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“Some people will think living in a prefab is like living in a box. Yes, it might sound or even look a bit 
like that but what a lovely, sophisticated box! 

I am talking about post-war prefabs, erected in a hurry just after the war when Britain was suffering 
an unprecedented housing shortage. More than 150,000 of these prefabricated houses were 
erected all over the UK mainly in small estates. 

They were luxury to most of the residents who mainly were service men coming back from the war 
and reuniting with their family. Their prefab became their little castle with all mod cons and even 
more than any working class could hope for at the time: hot water, toilets inside, a fitted kitchen 
with a gas fridge and a garden all around the house. Part of the temporary housing programme, 
they were not supposed to last over a decade. Yet, over 70 years later, a few thousand are still 
standing and very much loved.

Why do people love their prefab so much, why are they so attached to their “cardboard or tin 
boxes”? Is it the layout of the prefab, the design of the interior, the garden around? Is it the sense 
of community they created? Or a combination of everything? That’s what I have been trying to 
find out for the last 11 years, since I started taking pictures of prefabs in South London. 

I have travelled all over the UK, from Redditch to Newport, Chesterfield, Catford and even on 
the Isle of Lewis to try to draw some answers. Through this exhibition - pictures, film, texts, archive, 
books - I am asking you to detect all the different signs of attachment and love to the prefab and 
ask yourself the question: why do people love their prefab so much?

The prints in this exhibition are split into 6 parts. They coincide with my journeys to the prefabs 
all over the country, a bit like a photo travel diary with 6 main destinations: South East London 
(Peckham, Nunhead and Dulwich), Catford, Redditch, Chesterfield, Newport and the Isle of 
Lewis. Through my personal story and journey, the film and its multimedia extension on the ipad 
tell a bit of the history of post-war prefabs but mainly focus on residents’ stories and capture their 
attachment to their little castles.”

- Elisabeth Blanchet
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EXHIBITION OVERVIEW –



To bring together an archive established over 11 years by photographer Elisabeth Blanchet, 
documenting the communities of prefabs around the UK. 

To bridge the gap between different generations so young audiences can learn about  
mid-twentieth century / post-war Britain and about the sense of community and neighbourhood.

To highlight prefabs in the context of British design and its influences through photos, archive 
documents and films showing how they were designed and erected.

To give prefab residents and communities a voice through the process of change, looking more 
widely at the economic, political and social impacts on small communities and social housing. 
This is done through tracing and photographing surviving prefab estates, following campaigns to 
save prefabs from demolition, and interviewing the last of the prefab residents.

AIMS OF EXHIBITION –

PARTIES INVOLVED – 

Photofusion, Arts Council, Catford, Chesterfield, Redditch, Newport and Stornoway prefabs estates

GLOSSARY OF TERMS –

Pre-fab: Prefabricated building - a type of building that consists of several factory-built 
components or units that are assembled on-site to complete the unit

Ministry of Works: a department of the UK Government formed in 1943, during World War II, to 
organise the requisitioning of property for wartime use.

Arcon, Uni-Seco, Tarran and the Aluminium: Types of prefabricated buildings. Arcon (steel frame 
with asbestos cladding), Uni-Seco (flat roofed timber frame with asbestos wall sections), Tarran 
(wooden frame with precast wooden panels), and Aluminum.

BISF: a British steel framed house, designed and produced by the British Iron and Steel Federation, 

OTHER PHOTOGRAPHIC ARTISTS / RESEARCH RESOURCES –

Books to read:

Historian, Greg Stevenson, author of the book “Palaces for the People, prefabricated homes in 
post-war Britain”, 2003

Architect, Ian Abley, co-author of “Why is construction so backward?”, 2004

Brenda Vale: “Prefabs: The history of the UK Temporary Housing Programme”, 1995

Professor of Architecture, Colin Davies, “The Prefabricated Home”, 2005

Architect, Brian Finnimore, “Houses From The Factory”, 1989

Websites to visit:

Elisabeth Blanchet’s…
Website: www.elisabethblanchet.com
Facebook Page: http://www.facebook.com/PalacesForThePeople
YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/user/BlanchetElisabeth

www.prefabs.co.uk

Website made by a Catford estate resident: http://jim-blackender.webs.com/



HISTORY

	  
A London carpenter, Henry Manning, constructed a house that was built in components in 1837. It 
was one of the first advertised prefab houses, and was called the Manning Portable Cottage.

In 1855 during the Crimean War, after Florence Nightingale wrote a letter to The Times, Isambard 
Kingdom Brunel was commissioned to design a prefabricated modular hospital. In five months he 
designed a 1,000 patient hospital, with innovations in sanitation, ventilation and a flushing toilet.

Prefabricated homes were also produced during the Gold Rush in the United States, when kits 
were produced to enable Californian prospectors to quickly construct accommodation. The 
homes were available in kit form by mail order from 1908.

