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‘Show Me the Bodies is a clear, moving and powerful account of Britain’s worst fire since the Second World War… Never before, in years of reviewing books about buildings, has one brought me to tears. This one did.’


Rowan Moore, Observer Book of the Week


‘Show Me the Bodies will never leave the mind of anyone who reads it. The tragedy is that those who should read it probably won’t.’


Guardian


‘A searing indictment of the construction industry and regulators… The book that follows reads like a prosecution, meticulous and fierce.’


The Times


‘A jaw-dropping account of a callous system that swept individual conscience aside in favour of profit and politics. It is hard to convey how moving and enraging the book is – I urge you to read it for yourself. Because one thing almost all of us have been guilty of since the worst disaster in the UK this century is complacency.’


Evening Standard


‘However painful the story of Grenfell is, it is one we must hear. Apps’ powerful testament tells us how injustice was manifested and how lessons still fail to be learned.’


David Lammy


‘Enormously important… A painstaking chronicle of an entirely avoidable tragedy, its aftermath and its causes.’


James O’Brien, LBC


‘A harrowing account of the fire itself and a searing indictment of the society that allowed it to happen.’


Financial Times


Apps writes that Grenfell “tells us something about… the priority our political and economic system places on human life – especially when those lives are likely to be poor, immigrant and from ethnic minority backgrounds.” He has done their stories justice with this urgent book.’


Prospect


‘The best account of the tragedy and an unsparing indictment of the disregard for working-class lives that made it possible.’
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To Samuel, Benjamin and all the other children who call London home















Introduction


The detritus of London’s gig economy is scattered around the living room: chunky, weatherproof coats with the branding of a popular food delivery app hang on the door and an e-bike is plugged into a charger. A high-vis vest is draped across the arm of the sofa, work boots next to it. A retail uniform is drying on a rack. This is the living space in typical working-class housing in the city.


One of the tenants clatters down the stairs and into the room, alarmed. ‘What is going on here?’ he asks, Indian accent, a thick black hoodie pulled over his head against the chill, glasses slightly foggy.


‘It’s just a property viewing,’ says the agent. The tenant mutters something and returns to his room.


Outside in the backyard, one of the tenants has erected a makeshift weather shelter – timber battens and sheeting create a flimsy canopy which is lopsided following a recent storm. There are chairs laid out under it and a few scattered beer bottles and cigarette butts. I imagine the residents of the house unwinding here after a shift, sharing a moment before returning to their individual rooms.


The stairs lead us up to a landing – whitewashed walls, numbered doors with individual locks, fire exit signs and emergency lighting. I shudder as I note the wooden bannisters and narrow carpeted stairs. If a fire broke out, it would rip through this escape route in minutes. We reach a loft conversion, which provides two further rooms and a tiny bathroom, choking with the twin smells of mildew and bleach.


The agent shows me into the front bedroom. Bare floorboards, a double bed and a couple of flatpack wardrobes. Judged by eye, I’d say it’s about 120 square feet. The bed takes up most of the floorspace. The room is too cold for me to want to take my hands out of my pockets, and if I stand close to the window my breath comes out in clouds. I notice new paint above, sloppily applied – the black mould it was supposed to cover up is still visible in the top corner.


‘How much is the rent?’ I ask the agent.


‘£1,000 a month,’ she says. ‘But we might negotiate to £950, say.’


She tells me I will need to provide a month’s rent in advance and a deposit of £1,000.


‘You have a British passport?’


I nod.


‘Good, that helps,’ she says. ‘We will just need three months of bank statements to make sure you can afford it.’


My work is flexible, I explain. I have money, but I might earn more in one month than the rest. Her eyes become a little steely.


‘You need to be able to afford the rent. One day late and we charge fines every day until it is paid.’


I just nod, not seeing the point in mentioning that this is illegal under the Tenant Fees Act 2019. We leave the property together and she thanks me for coming, shutting up her keys in a key box next to the front door that gives her access to the property at any hour (also illegal).


I step outside and look around this cold, crisp December morning, with bright blue skies and a biting wind. The cars on the road are shedding their overnight frost, and a couple of people hurry past, swaddled in scarves, gloves and winter coats. Plastic Santa is aglow in one of the homes opposite.


It is an odd feeling standing here, like a dream.


This is the road I grew up on. My childhood home is four doors away on the other side of the street. Locked-away memories of my early years start to push their way forward.


It doesn’t look that different. These are pokey, two-up two-down Victorian terrace homes, built for dock workers. For decades, most of them were privately let by the Scrutton family, a large East End family business which has been active in the property market here since the nineteenth century. After World War II, these neighbourhoods managed to escape the slum clearances which saw 85 per cent of this type of housing demolished in this area of London.1


As such, I find myself in a bit of a time capsule, the mazy streets, brick-built homes and front doors which open straight onto the road looking like the set of a period drama about the Blitz. The homes are closing in on 150 years old and are showing their age. Paint flakes from walls, chimneys have gone crooked and the yellow, black and orange bricks look like they would crumble at a touch.


There is more double glazing now than I remember, more white plastic front doors and more electric cars parked on the street. But otherwise, I may as well have stepped out of my home in the early 1990s, on my way to the primary school at the end of the road.


That familiarity is an illusion. The truth is that the thirty-six years that encompass my life so far have changed areas in London like this beyond any recognition. And the driver of that change has been housing.


In 1987, my dad came here seeking a home, just as I have today. His financial circumstances were similar to those I’ve just described: an income which is not terrible but a little uncertain. Some months he would do well, others he would need to scrape by a little. My dad left school at fourteen with no qualifications and an expectation that he would work in the docks. But he was able to pursue his talent for drawing to art college, and from there into studios in central London where he worked in advertising and publishing as a professional illustrator. By the time I came along, he was freelance – picking up work mostly from Christian book publishers, which kept our family afloat but came with the precarity of the odd dry period.


In 1987, that sort of financial position was enough to buy one of these houses. My parents secured a £26,000 loan from a building society and paid an interest-only mortgage, which amounted to a monthly cost of about £200. Adjusted for inflation, this would be £73,000 overall and £565 a month in today’s money, which meant buying a home was something young families – nurses, teachers, post office clerks, bus drivers, mechanics, builders – could do. I grew up in a London where the children of all of these professions lived in homes their families owned, with gardens, their own bedrooms, living rooms and kitchens where they could enjoy family meals, birthday teas and the sense of security which is so foundational to a happy childhood. Even for those who could not afford to buy, there was abundant social housing and private sector tenancies that offered long-term security and rent control.


The result was a permanent community, stretching back to World War II and beyond. We lived next door to an octogenarian East End couple we called Lord and Lady Darlow. They had lived together in the house since before the Blitz. The dinner ladies at my primary school had homes down the street and I knew where most of the children from my class lived. We’d go to each other’s houses after school or play on the green at the end of the road in the summer, buying Tangy Toms 10p crisps and cherry-flavoured ‘twist and squeeze’ drinks from the corner shop with pocket money.


It wasn’t always a pleasant area. Anyone who lived there in the 1990s will remember the odd, thick and faintly putrid smell that wafted from the nearby Pura Foods factory, as it manufactured processed oils and fats for export around the world. There were whispers of organised crime and regular stories of murders and muggings. Our house was burgled when I was four, the intruders fleeing when my sister went downstairs to the toilet. Children at my school came in malnourished; more than half the class seemed to have asthma. There was a girl who was teased about her dirty clothes every time we got changed for PE and a little boy who lived a few doors away from us, who would be shut out in the back garden in his pants, even at night and in the rain, when his mother lost her temper.


But it was a place where a family could find a home. These old buildings, rickety, cold and draughty as they may have been, offered security and space for children to grow up as part of a community. Immigration was already widespread in London at this time but immigrants also had permanence – the opportunity to forge their own communities or to join pre-existing ones.


In just thirty-six years, this has vanished. Most of these homes are not owned by the people that live in them, but by a wide variety of landlords. And they do not offer a home to one family, but rooms to many. The current generation of low-income Londoners are squeezed for well over half their salaries to get a dingy room and offered no security beyond the end of a six-month tenancy. The result is that the community has gone: died or moved out to Essex, and it has been replaced by transience, unfamiliarity and atomisation.


