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1
            Introduction: Glasgow 1980

         

         High on the urban motorway, among wastelands, urban dereliction and the darkened hulks of Industrial Revolution warehouses, rolled the gleaming white Triumph saloon. Beneath cranes and high-rise towers it ran, as wild jazz guitar and screaming brass urged it onward.

         
            
               This is a film for people.

               About the city they live in.

               And how the city is changing for the people.

            

         

         This could have been the hollowed-out ruin of 1970s New York or London, a glimpse of the wide collars and violence of The French Connection and The Sweeney to come. But the city was Glasgow, the year 1971 and this was, somewhat confusingly, the opening sequence of a film called Glasgow 1980.

         If visions of the future from the past are your thing, then Glasgow 1980 is the film for you. Commissioned by the city corporation, this half-hour rush of grainy celluloid holds a glimpse of what planners and politicians thought possible in the decade ahead. Director Oscar Marzaroli was better known as a gritty street photographer, the Diane Arbus of Glasgow. He’d been recording the city’s dramatic post-war turmoil in silver gelatin prints since the early 1960s, capturing with bleak realism the people, the sites, the change. And so Glasgow 1980 has none of the cheery gloss of contemporaneous promotional efforts made to sell new towns or petrochemical industries. Instead, here is the disturbing sight of a city eating itself.2

         Like the bankruptcy of New York, or the collapse in population of London (down two million since 1939, partly thanks to the building of new towns and the demolition of old housing), Glasgow’s story in the era was one of industrial decline, social decay and disruptive renewal. When the narrator speaks of difficult but necessary change, his words could be prefiguring Norman Tebbit’s onyerbike Tory party conference speech of 1981. This was society, before there was no such thing as it. The eighties as foreseen in Marzaroli’s film is a world of streamlined progress, computerisation, new motorways and modern housing. As a child, 1980 felt – and still feels to me – an impossibly futuristic year. After all of that corduroy, concrete and chaos, it would be silver, sleek and sophisticated.

         Yet when 1980 did eventually come around, it wasn’t really like that at all. Another documentary photographer, Raymond Depardon, helped illustrate the reality of Glasgow in a photoessay for the Sunday Times Magazine. Much as Marzaroli’s photos had caught kids playing in the filthy and dilapidated tenement yards of the 1960s, Depardon’s find small girls pushing dolls in prams over waste ground and rubble, drunks sitting in a burned-out lot beside a flat-roofed pub, mothers wheeling infants past high-rise blocks, and, to complete the circle, homeless people pushing their belongings in prams. Marzaroli’s photos feel unsentimental but Depardon’s are deliberately provocative, objectifying rather than empathising with their subjects, presenting the city as an alien world for others to gawp at, a Star Wars cantina for the urban romantic.

         Glasgow Central, then Britain’s smallest constituency, faced a by-election in June 1980. Labour candidate Bob McTaggart broke with his party’s narrative of the recent past, 3acknowledging that the council’s standard housing policy – to raze whole districts under comprehensive development powers – had been unpopular with many. Instead of the less invasive strategy of rolling repairs to the existing fabric, these well-intentioned but radical interventions caused widespread displacement. Long-term tenants either remained in crumbling council homes as their local amenities dwindled or were pushed out to new towns or huge new estates on the periphery of the city. Some simply became homeless. McTaggart wanted his prospective new administration to change tack, to renovate existing tenements rather than constantly wiping the slate clean. With a homeless population of a thousand in this small constituency and a network of nine hostels to look after them, the continued demolition of Victorian tenements seemed a bleak symbol of failure. Meanwhile, Labour party workers in the election campaign were finding it tough to track down prospective voters in new, radically remodelled districts. ‘We go out canvassing or leafleting to this street or that and suddenly find it’s been knocked down,’ one party worker told the Guardian. ‘It’s just impossible to trace all our supporters.’1 A resurgent SNP were snapping at their heels in this Labour stronghold, foreshadowing a reckoning to follow many years later.

         Life had changed considerably for the film crew of Glasgow 1980 by the time that decade rolled around. Director Oscar Marzaroli’s reputation rose so high that a series of coffee table books were produced celebrating his work, images so famous they would spill over onto record covers. Meanwhile, Bill Forsyth, Glasgow 1980’s editor, was directing a pioneering indie romcom in the Glasgow overspill new town of Cumbernauld. 4He and the young cast of Gregory’s Girl had no idea it would set them on a path to becoming Scottish national treasures.

         
            *

         

         The post-war period from 1945 to 1979 had seen many changes to Britain, as much to correct the problems thrown up by the Industrial Revolution as from the Blitz. Chief among these changes was the creation of the welfare state, ushering in huge improvements to the way we lived. The NHS, new schools and council housing all helped aim for a more equal society, with millions soon able to benefit from modern hospital treatment, a less hierarchical education system and the joys of indoor toilets and mod cons in the home. It came from a relatively stable period of politics, born from wartime co-operation. Both Conservative and Labour parties engaged in a bidding war to promise ever greater numbers of homes built, whether council or private. To ease overcrowding and modernise the way we lived, 28 new towns were built between 1946 and 1976. Slum clearance programmes changed the face of our big cities. Britain imported designs for slender high-rise towers from Sweden, rough concrete brutalist slabs from France, slick shopping malls from the US and rational motorway planning from Germany. Glasgow 1980 showed the incongruity of the results, with the Queen Mother standing bravely in the centre of a ten-lane urban motorway snipping a ribbon on the city’s vast new Kingston Bridge, dressed as usual in the manner of a Beatrix Potter hedgehog. None of this went smoothly. There were increasing protests against major town planning schemes. A brand new high-rise block in East London called Ronan Point partially collapsed in 1968, caused in part by contractors cutting corners to hit targets. And the oil shocks of the early 1970s killed off many major new schemes. An 5elderly generation of modernists handed over their grand visions to a rebellious cohort who sought to dismiss those epic schemes in favour of something lighter on its feet, less monumental, more playful, less civic – and more privately financed. A sequel to Glasgow 1980 was scrapped in 1977 after Marzaroli had shot several reels of film. Glasgow’s Progress was dropped because there seemed to be no end to the upheaval.

         I can sympathise with that. In attempting to write about the places we built in Britain from 1980 to 2020, a line from Alan Bennett’s play about the 1980s, The History Boys, kept coming to mind: that history is one fucking thing after another. The Right to Buy. Riots. Docklands. Barratt estates. Business parks. Housing Associations. National Lottery-funded museums. The Manchester bomb. The Dome. Devolution. Private Finance Initiatives. Eco-homes. Location, Location, Location. The Olympics. Buy-to-leave. Grenfell. Pop-ups. New council housing. Climate crisis. Covid lockdown. And ‘Iconic’ towers – all of those attention-seeking new landmarks. On and on it goes, the horrors and delights, the triumphs and failures, an exhausting parade of ideas, solutions, achievements and consequences.

         Thinking about the way we live now keeps bringing me back to China Miéville’s 2009 sci-fi detective novel The City & the City. In the novel, two culturally distinct cities – Besźel and Ul Qoma – exist entwined in the same geographical location. Residents of the two cities must learn to unsee the other, the cars, pedestrians, street furniture and buildings of a culture often separated only by the width of a street, the thickness of a wall. Variations on The City & the City haunt the Britain we have built since 1980 – beyond the sectarian parallels of Belfast or Glasgow to places like London’s Docklands or Cardiff Bay, enclaves for the rich 6built beside and entwined into old working-class settlements. Our versions of Besźel and Ul Qoma exist in stealthier ways too: in the gated estates hidden from main roads behind older housing, or in the gentrified suburbs, where an incessant invasion of house pimpers extended homes upwards and outwards, and sometimes downwards too. Council estates have been demolished and smaller, more expensive private flats have risen in their place – such as the Heygate in Elephant and Castle making way for the expensive computer-modelled anonymity of what is now called Elephant Park. We train ourselves to unsee what was lost. The resulting disruption is described by estate agents as creating a vibrant urban mix, but how well do these old and new communities integrate? Is the vibrancy merely the vibration of submerged feelings of entitlement and resentment? Our City & the City is still evolving, from the planned and zoned settlements favoured by the modernists to the piecemeal fragments, spectaculars and edge cities built since 1980. And in its icons, of course.

         At some point in the age of constructed reality TV and social media, the meaning of the word icon shifted and shrank. Things, people, moments were iconic simply because they represented nothing more than themselves with a kind of dumb confidence. Iconic has come to mean the coolest version of itself. It’s the word for feel-good – or feel-anything – architecture, the easy come, easy go landscape of a CGI blockbuster to be destroyed by aliens, Iron Man or the weather. Disaster architecture for our rolling John Wyndham apocalypse. But the icons of the era aren’t always the things that developers want us to take to our hearts – their extravagantly modelled towers, High Tech statements and deconstructed landmarks. For all the money in the world, they don’t get to choose what becomes iconic. 7Sure, the Gherkin might represent London, Future Systems’ blobby Selfridges the city of Birmingham, the Angel of the North a whole region. But surely our more everyday, prosaic places are icons too? Estates of pseudo-Georgian houses with uPVC windows, campuses of fibreglass sheds and surface car parks, town centre office blocks cum micro-flats – icons of taste, technology, power, poverty. Icons the lot of them. And so Iconicon is a lexicon of these modern icons, symbols of the ways we have lived, of dreams second-guessed by developers, architects, planners – people who never looked back to the places they created to see if they were right, but who moved on to the next project, fighting an ongoing battle against the universal truism that things fall apart. This is the world that Pevsner guides forgot, beneath the radar of orthodox, canonical consideration. It’s the Britain we have actually built since 1980 – chaotic, awkward, clashing and busy, a mixture of outlandish gestures, astonishing creativity, drab conformity and petty meanness, sometimes all at once.

