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1
Introduction My head’s a shed

‘I’m a different person now,’ Mum often says. For a time, she meant that in a good way: stronger, confident, less fearful of ruffling feathers. That’s because for five years between 2017 and 2022 my mum, Hazell, was a leading figure in her community’s campaign to prevent their mass eviction. The scale of the eviction made news. Television interviews, newspaper features, social media coverage – you name it, she appeared in it, alongside Dad and her close neighbour-friends. Mum’s wide, round eyes, tousled mane of hair, and slight smile made her a beseeching subject of campaign features. It was a mistake to confuse her reserved smile with shyness, though. As coverage snowballed, Mum grew increasingly confident about vocalising the injustices faced by her private renting community.

Now though, Mum says it regretfully. She feels different all right, but burnt and bitter. And plain dog tired. ‘My head’s a shed’ is another favourite phrase of hers, one that seems to caveat her capacity to deal with anything these days. The adrenaline of the campaign gave way to overwhelm, which gave way to burn out and cynicism. Mum longs to turn the clock back to before she was forced into fight-or-flight mode. Not just because they lost the fight in the end; not just because the community were evicted. Mum’s been evicted before, and managed.

This time, it was the compounding weight of it all: uncertainty and anxiety as the fight dragged on with bureaucracy and appeals. The strain of campaigning on relationships, 2friendships, and health. And the seeming inevitability of everyone losing their homes anyway. After all, eviction is baked into the way Britain manages its tenanted homes. All Mum feels she gained from fighting this one is worse mental health, more grey hairs, and a deep-seated mistrust of private and public individuals with power.
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Hazell Field (Mum), flanked by John Readman (left) and Robert Walker (right) outside Leeds City Council (Save Our Homes LS26).



In late autumn 2017, my parents and sixty-nine other tenant households picked up an unaddressed leaflet that had been casually pushed through their letterbox. The glossy front page stated that their landlord, corporate investment company Pemberstone, was seeking planning permission to demolish their entire tenanted estate in south Leeds and build up to seventy-two new executive-style houses for sale.

It wasn’t an eviction notice, and it wasn’t directly addressed to tenants; the leaflet was a generic notification of a public consultation event inviting ‘locals’ (whoever they were, if not the tenants) to share ideas ‘on how the scheme can help meet the needs of the local community prior to submission of a 3formal planning application’. As if they were invisible, this leaflet announced to residents that the landlord had plans for their homes that didn’t involve them, the occupiers.

Mum felt bewildered at first. Initial hope that the new properties might be rentals for existing residents gave way to shock and anger when it dawned that current tenants were expected just to shuffle silently off elsewhere. My parents and brother had lived on the estate for eleven years by that point, and some of their neighbours had been there for decades longer. Residents were settled: they’d decorated and renovated, chosen jobs nearby, raised families, and made deep friendships and memories with neighbours – even drawn lifelong friends onto the estate. It was home.

By early 2022, all assured shorthold-tenancy homes had received their formal Section 21 ‘no fault’ eviction notices. Section 21s give tenants just two months to pack up their homes of decades and find somewhere else to live. Dozens of families have now been forced off the estate, including my parents in April 2022. Others fled before receiving the notice, knowing what was coming down the line. At the time of writing, the last shorthold-tenancy family has moved out; those remaining are a handful of families and older residents protected by a pre-1989 tenancy agreement that prevents eviction without the provision of a comparable alternative. The vacant houses surrounding these remaining residents have been boarded up, inviting vandalism, break-ins, and frequent fly-tipping. Demolition and redevelopment of the estate will commence eventually.

There are efforts to ensure that the evicted families who’d lived longest on the estate can return if the promised portion of housing association houses – fewer and much smaller than the previous rentals – get built on the site. Residents have been campaigning hard for a bespoke local-lettings policy to circumvent existing rules that would see them all sent to the bottom of the council house waiting list. Leeds City Council 4have shown willing on this front, but it might only apply to around a dozen long-settled tenant households. And, based on previous dealings with the landlord and council, tenants won’t believe it until they have the keys in their hands anyway. Whatever happens from here, my parents’ neighbourly community has already been destroyed.

In many ways this is an unremarkable story for today’s housing landscape: landlord rents out properties to tenants; landlord evicts tenants for renovations or redevelopment; tenants have to move to new rentals elsewhere. Yet, like most everyday stories, when you zoom in closer you see that even ordinary turns of events show something significant. In this case, our small Yorkshire housing estate stands as a microcosm of the nationwide public and private rented-housing swindles that ordinary tenants have had to face for more than a century. It is a hope or a promise of a secure forever home, broken by managed decline, weak tenant rights, and cycles of eviction.

Landlord power and tenant displacement have been fixtures of British housing for more than a century, even during the apparent welfare-focused years of council house building. This post-war era was the time when my parents’ estate was first built. In fact, the estate’s first landlord was the government’s National Coal Board (NCB), though it was not inevitable that these homes should share the same decline and privatisation fate as the coal mines.