This is no accident. We have deliberately changed the primary purpose of houses from providing a home for a family to providing an income-generating asset for an investor. Social homes have been sold off, private rents have been allowed to spiral, tenants’ security has been stripped away and house prices have exploded beyond incomes. The year of my birth, 1988, saw the birth of a new London – the year in which a new Housing Act opened the door for a deregulated rental sector, with no control on rents and no long-term security for tenants. I was among the last generation of Londoners born into an affordable and secure city, and my lifetime has seen that security systematically dismantled.


On Avenons Road, homes now change hands for £450,000 each if you are buying outright – meaning you would need a household income of £100,000 to get a regular bank mortgage, or a very large cash deposit. Within a generation, homes which were available to low-income families are now unattainable for anyone but the top 5 per cent of earners.2


In 2023, I found a home identical to the one I grew up in down the same street. Marketed by Unwind Holidays, the inside has been entirely renovated: plush leather couches, gold and brown furnishings, exposed timber floors and a manicured fake lawn in the back garden. ‘This beautifully furnished house is a perfect base for visiting London with fantastic transport links,’ boasts the property description. ‘Canning Town is a diverse and unique area to live. With huge redevelopment taking place, it really is a great place to be.’3 At the time of writing, the property cost £489 for a single night. These profits have come at the cost of a generation’s chance at finding a place to call home.


*


The idea of ‘home’ has been explored in writing, both academic and personal. It is one of those slippery concepts which we all innately understand but struggle to pin down.


Home seems to be more easily identified as a feeling rather than a building. One definition which has stayed with me comes from Alain de Botton. ‘Home’, he writes, ‘is the place where we can stop being the various selves that society has demanded that we be. We can close the door, breathe out and simply exist. We need a home in the psychological sense as much as we need one in the physical: to compensate for a vulnerability… [at home] we can slowly resume contact with a more authentic self, who was there waiting in the wings for us to end our performance.’4 At home, we can just be.


Perhaps survival is at the core of what our brains are seeking in a ‘home’. We have evolved from being small, vulnerable creatures in a vast, hostile wilderness to the planet’s dominant species through our ability to form collective societies. Our survival depends on belonging to a bigger system, and a home affords us ownership of that feeling. My country, my town, my village, my street, my house, my room. These attachments are so strong that we go into fight mode as soon as we’re under threat, from a teenager slamming their bedroom door to a nation rallying an army against invasion.


But this feeling is under threat – we are in the midst of what some academics have branded a ‘crisis of belonging’.5 This is something that goes well beyond London. Across the world, our homes, our communities are being taken from us. Those most impacted are those who have literally been forced to leave their homes – the thirty-five million refugees globally, the highest number ever captured by modern statistical reporting.6 Then there are people who have had to travel to provide for their families – the mass, forced global displacement driven by the inequality of currency values and minimum wage levels, which mean work pays far more in some economies than in others.


But even in Western countries, where people are rarely forced from their homes by war, famine or the need for a salary in US dollars, there is a creeping sense of homesickness – a sense that the world is transforming before our eyes, that we are increasingly adrift and that social bonds are fraying. It is a dangerous state of affairs. In the words of psychology professor Geoff Cohen, a lack of belonging is ‘associated with physical illness, early death, cardiovascular disease, and vulnerability’. ‘One of the worst things our central nervous system can say to the rest of our body is “you are alone here”,’ he says.7


The mid-twentieth-century thinker Martin Heidegger, sometimes described as ‘the homesick philosopher’, wrote widely on the idea of home and its importance. His ideas have enjoyed a renaissance recently and it isn’t hard to see why. He explores how dwelling is intrinsic to being human, but modern economies and technological advances are breaking our links with our sense of home and place, leaving us rootless and disorientated.


The troubling thing about this, though, is that Heidegger was a card-carrying member of the Nazi Party. Hitler understood the emotive power in Heidegger’s ideas – how people could be motivated and manipulated by an appeal to a lost sense of home and belonging. The modern far right has made the same intellectual leap. Steve Bannon, the former investment banker turned political strategist, who masterminded the rise of Donald Trump, refers to Heidegger as ‘my guy’. Björn Höcke, a major figure in the German far-right party Alternative für Deutschland, has also spoken of his fondness for the philosopher. Heidegger’s thinking influences the way the modern far right portrays itself as a defender of ‘local traditions, heritage and white national identity’.8


This sort of toxic nostalgia is always based more in fantasy than fact – harking back to a world that never was, a halcyon, rose-tinted ideal of how much better things used to be. These are often fairytales. The idea of a better world that existed before mass immigration, social media and ‘woke politicians’ glosses over the very real social challenges and poverty which were endemic in many Western countries in the late twentieth century. But, despite their weaknesses, these fantasies still exert a powerful pull, because they gesture to something real: people are being displaced, ways of life are changing at a frightening pace and the ideas we have of home are being disrupted by a global economic model which places zero value on communities. This is a powerful driver of anger, and progressive political movements will continue to lose ground to the far right if they fail to acknowledge it.


Part of the problem is land. The nineteenth-century economist and campaigner Henry George saw land as ‘the great fundamental fact’ in determining the wellbeing of a society’s citizens. He warned that as more wealth was generated, ordinary people would in fact feel poorer, because those with wealth were increasingly buying the land. His solution was to democratise land ownership, nationalise land as a commodity and use it for the public good. But our economy has leaned the other way.


Margaret Thatcher wanted to create a ‘property-owning democracy’ – where everyone would have the opportunity to become a landowner and get a share of the wealth the country was generating as a result. This worked for one generation following Thatcher’s reforms. But it also triggered a mad scramble for this most crucial, wealth-defining commodity. Now, the conflict between land as a place to build homes and communities versus land as a source of wealth and power has become the defining battle of our age. ‘The West faces a decisive challenge: to not become a society divided into two classes, the rich landlords and poor tenants,’ said Spain’s socialist prime minister Pedro Sánchez, in January 2025. In our biggest cities, we’re wrestling with this challenge in real time.


And, as more and more of us live in cities, the challenge is only becoming starker. In 2007, for the first time in human history, more than half the human population lived in urban environments rather than rural ones. By 2050, this is projected to rise to two-thirds. At the same time, cities have swelled into expensive, unwelcoming and isolating places; places where you don’t find a permanent home, as much as a never-ending struggle for temporary shelter. In a 2016 UN study of 200 cities across the globe, 90 per cent were deemed unaffordable to live in – based on a ratio of house prices to average incomes.9


We need to break out of this trend. If the future is to be urban, our urban environments must be liveable. Places where we can foster community, where we have social interaction, where we can count on our neighbours. Places where we can raise children – not in a tiny cell, isolated from everyone and glued to screens, but in neighbourhoods where they can play and belong.


London’s story over my lifetime is a lesson in how quickly things can change. It is a story of the consequences of confusing economic growth with progress. It is a story of a city where the value that can be extracted from its buildings has taken precedence over the humans who live inside them. It is a story of a city which is no longer fit for purpose.


We will go back in time to the 1980s, meet some of the Londoners who occupied the city at the time, and follow their stories through to the present crisis. Then we will look to the future, to the bigger, darker challenges looming as climate change accelerates and a generation of renters ages into retirement. And we will figure out how we might build a different city for the future, reclaiming urban environments as our own.


So while this is a story about London, it is also about what is happening elsewhere – in Manchester, Bristol, Edinburgh, Paris, Lisbon, San Francisco, Sydney, Hong Kong, Nairobi and most of the major cities on Earth. Each has its idiosyncrasies, each has a story to tell about prioritising displacement, disenfranchisement and greed over human wellbeing.


Change in London has been rapid but what this shows us is that change is possible. Cities do not simply grow organically. They are made by humans, by policies, by the flow of money and the struggle between different interests. Just as London lost its soul within one generation, so it can be reclaimed within the next. Doing so would mean accepting what has gone wrong. As such, we must go back to a city that looks and feels completely alien from the one that surrounds us today.















PAST















1980s


THE BOARD SWEPT CLEAN


London in the 1980s was a city on the cusp of change. The bombardment by the German air force during World War II had left scars which took a long time to fix. An estimated 1.1 million houses had been destroyed or damaged during the war, with some poorer areas of the East End in particular so badly bombed they had to be almost entirely rebuilt. By the time the Blitz ended, roughly one in every six Londoners was homeless. The decades before the 1980s had seen the bomb-damaged city restored – craters filled in, new homes built, burned-out industrial facilities torn down and replaced. But if you looked closely, you could glimpse traces of the devastation. Wooden hoardings still ringed off old bombsites, yet to be remediated and redeveloped. Metal stubs were left where railings had been pulled out during the war’s ‘scrap for victory’ drive. Derelict Anderson shelters remained in many gardens – now repurposed as potting sheds, vines creeping across their corrugated iron roofs. Meanwhile, tens of thousands of Victorian-era houses had been branded slums and demolished, the residents moved out to vast new towns on the edge of the city or new social housing estates within it.


