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SUBURBS of BRITISH CITIES 
 

Any journey by road, rail or air, through or across the outer suburbs of the cities and large towns of Britain will 

reveal the vast areas occupied by more than 4 million semi-detached houses built between the two World Wars, 

which made Britain the most heavily suburbanised country in the world, by a considerable margin. 

 

But the suburb is not a modern feature. Since the earliest times, the greater wealth of urban areas has always 

drawn the rural poor to migrate to cities and large towns, seeking income that might improve the quality of their 

lives. As the older buildings of the dense urban centres became home to these poorer migrants, many wealthier 

citizens would move away from the centres, to live on the outskirts, where there was more potential for fresher 

air and greater privacy, and from Roman times these outer areas were known as "sub-urbs" (meaning "edge of 

the city").  

 

For perhaps 1400 years the growth of suburbs was casual, even haphazard, and certainly unplanned, but in 

England, the industrial revolution of the late 18th century caused massive migration of people from rural areas, 

drawn by the paid work made available by the rapid growth of industry and commerce. Manchester experienced 

a six-times increase in its population between 1770-1830, while Bradford grew by half every ten years between 

1810-1850, and the industrial growth of the regional cities generated parallel growth of trade, commerce and 

population in London. 

 

As the centre of London and the other cities absorbed these migrants from rural poverty, the wealthier middle 

classes sought to move further out and in response to this demand, suburban speculative housing development 

was begun from the 1790s in Kennington, Islington and Camden Town, then on an industrial scale by Thomas 

Cubitt from 1820, first in Bloomsbury, then Belgravia, Knightsbridge and Pimlico, where much was built in the 

classical style of John Nash, determining the current appearance of residential inner London, with its fine 

brickwork, stuccoed facades and portico entrances, punctuated by enclosed garden squares.  

 

But these suburbs were still comprised largely of terraced rows of classical "town-houses" and a further demand 

developed for individual houses, standing within their own grounds. Rows of sturdy and stylish detached villas 

were constructed in the rural outskirts of London, turning villages into suburbs, such as Stoke Newington, 

Muswell Hill and St Johns Wood in Middlesex, Blackheath in Kent, or much further out, such as at Surbiton, in 

Surrey. Similar housing developments, often in the fashionable gothic and Queen Anne styles, took place 

around principal cities like Oxford, to be occupied by wealthier owners, such as academics, lawyers and 

businessmen. 

 

Even as early as  the 1840s, contemporary diaries of travellers record the difference between Paris or Rome 

and London, where the European cities were surrounded by barren areas of quarries and sand hills (made 

sterile by the demand for building materials) and meagre farmland, while London was surrounded by seemingly 

endless suburbs of houses and gardens.  

 

But the centres of London and other urban areas could not accommodate the housing needs of such large 

numbers of the poorer migrants. Speculative developers acquired agricultural land to the east and north of the 

City of London, bought or leased from the historic great estates of wealthy landowners, and built vast areas of 

housing to be rented out to menial and industrial workers, in dense "back-to-back" terraced rows of much 

smaller and meaner homes, usually separated by a shared yard for drying clothes and a block of shared toilets. 

Similar dense suburbs for the working classes were soon built on the outskirts of Birmingham, Manchester, 

Liverpool, Leeds, Nottingham and other larger towns and cities.  

 

In the industrial cities of the Midlands and the North there was a tradition dating from the 1790s of artisans 

saving funds with local mutual benefit societies, which from the 1840s became "permanent building societies", 

enabling members to invest and then borrow a sum for a mortgage on their own home. Owners of property were 

entitled to vote, so development to provide affordable homes for the less wealthy gained support from local 

politicians keen to establish a loyal electorate. Peripheral agricultural land was divided into uniform plots in long 

straight streets of terraced houses, each with its own back yard, coal shed and outdoor toilet, while larger 

detached houses were built for the wealthier middle class. 
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Between 1840-1860, railways expanded to form a network across the whole of Britain. Until then, the physical 

growth of cities and larger towns had been limited by practical travel distances from their centres, using horse-

drawn transport. The railway routes leaving the urban areas made the surrounding agricultural land accessible 

for housing development and intermediate stations were established along these routes, around which 

speculative builders could build homes for people who worked in the cities and towns but were able to travel by 

train for up to an hour, to and from their place of work.  

 

Railway expansion brought progressive waves of suburban housebuilding, with a peak during the 1860s, 

especially in south London, such as around Herne Hill or in Croydon, then again during the 1880s in west and 

north London, such as Ealing, or around Crouch Hill. Croydon experienced an eight-times increase in population 

between the arrival of the railway and the end of the century (and fourteen-times to 230,00 in 1930). Meanwhile, 

Crouch End was a rural village in 1880, but by 1887 was served by seven local railway stations.  

 

The further developments of underground steam railways during the 1860s and 1870s, frequent horse-drawn 

bus services, electric trams in the 1880s, then motor buses and underground electric powered "tube" trains in 

the 1890s all made it possible for people to live at greater distances from their work and allowed the suburbs to 

expand into the gaps between the radial railway routes. 