Cardboard City

My parents’ two-street neighbourhood is the last-surviving part of a sizeable former Coal Board estate in Oulton, on the outskirts of south Leeds. The NCB built it in record time out of prefabricated materials in the early 1950s to house miners and their families employed by nearby collieries. It soon became like a village community in its own right, situated on 5the periphery of established towns and villages, although it had no shops or other basic community amenities of its own.

Rents for the 210 prefab houses were pegged to local authority rates for council houses to keep them affordable for workers. They were a form of public housing, but distinct from the conventional council house, as all Coal Board houses were state owned following the nationalisation of the coal industry in 1947. The neighbourhood was nicknamed (derogatorily) Cardboard City by outsiders, because of its draughty pre-cast concrete buildings. The name stuck and is now used with affection by some ex-residents, though many still hate the label.

After the decline of the mining industry and closure of local pits by the early 1980s, houses on our Oulton estate weren’t sold to sitting tenants via the Coal Board as thousands of others had been; nor did they fall under Margaret Thatcher’s Right to Buy scheme. Instead, in a sleight of hand, the estate was sold by the NCB to a private investment company … which then sold it to another, and another, transitioning it into an estate for private tenants where rents have followed the market rather than the social housing sector.

As the 1990s’ boom in house prices and rental rates started to take off, Cardboard City’s new investor landlords hedged their bets. They served eviction or relocation notices to around 140 households, demolished that part of the estate, and redeveloped the land – building fancy new middle-class houses that were sold off for home ownership. In 1997, the remaining seventy prefab homes were sold to investment company Pemberstone as private rentals.

Rent rates in the 1980s were initially costly, comparable with the high rates charged in the well-serviced LS26 postcodes of nearby Oulton, Rothwell, and Woodlesford. But they eventually slowed in growth, falling slightly behind market rates. Costs reflected conditions. Since its construction, all Cardboard City landlords had undertaken only the bare minimum of maintenance on these factory-made buildings, even after 6the model was declared to have defects in the 1980s. Window frames rotted; heat dissipated through single-glazed panes; fences collapsed. Winters were damp and cold, heating bills high. Still, the poor condition of the houses was the only reason the private landlords kept the rent low(ish). By the 2010s, the managed decline of otherwise serviceable prefab stock made Cardboard City one of the last remaining affordable (in the genuine sense of the word) rental estates in the LS26 postcode for low-income households needing a family-sized home.

From post-war public housing to private rent; from shiny new stock to defective and dilapidated; from home to eviction – though Cardboard City is small in size, the history of my parents’ estate reflects the national ebbs and flows of rented-housing policy, quality, and cost – whether private, industry, or municipal.

First, Cardboard City can be seen as part of a wider post-Second World War scramble to build quality homes for returning soldiers and future workers in Britain’s rapidly 7expanding industries. This period is often romanticised as the start of a short-lived golden era for public housing. Local authorities constructed hundreds of thousands of homes each year, and 160,000 more were requisitioned or built by the newly nationalised Coal Board.
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Four Airey semis on Wordsworth Drive in 2018 (Save Our Homes LS26).



Both requisitioned and newbuild NCB stock were to be rentals, but with the state or, more accurately, state-run industry as landlord. Like council houses, these NCB homes provided people with somewhere secure, comfortable, and affordable to live while they helped get Britain back on its feet. Construction materials were limited, and demand was high. Off-the-peg prefabricated houses seemed the ideal solution – particularly for the Coal Board, which was in urgent need of houses for its workers.

Designers intended that a prefabricated house be quick to assemble, without requiring skilled labour. Components were made in factories from widely available materials such as aluminium, steel, and timber, before being shipped to the chosen site and set up in record time. The first prefabs produced in any significant number were the 156,623 temporary bungalows erected under the 1944 Temporary Housing Programme. These classic prefab bungalows were produced in multiple designs, including the steel-framed Arcon design and the timber-framed Uni-Seco, each with around a ten-year lifespan (though many remained occupied for decades longer).1

Many more prefab designs were commissioned in the decade after the war, primarily so-called ‘permanent’ designs that came with longer projected lifespans or technical guarantees. The Oulton estate – Cardboard City – was designed by Leeds industrialist Sir Edwin Airey, who first prototyped the houses in the grounds of his Oakwood home in Roundhay and the Leeds suburb Seacroft. Some 26,000 precast concrete Airey houses were built across England and Wales from the 1940s to the 1960s, each with a sixty-year design life.2 Hundreds of thousands of other ‘permanent’ prefab houses, based on around 8two dozen prototypes, were built by competing manufacturers that are now household building industry names, such as Wimpey, Laing, and Taylor Woodrow. Most of these were built for municipal housing.