Rapid deindustrialisation was stripping London of its old jobs: the docks were closing and moving downriver to Essex, factories were shuttered and heavy industry jobs, the lifeblood of many working-class communities, were vanishing. The wreckage remained: the dilapidated red brick and broken windows of now deserted warehouses and factories, overgrown canals, disused goods depots and empty, fenced-off power stations pockmarked the city. The capital was ‘suffering more severely than any other British city – even Liverpool’ from the transformation away from an industrial economy, as Roy Porter argued in his history of the city.1


Unions fought – and lost – battles outside London’s factories, just as they did on the picket lines in northern mining towns. Jobs still disappeared – overtaken by new technology, outsourced overseas or to other areas of the country. This translated directly into social deprivation: by the end of the decade, inner London topped national tables for poverty, family breakdown, school truancy and crime. It felt much more dangerous and rougher than it does today. Step into a phone box in Bayswater, Marylebone or Earl’s Court and it would be plastered with cards for call girls. Areas of east and south London like Hoxton or Peckham, now hotspots for young graduates, were unsafe, with regular street crime.


It was also much dirtier. Landmarks like Westminster Abbey were coated in the soot and smoke of previous centuries. Rising traffic meant highly polluting cars and thick, dark air. Tube trains which had been in service since before World War II rattled and thundered under the city. Empty homes were left abandoned, no buyers willing to pay the money to fit them up to a liveable standard.


Amid this decline and deprivation, the population was falling, continuing a downward trend since the war. From a peak of 8.6 million just before the start of the war, the number of people living in the city fell to a low of just 6.8 million at the start of the 1980s, as people relocated to the new towns being built in a ring around the city, swapping London’s pollution and crime for a quiet life in the suburbs.


It was a tough place to be an ethnic minority. A diverse city for centuries, London became even more multi-ethnic after World War II as the government encouraged immigration from British colonies to provide the workforce needed to rebuild the country. Housing was a major challenge for these new arrivals to the city – with discrimination rife in both private and social housing. As a result, they faced the worst of the private rented sector and were hammered by the unemployment of the late 1970s and early 1980s. There were riots in Brixton in 1981 and Tottenham in 1985 – a reaction to the openly racist policing of Black communities in these areas.


There were also large swathes of the city, like Silvertown in the east and Bermondsey in the south, which were unsafe for many minority ethnic communities, as a rising and powerful National Front capitalised on the dissatisfaction and anger in many of the traditional white working-class strongholds. The fascist group organised around pubs – such as the British Flag in Victoria Dock Road in Canning Town – set up advice centres focusing on white housing issues, which pinned the blame for the housing shortage on immigrants, and pressured councils not to allocate housing to Black and Asian families. Violent racist attacks were a fact of life for the city’s minority groups. In 1980, 29-year-old Akhtar Ali Baig was stopped by a skinhead gang on East Ham High Street, who spat at him, racially abused him and then stabbed him in the heart with a sheath knife. ‘I’ve just gutted a Paki,’ one of the assailants shouted as he fled the scene.2


This was London in the 1980s – a dangerous, dark, polluted, broken, depopulating city plagued by ethnic tension. But also very much alive. There were buzzy backstreet pubs, small live music venues, markets and high streets filled with local businesses – family-owned butchers, street traders, tailors, greengrocers. Communities of Commonwealth immigrants, Irish, Jewish and Cockney residents gave areas of the city unique character.


Developers saw an opportunity to remodel a new city from the debris of the old economy – empty warehouses, docks and markets. ‘I believe this is the decade in which London will become Europe’s capital,’ says the gangster played by Bob Hoskins as he leads a boatload of American investors along the Thames in the film The Long Good Friday. ‘Having cleared away the outdated, we’ve got mile after mile and acre after acre of land for our future prosperity. No other city in the world has got, right at its centre, such an opportunity for profitable progress.’


This vision was not just fiction. The regeneration of east London’s docks, which closed for good in the early 1980s, was one of the biggest inner-city redevelopment projects in the world. Builders dug foundations for new glass and steel skyscrapers and office blocks for London’s burgeoning financial district – where the new trading freedoms which the government instituted in the 1980s would replace colonial trade, which the docks had been the centre of for two centuries, as the primary source of the country’s wealth.


The London Docklands Development Corporation (LDDC), which was set up under Margaret Thatcher’s government and given control of the land in 1981, led the redevelopment. This was an ideologically driven project: chancellor Geoffrey Howe said the docklands were to be a ‘test area’ for how ‘a return to free market principles could bring prosperity and jobs’.3 But in reality, it was not the free market in operation. Thatcher was suspicious that local authorities and unions were conspiring against the development potential of the former docklands. Labour-run Tower Hamlets Council, for example, wanted the area to be used to support more blue-collar employment. She saw the LDDC as a way to bypass this and create a base for her new, capitalist vision of Britain. Despite her apparent dislike of state intervention, the project was controlled and funded by central government, with billions in public money used to clear the site of its contamination and previous infrastructure, even filling in some of the former docks entirely. The private businesses that built offices and homes here in the years to come would be the beneficiaries of this spend.4


In 1987, a modern, driverless light railway opened in the old docklands – snaking out from the new offices into the east of the city, where those who worked in the financial industries could now live. Development projects cropped up along these lines, catering for this wealthier Londoner. And an airport was opened in the former docklands in the same year – a base for international businesspeople to fly directly between London and other financial centres around Europe.


The new financial district came as Thatcher rebuilt the British economy into one which relied on wealth generated by traders. London’s time zone made it a convenient trading base between New York and Tokyo, and the London International Financial Futures Exchange (LIFFE) was opened in 1982 – a huge bear pit of city traders, right in the heart of London, where stockbrokers made and lost their fortunes in a buzz of capitalist energy, and then poured out into the surrounding pubs for boozy lunches and late-night drinks.


There was suddenly a new way to get rich in the UK, a vision of wealth which was (theoretically) open to any kid with a school education, a decent head for numbers and the guts to try. Broadgate, near Liverpool Street station in the east of central London, was then largely derelict railway yards. It was promptly transformed into the base of this trading empire. ‘Here in a way we are drawing back the curtain of the future,’ Thatcher declared at the launch of the development to build it.5


As these markets opened, old ones closed. London’s historic markets – Billingsgate for fish, Smithfield for meat, Covent Garden for fruit and flowers – moved, their former premises becoming tourist destinations, shopping centres and office space. The cavernous, empty Royal Agricultural Hall was partially demolished and rebuilt as the Business Design Centre. Smaller markets like the Cutler Street gold and silver exchange also disappeared for redevelopment.


Office blocks for the white-collar jobs popped up throughout the city, on top of old markets or bombsites. There was some local anger. ‘London needs a new office block like it needs a new plague’ was graffitied on the hoardings of one development site in Swiss Cottage.6 The Victorian terraced homes in working-class areas were increasingly ceded to more middle-class families attracted by their affordability. People were coming to the city again. The falling population plateaued as people began to move to the city once more for work.


London was hurtling into the future, leaving its history behind. Its empty spaces and vacant buildings were becoming the currency of a modern city, untethered from its past. But who was it going to be for?


ANDY*



As a teenager, Andy Plant lived in a council house in Clapham Park. ‘Back then it was mostly working-class, rough pubs,’ says Andy. ‘It wasn’t violent, but it was a working-class area.’


He passed his 11+ exams and got a place at the nearest grammar school, which meant a daily mile-and-a-half walk to school in Battersea. He noticed the signs of gentrification as he walked. ‘There were rows of nice Edwardian-type housing,’ he says. ‘On one side of the road you had the corner shop, the off licence, and on the other side you were starting to get delicatessens.’


After he finished school, he joined the army. But during a drill, his foot went down a rabbit hole, his ankle twisted, his heavy pack fell and his shin bone snapped. ‘I’m told you could hear the scream from more than a mile away,’ he says. His shin healed but his days in the army were over.


He moved back to his aunt’s house in Clapham Park, which had started to turn into a tougher place to live. ‘It was rough. It was the sort of estate where everyone had an Alsatian or something so that they didn’t get attacked if they just went down the shop,’ he says.


