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Abstract 
 
The building industry has seen radical changes since the end of the 
Second World War in terms of training, tools and legislation. There 
has been increased recognition of the value of historic buildings, 
and recently a need to address climate change. 
 
Rather than studying the technological and procedural changes in 
themselves, this research examines how people worked with them. In 
order to focus the research from this wide time-span and diversity of 
professions and trades, it has been limited geographically to people 
born in or working in Northern Ireland. Doing so has introduced a 
specific complication, in that the period of “the Troubles” involved 
difficulties that did not occur in Great Britain.  
 
The most vivid way to collect human responses to comparatively recent 
events is through the medium of oral history, and this is a study of 
social history as much as of planning and architecture. 
 
Studies of Northern Ireland since the War have been dominated by 
politics, and there has been no comprehensive study of this kind into 
the building industry in Northern Ireland. A wide range of viewpoints 
was accessed by talking to builders as well as architects, and 
developers as well as conservationists, while the age range embraces 
people still in work along with those able to draw on a lifetime of 
experience.  
 
There are sections on training and apprenticeships, changing tools 
and techniques in the drawing office and on site; on housing, which 
was one of the industry’s most prolific areas of work during the 
period; on planning and the attempts to control development; on the 
impact of the Troubles; and finally on the growth of conservation.  
 
The optimism of the 1950s was followed by concern for what was lost, 
and a new realisation that conservation may be a major tool in 
fighting climate change.  
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Preface 
 
Having been involved with the building industry for over forty years, 

its changes were an obvious subject for me to explore through the 

medium of oral history. Like many architects of my generation, I had 

personally experienced the move from drawing board to computer, but 

although my first job had involved working with prefabricated 

“system” buildings, most of my subsequent work involved the 

conservation of much older buildings. I had been involved in housing 

through protests and residents’ groups in Edinburgh, then latterly 

through the housing association movement in Northern Ireland, so I 

had experienced housing and planning both as a user and as a 

provider.  

 

I knew how I had developed my own interests, but how had other people 

arrived at different conclusions and had different careers? What 

motivated developers, and what drove architects to design in this 

style or that one? How did a joiner learn his trade in the days of 

apprenticeships, and how did our current systems for protecting 

historic buildings develop?  

 

These are very broad questions and it might have been possible to 

develop a thesis on any one of them, but I wanted to get a picture of 

the industry as a whole in the relatively compact location of 

Northern Ireland.  

 

I hope that this study provides a sense of the way changes - social, 

technical and political - affected people’s lives and work; and how 

those changes are ongoing. 

 

Marcus Patton 
Belfast 
2020   
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Introduction 
 
This study arises from a fascination with the way people’s lives are 

directed by sometimes arbitrary changes and factors outside their 

control, the influence of fashions and current thinking on the 

opportunities available to them, and the way people interact in a 

relatively small society like Northern Ireland. Written histories 

tell us the factual result of these influences, but generally not the 

feelings and thoughts of people involved. Oral history lets people 

tell their personal stories and describe what they experienced and 

felt at the time, and sometimes how events triggered new directions 

in their own lives.   

 

Although the study is wide-ranging, it was geographically limited, 

and chronologically there is very little reference to events before 

1950. Since many of the interviewees were still in work or had 

retired fairly recently it made sense to bring the discussion up to 

date in order to clarify trends that were becoming apparent twenty 

years ago and to reflect on relatively recent changes that have 

changed legislation and practice.   

 

The process of building is collaborative. The architect may design, 

but he has to get the approval of building control and planning 

officers, and he has to find a builder to make the designs real and 

engineers to detail parts of them.  Without clients there would be no 

money to build, and every new building either covers green fields or 

replaces a previous building, so there will be encouragement from 

politicians and objections from activists. And on top of all that, 

Northern Ireland had to deal with “The Troubles”.  

 

So what kind of changes had occurred, and how would oral history be 

applied to analysing them?  

 

Talking to a wide range of people involved in the building industry 

it would be possible to hear about the technical and legislative 

changes that had affected each part, how people had interacted with 

them, and in retrospect which changes proved to be more far-sighted 

or less effective than had been thought at the time. Because of the 

compact geographical nature of Northern Ireland it would also be 

possible to explore the social, political and cultural context of 

these changes on the lives of people working in the industry.  
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Two areas were explored in particular. The first was housing, which 

was the main focus of the building industry during the latter part of 

the period, but not without many difficulties. The second was the 

growth of conservation, something which was barely thought of in 1950 

but has now become part of mainstream thinking. A third area was 

impossible to ignore, which was the impact of the Troubles on 

everyday life in Northern Ireland.  

 

 

The Industry 

Immediately after the war there were shortages of building materials 

in the UK and the country’s economy was on its knees. Government 

decided to stimulate the building industry with the first town 

planning legislation, seeking to rebuild devastated towns and create 

employment and housing.  

 

There was a determination to make things new and better, as proposed 

in the Festival of Britain exhibition of 19511. Modern technologies 

such as concrete and steel displaced traditional brick and timber, 

and modernist design created master-planned town centres, motorways, 

housing estates and tower blocks.  

 

The new aesthetic was accompanied by wide-ranging changes in how 

buildings were designed and built. Lime, which had been ubiquitous in 

building construction before the Second World War - being used for 

mortar, for rendering, for plastering and even for painting, had been 

largely displaced by the 1950s2 in favour of the stronger and faster-

setting Portland cement. Building processes became increasingly 

automated, with cement mixers, power tools and even cranes becoming 

commonplace on building sites. The old system of apprenticeships was 

seen as inefficient, and replaced by training in colleges.  

 

Architects too began to be taught in universities rather than through 

technical colleges and sandwich courses, and the technology of 

drawing changed dramatically from drawings in pencil or pen printed 

by dyeline to computer aided design3, with virtual drawings readily 

                         
1 After a decade of austerity and rationing, the government felt that post-
war Britain needed a patriotic boost, and the result was the Festival of 
Britain. It was guided by the Labour MP Herbert Morrison and the Director of 
Architecture for it was the then youthful Hugh Casson. 
(https://www.thehistorypress.co.uk/articles/the-festival-of-britain-1951/, 
downloaded November 2020) 
2 One of the most vocal names in the revival of lime was John Ashurst, who 
wrote extensively on renders and plasters. A good synopsis of the use and 
complexity of lime is in his article The Technology and use of Hydraulic 
Lime, in the Building Conservation Directory 1997 (Ashhurst).  
3 Knut Aerbo, Slowness, in 2G issue no.9, 1999 (Aerbo) 
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shared across the building team and amended to suit changes. In 

recent years CAD has been extended further to BIM, with ambitions to 

provide information for building maintenance into the future.  

 

The 1947 Planning Act had also created the first comprehensive 

protection for historic buildings, and there were interesting 

contradictions between the two directions being taken in planning, 

with the same modernist architects and planners often involved in 

establishing the early conservation bodies. Public opinion, initially 

enthusiastic about Modernism, cooled as historic buildings were 

demolished in the name of progress, and public support for charities 

like the National Trust burgeoned. 

 

This project looks at practices and techniques that have changed, and 

considers whether lessons could be learned for the future4. Academic 

studies exist on vernacular construction and folklore5, but there is 

relatively little on traditional buildings of the late 19th and early 

20th centuries6. Methods of traditional building typical of the last 

century have changed without being fully recorded, and the value of 

some of these techniques has been overlooked. For example, the use of 

lime is now recognised as essential for the maintenance of 

traditionally-constructed buildings.  Indeed, it could be argued that 

its use should become much wider because of its innate qualities7.  

 

Along with the growth of conservation, which involves protection of 

scarce materials and buildings, recent years have seen a greatly 

increased interest in sustainability, or the protection of the planet 

as a whole through management of scarce resources.  

 

All these changes happened in Northern Ireland as well as the rest of 

the UK, but from 1969 to about 2000 there was an additional 

complication in the shape of “The Troubles” - a period of severe 

civil unrest, with numerous bombings, shootings and threats making 

construction, development and housing management extraordinarily 

difficult.8 Architects and engineers had to learn how to repair 

severely damaged buildings, and to devise methods of minimising 
                         
4 In my dissertation for DipArch at Queen’s University in 1972, Peacocks and 
Pomegranates, I had examined the lessons that could be learned for modern 
construction from Victorian principles, so this is looking as it were 
through the other end of the telescope.  
5 Henry Glassie: Passing the Time: Folklore and History of an Ulster 
Community, O’Brien Press, Dublin 1982. 
6 I attempted to correct the imbalance in my study of traditional Ulster 
architectural details, The Bedside Book of Dormers, UAHS, Belfast 2011. 
7 Robin Kent: Role of the Lime Cycle in Historic Buildings, in Building 
Engineer, October 1995 pp.24-25.                
8 CEB Brett, Housing a Divided Community, Institute of Public Administration, 
1986. 
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damage from terrorist bombs.9 Many aspects of work in that period 

were not officially recorded, and only now with the passage of time 

can they be viewed more dispassionately.10 

 

 

Oral history 

While these changes have been documented in numerous journals and 

books11, the ways in which people managed these changes and how they 

affected their lives and working practices, have been less studied. 

This research proposes an exploration of that technical, legislative, 

social and cultural change through the experiences of individuals.   

 

While there are reasonably comprehensive records in trade magazines 

detailing the actual outcomes of the industry12, particularly in the 

last twenty years, this project will concentrate on individual 

experiences. Oral history is particularly adept at capturing the 

informal and everyday aspects of life, but has to be collected in a 

relatively short time frame and will be lost forever if that 

opportunity is missed.  

 

Oral history has been collected from numerous trades and professions, 

but the building industry does not appear to have been explored 

closely. The British Library13 contains an archive of recorded 

interviews with architects working during the latter part of the 20th 

century, but it focuses almost exclusively on prominent individuals 

rather than “ordinary” members of the profession, and it contains no 

interviewees from Northern Ireland14, nor does it include other 

members of the building industry.  

 

                         
9 GS Millington, et al: Response to “The protection of buildings against 
terrorism and disorder”,  in Proc. Instn. Civ. Engrs Structs & Bldgs, 1994, 
pp.343-50. 
10 CEB Brett, Buildings of Belfast 1700-1914, 1967, 2nd edition 1985, 
Belfast, Friars Bush Press. 
11 There have been too many changes to cite articles at this point, but 
sufficient to say that as in any industry, architectural and building 
journals tend to record changes and new ideas, novel designs and innovation. 
Changes on a national scale were extensively recorded for example in AJ, the 
Architect’s Journal, or in Specification.  
12 For example, Ulster Architect from 1984, and Perspective from 2001. 
13  British Library, National Life Stories of Architects  
(https://www.bl.uk/collection-guides/oral-history) 
14 The British Library interviews include one with Percy Johnson-Marshall, 
who is mentioned later in this thesis for his influence in Edinburgh. It is 
interesting that as a planner he considered his main task to be persuading 
the public of the merit of his plans: “Most of the ideas we were putting 
forward were unacceptable to the educated public, whose thinking was very 
narrow, so it was an uphill battle, for the if you like Pioneers... And 
generally I think the public accepted them - of course they were desperate 
you could say - they didn’t have much choice.” (https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-
history/Architects-Lives/021M-C0467X0002XX-0001V0). We’ll come back to that.  



 

 13 

The words of people involved in the Northern Ireland building 

industry, then, have not been methodically recorded to date, and a 

wide range of trades and professions were interviewed to get as 

rounded a picture as possible, from architects to builders, from 

Belfast to Fermanagh, and from historians to activists. In some 

respects they may be typical, but each story is individual. 

 

Participants were asked to review their ideals and expectations on 

entering the industry and their life experiences as well as asking 

their thoughts on lessons they have learned. By its very nature 

however this research cannot be comprehensive. 

 

By concentrating on the story behind work of the time, the impact of 

those times on ordinary lives can be put into context. It is hoped 

that something of the colour of the Ulster vernacular comes through 

in the interviews, such as the words of the bricklayer who described 

Flemish Bond brickwork as “Ham and Eggs”, and who snorted at a bit of 

badly-built modern walling, “The wall ties in that wall is only there 

on Thursdays”.15 

 

Oral history records the human aspect of developments that happen on 

a much larger scale. Too often politics, design and economics are 

looked at in isolation, but to the people who had to live with their 

effects, the impact was complex, surprising and unpredictable.  

 

 

Structure 

The first part of this thesis is a literature review, looking first 

at oral history and how it has been collected and analysed over the 

years. After this examination of general oral history approaches some 

specific sources on building and local history are examined. There is 

also a section on building legislation, looking at the development of 

regulations covering building bye-laws, planning and housing 

legislation - the background which the building professionals worked 

against - and the changes in that legislation over time. The 

methodology which follows explains the mixed methods used to collect 

the oral history data from interviewees, being primarily oral 

interviews but supplemented by publications and other data. 

 

The bulk of the thesis examines the data provided by interviewees. 

This is arranged under a number of headings, starting by looking at 

                         
15 Marcus Patton, Conservation at the coal-face, in T Reeves-Smyth and R Oram 
(eds), Avenues to the Past: Essays Presented to Sir Charles Brett on his 
75th Year, UAHS, Belfast, 2003, p.83 
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their training and how that has moved from apprenticeships to more 

academic training. The next section examines practical and 

professional life.   

 

Because this is based on individual lives, each chapter will have 

overlapping chronologies as the comments of individuals are often put 

in the context of their experience rather than quoted in isolation. 

 

The specific area of housing is looked at next, followed by a chapter 

examining working during the Troubles - not from a political 

standpoint, but purely in terms of the practical challenges and 

tribulations of working through a period of severe civil unrest. 

 

Up to that point the topics raised are essentially practical or 

technical, with people reacting to different circumstances and 

technologies. Finally, more abstract issues are considered. What 

values did people put on what they were building? In order to focus 

this question, the growth of conservation is investigated, with 

specific reference to the way conservation legislation and practice 

was set out in Northern Ireland. This section ends by looking at 

sustainability and how it has grown out of conservation 

considerations but may be increasingly important in determining how 

Northern Ireland will develop in the future. 

 

The Conclusion draws together the strands of these sections to review 

the direction of changes in the industry and how they have impacted 

on the lives and work of those working in it.  

 

There are some short appendices including a list of interviewees, a 

review of equivalent legislation in Great Britain, and a case history 

of the development of the Castlecourt shopping centre in Belfast in 

the 1980s.  

 
The table which follows illustrates how the research objectives were 
explored in the different chapters:  
 
 

Table A: Consideration of research objectives by chapter 
 Chapter 
Objective 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1. Consider approaches to oral history           
2.  Examine changes in legislation           
3. Analyse changes in working practice           
4(a). Assess procedures and approaches 

to housing in the period 
          

4(b). Examine the impact of the 
Troubles on working life 

          

5. Investigate the rise of 
conservation 
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PART ONE 

THE BACKGROUND 
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1. ORAL HISTORY & LOCAL HISTORY 
 
This chapter considers the process of collecting oral history, much 

of which helped to guide the process of the interviews in due course. 

It then goes on to refer to sources for relevant local history about 

Northern Ireland, and finally to sources specifically concerned with 

the building industry in its different aspects. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
Sir Charles Brett, founder of the Ulster 

Architectural Heritage Society and author,  
about 1955 (from BBC film) 
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Oral History 
 
The techniques and idiosyncrasies of oral history16 are very different 

from conventional history, and it is worth considering first how it 

emerged and what sets it apart from written history.  

 

Although history was first recounted orally by blind poets like 

Homer, or by troubadours and ballad-mongers, they were concentrating 

on the story rather than characterising the people involved in 

incidents, and if people were described they tended to be the 

aristocrats and leaders rather than foot-soldiers. The Brief Lives17 

assembled by John Aubrey (1626-1697) provide vivid and gossipy 

insights into his subjects with occasional quoted speech, but they 

are very much Aubrey’s stories. Diarists like Samuel Pepys do write 

conversationally, and Boswell’s Life of Johnson is a remarkable 

achievement in the reconstruction of the voice and manners of one 

particular man. However, these are educated people and rarely quote 

the speech of others.  Apart from fragmentary or reported speech in 

items like court reports, the authentic voices of ordinary people 

describing their work and lives are not encountered until the 19th 

century. 

 

Perhaps the earliest example of oral history as we know it today was 

the extraordinary work of Henry Mayhew in his London Labour and the 

London Poor of 185118.  Without the benefit of mechanical recording 

devices, but probably using a form of shorthand, Mayhew lets 

illiterate men women and children describe their lives and work: 

 
I got no larnin’, how could I? There’s on’y one or two of us 
dredgers as knows anything of larnin’, and they’re no better 
off than the rest. Larnin’s no use to a dredger, he hasn’t got 
no time to read; and if he had, why it wouldn’t tell him where 
the holes and furrows is at the bottom of the river, and where 
things is to be found.19 

 

Mayhew interviews flower sellers and petty criminals alike with the 

same fastidious neutrality, producing a unique picture of life in the 

underworld of London that is vivid and packed with experiences: 

 

                         
16 The Oral History Association defines oral history as “a field of study and 
a method of gathering, preserving and interpreting the voices and memories 
of people, communities, and participants in past events.” 
(https://www.oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-history/). 
17 Aubrey’s Brief Lives, ed Oliver Lawson Dick, Peregrine, London 1962.  
18 Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 1851. 
19 Mayhew, ibid. Of the Dredgers, or River-Finders, p.184. 
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I picked up with a man named Jack Williams, who had no legs. He 
was an old sailor, who had got frost-bitten in the Arctic 
regions. I used to lead him about with a big painted board 
afore him. It was a picture of the place where he was froze 
in.20  

 

This sort of dialect was commonly employed in the wordy Punch 

cartoons of the late 19th century, and interestingly Mayhew was one 

of the founders of that magazine in 1841.  It is perhaps also not a 

coincidence that this lively and almost surreal dialect reminds one 

of the novels of Charles Dickens from Pickwick Papers (1837) onwards 

- because, like Mayhew, Dickens started life as a journalist. He used 

Thomas Gurney’s shorthand system21 when he was a parliamentary 

reporter at Westminster from 1831 to 1834, and almost certainly this 

ability to rapidly notate speech assisted Dickens in creating such 

lively and authentic dialogue for his characters. He recreates the 

trials of learning the system in his semi-autobiographical novel 

David Copperfield.22  

 

When Thomas Edison recited “Mary had a little lamb” into his early 

wax recording cylinder in 1878 he was laying the technological 

foundations of modern oral history. Not that he knew it then, as he 

recalled in a recording he made fifty years later in 1927: 

 

I designed a little machine using a cylinder provided with 
grooves around the surface. Over this was to be placed tinfoil, 
which easily received and recorded the movements of the 
diaphragm … Kruesi (the machinist), when he had nearly finished 
it, asked what it was for.   I told him I was going to record 
talking, and then have the machine talk back. He thought it 
absurd. However, it was finished, the foil was put on; I then 
shouted ‘Mary had a little lamb,’ etc. I adjusted the 
reproducer, and the machine reproduced it perfectly. 
 

                         
20  Mayhew: The Whistling Man, p.335. 
21 Vice, John (2018), Charles Dickens and Gurney’s shorthand: ‘that savage 
stenographic mystery’, in Language & History 24 April 2018. 
22  Dickens taught himself shorthand from a copy of Thomas Gurney’s 
Brachygraphy, or, An Easy and Compendious System of Short Hand (1772) which 
he found in the solicitor’s office he worked in at the age of 15, and at the 
age of 18 he had a business card printed, describing himself as “Charles 
Dickens, Short Hand Writer”. (see 
http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/dickens/gallery/109.html). In chapter 38 
of David Copperfield, Traddles makes lively speeches for Copperfield to 
practice his shorthand on “as Mr Pitt, Mr Fox, Mr Sheridan, Mr Burke, Lord 
Castlereagh, Viscount Sidmouth or Mr Canning would work himself into the 
most violent heats, and deliver the most withering denunciations of the 
profligacy and corruption of my aunt and Mr Dick” (Charles Dickens, The 
Personal History of David Copperfield, 1850, reprinted Oxford University 
Press, London, 1966, pp.545-547) 
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I was never so taken aback in my life. Everybody was 
astonished. I was always afraid of things that worked the first 
time.23 

 

The first applications of the new cylinders of course were musical, 

since the short duration of the recordings did not lend themselves to 

speech of any complexity, and when they became more portable the 

devices were used by collectors of folk song. The early collectors 

like Cecil Sharp (1859-1924) not only bowdlerised the texts of many 

songs, but they also tidied up the music and added conventional 

harmonies. Bela Bartók (1881-1945) on the other hand, recording folk 

music in Transylvania and Hungary around 1910, was intrigued by the 

irregular rhythms and harsh dissonances he heard and transcribed them 

with enthusiasm. 

 

The most remarkable of those early folk song collectors was possibly 

the Australian Percy Grainger (1882-1961), who used the accuracy of 

recordings from his “Standard” Edison phonograph to transcribe minute 

variations in pitch and rhythm from verse to verse, and relished the 

roughness this produced. His attitude “was not scientific, but very 

human”, and the novelist HG Wells who accompanied Grainger on a 

“folk-song-hunt” in Gloucestershire, remarked to him that he 

 

noted down not merely the music or dialect details of the 
songs, but also many characteristic scraps of banter that 
passed between the old agriculturalists around us, [and said]: 
'You are trying to do a more difficult thing than record folk-
songs; you are trying to record life'.24 

 

The wax cylinder and 78rpm shellac records were limited to less than 

five minutes, and it was many years before recordings could be used 

to collect speech at any length, particularly with the discursiveness 

required in relaxing and allowing people to talk about, in 

Wordsworth’s phrase, “emotion recollected in tranquillity”. 25 

Wordsworth was talking of poetry, and indeed, like poetry, oral 

history lacks the precision of written prose and replaces it with 

much more personal and individual recollection, describing with 

clarity and exactitude experiences that might often seem too 

insignificant to be worth recording.26 

                         
23 Edison’s recollections of the speech can be heard at The Public Domain 
Review, https://publicdomainreview.org/collections/edison-reading-mary-had-
a-little-lamb-1927/ 
24 Barber, Nicola J, Percy Grainger: The Impress of Personality in Unwritten 
Music, The Musical Quarterly (1915). 
25 Wordsworth, William, Lyrical Ballads, Preface (1800), in The Poetical 
Works of William Wordsworth. 
26 Alessandro Portelli discussed the active role that memory plays in giving 
significance to events: memory, he said, is not “a passive depository of 
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It was a fascination with the almost surreal events of everyday life 

that prompted Humphrey Jennings and Charles Madge in the 1930s to set 

up the organisation known as Mass Observation. Influenced by 

surrealism, and particularly the idea that popular culture was to 

modern societies what the unconscious was to the individual, they 

wanted to record apparently inconsequential events such as breaking a 

shoelace or hearing someone swear. They recruited volunteers to 

record trivial details of their lives, documenting daily life and 

often actual conversations in diaries and questionnaires. A third 

colleague, Tom Harrisson, had a less poetic objective and anonymised 

observations about working class Bolton as a fictitious place called 

Worktown. However, he recognised that while being somewhat arbitrary 

what was being collected was nevertheless important:  

 

The 2000 part-time observers... are not at present intended as 
a sample of a statistical sort. The unique interest and value 
of their voluntary and energetic cooperation is that they 
provide a type of material that cannot be obtained in any other 
way.27    

 

Despite the precision of their observations, the motivation behind 

such trivial events was less easy to record in diaries and notebooks. 

It was only with the arrival of reel to reel tape recorders in the 

1940s that oral history as we know it now, involving a recording or a 

dialogue between an interviewer and an interviewee, really became 

possible.28 

 

At that time, Allan Nevins of Columbia University was working on a 

biography of President Grover Cleveland, and found that the 

traditional sources of letters, diaries and memoirs were not as 

accessible as in earlier periods, with the telephone carrying 

increasing amounts of discussion completely unrecorded, and the 

bureaucratisation of public affairs standardising the paper trail. 

Nevin conducted his first taped interview in 1948, and that led on to 

the establishment of the Columbia Oral History Research Office. 

 

Early oral history tended to concentrate on leaders in business and 

the professions, but by the 1960s there was an increasing 

                                                                       
facts, but an active process of creation of meanings”. (Portelli, The Battle 
of Valle Giulla: Oral History and the Art of Dialogue, University of 
Wisconsin Press, 1997, p.57, qu in Ritchie p.22) 
27  Mass Observation, War Begins at Home, ed Tom Harrisson & Charles Madge, 
London, Chatto & Windus, 1940, pp.19-20. 
28 Early reel-to-reel tape recorders appeared in 1928 but used steel tape, 
and portable devices only appeared after the war, followed by compact 
cassettes from 1963. 
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concentration on workers and the lower rungs of society29. Before the 

advent of oral history it had simply not been possible to access the 

lives of people who had no time to leave a written record or were 

even illiterate, but now it was possible to “democratize the 

historical record”.30 

 

Northern Ireland is a particularly fruitful area for oral history, 

involving people that are often too modest to write their history 

down, but frequently have a vivid turn of phrase. Unfortunately the 

politics of the place make people reluctant to talk about some areas 

of their lives, and interviewers have to be sensitive to the need for 

privacy.31 Recognising the value of oral history to many other 

disciplines, Queen’s University set up QUOTE Hub (Queen’s University 

Oral History Technology and Ethics) in 2017, which has developed 

expertise and techniques in dealing with the ethics and sensitivities 

particularly of political subjects.  

 

The old cliché is that everyone has a book inside them, but of course 

very few people get around to writing that book. They do not know 

where to begin, or get entangled with early years and do not reach 

their career, and very few have the benefit of a ghost writer to do 

the hard work. Oral history makes it possible to gather these 

recollections and put them into context, whether as part of an 

academic study or as simple memory gathering by people working with 

groups of old people.  

 

Unlike press interviews, where the interrogator is often trying to 

elicit information that the subject may not be keen to release, oral 

history interviews do not seek to impose attitudes - what the subject 

wants to talk about is what the interviewer wants to hear. 

 

There is sometimes concern that elderly people will get upset when 

sad, angry or painful memories are evoked, but as Cahal Dallat 

observed,  

 

                         
29 Allan Nevins’ pioneering tape-recorded interviews in the late 1940s were 
with American politicians, but European oral history projects tended to be 
much more concerned with social history, with major projects appearing in 
the late 1960s. (Donald Ritchie, Doing Oral History, Oxford University 
Press, 2015, p.6). 
30 What is Oral History? http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/what.html  
31 Anna Bryson and Sean McConville, The Routledge Guide to Interviewing, 
Oxford 2014. 
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The retelling of these things can in itself be therapeutic 
providing the person is not rushed and their pain is understood 
and accepted.32 

 

This was confirmed by the Living Memory Association in Edinburgh. At 

one museum, memory boxes were prepared for a wide range of subjects 

such as school, holidays, work and so on, but the subject of the 

Second World War was studiously avoided lest it upset the 

interviewees. In fact, many of them reverted to the war as amongst 

the most exciting or memorable times of their lives, and yet they 

could be upset by apparently insignificant triggers such as a name or 

a smell.33  This phenomenon is vividly depicted in Orson Welles’ film 

of Citizen Kane, where the reporter sets out to find the meaning of 

Kane’s dying word “Rosebud!” and it turns out not to be a lost love 

or a significant code word, but the name on his childhood 

toboggan.”34 

 

It has to be recognised that oral history interviews may elicit 

inaccurate, imperfect or even downright incorrect information. The 

subjects are comparatively elderly, and their memories may be hazy or 

confused; even those that are entirely in control of their faculties 

will have forgotten details or be unaware of parallel lives going on 

around them. As Barbara Truesdell warns,  

 

Oral history interviews are grounded in memory,  and memory is 
a subjective instrument for recording the past, always shaped 
by the present moment and the individual psyche.35 

 
Looked at coldly, oral history seems akin to myth - unreliable or 

even completely irrelevant. Unlike official narratives with their 

clear methodology or chronology, the human memory works in sometimes 

apparently arbitrary ways, making connections that are emotional 

rather than logical, and may not have a consecutive sequence.  In 

fact, rather than the need to access a point in an orderly manner the 

brain appears to access unrelated points with ease, a bit like solid-

state computer memory, as Anna Zembrzycki describes it: 

 

                         
32 Cahal Dallat, and Faith Gibson, Rooms of Time: Memories of Ulster People, 
Greystone Books, Antrim, 1988, p.201. 
33  Living Memory Association training on reminiscence skills, attended by 
the author, April 2018.  
34  Orson Welles, press statement issued 15 January 1941 to counter the 
anticipated conclusion that Citizen Kane was based on the life of William 
Randolph Hearst. Quoted at www.wellesnet.com/orson-welles-explains-the-
meaning-of-rosebud-in-citizen-kane/ . 
35  Truesdell, Barbara: Oral History Techniques: How to Organise and  Conduct 
Oral History interviews, Indiana.  
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Many people recount their lives in ways that defy clear, linear 
categorization; they jump back and forth in their narratives, 
imply rather than state things, repeat some points while 
leaving others out, or resist the themes we try to impose on 
their stories.36 

 

Most modern history starts from the public record of statistics, 

political decisions, newspaper records, registers of births deaths 

and marriages, minutes of organisations and formal announcements or 

advertisements. These are obviously very important, but they tell 

history from the top down. Oral history looks at the individuals who 

lived through those situations, each one with a personal life of his 

or her own mingling with the public events they were living through. 

Like views of the same scene taken by different photographers, oral 

history can provide multiple viewpoints on an event.  

 

At the very least these “bring history to life”, but at their best 

such histories throw new light on how events actually impacted on 

people, and may bring out aspects that were ignored (either through 

oversight or deliberately) in the public record.37 

 

However, there is a problematic factor in the human brain’s ability 

to enhance or even change memories as they are recalled or shared 

with others. The speaker can want to put himself in a good light, as 

well as making sense of something that happened to many other people. 

Less than 50% of the electorate had voted for John F Kennedy in 1960, 

but apparently two-thirds of people remembering his assassination 

claimed to have voted for him.38 Alessandro Portelli, in his The 

Death of Luigi Trastulli, found that a traumatic incident lasting 

less than thirty minutes in 1949 had become compounded in many 

witness’s memories with another event that happened as much as four 

years later.  The memories had become literally inaccurate, but had 

been “sorted” by the brain to reinforce ideas: 

 

Rather than being a weakness, this is however, their strength: 
errors, inventions, and myths lead us through and beyond facts 
to their meanings.39 

 

                         
36 Anna Sheftel Stacey Zembrzycki, Slowing Down to Listen in the Digital Age: 
How New Technology Is Changing Oral History Practice, in The Oral History 
Review, Volume 44, Issue 1, 1 April 2017, pp.94–112. 
37 http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/how.html - How do historians use 
it?  
38 http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/interpret.html - Interpreting Oral 
History 
39 Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli and other Stories: Form 
and Meaning in Oral History, State University of New York Press, Albany USA 
1991 
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Official history tends to have one story - which, as George Orwell 

(or possibly Winston Churchill) remarked, “is written by the Winners” 

- but it is increasingly hard to assess the accuracy of that story as 

nations become more fluent in their propaganda: 

 

During part of 1941 and 1942, when the Luftwaffe was busy in 
Russia, the German radio regaled its home audiences with 
stories of devastating air raids on London.  Now, we are aware 
that those raids did not happen.  But what use would our 
knowledge be if the Germans conquered Britain?  For the 
purposes of a future historian, did those raids happen, or 
didn’t they?  The answer is:  If Hitler survives, they 
happened, and if he falls they didn’t happen... in each case 
you get a number of totally incompatible answers, one of which 
is finally adopted as the result of a physical 
struggle.  History is written by the winners.40 

 

There is no reason to suppose that every oral interviewee will be any 

more honest than every state, but out of the resulting mesh of 

statistic, anecdote, story, opinion and uncertainty it should be 

possible to extrapolate something like the truth - along with other 

viewpoints and multiple possible endings. Oral history is certainly 

limited in its scope, frequently biased and often not quite accurate, 

but it has a vividness and richness that are not to be found in the 

official records: 

 

For an experienced event is finite — at any rate, confined to 
one sphere of experience; a remembered event is infinite, 
because it is only a key to everything that happened before and 
after it.41 

 

This chapter has reviewed the development of oral history techniques 

and some of the issues arising from the nature of informal personal 

reminiscence. The specific techniques used for analysing data as used 

in this study are discussed in the methodology section. 

                         
40 George Orwell, [Eric Blair], History is Written by the Winners, in “As I 
Please” column in the Tribune, 4 February 1944.  
41 Benjamin, Walter, The Image of Proust, 1929, p.204.  
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Oral history about the Building Industry 
 
Oral history about the building industry specifically is relatively 

hard to find, but there is a fascinating series of some 2,500 

interviews in the British Library carried out around the end of the 

20th century to record people talking about every aspect of British 

life. Amongst these National Life Stories a wide range of 

distinguished architects talk about their lives and careers, 

sometimes over as many as twenty recording sessions. Like all oral 

histories they are diverse in the personal lives and enthusiasms of 

the speakers, but they are narrow in the range of the speakers 

selected, picking on distinguished architects rather than “ordinary“ 

ones.42  

 

Interviews with builders are less common, though the British Library 

has some rather random ones such as an interview with Bert Batty, a 

Worcester builder and developer43, and there are interviews with 

specific trades such as blacksmiths44.  The emphasis tends to be on 

trades that can be seen to be disappearing, rather than on “normal” 

trades.  

 

English Heritage, for instance, holds interviews with a joiner who 

repaired shutters at Brodsworth Hall.45 Sadly many such interviews 

are currently inaccessible due to data protection limitations - 

something which is discussed in the methodology chapter.  

 

The UK Data Service includes nearly 500 transcripts of people 

recalling their Edwardian childhoods, collected by the Department of 

Sociology at the University of Essex. It does not include much 

information about trades except in passing, but does include an 

interview with a Mr Malone of Hornsey, London, born in 1904, whose 

father was a carpenter and joiner: 

 

                         
42 Writing about the ability of oral history to deal with non-elitist 
studies,  Edward Ives writes that “No one is common, and ‘great men’ are a 
dime a dozen, and getting cheaper.” (Edward Ives, The Tape-Recorded 
Interview, p.xi) 
43 http://cadensa.bl.uk/uhtbin/cgisirsi/?ps=ugd4wlEbns/WORKS-FILE/250860015/9 
44 For example, James Horrobin talking about work as a blacksmith and forge 
welding in Minehead (https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Crafts/021M-
C0960X0137XX-0003V0). The Urban Folklore Project (Dublin) held in the 
National Folklore Collection at UCD (https://digital.ucd.ie/view/ivrla:4632) 
has interesting interviews with for example a fisherman, a brushmaker and a 
silverplater, but sadly no builders. 
45 English Heritage Collections, Items 88382970 and 88382971.  
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The only school he ever had was the school of experience. 
And... he could draw plans, and I used to say to my father, how 
did you learn this wonderful trade of staircase work? He said, 
I learnt on the bench son, trial and error. And I remember once 
when - he had to make a spiral staircase and I went with him to 
some museum... and there he looked and - glared at an 
Elizabethan staircase they made them days... I know I watched 
him make this staircase... then he took it and fitted it in. It 
was marvellous.46 

 

A more helpful collection is some 450 interviews collected around 

Ambleside in the Lake District, such as the 80-year-old Mr 

Braithwaite describing the dressing of local slates:  

 

It was never revealed to me till five or six, six or seven 
years ago, maybe more, that instead of the Kirby slate being 
cut off at - the head being cut off at three sides, they were 
all trimmed half round. And that was how they got the name of 
Kirby roundhead. Anybody that lived in Kirby were called Kirby 
roundheads!47 

 

Most of the interviewees worked in other jobs, but another builder in 

the Ambleside collection was a Mr Rogerson who had worked on 

restoring a number of 17th century houses in the area. He described 

seeing ship’s timbers in one house, and how they recognised them: 

 

Well by the structure and the halvings of them. Where they've 
been halved at and the cuts on them, the pegs, and peg holes, 
and where they've been the main ribs and the secondary ribs of 
the ships. Oh yes, it's there it's plain to be seen, as plain 
as a pikestaff.48 

 

David Adams collected interviews from two prominent post-war 

Birmingham architects, but argued that architects often “follow an 

autobiographical narrative”, and points to the tendency for studies 

of postwar architecture to set “the cult of the 'heroic' planner” 

against “the broader economic, social, and political contexts”49 He 

suggests that architects interviewed after the event must be viewed 

as “observing themselves in nostalgic autobiographical mode”, and 

cites examples where his interviewees had “repackaged” their stories 

to suit their own narrative.  

 

                         
46 P. Thompson and T. Lummis, University of Essex, Department of Sociology: 
"Interview with Mr. Malone" in "Family Life and Work Experience Before 1918, 
1870-1973" 7, UK Data Service [distributor], 2009-05-12, SN:2000, Para. 40. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-2000-1, 
https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk//QualiBank/Document/?cid=q-4bdb08a0-
a7fc-4b30-8480-0ac0d98ab135. 
47 http://www.aohg.org.uk/transcripts/ - Braithwaite. 
48 http://www.aohg.org.uk/transcripts/ - Rogerson. 
49 David Adams, Shaped by Memory: Oral histories of post-war modernist 
architecture, Birmingham City University Centre for Environment and Society 
research, Working Paper series no.12, 2012. 
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Thus, Adams’ interviewees expressed their frustration at the lack of 

vision of their roads engineer boss, Sir Herbert Manzoni, who missed 

the opportunity for comprehensive development after the war which 

they would have liked. They then blame him for knocking down a “most 

wonderful Gothic building:  

 

Mr Manzoni knocked it down after the war, it's escaped the war, 
[but] he knocked it down because he put the ring road 
underneath it, the tunnel underneath it, so it came down.50 

 

Manzoni in fact asserted that in his view the bomb damage was 

relatively limited and scattered, so there was no need for a city-

wide reconstruction plan. However, he had no particular love for 

Birmingham’s heritage either: 

 

As to Birmingham’s buildings, there is little of real worth in 
our architecture. Its replacement would be an improvement, 
provided we keep a few monuments as museum pieces to past 
ages.51 

 

It seems that the planning team was focused on new development, 

whether the road that Manzoni wanted or the new buildings favoured by 

James Roberts and John Madin, and each justified the argument after 

the event.  

 

Christine Wall and Linda Clarke have collected over fifty interviews 

with building workers involved in construction in England between 

1950 and 197052, when 16% of public housing was over twenty stories 

high and fatalities on the massive sites like power stations and 

motorways were common. Northern Ireland was largely spared problems 

like that, but there were plenty of other challenges.   

 

An early collection of local oral histories about Northern Ireland is 

Cahal Dallat’s Rooms of Time, but the speakers are anonymous and some 

of the assembled texts may be amalgams. The only building trade 

mentioned is a thatcher, and the most technical description of 

building, an account of making limewash - both archaic and vanishing 

aspects of the industry rather than contemporary ones:  

 

“We got burnt lime from the limekiln and we put it into a large 
bath and put a couple of buckets of water over it. Steam began 
to rise as the water made the lime very hot. It would steam up 

                         
50 John Madin, interviewed by David Adams, Ibid. 
51 Manzoni in 1957 quoted by Andy Foster in Birmingham, Pevsner Architectural 
Guides, Yale University Press, New Haven, 2005. 
52 Linda Clarke and Christine Wall, Constructing Post-War Britain: Building 
Workers’ Stories 1950-70, archived at the Bishopsgate Institute 
(https://www.bishopsgate.org.uk/archives-1/). 
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like a volcano and spit and spark. If a spark landed on your 
face or hand it would have roasted you. Next day it was ready 
for making whitewash.”53 

 
Belfast in the Thirties: An Oral History54 is a comprehensive history 

made up from oral recollections, but concentrates on sectarianism, 

socialism and trade unions in the shipyard and factories, drawing on 

recollections gathered in the 1980s. Unfortunately there is nothing 

directly about the building industry in it, although it does discuss 

housing conditions and problems of unemployment in the 1930s. 

 

There are valuable recordings from the archives of the BBC and Ulster 

Television, which are being stored and catalogued at the Ulster Folk 

& Transport Museum, but they are not easy to access and most were 

produced as news or current affairs items rather than more reflective 

pieces. An example would be one on slum areas in Enniskillen, 

produced for the BBC in the early 1960s. While showing fleeting views 

of overcrowded houses running down to the edge of the island and 

views of the new housing being built at Cornagrade, the item is 

mainly concerned with the issue of gerrymandering rather than the 

process of building. The Price of Peace - Divis, made for Thames TV’s 

This Week series in 1974, shows the “streets in the sky” of the Divis 

flats but is more interested in the rivalry between provos and 

soldiers than in the building. The British Connection - Shankill Road 

(BBC, 1978) is a useful record of the blocked up houses, dereliction 

and wasteland caused by redevelopment of the area, but has little 

oral history in it - apart from the comment from one resident that 

“Redevelopment has done more damage to the Shankill than what the 

Troubles ever did.”55 

 

The late Gordon McKnight was a local architect whose enthusiasm for 

making films led him to record some of his work, such as the building 

of a new church in the Belvoir estate in Belfast between 1961 and 

1964.56 While not strictly speaking an oral history, it does have 

similar elements. McKnight describes the evolution of his design and 

he is seen working with the graphos pen and perspex adjustable set-

square of the time. He describes sketch plans being rejected by the 

church committee for various reasons and the eventual brief that “it 

should look like a church” resulting in an acceptable design. The 

briefing of the quantity surveyor and a glimpse of the bill of 

                         
53 Dallat, p.66 
54 Ronnie Munck, and Bill Rolston, Belfast in the Thirties: An Oral History, 
Blackstaff Press, Belfast, 1987. 
55 Films were screened in Masonic Hall, Rosemary Street, on 1 February 2020.  
56 https://digitalfilmarchive.net/media/super-8-stories-extra-footage-to-654 
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quantities is shown, then the meeting with the contractor and his 

cloth-capped foreman. Steelwork is shown arriving, then the more 

traditional hand-carving of the foundation stone. The laying of the 

foundation stone is carried out with full clerical regalia and the 

ladies of the congregation wearing their hats, and Neil Shawcross 

describes the making of the stained glass windows. If not oral 

history, it is a very useful gloss on it.  

 

There is no comprehensive oral history of the building industry, and 

certainly none for Northern Ireland. While this study is inevitably 

partial, it does record in some depth the views and motivations of a 

wide range of people working in the industry in Northern Ireland at 

this time, and as such is opening up new ground. 

 

 

Local History and Architectural History 
 
For many years, until the outbreak of the Troubles in 1969, the north 

of Ireland attracted little in the way of historical studies - 

everything of importance seemed to happen elsewhere, in Europe or 

London or even Dublin. Belfast was a mere industrial centre with no 

obvious cultural importance, and the countryside around it a mere 

extension of what happened in the rest of Ireland. Of course that is 

no longer the case, and there has been a positive avalanche of books 

about Northern Ireland and Belfast over the last fifty years.57  

 

While much of this literature concerns the political situation and 

hence is outside the scope of this review, there has also been much 

written on the architectural and topographical history, spearheaded 

by the publications of the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society.  

 

There were however some isolated earlier works. George Benn’s A 

History of the Town of Belfast58, first published in 1823, was the 

first attempt to write a history of what was then a very new and 

                         
57 Most of the new books have inevitably been focused on politics, but there 
has been a resurgence of books on architecture and topography, and the 
emergence of the Ulster poets from Seamus Heaney and Paul Muldoon to Ciaran 
Carson, can also be cited. They had no real precedent before 1960 but came 
to dominate English poetry from then to the present day. Carson’s The Star 
Factory (Granta Books, 1997) combines his own memories with factual 
observations about the topography and “the ongoing, fractious epic” of his 
native city.  
58 Benn, George, A History of the Town of Belfast, from the Earliest Times to 
the close of the 18th Century, London, Marcus Ward & Co, 1877; and A History 
of the Town of Belfast, from 1799 till 1810, together with some Incidental 
Notes on Local Topics, and Biographies of many well-known families, Marcus 
Ward & Co, London, 1880. 



 

 30 

quite modestly sized town. It was nearly a hundred years after that 

before Robert Young (of the architects Young & Mackenzie) produced 

his Historical Notices of Old Belfast and its Vicinity59 in 1896. 

This rapid growth arose from the rapid expansion of Belfast’s 

industries, and a corollary of that was that its history and 

architecture was regarded as being of rather minor interest.60  

 

Benn and Young had discussed the history of Belfast, with a strong 

emphasis on its early history and what had been lost. It was left to 

a young Dublin historian who had moved to Belfast to bring the story 

up to date with Belfast: An illustrated history61 in 1982. Barely a 

dozen years after the outbreak of the Troubles, and with Northern 

Ireland’s political future far from clear, the late Jonathan Bardon 

managed to produce a lively, readable and well balanced account of 

the city’s history, bringing history right up to date with the final 

chapter headings including “Failure to find a solution: 1974-82” and 

“From recession to crisis”. Bardon went on to write a history of 

Ulster ten years later with the same even-handedness.  

 

Through the 1980s a variety of books appeared, many of them using 

historic photographs, which fleshed out the history with photographs 

not just of rural scenes and mills but also recording everyday life 

in the 20th century. A good example was Caught In Time, a varied 

selection of AR Hogg’s photographs of everyday life in Ulster in the 

early part of the 20th century.62  

 

Books on the built environment of Ulster were relatively uncommon 

until the 1980s, but a pioneering volume was Gilbert Camblin’s The 

Town in Ulster, written in 1951 by one of the province’s first town 

planners, and showing an interest in how towns had developed rather 

than how they could be rebuilt - he said that “This background must 

prove invaluable to all who are concerned with the future development 

of the Province.”63  Camblin’s book was particularly useful for its 

                         
59 Young, Robert M, Historical Notices of Old Belfast and its Vicinity, 
Marcus Ward & Co, Belfast, 1896.  
60 When the author was being taught the history of architecture in the 1960s, 
there was discussion of historic architecture in Europe, in England, even 
briefly in Dublin - but not a word was said about architecture in the second 
city of Ireland, where we were sitting. That was to change very soon 
afterwards. 
61 Jonathan Bardon, Belfast: An illustrated history, Blackstaff Press, 
Belfast, 1982. 
62 Maguire, WA, Caught In Time: The photographs of Alexander Hogg of Belfast 
1870-1939, Friar’s Bush Press, Belfast, 1986. 
63 Camblin, Gilbert, The Town in Ulster: An account of the origin and 
building of the towns of the Province and the development of their rural 
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reproductions of the early Plantation maps demonstrating how much of 

the historic cores of many towns had survived.64  

 

There was no serious attempt to analyse the current buildings of 

Ulster’s towns and villages, until in 1956 a young solicitor was 

invited to join the Northern Ireland committee of the National Trust. 

 

I asked Lord Antrim, the chairman, what books I should read on 
Irish architecture in order to inform myself for the job. He 
answered that there were none: incredible as it may seem, he 
was substantially correct. It occurred to me then that if there 
were no books on the subject to be read, there must at least be 
some to be written. I started using my eyes and looking 
properly at the buildings by which I was surrounded, and found 
them unexpectedly rewarding.65 

 

Sir Charles Brett, as he was to become, spent his lunch-times for ten 

years perambulating the streets of Belfast making notes on every 

building he saw, and making sense of the jumble of architectural 

styles and historical debates they presented. The outcome was 

Buildings of Belfast66, published in 1967. 

 

As it turned out, it was published only in the nick of time. A 
year after it appeared, the Troubles began; and soon after, the 
bombing campaign. Like other cities, Belfast was already 
suffering from the double destructive mania of roads engineers 
and property speculators. Today it is a conservationist’s 
nightmare. There are still a few fine buildings undamaged, but 
for the most part they are shabby and neglected... I have 
watched, in two short decades, while half the heritage of 
Ulster has been lost. Was ever conservationist more unfortunate 
in the time and place of his birth?67 

 

Brett may have felt frustrated by the loss of those buildings; but in 

many ways he was in time. He recorded significant buildings and 

streets that have now gone, and he untangled the authorship of many 

of the city’s most significant buildings. His passion and scholarship 

went far beyond the writing of books (of which there were to be no 

small number), and he was central to the recognition of Northern 

Ireland’s built heritage that bore fruit in the establishment of the 

                                                                       
setting with 62 Plates and Maps from contemporary sources, William Mullan, 
Belfast, 1951, p.v. 
64 There were some other voices, who contributed to discussion while not 
leaving much written material: for instance Denis O’D Hanna was a practising 
architect who conserved and renovated Pogue’s Entry in Antrim town in 1961 
as well as being the Church of Ireland architect for two dioceses. (See Paul 
Larmour, Denis O’D Hanna, in Perspective September 2016 p.35). 
65 CEB Brett, Long Shadows Cast Before: Nine Lives in Ulster, 1625-1977, John 
Bartholomew & Son Ltd, Edinburgh and London, 1978, p.68. 
66 CEB Brett, Buildings of Belfast 1700-1914, 2nd edition, Belfast, Friars 
Bush Press, 1985. 
67 Brett Shadows, pp.68-69.  
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Ulster Architectural Heritage Society in 1967 and its successful 

lobbying for the statutory listing of buildings in the 1972 Planning 

Order. By that time Brett’s energies were being felt in the NI 

Housing Executive and in the setting up of Northern Ireland’s first 

building preservation trust, Hearth, in 1972.68  

 

Most of the architectural histories mentioned so far were the work of 

individuals. However, there were some official publications as well. 

The Ministry of Finance had established an Ancient Monuments Branch 

in 1950, initially under DM Waterman and AEP Collins, and they were 

responsible for the Archaeology of County Down which appeared in 

196669. Despite the title this extended to include some buildings up 

to the 18th century, so was not exclusively archaeological. It had 

been preceded by a supplementary volume, The Industrial Archaeology 

of County Down by Rodney Green70, published by HMSO in 1963. This was 

in fact the first county survey of industrial archaeology anywhere in 

the United Kingdom, and Dr WA McCutcheon was commissioned to carry 

out a survey of industrial monuments throughout the province, which 

he started in 1962. This eventually appeared in 1980 as the 

monumental The Industrial Archaeology of Northern Ireland71. By that 

time legislation had been passed to carry out listing, and the 

Historic Monuments and Buildings Branch of the Department of the 

Environment, as it had then become, turned its attention to the 

process of statutory listing, with its further publications 

concentrating on archaeological concerns.  

 

The extension of Nikolaus Pevsner’s Buildings of England series to 

Ireland with North-West Ulster in 197972 and the growth of the 

publications of the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society (UAHS) are 

discussed later in this dissertation. The UAHS has gone on from its 

first “lists” at the end of the sixties to publish some fifty books 

and monographs on the architecture of the nine counties of Ulster.  
                         
68 “[Hearth is] a housing association set up in Northern Ireland jointly by 
the Northern Ireland Committee of the National Trust and the Ulster 
Architectural Heritage Society, with the object of trying to arrest the 
decay of pleasant old houses, of which there are a great many around the 
country going to rack and ruin - modernise them, rehabilate them, give them 
decent kitchens and bathrooms, and bring them back into use, both for the 
benefit of those that live in them, and as ornaments to the community too”. 
(Charles Brett as chairman of the UAHS, interviewed at Hearth’s first 
project in Seaforde, on Scene Around Six on 15 May 1973, BBC Rewind, 
https://bbcrewind.co.uk/asset/5ba0c36bdf0d480029d4d37e) 
69 Ministry of Finance, Archaeological Survey of Northern Ireland, An 
Archaeological Survey of County Down, HMSO, Belfast 1966. At 7 gns an 
expensive purchase for me at that time! 
70 ERR Green, The industrial archaeology of County Down, Belfast, HMSO, 1964. 
71 WA McCutcheon, The Industrial Archaeology of Northern Ireland, Belfast, 
HMSO, 1980. 
72 Alistair Rowan, North West Ulster, Penguin Books, 1979. See later. 
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Although the UAHS has been the main publisher of books on Ulster 

architecture, it is not alone, and Friars Bush Press, which published 

the revised edition of Buildings of Belfast, was responsible for 

other significant books73, such as Paul Larmour’s heavily illustrated 

Belfast: An illustrated architectural guide74 in 1987, which set out 

a clear chronology for the city’s buildings, finishing with Dundonald 

House of 1963. Not long after that, the present author attempted in 

1993 to pull the by then numerous strands of information on Belfast 

buildings together in Central Belfast: An Historical Gazetteer75. 

This also followed up a comment of Charlie Brett in 1985 that “It 

really is not much more than winning half the battle to preserve 

individual buildings, if this takes place amidst surroundings that 

are utterly incongruous”76 - Central Belfast looked at buildings in 

the context of complete streets, and considered the predecessors of 

existing buildings as well as their social history.  

 

By that time statutory listing was in place and conservation areas 

had begun to appear with the designation of the Queen’s conservation 

area in 1987. However, the First Survey of Belfast itself was not 

completed until around 2000, by which time numerous buildings had 

been lost - as recorded in many of the UAHS Newsletters or Heritage 

Reviews77. The Department of Environment and its successor the 

Department for Communities, have been able to devote full-time staff 

to the listing process and taken it much further than the largely 

amateur UAHS listers78, but the UAHS publications remain the most 

accessible publications on the subject and have a scope well beyond 

individual historic buildings. 

 
 
 
 

                         
73 Although not specifically architectural, the publications of Friars Bush 
Press in the early 1980s included collections of the architectural 
photographs of William Lawrence and many important historical reprints 
concerning the north of Ireland.  
74 Paul Larmour, Belfast: An illustrated architectural guide, Friars Bush 
Press, Belfast, 1987.   
75 Marcus Patton, Central Belfast: An Historical Gazetteer, Belfast, UAHS, 
1993; 2nd edition 2015. 
76 Brett Buildings, p.xvi. 
77 The UAHS published nearly annual Heritage Newsletters from 1984 to 1991 
and Heritage Reviews from 1999 to 2009, many edited by the present author, 
which recorded ongoing planning issues and the loss of demolished buildings. 
78 Most of the Department’s Second Survey, with architectural and historical 
descriptions, is accessible online through https://www.communities-
ni.gov.uk/services/historic-environment-map-viewer. 
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Biographies of Architects and Builders: 
 
Biographies of English architects are too numerous to mention, so 

this section is restricted to considering publications on architects 

and builders based in Northern Ireland.  

 

No local architect has attracted the attention of biographers in the 

way that WJ Barre did - Durham Dunlop’s biography79 of 1868, 

published just the year after Barre’s death at the early age of 37, 

was positively hagiographic and it was to be many years before 

another Ulster architect would attract biographical treatment.  

 

When the Belfast Grand Opera House was restored for the first time a 

book was published on the project and its original architect, Frank 

Matcham. Matcham was an English architect and one of the most 

prolific theatre architects of the 19th century, but this was the 

first book reviewing his career and his eighty-odd theatres in Great 

Britain.80  

 

Paul Larmour has published an ongoing series of biographical articles 

on Ulster architects, many in the journal of the Royal Society of 

Ulster Architect, Perspective. While often drawing on family archives 

through talking to descendants, the articles tend to concentrate on 

the output of buildings rather than the process of designing them, 

and since most are written retrospectively they contain no oral 

history as such.81 However, having by now covered the careers of over 

twenty architects, including many 20th century ones, this is a 

valuable resource for studying the careers of contemporary 

architects.  

 

The monograph on Newton Penprase’s house Bendhu by Andrew Cowser, 

published by the UAHS, is unusual in being a complete volume on one 

house, and the only building by Penprase, who was a lecturer at the 

Art College and built his eccentric concrete house at Ballintoy over 

weekends for many years.82 The UAHS has also published a number of 

shorter monographs on individual older buildings, but they say little 

about the design or building processes. One which considers the 

                         
79 Durham Dunlop, A Memoir of the Professional Life of William J Barre, Esq, 
Belfast, 1868. 
80 Brian Mercer Walker, Frank Matcham: Theatre Architect, Blackstaff Press, 
Belfast, 1980. 
81 For example, an article on Tony Houston in Perspective, Journal of the 
RSUA, March-April 2018, pp.44-53; or Larmour’s own article on Barre in 
Perspective, March-April 2020, pp.60-72. 
82 Andrew Cowser, Bendhu and its Builders, Ulster Architectural Heritage 
Society, Belfast, 2009.  
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design motivations of the architects and also the thoughts of those 

using the buildings is Glamour and Gloom, looking at the current 

state of art deco buildings in Belfast.83  

 

Paul Harron’s recent book on the architectural practice Young & 

Mackenzie84 includes considerable biographical information, partly 

because of the abilities as historians and authors of both Robert 

Young and his son Robert Magill Young, who wrote extensively outside 

their careers.  

 

Young & Mackenzie was an unusually long-lived practice. In recent 

years, practices have tended to last for only a few decades before 

being absorbed or closed, and papers have generally been disposed of 

each time.85 An exception is Robert McKinstry, whose office papers 

were donated to the Monuments & Buildings Record, now in the Klondyke 

Building and waiting to be explored in detail.86  

 

One architectural biography of a particularly personal and quirky 

nature is the film-maker John T Davis’ portrait of his maternal uncle 

John McBride Neill in the film The Uncle Jack87. Neill had a short 

but flamboyant career, designing eighteen cinemas in the province, 

including probably the most stylish of them all, the Tonic in Bangor. 

Drawing on archive drawings and photographs as well as a very 

personal history of the architect, while not dealing with the 

practicalities of building, the film does analyse changes of fashion, 

the decay of buildings like the Tonic and the last days of its 

eccentric designer. 

 

Moving from the study of architects to biographies of the people that 

built their work, the range of literature is much less extensive, as 

the subject was regarded as everyday rather than being a subject of 

academic interest. Small builders don’t write their autobiographies, 

                         
83 Tanja Poppelreuter (ed), Glamour and Gloom: 1930s Architecture in Belfast, 
UAHS, Belfast, 2017. 
84 Paul Harron, Architects of Ulster: Young & Mackenzie, A Transformational 
Provincial Practice, 1850-1960, UAHS, Belfast, 2016. 
85 When firms amalgamated some records were kept, but much was dumped in the 
interest of storage space. There has also been a concern in recent years 
that records could be used against the practice in the event of any 
subsequent litigation, so they are often shredded after the statutory 
retention period. The recent data protection legislation has accelerated 
this process.  
86 This author had sight of the papers, but is unable to access them in 
completing the thesis because of Covid-19 restrictions. While not oral 
history, they represent an opportunity to review the development of some 
major projects.  
87  Davis, John T, The Uncle Jack, Ireland, 1996. Available at 
https://digitalfilmarchive.net/media/the-uncle-jack-1962 
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or even histories of their firms, which have often carried out useful 

but mundane work over one or two generations at most. An unusual 

exception is Robert Waugh’s William Waugh and Sons: The First 200 

Years, the self-published history of a modest building firm based in 

Dumfries which would probably have had many parallels in Ulster 

firms. Drawing on family legend as well as written records, it notes 

the rates paid for different types of work, which can of course be 

found in other accounts, but also adds human interest in describing 

the hardship of such work in rural Scotland in the 19th century: 

 

About 1880, Robert Waugh, grandson of the founder, [worked on a 
job at] Coshogle farm which is 16 miles from where Robert was 
living. He got up at 3am and walked to the farm and then 
slapped, cheeked and lintelled a doorway through a whinstone 
wall. This usually took about 12 hours. He then walked back 
home another 16 miles reaching it at 3am the next day. It comes 
as no surprise to learn that his death was at the early age of 
55.88 
 

Normally it is only larger firms that can rise to printed accounts of 

their work, such as McLaughlin & Harvey, another firm with a long 

lineage but with a much larger and wider range of work to describe. 

Frederick Gilbert Watson’s history, Building Over the Centuries, runs 

to over 300 pages and takes the story from the firm’s foundation in 

Belfast in 1853 through building work of all kinds in Ireland and 

Great Britain. Although primarily an account of the sequence of 

buildings they were responsible for, Watson also contrasts the change 

in tendering processes from 1888 when a councillor involved in the 

tendering of the Ormeau Avenue Baths expressed a strong opinion that 

“the local contracts should be carried out by local workmen”89 to the 

modern approach of labour-only subcontractors.  

 

McLaughlin & Harvey also diversified into brickmaking, establishing 

the Lagan Vale Estate Brick and Terra Cotta Works Ltd at Stranmillis 

in 1897. Of more recent times, Watson mentions several buildings that 

“were subject to terrorist attack while under construction”, such as 

Eagle Star House; and provides a series of images of bomb damage 

during the construction of Stokes House.90 However, with a generally 

positive tone the book does not dwell on details of such attacks.  

 

The UAHS continues to develop its catalogue, with a new biography of 

Barre anticipated at the end of 2021, but it may be difficult to 

                         
88 Waugh, Robert, William Waugh and Sons: The First 200 Years, [Dumfries], 
Craigellar Press, 2015, p.13.  
89 Watson, Frederick Gilbert, Building Over the Centuries: A History of 
McLaughlin & Harvey, Nicolson & Bass, Belfast, 2010, p.42 
90 Ibid, pp.313-14 and 327  



 

 37 

write many more biographies. One of the most useful sources for 

writing about architects is their drawings, since office files rarely 

survive. Belfast has bye-law records back to 1870, and Derry has 

similarly maintained its archive. When the UAHS made enquiries in the 

1990s about what else might possibly have survived it was proudly 

assured by several councils that they had retained records as far 

back as 1973 (when local government reorganisation had taken place) - 

but everything else had been dumped, meaning that they had destroyed 

some eighty years of irreplaceable records.91 

 

Ironically, despite the ever-increasing quantity of documentation 

produced, less will survive from the present period than from the 

19th century, because so much communication is now virtual or by 

phone. Hence there is all the more importance attached to collecting 

oral histories today.  

 
Houses in Botanic Avenue, Belfast: 

Originally red brick houses of c1890, this group was decorated in faux-
mediaeval style by a plasterer who had worked on Hollywood film sets - or so 

the oral history says. They were demolished following bomb damage.  

                         
91 When the author was researching a List on buildings in Bangor Co Down for 
the UAHS in 1984 I was able to refer to complete and well-indexed bye-law 
drawings for the Bangor Urban District Council going back to about 1900, 
often signed by the architect and the client as well as containing useful 
information on materials and designs. Time permitted only a cursory 
inspection of them on that occasion, and I looked forward to a more 
comprehensive examination when revising the List fifteen years later, only 
to find that the complete archive had been dumped as being out of date. 
(Bangor: An Historical Gazetteer, UAHS, 1999) 
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2. BUILDING LEGISLATION 
 
The building industry is very diverse and affected by a wide range of 

legislation, from British Standards to codes of practice, but two 

groups of legislation have a particularly widespread effect on what 

gets built and how it is built - building regulations and planning 

legislation. This chapter gives an overview of the legislation 

affecting the industry in Northern Ireland, as the context within 

which the interviewees were working. Most Northern Ireland 

legislation is based on British legislation, and the development of 

building controls and planning legislation in Great Britain is 

considered in an appendix. 

 

Closely related to the problems of structural stability and 

functional performance addressed by Building Control were concerns 

for the standard of housing being built, from space standards to 

consideration of how social housing should be allocated. The repair 

and construction of housing has been a major part of the Northern 

Ireland building industry throughout the period under consideration. 

Again there is a summary of British housing legislation in an 

appendix. The review also looks at the specific legislation around 

archaeology and architectural conservation. The development and 

application of controls to protect historic buildings in practice are 

considered in a later chapter.  

 
John Lewis-Crosby, Regional Secretary of the National Trust, in 1987 
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Building Regulations  
 
Building regulations focus on health and safety, ensuring that 

buildings are firmly constructed and do not have an adverse effect on 

public health. They have a long history, which in the British Isles 

has tended to focus on developments in London, as the largest and 

most densely populated area of the country. Scotland and Ireland 

(initially through Dublin, latterly in Stormont) developed 

legislation independently but largely based on London’s regulations.  

 

The first set of national building standards in the UK was the 

Building Regulations of 1965. In Ireland, a Town and Regional 

Planning Act of 1934 created local planning authorities, and was 

superceded by the Local Government (Planning and Development) Act of 

1963, which included the power to create national building 

regulations. This was succeeded by the Building Control Act of 1990 

which established building control authorities and published building 

regulations.92 

 

In 1901 the newly formed Belfast City Council proposed to require by-

law submissions to include elevations showing the height, character 

and design of the proposed and adjacent buildings, and this raised 

objections from the local architects.93 (Earlier by-law drawings from 

about 1870 had only required a section to show foundations and wall 

thickness and a plan including drainage proposals). Drawings 

submitted to the local authorities for by-law approval are an 

excellent source of information about builders, architects and 

clients. 

 

In Northern Ireland building control was a local authority function 

until the Stormont government set up a Committee to “examine the 

existing law for the general regulation of building in Northern 

Ireland in the light of recent changes in Scotland, England and 

Wales.” This report was published in March 1970, and was followed by 

the Order of 1972. This was replaced by the Building Regulations (NI) 

Order 1979, which was further amended in 1990 and 2009. The current 

regulations are the Building Regulations (NI) 2012, which came into 

operation on 31 October that year. The Technical Booklets produced 

under those regulations provide guidance which is further 

supplemented by British Standards and Codes of Practice. The 

regulations are administered through the district councils, who 

                         
92 https://www.buildinghistory.org/regulations.shtml. 
93 The Builder, Vol. 81 No.3073, 28 Dec 1901 p.587 
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employ building control officers empowered to approve plans, relax 

requirements, and enforce breaches.  

 

The 1979 Order contained a new provision (Clause 3) for protected 

buildings, defined as listed buildings and buildings in conservation 

areas, and requires district councils to “consider the preservation 

of the character of protected buildings”. 

 

When insulation requirements were brought in in 1976 the implication 

was that older buildings, which had solid walls rather than cavity 

walls, were inefficient, and that new buildings would perform much 

better in future. Many Victorian terrace houses were demolished on 

that basis, yet it is now becoming clear that although buildings put 

up in the last ten years do appear to be very efficient, houses from 

the latter part of the 20th century were by no means as efficient as 

had been expected. 

 

Current research by the Building Research Establishment, the Society 

for the Protection of Ancient Buildings and others is questioning the 

efficiency of some modern insulation systems and finding that the 

current measurement of thermal efficiency is biased against accurate 

assessment of traditional buildings: 

 

The pre-1900’s solid walled homes are performing twice as 
efficiently as we had assumed and the more recent, so-called 
low U-value elemental homes being compromised by poor 
construction standards; the 1940’s/50’s cavity-walled homes 
being worst of all!94  

 

Although not necessarily controlled by building regulations, demands 

for increased standards of services led to problems in retrofitting 

buildings, and in the 1990s one of the requirements of surveyors 

looking for high quality offices was the need for sufficient ceiling 

height to accommodate computer wiring either below the ceiling or 

above the existing floor levels. Office blocks put up in the 1960s 

were notoriously bad for this as they were designed for a functional 

7ft 6in ceiling height, and ironically Victorian warehouses with 

their redundancy of space performed much better.95  

                         
94  A Brief History of Building Regulation U-Values, 
https://www.ecomerchant.co.uk/news, referring to Solid wall heat losses and 
the potential for energy saving, by Dr Elizabeth Milsom, BRE, March 2016. 
95 There had been similar problems in the 1930s when it was pointed out that 
fireproof floors (ie solid concrete or brick) had the drawback of “the 
difficult problem of accommodating the increasing number of services - of 
telephone wires, gas pipes, and bell wires in particular.” (Roger Henley 
Harper, The Evolution of the English Building Regulations 1840-1914, PhD for 
University of Sheffield, 1978, p.514). At least we no longer have to worry 
about bell wires, but they have been supplanted by a great many more systems 
of cabling and wiring for computers. 
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One thing that becomes very apparent in looking at the development of 

building control is that innovations continually bring new side-

effects and conflicts, which often require further amendment within a 

few years to address unforeseen side-effects. 

 
 

Housing in Northern Ireland: 
 
Northern Ireland had its own legislation for housing once Stormont 

was established, generally referring to English legislation96 (which 

is summarised in the Appendices). A report of the Housing Committee 

of the Planning Advisory Board published a report in 1944 that 

recommended the building of 100,000 new houses in the province.  

 

The Northern Ireland Housing Trust was set up under the Housing Act 

(Northern Ireland) 1945, and it was expected to provide about a 

quarter of the houses needed, with the remainder built by local 

councils. In fact by 1971 the Trust had built nearly 50,000 houses, 

though many were prefabricated (“Orlit” houses97) and some were high 

rise tower blocks.98 Its first multi-storey flats, “falling into line 

with current fashion in Great Britain”99, were built at Cregagh in 

1958. The Trust had a reputation for strict housing management and 

allocated houses using a points-based system, and tried to work 

alongside councils. However, they had difficulty in keeping rents low 

enough for disadvantaged tenants, and were felt to favour better-off, 

and particularly Protestant, tenants.100  

 

                         
96 However, “the small size of Northern Ireland ensured that both Ministers 
and senior Administrators were more accessible, and more involved in matters 
of detail, than their English counterparts” (Glendinning Tower Block, 
p.291), and Stormont introduced more flexible and successful methods of 
housing finance in the 1960s, overtaking the output in England.  
97 Orlit houses, designed by the Czech architect Erwin Katona, were built of 
prefabricated reinforced concrete blocks. Some 740 still survive (see debate 
at Stormont in February 2014, https://www.theyworkforyou.com/ni/?id=2014-02-
03.4.64). 
98 Charlie Brett with his characteristic wit observed that the technical 
advances of wartime had “brought about an unfortunate over-confidence in the 
miraculous potentialities of new methods and materials”, leading them to 
believe “contrary to all experience of Ulster’s climate, that flat roofs 
could now be relied upon to keep out the rain for as long, and as reliably, 
as pitched roofs”. (Brett Housing, p.29) 
99 Ibid, p.29 
100 Apparently the board had repeatedly pressed successive Unionist ministers 
to appoint a Catholic, “to be greeted with the unvarying reply that ‘the 
time was not right’” (Brett Housing, p.27). Most of their tenants were in 
fact Catholic, but the need to pay their way meant that the Trust’s rents 
were somewhat higher than local authority ones, and the Trust’s emphasis on 
prompt payment of rents meant that there was some justification for the 
accusation of housing the better-off. 
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Councils were responsible for dealing with unfitness and improvement, 

and also for building new council housing. Only ratepayers and their 

spouses were entitled to vote in council elections, on the basis that 

the rates would be funding the council’s activities and it was 

reasonable for those paying the rates to have a say in how they were 

distributed. The Housing Act of 1956 enabled Belfast Corporation to 

start planning for inner-city redevelopment, and most of its estates 

were in fact designed to be mixed. However, with a majority of 

ratepayers being Protestant, and by extrapolation unionist, there was 

growing unrest among the Catholic community about a system that was 

open to abuse, with unionist-controlled councils allegedly making 

allocations to Protestant tenants. (The same in reverse was alleged 

of councils with strong nationalist membership.)  

 

On 20 June 1968 there was an incident in Caledon in which the 

Nationalist Stormont MP Austin Currie squatted in a house that had 

been allocated to a young single Protestant girl when a Catholic 

family with three young children had just been evicted from the house 

next door and there were 250 people on the housing list for 

Dungannon. The squat lasted only a few hours and Currie was 

subsequently fined £5 by the court, but it made national news.101 

Housing allocations and the partial emancipation of people to vote in 

council elections were two of the sparks that led to the start of the 

Troubles the following year. 

 

Following further unrest102 and the Cameron Report the Stormont 

government passed the Housing Executive Act (Northern Ireland) 1971 

which established the Northern Ireland Housing Executive to be a 

neutral public authority (even including a woman among its nine 

members), ready to take on the full role of public housing across the 

province.103 The Executive took over the functions of the Housing 

Trust in 1971, the councils in 1972 and the New Town Commissions at 

Craigavon, Antrim & Ballymena and Londonderry, in 1972 and 1973.  