The total number of prefab houses constructed in this era – upwards of half a million – remained relatively small in the grand scheme of Britain’s housing development. As a result, prefabricated housing typically only appears as a footnote in Britain’s public housing past.3 Yet many features of its conception have characterised the power and culture of private development and landlordism that have defined the British housing sector ever since. As I’ll show in the early chapters of the book, post-war prefabricated housing was a knee-jerk housing programme influenced by powerful men in politics and industry. Some were in it for the apparently revolutionary innovation in cheap construction technologies. Others were in it for the contracts.

The house units were designed with working-class men and their housewives in mind, but in a functional sense: focused more on providing spacious kitchens for housewives’ labour rather than considerations of structural longevity or community sustainability. In fact, hundreds of thousands of post-war prefabs, including the Airey design, had a limited lifespan and therefore an inbuilt guarantee of eviction. This planned obsolescence underlines a visualisation of their inhabitants, the renting class, as moveable masses needing shelter rather than home and community – an attitude that’s manifest throughout modern renting history.



Activist women

While the government, the National Coal Board, and later Pemberstone wrote eviction and dispersal into the fate of Oulton’s mining homes, Cardboard City’s most recent residents 9had other ideas. Over the past six years, as Pemberstone backed tenants into a familiar corner of eviction, dispersal, and redevelopment, residents – especially the women – came out fighting. In 2017, this bunch of neighbours and friends formed the Save Our Homes LS26 Residents Action Group, and kickstarted a fierce campaign to preserve their beloved homes and community.

Named after Cardboard City’s postcode, Save Our Homes LS26 rallied tenants and supporters together to protest the landlord’s plans. They printed placards and banners, petitioned Leeds City Council, organised marches, raised funds, attracted media attention, and mobilised institutional backing to prevent forced eviction from their homes of decades. Residents regularly featured in local news, appeared on the BBC’s Newsnight, and were even the subject of an award-winning documentary short film, Hanging On, which showed my dad and other neighbours strung from cranes, literally clinging on to the edges of their homes.4 Save Our Homes LS26 was supported by trade unions, housing campaign organisations, and the National Union of Mineworkers, as several ex-miners and their descendants still lived on Cardboard City’s surviving streets. This solidarity evoked decades of struggles by groups and individuals for decent and secure housing as part of decent and secure working conditions, locally and nationally.

Several women, including my mum, Hazell, and her friends Cindy, Mavis, Linda, and Susan, became the faces of the campaign, utilising modern tools of activism such as social media and blogs, as well as engaging with the appetite for twenty-four-hour online news to ensure sustained attention on the estate. This spotlight resulted in small victories, as well as creating PR problems for landlord Pemberstone and Leeds City Council, which forced them into making concessions.

Like other housing activists before them, Cardboard City’s women-led protests were more than an isolated and temporary backlash against a local renting issue. To borrow from writer 10and trade union activist Pam Currie (describing the women-led Glasgow rent strikes in 1915), Save Our Homes LS26 should be seen as part of a ‘wider continuum of women’s political activism and radical social change’.5 In other words, Cardboard City’s women, and their families and neighbours, weren’t just calling for their individual right to stay in their own homes. Like generations of women tenant activists before them, they were mobilising diverse political forces to fight for an entire estate: its people, all the homes, and the estate’s long history as a friendly and affordable neighbourhood for low-income tenants. Rented houses, Save Our Homes LS26 forcefully argued, are homes for so many, and not wealth-making assets for the few; tenanted communities need rights and protections.

Yet, Save Our Homes LS26 was not a successful campaign, as the redevelopment is still going ahead; the tenants’ beloved historic Airey homes are to be flattened, and the majority of displaced tenants will never be able to return. Nor was it a showy spectacle campaign, bringing to light great orators who could galvanise the masses on behalf of the similarly oppressed – the type that tends to make the history books.

My mum, Hazell, and other prominent campaigners such as Cindy, chair of Save Our Homes LS26, worked out their activist tactics on the hoof, juggling full-time jobs, family needs, illnesses, bereavements, and the stress of looming eviction. They spoke powerfully at meetings and rallies, but motivation peaked and troughed as drudgery set in and obstacles multiplied. As with all activists who are subsumed by the challenges they are fighting against, campaign leadership and visibility came with huge physical and emotional costs.

Chroniclers of activists and change-makers tend to lionise successful or ‘charismatic’ (read: loud, self-assured) activists – often men – and can miss the less showy grafters who might not win the big fight, but who succeed and fail in smaller-scale, more mundane ways that still have social and political significance.



11
No golden era for public housing

The material past and present of Cardboard City make up the backdrop of this book: a story of built-in obsolescence for renting workers’ homes, lucrative development contracts that have always benefited the developer and rarely the tenant, the financialisation of housing, and endless cycles of eviction. To tell this story, I step around the well-trodden history of council house development from the 1940s and focus instead on the rise and fall of National Coal Board housing to show how private builders and commercial interests have always had their fingers deep in the national housing pie, to the detriment of tenants. I highlight how, for more than 150 years, ordinary renters have been seen by political leaders, housebuilders, investors, and industries as moveable masses – encouraged to make homes, then evicted and displaced in multiple cycles within lifetimes and between generations.