In 1943, the Government invested in a prototype, temporary steel bungalow, which became 
known as the “Portal Prototype”. In a speech in March 1944, Prime Minister Winston Churchill 
promised 500,000 temporary new homes to deal with the acute housing shortage, although only 
156,623 were produced (between 1945 and 1949). The first prototype was displayed outside Tate 
Gallery, London in May 1944.

The prefabs had an important social function too. Many families, or couples, were living in rented 
rooms with shared facilities, or in with the in-laws. Overcrowding and lack of privacy were real 
problems. Also, prefabs offered a proper detached home, which it was hoped would attract 
women out of the factories and enable men to return to work there. 

Designed for homeless families with young children, these “palaces for the people” (as they were 
called at the time) were synonymous not only with comfort and luxury but also with freedom from 
the cramped and unsanitary urban housing of pre-war Britain.

Intended to be a short-term solution to the post-war housing crisis, the prefabs were supposed 
to last only ten to fifteen years. However, there are large numbers of people still living in their 
original prefab homes on estates around the UK, including Catford, South London and Moseley, 
Birmingham, with a few models receiving grade II listed status.

QUESTION –

What were the advantages of a prefabricated building/home? 

Do you think that people loved/love their prefab so much because they got them just after the 
war? 



DESIGN – ARCHITECTURE

	  
“When we first started seriously to think about the prefabricated home, everybody jumped to the 
conclusion that it would lead to monotony. I say it offers us a way of building truly imaginative and 
exciting homes.” – Sir Richard Rogers, British architect

For the first time in Britain, one of the ideals of the Modern Movement was realized: a house was 
manufactured on a production line in a factory.

Prefabs were built round a central core of kitchen, toilet and bathroom, designed by the Ministry 
of Works. They had two bedrooms, a fitted kitchen with fridge and cooker, running hot water, 
a wash boiler, and there was built in storage, electric lighting and sockets. For many, this was a 
huge leap in quality of life. Prefabs did not look like inter-war British houses, but more like American 
houses, so many thought they were American in design. Some American prefabs were imported, 
but most were British designed and built.

There were four main types of temporary bungalows produced In Britain after the war – the Arcon, 
Uni-Seco, Tarran and the Aluminium. Ultimately, the most sophisticated layout of the standard 
2-bedroom accommodation was that of the Arcon Mark V bungalow.
 
There was a lot of criticism when temporary accommodation after the war was first suggested. At 
the time there was little consultation with the public. Therefore this great technological advance 
in housing provision (in terms of both production and materials) received little acknowledgement 
in the architectural press either at the time or since. 

Now-a-days, a lot of the housing built in the United States and abroad is, to some degree, 
prefabricated. McDonalds uses prefabricated structures for their buildings, and set a record of 
constructing a building and opening for business within 13 hours (on pre-prepared ground works). 
Additionally, in the UK, the major supermarkets have also each developed a modular unit system 
to shop building, based on the systems developed by German cost retaillers Aldi and Netto.

QUESTIONS –

A lot of efforts were put into the building, the design and the layout of the prefabs, can you give 
examples? How did these efforts contribute to make residents love their prefab?

Pick your favourite prefab from the photographs in the exhibition, and explain why.

Can you think of a modern prefabricated building that you have seen recently?



COMMUNITY

	  

The 156,623 temporary bungalows produced in Britain under the 1944 Temporary Housing 
Programme were made with a design life of 10-15 years. However, many of the hardier types 
(Arcons and Uni-Secos) lasted for decades, and some remain in good condition to this day.

Prefabs didn’t look like inter-war British houses, but more like American houses with a garden 
and more space and privacy than traditional attached brick houses. Prefab estates around the 
country were designed with a sense of community, sometimes around a green and connected 
by footpaths, giving them the feel of holiday villages.

People liked them straight away, as well as the lifestyle they created; families were from the 
same working-class background and of similar ages. Prefabs became synonymous with sense of 
community.

Many of the prefab occupants remained in their original prefab until it was demolished. After 
Margaret Thatcher allowed council tenants to buy their own homes, many purchased their 
prefabs. 

Some residents even reported that they planned for a second child when the council told them 
that having just one didn’t qualify them for a prefab. 

Living in a prefab gave many people a strong sense of identity, and residents proudly rebutted 
jokes about living in ‘Asbestosville’ or ‘Tin Can Alley’. Others left their prefab only to find that 
traditional housing wasn’t for them, and then had to wait years on the council housing list to get 
another prefab.

QUESTIONS –

Throughout the exhibition can you spot signs of a sense of community between prefabs’ 
residents? What are they? 

Do you think they are unique to residents of prefabs or could they be found in other communities? 

Do you think the sense of community is dying among the prefab residents? And explain why? 