 

There is no doubt that much of Northern Ireland’s housing stock at 

the end of the 1960s was sub-standard, much of it lacking modern 

amenities, but the approach of wholesale redevelopment rather than 

                         
101  https://www.rte.ie/archives/exhibitions/1031-civil-rights-movement-1968-
9/1032-caledon-protest/ . The incident is described fully in Brett Housing, 
p.7. 
102  Miles Glendinning and Stefan Muthesius (Tower Block) discuss the 
connection between slum clearance and redevelopment in the context of 
limited and very tightly identified areas in Northern Ireland - “people 
weren’t even prepared to move from one side of the street to the other” 
(Tower Block, p.290). 
103 https://cain.ulster.ac.uk/hmso/hea1971.htm gives the text of the Act. 
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more gradual improvement was inept and socially disturbing. While the 

Troubles are generally assumed to have had sectarian origins, the 

coincidence of the start of redevelopment set out in 1965 with the 

onset of the Troubles in 1968-69 may have been connected, as 

suggested by Brett: 

 

The authors of these [redevelopment] schemes failed to learn 
from the bitter experiences of redevelopment in Britain; and it 
is arguable that the widespread demolition which preceded these 
sweeping and ill thought-out schemes contributed largely to the 
violence of the sectarian strife which marked the Troubles.104  

 

The Housing Executive was designed to be a non-sectarian provider of 

essentially new housing across the province. However, in 1974 

Westminster had passed a Housing Act which set up the Housing 

Corporation and funding for housing associations. Proposing the 

Housing (NI) Order 1976 which was to bring similar legislation in for 

the province, Lord Melchett told the House of Lords on 19 October 

1976 

 

Nearly 40 per cent. of the housing stock in Northern Ireland 
needs to be replaced or is in urgent need of repair and 
improvement: this is almost twice the percentage in Great 
Britain.105  

 

Most of the housing associations established under the 1976 Order 

were set up to provide new-build sheltered housing or to refurbish 

housing in local areas of Belfast and other towns. A few were 

specialist associations, like Hearth, established in 1978 to provide 

social housing in historic buildings at risk of loss, or Fold, set up 

to build sheltered housing.  

 

Although initially associations had some flexibility in their 

allocations, they were expected to allocate in association with the 

Housing Executive, and the Housing (NI) Order 1981 established a 

formal allocation scheme approved by the DoE. A further order in 1983 

gave NIHE tenants the right to buy their house, later extended to 

tenants of housing associations despite the loss of social housing 

stock and problems of mixing social housing and owner-occupancy in 

                         
104 Brett Housing, pp.33-34. 
105Lord Melchett went on to say “In Belfast, 31,000 houses need to be 
replaced, 17,000 need urgent repairs and 15,500 require improvement to 
modern standards. In County Fermanagh no fewer than 41 per cent. of the 
houses are unfit. Nearly half of the privately rented houses in Northern 
Ireland are unfit and 7 out of 10 lack at least one basic amenity. The civil 
disturbances have involved damage to around 25,000 homes; there has been a 
massive movement of populations; some areas of quite reasonable housing have 
fallen into dereliction or are in serious decline” (19 October 1976, 
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/lords/1976/oct/19/housing-
northern-ireland-order-1976). 
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common buildings or estates. In a move to maximise housing 

associations’ ability to borrow finance, which was not open to the 

Housing Executive, in 2002 government moved all new development to 

housing associations, leaving the Executive to be a very large 

landlord and to monitor and define local housing need.106 

 

In recent years housing associations have seen a dramatic fall in 

diversity and numbers from 38107 in 2003 to twenty today.  The smaller 

local associations, and many of the specialist ones, have been 

absorbed into much larger units, with the recent merger of two large 

associations, Fold and Helm, into Radius Housing producing an entity 

managing 13,000 homes and 130 sheltered housing schemes in 2020.108  

 

The DoE and DSD pressurised associations from around 2005 to merge 

and work collectively in order to achieve greater cost efficiencies. 

While the cost savings were sometimes debatable109, government has 

achieved its objective of reducing the number of small associations. 

The larger entities are certainly more efficient at delivering 

“units” of housing, but perhaps at a cost in the personal connection 

many smaller associations were able to provide to their tenants, and 

the determination to enhance the local environment that community 

associations felt.   

 

 

Planning and Conservation in Northern Ireland 
 
“Anyone working in planning in Northern Ireland will be aware of the 

scarcity of references to the province in British planning 

literature”110, wrote John Hendry in 1992, observing that it took 

forty-one years after the 1931 Planning and Housing Act before 

Northern Ireland got equivalent legislation in 1972. Indeed in his 

inaugural lecture as Professor of Town and Country Planning at 

                         
106 As this thesis “goes to press”, it has just been announced that the 
Housing Executive will once more be able to carry out its own developments. 
107 Housing associations registered with the DoE, contact list circulated to 
associations in 2003.  
108 Correspondence with Diana Fitzsimons, Chair of Radius, November 2020.  
109 Benchmarking statistics recorded by NIFHA in 2012 for example showed 
Hearth, as an association with 100 units, was able to relet its houses 
within 28 days (about as quickly as possible, allowing for the procedures of 
notification and cleaning out properties) whereas the much larger Helm was 
taking 165 days and another large one, Fold was recorded as taking 365 days! 
Apart from inevitable voids between tenancies, Hearth had no vacant 
property, while Helm had 164 units. (NIFHA, Annual Performance Statistics 
2012).   
110 John Hendry, Plans and planning policy for Belfast: a review article, Town 
Planning Review, Vol.63 No.1, 1992, pp.79-85. 
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Queen’s University in 1985111, he had taken the title Belfast - Who 

Cares? and not without cause.  

 

The Ancient Monuments Act of 1882 applied to Great Britain and 

Ireland, and established in law protection for ancient buildings and 

monuments. Essentially this protected ancient sites which were no 

longer in use, and buildings built later than 1700 were rarely 

considered to be of interest. This established the archaeologists as 

the “senior service” of conservation in Northern Ireland, a 

perception which in many ways still remains despite the far greater 

threats to listed buildings.  

 

Northern Ireland started its own protection of monuments with the 

Ancient Monuments Act (NI) 1926. This required the Ministry of 

Finance to prepare a list of “such monuments as are reported by the 

Ancient Monuments Advisory Committee as being ancient monuments, the 

preservation of which is of national importance”.112 In the Ancient 

Monuments Act (NI) 1932, the schedule of protected monuments was more 

comprehensive, with nearly seventy monuments listed in Co Antrim 

alone. These now extended to churches (such as Layd near Cushendall), 

forts and castles, and even the 18th century Templeton Mausoleum at 

Templepatrick. The legislation was updated without major change in 

the Historic Monuments and Archaeological Objects (NI) Order of 1995.  

 

The first item of planning legislation in Northern Ireland was the 

Planning and Housing Act (NI) of 1931, under which planning was the 

responsibility of 37 local government areas. The Planning (Interim 

Development) Act (Northern Ireland) provided the baseline for the 

development control system. Some authorities employed planners, 

others treated the work as an extension of the work of the Borough 

Surveyor and his Building Control colleagues. There was also a role 

for a small number of independent planning consultants, Philip Bell 

being perhaps the most prominent.  

 

The Northern Ireland Planning Advisory Board published its Interim 

Report on The Ulster Countryside113 in 1946 under the chairmanship of 

Sir David Keir. In his foreword Keir wrote of the need to protect the 
                         
111 John Hendry, Belfast - Who Cares?, inaugural lecture to Queen’s University 
Belfast, 15 January 1985. 
112  It was followed by the Ancient Monuments, Archaeological Objects 
Regulations (NI) 1927, which required the finders of any archaeological 
object to report it to “the officer in charge of the Royal Ulster 
Constabulary station most convenient to the place where an archaeological 
object is found”, and that the officer should report the find to the 
Secretary of the Ancient Monuments Advisory Committee. 
113 The Ulster Countryside: Interim Report of the Northern Ireland Planning 
Advisory Board, Belfast, HMSO, nd [1946] 
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province’s amenities, pointing out that “once destroyed... they are 

impossible to replace” and how already “irreparable damage” had been 

caused by “thoughtless and careless development”. While stating that 

“we cannot afford to repeat the mistakes of the past”, he said that 

“this does not of course mean sterilizing the development of our 

countryside and coast”. His call that development “should be shaped 

with sympathy and intelligence” was balanced and well intentioned, 

but the legislation that should have helped to guide that balance did 

not follow soon enough, and the planning system was to follow the 

path of balancing protection of assets against permitting development 

with too much pressure coming from the development lobby and not 

enough from the amenity quarters.  

 

The Planning Advisory Board’s Committee on Amenities, which included 

the geographer Estyn Evans and the architects John McGeagh and John 

Seeds among its members, was asked to consider the provision of 

National Parks, Control of Advertisements, “The Architectural Control 

of Buildings” and the protection of Rights of Way. They called for 

control of ribbon development, but not so much to protect amenity as 

to ensure that roads should not “become so lined with houses, cafés, 

petrol-stations and advertisements as to cease to function as the 

speedy traffic artery that was intended”114. 

 

In discussing the architecture of the province, the Committee felt 

that while Northern Ireland had “escaped the widespread spoliation” 

of the 19th century and had “many examples of good building dating 

from the eighteenth century”, there had been “an almost uniform 

decline” over the previous hundred years. 115  In other words, 

Victorian architecture did not merit protection. It was also 

recognised that new housing schemes would “take up many hundreds of 

acres” and could become “permanent scars of ugliness on the face of 

the countryside” unless the public could be educated. It was pointed 

out that there was no school of architecture in Northern Ireland and 

that it was important to start one in order to ensure “a sufficient 

number of properly trained architects”, with a Planning Commission to 

act as a court of appeal over design quality.   

 

The Committee noted the earlier Ancient Monuments Acts, but 

recommended that the duty of preparing a list of buildings of special 

architectural or historic importance, as set out in the English Town 

and Country Planning Act 1944 be brought to the province in order to 

                         
114 Ibid, p.18. 
115 Ibid, p.23. 
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extend the ancient monuments protection “to include buildings... of 

Renaissance, Georgian and more modern times”. It recognised that 

without such protection “our building programmes are only too likely 

to sweep away the good with the bad”, since “often lack of repairs or 

paint disguises a fine building from all but trained eyes”116.  

 

The first major planning document for Northern Ireland was the 

Matthew Plan, produced in 1964 by Sir Robert Matthew117. Although 

focusing on the Belfast region, it looked at the region as a whole 

and made much of the value of rural Northern Ireland. 

 

As part of the general enthusiasm of planners in the 1960s for new 

towns, Robert Matthew recommended that a new city of Craigavon be set 

up between Lurgan and Portadown. It was to attract a number of young 

architects to the province, including Dick Oram who was later to 

become a significant member of the historic buildings listing team, 

but the proposal was dogged with controversy from the start. The 

religious rivalry between Lurgan and Portadown, the two towns that 

were at the perimeter of the proposed city, and the political 

controversy about its placing in Armagh rather than close to Derry in 

the North West of the province - and possibly even its being named 

after the Unionist Lord Craigavon - made for a bad start. It failed 

to attract the jobs and the people that it depended on, and the 

“civic centre” of Craigavon is a feeble indicator of the ambitions 

that Craigavon set out with.  

 

Just as in England, it took pressure from voluntary groups to force 

government into providing statutory protection for historic 

buildings. The English amenity bodies had no interest in Northern 

Ireland’s heritage (and SPAB has only recently formed partners in 

Scotland and Ireland), but An Taisce (the National Trust for Ireland) 

was set up in 1948, and the Irish Georgian Society in 1958 by Desmond 

Guinness to fight the destruction of Georgian buildings in Dublin. 

There was little recognition of the architectural heritage of 

Northern Ireland until Sir Charles Brett’s groundbreaking The 

Buildings of Belfast (1967) demonstrated that the Black North, and 

even that grimy industrial city of Belfast, actually had an 

architectural history of some distinction.  

 

                         
116 Ibid, pp.28-29. Interestingly, the Committee recommended that attention be 
paid to groups of buildings and townscape rather than just individual fine 
buildings. 
117 Robert Matthew is discussed later under Conservation.  
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The National Trust had set up a Northern Ireland Committee and 

particularly under its Regional Secretary in the 1970s and 1980s, 

John Lewis-Crosby, was vigorous in acquiring and protecting many 

significant buildings and much of the province’s most valuable 

coastline. Charles Brett joined its committee and as soon as he had 

published Buildings of Belfast, Brett turned to the establishment of 

a body to lobby for protection of the newly-accredited buildings, and 

set up the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society (as recalled by Prof 

Alistair Rowan in the interviews). Andrew McClelland summarised the 

pressure the UAHS was putting on government: 

 

The UAHS also succeeded at injecting a greater sense of urgency 
into the debate as evidenced by the assertive and ‘dramatising’ 
language used in the four-page pamphlet What’s Left of Ulster? 
A Plea for New Legislation at Stormont (UAHS,1968). The 
pamphlet’s production preceded a UAHS meeting with the Minister 
of Development, William Fitzsimmons, in December 1968, and its 
preparation was referenced on several occasions in internal 
correspondence between senior government officials. However, 
the various demands elaborated by the UAHS were backed up by 
its prolific range of activities, particularly the publication 
of a series of ‘lists’ covering the architectural heritage of 
numerous places throughout Northern Ireland and further afield. 
By 1972, it had published eighteen surveys, two monographs, two 
leaflets and a catalogue raisonée (UAHS,1972).118  

 

The reasons for the delay in bringing in listing and protection of 

historic buildings in Northern Ireland are discussed extensively in 

Andrew McClelland’s PhD thesis.119 As a result, the first survey of 

historic buildings in the province was being carried out 25 years too 

late, after post-war redevelopment had led to the loss of some 

significant buildings, and at a time of extreme civil unrest, since 

the Troubles had broken out at the same time.  

 

The early recognition of the importance of industrial archaeology in 

assessing the built heritage of Northern Ireland has been mentioned. 

In 1966 Dr WA McCutcheon was asked by the Ancient Monuments Advisory 

Council to interrupt his survey of industrial monuments and undertake 

an emergency survey of the general fabric of Belfast, because it was 

recognised that the city had a valuable heritage of Victorian 

buildings that would not be recorded in the Archaeological Survey 

                         
118 Andrew George McClelland, Conservation at the crossroads in Northern 
Ireland: Terence O’Neill and the growing concern for architectural heritage 
1956–1969, Irish political Studies, 2017 VOL. 32, NO. 3, pp.432–453. 
119 Andrew McClelland, Contesting destruction, constructing heritage: the 
social construction of architectural heritage values in Belfast, circa 1960-
1989, Ulster University 2014; and also  see Andrew McClelland, Conservation 
at the crossroads. 
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series, and were going to be difficult to protect using ancient 

monuments legislation120.  

 

In 1968 the Advisory Council pressed the Minister of Development on 

the urgent need to establish a system of listing buildings such as 

had been in existence in Great Britain since 1947. This was given 

extra drive by the establishment in 1967 of the Ulster Architectural 

Heritage Society, and five years after the establishment of the UAHS, 

thanks largely no doubt to Brett’s astute networking and razor-sharp 

correspondence, the legislation was finally brought into being.  

 

Local authority powers were broken up in 1972 and the Planning 

(Northern Ireland) Order 1972 established the Town & Country Planning 

Service within the Ministry of Development, subsequently the 

Department of Housing, Local Government and Planning, and latterly 

(under the Planning (NI) Order 1991) the Department of the 

Environment. This introduced the concept of listed buildings to 

Northern Ireland for the first time (Articles 80-103). The gist of 

the regulation was to compile and maintain a list of buildings of 

architectural or historic merit, to preserve such buildings, and to 

establish a Historic Buildings Council to advise government about 

historic buildings. Initially little attention was paid to Victorian 

and Edwardian buildings, with an absolute cut-off date of 1914, but 

in the Second Survey (initiated in the late 1990s to collect much 

more comprehensive archival and photographic detail on listed 

buildings) the cut-off date is a rolling termination of thirty years, 

bringing most of the 20th century under review. 

 

The Planning Act (NI) 2011 has transferred planning control back to 

local government, albeit to the larger “super-councils” who now carry 

out development control. The Act also gave the power to designate and 

enhance conservation areas, and to control demolition, to the 

councils. Following English precedent, the Department also published 

a series of comprehensive guidelines called Planning Policy 

Statements, of which PPS6, dealing with historic buildings, is 

                         
120 This was tested in an attempt to protect a stone warehouse attributed to 
Charles Lanyon in Belfast at 9-15 Bedford Street: it was one of only 
thirteen structures scheduled by the Ministry of Finance between 1953 and 
1970. A planning application was received in 1969 for its demolition; in 
February 1970 the owners were informed of the Ministry’s intention to 
schedule the building; in April 1970 the Ministry decided not to schedule 
[probably in part because of concerns about the cost of compensation and the 
possibility they may have to acquire and restore the building themselves], 
but asked the owner to consider retaining its facade. Full permission was 
granted in April, and the building was demolished in 1970. Detailed planning 
permission for the 23-storey replacement building, which was to be the 
tallest building in Ireland for the next thirty years, was approved in April 
1972 (McClelland, Contesting destruction, pp.155-86). 
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perhaps most frequently quoted in this context. This includes items 

like BH14 (“Planning consent will normally only be permitted for the 

demolition of an unlisted building in a conservation area where the 

building makes no material contribution to the character or 

appearance of the area”), which was a key factor in the UAHS winning 

its significant judicial review over the demolition of the Athletic 

Stores building in Belfast in 2014121. 

 

Under the new planning regulations, local councils now have a full 

suite of legislation to control development and environment within 

their area, albeit without the national plans for transport and 

infrastructure. Unfortunately the units appear to be too small for 

councils to develop proper expertise in heritage and conservation, 

and economic considerations pushed for by councillors often seem to 

take precedence over the long-term protection of unique assets.  

 

 

The Voluntary Sector 
 
Alongside government protection on ancient monuments there was a 

growing voluntary movement seeking to protect buildings in use, which 

were initially seen as being very much the prerogative of the 

building owner.  

 

Influenced by the art historian John Ruskin, the Society for the 

Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB) was founded in 1877 by the 

designer and writer William Morris in response to the over-

restoration of mediaeval cathedrals. Old buildings do not just belong 

to us, Morris argued: they are “not in any sense our property, to do 

as we like with. We are only trustees for those that come after 

us”.122 Therefore we had a responsibility to maintain and protect the 

previous buildings handed down by our ancestors. 

 

It is for all these buildings, therefore, of all times and 
styles, that we plead, and call upon those who have to deal 
with them, to put Protection in the place of Restoration, to 
stave off decay by daily care, to prop a perilous wall or mend 
a leaky roof by such means as are obviously meant for support 
or covering, and show no pretence of other art, and otherwise 

                         
121 The DoE granted permission for the demolition of the unlisted Victorian 
building in the central Conservation Area, which was overturned when the 
UAHS took a judicial review. The Department duly thought again and issued a 
further approval, whereupon the UAHS took a second JR, and again won it, as 
the court found that the Department had “failed to properly take account of 
the presumption in favour of retaining the building.” (NI QB21 2014; also 
see Heritage Review, 2009) 
122  William Morris, Address to the 12th AGM of SPAB, 
https://www.marxists.org/archive/morris/works/1889/spab16.htm. 
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to resist all tampering with either the fabric or ornament of 
the building as it stands.123  

 

The SPAB generously advised many churches and owners of ancient 

buildings on repairs, but it was The National Trust, founded in 1895 

by Octavia Hill and two others, which was to become a major property 

owner and now one of the largest and most influential charities in 

the UK. It purchased its first property, a timber-framed house, for 

£10 in 1896, and its first nature reserve in 1899. In 1907 the 

National Trust Act gave the new body the obligation to hold property 

“inalienably” on behalf of the nation.  

 

As the century wore on other societies were set up to publicise and 

lobby for styles of architecture that were not yet fully appreciated 

- the Georgian Society in 1937, the Victorian Society founded by John 

Betjeman and Nikolaus Pevsner in 1958, and the Thirties Society (now 

the Twentieth Century Society) in 1979. 

 

A little-recognised initiative that prepared the ground for official 

involvement in the protection of buildings was an off-shoot in 1939 

of the Scheme for the Employment of Artists in Wartime. The work of 

war artists is well known, but Sir Kenneth Clark, then Director of 

the National Gallery, assembled a group to record in paintings 

Britain’s domestic heritage. This was partly motivated by the damage 

that had happened between the wars, but most pressingly in 

anticipation of the damage that might occur during the contemporary 

war. Over 1500 paintings were produced, and in 1947 The Pilgrim Trust 

financed the publication of some four hundred in four handsome 

volumes with a text by Arnold Palmer, secretary to the scheme.124  

 

Only the English would be quite so insane as to send out nearly 
100 artists armed with sketch pads and watercolours to record a 
threatened world when all hell was let loose on the continent 
of Europe and the enemy was yapping at the gates. “Recording 
for whom?” they must have asked themselves as they applied 
washes to Whatman paper and planes flew overhead.125  

 

Almost certainly part of the impetus behind listing was the loss of 

buildings during World War II and the realisation that there was no 

comprehensive record of Britain’s architectural heritage, let alone 

any protection of it from development. Nevertheless it took nearly 

fifty years from the formation of the National Trust to achieve 
                         
123  Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings Manifesto, 
https://www.spab.org.uk/about-us/spab-manifesto. 
124 Anon [edited by Arnold Palmer], Recording Britain, Oxford University Press 
& The Pilgrim Trust, four volumes 1946-49. 
125 Jim Boutwood, Books That Mattered, in Cornerstone, Vol.28 no.4, 2007, 
pp.82-83. 
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legislation for listed buildings in the 1947 Town & Country Planning 

Act, which also established Green Belts to protect the countryside. 

In England almost all pre-1700 buildings are now listed, as are now 

most buildings built between 1700 and 1850 still in intact condition, 

with more recent buildings only listed when exceptional.126   

 

Conservation areas were introduced in the Civic Amenities Act of 

1967, and the legislation was consolidated in the Town & Country 

Planning Act of 1990. That year also saw the Planning (Listed 

Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, which included the 

legislation for building preservation notices. Could the legislation 

go any further? 

 

There is not space in this thesis to go into the impact of style and 

fashion, as opposed to legislation, on architecture and planning, but 

the influence of modernism and functionalism on what was designed and 

built cannot be ignored. Suffice it to note that the influence of 

Gropius, Le Corbusier and other Modernists shaped much teaching in 

schools of architecture and planning immediately before the War and 

up to the present day, despite some pompous aphorisms127 coming from 

that school and some devastating satire coming from outside the 

movement128. Prof James Stevens Curl, who was born in Belfast, has 

been a particularly articulate critic of the damage done by Modernism 

to towns and cities.129 Some of the anti-modernists would have liked a 

return to more traditional styles in new building. But 

conservationism, which was growing up in apparent alliance with the 

critics of Modernism, were not so much opposed to it as in favour of 

keeping and looking after what was there, including some modern 

buildings - the cut-off for listing after all is thirty years, so can 

include buildings as recent as 1990. However, there has been growing 

dissatisfaction with Modernism outside the architectural camp130.  

                         
126 Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, Principles of Selection 
for Listed Buildings, 2018, p.6.  
127 Famously, Mies van de Rohe’s aphorism “Less is More” and Adolf Loos’ 
“Ornament is Crime”.  
128 Anyone reading Tom Wolfe’s From Bauhaus to Our House (British edition by 
Jonathan Cape, London, 1982) will find it impossible to take Modernism 
seriously again. Why does every child go to school “in a building that looks 
like a duplicating-machine replacement-parts wholesale distribution 
warehouse” (p.3)? And why, having condemned all forms of ornament, did Mies 
apply non-functional beams to the face of his Lever House to represent the 
real steel structure that had been encased in concrete to meet fire 
regulations (p.75)? 
129 James Stevens Curl (born in 1937) is a prolific author on architectural 
history, but one of his most recent books is a critique of Modernism, Making 
Dystopia: The Strange Rise and Survival of Architectural Barbarism, Oxford, 
2018. 
130 And even within it - Building Design magazine runs an annual Carbuncle Cup 
for the most hideous designs of the year - and they rarely feature 
traditional designs.  
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The 1960s saw the rise of student activism across Europe and America. 

Much of it was directed at political ends, but there was also a 

growing disenchantment with the throw-away society and an increasing 

realisation through the work of Rachel Carson131 and Jane Jacobs132 that 

there was also a growing environmental crisis. To some extent this 

has been recognised officially, in the introduction of legislation to 

combat climate change and encourage recycling, but sixty years later 

many of their ideas are still not accepted by mainstream thought. 

They have however inspired activists, as will be discussed later, and 

are gradually seeing more general acceptance.   

 

Although Rachel Carson was a trained scientist, Jane Jacobs arrived 

at her conclusions from a completely freelance base, and her 

background is typical of the independent thinking that activists 

demonstrate. She was criticised for being just “a housewife” and 

lacking any formal training in town planning - but it was precisely 

that lack of blinkers that allowed her to see what was happening on 

the ground.133  

 

Jacobs’ The Death and Life of Great American Cities is an analysis of 

how cities thrive - through diversity and density - and what 

stultifies them - wholesale redevelopment, long blocks and lack of 

variety. One of her most revolutionary and most often-quoted 

arguments is that cities need old buildings: 

 

Cities need old buildings so badly it is probably impossible 
for vigorous streets and districts to grow without them.134 

 

                         
131 Rachel Carson was an American marine biologist who wrote two influential 
books - The Sea Around Us, published in 1951 by Oxford University Press, and 
then Silent Spring in 1962 which first drew attention to the devastation 
being caused by chemical pesticides.  
132 Jane Jacobs was a journalist who organised grassroots campaigns to protect 
her own Greenwich Village neighbourhood in New York and wrote a ground-
breaking study of how urban areas work and the damage that can be done by 
wholesale redevelopment. The Death and Life of Great American Cities, 
published in 1961, made a passionate argument for allowing cities to grow 
their own social and economic networks.  
133 Over the course of two years she had studied modules in geology, zoology, 
law, political science and economics at Columbia University, and said “For 
the first time I liked school and for the first time I made good marks. This 
was almost my undoing because after I had garnered, statistically, a certain 
number of credits I became the property of Barnard Castle [her college] at 
Columbia, and once I was the property of Barnard I had to take, it seemed, 
what Barnard wanted me to take, not what I wanted to learn. Fortunately my 
high-school marks had been so bad that Barnard decided I could not belong to 
it and I was therefore allowed to continue getting an education.” (qu in Max 
Allen, ed, Ideas that Matter: The Worlds of Jane Jacobs, Ginger Press, 
1997.) 
134 “The Need for Aged Buildings” is chapter 10 of Jane Jacobs’ The Death and 
Life of Great American Cities, p.244. 
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Jacobs provides convincing, almost common-sense, arguments for 

retaining old buildings - and not just “important” ones - and in 

recent years even establishment bodies like the Royal Institute of 

British Architects have begun to lobby for the importance of 

recycling complete buildings as well as materials.  

 

The rationale for conservation has moved from protection of ancient 

monuments to buildings potentially as little as thirty years old, 

from ruins to buildings in use, and from obviously fine edifices to 

industrial relics and quirky survivals like pubs and cinemas that 

were once common but are now rare. 

 
The Giant’s Ring, Ballynahatty: 

One of the three structures in what was to become Northern Ireland which 

were protected in the first Ancient Monuments legislation.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 
 
One of the leaders of the pioneering Mass Observation movement in the 

1930s said that the life of the nation’s working classes was as 

unknown to the middle and ruling classes in the 1930s as the 

inhabitants of the Trobriand Island135, and apart from its political 

history over the last decades of the 20th century, Northern Ireland 

is probably equally unknown to the rest of the United Kingdom. In 

looking at changes in the building industry since the Second World 

War, Northern Ireland provides a useful test tube within which to 

examine the processes of change. With a population of around one and 

a half million people, focused on one major city, it has links to the 

Republic of Ireland and to Great Britain, but is geographically and 

economically much more self-contained than a similar area of England 

or Scotland would be. With comparatively close-knit families, a 

tendency to travel less to other parts of the British Isles, and its 

own legislative systems, it provides a nearly autonomous society and 

a good candidate for examining social mechanisms. 

 

This chapter describes how the research was carried out and analysed.  

 

 
Royal Avenue, Head Post Office and the Grand Central Hotel, being demolished 
in 1985 (the demolition gang was already at work behind the facade). 

                         
135  Jackson, Kevin: Worktown: The Astonishing Story of the Project that 
Launched Mass Observation, by David Hall, in Guardian 16 December 2015. 
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Data Collection: 
 

Much of what has been written about Northern Ireland in recent years 

has tended to concentrate on political material, but there have been 

papers on planning and architecture, and one in particular, Andrew 

McClelland’s thesis Contesting Destruction, looks at the development 

of conservation legislation in Northern Ireland and its application 

to some causes célèbres that will be mentioned in this paper. He had 

confined himself to documentary sources, but noted that “interviews 

could conceivably be approached in future research” in order to 

expand on the topic136. This study builds upon previous work by 

looking at the application of the legislation and hearing about the 

experience of people working in the field.  

 

Oral history involves the collation of almost random incidents and it 

should be possible to find common tendencies to explain how society 

as a whole has moved in certain directions over time, but the 

richness and diversity of such experiences provide colour and 

anecdote that illuminate more general trends.  

 

At the outset, the intention was to talk to a diverse range of people 

involved in the industry, from architects and planners to building 

contractors and people involved in the provision or management of 

housing. They would talk about their careers and the changes they had 

seen over thirty or forty years. The diversity of viewpoints soon 

became apparent. In housing, for instance, architects had had a 

vision of housing estates with open spaces and well-spaced houses out 

in the fresh air of the country - but the housing officials were left 

to cope with the problems of finding space for all those estates, 

managing the political problems of religiously-segregated areas, and 

dealing with the anti-social problems of vandalism and a society 

which had been uprooted to facilitate development.  

 

While many of these trends also occurred elsewhere, Northern Ireland 

has had the political problems of The Troubles to deal with on top of 

everything else. That was particularly focused in the 1970s and 

1980s, but of course has a history going back long before that and is 

still not entirely resolved. While the people interviewed were not 

“involved” in the Troubles, the political situation was the backdrop 

to carrying on their daily work and few had not been touched in some 

way by those events. Without looking at the causes of the Troubles, 

an important strand to be explored in this study was how people dealt 
                         
136 McClelland Contesting, p.49.   
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with The Troubles, and whether their careers developed differently 

because of this political backdrop. 

 
There were two objectives in collecting the data through interviewing 

people about the local building industry - one was seeking answers to 

specific questions about changes in the industry, and the other was 

establishing the backdrop against which those changes took place, 

both in general chronology and in terms of specific influences of the 

time and place.  

 

That meant initially collecting interviews on quite a broad basis, 

but then targeting more specific interviewees to explore themes like 

housing and the rise of conservation.  

 

Professions like architecture, quantity surveying, engineering, 

planning, estate agency, conservation and housing cover the 

commissioning, design and delivery of building projects. Most of the 

interviewees had had experience of delivering their work through the 

years of the Troubles. In addition architects and quantity surveyors 

had experience of dealing with contractual and procurement issues. 

Structural engineers had a particular perspective on bomb damage 

problems, while housing officers had been at the forefront of dealing 

with the social problems of the Troubles and the delivery of building 

projects at a time of great political stress. Planning was a fairly 

new profession at the beginning of the period, while the term 

“conservation architect” was only becoming common in the early years 

of the present century. 

 

At the practical end of the industry there are a range of contractors 

from the one-man band to the medium sized contractor, and each of 

them would use subcontractors for specialist trades such as 

plastering, stonework or roofing. They would be particularly aware of 

changes in materials and building regulations, and of course had to 

deal with practical aspects of the Troubles, including the safety of 

their men and delivery of contracts. Another category to be 

considered was the developer, who would commission projects and had 

to work in a wildly fluctuating market. 

 

The following table indicates the range of interviewees that was 

planned, highlighting topics to be explored in interviews with them: 
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Table B: List of professions and skills to be interviewed 
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Architect       Styles 
Quantity Surveyor       Contracts 
Structural Engineer       Bomb damage 
Planner        
Conservationist       New area 
Housing Officer        
Builder        
Joiner       Training 
Developer        
Estate agent        
Building supplies        
Civil servant        
HBC Member        
 
 

The range of skills and knowledge involved in some areas suggested 

that some interviews would be relatively brief while it would be 

necessary to talk to more than one representative of other areas, 

such as architects. In practice most interviewees had views on areas 

outside their core interests, and the interviews were by no means as 

confined as this table had suggested.  

 

There were areas of overlap and areas of conflict where it was 

necessary to talk to more than one subject in order to establish more 

accurate or typical modes of progress.137 Initially a target of up to 

fifty people was set138, but with each interview being transcribed as 

fully as possible before moving on to the next subject, it soon 

became apparent that many interviewees had plenty to say, with 

interviews often running to two hours or more. On the principle that 

it was preferable to collect too much material than to cut short 

interesting reminiscences, no attempt was made to curtail the 

interviews, and often valuable insights come during that additional 

time.  

                         
137 Joanna Bornat discusses how the interviewees selected for a project may 
have to be modified in practice. In selecting interviewees for a project 
called The Oldest Generation, for instance, a target was set of interviewing 
twelve people aged 75 and over using the Open University networks. 27 people 
volunteered but were then screened for age, gender, geographical location, 
ethnicity, married status and living arrangements, in order to cover as wide 
a range as possible of “typical” people. Even with a seemingly very open 
method of identifying interviewees it was necessary to supplement the random 
method by approaching some people specifically to fill identified gaps. 
(Joanna Bornat, Oral History and Qualitative Research, Timescapes Methods 
Guides Series no.12, Economic & Social Research Council, nd [c.2010]) 
138 This number was soon found to be impractical, and the number and choice of 
interviewees is discussed later in this text.  
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There seemed little value in selecting subjects for this research 

using a random process, because the material sought was to be 

historical rather than statistical. While asking people about 

particular aspects of their work, the interviews sought to acquire 

“life histories”, finding out how people had got to their ideas and 

experiences. The method of theoretical sampling139 was chosen in 

selecting subjects, that is, developing the choice of interviewees to 

some extent to fill gaps or answer questions as theories developed, 

and looking for people who would be able to talk about the subjects. 

They would also be “gate-keepers” who would provide a way to others 

working in the field.  

 

Starting from some personal contacts of the researcher it was 

possible to identify a range of suitable candidates to start with, 

and in many cases they were able to suggest other possible 

interviewees by the process known as “snowballing”.140 Starting from 

the range of work areas it was then necessary to consider 

geographical range. As for sequence, some consideration was given to 

recording elderly people as a priority, but over a comparatively 

short time frame this was not a major factor.  

 

Inevitably in Northern Ireland a balance of religious background was 

also necessary. A gender balance was not really possible by nature of 

the work involved, although some female interviewees were identified. 

To some extent the choice of interviewees was serendipitous, with 

some deciding after all not to be interviewed and others being 

entirely unknown to the researcher in advance. Again however, being 

Northern Ireland, many of the interviewees know some of the others141, 

and this became particularly the case when focusing on conservation, 

which is a relatively small sub-set of what is in any case a fairly 

small world.  

 

Details of the interviewees are provided in an appendix, but briefly 

eight architects, two planners, two housing officers, three builders, 

two conservationists, four building suppliers or manufacturers, one 

                         
139 See article in Business Research Methodology, https://research-
methodology.net/sampling-in-primary-data-collection/theoretical-sampling/ 
140 D Bertaux, From the Life-history Approach to the Transformation of 
Sociological Practice, in D Bertaux (ed) Biography and Society: the Life 
History Approach in the Social Sciences, Sage, London, 1982. 
141 Maria Dalton talks about interpersonal relationships among the subjects in 
her thesis on peacemakers in Northern Ireland in the 1990s, and how she 
would sometimes act as a reverse-snowballer by reconnecting people who had 
formerly worked together but lost contact. (“Who Else Have you Been Speaking 
To?”, https://writingthetroublesweb.wordpress.com/2019/02/04/interpersonal-
relationships/amp/?__twitter_impression=true) 
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estate agent, one civil servant, two quantity surveyors, one 

developer, one structural engineer, one academic and one former 

member of the Historic Buildings Council were interviewed (some 

interviewees fell into more than one category). Of these ten were 

primarily based in Belfast, three in the west of the province, four 

in the south, three worked for some time in Dublin or the Republic of 

Ireland, and two in Scotland. While most were retired, a dozen were 

still working. Three people who had initially agreed to be 

interviewed subsequently declined, and another passed away before an 

interview could be arranged. 

 

 

The Interview: 
 
Before the interview, interviewees were asked where and when they 

would like it to be carried out. Most were happy to talk in their own 

home, though some preferred to come to the interviewer’s home or 

office, one took place in a hotel foyer en route to another meeting, 

and another in a local café offering excellent coffee, albeit in both 

of those cases with considerable background noise! Each interview 

started with a number of formalities, including the signing of 

permission forms and a general briefing about the area to be 

discussed. A photograph was then taken of the interviewee in order to 

help provide context for the discussion, and the interview started 

with formal questions about name and date of birth. In most cases 

that led to the interviewee talking about his initial involvement in 

the building industry, then training and influences on his or her 

life. After that the objective was to put the interviewee at his ease 

and encourage a free flow of reminiscences. While this free interview 

form may appear arbitrary, as discussed later it often evinces 

reminiscences and thoughts that would not have come from more 

rigorous and focused questioning. Johnston-Smith, in interviewing 

people about slum clearances in Edinburgh in the 1950s, started out 

with pre-prepared questions, but similarly found  

 

the pre-prepared open questions often quickly became 
superfluous, only required in those moments when conversation 
between two strangers might on occasion naturally stall.142 

 

Apart from the formal initial questions and simple questions seeking 

clarity, questions were designed to be open-ended as far as possible, 

allowing the interviewee to run with them rather than answering with 

                         
142 D J Johnson-Smith, “We never tried to push people out, unless it was for 
their own good”: Dislocation and Domicide in Edinburgh 1950-1975, PhD for 
Edinburgh University, 2018, p.185. 
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a “yes” or “no” - questions were designed to be prompts rather than 

interrogations. While occasionally interviewees appeared to be 

describing things inaccurately they were generally allowed to 

continue, with the questionable material being checked up 

afterwards.143 On occasion, points might be queried, but more in a 

spirit of opening up the discussion rather than correcting the 

speaker. Oral history records the impressions of people who were 

present rather than providing complete accuracy.144 Although this is an 

academic thesis, it is primarily what Studs Terkel called “a memory 

book, rather than one of hard fact and precise statistic”145.  

 

The project was approved by the Ethics Committee of Ulster University 

and standard consent forms were prepared as part of that process (see 

Appendix). Interviewees were asked to consent to the recording and 

its long-term storage in the Public Record Office or MAGNI. Subjects 

were advised not to mention names, although names mentioned 

incidentally, and particularly concerning incidents in the distant 

past, were considered to be acceptable.146  

 

For the most part people spoke freely, and in many cases, where 

talking of more senior colleagues in times past who were almost 

certainly long deceased, names were mentioned despite the request for 

names not to be mentioned. In most cases this simply helps to anchor 

a reminiscence in time and place, and to add human colour. Many such 

names have been removed or changed in any quotations within the 

thesis, but the original tapes are obviously unchanged. However, the 

archives selected for permanent storage of the recordings are aware 

of data protection issues and the need to restrict access in the case 

of living subjects or people mentioned in the interviews. In some 

cases the names are relevant to the historical incident being 

recalled, and they have been left in.147 In a few instances names were 

specifically withheld by the speaker, and in one case the interviewee 

asked for the recording to be switched off while the background to a 

person involved was explained. In nearly every such case, the 

                         
143 Walter Lord  in interviewing people for his 1955 book on the sinking of 
the Titanic, A Night to Remember, found that every lady he interviewed was 
on the last lifeboat to leave the ship. However, “As I later found out from 
studying the placement of the lifeboats, no group of lifeboats was in view 
of another and each lady probably was in the last lifeboat she could see 
leaving the ship.” 
144 Willa K Baum, Oral History for the Local Historical Society. 
145 Studs Terkel, Introduction to Hard Times: An Oral History of the Great 
Depression, 1970, reprinted 2005.  
146 John A Neuenschwander, A guide to oral history and the law, Oxford, Oxford 
University Press, 2014. 
147 For example if this was a dissertation on the 19th century, it would be 
ludicrous to censor all mention of Queen Victoria. 
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incidents were connected with The Troubles, and one interviewee said 

that even thirty years later there were “certain areas of Belfast I 

just daren’t go near”. It is very clear that a job that might have 

been difficult or unpleasant in the Home Counties was positively 

dangerous in Northern Ireland in the 1970s.  

 

The decision was taken early on to transcribe interviews in full, and 

not to arrange the next interview till the previous one had been more 

or less written up. It takes a short time to make the interviews, but 

transcription is tedious and has to be done while the discussion is 

still fresh, because often small passages are hard to make out or the 

discussion was accompanied by gestures that helped to explain the 

subject matter. Those, and many technical terms or jargon, would be 

hard for a general transcriber to pick up, and in any case carrying 

out the transcription helped to consolidate the ideas under 

discussion.  

 

While transcription of professional speakers is usually 

straightforward, a decision had to be made with less polished 

speakers about the extent to which their grammar or dialect should be 

captured. It might have been clearer to omit repetitive phrases, and 

it can seem insulting to write out “bad” grammar as it was spoken, 

but those phrases are part of the colour of a narrator’s speech, and 

over-correction can result in an anodyne version that does no justice 

to a speaker’s vernacular narration. In architecture there is no 

longer any attempt to “correct” irregular windows or sloping walls in 

a traditional cottage, and the equivalent phrases in speech provide a 

rich vein of description that seems worth preserving intact.148  

 

The actual contents of an oral history interview can be jumbled in 

the way matters are presented, and there are arguments both for 

extracting material to make a coherent argument and also for 

retaining the original sequences. Zembrzycki points out that while it 

is quite possible to categorise and organise oral histories  “much 

like the arrangement of a grocery store”, this may do a disservice to 

the complexity of the narrator’s life.149 

 

                         
148 There are different views on this, depending on the purpose for which the 
history is being collected. In general accurate transcription is preferred - 
see for example East Midlands Oral History Archive  at University of 
Leicester. However, in other circumstances the Historic Columbia River 
Highway Oral History suggests that phonetic spellings to indicate dialect 
should be avoided.  
149 Zembrzycki, pp.94–112. 
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In this case, the interviews were filleted to put the contents in 

logical sequences, but the original interviews have also been 

provided in an appendix running to nearly 250,000 words.  

 

The transcriptions are accompanied by short biographies of the 

interviewees, helping to summarise their roles, and are punctuated 

with time references, usually every five or ten minutes, to assist 

navigation and locating relevant sections.  

 

In the early days of oral history recordings, the reel to reel tape 

was bulky to store and hard to access. The process of recording has 

become much easier with digitisation, and the recordings for this 

project are made with an H2next digital recorder by Zoom. This 

produces good quality recordings in WAV format that can be easily 

archived both in that format and in the more compact MP3 format, 

cleaned up where necessary using Audacity software.150  

 

Video taping of interviews is increasingly common now, and can add an 

additional layer of communication and versimilitude, but it was felt 

not to be particularly relevant in this research. It also has 

disadvantages in that it can make the sitter more self-conscious, and 

of course in the sheer size of the recordings file.  

 

Whatever method is used to collect the material, the transcript 

remains the most easily accessed version of an interview. Donald 

Ritchie points to “the precariousness of audio and video recordings 

over time” and how transcription enables the interviewee to check 

what was said.151 

 

Although the interviews have been collected for this thesis, they 

have a value of their own, and thought is being given to their long-

term preservation. They will provide a rare record of one aspect of 

life in Northern Ireland, and the Public Record Office has expressed 

interest in archiving the transcripts and original recordings.152  

 

Before the interviews could be carried out the proposed methodology 

for them had to be approved by the ethics committee of the 

university. This ensured that mechanisms were put in place to protect 

                         
150 Processes for digital clipping and tagging are now possible, but there is 
concern that such indexing may become invisible as softwares change, and it 
is generally recognised that retention of the original files (WAV files for 
the sound, and physical printouts of the text) are important if the material 
is to be archived as original historic material. 
151 Ritchie, p.51. 
152 Email correspondence with Lorraine Bourke of PRONI, 17 May 2018 and 
subsequent. 
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the interviewees and their information. While there has always been 

concern about “private” information being used for other purposes, 

typically the publication of letters involving people still living, 

the often unguarded nature of oral discussion amplifies that concern, 

and access to original recordings is often very limited. 

Dissemination of the recordings made during this research will also 

be limited.  

 

Recent changes to GDPR regulations are leading to the destruction of 

much potentially interesting material for future historians because 

it is currently regarded as “private” information. It is however 

important to ensure that such recordings are preserved for future 

reference when they will no longer need to be redacted, as they will 

be historic artefacts in themselves.  

 

The Public Record Office for Northern Ireland (PRONI) will hold the 

material and look after its subsequent conservation, but it will also 

ultimately make the interviews accessible to future researchers. At 

this stage, with the interviewees still alive and many of the people 

mentioned likely to be still around, the Data Protection Act would 

apply, and PRONI would not make the tapes available without 

redaction, protecting reputation and copyrights.  

 

 

Analysing the Data: 
 
It is impossible for a speaker to sum up his entire career, or even a 

significant part of it, over the course of two hours. Oral history 

inevitably collects highlights and a somewhat biased version of 

events, and there may be significance in what is left out - parallel 

interviews with other speakers may help to fill in gaps or explain 

why elements have been missed. Inevitably some material will simply 

have been forgotten, or become distorted over time. This section 

explores first the issue of reliability of interviewees’ memories, 

and the extent to which they may need to be filtered for accuracy. 

 

After several decades it is impossible to corroborate some 

assertions, but it is possible to check some facts from newspapers, 

minutes and other contemporary accounts.153  

 
                         
153 Even they are not always reliable, but comparisons of interviews with 
other data, and even other interviews, can establish events with reasonable 
accuracy. It has to be remembered of course that newspaper accounts may be 
biased and minutes may be skilfully summarised, so that actually the more 
obviously partial oral history may be just as accurate. 
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Written accounts are usually more precise regarding facts such as who 

did what where and when, but oral history can say much more about how 

they did it and why - information that may have been withheld at the 

time or simply not talked about for various reasons. This is 

particularly the case with recent history, when important decisions 

or conversations have been negotiated by phone rather than in 

writing, partly of course in order to avoid a potentially 

embarrassing trail.  

 

It is recognised that with the passage of time some memories will 

have developed inaccuracies that should be scrutinised, but the 

immediacy and vividness of oral history more than compensates for 

this weakness.154 Donald Ritchie, editor of The Oxford Handbook of Oral 

History, suggests that the early oral historians spent time wondering 

whether their interviewees were accurate or not, but now they are 

“less concerned with the accuracy of memory than its 

reconstruction”.155  

 

Early memories are particularly vivid, and we should not be over-

cautious about giving them credence.156  On the other hand, memory is 

not perfect, as we all know. Repeated telling of a story leads to it 

being refined to make better impact, but in the process it may become 

less “accurate”. Daniel Schacter has analysed the “sins of omission” 

in which memory fails - through transience or the weakening of memory 

through time, or simple absent-mindedness, where attention is not 

fully given to the memory. On the other hand he says memory has “sins 

of commission”, such as misattributing a name or a source, 

suggestibility when false memories can be created, and bias or 

rewriting memory to suit current beliefs. Each time a memory is 

recalled, he suggests, it becomes tempered with current feelings and 

beliefs, and we may even add information which alters the memory.157  

 

                         
154 Portelli Trastulli, 1991. 
155 Ritchie, p.13. As an example, Ritchie quotes Elizabeth Kolbert pointing 
out that when people questioned the accuracy of memories of elderly 
immigrants about arriving at Ellis Island, the interviewees “might not 
remember their daughter’s phone number. But they do remember what it was 
like when they got off the boat.” (Elizabeth Kolbert, Memories wanted for 
History of Ellis Island, New York Times, 24 November 1985, qu in Richie 
p.15. 
156 The chief of naval operations, Admiral Harold Stark, could not recall what 
he had been doing the evening before Pearl Harbour, but his young flag 
officer knew exactly, and when asked how he could remember such detail when 
his senior officer couldn’t, Mr Kirk replied “Because I was a small fish, 
and great things were transpiring; and you don’t forget that sort of thing.” 
(Gordon Prange, At Dawn We Slept: The Untold Story of Pearl Harbor, McGraw 
Hill, New York 1981, 719-710, qu. in Ritchie, p.17) 
157 Daniel L Schacter, The Seven Sins of Memory: How the Mind Forgets and 
Remembers, Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 2001, 9, qu in Ritchie p.125 
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Of course, these very faults are what makes memory a useful tool, 

refining what is important and rejecting the unnecessary; and 

retelling a story does make it more durable and significant to the 

teller. Joanna Bornat has pointed out that “Even where memories are 

mistaken or inaccurate they   have value, for they may be indicative of 

desires, hoped for outcomes and shared misunderstandings.”158  

 

Having established or accepted its basic accuracy, the first 

essential process was to produce an accurate transcript of the 

recording.  NVivo Transcription claims 90% accuracy in automated 

transcription, which sounds like a very useful tool. However, while 

that would probably be true of clear American or English speech it is 

likely to be considerably less accurate with local dialects, leading 

to unexpected sentences. 159  Dictation software has advanced 

considerably, but a reasonably accurate typist will transcribe fairly 

fast and not have to spend so much time identifying and correcting 

mistakes. 

 

Although the interviewees were interrupted as little as possible in 

order to allow ideas an memories to flow freely, it is possible that 

an element of bias was introduced by the background and responses of 

the interviewer. In the present case, the researcher was often known 

to some extent to the interviewee as having a background in 

conservation. However, some interviewees were strangers, and a 

variety of viewpoints was sought. Hopefully some balance was achieved 

in the process.  

 

Consideration was given to using software to help analyse the data in 

the recordings, but it was not generally thought to be helpful for 

narrative inquiry.160  

 

Once transcripts had been created word searches were simple to carry 

out, and that combined with text highlighting enabled links to be 

made between the files with relative ease. When the interviews were 

complete highlighted sections were copied into one of some twenty 

categories which were potential chapters or sections, and set in a 

rough order within them. This very simple process made it easier to 

                         
158 Bornat, op cit. 
159 Such as that quoted by Donald Ritchie in an interview with a Supreme Court 
Justice - “Brandeis was concerned about marrying Frankfurter” - which on 
closer examination turned out to have started life as “Brandeis was 
concerned about Marion Frankfurter”. (Ritchie, Doing Oral History, p.37) 
160 As Donald Ritchie has observed, “Any interview involves an interpretation 
of the past” - the speaker remembers his own viewpoint, the researcher 
considers which questions to ask, and subsequently chooses which parts to 
quote. Is there a need for further analysis? (Ritchie, pp.122-127). 
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write the thesis, ensuring that no significant comment was 

overlooked.   

 

In the last few years digital processes have come increasingly to the 

fore, and there are questions around the dissemination, presentation 

and manipulation of the oral history for research purposes, public 

consumption and greater interactivity. As well as enabling us to 

manipulate data more easily, the technology has provided new sources, 

as DJ Johnston-Smith points out, saying that social media sites like 

Lost Edinburgh are potentially a source of additional material not 

dissimilar in quality to conventional oral history.161  

 

As has been indicated, the basic approach of this research has been 

traditional, with the interviews being transcribed and checked with 

the interviewee. For lecture purposes and similar presentations short 

extracts might be used but again they can usually be anonymised. 

Although the interviewees with two exceptions gave permission for 

their names to be used, and names are generally used in this 

document, consideration will be given to redactions in any online 

material. There is no plan to make the interviews publicly available 

at present, and there has to be some concern for how any recordings 

put on the web might take on new life in other hands. It would be a 

betrayal of the interviewee’s confidence if extracts of recordings 

were to be taken out of context and misused.162  

 

This thesis describes the thoughts and views of the interviewees as 

they tell the story of working in the industry, and the main 

objective has been to assemble them in as logical a way as possible 

but in general to let them speak for themselves with no critical 

jargon163. The linking narrative is intended to be minimal beyond 

comparing views and defining some tendencies.  

 

 

                         
161 Johnston-Smith. pp.237-38. 
162 The arrival of fake news and horrifically lifelike “deepfake” films such 
as the recent demonstration of the Mona Lisa has demonstrated how digital 
material can be distorted (see https://news.artnet.com/art-world/mona-lisa-
deepfake-video-1561600.) Nick Park’s early stop-motion cartoons of 1989 
Creature Comforts took some existing audio interviews and matched them with 
kindly and humorous visual equivalents, but political deepfakes of 2019 in 
which entirely inappropriate words and even facial expressions can be laid 
onto computer simulacra are a very worrying development.  
163 The academic Richard Hoggart said he mistrusted people who peppered their 
papers with words like heuristic, hegemony, paradigm, reification, and 
homology because after having worked through the language he often found 
that “though what they say is sensible and in some ways perceptive, it could 
have been said almost entirely without that apparatus of in-group 
theoretical language” (Richard Hoggart, A Measured Life: The Times and 
Places of an Orphaned Intellectual, chapter 4, Routledge, 1994, repr 2019).  
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Quantitative and Narrative Theories: 
 
Social historians have tended to conduct quantitative research, using 

standard questionnaires, but more recently they have begun to use 

more open-ended questioning, using each cycle of interviews as a base 

informing the next cycle, a process known as grounded theory.  

 

Although Northern Ireland is a small place, and there are related 

interests between many of the interviewees in this study, the 

interrelationships in many cases are slight or non-existent. The 

overall analysis of the speakers’ experiences therefore requires a 

less formal analysis than social network analysis. This is a history 

using “ideational data”, much of which is not related, and while 

general trends are identified, it is hard to draw out statistical 

information. 

 

Some concepts arising from sociological analysis produce interesting 

points of analysis  - for instance, Mark Granovetter’s postulation 

that innovative changes and ideas reach an individual not from strong 

or closely-connected links, but from weak ones: “Weak ties, often 

denounced as generative of alienation... are here seen as 

indispensable to individuals’ opportunities”.164 This frequently comes 

out of people discussing how their careers eventually settled, and 

how chance encounters often provided connections and models.  

 

The most useful method of analysis is probably the simple word-search 

of transcriptions. However objective such analysis is, interpretation 

is then necessary to realise the significance of the data collected.  

 

While such research is interesting and can throw unexpected light on 

interviews, it is not the main focus of this study, which is very 

much topic-oriented and derived from biographies. Analysis of it has 

to be less specific, and a more suitable tool is what is called 

Narrative Analysis.  

 

Narrative inquiry provides an alternative approach to the scientific 

analysis of objective or quantitative data-gathering, and 

encouragingly has been criticised for not being theoretical enough.  

 

Narrative theory tends to place less emphasis on the factual basis of 

an interview and more on understanding why the story was told in that 

way. This may be useful in areas where psychological traits block the 

                         
164 Mark S Granovetter, The Strength of Weak Ties, in The American Journal of 
Sociology, Vol.78 no.6, May 1973, p.1378. 



 

 69 

reality of the narrator, but is less so when someone is 

straightforwardly recalling their life. As Anna Green says, “Human 

subjectivity is more active, engaged, and critical than contemporary 

theory permits. We must keep space for the resistant, curious, 

rebellious, thoughtful, purposeful human subjects.”165 

 

Narrative analysis is the process of using “field texts” such as 

interviews, letters, conversations and stories to understand the 

meaning of peoples’ lives, as narratives rather than quantitative 

elements. There are various approaches to this kind of analysis.  

 

Various methods of analysing narratives were considered, including 

Thematic Organisation and Chronological Organisation, but they were 

not considered to provide a useful analysis of the material that was 

to be gathered.166 

 

Donald Spence has pointed out however that when Freud presented his 

famous case history of “Dora” (Fragments of an Analysis of a Case of 

Hysteria) as a consistent and coherent account, filling in the gaps 

in her original narration, he arrived at “conclusions that were not 

supported by the evidence”.167 The researcher has a duty to his 

informants to give full value to their accounts rather than imposing 

a preconceived theory onto them. At the same time, it is necessary to 

focus and analyse the raw material in order to make coherent sense of 

it.  

 

Catherine Riessman168 distinguishes between thematic analysis, which 

tends to examine the source material through the lens of a theory, 

and more general narrative analysis, where the emphasis is on “what” 

was said rather than how, why or to whom it was said. Both keep the 

story intact, unlike grounded theory where stories can be taken out 

of context in order to make the theoretical conclusion more clear.  

 

Riessman recommends cleaning up text where the “what” is more 

important than the “how”, and cites cases where the researcher 
                         
165 Anna Green, Can Memory be Collective?, qu. in Ritchie, ed, The Oxford 
Handbook of Oral History, pp.96-125. 
166 The educational psychologist Jerome Bruner looked at how individuals make 
sense of the chaotic nature of their lives, creating a smooth narrative that 
can give meaning to often unrelated events, whose significance perhaps only 
become apparent through time. “In general, material that is organized in 
terms of a person’s own interests and cognitive structures is material that 
has the best chance of being accessible in memory”. (J S Bruner, The Act of 
Discovery, Harvard Educational Review, 1961, p.31) 
167 Donald P Spence, When Interpretation Masquerades as Explanation, in 
Journal of the American Psychoanalytic Association, 1 April 1986. 
168 Catherine Riessman, Narrative methods for the Human Sciences, Boston 
College. 
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produces texts free of “dysfluencies, break-offs, interviewer 

utterances”.169 Where researchers use thematic narrative analysis to 

interpret a large number of cases, “stories are presented as if they 

dropped from the sky”, which is fine when the point of the study is 

to draw out evidence for a case, but less fair when the study is 

“what happened”. Her sample studies include another that drew its 

evidence from written archives in the form of letters (which, as she 

points out, do not require textual transformation to make them 

clearer to follow!).170 

 

For the purposes of this thesis it was decided that there was no need 

to analyse the way in which speakers presented their material, but 

the interviews were sifted for themes (Antecedents, Inspirations, 

Starting Out, Housing, Traditional Materials, Architectural Practice, 

Developers, The Troubles, Planning, Historic Buildings Legislation, 

Sustainability, etc) and this process of deductive thematic analysis 

to a large extent dictated the arrangement of the text, with more 

frequently mentioned areas leading to longer chapters. It was also 

possible to search for specific topics by using word search on the 

transcripts. 

 

In arranging the extracts from interviews in the second part of this 

thesis, it was felt to be important to keep their context as far as 

possible. This retains  the “stories” of the interviewees and 

sequences of events in their lives, but there is inevitably some 

disconnect in the argument in moving from one speaker to another. The 

alternative would have been to detach thoughts from their sequences 

and lose some of the personal flavour of the comments. Since part of 

the interest of these interviews lies in the personal development of 

the speakers, the trade-off seems worthwhile, but the reader is 

warned to expect a few jumps in chronology as the interviews are laid 

out.  

 

Oral history interviews are always grounded in memory, and as 

observed by Barbara Truesdell, “memory is a subjective instrument for 

recording the past, always shaped by the present moment and the 

individual psyche”.171 Oral history has all the chaos of real life, and 

while it can be pinned like the lepidopterist’s specimens, it is 

                         
169 Ibid, p.57 
170 In another case the researcher had to rely on field notes for much of the 
discussion which was confidential by nature, but was able to corroborate 
them by reference to published material and from in-depth interviews. Field 
notes however “require the reader to trust the investigator’s 
representation”, so it is not an ideal way of transcribing complex or 
lengthy interviews. (Ibid, p.71) 
171 Truesdell, op cit.  
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actually more interesting in its natural habitat. This study tries to 

find a balance between admiring the animal fleetingly in the wild and 

trying to capture it in order to make some sense of its life.  

 

 

 

Summary of Part One: 
 
These opening chapters have looked at the background to the thesis, 

including an exploration of oral and local history, a summary of the 

legislative background, and a description of the methodology involved 

(Objectives 1 and 2).  

 

The interviews for this thesis were carried out over a period of 

nearly two years from August 2018 to March 2020, after which the 

Covid-19 outbreak made further face to face interviews impossible.  

 

The process used for gathering interviewees for this study was, 

firstly, to draw up a list of professions and skills that would cover 

the necessary range of experiences; and secondly, starting from a 

number of suitable candidates known to the researcher, to widen the 

range and variety of speakers through “snowballing”, with each 

interviewee often suggesting another.  

 

The interviews were informal in character and ranged in length from 

just under half an hour to over two hours. Each interview was 

carefully transcribed, generally retaining dialect where applicable 

to give local colour. The interviews were then filleted using a 

process of thematic analysis to assemble comments on a wide variety 

of topics. No attempt was made to analyse the interviews for 

grammatical or literary content.  

 

There was very limited overlap between interviews, and much of the 

content was autobiographical rather than concerning general 

incidents, so there was little need to cross-check content.  
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PART TWO:  

THE INTERVIEWS 
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4. STARTING OUT IN THE BUILDING 
INDUSTRY 

 
Although this study focuses on two main aspects of the Northern 

Ireland building industry since the Second World War as recalled by 

building professionals - housing and conservation - it is important 

to examine how those people came into the industry and how their 

early experiences may have shaped their subsequent lives. As 

discussed in the methodology section, oral history recognises the 

wide variety of personal lives and the sometimes random events that 

led to particular outcomes. As Donald Ritchie has pointed out, “Not 

all human activity is coherent and purposeful”172 but nevertheless the 

sum total of such activity shapes later work and beliefs.  

 

There are no hard and fast rules for how oral history interviews 

should be undertaken, but interviews often start with asking the 

interviewee for his or her name and date of birth, and in a 

discursive interview it is natural to move on to childhood or early 

work experiences.173 It is important to set an interviewee at his 

ease, and starting with early memories can establish a retrospective 

frame of mind that helps to encourage recollection. But the 

discussion is rarely wasted, and as indicated above early 

reminiscences are often reflected in subsequent careers. 

Unfortunately, limitations of space do not permit more than passing 

reference to this aspect, although many of the interviewees described 

how early experiences led to their subsequent careers.  

 

Construction workers frequently following family connections into a 

trade, but professionals were more likely to have been steered by 

chance remarks from teachers or family friends into a more academic 

career. Older interviewees described starting out in the early 1950s, 

when Northern Ireland was recovering from the World War II. Slightly 

younger ones recollected the early 1960s, when Northern Ireland was 

developing new industries such as aircraft building and nylon to 

replace the traditional but declining industries of linen and 

shipbuilding. The expansion of university education and the 

introduction of student grants in 1962 enabled the next generation to 

train for professional work that may not otherwise have been open to 

them.   

                         
172 Ritchie, op cit. 
173 Truesdell (op cit) suggests that interviews should start “by collecting 
simple biographical information from the interviewee, such as full name, 
date of birth, and place of birth”. 
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Typically of many choices in life, people often followed their noses 

into a career that was to dominate their working life, and yet very 

few had regrets from the choice. 

 

Whether they learnt their trade from more experienced workers through 

the apprenticeship system or by academic training through 

universities, the inspiration of colleagues was important to most. In 

some cases there was a reaction to more conventional ideas that were 

being taught, taking those people down their own routes to careers 

that could not have been foreseen at the outset.  

 

As with any oral history, there are few general conclusions to be 

drawn from what follows, but the importance of family and friends is 

seen throughout, arising from the close-knit nature of society in 

Northern Ireland. Even in cases where people travelled more widely 

and largely made their careers outside Northern Ireland the 

importance of roots can be discerned. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Sunningdale Park: the last thatched cottage in Belfast, just before it was 

demolished in 1986 
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Apprenticeship: 

 
Typically approximately half of the workforce on a building site is 

unskilled labourers, and the remainder craftsmen one of the seven 

trades - carpenters, bricklayers, painters, plasterers, plumbers, 

masons and slaters - with the first three making up three-quarters of 

the tradesmen in the industry.174 The services trades of plumbers and 

electricians became significantly greater as services have become 

more complex in recent years. Before it broke down by about 2000, the 

standard training for a building trade was a five-year 

apprenticeship175, and joiners often graduated into foremen or even 

clerks of works.  

 

But to become a tradesman you first of all had to find someone to 

give you a job. John McAleenan, who has worked as a builder around 

Katesbridge in south Co Down, says “I was that interested I wanted to 

do nothing else as the saying is other than be in the building 

industry.”176 So when he left school at 15 in 1958 his father went 

round the local building firms, “but none of them were ever taking 

apprentices”, so he worked in the local linen factory for a year. But 

in those days word of mouth was very important, and when an uncle 

came home from Africa on holiday, 

 

one night... he said to me What are ye doin, and I says I’m 
working in Cowdy’s factory, and he says Surely you want 
something better than that. And I said Yes, I would like to 
become a joiner. Unknownst to me, at all, he went then, he used 
to go down to a pub in Banbridge, and the man who owned the pub 
had a sub-contract plastering squad, and he came back this 
night and he says to me, I’ve got you a job. And you’re to be 
in Rathcoole in the morning, to meet so-and-so.177 

 

And that was John set on a five year apprenticeship, which by that 

time was paid a modest wage. “The wages was two pounds five shillins 

a week, up to this day I remember it, one pound nineteen and 

sevenpence clear the national insurance.”178 When he came out of his 

time John was earning “just over nine pound a week [for] forty-four 

hours as a tradesman, fully fledged tradesman”, so there was a strong 

                         
174 Figures from Harry W Richardson and Derek H Aldcraft, Building in the 
British Economy between the Wars, London, George Allen & Unwin, 1968, p.120. 
175 In the years between the wars, “craftsmen were trained under a rigorous 
apprenticeship system to which entry was restricted”. Wages were low during 
the five years of the indenture, but thereafter “the interests of the 
craftsmen were jealously protected by a number of small close-knit craft 
unions”. (Ibid, p.122). 
176 JMcA p.1 
177 JMcA p.2 
178 JMcA p.2 
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incentive to develop freelance work or go out as a self-employed 

builder.  

 

Robert Lipton started his apprenticeship as a joiner at the local 

training centre but went to work for a small country builder called 

Sam Allen where  

 

you were wheelin’ blocks, you were mixin’ mortar, and puttin’ 
up scyaffold and all that work like, because we done one house 
at a time... I was workin’ with him, every day, but if we was 
startin’ a house, if we were diggin’ foundations I was there, 
maybe diggin’ with a spade, you know, that’s the way it was, we 
just done one house at a time.179 

 

Varied as the work was, “Sam wasn’t killin’ me with wages”180, and at 

the age of 19 Robert was out of his time and also looking for 

freelance work.  

 

Noel Killen is slightly younger and started work with John Sinton Ltd 

in January 1966 when “my take-home pay was three pound thirteen 

shillings and ninepence - so I worked it out I was gettin’ one and 

ninepence halfpenny an hour for a first year apprentice.”181 However, 

he stayed there for seven or eight years.182 

 

Building is a very practical business, and the interviewees learnt 

much more from their colleagues and bosses than from books. “Really 

you were doin’ more holding and watching than you were actually doin’ 

the work, without you doin’ the work,” as John McAleenan said.183 And 

sometimes the advice was of a general philosophical bent, such as 

that provided by an old joiner when he watched John hanging mahogany 

door frames: 

 

... and of course he said, Where are ye from, I said 
Katesbridge, Where was that, and he said How long are ye at the 
trade, so I said how long I was, but I said This is new work 
for me here, I said I was always on houses. And he says, Well 
young fellow he says, I’m going to give you a wee bit of 
advice: If you don’t know how to do it, Ask. If you don’t pick 
up the answer straight up, Ask again. It was wonderful 
advice.184 

 

The apprentice system has all but disappeared, and with it the chance 

for young joiners and other tradesmen to learn from experienced men 

                         
179 RL p.1 
180 RL p.2 
181 NK p.1 
182 NK p.2 
183 JMcA p.7 
184 JMcA pp.6-7 
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on the job.185 After training in college they now arrive on site as 

full “tradesmen”, and are too expensive to teach and too assured to 

learn. John McAleenan blames education for this accidental side-

effect: 

 

Better schoolteachers in the schools improved that with more 
going on to secondary education. And that you know made a big 
big difference. Like now there’s nobody comin’ to the trade. 
Like there hasn’t been a boy asked us for a job in the last ten 
years.186 

 

The fact is that most modern construction demands very little 

initiative or brain-power compared to traditional construction, and 

it is not going to appeal to an intelligent lad. Noel Killen 

explained that his own apprenticeship training and the lack of skill 

required for modern construction had nudged him towards restoration 

work: 

 

A lot of the new work now it’s all the windows come all glazed, 
you set them in, the front door comes all set, you set the 
whole lot in, and we seem to be lossin’ a lot of our skilled 
trades there - fittin’ a normal wooden door instead of now the 
pvc and the plastic and all the rest. The only woodwork in a 
house now probably is the internal doors. Makin’ stairs now 
they use a lot of MDF for stairs which is not a great material 
really, you know it’s hard to beat a set of stairs made out of 
ordinary redwood or good softwood timbers. As I say that’s 
where I like the restoration, where you do have to have skilled 
tradesmen, and it is a challenge to do it.187 

 

Whereas in old buildings 

 

Every building’s different. That’s the thing about historic 
buildings, every architect has a different detail, you go 
another two mile up the road and it’s a different detail again. 
Not like today, you go to most of the builder suppliers, 
architraves are the same for twenty or thirty mile round 
here.188 

 

 

                         
185 There is a chicken and egg situation here: craftsmen aren’t being trained, 
so they are hard to find, so craftsmanship is no longer expected or looked 
for. But that can be put the other way round, as Tom Wolffe did: “It was not 
that craftsmanship was dying. Rather, the International Style was finishing 
off the demand for it... To those who complained that International Style 
buildings... looked cheap, the knowing response was: “These days it’s too 
expensive to build in any other style.” But it was not too expensive, merely 
more expensive.” (Tom Wolfe, From Bauhaus to Our House, Jonathan Cape, 
London, 1982, p.79). 
186 JMcA p.20 
187 NK p.10 
188 Killen added “In them times there seemed to be every house was that wee 
bit different, and the wee different details, and there was quite a 
variation in glazing bars and sliding sash windows. But now it seems to be 
just the modular thing now really.” (NK pp.10-11) 
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Professional training 
 
Until the first architecture course was established at Queen’s 

University in 1966 would-be architects had to travel across the water 

if they wanted to get a degree, often to Edinburgh, Dundee or 

Liverpool. More often they gained their professional qualifications 

by part-time learning at the Art College while with local practices, 

sending samples of work directly to the RIBA.189 

 

Colin Hatrick’s father was prepared to send him to university, but 

instead he took the advice of John Hay, the senior partner at 

Ferguson & McIlveen, that “There’s no point in going to university, 

why don’t you come in here as an apprentice?” In fact the partners in 

the firm had not studied for their own professional qualifications, 

so they saw no reason why anyone else should:  

 

There were no qualified persons [in the firm] at all, John Hay 
wasn’t qualified, Sam McIlveen wasn’t qualified. But then 
because of the fact that they had been in before a certain 
date, if they submitted their drawings, or somebody submitted 
their drawings for them, they became Licentiates.190 

 

He was to encounter a similar attitude when his boss at the Antrim 

Education Authority told him, “You’ll learn nothing from books”.191 In 

fact by the age of 19 Hatrick had the external intermediate exam but 

couldn’t do the final till he was 21. He resisted the further 

blandishments of Mr Hay to work overtime instead and submitted his 

testimonies of study to the RIBA, sending them off by boat. 

 

You had to design a house, you had to take a drawing from a 
cast and all that sort of thing, and perspectives, there was a 
whole series of those.192 

 

Finlay Reid had started work in an architect’s office as an articled 

pupil, but rather than work up 42 testimonies of study for the RIBA 

external exam, decided to go to Leeds to study for a formal 

architectural degree.  

