
Life After the Armistice
Session 4 – A Country Fit for Heroes



24 November 1918, Prime Minister David Lloyd 
George, speech in Wolverhampton

• “What is our task? To make Britain a 
fit country for heroes to live in. I am 
not using the word ‘heroes’ in any 
spirit of boastfulness, but in the 
spirit of humble recognition of fact. I 
cannot think what these men have 
gone through. I have been there at 
the door of the furnace and 
witnessed it, but that is not being in 
it, and I saw them march into the 
furnace. There are millions of men 
who will come back. Let us make this 
a land fit for such men to live in. 
There is no time to lose. I want us to 
take advantage of this new spirit. 
Don’t let us waste this victory merely 
in ringing joy bells.”



Political Overview



Political Overview

• 1918 - Lloyd George’s 
Liberal Party returned to 
power but they 
increasingly relied on the 
support of the 
Conservatives to govern.

• After several scandals 
including allegations of the 
sale of honours, the 
Conservatives withdrew 
their support in 1922.



Political Overview

• 1922 - Bonar Law became 
prime minister of a 
Conservative government.

• In May 1923 Bonar Law 
resigned because of ill 
health and was replaced 
by Stanley Baldwin.



Political Overview

• Baldwin’s mixture of strong 
social reforms and steady 
government proved a 
powerful election 
combination.

• The Conservatives 
dominated the political 
scene. 

• In the general election of 
1935 Baldwin's was the last 
government to win over 50% 
of the vote. 



Political Overview

• 1924 – Labour led a 
minority Government for 
the first time from January 
to November.

• The leader was Ramsay 
MacDonald.

• In December 1924, 
MacDonald lost a no-
confidence vote and 
Baldwin became Prime 
Minister again.



Political Overview

• 1929 – Labour won the 
most seats in Parliament.

• They governed with the 
support largely of the 
Liberals.



Political Overview

• 1931 – Because of the 
national crisis that faced 
the country a national 
government was formed.

• At first this was led by 
Ramsay MacDonald but 
then Baldwin took over.



Expanding the “Welfare State”



Unemployment Insurance

• David Lloyd George's Liberal 
government had introduced 
unemployment insurance 
through the National 
Insurance Act of 1911. 

• The provisions covered 2.5 
million workers, mostly in 
manual trades.

• Workers, employers and the 
Treasury contributed to an 
unemployment fund. 



Unemployment Insurance

• The maximum amount 
payable was seven shillings a 
week, which was intended 
only as a supplement to 
other sources of income. 

• The period for which 
insurance could be drawn 
was limited to one fifth of 
the period of contributions.

• The unemployed who did 
not qualify for insurance had 
recourse to the Poor Law 
authorities.



Unemployment Insurance

• This scheme was inadequate to provide 
for the large-scale unemployment that 
followed the end of the First World War. 

• A temporary scheme of unemployment 
relief, the 'Out of Work Donation', was 
used to relieve unemployment 
immediately after the war. 

• This enabled a much larger payment of 
29 shillings a week for men and 24 
shillings for women, with additional 
allowances for dependents, to most 
adults who registered as unemployed. 

• This was available for a strictly limited 
period, but the government was forced 
to grant extensions as servicemen were 
demobilised.



Unemployment Insurance

• The 'Out of Work Donation' 
created expectations for the 
Unemployment Insurance Act of 
1920, the details of which were 
decided in November 1919. 

• The Act extended the provision of 
the 1911 Act to most workers 
earning less than £250 per annum.

• The period in which money could 
be claimed was limited to one 
sixth of the period of contribution 
and the maximum period of 
claims was 15 weeks. 

• There was little opposition to the 
end of the Out of Work Donation, 
because unemployment had fallen 
to a low level.



Unemployment Insurance

• The position changed 
radically early in 1921.

• By the middle of the year 
unemployment, exacerbated 
by the coal strike, was close 
to 20%.

• Under these conditions, the 
contributory system and the 
one in six rule were 
untenable given the threat of 
political instability and 
unrest among the 
unemployed. 



Unemployment Insurance

• The Unemployment Insurance Act 
of March 1921 relaxed the 'one in 
six' rule by providing for the 
payment of 'uncovenanted' 
benefit without previous 
contributions. 

• The intention was that it could be 
drawn for a maximum of 32 
weeks. 