At that time, punk music was a huge part of his life. He recalls seeing the Damned at a pub in Croydon. ‘For my generation punk set so many people free in terms of expressing ourselves,’ he continues. ‘This was another thing about all of London back then, most of the working-class areas had loads of record shops. We had Dub Vendor in Clapham Junction, which catered for the younger Black community. Walking past there as a teenager and getting almost bowled over by the bass coming out, that got me into reggae.’


THE WOBBLY PILLAR – THE DREAM OF SOCIAL HOUSING


By 1980, London had achieved something remarkable, something which remains vanishingly rare both historically and globally: it had provided abundant municipal housing, giving its population secure, (largely) safe homes and breaking the grip of exploitative landlords. By 1981, 872,426 London households lived in social housing, 34.8 per cent of the city – more than double the 15.1 per cent who rented privately.7 To put it in context, New York City had 178,000 social housing households at the same time – and was still the biggest public housing authority in the US.8 Even more incredibly, this had been done without shipping people to the outskirts: unlike in Paris, where poorer residents live out in the banlieues, in London the social housing had been woven throughout the city, even in the centre.


This social miracle had been more than a century in the making. Social housing in London traced its roots back to piecemeal efforts of Victorian philanthropists, churches and almshouses to provide housing to the poor. In the aftermath of World War I, providing decent housing for those who couldn’t otherwise afford it became a priority for the state – the British troops were promised ‘Homes for Heroes’ on their return from France. The plan was simple: central government would borrow money cheaply and provide grants to local government bodies who would use it to build new social housing. Residents would then pay a reduced rent which, over a long period of time, would settle the initial debt.


In this period, London built outwards, stretching into the marshes and farmlands to the east with the vast Becontree estate – a 27,000-home mini-city of smart, large, brick townhouses in long, spacious terraced streets, which accommodated many workers in the Ford car factory and remains the largest single municipal estate in Europe. In more central areas of the city, privately rented slum housing which dated back to the Victorian era was demolished and replaced. Many different visions of estates were built across the city, with the falling population meaning density was never a major concern and green areas and open spaces could be prioritised. Planners in Bermondsey attempted to rebuild the area as a ‘garden city’ – a development pioneered by Ada Salter, Labour’s first female mayor. The development delivered extraordinary cottage-style workers’ houses sitting in neat little rows in a vision of housing that seems a world apart from our idea of inner London estates today, although some were lost to the Luftwaffe’s bombs during the war and replaced with high-rises in the decades that followed.


In the 1950s and 1960s, we built upwards. Futuristic dreams of streets in the sky abounded and brutalist concrete came into vogue as architects experimented with the potential of this modern form of construction. These estates were seen at the time as modern and exciting new ways to live – designed by an army of architects employed by the London County Council (LCC), which was the largest architectural practice in the country at the time. The homes were transformative for the working-class population, used to sharing between whole families and sweating to make rent for the private landlords who had ruled London since the nineteenth century.


Pauline Hutchinson remembers growing up in Stepney, in the East End, in a house which had two rooms, a scullery and a minute back yard and was home to her mum, dad, grandmother and two siblings. The street was full of animal noises: dogs, cats, pigeons, rabbits and the chickens which Pauline’s family kept. Her parents were among the east Londoners who moved out of these conditions into council housing – getting a flat on a newly built council estate in 1950. Her parents were ‘over the moon’ with the home, recalls Pauline. It was a three-bedroom flat with a tiny kitchen and living room together with an indoor bathroom, which felt like an unbelievable luxury in those days. ‘We knew everyone and there was a real sense of community. We had Jewish people, Africans, West Indians and Irish and lots of mixed-race families. We lived on the top floor and thought we were living in the clouds.’9


These new houses also gave Londoners stable and affordable rents and lifetime tenancies, which meant they had security and, in some circumstances, could pass it on to their children when they died.10 Oral histories of early social housing in London are scattered with new residents describing the social homes they moved into as ‘a palace’, ‘heaven with the gates off’ or similar.11


In essence, the provision of housing had become a direct role of the welfare state. It would be wrong to say there was ever complete consensus about this. Throughout the twentieth century, governments also often looked for ways to sell off council homes, increase the rents and reduce the level of capital investment the state put up to build them. Even the ‘Homes for Heroes’ programme was subject to major cuts. Social housing became seen as the ‘wobbly pillar’ of the welfare state – never quite as secure in its place as health and education in the social contract between the government and its citizens.


But in London social housing thrived, particularly because of its staunch supporters in the LCC and its successor, the Greater London Council (GLC), controlled by Labour Party politicians who supported council housing for most of the twentieth century. By the 1980s, with London’s population having fallen, there was actually too much social housing: in 1981, Lambeth had 3,100 empty council properties, Islington had 2,800, Southwark had 2,700 and Hackney had 2,300.12 This created financial difficulties because there was stock standing vacant, and no one paying the rent. The GLC would occasionally run ‘first come, first served’ opportunities to become a tenant at estates where they had too much stock. Young people, some of them students, could simply join a queue at 9 a.m. and become council tenants by the afternoon.13


For the most part, these estates were well looked after. Rents were paid to central government, which returned them as subsidy for maintenance, while councils also had business rates and council taxes to invest in housing. ‘In those days, Camden had money coming out of its ears,’ says Derek Jarman, a long-time council tenant and former councillor, describing a programme of double glazing at one estate. ‘There was a resident caretaker. If there were any problems or if the kids were misbehaving he could go and tell them to either piss off or behave,’ he adds.14 This was true of many estates around London. Resident caretakers, good maintenance, high standards of building overseen by the architects at the GLC and abundant supply. Council housing was thriving. But the aftershocks of Thatcher’s new economic model were sweeping through London and this would change everything.


HANNAH, ANDREW


Hannah Joshua grew up with her mum on the Samuel Lewis estate in Dalston. ‘When I looked out of my window there were lots of trees,’ says Hannah. ‘I had all my friends on the estate or the estate across the road. Obviously, it wasn’t all perfect, but it was a good place to live. The idea that we were poor because we lived on an estate never really occurred to me.’


The estate was formed of three long, red-brick, four-storey finger blocks. One on the east was called ‘the electrics’ locally, because it was the only one with lifts. Hannah and her mum’s flat was small: the kitchen and bathroom were in the same room, separated by a shower curtain. Hannah spent a lot of her time outside. She can still name her friends and their flat numbers. ‘There were just loads of kids and we would all play out,’ she says: tag, run outs, knock down ginger. ‘I feel like I had a lot of freedom,’ says Hannah. ‘We had a club which was run by women on the estate. It was 20p to go and you’d have pool, table tennis, all sorts.’


The estate had around six residential caretakers who lived there with their families. ‘They were quite grumpy, some of them, but they were always around,’ she says. ‘If there were any problems, like a broken fuse, you would literally walk down to the estate office and someone would come up within half an hour.’


Andrew’s dad moved to London from Canvey Island in Essex after the devastating North Sea floods of 1953 submerged the small outcrop of land in the Thames estuary. The floods killed 307 people in the UK, 58 of them from Canvey Island. Andrew’s dad lost friends to the waves and watched their bodies floating along the street in the surging water. The family moved to east London not long after, to be further from the sea. It was here, on a small council estate in West Ham, that Andrew was born.


‘My dad was the postman for the area, and everyone knew him,’ recalls Andrew. ‘People think now that the idea that everyone knew each other in the East End is a bit of a myth, but they really did. All the men would finish work and go down the pub: the postmen, the bus drivers, the plumbers. I’m just about old enough to remember the tail end of all that. When you watch old episodes of EastEnders, that’s what it was like at that point in time.’


Andrew’s parents knew most of the other mums and dads in the area, so he had a lot of freedom as a child. He could go in and out of friends’ houses and play in the cul-de-sac. It wasn’t always an easy community, though. He recalls the story of a young man who lived locally who beat his wife and eventually killed her with a hammer. He was caught trying to dispose of the body with his father on a building site in Bow and both were prosecuted for murder.


‘It’s always been rough,’ he adds. ‘But you kind of learned to go with it and knew what you could and couldn’t do. And if you weren’t involved in any of the trouble, it was actually a really nice area to grow up in.’


EVERY MAN A CAPITALIST – SOCIAL HOUSING UNDER ATTACK


Janice Morphet, a visiting professor at University College London and an expert in local government, explains that social housing was seen as in conflict with the dominant economic theory which gripped the world in the 1980s. ‘The feeling was that the private sector had grown as far as it could and in order for it to grow further, it was important now that the public sector needed to be exposed to competition,’ she explains.