TODAY AND THE FUTURE

	  
Since 2003 the largest concentrations of surviving prefabs were in Bristol/Avonmouth (around 700 
in over 14 estates), Newport (c. 300 Arcons) and Catford in London (153 Uni-Secos). Many of these 
homes are either under or being threatened by demolition. Large numbers of permanent prefab 
types do remain however, including many BISF homes, and a well-preserved group of mobile 
homes can be found by South Bank University, off the Borough Road in London. 

The only temporary homes to have been afforded the statutory protection of listing are two 
groups of prefabs: one along Wake Green Road in Moseley, Birmingham and a group of 6 on the 
Excalibur Estate in Catford.

Architects are now incorporating modern designs into the prefabricated houses of today. Prefab 
housing should no longer be compared to a mobile home in terms of appearance, but to that of 
a complex modernist design. 

The challenge, however, is to combine the need for mobility and sustainability with a building 
design that appeals to clients and overcomes potentially negative stereotypes that are 
conventionally associated with prefab.

There has also been an increase in the use of “green” materials in the construction of these prefab 
houses. Consumers can easily select between different environmentally friendly finishes and wall 
systems. Since these homes are built in parts, it is easy for a homeowner to add additional rooms 
or even solar panels to the roofs. Many prefab houses can be customized to the client’s specific 
location and climate, making prefab homes much more flexible and modern than before.

The furniture retailer Ikea is linking up with Swedish developer Skanska to offer affordable prefab 
housing to the thousands of key workers who can no longer afford to live in London. As British 
house prices continue to rise and exclude more and more people from the property ladder, it 
seems increasingly likely that there will be yet another call for the palaces for the people.

QUESTIONS –

Do you think that today, there could be new prefab estates as a response to the present housing 
shortage? Explain your point of view.

According to you, why are residents of prefabs still fighting to save them and why do they love so 
much?



MAKE YOUR OWN PREFAB
If possible print on to card 



Born in Normandy in 1970, Elisabeth Blanchet is a UK-based freelance photographer. Mainly working as an 
editorial photographer, she has always been interested in and curious about people who live differently 
from the so-called “settled community”. 

Alongside collaborations with UK, European and American magazines and press, her work is regularly 
exhibited. In 2012, the photo essay Ceausescu’s Orphans, 20 years on was shown at the Romanian Cultural 
Institute in Paris and her archive on Gypsies and Irish Travellers was exhibited at Autograph ABP. 

Another recurrent theme in Elisabeth’s work is nostalgia represented in the photographic projects Prefabs – 
Palaces for the People; Morrissey and me and through her ongoing exploration of seaside resorts.

Biography

Quotes & Stories from Prefab residents

Jim Blackender, 59, ex-Excalibur Estate resident

Jim Blackender was in charge of the Tenants’ Group to save the Excalibur prefabs from demolition by Lew-
isham Council. He lost the campaign and, disappointed, he moved out of his prefab in Autumn 2012.

“I liked everything about the prefab – I couldn’t put a finger on it. It was the people, the location. When 
we moved in 20-odd years ago there was a really strong community, and there was no way anyone could 
have taken that place from the residents. But it’s been left to rot - it’s depressing to watch it fall into disre-
pair.”

Eddie O’Mahony, 93, Excalibur Estate

Eddie was one of the first residents to move into his prefab in the Excalibur Estate. After being demobbed 
and returning from Singapore in 1946, he came back to a bombed-out home and nowhere for his young 
wife Ellen and their little son to live. At first he wasn’t sure he wanted to live in a prefab, however now Ed-
die is the estate’s longest living resident. He has cared lovingly for his home, which has retained many of its 
original features and he also added an extension.

“The demolition is breaking my heart. Quite honestly, it will be the finish of me if I have to move. I don’t like to 
think of them being pulled down. It breaks my heart. I close my eyes when I pass the ones that are boarded 
up. I’ve loved this place from day one.”

Bernard Dye, 84, Killamarsh, north-east Derbyshire

There are 49 prefabs in Killamarsh, called Tarrans after the name of their manufacturer. The Council has de-
cided to have the estate regenerated and the prefabs replaced by bungalows. The demolition is to start in 
the Summer.

“There’s a sense of community, people keep an eye on each other, to make sure everybody is ok. 
I like that there are no stairs, no upstairs to look after. In fact, when I want to hoover the complete bunga-
low, I can use one socket in the entrance hall, and I can hoover every room in the house. 
Hopefully they will be remembered fondly by the incumbent tenants and will live on in the annals of Kil-
lamarsh past.”

Alice Sweeney, 72, Nunhead

I met Alice 10 years ago and haven’t seen her since. There are only two prefabs left where she lives. She 
rents hers from the Council and her neighbour’s one is privately owned. She is going to move in a new brick 
council flat across the road in the Summer.

“I moved here in 1971. There used to be 19. When I move, my neighbour’s prefab will be the last one  
standing, it will look like the little house in the prairie!”

To see more work by Elisabeth Blanchet, visit: http://elisabethblanchet.photoshelter.com/
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