 

                         
189 Reginald Malcolmson for instance joined the Belfast architect John 
MacGeagh’s practice as an articled pupil at the age of 21, and attended the 
four-year part-time course in architecture at Belfast College of Technology 
from 1933 to 1937, when he passed the Intermediate exam of the RIBA. (Paul 
Larmour, Reginald Malcolmson: A Retrospective, in Perspective, July 2020, 
pp.57-58).  
190 CH p.10 
191 CH, Chronicle no.63A, The Euston Arch. 
192 CH pp.2-3 
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Joe FitzGerald by contrast went through the academic route from the 

beginning and did his architecture degree at Dundee, but found the 

teaching obscure and unhelpful:  

 

I couldn’t understand why they [the tutors] were talking about 
Originality. And they couldn’t tell us what that meant.193 

 

His tutors seem to have had little imagination, and were conservative 

to the point of failing to realise the significance of one of the 

great modern buildings on their doorstep: 

 

We went through on a field day to the School of Art in Glasgow, 
and Mackintosh hadn’t been mentioned - we just went to play 
football, and that was it.194 

 

He failed exams in his third year, but then worked out for himself 

the importance of seeing designs in plan and section, and in the 

final year everything fell into place: 

 

There’s a six week competition, what’s known as the Rowand 
Anderson Studentship, for the whole of Scotland - and I won. 
And I remember the time my tutor came into the studio [laughs] 
all excited, and he says You’ve won! So that was a great thing. 
We all repaired to the nearest pub!195 

 

Richard Pierce’s family ran a substantial building firm in 

Enniskillen, Henry Pierce & Sons, which had over a hundred employees 

at its height. His Uncle Charlie became a joiner, his Uncle Willie an 

architect, who trained at Liverpool, and Richard’s father became a 

plasterer. Richard had wanted to become an artist, but his father 

told him that “painting is a very very unreliable career. It might be 

better if you became an architect, you would at least have some 

creativity and it would be a continuation of the family tradition.”196 

So Pierce applied to study architecture at Liverpool like his uncle, 

and took the boat over for his interview: 

 

While I was there I went to see the Anglican cathedral which 
was under construction. The first thing that absolutely 
gobsmacked me was the scale: it is colossal, and I think York 
Minster would fit twice into it, it’s just huge. And it wasn’t 
quite finished, the workmen were there, and I was wandering 
around, because in those days there was no health and safety 
and people could wander into building sites. And there was a 
worker... asked me what I was doing and I explained, I was in 
Liverpool to be interviewed for architecture and I said my 
father was a builder and he asked me if I’d like to go up in 

                         
193 JF p.1 
194 JF p.2. The Mackintosh school was of course designed by Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh. 
195 JF p.2 
196 RP p.2 
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the hoist into the roof space, and there I saw from the top, 
stone vaulting for the first time - and understood what stone 
vaulting was, and the miracle of stone vaulting, that thin skin 
of stone staying in space purely from gravity - extraordinary - 
so many pennies dropped when I went up there, it was a seminal 
moment in my education as an architect, at the very beginning 
of it.197 

 

In the end Pierce studied at Edinburgh College of Art from 1962 to 

1968, where he “spent as much time as he could in the painting 

studios and... life drawing classes”.198 And having left Co Fermanagh, 

for a while after graduating he set his sights way beyond Northern 

Ireland and to architectural styles he would never have encountered 

at home.199 

 

John Gilbert had been introduced to the building industry by his 

father, who was a salesman for a firm making bricks in Co Tyrone: 

 

My father used to like showing me things [such as] the brick 
factories - Glastry, Dungannon and Coalisland, and some up the 
Shankill... The bricks were burnt in these big kilns, and guys 
would stoke them from above, and it was... blistering hot, and 
they would have been putting in, it must have been coal, or 
anthracite, down into the hole that the bricks were burning 
in.200 

 

Gilbert’s plan was to study ergonomics at university, “because you’re 

thinking about the human and how they fit into doing things”, but 

“the careers master didn’t know what ergonomics was... It appealed to 

me, but nobody knew about it”, so he applied for architecture 

instead, and only Queen’s University offered him an interview - and a 

place: 

 

I was absolutely the dregs of everything - but I was so pleased 
that they offered me a place. And I remember getting out of the 
car, my mother’s Mini I think, and I smoked a cheroot in the 
car because - it was just like the Mannekin advert you know, Ah 
I’ve made it, they’ve accepted me! You know, Hamlet cigars.201 

 

Gilbert was actually in the first year to do the entire architectural 

course at Queen’s University (some previous years had transferred to 

Queen’s from the Art College which had been offering architectural 

                         
197 RP p.24 
198 Richard Pierce, blog at https://richardhpierce.wordpress.com/about/ 
199 “I went off to Pennsylvania, and discovered the work of the Philadelphia 
school - Louis Kahn, Robert Venturi - and I believe I discovered Robert 
Venturi before most Americans and certainly before anybody in Edinburgh - 
and this idea that the vernacular could become respectable intellectual 
architecture was an idea that I came back with from America, I was very very 
heavily influenced by the work of Venturi... The American Dream if you like, 
American music and film and all sorts of things.” (RP p.4) 
200 JG p.1 
201 JG p.2 
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training up to that time). Like many architectural students, he did 

not settle easily to the studies, which were less practical and more 

academic to suit the university situation. After failing two resits, 

 

I got called before the Dean, and they set you down at the 
table and said, You haven’t done very well, and you say Yeah I 
know that. I mean, of course you know you’d failed! And then as 
I was leaving, I mumbled, Waste of time... I had to write a 
letter of formal apology to the Dean, to say I’m very sorry. 
But I mean it was a waste of time, because I knew I’d failed, 
and I was sorry I’d failed, I was only blaming myself.202 

 

He did get through to the third year, which was the year out, when 

students are expected to find work at an architectural practice 

before coming back to studies. Gilbert went to London, where he 

painted flats and worked for Securicor before finding that he was 

meant to be getting experience in an architectural office. He was 

fortunate to find work back in Belfast with the local architect 

Desmond Hodges203 for the remaining six months of his year out, and 

with Desmond’s patient tuition John was able to identify his real 

interests in architecture: 

 

Desmond sat me down, and he said, I want you from memory to 
draw what you think this sash and case window is like, and what 
this chimney pot is like, and I tried to draw and I said God 
this is... And of course then you go and draw it, you go and 
look at it and draw it. So that was my introduction to sash and 
case windows. ... you don’t really know something until you’ve 
drawn it, you know, it’s that importance of understanding how 
it’s all put together.204  

 

After graduating the following year with 1st Class Honours and 

finding an encouraging tutor205 called Ivan Petrovic, Gilbert went on 

to develop his ideas with more confidence, including a group project 

that turned the current fashion for pneumatics on its head - 

vacuumatics:  

 

Why vacuumatics? [It] was because I’m a lazy sod and I always 
used to give my mother my washing... so I would put the washing 
in a bag and I would put the vacuum cleaner on the bag and suck 
the air out of it so that the washing took up very little space 
and it looked not much so I would give my mother the washing in 
a vacuum-packed bag. And I thought, these are pretty rigid. So 

                         
202 JG p.3 
203 Desmond Hodges was from Dublin but had established his practice near 
Queen’s University and became heavily involved in the newly formed Ulster 
Architectural Heritage Society around this time - his enthusiasm for 
conservation will be discussed in a later chapter.  
204 JG p.3 
205 Although students did not usually change universities in those days, the 
architecture course fell into two parts, each ending in a degree. This 
refers to the second degree, and a structural project where students would 
have been exploring techniques such as pneumatics and tensegrity. 



 

 82 

we started playing about with putting polystyrene pellets in a 
plastic bag and just testing what it could do.206 

 

Although probably not an entirely practical form of architecture, the 

process of thinking “outside the box” was to stand Gilbert in good 

stead as his career developed, and indeed vacuumatics has recently 

been the subject of more serious research recently in the 

Netherlands.207  

 

Caroline Dickson, unusually for an architect, was quite academic and 

nearly went to Oxford before settling on Magee in Derry for her 

degree in maths and languages, before turning to architecture, which 

she studied at Edinburgh. One of her first jobs as an architect was 

in Greece, where her employer would tell her 

 

You must look at the effect of the sun when it’s higher here, 
you have to do less to show shadow because it’s all more 
subtle. And then you have to remember that in the evening you 
get this long sun coming in.208 

 

Alistair Rowan went to Edinburgh College of Art where you could get a 

College of Art diploma or do the joint course with Edinburgh 

University to get an architecture degree.  He had similar doubts 

about his course, but was more academically inclined and blamed his 

tutors rather than himself for the failings in the course: 

 

[I] wasn’t very impressed with what they were doing at the 
University so I just stayed in the College.  It was an 
architecture degree, at the end of the third year you did the 
intermediate exams for the RIBA.209 

 

In fact after five years Rowan decided to continue with academic work 

rather than going into architectural practice, and he applied to do a 

PhD at Cambridge. When many years later he became Principal at 

Edinburgh College of Art he was encouraged to explore the archives 

and found the former Principal’s recommendation to Cambridge: 

 

... and by comparison with the sort of recommendations that you 
have to write for your students now, it was fantastic: it just 
read  “Dear Sir Leslie, I am happy to recommend Alistair Rowan 
for study in your school in Cambridge. We think rather well of 
him here.” [Laughs].210 

 

                         
206 JG p.4 
207 Huijben, FAA: Vacuumatics 3D Formwork Systems, PhD at Eindhoven University 
of Technology, 2014. 
208 CD p.5 
209 AR p.3 
210 AR pp.3-4 
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On arrival in Cambridge Rowan was offered a choice of topic by Leslie 

Martin: 

 

‘Now we’ve got two streams that you can follow: we’re 
interested in daylight factors in industrial buildings. We’ve 
got a departmental project and you could work on that with us, 
or of course you could do a historical dissertation.’  Well, 
daylight factors in industrial buildings seemed to me to be of 
limited interest and so I did a historical dissertation.211 

 

As a result Rowan built up a file of some 720 early 19th century fake 

castles212 to research across the British Isles, and then had to 

arrange visits to them. In those days many of the historic buildings 

he visited were simply large family houses, and there was little 

appreciation of their importance as listing had barely begun. As a 

result there was a remarkable level of trust. 

 

So I then took photographs and said ‘Have you any family 
papers?’ In one house in Scotland in Berwickshire, they said 
‘No, no, we don’t have any papers’, and I said ‘Well can I see 
round the house’, and they took me right up to the top tower 
room where there was a wonderful billiard room, and there under 
the billiard table was a portfolio of drawings by Pugin and 
James Gillespie Graham213. ‘We’ve no drawings’! I said, do you 
mind if I pull these out? And in those days [when] I said I’m 
staying in digs just here, they said ‘Oh take them and you can 
work on them this evening’.214 

 

Coming to the end of his PhD, Alistair applied for a major award from 

the Italian Institute. Coming up to the interview, “two very savvy 

lads” at the College said to him 

 

‘You know I’m sure they’ll be very impressed... by what you 
know about the Gothic revival in Italy, but what are you going 
to do when at some point they say to you, “Here beside me is 
Prof Giuseppe Verdi, would you like to speak to him in 
Italian?”’ And I said ‘Oh but they won’t do that’, and they 
said ‘Sure that’s exactly what they will do’.  So I had worked 
out what I would say if that happened, and what I would have 
said had it happened was, ‘Mi piacerebbe molto ma non mi pare 
che sia una buona idea, - I would like to very much but I don’t 
think it would be a good idea’. In the interview that is 
exactly what happened. And bang! I produced that. The wonderful 
thing about mi piacerebbe molto is it’s using the Conditional, 
I would like to very much, ma non mi pare but it doesn’t appear 
to me, requires the Subjunctive and sia una buona idea. So it 
was an elegant sentence, and I got a major award! [Laughs]215 

                         
211 AR pp.3-4 
212 Not fake buildings, just ones designed to look like castles but having no 
defensive purpose - a common style in the early 19th century.  
213 Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin (1812-52), known as “God’s architect”, was 
highly influential in the Gothic Revival movement, and his short but highly 
prolific career included the Palace of Westminster. Graham (1776-1855) was a 
Scottish architect working in the early Scottish Baronial style.  
214 AR p.5 
215 AR p.7 
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His decision to do an historical thesis was to lead Rowan to a 

distinguished academic career, and also to put him in a pivotal 

position in the development of conservation in each region of the 

British Isles, as will be discussed later.  

 

Bill Morrison was steered towards architecture by his headmaster who 

thought he was good at drawing, and at the age of 17 had become an 

apprentice at TT Houston & Partners. Houston encouraged him to sign 

up to the RIBA and he was “one of the last to sign up before they 

raised the entry qualifications to A-levels”.216 That led him shortly 

afterwards to seek planning qualifications:  

 

My motivation was to try to create development, get involved in 
wider schemes for neighbourhood and so on. And the opportunity 
arose when Queen’s ran a course in town planning which began 
about 1966, and I signed up for it and was studying for an MSc 
degree although I never had a basic degree!217 

 

The planner Robert Kennedy, training much more recently, started with 

a university course with the uninspiring title of Regional Analysis 

and Development. This led him to work in public sector economics 

before he went back to university to undertake the two-year planning 

course at Queen’s University and then got a job with the Planning 

Service. However, the academic training had not really prepared him 

for work in development control, mainly because 

 

Design training on planning courses is pretty hit and miss, 
[and] what you actually pick up, it’s mostly urban design as 
opposed to architectural design.218 

 

This seems to have been a common experience. Whereas builders were 

being trained through apprenticeships which were practical and 

involved “real life” experience, architecture and planning had made 

the move from sandwich courses at art colleges with their working 

experience to university degrees which had to establish their 

academic credentials. Architecture is a complex subject in its 

combination of artistic and structural principles, made more 

difficult by business elements like contract management and 

specification, and much of that has to be learned on the job. Degrees 

often introduced additional theoretical elements which made the 

degree “respectable” but added little of practical use. Most 

architects find that they come to their first job with very little 

                         
216 BM pp.1-2 
217 BM p.4 
218 RK p.1 
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useful knowledge, and planners, typically coming from their 

background in geography or economics, have similar problems.  

 

A lot of Kennedy’s specialist knowledge developed in practice, and 

through his personal interest in design. In fact he mentioned the 

postgraduate CPD course run by the Royal Society of Ulster Architects 

(RSUA) as a significant factor in his career development: 

 

I would have read a lot on everything, read a lot afterwards, 
and then the opportunity came up to do the conservation course 
at Jordanstown219, and then I did the RSUA diploma, but a lot of 
it has been learning over time and reading architecture books 
and so on and basically constantly going out and looking at 
buildings.220  

 

Even with a formal academic degree a qualified architect needed to 

get experience, and the first job after qualifying could establish 

the direction an architect’s career would take him. With his family 

background in building Richard Pierce was able to make rapid strides 

in his choice of an architectural career after finishing his degree 

at Liverpool. He decided to do his year-out from architecture 

training in America and was offered a job in Pennsylvania: 

 

It coincided with the Second Vatican Council, churches were 
being re-ordered, new churches were being built. Before I was 
22 I had designed and seen built three Catholic churches. It 
was an extraordinary opportunity, and I just fell in love with 
the place.221 

 

Other professions had similar routes towards qualification, either 

through sandwich course or full-time academic study. For Jim Kerr, 

whose family were painters and decorators, his interest in 

construction work led him to a professional career as an engineer.222 

He must of course have had an aptitude for maths, but it seems he had 

a practical bent rather than an artistic one.  

 

Liz McKnight, as a trainee housing officer in the late 1960s, went 

through similar part-time and external training through the College 

of Estate Management: 

 

                         
219 This was the conservation course managed by the RSUA, which had initially 
been run in association with Queen’s University but at that time was run at 
the University of Ulster at Jordanstown, and had very little academic input 
at either university. It is now run by the RSUA without any direct 
university involvement. 
220 RK p.1 
221 RP p.5 
222 JK p.1. Kerr said “I do remember hearing the sound of pneumatic drills in 
the street and jumping out of bed and being determined to find it!”. 
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Basically you were in the office for four days a week and then 
you were out of the office for one day a week, and that one day 
you were out you went to the Tech for part of the time, or you 
went to classes in something like housing finance and that was 
done by the Belfast Corporation at that stage... On the 
practical side we did building construction and building 
services in the Tech, we did that with the surveyors, the RICS 
people were doing the same sort of course as us.223 

 

However, not every professional got formal qualifications in those 

days, and the quantity surveyor LB was lucky in landing in the office 

where he was to spend his entire career, thanks to the guidance of 

the principal there, a Scotsman who was 

 

very fastidious, and just didn’t want me to be doing nothing 
from the start-off. Right from the very start I was out with 
him on sites.224 

 
 
 

Summary of Chapter 4 
 

This chapter has examined changes in how people were trained for the 

building industry (Objective 3).  

 

The traditional apprenticeship system, and the tradition of learning 

on the job from older skilled men, encouraged builders to develop and 

take a pride in their work. The modern system of college learning has 

not only resulted in a loss of skills but has also prevented 

youngsters from learning once they are on site since they are 

expensive and have to earn their keep rather than be trained.225 

Additionally because they are described as tradesmen many feel they 

no longer have to learn, and since modern construction makes 

comparatively light demands on many building trades the lack is not 

noticed until the men are asked to work on older buildings.  

 

This has led to a split in the building industry between firms who 

are happy to mass-produce and keep rates low, as required for housing 

and other areas, often employing seasonal foreign workers rather than 

permanent employees, and those who have retained skilled men and 

                         
223 LMcK pp.8-9 
224 LB p.1 
225 The cost of an average apprenticeship is around £24,000, so only 20% of 
small firms (with five people or less) can afford to take on an apprentice. 
They may want to take on and train apprentices, but the industry is too 
margin-conscious and the workforce, and work, too transient. Many 
apprentices do no even complete their training - out of 13,920 apprentices 
who started in 2011/12, only 8,470 completed their training in 2014/15. 
(from David Blackman, Apprentices: The numbers don’t stack up, in Building, 
17 March 2016). 
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enjoy the challenges of more complex work such as restoration. 

Trained joiners will know how to second-fix plastic windows, but will 

rarely have learnt how to even repair a traditional sash window.226 

Having identified this shortfall, bodies like Historic England and 

the National Trust have embarked on programmes to develop traditional 

building skills.  

 

In Northern Ireland particularly so much building work is focused on 

mass-produced new-build227 that there is little incentive for firms to 

train men in more sophisticated skills, and the public procurement 

PQQ system only serves to fossilise the situation with its emphasis 

on past experience in very similar work over a period of as little as 

five years.  

 
Before and immediately after the war architecture was seen as an 

artistic career, although by the 1960s, when architectural education 

was moving from the art colleges to the universities, maths and 

science subjects were becoming more necessary. Architecture had been 

taught at the Art College in Belfast until the mid 1960s, but when 

the architecture course was established at Queen’s University in 1966 

it was seen as being related to engineering. The need to justify 

architecture as an academic subject rather than an art one led to 

changes in how it was taught and that in turn led to changes in the 

aesthetic that architects worked to. That was to lead, as will be 

argued in later chapters, to a division in the profession and the 

growth of conservation as an alternative to the increasingly arid 

designs of modern architecture. 

 

So the routes to professional qualification were varied, but in the 

fifties mostly involved sandwich courses and external exams, and all 

interviewees cited the importance of practical experience. Obviously 

there are some aspects of the work which have to be taught 

academically, but there may be an argument for suggesting that the 

emphasis on academia comes at a cost. An analogy may be made with 

medicine, where for many years students have been selected for their 

                         
226 While the complete fabrication of a sash window may now be a specialist 
job, the author has often found that joiners asked to merely overhaul or 
adjust a sash window had little understanding of its mechanisms.  
227 In 2006 Northern Ireland was building ten private housing units per one 
thousand of population, compared to three in Great Britain. The number has 
fallen back since, but the sector is still heavily skewed towards new 
building. (CITB Industry Insights 2017-2021). Both the Housing Executive and 
the large housing associations, encouraged by the TCIs (Total Cost 
Indicators, or grant levels) set by the Department for Communities (DfC), 
and driven by an aversion to the risks perceived to arise in rehabilitation 
work, concentrate on new-build housing. In recent years the proportion of 
new build to renovation has been between 90 and 95%.  
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excellent A-level results: obviously academic ability is essential, 

but it does not guarantee a good bedside manner.   

 

Just as with apprenticeships in practical construction, much depended 

on finding the right mentors, and that was difficult for the more 

imaginative and unconventional youngsters. However, the social 

networks of Northern Ireland in those days helped people to find 

their way to suitable careers, and also ensured that although many 

architects had to go to Great Britain for their academic training, 

they also had strong loyalties to the place and were generally 

assured of finding jobs back home.  

 

Houses in Irish Street, Downpatrick: 
Unlisted Georgian houses in the Downpatrick conservation area. They were 

immediately opposite the police station, into which the author was taken for 
questioning while he was surveying the buildings - which were later 

demolished to make way for modern houses. 
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5. TOOLS OF THE TRADE 
 
This section looks at changes in the tools and materials used by the 

industry - initially the tools of the architect and engineer, then 

the materials and tools used on the building site, before looking at 

the system of builders’ merchants who buy in quantity and sell to 

builders, often providing much needed credit to small firms.  

 

Training for an area of work provides a licence to practice as it 

were, but the nature of that work is dictated to a large extent by 

the tools and materials available. The pace of change over the last 

fifty years has been dramatic, and has made possible greater speed of 

design and construction than ever before (although increased 

bureaucracy and legislation has slowed it dramatically, as 

demonstrated by comparison with the speed and ambition of 

construction in the 19th century!).228  

 

One overall change which has put its mark on all aspects of life 

during the period has been the arrival of computers and related 

communication tools like email, but there have been many smaller 

changes that will be outlined. 

 
Peter Bradley, architect, in draftsman’s smock, 1969 

                         
228 As an example, albeit on a very small scale, the Thompson Memorial 
Fountain in Ormeau Avenue was designed and approved in some three months, 
and the contract was carried out in two months, allowing the structure to be 
opened barely a year after its first conception. (Paul Harron, Historic 
Buildings Council Report 2012, pp.54-57) 
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The Architect’s Changing Tools:  
 
The period from 1950, when Britain was recovering from the Second 

World War and picking up the threads of plans and projects abandoned 

in the 1930s, up to 1980 when the first desk-top computers were 

emerging and about to change working and everyday lives in ways that 

could not have been anticipated even a decade earlier, embraces 

greater changes than occurred in the first fifty years of the 

century.  

 

An architect’s office in 1950 would have been substantially similar 

to an Edwardian one - there would have been a telephone and there 

might have been some new-fangled copying devices, but drawing was 

always done at the drawing board, using a T-square and set square229. 

 

In 2005 the American architects Tod Williams and Billie Tsien 

bemoaned the loss of techniques that would have been considered 

commonplace in the 1950s, and their despair would also have been felt 

by their counterparts in Northern Ireland: 

 

It is isolating and disorienting; a very strange feeling, 
rather like waking up to find that the tide has come in, and 
familiar landmarks are submerged. Slowly, the tools of the hand 
disappear.230 

 

The post-war office would have had people drawing in pencil or ink, 

but drawing in ink meant using the split-nib ruling pens231 or Graphos 

pens that were liable to splodge in inexperienced hands and were not 

adapted for free lines. The cartridge-filling Rapidograph and 

                         
229 R Fraser Reekie writing just after the war and still in print as a 
standard textbook in the early 1960s, lists the standard equipment of the 
drawing office as including a Double Elephant drawing board, usually with an 
inlaid ebony strip on one side for the matching mahogany T-square, and an 
adjustable set-square of “celluloid”. (R Fraser Reekie, Draughtsmanship, 
pp.1-4: my own copy has neither publisher nor date, but it was later 
reprinted by Edward Arnold in London in 1963). 
230  Tod Williams & Bilie Tsien: On Slowness. They cited some specific 
examples: “Recently, one of the architects in our studio put down the 
telephone and said incredulously, "No more leads!" Calling to place an order 
for new "F" leads, he was told that Faber Castell was no longer making them. 
People apparently do not draw enough anymore to make it worth their while. 
This is just the latest disappearance. And it seems to be happening more and 
more often to more and more tools that we use. Lettering and shape templates 
are disappearing. In 1993 we were told that there were only 144 more 
Dietzgen lettering templates in all the warehouses in the United States. So, 
we bought twenty. The "S"s and "4"s on these templates are wearing out, 
breaking, and there are no more templates to be had. Because we hear that 
they too are being phased out, we are hoarding ink pens.” 
231 Reekie says that “a good ruling pen is one of a draughtsman’s most useful 
assets” and warns that they should be carefully tested on purchase as “those 
bought in sets are often unsatisfactory”. (Reekie p.8). 
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Isograph pens coming in in the 1960s were a great advance in ease of 

drawing in ink, with ready-made standard widths from 0.1 to 1.5mm. 

Another standard tool was the scale rule, traditionally of ivory or 

boxwood. The old Imperial scales of eighth and quarter inch to the 

foot were superceded by metric scales in plastic before the computer 

rendered scale rules almost unnecessary.  

 

Richard Pierce learnt to draw in pencil, and refined his technique in 

early practice in America: 

 

I drew in pencil232 - when I came back to Edinburgh I was the 
only one not using rapidographs, I loved pencil. And even when 
I was in practice on my own all of my drawings were done in 
pencil, not pen.233 

 

Colin Hatrick’s first office used ink but the drawings were purely 

functional.234 Finlay Reid recalls the change from ruling pens to 

Rapidographs about 1970: 

 

We worked on linen, linen was the thing, and it was definitely 
ink from a box, these things you had to adjust the wheel to get 
the ink flowing right... and you had to put French chalk on the 
linen to make sure it would take all right... Robert 
Carson235... introduced me to rapidographs and I had never seen 
one before.236 

 

The architect planner Bill Morrison’s first years of architecture 

were spent at TT Houston’s office, where  

 

We were working off drawing boards and sharpened pencils and 
things like that, and rapidographs with very fine points, and 
submitting plans for building control with colour wash.237 

 

There were conventions for depiction of materials such as wrought 

timber (paired curved lines indicating the grain of the wood) or 

brick (paired diagonal lines), and for presentation drawings finished 

with water-colour or ink there were similar colour equivalents - 

burnt Sienna for wrought timber, vermillion for brick, Hooker’s Green 

for concrete, purple for steel and so on.238 

                         
232 Fraser Reekie recommended the use of the HB pencil, with fine work done in 
an H (hard) pencil and sketching in a B (soft) pencil; and when the pencil 
was worn to a short length it would be put in a pencil holder to make use of 
that was left. (Reekie,p.10) 
233 RP p.5 
234 CH p.4 
235 Robert Carson was the first professional landscape architect to work in 
Ireland, and having also trained as an architect and planner, he became a 
partner in the multi-disciplinary Belfast practice of Ferguson McIlveen. 
236 FR p.3 
237 BM p.1 
238 Reekie, pp.98-99). 
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Students trained before the war had to become proficient in Trajan 

Roman  (named after Trajan’s Column in Rome)239 and other forms of 

hand lettering. The university-trained students of the 1960s however 

were spoilt with the availability of lettering stencils, and then 

with the enormous range of styles available in Letraset dry transfer 

lettering which was invented in 1961, soon followed with rub-down dot 

tints and even sheets of Pantone colour.  

 

Bill Morrison still had to use traditional techniques for his 

testimonies of study in the 1960s: 

 

The old Whatman240 paper that you soaked in the bath and then 
[stuck it down on a flat surface so that the paper] stretched 
really tight. It was a joy, looking back on it.241 

 

In the early 19th century architect’s office drawing was done on 

cartridge paper or linen, so that the only way to make an additional 

copy to give the client or take on site had been to get the 

apprentice to draw a new copy, coloured if necessary by hand. Sir 

John Herschel’s invention in 1842 of the blueprint or cyanotype 

process mean that if drawings were made on a translucent medium like 

linen or tracing paper copies could easily and cheaply be made, 

albeit they were a negative image of the drawing with white lines 

replacing the black of the original.  

 

The blueprint was largely succeeded by the ammonia dyeline print 

which involved exposing sensitised paper to a translucent original 

through ultra-violet light, and then developing the image through a 

bath of ammonia. Most architects had these machines in their office 

by the 1960s and the smell was unmistakeable, as Richard Pierce 

remembers: 

 

There were two rooms, the front room and the back room. I don’t 
think Storie himself had an office. I was his only employee. 
The place was dominated by the smell of ammonia from the 
dyeline printing machine.242 

                         
239 “Little progress can be made in draughtsmanship without attention being 
paid to lettering” (Reekie, p.59) 
240 The Whatman Mill produced the best known paper for presentation drawings, 
and became a generic term for heavy cartridge paper. It had to be soaked and 
stretched to prevent cockling when a wash was laid on it. Jane Sugarman 
quotes a 1929 source as saying Whatman’s cold pressed paper was the best, 
and that older paper was better as it is dried out and seasoned: “Some 
thoughtful persons lay down a few sheets a year as our forebears laid down 
wine to ripen and mellow.” (Observations on the Materials and Techniques 
used in 19th Century American Architectural Presentation Drawings, in The 
Book and Paper Group Annual, Vol 5 1986. 
241 BM p.2 
242 RP p.9 
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There were parallel developments in document copying in all 

professional offices. Carbon paper was the routine method of making a 

quick reference copy of a typed document, but the third and fourth 

copies were poor quality, and duplication machines enabled up to 

forty copies from a typed or drawn stencil reproduced using sweet-

smelling alcohol in a “Banda” or “Roneo” duplicator were developed in 

the 1920s. Produced for quick and simple circulation, such copies 

were not durable and the paper used was often of low quality.  

 

The electro-static or xerographic process developed in the 1960s 

revolutionised office copying as there was no practical limit to the 

number of copies that could be made, crisp copies could be made on 

heavier paper and there was no need to prepare an intermediate 

stencil. Soon “photocopy” processes were available to reproduce 

drawings too, and they could work from a positive original rather 

than a translucent drawing.  

 

Although these developments made the production of drawings easier, 

cheaper and clearer, it did not change how architects worked. Of 

course, as copying became clearer and quicker, it became easier to 

put more detail on drawings, and a comparison between a drawing of 

the 1950s with one from the 1980s would show a considerable increase 

in the quantity of verbal information, while the number of drawings 

involved in a contract also increased. 

 

While it is not possible to quantify this increase, since every job 

is different, it would have been not uncommon to fit most of the 

information to build an Edwardian house on one or two sheets, with 

most details being left to the builder’s common sense and the bye-law 

requirements limited to the drainage layout and an indication of 

foundations. The introduction of more complex building regulations in 

the 1970s and stricter planning requirements required more rigid 

specification, often accompanied by additional drawings for 

electrical and mechanical services. Where pre-war drawings would have 

had very few notes, drawings now can incorporate a detailed 

specification of the works. The complexity of steel and concrete 

detailing require further drawings, and few projects now have less 

than five or six drawings at planning stage, followed by additional 

drawings for details and working drawings.243  

                         
243 In general architects worked at a scale where most of a design could be 
encapsulated on paper the size of a drawing board. However, aircraft 
engineers needed full-size drawings for some parts of their work, and urban 
planners needed drawings capable of showing substantial parts of a city in 
detail. Such drawings were unwieldy and could occupy large rooms. 
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The arrival of the computer 

What did change the design process was the introduction of computer-

aided drafting (CAD) from the mid 1970s.244 The most widely-used CAD 

system is probably AutoCAD which appeared in 1982 and has gone 

through many iterations but is used by architects and engineers 

alike. This is not the place to look at the development of computer 

software, but suffice it to say that as the cost of software has gone 

down and the sophistication of the products has increased to include 

3-D design and links to specification and quantity-surveying 

programmes, CAD has gone from being a novelty in most offices by the 

mid 1990s to becoming an essential part of the design process.245  

 

While it may have become essential, it has also changed the way 

designs are realised. The differences are obvious, and on the face of 

it beneficial, but with the improvements may also come less helpful 

side effects. While the computer makes for greater efficiency 

(certainly in the sense of being able to churn out more drawings with 

more lines per hour), with speed and standardisation come a 

reluctance to innovate and experiment. It also brings an innate 

problem of losing the instinctive sense of scale that a pencil 

draughtsman would have had, because of the necessity to zoom in and 

out of the drawing as detail is added.  

 

An office block at 19 Bedford Street Belfast by Paddy Byrne was 

proudly trumpeted in 1991 as having been designed using “MacII CAD 

system with Powerdraw software” printed on a Graphtec A1 plotter and 

taking only one month to produce the working drawings.246 The UAHS 

Gazetteer in 1993 was sceptical of the result, considering it “out of 

scale with its older neighbours, and rather blunt in detail”.247  

 

                                                                       
Photographs survive showing urban planners literally crawling over large 
drawings to reach parts of the plan (https://rarehistoricalphotos.com/life-
before-autocad-1950-1980/). 
244 The first commercial numerical-control programming system was devised in 
1957, and SketchPad, which is still available, first appeared in 1963. 
(https://www.i-programmer.info/history/people/329-ivan-
sutherland.html?start=1). 
245 The architect Andrew Merrylees, being interviewed by Clive Fenton in 2005, 
recalls detailing the Post Office Sorting Office in Edinburgh which was clad 
in “wriggly tin”. “I remember sitting and drawing every single “wriggle”, 
it’s an axonometric, which could probably now be done in about 5 minutes on 
a computer. It took me about 2 weeks. I’ve still got that drawing.” He 
probably wouldn’t have kept it if it had been drawn by a computer. 
(https://warwick.ac.uk/fac/arts/scapvc/arthistory/research/projects/basil_sp
ence/voices/merrylees/interview/). 
246 Ulster Architect, July 1991 pp.16-19.  
247 Patton Belfast, p.26. 
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In the early days of CAD the limitations of the software meant that 

it was difficult to draw some things that had been simple on the 

drawing board. Now the reverse is possibly true, though unfortunately 

things that can be easily achieved on the computer may be much more 

difficult in reality: “Less experienced engineers can create designs 

that look perfectly manufacturable on screen, but can't actually be 

made... In real life, they'd need to be welded, or adhesively bonded, 

or fastened with some type of fastener — it's easy to forget that on 

the screen.”248 

 

Another difficulty with the computer is that it demands precision 

even at a stage when detail needs to be fluid, so it can crystalise 

ideas too rigidly at an early stage. In freehand drafting a line can 

be set out and be modified or left slightly vague as required, while 

the computer immediately wants to know how many millimetres it 

represents.249  

 

While the computer has been ubiquitous in offices since the late 

1980s, not everyone has been comfortable using them and the older 

generation continued to dictate or draft letters in longhand, and to 

sketch ideas for buildings in pencil and paper, handing them to 

technicians to convert into CAD drawings for use on the site. The 

younger generation are relaxed with computers, though even they 

sometimes revert to pencil and paper for initial thinking. Richard 

Pierce always drew using traditional tools: 

 

I never learned to draw on the computer - ever. And I thought 
that computer drawings had absolutely no character, and I 
thought that it was a way of homogenising drawing so that 
everybody drew like everybody else.250 

 

While CAD is the most specific change introduced by computers, they 

became commonplace in every aspect of administration, from letters to 

bills of quantities, with a corresponding reduction in the number of 

secretaries required, particularly by quantity surveyors. Finlay Reid 

remembers working in GP & RH Bell’s office in the days of the manual 

typewriter in the 1950s: 

 

                         
248 Jean Thilmany, Pros and Cons of CAD, in The American Society of Mechanical 
Engineers, 29 March 2019. 
249 “Once you know exactly what you’re drawing and why you’re drawing it that 
way, CAD is phenomenal” (interview with Matt Coleman, 2009, by Polly Brown) 
but “Engineers who were trained with a pen and pencil in hand have a 
different mindset... Sketching is inherently creative” (Polly Brown, CAD: Do 
computers aid in the design process after all?, in Intersect: The Stanford 
Journal of Science, Technology and Society,  Vol.2 No.1, 2009. 
250 RP p.5 
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Joan used to come in in the morning on the typewriter and type 
away, and then Philip Bell would appear at about 3 o’clock on a 
Friday afternoon, and between 3 o’clock on Friday afternoon and 
5 o’clock or so, she was hard at it, and it was a manual 
typewriter, it wasn’t electric... - and several of us sitting 
in this place in Ocean Buildings251 while we listened to Joan 
Gray typing away in an adjoining room, it was really quite 
amusing.252 

 

When the computer came in long reports could be amended on page one 

without the need to retype subsequent pages, and photocopying made 

reproduction and dissemination simple. These changes of course were 

not specific to the building industry, and Michael McKay remembers 

when the City Council housing offices got computers - the problem was 

what to do with them: 

 

I got my first computer on my desk, and I didn’t know a thing 
about it! But they did send us on training courses to 
familiarise ourselves and I mean, you were getting information, 
but what to do with the information was another matter! But as 
time progressed... I ended up doing letters for the Chairman 
and the Director of Housing and all those people, legal letters 
as well. I actually did the letters on my computer. The typists 
would have gone and altered them if they weren’t right.253 

 

As Michael noted, the senior staff were losing their shorthand 

typists and expected to write their own letters, though there would 

still be a typing pool in a large office to make sure everything was 

produced to the correct standards. 

 

Nor do the arrival of the fax machine and its replacement shortly 

after with e-mail need to be analysed, beyond mentioning that of 

course these greatly facilitated communications between architect and 

building site, including drawings and photographs.  Another 

communication change that has become commonplace, not only in the 

building industry but in most other walks of life is the mobile 

phone. The first cell networks arrived in the 1980s but it was only 

in the late 1990s that consumer mobile phones began to be common, 

while the iPhone in 2007 made the use of email and photography easy 

on a mobile device.  

 

Of course when technology makes things easier or quicker an 

expectation grows that more will be done, and the quantity surveyor 

LB is sceptical that the advances are as great as one might assume:  

                         
251 Ocean Buildings is a Perpendicular style five-storey red sandstone 
building of 1899-1902 by Young & Mackenzie in Donegall Square Belfast, which 
has hosted the offices of a number of architects over the years including 
James Hanna and John MacGeagh.  
252 FR p.1 
253 M McK p.9 
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I do think actually in those days the job was, I’ll not say any 
easier, but... you didn’t have computers and you didn’t have 
mobile phones and all that sort of carry on, so you actually 
went out and you met the contractors and sorted things out 
probably as quickly, if not more quickly, than you do nowadays 
with the use of emails and stuff like that, you don’t get that 
involved any more.254 

 

However, the younger surveyors have known nothing else, as LB said:  

 

It started to come in about ten or fifteen years ago. We 
started to have these big [screens] like a drawing board, where 
you put the drawing on it, you set the scale and you can 
actually work off this tablet - just a huge big tablet. But 
that only lasted two or three years and then it started to go 
directly to the computers. The whole system became very very 
much computerised, and all our staff - I don’t think [the 
senior partner] does, I don’t think he knows how to do it - but 
all the young staff are taught at university and taught when 
they come into our place, how to use them. Probably wouldn’t 
know how to use a scale rule - they might, but they never use 
them, they never need to.255 

 

To an engineer like Jim Kerr the computer really does take a lot of 

the slog out of work, and the growing sophistication of computers has 

been a source of wonder: 

 

I remember the first time I was in Kirk McClure & Mortons they 
had a “computer” in inverted commas for designing free-standing 
chimneys. And basically it was a glorified calculator, but I 
was told at the time that this cost in the region of £18,000 - 
it was something horrendous. But it was cutting edge, and it 
was used to great effect there. And when I went back to Kirk 
McClure & Mortons in the early 80s... we were involved in 
actually writing code for the computers, that’s how fresh they 
were, and we started using structural analysis software from 
the early 80s...  

 

“There’s no doubt about it,” said Kerr, “computers have allowed a lot 

more innovation and boundaries to be pushed.” And email has also made 

a big difference, allowing an instant response. But is that a good 

thing? He is sceptical: 

 

Not necessarily, no I think it generates more correspondence 
rather than better correspondence. And the paperless office 
that was always talked about, has never appeared.256 

 

And inexperienced engineers can depend too much on the computer, as 

Jim Kerr has found: 

 

                         
254 LB p.9 
255 LB pp.11-12 
256 JK p.12 
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What I have found certainly in recent years, graduates don’t 
have as much of an appreciation for analysis and design as 
maybe we would have had in the early days, because there’s a 
lot of reliance now placed on the output from the computer. 
We’re constantly banging heads together asking our graduates, 
OK you’ve got an answer there, how have you verified it, how 
have you checked it?  
It’s this black box syndrome, you know people don’t really 
understand what’s happening in the analysis, they know what 
their input is and what they’re trying to achieve, but 
sometimes it’s blind faith in terms of the numbers that are 
produced by the computer, and it’s something you always have to 
guard against.257 

 

Working on a complex £35m hospital building, Kerr’s practice is using 

the latest Building Information Modelling (BIM) software, and he 

feels it “pulls the whole design progress forward in the project”.258 

He is confident that BIM will still be used in twenty years’ time, at 

least as an approach, though he thinks using BIM for facilities 

management is “more aspirational than actually proven to be reality”: 

 

You know they talk about the BIM model being able to predict 
when a light bulb’s going to fail [laughs] - we’re not at that 
stage by any means. Whether it ever gets there or not I don’t 
know.259 

 

Larger practices working on government contracts now use BIM as a 

standard process, but it hasn’t come into more general use, and LB is 

sceptical about it: 

 

Basically it means all these large jobs are going to a smaller 
and smaller number of professionals who can actually do them. I 
mean, how do you get from doing a relatively simple 20-storey 
office block to doing a £300m hospital with all the complexity 
of that?260 

 

Looking ahead, Jim Kerr thinks we may even be able to 3-D print 

buildings,  

 

but you’ll never be able to 3-D print a repair or conservation 
work. [Laughs] ... I think conservation has more of an artisan 
nature to it than working completely on new materials and new 
build.261 

 

 
 
 

                         
257 JK p.6 
258 JK p.7 
259 JK p.7 
260 LB p.12 
261 JK p.12 
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Changes on the Building Site: 
 
Just as architects and other building professionals learnt to use 

constantly changing technology, there were corresponding changes on 

the building site, with new materials and technologies being 

introduced and new products brought to the market to take advantage 

of them.    

 

Lime and Thatch 

One of the changes that marked the move from traditional buildings to 

modern ones was the change from lime to cement. It is typical of the 

difference between the materials used in traditional buildings and 

the materials used in contemporary ones, resulting in the dichotomy 

between breathable materials (which allow some moisture to enter the 

fabric, but allow it to dry out again as soon as conditions have 

changed) and non-breathable ones (designed to keep moisture out at 

all costs, but which have difficulty in dealing with any moisture 

that does enter) - and in Northern Ireland the dividing line between 

the two technologies coincides roughly with the Second World War. 

 

In traditional building lime was burnt, slaked, and used in mortars, 

plaster and even in painting, as limewash. Cement replaced it because 

of its quick setting and greater strength, valued in modern building 

construction. But in historic buildings cement is not merely 

inappropriate, it is actively damaging, as the engineer Robin Kent 

explained: 

 

What is so bad about cement mortar? Oddly enough it is the 
strength that is its failing as far as historic buildings are 
concerned... This makes it much more brittle, so that it is 
liable to crack, and it is also more dense and less 
permeable... Water that finds its way into the wall cannot dry 
out through the mortar. Instead it is concentrated, along with 
soluble salts, in the adjacent stone or brick. Crystallisation 
stresses and freezing result[s] in the stone rather than the 
mortar being eroded, especially older, softer bricks and 
stones. Instead of merely repointing a wall every century or 
so. you may be faced with replacing whole masonry units, or 
even complete reconstruction.262 

 

Cement was widely used by the beginning of the period covered in this 

dissertation, and lime, which had been a standard building material 

for hundreds of years, was almost entirely supplanted by cement. John 

                         
262 Robin Kent describes the chemical process: “Cement mortar docs not simply 
"dry", but rather "sets" by a complex chemical reaction producing chain 
molecules of tri-calcium hydrosilicates. The result is that at 28 days a 1:3 
mix of sand-cement mortar can be about twice the strength of the same mix 
using hydraulic lime, and over 20 times the strength of a traditional non-
hydraulic lime mortar.” (Kent, pp.24-25). 
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McAleenan remembers what had become standard practice for a small 

builder in the 1950s when as a boy he watched the building of a new 

byre near Katesbridge: 

 

It was very very interestin’ to see lorries comin’. I can 
remember it so well, and them lifting the blocks off by hand, 
and then followed shortly afterwards another lorry came with 
the sand, which was all shovelled off. Then the local 
builder... came, and marked out the foundation, and my father 
and my half-brother then started digging it with picks and 
shovels. Stones were put in, pegs put in and then they mixed 
the concrete by shovels - so many shovels of sand, so many 
shovels of stones, and so many shovels of cement.263 

 

“Bag lime” was available to help make mortars more workable, but it 

was used as a plasticiser rather than a material in its own right in 

the traditional way. Even a typical English textbook on brickwork 

from 1966264, having discussed the process of slaking lime, goes on to 

define a typical mortar as consisting of 1:1:6  cement:lime:sand, or 

saying that non-hydraulic limes should be mixed with cement. Adding 

cement to lime obviates its natural breathability and means that the 

resultant mortar is essentially a cement mix.  

 

Such was the dominance of cement over lime in Northern Ireland by 

1960 that lime putty had become virtually unobtainable except by 

importing it from Carlow, though for a while there was a plant at 

Castlereagh, according to Colin Higgins, who ran a nearby cement 

plant:  

 

It was actually in a quarry called Davidson’s Quarry, and 
Davidson’s had dug the quarry at some stage, but their own 
business was at the foot of the lane on the Castlereagh Road, 
and it was Davidson’s Mortar Works - and they were the last 
firm to make slaked and puddled lime in Northern Ireland...265 

 

So few builders were using lime putty by that stage in Northern 

Ireland that even Noel Killen with his love for traditional 

techniques only knew it from hearsay until its revival in the 1990s: 

 

I mind my father and them’ns talkin’ about that it was mixed 
and it would lie for a month, maybe three months266. So we used 
it an odd time in some of the work that he did really, but then 
I went till a few courses organised by Ulster Architectural 
Heritage, I met Dan McPolin. As I say Dan started his business 

                         
263 JMcA p.1 
264 WG Nash, Brickwork, Hutchinson Educational Ltd, London, 1966. 
265 CHi p.8 
266 Freshly slaked lime would be left to “sour” for a period to ensure that no 
partially slaked lime was left which might “blow’ at a later date. The lime 
was often slaked in a pit on site at the beginning of a job and would then 
be ready for use as it progressed.  
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in Narrow Water [but] previous to Dan makin’ lime mortar here 
you’d have had to go to England to get it really.267 

 

The Historic Monuments and Buildings Branch of the DoE had set up its 

own lime kiln at its Moira depot in order to have lime for use on its 

monuments, but it was not publicly available and it was only when Dan 

McPolin retired from the Branch and established the Narrow Water Lime 

Company near Newry mentioned by Killen that lime putty became 

commercially available again in the North268. The courses there were a 

revelation to many architects who hadn’t realised that the 

“stickiness” of lime enabled it to build shallower arches than was 

possible in cement mortars. This was something Robert Lipton had been 

aware of when he used lime specifically to help with pebbledashing 

houses: 

 

The only lime that we used in the buildin’ trade in that time 
was, whenever you were dashin’ a house on the outside... - 
white sand, white cement, and lime to make it sticky. Because 
you plastered that on the house wall and then you started on 
your pebbles and you’d stick your clean pebbles into that, and 
you wanted a very sticky substance... the lime made it more 
grabbable if you know what you mean. But that was the only lime 
ever we used much in the village.269 

 

Lime plaster is actually easier to use than plain sand-cement mixes. 

However, most builders mistrusted the slow setting time of lime and 

insisted on adding a taste of cement to the mix “to help it go 

off”270, which in fact undermined the whole point of using lime by 

reducing its breathability.  

 

When lime was reintroduced at Narrow Water there were some bad 

experiences with the lime taking too long to set and being damaged by 

frost or rain, so Noel Killen began examining the mortars in historic 

buildings he was working on: 

 

Some of the lime mortars now don’t seem to harden as much as 
what the 18th century plasters that I have been workin’ with. 
So whether we’ve lost that or whether it’s hydraulic lime I’m 
not sure. But still I think we have lost some of the secrets of 
mixin’ lime mortars because on different houses I have been 
involved in the different strengths of it, some was very 
fragile and some was really dense. But I think some of the good 
mortars that I have seen here they had a lot of the wee river 
gravel mixed through it so I seem to think when there’s more 
gravel in it it seems to harden better I think...271  

                         
267 NK p.5 
268 Richard Oram and Dawson Stelfox, Traditional Buildings in Ireland, Mourne 
Heritage Trust, p.84.  
269 RL p.2 
270 “Go off”, ie set. 
271 NK p.6 
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He found that some houses in mid-Down were just built with local 

clay, without even lime mortar, and yet they were dry and sound. He 

began to think that the impurities in traditional lime may have been 

part of the setting process that had been lost in modern manufacture. 

 

Well don’t forget mixin’ back in the 17th 18th century it would 
have been pretty basic, you know you’d have been havin’ river 
gravel and sand, and maybe they’d have been mixin’ even some of 
the till that you’d have dug up out of the ground maybe. 
Because we’re doin’ a house up at Annacloy now, Rosconnor 
House, and the back bit of that house is just built with 
ordinary clay, and when we were diggin’ up the sewer up the 
main drive we come on a vein of just the same stuff, just like 
red sand, a really orangey sand, and we mixed a bit of that 
just in ordinary water, and put it in and it actually hardened, 
so the back bit of the house is probably just built with clay 
and a bit of water, and very little mortar, but the front part 
of the house where the house was extended it’s built with a 
lime mortar.272  

 

In fact the problem with the Narrow Water lime seems to have been 

that it was too pure and a non-hydraulic lime, which could only set 

slowly through contact with air, and Killen’s researches pointed to 

the pozzolanic effect which the almost accidental mixing with clay 

and other impurities would have introduced. Unfortunately Narrow 

Water doesn’t seem to have researched this possible remedy, and the 

business closed, to be replaced by naturally hydraulic limes imported 

mostly from France, which reach their initial set within a day.273  

 

Having become almost extinct as a building material by 1950, the use 

of lime has been thoroughly revived in Northern Ireland and is once 

more standard practice in historic buildings - though perhaps some 

thought needs to be given to the breathability and strength of the 

more hydraulic limes, which may perform in similar ways to cement. 

 

Lime had been used traditionally for internal as well as external 

render and for pointing. Plastering was traditionally lime based, and 

in the 1920s it was not uncommon to repair lath on plaster like for 

like or even to carry out large areas of lath and plaster (“Laths are 

usually tied in bundles containing 360ft run”), but the cost of 

carrying out small repairs in separate coats requiring multiple 

visits was making the practice uneconomic even then.274  

 

                         
272 NK p.6 
273 Ironically, the reason these limes are hydraulic seems to be the 
occurrence of seams of clay amongst the lime. 
274 Ernest G Blake, Building Repairs: A Practical Guide to their Execution, 
Batsford, London, 1920, pp.148-149. 
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The use of lime plaster reinforced with horsehair may sound archaic 

but it was done for a good reason, to help reinforce the plaster in a 

similar way to modern fibreglass. Richard Pierce remembers working 

with it on a job in the 1980s with his uncle Charlie, who was a 

plasterer.275 

 

Thatching has become another specialist skill. Now that there are 

fewer than two hundred thatched cottages in Northern Ireland276, it is 

hard to believe that in 1950 there were some 30,000 such buildings. 

The disappearance of these charming and distinctive houses is not 

just a matter of sentimental concern: their decline is leading to a 

loss of many traditions and ways of life that had survived for 

centuries. A report for the Department of the Environment NI in 2005 

listed some 85 thatchers available to work on the estimated 2000 

cottages across the whole of Ireland, but only ten were based in 

Northern Ireland.277  

 

The preservation of thatch and the mud walling so often associated 

with it may seem like abstruse concerns for museum curators and 

archivists, but they provided the setting for story telling and 

traditional music that have largely disappeared or been translated 

into forms both more sophisticated and less interesting. Henry 

Glassie’s study of life in Ballymenone, an area of Co Fermanagh just 

south of Enniskillen, records the holistic aggregation of oral 

history, music, folk myths and a local identity that has largely 

disappeared with the march of television and replacement dwelling 

grants. 278 

 

If lime and thatch had become archaic materials by 1950, that meant 

that they did not change significantly in themselves, so when they 

are still used in historic buildings they are employed in essentially 

unchanged ways. 

 

                         
275 RP p.3 
276 The exact figure is probably fewer than a hundred, though surviving 
“thatch under tin” buildings are now recorded as well. The situation was 
reviewed at an open meeting of the Historic Buildings Council in Enniskillen 
in 2018. (HBC Minutes for 18 May 2018). 
277 Dawson Stelfox et al, Report on the Present and Future Protection of 
Thatched Structures in Ireland, 2 vols, Consarc Conservation Architects, 
2005.  
278 Glassie, op cit. The NIHE replacement dwelling grants funded new houses 
but required the old “unfit” house to be demolished. This led to the loss of 
many unlisted traditional dwellings - the 2006 Heritage Review by UAHS 
recorded the loss of 3,200 dwellings between 1992 and 2005, with the 
replacements costing £7m per annum, considerably more than the amount 
available for historic buildings.   
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What replaced lime was cement, first mixed on site by hand, and then 

manufactured by specialists and brought to site by lorry.279 Colin 

Higgins explains the growth of concrete in Northern Ireland: 

 

It’s that sort of headlong entrepreneurial blindness or spirit 
of Northern Ireland farmers - farmers discovered they had a 
field which wasn’t much use for a few cattle, and if they had a 
hoke280 at it they could produce gravel or stone which they 
could crush... They were little family businesses and they 
competed with each other.281 

 

The concrete industry grew vertiginously during the years of the 

Celtic Tiger, as Higgins explained: 

 

From Drogheda and Limerick we sold one year three million tons 
of cement in Ireland...  You couldn’t get cement at one time 
during the middle of this boom, we had to try and buy cement 
from China, which had to come to Cadiz, because we couldn’t get 
the big boat that brought it from China into Ireland, anywhere, 
and then we had to put it into smaller boats in Cadiz and then 
ship it into little harbours in Ireland, just to get cement to 
cope with the demand. So that whole thing was crazy, and it 
resulted as you know in all these ghost estates. They’re 
bulldozing some of them now back to farmland.282 

 

There was an agricultural grant for concrete for yards, lanes and 

various bits of silage pits, cesspits and all sort of concrete pits. 

It was even used for concrete lanes. Higgins recalls flying from 

Belfast up to Ballykelly and being horrified by the number of 

unnecessary concrete lanes he saw, many of which would have been 

enabled by his own firm: 

 

I couldn’t believe these white lanes going up hills to nowhere, 
up into the moors, up into the Glens [laughs], all these white 
lanes had all been laid. We had by that time another concrete 
plant in Glenwherry, and they did a lot of lanes from there... 
These concrete lanes are still there probably, for the sheep to 
come down from the hills on, and all sponsored by government 
money. 283 

 
 
 

                         
279 The ready-mix concrete business had started in the USA in the 1930s, and 
moved quickly to the UK at the end of the war. When Readymix appeared in 
Ireland it was Catherwoods who were the big operators in sand, dredging sand 
from Lough Neagh. They eventually had about eighteen concrete plants in 
Northern Ireland. Then Farrans, who were probably the biggest builders and 
civil engineers at the time with Grahams, got into concrete plants as well, 
as Readyuse Concrete. (CHi p.2) 
280 “a hoke at it”, ie digging at it. 
281 CHi p.2 
282 CHi p.11 
283 CHi p.11 
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Joinery work 

Timber on the other hand was always essential, and its use has 

changed through time. After the war for instance rationing of 

building materials meant that builders had to make it work hard, and 

roofing was often made in very light sections as John McAleenan 

remembers: 

 

And the roofing came, this was just shortly after the war about 
1949 and timber was very scarce, and you had to get permission, 
or a docket, to buy timber, and of course the timbers were cut 
to a very very small scantling.284 

 

John McAleenan described being introduced in 1959 or 1960 to the 

laying of a tongue and groove timber floor and preparing it for 

skirting: 

 

I always remember so well my first day, I was put along with a 
joiner called John Dorrian, and we started to floor houses, 
tongued and grooved flooring, and of course I was carrying the 
boards in, setting them on a stool and he was cutting them to 
length. I was told first of all that I needed a saw, I needed a 
square, I needed a hammer, and a hatchet and a rule. And the 
hatchet it was actually for, you knocked the floorboards in 
with the side of the hatchet so you didn’t damage the tongue... 
There was no masonry nails in those days, so you had to rake 
out the joints for to put plugs in for nailing the skirting, 
for nailing the door frames, and all of those. And the hatchet 
was to make the plugs, so you took the scrap cut off the wood 
and you chopped a corner off one side, turned it round so when 
it went in it twisted... After John got so many boards down, 
which he probably had twelve boards down and cramped it, and 
tacked, then the first thing he says You nail that. And of 
course I started nailing and remembering back... - when it came 
to the last board you didn’t nail it... so of course I done the 
same thing, and of course he said to me immediately, You must 
have nailed before, everybody else nails that as well. And I 
said well I saw that you didn’t nail it, but yes I did nail 
floors before (laughs). So that was my first day.285 

 

John McAleenan was learning to be a general joiner, but the roofing 

was reserved for experts - in that case “a man and he had a son and 

two other boys, they done nothing only roof, they just roofed all the 

time.“286 At that time all roofing was cut by hand on site by such 

specialists, but one day John was introduced to the mysteries of 

roofing work: 

 

I do remember on an occasion while taking our lunch one day, 
the other man who was a partner of Jimmy’s a man called Eddie 
Fitzsimmons from Crossgar who really and truly would have been 
a roofing specialist, and I always remember one day when we had 
our tea taken, he lifted a piece of nine by three timber, and 

                         
284 JMcA p.1 
285 JMcA p.2 
286 JMcA p.4 
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he started telling me about roofing - that you had a plumb cut, 
you had a sole cut and you had the bird’s mouth for the 
wallplate.... Well the plumb cut of course is, you know, you 
just look at a roof yourself, where the two boards meet you 
have a plumb cut [ie vertical]. The sole cut was the reverse of 
that at the bottom, at the wallplate level, and then you had 
your bird’s mouth, for to keep it pushing at that there. And of 
course in those days on that sort of work they didn’t bird’s 
mouth where the purline went, it was just nailed you know flat 
on, if it was three inches wide you had three inches rebate. 
Nowadays in a long roof we would always have a second birds 
mouth there, with the purline sitting perpendicular... Of 
course he went on to tell me about the cutting of diagonals for 
your hips, and your valleys and all this, but always - always, 
always, a plumb cut, a sole cut and a bird’s mouth, and your 
valley cut to bring your angle - is so simple. But he was so 
good, you know, he was a roofin’ man, he really was.287  

 

Trusses were introduced in the 1950s, designed to work with light 

timber sections and save time through being prefabricated. But 

although they were popular with designers and builders, most clients 

would have preferred traditional construction with room to store 

things in the attic. As a country builder Robert Lipton was happy to 

depart from the design, for instance when the architect had specified 

a truss roof but the client wanted a “cut roof” in order to have a 

useable attic. Since the local building control officer “knowed I 

could’ve roofed a house better with the saw than a truss” 

 

he would’ve got... his book of tables out and I would’ve the 
size of the rafter and the length of the rafter worked out, 5.1 
or whatever it was, and then the span and the pitch, and if I 
was puttin on slates and he would have prepared his table - a 4 
x 2 or whatever it was, or four by inch and a half would do ye 
there, or six by inch and a half, and I wrote that down. And 
I’d have made the list of timber out then that night for the 
customer, of rafters, ridge boards, valley boards, ceiling 
joists - every stick that you could think of that you needed to 
roof that house. A complete list - felt, fascia board, spoutin 
- plastic spouting at that time you bought that all in a 
package, one load, slates, so many slates, a roll of lead for 
the two valleys and you’d have bought that all, and got a price 
for the man.288 

 

Was the truss more expensive? 

 

No. It was quicker - far quicker... the only thing was ye 
needed a bit of help to get the trusses up, they were a biggish 
thing to get up... Well, it was all cut work we did, not very 
many trusses.... So if one was priced against the other I don’t 
know what would have been the chapest. But the people wanted 
the roofspace for storage, and the truss spoiled that a bit you 
know.289 

 

                         
287 JMcA pp.4-5 
288 RL p.9 
289 RL p.9 
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The modern joiner generally fabricates components manufactured 

elsewhere, and as a result many have little understanding of that 

staple of the 18th and 19th century house, the sash window. As for 

the way they put timbers together, don’t expect many to be able to 

tell you about the through dovetail, the half-blind dovetail or the 

secret-mitred dovetail.290 It could be argued that most building work 

does not require such sophisticated joinery, but of course in working 

on historic buildings it is important to match repairs to the 

original fabric alongside them.  

 

 
Services 

With the wide range of kitchens manufactured now it is quite hard to 

believe that in the 1950s there were no kitchen suppliers as such, 

with the kitchen being made on site by the joiners. As a young lad 

John McAleenan decided to present his mother with a new kitchen in 

their cottage, and rather than the teak draining boards with fluted 

drainage channels291 that were common then he thought he would treat 

her to a new material called Formica: 

 

My Mum, like she washed the dishes on the kitchen table... but 
we had a little room in the house down the road which she 
called a pantry... and I said till her one day, like I wouldn’t 
have been any more than possibly 17... we’d no running water of 
course, you carried the water from the well. But so I said to 
her one day, I said if we got a Belfast sink, [and I] put it in 
and I said I could put a tap on it. And... I got blockboard - 
she agreed of course - and we put the blockboard on at the tap, 
and I got lemon-coloured Formica, and I stuck this on the top 
of it, and then for along the edge there was an aluminium trim 
which was lipped over to trim the edge... So that’s my first 
knowledge actually of Formica. 292 

 

While water and electricity were common in towns and cities by the 

1960s, rural parts of Northern Ireland were less well-served, and the 

McAleenans had neither, so once they had a kitchen sink the next step 

was to get a water supply: 

 

Well of course the mains water came into this country after 
Spelga Dam, and the mains water was goin’ in [about 1956]293. 

                         
290 Yet, “Dovetail joints are a sign of a true craftsman. Noted for their 
resilience to pull apart, these finger-like joints between two pieces of 
wood enable a tight, strong, and long lasting fit.  Dovetail joints require 
zero mechanical fasteners, making them more attractive to the 
traditionalist.” (Dovetail joints: Different Types and Their Uses,  in Tools 
Today, https://www.toolstoday.com/g-46-dovetail-joints-different-types-and-
their-uses.) 
291 JMcA pp.8-9 
292 JMcA p.9 
293 RH Buchanan in his essay Rural life in Northern Ireland cites a 1947 
survey by John Mogey which found 93% of houses in the province lacked piped 
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But us bein’ on a by-road here, where we are, there was no 
water main there... till a few years later you see. 294 

 

Electricity was even more difficult to get in the country, but was 

becoming essential. McAleenan’s father didn’t sign for electricity 

initially because there was “no place to put it” in their thatched 

cottage, and later when he wanted it the pole was in a neighbour’s 

land and they couldn’t get access to it, “so we had no electric right 

up... till 1969.” Then John spotted the engineer for the Board at a 

job in Banbridge, 

 

and I said Who’s that? And somebody said, That’s Mr Hull the 
engineer from the Electricity Board. So after he had finished 
his business, I left what I was doin’ and I went out, and I 
said Mr Hull... My name’s John McAleenan from Katesbridge, or 
Ballyshiel townland - Oh, a son of the man who I can’t get the 
electric for [laughs]. He says, That has always been a sore one 
with me. So of course I said, Could you not take it a different 
route from another [pole] on over further, he says That would 
be very expensive, but I said Look Mr Hull (laughs)... and I 
says they’ve no electricity, you know, they can’t do nothin’. 
And he says I’ll look at it for you.  And of course he came out 
and met my Dad and my brother who was on the farm at the time 
and he quoted a price and it was big money, we paid over the 
odds for it, we had to like, to get it... Like it was fantastic 
really. But that’s the way it was really - that was life.295 

 

Apart from a cement mixer, mechanical plant on site was fairly basic 

until the seventies. Then, just as the individuals acquired power 

tools, firms invested in new plant to cut out the labour of much site 

work, as described by McAleenan: 

 

There’d have been dozers levelling soil, there would have been 
big draglines, of course... back to ’68, there was very little 
hydraulic machines, they were chain and wire rope jobs that 
they had at that time, they didn’t have any you know hydraulic 
tracked excavators as we have them today... And some of the 
boys like could have built banks - they could’ve combed your 
hair with them, they were fantastic.296 

 

The skills to use traditional tools and materials have been 

declining, and the surveyor LB attributed it particularly to the way 

schools and parents increasingly channeled pupils away from the 

traditional trades: 

 

Where we are, there was a very very good Tech... where they 
used to have bricklaying, joinery, plumbing - and they closed 
it, because people didn’t want to go there any more. They 

                                                                       
water and WC, and 20% still cooking over an open fire. (Richard Jenkins (ed) 
Northern Ireland: Studies in Social and Economic Life, Aldershot 1989, p.27) 
294 JMcA p.9 
295 JMcA pp.9-10 
296 JMcA p.12 
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didn’t want to go there because they’d got reasonably good O-
levels or A-levels, maybe someone had got them to do advanced 
macramé or something at university, come out and been able to 
work in McDonald’s for the next twenty years.297 

 

Looking ahead, LB sees an increasing emphasis on prefabrication in an 

attempt to produce buildings off-site and to make up for a smaller 

number of building operatives. But he doesn’t think these will solve 

the problem: 

 

There will be a massive increase in system-building, which is 
fine, but you still have to build sub-structures, you still 
have to build the external envelope, you still have sparks - 
you can now wire in the factory but you still need a spark to 
do it.298 

 
 
Contracts  

Space does not permit discussion of the process of getting work in 

any detail, but in the 1960s, when many houses in the country didn’t 

have phones, word of mouth introduced men to jobs.299 With fair 

employment laws coming in 1976 300 , appointments to government 

departments at least had to be more formalised.301 

 

The allocation of contracts similarly have become more formalised. 

The traditional process of making up a select list of contractors was 

simple and “quite frankly made up of the guys [who could do the job] 

and who were team players”.302 Around 1990 procurement procedures 

began to be considerably tightened up, and government and large firms 

tried to reduce the number of their suppliers in order to tie them 

into more competitive (or desperate) tendering. Then in the early 

2000s the public sector introduced the system of Pre-Qualification 

Questionnaires (PQQs) in which the interested contractor would fill 

in a form about his suitability (as assessed by himself) and that was 

                         
297 LB p.13 
298 LB p.14 
299 John McAleenan described the process: “He said that Finneys was lookin’ 
joiners. A couple of nights later he come round to the house - there was no 
phones of course out in the country - and he said if you want a job in 
Finneys you’re to meet Mr Duke the boss in the morning. So of course I met 
Mr Duke and he gave me the job.” (JMcA p.6). 
300 The Fair Employment (NI) Act 1976 was succeeded by the Fair Employment 
(NI) Act 1989. The Fair Employment Commission was succeeded in 1999 by the 
Equality Commission for Northern Ireland as equality governed other aspects 
than religious, political and sex discrimination.  
301 John McAleenan again described how he had been approached to apply for a 
job with the Department of Agriculture. He was told “Look, the Department of 
Agriculture our branch need another joiner, for bridge construction and 
other works. They already have one, but he’s a Protestant, and they want to 
have a second one and he has to be a Catholic. To get balance.” (JMcA 
p.11). 
302 LB p.3 
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marked as the selection process. The quantity surveyor LB was not 

impressed: 

 

It turned out actually that the ones who were best at filling 
out the forms were the ones who got the jobs - and it then came 
to the point where a relatively small number of contractors 
actually bid for the jobs.303 

 

The introduction of the PFI (Private Finance Initiative) to buy 

public buildings on the “never-never”, and then PQQs (Pre-

Qualification Questionnaires) and the NEC contracts (New Engineering 

Contract) further alienated small builders, and some professionals 

are still sceptical about the advantages of such changes.304 

 

One other change in the way building sites were run must be mentioned 

briefly. Richard Pierce remembers that when he was a child all 

workmen wore “a tweed suit and a white shirt and a cloth cap”, but 

now the builder’s uniform is a hard hat, a hi-vis yellow vest and 

shoes with steel toecaps. 

 

The Health & Safety at Work (NI) Order 1978 was the reason for those 

changes. It requires the employer to take a “duty of care” to ensure 

safety in the workplace, including training and a risk assessment 

and, for firms employing more than five people, an official record of 

incidents. The Health and Safety at Work Regulations (NI) 2000 have 

extended the provisions further. Areas like scaffolding have become 

greatly more secure, and even comfortable, as a result of the 

legislation, but there is still a degree of scepticism from tradesmen 

like Robert Lipton, who wants his sites to be safe, but considers the 

legislation is unnecessarily bureaucratic: 

 

A man with a bit if common sense’ll get through this life okay. 
A man with a suitcase of paper, if he’s a clown he’s a danger 
to be on the site with. The paper means absolutely nothin’. I 
know men that passed the exam, or got the test for chain saw, 
that ye’d be afraid to be in the same field as that man with a 
chain saw! [Laughs]... If ye’d served yeer time and if ye’re a 

                         
303 LB pp.2-3. In an interview for the BBC in 2012, Cookstown builder Sean 
MacMahon argued that PPQs were very costly to produce, often requiring them 
to employ  consultants to complete the forms, and that it meant his thirty 
years of experience was barely taken into account. Although the framework 
for public procurement was set down by European Directive, the European 
Commission had recently found that “the UK had the slowest and most costly 
procurement procedures in the EU”.  (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-
ireland-16553222) 
304 The quantity surveyor LB was scathing about the NEC contract: “It’s 
complete rubbish... The NEC is just a licence to print money... There 
wouldn’t be a job that there isn’t a claim for additional money under a CE, 
which would never ever have been accepted under JCT. I would say it was 
millions lost because of the stupidity of that system. We’ve... never had... 
a private client who would use an NEC contract. In fact I’ve said, If you 
want to use NEC, we’re not doing it, we just will not do it.” (LB p.9) 
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handy type of person ye’ll get through life and cause nobody 
any harm, or yerself.305 

 

 

 

The Builders’ Merchants: 
 
While some building materials came direct to site from the 

manufacturer, most came through builders’ merchants, who stocked the 

enormous range of products and tools required by a builder. There was 

a network of merchants, ranging from large firms in Belfast or Dublin 

carrying large quantities of stock direct from the manufacturer, such 

as John Riddel & Son or Jamison & Green in Belfast, to the country 

hardware stores that bought from the large wholesalers and were able 

to provide a convenient service for rural builders.306  

 

This section looks at the operation of the merchants, particularly 

Riddels which is still in business nearly two hundred years after its 

founding; then at changes in the stock they would typically have 

carried; and finally at the kind of tools a builder would have 

carried and used from day to day.  

 

The business 

At the beginning of the 20th century there would have been a large 

number of specialist suppliers, but gradually, and then much more 

rapidly after 2000, firms were being bought over and amalgamated. The 

industries that would have made goods for the ironmongers, and which 

would in turn have bought raw materials from them, have largely gone. 

