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#ConnectMe – Resource Pack 3    

Celebrate your street – together! 

   

 

 

Unit 3 - “Reading” your street – the built environment 

 

A quick, handy guide to our main suburban architectural styles 

Our built environment is another important clue to the social history of our place. Terraced rows, grand 

town houses, post-war pre-fabs – each style tells a story and is a clue to a myriad of others. 

The Squilometre technique doesn’t require you to be an architectural expert but getting your eye into the 

patterns of your place will help you begin to reveal its histories.  Here are some common British suburban 

examples to help:- 

 

Georgian/early Victorian town houses 

The early 1840s mark an important social and 

economic time in Britain, particularly the end of 

slavery and the return to Britain of many colonial 

plantation owners. This demand was met by a rash 

of grand town houses and villas, examples of which 

can be seen in many towns and cities.  Some hark 

back to earlier Georgian grandeur and show 

porticos with Doric columns and other classically 

inspired features.  They are typically three or four 

stories, originally designed to accommodate serving 

staff as well as families.  The 19th century also marks a time of increasing social mobility and through the 

Victorian period we see the rise of the middle classes beginning to occupy these properties.  These 

buildings are usually rendered to hide the building brick or stone. 
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Later Victorian town houses 

From the 1870’s Britain experienced a building 

boom.  Exeter boasted no less than six brick 

works all working to meet the demand of row 

upon row of Victorian terraced houses as well as 

grander town houses.  This period sees the rise 

of the building entrepreneur often evidenced in 

the end of terrace house which is given an extra 

story or ornamentation.  That house was often 

occupied by the builder himself.  Victorian 

terraces in Exeter are made of red, locally 

sourced, brick. 

 

 

 

Edwardian terraces 

A very common sight in our suburban environments are 

Edwardian terraced houses. These date to the turn of the last 

century.  They often feature polychromatic, decorative 

brickwork, available for the first time in many places by virtue 

of the railways. 
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Between the wars 

Britain experienced another building boom in the 

1920 and 30’s, between the wars.  Lloyd George had 

won the Election in 1918 promising “homes fit for 

heroes”. The housing act of 1919 commonly known 

as the Addison Act provided generous subsidy for 

building.  Many new council house estates were built 

but the private sector was also hugely stimulated. Of 

the 4 million new houses built between the wars 

almost three-quarters were built by private builders 

including the typical 1930s style semi-detached 

dwellings which stretched along ribbon-type developments in most suburbs. 

 

Post war pre-fabs and Cornish Units 

Again, after the second world war, demand 

for re-homing the victims of blitz bombing 

and returning service men and their families 

was high. So, pre-fabrication became 

popular. The Cornish Unit is one of the most 

recognisable types. Built in the late 1940’s 

and 1950’s many examples still exist today. 
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Street plans – anomalies and gaps 

Another question you may like to ask yourself as you walk your street is why it’s laid out the way that it is?  

It will be particularly useful to look out for anomalies.  For instance, when we were running the South Lawn 

Terrace project it was interesting to note that the streets running off of the terrace did so at a 45 degree 

angle instead of at right angles as you might expect.  In the modern landscape there doesn’t seem to be 

any particular reason why this should be so. 

However, on addressing older maps it becomes clear that the streets clearly reflect the shape of the 

previous field pattern. It seems that the late Victorian appetite for development was so intense that they’d 

purchase one field and build rapidly and then purchase the next and do likewise.  So, there’s no sense in 

which the development is planned, it’s all about building as quickly as possible.  Fortunately for us, this can 

mean that early field patterns are actually preserved in the modern landscape in the form of Victorian 

terraces! 

Further investigation of maps of that particular example also suggest that the alignment of those fields was 

dictated by a pathway that stretched between a spring and the local church – a pathway that could have 

had considerable antiquity. 
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