A spotlight on the history of housebuilding for rent in the UK, with a closer focus on the lives well-lived on my parents’ ex–Coal Board estate, reveals a housing history of constant insecurity – not the public housing golden eras and private sector nadirs that populate many established narratives. The reality, as always, was much muddier. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the state enabled profit-making through rented housing, turned a blind eye to the dereliction of rented properties, and then used moralising arguments to evict tenants and redevelop properties when they became slums. ‘Redevelopment’ became the acceptable term for tenant displacement and community dislocation.

Even after the Second World War, when Labour developed the notion of a welfare state and set lofty public housebuilding targets, housing policy fell between the cracks of national plans for health, wealth, and productivity. There was to be no national housing corporation. Responsibility for housing policy fell to Aneurin ‘Nye’ Bevan in 1945. Enthusiastic though 12he was about building more and better-quality council houses, he was first and foremost the health minister, responsible for implementing the National Health Service – a heavy portfolio without adding housing the nation to his list. In the face of post-war building-material shortages and under intense pressure to deliver numbers, Bevan had little choice but to be pragmatic: incentivising market competition, steering municipal procurement to favour particular private developers, and commissioning house designs that were never built to last.

Then, to win the 1951 election, the Conservatives promised to build more houses than Labour. After winning, Housing Minister Harold Macmillan met that target by overseeing a further drop in quality. Subsequent ministers across succeeding governments were then ideologically flexible about tenant selection, tenant rights, and rent rates. Council houses were increasingly limited to the poorest, and industry houses to physically able working men. Ideas about who was suitable (who deserved) to live in public housing narrowed, and all the while rent rates and evictions climbed.

So, even in this apparent golden era of public housing in the decade or two after the Second World War, mass housebuilding for ordinary renters was hamstrung by resource issues and political pragmatism, which lined developers’ pockets and resulted in constant compromises over housing quality and tenure security. At times, ordinary people and their families fitted into what policymakers imagined an area needed – for example, where new mines needed labourers. Yet what’s clear from the history of Cardboard City is that these estates – and their communities – were treated as impermanent in more ways than the houses’ expedient design.

Taking a multi-generational perspective is key. When we speak about a golden era or get nostalgic about secure and affordable municipal housing, its expansion lasted a matter of years and serviced a relatively small number of people. By the late 1950s, council house waiting lists were growing as 13construction slowed. More people lived in private rentals than local authority housing (32 per cent to 25 per cent).6 Councils neglected maintenance as budgets tightened, and rent rates rose while wages in many industries were declining. The NCB followed suit. Complaints of maintenance neglect dogged the Coal Board from the point of nationalisation, as they inherited dilapidated housing stock that they deemed too costly to replace. As early as the 1970s, thousands of these neglected houses were being sold off to tenants, then entire estates to speculators in the 1980s. All for peanuts.

By this decade, the term ‘council estate’ had become synonymous with poverty and crime. Also in the 1980s, hundreds of thousands of prefabs, including the Airey design, were declared defective – requiring extensive inspection and refurbishment or demolition and forcing tenants out in the process. This post-war pattern of shoddy construction, neglect, and eviction was little different to the slum landlordism, clearances, and redevelopments of the Victorian era.

In the grand scheme of modern housing, relatively few families had access to publicly funded homes and then stayed secure in them as council or Coal Board tenants for a single adult lifetime – let alone across multiple generations. All the while, private builders and investors have raked in profits, whichever way the wind blew.

Of course, at the heart of the book are the people affected by these shifts in housing security; in Cardboard City’s case, it is the men and women – but particularly the women – who made this Oulton estate home over many generations, and who fought fiercely for it when a landlord sought to boot them out. Beyond Cardboard City’s links to national policy, this is an everyday story about Yorkshire housing and community.

Histories of English housing, especially public housing, often centre on southern examples, particularly those in and around London.7 Where Yorkshire housing developments feature in national histories, it’s usually due to their striking 14designs – such as the 1930s’ modernist Quarry Hill council block in Leeds – or as a means to talk about a noteworthy architect or town planner.8 I want to shed light on a more ordinary Yorkshire estate and community, sharing experiences of housing quality and insecurity that would have been familiar in the North and Midlands across the mid- to late twentieth century because of their vast coal pits and mining communities. Yorkshire was also, of course, home to the Airey company that designed Cardboard City. The wider Leeds area saw the highest concentration of Airey houses in the country – reportedly some 10 per cent of the nation’s 26,000 total of Airey stock.9 That’s a lot of people affected by changes in NCB housing policies and prefab design flaws over the years.