The large number of hardware shops that would have stocked everything 

from screws to taps and even glass and timber, disappeared to be 

replaced by a small number of DIY supermarkets and large wholesalers, 

as recalled by Peter O’Reilly: 

 

I started in Goligher, Belfast, used to be in Donegall Quay. 
And they’d been in business from the fifties just, they were a 
relatively small company - retail, but they would have dealt 
with all the hardware companies in Belfast. When I started 
there were I think about eight of them - there was John Riddel, 

                         
305 RL p.5 
306 Alan Middleton noted that Northern Ireland is cut off from the rest of the 
UK from raw materials, and that most firms sold their goods locally. “Almost 
three quarters of small firms in the sample [of NI businesses] purchase raw 
materials from other parts of the UK outside Scotland and Northern Ireland 
and two-thirds get their machinery from the same geographical source... A 
handful of firms in Belfast bought raw materials and machinery from Scotland 
but not one small firm in Glasgow bought any of its inputs from Northern 
Ireland.” (Alan Middleton, Small manufacturing firms in Belfast and Glasgow, 
Ch.8 in Richard Jenkins (ed) Northern Ireland: Studies in Social and 
Economic Life, Aldershot 1989, p.109) 
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Potts & Houston, Kennedy & Morrison, Robert Patterson, James E 
Ball, a couple more - they’ve all disappeared. The only one 
left is Kennedy & Morrison, and I think they’re 85 years 
younger than Riddels.307 

 

Many of the firms not only worked closely together, but sometimes 

their staff were related or intermarried, as recounted by Fred Boal:  

 

My father’s brother, his name was Robert Boal, he was named 
obviously after his father, he had a hardware store in Belfast, 
in Chichester Street... My mother met my father, and the reason 
was apparently that she worked actually in Pattersons, which 
was hardware, I think they were in Bridge Street, before they 
got flattened again by the bombs in 1941. And I think there 
would have been an exchange between Riddels and Pattersons, 
because Pattersons were obviously getting hardware, nails and 
bolts or whatever they did, from Riddels, and I think my father 
must have been involved with organising the orders or 
something, so that’s how they met. That must have been about 
1933, I’m guessing.308  

 

 
McCausland’s Warehouse, Victoria Street, Belfast: 

Typical of the High Victorian warehouses in the city, 

McCausland’s lay empty for twenty years under threat of a road 

widening plan, before finally being restored as a hotel. 

 

Riddel’s Victorian warehouse in Ann Street still survives. It was 

well placed beside the docks ready to receive material coming from 

Glasgow and Liverpool. Although the internal combustion engine 

dominated the roads, horses and carts were still commonplace in the 

Belfast of the 1950s: 

 

All the stuff going out into the country was lorries, but there 
was a fair amount of horse traffic in Belfast. Most of our 
incoming goods were consigned to be delivered to the warehouse 
rather than collected at the docks, and that was delivered by 

                         
307 PO’R p.1 
308 Fred Boal, Journey p.10 
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horses and carts. Which actually suited us quite well because 
they were more manoeuvrable in the warehouse and you could get 
them away quite quickly.309 

 

Probably they knew most of their customers, and some notes survive 

recording comments on the reliability of a few of them. The 1930s 

were the days of polite correspondence, such as advice to McArthur & 

Co of Dublin seeking information on the credit-worthiness of a Mr 

O’Hare in 1932 which was both detailed and sympathetic, indicating a 

long knowledge of the gentleman in question: 

 

He certainly has never been overblessed with means and is 
without doubt feeling the present depression, but for myself, I 
do not think there is any immediate danger... As to his 
intentions I have known him for a great many years and have the 
utmost confidence in his integrity and I do not think that he 
would order goods if his position was in danger. It is 
certainly an account that wants nursing and without doubt an 
element of caution is necessary.310 

 

Perhaps there was a similar tolerance in the treatment of the message 

boy, recalled by Nicholas Duffin: 

 

We had a message boy who was very lazy and often spent the 
morning asleep in the large crate full of wool mop heads. He 
was out of sight and I gather quite comfortable.311 

 

New lads of course were treated to a few tricks like being sent for 

left-handed screwdrivers or “half a stone of nail holes”.312 

 

 “I found it to be a very happy place to work”, recalled Gary Kerr, 

who started work in 1952: 

 

The cameraderie within the staff was marvellous. It was just 
after the last war. Quite a few of the men had come back from 
the war, and we used to listen to their stories, tell us about 
things that we didn’t know... There was twelve people worked in 
that office, and we all got on very well together... We 
answered the telephones, talked to the customers. Anybody came 
in, you talked to them and filled their orders for them.313 

 

As late as 1998, Riddels still processed much of its work by hand: 

                         
309 ND p.1 
310 Riddels, letter of 28 April 1932 signed AF Harris. There is a handwritten 
note at the end of the letter saying, “He always pays us by PD [post-dated] 
cheque + more often meets them but lately he has reqd some slight extra 
accommodation.” This is no standard response, but careful and humane advice 
trying to strike a balance between realistic business practices and an 
awareness of the difficulties of a small business. 
 
311 ND p.1 
312 John Jackson, Journey p.5 
313 Gary Kerr, Journey p.3 
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Tommy was the pricing department. We also had a tele-sales team 
of about four. One was pro-active, he phoned out, he had his 
own office, and the others were reactive and they took incoming 
calls. We had a computer, but the pricing was very arbitrary 
and customers were complaining that they never got the same 
price twice. But other reps would take the orders and they 
would phone in or leave in the hand-written things, and Tommy 
would then price them by hand, and look up his book and check 
and who got this, who got 30% off and who got 40% off, and then 
it was given to the girls in the office and they typed.314 

 

The days of copperplate had not altogether gone, and there was a 

certain formality to office life in those days:  

 

There was a man called Harry Boston who was a very old-
fashioned man, and when he came in in the morning he changed 
his hat to his office hat - he’d a hat for going out and a hat 
for wearing in the office. He wore the sleeves of his jacket, 
he had bands on them to hold his sleeves up so that they 
wouldn’t get in the ink. But he was a magnificent writer, his 
handwriting was absolutely perfect, and he wrote all the 
cheques.315 

 

Shortly after the end of the war, with rationing just coming to an 

end, and the National Health Service looking to the health of the 

next generation, it is salutary to be reminded how many of their 

colleagues didn’t come back from the war and others were suffering 

from the conditions of the Depression years: 

 

There were seven people out of that office with TB in those 
years. TB was rampant in those early years, and gradually they 
drifted back into the office, they’d all been in Foster Green’s 
[hospital] or Whiteabbey, and came back. Jim Page, who was a 
great rugby player in his day, played for Instonians, ended up 
a referee, he was in Foster Green’s, had to give the rugby up 
because of TB.316 

 

It helps that Northern Ireland is a small place, where shops often 

know their customers. Robert Lipton describes the suppliers he still 

goes to in rural Co Tyrone: 

 

Cootes of Ballygawley was the go-to man, Joe Truman married a 
girl called Duff, and her father had a business a builders 
suppliers, it was Duffs of Ballygawley but it was Joe Truman 
that run it, and [I] usually bought off him for years. There’s 
another crowd Daleys of Eglish and I started to try and use 
them a bit too, you know to have the both of them because 
sometimes’ you’d be workin a bit around Dungannon.317  

 
 

                         
314 CR p.2 
315 Gary Kerr, Journey p.6 
316 Gary Kerr, Journey p.6 
317 RL p.4 
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Materials stocked:  
Gary Kerr recalled the range of hardware they would have stocked in 

the 1950s: 

 

It was lots of paraffin lamps, hurricane lamps, globes for 
things, gas mantles, things that are no longer required because 
of electricity. In those days there must have been lots of 
country places without electric... stocked all the wire nails, 
galvanised nails, roofing nails, all hundredweight sacks. 

 

Peter O’Reilly recalls that there would have been “about sixty 

different types of nails” in the big warehouses: 

 

Cut nails especially, flooring brads, oval brads, obviously 
round wire - bright round wire, then galvanised round wire; 
you’d have got sherardised, you’d have had the clouts for the 
roofing industry, for the felt, but again it changed because it 
went with the hot tar. But when I started off, nails would have 
come in sacks first, in the 70s, so you’d have got a 56lb bag 
of nails... It then progressed to cartons, [which] had a wire 
strap which cut the hands off you; and then it produced another 
carton with a plastic handle. The nails were plentiful... The 
largest nail was a six inch round wire, six inch would have 
been about four mil thick... Mostly the joiners would have used 
it in putting in door frames... Or else joining two sections of 
timber...318 

 

And then there were bolts - the British threads alone included 

 

a cut square bolt, hex bolt, hex set screws, mild steel, UNF 
threading - BSF threading, UNC threading... UNF would have been 
United National Fine thread, BSF would have been a fine thread, 
British Standard Fine, it would have been. Then you would have 
had BA, which was a very small screw that would have been in 
the electrical industry.319  

 

As if that wasn’t a wide enough range to stock, when metrication came 

in 

 

you would have got mostly British metric - when it did go 
metric - it would have gone 4 6 8 10 12 16 20. Different when 
European metric came in, 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 - totally 
different. And then they had different strengths of the bolt, 
they had a mild steel bolt, they had a high tensile bolt, and 
then you had an ultra high tensile bolt.320 

 

                         
318 PO’R p.2. O’Reilly also described the range of smaller nails. “The 
smallest nail you’d have bought would have been an inch, then you would have 
had an inch and a half, two inch, two and a half, three - occasionally three 
and a half - and then four, five and six. That would have been your range of 
standard bright nail. You did a similar one in galvanised. You then started 
to get from 30mil in a sherardised.” (PO’R p.4). 
319 PO’R p.2 
320 PO’R p.2 
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The metric and Imperial sizes were quite different - “you couldn’t 

put a Whitworth bolt into a metric nut.”321 Overnight, the industry 

changed and the old Imperial products were “basically dumped”, apart 

from a few specialist users like restorers of old cars. 

 

But Britain went metric, and Europe went metric - with two 
different threadings. So when it came to the British military 
in UN, some were German tanks, some British tanks, they 
couldn’t interchange the machinery because they were different 
threadings. It’s now more unified, basically all metric, so 
most metrics will fit.322 

 

To add to the confusion, the Japanese cars arrived with yet another 

set of standard threads. Rather sensibly 

 

The Americans have stayed Imperial, they’ve never changed, all 
their stuff will fit. Now you could source [Imperial bolts] in 
the States because they would have had BSW, UNF, UNC, they 
would have had that - and their nails are similar, their nails 
would be inch and a half, two inch, where ours are 40mil, 
50mil. We changed [to] metric, but we didn’t change metric, as 
such - we delved into metric! Whereas Europe is wholly metric. 
Different measurements, different sizes, for different 
applications.323 

 

Some once-common nails have disappeared: Cut nails, for instance:  

 

They were mass produced, cut out of a sheet, they became mass-
produced, they would have then changed obviously into the mass-
produced, they would then have put them in cartons, again they 
would have been in a sack before - or else he would have given 
you a handful of them. In those days the blacksmith would have 
made so many, but then you weren’t doing a mass job with 
them.324 

 

And the once-ubiquitous flooring brads,  

 

[That’s] another one that’s disappeared, it’s not known as a 
flooring brad any more, that’s when the annular ring shank came 
in to put into floorboards, that’s the one that goes in it 
doesn’t come out again. You hammer it in, you don’t get it out! 
The pallet makers used to hate it because if they were trying 
to repair their pallets, you can’t get the nail out and your 
wood’s ruined, but that’s what they use now. So if the pallet 
breaks, it goes. So things have changed for convenience, 
supposedly.325 

 

Unlike the heyday of British industry, most of the goods sold by 

Riddel’s today are made in China: 

                         
321 PO’R p.3 
322 PO’R p.3 
323 PO’R pp.3-4 
324 PO’R p.4 
325 PO’R p.4 
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I think even the ones that come from British suppliers are made 
in the Far East. There is some stuff still made in Britain - 
wire is still made in Sheffield, but it’s also made in Spain, 
it’s made in the Far East, it’s made in Europe.326 

 

Is there a future for hardware shops? Fred Boal would like to think 

so: 

 

I love hardware shops. We now live in Ballyclare and there’s a 
hardware store there, Benny Craig’s. It’s still going, quite a 
small place but they still get deliveries, the last delivery 
they got from John Riddels was last Thursday.327 

 

So some are still clinging on, providing a personal service no DIY 

supermarket ever can: 

 

If I go to B&Q I buy a bag with maybe 500 or something; I go to 
Benny Craig and say I want ten, and you get ten in a little 
brown paper - 80p and you feel totally guilty, you know 80p. 
But it’s great to have, it would be a terrible shame if all 
that sort of personal small-scale stuff was lost.328 

 

This section has for the most part considered the “revenue” aspect of 

the trade, the products that are bought, installed and left in 

buildings. But merchants also stocked the tools of the builder’s 

trade, the capital that once purchased would stay with a craftsman 

for many years.  

 

 
The toolbox 

A joiner takes great pride in his toolbox. Often it was something he 

had made during his apprenticeship, like Robert Lipton’s, which has 

“done me for a lot of years.”329 

 

As for the tools to put in the box, 

 

I mind I bought a hammer with a hickory shaft, the shaft a 16 
ounce hammer, and I landed with Sam and oh he didn’t like this 
hammer, he needed a 20 ounce hammer... he said what would you 
drive with that thing, a panel pin? But I’m still working with 
a 16 ounce hammer to this day, a 20 ounce hammer is too heavy, 
I don’t like it. A 16 ounce hammer is my hammer...330 

                         
326 CR p.2 
327 Fred Boal, Journey p.10 
328 Fred Boal, Journey p.11 
329 RL pp.9-19 
330 RL p10. The devotion of a craftsman to his tools was expounded by Lipton: 
“I was more interested in gettin a tool for me Christmas box than a box of 
chocolates like - or something to comb me beard [laughs] - and I’m still 
after tools to this day. So they would’ve bought me, I mind they bought me a 
set of chisels, quarter and half inch, three-quarter and inch Stanley 
chisels, black handles.” (RL p.11).  
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John McAleenan described his first tool-box: 

 

Well you’d your hand-saw of course, a cross-cut saw, and you’d 
have a panel saw - that was a finer saw, it was the same shape 
of a saw only for doing the architraves, a finer blade. Of 
course [for] hanging doors you needed a jack-plane, and the one 
I had - a lot of the older joiners were still working with the 
old wooden jack-plane, but me coming along mine was a metal one 
and a lot of other joiners had what they would call a Stanley 
no.6, but when I went looking a Stanley no.6 I couldn’t get 
one, I got a Stanley number five and a half - which was a wee 
bit shorter. And of course then you had a brace, and you made 
yourself up a set of bits and they held in a mat like you 
know... You bought the bits, but you couldn’t buy a set, you 
didn’t have the money to buy them, so if you needed a half one 
... you bought the common ones. For putting on the front door 
lock you needed an inch and a quarter one, and for mortices in 
the doors you needed a three-quarter one, and that there, and 
then for a keyhole or somethin’ you needed a quarter or an 
eighth one.... For smaller work you needed a smoothing plane as 
well so you had one of those which was a very short plane and 
it was lighter and one-handed you know, whereas the jack-plane 
you [needed] two hands... And then of course as the saying is I 
didn’t carry many cold or wood chisels in those days, an inch 
and a quarter one was the perfect size when you were fittin’ 
hinges because one cut across took it the whole way ... and you 
kept a couple of smaller ones, a half inch and so forth like 
that. And then you needed a copin’ saw for the architraves and 
skirtings for doing shaped cuttings... And of course there was 
no tapes in those days.... Oh no, it was all a three-foot rule 
you used like, and it was a hip-pocket job, a folding one... Of 
course you needed an oilstone for sharpening the chisels and 
the wood [plane] and you had that as well. And of course you 
probably had a pluggin’ chisel for pluggin’ the walls... I had 
no heavy hammer at the beginning so I was pluggin’ using my 
claw hammer and destroying it, hitting it against steel. So 
then when I had a few shillins I bought myself a heavier 
hammer, and the plugging chisel and that was you geared in that 
way.331  

 

One day the young John McAleenan lost his toolbox: 

 

On the big snow of 1961-2 we were in Rathcoole, and Jimmy ma 
boss came to me, the snow came on all day and it was snowin’, 
and he came at once, John he says he says Gather up, he says, 
we better get out of here. The house was locked ok, so I put my 
toolbox along with three others up in the roofspace, and I 
wasn’t in at work the followin’ week at all because travellin’ 
and that and the site wasn’t open anyway. And [when] I came 
back the followin’ week, my toolbox was stolen. I had not a 
thing, and of course bitterly disappointed, what could I do.332 

 

The firm he was working for at the time were conscious that quite 

apart from the loss of well-loved tools, the cost of replacement was 

daunting for most joiners.  

 

                         
331 JMcA p.8 
332 JMcA p.7 
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Later on in the morning one of the Logans themselves came round 
to me and he says I believe your toolbox was stolen, and I said 
that. Well he said, naming somebody in the office in 
Ballyclare, he said, You’re to give me a list of what you want 
and I’m to go and get it for you. But of course I didn’t make 
the list big enough, I only you know [put in] what I needed, 
because I couldn’t afford it. And of course when he came back 
with the brand-new tools and handed them to me sayin’ I was 
able to start again and that and at the end of the month I said 
till him... I said How much do I owe yous for the tools. Oh he 
says, Mr So-and-so says, These are a gift.333 

 

Tools may have been expensive, but they were designed to be durable, 

and a good craftsman maintained his tools assiduously. Saws, for 

instance, were either maintained by the joiner or taken to the saw 

doctor, as recalled by Peter O’Reilly: 

 

There is a specific file, called a saw file, that you can buy 
still, that you run down the teeth and sharpen it. You have to 
do each individual tooth to get it sharpened and do it the 
right way, that the cut is going the right direction... I 
remember in Goligher’s the boys said that the big saw in those 
days was a Diston, an American saw, then in 75/76 it would have 
been about £28 per saw - so when you bought it you looked after 
it and you kept it. It got to the stage then these boys would 
have gone on site and the light-fingered people would quite 
happily have lifted it, so he’s down that amount of money and 
he’d have to go and buy another one, which is why the cheap saw 
came in. If you lose a £5 saw, it’s not as bad. You can’t 
sharpen it, but it’s not as bad, you go out and buy another £5 
saw. In those days you looked after them, your tools were there 
for life. If you lost it you would have cried your eyes out 
because you paid so much money for it. But it lasted, which was 
good. Now again, it’s a throwaway society, everything goes out 
in the bin. You know, it’s cheap accordingly, you’re getting 
what you’re paying for.334 

 

Peter O’Reilly, working with the hardware shop Goligher’s, was aware 

that increased sales of a product were not an indication of an 

expanding industry, but rather of a poorer quality product and a 

careless attitude towards tools. One of their customers was the 

shipyard Harland & Wolff: 

 

In the days of old you would have used a file, cleaned it, 
reused it - [but] it got to the stage [where] you used a file, 
it got clogged up, it went in the bin. And they [Harland & 
Wolff] were ordering something like 3000 files a month. But 
they were going in the bin.335 

 

The decline in product quality was apparent right across the 

industry. Cast iron guttering for instance would still have been 

standard in 1950, but has largely been replaced by plastic, “which is 

                         
333 JMcA p.8 
334 PO’R p.5 
335 PO’R p.1 
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very handy to work with, [but] not as nice, it doesn’t look nice on 

an old building” - and it doesn’t last, as O’Reilly observed: 

 

Well I think that’s why they make it! At least you put cast 
iron up, it’ll be there for life, if you look after it.336 

 

The arrival of electrical tools made a big difference to the speed 

and productivity of the workforce. Robert Lipton bought his first 

electric tool about 1970: 

 

Ohhh, I bought a drill at four pounds nineteen and sixpence 
whenever I was maybe 13 or 14 year old -  a three-eight chuck 
Black and Decker drill that’s what she was, and that was the 
price of her.337 

 

When the family got electricity to the farm, John McAleenan splashed 

out on new tools, and soon he was able to be much more ambitious: 

 

Of course once I had electricity in ’69, it meant that I could 
buy an electric saw, I could buy an electric planer, and I 
could do so many things, so as I say I worked to my work at 4 
or 5 o’clock in the evening and always worked then at homers 
what we called it in those days, makin’ panel doors, makin’ 
windows, doing all of those things. And of course it made such 
a difference like, you know what I mean. So what would I say, 
electricity meant so much.338 
 

 

 

Summary of Chapter 5: 
 

This chapter has looked at the tools and techniques in the building 

industry around 1950, and then at the changes introduced both in the 

office and on site after that time. (Objective 3).  

 

The technology of the architect’s office has changed considerably 

over the course of the 20th century, but the improvements facilitated 

a design process that was little changed until about 1980. The advent 

of CAD however represented a step change which has altered the way 

designs are realised and has (incidentally) enormously increased the 

number of drawings involved in the average building contract. It has 

also made the standardisation of details and even whole designs much 

easier, but is almost certainly responsible for some of the anonymity 

of many recent buildings.  

 

                         
336 PO’R p.1 
337 RL p.11 
338 JMcA p.12 
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The interviews with architects encompassed a wide range of views, 

although inevitably the older ones (who can recall using paper and 

pen or pencil every day) have a mistrust of computers. This happens 

with every new technology of course, but computers do seem to bring 

about more dramatic changes in the way designers think. There is talk 

of “fuzzy logic” in the next era of computers, which should 

facilitate the kind of imprecision familiar to hand sketchers, 

focusing on general outcomes before having to pin down the precise 

measurements inherent in current CAD programmes.  

 

A traditionally constructed building, certainly up to 1914 and in 

many cases up to 1945, whether it was built with solid walls or 

cavities, would have been built using lime mortar, and the switch to 

cement is one of the most widespread changes on building sites. 

Thatch was already becoming rare, and flat roofs made their 

appearance alongside traditional pitched roofs.  

 

Following rationing of building materials after the war timber began 

to be used in lighter sections instead of the redundant dimensions of 

Victorian and Edwardian work, and factory-made roof trusses began to 

replace the traditional cut roof. Increasingly elements like doors 

windows and skirtings have been produced in factories and only 

require fixing on site, leading to a decline in building skills and 

possibly contributing to the reduction in numbers joining the 

building industry.  

 

The arrival of water and electricity in rural areas in the 1950s was 

accompanied by an increase in mechanised tools and modern building 

site plant like JCBs. As with many of the changes noted, this 

increased speed and efficiency, but led to a reduction in building 

skills, something that will also be noted in other sections.  

 

Procedures around contracts have become more complex and 

bureaucratic, often favouring large firms over the small ones that 

have always made up a sizeable part of Northern Ireland’s 

construction industry. There are arguments that the new procedures 

are more “transparent” but there is no doubt that a lot of time now 

goes into administration, whereas in earlier times everyone was 

focused on the job in hand, keeping procurement as simple as 

possible.  

 

Northern Ireland is no longer the small community it once was, and 

while past experience and goodwill undoubtedly still count for a lot, 

the higher end of the market is operating in Great Britain and 
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abroad, and has become familiar with processes that would have seemed 

bizarre fifty years ago.  

 

Some of the procedures are avoided by many small builders, who do 

good work in a much less formal way. There is much to be said for a 

system where reputation counts and the parties to a contract can work 

in good faith as partners to achieve a common goal at a fair price.  

 

There is no doubt that building sites, in common with other work 

areas, are a lot safer because of the introduction of the health and 

safety regulations. The new firmness and positive comfort of 

scaffolding is something every architect appreciates, and accident 

numbers have come down. There is however an element of truth in the 

observation that the way to avoid accidents is to behave safely, and 

sometimes workers take risks they would not previously have 

considered339, in the knowledge that it its now “safe” to do so.  

 
The increased range of products available and the need to 

continuously replace poor quality products should have meant 

prosperity for the merchants. Unfortunately the Troubles led to 

businesses carrying less stock, and hardware shops lost their trade 

to the retail warehouses. Metrication meant that a lot of stock which 

could have been kept for years became redundant almost overnight, and 

inflation resulted from the need to re-stock and carry a new range of 

products.340  

 

The hardware merchants John Riddel & Co is still in existence, having 

started as an ironmonger’s in North Street Belfast in the early 

1800s, and in its day it was probably the largest ironmongery firm in 

Ireland. Today its warehouse is a modern unit outside Lisburn. But 

many of the smaller merchants have closed altogether, and the 

surviving firms are now threatened by the arrival of internet 

shopping.  

 

 

                         
339 Shortly after the regulations came in, the author observed demolition men 
running along a scaffold in a way that would have been foolhardy if not 
impossible before, and one was indeed injured in a fall shortly after.   
340 Riddel’s Ann Street warehouse has ranks of large wooden pigeonholes 
labelled with their contents, originally chalked on the frames. When Britain 
joined the EU in 1973 metrication came in and the new dimensions were marked 
on strips of cardboard pinned over the chalk labels. And then the firm moved 
to new premises, leaving the duplicate labels intact fifty years later.  
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6. WORKING ON SITE AND IN THE 
OFFICE 

 
Having looked at training for work and the tools available to 

designers and builders, this section looks at the daily careers of 

people in the building industry, examining how they found work or 

developed through different firms, along with changes in the ways 

they worked and experiences they picked up along the way. 

 

Architects may have started in general practice but gone on to work 

in planning or conservation; quantity surveyors became project 

managers or worked for developers; builders often started with a 

trade but could diversify from being an employee to becoming a 

subcontractor or a developer, and so on. The discussion starts with 

architects, surveyors and other professions, then looks at how 

builders developed their practices.  

 

Architects and planners were often driven by ideals to create better 

buildings or towns, and at times faced opposition or disappointment 

in their objectives. Surveyors and engineers were more pragmatic, and 

builders were driven either by a determination to build to high 

quality or ambition to build their business.  

 

The tendering and managing of building contracts has become more 

formal in recent years, and there is discussion about the processes 

involved in this and in health and safety - both areas that were much 

more informal in the 1950s.  

 
Builders in Comber, Co Down, 1986 
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The Architect 
 
Architecture students may have had bewitching ideas of what life 

would be as an architect, but the reality of a small-town architect’s 

office was far from glamorous, as Richard Pierce remembers of Ian 

Storie’s office in Enniskillen when he worked there as a student in 

the 1960s: 

 

[It was] above a greengrocer’s that belonged to my father’s 
sister’s husband, in the High Street in Enniskillen... Drawing 
boards; T-squares, not even what we call parallel motion 
machines... - Storie used quite a lot of ink.341 

 

A small rural practice in the Northern Ireland of that time depended 

on the endless demand for bungalows for its bread and butter, and 

Storie’s practice was no different:  

 

I very quickly picked up on the language of the modern 
bungalow, as practised by Ian Storie and I was at that time 
very influenced by him. I mean when you’re young and you’re 
learning you pick up whatever is around you and you pick it up 
very very quickly. So yes I was designing bungalows and laying 
out bungalows, sections, elevations... Storie had a kind of a 
hierarchy... he wasn’t Scottish for nothing - he knew the 
people that wanted a special bungalow, and he also knew the 
people that would purchase his Standard Bungalow Plan for £150, 
which was quite a lot of money in those days, and he would just 
run off a couple of prints and take the cheque down to the bank 
and bank it.342 

 

After some exciting architectural experiences in America, Pierce 

spent a few years working with Robert Matthews’ firm on the New 

University of Ulster at Coleraine before he came back to his home 

town of Enniskillen. Ian Storie had “told my mother his kidneys had 

packed in and he was on a dialysis machine, and that if I came back 

to his practice he would make me a partner.”343 Since he had worked in 

the practice as a student, “Storie realised that I was at least 

competent as far as drawing was concerned“344, and as so often in the 

Northern Ireland of the sixties and seventies, word of mouth opened 

up opportunities that dictated the shape of a career.  

 

So in 1972 Pierce found himself back at what had been a fairly quiet 

rural practice, but at a time when it was confronted with almost too 

much work. Mrs Thatcher had decided to make housing in Northern 

                         
341 RP p.9 
342 RP p.9 
343 RP p.6 
344 RP p.9 
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Ireland a financial priority, and there were few practices based in 

the west of the province:  

 

Suddenly [we] had an embarrassingly large amount of money, at 
least a large amount of work and therefore an embarrassingly 
large amount of fees. We were the only practice in Fermanagh 
and Tyrone that had more than one principal, and the Housing 
Executive would not give work to single practitioners. We had 
something like forty Housing Executive schemes, and they were 
paying full RIBA fees... all during the Troubles the 
international community pumped money into the north of Ireland, 
and an awful lot of it manifested itself in the building 
industry... I remember that people who had graduated with me 
from Edinburgh, and were working in England and Scotland didn’t 
have nearly as much work, they had to look for work - we 
couldn’t cope with the work.345 

 

Storie had come to Enniskillen originally as the local education 

authority architect, but built up his own private practice, and once 

Pierce was in the firm he encouraged him to join the Round Table346 

just as he had, “because that’s where the young businessmen were”347, 

but Pierce348 actually found he got more work through his musical 

contacts: 

 

I was approached one time by the Duchess of Westminster, asking 
me if she could accompany me while I sang. We used to have 
little soirées where she played the piano, and I got more work 
from the people that came to that than I ever got from 
reluctantly joining the Round Table. Because there were three 
or four other architects in the Round Table and they were far 
more palsy-walsy than I ever was - and much less eccentric.349 

 

No doubt this casual approach to architecture irritated his employer, 

and before long matters came to a head: 

 

I was more bohemian than they [Storie and his then partner 
Lynch] could cope with - and probably more narcissistic - I 
mean if the truth were told I’m not able to work so well with 
other people, I’m better off working on my own. They served 
notice on me in 1978 and that’s when I started up on my own... 

                         
345 RP p.6 
346 The Round Table organisation was set up in 1927 and now comprises branches 
throughout the UK. It is non-political and non-sectarian and aims to provide 
a meeting place for young businessmen as well as carrying out some 
charitable fundraising.  
347 RP p.10 
348 Carlo Gebler’s study of the community around Enniskillen, The Glass 
Curtain, includes an interview with Richard Pierce, describing rather 
appropriately “the operatic form of the inspector of churches” descending a 
ladder in an old church. (Carlo Gébler, The Glass Curtain: Inside an Ulster 
Community, Hamish Hamilton, London 1992, p.200). 
349 RP p.10. Barrie Todd, in an interview for Place in 2019, recalled that as 
a young architect he couldn’t break into government work because “the 
generation before me all had peers in high places in government”, and the 
way to get work was “to take the Chief Architect out, buy him lunch and get 
a job”. (The Infinite City podcast, https://audioboom.com/posts/7318988-
summer-season-2019-episode-3-barrie-todd). 
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There is this Catch 22 quandary where you cannot get work until 
you’ve proven yourself and you cannot prove yourself till you 
get work. And it was the family name350 that allowed me to get 
work and prove myself, and then once I had established that I 
could do work competently and conscientiously and put the 
effort into it and stay with the client and remain normal and 
not F off once I’d got the fees but look after after-care and 
stuff like that, my practice took off.351 

 

In fact when he retired Pierce’s practice had grown to eight 

employees, although he did all the design, and built up an eccentric 

and wide-ranging selection of contacts, including one in Moscow, 

which is a long way from Enniskillen.352 

 

Rather than starting in a rural practice designing standard 

bungalows, the architect Finlay Reid was fortunate to land in a job 

where he learned classical detailing (no longer taught in the 

architecture schools by then) when the firm he was in managed to land 

the plum job of restoring Belfast City Hall after it had been damaged 

in the Blitz - not through any particular expertise but more through 

word of mouth: 

 

Alan Dorman had got [the contract for restoration of City Hall] 
through being involved with the estate management - you see in 
those days you paid your electricity and your gas in the City 
Hall, and there was an estates office which was really to do 
with markets, and Alan Dorman had a contact there and that’s 
how they got that job.353 

 

Colin Hatrick’s first experiences of architecture were in the Belfast 

practice of Ferguson & McIlveen, which as a young man he enjoyed for 

its relaxed manner: 

 

The architects occupied two rooms, we were all squashed 
together. But it was a very happy place, and... it was like a 
home from home. It was tea at ten, tea in the afternoon354, 

                         
350 The family building firm of Henry Pierce & Son.  
351 RP p.6 
352 “{The client] was quite young, for her 21st birthday her father had just 
bought her a mobile phone. Company [laughs]. Like the equivalent of Vodafone 
- “Here you are dear” - but she came to Johnny and said, My father is 
building a new house in Moscow, would you do the interiors? And Johnny said 
Well let me see the plans. And he saw the plans, and he said to her, These 
are very Stalinist - he said I happen to have an architect here from Ireland 
at the moment, with a great reputation, and he will give you something very 
elegant, I think you should use him. And I worked for them, and came up with 
a house which without any exaggeration was bigger than Castlecoole. But they 
didn’t pay me, so eventually I stopped. But I went very often to Moscow but 
you know they wouldn’t show up. The appointment would be for say a 
Wednesday, and on Friday they would show up. I’d just be sitting around in a 
hotel waiting for them... The house was built [in the end] but I think there 
was another architect involved. So, Moscow.” (RP p.7) 
353 FR p.3 
354 Harry Patton used to describe a similar routine when he worked with Philip 
Bell’s practice in the 1950s, and people would adjourn to a nearby coffee 
shop in the morning and afternoon and a restaurant at lunchtime. But he 
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lunch we usually brought something in, or went out, and I would 
say it was just like a family.355 

 

Hatrick’s next move to Antrim Education Authority was little 

different, and again it was the extramural activities that stuck in 

his memory. However, where Ferguson McIlveen had been to a large 

extent an engineering practice, the Education Authority had some 

architectural pretensions, and the boss, John Scott, obviously 

considered himself as a designer: 

 

He was known as Architect to the Universe, because, his 
impression was that he knew pretty much everything. And if he 
was designing a school, he would shut himself up in his office 
for about three weeks, and he would produce this [plan] drawing 
- well drawn, but without any flair, it was just sort of room, 
room and room. What we had to do then was to work up whatever 
he gave us, and try to get it to work... He said the plan 
dictates the elevation, but we would produce the elevation and 
he would ask for some twiddly bits, and we just added the 
twiddly bits to it.356 

 

This encapsulates the system whereby the senior partner would produce 

a sketch or concept of what he wanted, and expected the junior staff 

to work up the detail. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the drawings produced 

in this manner were called “The Comics” once they arrived on site.357  

 

Traditionally an architect moves from doing working drawing details 

to being a job architect to being a partner, whose job is getting the 

jobs in and managing the contracts. It can be a waste of a good 

designer, who can be an incompetent businessman, but it works the 

other way too, when the boss has forgotten how to design, as the 

surveyor LB recalled: 

 

In my experience big practices here have not been good... I 
think actually what happens, you know they get bigger and 
bigger and they acquire and they acquire and they acquire, and 
you get the situation where you’re talking to this guy here, 
who’s the guy with the suit; as soon as you go out the door he 
presses a button and says - “Would you go and work on that?” 
[laughs].358 

 

In the 1960s it was not uncommon for some practices to work on 

Saturdays, particularly if there was a deadline to be met, but 

                                                                       
emphasised this was not just for relaxation - it was where you met up with 
your counterparts in solicitor’s offices or even met clients.  
355 CH p.2 
356 CH p.4 
357 CH p.4 
358 “And I have had experience of a guy who’s gone from a big practice to a 
tiny practice and got completely lost. And decided that he could do the 
coal-face stuff, and he couldn’t, because he was used to getting an 
underling in to do it.” (LB p.12) 
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timekeeping might be more flexible during the week to make up for it. 

Finlay Reid joined GP & RH Bell, a relaxed but quite intensive 

practice headed by the architect-planner Philip Bell: 

 

We went in on a Saturday morning to work...  GP & RH Bell were 
planning officers in Lisburn, Newtownards and all sorts of 
places. Roger Bell359 didn’t really work in the office, he 
worked at home. Philip came in from Lurgan, and then Roger came 
in occasionally and he was always on the phone with his wife, 
you know, Yes yes yes dear, yes dear, yes - you know what it’s 
like a phone call with your wife.360 

 

Practices varied in the support they provided to young architects as 

they learned about the industry. Bill Morrison was lucky with his 

first job at TT Houston, and again in a short job with Robert 

McKinstry’s office. But then he went to Munce & Kennedy361, then a 

more commercial firm with a high turnover of staff - Morrison says 

“you would hardly find anyone in the country of my age who didn’t 

work there”.362 That led to a year working on drawings for the Belfast 

City Hospital tower block, a massive contract for that time and no 

doubt one where students were largely unsupervised. Morrison 

remembers that his employer was more interested it seemed to me in 

his books that he was writing than he was in the product of the 

office.363  

 

Young architects assume that their inspired drawings will get built 

flawlessly when they arrive on site, but they soon come up against 

the problems of the real world, as Bill Morrison did with an early 

house commission:  

 

Early in the 1970s, I was asked to design a house at 
Ballynahinch for a university lecturer. I drew up this plan and 
I was very proud of it. Nobody else was involved and I’d 
conceived the house and everything else, and it was on a kind 
of a hilltop near the centre of Ballynahinch overlooking a 
deerpark, so it was a wonderful site. I was heavily into the 
idea of Frank Lloyd Wright and things like that, a building 
which gradually found its way over the hilltop, hugged the 
ground, and designed this house accordingly. And I remember the 
shock and horror the first day I arrived on site after the 
builder had been there for about a week, and the first thing 

                         
359 Roger Haydock Bell (d.1881) was Philip Bell’s younger brother and partner 
in the firm. For a short time they also had Reginald Malcolmson as a partner 
from 1945 till Malcolmson went to study in America with Mies van der Rohe. 
360 FR pp.1-2 
361 Munce & Kennedy was a partnership formed in 1919 between James Stilwell 
Munce and Edwin Riddell Kennedy. Kennedy had died in the 1930s and after 
Munce’s death in the early 1950s his son James (known as Jimmy) ran the 
firm. (http://www.scottisharchitects.org.uk/architect_full.php?id=407340). 
362 BM p.5 
363 BM p.6 



 

 129 

he’d done was knock the hilltop away!364 [laughs] So we ended up 
with a house with steps that were unnecessary inside and out!365  

 

It is one of the curious things about housing however that people 

usually get very fond of the quirks and oddities about their house366, 

and in this case Bill was “heartened by the fact that I was 

approached just a couple of years ago by the guy for whom I’d 

designed this house and he said he’s still happily living there, the 

best house he’d ever had.” 

 

While at GP & RH Bell’s, Finlay Reid met HA Patton and they moved out 

to work in Wellington Place and then to what was becoming the hub of 

architectural life in Belfast in Malone Avenue367: 

 

When we moved to Malone Avenue here were several architects 
there as well - Shanks & Leighton were there - eventually Harry 
got involved with John Neil368, and there were six of them doing 
the Social Science building at Queen’s, Ulster Architects 
Partnership, UAP369. It didn’t really take off because there 
were six architects and by the time they worked out their fees 
[laughs], six divided into whatever the fee was, wasn’t very 
much. And they only got the one main job.370 

 

Although the Ulster Architects’ Partnership wasn’t as successful as 

had been hoped, there was still plenty of work to be done, and Reid 

remembers his largest job with HA Patton was the Fermanagh College in 

Enniskillen, which incorporated part of the old Gaol.  

 

                         
364 The author remembers a similar catastrophe when in his first job as a 
junior architect on the Royal Mile Closes in Edinburgh the clerk of works 
insisted that a retaining wall was unsound and had to be taken down and 
rebuilt. When the senior partner learnt that a priceless 17th century wall 
had been “rebuilt” he was shocked and deeply embarrassed - but the damage 
could not be undone. 
365 BM p.14 
366  Hearth Housing Association was required to send out Satisfaction 
questionnaires to tenants each year, and always threw in a question asking 
what they liked or didn’t like about their houses. A tenant in a house with 
big windows would mention them, and a tenant with small windows would say he 
liked them. It was as if people liked the quirks about their houses.  
367 The migration from the city centre to Malone Avenue probably came about 
from the increasing difficulty of parking in central Belfast. In 1966 Malone 
Avenue had the architects Will McVeigh at no.89, HA Patton and Ulster 
Architects Partnership at no.89 and AAA Elliot at no.8; also engineers at 
nos.15, 83 and 107, and quantity surveyors at nos.69 and 95 - so there was a 
local network of related professionals within a five minute walk of one 
another.   
368 John Neil and Shanks & Leighton were not in Malone Avenue in 1966 but 
moved nearby shortly after to join the existing community. 
369 Large organisations like Queen’s University tended to give their big jobs 
to English architects on the basis that local firms were too small or 
inexperienced, so UAP was set up as a loose confederation of practices in 
order to land bigger jobs. In the end their only project was the Social 
Sciences block at Queen’s (now the Peter Froggett Centre) 
370 FR p.7 
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Although most of the building is Modernist in style, Reid explained 

the rationale behind the design as drawing on the existing buildings 

on the site: 

 

I used to do a sort of a thumbnail sketch just looking at the 
site and where the boundaries were and see how the thing fitted 
in, but as far as Fermanagh College was concerned, some 
building was still there and we had a lot of demolition to do, 
so really it was getting the drawings as existing, and looking 
at [them], saying now how much of this can we keep.371 

 

This was probably relatively unusual in modernist practices, which 

tended to favour the cleared site approach.  

 

 
Modernist practices 

Caroline Dickson says she got good training when working for the 

charming modernist Dublin architect Michael Scott 372  (“a great 

personality”), who apparently hadn’t forgotten how to manage details, 

and had learnt to ameliorate his modernist tendencies when working on 

an older building: 

 

Another house that he did up was John Huston’s house out in 
Galway373, and [going out to the west of Ireland with an aunt 
who was “quite a buddy of John Huston”] to look at a site for a 
holiday house for another relation of mine (I’ve plenty of 
relations), and Nora said, On the way back call in at St 
Clerans. And guess who was staying there also but Michael 
Scott. So he said, I’m going to take you round and show you how 
we did this house. And that was an education I must say, you 
know how he cleverly inserted the modern niceties without 
spoiling the house.374 

 

After a short period working for Liam McCormick375, Dickson set up her 

own practice in Derry in 1968 or 1969. Dickson said that at that time 

                         
371 FR pp.9-10 
372 Michael Scott (1905-1989), like many architects, originally wanted to be a 
painter but was persuaded by his father to go into architecture, which for a 
while he combined with acting (https://archiseek.com/2009/michael-scott-
1905-1989/). He formed his own practice in 1938 and it became Scott Tallon 
Walker, one of the main modernist firms in Dublin. 
373 The filmmaker John Huston had bought the Georgian house St Clerans with 
its hundred-acre estate and filled it with paintings and sculptures.  
374 CD pp.3-4 
375 Liam McCormick (1916-1996) was another larger than life figure and 
probably the most distinguished Ulster architect of the 20th century, his 
best known building being the circular church of St Aengus at Burt, Co 
Donegal. “He would arrive at work wearing a magnificent Donegal tweed suit, 
his eyes sparkling at stories or opinions about the world in general and 
architecture in particular. He whistled incessantly while he worked and was 
known for sketching on any paper he could find: napkins, menu cards, 
whatever came to hand.” (Soaring heavenwards, by Liz McManus, in The Irish 
Times, 15 October 2011) 
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she was “really doing modern houses more at that stage, but I was 

trying to design them to fit into the Donegal landscape.”376 

 

I used to put sliding doors in to make my spaces easier to 
change around. Provided you did them properly they were fine.377 

 

Caroline Dickson is unusual not just for being a woman architect, but 

for having set up her own practice so early in her career in what was 

then a very male-dominated world - and as she is still practising 

long after retirement age. 

 

The Scottish architect Joe FitzGerald was trained from his first job 

in the ethos of Modernism, and still retains an enthusiasm for the 

style. Brought up and trained in Scotland, FitzGerald’s first job was 

in the Modernist practice of Gillespie Kidd & Coia378. The design work 

was driven by Metzstein and McMillan, evangelical Corbusians (who 

nevertheless practiced from a traditional Georgian terrace in 

Glasgow), and their enthusiasm rubbed off on the rest of the staff: 

 

And the discussions. You didn’t stop at 5 o’clock. You maybe 
got an invitation into the [office] tea room, and you would 
hear Izi and Andy McMillan, the two great boys...379 

 

Although their most famous work was for the Catholic church380, 

Metzstein was Jewish and McMillan Presbyterian381. St Peter’s Seminary 

at Cardross, which was “supposed to be the best building in the 

millennium”, is now derelict, but Joe recalls its opening with 

undimmed enthusiasm: 

 

                         
376 CD p.6 
377 CD p.9 
378 Gillespie Kidd & Coia was a famous firm of Modernist architects. It had 
its origins in the firm of the Victorian architect James Salmon (1805-1888) 
and his grandson James Salmon (1879-1928, known to Glaswegians as “Wee 
Troot” (Andor Gomme & David Walker, Architecture of Glasgow, Lund Humphries, 
1968). However, with changes of partners it became Gillespie Kidd & Coia 
when Jack Coia (1898-1981) took over the firm in 1927. He hired the 17 year 
old Isi Metzatein (1928-2012) as an apprentice and Metzstein was soon joined 
by Andy MacMillan (1928-2014), and between them they steered the practice 
towards Modernism. The firm was dissolved in 1987. 
(www.scottisharchitects.org.uk/architect_full.php?id=200543). 
379 JF p.3 
380 There was even a rumour  that “there was a tunnel from the office to the 
Catholic Archbishop’s house a few doors away in Park Circus and that that 
was why they got the work”, but FitzGerald says that was not in fact true! 
(JF p.3)  
381 JF p.3. Jack Coia’s real name was Giacomo Antonio Coia, an (English) 
Italian, so he was Catholic and certainly initiated the various Catholic 
churches which they designed. Patrick Nuttgens (who was Departmental 
Registrar of the new architecture department at Edinburgh University in the 
early 1960s) described Coia as “small, intense, unkempt, angry and bloody-
minded” (www.scottisharchitects.org.uk/architect_full.php?id=200543).  
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I was there the day it was opened... It was brilliant! 
Absolutely. I mean that whole central part - [laughs] it was 
absolutely super.382 

 

Those were the heady days of Modernism, and in 1992 the Seminary 

(built 1961-66) was the first post-war building in Scotland to be 

accorded Grade A status383.  

 

FitzGerald still has a soft spot for the work of Gillespie Kidd & 

Coia, but admits that over Cardross 

 

I was horrified at some of the detailing, because they were 
trying to imitate what would have been a Corb detail, and you 
have timber with maybe no slips. Now in the office John Cowell 
and I were arguing about it because that’s going to leak, and 
once it leaks that’s it. So in a way there might have been some 
aspects of the building that were basic faults you know.384 

 

Inspired by such exciting designs, FitzGerald planned to go to 

America, but couldn’t get a visa and it was a traveller in drawing 

equipment whose patch covered Northern Ireland as well as Scotland 

that redirected him to the Housing Trust in Belfast. Work with the 

Housing Trust was not inspiring however, so FitzGerald and a 

colleague thought of applying to the successful commercial practice 

of Billy McAlister, where they were immediately taken on and set to 

work designing the Belfast Airport385: 

 

Joe Fitzgerald is a committed modernist in his approach, and the new 

Belfast airport provided an opportunity to design something 

dramatically modern for a modern purpose. But where should they 

start? 

 

The idea of the wings were important... and we looked to see if 
we could adapt that. But it was meant to be glass, with these 
wings - and that’s it. But you see now - it’s a shambles [due 

                         
382 JF p.4 
383 Problems soon set in, however, not least the drop in demand for new 
priests to be trained there, and the building was abandoned in 1987. It is 
still regarded as a very significant building, and in 2020 was transferred 
to a charitable trust. (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-
53530257?intlink_from_url=https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk&link_location=live-
reporting-story)  
384 JF p.12 
385 Billy McAlister (1924-2015) studied at Liverpool University before 
returning to Belfast to set up WH McAlister Architects, later McAlister 
Armstrong & Partners, which Belfast International Airport and went on to 
design others round the world including Bristol Airport, Aberdeen and 
Gatwick. He became a President of the RSUA. 
(http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/obituary-professor-billy-
mcalister-a-gifted-architect-behind-airports-across-the-uk-34290948.html). 
His firm merged with Todd Architects in 2013 
(https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/business/news/merger-of-todd-architects-
and-mcalister-armstrong-partners-aimed-at-take-off-for-aviation-business-
29803540.html) 
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to extensions]. But also the other thing was the big space 
inside, that the passengers would know where to go to the 
plane.386 

 

Designs of this kind involve learning about new technology and 

stretching it to the limit, and this was no exception: 

 

We were talking about pierced windows and glass, we had to know 
- I didn’t know anything about the technical aspect of it, but 
we got the managing director of one of the companies... he came 
over and spent the whole week with us, designing the curtain 
glazing.387 

 

One of the common problems of modern buildings (and for their 

commissioners) is that they tend to be designed to very tight 

“functional” requirements. leaving little leeway for adaptation when 

uses change. Fitzgerald’s Model School in Enniskillen (1976) was 

considered a good example of modernist educational work, but was 

finally not listed because another government department had 

scheduled it for demolition. It was included in a European Heritage 

Open Day programme, and when he was on the Historic Buildings Council 

FitzGerald volunteered to attend the site as an HBC member: 

 

I got in and the headmaster was there. Now he didn’t know who I 
was and I didn’t introduce myself to him right away, and I said 
I heard there was a demolition order, and he said Oh it’s not 
fit for purpose. And I said What do you mean? He said, Well you 
can’t get 45 kids into the classes. But I said, They were only 
designed for 30! [Laughs]...  
I mean the real reason, I have to say this, was that the place 
had never been maintained properly outside - it was an absolute 
disgrace. It should have been cleaned. And that’s the other 
thing about modern buildings, the ones that have been in 
concrete, there has to be maintenance.388 

 

Of course every building requires maintenance, but several of the 

basic tenets of Modernism do set themselves up to be problems in a 

northern European climate - flat roofs leak much more easily than 

pitched ones, windows with neither entablatures nor projecting cills 

tend not to throw rainwater off, and concrete inevitably stains. 

“Functionalism” needs a helping hand, or perhaps, as FitzGerald 

suggested, an advance in technology, to make it work better: 

 

Well honestly if you can drive to the moon and come back 
relatively ok, why can’t you have a flat roof?389 

 

                         
386 JF p.6 
387 JF p.6 
388 JF p.9 
389 JF p.10 
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Equally, when asked about the heat loss (and gain in the summer) 

through large glass window and walls, Joe’s response was 

 

If the glass has to be changed to be improved to that degree 
there’s no reason why it can’t be...390 

 

One of Joe’s most successful buildings is St Brigid’s Church on the 

Malone Road. This was a competition design entered by some twenty to 

thirty architects, and the design was mainly by Paddy Acheson, one of 

his associates, but FitzGerald  

 

was the one who decided where it was going to be sited, because 
I had to go to the congregation and talk to them about it... I 
had two or three other decisions to make but that was - 
particularly on the inside where the idea was to put all the 
spiritual stuff along the altar, and there was two or three 
different levels.391 

 

FitzGerald is describing here the classic situation where good 

designers become partners and increasingly have to delegate the 

actual design work to the younger generation. He accepted that, and 

has a lot of respect for Acheson and another then junior in the firm, 

Billy Hanna. After all, he had been through the same process as a 

young man: 

 

When I joined Shanks & Leighton392 with Jim we were the 
designers - Shanks & Leighton didn’t design. Donald [Shanks] 
was an absolutely wonderful administrator - so was Edwin 
[Leighton] up to a point although he didn’t know [laughs] about 
financing. Anyway Jim and I were being asked to do all the 
design. And then Billy Hanna came in, and the two boys retired, 
Leighton and Shanks. And that meant that Jim and I had to 
suddenly change to being the partner in charge rather than the 
designer in charge.393 

 

The architect-planner Bill Morrison was similarly inspired by 

Modernism as a young architect, but looking back on it realises there 

was an element of fashion in their idealism:  

 

Well you know you tend in a situation like that to believe that 
that’s the way it is and that you know the world must realise 

                         
390 JF pp.11-12 
391 JF p.11 
392 Shanks Leighton Kennedy Fitzgerald was formed by Donald Shanks and Edwin 
Leighton in 1960, joined by Jim Kennedy and then Joe FitzGerald in 1965 
(http://www.troublesarchive.com/artists/shanks-leighton-kennedy-and-
fitzgerald). Paddy Acheson and Billy Hanna had qualified from Queen’s 
University in the early 1970s and introduced their own design flair to the 
firm, becoming the senior partners in the late 1990s. (Northern Builder 
Vol.23 No.2, 2012) 
393 JF p13 
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we’ve come to this point [of modern architecture]... There was 
just a realisation that we were going to have changes.394 

 

Modernism in various forms is still what is generally taught at both 

schools of architecture in Belfast, and it has shaped much of what 

has been built by architects to the present day. However, even in the 

1970s there were some architects who were beginning to question the 

supremacy of modernism.  

 

 

Conservation practices 

Unlike FitzGerald, Robert McKinstry started out as a modernist but 

ended his career working mainly on historic buildings, including most 

famously the Belfast Grand Opera House395. Joe Fitzgerald said 

McKinstry once told him “I’d love to have arches and pyramids!”396 

Even Joe, when pressed, admitted that “on the domestic side 

[modernism is] not great really to be honest”397, and he lives in a 

historic building - perhaps chosen by his wife. 

 

John Gilbert spent his early years as an architect working for 

Desmond Hodges, who unusually had a practice that included 

conservation work, but Hodges shared his office on the Malone Road 

(and their secretary) with the very different practice of Ian 

Campbell.   

  

Ian Campbell398 asked me to take photos of his Fanum House399... 
Well at the time I was just interested in taking photographs 
but I thought, oh yes. You could tell that he was a modern 
architect whereas Desmond wasn’t a modern architect.400 

 

It was the experience of restoring a derelict Victorian house owned 

by Queen’s University in exchange for a five-year lease on it which 

gave him the practical experience and confidence to leave a 

conventional architectural career behind. 
                         
394 BM p4-5 
395 The restoration of the Opera House and its history are told by McKinstry 
in Walker, pp.95-108. 
396 JF p.10 
397 JF p.12 
398 Ian Campbell (1925-2020) was born in Bangor Co Down, and influenced by Le 
Corbusier and then by Aalto, and won many awards for his largely modernist 
work. He opened his own practice in 1963 and was President of the RSUA in 
1971-73. (RIBA Journal, October 2020 p.67)  
399 Fanum House, 108-110 Great Victoria Street, Belfast, of which Campbell was 
very proud, is a brutalist 12-storey concrete-clad tower block which divides 
opinion. In 1969, the Civic Trust described it as “like a semi precious gem 
in a great expanse of a worn out city”, but some its occupants dubbed it 
“the Lubianka”. (Joe FitzGerald, A Temple to the Sixties (or Why I Want to 
Like Fanum House), in Perspective, Nov 2010, pp.42-45). It has now been 
derelict for some years. 
400 JG p.3 
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At the time you’re young, and you think, oh that’s a great deal 
- but hey it’s not a great deal if you spend a year and a half 
doing it up [laughs]. [But] I learnt a lot, because I did the 
wiring, the plumbing, the flooring, the dry rot work, the 
slating, all the gutters and the fascias, the brickwork, 
everything. And drains....401 

 

Because of the lack of conservation practices in Northern Ireland in 

the late 1970, when Hearth Housing Association was set up to restore 

historic buildings, its Director was required to be an architect able 

to carry out its own conservation projects and able to brief (and if 

necessary train) other architects to carry out such work 

sympathetically. 

 

Like conservation, many of those practical details about buildings 

had barely been touched on in the five years at university, leaving 

students to learn about them in their first years managing jobs. The 

absence of such elements in university training perhaps helps to 

explain why the myth of Modernism as a functional ethos still 

continues among young architects today. And the unwillingness, or 

even inability, of many architects to address practicalities has led 

to the popular conception of the architect as a design tyrant. 

 

 
  

The Planner 
 
Under the 1931 Planning and Housing Act some of the councils in 

Northern Ireland began to employ chartered planners, while others 

treated planning as an extension of the Borough Surveyor’s work, and 

after the war planners began to look at road building and clearance 

of poor housing, along with basic development control.  

 

The Architect Planners 

Modern planners come from a variety of backgrounds in their primary 

degrees, but immediately after the war there were a small number of 

architect-planners in Northern Ireland, and they attracted more 

respect from architects than the geography-planners or economist-

planners because of their ability to read plans and understand 

architectural and urban design issues.402 One of the last with that 

                         
401 JG pp.5-6 
402 Patrick Abercrombie, speaking as Chairman of the Council for the 
Preservation of Rural England, about the scope needed by planners, wondered 
how a single individual could encompass the technical qualifications of an 
architect, an engineer and a surveyor, with the knowledge of a geographer, a 
sociologist an industrialist, an agriculturalist, a lawyer and a financier - 
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dual qualification was Bill Morrison, who was able to see both sides 

of that argument. He has fond memories of Philip Bell403, who was 

probably the best-known architect-planner, a distinguished Modernist 

architect before the war and a well-loved character: 

 

Och... I was very fond of Philip, he was such a gentle soul. In 
fact on the course at Queen’s I went onto he had a fairly major 
role in turning up to give lectures that I found fascinating 
because they were all providing the context that I’d missed, 
the reports during the Second World War that made such a 
fundamental difference to the way development proceeded after 
the war.404 

 

Finlay Reid worked for a while in the office of GP & RH Bell, run by 

Philip and his brother Roger: 

 

Philip Bell was a Quaker of course, they’re all Quakers, Philip 
and Roger... Philip Bell had a habit of smoking, and because 
the doctor had warned him about smoking, he gave up the 
smoking, and instead of that he ate sweets - and he ate a lot 
of sweets [laughs], so whenever he came in he was sucking 
something you know. He was always dressed in a purple shirt, 
yellow trousers, bright colours, he was very way out as far as 
wearing apparel was concerned, which gave him a nice character 
really. And he was very good with students, extremely good.405 

 

There may have been something about planners and pipes - Bill recalls 

two other early planners, Harry Patton406 and Cecil Newman407: 

 

Harry was one of my heroes, I always remember Harry sitting 
with his pipe in his hand, and Cecil Newman was another one who 
had a pipe, and a room with the pair of them quickly became a 
smog. I once saw Cecil Newman riding his bike down Corporation 

                                                                       
or whether a group was needed, “working like an orchestra under a 
conductor”. (H Bryant Newbold (ed), Industry and Rural Life, report of the 
Cambridge Conference of the Town and Country Planning Association, 1942, 
Faber & Faber, London, p.88). 
403 Philip Bell (1908-82) came from a linen family in Lurgan but trained at 
Liverpool School of Architecture, setting up his practice in Lurgan in the 
1930s as the first local architect with a degree in both architecture and 
planning. Although he was the author of several innovative modernist 
buildings, he was also a founder member of the Historic Buildings Council 
and of the UAHS. (https://www.dia.ie/). His daughter is the astronomer Dame 
Jocelyn Bell Burnell.  
404 BM p.13 
405 FR p.6 
406 Henry Alexander Patton (1917-2010) started his architectural training in 
Edinburgh College of Art before the War, and finished after the war with 
diplomas in architecture and planning. He set up his own practice in 1958, 
working mainly in Bangor and Enniskillen, where he was the planning officer 
until local government reorganisation in 1971. He became an independent 
Planning Appeal Inspector at that time and was responsible for the first 
public inquiry to adopt a town plan in Northern Ireland.  
407 Cecil FS Newman OBE was born in Lisburn in 1914 and worked with Belfast 
City Council as a surveyor before qualifying as a town planner in 1957. He 
was the author of the first Newry town plan and a leading member of the 
Ulster Society for the Preservation of the Countryside. He contributed A 
Short History of Planning in Northern Ireland to the Journal of the Town 
Planning Institute in 1965. He died in 1984.  
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Street with his pocket on fire [laughs]. He wasn’t aware of it 
at all - nor did he care too much.408 

 

There had been an outline advisory plan in 1947, but Morrison says it 

“lay in stately condition without any real reference to it at all” 

and the Matthew Plan409 became the first regional plan for Northern 

Ireland.  

 

As an architect, one of Morrison’s disappointments was seeing how 

planners tend to fall back on rules rather than thinking creatively: 

 

I was never one to fall back on rules, and I was rather sad to 
see that over time that’s exactly what happens. You know 
planners nowadays have a rulebook and if it complies with the 
rules they don’t think any more about it, if it doesn’t comply 
with the rules there’s no way you’re going to get away with 
it.410  

 

Planners are well known for being able to sit on a fence and see both 

sides of an argument, rather to the frustration of both developers 

and conservationists. For example, as an architect-planner, Morrison 

can see the need for a policy on height control but feels it should 

be able to accommodate an exceptional design: 

 

I would not be one to hold to the view that Belfast suited a 
limitation on height uniformly applied across the city. I would 
have said that there was always an opportunity for a building 
to lend character to the place. The tallest buildings you would 
expect to see round the centre of the city.411 

 

Conservationists would immediately pick a hole in that argument 

because so often the historic buildings in a city are in its centre, 

and they can be dwarfed by inappropriate development. No doubt the 

planners approving a new office block in Linenhall Street for the 

City Council in the 1989, the Cecil Ward Building, thought they were 

permitting a height commensurate with its civic importance in the 

street, but the conservationist Charlie Brett pointed out right away 

that the new building could be seen rising above the City Hall from 

Donegall Place on the other side of the building! The planners’ 

                         
408 BM p.3 
409 Sir Robert Matthew published the Belfast Regional Survey and Plan in 1962. 
One of its main purposes was to propose ways of decentralising Belfast. 
Interestingly, Matthew made no mention of the ethnically-divided nature of 
Belfast, considering that sectarianism was outside the scope of planning. Of 
course it would not have been so obviously relevant before the outbreak of 
the Troubles. (Scott A Bollens, Urban Planning and Intergroup Conflict, 
Chapt 9 in  Bruce Stiftel and Vanessa Watson (eds), Dialogues in Urban and 
Regional Planning, Routledge, 2004, pp.217-18) 
410 BM pp.10-11 
411 BM p.17 
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problem, as Bill Morrison explained, is defining the rules in 

advance: 

 

The difficulty of course in planning is that you’ve got to 
anticipate these things or alternatively wing it whenever 
something out of the blue comes in and you don’t have the power 
or the justification for turning it down. It sometimes slips 
through the net.412 

 

 
Development control 

Development Control, the administration of small-scale planning 

applications, has never been a popular aspect of planning, though 

there were exceptions, as recalled by the architect Finlay Reid: 

 

Harry Patton... brought in a very good thing in Enniskillen, 
all the signage in Enniskillen had to go through planning, and 
Belfast was very slow to pick that up. Anyone who was putting 
up a sign in Belfast [had] freedom, complete freedom.413 

 

Like many architects, Richard Pierce has no high opinion of planners, 

who can be inflexible when faced with unconventional designs: 

 

If you have someone who has the final say on planning decisions 
in the north of Ireland who comes from a relatively limited 
background in terms of culture, goes to Queen’s University, 
studies Geography, or Economics, and then becomes a Town and 
Country Planner - they do not understand what you’re talking 
about when you talk about Carlo Scarpa414 - they simply don’t 
know, their education, their own sense of culture, doesn’t take 
them that far.... I remember there was a rule for houses, No 
Towers, because there was a fashion for towers... Or, a house 
in the countryside had to be white, and have a grey roof. It’s 
simply that, our planners are provincial, they don’t know what 
is possible, their imaginations are limited. That is the reason 
we have such crap buildings in the north of Ireland.415 

 

When Pierce did anticipate problems with planners, as when designing 

his present rather unconventional circular house, he would produce a 

model: 

 

The thing I found about models, is that they were like Dinky 
toys - if you presented a model to the planners, they loved it, 
they were like a child with a toy. The one way to get planning 
permission was to build a nice model.416 

 

There were accusations of brown envelopes being passed around to 

influence planning decisions in the early days. And more often, cases 
                         
412 BM p.17 
413 FR p.6 
414 Carlo Scarpa was an Italian architect (1906-78) whose work consisted 
largely of imaginative interventions in existing public buildings. 
415 RP pp.13-14 
416 RP p.13 
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where the planners just seemed to want to have some control over the 

outcome of the planning process, however meaningless, as Fitzgerald 

remembered: 

 

I designed a three-storey sheltered housing complex. And [the 
client] was quite pleased, but your man that was the famous 
planner in Downpatrick417, rang me up and he says, We will 
approve a two-storey now, and after we have got it you can add 
another one to the top.418 

 

When he was working with Ian Storie in Enniskillen in the 1970s 

Richard Pierce remembers planning as “a small formality” although the 

local planning officer did have some rules: 

 

For as long as he was alive, or at least as long as he was the 
chief planner... he did not want his view to be spoiled, so you 
could never get planning permission within his view, but you 
could get planning permission most other places.419 

 

Development control may not have been the most satisfying aspect of 

planning, but now that the days of big redevelopment have come to an 

end it has become increasingly important420. No longer working with 

large plans reorganising their towns, planners find themselves 

dealing much more with regulation of plans for individual buildings, 

bringing them into conflict with architects. 

 

The rivalry between architects, who are trained in design, and 

planners, who perhaps more often are trained in statistics, is of 

long standing421. As a conservation officer Robert Kennedy422 is a 

                         
417 Allegations about planning officers who invited brown envelopes to 
facilitate planning permissions tended to focus on one officer in the 
Downpatrick planning office. It was to overcome issues like that that the 
planning service was amalgamated under the DoE, with planners moved quite 
frequently between planning offices to prevent them developing too many 
friendships. 
418 JF p.7 
419 RP p.9 
420 This was to change once planning moved beyond the big plans of the 1960s, 
and planners found themselves having to arbitrate between different 
political pressures. The planner Bill Morrison is quoted as saying “Our 
regulatory role is our reason for being. To do this cleanly and properly, 
you would have nothing to do whatsoever with anything proactive.” (Quoted in 
Bollens, p.220) 
421 When working in the conservation section of Glasgow Planning Department in 
the mid 1970s, the author often had to point out to architects that their 
designs for shopfronts were not appropriate for a listed building, and they 
would produce all sorts of reasons to justify their design. Then I would 
tell them that as an architect myself I could understand their difficulty - 
and at once they relaxed and were able to blame the client for insisting on 
something they knew was inappropriate. But if I had actually been a planner 
they would have continued to defend their bad design out of principle. 
422 These are the kind of concerns that architects and planners tend to cite 
to justify their views. However, as Edward Hobson noted in his article Value 
and Control, “Lay opinion appeared to be far less worried about the abstract 
continuity of the fabric of towns and more concerned about whether the new 
‘fitted in' or not.“ (Planning and Design 2001, vol.28, p.471). 
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planner who has to work with architects to persuade them to produce 

designs that are suitable for their location, and says that while 

“some architects will work with you, some [are] just very arrogant 

and Knowitalls”: 

 

With a lot of architects, I’m sure you know, the God Architect 
in everything, and the massive ego, I think people do design to 
put their stamp on things... To be fair it may just be the 
creative impulse, they want to design, it’s just part of their 
DNA, so they do want to create and design, but it does mean 
they lose sight of what’s around it.423 

 

One of the most difficult aspects of a planner’s work is assessing 

design, particularly when dealing with the merits of replacement 

building “which is so subjective”.424 So how does he assess quality of 

design? 

 

I look at things like, what is the function of the building, 
does it express its use, can you read the building from the 
outside, the internal spaces in the structure, and is it done 
in a way that adds to what we in urban design terms call 
district legibility, so that it sits within the district 
character?... So to me a building should sit comfortably and 
contribute to the reading of the place in which it sits... 425 

 

Issues like that can seem irrelevant to architects and developers 

with budgets to spend and clients wanting to move on with their 

plans. 

 

The quantity surveyor LB remembers that planning used to be rapid and 

straightforward in the 1980s - but thinks it has changed for the 

worse, becoming increasingly bureaucratic, slower426 and no better at 

controlling amenity427: 

 

I don’t remember any serious planning issues in those days. Not 
like now, planning is a joke, absolute joke.428 

 

                         
423 RK p.4 
424 RK p.5 
425 RK p.2 

426 Developer James Hagan told the Northern Builder: “I was on a site in 
Glasgow recently and was told that planning permission for the site would 
take six to nine months. If that was here, I wouldn’t have that permission 
for two years... The current planning process in Northern Ireland is 
significantly slower and more bureaucratic than in England, yet we are 
shouting about a need for houses and social houses.”  (NI Builder, 7 Oct 
2019). 
427 The Ministerial Advisory Group (MAG) pointed out that in the five years up 
to 2008, 329 applications had been received for demolitions in conservation 
areas (which are only supposed to be granted as a last resort) and that 90% 
of them were approved, more or less the same as the rate for approval of 
demolitions in non-protected areas. (Demolitions in conservation areas, MAG 
Document DC1/09/55290, 27 November 2009). 
428 LB p.6 
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So on aesthetic matters there is a perpetual tension between 

architects and planners, with architects too often following the 

model of Howard Roark in Ayn Rand’s 1943 novel The Fountainhead429 in 

designing “uncompromising” modern buildings, and planners trying to 

look at the bigger picture of towns and townscape - although in the 

1950s both saw modernism as an appropriate style.  

 
The Curfew Tower, Cushendall:  

A listed folly at the centre of Cushendall Conservation Area. 
Would it get planning permission nowadays? Yet Cushendall would be 

the poorer without its eccentric presence.  
 
 

Planning as it might be 

Planning had always been a contentious issue in local councils, and 

when the Troubles broke out the government became responsible for 

planning under local government reorganisation. With its task of 

designating housing areas, planning became quite political in the 

1970s, and Bill Morrison, sickened by the Troubles, decided that his 

planning expertise could be used more effectively elsewhere, and 

emigrated with his family to a more exotic planning job in St Lucia. 

 

After a few years Morrison came back to Northern Ireland to look 

after ageing parents, but perhaps he was able to bring to the Belfast 

planning office some ideas from the integrated systems he had seen in 

St Lucia: 

                         
429 The Fountainhead describes Roarke’s ambition to build his multi-storey 
masterpiece against the plotting of conservative forces. It was also made 
into a film in 1949, with Gary Cooper as a sympathetic and heroic main 
character. While it certainly inspired many architects when first released, 
it was in a spirit of ironic reference that the RSUA showed it in a film 
night for members in the late 1990s.  
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There were two periods of time when administratively I would 
say we moved ahead of the pack. One was Making Belfast Work, 
another was the time just before the Good Friday Agreement when 
there was an organisation called the Belfast Executive set up 
under the Permanent Secretary of the DoE with the top man in 
housing, the top man in roads and water, and I was on this as 
well as a planner, and we were taking some major decisions.430 

 

Planning isn’t a career that suits everyone. Some planners left the 

profession having encountered frustration at the difficulty of 

achieving meaningful results. Others who started on the process 

dropped out very quickly. Bill Morrison enjoyed his career in 

planning, and is confident that he generally made good decisions - 

some of which will be touched on later.  

 

 
Public and private planners 

The real clash between architects and planners started in the 1970s, 

when developers were getting greedier, some architects saw the chance 

to build multi-storey buildings, and planners were struggling to deal 

with issues like conservation, height controls, and protection of 

views. In Northern Ireland the role of independent planners was 

mainly in helping to get projects through the planning system, with 

government planners producing more regulations in order to maintain 

control. 

 

Following local government reorganisation in 2015, the role of 

planning moved from the centralised Department of the Environment to 

eleven individual district councils, who sometimes find themselves 

with conflicting loyalties between environmental control and council 

economic ambitions. Robert Kennedy describes the position he is put 

in as a council employee responsible for ensuring quality of planning 

controls: 

 

Local democracy is a good thing, it’s the right place for 
planning to be [with councils]... [However] in practice, I 
think councils are very competitive, they’re competing for 
development and economic growth. So I think that could mean 
that some developments which aren’t acceptable or which are 
damaging to historic context say, get approved, because of that 
competitive thing, and also to lower rates and get more rates 
income in for the council.431 

 

Under the present system, planners can find their carefully worked-

out advice being overturned by councillors; and even after that, 

their attempts to constrain the worst excesses of developers can 

                         
430 BM p.10 
431 RK p.4 
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sometimes be overturned by the Planning Appeals Commission (PAC). 

This would be acceptable if the PAC was carefully following 

centralised guidelines, but it seems to be a more arbitrary process, 

even in conservation cases. Most of the commissioners are indeed 

experienced planners, but he suggests that is not necessarily a 

guarantee of good decision making:  

 

It depends very much on the individual that you get on the day, 
some of them seem to be more sympathetic to conservation, 
heritage, design, whereas others are like the planners that 
they might have been, they just approve everything. And that’s 
just the way it is...432 

 

 
 

The Surveyor and the Engineer 
 
The Surveyor 

In the early 19th century it was sufficient to measure the works 

involved in a  building project after the event, but the increasing 

complexity of projects as bye-laws were introduced and competition 

meant jobs were not tendered so locally meant that the profession of 

quantity surveying grew up.433 The practice of preparing a Bill of 

Quantities for any work that required greater cost control had become 

common by the time the Belfast firm of WH Stephens was set up in 

Belfast in 1865434. That firm is still in business, now with offices 

in Dublin, Edinburgh and elsewhere.  

