when
she was five, the family moved into one of Addison's 'Homes for Heroes' at
25 Warham Road, Anfield. Her father (my grandfather) had been wounded
in the Great War and never worked again.

That house in Warham Road must have seemed unbelievably luxurious

at the time; it was semi-detached with a living room, kitchen, three small
bedrooms upstairs, indoor toilet, backyard and a neat little garden between
its latched wooden gate and the front door. The reason | can describe it so
accurately is that my Aunt Peggy, the youngest of my mother's siblings, still
lives there today. It remains council owned.

My mother left Liverpool aged 18 at the outbreak of World War Two, to work
in the NAAFI where she met my father, a lance-corporal who played piano at
army concerts. They married in his parish of North Kensington, West London.

I'm not sure if any 'Homes for Heroes' were promised after the Second
World War in the same way as after the First. Such a home certainly never
materialised for my mother. My older sister and | were born into slums
condemned as unfit for human habitation in the early 1930s, 20 years
before my birth. My mother's dream was to have her own front door; to
escape the multi-occupied premises she'd become trapped in (my father
having departed the scene when | was a small child) where at least one
family occupied every floor. There was no electricity, no running hot water,
no bathroom and no toilet save for the awful, decrepit 'kharzi' in the tiny
backyard. The walls were damp, doors misaligned, windowpanes cracked
and potato sacks served as curtains.

We lived in Southam Street, a road immortalised by the renowned photo-

16

Alan Johnson with his daughters Natalie
and Emma on the Britwell Estate,
Slough ¢1970 (author photo).

journalist Roger Mayne in a series of photographs taken between 1956 and
1961. He recorded both the squalor and the vibrancy of life there; the spirit
of survivors inhabiting the uninhabitable.

Like everyone else in Southam Street, my mother rented. The lucky ones
like us rented from a Housing Trust: the unlucky ones rented from gangster
landlords like Peter Rachman.

The only hope for occupants of slums like these in London, Manchester,
Bristol, Glasgow, Cardiff and every major city in the UK was to be offered

a council house. Such an offer usually preceded the coming of the
bu