Trade agreements had seen governments around the world agree to promote this in stages, and housing was one of Thatcher’s first targets. In parts of London – like Tower Hamlets – 97 per cent of the rented housing was council-owned.15 This would not do in her vision of the modern world. Instead homes should be in individual ownership – with each owner treating their property as an investment, an asset, that might help grow their overall wealth over time. ‘I want a capital earning democracy – every man a capitalist. So we start on houses because if you’re a man or woman of property you’ve got something,’ said Thatcher, in an interview with the Observer in 1983.16


First came the now notorious ‘Right to Buy’. By 1980, the idea of selling council homes to their residents was nothing new. It could be done on a home-by-home basis with the consent of the local authority (almost 250,000 were sold between 1960 and 1979).17 But Thatcher was going to supercharge this process. Local authorities would no longer have any discretion in selling the homes, and tenants would be offered huge discounts – 50 per cent if they had lived in the property for twenty years – as well as 100 per cent mortgages, which meant they didn’t need to save for a deposit. Within five years, tenants could resell the property at full market value – meaning it offered the opportunity to make a huge, quick profit. And critically, the money raised from the sale would not be retained by the council; it would be hoovered up by the Treasury.


The scheme aimed to reduce the amount of council housing and turn social tenants into homeowners. When he introduced the bill to Parliament in January 1980, housing secretary Michael Heseltine said the objective was ‘to reverse the trend of ever-increasing dominance of the state over the life of the individual’.18 Questions about the impact on the wider availability of social housing were ‘dismissed’.19


In London, the policy began slowly with just 330 sales in 1980. But ten years later, there were 26,258 homes being sold a year – a third of the nation’s total sales.20 Research shows larger, better quality houses with gardens were more frequently sold under Right to Buy, which means we were cutting the number of homes suitable for families at pace.21 Year by year, we drastically limited the availability of homes for people who needed them, exactly at the moment that the population of the city and its house prices were starting to grow. Despite having lifetime security, people do not live in social housing forever. Today, the average time spent in a social home fluctuates between eleven and twelve years.22 If it remains social housing, when one family moves out, a new one moves in. But once the home is sold, this chain of new tenancies is broken: the home will be sold on the market to the highest bidder once it becomes vacant and a family in need of social housing will be left waiting.


And this reduction in social housing stock came just as landmark new homelessness legislation was changing who could get a social home. Driven in part by the Ken Loach TV film Cathy Come Home, and major campaigns on homelessness led by the charity Shelter, the UK’s first major legislation on homelessness had passed in 1977. Councils suddenly had a duty to rehouse families who found themselves homeless, and provide temporary accommodation to the most needy (families with children, people with disabilities, etc.) while they waited for a new home.


Before this legislation, and before we started to reduce the amount of available social homes through Right to Buy, a wide social mix of people could become social tenants. People in well-paid manual jobs became social tenants. So did new teachers, secretaries and public sector workers. But with a legal duty to house those in most need first, and a dwindling supply of social homes, available properties began to be taken up only by those already in difficult circumstances.


The result was that social housing became reserved for the socially marginalised. In 1980, 41 per cent of social tenants were ‘skilled or semi-skilled manual’ workers, and 42 per cent were ‘economically inactive’ (including pensioners). By 1990, just 26 per cent were ‘skilled or semi-skilled manual’ workers and 61 per cent were economically inactive.23 In a major report on the impact of Right to Buy, published in 2006, the authors said the policy had rendered the original dream of socially mixed social housing ‘a pipe dream’.24


Selling off social housing was not the only change Thatcher brought about. She also drastically cut back the amount spent on construction, ending the post-war era of mass building by councils. The central government funding put towards building new council homes fell 43 per cent between 1980 and 1991.25 And building them became a worthless investment for a council when they could be sold off at a discount shortly after they were finished. In 1980, councils built 74,840 homes across England. In 1991, they built 8,130 – a collapse of almost 90 per cent.26


Cuts also targeted the way the existing homes would be looked after. In this era, councils collected the rents from the homes and sent them to the Treasury. The Treasury then used the receipts to pay off debts incurred to build them and returned a subsidy to the councils to pay for maintenance and improvements. But Thatcher slashed the subsidy. In 1980, many councils were allocated less money than the sums they had already committed to spend on management and maintenance, forcing them to start cutting the maintenance spend. The Tory chairman of the Association of District Councils described the situation as ‘very grim’ and warned ‘that a substantial number of the nation’s older houses would decline beyond the point of no return’. ‘That is part of the legacy that the Conservative Party will pass on to its successors – years in which the housing stock will deteriorate,’ warned Labour MP Roy Hattersley in 1980.27


In 1984, further cuts representing a real-terms reduction of more than £1 billion a year (£2.25 billion in today’s money) were imposed. This was enough to upset even the Daily Mail, which described the cuts as a ‘bitter freeze’ on housing investment that was ‘as stupid as it is shortsighted’.28 A memo, written by then housing minister Ian Gow and uncovered from the national archives by Inside Housing in 2014, warned the changes ‘would mean an increase in homelessness… increasing disrepair (involving even greater expenditure later on), more overcrowding and more housing conditions which, as I have seen for myself, are unacceptable.’29


And the Greater London Council, which had overseen much of London’s boom years of council housing development, was also on its way out. The body was scrapped in 1986, with the homes it owned transferred to local boroughs in the years before. Scrapping the GLC was a political decision, described as ‘an act of Thatcherite spite’ by the historian Roy Porter – the capital’s governing body was controlled by Labour’s Ken Livingstone and was a vocal and active opponent to Thatcher’s government.30 But it was also a major moment in the history of London’s council housing. While the GLC had a huge, experienced housing department, the individual town halls it passed its powers over to were ‘ill-prepared and under-resourced’ to take on management of what was upwards of 60,000 homes in some cases.31


Thatcher’s aim was for social housing to be provided by private bodies, funded by private money. At this time housing associations were mostly small housing charities – some established by Victorian philanthropists, like the Peabody and Guinness trusts – or local charities, often set up by minority ethnic communities to meet the needs of people locked out by the racism which plagued allocation of council homes. They were an addition to the mainstream council housing offer – managing around 10 to 15 per cent of London’s social housing in the 1980s.


But they attracted Thatcher’s attention: because they were voluntary sector organisations rather than government bodies, any money borrowed to build new homes did not appear on the Treasury’s balance sheet. This was an opportunity. The Housing Act 1988 allowed these businesses and charities to borrow private finance against the ‘assets’ they owned.


For Thatcher, this was a masterstroke. The debt could be moved off the government’s balance sheet. State-owned and financed council housing would decline, and privately funded housing associations would take over. The act also allowed council-owned housing to be transferred to the management of these new bodies. As Peter Williams, a fellow at the University of Cambridge’s Department of Land Economy explains, this was a deliberate choice: ‘The government very consciously wanted to shift the burden of finance in the social housing sector, rightly in my view, from a reliance on grant to a reliance on the private market.’32


The housing association sector began to borrow and build and grow. In 1988, when the act came in, they had collectively built 10,940 homes around England. By 1992, this had doubled to 20,790.


There were also new ideas about what ‘affordable housing’ should be. In the 1980 act, Thatcher introduced a new idea: shared ownership. This would allow a buyer who couldn’t afford the full price to buy a percentage of the equity from a housing association and pay a discounted rent on the rest, until they could save enough money to buy the balance. The idea of ‘affordable home ownership’ was born.33


These were the changes to social housing Thatcher wanted to see: private money funding private organisations to build smaller amounts of social housing, some of them to encourage home ownership rather than renting and the state-owned properties defunded and sold off.


MANJU


Manju had never really settled anywhere before she came to live in London in the 1980s. When she was seven years old, her family home in the north west of England was destroyed in a fire. One year later her father died, and her mother moved the family from home to home depending on her work. At the age of eighteen, she met a woman from the United States; they became friends and together they decided to work their way around the world with very little money.


They travelled along the Trans-Siberian Railway to Asia, took a cattle ship to Hong Kong and hitched on an oil plane to Jakarta. They did many jobs but never stayed long. Eventually, Manju met a man, Satinder, while she was working in a hotel in the United States, and together they moved to London where Satinder’s father was living.


Manju was now working as a shadow puppeteer and an arts practitioner in schools. Satinder initially worked as an accountant for a clothing outlet, which offered them a flat above its premises on Kensington High Street and allowed them to agree a rent based on what they could afford to pay. It was an Edwardian building, and although their flat was small, they loved living in it. They built platform beds, furnished it themselves and made it their own.