 

LB started work as a quantity surveyor in the 1960s, and described 

the leisurely and almost intimate life of the building professional 

in those days: 

 

It was... a fairly small community of professionals in 
construction. It probably grew fastest in that period through 
the sixties and seventies when people working for bigger 
practices set up their plate on their own, and then they 
evolved into something else. But generally speaking most 
businesses were associated with a relatively small number of 
fellow professionals, in other words architects or engineers - 
you tended to work with the same architect and engineers. The 
architects would have tended in those days to be the one who 

                         
432 RK p.5 
433 The first quantity surveying practice established in England appears to be 
Henry Cooper & Sons, established in Reading in 1785.  
434 William Henry Stephens was a civil engineer and quantity surveyor 
(https://www.dia.ie/architects/view/5122/STEPHENS-WILLIAMHENRY). The firm’s 
archives are now in PRONI (D.1898) and contain a wealth of information on 
the construction of many significant Belfast buildings - though sadly with 
very few drawings, since as any QS will boast, they deal in figures, not 
nice appearances. 



 

 145 

appointed people... Most of the clients in those days, lots of 
them, would have been government or quasi-government.435 

 

“Within a 500m walk” of LB’s offices in Malone Avenue “you could see 

any number of architects, and in those days there was “definitely 

more team-playing between everybody.”436  

 

The work of the QS started with transferring the architect’s drawings 

and specification into the Bill of Quantities: 

 

In those days lots of architects wrote nearly all their spec on 
the drawings. And you’d look at the drawings and you had to put 
it into a text. The secretary typed it, then it was proof-read. 
In those days it went through the Gestetner thing.437 

 

The process of “taking off” was done by the QS on paper as “a sort of 

spreadsheet before computers”, then it was checked by a comp 

operator438: 

 

We took a drawing, we had to measure everything up on the 
drawing with a scale rule. Generally what you had to do was to 
try and deduce a dimension from the figured dimensions on the 
drawing. What you did was check that the scale was right 
against the figures. If it was, then you could scale things. 
But that was all written down on the take-off sheet. That was 
then comp-checked, and then you had to write the item 
description. So what you generally did was you write the 
description, take the measurement, got it comp-checked, brought 
it back, check that everything was all right and then... the 
written bit, and that was 250 yards of something or other, at 
3/6 - or maybe that was after decimal, I can’t remember. That 
bit there was what went to the typist. And she typed and it 
came back and you had to read over it, checking it against the 
original take-off.439 

 

It might sound tedious, but LB said “I have to say, I never found it 

like that [laughs].”440 

 

I’ve said that many a time, in all the years I have never not 
wanted to go to work. Never felt that work was something I 
didn’t really want to do. I’ve always enjoyed it, even that 
sort of stuff, or going out to measure drainage when it was 
raining. I always enjoyed it, even now at this stage of my 

                         
435 LB p.1 
436 LB p.2 
437 LB p.11 
438 The comptometer was basically a key-driven adding machine, looking a bit 
like a cash register with rows of buttons and a handle on the side. The 
operators became very proficient and valuable members of staff in most 
offices. Developed around 1900 they were standard equipment in many offices 
after the war, being superceded in the 1970s and 1980s by calculators and 
computers. 
(https://www.johnwolff.id.au/calculators/comptometers/comptometers.htm)  
439 LB p.11 
440 LB p.11 
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life441, I still get up and go and enjoy it. Crazy like. And I 
have a very pleasant home life, it’s nothing to do with that at 
all!442 

 

While LB obviously manages to find this kind of work interesting, he 

admitted that he is motivated by something beyond the process of 

“taking off”: 

 

What drives me? I do like being part of building something. The 
building doesn’t always end up the way I would like it to be, 
but I do feel at the and of any particular job you feel you 
have achieved something... In our terms it is a bit of problem 
solving, relationship-solving, making sure things go as 
smoothly as they possibly can, and just having an outcome that 
everybody’s expected at the outset.443 

 

As for the Bill of Quantities, the central document in quantity 

surveying, it is slightly opaque to non-surveyors, and LB admitted 

(with his tongue slightly in his cheek) that that is not entirely 

accidental:  

 

Well a bill of quantities is by definition designed to confuse 
[laughs]. We don’t really want a lot of people knowing how to 
work it! Well it’s a very simple document, but it does take 
care of everything. It’s just [laughs] not that easy to follow. 
So no I think we’ve always been involved in that budgetary 
control.444 

 

In fact that budgetary control element has led on to the QS 

increasingly taking on the role of project manager, and they have 

often displaced the architect from his traditional position at the 

head of the building team. 

 

In most cases the architect abrogated his responsibilities for 
the contract, because the QS is the one who everybody goes to 
about the contract.445 

 

On bigger jobs, the role of the project manager has taken the lead in 

organising the work: 

 

We’re the contract administrator now on a lot of jobs. We’re 
named in the contract as administrator. And that tends to be on 
the bigger jobs, we wouldn’t really be doing that on the 
smaller jobs.446 

 

                         
441 LB is well after retirement age, but still working.  
442 LB p.11 
443 LB p.15 
444 LB p.17 
445 LB p.17 
446 LB p.18 
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Inevitably it is the QS who has to argue with the builder about 

finances447, but LB says the argument is rarely personal: 

 

It never lasts, like. There’s only maybe a couple [of builders] 
you could name that you just wouldn’t want to deal with any 
more. And it’s in the nature of the business, you know when 
there’s money involved there’s always a potential for 
confrontation... But a few of them you... don’t meet them any 
more, or they go bust, so it doesn’t matter. But generally 
speaking builders are the same, they’re quite happy to fight, 
kick, shake hands and go away and that’s it - which is the way 
it should be... You never like to lose. Those ones where you’ve 
a serious compromise, you just say it’s the middle of the road, 
it’s neither win nor lose, which very often is actually the 
right answer. He’s not happy and you’re not happy, it’s 
probably about the right answer [laughs].448 

 

Brian Hennings is a quantity surveyor who has followed a different 

path. Rather than helping the architect or client to achieve a good 

result, he has often taken the contractor’s side, and been involved 

in development on quite a large scale. His first job had been as a 

junior QS for the engineering firm of Kennedy & Donkin, for which he 

lodged away from home in Carrickfergus. He remeasured sea-driven 

piles at the Cloghan Point Oil Terminal, where big tankers were to 

come in to unload their oil into massive tanks. His next few years 

were with HM Blamphin’s QS practice in the Malone Avenue hub where he 

worked in the back room of a converted house preparing Bills of 

Quantities and remeasuring, much of it for Housing Executive 

schemes.449 

 

However, Henning soon found himself working with developers and got a 

taste for project management, which he found “absolutely fascinating, 

absolutely loved it, I got a buzz out of it.”450 Like LB, he learned 

that a large part of the job was managing people, and he described a 

job when he was working in Dublin. Halfway through the job the 

contractor went bust and Brian “had to get involved in a much more 

hands-on way in letting out packages and measuring off for 

liquidators, it really was quite an intensive period.” 451  It 

determined him to move away from traditional QS work to contract 

management: 

 

                         
447 Architects can be notoriously careless about costs, so they will choose to 
let the QS deal with financial arguments; but there is also an element that 
the architect has to bring the contractor with him, and good relations are 
important to achieve a good result - so it makes some sense to let the QS 
deal with arguments about money while the architect concentrates on quality. 
448 LB p.18 
449 BH p.2 
450 BH p.6 
451 BH p.6 
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I didn’t want to stay as a consultant QS all my life, I thought 
it would drive me crazy if I was doing bills of quantities at 
the age of 40... I was also fascinated I suppose through my 
sporting experience in the value of teams, and I just believed 
in teams and you achieve very little without working as a 
team... I suppose I always enjoyed working in a team 
environment, and then naturally I found myself taking the lead 
on things, and when I was given the opportunity I’d grasp it... 
Making things happen, and making teams really productive is a 
skill in itself... So that’s where I always got my buzz.452 

 

Although architects and quantity surveyors make up the core of the 

normal building design team, there are a range of associated 

professionals, from engineers to estate agents and housing officers 

who can be involved at specific stages of a contract.  

 

 
The structural engineer 

As regulations and contracts get increasingly complex, the architect 

turns to engineers, either structural or M&E, to design parts of the 

project that go beyond his expertise. Jim Kerr is a structural 

engineer, but his initial experience was in land surveying. His first 

full job as an engineer was working for a Dublin company in Saudi 

Arabia. However, he was glad to get back to Dublin, and thence back 

to work with Kirk McClure & Morton in Belfast, where he had worked as 

a student. He described some changes he has seen over foundations:  

 

At the start of my career people would have used a raft 
foundation - a concrete raft, spread over the entire footprint 
of the building to reduce the bearing pressure. It was used 
quite commonly. These days a raft isn’t used so much because 
there’s a tendency for raft foundations to maybe settle, and 
create buildings at an odd angle.453 

 
The sleech454 in central Belfast makes for specific problems, and the 

driven concrete piles that superceded timber ones were notorious for 

causing damage to neighbouring older buildings. Typically piling in 

the city has to be between fifteen and thirty metres. However, the 

introduction of low vibration CFA (continuous flight augur) piles 

made deep piling practicable, and it is now even possible to develop 

basements in the sleech.  

 

                         
452 BH p.6 
453 JK p.9. A well-known example is Imperial House in Donegall Square East, 
Belfast, designed in 1935 by Kendrick Edwards, one of the first steel-framed 
buildings to go up in Belfast. It was built on a raft foundation and “such 
is the fluid state of Belfast sleech that a concentration of services and 
partitions towards the back of the building apparently resulted in 
differential settlement even as the building was going up.”   (Patton 
Belfast, pp.137-38) 
454 The centre of Belfast is built on sleech or liquid clay, and piling is 
sent down to reach firm ground or at least equilibium.  
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Although he has always worked on new buildings as well, Kerr is one 

of only two conservation-accredited structural engineers in Northern 

Ireland, and he learnt a great deal about historic buildings from an 

older man in Kirk McClure & Morton: 

 

I suppose that was the first time I really got an introduction 
to working with some historic buildings [was with Albert Fry]. 
Albert always had an interest, and Albert would have been 
favoured by people because Albert wasn’t always the high-tech 
solution, Albert was always a more practical-minded person. One 
of Albert’s key pieces of tool-kit was the pipe [laughs] and if 
the pipe could be pressed into something you would sometimes 
question its condition! [laughs]... Albert was always a very 
practical engineer and certainly of the philosophy that if it 
looked right it was right and if it didn’t look right there was 
obviously something to be explored.455 

 

Working with old buildings Jim is aware that some structural 

“problems” are actually acceptable, but also knows when progressive 

movement is happening that may lead to collapse: 

 

Quite often a bit of localised settlement doesn’t really matter 
with an old rubble masonry building in lime mortar, because 
it’ll deform, it’ll take up the settlement. Where you can have 
a problem is if there’s uneven settlement of the foundation 
that leads to an outward rotation of the wall.456 

 

Although engineers are associated with calculations and figures, 

assessing existing structures is a lot more pragmatic. “It’s not an 

exact science, even with a modern building if it’s in a state of 

collapse. It’s all about judgement,”457 said Jim. This is particularly 

the case with materials like rubble stonework, whose core material is 

often quite unknown.   

 

You can simplify things, okay - you can do a simple calculation 
such as stability, you can reduce structures down to simpler 
structures and do a certain amount of analysis. It doesn’t have 
to be exact, but if it gives you a level of comfort and you 
know the simplification is conservative then you can work with 
it. But it’s maybe 20% calculation - it’s certainly 80% 
experience. It’s really all about deciding whether something is 
progressive or historic, and if you have doubt then it’s a 
question of monitoring, and using that going forward. And at 
the same time if you’re making a judgement you know, you still 
have to take account of the fact that your judgement might be 
wrong.458 

 

                         
455 JK pp.2-3 
456 JK p.11. John McCaughey, another partner in Kirk McClure & Morton, used to 
have two aphorisms about the structure of historic buildings: the comforting 
“What has stood for a hundred and fifty years can probably go on standing 
for another fifty”; and the more cautious “A wall is either standing or not 
standing, and there is no in-between” (Avenues to the Past, p.87). 
457 JK p.3 
458 JK p.4 
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Although calculation can be difficult, a lot of the structures 

involved in historic buildings are very simple, and a building built 

in 1890 would be structurally very little different from one built in 

1690, so that 

 

When I go back and look at drawings dating from the end of the 
19th century, the paucity of information is staggering compared 
to drawings that we produce now. Our drawings have thousands of 
dimensions and notes and references and specifications, and I 
think that is to do with all the innovation that’s happened 
over the past fifty to a hundred years... Brickwork in lime 
mortar, you didn’t need to tell anyone the specification, the 
tradesmen knew what it was and how best to build with it - you 
didn’t define temporary support, they knew what to provide.459 

 

With an experienced contractor the architect may get away with 

discussing a problem on site, but more often Building Control will 

want to see calculations - and at that point most architects call in 

a friendly engineer.  

 

 

Summary of Chapter 6 
 

This chapter has looked at changes in how building professionals have 

learned to work very differently over the decades under examination 

(Objective 3).  

 

Architects in Northern Ireland suffered from being regarded by 

institutional clients as too small or inexperienced to be entrusted 

with large jobs, which tended to go to English firms. The amalgamated 

Ulster Architects Partnership was set up to compete with them, but 

only secured one job. However, when the Troubles came architects here 

had more work than many of their English counterparts, and a number 

came over to work in the Housing Executive or at the new town of 

Craigavon. 

 

From the 1930s on architects had a love affair with modernism, 

despite the lack of a Mediterranean climate here; however, clients 

preferred more traditional designs, and the arrival of listing made 

the career of the conservation architect a viable one. It seems 

extraordinary that nearly fifty years later conservation is still a 

very minor part of architectural training in Northern Ireland. 

 

There is no doubt that planning has become mired in paperwork, often 

at the expense of dealing with problems on the ground. What had been 

                         
459 JK pp.4-5 
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a fairly unified group of professions after the war, meeting 

regularly, respecting one another’s expertise, and sharing the same 

general conception of how Northern Ireland should be developed, has 

become a much more diverse body of opinions and ideals. As always, 

there are people driven by business objectives and those driven by 

social ideals; but by the 1980s further splits were becoming apparent 

between the interests of developers wanting to pull down and build 

newer, bigger and higher - and conservationists who wanted to ensure 

that the character of towns and buildings were not spoilt in the name 

of a progress that they regarded as questionable.  

 

Almost by definition, the planners can’t please everybody. But 

perhaps the planners’ reputation for sitting on the fence as long as 

possible is justified in some cases - as is their default position of 

giving approval after sufficient delay has been caused.460  

 

The quantity surveyor is generally thought of as the member of the 

professional team that sorts out the money, whether it is by drawing 

up the contract documents at the beginning or arguing over variations 

later, but the interviewees made clear that their motivation was 

really in preventing and resolving disputes. With the architect 

shying away from costs, the QS has been able to annex the role of 

project manager. 

 

The links between the building professions in the small society of 

Northern Ireland were often quite close, and surveyors and engineers 

often worked regularly with a consistent team of other professionals. 

 
 

                         
460 The author attended a meeting of the Historic Buildings Council where a 
very large extension to a listed modern church was being discussed, and its 
impact was likely to be such that if permission was granted the building 
would be subsequently delisted. Because it was a church in use listed 
building consent would not be required, but the new extension would require 
planning permission and the historic buildings officers had been negotiating 
about it for nearly two years. When the case had been presented, a retired 
senior planner on the Council said that he thought the church had been 
waiting long enough (as if you just had to queue up to get permission) and 
that the plan should be approved. (HBC meeting, 17 February 2006). 
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7. HOUSING 
 
During much of the period under review, the construction of housing 

has been a major focus for the building industry, whether social 

housing sponsored by government, speculative housing built by a 

developer, or the occasional one-off house design which was a 

treasured but rare commission for most architects.  

 

The legislation driving changes in housing in Northern Ireland has 

been reviewed earlier, and this section considers the effect of 

implementing it on the ground. The redevelopment of supposedly slum 

areas had begun again in Northern Ireland in the early sixties, but 

building accelerated dramatically with the onset of the Troubles and 

the need to rehouse communities displaced by vandalism and sectarian 

attacks. This was urgent work, and made up a significant part of the 

workload of many architects and builders. The impact of the Troubles 

on daily life however is dealt with in a separate chapter.  

 

Social housing and the new towns have been the focus for political 

debate, and the construction and allocation of housing have involved 

threats, paramilitary activity and terrified people burnt or 

intimidated out of their homes. The construction of factories and 

offices may involve developers in financial risks and technical 

challenges, but housing involves real politics and raw emotions. 

 

 
Hamilton Street, Belfast, after restoration, 1989. The terrace had been 
blocked up and derelict and were probably the first city centre houses to be 
marketed after the onset of the Troubles.  
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Social Housing and the New Town 
 
Although housing has always been a large part of the construction 

industry in Northern Ireland, with many builders cutting their teeth 

on repairs and extensions, the industry in the 1960s was 

concentrating on providing the infrastructure of roads and factories 

on which the Province’s future wealth was predicated. That was to 

change at the end of the 1960s.  

 

The housing stock in the 1950s 

Meanwhile housing conditions, particularly in rural areas, were often 

quite primitive and the need for urgent improvements and the 

provision of better affordable social housing was being identified. 

Liz McKnight was a housing officer with the Housing Trust in the late 

1960s and was shocked by some of the conditions she saw: 

 

If you were doing visits in places like Newtownards or 
Holywood, you were probably fairly well sure of normal 
bathrooms, running water anyway, but when you started going to 
places out in the country like Ballynahinch, well you quite 
often came across places with no electric, no running water, 
and people living maybe six or seven or eight people with two 
bedrooms, you know, that would have been fairly common in the 
countryside.461 

 

Even in Belfast there were still many houses without bathrooms, but 

generally they were well-kept, as Michael McKay, another housing 

officer, recalls: 

 

Some of them raised five and six children in a two-bed house, 
with one room downstairs and two beds upstairs, and an outside 
loo. [Yet] they were well-kept houses. There was the odd one 
which you had to be very careful when you went into, that you 
didn’t get any unwanted travellers!462 

 

Occasionally there were instances of severe poverty, such as one 

remembered by McKnight: 

 

There was one lady in Durham Street when I went to do the 
visits and she was living in a house with a stone floor, no 
toilet, a brown Belfast sink with one tap, and it was one of 
those little houses where you could put your head out the 
window upstairs and nearly touch the door below, it was so 
tiny. And she had a pile of coal lying in the corner of the 
room because there was no coal shed... and I don’t think she 
had ever seen water to wash herself in maybe five years. And 
the interview that day was extremely difficult. She did not 
want to go anywhere, she didn’t want to move at all. She had a 

                         
461 LMcK p.3 
462 MMcK p.1 
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son living in the house who we never ever met, we couldn’t find 
him, he came home sometimes she said, and he had a bicycle 
which was parked against the edge of the banister, but there 
was nothing in the house, there didn’t appear to be anything to 
eat, there didn’t appear to be anything.463 

 

 
Social housing 

Belfast Corporation was compulsorily purchasing houses in areas like 

the Shankill to improve areas under its care. As Michael McKay said: 

 

Many of them were owner-occupiers and the Corporation vested 
their interests and they got compensation, they got Home Loss 
and Disturbance, which in those days was not very much money, 
but they were happy to get them because it gave them a start in 
their new home. Those people were then rehoused on the Lower 
Shankill, where they were building new properties, Lower 
Townsend Street at the bottom end of the Shankill Road, in what 
were known as gallery access flats. Built by the Corporation, 
and the people went in there and they really appreciated what 
they were getting.464 

 

The Corporation’s development of around seven hundred houses a year 

meant that many people had to be decanted from the area to other 

parts of Belfast, as McKay remembers:  

 

And in those days, the attitude was, we’re going here to our 
new home, but we’re coming back to the Shankill. But that very 
rarely happened, they were always given the opportunity to be 
rehoused on the Shankill when the new building came along, but 
to my experience really there were very few of them wanted to 
go back. Once they’d moved, they were happy to stay where they 
were, they’d made new friends and been accepted in the area, 
and that was it.465 

 

While many acquired new friends and jobs after moving, it may also 

have been that the Shankill itself had changed and they would have 

been going back to a wasteland: 

 

The Corporation vested the whole area in the Lower Shankill and 
it gradually was demolished. In fact I remember, at the end of 
my rent collecting era, there were only about two dozen houses 
left there on the Shankill Road, which was my main area.466 

 

The Housing Trust maintained its stock well, and perhaps selected its 

tenants carefully, but in exchange it expected tenants to pay their 

rents promptly, and in the 1960s the rents were collected in person, 

as described by McKnight: 

 

                         
463 LMcK pp.5-6 
464 MMcK pp.1-2 
465 MMcK p.2 
466 MMcK p.1 



 

 155 

We walked round the estate, rain hail or snow, with a leather 
bag over our shoulder, with the money in it, and we had a 
folder which was a duplicate rent system, Kalamazoo I think was 
the name of the company, and each house you went into they had 
the rent card, and the money, and you recorded that they’d 
paid, and you had an opportunity to see what condition the 
house was in, and if you didn’t get into the house then you 
would have had a wee look around just. So basically they were 
very strict with tenants in those days.467 

 

In those days before the Troubles, the job of the rent collector was 

quite pleasant and safe, as she remembers: 

 

When you came back into the office after doing your collection 
in the morning you totted up your money and balanced it all out 
to make sure it was ok... and then the money had to be banked. 
So if there was nobody available to do the banking... you got 
the bike out, and you went to the bank on the bike with the 
night safe [laughs].... Hundreds of pounds in those days, which 
was quite a lot of money.468 

 

Working as a rent collector for Belfast Corporation from about 1966 

to 1972, Michael McKay had no problems working in an area soon to 

become notorious: 

 

I went out on a Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday with my little 
black bag and collecting book, collecting rents, and it was 
amazing you would have gone - particularly in the Shankill Road 
- you’d have gone there to a house, and on the mantelpiece were 
five or six rent books, with the money correct. I could have 
gone out and done my collection without the book - which I did 
on a number of occasions - and come back and balanced the book, 
the money was so correct.469 

 

They got to know the tenants well, and would understand genuine 

circumstances where illness or sometimes mental problems would delay 

payments. Liz McKnight recalled: 

 

We had a couple of really really severe situations where there 
were mental illness problems and there was one lady used to 
come down and tell us every week her latest sob story. But she 
fed the children on fish and chips from the chip shop all the 
time. She had about eight children and her husband was in jail, 
we’re not terribly sure where these children came from, but it 
was one of those situations. She also had a son who decided one 

                         
467 LMcK p.4 
468 LMcK p.7 
469 MMcK p.1. The pattern of terraced streets formed strong local communities 
where everyone knew one another, and this provided support as well as 
helping to keep law and order, as recorded by one old man in the Short 
Strand area of Belfast: “In those days you knew everybody who lived in your 
street and... if something happened to you, there would be somebody there to 
help... And if you misbehaved on the road it would be possible for your 
parents to know before you got home.” (Reflected Lives: Intergenerational 
oral histories of Belfast’s peace wall communities, Belfast Interface 
Project, 2018, p.27) 
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time that the house was too cold, and he took off all the 
banister rails and chopped them up to heat the house.470 

 

The innocence and trust of those prelapsarian days came to an abrupt 

end with the onset of the Troubles in 1969 - much to the surprise of 

almost everyone. The actuality of working in housing during the 

Troubles is dealt with in a later section, and this section only 

looks at the principles of housing provision. But the Troubles meant 

that for the building industry in Northern Ireland housing had 

suddenly achieved an unprecedented focus, as Bill Morrison recalls: 

 

Around the eighties, Margaret Thatcher was in power and she was 
denying every council in Britain the opportunity to build 
council houses, but she made an exception for Belfast and 
Northern Ireland. And so we had the money made available to 
spend, and [in] Belfast for example, there was £100m spent in 
the eighties in public sector housing, something like 10,000 
brand new houses in the inner city. We missed all the tower 
blocks and all that stuff. But what I’m really trying to say is 
that housing became the leading influence rather than roads at 
that stage... There was something like 71,000 people in a 
period of seven years were driven out of their homes or elected 
to move within Belfast, and that... created localised demand 
for new housing on a scale that had never been envisaged 
before.471 

 

After the initial panic of building temporary buildings, moving 

people outside Belfast into smaller towns, there began to be some 

thought given to what might be the best way of laying out housing. 

People who had been working in the new towns brought their ideas into 

more conventional housing layouts. As a mere housing officer in the 

Corporation, Michael McKay didn’t have input to the plans: 

 

In the early days they were... building cul de sacs, and having 
lovely front gardens, and lovely back yards and what have you, 
[but] the people who were getting new houses didn’t want that. 
They would prefer to have a terraced house, similar to what 
they were coming out of, with a small garden at the front and a 
small yard at the rear. 

 

There was a suggestion that the culs de sac were designed at the 

request of the security forces, to make it harder for terrorists to 

make their get away from incidents, but McKay thought not -  

  

It was the Architects’ Dream - this was the way they liked to 
see them with open space, which at the end of the day was a 
failure because they’re very hard to maintain.472 

 

                         
470 LMcK p.5 
471 BM p.8 
472 MMcK p.6 
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In fact, he said, the old terraced streets had worked well, both in 

density and in social cohesion: 

 

They were happy enough in their terraced houses, and I mean in 
the early days the front doors were always open, you could have 
gone in and out no problem at all. And they didn’t like the 
semi-detached type of house with the open space round about, 
and it created problems like kids gathering in the middle 
playing football - you know, little Johnny was breaking windows 
and nobody would claim responsibility for it.473 

 

Hugh Press as an estate agent, working in Downpatrick, was equally 

disparaging about many of the Housing Executive designs: 

 

The Housing Executive came in and they did that modern back to 
front housing where the front overlooked a green area but you 
had to go in through the back door, it was a bit of a mess 
really. Probably it looked all right on paper, but it doesn’t 
work in practice. And they built estates with no amenities 
whatsoever, not even a bus service through them. And these were 
West Belfast people coming down. I suppose the local 
politicians thought that they would vote for them, but they 
didn’t [laughs]!474 

 

Many middle-class areas of Belfast and other towns remained mixed 

through the Troubles, but very early on it had been realised that 

social housing tenants wanted to be placed in either Protestant or 

Catholic areas, and the application forms and interview processes had 

to take account of that - not just for monitoring purposes, but for 

the realities of allocation. But did social housing exaggerate and 

perpetuate segregation? Michael McKay is conscious that public 

housing was unable to solve the problem of segregated housing: 

 

MMcK: Well I must admit the pointing system did have a certain 
degree of identification of religious divide... You couldn’t 
allocate someone from the Falls Road a house in the middle of 
the Shankill and that was logical, so we had to have some means 
of determining... 
MP: In a sense though it did perpetuate the separation? 
MMcK: It did, yes. 
MP: If it hadn’t been for building in estates, perhaps there 
might have been more integration earlier?  
MMcK: Precisely, yes, that’s right.475 

 

Building new estates on the outskirts of towns may have been the 

quickest way to mass-produce housing under the circumstances of the 

time, but they produced other problems. Being built by housing 

bodies, they didn’t develop like natural communities, but were 

single-purpose (housing, with a very small number of shops or 

                         
473 MMcK p.6 
474 HP p.2 
475 MMcK p.7 
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churches), occupied for the most part by people without cars and well 

beyond walking distance to shops and work476. So the new houses were 

much more spacious and better appointed than the terraces they had 

replaced, but were isolated and spread-out: 

 

MMcK: I always maintained, that the people didn’t want these 
glorified houses, they wanted the basic, as long as they had a 
bathroom, good cooking facilities and bedroom space. 
MP: And presumably a lot of them didn’t have cars for instance? 
But if you were put out in an estate, if you needed to work you 
needed a car to get in, and suddenly the car dictated how 
people lived? 
MMcK: That’s right.477 

 

When the architects Joe Fitzgerald and Jim Kennedy arrived from 

Dundee to work in the Housing Trust they found they were by no means 

the only Scots on the design team, so “they used to call it the 

Scottish Housing Trust you know.”478 However, he was soon bored with 

the work, which was mainly laying standard house types around a 

standard road layout: 

 

Round the roads, just all to do with roads, and parking, this 
sort of stuff. And the buildings themselves were nothing, they 
were just repeated out, you know? So I got fed up.479 

 

The designers never seem to have questioned the lack of shops in the 

estates, “because the job was to provide housing, and nothing 

else”.480 Fitzgerald worked on the development of the Belvoir estate 

on the outskirts of Belfast, which gets its rather puzzling French 

name from the house that had formerly occupied the site: 

 

JF: Belvoir House would have been a listed building... It’s 
gone, it was cleared. 
MP: There was never any question of keeping it? 
JF: It was done before I got involved. I wouldn’t have had the 
influence to do... [laughs] A wee guy! 
MP: I’m just puzzled why these questions weren’t asked by 
someone. 
JF: They weren’t in those days. They might have been but if 
they were they were looked upon as troublemakers.481 

 

                         
476 This was noted by Mark Hackett, who accuses the Executive of having 
adopted “region-wide suburban design norms” and providing “a monoculture of 
housing”, taking little account of the low car ownership ratio in inner city 
working class areas. (Mark Hackett, Driving the social divide: planning in 
Belfast reinforces the city’s segregation, in Architectural Review, 20 June 
2019) 
477 MMcK p.7 
478 JF p.5 
479 JF p.5 
480 JF p.6 
481 JF p.6 
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And if the designers found it boring, the civil servants’ role was 

not much better. Ian McQuiston was shunted off from the Historic 

Monuments & Buildings Branch once he had settled in there, and  

 

“I got my marching orders to Housing... I was moved to Housing 
Legislation and Coordination Branch. You talk about a grey 
existence...”482 

 

The Housing Executive had become a sizeable machine geared to 

redevelopment, and after the initial phase of rehousing was dealt 

with, it turned its attention back to unfitness and designated 

redevelopment areas (RDAs) and Housing Action Areas (HAAs) across 

much of inner Belfast483, encouraged by residents’ groups which often 

saw expenditure on housing in rival areas as a signal they should 

push for the same. Having dealt with the worst unfitness problems, 

the Executive moved on to less stressed areas  such as Donegall Pass, 

where many of the surviving buildings have subsequently been listed, 

and which surely included many reasonable houses. Michael McKay 

agreed that much of the property demolished for redevelopment had 

been viable: 

 

They were, but they were just in the road for these 
redevelopment people, you know the architects didn’t like 
them... It was in their design for the area, they felt that 
these houses you know, they would need to be upgraded, and had 
we families for these big houses? And the amount of work they 
would have needed could we justify the cost against building 
new?... The area was identified as a redevelopment area and 
they [had] plans to redevelop it, and if those houses were “in 
their road” as they thought, they would have to suggest they 
come down.484   

                         
482 IMcQ p.9 
483 The Executive’s first house condition survey in 1974 classified one in 
four houses in Belfast as unfit, and from 1979 onwards the Executive’s 
emphasis shifted to inner city regeneration. The Belfast Housing Renewal 
Strategy of 1982 identified “over 40 small areas for redevelopment and a 
further 15 as Housing Action Areas”, with many of the latter becoming RDAs 
in due course. (Ian Colquhoin, The RIBA Book of British Housing: 1900 to the 
present day, Architectural Press, Oxford, pp.358-59.) 
484 MMcK p9-10. The Housing Executive’s propensity to become a machine for 
demolition and rebuild reached its apogee in the vesting of “The Village” 
area of Donegall Road, where people who had invested in buying their houses 
and even had grants in recent years to improve kitchens and bathrooms, were 
vested out of them in a climate of steeply rising prices around 2012 that 
left them unable to buy replacement houses and saddled with mortgage debts 
on houses they no longer had. The area included 1300 dwellings in an area 
where the Executive’s own consultants reported “there is a reasonably strong 
demand for housing”, 80% of the houses were privately owned, there was “a 
strong sense of self-respect” and the demand for social housing was low. The 
redevelopment was estimated to cost £86m (Williamson Consulting, Turning 
Complex Problems into Simple Solutions, Economic Appraisal into the Village 
for NIHE, 2007). The public enquiry into the scheme took place on 20-21 
October 2009, and approved the development despite almost unanimous 
opposition from residents. However, after demolishing several streets NIHE 
left the land vacant, having realised that the demand for social housing was 
indeed not there and that without affordable older houses the private owners 
had left the area. (The present writer was at the enquiry, but the verbatim 
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The New Town 

Most housing in Northern Ireland was looked at from a fairly local 

point of view, but the new profession of town planner wanted to look 

at a bigger picture. Immediately after the war, at the end of 1945, a 

New Towns Committee had been set up in London under the chairmanship 

of Lord Reith and with the enthusiastic support of the Town and 

Country Planning Association, and a New Towns Act was passed in 1946, 

leading to the designation of fourteen new towns across England and 

Scotland, most of them designed to deal with the congestion in London 

and Glasgow.  

 

The Scottish architect-planner Sir Robert Matthew (of whom more will 

be said later) was commissioned to prepare a regional survey and plan 

for Belfast485, and it duly appeared in 1963. One of the main 

recommendations in it was to disseminate some of the population of 

Belfast and in so doing to stimulate growth in new centres, notably 

at the new city of Craigavon. The new city was planted in the small 

gap between the rival towns of Protestant Portadown and Catholic 

Lurgan. The surveyor LB was brought up in the area: 

 

They plonked this thing [Craigavon!] in the middle between 
Lurgan and Portadown, instead of designing [their expansion] - 
you know, two towns six miles apart, both roughly the same 
population, essentially the same sort of industries and things 
like that, logically you would have allowed them to grow.486 

 

Quite apart from the basic concept there were practical difficulties 

in assembling the land and building a new city centre on what had 

been excellent farmland, and there was opposition to the inevitable 

compulsory purchase or vesting.487 Some of the best thatched cottages 

in the country were in the area, and after vesting they were either 

demolished or rotted away while waiting for the expansion that never 

                                                                       
transcript of the enquiry was not made available because under Schedule 6 of 
the Local Government Act (NI) 1972 and Article 87 of the Housing (NI) Order 
1981 it would be exempt information under the Freedom of information Act 
2000 - according to a letter from Norman Reid of DSD’s Housing Division to 
Arthur Acheson, 30 November 2009). 
485 Robert Hogg Matthew, Belfast Regional Survey and Plan, HMSO, Belfast, 
1963. 
486 LB p.7 
487 Compulsory purchase is not just a Northern Ireland problem, and is almost 
always a source of bitter disputes in the vesting stage, and often of 
frustration at the subsequent blight when schemes proceed more slowly than 
expected, or not at all. The process of rehousing people in Edinburgh is 
described in vivid detail in D J Johnson-Smith, “We never tried to push 
people out, unless it was for their own good”: Dislocation and Domicide in 
Edinburgh 1950-1975. 
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came. Valuable farms and substantial houses were also compulsorily 

purchased, as LB recalled:  

 

Craigavon vested a whole stack of stuff... There was a lot of 
opposition to it. But because this new city was the dream... I 
remember my uncle and my father being very very angry about it. 
But my uncle, he had some official title, he wasn’t just your 
average farmer, he was well educated, but he could not get it 
over the line. It was the new Craigavon authority.488 

 

Sometimes farmers stayed on in properties that were vested in order 

to work their fields. Liz McKnight recalled collecting rent from such 

a man, whose property had been vested by the Housing Trust to develop 

the Kilcooley estate near Bangor:  

 

They acquired this enormous farm that had belonged to this man 
who bred prize cattle and his son... and he was extremely 
unhappy and we had to go and collect rent from this man every 
two weeks, and ... he made you feel very uncomfortable about 
him... [He was] very wealthy... It was a minimal amount, but he 
was obviously staying there until the last minute, he had to 
dispose of his cattle and the rest of it.489 

 

Architects came from England and Scotland to work on the new town, 

much of which was built in a “rat trad” (rationalised traditional) 

style and designed with innovative layouts. As Bill Morrison 

recalled, the new towns “would be built the way towns ought to be, 

and we were saying what they ought to look like.”490 

 

There may have been some justification for spreading out the 

population from large cities in the south of England, but Belfast was 

not large - and its population was to scatter organically when the 

Troubles broke out a few years later - and much of Northern Ireland’s 

population was already scattered and quite rural.  

 

Even enthusiasts for the new towns were able to identify points of 

opposition to them, notably “natural resistance to planned dispersal 

[because of] the anchorage of rootedness of persons and businesses in 

their present situations”491. And if that was a problem in Glasgow and 

London, it was going to be even more strongly felt in Northern 

Ireland with its very strong sense of identities and where there was 

no feeling of “megalopolis”.  

 

                         
488 LB pp.7-8 
489 LMcK pp.6-7 
490 BM p.7 
491 Sir Frederic Osborn and Arnold Whittick, The New Towns: the answer to 
Megalopolis, Leonard Hill, London, 1963, p.129. 
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Along with the successful innovations being drawn up there was also a 

disconnect between the designers of the future and the people already 

living there in the present - and sometimes a worrying lack of 

empathy. Bill Morrison again: 

 

The first day I arrived there, there was a knock at the door 
and this chap who... said he would like to see me, and I 
thought well that’s nice, and I said you can come in any time. 
He came in and unrolled a lengthy drawing, it would have been 
the length of that wall there, it took him about twenty minutes 
to actually pin it to the wall. And then he said, “This is the 
Mandeville Sector”. Now the Mandeville Sector of Craigavon has 
not yet been built, even as we speak! But at that stage he had 
every detail on his drawing. He was outraged by the fact that 
some water main was being installed, not in exactly the place 
where he wanted it. This was a bit of an eye-opener for me.492 

 

Craigavon did manage to attract some industries, and some of its 

estates have proved durable, but on the whole it was not a success. 

Some of its estates were so unpopular they were demolished, and it is 

not surprising that some visitors remember it mainly for its large 

number of apparently pointless roundabouts. Possibly some were 

designed to service the Mandeville Sector and are still waiting for 

it to arrive.  

 

 
Housing Associations 

At the other end of the housing scale from the city planning of 

Craigavon were the housing associations that emerged from the 1970s 

on. The Housing Trust had been absorbed into the Housing Executive 

early in the Troubles, and then following the 1976 Housing Order 

independent housing associations began to be set up. Soon there were 

forty small associations with different backgrounds and priorities. 

These were charities with volunteer committees that came together to 

improve housing conditions for their communities. Many were locally 

based around a street or town, while others were focused on a 

particular clientele such ex-servicemen, disabled people or historic 

buildings. 

 

Coming back into housing work in a housing association after a break 

during which the Housing Executive had become the largest social 

landlord in the United Kingdom493, Liz McKnight was pleased to see a 

return to the more personal nature of housing before the Troubles: 

 

                         
492 BM p.7 
493 Even after selling off much of its stock to former tenants or by stock 
transfer to associations, NIHE still made that claim with its 85,500 homes 
in 2016 (NI Housing Executive Annual Report 2017-18, p.8) 
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The housing associations to me [were] absolutely wonderful 
because it was back to being in an organisation where there was 
a lot of familiarity and personal input. When I left ten years 
ago now, I would have been fairly sure that I could have told 
you the names of all the staff, [and] many many of the tenants. 
I could have still known them because it was a smaller 
organisation, and a more personal organisation and I felt that 
it was a better organisation.494 

 

However, as small and often community-run bodies, there was a degree 

of amateurishness: 

 

The people who were in these associations at that time were 
mostly people who had come from a voluntary background... The 
rental system hadn’t been done, they had just collected it on a 
dual entry book, and I think there was 52 tenants or something 
like that - and [in the Housing Executive] I had been used to 
dealing with thousands! [laughs].495 

 

Housing associations led the movement to provide sheltered housing 

for elderly people, and they took a personal pride in their estates 

because the same staff had been involved  in designing and developing 

the houses as were now managing them. Unfortunately many of the ideas 

behind the first housing schemes began to be eroded by changes 

outside their control.  

 

The tenants have changed - whereas in 1980 associations would 

interview people on the waiting list and reject unsuitable 

candidates496, the common waiting list maintained by the Housing 

Executive was imposed on the basis that the name at the top of the 

list had to be accepted, even if the tenant came with social or 

political baggage - and society had changed. McKnight feels that the 

golden period of housing associations in the 1980s and 1990s has 

passed and they have become too large and impersonal, while many of 

their tenants no longer seem to appreciate what is being provided:  

 

They haven’t time to do their gardens, they don’t do their 
gardens, they just get turned into wildernesses. I mean society 
has just totally changed, in forty or fifty years there has 
been a dramatic change in what happens in family life. But I 
suppose it happens every generation - I mean my mother’s 
generation, they had to come through two wars...497  

 

                         
494 LMcK p.14 
495 LMcK p.13 
496 That sounds like a matter of discrimination for “a better class” of 
tenant, but for the most part the decision would be made to ensure a well-
balanced estate or block of flat. For instance, rather than bring another 
alcoholic into a stair with four flats that already had one, they might 
choose the second name on the list.  
497 LMcK p.15 
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The “wee palaces” as Belfast’s terraced worker’s housing was often 

called, from the pride taken in washing doorsteps and painting 

brickwork, have mostly been demolished, and the physical standard of 

housing in Northern Ireland has improved enormously, yet somehow the 

new housing has failed to produce the ideal society that no doubt the 

planners envisaged back in 1945. Is it the fault of society, or did 

the politicians and bureaucrats take a wrong turn somewhere that 

could have been taken differently?  

 

 

 
The former Ulster Club in Castle Place Belfast about 1980, designed by 

Charles Lanyon. Listed, closed because of the Troubles, sold to a developer 
and demolished. The Historic Monuments & Buildings Branch of the DoE moved 
into the office block which replaced it. That building was demolished in 

2020 and is now being replaced in turn.  
 

 

 

The Private Developer 
 
The Small Developer 

Very different from the wholescale plans of social housing developers 

was the work of individual owners, farmers and small buildings, who 

worked on one building at a time, either to sell on as a “crop” or 

for owner-occupation on a more luxurious scale.  

 

Possibly as a result of the Land Acts498, which enabled many farmers 

to own their own houses and land, there is a strong tradition in 

                         
498 At the time of the first “Land Act”, the Landlord and Tenant (Ireland) Act 
1870, only 3% of Irish farmers owned their own land, whereas by 1929 over 
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Ireland of developing isolated rural houses, as observed by Richard 

Pierce: 

 

Well of course, one of the traditions we have in the north of 
Ireland is that everybody does get to design their own house. I 
mean out in the sticks here, everybody builds their bungalow, 
they get married and build a bungalow, that’s what they do.... 
When you look at 19th century photographs you see little white 
cottages everywhere, they’re like, I mean I’m sure that 
conservationists talked about thatched cottage blight in those 
days, rather than bungalow blight.499 

 

In rural Northern Ireland in the 1960s the process of improving 

houses was very simple, and was commonly done by owners of rural 

houses. Robert Lipton described how to “riz up”500 a low cottage: 

 

We took all the old woodwork out of the house, it was a low two 
storey. And then we took the walls down, say the walls was 
maybe ten foot high, you know, you took them down to the seven 
foot six and ye cased nine inches of concrete on the top of the 
wall wi’ planks, shuttered, and then you started, whatever 
width the wall was, you shuttered it that width for getting the 
wall on the outside and the inside, both as best you could and 
then filled it with concrete, and a few rods in it, right round 
the old rectangle box. And then ye started then and ye built a 
cavity house on the top of that. And the joistses501 you had 
that little bit of concrete at the right height that you put 
your joistses on that there for your floor joistses upstairs ye 
see.502 

 

Internally the work tended to be similarly wholesale: 

 

It was stones, lime mortar, and ye took her down till seven 
foot six or seven foot, and ye put new heads on, where the new 
windows was goin, ye put in big windows sort of five foot by 
four, rather than the old slidin sash narra winda, then you’d 
modern windows put in about that time in the eighties... We 
raised the ceilins... Ye had to change the whole thing, ye had 
to. And the ceilins were up to eight foot. That was the self 
same part. And the ground level outside six inches below the 
finished floor.503 

 

All that gutting and stuffing, yet because the work was being funded 

by a Housing Executive improvement grant (which was insisting on 

standard height ceilings and doors) “Ye had to keep yer old stone 

walls as much as possible”.504 

                                                                       
97% owned their farms freehold. (Paul Bew, Ireland: The Politics of Enmity 
1789-2006, OUP, Oxford, 2007). 
499 RP p.13 
500 “Riz up”, to raise up, by raising the wallheads or adding a complete 
storey to a house.  
501 “Joistses”, a common Ulster pronunciation of joists.  
502 RL pp.6-7 
503 RL p.6 
504 RL p.7 
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Even if the old house had been perfectly dry, the housing officers 

insisted on having a damp-proof course inserted. And while that was 

possible with brick-built houses, it was next to impossible with 

stone or mud-walled cottages505. But the DPC man was not deterred, as 

Lipton explained: 

 

A specialist come along and he drilled a row of holes every 
four inches and he injected that506. We’d a fella Darcy, from 
Fintona country, and he’d be down round Belfast, he’d be all 
over the whole country, and he was really the only man was ever 
on a site with us. Darcy, and you phoned him up or if you were 
at another job it was him and the owner of the house. He was an 
easygoing, very easy going lacksadaisy507 man, and I mind his 
money was usually a hundred and eighty pound - we used to laugh 
at this “One eighty”. [laughs] And for years it was a hundred 
and eighty pound injected the house, you know what I mean.508 

 

As the builder John McAleenan explained, extensions were slightly 

easier:  

 

I just that summer had decided [to extend] our little house 
down the road where I was reared, as the saying is. I had got a 
friend of mine to do a drawing up for it and we submitted it, 
got planning permission to add an extension and renovate the 
house, and I got it through Building Control as well, and then 
applied to the Department of Agriculture for a grant on farms, 
and I got the grant approved and they paid one thousand pounds. 
That was renovating for a dwelling house.509 

 

McAleenan had a friend who was a building inspector who had the 

option of buying a half-acre site near Warrenpoint and developing it, 

and they shared their expertise to design and build it.  

 

I still kept doing my joinery work all durin’ the week, I got 
the two bricklayer guys... they were very good, I put the 
foundations in and all that, I got a local rubber-tyre digger 
guy to put them in, I brought these boys along, done the work. 
And Cyril, he was a good book man but he wasn’t a tradesman if 
you know what I mean, but I didn’t mind that, you know he was 
getting 50/50 with me, but I knew there’d be places, there was 
work he was doing that I couldn’t do, but I could use it as an 
education (laughs).510 

                         
505 The liquid silicone that formed the damp barrier would be absorbed within 
bricks, but not in impermeable stones, and if there were voids in the 
stonework the liquid would drain away; while mud walls depend on a degree of 
moisture to maintain integrity.  
506 The specialist would have been injecting silicone into the wall to repel 
damp. It worked reasonably well in brickwork where the fluid could be taken 
up in the mortar courses, but rarely worked in rubble stone walls, where the 
stone itself was often impervious and the gaps between stones included voids 
where the silicone would get uselessly lost.  
507 “Lacksadaisy”, lackadaisical. Or in Ulster Scots, “easy-oazy”. 
508 RL p.7 
509 JMcA p.13 
510 JMcA p.15 
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After a year’s work they had the house finished and put it on the 

market “just round about the time the VAT was comin’ in” and 

decimalisation511 was disorientating people, 

 

and whereas we had initially reckoned we would get around five 
and a half thousand pounds for the bungalow, out of the blue 
one morning I got a call from Cyril, we’d appointed an agent to 
sell it, and he had got an offer of seven thousand two hundred 
for the house that morning, from somebody who was going back to 
England that evening, and I says Break his arm512 (laughs). Get 
that signed!513 

 

As McAleenan said, between VAT and metrication, “People must have 

lost control of where money was going”, but it meant they had money 

to invest in a bigger site and build two houses. Cyril had to 

withdraw during the partnership and John completed the work himself. 

With inflation the selling price this time was £13,500, but this time 

a sale fell through and  

 

Patricia she said, could we not afford to keep it? Well I’d no 
money like, you know what I mean, she was the same like, and 
that there, so I said we would. So we decided we’d move into it 
rather than sell it then... That was in 1975, and we sold it in 
August 1979 for thirty two and a half thousand!514 

 

Things weren’t always like that, and John McAleenan recalled times 

when the property market was in the doldrums: 

 

I went on to the Dromore site in 1979, [and] the followin’ 
Christmas January you couldn’t sell a house, there was 
absolutely nothin, so that was 1980. Then you had the same 
thing again in the nineties, again there was a time there was 
nothin’ movin’, you were strugglin’, and then of course there 
was the recession there of a few years ago. So it seems to have 
always went that way like you know.515 

 

Hugh Press was able to take a long view of inflation from the 

experience of his estate agency firm, and identified two causes for 

the sudden inflation in the sixties - metrication, which confused 

people, and the growth of owner-occupation with the concept of houses 

as investments: 

 

In the thirties there was no inflation - there was very little 
inflation up until about the late sixties. Metrication. And 

                         
511 Decimalisation came in in 1971, but metrication was a more gradual process 
taking on inertia when Britain joined the EU in 1973, and even now not quite 
complete (eg miles and pints). VAT started in 1973.  
512 “Break his arm”, Don’t let him get away.  
513 JMcA p.16 
514 JMcA p.17 
515 JMcA p.21 
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everything went wrong then so it did. It seemed to go wrong 
anyway. Detached houses were selling in the fifties in 
Downpatrick around seventeen to eighteen hundred pounds... and 
they had subsidies, you got two hundred pounds for a 1050 
subsidy and a hundred and fifty for a 900 subsidy516 - it was 
quite attractive... Because there hadn’t been very much owner-
occupation in the twenties and thirties.517 

 

Robert Lipton felt the pressure while working for a builder in the 

late sixties: 

 

It was just, Get on with the job, every day, it was a sort of a 
making-money process for him. And in the seventies the money 
was risin’ quite quickly you know, inflation had started 
snowballin’... It could have been ’71 I think it was... and 
then whenever [metrication] come in everything got nearly twice 
as dear automatically overnight.518 

 

In the 1990s, partly due to the economy reacting to the end of the 

Troubles, Lipton said prices again rose dramatically, and development 

pressures went wild:  

 

In them years from ‘95 to maybe 2005 I reckon that the money 
really didn’t come into it. When can you start, was the 
question.519 

 

To a small builder the process was bewildering, because his 

motivation was getting on with the job rather than making money. 

Lipton again: 

 

I was no good for makin’ money myself, because always I think 
there’s a value for a day’s work, a day’s pay is worth x number 
of pounds. But... I reckon if you were a hooligan of a man ye 
could’ve made a lot of money. Ye could make a lot of money, by 
rippin’ people off, but it wouldn’t be in me, I couldn’t do it 
like. A dacent day’s pay was all I was after really.520 

 

Northern Ireland farmers had been drawing a regular crop of bungalows 

from their land to supplement their income from farming, and since 

many developers in the province were working to supplement their 

income from regular building work they applied a similar approach, as 

the concrete producer Colin Higgins noticed: 

 

The Northern Ireland developer was canny. As the house prices 
started to rise... they didn’t necessarily build more houses. 
As one of them explained to me, he said I could build twelve 
houses in this first phase, and I’d make a profit on them and 

                         
516 The subsidies referred to the floor area of the houses, 1050 sq ft or 900 
sq ft. 
517 HP p.1 
518 RL p.2 
519 RL p.5 
520 RL p.5 
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I’d be taxed on the profit; but what I’m going to do, I’ll 
build four - first phase four houses and they’re going to be, I 
don’t know, £100,000. And I’ll sell those, and with the plans 
and the show houses and all the rest of it, I’ll advertise the 
next ones, and the price will have gone up. So next year I’ll 
build another four, and the price will be £120,000, and the 
people who bought at £100,000 they’ll be pleased, because their 
house is now worth £120,000 [laughs] - they weren’t 
disadvantaged, the prices have gone up and the new people will 
buy the other four, and he’d pay less tax that year - he had it 
all worked out. Really, as house prices rose, the builders 
actually held back on fulfilling the demand.521  

 

Things were very different in the Republic of Ireland, where “as the 

house prices went up they all went buck mad building houses”522. 

There, as in England, development became more of a process in itself. 

Brian Henning explained how development companies got established: 

 

It may have been the opportunity to buy some land at a 
reasonable cost, what they could consider to be value for 
money. And I suppose for a lot of contractors it was 
diversification.523 

 

 
The Developer 

With the sudden increase in inflation a new type of business emerged 

in the sixties, which was not merely building houses but development 

for its own sake, as described by Brian Henning524: 

 

I think... most of them started trying to make money, taking a 
chance. So they were probably entrepreneurs - entrepreneurs is 
a broader definition than developers. Certainly risk-taking - 
that’s the high measure of an entrepreneur. But at the same 
time what drives it is a certain amount of, I’ll be blunt about 
it, just greed - wanting to make money, and wanting to make 
money not to make good business or produce community benefits, 
just to make money, to live the life of a wealthy individual.525 

 

Henning worked in Dublin for a while, when the “Celtic Tiger”526 was 

under way, and he was mostly “being a buffer between the demands of 

                         
521 CHi p.12 
522 CHi p.12 
523 BH p.4 
524 “There weren’t any property developers here until the 1960s”, observes 
Frank McDonald of the Irish Times. At least “there was nobody involved in 
assembling sites for office developments, arranging loan finance from banks, 
overseeing construction and selling on completed schemes as long-term 
investments for insurance companies or pension funds.” (Frank McDonald and 
Kathy Sheridan, The Builders: How a small group of property developers 
fuelled the building boom and transformed Ireland, Dublin and London, 2008, 
p.1) 
525 BH p.7 
526 Between approximately 1993 and 2003, the economy of the Republic of 
Ireland grew at ”a rate that has no precedent, so far as I am aware, in 
European history.” (Garret FitzGerald, What caused the Celtic Tiger 
phenomenon, in The Irish Times, 21 July 2007) 



 

 170 

the developers and trying to get the guys who worked for them to 

think clearly without pressure”.527 While there he worked for 

 

a developer whose idea of master planning was to make it as 
high and as wide as you can get! [laughs].528  

 

The developer employed no less than 25 development managers in 

Dublin, and inflation was so rapid that they had lost all perspective 

of what they were dealing with. 

 

It was a culture of cut corners everywhere, if you have to 
spend money, just spend it because the upside is that values 
are moving up so quickly... It was grotesque.... And when we 
re-ran all the schemes the development value of everything that 
was in train, if it had been completed, was 12.7 billion 
euro... Development plans had run completely ahead of any 
reality. Because land was being made available, because finance 
was being made available, because Ireland was growing quickly. 
No one actually knew what the limits of that were, and every 
developer was probably racing to fill their boots with as much 
development potential as they could, probably some of them with 
the knowledge at the back of their minds that some developers 
are going to come a cropper, maybe them [laughs].529 

 

Inflation covers a lot of careless thinking, but there were also 

“clever” deals which depended on inflation, such as 

 

the famous story of a developer buying a shopping centre and 
selling it to his mate for 20% increase in value nine months 
later, and I don’t know, maybe they shared whatever the 
difference was, but the bank was funding it and they were just 
adding value value value - it was absolutely crazy.530 

 

Inevitably the boom was followed by a crash, one which very few 

people had foreseen. Henning described the situation as “two years of 

very very intensive stuff” which suddenly crashed when one of his 

colleagues realised “the world’s about to end”.531 

 

                         
527 BH p.7 
528 BH p.7. Or as a Dublin taxi-driver told Frank McDonald, “in this town 
they’d build on your big toe if you let them”. (Frank McDonald, The 
Builders, p.3) 
529 BH p.9 
530 BH pp.9-10. A quantity surveyor told me in 2006 that he had been at a 
function in Dublin the week before “and his taxi driver mentioned that his 
house was now worth about €400,000. Ah well said David, it’s only a figure, 
if you sold it you’d have to pay the same to buy another so it doesn’t 
matter what it’s worth, you still need somewhere to live. But I have 
another, said the taxi driver. When they reached their destination the clock 
said €12.50, but the taxi man said grandiosely, Call it ten. A form of 
reverse tipping for visitors to wealthy Dublin.” (Conversation, 30 June 
2006) 
531 BH p.8 
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The boom and bust cycle of property development depends on a level of 

inflation and over-confidence at the outset, followed by sudden 

realisation that what goes up usually comes down in the end: 

 

The property cycle seems classically to follow the same 
pattern, investors get carried away above themselves, then 
someone gets caught out with a falsely high valuation that 
drops, they don’t have the cash to service the loans and then 
the banks all think ‘Ooh, I wonder are our loans like that’ 
[laughs].532 

 

With fairly conservative property values such a scenario used to be 

less likely in the north of Ireland, but Henning says the last couple 

of decades have shown developers here to be nearly as vulnerable. 

 

There were certainly some extraordinary proposals for Belfast during 

the last boom533, but when climate change factors are added in, is 

there ever a case for tall buildings, with their increased wind 

loading problems and the cumulative cost of lifts and specialised 

services? The engineer Jim Kerr’s view was typically common-sense: 

 

JK: They’re only economic if the economics justify it. 
MP: If you’ve paid too much for the land? 
JK: Yeah, if the land is at a premium, multi-storey buildings 
work. I do remember before the credit crunch hit this part of 
the world, we were looking at twenty thirty forty-storey 
buildings for Belfast, and [we were] scratching our heads and 
thinking, For Belfast? It just showed really how silly things 
were becoming.534 

 

As a planner charged with looking after conservation in Belfast, and 

also one with an economic background, Robert Kennedy is well-placed 

to comment on the major present-day development in Belfast, known 

variously as Royal Exchange and Tribeca. Although the council largely 

supports the concept, the developers themselves have their own 

priorities: 

 

None of the people [on the development team] were local, so 
there was no local sympathy about the cultural meaning of the 
[North Street] Arcade, and the people, what it expressed or 
signified to them, or their memories of walking through and 
seeing all the quirky shops and everything, it’s just basically 

                         
532 BH p.10 
533 The UAHS Newsletter for 2007 discussed the 26-storey Obel building (which 
was subsequently built), a proposal to put a 19-storey glass block over the 
top of the listed May Street Presbyterian Church, and the Aurora, a 36-
storey block to go beside the listed two-storey Shaftesbury Square Hospital. 
Fortunately the last two didn’t go ahead, and there is now a single-storey 
garage on the site of the proposed Aurora. (UAHS, Heritage Newsletter, 2007, 
p.4).  
534 JK p8 
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a tatty old fire-damaged ruin - so to them it’s nothing, it has 
no cultural meaning.535 

 

The developer of the Tribeca scheme insists he needs some tall 

buildings, and to gut most of the remaining existing buildings in the 

conservation area. Robert took the time to apply their alleged needs 

to the existing buildings, and was able to fit the required floor 

area in with practically no demolition:  

 

You could achieve [everything they needed] physically - but 
they’d absolutely no interest. The only interest for that 
developer was in making money, and that was basically driving 
[the scheme].536 

 
 

Summary of Chapter 7 
 

This chapter has addressed the principles and processes involved in 

building housing, which was probably the main output of the industry 

during the period (Objective 4).  

 

At the end of the War Northern Ireland had a large number of houses 

that were “unfit”, certainly in the legal sense of overcrowding and 

lacking amenities, and in many cases because of poor physical 

condition as well. The plan to establish Craigavon and bring new 

housing and industry to the south of the province was part of a 

larger movement that saw town planning as a way of building for the 

future, but with an emphasis on roads and communications rather than 

housing.  

 

While individual Councils managed to build some houses, the 

establishment of the Housing Trust was the start of a concerted 

attempt to raise the standard and quantity of housing stock across 

Northern Ireland. The outbreak of the Troubles led to the 

establishment of the NI Housing Executive to take over all public 

housing on a non-sectarian basis, and money was poured into housing, 

partly because of the sheer urgency of accommodating the large number 

of families who had lost their homes, but also at least in part in an 

attempt to solve the political problems.  

 

Looking back on the period, we can see housing stock that is much 

more spacious, better serviced and more comfortable - but also a loss 

of character in our towns, and a society that cares less for social 

                         
535 RK p.3 
536 RK p.3 
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standards and perhaps even for honesty. Did the Troubles break 

society to this extent, or was it a side effect of redevelopment? 

That is too big a question to answer in this paper, but the 

interviewees were clear that before 1969 they were dealing with a 

settled and very honest society, and within months of the outbreak of 

the Troubles social trust had been destroyed.  

 

It is tempting to blame political unrest for this social change, but 

social ties had already been shattered in the wholesale redevelopment 

areas, and fragmented communities did not have the strength to cope 

with the fear and mistrust that the Troubles brought. Other factors 

would have played a part of course, but it is notable that most 

middle-class areas of Belfast, which were not redeveloped at that 

time, remained mixed and relatively settled. A glance at the Housing 

Executive’s maps of Comprehensive Development Areas in Belfast (or at 

the houses on the ground today) shows that a very large proportion of 

the inner city working class housing in the city was wiped out, and 

even without the Troubles that would have devastated communities.  

 

Small housing associations had given people a pride in their 

environment again but they are being merged into larger and more 

“efficient” bodies which can offer a wider variety of services, but a 

less personal link between the individual and society. Monolithic 

housing estates on the edges of towns have too often become ghettos 

where families on low incomes can be trapped without jobs and without 

the social focus that traditional town centres have offered.  

 

The good intentions of most people involved in providing social 

housing are undoubted, but the difficulties of mass producing it have 

become very apparent, and the resultant areas of blighted landscape 

populated by roads and unkempt common areas seem a poor substitute 

for the close communities of terrace housing which have been cleared. 

It is easy to sentimentalise about what has been lost, but it is 

equally important to learn about what has gone wrong.  

 
Planners should have a long-term vision for their city, but 

inevitably developers only think in the short term: they need to make 

their money and get out, and any delay or additional expenditure that 

doesn’t see an immediate return is seen as pointless. The local 

economy benefits from jobs created by developers but too often as 

many jobs have been lost while the the benefits are short lived. In 

the long run redevelopment can leave a city worse off, with a less 

resilient and less attractive built environment.  
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Northern Ireland seems to have made little progress in terms of 

design quality since the war. The Housing Executive introduced high 

standards of housing design, but at the cost of ruthless destruction 

of older inner city housing and village character. When commercial 

developers arrived after the Troubles they saw Belfast as an area of 

cheap sites, helpful development grants and slack planning controls; 

and the difficulties of enforcing planning during the Troubles has 

been perpetuated in an apparent inability to resist the temptation of 

quick low-quality development even today. The transfer of planning to 

local councils could have been an opportunity to reset standards, but 

sadly in many council areas that has not happened.  

 

 
Castlefin Road, Castlederg: 

Originally a warehouse but converted into housing in the 19th century, this 

terrace was saved from demolition by being listed, then survived a 500lb 

bomb across the road to be restored by Hearth.  
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8. THE TROUBLES 
 
If there is one factor that draws almost all of the people 

interviewed for this dissertation together, it is their common 

experience of “The Troubles”. This study is not concerned with the 

politics of the Troubles, which have generated many millions of 

words, and are too complex to summarise in a few paragraphs, and 

indeed none of the people interviewed expressed political views. The 

Troubles were just something in the background of all their lives, 

like the weather, that occasionally flared up into something much 

more frightening or even downright dangerous. So this section is not 

concerned with the rights or wrongs of the Troubles, but simply with 

how people carried on what they called “normal life”, under 

circumstances that in retrospect were quite extraordinary.537 

 

The war that Britain concluded in 1945 had done serious damage to the 

UK and left its economy in tatters, but it was an external war that 

had done much to unite the population. Ireland had suffered a civil 

war that divided families and destroyed valuable heritage, but it had 

generally healed its wounds by 1950. Uniquely, Northern Ireland 

carried on a dispute that had its roots three hundred years earlier.  

 

In the 1950s the economy of the province was picking up and the 

earlier Troubles of the 1920s seemed to have receded into history. 

Then at the end of the 1960s some sparks ignited tinder that had been 

accumulating for many years, and by the end of 1970 a new and far 

more bitter version of the Troubles had emerged, creating social and 

political chaos that affected every household in the province and 

impacted on almost every aspect of daily life.  

 

The scale of the impact can be gleaned from a few statistics: between 

1969 and 1976, 25,000 houses were destroyed or damaged by bombs in 

Belfast alone; over 6,000 families had been forced out of their homes 

by 1972; and 5,000 houses were affected by squatting in 1973538. Add 

to that the daily litany of bomb scares, and the bombs that were too 

frequently actually detonated, always destroying property and 

sometimes killing or maiming people who got caught up in the blasts, 

                         
537 Sam Manning, interviewing people about Northern Ireland’s cinema heritage, 
was surprised by the extent that people normalised the events of the 
“Troubles”. “Respondents were as likely to remember buying clothes at smoke-
damage sales as they were to recall the bombs that created them.” 
(https://writingthetroublesweb.wordpress.com/2018/10/08/social-history/). 
538 Bardon, p.294. 
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and you have a picture of a society in chaos.  Skimming the 

newspapers of the early 1970s, with their remorseless daily roll-call 

of bombs and shootings, is a distressing experience.  

 

The history of the Troubles has tended to be written in the context 

of politics and terrorism, partly because of the academic interest in 

that aspect, but also because people who lived through the period 

often try to downplay the impact on day-to-day life539. Indeed, many 

have deliberately blanked off the more horrendous aspect of life in 

those times, and perhaps more significantly have forgotten some 

things that were taken for granted at the time but now seem quite 

bizarre. Because the rows of concrete-filled oil-drums and security 

fences were so commonplace at the time it now comes as a shock to see 

a photo of a building that survived and is still familiar, surrounded 

by the paraphernalia of the Troubles.  

 

How did people carry on their everyday lives as builders, housing 

managers, architects and planners, at a time when civil society had 

broken down in many ways, and not only might it be difficult to reach 

work destinations because of barricades and search points, but once 

there life could be positively dangerous with booby-trap bombs, car 

bombs, demands for protection money and the difficulty of people of 

“the wrong religion” working in areas where they were not welcome. 

 

Everyone was affected by the Troubles, but the building industry was 

often involved in devising techniques to reduce bomb damage and was 

there immediately after bombs, to make good damage and get businesses 

back into action. There were structural engineers like John McCaughey 

who became experts in assessing the reasons for particular types of 

bomb damage and their extent540; builders who had to carry out 

demolition and make good dangerous structures; and of course the 

glaziers who were so essential for repairing buildings quickly.   

 

This section looks first at the community background of the Troubles, 

then at how those involved in housing reacted to the Troubles, how 

                         
539 Luisa Passerini, interviewing people who had suffered under fascism, found 
that “her subjects spoke of life under fascism much more frequently with 
humour, laughter, and even joviality”. L Passerini, Fascism in Popular 
Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class, Cambridge, 
1987). 
540  Millington, pp.343-50. Northern Ireland may have been particularly 
conscious of terrorist bombs in the 1970s, but in the previous decade there 
had been even more serious concerns: Basil Spence’s 1962 offices for the 
Scottish Widows insurance company in Edinburgh was designed so that “the 
ground floor would support the superstructure if it collapsed in the event 
of atomic bombs” (Andrew Merrylees, interviewed by Clive Fenton in 2005, 
Fenton Merrylees.) Fenton commented that this meant “we would all be burnt 
to a cinder but our insurance policies would survive”.  
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businesses coped, then at how planners and architects, including the 

early “listers” of historic buildings, worked through the Troubles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Castle Street, Armagh, c.1986, derelict, mostly roofless, and vacant 

following multiple bomb damage (from photo by Roger Wetherup). 
The terrace on the left was demolished and reconstructed  by NIHE, the early 

18th century houses on the right were restored by Hearth. 
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The Community Background 
 
To an outsider the Troubles may appear to have been a war between 

Protestants and Catholics but of course it was not a war about 

religion. It was to some extent a dispute about unionism versus 

republicanism, but even then most people lived and worked together. 

It was a war between zealots and the establishment, or between 

zealots and other zealots; and it was a war between criminals and the 

forces of law and order. It was too complex to summarise briefly, but 

what is certain is that most people wanted to work together, and 

usually did so in the face of tremendous odds. 

 

Although the present “Troubles” are taken to date from about 1968 to 

1990, there was an earlier series of Troubles in the 1920s which were 

equally vicious, if of shorter duration, and the memory of those 

years is still around. Richard Pierce’s family ran one of the largest 

building firms in Fermanagh at that time, with around a hundred men. 

 

In the close-knit but divided community of Co Fermanagh there were 

curious anomalies and friendships that crossed the religious divides. 

Richard Pierce told about an ancestor called Willie who moved to 

Longford as a stucco plasterer and married a woman who lived in a big 

house there that was burnt down by the IRA in 1922. Willie and his 

wife had to flee back to Enniskillen, where 

 

My great grandfather gave Willie a job as a slater. His 
assistant Frank, who lived to be 99 and who went to Blake’s pub 
every night, he had been in the old IRA, and although he 
personally wasn’t responsible for burning down Willie’s house, 
or Annie’s house, at least he was in the organisation that had 
done it - and they worked on roofs together!541 

 

Coming back from a few years working as an architect in America, 

Pierce returned to Enniskillen,  

 

and I just fell in love with the place. And I fell in love with 
Catholicism - I even converted and became a Catholic. I’m 
pleased to say my family just thought it was another of 
Richard’s eccentricities [laughs]. Well then I married a 
Presbyterian and told her we’d get married in a Catholic church 
and she said, We’ll have none of that nonsense.542 

 

The building industry in Northern Ireland has always crossed the 

religious divide: even if a firm was owned by a Catholic there would 

                         
541 RP pp.16-17 
542 RP p.5 
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probably have been Protestants working in it, and vice versa. John 

McAleenan said that his building firm in mid-Down  

 

would have probably have been in the last number of years say 
well 70 Catholic 30 you know. Kenny who you would have met, 
Kenny has been with me now since 1976. As the sayin’ is Kenny’s 
in the Orange Institution, he’s in the Black Institution, and 
he’s been a fantastic fundraiser for the McMillan Nursin’.543 

 

Asked whether “the two communities” were close in the rural area 

around Banbridge, McAleenan said without hesitation 

 

Och! There was no difference.544 
 

He told a story about his mother bringing her family up: 

 

The farm across the way there are Protestant people, and my 
mother and father down there were very very great. We visited 
them all our lives as children, my mother and they were doing 
the same... There was an old priest in Annaclone away away 
years ago when I was only a child like, and I don’t know what 
he’d been preaching, I’d no idea, but I do know one thing, as 
my mother prepared the Sunday dinner she told the three of us, 
Don’t yous think for one second that yous are better than the 
Canterleys, for yous are not! 545 

 

Joe Fitzgerald came to Belfast as a Scots Catholic, but didn’t 

experience prejudice from Protestant colleagues in his architectural 

firms: 

 

In McAllister’s office it was all “lay”. And [in] Shanks & 
Leighton we were kind of involved in the Church of Ireland 
because of Edwin [Leighton]. He was the Diocesan Architect for 
Armagh. 