• The 1921 Act also introduced a 
'seeking work' test for those 
claiming benefit.

• Claimants had to show that they 
were genuinely seeking work and 
were obliged to accept any work 
paying a fair wage



Unemployment Insurance

• In February 1922, a means 
test was introduced as a 
further means of 
restricting benefit 
payments. 

• Uncovenanted benefit was 
now payable at ministerial 
discretion.

• Some groups, such as 
single adults living with 
relatives, could be 
excluded unless it would 
cause serious hardship.



Unemployment Insurance

• From this point until the 
welfare reforms after 
World War II, the terms of 
Unemployment Insurance 
fluctuated according to 
trends that are familiar 
today:
• Financial pressures

• Ideological changes –
particularly about the 
means test

• Suspicion of “scroungers”



Unemployment Insurance

Liverpool had a consistently 
high level of unemployment 
throughout the period when 
compared to other areas.

25th April, 1919



Unemployment Insurance

28th Sept 192114th Sept 1921



Unemployment Insurance

4th Sept 1925

11th June 1925



Housing



Housing

• Probably the biggest social 
need after World War I was 
decent housing.

• In the years before the First 
World War private builders 
had supplied virtually all new 
housing in towns and cities. 

• The war, however, changed 
everything. 

• Building activity came to a 
virtual standstill whilst the 
country fought. 



Housing

• By the time of the General 
Election in 1918 it was 
becoming clear that the 
country faced an acute 
shortage of housing. 

• Building costs were inflated 
and this, combined with a 
scarcity of materials and 
labour, made it impossible 
for the private developers to 
provide houses with rents 
within reach of the average 
working class family. 



Housing

• The close of the war also 
brought a new social 
attitude.

• This focused the 
Government’s attention on 
a national responsibility to 
provide homes.

• Lloyd George's famous 
promise of  'homes fit for 
heroes'  referred to the 
many soldiers returning 
from the war.



Housing

• The Housing and Town Planning 
Act of 1919 (The Addison Act) 
was seen as a watershed in the 
provision of corporation 
(council) housing. 

• Councils were thrust to the 
forefront as the providers.

• They began to plan their post-
war housing programmes. 

• Housing Committees were set 
up, working largely from 
recommendations from central 
government's advisory 
committee - the Tudor Walters 
Committee.



Housing

• They were encouraged to 
build through the provision 
of generous subsidies. 

• The subsidy arrangements 
shared the costs of this 
new housing between the 
tenants, local rate payers 
and the Treasury. 

• Councils in areas of high 
housing need could apply 
for these subsidies. 



Housing

• Planners promoted the 
construction of new suburban 
‘garden’ estates, situated on 
the outskirts of cities. 

• Mainly consisting of three bed 
houses for families, the design 
of the estates aimed to create 
self-contained communities of 
low density - often with no 
more than 12 houses per acre. 

• Facilities, including churches, 
schools and shops, were 
provided; public houses were 
initially excluded from the 
plans. 



Housing

• On most estates, house were 
provided with a generous size 
garden to encourage the 
tenants to grow their own 
vegetables, a privet hedge at 
the front and an apple tree at 
the back. 

• The interiors varied, some 
having a parlour, but all had a 
scullery and bath. 

• For most new tenants these 
new conditions were a huge 
improvement on their previous 
slum housing where they had 
experienced overcrowding and 
often were without even basic 
facilities. 



Housing

• The most ambitious estate built 
to reward soldiers and their 
families after the war was the 
massive Becontree estate in 
Dagenham which was to 
become the largest council 
housing estate in the world. 

• Work by the London County 
Council on the estate started in 
1921, farms were compulsory 
purchased and by 1932 over 
25,000 houses had been built 
and over 100,000 people had 
moved to the area.



Housing

• The new houses had gas 
and electricity, inside 
toilets, fitted baths and 
front and back gardens. 

• LCC also, however, had 
strict rules for new tenants 
on housework, house and 
garden maintenance, 
children’s behaviour and 
the keeping of pets. 



Housing

• Most of these new council 
estates, like Becontree, 
provided good quality 
housing for the better off 
working classes but did not 
provide a solution for the 
poorer people in society. 

• Rents were high and 
subletting was forbidden so 
naturally the tenants in the 
best position to pay were 
selected. 

• High rents sometimes meant 
difficulty in paying, as more 
applicants from unskilled 
occupations were housed.