         In Glasgow 1980, people were being sold a version of the dream they had long been promised: better homes for all, better healthcare and schools. Now, in the age of the icon, we don’t build what we need, we build for dreams: for a random lottery win or the lifestyle of a Premiership footballer; ‘forever homes’; gleaming towers; gated communities. As our basic rights are ever more under attack, the aspirations of today are peculiar fantasies indeed. Smart homes. Self-driving cars. Adding value. Second homes. The avatars of success. Forget that homelessness, poverty and genuine hardship stalk the land in ever increasing numbers. Our hopes are written beneath the foil of a scratch card, a diversion to blur out the reality of the world we live in.8

         Iconicon is a journey around the City & the City we have created in Britain since 1980. Wimpey homes. Millennium monuments. Riverside flats. Wind farms. Spectacular skyscrapers. City-centre apartments. Out-of-town malls. Perhaps more so than any other cultural artefacts, the buildings designed in our lifetimes encapsulate how we as a culture imagined we one day might live. And yet their built reality is often a reminder of how those dreams may have fallen short, or come to represent something very different from their original intentions. To fully understand what has happened, we need not only to revisit these plans with the benefit of hindsight, knowing how the world has turned out, but also to allow voices from the time to explain the original visions of these icons of our age. What did the future look like to us back in the eighties, nineties or noughties, and how does that measure up to where we are now? The upheavals and events of the last ten years have a tendency to make the foresightedness of previous decades look timid and misguided. And certainly there has been a current of wilful ignorance around environmental and housing crises in the way that we have built this modern world. But there are also powerful visions here that have helped shape the way we live in more positive ways, and this is an attempt to tell that story too, currents sometimes lost under a welter of Twitter accounts, lobbyists and reactive voices assuring us that everything is shit. These icons of our age, be they modest or monumental, present us with a living history of Britain, complex – and sometimes all too facile – reminders of the political, financial and social forces at play that have shaped our modern landscape. So, are you ready to go time travelling with me? If so, park up the DeLorean, I have a much more appropriate vehicle in mind. See Richard Rogers’s Lloyd’s 9Building over there? Well, join me in one of those futuristic toilet pods that cover its gleaming surface – you’ll understand later – and let’s take a trip in this High Tech time capsule. Back to the year when I was ten, when the Rubik’s cube, Post-it notes and Pac-Man were released, the Corkscrew rollercoaster opened at Alton Towers, the Austin Metro went on sale and we all dressed like David Bowie in the ‘Ashes to Ashes’ video.* Welcome to 1980.

         
            
465Notes

            1 Guardian, 17 June 1980, p. 4.

         

         
            * Probably.
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13
            Docklands: Before

         

         ‘On the day I went to view it, it was pissing with rain.’ Gaby Charing had a way with an anecdote. Perhaps it was her richly modulated voice. ‘And I thought, this is good. I’ve got to be able to bear living here when it’s pissing with rain.’ White-haired, redoubtable and bohemian, Gaby was taking me back in time to 1978 and a council flat on the Isle of Dogs, an area of Docklands in East London. For that first viewing she hadn’t been given the door number, she recalled, in case she might squat it. ‘But that Sunday morning when we drove down, it was just wonderful.’

         Gaby was going to be moving into Galleon House, a glass-balconied sixties block facing Island Gardens, just across the Thames from Greenwich. At that time, the Isle of Dogs – that bollock-shaped bulge in the Thames, as Gaby described it – was as different as could be from its historic, globally celebrated neighbour. ‘I got the flat because the whole of the Isle of Dogs qualified as hard to let,’ she explained. ‘I’d been living in flatshares and I’d had enough of it. And I didn’t have enough money to buy. Someone told me about the hard-to-let scheme, and I just imagined what it would feel like if you were a very poor person who had always been living in ghastly private rented accommodation. You would think you’d have died and gone to heaven being given a place like that. It was light, it had high ceilings, and it was wonderful! It was absolute heaven.’

         Gaby and her partner, Liz Day, had met on the island sometime after Liz moved there in 1979. Working in a bail hostel, Liz was living with her then partner on the ground floor of another sixties block, Alice Shepherd House. ‘The ground-floor 14flats were particularly hard-to-let ones,’ explained Liz. ‘There was a guy who lived next door who I think had a long-term mental health problem, and next door to him there was a young woman who I think had probably been in care. Next door to her there was a young man who was a drug user, and then there was a young man who had been in Barnardo’s.’ She turned to Gaby. ‘Did you know Bobby?’ she asked. ‘He lived on the top floor, was covered in tattoos.’

         ‘Noooo,’ said Gaby slowly.

         ‘He was a drug dealer,’ she said brightly.

         ‘Riiiight.’

         ‘He was very nice. We got invited to his son’s baptism at the Catholic church.’ A lot of her neighbours had been there many years. ‘There was a family where there were three sons and they were all fairly wild. And I remember the social worker had come round to visit them, and they held him over the balcony by his feet till he agreed to pay for shoes for the kids. It was that sort of place. It was a bit like the Wild West in some ways.’

         Architect Mike Davies remembered being taken there by his father in the early 1950s. ‘The old docks, the Royal Docks were closed for two reasons,’ he told me with the certainty of someone used to dispensing them. ‘It was closed because of the advent of containerisation. And the advent of containerisation was because dockers always broke some of the cargo, so a small percentage of the cargo was always gone. And so security was an issue. And that’s why they had the great high walls around. There were two and a half thousand acres of London which were not London. They were in another country. We could never go there.’ But Mike could. His dad, a geographer, was fascinated by the docks and knew the coppers on the gate. Father and son would visit 15on a Sunday morning. ‘He used to go copra, bananas, palm oil, Ellerman Lines, Blue Funnel, Cunard. He knew all the ships, because he was an economic geographer. I loved it. My father loved it, it was fantastic. Little did we know that I’d end up working there.’ Davies, alongside Richard Rogers, would help master-plan the regeneration of the Royal Docks after the ships had gone.

         By 1980, London’s docks were a strange and haunted place – after their industrial heyday, which Mike Davies had seen, and before the Filofaxes, BMWs and bankers moved in; before the rebranding as Docklands, even. Few navigated the Thames by boat, but if you did you’d see a grim post-industrial landscape here, miles of rusting and crumbling relics, abandoned wharves, warehouses with the windows put through. Eight and a half miles of exhausted docks lay strung out along the Thames, the machinery silent, the work gone. Yet still 40,000 people lived here, 38,000 of whom were council tenants, most in estates built between the twenties and the seventies. The docks had been in decline for decades, and now many of its working-class inhabitants were unemployed, and some desperate to leave. In 1978, the year that Gaby was moving into her heavenly hard-to-let flat, Surrey Docks – one of the last remaining working docks in London – closed, its work moving upriver to Tilbury. The Port of London Authority released a bleak statement to the press. ‘There are large numbers of people who draw pay from the PLA, but for whom there is no work, and there never will be again.’1

         There seemed little urgency to save the docks from terminal decay. Plans came and went like the tide. Take the Greater London Council’s 1973 effort, five competing schemes squabbling over the ashes. Most pushed for private houses 16and flats. Office centres and industrial units would be small-scale affairs. The banks of the Thames would be greened with thousands of trees and shrubs. Many transport systems were promised: urban motorways, an automated mini-tram network, and the Fleet Line – London’s new underground route – snaking beneath the old docks. It might even become the terminus for a cross-channel tunnel, as Britain edged its way into the European Economic Community. All of the ideas were predicated on the watery docks being filled in, rather than made a feature of, as in the rebuilding of Antwerp, say, or Vancouver. Swamped in a succession of 1970s political and financial crises, many of these ideas leaked away. Some flotsam remained. The Fleet Line would become the Jubilee, reaching Docklands in the late 1990s. Those automated mini-trams became the Docklands Light Railway. Timid office centres made way for the hyper-development of Canary Wharf. A colossal rise in private development would sweep aside thoughts of welfare-state-era council housing. That vast Thames-side park? Forget it.