 

In Belfast, religious segregation in workers’ housing had been a fact 

of life before the Troubles, although there was generally no 

aggravation and people got on well together - in their different 

social or professional groups. Colin Hatrick remembers a Belfast 

practice around 1960: 

 

We had only one Catholic in Ferguson & McIlveen, and he was 
just accepted, like everybody else. But the builders, and 

                         
543 JMcA p.20 
544 JMcA p.19. McAleenan was brought up in a rural area, where relations 
tended to be closer. But a similar story was told by a man about his 
childhood in the Short Strand area of Belfast: “We were used to going up and 
down that road and you never thought anything about it until after 1969 or 
70. Because you always felt safe. I mean I never encountered any 
sectarianism in my life before that, never.” (Reflected Lives, p.30) 
545 JMcA p.19 
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everyone else we worked with, I think they were all Protestant 
at that time.546 

 

Bill Morrison remembers a similarly peripheral interest in religion 

before 1969, and as a member of a dance band that played in all parts 

of Belfast he had no sense of what was about to happen: 

 

No I didn’t see it coming, I remember being quite horrified by 
it. We used to play of course in the band before the Troubles, 
and the issue of whether you were Protestant or Catholic never 
came up, never, there was no interest, it wasn’t as if people 
were burying their prejudice or anything.547 

 

 
Living through the Troubles 

Religion was going to become a much more significant feature of life 

when the Troubles broke out.548 Although it was never a religious 

dispute, religious background identified the two communities, and the 

respective paramilitary organisations that quickly appeared after 

1969. 

 

No doubt older and wiser heads despaired at the outbreak of the 

Troubles, but for younger ones there was an element of bravado that 

made the impossible circumstances bearable, as Colin Higgins recalled 

in trying to run his concrete company: 

 

We did get intimidation and we had a lot of difficulties. It’s 
a strange thing - we and the rest of the management staff, the 
four of us, we were all in our twenties, and... there was a 
certain excitement - as long as you’re not being shot at or 
killed and you manage not to be injured - there’s an excitement 
in having to cope with unusual circumstances.549 

 

Working in the top floor of a QS office in the university area, Brian 

Henning said, 

 

We heard the bombs go off and would immediately go over to the 
window to see where the smoke was rising, try to work out where 
it was, and it was almost kind of abnormal normal, or normal 
abnormal - you just lived through it, you just went back to 
work and then you listened out to hear was there people killed 
- and if there weren’t, there were no injuries then you just 
dismissed it as another bomb... And part of it, when you heard 
the bang, was like, how big was the bang? And then you worked 
out what the distance was to see how big the bomb was.550 

 
                         
546 CH p.5 
547 BM p.15 
548 Bill Morrison is quoted as describing the planning of Belfast after 1970 
“as if we were carrying out a plan for two cities that happened to overlap 
each other” (Bollens, pp.219-20) 
549 CHi p.3 
550 BH p.3 
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Enniskillen would have been regarded by most people as a fairly “safe 

area”, but it suffered physically from the recent Troubles like every 

other town in the province, as noted by Richard Pierce: 

 

Enniskillen had a lot of big bombs - Ann Street, the Library, 
yes we lost some of our finest buildings - Mercer’s jewellery 
had one of the finest Victorian shopfronts and it was blown to 
pieces - and across the street was Armstrong & Kingston’s which 
was also a very fine Victorian shopfront, and both of them were 
replaced with modern shopfronts - and modern buildings because 
the buildings themselves were blown to smithereens.551 

 

With an architectural practice that straddled both sides of the 

border and clients from both sides of the religious divide, Richard 

Pierce had some experiences that were bizarre if not frightening at 

the time. On one occasion he was asked to restore an old Catholic 

church of the 1780s that had been abandoned when a modern one was 

built. 

 

I told the priest, like I told all of my clients, If you invite 
people to tender, you must choose the lowest tenderer, because 
the choice comes at the invitation to tender - if you invite 
someone to tender, it’s like saying you’re good enough to build 
my building, because you’re going to put them to a lot of 
trouble and expense to get their price. They have to do a bill 
of quantities and they have to price it and that’s a lot of 
work, and then if you turn round and say, No I don’t want you, 
you’re the lowest tenderer but I don’t like you - that’s very 
insulting. So, I made sure that the four people we went out to 
tender with were competent - and he was a wise enough man. 552 

 

So far, the tale is typical enough of the way an architect often has 

to ensure that his client operates the tendering process fairly. But 

when the tenders came in the story takes on some twists that could 

only have happened in the Ireland of the Troubles: 

 

The two of us sat at his dining table [and] we discovered the 
lowest tenderer and he said “Oh we can’t have him, he’s IRA”. I 
said, But is he a good builder? He said “Oh he’s a great 
builder”. I said Well we certainly, especially if he’s IRA, we 
can’t slap him in the face and say you’re not good enough.  
So we - I won’t mention any names - so we took the lowest 
tenderer, and I warned him that the roof was in bad condition. 
I, even at that time, was required to write a guide to how he 
should approach dismantling the roof because it was in a very 
bad way. He got up on the roof, fell through and broke both his 
ankles very badly and ended up in Sligo hospital. The priest 
phoned me up and said his wife was taking over the 
administration, and the foreman, he said, “You might have met 
him before”. 
So I went down, and there was a gentleman who had been caught, 
with a gun, he was going to shoot Harold Hunter, a policeman, 
at Carson’s Quarry near Belcoo. I had been at school with 
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Harold, both born in 1944. And he’d been caught, and he was in 
Enniskillen courthouse, and he had arranged to jump up, and 
jump through the high level windows and there would be a car 
waiting for him on the Shore Road outside - because there’s no 
doors out that way. And he got away, and he went south of the 
border - and he was the foreman. And apparently the official 
line was that the Guards couldn’t find him, but right next door 
to the church was a pub cum grocery store. And every morning I 
saw the guard saying “How are ye Owen, how are ye?” They knew 
damn well where he was... 
But I had no personal gripe with him... [and] the job worked 
out fine.553 

 

In rural Fermanagh, with a population almost equally divided between 

armed Republicans and staunch Unionists, most people adopted a stoic 

tolerance in order to get on with life and with people who may have 

had fiercely different political views but happened to be their next 

door neighbours, and were often equally decent people trying to get 

on with their lives. Pierce was pragmatic554: 

 

I knew of the people who were regarded as extremists one way or 
the other, by reputation, but I’d no way of proving whether it 
was true or not. And I always went out of my way to be pleasant 
to everybody. I mean there’s no point in snubbing someone for 
political reasons.555 

 

One of the notorious incidents of the Troubles was the Poppy Day bomb 

in Enniskillen, when a no-warning bomb was set off at the town’s war 

memorial on the morning of Remembrance Sunday in November 1987, 

killing twelve people and injuring 68. 

 

I knew every single one of the people that was killed in the 
Enniskillen bomb. I knew Gordon Wilson556 and his daughter, 
because Gordon’s wife Joan had taught me violin all through my 
teenage years and I had gone to their house and met them, but 
we knew everybody socially anyway. It was as if members of my 
family had been killed.557 

 

Richard was the obvious person to go to for the design of a memorial 

for the bomb, and he gave it careful thought: 

 

I was asked by Gerry Burns, who was the Chief Executive of the 
local district council, to advise on a memorial. And my advice 
was that you couldn’t put a second memorial there because the 
original war memorial was so iconic in terms of the reporting 
the tragedy that it had already become the memorial, and 

                         
553 RP pp.14-15 
554 Indeed in an earlier retelling of the story about the church restoration, 
he described himself as “the Vicar of Bray”. 
555 RP p.15 
556 Gordon Wilson (1927-1995) was a draper in the town. His 20-year-old 
daughter was killed almost instantly in the bomb and he was badly injured 
but gave a television interview from the hospital hours later, forgiving the 
bombers. It was very moving and widely repeated. 
557 RP p.15 
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anything else would fight with it, and it would fight with 
whatever else was put there. If you will, I said, smarten it 
up, and maybe have an intervention of some sort, and that’s 
what we did - and I made absolutely certain that the sculptor 
who made the eleven doves representing the people who died was 
good quality and I was very pleased that he [Philip Flanagan] 
happened to be Catholic because it meant that it was the work 
of the entire community. It was my own words that went on the 
side - my own personal Christianity is very socialist, I 
believe that Jesus was one of the first socialists - treat your 
neighbour as yourself, what is more socialist than that? ... 
That’s why I put, “In memory of our neighbours”. I put the word 
neighbour because I felt we are a community, these are our 
neighbours. I wanted to remind the IRA that they had killed 
their neighbours, but I also wanted to remind everybody else 
that the IRA are our neighbours, and that we must talk, talking 
is the only way forward in all situations, communication. And 
standoffishness, cold shoulder, not talking, doesn’t work. It’s 
what we see in Stormont. It is unintelligent, it is 
unChristian. And I believe that whether we go to church or not, 
we are the result of 2000 years of Christian culture.558 

 

The intervention was the addition of a group of doves to the simple 

existing memorial, which features a soldier with bowed head. And 

therein lies another story, and one that could only happen in Ulster: 

 

When that soldier was put up in 1922, a couple of years after 
the First World War, he was patinated the most lovely soft 
turquoise green... The green patination kind of streaked off, 
and put green streaks on the Portland stone, and from 1922 
until the 70s it did this, and there were green streaks all the 
way down, which like the moss on the roof you and I would love. 
There was kind of a freelance cleaner in Enniskillen called 
Teddy Goodwin, who happened to own a power-hoser, and he would 
power-hose dirty places, and the district council would give 
him a lucka bob. He himself decided it was a tragedy that these 
green stains were sullying the reputation of these people who 
had given their lives, and he sent off to England for some 
black engine paint, and he painted the soldier black - himself. 
When Philip Flanagan and I introduced the doves, which are also 
done in bronze, we decided we would send the soldier off to 
England to have the paint taken off and that he would be 
repatinated a nice soft turquoise green and the doves, so that 
the streaks that were still there would make sense and it would 
add a softness... The green lasted for about three or four 
years, and then the unionist local councillors decided they 
didn’t like green, and they asked for the soldier and the doves 
to be sent back to England [to be] repatinated toffee-apple 
black, And now we have eleven crows and the soldier - but we 
still have the green stripes down below.559 

 

This rather sad story encapsulates several strands: the closeness of 

Ulster communities, for the most part regardless of religion; the 

willingness of politicians to stir things up or take offence on 

behalf of their peaceful constituents; and the efforts many people 
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will go to to avoid offending others, even if it means reaching a 

worse outcome.  

 
 

 
Park Place, Ormeau Road, in 1982: 

 Just one of hundreds of interesting Victorian terraces in Belfast blighted 
by redevelopment plans (in this case a combination of redevelopment for 

housing and road plans) and subsequently demolished before the area had been 
considered for listing. 

 
 
 
 
 

Working during the Troubles: Housing 
 
When the district manager for the Andersonstown office was moved to 

take over Divis Street early in 1969, there was nothing unusual in 

appointing a young Protestant like Liz McKnight to take over the 

office in west Belfast - but then the troubles broke out, and 

suddenly Belfast became a very different place: 

 

I was promoted into [the Andersonstown office] because I had 
just qualified and I was the only other one in the office who 
had qualified. So, I started at, I think I was 22 or something 
like that, and then Bombay Street560 was burnt, and our office 
was burnt, and all our records were destroyed, and that was 
when things started to get really dangerous... There’s actually 

                         
560 On 15 August 1969, following a night of rioting, a Loyalist mob burned 
down the Catholic Bombay Street near Clonard Monastery. When it became clear 
that rebuilding would not happen quickly, local Irish-speaking residents 
formed Bombay Street Housing Association and built replacement terraces on 
the street. (The Burning of Bombay Street, BBC1, 28 February 2011, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-12663302). 
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a wee bit of film somewhere, of us going through the filing 
cabinets, the supposedly fireproof filing cabinets, trying to 
find information about rents, about tenancies, about 
everything.561 

 

It was no longer just a matter of housing people from poor housing 

conditions - there was desperate urgency to house hundreds of 

terrified people who had been caught up in sectarian rioting: 

 

Conditions had changed so dramatically, people had suddenly 
become homeless so people had suddenly become frightened... One 
month we were working in a housing estate full of people who 
were really quite happy with their homes and getting on with 
their lives, and seemed to be doing ok, and there was no 
problem as such. Well there was always a housing issue, there 
was always housing need, and there was always demand for better 
housing, but suddenly there was a crisis situation, and a lot 
of attitudes did change.562 

 

Initially, she said, people were frightened, and grateful for any 

temporary accommodation they were offered: 

 

People were in despair at having lost their homes, or having 
been intimidated from their homes, you know tempers could get 
high and raised... There were people in the queue that day who 
had [just] what they stood up in, they had lost their homes, 
they had lost their belongings, they had lost everything, and 
we had to try to sort something, which was really impossible... 
A community centre was opened, the church halls were opened, 
there were all sorts of places, people went to relatives and 
things like that.563  

 

Working in Belfast city centre with the Corporation housing 

department, Michael McKay was under similar pressures:  

 

I remember one morning at the height of the Troubles when 
there’d been rioting, and I was usually in the office about 7 
o’clock in the morning - my father was in the army and of 
course 6 o’clock was the bugle call [laughs] and to get parked 
was another issue - and at half past seven we looked out the 
window outside the office, and people were standing three deep, 
queueing to be interviewed, and I along with others decided 
Right, we can’t have this happening, we’ll open the office now. 
And for about a week we opened the office at half past seven in 
the morning - the office normally didn’t normally open till 
nine o’clock - to get these people through, and the staff 
accepted that.564 

 

Unfortunately, apart from the obvious difficulties and dangers of 

repairing and building in the troubled areas, there were political 

and planning restrictions, as McKay said: 
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In West Belfast there was a tremendous amount of pressure for 
housing, and of course [with] the Matthew Stop Line565, they 
weren’t allowed to go beyond a certain area and so - you had a 
massive population, concentrated in a very high density around 
West Belfast, and North Belfast as well, and nowhere to build, 
nowhere to go.566 

 

When sites were eventually acquired and houses were getting built in 

such areas, the problem of squatting started. People were desperate 

to get a house and prepared to commandeer them as they came close to 

completion, often with some paramilitary encouragement. As Liz 

McKnight recalls:  

 

There was a block of flats that we were building, in C section 
in Andersonstown, which wasn’t complete - it was roofed and the 
windows were there - and there was a group of people who were 
so angry and distressed, they actually squatted the block. And 
among them they had joiners and carpenters and bricklayers and 
painters, and they got in there and they finished the job... 
Squatting became very high level and then there was also the 
rent. They wouldn’t pay rent. A lot of people just refused to 
pay rent because of what was happening in the area so they 
withheld rent. So it was really a very tense time in 
Andersonstown.567 

 

The chaotic situation was beginning to be exploited by darker 

elements, which could prevent legitimate building work while 

encouraging illegal squatting. Dealing with the problem on the 

ground, Liz McKnight was trying to get houses finished:  

 

It was very difficult because we couldn’t bring our builders 
on, our builders were frightened to come back onto schemes. So 
these places were being left unfinished at a time whenever we 
desperately desperately needed them to be finished... I think 
there was a wee bit of organisation going on [and that] that 
was the start of all the organisations going on, these little 
pockets were getting a bit of local support... And the attitude 
started to change totally in the whole area.568 

 

Growing fear in the area meant that people who had previously been on 

good terms with the Housing Trust sometimes felt intimidated by 

accusations of collaborating with the establishment: 

 

An area where you had been reasonably comfortable and happy 
doing your job, you were feeling a little bit less comfortable 
and even the tenants who knew us extremely well and had always 
been ok, they were all keeping their heads down and nobody was 

                         
565 As well as proposing the new city at Craigavon, Robert Mathews’ Plan of 
1963 also strengthened green belt provisions, hence the Stop Line beyond 
which building was not to be permitted. 
566 LMcK pp.7-8 
567 LMcK p.10 
568 LMcK p.11 
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talking or taking sides... I think they were all frightened by 
what was going on around them... 
We used to come in, especially in the winter time, we would 
have come in from collections and we’d have been absolutely 
frozen and wet through, and I remember one little lady, she saw 
us one day coming in and out of the shops buying bits and 
pieces and heating tins of soup and she thought - she actually 
had been our cleaner for a while, and she said Why don’t you 
leave the stuff ready and I’ll put it on for you, or if you 
want I’ll get the shopping if you’ll tell me what you want I’ll 
make it for you - and she was such a lovely person. And she 
started making us lunch, she used to make this most beautiful 
food for us coming in from collections, we’d come in to a 
lovely warm dinner and it was really really nice... But after 
all this trouble, and all this tension going round I think she 
felt a bit uncomfortable as well, so that all stopped.569 

 

While such fear was understandable on the “front line”, McKnight said 

that a similar caution began to appear in daily life: 

 

I know since I started working with people from all walks of 
life and all backgrounds, there had never been any problem, but 
suddenly there was this feeling... - religion never had been an 
issue before, or politics... But then that all stopped, and 
everybody was just a wee bit more reluctant to discuss their 
own opinions and their own feelings and they needed to know 
their company before they could actually talk openly, whereas 
before that you would have talked quite well... it happened 
very quickly.570 

 

It could be difficult to distinguish genuine cases of intimidation 

and homelessness from many others who were trying to jump the queue, 

as Michael McKay said: 

 

You had to take their word for it, take their story and believe 
it. You know, we knew where the damage was taking place and if 
they identified an address there then we had to accept that. I 
would admit there were quite a number of people would jump on 
the bandwaggon, but I mean you had to take them at face 
value.571 

 

Local councillors often supported applications for housing from their 

constituents as a matter of course, but sometimes with embarrassing 

results. Michael McKay recalled one case: 

 

One particular councillor came in, at the beginning of the 
Troubles, representing one of his constituents, and the housing 
office staff had brought the files to me a couple of days 
previous, so I knew who was coming in, and I’d examined them, 
there were these two files exactly the same name. One of them I 
looked at and said, right that’s the application form and 
there’s the letter of intimidation - looked at the other one - 
Oh, that’s the same handwriting as the letter of intimidation 
and the handwriting on the letter of intimidation is exactly 
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the same as the application form. And I mentioned this to the 
councillor, and the two people in question were out of the 
door... and never to be seen again [laughs].572 

 

Not every councillor was innocent of the story behind an application, 

as McKay said:  

 

There was another, well-known, councillor who came in to 
represent his constituent, who was in fact his sister, and I 
had to deal with the case. And I said Well, they’re in line for 
an allocation, I can’t tell you when. And his attitude was, 
[If] you’re not giving my sister a house, I’ll have you shot. 
So of course he was reprimanded by the Town Clerk - at least we 
were able to deal with that one, but you know he realised that 
he had done wrong.573 

 
 
Squatting 

The Housing Trust was caught between competing priorities of helping 

people in housing need and trying to enforce law and order in terms 

of collecting rents and prosecuting squatters.574 Liz McKnight had to 

deal with many such cases, including a case where the magistrate in 

Dunmurry was “not very sympathetic” to the Housing Trust and 

considered that  

 

it was basically everybody else’s fault that this person had 
taken over this house. So it was a very uncomfortable day for 
me in court, and when we came out the person concerned actually 
was quite threatening towards me as we walked out of court, and 
suggested that he now had my number. And he was someone of 
quite a lot of prominence later on in the political situation 
in Northern Ireland, and I have to say it was extremely 
intimidating at the time.575 

 

In the chaotic situation of Belfast at that time evicting squatters 

was not just a matter of sending in the bailiffs. Michael McKay 

recalled one incident: 

 

We put security on a couple of houses up in Suffolk to prevent 
squatting. And of course, I got a phone call one evening from 
the army: The squatters have put the security man out, the wee 
man’s here with his dog, we’re going to put the squatters out, 
will you come up to accompany us? So yes, out of duty I thought 
I’d better go, so I went up to Woodburn police station and 
talked to them, and said “Right we’re going out.” And how are 

                         
572 MMcK p.3 
573 MMcK p.4 
574 Squatting in the context of the Belfast of the 1970s was very different 
from the hippy or women’s co-ops described by Christine Wall in her study of 
groups taking over “all these lovely houses” being cleared by the councils 
in London at the time. (Christine Wall, Sisterhood and Squatting in the 
1970s: Feminism, Housing and urban Change in Hackney, in History Workshop 
Journal, Vol.83 no.1, Spring 2017, pp79-97).  This was often families 
desperate for a roof over their heads and terrified of being missed out when 
new houses were allocated.  
575 LMcK pp.10-11 
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you going? “We’re going in that pig576 there and we’re going in 
that Saracen there -“ Well you see that pig there? I’m going in 
it. And I said, When it gets up to the place, turn it round so 
I can see what’s going on as I’m not getting out of it.577 

 

From time to time matters came to a head, and Michael McKay was given 

the difficult task of evicting all remaining squatters in Belfast. 

Coming out of the courthouse after a ruling was made against the 

accused in one  housing case, McKay recalls: 

 

Walking past me going out of the court, he said, I’ll have you 
shot. And there was a constable standing beside me and I said 
Constable, arrest that man. There was no action taken.578 

 

With the sheer shortage of houses, it seemed that squatting would be 

around for a long time, and the Housing Executive eventually sought 

to rationalise the position579. Michael McKay explained: 

 

At one time we looked at the squatters to see how eligible they 
were for the properties, and we legalised them. Now having said 
that, they were charged the rent back to the day they 
occupied... And believe it or not some of them were reaching, 
in those days, fifteen hundred pounds of arrears! And this was 
sort of 69, 70 and 71. And it was big money and I don’t know 
whether they ever...580 

 

 
Bombs and shooting 

Even if some of the threats made to housing officers in the 1970s 

were empty boasts or bravado, there is no doubt that the work was 

uncomfortable and dangerous, although many shootings were random. 

McKay recalls one incident: 

 

My best pal was shot outside the office in Franklin Street, one 
morning [as] we were going to work... In fact I was very lucky 

                         
576 The Humber Pig was a lightly armoured truck that was used by the RUC in 
the early Troubles. When fitted with various devices they had other names - 
the Holy Pig had a rooftop hatch like the Popemobile, the Squirt Pig had a 
water cannon, and the Foaming Pig had a foam generator to reduce bomb 
blasts. The Saracen was an armoured personnel carrier used by the Army in 
Northern Ireland. 
577 MMcK p.10 
578 MMcL p.4 
579 Although squatting was initially depriving people of houses they should 
have had, the squatters were often on the waiting list for houses in any 
case and their position would be ratified in due course. But there was also 
a lighter side to squatting, as the author was told in Armagh in the 1990s: 
“My brother squatted in a house in Irish Street. But he had to, because he 
was forced out of his own house by the Troubles... and a cousin of mine was 
working for the Electricity Board and sent along to connect the supply. “I’m 
from the electric board,” he said to the wife when she answered the door, 
“I’ve just come to connect the supply for you” - whereupon a cloud of steam 
issued forth from the kitchen much to the wife's consternation. The cousin 
said he could see she was busy and he’d call back in twenty minutes, by 
which time the wires had been disconnected!” (Reeves-Smyth, p.94) 
580 MMcK p.5 
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I wasn’t shot myself because I parked in his car parking space 
that morning.581 

 

McKay was involved in securing buildings after bombs, with the 

Housing Executive playing a role in general security as well as for 

its own properties, and their own office was targeted too: 

 

I think [the security advisor] and I were the only people 
allowed through the cordons without any pass. 10 Linenhall 
Street where I was working, there was a bomb went off in the 
large building car park in behind it, and there was a bomb went 
off in it which did a lot of damage. But we sat for 21 days 
with another bomb in the building on the same level as us, that 
we didn’t know about.582 

 

One of the most lethal aspects of the early bombs was shattered glass 

from windows as Michael McKay recalls the aftermath of one bomb at 

their office: 

 

There was one chair I remember, sitting by a window, and the 
sliver of glass had gone right through the chair, and if that 
person had been sitting there that day they’d have been 
killed.583 

 

Soon after the beginning of the Troubles, windows in offices and 

shops began to sport a criss-cross of sellotape as an improvised 

reinforcement to hold shattered glass in place, though soon security 

films were brought in to make a neater job of it.  

 

Curiously, with bombs going off all round it, the City Hall was never 

targeted by either set of paramilitaries, and Michael’s office was to 

some extent protected by being close to it: 

 

Where we were, we were not too bad because the City Hall was 
near by and of course you felt that the City Hall was a 
protected building, in that they didn’t want to damage that 
because it was sort of history behind it and if they’d have 
damaged that then their fight for freedom or whatever would 
have been affected... Victoria Street, where Law Society House 
is now, we were in that building for a number of years, and 
there again of course the Law Courts were getting a lot, we had 
the front pulled out of the building there. But you had to 
work, with that out, you put up a screen [and] the workmen 
repaired it.584 

 

The architect John Gilbert was working for the Housing Executive in 

the mid-seventies: 
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When I was visiting the lower Falls, and even Sandy Row or the 
Shankill, I would sometimes be escorted by people down into the 
centre of town and then they would leave me. Or if I was in the 
Markets area I would be at a meeting in the evening and there 
would be shooting - you’d hear it - and I remember a meeting 
even with the Housing Executive in Divis Flats, and the army 
came as well, and the priest. The army puts the gun on the 
table sort of thing and the complaints there were about getting 
coffins up and down in the lift, you had to put it upright you 
know, you can’t put a coffin in.585 

 

The bizarre incongruity between bombs, guns and the everyday life 

that was still carrying on in the gaps between “incidents” was 

intriguing, sometimes amusing but more often rather terrifying. 

Gilbert visited the Roden Street area, where what had been settled 

and mixed areas were being fought over and steadily becoming 

segregated: 

 

We were in some woman’s house, and there were pipe bombs going 
off, you could hear them, and the woman wasn’t too fussed, Oh 
that’s a pipe bomb going off next door or something like that 
[laughs] - and we stayed there for something like three hours, 
because the noise of gunfire and bombs at that time, but so we 
sneaked out and our car... was outside and when we got outside, 
this was just a Belfast street of terraced houses, up at the 
end there’s all these soldiers, you know, with a tank, or what 
do you call those jeep things, facing up the street at us, as 
if they’re just about to shoot us - I’ve never been more scared 
in my life. Then we got into the car and a whole bunch of kids 
jumped on the car and started banging on it you know. We got 
away. But that was a bit hairy.586 

 

 
 

Working during the Troubles: Business 
 
Although Belfast city centre was a “neutral” area used by everyone 

for work and shopping, it was the target of almost daily bombs and 

shootings in the 1970s since the IRA regarded shops and businesses as 

legitimate “economic targets”, and both they and the loyalist 

organisations extracted “protection money” from firms. To such 

directed incidents were added the bombs that were delayed in transit 

and abandoned by their drivers before they were blown up with their 

weapons, and the sometimes completely arbitrary bombs when a parked 

car was blown up killing or maiming whoever was in its vicinity.  

 

 
Bomb scares - and bombs 

Bill Morrison, working as a planner in the centre of Belfast, 

describes what had become a frequent occurrence: 
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On the top floor of River House there was a canteen, and I 
remember sitting as I’m talking to you now, on the other side 
of a table looking out the window, and I saw a building in 
Waring Street just blow the roof right off it, it was maybe 
fifty yards away; and the people looking at me where you are 
didn’t even bother to turn round. It just became part of what 
you did.587 

 

Working in Belfast city centre, Morrison experienced frequent bomb 

scares in addition to actual bombs, with shops and offices often 

evacuated while the police and bomb disposal officers gingerly 

investigated suspect packages. Thankfully most were hoaxes or 

unviable devices, but the frequent disruption must have made it hard 

to get through the day’s work. On one occasion Morrison found that it 

was his own car parked below his office block that was attracting the 

attention of the police: 

 

I discovered one time that it was my car parked on the other 
side of the street which was the subject of an examination by 
the police, and I ran down to the door and I said to the guy, 
That’s my car that’s my car let me go out and explain to them. 
He said Oh I can’t do that sir. And I said why not, and he said 
I’ve got to lock all the doors. How do I get out? He says You 
can’t get out. There was no way I could get out of that jam, 
but I did eventually get out the back and round by the War 
Memorial Building588, came up and explained to the policeman. My 
last memory was him sitting on the kerb and taking his hat off, 
sweating his brow. I think he’d been asked to establish whether 
there was a bomb in it, but what do you do?589 

 

Although the city centre was a meeting place for people from all over 

the city, the areas just beyond the centre became ghettos, where 

residents felt safe but strangers felt very vulnerable. In the 1980s 

and 1990s Bill Morrison had a senior position in the DoE and was 

responsible for showing visitors around the city when a request made 

him aware how segregated streets in West Belfast could be:  

 

I remember once my secretary saying to me, You’re organising a 
tour that’s going to the Shankill Road, could I come with it. 
And I said Well of course, but you live only about a hundred 
yards away, what do you want to see, and she said I’ve never 
been on the Shankill Road. She lived in the Falls Road.590 

 

For many people going into town to do shopping, or working in shops 

or offices the everyday bomb scares were a fact of life, something 

which had to be put up with. The threat of death or serious injury 
                         
587 BM p.9 
588 It would have been much easier to get out the front door of River House to 
talk to the policeman in High Street, but he was being obliged to go round 
the block from Waring Street.  
589 BM p.8 
590 BM p.9. The Shankill was a Protestant enclave, and the Falls a Catholic 
one. They were separated by a peaceline since early barricades in the autumn 
of 1969.  



 

 193 

was absolutely real, but as Rachel Sayers observes, “bills still had 

to be paid and children and families still had to be fed.”591 

 

Sometimes however the Troubles were more than a serious 

inconvenience, but something which regularly changed the face of the 

city they worked in, bomb by bomb. Peter O’Reilly was working in a 

hardware merchants on Donegall Quay in the late seventies when a bomb 

arrived in a lorry:  

 

One of Davidson’s big tipper lorries had sat outside and we 
eventually asked the security man who was in the Belfast 
Steamship Company, has he seen the driver of that, and he says 
No, I’ll go and have a look, it might be a good idea. There was 
a bomb in it. We had heard nothing, so we got evacuated. We 
went round the corner into Corporation Square where the Harbour 
Office [is], and stayed there for three hours, until they dealt 
with it. I think he left it by mistake in the wrong place, but 
Davidson’s lorry was blown up because of it... Again we were 
affected in the sense that going home at night roads closed, 
because in those days you remember the cordons were huge.592 

 

But for the owners of businesses, trying to keep the shelves stacked, 

repairing constant broken windows, being called out to security 

alerts in the middle of the night and occasionally facing the 

outright loss of their buildings, bombs were a constant worry. John 

Riddel’s warehouse was next door to the Musgrave Street police 

station, so it was an obvious target for the bombers, but its 

experience was by no means unique. Manager Nicholas Duffin recalled 

two bombs directed at the warehouse. The first affected the safety of 

one of the employees because by that time the IRA was using innocent 

and unwilling people to deliver their bombs: 

 

One of our lorry drivers had finished his run so he stopped at 
his house to have a meal and found the IRA holding his family 
hostage and they loaded a bomb onto the back of the vehicle and 
told him to drive into Riddels and he had three quarters of an 
hour to do it, and sent him on his way. And he went into Ann 
Street and stopped opposite the buildings and ran out shouting, 
There’s a bomb there’s a bomb. And the bomb went off, and it 
destroyed the rake store and the rake loft and the place where 
we kept all the coir yarn... At first it was thought the damage 
wasn’t great, then they discovered that the roof had sort of 
leapt in the air and come down about six inches out of place 
and also that all the slates had bounced and the heads had come 
off the nails that were holding them down, so that although 
they appeared to be in place after the first wind they started 
sliding down into the street, and all that had to be refixed.593 

 
                         
591 Rachel Sayers, Shopping through the Barricades: Buying Clothes during the 
‘Troubles’. She suggests that shoppers would buy things when they saw them 
in case they had been bombed by the next time they were in town, and quotes 
a graffiti that read “Shop fast while shops last”.  
592 PO’R pp.5-6 
593 ND pp.3-4 
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There were a number of fire bombs on the premises, but all were found 

and made harmless. Then there was another lorry bomb, and this time 

the IRA were taking no chances of their bomb missing its target:  

 

Another lorry was hijacked and this time the IRA came with it, 
and he’d been told to drive round into the back of the building 
via Musgrave Street, which the police had been told that we 
wouldn’t do that after hours because they were worried about 
their security. But nonetheless it happened and they let him 
in. And they unloaded the explosives and set it round our oil 
tank which was right beside a common wall which we had with 
Musgrave barracks, and the fuse was pushed off. The bomb was 
made with a detonator and a small amount of TNT and then a huge 
amount of home brew, and the detonator and TNT went off but the 
home brew didn’t so the damage was negligible, and the bomb 
squad took it away to have a look at it.594  

 

Duffin decided they had to leave their central location with the 

constant disruption to their business, and they moved to a different 

warehouse, where ironically they lost all their records in a serious 

fire. They had just got a state of the art computer, as his daughter 

Carey Ramsey recalls: 

 

It was a big computer, massive, probably the size of a PC would 
do it now beautifully - with punch cards and everything, and 
the packing was still in a corner of the yard. And H & J 
Martins595 was close by and they had had an incendiary device 
and had been burnt, and it was actually kids came round, and 
pestered the security man for matches, which he eventually gave 
them, and they then poked lit matches through a chain link 
fence into the yard, and [the computer packing case] caught 
fire. The computer wasn’t in it, it was installed, but the 
packing case and the shredded wood shavings, caught fire, and 
it just took, and the building was burnt... 
There were some chaps trapped in the yard, and... they probably 
would have been all right actually because it wasn’t the yard 
it was the building that was on fire, but they obviously 
weren’t very happy. And there was a door out of the yard but it 
was stuck, it was never used, and they all jumped onto a fork-
lift truck and charged it, like the Magnificent Seven [laughs] 
- Boom! and the door came open and this forklift with people 
hanging off it came out. But nobody was hurt, and that was the 
main thing.596 

 

Many building workers were kept busy with temporary repairs following 

bombs and the subsequent rebuilding and refitting works - glaziers 

were accused of doing very well from the Troubles, though they must 

sometimes have been absolutely exhausted after fixing up streets of 

windows, and it can hardly have been welcome work to anyone looking 

at the human cost of the bombs. Robert Lipton out in Co Tyrone, close 

to the Monaghan border, carried out some repairs after bombs: 

                         
594 ND p.3 
595 H & J Martin was a large building contractor.  
596 CR p.1 
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The Troubles gave us a right bit of work. Bomb damage, we were 
in there and maybe quickly felted and lathed and slated the 
roofs, you know the street bombs at that time. We worked a 
couple of times in Aughnacloy wi’ bombs.597  

 

Managing a concrete firm in 1970s Belfast supplying sites all over 

the city had its challenges, as recalled by Colin Higgins: 

 

[We’d] a plant in Castlereagh and a plant in Hannahstown598 - it 
was sort of one on either side of the divide [laughs]. 
Different work force, and each with their own problems... At 
some stages, particularly out of Hannahstown, the drivers would 
refuse to go, particularly if there was rioting - and then 
demand that you go first [laughs] - so you had to go in the car 
down to the site and try to ascertain whether it would be safe. 
And then at some stages you had to negotiate with 
paramilitaries. It wouldn’t be the first time that you would 
send out a load of concrete to go to a site, and then three 
hours later the driver hadn’t returned. In those days no mobile 
phones, and you’d go out looking for him. And I remember once 
[laughs] the one from Hannahstown, I discovered him sitting 
outside the Beehive pub599 on the Falls Road, and guys were 
shoveling concrete into wheelbarrows and taking it inside - 
he’d just been commandeered, and told, You’re going to this, so 
he was told where to go.600 

 

The concrete trucks could be requisitioned for a variety of nefarious 

purposes, as Higgins remembers:  

 

There was a bit of burying of weapons went on - they’d take the 
concrete truck and... load the concrete into some container or 
other and take it away - the truck didn’t go to where the 
weapons were. And then we had mixers commandeered and put into 
barricades. The mixers went to the site still rotating, still 
agitating the concrete, and there was one spectacular one, they 
ordered the guy out of the cab and managed to turn the truck 
mixer over, and the mixer was still rotating, so it pulled the 
whole truck round in a circle, the cab staying in the middle 
and everything else rolling round in a huge circle, with 
concrete spewing out of it as it went round, so it was a 
sight.601 

 

 

                         
597 RL p.6 
598 That is, one in Protestant East Belfast and the other in Catholic West 
Belfast.  
599 The Bee Hive Tavern on the Falls Road is first mentioned in the Belfast 
Newsletter of 27 April 1867, but in 1887 the architect JJ McDonnell was 
commissioned to build the distinctive High Victorian pub that stands today, 
with a stucco relief beehive (complete with bees) in the middle of its 
elevation. It features in CEB Brett’s Buildings of Belfast, but sadly, 
because of bomb damage in 1973 and again in 1985 (perhaps because of that 
illegal work being carried out in the 1970s!), the pub has not been 
considered worthy of listing.  
600 CHi p.3 
601 CHi p.3 
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Intimidation and Protection Money 

Running a concrete company in the early days of the Troubles, Colin 

Higgins was certainly aware of pressures on his own costs and how he 

passed them on, and there were plenty of stories of how government 

ultimately paid the price in their desperate struggle to maintain 

employment and get houses built:   

 

I remember at one stage [Blue Circle602] increased their prices 
three times in the one year, and I suppose we didn’t mind at 
the time, because most of our work was Housing Executive work 
and they paid all the increases. So basically... they got their 
increase, we got our increase in our concrete price, and 
everybody was rubbing their hands with government money.... It 
was pretty scandalous when you think back - but how else under 
the circumstances would you get the job done, I suppose it was 
like the wartime situation with the airfields.603  

 

Early in the Troubles, contractors working in certain areas found 

protection money was being demanded by paramilitaries to prevent 

their sites being vandalised or blown up or workers getting shot. The 

threat was real, though how it was dealt with varied, and it is hard 

to establish whether contractors were assisted financially in their 

attempts to deal with the problem. Colin Higgins was under the 

impression that contractors were reimbursed at least indirectly for 

their payments in the early 1970s:  

 

There was just a mad rush to build houses, and this was under 
intimidation, the contractors all paid money to paramilitaries, 
and the contractors told me it was actually written into their 
Housing Executive contract.604 

 

Although he didn’t have to pay protection money himself, Higgins 

heard about other people who did, and his business certainly suffered 

from intimidation: 

 

Later on they got very sophisticated as you know, the 
paramilitary groups divvied up the protection rackets on the 
sites, so you’d be going to the Shankill Road leisure centre or 
whatever and the IRA would be picking up the protection 
money!605 And then you’d go somewhere in the Falls and it would 
be the UVF would come for the protection money. There was a lot 
of that going on - not directly for us - we didn’t have to pay 

                         
602 Blue Circle was founded in 1900 when 24 London-based cement manufacturers 
came together to form the Associated Portland Cement Manufacturers Ltd and 
it soon acquired a near monopoly on cement manufacture in Great Britain. Its 
distinctive blue circle logo began to be used in the 1920s.  
603 CHi pp.7-8 
604 CHi p.4. Contingencies of course are a normal part of a building contract, 
and there is no guarantee that the contractor would get paid the amount - it 
is just a budgetary figure set aside for unforeseen events.  
605 The Shankill would normally have been UVF territory, and the Falls IRA 
country  - so the paramilitaries were working together as gangsters, however 
opposed they may have been politically. 
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protection money, though we were threatened and a bullet in the 
post arrived for both the area manager at the time and the 
batcher at Hannahstown...606 

 

The protection racketeers became so confident and assured of their 

income (and so reluctant to be trapped by the police) that Higgins 

says 

 

they stopped coming for their money and you had to go and find 
them. So a guy who was a surveyor with the building firm at the 
time, every Friday he had to go with pay packets made out to 
these guys, and then had to go and search all the shebeens all 
round the Shankill, to find these critturs and give them their 
money [laughs].607 

 

This being Northern Ireland, personal connections may have helped 

Higgins’ firm to avoid some damage: 

 

I think we did all right at Hannahstown, given that we were in 
Lagan’s quarry and also the batcher was a well-known figure in 
the local Gaelic club, so knew a lot of the “connections’, as 
they said, so we probably fared well enough there. And the same 
thing in Castlereagh, there were a few demands for money, and a 
few fellas came up and said we needed protection, and we told 
them we didn’t, and they went away and nothing really happened, 
we didn’t get burnt out or anything, so we sort of survived 
that bit.608 

 

However, this being Northern Ireland, gangster and victim sometimes 

met up outside business: 

 

I remember the surveyor in that particular company said he was 
going off with his family to Spain for his holidays and turned 
up at Aldergrove, and in the queue in front of him was the guy 
who he gives the money to every Friday [laughs] with his 
family. So they were obviously paying for his holidays 
[laughs].609 

 

John McAleenan, based near Banbridge, met few issues of protection 

money, but did experience a frightening incident where protection 

money was being sought: 

 

These boys walked in one day, and he said - I can’t remember 
the actual words but the words was you know something like, 
We’re from the UFF610 - have you any trouble. I said No, not too 
bad, Well he said we’re from so and so and we want money. And 
of course it shocked me to be quite honest with you out of the 
blue and that. Well I says, I couldn’t give you money. And... 
Oh you don’t own it. No I says, I don’t own it. Well who does 

                         
606 CHi pp.3-4 
607 CHi p.4 
608 CHi p.4 
609 CHi p.4 
610 Ulster Freedom Fighters - a militant loyalist grouping. 
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own it? Well I says, says I, I don’t think it’s any business of 
yours who owns it, you see? And he says, Well you tell him, to 
be here at three o’clock on Friday, and we’ll be here to meet 
him... 

 

He contacted the police, who told him they would watch the site that 

day: 

 

I couldn’t work, the heart was gone, like, that there, and I 
started footerin’611, and I was only footerin’, at sewer pipes, 
to make it appear I was workin’. Well 3 o’clock came, 3.15 
came, 3.30 came, nobody came near me... So when I got home, 
Patricia said that she’d got a phone call, and it was, I forget 
what it was, Does your husband carry a lunch to work or does he 
go out for his lunch, does he do this or does he do that? And 
of course she said back to him, I know nothin’ about what he 
does, for I’m only here doin’ a bit of ironin’. I thought it 
was brilliant like, you know (laughs).612  

 

On the Monday morning they found the site office kicked open but 

nothing taken. John thought the men had never come on the Friday, but 

the police told him that they had they had watched them arrive and 

“got their faces”, then  

 

He says We picked them up in Derry yesterday for a big one. And 
he says they’ll not be seein’ the light of day for a long long 
time. And that was it over.613 

 

Once protection money had become endemic in some areas, businesses 

probably just adjusted to it and found a practical way round it. 

There were plenty of other problems in working in certain areas, and 

contractors simply weighed up the risks and put their price up 

accordingly, knowing they would have to put up with a high risk of 

vandalism at the very least. The quantity surveyor LB explained the 

situation: 

 

Intimidation of contractors was... probably at the top end of 
businesses that were attacked by paramilitaries. You know they 
would have gone in, as it did happen, and shot the manager, 
they shot guys who were going to work, they shot guys who were 
in work, so it created a horrendous atmosphere. People for that 
reason made decisions like, I can’t bid to work here, or I 
can’t work here.614 

 

When a contractor did have to work in certain areas, he might end up 

employing an entirely local team rather than put his normal men 

through the risks: 

 

                         
611 “Footerin”, footering, Ulster Scots word for awkward or useless work.  
612 JMcA pp.17-19 
613 JMcA p.19 
614 LB p.4 
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If you were a contractor who was working wherever you could get 
work, and if you were working say in West Belfast, you wanted a 
squad of guys who were coming from that side of the community. 
Those guys were not in themselves paramilitary - they certainly 
weren’t - but they would have sat around and they would have 
worked on other jobs.615 

 

Once the police started to crack down on protection rackets LB 

observed that another development seemed to have taken their place: 

 

[When] people knew they were going to work in these areas, I 
think... but I’m pretty sure that they made contact locally and 
said - Well, there was a rise in security firms [laughs]. So 
you went and got a security company and the security company 
said Okay we’re going to have to charge you £1500 a week or 
whatever.616 

 

Even after taking such precautions, some jobs became almost 

impossible. LB recalled a case where a Dublin contractor was working 

on a community centre and appeared to have fallen out with the local 

hoods: 

 

It was at the stage where you were almost at snagging but I 
remember month on month going back, and it was going backwards 
- it was there and you went to the next and it was vandalised 
or something had happened, but you know it just didn’t move to 
actual completion for a number of months. So it was one of the 
ones that ended up with going further up the tree. The 
contractor did finish it but he only finished when he was told, 
Right, you’ve got to get in and finish it now, you’re going to 
get x pounds - because by this time you see he was already into 
liquidated damages - he hadn’t finished, he was already in 
trouble, and he obviously knew that he couldn’t do anything 
about it because paramilitaries had got involved so he couldn’t 
actually finish the job.617 

 

In another case a contractor stood up to intimidation and managed to 

complete the job successfully: 

 

It was a very mixed job, the contractor actually was from south 
Down, really good guy, good contractor, mixed workforce, the 
foreman was a Prod618, building owner was a Catholic. This 
thicko turned up, two of them, with a gun, and said, Right I 
need x amount of pounds. And he said, If you don’t, I’m going 
to put somebody’s lights out, I need so much money and that’s 
it. So in this case the contractor was doing a housing job, you 
know a refurb, it was quite a lot of houses, it was probably 
150 houses or something. So the contractor said Okay, and 
pulled them off the job. He pulled everybody off the job, and 
went to speak to the editor of the local paper...  

                         
615 LB p.4 
616 LB p.6 
617 LB p.5 
618 “Prod”, a Protestant. 
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And the next thing, he got a visit from a local representative 
of the community619, and it just went away, it stopped. So 
whether the guy’s buried somewhere or something [laughs] I do 
not know, but that was the end of it. They had picked the wrong 
contractor, they picked the wrong location because it was 
damaging, 150 houses going to be refurbed.620 

 

As a quantity surveyor, Brian Henning says the issue of protection 

money never came up in valuations: 

 

Contractors had to deal with that and you never heard about it, 
nobody ever talked about that, but certainly New Lodge Road and 
all those areas that I would have done housing schemes in, you 
were very aware [of it].621 

 

LB is certain that, whether through opportunistic protection rackets, 

more official “security” schemes, control of workers or materials or 

more highly laundered processes, the paramilitaries were active: 

 

There’s no question that through construction huge amounts of 
money was diverted into paramilitaries on both sides, it wasn’t 
limited to one side or the other. And that really assisted in 
the growth and the longevity of those people. I don’t know how 
you can stop it to be quite frank, because the people who were 
the practitioners of these vicious crimes were quite happy to 
go on, in order to reinforce the position that they were taking 
and the threat - they were quite happy to go and shoot a few 
people.622  

 

Whatever the climate builders had to work in, the surveyor LB says 

that he always found the construction industry itself very fair and 

free from religious discrimination: 

 

because it was made up of the guys on the ground who were of 
all religions, all ages and from all over the countryside and 
worked together. I never really had a problem on a site. The 
only problem would have arisen because of the location of the 
site. You might have found then if you were working up in West 
Belfast you really couldn’t bring in a squad of brickies from 
East Belfast, because in those days they were in real danger of 
being shot. And that happened many a time, there were guys who 
were in the wrong place at the wrong time and the wrong 
religion - some of them [were] just shot because of that.623 

 

 
                         
619 “A local representative of the community” was often a euphemism for 
someone involved in or on the fringe of the paramilitaries in the area. The 
author recalls attending a function at Stormont for representatives of the 
community, where he was struck by the number of heavily-built gentlemen 
sporting crewcuts and a lot of gold ornamentation, and wearing suits that 
were rather small for them.  
620 LB pp.5-6 
621 BH p.3. The issue of protection money may have been localised. Richard 
Pierce, in Fermanagh, said “I never heard of anything even like that.” (RP 
p.14) 
622 LB p.6 
623 LB p.4 
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Working during the Troubles: Architects and Listers 
 
Architects and Surveyors 

Like every other business working in the town or city centres, 

architects saw their share of bombs and bomb damage. Caroline 

Dickson, for instance, set up her architectural practice in Derry 

just as the Troubles were breaking out, and while she could manage 

the daily stress, the relief when out of it was palpable:  

 

There were days you spent more time standing up in the 
Diamond 624  and seeing bits of cars hurtling up [after 
explosions]. But I was lucky, we had to replace a few windows, 
and my father who was two doors down the street, his windows 
got sucked out, and he was in the back of the building, in one 
of the old merchant houses in Shipquay Street...  
It was only when I went down to meet up with friends in Dublin 
for something, I think I went down for a wedding, they said 
You’ve never talked so much - it was the sheer relief. And I 
mean Donegal people just wouldn’t come into Derry.625 

 

She recalled the Ulster Workers’ Strike626 in 1974 as a particularly 

difficult time: 

 

I think the most frightening day was when the workers had their 
strike. And I’d come into work... And it was eerie it was so 
quiet, and then I thought I really ought to get home. And I 
remember - I encountered my father’s secretary and gave her a 
lift, and we were going down the Quays, and then one lot came 
out and they were sort of looking as if they were going to try 
and lift the car, and I said to her, You’d better just get out 
and walk down there, I’ll go back and find another way out. And 
I told one of the checkpoints and they said If we let you out 
into the other side of the town, can you get home, and I said I 
probably can because I’m involved in Father Denis Bradley’s 
youth club down by the Long Tower, so my car would have been 
known down there, and I got out that way. There were a few lads 
who danced around, but it came right around, I got home, I was 
quite pleased to get out. It was eerie, it was so quiet in the 
middle of town. That was one of the nastier days.627 

 

As well as being caught up in explosions and bomb scares, most 

architects were directly involved in repairing bomb damage. As a 

student architect, John Gilbert worked for Desmond Hodges, whose 

clientele included the owners of some grand buildings, such as 
                         
624 The square in the centre of Derry (like many Ulster towns) is called the 
Diamond. In the heart of the commercial city, streets all round it were hit 
by bombs.  
625 CD p.8 
626 The Ulster Workers’ Strike was called by loyalists opposed to the power-
sharing Sunningdale Agreement and lasted for two weeks in May 1974. With 
ports and roads blocked and shops forced to close, the country was grinding 
to a halt when workers at Ballylumford power station joined the strike. When 
Brian Faulkner and his colleagues in the Assembly resigned, the strike came 
to an end.  
627 CD p.9 
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Caledon Castle, not far from the border, which had been bombed in 

November 1972. Gilbert recalls the disconcerting asynchronicity 

between the elegant surroundings and the reality of life on the 

border at that time: 

 

I spent days at Caledon, staying with Lord and Lady Caledon... 
because the place had been bombed, and it was John Nash’s 
Library, and the colonnade at the front had been bombed, and 
Desmond Hodges was asked to come in - he had already been 
working a bit on it, so I had to go and survey all the bomb 
damage. And that was interesting because I had my own bedroom 
but I would sit beside Lord Caledon in the living room and he 
had a sten gun beside him, all the time, because “the lads” 
would be coming in across the Blackwater to blow up 
something.628 

 

The Earl of Caledon was an officer in the UDR, so apart from the 

recent bombing his isolated location near the border made his 

precautions very necessary.  

 

The engineer Jim Kerr worked with Kirk McClure & Morton who designed 

new buildings for government, which had to comply with  

 

particular design codes specific to Northern Ireland... They 
would have come from the Department of Finance, the DoE or 
whatever... And it was generally to do with blast-loading, 
particularly around windows and so on, to make sure windows 
could resist blast.629 

 

The firm also carried out a lot of structural reports on bomb-damaged 

buildings, either helping to assess compensation or to establish the 

extent of repairs that might be necessary to make good bomb damage.  

 

and I do remember reading the reports and looking at some of 
the very unusual effects. I remember seeing pictures of roof 
structures with every nail in the roof lifted maybe an inch and 
a half out of the timbers because of the explosion, but the 
roof still being on, you know appearances like that... I 
remember the effects weren’t text-book by any means, the blast 
did tend to funnel around buildings, so there were unusual 
effects.630 

 

LB was involved as a surveyor in the refurbishment of many bomb-

damaged buildings all over Northern Ireland, and felt the frustration 

of owners who would have restored their buildings but couldn’t, 

either because any insurance money would be very slow in coming, 

because the damage was too complete, or simply that they didn’t have 

                         
628 JG p.5 
629 JK pp.3-4 
630 JK p.3 
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the heart to go through restoration with every possibility of another 

bomb once the job was complete: 

 

I remember looking at a house, in Moy actually, which had been 
close to a big bomb, and you could see the quality of the 
stuff, roof timbers were absolutely beautiful, you’d have given 
your eye teeth to be able to take them out - they were all 
matchwood like, but the house would have been, probably early 
1800s. It was a lovely lovely building, and the owners of it 
would have liked to put it back together again but there was no 
appetite for it because they were distraught, probably in their 
sixties, and they just didn’t have the heart for it.631 

 

When the bombing began to decimate whole town centres 

indiscriminately, piecemeal response to bomb damage was for a time 

almost the only building work going on in the province. LB recalls 

the despair felt by many people following bomb damage, and the basic 

or very temporary nature of many repairs, designed to get back in 

business as cheaply as possible rather than looking to a future of 

possible peace: 

 

Because obviously at the same time people weren’t prepared to 
invest, because all these bombs were going off so there was a 
general feeling of, Why would I invest in this country? So 
there was no investment and all the work was in reconstruction 
or rebuilding of really massively damaged areas - and the 
reconstruction tended to be all right, but not great.632 

 

By the end of the 1970s morale was such that replacement buildings 

were carried out to minimal standards just to keep businesses in 

operation, while other buildings were simply abandoned while 

businesses moved to cheaper buildings elsewhere, and town centres 

were being decimated. LB noted that where people had often lived over 

the shop, replacement buildings rarely looked towards a time when 

people might live there once again: 

 

We had jobs where we actually didn’t do anything above ground 
floor level. You built the facade, and that was it. Put windows 
in, but there was nothing up there. There was no living 
accommodation, which there would always have been... [The shop 
owner] never really used the upper level anyway, so he thought, 
Why bother building it? I need a roof, so I’ll put a roof on, 
but I don’t need two floors above it.633 

 

The Troubles had a disastrous effect on investment in Northern 

Ireland, but there was a similar rebound when they came to an end. 

Bill Morrison recalled the day the IRA announced a ceasefire in 

August 1994: 

                         
631 LB p.15 
632 LB p.16 
633 LB p.16 
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I was sitting in an office that very day with an estate agent 
who received a call while I was sitting there and he said when 
he put the phone down, Do you know that was a man from London 
wanting to invest £2 million in the centre of Belfast and he 
didn’t care where it went.634 

 

Belfast’s property values were so depressed by that time that it was 

a good bet, though in February 1996 the Canary Wharf bomb635 in London 

announced that the IRA was back in business.  

 

 
Listing Northern Ireland in the Troubles 

While most architects and builders were dealing with the day to day 

problems of seeing contracts through in the face of intimidation, or 

making good ravaged buildings in town centres, with very little 

opportunity to think of the long term, there was one small group of 

architects who were sent out to record historic buildings and to 

establish which ones should be preserved for posterity. The 

legislation they were working to and the procedures involved in 

converting the raw material of their site surveys into the scholarly 

Lists that we are familiar with are dealt with elsewhere, but 

something needs to be said about their work in the field.  

 

Colin Hatrick was one of the first “listers” appointed by government 

to draw up a provisional list of historic buildings in readiness for 

the 1972 Planning Order which would establish the formal process of 

listing buildings. His work started in 1969, and coincided with the 

outbreak of the Troubles. What in England had been a rather leisurely 

and gentlemanly pursuit, talking to vicars and aristocrats and 

looking at picturesque chocolate-box cottages, was a very different 

process in Northern Ireland at that time. A stranger going around 

with large maps making notes and taking photographs was bound to be 

viewed with suspicion by a cautious and vigilant community, 

particularly one that had no idea that they were living amongst 

historic buildings.  

 

Charles Munro and I started our survey about the same time as 
the Troubles and there was disbelief that anyone would send us 
out at that time.   After all, no matter about our high-flown 
titles as Investigators of Buildings of Architectural or 
Historic Interest, in many quarters we were looked on as 
“Snoopers”... The military was unable to distinguish friend 
from foe and the paramilitaries did not care either way.636 

                         
634 BM p.16 
635 The bomb was a response to a demand that the IRA enter full disarmament as 
a condition to entering talks with the British government. The Good Friday 
Agreement didn’t follow till 1998. 
636 CH, We do not list Walls 
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There were some precautions that the listers could take - “For 

example, with the peace walls, I was getting a scout to take me out 

of places that had snipers”637 - or they might report in to the local 

police station to let them know what they were doing: 

 

In one place I had to come out of the police station... And 
when I came down they were waiting for me. And [the local 
gangleader] said, We’re looking [you] over to see if we’ll 
shoot you. So I said, What conclusion have you come to? And he 
gave this terrible hoarse laugh, because they were very nervous 
about the whole thing. So I said no, I’m just finishing up what 
I’m doing here.638 

 

Sometimes the local hard men were more insistent -  

 

Big Edgar for example, he ran one of these areas, and I went 
along and I identified I think seven [buildings] to be listed. 
And I was just finishing, and this chap came up to me and he 
said, Big Edgar wants to speak to you. I said, Well I... He 
said No no - and he pulls back his coat, and [shows] a 
revolver. So I started to walk away, and there was another one 
came up and he pulled back his coat as well, so I went, and Big 
Edgar was sitting in a school, a disused school, and he’d 
heaped up this furniture and he was sitting at the top, and he 
said, he said I know all about you. And he said I don’t want 
any listings here, and he said, You have a daughter Tracey, and 
a son Michael, and he said, I could protect [them] for you, but 
at a cost. And he said One of the costs would be that you would 
desist from this area, and also the fact that if you pay me - I 
think it was £10,000 or something - I’ll look after them. So I 
said, I can’t do any of those things.  
And he said, will you join me then across the road, and there’s 
a pub - it’s just opposite that big church up there, on the 
Crumlin Road, and I went over there and all his henchmen were 
there, but they’d been drinking all day, and I only had a few 
drinks you see. And he said, You are right Hatrick, and he hit 
me. On the back, all pally - but it knocked me off my feet - 
and I still had the marks on my hands, going down the Crumlin 
Road. And, the last thing he said, I’ll look after you for 
nothing.  
And then they killed him. Sitting up there, they shot him. And 
they were scared to go in. But eventually the smell was so bad. 
And then they blew up his retainers in the pub opposite. And it 
has been rebuilt.639 

 

As Colin says, “that was the sort of thing that could be off-

putting”640. 

 

It’s just you were in their patch, because they used to block 
me with a car in front, or a van at the back, and then they’d 
take me out, and they’d ask me what I was doing. This happened 
quite often. The army were quite bad because they didn’t know 

                         
637 CH p.16 
638 CH p.17 
639 CH pp.16-17 
640 CH p.17 
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if we were friend or foe. The police were grand, because they 
knew what we were doing. And I think it was the police that 
wondered about anybody sending us out on that sort of errand, 
at that particular time. So each day, I just went out and did 
it, it wasn’t a question of Am I going to get shot today or 
what, just a question of doing it.641 

 

The present writer had some experience of this when listing in south 

Fermanagh and south Armagh during the 1981 hunger strikes, when every 

house in those areas had a large black flag in front of it, and there 

would have been strong anti-government feeling - though at least by 

then most people had heard about listed buildings, so it was easier 

to explain what one was doing. Hatrick acquired a thick skin of faux-

naivety to get through such circumstances: 

 

Occasionally in Belfast we’d run into something like Big Edgar 
or something like that, or run into a car that was being 
stoned. And in most cases if I appeared they knew I had nothing 
to do with that, and they just courteously waved me on and 
continued with their stoning.642 

 

However, Hatrick usually found it was useful to alert “some person I 

considered prominent”, 

 

And sometimes it was very chummy, because they were pleased 
that they were included, and would show me their library... 
There was an admiral one time and we finished a bottle and a 
half of port together. And there was another one where we 
finished a bottle and a half of gin together. And it was 
extremely chummy but, then they would let people know what we 
were doing.643 

 

In one Co Tyrone village that was considered particularly dangerous 

at the time, Colin 

 

simply spoke to a number of townspeople, and I asked them what 
they thought about particular buildings, and everybody’s 
flattered that you think that they know something. And in that 
way I was able to establish a bona fide.644 

 

His colleague, the late Dick Oram, who was English, might have found 

the process still more dangerous, but he soon became an expert on the 

local pubs and actually made many friends in those areas: 

 

He said that what saved him was Jamison. He would come out, and 
he would go into a bar, and he’d have a couple of Jamisons. But 
in going in there he was able to establish a certain bona fide. 

                         
641 CH p.17 
642 CH p.17 
643 CH p.18 
644 CH p.18 
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And I think it does permeate through a complete community that 
he’s harmless.645 

 
Dick Oram in 2006 

 

Dick had an irrepressible sense of optimism and according to Colin 

was 

 

seen occasionally emerging from the dust and smoke of an 
explosion... saying “It is wonderful the effect of a couple of 
Jamesons at lunchtime”.646 

 

Such preparation of the ground, whether in talking to the police, the 

army, the owner of the big house or the publican, was probably 

essential in many areas, as Hatrick says:  

 

When you think back it was quite ridiculous wasn’t it, to be 
snooping about. But I think if you’d snooped in a sort of less 
confident way you probably would get shot. I mean there was a 
girl collecting census forms, she was killed. And then there 
was a chap, he was learning quantity surveying, he was killed. 
Our chemist was killed, a girl he knew was shot, stopping her 
car, she was paralysed.647 

 

Once the statutory List of buildings was drafted the work began to 

include inspections of buildings for grant purposes. Normally the 

houses were inhabited and the owners pleased to discuss the works 

they proposed, but they also visited the scenes of explosions to 

produce Schedules of Requirements to guide restoration. Colin Hatrick 

recalled visiting Gwyn’s Institute in Derry, which was a burnt-out 

shell being restored against considerable odds by a doughty group of 

builders: 

 

                         
645 CH p.19 
646 CH, Conservation in the Front Line, Story No.28, unpublished memoir, p.5 
647 CH pp.18-19 
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As I completed my report a large piece of stone landed in front 
of me. [As I was] about to investigate, the doorway of a hut 
opened and I was gestured inside by the foreman of a group of 
workers. He explained that I had experienced a warning shot and 
that the next one would be more accurate. In any case the 
morning fusillade, from youths that occupied the building, was 
about to begin. The noise on the tin roof, was ear-splitting, 
and when the foreman judged that there was a lull, he advised 
me to leave the site as quickly as possible. The construction 
that the team had achieved in the mornings was thrown down 
after lunch by the youths and used as ammunition.648 

 

Hatrick says that although many civil servants were threatened over 

the course of the Troubles, comparatively few were killed; perhaps by 

good luck rather than anything else.  

 

I was threatened of course but only blown over once by an 
explosion that occurred in Cromac Street. A bullet took out a 
piece of stone beside me in Howard Street and attempting to 
lift it as a souvenir I found that it was red hot.649 

 

Like everyone else in Northern Ireland in the 70s and 80s, the 

listers would be caught up in bomb incidents: 

 

There is an element of unreality in leaving one’s place of work 
with glass falling all around or being the sole person left in 
a well-stocked jeweller’s shop with the staff disappearing into 
the distance.650 

 

 

Summary of Chapter 8 
 

This chapter has looked at the social and political context in which 

the building industry has worked, and specifically the impact of the 

Troubles (Objective 4).  

 

It seems trite to draw a simple conclusion from accounts like these, 

but very briefly they underline the close links that have always 

existed between many people on both sides of the “divide”, before and 

even during the Troubles, despite the actions of the relatively small 

number of zealots.  

 

The onset of the Troubles came as a surprise to very many people and 

in trying to carry on a normal life they were not trying to downplay 

the significance and horror of the times but stoically carrying on 

with work to look after their families, and indeed their neighbours - 

regardless of religion.  
                         
648 CH, We do not list Walls 
649 CH, Conservation in the Front Line, Story No.28 
650 Ibid. 
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The job of a housing officer in Belfast during the Troubles was very 

stressful, with the problems of emergency housing, paramilitaries 

squatting or interfering with housing contracts, and the continuous 

spate of bomb scares and security alerts, but to have been involved 

in prosecutions and enforcements as well added an additional 

uneasiness, and twenty years after the ceasefires and twelve years 

into retirement, Michael McKay says there are still “certain areas of 

Belfast I just daren’t go near. I’m probably all right,” he admits, 

but “it’s just one of those legacies that you have.”  

 

The building industry was very vulnerable to intimidation of workers 

and threats to owners and suppliers. Because much of the damage done 

to houses was in areas controlled by the paramilitaries, the new 

housebuilding had to be done in those areas, with inevitable risks. 

Most building firms continue to have a mixed workforce, but at the 

height of the Troubles had to pick their labour to suit the area in 

question, and the practice of using local squads to do much of the 

work arose from that necessity, so diluting the tight experienced 

workforce of the traditional small builder.  

 
Sadly, many buildings recorded in the early stages of listing were 

either badly damaged in bombs or were demolished outright, but the 

records that were put together provide an insight into a time that 

now seems both more innocent and often set in more attractive 

surroundings. Just as the Second World War led to the creation of 

listing and conservation in Great Britain, so the loss of buildings 

and streetscape through the Troubles seems to have concentrated minds 

on protecting what had survived. 

 

Architects, like anyone else working in Northern Ireland during the 

Troubles, had to deal with the chaos and disruption of bomb scares. 

They were also often involved in the immediate aftermath of getting 

buildings fixed up to get back in business, and there were few 

opportunities for imaginative design which might otherwise have been 

enjoyed.  

 

The architects carrying out the survey of historic buildings in the 

province were in a unique situation, investigating the present 

through the lens of the past but also looking forward to a time, then 

very hard to imagine, when Northern Ireland might once more be at 

peace and appreciative of what had survived the years of the 

Troubles.  
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9. CONSERVATION 
 
This section examines the growth of the conservation movement in 

Northern Ireland, from growing public concern at the loss of 

important buildings to development in the 1960s, through despair and 

anger at the destruction of the terrorists - and the planners - and 

the roads engineers - and the housing officials - who seemed to act 

as an unholy alliance determined to create an anonymous no man’s land 

where people had once created fine buildings and prosperous towns. 

And although the material may be local by its very nature, it is 

apparent that many of the interviewees realise the global 

significance of conservation: its actions may be local, but its 

rationale and impact go beyond national boundaries.  

 

People respond to destruction in different ways. To some, like Sir 

Christopher Wren being asked as Surveyor to the King’s Works to 

restore old St Paul’s Cathedral, “one of the most antient pieces of 

early piety in the Christian world”, which had been left only “a sad 

ruine” after the Great Fire of London,651 it is an opportunity to 

renew and make things better; to others, the determination is to 

restore and re-affirm the values of the past. The review of planning 

controls in an earlier section of this dissertation noted the 

introduction of legislative protection for ancient monuments, and 

then the increasing scope of such legislation as the focus of 

conservation moved forwards in time and became broader in its scope. 

This section will look at how that legislation was applied in 

Northern Ireland, but it will also consider how people responded to 

destruction. 

 

The Second World War caused immense destruction to towns and cities 

across Europe. The bombing of Coventry, the London blitz, and the 

annihilation of Dresden are amongst the best known incidents, but few 

centres of population in Europe were left unscathed. And the towns 

needed to be rebuilt to provide housing and jobs for the surviving or 

returning populations.  

 

The architects and planners who were tasked with the work of 

rebuilding after the Second World War had been educated in the 

virtues of architectural modernism. Unfortunately the aesthetics of 

modernism were rarely compatible with retaining and stitching in 

                         
651 John Evelyn, The Diary of John Evelyn, Esq, FRS, Frederick Warne London, 
nd, p.321 
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existing fabric, so that much that was still viable was cleared away 

along with the bomb-damaged sites, and the result was that many town 

and city centres were completely wiped out, allowing planners to 

develop entirely modern town centres. 

 

There was also an inevitable backlash when favourite landmarks and 

streets were demolished, and once the new buildings were no longer 

pristine people began to question the merits of the approach and to 

call for protection of what had been left. It is significant that the 

1947 Planning Act652, which was introduced to restrict urban sprawl 

and encourage orderly development by giving local authorities the 

power to draw up plans to redevelop bomb sites after the war, also 

included comprehensive powers to protect historic buildings.  

 

This legislation was not introduced to Northern Ireland until many 

years later, in 1972, for reasons analysed by Andrew McClelland653, 

yet now the various strands of conservation make up a significant 

part of planning legislation and up to a third of applications in 

Belfast now concern listed buildings or conservation areas.654   

 

While Northern Ireland was not as badly damaged during the War as 

many parts of England, Belfast in the course of two nights of bombing 

in 1941 suffered the greatest loss of life in any single night raid 

during the Blitz, and a substantial part of the city centre and 

housing in north Belfast was wiped out.  

 

When Northern Ireland finally got listed building legislation it 

coincided with the worst years of the Troubles. Listing was frankly 

dangerous, planning was weak, and the idea of restoring anything when 

it might easily be blown up again was not easy to put across. 

 

Nevertheless the legislation was introduced, listing started, and 

against sometimes appalling odds buildings began to be restored. The 

Ulster Architectural Heritage Society was set up in 1967 and soon 

established itself as one of the most vocal and active amenity 

societies in the British Isles, despite operating in the most 

difficult circumstances. 

 

                         
652  10 & 11 Geo. 6, Town and Country Planning Act 1947, 
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1947/51/pdfs/ukpga_19470051_en.pdf 
653 Andrew McClelland, A ghastly interregnum - the struggle for architectural 
heritage conservation in Belfast before 1972, Urban History, 45 1 (2018), 
Cambridge University Press. 
654 Conversation with Gavin Shivers, a planner with Belfast City Council, 
December 2017.  
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The history of conservation during this period is of considerable 

interest, its dramatic growth from the late sixties on being probably 

fuelled by the destruction of so many buildings655 - not only because 

of the Troubles, but also through road developments, housing 

clearance and private developments.656 Pierre Nora suggests that the 

destruction of the past is one important reason for the rise of 

conservation - “We speak so much of memory because there is so little 

of it left”657. 

 

What else has driven the rise of conservation? Is it for the benefit 

of local people, or for tourists?658 Is it nostalgia659, as developers 

would have it, or a dislike of inhumane developments, or a desire to 

save the best of the past that has survived all the destruction? Dewi 

& Rauzi suggest that architectural heritage is “an active agent in 

providing resilience for survivors”660. Before writing his book How 

Buildings Learn, Stewart Brand asked people what made buildings 

important in their lives, and the most common answer was age.661 So 

perhaps the role in communities putting their houses and streets back 

together after the Troubles has been a cure for the fears and 

frustrations of the previous decades.  

 

Is there too much conservation, and what is the future of new 

building in years to come? What is the future of the planet if 

development continues at the pace it has for the last fifty years? 

The interviewees address both these issues.  

 

                         
655 “The idea of heritage and listing buildings only really started after the 
war, when things were demolished so rapidly we don’t know exactly what was 
demolished and what was valuable” - Peter Larkham, professor of planning at 
Birmingham, quoted in Watts, Peter, Blitzed, rebuilt and built again: what 
became of London's bomb sites?, Guardian 2 September 2015. 
656 Marcus Patton, Conservation in Northern Ireland since 1969, in Association 
for Studies in the Conservation of Historic Buildings Transactions, Vol.23, 
pp.3-14, London 1998. 
657 Pierre Nora, Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire, in 
Representations no.26, Spring 1989, University of California, p.7. 
658 Fabiola Mancinelli and Saida Palou Rubio, Tourism and the Place of 
Memory, in Int. J. Tourism Anthropology, Vol. 5, Nos. 3/4, 2016. 
659 The Swiss physician Johannes Hofer defined nostalgia in 1688 as an 
unfulfilled longing for one’s motherland - nostos, the desire to return 
home, and algos, the pain of being unable to do so. He considered it as a 
medical condition, whereas more recently it has been regarded as 
sentimental. Interestingly, nostalgia is not just experienced from past 
experience, but can also be stimulated by imagined experience, such as for a 
different, or even future, time period. (Felipe de Brigard, Nostalgia 
reimagined, in Aeon, July 2020) 
660 Cut Dewi and Era Nopera Rauzi, Architectural heritage in post-disaster 
society: a tool for resilience in Banda Aceh after the 2004 tsunami 
disaster, The 7th AIC-ICMR on Sciences and Engineering, 2017. 
661 Stewart Brand, How Buildings Learn: What Happens after They’re Built, 
Viking Penguin, New York, 1994. 