Neighbourly interdependence

The ebbs and flows of housing policies and quality have always created tsunami-like waves for ordinary people forced out of their homes. Not least because being evicted can feel catastrophic – like losing your grip on whatever keeps you grounded, at the exact moment you must hold yourself together to find somewhere new. Somewhere that you can live, but also keep your job, your kids’ school places, and financial solvency while firefighting unexpected costs. Eviction can destabilise relationships as well as forcing you out of precious personal space. In Cardboard City, the efforts of my parents and their neighbours to protect their homes and community reveal the deep neighbourly friendships, kinships, and social safety nets that are essential for living, yet are constantly broken as tenants are dispersed at the whim of a landlord.

We saw during the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns that community support – neighbours helping neighbours – was vital for individual, family, and societal well-being. In Cardboard City throughout the pandemic, residents shopped 15for each other and met for tea and company in each other’s gardens as rules and distance meant family visits were few and far between. These pandemic lifelines were built on long friendships, family links, and interconnected histories.

My ‘auntie’ Linda, a single woman now in her seventies, has been my mum’s close friend for more than twenty years, and until eviction they lived at either end of the same street, Wordsworth Drive. Linda moved to the estate to be closer to Mum, and because the rents were affordable on a single pensioner’s income. Another long-time friend of theirs, Susan, moved to Sugar Hill Close, the adjoining street, for similar reasons.

For more than a decade, Mum and Linda went shopping together at least once a week, followed by a ritual of tea and cake at the supermarket café – or, in winter, a midweek roast dinner at our local Toby Carvery. They spoke on the phone almost every day, and Linda spent every Christmas and her Boxing Day birthday with my family, exchanging gifts and fighting over leftovers. Until early 2022, my parents didn’t own a working car so they borrowed Linda’s for necessities – theirs and hers. During the pandemic, Mum’s garden cups of tea with Linda, Susan, Cindy, and others were lifelines. These kinds of interdependent relationships, particularly between women, have characterised Cardboard City since it began. And now they are dispersed – broken. Following their eviction, my parents had to take a small private let in the centre of Rothwell, Linda a council bungalow on the outskirts. Cindy lives in another town, Susan nearly 100 miles away in Newcastle.

Neighbourly care is not a new social phenomenon. Neighbours have long been essential companions and caregivers, particularly for older people. Their reliable presence and proximity mean that even the smallest discomforts don’t go unnoticed and opportunities for social exchanges are rarely missed. Neighbours shop for each other, babysit, pet sit, care, and teach their skills to others – as they always have.

16Among the stories shared by former residents, one of my favourite Cardboard City characters from the late 1950s was a young piano virtuoso, Mike Terry, who loved honky-tonk music, and won a piano owned by Trinidadian music legend Winifred Atwell when he was just fifteen years old (Atwell was the first Black artist to have a UK number one, in 1954). Larger-than-life Mike Terry went on to become a club musician and at one stage was mentored by Atwell herself; he toured the world performing music and comedy, finally returning to nearby Wakefield, where he passed away in 2017. While living on Oulton Drive in Cardboard City, he used to give piano lessons to kids on the estate (presumably on that same piano!) and was a constant source of entertainment – and noise – for the neighbours.

The estate was full of characters like Mike, each with their own friendly offering of an ear to listen, a shoulder to cry on, a skill to share, or a haircut in a neighbour’s shed-turned-barbershop. Many still stay in touch, decades after moving away. Sisters Lynn and Diane, whose family moved into an Oulton Drive Coal Board house before the estate’s construction was fully completed in the mid-1950s, continue to meet fellow ex-tenants Gill, Janet, and Angela for regular lunches and to reminisce about their much-loved homes.

Despite these long-standing community relationships, housing policy looks on households as separate social units – especially when it comes to eviction. When it eventually became clear in 2021 that the Save Our Homes LS26 campaign was lost and most Cardboard City residents would have no chance of remaining on the estate, the imperative to keep neighbours together stopped featuring in institutional efforts to support those soon to be displaced. People and houses became detached concerns; Leeds City Council suddenly seemed to lack the funding, tools, and vocabulary to keep the community together outside of Cardboard City. Where it did step in to help rehouse families, it was a matter of every household for itself. Some got 17cash support, others didn’t. Some got council housing, others didn’t. None are neighbours any more.



Their house, my home

This blind spot about tenant community connections is not just a by-product of council (and now private rental) housing shortages; it has been central to a two-part logic that has long characterised the British rental sector. First is the idea that people merely occupy tenanted houses, so their personal lives are irrelevant to the management of what is legally someone else’s property. Tenants are interchangeable in that sense, defined only by their ability to pay rent. Similarly, housing quality and maintenance are budget management issues, rather than a lived reality. Second is the belief that interdependence between neighbouring tenanted homes is happenstance neighbourliness rather than based on essential care relationships – and therefore also irrelevant to housing planning and management.