         Perhaps the most tantalising vision of the future of Docklands comes in the 1979 film The Long Good Friday, starring Bob Hoskins as a gangster with an idea of turning London’s derelict docks into the site of a future Olympics with the help of some dodgy US finance. ‘The London that The Long Good Friday depicts has disappeared,’ wrote architectural critic Tom Dyckhoff in 2017. ‘It could just as easily be the London of Gaslight or Sherlock Holmes.’2 Back in 1971, councillor Ted Johns saw what was actually coming, as he watched a tiny development of eleven private town houses being built on the banks of the Isle of Dogs. ‘The frightening thing is that this is just the start of what is bound to happen in the future,’ said 17Johns. ‘The riverside is gradually being taken away from the East End and this must be realized before it’s too late.’3

         Meanwhile, it was a stretch of the Thames riverside in central London that had roused the interest of a junior environment minister in Edward Heath’s government in the early 1970s. ‘I was appalled by what was happening on the south bank of the Thames. I still am appalled,’ said Michael, now Lord Heseltine, who I interviewed in his shiny steel and glass office in Victoria. ‘You see one of the great waterscapes of the world which is architecturally awful. It was self-evident in 1972 how awful it was.’ As he spoke, I quietly kicked my Southbank Centre tote bag under my chair. Perhaps he’d seen it as I’d come in, and was being deliberately provocative – I wouldn’t put it past him. Given how that collection of buildings – the National Theatre, Hayward Gallery and Festival Hall – are probably my favourites in London, symbols of post-war hope and reconstruction, I was resigned that, as with so much of our interview, we would have to agree to disagree. ‘And so I instructed officials to prepare a Development Corporation to take over the planning of the south bank.’ Development corporations had been used to create the new towns built after the Second World War, from Stevenage in 1946 to Milton Keynes in the late sixties. As it turned out, a reshuffle meant he never got the chance to intervene on the south bank as he became Minister of Aerospace in 1972, responsible for Heath’s beloved airport scheme for Maplin Sands in Essex. Despite his best efforts, it would remain unbuilt. ‘To get to Maplin Sands you flew by helicopter across London,’ said Heseltine. ‘And so I saw this incredible dereliction. And I saw more of it in the mid-seventies so by the election my whole focus had changed from architectural vandalism on the 18south bank to physical regeneration on a scale unbelievable.’ Heath’s government lost power in 1974 and Heseltine became shadow environment secretary. He told me that those images of Docklands from the air remained with him.

         Not discernible from those helicopter rides were the people living in this post-industrial landscape. The white working-class majority were barely visible to the wider world, the district’s significant Bangladeshi population and diverse waves of immigrants even less so. The story of Docklands is one of racial and class tension, of poverty and gentrification. It would be the poor Bangladeshis rather than the subsequent waves of rich yuppies and middle-class incomers who would bear the brunt of antipathy from some of the dockers. Back in 1968 a number of locals had come out in support of Enoch Powell when he was sacked from the shadow cabinet following his racist ‘rivers of blood’ speech, marching to the Palace of Westminster brandishing placards with slogans such as Back Britain, not Black Britain and We want Enoch Powell! These attitudes persisted into the eighties. One Bengali woman told sociologist Janet Foster: ‘I did hear rumours that the Isle of Dogs [was] very racist and Bengalis wouldn’t live on the island ’cos of the racial attacks. So I was having second thoughts, but you know, there’s nothing you could do, you had to take the accommodation they offered you. Or you was out on the streets.’4 Today you can walk about in parts of Docklands – the 1960s Samuda Estate on the Isle of Dogs, for example, with its low-rise blocks and high-rise slabs – and see parts of the old pre-gentrification Docklands still surviving in the shadow of the towers.

         When the bigger changes of the 1980s came, and the middle classes began to move into new private housing, it had an impact 19across Docklands. Gaby Charing told me that ‘one of the people that we knew and saw quite a lot of through the community centre was the Catholic priest, Jim. And he said his entire congregation had changed and it had been taken over by the middle classes. He wasn’t very happy about it at all, because he felt that local people who had been members of that church for years were just being sidelined.’ A Times editorial in December 1987 offered a solution to this awkward class divide. ‘As for young Cockneys in the East End tower blocks overlooking Docklands, the message to them should be clear. Don’t resent your yuppie neighbours; join them.’ A new tide was coming to the docks.

         
            Notes

            1 PLA report in The Times, 15 June 1978, p. 16.

            2 Tom Dyckhoff, The Age of Spectacle (Random House Books, 2017), p. 52.

            3 Ted Johns, East London Advertiser, 29 January 1971.

            4 Janet Foster, Docklands: Cultures in Conflict, Worlds in Collision (UCL, 1999), p. 260.
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            1: New Blue Dreams

            Right to Buy and Other Transformations

         

         ‘When they suggested Wythenshawe we said no thanks,’ Peter Logan told me. That was back in the late 1960s, when he and wife Peggy and two young kids had just moved from Northern Ireland. They opted for a council flat closer to central Manchester, but by 1971 they were hoping to move somewhere bigger. Again they were offered a house in Wythenshawe, one of Europe’s largest council estates. This time they took it. ‘You get lost in Wythenshawe very easy,’ said Peter. ‘I mean there were 100,000 people living here when we moved. That’s a big estate.’ These days, the Logans still live in the same house on a street on the edge of the park, part of a classic 1960s estate of huge slab blocks and towers, low-rise maisonettes and terraces of modest pale-brick houses. Estates all over the country share this vaguely modernist aesthetic, from an era sandwiched between their more loosely planned garden-city forebears and the complicated cul-de-sacs that came after. ‘Our living room looks straight onto Wythenshawe Park,’ said Peter. ‘You could pay a lot of money and you couldn’t buy the site, you know?’ By the late 1980s some of their neighbours had taken up the Right to Buy – the government’s scheme for council tenants to buy their homes – and so they began to look at it seriously themselves. ‘We paid rent on the house for years and years and years,’ he explained. ‘When we looked at it, we were actually paying more in rent than we would have been paying in mortgage.’ Because of the generous discount from the Right to Buy, they discovered they wouldn’t even need a deposit. ‘We got it and it’s ours, and it’s a lovely house. It’s only two bedroom, but there’s only me and Peggy here now, so …’21

         What sort of things did they do to the place after they bought it? ‘We put a small extension on the back of it,’ said Peter. ‘We extended the living room by about four metres by three.’ Of the terrace of six houses, three were bought and three have remained social housing (no longer run by the council but by Wythenshawe Community Housing Group). According to Peter, those who bought have watched WCHG put ‘new bathrooms, new doors and all that jazz’ into the homes they manage. ‘We’ve never qualified for anything, even free boilers, because we both had reasonably good jobs and both had pensions. Anything that’s been done to the house we did it. We’ve never had insulation or anything done.’ Although on the flipside, he wasn’t sure they could have afforded to stay living here if they’d remained renting. ‘If you were a retired person now and you had a reasonable income you’d pay top whack for rent now. Rent on this house now would be an arm and a leg.’

         ‘The day I arrived in the ministry I had lunch with my permanent secretary,’ recalled Michael Heseltine, ‘and I gave him an envelope on which was a list of ten things and one of them would have been the Right to Buy.’ It was perhaps the most emblematic policy of the first Thatcher administration, but it wasn’t new. Examples of similar programmes stretched back to the 1920s, and many of the post-war new towns had seen some of their rental homes sold off as they attempted to pull in ever greater numbers of upwardly mobile residents. In the 1960s the Conservative-controlled Greater London Council had encouraged flogging council houses to their occupiers and the 1970 Conservative General Election manifesto contained the promise to ‘encourage local authorities to sell council houses to those of their tenants who wish to buy them’.1 Peter Shore, the 22Labour environment secretary of the late 1970s, had also tried to continue Heath’s push, though Labour councils keen on retaining their housing stock were seen as the sticking point for any future attempt. By November 1978, Heseltine was claiming that Right to Buy would ‘bring about the greatest social revolution of our time’. With each new council home costing the taxpayer £1,200 a year,* explained Heseltine, ‘it is we who will give council and new town tenants the legal Right to Buy their homes at generous discounts. It is we who will set them free.’2 Residents of more than three years’ standing thinking of buying their council homes would receive a 33 per cent discount on the market price of their home, rising to 50 per cent for longer-term tenants. By 1984 the minimum tenancy was dropped to two years and the top discount raised to 60 per cent. Flats, which were proving harder to sell, were going for a whopping 70 per cent discount. Right to Buy would go on to be worth £40 billion to the government in the first forty years.

         In the Commons in May 1979, Margaret Thatcher explained that the policy ‘will give to more of our people that freedom and mobility and that prospect of handing on to their children and grandchildren which owner-occupation provides’.3 A golden sunset bathing millions of home owners in some form of hereditary advantage. The big issue that made Right to Buy so controversial was a moratorium on council-house building. ‘I secured an agreement at the time in the very early eighties that 23two-thirds of the proceeds of the sales would go to rebuilding new social housing,’ Heseltine told me. ‘That lasted as long as I was secretary of state. When I went to defence, the money was’ – he paused carefully – ‘removed by the Treasury and incorporated in a wider pot.’ The first Thatcher administration famously made huge cuts to government budgets: three-quarters came from housing. The very nature of the Right to Buy struck at the heart of the post-war settlement – where council housing had sat alongside universal healthcare, the welfare state and comprehensive education. Once this double whammy hit – selling off council housing and refusing to build replacements – dreams of making society more equal through the places we lived were over. 

         The first public inquiry into Right to Buy came in Dundee in February 1981. Sixty demonstrators crowded into the chamber and sat on the floor with banners. Leader of the protest was George Galloway, who told the inquiry that ‘these people will have to be dragged out kicking and screaming’.4 Worried that his much trumpeted legislation might be challenged in court, Heseltine had sent officials to the Bar to ‘find the most expert and renowned housing silk, instruct him as though he was instructed by a communist controlled local authority with infinite money to break this legislation. And he did.’ The same lawyer had then made the bill watertight. The Dundee protest and many like it were swept aside.