 

To the north west of London, the Metropolitan railway brought housing development around stations along its 

route from Baker Street through to West Hampstead, Brondesbury and into Middlesex by the 1880s, as the line 

was extended to Harrow, then during the 1890s to Rickmansworth and Aylesbury in Buckinghamshire, up to 50 

miles from its terminus in the financial centre of the City of London. Unlike other railway companies, the 

Metropolitan had been allowed to retain land along its route and so the railway company also became a 

speculative developer of private housing, building estates at Willesden Green and Pinner in the early 1900s. 

 

The Public Health Act of 1875 was principally intended to improve filthy sanitary conditions in many inner urban 

areas and set out to enforce the provision of proper street drainage, internal drainage and fresh running water 

for all homes. It also determined the minimum size of terraced houses and the distances between buildings, to 

allow good light and fresh air for ventilation. However, in 1875, it was thought that having a toilet inside the 

house was unhealthy, cold water usually came from a stand-pipe in the yard and lighting was by candle or 

by gas mantles. Heating and cooking was fuelled by coal, and hot water was boiled in kettles on the living-room 

range. Kitchens were rare and laundry and personal washing were done outside or in the scullery. Later, water 

was piped to the house, and some living room fires had a back-boiler to heat it.  

 

In 1909 the building of new "back-to-back" houses was banned, but millions occupied the existing ones. During 

World War I it was recognised that the poor health of many urban military recruits was caused by poor living 

conditions and consequently the Housing Act of 1919 encouraged the building of large "estates" of semi-

detached homes with individual private gardens and more space between houses, in preference to terraced 

houses. New standards usually required a minimum of three bedrooms, a sitting room, a kitchen and a rear 

garden intended for growing vegetables. Most new houses had running water, electric lighting, a private 

bathroom and an indoor toilet, although until the 1930s some council houses were still being built with outdoor 

toilets and a bath in the kitchen, beneath a removable work surface. 

 

For the first time, the 1919 Act required local councils to provide public housing (for rent), and building was 

assisted by financial subsidies. The City of London Corporation had already been doing this since 1865, mainly 

as tenement flats in four to six storey blocks with shared common staircases and external balcony corridor 

access. From 1921, London County Council led the country with the building of the Becontree "cottage" estate, 

by 1935 the largest public housing estate in the world, with a population of 100,000.  

 

   Becontree semi-detached "cottages" 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Outhouse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Town_gas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kitchen_range
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kitchen_range
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scullery_(room)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Back_boiler
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/City_of_London_Corporation
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In other parts of London and in other cities, the earliest council estates were built within the borough boundaries, 

on low value land that was within walking distance from the places of employment. When that land was 

exhausted, peripheral estates were built first on land bought from neighbouring boroughs and then on green 

fields on the edge of the established urban areas. New residents needed to commute to work by public transport 

or bicycle, as almost none of the people living in these areas had cars before the 1950s and consequently most 

estates were developed along the routes of radial main roads. 

 

Both public and private estates emulated the "garden city" principles advocated by Ebenezer Howard and first 

built at Letchworth in 1903, Hampstead Garden Suburb in 1904 and Welwyn in 1920, all of which were directly 

related to surface or underground railway routes and attracted the design skills of renowned architects such as 

Unwin and Lutyens.  

 

The first semi-detached houses (a pair of adjacent houses under a single roof, usually with a shared central 

chimney wall) were built for middle-class owners in Georgian villa style in St Johns Wood in 1794, then in 

Chalcot (Chalk Farm) in 1825 and at Blackheath. Semi-detached homes for rent by the workforce were then 

built by factory employers as new "model villages" in west Yorkshire from 1849 (notably Saltaire in 1851), Port 

Sunlight 1877 and Bourneville 1879, while in 1866 the Church sponsored the first urban semi-detached 

"cottages" in Beckenham. 

 

The new semi-detached houses of the 1920s were generally of simpler red brick wall construction with red clay 

tile or black slate roofs, especially on council estates, and when costs needed to be reduced at the end of that 

decade, the red bricks were often replaced with cheaper bricks beneath an external coat of cement render, 

finished with paint or "dashed" small pebbles ("pebble-dash"). Encouraged by the government's Office of Works 

to incorporate 1920s "arts and crafts" styling, during the 1930s private developers sought to make the 

appearance of the semi-detached house more appealing and introduced pattern-book elements that are now 

considered to be iconic suburban features, with tile-hanging on projecting window bays under gable roofs, 

"mock Tudor" dark timbers with white rendered panels, projecting eaves, "chalet" style roofs, brick curved arch 

entrance porches, porch canopies on brackets, and even Art Deco features such as curved glass in bay window 

corners. 

 

 
Wates catalogue 1939 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Peripheral_estate&action=edit&redlink=1
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The recovery from World War I brought government funded growth projects in the early 1920s, including the 

British Empire exhibition at Wembley, the construction of new radial dual-carriageway roads and the North 

Circular ring-road around London, which stimulated adjacent development of private housing estates such as at 

Hendon, Mill Hill and Neasden. Houses were built in neighbourhoods which also included schools, libraries and 

shopping "parades". 

