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Prefabs in Newham:
a personal account

Prefabricated homes or prefabs have been 
a feature of the British housing scene for 
decades, and have become topical again 
recently as the country tries to respond 
to the current housing crisis.

I joined Newham Council’s housing 
service as a trainee in 1978, and at 
that time Newham still has hundreds of 
prefabs in its housing stock. The largest 
concentrations were in Beckton, just to 
the north-west of the former gas works 
and the Beckton sewage works. One of 
the largest estates here was known as 
Cyprus. Cyprus’s name dates from 1878, 
when Britain leased the Mediterranean 
island from Turkey. Also known as New 
Beckton, this tiny settlement with its 
shops and services was a ‘self-supporting 
community’ adjacent to the docks. 

There was also a large estate of prefabs 
at Eisenhower Drive, Beckton, now off 
Tollgate Road. See the Ordnance Survey 
showing this huge estate, on the right.

By Peter Williams

Prefab estate in Cyprus, Newham docklands 1973.

There was also a large 
estate of prefabs at 
Eisenhower Drive, 
Beckton, now off 
Tollgate Rd. On the left 
is the Ordnance Survey 
showing this huge estate.



””
“
“

There were also smaller groups of prefabs 
scattered across the rest of Newham, often on 
bomb sites from World War 2 (WW2). They had 
been built late in WW2 as emergency housing, 
and were only supposed to last a few years. By 
the early 1980s they were beginning to reach the 
end of their useful life. In 1981/82 I was attached 
to the Policy Team in the Housing Department 
and was given the task of assembling a full 
list of all the prefab sites with a view to their 
demolition and redevelopment.

It is true that prefabs were very popular in the 
post war period as they were bungalows with 
gardens, and had by the standards of those 
days unheard of modern facilities like inside 
toilets, bathrooms and relatively modern kitchens 
with appliances and cupboards. Until well into 
the 1980s many Newham terraced houses did 
not have proper bathrooms, and the toilet was 
outside. In many larger houses kitchens and 
bathrooms were shared with other households.

However, prefabs also had their downsides, 
including poor heating. They suffered from 
condensation and were cold due to the lack 
of insulation. Some used asbestos materials.

It was decided that groups of small sites on which 
the prefabs sat, should be assembled into what 
became known as the “Small Sites programme” 
where groups of adjacent sites were put together 
to make new-build contracts more economical. 
At the time, Newham still had its own in-house 
architects used to designing council houses, and 
they designed houses for the sites.

I know people were very upset about 
them demolishing the prefabs because 
people actually liked them, they liked 
them a lot. In fact when they rehoused 
people from the prefabs into what 
we shall proper housing, other people 
squatted (in the prefabs) almost straight 
away and it took ages for them to get rid 
of all the prefabs because people would 
not move out of them.

— Mr. Bernard (10/7/2007)

I think that everyone that’s lived in 
a prefab have been very reluctant to 
give them up because they were very 
well appointed.

— Mr. Bernard (10/7/2007)

Source: Eastside Community Heritage

Oral history 
interview 2007:



• BISF: British Iron and Steel Federation: Houses 
with a metal frame and cladding. There was much 
surplus scrap metal at the end of WW2, and it was 
used in these experimental houses. Corrosion was 
a huge problem and the panels dislodged. Millions 
were spent in the 1980s modifying Newham’s BISF 
estates with new insulation and external cladding.

• TRADA: The Timber Research and Development 
Association — These were an early example of timber 
framing. There were a number built in Newham, but 
there were some serious fires and they had to be 
extensively modified to make them safer. Timber 
framing had problems stopping rapid fire spread 
unless carefully designed.

• Indeed Newham’s famous tower blocks also had 
a considerable degree of prefabrication, notably the 
Larson Nielsen system used by Taylor Woodrow 
to build Ronan Point and its sister blocks. In 1968, 
Ronan Point suffered progressive collapse after 
a gas explosion, though it was rebuilt only to be 
demolished in the 1990s after further problems with 
the structure — see image on bottom right.

• One of the more successful, later Newham prefabs 
was the 4L (house) and 2L (bungalow) built by a 
firm in Essex. These date from the early 1980s and 
“arrived on the back of a lorry”. There were concrete 
modules made in a factory and then assembled 
on site. They, too, had some technical issues with 
condensation due to poor insulation, but they 
survive to this day.