         By September 1984, 700,000 homes had been sold off, 11.5 per cent of the total council homes available for sale. And while some local authorities were vehemently opposed, others were desperate to divest themselves of this municipal burden. Under the corrupt leadership of Shirley Porter, Westminster City Council disposed 24of 10,000 council homes between 1986 and 1994 in a bid to make the borough more attractive to affluent residents by washing their hands of the poor and disadvantaged. In some areas of the UK, hard-to-let flats and houses on underfunded estates soon became the only council homes available. In this way, Right to Buy didn’t benefit all council estates through the supposed ‘trickle-down’ effect of private owners bringing the area up. Instead, new owners sold and moved on, and impoverished ghettos began to emerge in areas left behind by the collapse in traditional industry and escalating unemployment rates. Still the sales went on, and by 1997 an astonishing 1.8 million council homes had been sold across the country, a quarter of the entire stock. The arrival of buy-to-let landlords pouncing on ex-local authority housing as it came up for sale from its first wave of right-to-buyers would change the face of former council estates more than those optimistic initial buyers would have imagined.

         I grew up on a council estate in Croydon and can remember the offer to buy the house coming from Croydon Council, or rather, our baffled reaction to it. Why on earth would you buy a house? The council, for all its flaws, looked after us. The house was pretty solid, they came and painted the doors and windows every few years, and more than that, replaced them and adapted the house for my mum, a wheelchair user, with a more accessible kitchen and downstairs loo. Besides which, the only person we knew who owned a house was my mum’s older brother Reg, who lived in a massive ranch-style bungalow in Hampshire after making a packet from decorating the Mars chocolate factory. I remember the acres of shagpile rug space in his opulent 1970s living room, the garden so big it had a wood at the end, and the ornamental fishpond with carp in it, into which I was once 25chased by his Great Dane, Bryn. But we weren’t like Reg. My dad was a car mechanic, frequently unemployed and in poor health, my mum was brilliantly clever but at that time battling with depression and disability. Reg had made it; we knew our place. And so we all reacted with the sort of high emotion typical of my family. We shrugged. Not for us, thank you. Over the years I’ve wondered if this was a bad decision, but with two chronically ill parents the council house suited us fine; it meant that a lot of the worries that might have plagued them as home owners – responsibility for faulty drains or rewiring, say – were taken care of. We were a happy municipal family. And so it seemed funny all these years later meeting Heseltine, Mr Right to Buy, the man who made us an offer we could not refuse, knowing that we had. Our decision to snub one of the defining phenomena of 1980s Britain hadn’t been particularly political, principled or driven by a financial motive. It was more instinctive than that. We felt lucky to live in a nice council house, with all the services we might have needed nearby, and there was a sense that owning a house would bring nothing but expensive heartache. All these years later I can’t help thinking that given the way the world has gone, owning a home no longer feels like the security blanket it might once have seemed. The millions who took up the offer have quite varying experiences of it.

         Family politics played a major role in the Right to Buy. Take Janice Richardson, who bought her parents’ council house in Rotherham for them. ‘I don’t know why me dad came up with it but he wanted someone in the family to buy the house,’ said Janice, ‘because they couldn’t afford to but they’d like someone in the family to have it. And me dad just approached all the family to see if anybody was interested, and only me and my 26ex-husband were.’ The house was in East Dene, Rotherham’s first council estate, built in the 1920s. Streets of small red-brick terraces and pebble-dashed semis display a variety of modifications, be they extensions, loft conversions or ersatz bay windows. There’s no trees or grass verges in the street, which gives it a more industrial air than a garden suburb of the same vintage, but it still has a reassuring suburban feel to it. ‘So we purchased it,’ explained Janice, ‘and I think me dad were pleased, made him happy someone was going to have it.’ Janice and Ernie, her then husband, were only able to afford it because he had recently been made redundant from Northern Foods and had received a decent payout. The recipients of this act of generosity were Eric and Iris Oates, Sheffield steelworker and cleaner respectively. Helen Angel, Janice’s niece, recalled how surprisingly right wing Eric had been for a steelworker, and how he had supported Margaret Thatcher, which presumably piqued his interest in Right to Buy in the first place. Janice paid for new windows, but otherwise the house was already like new, as the council had just refurbished it, with a modern kitchen, bathroom and central heating. ‘I were surprised how cheap it was!’ said Janice. ‘It was bought for £13,000. It’s ridiculous in’t it? It sold for £90,000.’ This was in 2019, when Iris died. She certainly had no regrets about buying it for them. ‘It was a win-win really. Mum and Dad didn’t pay any rent or anything then, they lived there for nothing. And that made their life a lot more comfortable. And then we knew one day me and Ernie we would sell it. They willed it to us you see, and one day it was like a pension for us.’

         Another family with a complicated Right to Buy story was Simon Lee, who wrote to me with remembrances of his 27family moving from a tied flat to a council house in Totley, Sheffield, in 1981. ‘Central heating, hot water whenever we needed it, a bedroom for each of us, and TWO indoor toilets. And a telephone. We hadn’t the money to get one installed at our previous home. This was an amazing change in our circumstances. However, the cost of the rent was far higher than that of the flat and it included other fees. Once we moved here we never had another family holiday. We had no spare money.’ ‘Here’ was near the boundary of the Peak District National Park, a council estate of plain blond-brick homes built in the early 1970s. ‘My parents always voted Labour and did not approve,’ recalled Simon of the Right to Buy. This moral dilemma was what the government had been banking on, destabilising the post-war settlement that had once promised municipal housing for all.

         Simon and his sister were still living with their parents by the mid-nineties. It was then that his sister suggested buying the house for their parents. ‘My dad was opposed. As I wasn’t working’ – Simon had recently been made redundant – ‘I allowed my mum to have the casting vote. Although both my parents were Labour supporters who both worked for the co-operative movement, my mum felt buying the house would give us security and enable them to leave something to the kids.’ Mortgage repayments would be less than the council rent. ‘We were worried about taking on debt. We usually paid cash, up-front, for everything. My parents never had credit cards.’ But they took the plunge and bought the house. Simon’s parents passed away a decade later, and he has lived in their ex-council house ever since. ‘Of the twenty-one houses on our road, I think only four others have the same people living there now as did 28when we moved here in 1981. Several people got good prices for the houses they sold and have bought a home in a different area of Sheffield. That probably would not have been possible before Right to Buy put them on the property ladder.’

         
            *

         

         ‘Seen from the air on a sunny day Granby ward could still be mistaken for one of the more prosperous parts of Paris,’ wrote a researcher for Shelter in a 1972 report on Liverpool 8, a working-class suburb of the inner city.5 By the late twentieth century, Liverpool was no longer the major Empire port it had once been, home for Commonwealth imports, berth of great liners, wealthy financial centre for shipping magnates. Monuments of its Empire past still dominated the waterfront: the neo-baroque Edwardian splendour of the Mersey Docks and Harbour Board; the Royal Liver Building with its huge bronze birds staring out over the water; and the Italianate Cunard building. But it was places like Granby, a Victorian suburb of Liverpool 8 close to the city centre, that had been most affected by these changing fortunes. ‘In this district there are people who for years have lived with frustration, fighting against odds far too big for them to cope with,’ local resident Mrs Fitzgerald told researchers of Another Chance for Cities: Shelter Neighbourhood Action Project. These were people ‘doing all in their power to keep this the kind of district we remember it to be, not snobbish, but clean and pleasant to live in’.6

         It was here that the eleven houses of Ducie Street contained an astonishing sixty-three families, with just fourteen bathrooms between them. There had been demolitions in the area but a few of the old streets remained because the city council was aware that knocking too many homes down would create a 29homelessness crisis they couldn’t cope with. Shelter’s project resulted in a transformation for Granby. There were fewer families sharing facilities, and houses had new roofs and bathrooms. Trees were planted, new street furniture installed, pedestrianisation trialled. But the report’s conclusion went far beyond some tame action points. ‘To neglect the urban problem is to extend an open invitation to social conflict,’ they declared.7 They predicted a flashpoint in the near future would destroy these communities. ‘When the combined effects of race and poverty erupt in anarchic violence it may be already “too late”,’ they wrote. Racist violence in 1972 led to black residents in Myrtle Gardens having the windows of their houses put in after arguments about the allocation of new council homes, which led to retaliatory action over the next few nights. ‘In the end,’ wrote the researchers, ‘it requires very little to spark off a spontaneous reaction.’8

         Nine years later, in July 1981, Liverpool 8 was the epicentre of what became known locally as the uprisings. These followed the arrest of Leroy Cooper, a black youth who was taken in for allegedly assaulting police officers. In fact, Cooper had been caught up in a confrontation between police, who were trying to arrest an unknown figure on a motorbike, and a crowd of angry bystanders. Police struck one of them with a baton, after which stones began to be thrown. Anger grew over the evening, and by the next day a more concerted response came from the locals. First they blocked the broad expanse of Upper Parliament Street with burned-out cars. Petrol bombs were made. ‘I became increasingly involved, night after night,’ said one of the rioters, Jimi Jagne, when interviewed by journalist Andy Beckett for his book on the era, Promised You a Miracle.9 A quiet youth who’d 30been assaulted by the police some months before, Jagne had become fascinated by reports of the Brixton riots three months earlier, and the writings of Malcolm X. ‘For us, they were the first major breakthrough,’ said Jagne. ‘We stepped forward and said, “We’re here and this is how we feel.”’10 It followed other flashpoints around the country, including St Paul’s, Bristol, in April 1980, a riot that occurred after a raid on an illegal club. Brixton in London, St Paul’s in Bristol and Liverpool 8 each faced issues the Shelter report had warned of a decade before: poverty and high unemployment (in Liverpool 8, unemployment in those days of recession was running at 40 per cent, but for young black people it was even worse, as high as 70) combined with a culture of aggressive, bullying, racist policing. For people being ignored and demonised, a show of protest had become inevitable. And it manifested itself in a violent reaction not just to the forces that were controlling or mistreating them, but also to a sense of place that seemed to represent the abandonment they felt. More than seventy buildings were torched in Liverpool.

