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FORTHCOMING HLHS MEETINGS AND EVENTS 
 
Unless indicated below, meetings are held at Heavitree United Reformed 
Church, on the second Wed of Mar, Jun, Sep & Dec, commencing at 7:30pm. 
 
Wed 11th Sep 2024 
AGM, followed by 'Exeter and the British Empire' - Todd Gray 
 
Sun 20th Oct 2024 
A Stroll Around Historic Heavitree Fore Street 
Meet 2pm outside the Park Café in Heavitree Pleasure Ground 
 
Wed 11th Dec 2024 
TBC 
 
Wed 12th Mar 2025 
‘Sorcery to Supercomputers – Key Stories in the History of Weather 
Forecasting’ - Catherine Ross, Met Office Archivist  

 
July 2024: Heavitree Parish Boundary Walk 
The Society successfully navigated our 19th walk following the historic parish 
boundary of Heavitree. Eight of us took part, including my 10-year-old son, 
Eric, who followed the old rite of passage of having his head bounced on the 
first boundary stone! 
We visited all 9 of the current stones. Every time we do the walk I remember 
a different snippet of information. This time I learnt that there were originally 
around 60 boundary stones. 
Many thanks to Terry for meeting us at several points to offer lifts to people 
who wanted to drop out. Amazingly, everyone completed the full circle back 

to the start, including Eric. 
A big thanks to Nick (who 
recently spoke to us about Mile 
Lane) for allowing us to have 
our first refreshment break in 
his house, and for providing 
teas and coffees. 
Everyone enjoyed their day out. 
There was suggestion that the 
Society consider commissioning 
a new boundary stone to go 
where one of the originals is 
missing. Something to think 
about. 



 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 



Factory-Made Houses and Model Cities: Building a New Exeter & Heavitree 
After the Second World War 

 
Clare Maudling, Postdoctoral Research Fellow in the University of Exeter 
Politics Department, gave us a wonderful talk about the construction of social 
housing, including prefabs, in the Heavitree and Whipton areas after WWII. 
As an undergraduate, Clare researched how Exeter was rebuilt after the war 
for her dissertation, but she realised she was just scratching the surface. The 
housing aspect caught her attention, as this had not really been focused on 
before. 

In the inter-war period, 
the Council had worked 
hard, building 2000 
houses between 1920 
and 1939. Two major 
estates were 
Burnthouse Lane and 
Buddle Lane – concrete 
houses. In the 1920s 
they experimented 
with prefabrication to 
speed up the process. 
There was also lots of 
private development, 
particularly along main 
roads running out of 
the city. In 1935 an act 
was passed, stopping 
developers from 
altering pre-established 
roads. 
Many houses were built, but without many amenities. Exeter estates did plan 
them in from the start, as we can see from the initial Burnthouse Lane estate 
plan – the red section was going to house amenities. They did build a school 
(Bradley Rowe School), and shops and business did move their businesses 
from the Quay area. 
No such planning of amenities applied to private housing. Sometimes 

amenities were 
deliberately left out, as it 
was felt that they lowered 
the tone. This created a lot 
of discussion about what 
amenities people should 
have, and this carried over 
to post-WWII England. 
Clare has a personal 
connection to this 
research. Her family, the 
Scott family, moved from 



the West Quarter 
to Burnthouse 
Lane. The photos 
show her great 
grandparents and 
the rest of the 
family. They all 
worked at Willey’s 
Foundary. Moving 
to BHL created a 
considerable 
distance from their 
work near St 
Thomas. Willey’s 

paid for the building of Trews Weir 
to reduce with this.  
Clare’s father was born in 1942 in 
Silver Place, one of the many small 
streets behind Paris Street that 
was destroyed two months later in 
the Blitz. The 1951 map shows the 
area empty of houses. So many of 
these streets were wrecked: 1500 
houses were destroyed, 2700 
were damaged. The city lost 21% 
of its housing stock. 

In addition to the losses, there was a 
general need for housing. The new 
estates hadn’t catered for all from 
the demolished slums. Many were 
living in poor conditions or were 
unable to find a home at all. The rate 
of family creation had increased 
rapidly during the war, resulting in 
many young couples sharing homes 
with other family members and in 
desperate need of a home of their 

own. By 1947 the housing list came to 5000.  
During the 1940s, the government had encouraged people to think about the 
post-war world; this helped with morale. What would a post-war house and 
city look like? 
This was personally relatable, and ideas began to form. The Neighbourhood 
Planning idea was popular – there would be new neighbourhoods of 5000 
people, with a specific centre containing everything people might need. No 
child should have to cross a main road to get to their primary school. Playing 
fields would separate estates. Main roads would not pass through the centre 
but would go around the edge. The new towns would be designed to be 
accessed by footpaths. The idea was that people wouldn’t need to leave the 
estates. Some ideas were unpopular: communal laundries (‘I’d rather do it in 
my bath!’), and crèches.  
Such estates were designed to provide a variety of housing (Burnthouse 



Lane was criticised for only providing 3-bedroom houses). Post-war, flats, 
young people’s hostel type rooms and sheltered accommodation were all 
needed. You can see this very clearly in Exeter’s post-war estates. 