 

 213 

The sections that follow look at the development of planning in 

Northern Ireland, the activism that emerged to oppose the building of 

roads and brutal redevelopment, then the development and 

implementation of historic buildings legislation. The role of the 

Historic Buildings Council and the process of listing are considered, 

then the work of the National Trust and the UAHS and their offshoot 

Hearth. One test case, the Castlecourt shopping centre in Royal 

Avenue, is considered in depth in an Appendix. Finally, the issue of 

sustainability and the future, not just of our towns and province, 

but of the world as a whole, is discussed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Late Georgian houses at 207-215 Donegall Street, Belfast, before demolition 
for road-widening, 1986. The houses between the terrace and St Patrick’s 
Church were restored by Hearth shortly after as social housing after being 
derelict for some twenty years.   
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Planning and Conservation 
 
When on holiday in Hamburg Colin Hatrick, by then an architect 

working with the DoE’s Historic Monuments and Buildings Branch, met 

“two large Germans”, who, upon hearing that he was from Belfast, 

remarked “I bombed you”. 

 

As he spoke with a tinny cackle, a bit like Star Wars, I was 
apprehensive until he explained that his diction was aided by a 
voice box fitted under his throat as his vocal chords had been 
damaged while serving with the Luftwaffe during the war...662 

 

They took him to an apartment filled with wartime memorabilia, 

amongst which was a cabinet of map drawers, from which they drew a 

sheaf marked “Belfast” and dated November 1940. The maps identified 

that “in addition to the shipyard and the aircraft factory... certain 

rows upon rows of little streets were to go”, and underlined how 

poorly defended the city was.  

 

It was said that the waterworks had been mistaken for the docks 
and Hans took this as an affront when I put it forward. An 
engineer of my acquaintance, employed by the Corporation, was 
of the opinion that an arrangement had been made with Germany 
to destroy certain sections of the city to facilitate re-
development...663 

 

Belfast was indeed bombed by the Luftwaffe in 1941, with disastrous 

consequences for the city - much of the historic core of the city 

around High Street and street upon street of terraced houses were 

decimated with a mixture of explosives and fire - though the veracity 

of the suggestion that it was deliberately designed to facilitate 

redevelopment seems questionable!664 

 

The fact is however that the Town & Country Planning Act of 1947 in 

England and Wales was designed to stimulate and control orderly 

development, and the enthusiasm of the new profession of town 

planners was very much for clearing areas to create the clean new 

towns and cities of the future, so the opportunities created by the 

                         
662 CH, Story No.117, The Bombing of Belfast. 
663 Ibid. 
664 Sir Julian Huxley, the first director of UNESCO and a brother of the 
writer Aldous Huxley, declared that “The blitz has been a planner’s 
windfall... not only did it do a certain amount of much-needed demolition 
for us, but - more important - it made people of all walks of life realise 
that reconstruction was necessary.” (Qu in Matthew Omolesky, The 
Architecture of Self-Hatred: Brutalism, Barbarism, and the making of 
Dystopia, in The American Spectator, 13 April 2019). 
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war were rather opportune. As Peter Larkham, professor of planning at 

Birmingham said, grasping the nettle quite firmly: 

 

Everybody called it an opportunity. That’s a difficult word if 
you suffered from bombing, were made homeless and saw people 
killed, but it was an opportunity for many.665 

 

Planners at that stage gave little thought to the preservation of the 

past - their job was to build for the future. In the optimistic times 

of the sixties Bill Morrison realised that “the whole idea of 

government was to promote advance factories and road building, road-

led projects” like the new towns, because  

 

“They instantly got roads to them, and to this day you can 
detect that the roads were built long before anything else.”666 

 

The derelict land had to be redeveloped of course - but the question 

of how it should be developed was a matter of choice. Almost 

uniformly across the UK, modernism was the mode du jour. But it 

didn’t have to be like that, as several continental cities 

demonstrated. In Poland Gdansk, for instance, like many European 

cities, was largely destroyed by bombing during the war, and needed 

to be rebuilt urgently to house refugees - but the Poles put 

sufficient pressure on their Russian paymasters to achieve a 

remarkably high standard of reconstruction and restoration of their 

ruins. As a result they have a city where people want to live and 

that attracts tourists - and, unlike much postwar development in the 

UK, it hasn’t had to be rebuilt since.667 

 

The process of applying planning principles to housing developments 

and general development control has been discussed elsewhere. This 

section looks at the application of planning as a conservation tool, 

dealing with listed buildings and conservation areas. Since listing 

was only getting under way during the 1970s and 1980s, during which 

time The Troubles were at their height, the planners tended to have 

other priorities during much of that period. Commercial development 

pressures were not generally strong, and the largest development body 

along with the Roads Service was probably the Housing Executive, both 

government bodies.  

                         
665 Quoted in Peter Watts, Blitzed, rebuilt and built again: what became of 
London’s bomb sites?. Whether the Luftwaffe ever marked up maps in the way 
Colin Hatrick suggests or not, London County Council certainly coloured up 
house-by-house maps showing the extent of damage across the city after the 
war - initially to deal with compensation, but shortly afterwards used to 
facilitate redevelopment. A similar process probably happened in Belfast.  
666 BM p.7 
667 Marcus Patton, Gdansk - Heritage in Amber, in Perspective March 2020 
pp.86-91.  
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After the signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, with its 

promise of peace, the private developers reappeared with a vengeance. 

Any attempts by the planners to constrain development were met by 

comments such as one the planner Bill Morrison remembers along the 

lines of “We’ll just knock it down then - you can’t stop us.668” 

 

One reason that nobody could stop the developers was that the 

intensity of the Troubles and the lack of resources for historic 

buildings staff increasingly dealing with ongoing planning and grant 

cases, meant that listing had slowed down and much of Belfast in 

particular was still be surveyed for the first time even in the 

1990s669. As a result many buildings that should have been listed had 

no protection, a fact of which the developers took advantage, 

although the planners seemed less aware of the gap in protection. 

When asked if their arm would have been strengthened if more 

buildings had been listed, Morrison replied: 

 

Oh yes. I mean we were governed by that. You can talk somebody 
out of taking a building down sometimes, but - no it would have 
made a big difference.670 

 

While conservation had never been a central part of Morrison’s work 

it had actually been at the back of his mind since his studies at 

York, where he had been sent by his employer TT Houston, who he 

remembers as  “a kindly man [who] gave me a lot of opportunities”671: 

 

The whole idea of conservation grew on me... The one thing I 
remember taking away from [York] was that the heritage was 
important, and the fact that we had no conservation areas at 
all in Northern Ireland, and didn’t have for another ten years, 
struck me as being an appalling gap. It was people like Charlie 
Brett who of course led the charge and he deserves credit 
without any doubt as to the people that opened my eyes.672 

 

Swamped by applications involving the demolition of good houses to 

build apartment blocks out of character with important areas of the 

city, Morrison realised that they would have to take preemptive 

action. “Every square inch” of land was being developed, and the 

                         
668 BM p.12 
669 The First Survey which came to an end around 1995 had a cut-off date of 
1914, so that many late-Victorian and Edwardian buildings were ignored as 
being too recent, and when the Second Survey made a preliminary inspection 
of the Malone and Stranmillis area in 2018-19, work was stopped because 
there were so many potential listings that other wards would have suffered. 
So a considerable extent of Belfast has still not been properly listed, even 
in 2020. 
670 BM p.13 
671 BM p.2 
672 BM p5 
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planners decided that Belfast needed five new conservation areas.673 

They put the case forward but were told it would need a four-month 

consultation period: 

 

“... and I remember we sat with disbelief at the thought of a 
four-month consultation period whenever the market was so 
buoyant that they couldn’t find enough builders for all the 
demolition cases they were going to tumble - so we decided 
after studying and looking exactly what the constraints were 
that we would just proceed with declaring these conservation 
areas without any consultation. And I remember a lot of raised 
eyebrows but we didn’t do anything that we weren’t empowered to 
do or anything that could be challenged in the courts. 

 

The developers may not have liked it but Morrison said “I seem to 

remember Charlie Brett actually patting me on the back,”674 so he had 

pleased the conservation lobby. The planners may have worried about 

the procedures they had followed, but there is no doubt the move was 

a popular one, and Morrison found that he had become, to some extent 

at least, a conservationist. When enforcement was announced after the 

illegal demolition of a conservation area building in Botanic Avenue, 

Morrison did a television interview, at the end of which the girl 

interviewing him “slapped her hands together” with excitement that 

the planners had taken a stand.675 

 

When Conservation Areas were first brought in, they were administered 

by the Historic Monuments & Buildings Branch of DoE along with listed 

buildings, but before long Conservation Areas were put under the wing 

of the planners. Perhaps Northern Ireland’s planners found 

Conservation Areas too awkward to administer, but for whatever reason 

they devised a sort of poor man’s conservation area known as an Area 

of Townscape Character. Bill Morrison is concerned that the 

designation of ATCs has tended to be a substitute for the stronger 

protection that would be provided by conservation area status. 

However, when it was put to him that development control has become 

so lax that ATCs have “the development control you should have” 

throughout built-up areas, he agreed.676 

 

As a residents’ association member pointed out in the 1990s, 

“Planning is there to protect us from people like us”677: Everybody 

wants the freedom to make changes to their property - but nobody 

wants to see their neighbour doing something that damages the amenity 
                         
673 BM p.12 
674 BM p.12 
675 BM pp.12-13 
676 BM p.19 
677 A view expressed in the 1990s at a meeting of the South Belfast Planning 
Group with town planners.  
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of the area. As a result, there is public support for a planning 

system, but very little for a system that delays and creates 

paperwork - and then approves everything put in front of it. An 

ineffective planning system - such as the public perceives exists in 

Northern Ireland - is of no use to anybody.678 

 

 

 

Activism 
 
When planning is perceived to be ineffective some people shrug their 

shoulders and assume that nothing can be done about it - but others 

take to the press or to the streets to lobby for a better system. 

Protests can take different forms, and range from street 

demonstrations to journalism, and from historical research to 

subversive participation in committees. The interviewees 

participating in this research covered a wide range of such routes. 

 

 
Activism in Belfast 

The Belfast of the 1960s was staid and conservative, focused on 

building roads and creating employment in new industries. But even in 

Belfast there were signs of a growing environmental movement.  

 

There were four buildings in the University area of Belfast whose 

demolition happened in the 1960s before there was statutory listing 

and raised protests: the Jacobethan terrace known as Queen’s Elms 

which stood facing the Lanyon building at Queen’s, the Stranmillis 

Road gate lodge to the Botanic Gardens, the old tollhouse in Bradbury 

Place, and the very important Deaf & Dumb Institute by Charles 

Lanyon, designed to be a counterpart to the main university building 

itself, which would undoubtedly have been a Grade A listing if it had 

survived. 

 

The planner Bill Morrison remembers the late architect Brian Boyd, 

who was to be a founder member of the Ulster Architectural Heritage 

Society, as being a wonderful and humorous man, who had been a leader 

in the protests about the Deaf & Dumb Institute and was “the only 

person actually for whom I held a placard in the air.”679 

 

                         
678 Marcus Patton, There is little point in having a planning system if it is 
toothless, News Letter, 14 August 2020. 
679 BM p.3 
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From a slightly younger generation, the architect John Gilbert came 

to his position of activism by getting involved in social problems 

and journalism. As an architectural student at Belfast’s Queen’s 

University in the early 1970s, Gilbert was heavily involved in the 

world of “little magazines”, usually focused around poetry but often 

with a left-wing or activist flavour, which were produced through 

photocopies or the growth of newly-affordable litho printing and 

circulated internationally. Although his initial interest was the 

poetry and graphics magazine Crabgrass, his expertise in photography 

and graphics soon took him in a very different direction. For the 

magazine Interest he took photographs in Sandy Row: 

 

and then I helped people in Sandy Row because they had the 
Sandy Row Redevelopment Association, and I did posters for them 
to stop the motorway. And that really got me involved in 
working with communities and housing matters. That was a 
revelation to me, not just to see inside the houses, but to be 
involved in the people that were there. That’s something the 
university never touched on, which is criminal really.680 

 

Photography became an obsession for Gilbert, but he found himself 

drawn to areas with social problems. For a short time he had a job as 

a photographer, but concern for the plight of people trapped in 

redevelopment areas - their situations compounded by the Troubles - 

led back to architectural work as well, albeit “I think I was doing 

it for nothing, I might have been paid something but it was pretty 

basic”: 

 

One thing I remember was going up to the Taughmonagh estate and 
taking down the aluminium bungalows, dismantling them, and I’ve 
still got the drawings of that, where I showed how all the 
bolts went together... - it was all from the aluminium aircraft 
factories that made all these beautiful light trusses that you 
could carry and the aluminium nuts were not rusted, you could 
just unbolt them and put them up again. It [became] a drinking 
hall in Sandy Row basically... they talked about a community 
centre but it wasn’t really.681 

 

At first the communities were fighting against redevelopment, to keep 

their terrace houses. But once they had been rehoused in new flats 

the campaigns focused on how to deal with condensation and the social 

problems of deck access flats: 

 

The photographs I took in Divis was when the Divis flats were 
being built... But I did go back because the community group 
asked me to survey it because it had a lot of condensation - 
immediately, it started. People didn’t want these flats, 
politicians argued for them because it was a dense housing and 

                         
680 JG p.6 
681 JG pp.6-7 



 

 220 

comprehensive development area. This is what they wanted for 
the markets area as well, CDAs. You know there is a terrible 
plan, I’m not sure who it was that started with CDAs for the 
Markets area, it was all deck access flats. Luckily that didn’t 
get built. Because we looked at what the options were and found 
that you could build two-storey terraced housing at about the 
same density as these high-rise - it was madness!682 

 

At university, John Gilbert had been puzzled why architecture 

students were asked to design community centres but never housing, 

particularly when “the housing in Belfast was pretty bad and yet 

nobody was talking about it.”683 Shortly after qualifying he was 

working in the Housing Executive office where the Markets area of 

Belfast was being redeveloped. So now they were designing housing, 

but for some reason they never looked at what was already there: 

 

Everybody just felt that you had to demolish and build new. We 
did look at options for taking over existing properties, I 
remember drawing up options, why they were never opted I don’t 
know. I mean the Markets area, it was great... really narrow 
streets but they had all these stables, with horses in them 
[laughs] and carts, you could race these horses and carts up 
and down the street, and we wanted to keep that in the new 
housing development. So we built garages, or at least we 
designed garages which could be stables, but they never got 
built... The two-storey housing was ok, but they destroyed 
Cromac Street, they really did make a mess of Cromac Street, 
and there’s about two buildings left in it, it was really awful 
what they did there.684 

 

Gilbert was able to argue the case for more humane housing, but there 

was resistance to it: 

 

I remember they said, Oh we’re not building any more flats, 
[but] I came across a drawing board with some architects, and 
it had flats on it, and I went and reported this to the 
Director, I had the gall, and he came and he saw this and he 
stopped it - just like that! And those architects were livid 
you know, because they had got the designs.685 

 

As he says, “I didn’t make any friends”686 in the Housing Executive. 

But outside work he was part of a very active group comprising 

architects, social workers, artists and writers. The playwright 

Stewart Parker was part of the commune that shared a pair of flats in 

Rugby Road Belfast, and his play Spokesong satirised the plight of a 

city being destroyed on the one hand by the bombers and on the other 

                         
682 JG p.7 
683 JG p.4 
684 JG p.7 
685 JG p.7 
686 JG p.7 
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by the planners.687 At the same time Spokesong argued that the bicycle 

was the ideal form of transport, and that chimed with John and 

Stewart’s very vocal opposition to the Belfast Urban Motorway 

(gleefully abbreviated to BUM), which was being planned hand-in-hand 

with the housing redevelopment to wipe out swathes of the inner 

city.688  

 

I think the initial design done by Travers Morgan was for a 
ring road which went right round the city really, and I 
realised it was going to go through Sandy Row, and it was going 
to go through Botanic Avenue as well. And I thought, well 
that’s ridiculous, so I remember we organised photographs of 
Botanic Avenue - the noise that it would create, you couldn’t 
visualise how bad it was... - you’d get these fancy drawings 
which show, oh lakes under the motorway - you know it was 
ridiculous.689 

 

Gilbert met a social worker who was running a playgroup in St 

Andrew’s Church near Sandy Row, and together they organised a 

procession drawing attention to the problems of the area:  

  

They had the Dampness Monster and all of that, the Development 
Monster. And so we had floats and people, everybody from Sandy 
Row sort of gathered round and then we took it through to the 
city hall on a float... and we had a sort of press conference 
as well.690 

 

Gilbert also met Ron Weiner, an English academic who wrote The Rape 

and Plunder of the Shankill691, an analysis of the social structure of 

the Shankill and how it was wrecked by redevelopment. But most people 

felt powerless to change what was seen as progress.692 John felt that 

the people of Sandy Row “could object to things but they didn’t see 

their ability to change things, and I don’t think they did”693: 

 

I don’t think people were really conscious about conservation 
then... I think [redevelopment] was just seen as, This is the 
future [laughs].694 

                         
687  The script of Spokesong is available at 
https://www.concordtheatricals.co.uk/p/4314/spokesong. 
688 Parker and Gilbert’s involvement in the opposition to the Motorway is 
described in Marilynn Richtarik’s biography, Stewart Parker: A Life, Oxford 
University Press, 2012, pp.119-22. 
689 JG p.9 
690 JG p.9 
691 Ron Wiener, The Rape and Plunder of the Shankill: Community Action, the 
Belfast Experience, Belfast, 1976.  
692 The one-time paramilitary Billy Hutchinson had grown up in the Shankill 
area and joined the UVF in the early 1970s. He was sentenced to life in 
prison in 1975, where he became commanding officer of the UVF and Red Hand 
Commando prisoners, but cites reading Wiener’s Rape and Plunder in Long Kesh 
as his inspiration for studying town planning on his release. (Billy 
Hutchinson, My Life in Loyalism, Merrion Press, 2020). 
693 JG p.11 
694 JG p.11 



 

 222 

 

Planning at the time was based on extrapolating need, so increased 

numbers of cars creating congestion meant the planners had to design 

more roads rather than query whether all the car journeys were 

necessary or if they could be diverted onto public transport; and 

there was little thought of the impact of the roads on non-drivers, 

as John Gilbert recalled: 

 

They think of roads, as for cars to go on. It’s secondary that 
a pedestrian or a cyclist would go down it. Or that people 
would actually like being there, or you would want to live 
there. Or have to live there. Whereas when you go to a European 
city it’s completely different.695 

 

At the BUM (Belfast Urban Motorway) inquiry Gilbert talked to some of 

the roads engineers, asking why the car was given such dominance, but 

at the end of all the reports and despite all the objections, the 

inquiry into BUM found in favour of it: 

 

It was a foregone conclusion... they’re there to plough through 
a decision that they process... Participation only goes so 
far.696 

 

Gilbert also talked to prisoners in Long Kesh about the motorway, as 

part of the education programme arranged for the political prisoners:  

 

I had to give a talk to the inmates at Long Kesh about the 
Belfast Urban Motorway... So I rolled up, you had to go through 
security, and lo and behold they confiscated all my maps... - I 
mean they were worried that they could use these maps to go and 
do more damage than the Urban Motorway designers?! Was that 
possible? I can’t imagine how they could do that! So I had to 
draw up a map of Belfast with the ring road from memory... The 
funny thing when I came out my fingers were covered in chalk 
and it was all yellow and green! [laughs]697  

 

 
Activism in Scotland 

Moving to Scotland, Gilbert worked with a co-op called Assist which 

had been founded by Raymond Young, who had taken an innovative 

approach to tenement rehabilitation and established Assist to work 

with local communities in repairing tenements rather than “dingin’ 

them doon”, as the Glasgow expression was.  

                         
695 JG p.10 
696 JG p.11 
697 JG p.11 - yellow and green signified that he had been in a Republican 
wing. Richard Pierce said he “always felt more ill at ease in Loyalist 
enclaves than Republican enclaves. I always felt, even now, that the 
Catholic Republican side is the side that wants change, and therefore is 
more tuned in to creativity. The Protestant side is the side that is tuned 
in to keeping things the way they are and therefore has no interest in 
change or creativity.” (RP p.14) 
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We showed they could fit a bathroom into the bed recess space 
basically, and how people could apply for improvement grants. 
Before that, the Council came in and gutted everything and 
destroyed just about everything.698 

 

When they got involved with tenement repairs, he found it was hard to 

draw the line in specifying the work: 

 

You would go in and you would be cataloguing everything - I 
remember going in and having to record every little bit on the 
window - you know baton rod replacement, parting bead 
replacement, replace this cill, do that. And then people said, 
we’ve got to put double-glazing in, you know, you have to take 
out the window. So you’d take out the window. And the sound-
proofing isn’t so good, so let’s take up the floor. And then 
Oh, you’ve got rot here, let’s... And when it ended you’d 
stripped out the whole thing, basically it got so bad that you 
just had a shell and then you had to put it all together again. 
And I think that was the wrong way, but that’s what was done in 
a lot of the housing action areas.699 

 

Gilbert began giving professional evidence when Scottish councils 

were taken to court. His experience of the problems of condensation 

in the lower Falls deck access flats applied when he found the same 

condensation problems in the Gorbals and he drew on his experience as 

a student publisher to produce Clydeside Action, which was a 

community project fighting for better insulation and maintenance: 

 

We were fighting dampness and that sort of thing. I was 
interested in that, and a lot of cases of bad dampness and 
condensation, because of lack of insulation or poor heating or 
maintenance. 
MP: Was that worse in the new buildings or the older ones? 
JG: Mostly, this was in the new buildings.700 

 

So ironically, as with the deck-access flats in Belfast, Gilbert was 

finding people moved against their wishes into new housing that was 

worse that what they had been living in. Later he produced The 

Tenement Handbook701 to help tenants and owners to overcome housing 

problems and give them ammunition to fight reluctant Councils.  

 

Most of the Councils, Glasgow included, were very poor at 
maintenance and management of their estate. They treated their 
tenants as shit, really. Their philosophy was good, but they 
tended always to blame the tenant for the problem, not that 
things had moved on and needed improving and maintenance needed 
to be done.702 

                         
698 JG p.12 
699 JG p.15 
700 JG p.13 
701 John Gilbert and Ann Flint, The Tenement Handbook: A Practical Guide to 
Living in a Tenement, Assist Architects, 1993. 
702 JG p.13 
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Gilbert’s activism was raw and focused on the people affected by 

redevelopment. Alastair Rowan, on the other hand, came from an 

academic background and provided intellectual muscle for the 

conservationist case. He was brought up in Belfast but moved to 

London before following a career in Edinburgh and Dublin. But as an 

architectural historian he was able to recognise the value of 

buildings under threat, and to provide scholarly talks and essays 

pricking the pomposity of bureaucrats and to argue in the most 

civilised manner why demolitions should be stopped.  

 

The battle Rowan had with Edinburgh University was a forerunner of 

the campaigns the UAHS would have against university development in 

Belfast, and his description of the campaign is very relevant. Until 

the late 1960s nobody “would have claimed that there was anything 

wrong with modern architecture or with the principle of demolishing 

dwellings that were considered insanitary”, but Clive Fenton says 

that Rowan was suggesting that the university area should be declared 

a Conservation Area rather than a Comprehensive Development Area, and 

boldly asserting that “the old was always better than the new”, 

arguing that “spirit-of-place” should take precedence over “spirit-

of-age”.703 

 

Like Gilbert and Brett, Rowan had had a period working in journalism: 

 

I wrote articles in Country Life opposed to what [Edinburgh] 
University was doing.  They were articles about conservation in 
Scotland; they were articles celebrating the Edinburgh New 
Town, two on the Edinburgh New Town, and then a third article 
about the threats to conservation, which was focused on 
Edinburgh University, and that article was called ‘A Cuckoo in 
the Nest’704, and I really attacked the University for what it 
was doing. And I always remember David Talbot Rice saying to me 
[academic voice] ‘Oh Alistair... - the Principal wants to see 
you: he’s read your Cuckoos’ [laughs].705  

 

The Cuckoo had “caused quite a flurry in the dovecote of the 

University”, as no doubt Rowan intended, and it was particularly 

opposed to the demolition of a group of tenements known as the 

Crichton Street Triangle, where he was up against Maxwell Young, the 

Secretary of Buildings for the University: 

                         
703  Clive B Fenton, Appleton’s Architects, PhD thesis for Edinburgh 
University, 2002, p.71. What Alistair Rowan actually said in his article was 
that in areas like the South Side of Edinburgh “even modest buildings of no 
great architectural pretensions are essential to a complete effect and 
therefore better than any new structure could be.”   (Cuckoo in the Nest, in 
Country Life 25 December 1969.)  
704 Cuckoo in the Nest, in Country Life 25 December 1969. 
705 AR p.14 
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Maxwell Young, as soon as a plan had been agreed for developing 
a site, demolished the buildings on the site, without appeal or 
anything. He saw it as his responsibility as the Secretary of 
Buildings, to provide the university with a cleared site to put 
its buildings on. He demolished a whole triangle of tenements 
which had been built in the 1770s. They had beautiful 
interiors, the stairs for the tenement you went into a passage 
and there was a circular spiral stair at the back of this 
triangular thing, it was lovely to go into the courtyard, it 
was called Crichton Street Triangle because when you went in 
there you had all these Georgian round towers running round, 
and they each had a spiral stair - the University let them to 
students because it had been gradually acquiring flat after 
flat so it would have a plot to develop.706 

 

The University had further plans for a very prominent location in 

Edinburgh, which Rowan opposed in his article: 

 

If you were driving up the Mound, there’s the General Assembly 
of the Church of Scotland, those buildings by Playfair, and 
then immediately next to them going on up the hill, there are 
two very handsome late 18th century plain tenements with big 
chimney lums707 on them - the University was going to knock 
those down and put a student residence there... Percy Johnson-
Marshall708 and Maxwell Young stood on their heads to try and 
prove that those buildings [on the Mound] were not 18th century 
and they were early 19th century - and they were wrong, I mean 
they were 1796 or something like that709, but what I said in 
Country Life was true.710 

 

The University was a powerful opponent, but soon Rowan found himself 

as a Trojan horse inside the university system: 

 

I became a member of the Senate, and as a member of the Senate 
I proposed that the university should set up a Conservation 
Committee to report to the University on all proposals that 
affected listed buildings in its area, and the University said 
‘Yes we’ll do this’. So if you made a fuss, and supported your 
position with arguments, in the enlightened world of Edinburgh 

                         
706 AR p.18 
707 “Lums”, Scots for chimneys. 
708 Percy Johnson-Marshall CMG (1915-1993) was born in India, raised in 
England and after the war qualified as a planner. He set up his planning 
consultancy  Percy Johnson-Marshall & Associates in 1962 and  masterminded 
Edinburgh’s Comprehensive Development Area in the 1960s. Having been 
appointed a lecturer at Edinburgh University in 1959, he went on to become 
its first professor of Urban Design and Regional Planning in 1964. Given 
Johnson-Marshall’s commitment to comprehensive development it was not 
surprising that the present author failed the course ten years later while 
proposing cycle lanes and urban conservation.  
709 “Johnson-Marshal1 cited the tradition of Robert Adam and his South Bridge 
project, and re-iterrated [sic] the chaos that had been caused by lack of 
planning. Johnson-Marshal1 refused to accept that there was such a thing as 
"planning blight". The decrepit state of the South Side was due to "planning 
decisions", he argued... Throughout this controversy, Johnson-Marshal1 
appears increasingly anachronistic: a man of the 193Os, both in his 
appearance and attitude, and no longer understood.”  (Clive B Fenton, in 
Fenton Appleton, p.72). 
710 AR p.20 
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they listened to you, and quite a lot of nice nuclei of 
buildings... instead of knocking them down and putting up 
something like Edinburgh University Library, which is a 
handsome building in its own way, but you don’t need too many 
of these spreading round the edge of the Meadows - and we 
managed to save quite a lot of interesting bits of buildings, 
and we were a sub-committee of the Building Committee of the 
University.711 

 

Sir Robert Matthew712 had championed the idea that there should be a 

New Town Conservation Committee set up to look after the Edinburgh 

New Town713, with a view to its becoming recognised as a World 

Heritage Site. The Civic Trust714 picked up the idea and proposed that 

that there should be a conference on Georgian Edinburgh, chaired by 

Matthew. 

 

He had access to government and he had the confidence of 
government. He had been one of the architects of the GLC in 
London... and he was somebody who the government could be 
confident would deliver a policy. He was an unrepentant 
modernist, and suddenly he was appearing as being the champion 
of conserving Georgian Edinburgh.715 

 

Colin McWilliam716 and the others who had been campaigning for 

Georgian Edinburgh for years were dismayed at this turn of events717, 

but the conference went ahead: 

 

                         
711 AR p.14 
712 Sir Robert Matthew(1906-75) was a Scottish architect who had been Chief 
Architect to London County Council where he had worked on post-war 
reconstruction before returning to Edinburgh in 1953 to become Edinburgh 
University’s first professor of Architecture. He continued to practice 
having established the firm of RMJM (Robert Matthew Johnson Marshall) with 
Percy Johnson Marshall’s brother Stirrat. In 1962 he was knighted, became 
President of the RIBA and founder-president of the Commonwealth Association 
of Architects. He also found time to produce the Belfast Regional Plan in 
1963. (Miles Glendinning, Modern Architect: the Life and Times of Robert 
Matthew, RIBA, London, 2008).  
713 An area of seven square miles of elegant Georgian mansions, as opposed to 
the partly mediaeval Old Town of Edinburgh. 
714 The Civic Trust was founded in 1957 by Duncan Sandys, to improve the 
amenity of places and establish the Civic Trust Awards among other 
initiatives.  
715 AR p.19. Matthew was not alone in taking significant conservationist roles 
after a career in Modernism. Graeme Shankland, who was known as the “Butcher 
of Liverpool” for his advocacy of urban motorways across the city, was also 
a founding member of the Victorian Society. The conflict does not seem to 
have been apparent to them. (Otto Saumarez Smith, Boom Cities: Architect 
Planners and the Politics of Radical Urban Renewal in 1960s Britain, Oxford, 
2019) 
716 Colin McWilliam (1928-1989) became Director of the Scottish National 
Buildings Record, then Assistant Secretary of the National Trust for 
Scotland, as well as lecturing in architectural history at Edinburgh College 
of Art. Sir Nikolaus Pevsner asked him to become editor of the Buildings of 
Scotland series. 
717 It is not surprising that the conservationists were dismayed - Matthew and 
RMJM were replacing Georgian buildings with large Modernist ones mostly 
designed by their own firm or by their pals, notoriously in the demolition 
of three sides of George Square at the heart of the university area.   
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[It] lasted for two days, John Betjeman came up and spoke at 
it, and it was announced that to conserve Georgian Edinburgh 
was going to cost five million pounds! And that government was 
giving the five million pounds for the conservation of Georgian 
Edinburgh, and Robert Matthew was one of the key agents in 
this.... but to cut a long story short, the Conference agreed 
to set up the New Town Conservation Committee and somebody was 
required to be the Director of the New Town Conservation 
Committee.718 

 

Word got around that Maxwell Young, the hated Secretary of Buildings 

for Edinburgh University, was going to apply for the job - and it 

looked very possible he would get it, because 

 

Of course Matthew, who had built a great many buildings for 
Edinburgh University, knew Maxwell Young very well, and Matthew 
had set up a wholly-owned subsidiary company run by his wife, 
which provided all the furniture for the university buildings, 
and he as architect recommended that they should use Lady 
Matthew’s firm to furnish them. It was a funny world!719 

 

Of course that would not happen nowadays (or so one is led to 

believe). But in the event another candidate came forward, one that 

was also known to Matthew, and who had been involved in the 

establishment of the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society: 

 

You can imagine my surprise when dear Desmond Hodges720 rang me 
up and said, ‘There’s a very interesting job in Edinburgh, 
Alistair, and I’m thinking of applying for it, and I’d really 
be interested’. And ... could I give up an afternoon or an 
evening to show him round the New Town of Edinburgh so that he 
knew what the job entailed... I gave him a whole day, and I 
told him what I thought the main problems were and that the 
Georgian Society thought the key thing to do was to hold the 
outer confines - if you look after the edge of a conservation 
area, the middle in a sense will look after itself. 

 

Hodges’ charm, bolstered by Rowan’s advice, won the day:  

 

At the end of the interviews the consensus was that Desmond 
should be given the job, and I was sitting there feeling rather 
guilty, because I knew Desmond wouldn’t have performed half as 
well if he hadn’t had a whole day tour with me. So I put my 
hand up and I said ‘Chairman I’d just like to provide the 
Committee with one piece of information: I have a very high 
opinion of Mr Hodges, and’ – ‘Quite right’, said Matthew, ’I 
have too, because of course he’s done a lot of very good work 
for the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society’. Matthew knew 
Desmond as the UAHS Secretary, and he thought the fledgling 
UAHS was working well and doing good work, you see... I said, I 
think I just ought to tell the Commission that I know Mr. 

                         
718 AR p.19 
719 AR p.19 
720 Desmond Hodges OBE (1928-2012) was born in Dublin but practised as an 
architect in Belfast, where he became Secretary of the newly-formed Ulster 
Architectural Heritage Society in 1967. He was to be Director of the ENTCC 
from 1972 to 1994. 
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Hodges and he came over early and he spent a day with me going 
round Edinburgh because he wanted to know exactly what the 
problems were, and perhaps you formed a good impression of 
him... [stentorian voice] ‘Perfectly right, Dr Rowan, he did 
exactly the right thing, that’s why he gave such a good 
interview. I can’t complain about the man getting in touch with 
you, he couldn’t have had a better person to show him round.’721 

 

It would probably be misleading to describe Desmond Hodges as an 

activist, but his experience with the UAHS meant he was used to 

campaigning. He had a mission and had to achieve his ends by subtle 

negotiation, often against some difficult antagonists: 

 

Desmond was brilliant at the job for this reason - he came into 
a viper’s nest... And people would say to him, ‘What do you 
think of Maxwell Young?’; ‘What do you think of John Reid?’; 
What do you think of so-and-so?’. And Desmond with his Bishop 
of Limerick daddy behind him, Desmond always said, ‘Oh I 
enjoyed talking to him, I found him very sound.’  [Laughs]. 
Now, there’s no mileage, you can’t go round saying ‘Did you 
hear what Desmond Hodges said’? – ‘I found him very sound’. He 
did that job extremely well.722 

 

 
Tobago Place, Edinburgh, in 1975. An illustration for “The Unmaking of 

Edinburgh” 
 
With growing public concern for the environment, activism wasn’t 

confined to people outside government. Ian McQuiston would not regard 

himself as an activist either, but managed to change minds and 

perceptions within the Civil Service in his posts with the Historic 
                         
721 AR p.20 
722 AR p.20-21 



 

 229 

Monuments & Buildings Branch, and then subsequently as Director of 

Environmental Protection. He was in a position of knowing a great 

deal about the issues, but he was unable to speak publicly about 

them. However, as he said 

 

I was quite happy for [the] RSPB or the National Trust, or 
other agencies outside to be quietly briefed, who then could 
say what I would like to say but couldn’t [laughs]. There are 
those who would say that I was disloyal, or whatever. I might 
have been disloyal to some of the hierarchy in the Department, 
but I reckoned that my greater loyalty was to the 
environment!723 

 

The Northern Ireland planning system was set up to embrace the 

concept of listed buildings in 1972, but only because of the pressure 

from the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society (UAHS) and individual 

activists like Sir Charles Brett, John Lewis-Crosby, Brian Boyd (all 

now deceased) and Alastair Rowan. The next section looks at how the 

new legislation was put into action.  

 

 

Historic Buildings Legislation 
 
Listing 

The 1947 Planning Act had brought in the concept of the “listed 

building” in England and Wales, but it took time to set up the 

appropriate records and procedures to define the List.  

 

Alistair Rowan was lucky to get in near the beginning of the listing 

process in both England and Scotland, since his PhD thesis on early 

19th century castles across the British Isles was covering ground 

that had not been sufficiently explored by the authorities.  

 

I met [Ian McKeever] in the National Monuments Record - the 
Scottish National Buildings Record724 it was originally called, 
and he said ‘If you’re doing all this work, could you give us a 
list of neo-Gothic houses which you think ought to be listed?’, 
so I spent one summer, I think it was 1961 or 62, travelling 
all round Scotland taking notes, and I wrote a list for the 
government, you know sort of Rowan’s List of Buildings that 
Should be Included.725 

 

                         
723 IMcQ p.10 
724 The National Monuments Record of Scotland was set up in 1942 as the 
Scottish National Buildings Record, to make an inventory of monuments and 
buildings in Scotland up to the year 1707; and transferred to the Royal 
Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) in 
1966.  
725 AR p.5 
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They were setting up systems for the Record at that time in Scotland, 

and Alistair was delighted to be able to assist:  

 

They paid to develop all my film, and they paid for two sets of 
prints, half-plate prints of everything that I had 
photographed, and all my plates went into the Scottish National 
Monuments Record, and I kept the negatives, and I had plates 
myself for writing my PhD - which was tremendously useful... 
And then when I went down and was doing England I went to see 
Cecil Farthing726, who was running the National Buildings Record 
for the English, and he said of course we’d be very happy to do 
this for you, so every building I photographed in England they 
developed the films for me and printed out two sets you see... 
And then when I came to do the Republic of Ireland, Desmond 
Guinness said that the Irish Georgian Society would love to 
have all these photographs, so I had the same arrangement 
there. And when you’re paying for yourself for your PhD, which 
I was for one year, it’s helpful. [Laughs]727 

 

The legislation to list buildings was not enacted by Stormont however 

till 1972, twenty-five years after the English law. Whether the delay 

was due to a lack of finance or ignorance is a moot point, but 

politics probably came into it too. Hugh Press, a long-established 

estate agent, is pragmatic about the reasons: 

 

I think there was no great demand for it, I think that is what 
it was - and there was less money about... It does come down to 
economics I think, a lot of it.728 

 

As an estate agent Press was aware of both the ordinary market value 

of buildings and the demand there would always be for something 

historical from a relatively small number of people. He personally 

thought listing was a good thing: 

 

Well I think most people did. It was essential. [Developers] 
thought it was a liability. But it’s not a liability actually. 
History has to be maintained, God save us we’d be nowhere 
without it - in my opinion anyway.729 

 

He has watched too many old buildings being tumbled:  

 

I’ve seen decent farmhouses, they demolish them and put up a 
modern thing where the old house could have been maintained 
quite well. It was probably damp - but dampness can be cured. 
Never 100%, I always tell them that, but it can be cured and 
they should never be demolished.730 

                         
726 Cecil Farthing OBE (1909-2001) became deputy director of the National 
Buildings Record in 1946, and Director from 1960 till his retirement in 
1976. He was also Secretary of the British Archaeological Association for 
ten years.  
727 AR p.6 
728 HP p.5 
729 HP p.4 
730 HP p.5 
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To LB the loss of buildings due to the lack of listing which had been 

in place in the rest of the UK since 1950 was scandalous: 

 

The things that we lost in Northern Ireland, from the early to 
mid sixties to the late seventies, were - if you were to do it 
again you just would not allow it to happen, but the problem 
was as you say there was no means to stop it.731 

 

Some preparations however had been under way for a few years prior to 

1972, with the appointment in 1969 of two architects - Charles Munro, 

the retired Chief Architect of the Department of Finance, and Colin 

Hatrick, then a young architect with an interest in history but 

initially very little knowledge of what was going to be involved.  

 

Indeed at the beginning nobody seems to have been very certain what 

would be involved, and initially Hatrick says he lived a peripatetic 

existence at Stormont732: 

 

I didn’t have a room, so I bought a hospital trolley [laughs], 
it cost me ten shillings. And I pushed it around the fourth 
floor, and I had my maps and all on it, and Security came, and 
the only thing they said to me [was], Where do you put your 
trolley at night, and I said, I move with the sun, and I said, 
I put it into [the] toilets, and they said Oh that’s excellent. 
So then after a week of that they brought me along and they 
said We’ve found a room for you, and they put me in a room with 
four quantity surveyors... They didn’t like the trolley going 
about - I think it was health and safety or something like 
that.733 

 

Charles Munro had been appointed about two months earlier, and had 

presumably been allocated an office and was able to get under way.  

 

And he went out to I think it was Lisburn or some place like 
that; did a sort of preliminary, and when I came along, by 
taking me to his house for a week he explained the whole 
process... And then, we didn’t go out together, he had the 
southern part of the country, and I had the north.734 

 

Hatrick described the process of listing in the 1970s: 

 

Well, the thing we were supplied with was maps, and I would 
work out an area that I could cover in a day, and I simply went 
along to each building. Every building, we had to look at every 
building. This meant we had to go up lanes, and had to go up to 
big houses and that sort of thing. And we were well received, 

                         
731 LB p.8 
732 Stormont is sometimes used as an expression meaning “the Northern Ireland 
Government”; but in this case it is the Stormont building that is referred 
to: the upper floors contained offices for many government departments.  
733 CH p.22 
734 CH p.11 
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and I would simply mark off each building on the six-inch map. 
But for the towns I had the twenty-five [inch] map, and it was 
a matter of just sitting in the car, or walking to the 
buildings... Nobody really objected, but some people got wind 
of it and knocked their buildings down - especially buildings 
that belonged to Departments...735 

 

Hatrick explained the listing process in more detail in a recent 

note. Munro surveyed Fermanagh, Tyrone and Armagh while Hatrick 

covered Antrim, Londonderry and Down, with Belfast shared between 

them: 

 

Our method of working was to devote two days a week to 
fieldwork, a day in the Public Record Office or the libraries 
and a further day writing up our findings.736 

 

It was one thing learning how to list buildings, but they also had to 

learn how to record and organise their findings. Hatrick was given 

some advice: 

 

They said [laughs], Get a cabinet, and cut large envelopes in 
two, and put each section into its own envelope. And I thought, 
Oh that’s splendid... For a long time there was only about six 
of us, but it expanded and it expanded. But the Civil Service 
were cautious, about committing anything, funds or whatever. 
Mine was a three-year job, but they made me permanent, and I 
had 23 years there.737 

 

Colin Hatrick had in fact hoped at one time to be an archaeologist so 

had an interest in history and “every day I would try to learn a new 

aspect of architecture, rather than just construction”.738 Charles 

Munro on the other had little interest in history and “did sort of 

limp along a bit”. Asked to describe his senior officer, Colin said 

he was “a dapper little Fifer”739. 

 

He was a teetotaller. [Laughs] But terribly helpful, except 
that, he said to me, You’re the boss. And I thought that’s 
good, Charlie... I’m sure he was very good at the job that he 
did, but these were all new constructions... He just had these 
quirks that were ingrained because he’d been a chief architect. 
But he didn’t sort of stand on that, he just simply 
acknowledged that there were gaps in his architectural 
education.740 

 

                         
735 CH p.16 
736 CH, First survey of buildings of A or H interest 
737 CH p.21 
738 CH p.7 
739 CH, Second Thoughts or No Regrets 
740 CH pp.7-8 
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One of Charlie Munro’s “quirks” was an inability to ignore the state 

of repair a building was in. As the historian Alistair Rowan 

described it:  

 

He had a hang-up about the state of conservation of a building, 
and he got his way, which I think was a bad outcome. If 
buildings were in bad condition - for example if he visited a 
pavilion that had happened to be discovered in Co Down and was 
designed by Inigo Jones, if the roof was rotten he wouldn’t 
list it. It was as simple as that. [With his Scottish 
practicality], he couldn’t get beyond that to realise that 
[with] something that was historic and had been there since 
1720, it didn’t matter what state it was in now.741 

 

As a first exercise, Hatrick was handed the UAHS list on Banbridge742 

and asked to check it on the ground. So the First Survey of buildings 

of architectural or historic interest was set in motion, with the two 

men training on the job and with very little support: 

 

We were told we had to get 8,000 listable buildings in three 
years, and the maps that we were given we marked up in red the 
listable buildings, and it was a small form that had six lines 
in it. Charlie Munro, he used to write on the back of the form 
but you’re not supposed to do that of course. And these little 
forms, then there was a large form which was a synopsis of the 
whole thing, and I thought Oh this is an excellent way of doing 
it. And unfortunately I submitted my little forms all the time, 
and when I went to see them they were just shoved in the back 
of a cupboard. I don’t think they thought the thing would ever 
go ahead you see. Because they didn’t give us any equipment, 
cameras or things like that.743 

 

In fact Munro and Hatrick went to England and had some guidance from 

Anthony Dale744, the chief lister there, which was helpful. Indeed 

there was opposition within the Department to enlarging the List: 

 

Anthony Dale... came over in early 1970’s and advised doubling 
our listed numbers to over 16,000 because of our wealth of the 
vernacular. Dick Rogers745 said No as about 8,000 had been 
agreed.746  

                         
741 AR p.21 
742 Founded in 1967, the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society (UAHS) had 
already prepared some lists of important buildings in a number of areas 
before the first statutory listings were being prepared. These early Lists 
were simple reports, typed on A3 sheets and photo-reduced to A4, with a 
scattering of black and white photographs, prepared at considerable speed by 
volunteers - but they still have value as a record of the state of towns 
before the damage of the Troubles.  
743 CH p.7 
744 Anthony Dale (1912-1993) lived in and wrote about Brighton for most of his 
life and founded the Regency Society in 1945. He was Chief Investigator in 
charge of English listings from 1962 to 1976. He “invariably wore a grey 
three-piece, pin-striped suit of a pre-war cut, a floral tie, two-toned 
shoes and gold-rimmed spectacles”. 
(https://www.mybrightonandhove.org.uk/tours/where-they-lived/anthony-dale). 
745 Richard Rogers, the official ‘responsible for preparing and implementing 
Northern Ireland's first conservation legislation... as well as establishing 
the government's first conservation administrative unit” (R Buchanan, 
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It may even have been that the listing process was set up to fail:  

 

No one expected that two people, with no background in 
conservation, would be able to do the job and I learnt much 
later, that [Charlie Munro] was put in to make this so...  
Perhaps a bit late for me to understand the psychology employed 
by the great minds at Stormont and Westminster. At one time our 
Director said, You have fallen into my trap to have me agree to 
something that I wanted already.747 

 

In a recent note, Hatrick expressed the opinion that the process of 

listing was being approached in an entirely cynical way: 

 

It took me some time to realise that the whole thing was just a 
sop to placate Charlie Brett, of the Ulster Architectural 
Heritage Society, who had been pushing for statutory listing 
similar to that in place on the mainland.748 

 

Why after all would Northern Ireland need a process of listing at 

all? Dick Rogers who was running the Amenity Lands Branch, “the only 

outfit that would take on board such a bizarre enterprise”, may have 

given Hatrick a hint of the low expectations for the process: 

 

Experts, when consulted, were of the opinion that Northern 
Ireland had few buildings that would merit such attention. 
Opinions varied between thirty and fifty or something like 
that. I believe that an eminent person [put] forward six.749 

 

There was opposition in other departments which felt that this new 

idea of listing was going to get in the way of their own 

developments: 

 

Railway buildings, stations and things like that, I would have 
listed a lot, certainly Carrickfergus and Portrush. And the 
railway people came along and they said Now, will you let us 
know what you’re listing. And I told them. And they said, Could 
you reduce that a bit? Because I’d all these stations that were 
nice, Berkeley Wise750 and people like that. And I went out then 
with Dick Rogers, and Dick said we’d have to reduce those. And 
same thing with bridges, I would have listed every bridge if it 
had some historical context. But Roads Service said No. And 
they said If you’ll give us a list, we’ll tell you which 
bridges we think you should list. So in both those cases, and 

                                                                       
Foreword, in L Gallagher and D Rogers, Castle, Coast and Cottage: The 
National Trust in Northern Ireland, Belfast, 1992, p.ix). 
746 CH, email to Caroline Maguire 14 May 2018. 
747 CH, email to MP 25 January 2019. 
748 CH, Second Thoughts or No Regrets. 
749 Ibid.  
750 Berkeley Deane Wise (1853-1909) was a railway engineer, working for the 
Belfast & Co Down Railway Company and the Belfast & Northern Counties 
Railway. He was responsible for many prominent railway stations, and 
designed the Gobbins Path in Co Antrim.  
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those are only examples, it was decided at very high level, 
that I was exceeding my brief.751 

 

If the senior staff in the Civil Service were cautious about 

exceeding the target figure for listed buildings, the administrative 

staff had their own ways of making their views felt. Brendan McKeown 

was the civil servant responsible for overseeing the process of 

converting listing recommendations into statutory facts, but he 

sometimes chose to intervene in the process. Hatrick said:  

 

He just didn’t bother listing them if he didn’t like it. And 
they just weren’t listed... And I asked him one time, and he 
was very reluctant, to tell me, but he said No this is the way 
to do it - just don’t do it, this is the Civil Service way of 
doing it, just don’t do it.752  

 
 
Using the legislation 

Until the Historic Buildings Council had been appointed in 1974 and 

the statutory listing process could proceed there was no protection 

for historic buildings, meaning that “ample time was available for 

discreet demolition”753. The Ulster Architectural Heritage Society had 

been in place since 1967, and there was growing public concern, but  

 

it was well known that Planning Permission was not required for 
demolition. Those in the know put forward the opinion that the 
structure concerned was not of Architectural or Historic 
interest in the first place.  This was well into the Troubles 
and the military were intent on demolishing disused structures 
that could form platforms for snipers overlooking its patrol 
routes and other activities.   Others could have buildings 
inspected with a view to demolition as dangerous.754 

 

About 1976 Charlie Munro was due to retire and Dick Oram755 was 

appointed to work with Colin. An English architect who had come over 

to work at Craigavon new town, Dick was enthusiastic and evangelical 

about historic buildings, having, as Alistair Rowan put it, “a fire 

burning in his belly about saving buildings”756. Hatrick recognised 

that Oram was “a very intelligent piece of goods, very good 

indeed”757. They were joined in the 1980s by Laurence Manogue758, 

                         
751 CH p.16 
752 CH p.7 
753 CH in Chronicle No.63A, The Euston Arch. 
754 Ibid. 
755 Richard William Coxhill Oram MBE (1938-2009), universally known as Dick, 
was born in Oxford and came to Northern Ireland to work on Craigavon new 
town, but he was soon involved in UAHS activities, and joined the Historic 
Monuments & Buildings Branch in 1977. Full of bonhomie and able to talk 
equally to a dour farmer or an aristocrat, he was active on historic 
buildings matters right up till his death from motor neurone disease.  
756 AR p.22 
757 CH p.19 
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initially briefed to review the listing of churches. Laurence was 

“very selective” in his work on churches, but did much to establish 

building preservation trusts759 in the province. “If it’s a matter of 

talking he was marvellous, he was very good,”760 as Hatrick said.  

 

Within the Historic Monuments & Buildings Branch of the DoE, as it 

had become, there was some rivalry with the archaeologists. As 

Hatrick put it, “They were Monuments & Buildings you see. I wanted it 

to be Buildings and Monuments.”761 So 

 

they sent someone over from England. This is what happens if 
there’s a conflict. And this chap came along and he was 
interested, but he said to me How many of a staff have you? I 
said I’ve one. He said, I have two hundred. And he said, I 
think that, under the circumstances it would be better if the 
established side took prominence.762 

 

Ian McQuiston763 had responsibility for both sides, and when he became 

Principal of the Branch in the 1980s he wanted to improve the 

relations between architects and archaeologists: 

 

It had always been my ambition to get them together, I could 
never understand this sort of, I wouldn’t call it tension 
exactly but they were sort of aloof from one another, they 
didn’t really feel that they were even cousins [laughs], and I 
always felt that was awful.764 

 

Although not an architect, McQuiston had an instinct for the 

principles of conservation and was very supportive of the aims of 

protecting historic buildings. The first permanent location of the 

branch was a pleasant late Victorian villa on Connsbrook Avenue, and 

he felt it was important for the Branch to treat the building 

correctly even if it wasn’t listed, by way of setting a good example 

to owners of historic buildings:  

 

I can remember having rows with Works Division when... it 
needed to be re-roofed, and the row we had to get them to do it 
in natural slate. I said look, we’re making other people do 
these things, I want it done in slate, I want the windows kept 

                                                                       
758 Laurence Manogue (1949-2015) studied architecture at Manchester but worked 
mostly in Northern Ireland, joining the Historic Monuments and Buildings 
Branch in 1986. He retired in 2004 after a diagnosis of brain cancer.  
759 Building preservation trusts are charities set up to protect historic 
buildings, usually by restoring and selling on (“revolving funds”) but 
increasingly set up to restore and manage single buildings.  
760 CH p.20 
761 CH p.20 
762 CH p.20 
763 McQuiston studied geology and did research on micro-fossils called 
ostracods, using “ostracods extracted from the sleech under Belfast” (IMcQ 
p.1) before joining the Civil Service. 
764 IMcQ p.2 
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as sliding sash, I want that finial that’s in good condition 
brought forward so that you can see it on the top of the ridge 
here. And they did.765 

 

Unlike some of his predecessors, McQuiston tried to find positive 

solutions to problems rather than finding reasons why they couldn’t 

be done. An example was Moneypenny’s Lock, where he helped the local 

Council to acquire an important small building: 

 

Craigavon Borough Council were very keen to deal with 
Moneypenny’s Lock on the Newry Canal, I think it’s the oldest 
canal in the British Isles, but they had no money so they came 
to us and said Is there anything you can do? Now at that time I 
could only grant-aid a local authority up to 90%, but I could 
grant-aid the National Trust to 100%! [Laughs] And so I spoke 
again with my colleague in the National Trust, and I said Would 
you be interested in helping us out here to “launder” this 
building. So the National Trust bought Moneypenny’s Lock, we 
grant-aided them 100% to restore the building and the lock, and 
they then transferred the building and the lock to Craigavon 
Borough Council, with covenants [laughs]!766 

 

In that case, there was an amusing postscript to the story when 

McQuiston was on the other side of the deal some years later: 

 

Rapidly going forward a number of years, I was in Rowallane767 
then as the Director of the National Trust, when they had an 
approach from the finance guy in Craigavon Borough Council 
saying we owed them money... So I said No I’m sorry friend we 
don’t owe you money. So I got the files and when they finally 
dug it out the first letter on the file was a letter from me to 
the National Trust setting this all out, “and it’s not going to 
cost you a penny!” [Laughs].768 

 

At the beginning of listing there were often conflicts between the 

controls imposed by listing and the plans of other departments in 

government to demolish or alter buildings. When Roads Service got in 

first with their plans, listing usually took second place, as in a 

fine late Georgian terrace at the top of Donegall Street769 in 

Belfast. One case where listing got in early enough was McCausland’s 

                         
765 IMcQ p.2. Sadly, long after the Branch left it, the building was 
demolished in 2019. 
766 IMcQ p.3 
767 The Northern Ireland National Trust was in Malone House in Belfast till it 
was burnt down in a terrorist attack, after which they moved to their 
property at Rowallane, where John Lewis-Crosby then Secretary of the Trust, 
and his family shared the building with the Trust’s offices - fortunately 
the staff at that time was very small.  
768 IMcQ p.3 
769 Nos.207-215 Donegall Street dated from the early 19th century and so were 
amongst the oldest houses in the city, but Roads Service had “got in first” 
with plans for a large road interchange on the site, and the terrace was 
demolished. Hearth acquired three further early houses that had been 
blighted but were not eventually required, and 201-205 were listed and 
restored.  
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Warehouse770 in Victoria Street, which was listed Grade A, but 

derelict and threatened with a road widening plan. Eventually Dan 

Barry, the Permanent Secretary looking after Roads Service, said 

 

If you guys are so concerned about this building, you take it 
on - so the responsibility for the building, although owned by 
Roads Service, transferred to Historic Monuments and Buildings, 
and we were able to put a wee bit of money into it to make it 
wind and weather-proof.771 

 

Mr Barry moved to Education but after a number of years was 

transferred to be Permanent Secretary at the DoE,  

 

and one of the first phone calls he made was to me, to find out 
what had happened to McCausland’s? [Laughs] And he was the 
first to admit that he was a bit of a philistine and couldn’t 
really get his head round this sort of stuff. So the fact that 
you now have that building, safe, secure and with a new viable 
use772, is just the result of long hard campaigning and refusing 
to move, and being able at one point to put a bit of money into 
it.773 

 

In the early days of listing it was possible to spread the small pot 

of grant money widely, so  

 

We were grant-aiding everybody - banks, anybody who needed 
money we gave it to them to get things done. And that was 
another thing that was sat on very quickly. Why are you grant-
aiding wealthy enterprises and so forth? - which was fair 
enough - so I said... we were still very much at the stage of 
trying to encourage people to look after their buildings, and 
if it required a wee bit of pump-priming, or if they felt they 
were getting something to help them along, we were very happy 
to do it.774 

 

“Some of our high-heidyins775 had some difficulty in getting their 

heads round that one”, said McQuiston, “Why are you giving money to a 

bank? [Laughs]”776. But the bank then provided sponsorship for the 

publication Taken For Granted777, about the early days of listing.  

                         
770 McCausland’s and Lyttle’s seed warehouses at 34-38 Victoria Street have a 
magnificently ornate stone facade from the 1870s and in that case must have 
been listed before the road plans. Listed grade A, they lay derelict for 
more than twenty years before the road plan was reduced and the building was 
restored soon after as a hotel.  
771 IMcQ p.4 
772 McCausland’s was eventually restored, and is now the Malmaison Hotel. 
773 IMcQ p.4 
774 IMcQ p.5 
775 “High-heidyins”, Ulster Scots for senior figures in an organisation. 
776 IMcQ p.5 
777 Richard Pierce and Alastair Coey, Taken for Granted: A celebration of 10 
years of Historic Building Conservation, Royal Society of Ulster Architects 
and Historic Buildings Council, 1984. A catalogue of all the buildings 
funded by historic buildings grants up to that time, many with quite small 
sums.  
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Another battle was to save the Young & Mackenzie Scottish Provident 

Building in Donegall Square, which was suffering from differential 

settlement and threatened with demolition until engineers 

demonstrated that it could be underpinned.778 

 

Although the legislation was framed that the Department would make 

the decision on what should be listed, they always consulted with the 

statutory Historic Buildings Council, and also with the local 

authority. Normally that was a formal process, but an example where 

McQuiston decided to carry out more extensive lobbying was the former 

Grand Hotel in Bangor, known from its latter use as Barry’s 

Amusements. Living in Bangor, he had visited the building in its 

derelict condition and salvaged a number of artefacts that he 

subsequently gave to the local museum.  

 

It was decided that we would give a presentation to the 
Council, setting out the reasons why we felt that this building 
was important, not just in the streetscape of Bangor, but in 
terms of the Victorian heritage of Bangor, and indeed of the 
architecture of the building itself, which was very important. 
Now the building was in ropey enough condition, but - I’ve 
never yet seen a ropey building that couldn’t be restored... So 
anyway, I remember going down, with yourself actually, to a 
meeting... and we met the Council, made our presentation... And 
what would have been very difficult, I don’t think you could 
have done it, would have been to list the building over the 
head of the local authority. While they had to be consulted, to 
ignore their wishes would be very difficult for a Minister. So, 
anyway, the vote was taken and it was a tie. It was a tie, and 
I can remember the chairman’s casting vote, Mr E R Green was 
the mayor at the time and he cast the vote against the 
building, and that was it.779 

 

Two weeks later the building was demolished, and the subsequent gap 

site seemed to start a process of decay along Bangor’s seafront. But 

many civil servants wouldn’t have gone to the trouble McQuiston had 

taken to explain why such buildings were important. But then, as he 

realised, 

 

I suppose I was an unconventional civil servant. Right through 
my working life... if I had an ambition, I’m here but I want to 
get to there, and I would have my eye on that, the team would 
fall into two - there would be those who’d say Yes let’s go for 
it, and the other half would say Oh there’s all sorts of 
problems before we can get there. And I would say, Don’t tell 
me problems, tell me solutions... I would try and find ways to 
do things rather than find ways of stopping it.780 
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The former Grand Hotel, Bangor (latterly Barry’s Amusements), shortly before 

it was demolished in 1984 and replaced by a gap site. 
 
 
The history of built heritage protection having grown from ancient 

monuments legislation meant that the fabric of buildings was always 

considered more important than the less tangible aspects of heritage, 

though as usual Ian was his own man: 

 

I always felt that when it came to listing, the building [of] 
special architectural or historic interest, that the former 
part of the expression, architectural, was given emphasis over 
anything historic... Victorian was slightly pooh-poohed - it 
had to be really really good [laughs]. I’ve always been rather 
fond of Victorian architecture.781 

 

McQuiston said that a lot of things had been stifled by an “extremely 

cautious administration”782, and he felt that if his predecessors had 

made better use of the legislation they had, they could have made 

better progress and more original fabric could have been retained. As 

an example was a colleague who had been 

 

an extremely helpful, outward-going, enthusiastic partner - but 
he got a promotion and he became the most conservative, 
unhelpful, negative person. I just found it amazing this was 
the same person who had been so visionary and enthusiastic, 
suddenly became so narrow and cautious... Is it the [Peter 
Principle], where you get promoted to the level of your 
[incompetence] [laughs] whatever?783 

 

However, he found a kindred soul in George Robinson, the 

superintendent of works for the Monuments side: 

 

George was one of these guys who had a deep dislike for paper-
qualified engineers you know, he was a man who believed you 
needed experience under your belt. Derryloran old church was 

                         
781 IMcQ p.12 
782 IMcQ p.8 
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the first one I can recall, this is a ruined church to the west 
of Cookstown, and the gable end wall was leaning out, quite 
significantly, and the engineer said, You’ll have to take it 
down, and carefully put a foundation in - of course it had no 
foundation - and rebuild it. And George says, I’m not takin’ it 
down, he says. And of course in the past the administration 
probably would have said Well I’m sorry George you’re going to 
have to take it down, that’s what the engineer said. So I said 
to George, What are you going to do? He says, I’m going to do 
this this and this. And I said, You’re confident that will 
work? Absolutely, he said. I said Right, go for it. And what he 
did was, he propped the wall to stop it going any further, and 
then he carefully put in a foundation under the wall, and he 
used hydraulic jacks to gradually prop it up - now not totally 
vertical, but sufficient, and keyed it in.784 

 

George obviously wasn’t too disturbed by a few imperfections as long 

as he could keep the monument intact:   

 

“I always like it when people say Well what did you do? And if 
you can’t see what I did, it’s perfect.”785 

 

So, McQuiston says, “we had great fun, we had great fun on the 

monuments side as well as the buildings.”786 But all good things come 

to an end, and he was advised he needed to experience “a good policy 

job” to round out his CV. Fortunately after about eighteen months in 

housing, a more challenging job came up and McQuiston was appointed 

the first Director of Environmental protection.  He described the 

challenges of the job: 

 

At that stage of course environment had become much more 
visible politically and all sorts of things were happening so 
to be in at the ground floor of setting up a new division which 
incorporated water quality, air quality, waste management... 
river pollution and all that sort of stuff. And Richard 
Needham 787  was the Minister and he wanted to prosecute 
everything that moved practically. And believe it or not, prior 
to the setting up of Environmental Protection Division, if the 
water quality people wanted to prosecute a farmer for polluting 
a river with effluent or silage or whatever, would have to get 
permission from the Department of Agriculture first. And they’d 
say, Ach well now come on, he’s an old guy, this is his first 
offence, give him a chance. And of course that all stopped once 
we had the Division set up and we were pretty tough on 
polluters where we could get the evidence.788 

 

One of the key principles of governmental decision-making is that the 

Civil Service must speak as a “seamless garment”, even though it 

                         
784 IMcQ pp.8-9 
785 IMcQ p.9 
786 IMcQ p.9 
787 Sir Richard Needham, 6th Earl of Kilmorey (b.1942), became an MP in 1979 
and was Under-Secretary of State for Northern Ireland from 1985 to 1992, 
making him one of the longest-serving British ministers under Direct Rule of 
Northern Ireland. 
788 IMcQ p.10 
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contains a multitude of different and often conflicting views. Ian 

McQuiston described a vivid example of that arising from an 

application to put a fish farm into Strangford Lough: 

 

The Department of Agriculture of course were very keen on it, 
[but] we were not keen on it for water quality reasons. 
Unfortunately the only piece of legislation which could 
possibly control this application was ours, which was the Water 
Act, so we made a strong case saying that this was not the 
place, Strangford Lough was too important and it’s got every 
designation going. So there was a bit of a to and fro, so 
Richard Needham who was the Minister decided to have a round-
table conference of the departments. 
Dan Barry who as I mentioned earlier was not a great 
environmentalist, he was there and I was there as director of 
EPD, John Philips was there as director of Conservation, they 
were also very strongly opposed to it, but had no legislation, 
and we had the legislation; and Dick Mackenzie who was our 
Under-Secretary was there, you know everybody was there 
including the planners, and we all sat round the big round 
table.  
And Dan Barry had said before we went in, Now, he says, guys 
you’re free to talk your mind here - make your case, but he 
says when the decision is made we toe the line. So that was 
fair enough and in we went, round the table. Dan Barry gave a 
very lack-lustre introduction to this whole issue, and he was 
about two minutes into it and Needham sort of banged the table 
and he says, Dan, he says, I’m not having these - beep - fish 
shitting all over Strangford Lough!  
And I looked at John Philips and he looked at me and we thought 
Yes [laughs] - but Dick Mackenzie said, But Minister, I’ve been 
to Scotland - which he had been on his own, he didn’t take 
anyone with him - and he said, There’s lot’s of sea loughs 
there with fish farms in them. OK he says, Let ’em go to 
Scotland then! But the Departmental decision was, no fish farm 
in Strangford Lough.789 

 

So the decision was made, and seemed clear-cut on the outside, but as 

McQuiston went on to say, the arguments behind decisions were never 

so simple. 

 

Dick Mackenzie... phoned me up later that day and he said, Can 
you call in on the way home for a chat. And he said, Well I got 
that one wrong Ian. I said Dick, I don’t think it’s a matter of 
[getting it wrong], we learn by our experiences - you know if 
we get something “wrong”, then why did we get it wrong and what 
was behind it. But you’ve got to understand something, he said, 
when I was growing up, he said, jobs, and the getting of jobs, 
was so important to me - my father was out of work practically 
all my growing life and when I got the letter through the door 
appointing me to the Civil Service, he said, my father’s 
reaction was a mixture of pleasure, but also failure because he 
hadn’t been able to get a job. So he says jobs for me is my 
number one priority - for you, environment is your priority. He 
says, my instinct is jobs, your instinct is environment. I 
said, Well I think you’re right I said but they’re not mutually 
exclusive, Dick - there are jobs in the environment as well.790 
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On retiring from the Civil Service McQuiston took up the post of 

Regional Director of The National Trust, where he was able to combine 

his interests in buildings and the natural environment. Sometimes 

that threw up almost irreconcilable conflicts, as when a rare plant 

was found growing only on the ruins of old Crom Castle in Co 

Fermanagh, which they proposed to repair - if they didn’t repair it 

the Castle may not stand much longer, leaving the plant without a 

home, but if they repaired it too comprehensively the plant would not 

survive. 791 

 

 
 
 

The Process of Listing and the Historic Buildings Council 
 
Colin Hatrick says that over the three years between his appointment 

and the passing of the legislation enabling listing he and Charlie 

Munro had prepared a good draft list with which to consult a Historic 

Buildings Council: 

 

Charlie Munro completed about 60% of his half of Northern 
Ireland from 1969 until 1972.  I had completed 90% of my half 
by 1972, and overall this was sufficient for the appointment of 
the Historic Buildings Council to advise on statutory 
listing.792 

 

In the beginning the process of listing involved taking a photograph 

and completing a small record card for each building, but when the 

HBC was formed the information needed to be presented to it so that 

each building in turn could be considered for listing. Colin Hatrick 

describes the process of making the information accessible: 

 

I’d a little basic camera that I used, I had to buy my films. 
My father a chemist of course I got a bit of discount. And when 
the HBC was appointed in 1974 I had a compete collection of 
photographs of three years’ work. And Professor Green, he said, 
Oh we would like to see those on the screen. So I had to 
convert all of my black and white photographs into slides, at 
my own expense. And I started with HBC with black and white, 
which I think in a sense gives you a better impression, much 
better impression, of some of the buildings certainly, maybe 
not the big ones. And then the problem was that he wanted 
colour. So I said well, we’d need colour films wouldn’t we; and 
then we were able to get a three-years supply, something like 
that. But for some reason they only gave us, I think it was 
enough for three months, they mistook years for months, and it 
meant at our own expense we had to start in and buy the colour 
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films. But eventually these came... so eventually black and 
whites just fell out of use.793 

 

With over 6000 buildings to choose from, Colin had to select the most 

significant ones to propose for urgent protection when the HBC was 

appointed, and they should not just be the most splendid, but also 

reflect the risk of loss that they were under. And looking at that 

list today it is clear that listing arrived in Northern Ireland in 

the nick of time, with at least three of the buildings being put 

forward in the first month against some resistance in government and 

facing possible demolition794 being so popular that their loss now 

would be unthinkable - the Palm House in the Botanic Gardens, the Old 

Library at Queen’s and the then vacant and derelict Grand Opera 

House: 

 

The Director of Planning... said he had looked down on the 
Opera House from the Penthouse in the Europa, and he said It’s 
not worth listing, because it’s in a bad state.795 

 

Another building being proposed was the old railway station in 

Portrush, which Hatrick was proposing as an A listing:  

 

[Maurice Williamson] rang me up after the meeting on the 
Friday, and he said, We think it’s not an A we think it’s a B+, 
would you go along with that? I thought - well, No. And I spent 
a terrible weekend, then I suddenly had a brainwave. I said to 
him yes, I’ll go along with that, and I think what we should do 
is we should take a few buildings with that, to show that we 
haven’t been grossly in error. And he said Well what would you 
suggest, and I said Oh, I think maybe the Opera House is a B. 
And that’s how I got the opera house through. And then of 
course, I made it an A796. That’s how I got that one through, it 
just went through as padding, otherwise we wouldn’t have it. 
[Laughs].797 

 

The Palm House at that time was also in a very parlous state and 

Belfast City Council was considering its demolition. Colin Hatrick 

attended a meeting: 

                         
793 CH p.15 
794 The early Minutes of the Historic Buildings Council in 1974 are quite 
confusing, with buildings being discussed but not formally listed, or 
offered grants before being listed. It does not appear however that there 
was a formal list of ten buildings that had to be listed at the outset, but 
Portrush Railway Station was recommended for Grade A in February 1974, the 
Grand Opera House Grade B in March 1974 (with the interior “to be 
photographed for record purposes” - the concept of the whole building being 
listed hadn’t taken root), and the Old Library at Queen’s Grade B in May 
1974. The Palm House was discussed in July of that year, but apparently not 
listed till the following year. By the end of 1974 the Minutes record that 
156 buildings had been listed. 
795 CH p.11 
796 The process of listing requires HBC involvement, but the grading of a 
building once listed is up to the civil servants. 
797 CH p.11 
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The idea was to knock it down and put in a modern building. 
Munster Simms’ man came over, the representatives from the city 
council came, Charles Kinahan was there, Charlie Munro was 
there, and I let them talk about the new one. It would have 
been very nice. And then I said, You can’t do that. And they 
all said, Why not? And I said, it’s a listed building! And the 
Munster Simms man folded up his stuff and said, I’m going back 
to Edinburgh - he understood what listing meant you see, but 
nobody else did...  
And then they said, Oh but there’s no one could restore it. I 
said I know the very man. And I rang the very man that night, 
it was Raymond McGladdery. He says I know nothing about cast 
iron. I went along to sort of bid farewell to the building, and 
there’s a wee man standing looking at it. And I said, What is 
your interest? And he said, I’m a structural engineer, just 
looking at the terrible state of it. So I said, could you 
restore it? He says, I could, and that’s how it was restored.798 

 

Sometimes there was resistance to listing within the Branch itself: 

St George’s Market799, now another very popular building but at the 

time being considered for demolition to make a car park, was in Dick 

Oram’s area, but, says Hatrick: 

 

Dick wouldn’t list it - because he says it’s only walls. He 
doesn’t like walls, didn’t like walls at all... And he wouldn’t 
have walls into estates and things like that, he thought walls 
weren’t listable. So I then got Harold Armstrong, who was in 
charge of us at that time, he went along, he came out with me, 
looked at it, and he said we’re going to list it. And Dick 
wasn’t pleased at all.800 

 

By then, he says, “I was in full flight, and buildings that I thought 

were in danger, I would have got them listed”801, and the HBC 

generally went along with his proposals. Under the first survey 

however finances limited them to one record photograph per building, 

so buildings whose chief interest lay elsewhere than the front 

elevation were not properly appreciated, and interiors were not 

considered at all - “We were not supposed to look inside the 

buildings at all, we were prohibited from that.”802 

 

 

                         
798 CH p.12 
799 The old variety market, still in business at that time but in parlous 
condition and not meeting EU regulations. 
800 CH pp.11-12 
801 CH p.12 
802 CH p.12. This would have been in order to save time and reduce 
photographic costs rather than because the interiors were not important, and 
indeed when a building is listed the restrictions apply to interiors as well 
as exteriors.  
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The Historic Buildings Council 

The legislation for listing of buildings included the provision that 

an Historic Buildings Council would be set up to advise the 

Department on the process.  