         Three months before the uprisings, Tate & Lyle – one of the city’s most prosperous Empire-era businesses – had closed its doors with the loss of 1,600 jobs. A sense of desperation gripped Liverpool. In the immediate wake of the riots, Heseltine called for a £100 million cash injection to the city to help stabilise the situation. £15 million was allocated. ‘I cannot help feeling that the option of managed decline is one that we should not forget altogether,’ wrote the Chancellor, Geoffrey Howe. ‘We must not expend all our limited resources in trying to make water flow uphill.’ Sensing how explosive this idea was, Howe wrote that ‘this is not a term for use, even privately’.11 When I spoke to Heseltine, he was determined to show that Howe’s comments 31were not the whole story. Peter Shore, his Labour predecessor as environment minister, had forged a partnership with Liverpool to help them face their acute housing problems. When Heseltine took over in 1979, he agreed to carry on partnering with the city. Hoping to polish up his planning act before he unleashed it on London Docklands, he told his staff to ‘find the second worst site in the country and give me order-making powers to designate’, he told me. ‘Where’s the second worst? Liverpool. So Liverpool got its development corporation in 79, it got its Garden Festival in 79. So from 79 I had a closer relationship with Liverpool than anywhere else, actually. Development corporation, partnerships, Garden Festival, and the working together. Oh, and I listed the Albert Dock. Totemic.’ When the riots happened, he felt a personal responsibility to do something, he told me. ‘I said to Margaret, Look, we can just say it’s law and order and back the police and we have got to do that, but I want to walk the streets. And that is when the enormity of the problems became apparent. My philosophical approach – individualism, competition, partnership – were all there before 81. But my God, the need for it and the intensity and the opportunities of it in those three weeks walking the streets.’ The incongruity remains fascinating. Ronnie Hughes, who had been working for a housing association in the city at the time, said of Hezza, ‘In Liverpool we always say about him that he wasn’t bad for a Tory. He’s an arrogant tosser but he stuck to the place in a way and he did some good things, to our total derision.’

         Upper Parliament Street, the initial site of the Liverpool uprisings, is now an anonymous urban expressway flanked by some forlorn bits of development. This busy multi-lane highway cuts across the path from Liverpool 8 to the city centre. It forms a 32forbidding boundary for the people that live here. In front of the road’s handsome, ornate Victorian town houses, rioters had once overturned a police van, petrol bombs had been thrown, and standing battles fought. Demolitions have long since removed the blackened, fire-damaged buildings, where now anonymous nineties blocks stand. The Rialto, a dashing 1920s former cinema and ballroom, was one of the high-profile places torched. Now a dinky, insubstantial postmodernist version of it stands on the site, more key fob than building. These repairs to the urban fabric are gestures: the area doesn’t feel knitted together, instead it unravels, the hopes of the original pattern pulled, holey and straggling. The varied building styles could have made for a splendid cross-generational urban party but instead it exudes the awkwardness of patients socially distanced in a waiting room. It feels as deliberately insipid as possible, the ultimate passion-killing environment, a bloodless riot-free zone.

         ‘I walked around, it was only the next street, and saw the damage and everything, and just felt really sad,’ said Ronnie of his post-riot explorations. ‘Sad for Liverpool and sad that it had had to happen. But I did think it had to happen. And I could see why.’ A few streets back, Lodge Lane, the secondary target of the rioters, has taken longer to recover, but these days is more likely to appear on a foodie podcast as a haven for world cuisine than on the news pages. In some parts, the riots were tidied away as soon as they could be. In Granby, the district investigated by Shelter a decade before, the effects were more lasting, and devastating. The rehabilitation of the area in the 1970s meant all the houses had been occupied, and conditions improved. But immediately after the riots it became a no-go area; residents were blamed, moved out and moved on, leaving boarded-up houses behind as if cursed. 33A whole ward of haunted houses. A few plucky souls remained, waiting it out until things might begin to slowly improve.

         On 4 August 1981, Heseltine took one of his biggest risks yet. In a typically theatrical flourish, he invited some of the richest business leaders in Britain on a coach tour around Merseyside, in an attempt to sell these run-down places as areas of opportunity. Heseltine sat at the front of the coach with a slender microphone, part tour guide, part Tonight-Matthew-I’m-going-to-be-Tony-Hadley, while behind sat rows of suited grey men peering out of the windows with expressions of bemusement and consternation.

         ‘I was on one of those buses,’ said Ronnie Hughes, to my surprise. ‘It wasn’t Heseltine on my bus, it was Patrick Jenkin, the “nice guy” in the first Thatcher government.’ Jenkin was then Secretary of State for Health. ‘We took him around. We were actually showing him the nice things we had done. We were quite proud. We were showing him good stuff. And he turned round and said, this is awful, isn’t it!’ Ronnie laughed and did a double take. ‘Is it?’

         The business leaders had been briefed not to promise Heseltine any money. ‘They were frightened these guys would be seduced into giving millions, billions! Anyway, we went round, these extremely smart, very well-heeled gentlemen – they were all gentlemen, interesting – and we got out of the buses and walked the most desolate, derelict parts of Liverpool and they talked to the tenants and all of that. And then one or two of them said, I was born in this city. And an interesting bond emerged.’ Before they returned to London, Heseltine took them for tea at the Adelphi, the vast crumbling hotel by Lime Street station. ‘They all sat in rows like you’re sitting,’ he said, pointing at me, ‘like this’, and he mimed hunching over defensively – which I hadn’t 34realised I’d been doing – ‘and I said marvellous of you all to come, most engaging wonderful visit – I don’t want any money. They all shot upright!’ Instead, he asked them each to second a bright young employee to come and work with his team for a year, to look into how to get private companies to invest in large cities.

         His newly minted Merseyside Development Corporation’s first task was to tackle the derelict docks. A 250-acre section at Dingle – the old Mersey Foundry and a former municipal tip, Dingle Tank Farm – was chosen as the site for the Liverpool International Garden Festival. Before anything could be done, vast amounts of methane had to be pumped from the industrial waste, as the site wasn’t just unappealing, it was hugely dangerous. A competition was held in 1982 to design a centrepiece, the Festival Hall, which was won by engineering giants Arup. A few years later and it might have been termed an icon, because that was its purpose, to represent the new spirit of the city, to become its logo. Arup had only twelve months to build it, hence the relative simplicity of the structure: the Festival Hall was a High Tech greenhouse whose lightweight tubular frame was clad in aluminium and ribbed polycarbonate sheeting. Thirteen different countries were represented in exhibits on the site, and a quarter of a million trees were planted. There was a nature trail, a sculpture zoo and – of course – a Beatles maze. The festival was opened by the Queen and Prince Philip on 2 May 1984.

         Local reaction was split between curiosity, hilarity and anger. Terence Fields, Labour MP and enthusiastic member of Militant, was never going to be a fan. ‘What does it mean if you are unemployed? What does it mean if you are living in a hovel in an area of Liverpool that is not one of the council’s housing priority areas?’12 Ronnie Hughes had initially been unconvinced by the 35gardens too. ‘By then I lived in a house that was only just over the fence from the Garden Festival,’ he said. ‘I only went once. It was nowhere near ready as a garden because they were just like bedding plants that had been stuck into the soil. Eventually it turned into a real secret garden over the years as they couldn’t find any uses for it and it grew of its own accord. What eventually tempted me over the fence to take a look at the thing was partly its popularity – most people seemed to like the look of the thing – and partly just the fascination of seeing anything new that had clearly had a lot of public money and establishment will put into it. But I could never get over the fact that just up that hill was our beloved Liverpool 8 where none of this money was getting to, none of these jobs as far as I can see was getting to.’
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         The Festival Hall was to be turned into a regional sports centre after the show, but this never happened. Instead, the neglected ruin stood there for years, surrounded by debris – the rusting 36remains of garden attractions and bits of infrastructure long since grown over – like some starliner crashed in an urban woodland. A few years back, I climbed into the derelict gardens and explored it. Those oh-so-eighties postmodern features – tubular archways, primary coloured metalwork and fibreglass – were rusting or stained but still standing, as was the neat little Chinese Pagoda and Japanese Garden. It was like being on a film set – a Planet of the Apes reboot, perhaps – exploring the remains of fun gone by, with only the occasional dog walker breaking the spell. It was one of Britain’s most magnificent modern ruins, until in 2011 it was partially renovated. Some of the features, most notably the Yellow Submarine, had been moved out to John Lennon Airport. I went back again in the summer of 2019 and the once wild landscaping was now being carefully looked after by volunteers. Those flimsy, rusting gates had been replaced by strong wooden ones surrounded by crates of rock, also used liberally throughout the garden to shore up some of the more dramatic features. I got talking to an elderly man who, unprompted, told me how much he loved it then and now, and how awful it had been to see engineers arrive on site that summer taking readings of the methane levels beneath the soil to see if it was suitable for building on. So far the trees are winning, suspended over their toxic bubble of landfill and gas.