These two strands have characterised general attitudes towards the rental sector, private and public, for more than 150 years – even during the small post-war window when British political consensus seemed to be behind the state construction of homes and mixed communities. Today, it’s jarringly visible in the leaflet pushed through the letterboxes of Wordsworth Drive and Sugar Hill Close – containing information about Pemberstone’s proposed demolition of seventy beloved homes but disregarding the existence of the tenants who lived in them, and of their relationships.

This book charts the history and implications of that two-part logic, building up to a very personal story of homemaking in a tenanted estate and of fiery activism by a group of women and their families, who fought – and ultimately failed – to save their homes and community.

18To get there, in Part I, I travel through the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century to chart the rise and fall of slum landlordism, which accelerated a cycle of high rent charges (that bore no relation to accommodation quality), property dereliction, and state-sponsored eviction and dispersal for redevelopment. In Chapter 1, you can see the seeds of a state attitude that came to dominate across the twentieth century: that tenants can, and should, be displaced for their own good. Chapter 2 looks at the period immediately after the Second World War, and the emergence of the state as a house provider in search of quick wins. A combination of post-war pressures – time, resources, and industry interests – led to the costly development of a nationwide prefabricated housing policy and the birth of Cardboard City.

In popular housing histories, the Second World War remains a pivotal moment – a period of change where affordable, state-provided rented homes hit the government mainstream. I don’t fully subscribe to that analysis. While the scale of public housing development certainly changed after 1945, approaches to building weren’t so revolutionary. Industry rushed through developments to locate workers where they were needed. Private companies saw a boon in contracts at the taxpayers’ expense. And tenants were shuffled across the country, oscillating between public and private housing based on availability and evictions. Rents rose as public housing availability declined, and private landlordism grew, bit by bit.

Part II is focused on the story of Cardboard City. In Chapter 3, we arrive in Yorkshire and I take you inside Airey homes. You’ll get to meet past and recent members of the Cardboard City community – some of whom will justifiably scold me for still using that nickname for our Oulton estate (it’s meant with affection – I promise!). And you’ll see how this neighbourhood became a community despite its isolation from nearby towns. Chapters 4 and 5 zoom out to look at how the Coal Board managed Cardboard City and all their housing stock into a 19state of decline across the 1960s and 1970s. This, coupled with emerging defects in prefabricated houses, left some tenants living in conditions akin to Victorian slums.

From decline to devastation, Chapter 6 charts the nails (plural) in the coffin for NCB and public housing in Britain. While you might be familiar with Thatcher’s fire sale of council housing in the 1980s, you might not know that the National Coal Board prefigured the Right to Buy scheme with their own cut-price mass sell-off of tens of thousands of Coal Board properties from 1976 – years before her election victory. Unlike their municipal counterparts, that did not mean Cardboard City tenants had the chance to become asset-rich homeowners. Cardboard City went through a series of murky sales between different companies in the late 1980s and early 1990s. You’ll see how families fled, homes emptied, and the community was destroyed. Chapter 7 contextualises these shadowy sales against the financialisation of the rental sector as a whole, and explores the consequences for tenants: absentee landlords, increased rents, and subcontracted accountability.

Of course, tenants have never taken these changes lying down. Part III looks at the rise of tenant resistance in Cardboard City – first at a household level, and then, in more recent years, through the formation of Save Our Homes LS26. In Chapter 8, you’ll get to know my mum (and social media whizz) Hazell, as well as Residents Action Group Chair Cindy, stalwart campaigners Mavis, Barry, John, and Mark (my dad), and a whole host of other family members, neighbours, friends, and supporters who brought the campaign to life and forced concessions from Pemberstone and Leeds City Council.

It is impossible to ignore the gendered element of this story: the fact that the Save Our Homes LS26 campaign – and so many housing fights that have come before it – have been spearheaded by women. So in Chapter 9, I’ll explore the reasons for this, and its implications for housing history, tenant activism, and housing policy looking forward. At the time of writing, 20rent reform is again on the cards – this time via the Renters Rights Bill put forward by a newly elected Labour Party. While some reform is better than none, I will explain how this is just the latest in a long line of attempts to fiddle around the edges of a broken system.

To end, I reflect on what went wrong, why we lost the campaign to save our homes and what Cardboard City’s demolition says about the ongoing state of all rented housing in the UK. Though housing laws and policies across the book relate to England and Wales rather than Scotland or Northern Ireland, the experiences of eviction and activism that run through the book tell a wider story.

Tying the history and threads of the book together, I conclude by calling out the destructive impacts of 150 years of broken promises for decent and secure rented homes. We’ve never moved beyond the idea that a house is at the grace and favour of a landlord, whether that landlord is private, a housing association, or the state. Nor have we ever challenged the notion that displacement of the poorest in the name of progress – and sometimes even welfare – is unavoidable. We fail to see relationships across tenanted households as integral to community life. This needs to change. I’ll map out how.
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Part I Eviction as Progress
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1 It’s for your own good

When Pemberstone’s redevelopment leaflet was stuffed through my parents’ letterbox in 2017, we should all have expected a mass eviction. After all, this glossy A5 sheet with its computer-generated estate plan was the first the residents heard that they’d be booted out, yet a lot of time and money had evidently gone into planning already. Pemberstone’s strategists were clearly confident that eviction and demolition would be straightforward: the houses and land were for them to use however they liked.