‘The house was one big space,’ says Manju. ‘Which is something which only works if you like the people you are sharing it with. But that makes you want to get to know them: if you are going to hear people having a pee and flushing their loos, you want to at least know who it is doing it.’


The community in the flats went through difficult times. While they were multiracial, the London outside was still a hostile place for black and brown people. Manju recalls Satinder turning his car around in the street and a policeman asking him, ‘What do you think you’re driving, a fucking camel?’


And as the 1980s progressed, a young gay man in the property got sick with a mysterious new illness, and later died as a result. Another of the residents, Barbara, worked at the London Lighthouse, a west London-based residential centre for people living with HIV, many of whom were reaching the end of their lives. ‘Ladbroke Grove back then was full of young men who looked very emaciated. Many of them didn’t survive, but the Lighthouse was somewhere they could at least live comfortably,’ says Manju. ‘Barbara used to sit through the night with them and held their hands as they passed away. Some of them wouldn’t have their parents with them, because they were ashamed, so they would have had no one if it wasn’t for her and the other nurses. We used to joke that everything in her wardrobe was black because she attended so many funerals.’


‘But that was when nurses could afford to live locally,’ she adds. ‘Barbara was working in Ladbroke Grove and she could actually afford to live in W8. What kind of nurse could afford to live in W8 now?’


BACK FROM THE BRINK: THE RESURRECTION OF THE PRIVATE LANDLORD


At the start of the 1980s, private landlords were an endangered species. Just 16.6 per cent of Londoners rented their homes privately – and landlords were declining rapidly, having dropped from housing 45.5 per cent of the city twenty years previously.34 This was a trend which was in place around the UK, and appeared so firmly entrenched that some commentators were looking towards a new century when private landlords were consigned entirely to history. The Conservative Policy Council wrote in the mid-1970s that the decline of the private landlord was ‘quite irreversible’ and that ‘within a generation’ they would be ‘as extinct as the dinosaur’.35


While many modern commentators attribute this to rent controls, it is hard to make the case stand up. Rent control had been part of the housing system in the UK since World War I and for much of the century, private landlords had thrived in London. What was leading to their demise was that we no longer needed them. Local authority slum clearance programmes had literally bulldozed some of the worst private rented housing and replaced it with municipal properties. Getting a council home was relatively easy, and involved only a short wait for those who needed it. The homes were spacious and well maintained, and the rents were affordable. For those who could afford a little more, the jump up from a council home to a mortgage was much smaller than it is today, and it would take far less time to save for a deposit. So why would anyone want to rent from a private landlord? But a future without private landlords was not the one Thatcher wanted to build.


DAVE, CAROLYN


Dave Hill came to London in 1979. Growing up in a small town, he had dreamed of the London he’d read about in storybooks or seen in films. It became his ambition to move to the city and become a journalist – specifically a music critic. ‘I turned up with my portable typewriter. I had no money, no connections, no savings, nothing really,’ he recalls. At first he lodged with some friends in Putney, and began looking for a privately rented flat.


‘If you were looking for a flat to rent back then, you walked into the centre of town to get the earliest possible edition of the Evening Standard and you’d scour the small ads for a flat to rent. Then you’d hope that you could find a phone box that worked and normally, you would stand there for bloody ages, constantly dialling numbers, until someone would answer and say “Sorry, it’s already taken”,’ he says.


After a few days of fruitless searching, he eventually found a small bedsit on the Portobello Road, just north of the Westway motorway, above a shop for £15 a week (about £70 in today’s money). ‘It was pretty basic, verging on squalid,’ he says. ‘But for me, it was about the most romantic thing that could possibly have happened to me. I was in London, by the Westway, near the route of the Notting Hill Carnival. I got a job in a record shop and I could afford the rent pretty easily.’


He started going to gigs, writing reviews and posting them off to any magazine that would take them. Suddenly, he was living the life he’d only read and heard about as a small-town boy. ‘My parents were mystified and horrified that I wanted to live in a grubby little bedsit in west London, but if you were prepared to live cheaply, live a bit rough and a bit scruffy, you could do and see things you couldn’t find anywhere else,’ he recollects.


As a journalist, he tramped around London’s small music venues in dirty pubs, reviewing bands playing sweaty rhythm and blues to raucous audiences.


‘It was a cheaper city, but in other ways it was failing,’ he says. ‘The population was still falling and had never recovered from World War II. People were leaving, and they were leaving in some cases because it was a shit place to live. It was still a really dirty city. It still felt like it was in recovery and there was so much really terrible housing. It wasn’t quite the golden era people sometimes make it now when they look back.’ Still, for someone like him, it was a city where it remained possible to turn up without much money and follow a dream based on luck, graft and talent. Steadily, his music reviews began to get picked up more and more widely and he made a network of friends. Soon, he left his Portobello Road bedsit and moved in with a group of ‘amiable social deviants’ in a phenomenon called ‘short life housing’ in Islington, which was even cheaper. This was council-owned housing stock which – for whatever reason – couldn’t be let out to council tenants because it didn’t meet certain legal requirements. The process was effectively legal squatting, and housed hundreds, if not thousands, of young Londoners during this period. ‘I lived in this magnificent five-bedroomed Victorian terraced house just off the Holloway Road and the rent was next to nothing,’ says Dave, who remained in short-life housing in Islington and Hackney for most of the 1980s.


Carolyn, meanwhile, had come to London from Walsall. ‘I was chairman of my own escape committee,’ she recalls. ‘I wanted to be somewhere where there was more diversity of life. My parents were great, but the rest of Walsall just wasn’t enough for me.’


She rented a bedsit in Crouch End, auditioned for London drama schools and began taking small acting jobs, earning small sums of money, sometimes travelling with theatre companies and performing for children. ‘It was terrific fun,’ she adds. ‘I loved acting for children. Some actors patronised them, but I never did.’


Eventually, the theatre company closed and after securing an Open University degree, she managed to get a job as a civil servant. She continued renting in Crouch End. ‘I had some savings, and I did think about buying a place,’ she says. ‘But banks and building societies at the time didn’t like lending to single women.’


She found a room in Finchley, which was ‘extremely cheap’, in a house shared with six other residents. Meanwhile her civil service career progressed. She worked mainly in the Ministry of Defence and was in the building when Michael Heseltine, then defence secretary, declared his resignation in 1986 and almost toppled Thatcher. She also suffered an injury crossing the road coming out of London Bridge station. ‘The heel of my sandal caught the side of a cat’s eye and I landed on the base of my spine,’ she says. ‘I was just lying in the middle of the road, and these men with briefcases were walking by. A homeless man came along and carried me to the centre island.’


The injury would affect her mobility in later years. But she did not worry for the time being. Her rent was affordable, her career was stable and life was good. She hadn’t bought a house, but why worry? Prices were affordable, she was on a civil service salary and she was sure she would be able to do so eventually.





THE FREE MARKET UNLEASHED – THE HOUSING ACT 1988


Thatcher’s ‘big bang’ deregulation of the financial sector in 1986 is widely remembered, but you could argue that her ‘big bang’ deregulation of private landlords in 1988 played a bigger role in shaping London and the lives of all who lived in it for the coming decades.


A new legal concept – the ‘assured shorthold tenancy’ – was introduced in the Housing Act 1988. These new tenancies would have a fixed term of six or twelve months, after which the tenant could simply be evicted with the landlord providing no justification at all. So long as they served the legal papers correctly and gave the required notice period, they were allowed to kick the tenant out. At the same time, the rent controls which had been in place in some shape or form for seventy years were abolished.


This was a critical rebalancing of the power dynamic between landlord and tenant. No longer would you rent a home for life, so long as you paid the rent. No longer would you have some certainty over how much it would cost you to live in the same place next year. Instead, your right to the home would always be temporary and the landlord’s right to extract as much money as they liked from you would become permanent. As the housing lawyer and writer Nick Bano puts it: ‘In economic terms, these assured shorthold tenancies walk softly, but carry a big stick… Easy no-fault evictions are the key ingredient of the profitability of the private rented sector.’36 They allow the market to very quickly find the tenants who can pay the most, and price out the rest.


