MALVERN CIVIC SOCIETY
The History and Development of Prefabs
A TALK GIVEN BY Jane Hearn, curator and director of the Prefab Museum, on Friday, 8 th June at
the Eden Centre.
Jane Hearn first became interested in ‘prefabs’, that is pre-fabricated houses, when some of
them were about to be demolished in her area of S. E. London. Her enthusiasm was caught
by the emotion and affection displayed by the residents for the homes they were about to
lose. She and a colleague managed to persuade the Local Authority to delay the demolition
of one of them for a month while it was opened up to visitors. In the first weekend they had
300! They were allowed to keep it open for a further six months, by the end of which over
5,000 visitors had come. By this time, she was obsessed by prefabs and devoted her spare
time to publicising what an interesting phase of public housing prefabs represented.
Prefabs arose form the housing crisis created by the Blitz, the bombing campaign unleashed
by Nazi Germany in 1940. By 1942 thousands of homes had been damaged or destroyed and
the Burt Committee was set up to plan for EFMs, Emergency Factory-Made Homes. There
were considerable difficulties: there was a shortage of materials like wood, bricks and
cement; skilled man-power had been diverted into the armed forces; bomb-sites had first to
be cleared; and there was considerable prejudice against factory-made homes. However, the
Government quite quickly devised minimum housing standards and a number of schemes
were approved such as the steel-framed Arcon, the Uni-Seco and Tarran with timber frames
and the all-aluminium AIROH, manufactured from recycled aircraft. In the period 1946-8
156,623 of these temporary homes, mostly detached bungalows, each with a generous
garden, were built with the intention that they should be replaced by permanent housing in
10-15 years. Most of them survived for longer than this. The residents could hardly believe
their good fortune. Each unit had two good-sized living rooms, two bedrooms, an indoor toilet
and bathroom, a fully fitted kitchen with refrigerator, cooker, a washing boiler, running hot
water, fitted cupboards, ducted warm air heating and even a heated towel rail. Very few
British houses had these amenities at that time.
They could be built very quickly – an efficient team could erect one in less than an hour. But
they were not cheap to build. Local Councils had first to choose and clear sites and put in the
basic infrastructure – sewage and drainage systems, water and gas supplies and roads; the
Ministry of Works then took responsibility for the building work. This was the only time that
the British government has ever got directly involved in providing homes. They were built all
over the country, not merely in bomb-damaged areas, to help relieve the chronic housing
shortage. Sometimes there were large estates of them and sometimes just ones and twos.
After 10-15 years the government transferred ownership to Local Authorities and many were
demolished, but many survived and can still be found, even in Malvern. 16 of them in
Birmingham and six in Catford, London, have been given category ll status and so are
permanently protected. An ARCON Mark V version was dismantled in 1982 and re-erected at
the Avoncroft Museum, Bromsgrove and is part of its permanent display of historic buildings.
Jane Hearn explained that the Prefab Museum is not an actual museum but exists online to
publicise and arouse interest in prefabs nationwide. An archive has been built up, exhibitions
arranged and visits made, particularly to link up with the many people who have nostalgic
memories of prefabs and want to share them with others while they can. Much of this
material is on the Museum Website – www.prefabmuseum.uk. The Civic Society audience
responded warmly to Jane’s fascinating talk.
A full programme of activities is available in the Midsummer Malvern week, Sat. 3 rd to Sat 30th
June, for which a Diary of Events is available. The next Society talk will be on Friday, 13 th July
at 7.30 p.m. at the Eden Centre. The topic will be ‘Making Beautiful Books’. Non-members
will be very welcome.