This cocksure and unsympathetic approach solicited a lot of criticism from residents and their supporters, and, for a short time, Pemberstone’s disregard of the tenant community looked like it might derail the plan. In October 2019, their planning application was rejected by Leeds City Council – partly on the grounds that demolition would break up a close-knit community who had nowhere else to go. But of course, there’s always more in a landlord’s armoury – particularly with the law on your side. As Nick Bano writes in his recent book Against Landlords, a landlord’s power to evict, raise rents, and redevelop is the very foundation of Britain’s housing sector – as well as its housing crisis.

In response to Leeds City Council’s rejection of their proposals, Pemberstone appealed, kicking the can up to the Planning Inspectorate for review by an independent inspector. To win that appeal review, Pemberstone changed tack and doubled down on the moral aspects of their case: the landlord honourably asserted that they were ‘not prepared to allow the current tenants, with the vulnerabilities, protected characteristics and 24health issues they live with, to continue to rent properties which are becoming unsafe, and which fall far below modern standards’. What better way to get rid of tenants than to say ‘it’s for your own good’? For your own safety, even. It was stated without a hint of irony that it was Pemberstone who had been responsible for maintaining the safety and standards of these properties for decades. The argument was, of course, a winner.

In January 2021, a government inspector found in favour of the landlord, greenlighting evictions and demolition. Again with no hint of irony, the inspector reported:


If no scheme [of structural intervention] for the existing houses is put in place, I anticipate that the dwellings would become unsafe to occupy. In this situation, it is reasonable to expect the Appellant [Pemberstone] would give notice to the existing occupiers.



In short: Pemberstone’s neglect of the houses gave Pemberstone the right to evict, so there’s no point stalling the inevitable. It’s for the tenants’ own good.

Eviction packaged as progress or beneficence has no culprit. Yet it clearly has victims: tenants. Renters whose lives are upended as they are forced to leave their homes and communities – these days with just two months’ notice, as per the Section 21 ‘no fault’ minimum timescale. This framing of necessity – whether for redevelopment or safety – is very hard to challenge for ordinary tenants. And because there’s never been a meaningful parallel moral obligation to ensure decent and secure homes for the renting class, tenants have been subjected to cycles of eviction, generation after generation.


Scourge of the poor

Moralising landlordism grew significantly in the Victorian era, when slum tenants needed booting out for their own good. And slums abounded. In this period, land and property across 25Britain were almost entirely in a small number of private hands. Owner-occupier rates remained low, and over 90 per cent of working people were tenants of individual private landlords – landowners and businessmen on various scales who, in the words of one contemporary builder, ‘try any mode of making a profit’.1 As industrialisation and urbanisation accelerated and expanded in Britain across the century, more and more people moved from the countryside to cities and vied for limited accommodation near their workplaces. Housing conditions deteriorated and became increasingly overcrowded. Multiple families occupied a single house – sometimes a single room – and multiple households shared dismal cooking facilities, limited storage spaces, and (if they were lucky enough to have one at all), a toilet area or outhouse.

Private landlords cashed in on this rapidly expanding renting economy but kept a distance from the day-to-day management of the property. In their stead were middlemen who acted as housing managers: letting out rooms, setting and collecting rents, evicting tenants, and – theoretically at least – overseeing repairs. These middlemen were the forerunners of today’s letting agents, but with much less oversight. The middleman made his living from getting a share of the rent from all the occupants: the more families he packed into one landlord’s property, the more money he made.

Overcrowding did not lower rent rates; at the end of the nineteenth century, many workers in poorer parts of London were shelling out between a quarter and half of their earnings on private rent. A study in York in 1900 highlighted that the poorest workers were paying 29 per cent of their income for these dire conditions.2 Even scant council housing offered little better. At the turn of the twentieth century, workers were shelling out 23 per cent of average earnings to rent their council homes.3 These were significant proportions of a poor family’s income, when food took between 50 to 70 per cent of household expenditure.

26If such hefty costs sound familiar today, that’s because little has changed. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) wrote that at the end of 2021, a household in England with an average income (around £2,825 per month) could expect to pay 26 per cent of that on a median-priced private rent. Renters in Wales and Northern Ireland could expect to fork out 23 per cent of their pay packet. It’s worse in Yorkshire and the Humber, where renters pay the second-highest percentage of their incomes on rent in the country (31.1 per cent) after London (39.8 per cent) – making Yorkshire more expensive for private rentals than the South East (30.5 per cent), despite having very different income levels.4 The ONS crisply classes this ratio as ‘unaffordable’ – even by their own ungenerous measuring stick. (For decades, the unchallenged consensus has been that rent is affordable if it does not exceed 30 per cent of gross income. Yet that equates to roughly 43 per cent of disposable income for the average low-income, basic-rate taxpayer. Food may have got cheaper since 1900, but rents have gone the other way).