The intention was explicit. The government wanted to replace council housing with housing owned by private landlords. They dressed this up in the language of choice. In 1987, as the bill made its way through Parliament housing secretary Nicholas Ridley said council estates were ‘monotonous, soulless places in which few would choose to live’ and the government wanted ‘to encourage the growth of other types of independent landlord in the rented sector’.37 Another minister, Norman Lamont, meanwhile, insisted the choice offered by the market would benefit tenants as it would ‘allow the tenant and landlord to agree any rent they choose’. ‘The best way to arrive at a reasonable rent is to allow it to be determined by competition and market forces,’ he said.38


But behind the scenes, there were concerns. Removing restrictions on rents, at the same time as council housing was being reduced through Right to Buy and grant cuts, would mean more residents claiming housing benefit to help pay the rent to private landlords. And as private rents rose, this would cost the government more money. In 2025, my colleagues at Inside Housing uncovered documents in the National Archives which prove Thatcher was aware of this risk. Declassified files show housing benefit spend was expected to rise from £2.4 billion to £8 billion by the end of the parliamentary term in 1991. She was warned that private landlords would raise rents above market rates and ‘simply collect the money from the government’. One document specifically warned Thatcher that the impact of higher rents would significantly affect the standard of living of pensioners and families with children. But her government pushed ahead anyway: they argued that the cost in terms of increased benefits would be offset by the reduction in money previously spent on funding councils to build new homes, and income from the homes sold under Right to Buy.39 Whether or not these sums ever truly added up would be tough to establish. But what it represents was a new path – housing needs would be met by housing benefit payments, instead of the provision of new affordable homes. This was a fundamental change in how the British government thought about housing, and it continues to define the housing crisis today.


After the passage of this act, homes in areas where housing demand was high were suddenly transformed into assets of incredible value. No longer were they simply places to live.


JOHN, PETER


John Hall was born in the Salvation Army Hospital in Clapton. He trained as a teacher and decided to use his profession to travel in the 1960s. Along with his young family, he left London and worked in a series of army schools, in Singapore, Malaysia and finally Germany.


In the mid-1980s he returned to east London, becoming the head of a primary school in Leyton. The local authority put him up in a tower block with his young family as he looked for somewhere they could afford to buy. The place they found was on a small housing estate in Walthamstow, built on a small promontory overlooking the River Lea and the huge north London reservoirs. It had been built by the water board – recently privatised by Thatcher – and the estate was a mix of social and for-sale homes. The house was semi-detached and cost £33,000. John’s family got a mortgage from a building society without any difficulty. His wife Jacky was able to find work as a translator and, even as interest rates climbed to nearly 15 per cent by the end of the decade, they could still pay the mortgage. In fact, they elected to keep the higher repayments even as rates fell and ultimately paid off their 25-year mortgage in just twelve and a half years.


Buying a house was an option widely available to people in professions like teaching, local authorities and community work at the time.


John enjoyed teaching at the school in Leyton. The school had children with twenty-two mother tongues, and a mix of nationalities, races and religions. But having taught Gurkha children in Malaya, he was used to teaching children who spoke English as a second language.


He was aware that he was living and teaching in an area with problems. On the nearby Ferry Lane, a road connecting Walthamstow to Tottenham which runs across the reservoirs and river marshes, cars of armed drug runners were often pursued by police. At school, one young girl told her teacher she had been shown a knife by her dad. When John spoke to the father about the incident, he paled. Later that day, police came to the school to tell him the father had stabbed the girl’s mother to death on their doorstep. Social services took the girl away to live with other family members. London looked and felt neglected. Su, his daughter, recalls going to the local swimming pool with its cracked tiles, rust and gutters around the edge to drain the water, and feeling like she had arrived in a third-world country compared to the Olympic-style pools she had been used to in Germany.


But the community John lived in was peaceful and tight knit. They lived at the bottom of a cul-de-sac and knew all of their neighbours – both the council tenants and those who owned their homes.


Peter Williams, a geography graduate who came to London to work in Newham Council’s housing team, was also initially housed by the council in the early 1980s. With the rent on his one-bedroom flat cheap compared to his salary, he quickly saved up enough to buy a three-bedroom terraced house in Stratford in 1983 for £22,000. ‘It was pretty straightforward between my wife and I,’ says Peter.


The home was bought from the council, but not via Right to Buy. Instead – amid pressure to stop demolishing the Victorian terraced housing which had been cleared away in huge numbers in the 1960s and 1970s – councils were now refurbishing and selling off homes they had compulsorily purchased for slum clearance to first-time buyers.


‘Stratford in the 1980s was a very, very different place to what it is now,’ says Peter. ‘It was pretty run down, it was cheap and it was beginning to change quite rapidly. The traditional white working-class East End community was leaving the area for the New Towns, unemployment was high, the docks were in terminal decline and, while the private sector was growing, industrial jobs were hard to come by. Plus pollution was a problem, the parks and open spaces were in poor condition, so people were choosing to move out to Essex. The area was thought to be in decline, and the schools were pretty ropey at that time. So people were making the choice to get away. It did lead to an extraordinary change, quite rapidly.’


HOMES FOR PEOPLE – BUYING A HOUSE


The average property price in London in 1980 was £24,037 (a shade over £100,000 in today’s money).40 An adult in a non-manual job would expect an average wage of £7,332 a year, while manual workers could expect £5,772 (£30,000 and £24,200 respectively in today’s money). This put house prices and average deposits well within the means of workers on the average income – perhaps with a bit of saving, perhaps together with a partner. But it was possible. House prices in London reflected – as they should in a functioning market – what average working people could afford to pay to live in them.


Buying was also increasingly open to the Londoners who had migrated to the city from the Commonwealth, as the British government tried to encourage workers to move to London after the war. Black and Asian families often reacted to the discrimination they faced in rented housing by jumping onto the property ladder as quickly as they could. They began to buy the old, poorly built Victorian terraced housing in the area – then some of the cheapest in the city – with their own communities forming in particular areas. This was, to an extent, a self-defence mechanism. ‘If you took a car ride around south Newham during the early 1980s, you could identify where Black families lived, because they would have no windows, they would have big sheets of wood against them and the letter boxes would be nailed shut to protect them from excrement or accelerant fluid being poured through,’ recalls Cilius Victor, one of the founding members of the Newham Monitoring Project, which was set up to record these acts of racism in the face of unwilling local police and local council.41


Some of these lower-income families who did buy – both white and minority ethnic – were able to do so because of the thriving building society movement: lending groups owned mutually by members with the purpose of offering affordable mortgages to workers. These were the providers of almost all mortgage finance in the UK at this point, and their model did not lend itself to rapid house price growth. The mortgage loans came from the deposits paid by existing members of the scheme, which kept a limit on what could be borrowed and lent, and therefore a natural cap on what people could pay for a home. Regular banks, meanwhile, were subject to credit controls imposed by the Bank of England, which meant they primarily lent money to industry rather than speculating on growth in the property market.42 But once more, the system was about to be disrupted.


JOTHI, PATRICIA AND SEAN, RUPHINA


Jothi had moved to London in the late 1970s. She’d come to the UK from Malaysia aged twenty and had been working in Surrey, living in a nursing home and caring for people with learning difficulties. She heard there was work in London and that she could also train as a general nurse, establishing a more secure career. But when she arrived, she realised she had been conned: the woman who encouraged her to move was a landlord who wanted to rent the flat and had lied about the availability of work to get her to move in. She worked initially in a factory in Bow in east London, sewing clothes.


After a while, she did manage to become a student nurse, put her name down for a council property and secured a flat in Bow within a few months of registering. ‘Everything was second hand. It was near to walk to the hospital. My mindset at the time was to achieve my qualification and move on,’ she recalls. As a student she worked in the A&E department at the now-defunct Queen Mary’s Hospital. ‘It was exciting because it was very active, a lot of gunshot wounds, knife crime. We used to have policemen with us, and work in the underground bits of the hospital that looked like a dungeon.’


Some of her patients would verbally abuse her. ‘They used to say “Get home, you bloody Paki”. I used to just think “You silly fool, you are lying in bed being ill and you are speaking like this to the person who is caring for you”. I was being spat at, but I just thought “Sorry, mate, I want my certificate”,’ she smiles.


In 1980, she married Stanley, and the couple moved into a different council flat in Limehouse. They had their first son. An older white couple, Lil and Ted, who lived downstairs bonded with the young family and became regular childminders to their son, and his brother who was born a couple of years later. ‘We had just moved into the flat and Lil came and knocked on the door and said hello and said they were our neighbours,’ Jothi recollects. ‘She was a community leader for that estate.’