TRADA houses near West Ham 
tube station April 2017.

Wartime prefabs were not the only prefabricated 
houses in the Newham housing stock. There had been 
several experimental types after the war, including:

Ronan Point disaster. 
Credit: Wiki commons



There is a strong link between the 4L/2L 
procurement and the replacement of wartime 
prefabs, as some 4Ls were put on former 
prefab sites as shown here.

Vicarage Road, 
Stratford

It is notable that 
a terrace of three 
houses replaces one 
prefab, emphasising 
how much garden the 
prefabs had, as you 
can see on the map.

These are not council 
built prefabricated houses, 
but a private housing 
development. When the 
wartime prefabs were 
demolished, the council 
built an old people’s 
home on the site called 
Parkview. This lasted 
until about 1990 when 
it was demolished, and 
the site sold for housing. 
Several council owned 
care homes closed at 
that time, as government 
decided they were better 
run by the private sector.

Photo April 2017 south 
side of Vicarage Rd, E15.

Photo April 2017 
showing a 4L prefab 
house on the site of 
the wartime prefab, 43 
Vicarage Rd E15, corner 
of Tavistock Rd.



This is an August 1944 RAF reconnaissance 
photo of the Flats showing the prefab roads 
looking a bit like a fish skeleton. The dark 
feature to the left is a pond that survives, 
Angell or bandstand Pond on the corner 
of Woodford Rd. To the right of the prefabs 
are allotments.

West Ham council prefabs on Wanstead 
Flats, Capel Road, Forest Gate

Here is the same area shown on the 
Ordnance Survey.

A VJ Day party 
on the West Ham 
prefab estate 
shown above 5 
August 1945. The 
West Ham prefabs 
had rounded not 
flat roofs. Source 
Facebook via Tony 
Morrison. 

See end note.



East Ham prefabs, Capel Road

Also the RAF August 1944 picture, but this time 
taken about a kilometre to the east along Capel 
Road. These were built by East Ham Council, not 
West Ham, and were more luxurious. Bellow is 
the Ordnance Survey for the same area showing 
the layout — the large rectangular gap in the plan 
shows where a small Prisoner of War camp was 
occupied by Italians. The PoWs were employed 
building these prefabs:

Oral history

”“I did understand from some 
of the people who lived there 
that the Italian prisoners of war 
helped the prefabs up, and they 
had little roads amongst the 
prefabs named after various 
war leaders.

— Derek Calder (11/6/2007)



East Ham prefabs, Capel Road

Our little hero dressed 
for a party. 1953 
Cunningham Gardens 
Wanstead Flats, East Ham 
council prefabs, of better 
quality than the West 
Ham ones. The roads 
were named after military 
leaders in the war (Portal, 
Alanbrooke, Salmond).

The photo above 
shows Wanstead 
Flats in summer 
2018, near Capel 
Road, looking east  
This is a cropmark 
in the football fields 
and is a remnant of 
the drainage under 
the East Ham prefabs. 
These are seen most 
dry summers.

Below is the East Ham 
prefab estate Wanstead 
Flats, near Capel Road, 
built late 1944/early 1945 
and demolished early 
1960s. This idyllic scene 
shows what nice homes 
they were, bungalows 
surrounded by gardens 
and space, a luxury in 
industrial East Ham.

In 2008 Thames 
Water dug a massive 
pipeline trench 
across Wanstead 
Flats. They disturbed 
various wartime 
remains including 
this corrugated sheet. 



Manor Park Flats, Forest View Road

This was a smaller prefab estate just south 
of the City of London Cemetery. During the 
Covid19 emergency a temporary mortuary 
was erected on exactly the same site.

Proudly showing off new baby. Newman 
Avenue off Forest View Road, Manor 
Park Flats. The lovely gardens are clearly 
shown, and having this much space 
was a luxury.

Press cutting: Thursday 12 September 1946, 
Nottingham Journal,

At the end of WW2 West Ham council had 
serious plans to build hundreds of permanent 
houses and schools on Wanstead Flats. There 
was a vigorous local campaign led by local 
people against the plans and they were finally 
dropped in 1948 after a public enquiry. If it had 
not been for the campaigners we would not 
have Wanstead Flats today.



Different kinds of prefabs

These are Nissen huts in Stratford named 
after a Canadian design (courtesy Newham 
Local Studies and Archive).