Housing

• The Addison Act was passed 
initially as a temporary 
measure to meet the 
housing need felt in the 
country as an effect of the 
war and at a time when 
private builders could not 
meet the demand. 

• It was generally assumed 
that the private sector would 
resume responsibility for 
working class housing once 
the British economy had 
recovered.



Housing

• The high building standards 
initially embraced in 1919 were 
gradually reduced during the 
1920s and 1930s.

• This was because cost 
considerations became 
paramount and so space and 
amenities were reduced. 

• The principle objective of the 
Wheatley Act of 1924 was to 
secure a continuous building 
programme for period of 15 years 
and to erect houses that could be 
let at lower rents to meet the 
position of lower wage earners. 



Housing

• This put pressures to reduce the 
size and standard of houses and 
called for new council estates to 
be developed at a higher density. 

• For instance, during this period, a 
new three bedroom house was 
often only 620 square feet 
compared to over 1000 square 
feet in 1919. 

• New council housing was 
gradually becoming labelled for 
the very poor.

• Despite this they generally 
continued to provide good quality 
accommodation.



Housing

• After this initial burst of building 
activity across the country 
targeted at reducing the post-war 
housing shortage, local councils 
began to tackle the problem of its 
existing slum housing. 

• The Housing Act of 1930 
encouraged mass slum clearance 
and councils set to work to 
demolish poor quality housing and 
replace with new build.

• Slum areas of housing existed in 
most inner city areas and were 
generally old, neglected and 
unhealthy places to live. 



Housing

• Many of the houses had 
originally built for workers 
during the period of rapid 
industrial development often 
without thought for 
overcrowding or amenities 
such as an adequate water 
supply, ventilation and sunlight. 

• Using powers available under 
the Act to acquire and 
demolish privately owned 
properties, slum clearance 
schemes were put into action 
across the country.



Housing

• By 1933 all authorities were 
required to concentrate efforts on 
slum clearance.

• Each had to submit a programme 
of building and demolition aimed 
at eliminating slums from their 
districts. 

• Unlike the garden estates built 
directly after the First World War, 
much of the slum clearance was 
replaced with flats, mostly three 
to five storeys high. 

• They were often modelled on 
schemes in continental Europe. 

• Non-traditional building 
techniques were embraced.



Housing

• Local councils tried initially to 
rehouse people locally back into 
the communities they were forced 
to vacate but the vast majority of 
new houses were built on new 
estates, most located on the 
fringes of the cities. 

• This was a combination of central 
policy and the high cost of inner 
city land. 

• The new tenants had to weigh up 
the disadvantage of a considerably 
longer journey to work and sense 
of isolation against the benefits of 
a new well equipped home. 



Housing

• Rents were generally lower in 
this period than they were for 
earlier schemes built under the 
1919 Housing Act. 

• Despite this and a general 
commitment to house those in 
most need, in practice the 
ability to pay the rent played a 
crucial factor in allocation. 

• Rents were set much lower 
following the 1930 Housing Act 
in line with re-housing some of 
the poorest people in society 
under slum clearance policy.



Housing

• Tenancy conditions were 
strict and regulations were 
enforced from the start. 

• Some tenants were put off 
by the oppressive housing 
management. 

• In Liverpool women housing 
managers were employed to 
inspect properties and 
instruct tenants on good 
housekeeping. 



Liverpool Housing



Homes for Workers



Liverpool Housing

• Liverpool’s need for new 
housing was one of the 
greatest in the country.

• In 1919, 11,000 families –
over 6% of its population –
lived in one-room dwellings. 

• It was estimated 
conservatively that 8000 
houses were needed 
immediately and 1000 a year 
thereafter to ensure a 
growing population 
adequate accommodation.

Liverpool Daily Post - Wednesday 20 
November 1918



Liverpool Housing

• In the post-war drive to build, 
the Conservative-controlled 
council (it would remain in 
Conservative hands until 1955) 
built 5508 houses under 
Addison’s 1919 Housing Act –
more than any municipality in 
the country.  

• But the city couldn’t rest on its 
laurels.  

• In 1924, its overcrowding was 
three times the national 
average and there were 20,000 
names on the council house 
waiting list.



Liverpool Housing

• In October, the City Engineer 
John Brodie presented plans 
to build 5000 new homes. 