Also like today, Victorian tenants had little room to complain as, waiting behind them, there was a queue of willing or desperate replacements. Such was the demand for accommodation in urban industrial areas that poor tenants sub-rented rooms to those poorer still. A 1907 study of Middlesborough steelworkers found that almost a third of tenants were subletting floor spaces in their rented room, unbeknownst to their landlords.5

On the surface, thresholds for overcrowding appear to have shifted significantly in the last century and a half, as we don’t see many bulging slums today. At the end of the nineteenth century, a dwelling was technically defined as overcrowded if a single room contained more than two adults – one-year-old children didn’t count, and each child under ten years old counted as half an adult. As multiple families shared single properties, a four-roomed house (which included the kitchen 27area as one of the rooms) would be at maximum acceptable capacity in the 1890s with six adults, four children under ten, and any number of babies. Of course, these houses also lacked their own toilet facilities. Over 11 per cent of the population of England and Wales lived in dwellings that exceeded this limit in 1891, with vast differences between urban and rural areas.6 In industrialised towns for example, overcrowding could affect nearer 35 per cent of households.

If we translate this benchmark to houses today, a four-roomed property would typically be a two-up, two-down. In other words, a two-bedroomed terraced house with an inside bathroom as well as a kitchen and living room downstairs. Imagine: six adults, four children and multiple babies sharing a two-bedroomed terraced house, and that being considered acceptable. Today, acceptable maximum capacity by law (which has not been statutorily updated since 1935) is two people to a room, as long as they’re the same sex or in a relationship. The kitchen and living room can still be considered bedroom options if they can accommodate a bed.7

So far, pretty similar. The difference now is the space standard, which came in with the 1985 Housing Act. This calculation provides a maximum number of people in a household based on the number of rooms, which also must meet a minimum floor area. If a dwelling has one room of 110 square feet, it should house no more than two people (that is, two adults; or one adult and two children under ten). For two rooms, there is a three-person limit. For three rooms, there’s a five-person limit, four rooms have a seven-person limit, and so on. Any room smaller than 70 square feet cannot be classed as a bedroom for an adult. Rooms of less than 50 square feet cannot count as a bedroom at all.

So, in theory, a two-up, two-down terraced house in England and Wales today could house upwards of ten people: five adults, four children, and any number of babies under twelve months. Two couples in two rooms; two boys under ten with 28one adult male in one room; two children of either sex under ten in the fourth room; and the babies anywhere, as they don’t count. Just one baby would take the total up to ten people without exceeding the seven-person limit. That will technically be classed as acceptable according to the law today, even if guidelines acknowledge this standard is too low. Turns out, we can’t be throwing stones at the Victorians on this one. Some 9 per cent of social-rented households were classed as overcrowded in 2021, along with 7 per cent of privately rented households, and 1 per cent of owner-occupied.8

In the moralising times of late-Victorian Britain, dense overcrowding increasingly became a social and health concern for the governing classes. Slum conditions were viewed as petri dishes for disease, crime, and immoral behaviour that, in the view of the well-to-do Victorian, impacted productivity as well as society. In urban areas, many slums stood in the way of industrial expansion, too. Political figures began inching towards change.

Tory leader Lord Salisbury criticised the miserable state of privately owned working-class slum housing in 1883. In 1884, a Royal Commission was established to investigate working-class housing conditions, though its recommendations were paltry in relation to the scale of the challenge. Then, when Salisbury became prime minister in 1885, he enacted minor housing legislation that gave local governments limited powers to build worker lodgings.9 Rents for this publicly owned housing had to reflect market-rate building costs and they were meant to be sold off within ten years, foreshadowing late-twentieth-century trends to set market-level rent rates and eventually divest the state of its housing stock.

Alternative styles of housing management to the middleman’s sardine-can approach also emerged from the mid-nineteenth century. Social reformer Octavia Hill is one of the most commonly cited examples; she acted as a housing manager for over 3,000 people by 1874 (many of whom lived in blocks purchased 29by her friend, the radical thinker John Ruskin – who was wealthy enough to be philanthropic). Through a direct management strategy, where she and her trained disciples got to know tenants personally as part of the job, Hill sought to improve the living conditions of their largely impoverished tenants.

Hill believed that women were uniquely placed to manage worker housing conditions professionally and with empathy, trying to ensure, for example, that difficult tenants were supported and only evicted as a last resort. She also sought to offer out-of-work tenants temporary employment in basic housing repairs to prevent them falling into arrears.10 This social work style of management was neither revolutionary in approach nor lasting, however.

Hill retained a middle-class, moralising view of poverty, believing that people should work their way out of it through self-help, while largely ignoring structural factors that prevented social mobility.
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