         Further along the Mersey, towards the centre of the city, stood Albert Dock, an impressive series of warehouses on the waterside designed by Jesse Hartley and Philip Hardwick and opened in 1846. The buildings had stood derelict since the 1950s, and the development corporation had plans to completely refurbish the whole site, in partnership with property management company Arrowcroft. The regenerated Albert Dock opened in May 1988, 37with many of the warehouses converted to luxury flats. On the ground floor level there were spaces for shops, a TV studio for Granada’s This Morning, hosted by Judy Finnigan and Richard Madeley, and an art gallery, Tate Liverpool, whose warehouse space was converted by James Stirling. Environment minister Patrick Jenkin had been keen to broker the deal for Tate to move in, prompting the deputy leader of the council, Derek Hatton, to remark that ‘it’s a pity Mr Jenkin didn’t show the same interest in the thousands of Tate & Lyle workers who lost their jobs there last year as he is showing in the Tate art gallery’.13

         Liverpool became an experiment in privatisation. At the 1960s Cantril Farm estate on the edge of the city, public–private partnership was trialled, between Tory government, Labour council and a group of private developers. Abbey National building society and Barclays Bank bought the estate, a place Heseltine described to me as ‘a real, real slum’, and Hezza placed a man he described as ‘one of my heroes’ – tough-nut developer Tom Baron – in charge of the redevelopment.† ‘The troublemakers left and no one asked too many questions,’ said Heseltine. What sort of solution is that, I wondered. What happened to them, those former council residents deemed too undesirable for housing?

         Then in inner-city Toxteth in May 1982, less than a year after the riots, housebuilders Barratt stepped in to buy and renovate Myrtle Gardens, 300 interwar flats. ‘When we heard they were about to be demolished we pleaded with Liverpool Council to 38stop,’ said owner Lawrie Barratt. The deal he reached was ‘we buy them for £1,000 a unit, completely refurbish them and then offer them at a far lower cost than people would normally have to pay for two-bedroom flats’.14 They’d bought the estate for £25,000 and then put each flat on the market for between £20,000 and £25,000. It became a gated community called Minster Court, complete with security guard in a lodge. The resulting edifice was known as ‘the compound’. There was no doubt that the security features had worked: by 1987 the once notorious estate had faced just six break-ins in three years. ‘What sold the place to me was the security,’ said Joyce Hardacre, who relocated with her husband, Tom, to be near his job in the docks. He was made redundant shortly after their move. ‘You can even leave your car unlocked in here. Just over the fence we can hear the cars being pinched. But once you are inside you are as safe as houses.’15 Their upwardly mobile neighbours included academics, graphic designers, an air steward, and the area manager for Glaxo. Though the gulf between what support they could expect in a private gated community when compared to council housing came as a shock to some. At parking disputes or problems with the interiors of the flats, Barratt shrugged their shoulders. Sort it out yourselves. Welcome to private life. 

         In an era of increasing public protest and private ownership, security became a priority for many. Geographer Alice Coleman, then head of the Land Use Research Unit at King’s College London, was the figurehead for this movement. She was a disciple of US urbanist Oscar Newman, whose 1972 book Defensible Space argued that areas of municipal ownership created crime, and that residents would only be safe if allowed to exercise some inbuilt territorial instinct to defend their space 39from behind doors, gates and bars. Newman cuts a rather visionary preacher figure, while Coleman has more than a touch of Mary Whitehouse about her, not least a shared penchant for dispensing moralising wisdom and a disgust at the dirty realities of modern life. ‘Nobody could have been brought up in greater poverty than me and I can tell you that poverty per se does not have that effect. My family was extremely ethical, honest, hard-working and so on,’ she told film-maker Tom Cordell for his documentary Utopia London. ‘If you’ve got people who are properly brought up, they survive.’16

         In Elizabeth Wilson’s critique of Coleman’s work in her book The Sphinx in the City, she writes that ‘the reverse side of this belief is that there can be no public or social responsibilities or obligations. The ideology of “defensible space” legitimates a paranoid attitude to “strangers” and “aliens” and easily fits into racist paradigms of who “intruders” are.’17 A surprising early adherent to Coleman’s teachings was Liverpool’s Militant council, who created an Urban Regeneration Strategy in 1984 in which they identified seventeen deprived areas, replacing ‘unsatisfactory’ flats and maisonettes with houses and bungalows in cul-de-sacs. They had demolished 7,500 flats by 1987, converted others and built new houses totalling 9,000. Unfortunately, unlike the flats they had replaced, many of these remained unlet because they were simply too small for the families they were intended for.

         More and more security became a private issue that affected the public sphere. Police officers returning from a research trip to the US in 1982 to look at the latest in crime prevention strategies recommended creating a voluntary organisation to monitor and report crime. This network of community action would coalesce 40into the Neighbourhood Watch movement. The first place to trial what was then called the Home Watch scheme was the village of Mollington in Cheshire, 300 homes where a wave of burglaries had left the residents restive. Throughout the 1980s and 90s the scheme grew, with orange stickers on windows and signs on poles announcing the prying eyes of nosy neighbours to any burglar or disruptive influence. I remember we had one on our living-room window when I was growing up. We had no idea who the local co-ordinator was, and had no interest in poking our noses into our neighbours’ affairs. Rather it was placed there as a magic talisman, a supernatural warning, like a shrunken head or wicker figurine. The neighbourhood might be watching, but we weren’t.

         As academic Chris Moores explains in his fascinating essay on Neighbourhood Watch and Thatcherism, just five years after that first group was created there were 42,000 schemes across the country covering 2.5 million houses.18 In 1989, Margaret Thatcher spoke to her local Neighbourhood Watch group in Finchley. She admired their work on crime prevention, shifting the emphasis from costly nanny state to a freelanced nanny public. ‘Much of the work must come from citizens themselves,’ she told them. ‘There comes a point when the government can’t do anything more.’19 And it formed an irresistible template. As Moores notes, ‘An entire sub-genre of “self-help” community watchdog organisations including Vehicle Watch, Taxi Watch, Pub Watch, Boat Watch, Shop Watch, Caravan Watch and even Sheep Watch were all created during the 1980s and early 1990s.’20 Much of the success of Neighbourhood Watch rested on neighbours protecting ‘people like us’ and there was plenty of research to suggest that these organisations were overly white and middle-class. In the Metropolitan Police’s first stab at publicity material for the 41scheme, they produced a leaflet in which the only black person shown was mugging an elderly white woman.

         
            *

         

         Heseltine recalled ‘people were queueing up to buy! By the 1983 election we were meeting people out when we were canvassing who had bought their council housing. And we had a pretty good idea of the gains they had made: they got a big discount because property prices were rising, so they had made very substantial sums of money from the process.’ I wondered how he felt about it now, given how divisive the policy has been. ‘I believed in the policy and still do,’ he said. ‘I have much regret that the cash was diverted from social housing, but equally I was very pleased that we had created the private rented sector which has been crucial to many millions of people.’

         This revolution is thrown into stark relief by the 1986 English House Condition Survey, which gives a good idea of the state of the buildings we were living in as the Thatcher miracle was supposedly leading to a national housing boom. A million homes were described as unfit for human habitation, three-quarters of which were still inhabited. In the worst condition were houses built before 1919. Most tellingly, almost two and a half million privately owned houses were in bad condition, dwarfing the half million council houses in a similar state. Of 8,000 council estates, a quarter were described as run-down. The worst housing was to be found in the urban areas of London, the North West, Yorkshire and Humberside. And the residents of the worst properties tended to be from ethnic minorities, single parents, those living on their own, on low incomes and tenants of private landlords. The simple fix of private good, public bad seemed not to be addressing the right problems.42

         Meanwhile, doing up ex-council houses became a kind of mania. As a teenager in the mid-1980s, I had watched with fascination as a form of warfare broke out on our street. You could tell which council houses in New Addington had been sold through Right to Buy. These were the pebble-dashed ones, bringing a slightly seaside suburban touch to the streets of red-brick semis. Look at our home improvements, they were eager to say. We’ve climbed a ladder and you’ve been left behind. But then the council fought back. Borough workmen began making their way around the estate, going from house to house fundamentally altering the homes of the remaining council tenants. They were replacing all the single-glazed aluminium-framed Crittall windows in the houses with uPVC ones. The originals were beautiful but left the place cold and damp: the doctor told my dad that they were the primary cause of his bronchitis. These replacements made a huge difference, even though their much thicker plastic frames blocked out a significant amount of light. Pretty soon, a walk around New Addington would reveal those houses bought but not improved – those with Crittall windows still intact – as if the council was keen to demonstrate the value of municipal ownership through plastic double glazing. Double glazing had been pioneered in the US in the 1920s but it was the arrival of uPVC from West Germany in the 1970s that would dramatically change many of our homes. In 1976, less than 10 per cent of UK homes had double glazing; by 2007, 83 per cent of homes had it installed. PVC – polyvinyl chloride – was one of those wartime inventions, designed as a bendy and stretchy alternative to rubber. uPVC is a refinement of that process, the ‘u’ for unplasticised, meaning it was rigid rather than bendy.43