• Land was purchased on the 
north-eastern fringe of the 
city – 650 acres (of which 
470 lay in the neighbouring 
Sefton Rural District Council 
until incorporated into the 
city in 1928).

• This would form the new 
Norris Green Estate.  

• Building began in June 1926.



Liverpool Housing

• Within three years, the 
Estate contained a 
population of 25,000.

• Eventually, there were 
some 7689 homes housing 
a population of over 
37,000.  

• This was a phenomenal 
achievement but not 
without problems.



Liverpool Housing

• All the homes – 4,724 
parlour, 2,965 non-parlour 
– had three bedrooms.  

• The non-parlour had a 
downstairs bathroom.

• All benefited from 
electricity and hot water, 
front and rear gardens and 
woodwork painted in 
regulation Corporation 
green and cream. 



Liverpool Housing

• Most were built of 
unglazed brick.

• But, to build faster and 
more cheaply, the Estate 
also featured some 3000 
‘Boot and Boswell’ pre-cast 
concrete homes. 

• These were influenced by 
Dutch designs.



Liverpool Housing

• The urgent rush to build left 
the Estate’s infrastructure 
severely underdeveloped for 
some time.  

• Early streets were unpaved –
wooden planks acted as 
makeshift walkways – and the 
first shops didn’t open – in the 
Broadway – until 1929.  

• This gave Liverpool’s unofficial 
entrepreneurs ample 
opportunity and at one time it 
was estimated 150 shops were 
run – quite illegally – from 
homes on the Estate.



Liverpool Housing

• There was little landscaping 
and a great deal of 
uniformity in the housing.

• The well-intentioned layout, 
which did reflect garden city 
ideals of circles, crescents 
and cul-de-sacs, only added 
to the confusion.  

• The Corporation erected four 
illuminated signs at the 
entrances to the Estate to 
assist those who got lost.



Liverpool Housing

• The first school didn’t open 
until 1929.

• Free bus and tram tickets were 
provided to get children to 
inner-city schools (though 
many stayed at home).  

• The first Catholic school didn’t 
open until 1933. 

• More seriously, to some of the 
residents, there was no 
Catholic church until 1928.

• This was a temporary structure 
until a permanent building 
opened nine years later. 



Liverpool Housing

• The Council did its bit for 
morality by deciding in 
1926 that no public houses 
would be permitted on its 
estates.

• The brewers soon built 
large premises on their 
fringes which were well 
used.



Liverpool Housing

• It was not all bad, however.  

• An infant welfare centre 
started in 1929, a temporary 
library in the same year, and 
the first public hall built on a 
council estate was opened in 
the Broadway in 1930.

• Public baths followed in 1936 
and the tramways were 
finally extended into the 
Estate in 1938.



Liverpool Housing

• The reality is that for nearly all 
the incoming tenants their new 
homes represented a massive 
improvement on what they had 
known before.  

• In this context, downstairs 
bathrooms and the Estate’s 
teething troubles were, for the 
most part, readily accepted.

• Meanwhile an active tenants’ 
association campaigned for 
improvements. 



Liverpool Housing

• Almost 80% of Norris Green’s 
heads of household 
belonged to the skilled or 
semi-skilled working class.

• The Council wanted tenants 
who could pay regularly and 
council rents demanded a 
good working-class income, 
the more so in these 
suburban estates where 
additional travel-to-work 
costs were high.



Liverpool Housing

• But in Liverpool – a city with 
a large amount of casual 
labour and with 
unemployment levels 
reaching one third of the 
workforce in the 1930s – this 
could not be sustained.

• Increasingly, Norris Green 
and the other estates did 
house a less skilled and less 
well-off working class, 
particularly in the cheaper 
non-parlour homes. 



Liverpool Housing

• Rents, utility bills, furniture 
and transport costs could 
become unsustainable.

• Around 40% of Norris Green 
tenants gave up their 
tenancies in this period, 
often because they couldn’t 
afford them but sometimes 
because they missed the 
closer-knit communities 
around their former inner-
city homes.



Liverpool Housing

• Wearing shawls obviously 
signified ‘rough’ working-
class origins and their loss 
was seen as a mark of 
‘respectability’.  

• Council estates were 
regarded as a vehicle of 
upward mobility, of benign 
social engineering, in fact



Houses while you wait
