This is Queens Rd, Upton Park (courtesy 
Newham Local Studies and Archive) location 
shown on the map on the next page. 
These are wartime Nissen huts said to have 
been built with the help of Italian Prisoners 
of War from Wanstead Flats camp. 



* Laindon Hills near Basildon were known as the plotlands. 
Cockneys squatted in various huts originally to get away from 
bombing but in 1950s and 1960s it became a holiday place for East 
Enders to get fresh air near the capital — Deanne Walker has written a 
book about Essex plotland communities,  “Basildon Plotlands” 2007.

Oral history

”
“They just plonked them down on 

bomb sites, but here it was where 
the people come from, I don’t 
know, I mean obviously you’d 
been bombed out, but they were 
quite good places, I had a look in 
one of them, and um, compared 
with the how living today — in 
those days, in the 30’s, they were 
very modern sort of thing and 
um I should imagine they were 
quite warm and compact. But a 
friend of mine when they pulled 
the prefabs down, he bought one 
and had it transported to Laindon, 
‘cos in Laindon*  people would 
buy railway coaches and set 
up caravan sites... 

— Derek Calder (11/6/2007)

This map shows Queen’s Road with District 
Line adjacent.



The story of one prefab 
resident in Stratford 

One of the notable residents of a Newham prefab 
was Mrs MacDonald, an elderly Afro-Caribbean 
lady who lived in Keogh Road, Stratford E15. She 
was a small, slight woman who had mental health 
issues, and walked round central Stratford in a 
straw hat carrying her bag and a galvanised bucket. 
She was a well known character locally and a 
frequent visitor to the local housing office where 
I worked from 1982.

Her prefab was in very poor condition, not least 
because she had the habit of setting an open fire 
in the middle of the concrete floor of her living 
room. We had the difficult task of trying to rehouse 
her into an ordinary council home.

I was even given the task of working out options to 
build her a brand new prefab bungalow of her own 
but this option was eventually rejected, and she 
moved to a ground floor flat in nearby Water Lane. 
We had to leave the flat above her empty and sure 
enough she eventually set her flat on fire. Not long 
afterwards she went into a home. If she had been 
left in her prefab she may well have been happier.

Keogh Ro the site of Mrs. McDonald’s 
prefab. The site was later developed 
by ARHAG housing association. The 
site on the corner of Martha Rd was 
an ARHAG supported housing hostel.

Oblique view 
showing the 
approximate 
location of Mrs 
MacDonald’s 
prefab with 
Liverpool Street 
railway line to 
the north.



The last surviving Newham prefabs

The last surviving Newham prefabs were in 
Miers Close East Ham near the Barking border. 
They were demolished in the 1980s.

Miers Close shown above, was later taken over 
as a mini nature reserve by Newham Conservation 
Volunteers, and is still maintained by them.

Evesham Road, Stratford: a number of prefabs 
were demolished and then the site was used 
as a small Public Open Space, not for housing. 
Evesham was one such example. Newham was 
chronically short of green open space so in 1980s 
houses were demolished in some places to create 
local space for people.



Evesham Road on Google Street-view. This green 
space was created by the council on the site of 
former prefabs shown on the map (previous page).

The junction of Wigston Rd and Crofton Rd 
London E13. Here Newham council did not 
use 4L houses, but architect designed council 
houses dating from the early 1980s. Note the 
bomb scarred Victorian house to the right. 
These rendered walls with chimneys exposed 
are a common sight in Newham, and show 
how widespread bomb sites were.

Another view of 
Crofton Road: 
note again the bomb 
scarred Victorian 
house, but this 
time the council 
home is not a house 
but a bungalow 
with a covered 
carport. The small 
site programme 
included homes 
purpose designed to 
wheelchair standards 
for people with 
disabilities and this is 
one of those homes.

35-37 Wigston Road E13: 4L houses on a 
small infill formerly occupied by a prefab.



Not all prefabricated houses were built by 
the public sector. About 10–15 years ago, 
a private owner on Capel Road decided 
to commission a new house from a firm 
of architects. The old property on the site 
was demolished, and a modular house 
built offsite in a factory was craned onto 
the site. The road had to be closed for 
several days during building operations.

111Capel Road: the upper storey arrives 
(photo courtesy of Tallis Lock family).