         A 1980 advert for Astraseal Windows extolling the revolutionary properties of uPVC frames was accompanied by a picture of tall Georgiabethan fake-leaded tilt and turn windows on a bungalow down the road from us in South Croydon. The same year, an ad for Reed Windows of Timperley claimed that ‘Reeds’s slim, solid white frames blend beautifully with British homes – unlike some bulky Continental types’. And how else to prove that than ‘Georgian-effect leaded lights available upon request’.21 By the end of the decade, the ubiquity of uPVC windows replacing those on both council and private housing meant that for some they had become a menace. Heritage campaigner Gavin Stamp wrote of a visit to Douglas on the Isle of Man that ‘almost worse than the demolition of the buildings that give Douglas its character is the systematic mutilation of the historic buildings that remain. Nowhere else in Britain have I seen so many of the dreadful plastic windows and “Kentucky Fried Georgian” front doors that succeed, through the ignorant self-indulgence of gullible owners, in transforming handsome Georgian buildings into hideous travesties.’22 They weren’t much better on our 1950s council houses either.

         ‘There’s quite a lot of people have said they shouldn’t have sold the council houses because it left people nowhere to live,’ Wythenshawe right-to-buyer Peter Logan told me. ‘A lot of the people who bought the council houses couldn’t have afforded to buy a house!’ The Logans had lived there for seventeen years before they bought it. ‘We’d have well paid for it in that time. If they hadn’t sold the council houses the people living in them then would be living in them now.’ In the end, it was Peter and Peggy who had bought who were still living there today. ‘They couldn’t have afforded to go to the market and buy one. You’ve never heard of any company building houses cheap. They say the 44lower end of the market, but the lower end of the market is quite expensive. You ask any young couple now who are trying to save up for a deposit for a mortgage. It’s not easy.’

         Janice Richardson was rather more conflicted about the council house she’d bought in Rotherham. ‘Because they’ve done this Right to Buy, people can’t get a house. There’s no stock now because it’s all been bought up. I know we did it, but now I wonder if they wish they’d never done it because there’s no council houses. Not as many would have been bought if it wasn’t for the fact that they were so cheap. But they were just ridiculously cheap.’ One of the big changes caused by the Right to Buy was the emergence of a whole new wave of private landlords buying up ex-local authority houses. ‘I know there’s a couple of those houses what’s been bought,’ said Janice, ‘and now whoever’s bought them are renting them out. And so they’re coming and going.’ It was something right-to-buyer Simon Lee mentioned too, how the arrival of private landlords has begun to change the character of his Sheffield neighbourhood. ‘The initial tenant bought the house and it was then sold by the family to a property developer who rents it out. The current tenant says living here is the only way he could get his kids into the local schools.’ Competition for school places, for local amenities once run by the state, for the ownership of the homes we live in are all part of the revolution brought in by Margaret Thatcher’s government in 1979. Today, the mosaic of changes to the way we live, each a seemingly isolated development, awkwardly interconnects across our lives. And the Right to Buy remains a pivotal moment, when the state began to sell off its assets to private individuals, and a whole chain of consequences was set in motion for decades to come.
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            * Between 1992 and 2017, the number of people renting from private landlords doubled. In time, Heseltine’s cost saving would be dwarfed by the amount paid in housing benefit to private landlords. By 2014 the government was directly subsidising commercial investors through housing benefit to the tune of £9.3 billion, compared to £9.4 billion given to housing associations and £6.1 billion to councils.

            † Cantril Farm was named ‘one of the worst estates in Europe’ in a 2016 ITV show about actor Craig Charles’s early life there, after which the Liverpool Echo on 11 September 2016 was full of residents defending it. ‘I’ve lived here for 46 years and never had anyone sell drugs outside my house,’ said resident Lisa O’Connor. ‘We all know it’s not perfect but I know many good people.’

         

      

   


   
      
         
45
            Docklands: Romance

         

         Andrew Wadsworth had big ambitions. Back in 1978, aged twenty-three, the young Mancunian took his girlfriend for a walk along East London’s largely derelict riverscape in search of the perfect warehouse for conversion into a New-York-style loft apartment. They didn’t have to walk very far. Just 200 yards from Tower Bridge, they struck gold. An old Victorian grain store, water tower and mill: New Concordia Wharf. ‘It was absolutely empty except for one floor given to storing redundant sixties computers. But it looked terrific,’ said Andrew. ‘It was love at first sight.’1 He had a sympathetic bank manager too: an East End ex-pat, misty-eyed at the thought of this young entrepreneur saving an old Docklands warehouse. Following the oil crisis of the 1970s, property suddenly looked to be a safer investment, and so investors like Andrew were increasingly drawn towards projects like New Concordia Wharf. By the time his conversion was finished it contained sixty flats, along with workshops, offices and a restaurant. Wadsworth was exactly the kind of private enterprise pioneer that Reg Ward’s London Docklands Development Corporation was set on encouraging. And so pretty soon his venture, Jacobs Island Company, set to work on another, yet more magnificent set piece.

         The Circle is a treat, a little bit of knock-off Gaudí in the heart of Southwark. It’s a short hop from the southern end of Tower Bridge down the scrubbed-up Industrial Revolution canyon of Curlew Street – imagine seeing a curlew here! – emerging beside the second of Wadsworth’s Docklands landmarks. At first, the Circle seems oddly square – a pair of matching eight-storey 46buildings facing each other along much of the narrow length of Queen Elizabeth Street, on the site of what had once been the Courage Brewery stables. It’s immense: 302 flats, with shops, offices and a health club. And unlike its many close neighbours, it’s not a conversion but an extraordinary group of postmodern faux-warehouses in yellow stock brick, with balconies balancing on dark-stained pine logs and bulky steel trusses. Victorianate windows and golden balconies peep out across the street and between buildings, arrayed in striking diagonal rows. Above me the roofline undulates, echoing some of the more decorative warehouse parapets. But these details are just an aside. Suddenly the opposing facades have pulled back into two deep semicircles, creating a whirl of open space in this long narrow street. Two curved walls with steeply diagonal rooflines are glazed from floor to sky in shiny tiles of a shocking cobalt blue. Tucked away as it is, it still creates one of the most arresting and unlikely modern outdoor spaces in London.
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         47It launched in October 1987 as London’s financial markets were crashing around it. A helicopter winched in the final flourish of this elaborate set piece: a large bronze statue – Jacob, the Circle Dray Horse by Shirley Pace – to set off the scheme. Jacob because this land had once been Jacob’s Island, the seedy setting for Bill Sikes’s death in Oliver Twist. It was also the name of Andrew Wadsworth’s company. Today, Jacob stands there quite serene, a sturdy reminder of the site’s heritage, a cute detail the architects must have whooped over when some wag suggested it. When it was grade II listed in 2018, architect Piers Gough – the G in architects CZWG – recalled that ‘it was an exciting time to work with young entrepreneurial clients celebrating an overtly witty and theatrical response to the surrounding creative city’. Theatrical I can deal with. It’s the ‘w’ word from a 1980s architectural giant – summoning up images of wanging on in a West End wine bar – that remains off-putting. Even so, I have a soft spot for the Circle. Don’t ruin it, Piers. ‘Colourful postmodernism reacted to the dreariness of debased modernism,’ he explained, ‘with a rich fusion of historic and modern architectural devices inspired by the found context as much as the imagined future.’2 And certainly here, jammed into 48the tight historic streets around Shad Thames, it fits right in with the expensively converted warehouses. If these were the kind of blue dreams people were going to have in Docklands then the head of the development corporation, Reg Ward, was going to be delighted.

         That bright February morning I’d walked from the new London Bridge station, a kind of trussed whale flip-flopping by the Thames, through the excruciatingly named More London, a Very Serious looking series of wedge-shaped grey-black offices and chain stores. They funnelled me towards Norman Foster’s dinky City Hall, a tight Brussels sprout of a building nestling beside Tower Bridge, very much the full Christmas dinner with all the trimmings. But it was what lay immediately beyond the bridge that interested me, where that modern bling gave way to the shady canyon of Shad Thames, a set of warehouses tarted up in the late 1980s. I recalled being taken here on a date nearly twenty years ago. The man, who I’d met on an early hook-up site, had been strangely eager to show off this Industrial Revolution street: the fixed-up walkways that ran between the warehouses; the gentrified buildings, now flats and cafés and gift shops. He presented Shad Thames with a cheery Ta-da, like he’d laid it on especially for my benefit. Did I recognise it, he asked. Oh no, I thought. I know where this is going. He’d brought me here because it was the location of a 1984 Doctor Who story, ‘Resurrection of the Daleks’. At that moment, years before the show had been successfully rebooted, I had put away such childish things, and had adopted interests in more grown-up pursuits, like Buffy the Vampire Slayer. To compound my sense of mortification, my date began to theatrically describe the opening scenes to passers-by: the abandoned warehouses 49stained black with a century of industrial grime, the ramshackle wrought-iron walkways hung across the street, where once barrels had been swiftly offloaded from ships in the dock. Between 1984 and my awkward date these tall, empty Thames-side structures had filled up, become expensive real estate. The hatches through which hapless daleks were thrown were now Juliet balconies and picture windows, the soot-stained brickwork jet-washed to a cheery yellow, the dilapidated walkways renovated as characterful balconies for pot plants and loungers. On another day I might have been up for a bit of time travel, but right then all I wanted to do was get home and change my profile on that hook-up site.