In 1943, Thomas Sharp devised Exeter’s main plan. It wasn’t a clean sweep 
like in Plymouth. He changed some streets, added others, recommended a 
new theatre, knocking down the RAMM, a new community centre, etc. 
Before the war, Exeter had the claim of being the most congested city in the 
UK. The A30/A38 came right through the centre. A new road around the city 
centre was proposed. He didn’t think Exe Bridges needed changing (a bad 

idea!) and planned lots of green space. There were to be new gardens and 
green spaces, including a nice resting place in the middle of the proposed 
bypass! He wanted all industry cleared from the river to Marsh Barton, and 
new housing areas were proposed. He wanted neighbourhoods. His idea was 
to try to join up things that had already been built i.e. some more housing in 
Wonford to join with Burnthouse Lane. He wanted new roads to join them. 

 
In 1944 however, the government asked all local authorities to start looking 
for places to build houses. They had to find sites of 5 acres to build 200-300 
houses on. The Council chose sites that weren’t on Sharp’s plan, completely 
spoiling it.  
The city had land they’d bought before the war, for example land at Stoke 
Hill had been used for allotments. Sharp felt it was too far from the centre 
and wanted smaller sites. Luckily, they didn’t acquire Hollow Lane; they chose 
Hill Barton instead. They used land in Whipton near Summerway.  
One sad aspect was that the land used in Countess Weir was actually 
farmland. The farmer didn’t realise he was a tenant farmer and lost his land 
and his home. Other farmers fared better and were paid. One claimed 
compensation for a field of six cabbages that he said surveyors damaged! 
In 1944, the government introduced another scheme: the temporary housing 
programme:  
‘Exeter City Council are being recommended by their Housing Committee to 
make an application to the Minister of Health for 600 factory-made houses … 
It is contemplated that the houses will remain for about ten years …’ 
 Western Morning News, 23rd September 1944 



This was to be short-term single housing for bombed out families, in the form 
of bungalows. They also made use of available material like aircraft metal and 
asbestos concrete (a wonder material back then). Some examples of these 
temporary bungalows: 
Aluminium Bungalow (AOHR type), Bodley Close: 

 
Uni Seco Bungalow, Hamlin Lane area: 

Arcon Mark V Bungalow (possibly none in this 
area): 

Exeter got an allocation of US imported 
bungalows. They were made of timber and 
generally lasted 15 years. The first were 
erected in August 1945 at the bottom of 
Woodwater Lane, then Vaughan Road, Hill 
Barton, and off Topsham Road.  
Clare’s grandparents were offered one at Hill 
Barton. 
Some were quite close to the branch line to 
Exmouth, and because they were made of 

wood, there was 
some concern that 
embers from a 
passing steam train 
could ignite them. 
Thankfully this never 
happened! 
The bungalows had 
similar internal 
plans, and generous 
gardens, a shed 
made from the old 
Anderson shelter, 
built-in kitchen 
units, a fridge, a 



copper for washing 
(revolutionary!) and are 
remembered as being very warm. 
The quality of the cookers was 
rather poor and so the Council 
replaced most within 2 years, 
showing that they did take some 
care. They also spent lots of time 
discussing the exterior paint 
colours (green) and interior 
details. Below are some pictures 
of how they might have looked. 
Not many were happy with the 
temporary nature of the prefabs 

but when they moved in, they grew to 
love them, and ended up staying. 
They almost fitted into the idea of country 
cottages. 
 
 

 
 
Clare’s grandparents’ bungalow at Bodley Close: 
 



Prefab kitchen details: 

 
 
The Council took similar care over building permanent new estates in Pinhoe, 
Rifford Road, Countess Weir, Stoke Hill and Whipton Barton. All had mixed 
bousing: for families, flats, terraces, pairs, detached, etc. Some prisoner-of-
war labour was used as a way of supplementing costs, and there are many 
stories of people befriending Italian POWs, them making toys for local 
children, etc. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

The Council had to apply to the government to build houses, and they would 
agree, but also specify a number of prefabricated houses that would have to 
be built. Exeter had built Orlit concrete houses in Buddle Lane in the 1920s 
and so agreed to build 300 in the Whipton Estate. They were incredibly hard 
to build, however, and this soured their perception of prefab. 
Some other types of houses were the BISF House – the top part was metal – 
using up surplus aircraft (Whipton, Countess Weir), and the Cornish Unit, 



which used waste from the China Clay industry, and have provided family 
homes for a long time.  
Orlit houses: 

 
BISF houses: 

 
 

Cornish Unit houses: 

 
It took longer for the amenities to be built, as funding lagged behind. Cinemas 
became less desirable as more people owned TVs, pools were a funding issue, 
and it was decided to use mobile libraries instead. 
Some new buildings were very innovative, for example Toronto House 
(funded by Canada for UK relief). 
Gradually the permanent estates were built at Beacon Heath and Broadfields, 
the temporary prefabs removed, and the tenants moved on. Nothing now 
remains of them. The estates themselves continue to show what good 
planning can do. 
We are facing similar problems now, with the current lack of housing. We 
could use lessons from 80 years ago, but sadly we are not. Consideration of 
issues like having the ability to walk to places rather than drive, amenities 
being available, and planning proper green spaces, should be vitally 
important, but sadly we do not seem to have learnt much from the past! 

 
This Newsletter was published by the Heavitree Local History Society 

Editor: Sally Robinson, 6 Stanwey, EX1 3DR 
sallykernick2@yahoo.co.uk 

Please contact us with any enquiries via the form on our website: 
www.heavitreelocalhistorysociety.co.uk 
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