But the area still had problems. One day while Jothi was out with her sons, the house was robbed. The flat was cleaned out and they had no contents insurance so were reduced to nothing with two small children. ‘I just remember sitting on the floor and sobbing,’ Jothi tells me. ‘We lost everything, everything, and I wanted to run away from that place.’


She started looking at houses in the newspaper. She wanted a three-bedroom house, with a garden, and a school and church within walking distance. In 1986, between her salary as a junior nurse and her husband’s as a junior accountant, this was possible. ‘It was winter, we were going round by bus with the two kids looking at all these flats around east London,’ she adds.


Finally, the couple found a three-bedroom house in Stratford. ‘I remember pushing my youngest in a buggy in the snow, looking for the address in the A–Z,’ she recalls. ‘The kitchen was miserably small, but the garden at the back was long and nice and they had a big swing at the back and two rows of flowerbeds.’ The house was £44,500 (£130,000 in today’s money). ‘I think we probably borrowed money from friends for the deposit. And we rented one extra room out to a Malaysian guy, which helped to pay the mortgage.’


They lived on a small road with ten houses – all of them were families with children. ‘It was so different to how it is now,’ says Jothi. ‘There were not many cars, it was a very happy place for children.’


Patricia was born in west London. Her Irish parents rented privately before the home they were in was listed for demolition and slum clearance. Her family were given three choices for rehousing – a council house in the new towns of Stevenage and Welwyn Garden City or Burnt Oak, a suburb on the fringes of northwest London. ‘The first two were just too far out of London for my dad. Even though Burnt Oak was right at the end of the Northern line, he still felt it was London,’ she recalls.


When the family moved, they found that they liked it. ‘We had a big open space in front of our house, so we weren’t cooped up like we were in London,’ Patricia tells me. ‘Over the years, more and more Irish people came to live there, as homes people were renting privately in London were pulled down.’


They lived in a classic council house – an end-of-terrace property with a shared porch, a sitting room, a big kitchen and two bedrooms, allotments across the road and a small parade of shops at the end of the street. The English couple next door became like grandparents to Patricia and her sister.


As Patricia grew into a teenager and young woman, she relished living in London’s Irish community. She knew almost every neighbour in Burnt Oak by name and fondly recalls Sunday afternoons, when groups of Irish expats would take radios out to telephone masts to get a signal for the commentaries of Gaelic football being broadcast across the Irish Sea. ‘On Sunday afternoon, across loads of different parts of London, you would find groups of Irish men huddled around one radio listening to the match,’ she says. ‘There was one across the road from us, so friends used to come up religiously to listen to it.’


The community supported each other: when someone passed away there was a local whip round for a wreath, and ‘benefit dances’ were held to raise money for those in need. ‘For example, a worker might have had an accident, or maybe a parent might die and leave a young family. Tickets were sold on building sites, in pubs and by word of mouth,’ Patricia remembers.


She got a job working on the counter at the local post office, began collecting a reasonable wage and was able to enjoy the dance halls and bars where the Irish community would gather at the weekends. In 1983, at a Céilí dance in a Catholic church in Kilburn, she met Sean.


Sean had come to England aged nineteen in the 1960s, having grown up on the Aran Islands off the west coast of Ireland. He had grown up a native Irish speaker and only learned English when he started working at a college, aged seventeen.


At first, he spent time in the north of England, taking jobs on building sites. But many of his co-workers encouraged him to move to London. ‘“Sean,” they used to say to me, “you’ve got to go to London,”’ he says. ‘The bright lights, and all the work available.’ Eventually, he got a room in Willesden, renting from a landlord who came from the same islands as him. ‘When I first came to London there was Irish everywhere,’ Sean recalls. ‘My goodness, I’ve never seen so many.’


He would work on building sites around the city during the week and go dancing at Irish bars and dancehalls in the evenings and at the weekends. At one of these, on a Wednesday night, in the hall of a church in Quex Road, Kilburn, Patricia caught his eye. ‘There was a good band there. There was a man who played the accordion, and his wife was a singer, you know.’ His friend who was calling out the dances encouraged him to ask her to dance, and they did.


They carried on meeting, to go dancing at other Irish events. ‘I used to take her out dancing, and my friends would say “Sean, why don’t you ask her out?” I was a bit shy, you see, but I took up the courage to ask her eventually.’


After a few months, he decided he wanted to marry her – but he needed to move out of the room he was renting first. ‘I told my friend I’ve met this lovely girl, but I need my own house before I marry her.’


Finding a place proved relatively simple. He found a three-bedroom house in Brent, northwest London, that was standing empty. ‘I had a lot of money saved at the time. I had good work, like,’ he says, ‘and since there was nobody living there, they were keen to sell it.’


The house cost £38,750 (£129,000 in today’s money). He got the mortgage easily. ‘I was always looking forward to getting married, so I saved my money. A lot of my friends, they loved their drink and they would spend all their money too quickly, but I was putting it away.’ With his savings, he could put down a substantial deposit, and the couple married and moved into the home in 1984.


It was not always easy being Irish in London at this time – Patricia’s dad was stopped and questioned by the police when he was going to work, their cars were searched. Sean was stopped at customs when he returned from a visit home and interrogated about a wrist injury he’d sustained at work. ‘I was there for hours answering questions. They did an awful job on me,’ he recollects. ‘They must have taken about a hundred photographs of me.’


Ruphina came to the UK from the Caribbean island of Dominica in the 1960s and moved around London living in various rental houses. She kept various jobs. Talented with fabrics, she ran a small personal business making soft furnishings, while also working occasionally as a secretary and child minder.


Good with money and with an entrepreneurial spirit, Ruphina saved enough from these various jobs to buy a two-bedroom home on Brock Road, a quiet crescent street in Plaistow, east London. She was able to get a mortgage to buy the property despite the insecurity of her multiple-sourced single income.43 Back then, this was an area of working people on low or medium incomes – a part of London which was a little isolated from the Tube network and had a bad reputation. A house like this cost less than double the average wage for an adult in a non-manual job.44


This was achievable in London then – with hard work and thrift young couples could work on building sites, behind post office counters, in hospitals or as secretaries, in creative industries, and find their space in the city to settle and raise a family. But times would change.


THE BIG BANG – BUYING A HOUSE


Margaret Thatcher’s ‘big bang’ deregulation of the banking industry in 1986 lifted credit controls on banks, allowing them to provide mortgages without restriction for the first time.


Changes to financial banking rules meant the amount they could lend was also no longer limited by the number of domestic deposits they held. At the same time, the Demutualisation Act in 1986 allowed the building societies to convert into regular banks. Huge money started to be made in a banking system which was not only offering mortgages but developing and trading new financial instruments which tied these profits together.


The result of these complex changes was that it suddenly became much easier for banks to offer larger mortgages to many more people. And so they did: mortgage lending exploded, rising from 20 per cent of GDP in the late 1970s to 55 per cent by the end of the 1980s. As people could borrow more, and banks could lend more, so property prices began to rise. The real price of housing – relatively stable with some ebbs and flows for decades – began to rise sharply. As London’s economy changed and white-collar workers increasingly moved into the city, demand for housing grew and the amount people could borrow began to stretch. House prices in London grew 22.3 per cent in 1988, and the ratio between average earnings and average prices rapidly increased, as banks used their new freedom to offer bigger mortgages.45


But many of these new buyers were taking big financial risks. In 1989, 42 per cent of first-time buyers put down a deposit of less than £1,000 and just over a third received a 100 per cent mortgage. If house prices fell, neither they nor the banks would have any security.


Neither the bankers nor the buyers worried too much about this. This was the new world, the late twentieth century. It was the time to get on the housing ladder and join in the revolution in the economy.


Building, too, was becoming more profitable. With the banks willing to create new money through mortgages for property, building in a high-demand area was like printing money. Developers no longer wanted to be held back by petty restrictions on what they could build and lobbied for deregulation: the removal of byelaws which stretched right back to the Great Fire of London governing the type of materials, style, form, minimum size and space separation required when building new houses in London. The government obliged – introducing a light-touch regulatory regime where builders would agree to meet various standards but would be left to work out how to do so themselves.


All of these changes, taken together, had set the course towards a new sort of London – one where vast fortunes could be made from the city’s housing, but at whose expense? As the decade closed, so did the chapter of London’s history which involved industry, established working-class communities and affordable housing. The future was coming.





__________


* A list of the characters who we will follow through the years can be found in the chapter ‘The Londoners’ at the end of this book.
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