         Another of CZWG’s outrageous designs for Docklands was the Cascades, built by developers Kentish Homes, whose 171 flats sold immediately when they went on the market in 1986. The Cascades is one of the most famous landmarks of new Docklands, a take-no-prisoners statement on the shoreline of the Isle of Dogs, a bold triangle and early contender for ‘icon’ status. It’s one of London’s most notable postmodern landmarks. And yet … As a building there is something transitional about it. The ramped form takes its shape from a nearby coal conveyor. The concrete balconies on the lower floors are curiously brutalist, fellow travellers of Portsmouth’s long lost Tricorn Centre. The filigree metal balustrades on the upper storeys recall the jaunty Festival of Britain style of the early 1950s. Modernist architects fetishised the design of cruise liners, and there are so many of those motifs on display here, from the portholes and funnels to the location on the dockside of the Thames. The steep angle suggests ocean liner struck by iceberg, the queasy outline of a stricken ship’s prow sticking out of the water, waiting for rescue. 50In all of this Poseidon Adventure excitement, it’s clear that the Cascades is all about blockbusting fun and showing off. I just wonder if it might be showing off more than anyone intended: displaying debts to what were at the time the hated 1970s, the failed 1960s, the forgotten 1950s when it was fashionable to instead be referencing neoclassicism and the Empire. Even its three tall funnel chimneys sprouting from the ground – so achingly Pompidou Centre – are merely backing singers in the overall song here. The Cascades is architectural sampling, produced in the era of Paul Hardcastle. It is ‘19’ in concrete, fibreglass and stock brick, telling the story of the Titanic rather than the Vietnam War. N-n-n-n-nineteen twelve.

         
            *

         

         It was Heseltine who in 1981 founded the London Docklands Development Corporation, the body who would transform this stretch of the city. It had been a struggle, thanks to Chancellor Geoffrey Howe and Thatcher’s mentor Keith Joseph. ‘Geoffrey’s objections were for money – the Treasury always objects – Keith Joseph’s more interestingly were intervention,’ Heseltine told me. It was only the unexpected backing of Margaret Thatcher that saved them. Heseltine put a friend, property developer Nigel Broackes, in charge of the LDDC, with ex-Labour housing minister Bob Mellish as his deputy. ‘I put the local Labour borough leaders on the development corporation but made sure that they were in a minority so that the private sector had the ability to stop it becoming another local government department. So it was a balance, reflecting the government’s priorities, the local interest, party balance.’ Reg Ward, the chief executive, was under no illusions about the limits of his role. ‘Explicitly we were to have no responsibility for, no direct involvement in, 51social housing, community development, community support, health, education, training, etc.,’ he told sociologist Janet Foster. ‘We were not to be involved in major transport or infrastructure developments.’3 The post-war new town development corporations had been community builders. These new ones were happy to deal in isolation. Criticisms of these corporations included a lack of local accountability, the public funding of private projects, and potential clashes with local regeneration or planning strategies.

         Docklands felt from the off like the will of the government made concrete. And nothing in the changing landscape of 1980s Britain screamed dynamic monetarist revolution like Enterprise Zones, a government wheeze to encourage building and business by discarding as many rules as possible, be they land tax or planning controls. Enterprise Zones offered businesses small islands of low-regulation buccaneering, allowing them to queue-jump like a BMW driver ignoring all the rules of the road. Okay, so they would be less successful at creating new jobs than expected – and even then, of the part-time, low-wage and low-skilled variety. And they were expensive, too, with government subsidies working out at £30,000 per job created. But Docklands was going to adopt many of these market-driven experiments. Everything was designed to make money.

         An early experiment was from John Laing and the London Industrial Association (not a band) who created Skylines (not an album), now known as London Docklands Professional Park (not a park). It’s a cute village of domestic-style offices designed by Maxwell Hutchinson. The initial forty self-contained studio-style workspaces were completed in January 1986. It was later named worst building of the year by Private Eye magazine. Walking 52around these tiddly units today, there’s a cottage industry scale that seems out of place beside the huge towers nearby, those later monuments to Michael Douglas’s mirrored sunglasses. These low-rise buildings are gloriously wonky in brown brick, with exposed red frames and exaggerated monopitch roofs created by the jazzy triangles of double-height windows. The name suggests these angular rooflines were an homage to the dense streets of working-class homes of East London, the sort being cleared further east as the development corporation moved in. The scale of it feels oddly subversive in the midst of all that coked-up ambition, though perhaps that was more to do with the modest ambitions of the first wave of Docklands redevelopment. The first residents in this business village were comfortingly old-fashioned: a book publisher, a building surveyor, and – incongruously – a landscape gardener. It’s still busy, with a Turkish barber, nail salon and the London Floatation Centre. In some parts of Docklands, you struggle for signs of life. Here, people can be glimpsed through the smoked glass, networking in the car park, or queueing at a coffee van parked in the corner. So attractive and successful is it that obviously there’s a plan to knock it down. I can’t help hoping Skylines can continue to stick it to ‘the man’. It’s a Tom Hanks/Meg Ryan romcom waiting to happen. You’ve Got Faxes, perhaps.

         It was located near one of the most derelict of all the sites in eighties Docklands: a backwater called Canary Wharf. In 1985 the video for Mick Jagger and David Bowie’s Live Aid single ‘Dancing in the Street’ was filmed in an empty warehouse there as the dynamic duo dad-danced and high-kicked their way through the night, Bowie in a mac, Jagger in dayglo trousers. There wasn’t much dancing in the street at Canary Wharf in 53those days. Few people lived or worked there, and the one or two streets that remained were often closed for demolition work. One of the only signs of life was a 1950s rum and banana warehouse, which had been transformed by architect Terry Farrell into a grey-walled, smoked glass and steel television studio complex in 1983. This was Limehouse Studios (which, as former local Gaby Charing pointed out to me, ‘shows the total lack of respect to locals, as it was nowhere near Limehouse’). When Channel 4 was launched in 1982, its programmes would be made by a new wave of independent production companies, many of whom were based here, making everything from Treasure Hunt to Whose Line is it Anyway?
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         54Farrell was also drafted in to rework the derelict framework of Tobacco Dock, a brick-built Georgian warehouse, into what was hoped to become a rival to Covent Garden. It opened in 1989. Yet within five years the experiment had failed and the whole place returned to silence, with just the odd corporate hire to keep it from dereliction. Beside that sit the ghostly remains of another lost enterprise: Fortress Wapping. In January 1986 this became Rupert Murdoch’s top secret and highly computerised new printing plant for News International, publishers of the Sun, News of the World, The Times and The Sunday Times. Murdoch had signed the deal to move from Fleet Street before the LDDC was set up. An industrial dispute lasting fifty-four weeks was triggered by 6,000 printworkers whose roles had been taken by computers in the new works. The police helped put down the strikers in a series of violent operations, and with the full backing of the government, fresh from their ruthless breaking of the mine-workers’ strikes. There’s news footage of the police charging the trade unionists, and accounts of the printworkers caught up in the dispute trying to save their jobs, records of a time both frightening and heartbreaking. You might think a trace of that charged situation might still crackle around the streets here, but as I walked about it felt dully inert. By 1988 most of Fleet Street had moved to Docklands and adopted the technology Murdoch had championed, including the Guardian and Richard 55Desmond, erstwhile pornographer turned newspaper magnate. Murdoch’s printworks has recently been pulled down, and builders strolled to and from the vast building site, all of that ire and history lost to the restless Docklands tides.

         Back in 1981, and a week into Reg Ward’s new job he had a life-changing meal with his fellow Docklands bigwigs at the new NatWest Tower, then Britain’s tallest building. ‘They held the lunch in one of the dining rooms pointing east and so for the first time one saw one’s manor.’ The sight of those eight and a half miles might have humbled some. Reg was elated. ‘I was totally taken aback and I could not help saying “But where’s the bloody problem?” It was the most magnificent waterscape you could ever have hoped to see and yet it was seen as a problem.’4 He quickly moved their office away from the City to the centre of the action, Norman Foster’s High Tech former headquarters for the Fred Olsen shipping line, which had been completed in 1970 and were by then standing empty. The serene glazed walls gave a dramatic, panoramic view of the former industrial site, and its super-modern stylings helped point the way to the future rather than the past. Ward’s romantic vision meant that much of Docklands built in the 1980s was less a strategic venture than a fantasia conjured from passing fancies. Old men and young pretenders feeling the time was right for dancing in the street.
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