In recent years Newham Council has once again started 
building its own homes after a gap of over twenty years 
(the last estate was Howards Road in Plaistow in the 
mid 1980s). Central government policies had effectively 
prevented councils from building, and instead encourage 
the housing association sector to take over the role of 
developing public housing. However the pendulum has 
now swung back and council building has started on a 
modest scale.

To achieve lower cost and more speed, councils like 
Newham looked at what is called modular construction, 
building units off site in factory controlled conditions 
and then transporting large components or whole 
dwellings to site on the back of a lorry. Here is an 
example from Leather Gardens, Abbey Lane, Stratford 
designed by the world famous architects Richard 
Rogers’ firm:

The Mayor of Newham Sir Robin Wales who 
commissioned Richard Rogers to design Leather 
Gardens for Red Door Ventures,** a Newham Council 
company. (Photo Newham Recorder 2014).

**Red Door Ventures did not build homes at this stage for social renting. They built 
units for professional sharers, with the aim of making profits to cross subsidise 
affordable homes. After Sir Robin ceased to be mayor the business model of Red 
Doors changed.



Here is another Newham Council commissioned housing 
scheme, this time for shared equity***  housing, in 
Worland Road, Stratford from 2017:

***Shared equity was a Newham Council affordable home ownership product.

This scheme was 
built on the site of a 
car park at the back 
of a health centre 
but the interesting 
thing is that it had 
been the site of 
wartime prefabs. 
This can clearly be 
seen in the Ordnance 
Survey map (to the 
left), showing bomb 
sites are still being 
built on in our time.

Here is a housing association Swan 
Housing active in Newham and Essex 
using modular construction to build 
flats, with whole sections craned into 
site (Photo: Swan Housing).



Prefabrication is nothing new. Many 
medieval timber frame houses (so 
called black and white houses) 
showed elements of using standard 
components made elsewhere and 
sometimes for other purposes like 
shipbuilding. But we think of prefabs 
as a big feature of World War 2 
and the Blitz. West Ham and East 
Ham (Newham) suffered terribly in 
the bombing, and many bombsites 
were created. Prefabs were built in 
their thousands, and some survived 
well into the 1980s despite being 
emergency hutments meant to last 
only a few years. 

They were popular with many 
residents, and people did not want 
to move out of them. Newham 
Housing Department replaced some 
of them on small sites with other 
kinds of prefabricated houses like 
the 4L design. And then with further 
massive housing pressures in the 
last few years, Newham Council has 
again turned to modular housing and 
off site construction to build at speed 
in this new housing crisis. 

CONCLUSION

One of the very few detached 4L houses built by Newham 
Council, in this case in the back garden of a large villa type 
property on the Romford Rd, Forest Gate (right opposite 
the police station). The villa was a Newham children’s 
home, and this 4L was built as staff accommodation. 
In about 2014 it was refurbished to become part of the 
normal rented housing stock after the home closed. 
Richmond Road, Forest Gate (Photo: Peter Williams).



FURTHER RESOURCES

CREDIT

Prefabs museum website 

This lists most known prefab sites in UK (See the Mapping database)

The oral histories quoted here are courtesy of Eastside Community Heritage. 
This was a 2007 HLF funded project based in Forest Gate, and carried out 
by Richard Bolt. I am grateful to Judith Garfield for making them available, 
and to Dr. Mark Gorman for searching them for prefab references, and 
whose idea the oral histories were. They were commissioned by the 
Wanstead Flats study group of Leyton and Leytonstone Historical Society. 

Hidden Histories Archive

VE day photo: the lady who had mentioned them Ann Smith was actually 
on the photos. This one belonged to Margaret Hill who is in front row her 
dad at back with her mum holding her baby brother in front of him. The 
photo is of the VJ party in 1946.

Newham Photos, from the council archive service is an online resource 
of photos.

Peter Williams was the Newham Housing Officer (1978-2015). He is also 
a local historian researching various topics, and has written a book “West 
Ham and its fire brigade — an illustrated history”, 2019. Peter is also a 
volunteer helper for Newham Heritage Month.

http://www.prefabmuseum.uk/map/
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=18q5JrbCHY6xgApGl21wp8SCXzurt0AUB&ll=54.416719488897385%2C-2.958373149999943&z=5
http://www.leytonhistorysociety.org.uk/
https://www.hidden-histories.org/hidden-histories-archive/leisure-sports-parks/
https://www.newhamphotos.com/
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