 

   Laing shopping parade 1935 

 

Again at the forefront, the Metropolitan railway company created the now iconic suburban brand of "Metroland", 

capitalising on both the "garden city" and "arts and crafts" elements and specifically targeting the walker, visitor 

and house-hunter, promoting the dream of a modern home in beautiful countryside with a fast railway service to 

central London. The company actively supported the building of large speculative private housing estates on 

cheap agricultural land by major building companies (such as Wimpey, Laing, Wates, Costain, Taylor-

Woodrow), for sale to the managerial and professional classes who could afford the higher cost of travel by 

train. Metroland included new housing at Wembley Park, Kingsbury, Stanmore, and additional development at 

Pinner, which grew from 3000 to 20,000 and Harrow Weald from 1500 to 11,000. 

 

Census records show that urban populations in England doubled between 1801-1851 and almost quadrupled 

between 1801-1911. During the same 110 year period, it is estimated that 6 million suburban houses were built, 

being an average of 55,000 per year, 90% of which were then occupied by tenants paying rent to private 

landlords.  

 

However this remarkable growth pales into insignificance when compared with the huge suburban expansion of 

British cities in the twenty years between the two World Wars, when the urban area of London doubled and its 

population increased by 1.2 million. Between 1919-1939, 4.2 million houses were built, of which 1.2 million were 

built by local councils for rent, including 27% in London and the Southeast, 17% in the Northwest and 14% in 

the West Midlands. The 3 million new houses built for private ownership included 44% in London and the 

Southeast, 14% in the Northwest and 10% in the West Midlands. 

 

Between 1926-1938 an average of over 277,000 suburban houses were completed each year, rising to nearly 

360,000 per year between 1934-1938, with a peak above 370,000 in 1936. The number of houses built for 

private ownership more than doubled from 133,000 in 1931-32 to 293,000 in 1934-35 and 279,000 in 1935-36, 

averaging three-quarters of all new homes. By comparison, In the first 15 years of the 21st century an average 

of only 177,000 dwellings (both houses and flats) were completed per year, by the public and private sectors 

combined. 

 

The losses of skilled men and sources of materials during World War I meant that the cost of building a house 

was five times higher in 1919 than in 1913, for which a commercial rent would be 30 shillings per week, but had 

to be let at less than half that, to be affordable by the majority of tenants. This was financially unsustainable and 

in 1924 the standard area of a house was reduced from 1000 square feet to 620 square feet. Still unsustainable, 

in 1930 the density of 12 houses per acre was increased and the build quality reduced. The cost of building a 

council house with three bedrooms was £510 in 1925, falling to £375 in 1933 but rising to £430 in 1938. 

 

During the later 1920s the majority of housebuilding was by private contractors for local councils, although 

numbers completed did not match demand. However building skills were accumulated through apprenticeships 

and the capacity of materials production was increased, both of which effectively subsidised and contributed to 

the mid-1930s boom in the building of private houses. The high unemployment that followed 1929 provided a 
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supplementary source of less skilled labour and the drive for volume encouraged the development of mass-

production of prefabricated components (such as windows and doors). All of these factors combined to create a 

generation of robust high-quality houses, despite the speed with which they were built - that quality and quantity 

subsequently never having been matched since. 

 

Following the 1929 financial crash, interest rates were close to zero during most of the following decade. The 

availability of mortgage finance grew rapidly and became more affordable to an increasing number of potential 

house-buyers, with deposits as low as 5% and repayment periods extended to 25 years or more. By 1937, 18% 

of urban working-class households owned their own homes. Land for housebuilding was easily available and 

therefore cheap, because there was a complete absence of land-use planning restrictions before 1947. 

 

In the mid-1930s, when average earnings were about £165 per year, an older London terraced house could be 

bought for under £400. However 85% of brand new houses (with gardens, electricity, and indoor toilets) were 

sold for less than £750 (equivalent now to £45,000). In the late 1930s, private houses built by Wimpey in 

northwest London (Wembley Park, Pinner, South Harrow, Stanmore, Mill Hill) were sold for between £400-£500, 

to professional classes with an annual income of £300-£500, giving Wimpey a profit of 15%, against a land cost 

of 20% and construction cost of 60%. Unsold houses were subsequently rented out, until many were 

requisitioned by the military authorities after 1939. 

 

   Wates 1938 

 

During World War II, almost 4 million homes were destroyed, mainly in inner city areas, and the skilled 

workforce of the building trades was decimated. Post-war housing policy focused on inner city re-generation and 

slum clearance, and rebuilding with prefabricated or simplified construction methods requiring fewer skills, such 

as the plain, grey semi-detached houses built from rendered reinforced concrete panels which can be seen on 

many 1950s council estates. However from the late 1950s, the majority of post-war council housing was built as 

rented flats within large blocks or towers. 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------- 
Suburbs of British cities - housebuilding booms of 1820s, 1860s, 1880s, 1920s and 1930s, semi-detached houses 