 

Under the present legislation this comes under Article 198 of the 

2011 Planning Act (NI), which sets out a very broad scope of 

activities including keeping under review “the general state of 

preservation of listed buildings”, but specifically it is to be 

consulted on changes to the List, in other words the listing or 

delisting of buildings. This section looks at the establishment of 

the HBC and its early operation. 

 

Hatrick was asked to draw up a list of possible candidates for the 

new Council. The makeup of the membership was not specified in the 

legislation, and he thought that architects would be the right people 

to make it up. 

 

I think I submitted a list of thirty architects to begin with, 
and it wasn’t a matter of advertising at that time, they simply 
asked these architects if they would like to join the council, 
and the selection to bring it down to the proper number was 
really left to me at that time. Because we couldn’t have thirty 
but ten.803 

 

When additional members were required from time to time, the process 

of choosing candidates was not as bureaucratic as it now is, and 

indeed the vacancies weren’t even advertised, as Ian McQuiston 

remembers from his years as principal of the Branch: 

 

We didn’t consciously think of gender balance I don’t think in 
those days, but anyway they thought the big house wasn’t really 
represented, so Dorinda Dunleath’s name came up. So I phoned 
Dorinda804, I said, How would you like to be a member of the 
Historic Buildings Council? “Oh my goodness”, you know, and all 
the rest of it you know - and that was how it was done, and she 
was a terrific member.805 

 

Another of the lay members brought on in the early days of the 

Council was RS, a local businessman with a casual interest in old 

buildings, who was somewhat surprised, but delighted, to be asked to 

join: 

 

                         
803 CH pp.8-9 
804 Lady Dunleath (as she then was) was an early member of the UAHS and 
involved in some of the early lists. She and Lord Dunleath were enthusiastic 
advocates of conservation and made their home at Ballywalter Park available 
for meetings and other events.  
805 IMcQ p.4 
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I really don’t know why I was invited. I know it was mentioned 
at a certain time, I think to me by Colin Hatrick, but I got a 
letter saying that they were making a change in the Historic 
Buildings Council at that time and it would be some time before 
they would actually appoint me, so two years later I was rather 
surprised to receive another letter - I thought the first 
letter was a thank you very much but no thankyou in polite 
Civil Service terms, but it turned out to be not so.806 

 

He remembers getting an informal but patient induction into the work 

of the Council from Charles Munro:  

 

Charles Munro... gave me I think about three hours induction 
training and showed me various books - lent me various books 
about the conservation of buildings. Other than that, nothing 
very much but I did learn by keeping my mouth shut and 
listening, I learnt an awful lot once I started going to the 
meetings.807 

 

The first chairman of the HBC was Charles Kinahan - not an architect, 

but another businessman living in a historic house, and remembered by 

RS as “a lovely man, a total gentleman, wonderful chairman”.808 

 

However, the majority of members were professionally involved with 

buildings or history. One of the historians most active on the 

Council in those days was Hugh Dixon, who had studied history of art 

at Edinburgh under Alistair Rowan and then come over to assist in the 

research for the Pevsner North-West Ulster, and got a job with the 

Monuments side of the DoE. Hugh has the ability to encapsulate the 

characteristics of a building instantly and memorably, and his 

annotations in free Italic script are still to be found over many 

files in the Historic Environment Division, although it is many years 

since he left Northern Ireland to work with the National Trust in the 

north of England.  

 

Hugh Dixon was famous for leading architectural tours on a bicycle 

wearing Victorian costume that chimed well with his spiky beard and 

aristocratic nose, though his Ulster-born wife was not always 

convinced by such exuberances. RS recalls Hugh’s imaginative and very 

scholarly contributions.809 

 

Many members of the Council were also active in another voluntary 

capacity as members of the Ulster Architectural Heritage Society (see 

later), and brought their enthusiasm and good humour from that to the 

more formal surroundings of the HBC. RS recalls Hugh Dixon and Lady 
                         
806 RS p.1 
807 RS p.1 
808 RS p.1 
809 RS p.3 
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Dunleath being asked to sit on opposite sides of the room to reduce 

their tendency to laughter, and says Sean Rafferty, now an eminent 

broadcaster in London, was another member  that “tended to sit in the 

corner and giggle with Dorinda [laughs].”810  

 

If this makes the Council sound like little more than a jolly, it 

should be emphasised that it worked hard, members were unpaid, and 

most were passionate about historic buildings. But having that common 

interest they got on well and in many cases were good friends outside 

the Council as well.  

 

 
Working with the HBC  

The members of the HBC have always been a mixed lot, and different 

Councils have had various particular interests, driven by the 

enthusiasms of particular members for railways, churches, or 

vernacular architecture. Although they don’t initiate the listing 

process, their views are sought on the Department’s recommendations. 

Normally they will agree with listings, though new members can be 

deterred by the condition of structures in poor condition, and by and 

large the HBC has opposed recommendations to delist - though that is 

a topic for a whole thesis in itself. 

 

In the early days of listing the HBC was only shown exteriors, and 

one building type that suffered particularly from the exclusion of 

interiors was thatched cottages, where the only ones Colin Hatrick 

could get through the HBC were “the chocolate box ones”811. 

 

I’d brought along a couple of little vernacular thatched 
buildings [which] had everything, [they] had the wicker canopy, 
the floor level hearth. They were a pair really and the ladies 
[living in them] were widows, and I thought these are gems, 
I’ll take them along, but one member [of HBC] said Why are we 
looking at these hovels? ... And afterwards the Chairman said 
to me Don’t bring any more of those Colin. Actually he said Mr 
Hatrick, don’t bring any more of those.812 

 
More support might have been expected from Alan Gailey, an HBC member 

who worked in the Ulster Folk Museum and had written the 

authoritative study on Ulster thatched cottages813. However, if 

anything he was less supportive because the type was so familiar to 

him: 
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813 Alan Gailey, Rural Houses of the North of Ireland, J Donald 1984. 
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His opinion was that the only vernacular buildings we would 
have eventually would be at the Folk Parks814, and while he was 
interested in recording them, he wasn’t interested in keeping 
them, because he had produced his book, and I think that was as 
far as he wanted to go. He used to come and he sat in with Dick 
and me and looked at these buildings, and he said, I know that 
may be graded A B and this sort of thing, but he said I think 
we should put them into categories that we really want to keep. 
And this boiled down to very very few buildings. And I think 
that’s one of the reasons we lost hundreds, maybe thousands [of 
thatched cottages]. He was interested in an academic sense, but 
in the bricks and mortar sense he wasn’t - I mean he thought we 
should have some listed buildings, but he didn’t think we 
should have thousands.815 
 

Thatched vernacular buildings were one of the distinctive building 

types of Ireland, but as small, often isolated, buildings frequently 

occupied by elderly owners, they were a particularly vulnerable 

heritage. Their elderly residents couldn’t get them repaired, and the 

next generation had no interest in taking them on. As an example, LB 

remembers the decay of the thatched cottage his aunt lived in near 

Portadown. “She would have limewashed it every year, every year 

religiously, she would have had a thatcher there every year patching 

it up”, but eventually she lost the ability: 

 

Unfortunately as she got older, she didn’t want to do anything 
to it, “It’ll do me my day” sort of thing, and the problem was 
that it was a mud-walled cottage, so the thatch started to go, 
then the water got into the mud wall and blew the walls, then 
she went into a home... I’m sure that happened to hundreds and 
hundreds of them... I mean the walls were two and a half foot 
thick, with limewash, and I don’t know how many hundred years 
it stood.816 

 

The lack of interest in vernacular buildings meant that many building 

types were ignored till they had become nearly extinct by the time 

their importance was recognised: 

 

And that is how we lost crucks, floor level hearths, wicker 
canopies, layouts and details of great interest817... Later when 

                         
814 Dr Alan Gailey (1935-2013) worked at the Ulster Folk Museum from 1960, 
becoming Director in 1986. The Folk Museum was set up by an Act of 
Parliament in 1958 to preserve the traditional rural way of life that was 
rapidly disappearing. In the days before listing, some historic buildings 
were taken down when threatened with demolition, and then rebuilt on the 
site at Cultra. As listing settled in, it was soon realised that it was 
preferable to preserve buildings in their original location, so later 
buildings at Cultra have tended to be recreations, albeit with authentic 
furnishings.  
815 CH p.12 
816 LB p.8 
817 Some of the characteristic features of traditional cottages included 
crucks (roof trusses extended beyond the wallhead into the wall and 
sometimes to the ground), wicker canopies (in the absence of brick chimneys 
turf fires often had a hood of wicker and clay), while different 
arrangements of hearth and entrances gave clues to their cultural origins. 
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I carried out the Second Survey of these buildings most were 
derelict or gone.818 

 

Hatrick says that his vision was to ensure a varied list of 

buildings, including 19th century buildings, which were often still 

regarded as rather modern, and he sometimes met resistance from HBC 

members:  

 

My thought was we should have a body of Victorian buildings, 
especially the rectories and places like that, which I thought 
were real gems because they’re nice pieces of architecture. And 
they weren’t interested in these, so what they were interested 
in really was a building that had Georgian windows, and they 
livened up when one of these came up... I tried to have a 
representative Victorian building as much as possible, and in 
as many areas as possible, but some of these weren’t taken for 
grading of any sort because they thought, there’s plenty of 
those.819 

 

Industrial structures and specialist buildings like fish houses, 

watch houses and railway bridges were also unpopular with the HBC. 

Since local architects at that time worked almost entirely on new 

buildings, many of the HBC members didn’t have a proper appreciation 

of what they were looking at: 

 

A lot of the architects on the Council were concerned really 
with modern buildings, and I think the historic side frightened 
people quite a bit, and I think that’s because they knew so 
little about it... There are people like Joe Tracey820 for 
example, that was fine, your father was grand, but some of the 
others were only there for, I suppose the fact that it gave 
them a certain cachet to be on the Council.821 

 

There was also opposition from government departments, as with Roads 

Service and the McCausland warehouse discussed earlier. Ian McQuiston 

has described the administrative processes involved in that case, but 

his staff had to deal with the arguments on the ground. Philip Bell 

and HA Patton looked at the building as members of the HBC and argued 

that it was structurally sound, but Colin Hatrick felt their hand 

would be stronger in dealing with Roads Service if he could bring in 

an outsider: 

 

You see they were going to knock it down, and I thought we’d 
better bring in an Expert. And as you know an expert comes from 

                         
818 CH, email to Caroline Maguire 14 May 2018. In fact, RS remembers the work 
of the Council was still “at the level of listing the remarkable obvious and 
large buildings in Northern Ireland”, and doesn’t recall debate over 
vernacular cottages. (RS p.2) 
819 CH p.13 
820 Joe Tracey founded the Derry architectural firm of McCormick Tracey 
Mullarkey in 1968 with Liam McCormick, but was on the first HBC and also 
author of the UAHS Derry list.  
821 CH p.14 
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a distance, so I went to England quite a bit, and I asked if 
anyone could come over, and we got Ralph Mills. And he came 
over, and he did a survey of the building. Now our structural 
people didn’t like this at all, because he introduced a lot of, 
I suppose words into the reports, that they were not familiar 
with, and I drew attention to this, that he had obviously with 
his experience been more attuned with this sort of building. 
And his opinion was, that we should keep it; and that really 
led to the keeping.822  

 

At times like that Hatrick honed his diplomatic skills, or perhaps 

learned that some battles were not worth fighting: 

 

I had to concede that if they kept the front, they could knock 
down the back. [This was] contrary to my expectations at that 
time, but I couldn’t see any way of using my guile, as it were, 
to save the back as well. So I think Harold Armstrong said to 
me, Just be satisfied with what you’ve got! (Laughs] So you see 
it altered my career. I was given a little nudge, to say Keep 
Quiet, in certain stages.823  

 

One of the original HBC members who really understood historic 

architecture was Harold Meek824, a lecturer in architectural history 

at Queen’s University. Colin Hatrick recalls that 

 

He was great. It’s just that he would stick to Roman, and 
Greece and all that sort of thing. And the fact that he was 
working with ancient buildings, historic buildings, I think 
conditioned him... The only thing was... a lot of our buildings 
were just not up to his standards.825 

 

HBC meetings usually took most of a day, but believing that no 

meeting should last more than three hours, “Harold only ever came to 

mornings, had his lunch and then left”826.  

 

The architect Joe Fitzgerald as a convinced Modernist was perhaps a 

surprising choice for an HBC member, but he has served on the Council 

at two different times. Since the proposed listing of some more 

modern buildings elicited the response, “Why are we looking at these 

monstrosities?”827, it is not surprising that his impression of HBC 

was 

 

                         
822 CH p.13-14 
823 CH p.14 
824 Harold Meek (1922-2015) read architecture at Manchester University and 
completed a PhD on the architect Guarino Guarini. He moved to Northern 
Ireland in 1955, where for twelve years he advised the government on ancient 
monuments, then became a lecturer at Queen’s University. A devout Jew, one 
of his books was a history of the Synagogue, and in his retirement he edited 
and part-wrote an international 32-volume Dictionary of Art - he apparently 
spoke twenty languages. 
825 CH pp.14-15 
826 IMcQ p.2 
827 CH, email to Caroline Maguire 14 May 2018. 
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If I said it was a talking shop, that’s basically what it was. 
I didn’t think there was any great thing happening.828 

 

By the time of Joe’s second term quite a number of 20th century 

buildings had been listed, but when one of his own came up for 

consideration he had to declare an interest, only to learn that the 

building was up for demolition.829  

 

Ian McQuiston recalls that in the early days of the HBC, with only 

two staff architects, he depended very much on the expertise of the 

volunteers on the Council - architects Joe Tracey, Robert McKinstry830 

and HA Patton, and structural engineer Jack McClure831 - particularly 

in assessing grant applications: 

 

The big difference between then and now was that we used the 
members of the Historic Buildings Council as field officers - 
they took the files out into the field and produced the reports 
- it was fantastic, you had really qualified people, out there 
doing reports on all these applications for grant-aid.832 

 

McQuiston described the relationship between Branch and Council as 

close and enthusiastic: 

 

The Historic Buildings Council and the staff in the Branch were 
just one, the esprit de corps was fantastic, we felt we were 
achieving something... getting these grants out and getting the 
buildings restored and so on... It really was great fun, and 
everybody felt part of this great team and we were really 
achieving something.833 

 

However all good things come to an end, and after ten years the Civil 

Service realised that Council members had overstayed their official 

appointments and were becoming too independent, as recalled by Ian 

McQuiston. Charles Kinahan was presenting the latest Historic 

Buildings Council report to Douglas Hurd834  as the Secretary of State 

for Northern Ireland and  

 

made a big play for staff - he said You know we really are 
overworked, overloaded, and “our staff are really working every 
hour, we really do need additional staff”. Mr Hurd and his team 

                         
828 JF pp.8-9 
829 JF pp.8-9 
830 Robert McKinstry OBE (1925-2012) was the architect of many of the National 
Trust’s schemes in Northern Ireland, at one time President of the Royal 
Society of Ulster Architects, but is probably mainly remembered for his 
restoration of the Grand Opera House in Belfast. 
831 Jack McClure was a structural engineer and a partner in the firm Kirk 
McClure & Morton in Belfast.  
832 IMcQ pp.2-3 
833 IMcQ p.3 
834 Douglas Hurd CBE (b1930), now Baron Hurd, became an MP in 1974 and was 
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in 1984-85. 
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said, I thought this was an advisory committee, what’s all this 
“our staff”, “we need this”? So I’m afraid the word came down 
the line to me sharpish, Get these boys back in their box. And 
was the start of what I would regard as a sort of downhill 
evolution of the HBC.835 

 

Harold Meek was typically acerbic and witty in his response to the 

news of the end of his term: 

 

Harold Meek got the Dear John letter, Thank you for all your 
help but on this occasion I will not be re-appointing you sort 
of thing. So that was fair enough. Harold wrote a very nice 
letter back to the Minister, saying Thank you very much for 
your kind words, he said, but I could see it coming... - 
however I can’t close without noting, he said, that when it 
comes to the destruction of the built heritage of Northern 
Ireland, the efforts of the IRA pale into insignificance 
compared to the Roads Service [laughs]! If you had a street 
with one listed building in it, that’s the one that Roads 
Service want to go through!836 

 

The HBC is also consulted on grant assistance, planning consultations 

and the designation of conservation areas. The Department also seeks 

the views of district councils on listing, as Colin Hatrick 

explained: 

 

In the evenings we attended meetings of the appropriate 
District Councils that were consulted about listings and 
designations. Applications for grant assistance and planning 
consultations were taken to the Historic Buildings Council, 
some members of which formed a standing committee to help with 
the work load.837 

 

The very limited amount of money allocated to grant aid for historic 

buildings has often been a source of frustration, given the 

inevitable expense of maintaining historic buildings properly and 

often the modest means of historic building owners. Initially grant 

aid was an essential carrot to involve people in listing, and it was 

spread very widely often for very minor repairs. Today the demand far 

outstrips the supply, but for a time the Branch had difficulty 

spending all the money that was available to it: 

 

I remember at the end of each financial year trying to get rid 
of money and the National Trust was a great big sinkhole. If I 
saw surpluses coming up I would often speak to the director at 
Rowallane and say have you any projects nearing completion or 
any you could bring forward because there is a bit of extra 
money lying around... We were giving generous grants, you know 
50% grants for A buildings and nothing less than a third for B 

                         
835 IMcQ p.4 
836 IMcQ p.3 
837 CH, Story No.28, Conservation in the Front Line.  
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buildings, and of course 75% I think it was for thatching... 
anything that we could deem to be maintenance was eligible.838  

 

In later years when the Branch was better staffed it tended not to 

bring so much to the HBC, much to Ian McQuiston’s frustration:  

 

I often said to the powers that be, Guys, you’ve got a vast 
untapped free service here, people with vast experience and 
knowledge, you can run a lot of these things past them and then 
you could deploy that when you’re giving feedback to whoever 
the applicant might be - you know, “We have consulted HBC and 
this is their view” - but they tended not to do it, it was only 
in extremis they would do it, and I always felt that was a 
terrible waste.839 

 

Some years after he had left the Branch, Ian McQuiston became 

Chairman of the HBC and was able to review the relationship between 

officials and volunteers from the other side. Procedures had become 

more bureaucratic, but he only recalls taking a formal vote once, 

“and that was on the extremely contentious proposal to list the 

Maze.” Most buildings would be listed after perhaps twenty or thirty 

minutes of discussion, but the Maze was difficult as a very recent 

building - only just within the thirty year rule - and above all 

because of its political and historical significance. There was 

concern that listing it could be seen as creating a monument to one 

or other side of the Troubles. 

 

It was an extremely uncomfortable discussion, and you could 
tell that people were uncomfortable. I think - for obvious 
understandable reasons, the whole business of the Maze, why it 
was there and why it was built, was still very raw, and a lot 
of people had personal experiences that informed their reaction 
to the proposal. I could understand that, but my personal view 
was that, if you look around the world, at the number of penal 
institutions that have had terrible histories that are now 
protected and have become, dare I say it, tourist attractions - 
Kilmainham, Robben Island, Alcatraz. Now the Maze, and its 
infamous H-blocks was an architectural expression at the time 
that was needed. So I personally took the view that it should 
be protected - it wasn’t popular, and as I say a vote had to be 
taken, and it was a narrowish victory from memory - in favour 
of recognising an uncomfortable part of our heritage.... That 
was certainly the most challenging and most uncomfortable issue 
that I ever had to deal with I think in my time with HBC.840 

 

With the normal term on the Council being three years, and no member 

serving more than two terms (except to become Chairman), the HBC has 

been through a good number of iterations since the first ten years 

which this section has concentrated on. While relations with the 

Department have generally been good, there was a period when the HBC 

                         
838 IMcQ p.3 
839 IMcQ p.11 
840 IMcQ p.11-12 
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was strongly opposed to the delistings which became common at the 

start of the Second Survey around 2000.  

 

In recent years the presence of a number of UAHS committee members on 

the HBC has ensured that the Council would retain a critical stance, 

but a good understanding has been maintained between them and 

departmental staff. On one occasion however the HBC was faced with an 

agenda including the delisting of nine buildings and a terrace of a 

further eight, including several prominent or popular buildings like 

Kelly’s Cellars, and unanimously opposed the delistings841. While HBC 

could not go public on the issue itself, the UAHS was able to protest 

in the press as soon as the City Council’s planning agenda was 

published, and there was a public outcry which led to the Department 

withdrawing its proposals to delist all but the terrace. It was an 

embarrassing climbdown for the Department, and one that could have 

been avoided if the civil servants had paid more attention to the 

advice of its Advisory Council842. 

 

 
 

The National Trust and the UAHS 
 
The National Trust 

The National Trust is the senior non-governmental environmental body 

in Northern Ireland, managing some of its finest buildings and much 

of its least-spoilt countryside. Unlike Scotland, Northern Ireland 

does not have a separate National Trust, but is managed by a regional 

committee of the English National Trust. Following the destruction of 

its offices at Malone House following an IRA bomb attack in 1976, the 

Trust operated from Rowallane House in Saintfield. It was the home of 

the Regional Director, John Lewis-Crosby, but also accommodated the 

small staff of the Trust at that time, with an overflow surveyor’s 

office in the stables.  

 

It is symptomatic of Northern Ireland’s small size and close 

connections that John Lewis-Crosby was also involved with the UAHS 

and Hearth as well, and even during a period when the Trust was 

expanding rapidly one of his successors, Ian McQuiston, managed to 

combine the Trust with involvement in the UAHS, Hearth and the 

Historic Buildings Council, as he explained:  

 

                         
841 Minutes of HBC Meeting no.434, 16 January 2015 
842 See Marcus Patton, De-listing - a failure of the planning system? in 
Historic Buildings Council Report 2013-2016, p.46-49. 
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I tended not to be a silo man, so the Trust had the best of 
everything - the best countryside - you know, the best nature 
reserves, the best buildings, you know it was quality stuff. 
And it always seemed to set itself the target of repairing and 
maintaining to the highest levels - right materials, right 
craftspeople, you know, even when it appeared to be unpopular. 
Of course the old strapline - For ever, for everyone - you’re 
working with a long term view. 843 

 

Ian says modestly that he was lucky to be at the helm of the National 

Trust at a time when funding was readily available, but he still had 

to complete against claims on finance from major schemes in England. 

The complete re-roofing of Castle Ward was a major scheme, but the 

refurbishment of Castlecoole was “the biggest repair job the Trust 

had ever undertaken at that point”844. However, those were the kind of 

projects the National Trust was comfortable with, involving obviously 

important buildings, preferably Georgian in date and with good 

countryside around them.  

 

By the 1990s the Trust was beginning to take a more democratic view 

of heritage, taking on smaller and less obviously “architectural” 

buildings. Even so, Ian McQuiston was going out on a limb when he 

suggested that the Trust should acquire and restore Patterson’s Spade 

Mill near Templepatrick. It was “another achievement where again I 

broke all the rules”: 

 

It was a sheer chance I was passing through Historic Buildings 
Branch one day and chewing the fat, and I said, You haven’t 
heard of any interesting - I was always interested in 
industrial heritage - industrial heritage, so they said Well as 
it so happens we’ve just received this report here from Fred 
Hamond845, who is the king of industrial heritage. So I took 
this report away, and it was this report about Patterson’s 
spade mill846, and I thought Blimey, this is the last one, and 
the significance of the spade in Irish heritage, and here’s a 
chance to do something totally different. And so I started 
working on that. The Heritage Lottery Fund hadn’t been 
established at the time, but  the [National Heritage Memorial 
Fund existed], on which we had the late Palmer Newbould847... 
and I got in touch with Palmer and we had a chat about it, and 
it was on the market at this stage, it was actually destined to 

                         
843 IMcQ p.13 
844 IMcQ p.13 
845 Dr Fred Hamond is Northern Ireland’s foremost industrial archaeologist. He 
has worked freelance for the Department as well as physically restoring mill 
buildings himself.  
846 Patterson’s Spade Mill is a complex of buildings including the ruins of an 
18th century beetling mill and some 20th century blockwork as well as a 
ramshackle collection of machinery, but with practically no architectural 
pretensions! 
847 Prof Palmer Newbould OBE (1929-2016) was a plant ecologist who became 
professor of biology at the New University of Ulster in 1968 and chaired the 
Council for Nature Conservation and the Countryside. In retirement he became 
a trustee of the National Heritage Memorial Fund. (Obituary in the Guardian, 
7 November 2016) 
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be clear-felled and turned into an old people’s home. So he 
says, Right I’ll take this to London, he says I think we should 
do it - eighty thousand quid. Now I did all this on my own, I 
didn’t go through any committees. So Palmer got the eighty 
grand. 848 

 

McQuiston might have expected that to be the end of the story, but 

“it’s very interesting how organisations work with one another”, and  

 

Palmer said, Of course the case will have to be peer-reviewed, 
and the only place that can be peer-reviewed is the Ulster Folk 
Museum. So I said that’s fine, so I knew the director, and I 
phoned up the director and I said, This’ll be coming through, 
it’ll be coming across your desk, I’m sure you’ll give it a 
fair wind? Indeed I will not, he said, I think it’s crazy. And 
I said Oh, right, okay. I said, Well, think about it, and - do 
your best [laughs]. I thought, My goodness me - now whether 
this was jealousy, because they had had a spade mill, and they 
had used one of the brothers from Patterson’s to run it for a 
while, until they were told to shut it down because they were 
competing with Patterson’s, one of the brothers had complained 
to the Ministry of Development at the time, and George Thompson 
who was the director of the Folk Museum at the time, was hauled 
in and told, You’re not to produce spades for sale unless 
Patterson’s at Templepatrick have had first shot at the sale. 
But anyway, it went through and we got the eighty grand and 
Palmer gave me the feedback, he said, the letter from the 
Ulster Folk Museum was so extreme in opposition that the Board 
decided, There’s something going on here - we’ll approve this! 
[laughs].849 

 

Of course acquisition was one thing, but restoration was a whole 

separate funding exercise:  

 

I took it to London to the Properties Committee. They couldn’t 
get their head round this at all. “But Ian - it’s an awful-
looking building.” And I said, Well, I said, it’s a vernacular 
building, rubble-stone built, but I said it’s not the building, 
it’s what’s inside the building. “Yes, yes, but - I see it’s 
beside the motorway, will it not be very noisy for the people 
[visiting it]?” And I said No no, you’ll probably find 
complaints from drivers at the noise coming out of the spade 
mill [laughs]!850 

 

As an off-shoot of the Trust and a body well-known for its ability to 

“make silk purses out of sow’s ears” as Charlie Brett once said, 

Hearth was appointed architect for the restoration and although the 

building was never “tidied up” people began to see what Ian was 

driving at: 

 

At one stage the [National Trust] director of historic 
buildings in London had visited it, and he said, “Oh we’ll have 
to paint this”. I said, Absolutely not, you can’t paint it, 

                         
848 IMcQ p.13 
849 IMcQ pp.13-14 
850 IMcQ pp.13-14 
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you’ve got to leave it looking like this! “Oh no no, I mean 
paint it, as with an artist.” So they brought in Jack 
Crabtree851, and he was contracted to do like a dozen paintings 
- and we had to practically carry him out of the place, after 
thirty paintings! It just grabbed everybody.852 

 

With its wide range of interests, the National Trust got involved in 

furnishings as well as buildings, such as when they were trying to 

reassemble the furniture that had been sold from Florencecourt before 

the Trust was involved. The local manager, Jim Chestnutt, went over 

with the historic buildings representative Peter Marlow to Glasgow 

for one auction where household goods from the house were being sold.  

 

There were two Scottish guys sitting somewhere within earshot 
of Peter and Jim, and one of them turned to the other and said, 
[Scottish accent] “Hey Jimmy”, he says, “there’s a powerfu’ 
load o’ crap here tonight!” “Ay, but it’s high-class crap.” 
[Laughs]853 

 

The National Trust’s main role was “the permanent preservation for 

the benefit of the nation”854 of significant buildings and areas of 

countryside, and John Lewis-Crosby had been extremely energetic at 

acquiring small stretches of coastline through the 1970s to add to 

the major country houses such as Castlecoole and Castle Ward which 

were acquired after World War II. Until recently, however, its 

interests were largely confined to its own properties and its 

influence was little felt beyond that.  

 

 
The Buildings of Ireland 

The architectural establishment in London seems to have been barely 

aware of what went on in the island to its west, in some cases 

feeling able to write about it without even visiting it, as Colin 

Hatrick found when he met Sir John Summerson855 in the 1970s: 

 

We had a banquet at Killymoon Castle, with the proper wooden 
goblets and that sort of thing. And I said to [Sir John], about 

                         
851 Jack Crabtree (born in Rochdale in 1938) studied at the Royal Academy, 
taking up a post as professor and head of Fine Art at the University of 
Ulster in 1986. He had specialised in painting “gritty” industrial scenes. 
852 IMcQ pp.13-14 
853 IMcQ p.16. See also p.225 of Reeves-Smyth Avenues to the Past for a 
slightly bowdlerised version of the Glasgow auction story. 
854 An Act to incorporate and confer powers upon the National Trust for Places 
of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty, 21 August 1907, 7 Edw.7. 
855 Sir John Summerson (1904-1992) was one of the founders of the National 
Buildings Record in 1941 and curator of Sir John Soane’s Museum in London 
from 1945 to 1984. He was noted for a lifelong distaste for the Gothic 
Revival, and a somewhat elitist approach generally. He described a terrace 
of Georgian townhouses in Fitzwilliam Street Dublin as “simply one damned 
house after another”. (Christine Casey, Buildings of Ireland: Dublin, 2005, 
p.76). 
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his writings in Ireland, I said You must have been here quite a 
bit. He says, This is the first time [laughs]. So he did it all 
without coming.856 

 

In 1939 Sir Nikolaus Pevsner had proposed the idea of a series of 

books identifying and describing historic buildings, up to and 

including relatively modern structures, in every county of England857, 

which was to grow into the monumental series of Buildings of England 

books. Since the statutory identification and protection of historic 

buildings was very limited at that time, this was the first concerted 

scholarly attempt to look at the buildings of the country as a whole. 

In due course Pevsner found partners to extend the series into 

Scotland and Wales, and in each case the volumes provided much of the 

groundwork for the later statutory catalogues. 

 

Naturally the Buildings of Ireland was the last piece of Pevsner’s 

mosaic, and his partner in that case was Alastair Rowan. Rowan had 

met Pevsner as a young man858, and while working on the magazine 

Country Life he took the opportunity to suggest extending the series 

across the Irish Sea, as he recalls: 

 

We had a meal in the St Stephen’s Tavern outside Westminster 
Palace, and I always remember he leant across the table. I was 
employed by Country Life859 at the time and he said, [German 
accent] I assume this is on Country Life; because if it is not 
it can be on the Architectural Review860 [laughs]. So it was on 
the Architectural Review because I was far too young on Country 
Life to start taking people out and pay for their lunch. And 
that’s when we thought it might be a good idea if I thought 
about a Buildings of Ireland series.861  

 

In the absence of the comprehensive books that existed for much of 

England, the project was going to have to start with collating 

information from newspapers and journals, and for that Rowan needed 

to employ full-time assistants: 

 

I had raised some money, Henry Dunleath862 gave me £1000 towards 
it, and I got money from the Gallagher Mitchell Trust as it 

                         
856 CH p.9 
857 Susie Harries, Nikolaus Pevsner: The Life, London, 2011, p.238. 
858 Ibid, p.434. 
859 Country Life was first published in 1897 and focuses on rural life as 
experienced by those in the large country houses, with much about properties 
for sale and featuring its equivalent of a Page 3 girl with a frontispiece 
photograph of a demure young debutante in each issue. However, it also 
featured many scholarly articles on the architecture of country houses.  
860 The Architectural Review was started in 1896 and focused on architecture 
and urban design, with John Betjeman and Gordon Cullen among its editorial 
staff. Pevsner was acting editor from 1943-45, and on its editorial board 
from then till 1970. 
861 AR p.10 
862 (Lord Dunleath). 
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became... The money was spent to begin with on paying some of 
my students in the summer time to gut the Architect & Building 
News, the Irish Builder, and anything Irish they extracted onto 
Twinlock filing systems, and we just gathered a huge 
documentation for the whole of Ireland, because there was no 
point in just doing North West Ulster, you know.  The Kilkenny 
Archaeological Society Journal covers the whole of Ireland, and 
you wouldn’t know if there was anything in it germane to Co 
Tyrone or Co Fermanagh, but if somebody goes through the whole 
thing and puts it onto files then you have an index for it.863 

 

One of the assistants was Hugh Dixon, who had come to Alistair’s 

lectures in Edinburgh: 

 

...simply because he wanted to hear people talking about 
architecture and I did a lot of architecture. And this older 
man sitting at the back of the lecture theatre who was not one 
of my students - he appeared with an enormous beard and seemed 
to be listening with great attention - came up after two or 
three classes and said did I mind if he attended my lectures. 
And I said no, not at all. And really as a result of that, I 
think he finished at the end of my first year, and I asked him 
if he would be interested to work for the Buildings of Ireland 
and because we were doing North West Ulster he came over here, 
and I think he got some sort of job here as well, but initially 
he was paid as my research assistant and of course the UAHS had 
just been set up and he gravitated absolutely automatically 
towards that.864 

 

Northern Ireland being a small place (as we keep saying), it wasn’t 

long before Dixon encountered Lady Dunleath, who was to become an 

invaluable part of the teams at the UAHS, Historic Buildings Council 

and Hearth. 

 

He was at the chapter on ice houses, and he was at some 
function or other and Dorinda Dunleath was at it and of course 
she was living in Ballywalter Park with Henry - Lord Dunleath - 
and so Hugh got chatting to Dorinda, and he says - he didn’t 
really know her, or at that stage I don’t think he really knew 
the building either - but he says to Dorinda, Have you got an 
ice house? And she says, Well actually yes, it is a rather nice 
house! [Laughs]865   

 

The first volume of Buildings of Ireland duly appeared in 1979: North 

West Ulster, which spanned the border, covering the counties of 

Londonderry, Fermanagh, Tyrone and Donegal. With essays on each town 

and aspects of the local architecture, and descriptions of all the 

significant buildings, it was a very comprehensive volume, and the 

series has gone on to include Dublin, Cork, Leinster and South Ulster 

(Armagh, Cavan and Monaghan). 

 

                         
863 AR p.10 
864 AR p.11 
865 IMcQ p.4 
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Ballywalter Park, home of Lord and Lady Dunleath, was regularly opened for 
fund-raising, and was the location of early discussions about listing and 

the protection of historic buildings. 
 
 
The Ulster Architectural Heritage Society 

By 1979, however, another publisher had produced a series of much 

more detailed, and perhaps more controversial, publications on the 

architecture of Northern Ireland. The Ulster Architectural Heritage 

Society (UAHS) was founded in 1967, with ambitions to bring the 

protection of Northern Ireland’s historic buildings into line with 

the rest of the UK, and as part of that lobbying it needed to draw 

attention to what was out there. From a humble beginning with slim A4 

“Lists” of buildings around Queen’s University or in specific more 

rural areas, the UAHS roster of publications now includes 

“Gazetteers” covering the social history of buildings and streets as 

well as detailed architectural descriptions, and specialist books on 

gate-lodges or modern architecture - in total over fifty 

publications. 

 

But that is jumping ahead. The UAHS grew out of the increasing 

frustration of “activists” at the loss of significant buildings 

through the 1960s, as developers began to move in on Belfast and add 

to the existing destruction that had been caused by the Blitz. 

Looking at the role being played by the Victorian Society866 in 

                         
866 The Victorian Society was proposed by the Countess of Rosse in 1958 to 
defend the then much-derided buildings of the Victorian era, and had John 
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London, a group headed by a young solicitor called Charles Brett867 

(known generally as Charlie) planned to set up an equivalent body for 

Northern Ireland. Alistair Rowan, by then a lecturer at Edinburgh met 

up with them:  

 

I was worried about the lack of listing and the lack of 
protection for buildings in my native province of Ulster - I 
hadn’t actually started visiting for the Buildings of 
Ireland... and I spoke to Pevsner about this, and I asked what 
would he think if we were to set up a branch of the Victorian 
Society. Now the Victorian Society in London in the 1960s was 
very active. All the younger movers and shakers were interested 
in the Vic Soc. And the Victorian Society had recently set up a 
branch in Manchester, and I think another one in Liverpool... 
The way they all worked was, the parent society in London took 
40% of everybody’s subscription, and the local societies got 
60% of the subscription... I thought the Vic Soc had real 
cachet. It was plugged into important centres in Britain; Jane 
Fawcett was the secretary, and I felt that it might be good, 
(because in London I’d enjoyed Vic Soc meetings), if we had a 
Vic Soc in Belfast. And I started asking around who could be 
involved in a Vic Soc for Northern Ireland, and very quickly 
people said to me, if you’re interested in that you will need 
to speak to this lawyer Mr Brett, Charlie Brett868. 

 

So Alistair attended an initial meeting at the Building Centre in 

Arthur Place, Belfast, with Charlie, Desmond Hodges, Shane Belford 

and Mrs Garner, and Alistair agreed to  find out more from the Vic 

Soc. 

 

And then - this is where the whole thing unravels - because... 
the date for my return to meet with Mr Brett and the other 
people in Arthur Place was drawing terribly close and I hadn’t 
really had a chance to do all the work that I needed to do, and 
I rang up Jane Fawcett just the day before I was due to fly 
from Heathrow back and ... I asked Jane how much money we would 
get for setting up a branch of the Vic Soc here. And Jane 
thought when I asked about Manchester and Liverpool how much 
they’d got there, she thought I was referring to the number of 
people who turned up for the meeting, instead of which I was 
referring to how much of a subsidy did they get from the 
Society, and I think they’d had a good number of people, 
something like 500 or 600 people had turned up, so I went back 
to Arthur Place and said that the Vic Soc would pay something 
like five or six hundred pounds to set up the society, and 
Charlie Brett said ‘Oh well, if we’re going to be subsidised to 
that extent, you know money talks, and we’re quite happy to 
have an Ulster branch of the Vic Soc’. Then of course when I 

                                                                       
Betjeman as its first secretary. It failed to save the Euston Arch in 1961 
but got a lot of publicity from its attempt, and went on to be a significant 
player in saving St Pancras Station and many other 19th century buildings.  
867 Charlie Brett was the sixth generation in the family law firm of 
L’Estrange & Brett (there was only ever one L’Estrange, but the name stuck), 
and he joined somewhat reluctantly, indulging in journalistic work in Paris 
for a few years before returning to provincial Belfast - then finding it 
much more to his taste than he had expected. Much of that is covered in his 
book Long Shadows Cast Before. As an author he usually wrote as CEB Brett, 
and he was later knighted. 
868 AR p.12 
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got back to London it wasn’t that, it was simply numbers and 
Jane Fawcett said well we might pay £40 towards the first 
launch. And that killed the Vic Soc [idea] dead completely.869 

 

However, it wasn’t the end of discussions. There  was a second 

meeting, and then at the third they had got round to choosing a name: 

 

I was very keen on the word Heritage because as a journalist it 
was top of the pops at that time, heritage was a thing to talk 
about and a button to press, and I said I thought we had to 
call it Ulster, because we were interested in Ulster - of 
course Charlie was interested in Ulster as nine counties, not 
six counties, but he saw the possibility of having a good 
effect over the border, and in that I think he was very wise 
and very right - so we thought it had to have Ulster in the 
title, and then the other names came along... so it became the 
Ulster Architectural Heritage Society.870 

 

A good team of core members was established right away: 

 

Desmond Hodges... came on board immediately as the Secretary of 
the fledgling society. Charlie Brett was going to be the 
Chairman, and we constituted ourselves, and really Charlie, I 
would have said, and Desmond, were the people who got it 
launched, and got it going. And a very good team, because 
Desmond... well he was courteous, he was the son of the Bishop 
of Limerick, and always very well mannered and polite, nice 
with people - whereas Charlie could be quite acerbic. Charlie 
didn’t suffer fools gladly. 

 

Desmond Hodges was urbane and very civilised, a modest and gentle man 

who Rowan remembers was characterised unfairly (though no doubt with 

some fondness as well) by Dorinda Dunleath: 

 

Dorinda always called Desmond Hodge-Podge [laughs] - “Oh, 
Hodge-Podge!” and she put him forward as someone lacking in 
charisma - but actually he had a huge amount of charm.871 

 

Charlie Brett was also involved in the Northern Ireland Labour Party 

and interested in social housing, though Rowan’s wife Ann Martha 

 

used to think he was a champagne socialist, because by 
intellectual interest he was a socialist and agreed with 
looking after the working man, but he didn’t want to spend all 
that much time talking to the working man - he’d much rather 
meet some aristo who lived in a nice house. Am I being 
unfair?872 

 

Well not entirely, but Rowan also recognised Charlie’s astuteness and 

determination to make the Society work: 

                         
869 AR p.12 
870 AR p.13 
871 AR p.20 
872 AR p.13 
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A teeny-weeny bit of de haute en bas... But if the UAHS had not 
had Charlie Brett it would not be in existence to this day.873 

 

Brett “took himself very seriously and he wasn’t diplomatic,”874 

commented Rowan, recalling a dinner at Ballywalter Park for David 

Walker, the Scottish architectural historian875, to meet Charlie Munro 

and exchange ideas about listing. Charlie Brett found himself sitting 

next to Mrs Munro 

 

who was a nice pleasant lady but she didn’t really have much to 
say on the evening, and she suddenly said [Scottish accent] 
‘Oh, Charles and I are going to Italy in the summer’, and Mr 
Brett perked up. ‘Oh, are you really?’ for he’d never been to 
Italy himself at this stage - no he went to Italy very late – 
‘Oh are you, and where are you going?’ and she said ‘Sorrento’! 
He said ‘Oh’ and turned round and spoke to the person on the 
other side [laughs]. You see, that was classic Charlie. He 
should have said, I’ve never been to Sorrento, tell me about it 
- but he just thought, silly woman. And when he was not in a 
good mood he could be very abrupt, and he could score own goals 
really.876 

 

Charlie Brett was astute in identifying suitable friends in high 

places, and he realised that Sir Robert Matthew would be a good 

figurehead for the new Society, as the author of the eponymous recent 

Plan.  

 

The Robert Matthew connection is a very interesting and a very 
important one, because he was somebody that the government 
listened to. He was also a convert to conservation... Charlie 
was very insistent that Robert Matthew should have a role, and 
he was very right in that. Matthew... took himself very 
seriously, he didn’t have a great sense of humour, he had a 
certain sort of kindness, but he was undoubtedly useful to the 
UAHS.877 

 

One of the key issues identified by the new Society was the lack of 

listing. Rowan, with his contacts in England and Scotland, advised 

them to look to Scotland rather than to England for a model: 

 

I think Ireland was more behind than Scotland because there was 
no listing, and that was something that we identified very 
early on, and Charlie published a leaflet with I think the 
title ‘What’s Left of Ulster, a pleas for new legislation’. I 
had a role in that, insofar as, I have always felt in Ireland, 

                         
873 AR p.13 
874 AR p.21 
875 David Walker OBE was born in Dundee and became Chief Inspector of Historic 
Monuments for Historic Scotland, so would have been a key advisor in setting 
up the system in Northern Ireland. When he retired in 1993 his papers formed 
much of the basis for the online Dictionary of Scottish Architects. 
876 AR p.22 
877 AR p.18 
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to say ‘This is what they’re doing in England’, is to shoot 
yourself in the foot. But if you say ‘This is what they’re 
doing in Scotland, or Wales’, the Celtic areas will talk 
together.878  

 

And a new initiative was just being established in Ireland:  

 

Eddie McParland879 was setting up, it was originally called the 
National Trust Archive and then it became the Irish 
Architectural Archive. He and Nick Robinson880 came over to see 
what was done in the National Monuments Record in Scotland, 
still with Kitty Cruft881, and a lot of the pattern of the 
record in Dublin was based exactly on what they did in 
Scotland.882  

 

Brett drove himself very hard, writing a prolific output of 

pamphlets, lectures, letters and books, and he expected the same 

determination from other people.   

 

Charlie was good at using people... He was at times a bit of a 
tyrant in that he wanted people to meet their deadlines because 
the UAHS was producing a list or something like that, and he 
didn’t really quite appreciate that other people had other jobs 
that they had to do. He could be quite brusque on the 
telephone, so he would say ‘Well you were supposed to have it 
in last Wednesday and it’s now Friday of the next week’. Donald 
Girvan883 found it a tremendous weight coping with that, and I 
can remember writing a letter to Charlie from Edinburgh in 
which I said ‘You must remember that you as head of a legal 
practice in Belfast have access to and the support of an 
excellent secretary - I do not’. And he wrote back and said 
you’re quite right I do have an excellent secretary - and I’m 
sure he enjoyed dictating that letter [laughs] because he was 
quite a show-off really.884  

 

The “lists” were a central part of the UAHS’ activities in its early 

years, being an attempt to shame the government into producing an 

official statutory list. They were produced on a shoe-string as black 

and white publications set on an electric typewriter and cheaply 

litho-printed, but they were ambitious in their scope and fearless 

                         
878 AR p.17 
879 Dr Edward McParland was awarded his PhD from Cambridge and became a 
lecturer in History of Art at Trinity College Dublin in 1973. He co-founded 
the Irish Architectural Archive in 1976 and was appointed Pro-Chancellor of 
Trinity College in 2013. 
880 Nicholas Robinson is a solicitor and historian, who co-founded both the 
Irish Architectural Archive and the Irish Landmark Trust, but is somewhat 
overshadowed by his wife Mary, who became the 7th President of Ireland.  
881 Catherine Cruft OBE (1927-2015) was born in London but spent most of her 
life in Edinburgh, where she got involved in the Scottish National Building 
Record in 1951, and was put in charge of it from 1958 till her retirement in 
1991. 
882 AR p.17 
883 Donald Girvan (1937-2000) was a founding member of the UAHS, but was a 
classics teacher at Coleraine rather than an architect. He had been at 
school with Rowan and they remained close friends till his death.  
884 AR p.11-12 
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commentaries. The first was a fairly relaxed description of the 

relatively well-documented area around Queen’s University, which was 

then under considerable threat from the university. Rowan and Brett 

produced it together at breakneck speed.885  

 

Soon the UAHS was taking on more unexpected places: 

 

Dick Oram and Dorinda Dunleath went off to meet... the local 
Council-in-Waiting for the new town of Craigavon, and Dorinda 
and Dick were making the case that it was absolutely ludicrous 
to plan this new town sort of drawing together Portadown and 
Lurgan, with no idea whatsoever about the qualities of the 
farmhouses and buildings and churches in between. And the 
people they were meeting said that they did not have the 
personnel or the knowledge to draw up these lists, and would 
the UAHS be prepared to prepare a list? And I always remember 
Dorinda saying in her wonderful tones, [firmly aristocratic 
voice] ‘I said Yes We Would’ [laughs].886  

 

When Joe Tracey led the writing of the City of Derry list887, Alistair 

sent a copy to Nikolaus Pevsner, the great man expressed himself 

dubious about the arrangement of the text in columns. 

 

He was very critical of the format of the lists, he couldn’t 
find his way round it. He was the first person who said, 
Charlie’s lists are not easy to use, and it hadn’t occurred to 
me, but it was typical of Charlie, he just got on with it and 
did it.888 

 

However, the text was sufficiently accurate that Rowan was able to 

lift his history of the development of Derry from it and put it 

straight into the North-West Ulster Pevsner volume when it came to 

be.889 

 

Of course publications were only one aspect of the UAHS, and it was 

also heavily involved in campaigning and commenting on planning 

applications.  

 

 
Hearth 

“I think that was one of Charlie’s brilliant ideas”, said Alistair 

Rowan of Hearth.  
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887 AJ Rowan and JJ Tracey, Historic Buildings... in and near the City of 
Derry UAHS, 1970. 
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Having set up the UAHS, Brett realised that he needed a “practical 

arm” for the new society, and had been impressed by the Little Houses 

scheme set up by the National Trust for Scotland to revitalise the 

derelict fishing villages of Fife, once busy seaports, and now 

charming villages of mainly retirement and second homes890. So Hearth 

was set up in 1972, jointly by the National Trust and the UAHS, 

originally as a “revolving fund” charity, which would buy derelict 

houses, restore them and sell them on, with the proceeds put back in 

to a kitty to buy the next property.891  

 

Following the 1976 Housing Order that enabled the establishment of 

registered housing associations, Brett was able to set up Hearth 

Housing Association alongside the original Hearth, and that enabled 

housing finance to be channeled into the restoration of derelict 

houses to provide social housing892 - as long as there was housing 

need in the area. Established in 1978, the association was able to 

employ staff, and over nearly forty years restored and managed around 

a hundred houses through the housing association, and some forty more 

diverse buildings through the Revolving Fund.  

 

One of the most telling justifications for Hearth’s approach was that 

by housing people in a restored historic building two boxes were 

being ticked - people were being given a house, and a historic 

building was being restored. Where many housing associations were 

looking at a family and building a house to accommodate them, Hearth 

was restoring a derelict building then looking for the family - the 

same end product was being achieved in different ways.  

 

Because Hearth Housing Association was set up with an architect 

Director, it could carry out many of its own projects as architect as 

well as client, and because it would usually retain the properties it 
                         
890 The Little Houses Improvement Scheme was inaugurated by the National Trust 
for Scotland in 1961, with initial capital of £20,000 provided by the 
Pilgrim Trust and the NTS, with some further funds added later by Fife 
County Council and an interest free loan from an NTS member, making up about 
£50,000 seed capital. By 1970 over 60 properties had been restored in the 
East Neuk of Fife, with properties sold under safeguards against future 
alterations. (Undated pamphlet (c.1980) Little Houses, by the National Trust 
for Scotland) (See also Diane M Watters and Miles Glendinning, Little 
Houses: The National Trust for Scotland’s Improvement Scheme for Small 
Historic Homes, RCAHMS, 2006) 
891 The Rules of the “Historic Environmental and Architectural Trust for 
Housing” (as it was initially and very briefly known) stated its primary 
objective as “to secure by such means as are available for the public 
benefit... the preservation, protection and improvement of buildings of 
particular beauty or of historic, environmental, architectural or 
constructional merit or interest in Northern Ireland, and to stimulate and 
educate public interest therein.” (Hearth records).  
892 Hearth appears to have been unique in having joint aims of restoring 
historic buildings and providing social housing, though the two aims were 
found to be generally compatible.  
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could afford to experiment with projects - how derelict could a 

building be and still be restored, what would happen if you simply 

cut off the moisture supply to dry rot rather than poison it, and 

what if you didn’t put a DPC in a wall that was perfectly dry - all 

things going against the current orthodoxy and the need of an 

architect to guard his back against claims from a dissatisfied 

client. Hearth also deliberately took on difficult projects, to prove 

that they could be done and provide examples which could be used 

against claims that a building was beyond repair.  

 

An example of the extent of dereliction Hearth would tackle was the 

block of houses in Armagh known as Whaley’s Buildings - three sides 

of a square of rubblestone Georgian houses, most of which had lost 

their roofs, and many their floors, after three bombs and years of 

dereliction. Hugh Press, who was then a committee member of Hearth, 

remembered his first sight of the buildings on a very wet night: 

 

I thought they were beyond it, I really did [laughs] I thought 
we couldn’t sell them... but Charlie he was very forceful. It 
was a Sunday night, and I said Are you sure? ... I wouldn’t 
like to park my car and leave it there at that time either.893 

 
Whaley’s Buildings, Armagh: 

Rear elevation after restoration.  

 

It was the largest scheme Hearth Revolving Fund had done at that 

time, next door to a republican housing estate but just below the 

Church of Ireland Cathedral, in a city that had been badly blighted 
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by bombs. But the houses all sold, Hearth made a (very) modest profit 

on them, and they are now well settled and part of a much more 

neutral area. 

 

As Ian McQuiston, another committee member, said,  

 

I’ve never yet seen a ropey building that couldn’t be restored. 
Indeed in my many years with Hearth for example, buildings that 
people said You can’t do it, we did it - Hearth did it!894 

 

Because it was working across the province and often in small 

projects, Hearth wasn’t able to use a regular “stable” of builders, 

so often had to educate builders that had only worked on new 

buildings. However, it did work regularly with a small number who had 

demonstrated the enthusiasm and flexibility so important for work on 

historic buildings, such as Noel Killen, whose pragmatic approach 

was: 

 

There’s always a way out of most things, any historic buildings 
I don’t think there’s any problem that we can’t overcome 
really.895 

 

Hearth regularly took young architects in for their year out, and 

several have gone on to be conservation architects in their own 

right, while Hearth’s focus on rescuing town centre buildings meant 

that they provided a model for others to follow, whether in the 

terrace houses of McMaster Street Belfast or the Almshouses in 

Seaforde. Noel Killen, who went on to be an ambitious conservationist 

in his own right, said that as a young man he had been inspired by 

watching the restoration of Hearth’s houses in Seaforde:  

 

I thought that was a great example of what an organisation 
could do... It was them two examples of what yous did there, of 
the conservation group, that probably inspired me as well, so 
it did.896 

 

Killen went on to work with Hearth in restoring unlisted cottages at 

Ballydugan, Co Down, and an ice house on Slieve Donard - a 

particularly challenging structure quarter of a mile from the nearest 

road in an Area of Special Scientific Interest - and his work in turn 

is inspiring others.  

 

Over the years Hearth’s volunteer committee members included many key 

conservationists under the chairmanships of Charlie Brett, John 
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Lewis-Crosby and Karen Latimer, and while they put in much time and 

expertise, they also found the work rewarding. Hugh Press again: 

 

I was a local director of the Commercial Union insurers in 
Belfast... and I was involved with Action Mental Health for 
almost thirty years... But I got more satisfaction from Hearth 
I think than anything - because you could see actually what we 
were doing, and preserving instead of letting it go to wrack 
and ruin. Because there’d been so many things wracked and 
ruined here.897  

 

Although the Belfast Buildings Trust is the only other revolving fund 

trust in Northern Ireland, quite a number of single project trusts 

have been set up since 1980, with some staying in existence to manage 

their buildings while others have been wound up after passing the 

restored buildings to new owners. Hearth’s housing association arm 

was wound up in 2016 when its stock was transferred to the much 

larger Clanmil Housing Association, but the original Hearth is still 

operational, now known as Hearth Historic Buildings Trust.  

 

 

Conservation in Practice 
 
Having examined the legislative background to conservation in 

Northern Ireland, and the various bodies that examine or protect our 

historic buildings, this section listens to the views of those 

practically involved in conservation of buildings.  

 

 
Antipathy to listing 

There is a marked difference between the condition of buildings in 

Ireland and the condition of buildings in many parts of Scotland or 

England. To some extent it is a reflection of relative wealth, but 

when the Irish do have wealth they often seem to indulge in tasteless 

and destructive building. The architect Richard Pierce commented 

 

We don’t have a huge percentage of the population where people 
have cultured interests, and therefore good architecture, 
whether it’s preserving old stuff or building new stuff, is 
very very difficult.898 

 

Pierce rather despondently attributes the lack of conservation in the 

province to the idea that “each side believes that history belongs to 

the other side and therefore history is not worth preserving”.899   
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RS, who approached historic buildings as a lay person, had no 

personal problem with buildings being listed, but could also see the 

viewpoint of the more reluctant recipient of the honour of listing: 

 

I would guess there was quite a bit of sales resistance to some 
stranger turning up to walk around your building and see if 
it’s [worthy of] being listed - What’s that? Listing? Well 
we’re going to put it on a register you know and then it’ll be 
frightfully important. I think people thought, Oh-er - that 
means I’ve got some nosy fellow coming to look every time I 
want to do anything about the house.900 

 

In his everyday life in Co Tyrone RS certainly heard the other side 

of the story: 

 

I did hear of one particular gentleman who asked What the hell 
they were doing and Get off his premises. [laughs] He happened 
to be a friend of mine in later life and it was pretty typical 
of him... I suppose not needing the grants for any purpose, 
although I think his house is falling down by now, he’s long 
since dead, he should have taken the grants when he had the 
opportunity.901 

 

It may also be that people never see their own country properly and 

assume that the grass is greener elsewhere, or would be greener here 

if they changed things. Pierce says he loves Fermanagh, but he does 

so as “a returned emigrant”902 - he had lived in Scotland and America 

before coming back. Many of Northern Ireland’s most prominent 

conservationists have come back after living elsewhere: Charlie Brett 

in Paris, Ian McQuiston in America, Alistair Rowan in England and 

Italy - or have arrived here from other countries, such as Hugh Dixon 

from England and Scotland. Perhaps it takes that level of distancing 

to be able to appreciate what is after all a quiet and modest 

heritage.  

 

The historic buildings legislation is often seen as being 

restrictive, but conservation is intended to preserve the character 

of the best buildings, not to prevent them from changing for 

evermore. It can be a hard balance to achieve, and Richard Pierce, 

who joined the Historic Buildings Branch of the DoE for a few years 

on retiring from his own practice, felt there were “too many simple 

rules like Thou shalt not”, creating “an impasse between a developer 

and the Historic Buildings Branch [so] that things just came to a 

halt”.903 
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As an architect who had worked on many historic buildings himself, 

Pierce was appalled at the delays, stalled decisions and sheer 

ignorance he found among some of his colleagues in the Branch: 

 

There were horror stories of files that had gone on for years 
and years - and yet you would see huge discrepancies. I 
remember there was a 17th century building with a most 
magnificent staircase, and yet the officer who had been dealing 
with it didn’t see that it was a magnificent staircase, and it 
was allowed to go.904 

 

“There’d been so many things wracked and ruined here,” says estate 

agent Hugh Press of Downpatrick in the 1960s: 

 

When the Planning Office was up in English Street it was a 
lovely - I think Georgian - house - very attractive, and we 
lived up there, when I was young. I remember it inside, lovely 
plasterwork - and they demolished it. This was in the 1950s, or 
maybe 60s - it was terrible... It should not have happened, it 
was part of the streetscape, it was wrong, totally wrong.905 

 

So what was the public reaction to such vandalism? 

 

Nobody bothered I think. There was no reaction whatsoever.906 
 

Press recalled another grand house being vandalised in Irish Street 

in the 1960s:  

 

There was one very attractive house there on the top of Irish 
Street, and it had solid mahogany doors, this thick [approx 
50mm] - beautiful mahogany doors - they were dumped! Now the 
house was in poor order, but it had a lovely hall. It got run 
down badly, it was a doctor’s, Dr McLeister, and it had just 
been lying empty - nobody wanted it, there was no demand for it 
if you know what I mean... It was too big.907 

 

The surveyor LB still feels angry at the loss of an old rectory that 

had been his uncle’s house, which was compulsorily purchased in the 

mid-1960s as part of the development of Craigavon.  

 

Craigavon vested a whole stack of stuff, and this was a house 
which I think was 15th century, and the site was dated back to 
the 1100s... But what did they do but they came in and 
demolished it, and they put on it an asbestos shed for storing 
I don’t know what it was. And I went up to look at it several 
years later, and all that was left was a few piles of rubble.908 
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In that case there was considerable local opposition. “I remember my 

uncle and my father being very very angry about it”: 

 

Because this new city was the dream... There were a lot of 
buildings, the old railway station in Portadown was a beautiful 
building, a lovely building, and it was cowped, and I could 
never for the life of me understand why, because actually it 
was in a better position than now in relation to the road, it 
was ridiculous... To my mind, people just didn’t want to hear 
about conservation in those days, they didn’t even think about 
it. We would have been well behind the rest of the UK.909 

 

 
The Economic Importance of Conservation 

The building surveyor Brian Henning, with his experience in 

commercial development, puts the cold economic argument for new 

building:  

 

It depends on the condition of the building. And I can tell 
you, it depends very much on its flexibility. Can it be easily 
changed? ... I mean buildings do have a life, and if they’re 
beyond their natural life they become extremely expensive to 
bring back, so that comes down to a very simple financial 
appraisal - you look at the value of what they could put up, 
you look at the cost of trying to keep it and make it 
something, or knocking it down and redeveloping it. And a lot 
depends on what is the product you’re finishing up with, is it 
capable of being valued at a premium level? ... You may not be 
able to design optimally for the product you want to create.910 

 

But sometimes the economic argument is actually in favour of 

conservation, which is why LB is currently doing large refurbishment 

projects in London hotels: 

 

We’ve done work in London and Edinburgh which is very much the 
opposite, where it is really all refurbishment, because they 
are that sort of city and it makes sense to refurbish. But I 
think to be quite frank Northern Ireland always just had a 
tendency to just cowp things, get rid of it and start again, 
and then they produce some real rubbish.911 

 

The quality of some of the work he saw in London impressed LB: 

 

The nicest work we’ve done has been refurbishment of really old 
buildings in London... They’re not at all averse to spending 
seven or eight grand for a door, because they want a door to be 
the way the doors have always been, solid, beautifully moulded, 
quality timber - and there’s a real kick out of being in any 
way associated with that. Instead of, you can get a nice 
Leaderflush door that’s costing five or six hundred quid which 
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is very nice, and you’d be quite happy to have it in your 
house, but you don’t get a buzz out of it, you know.912 

 

The planner Bill Morrison has no doubt that conservation can have a 

regenerative effect on towns, and that it is more positive than 

simple investment in new building. The restoration of the Opera House 

in Belfast, completed at the height of the Troubles at the end of the 

1970s really did inspire confidence in the nearby streets which 

became known at the time as “the Golden Mile”: 

 

That’s no myth - that’s absolutely true, whether it was the 
Arts Council or investment in bricks and mortar at the time 
when the Europa right next door was being blown to pieces. It 
was a vote of confidence which turned out to be justified I 
think. I’m not saying that those with an evil intent with a 
bomb primed were going down the street saying Well we’ll not 
try that, that’s an historic building. [Laughs] 
MP: If it had been replaced with a new building would it have 
had the same regenerative effect?  
BM: No I don’t think so.913 

 

Morrison dates his awareness of conservation to the time Charlie 

Brett established the UAHS, but it hadn’t occurred to him that 

“conservation” was a relatively new concept: 

 

Even working in Scotland the architect John Gilbert used to be less 

aware of conservation practice than he is now, and learnt from his 

old mentor Desmond Hodges914, who by that time was running the 

Edinburgh New Town Conservation Committee: 

 

I remember having a building in Edinburgh, and actually then I 
bumped into Desmond Hodges, who happened to be in the New Town 
[laughs] and I said, Oh, we’d like to stone-clean this, and he 
said John I don’t think that’s a very good idea [laughs] - so 
Glasgow had been stone-cleaned to death. And obviously I 
listened to him, and I learnt again from Desmond.915 

 

Now Gilbert is very conscious of conservation principles, but his 

clients on tenement repairs very often don’t share his enthusiasm:  

 

I fight tooth and nail to get a stone lintel put in when you 
know they would be happy with a steel or concrete lintel.916 

 

There has been a big change in public opinion over the last thirty 

years or so, as noted by Ian McQuiston: 

                         
912 LB p.15 
913 BM p16 
914 Gilbert had worked in Hodges’ Belfast office as a student 
915 JG p15 
916 JG p15 
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People are now definitely more connected and more interested in 
their past and of course that’s best illustrated through the 
built surroundings that they live in. Every week practically 
you’ll find some little group or some little gathering of 
people somewhere fighting to retain a building - which may not 
even be listed of course, and that I doubt would have happened 
to the same extent in the past.917 

 

Houses in Main Street, Moira: 
Acquired by Hearth at a time when unlisted buildings in conservation areas 
were not protected from demolition, the restoration of these three houses 

triggered restoration of a dozen others in the terrace.  
 

 

The Challenge of Conservation 

Part of the fascination of working on old buildings is the challenge 

of repairing something which has been given up on, as LB describes: 

 

I have to say I probably get more joy out of an old building, 
because it is something that has been done a hundred years 
earlier, maybe more; there’s more feeling to that than there 
would be in an office block which is all shiny and glitzy... 
I would say you get more of a buzz out of bringing crappy old 
buildings into use, like the one I was talking about, my 
uncle’s place, I would dearly love to have [had] that, if it 
had been ten or fifteen years later I would have been kicking 
and screaming to get it done, gathering people together to get 
it. I was too young to be in that particular scheme, but I know 
that it was a fantastic building.918 

 

“It’s interesting how infectious, contagious, a love of the built 

heritage is,” says Ian McQuiston: 

                         
917 IMcQ p8 
918 LB p.15 
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It changes your life for ever... It gets into your system, like 
a drug - a happy drug. So you never look at buildings the same 
ever again, and you just love to see successful restorations.919 

 

Many architects and builders avoid conservation work when young but 

come to it later, and it is very rare to find someone who has worked 

on old buildings that has not learned from and enjoyed the 

experience. Finlay Reid for instance worked on new buildings for most 

of his career, and only discovered conservation when working on an 

extension to an old school.920 

 

The architect John Gilbert admits that his determination to get it 

right is actually based on practical knowledge rather than aesthetic 

principles: 

 

It’s not everybody has back copies of Specification for the 
last four decades. I’m interested in how things get put 
together and why. The history of construction actually I find 
very interesting, more interesting than just history probably. 
It’s an area that interests me, it’s why is that like that.921 

 

Jim Kerr finds his interest in old buildings has led to a significant 

element of the work of his engineering practice: 

 

There was always an element of conservation to some extent 
running through the practice, but the whole concept of 
conservation has really become more formalised over the past 
twenty-five years and now we have recognised accreditation on 
the engineering side which has really only come in this past 
seven [or] eight years.922 

 

The builder Noel Killen enjoys the challenges of trying to restore a 

building correctly. He described the lengths he went to in trying to 

locate missing stones from the ice house he was restoring at Slieve 

Donard, and then some surprising discoveries in cleaning out the pit 

under the dome: 

 

There was some of the stones from the main entrance that had 
been washed down the river, so I got like a wee bit of 
reinforcin’ bar and just prodded the ground with the 
reinforcin’ bar till actually find these stones... And I think 
we got all the stones only one stone which we had to get cut.  
And we also had to do repairs to the brick dome on the top of 
the ice house, it had collapsed in part of it. But one of the 
biggest jobs was actually cleanin’ it out, it was about 
fourteen foot deep so we had to clean the whole thing out, with 
buckets and shovels. And we also found bits of a plane that had 

                         
919 IMcQ p.15 
920 FR p.9 
921 JG p.16 
922 JK p.12 



 

 277 

crashed there during the war, bits and pieces, aye. Small bits 
you know, very small bits people had thrown in there.923 

 

But Killen’s biggest project has been the restoration of Ballydugan 

Mill, a massive and very derelict eight storey building in the 

countryside of Co Down: 

 

I had been aware of [Ballydugan Mill] all my life, and... on a 
Sunday morning when we would go to church, and we were comin’ 
back home, you could either go the main road to Seaforde, or 
you could go the back road, but I always wanted to go the back 
road, just to get a look at Ballydugan Mill. So that’s when I 
was maybe 9 or 10 or 11, so it was... I couldn’t understand why 
a buildin’ of that size was lyin’ derelict, and I also couldn’t 
understand why nobody did anything till it. And I was still at 
primary school at that time. So it seemed to be in me that if a 
buildin’ was lyin’ derelict you had to do something about it. 
So as I say years passed on, and I’d been keepin’ an eye on it 
over that number of years, but in 1986 a large section of the 
front had collapsed out of the buildin’. So I made a few 
enquiries, I knew then if someone wasn’t takin’ some sort of a 
project on it that it would probably end up just a big pile of 
rubble.924 

 

With no idea what he would do with it, Noel just started repairing 

the building over his evenings and weekends: 

 

So when I did buy it we spent about maybe two to three weeks up 
on the roof with temporary plywood and stuff, so we got 99% of 
the rain stopped, with very little money. And after that the 
buildin’ started till dry out amazingly well. As I say then the 
next year we started to build up the front facade again, 
puttin’ the granite arch in the bottom as the main entrance, it 
had collapsed so we had to get about ten, I think nine, new 
granite quoins cut, so we got them cut, put the arch up and we 
got that reinserted, and I say we just then for a couple of 
years we got that all built up and got the buildin’ secured and 
temporarily blocked the windows...  

 

After lying derelict for 150 years most of the windows had gone: 

 

In Ballydugan here there was only three windaes in the 
restaurant with parts of the original frame left from 1793. The 
rest of the frames had completely disintegrated really. So we 
started to make them, we made the box bit first really, and 
that box is some sort of pitch pine that we got in around the 
Albert Clock in Belfast, they were doing a lot of demolition 
then. And I went down to a mill, I think they used to make 
snuff in this mill, in around the Albert Clock somewhere, and 
the whole floor was done with a heavy two-inch pitch-pine 
floorin’ boards, so I got a whole load of that a couple of 
years after I bought the mill here. So I got enough timber out 
of that there to make all the window frames for this building. 
I had to make them every one of them in the end yes. And we 
made the sliding sash frames after that, and that’s exactly 

                         
923 NK p.3 
924 NK p.4 
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what was here before, a 6 over 6. But we have retained three of 
the original frames in the first floor restaurant.925 

 

Apart from the windows the Mill had survived remarkably intact, and 

Noel took pride in repairing rather than replacing them: 

 

It’s very fortunate that nearly 90% of the original timber 
remained, post and beam structure was left in situ really, so 
we had to do a lot of repairs... But when we were puttin’ up 
the new stair wells, the timber that we took out of there 
actually fitted perfectly back into some of the bays that were 
missin’. So this buildin’ really is about 90, over 99% maybe 
still original with all the original joistses and even the roof 
timbers as well, so from that aspect if the original people 
came back that constructed the Mill it’s nearly just exactly 
the same, and we haven’t overdone it too much really.926 

 

As the repairs began to be completed, Noel had to think what to do 

with the building:  

 

From 1988 till about 2000 we were workin’ on it back and 
forward really in between jobs, but from 98 to 99 we were 
nearly at it full-time, to get it movin’, because it was the 
millennium year that really spurred me on. For twelve years I’d 
no money comin’ in, you know, so the millennium kind of way 
focused me till aim for that year till get it opened in 2000.927 

 

Ruling out the idea of apartments in the building, Noel decided to 

open it as a hotel, and he is now a hotelier as well as a builder, 

rather to his own surprise:   

 

Ballydugan is a very special buildin’ to me really, because 
from my childhood it really did kind of way stick in the head 
there, and it’s strange now that I ended up ownin’ a buildin’ 
of this size really, so it is. The buildin’ wasn’t even listed 
whenever I purchased it, so it had very little protection 
really, so a lot of people thought in round here, when I bought 
the buildin’ it was goin’ to be demolition and build two or 
three bungalows on the site, which would have been terrible.928 

 

Most hoteliers move into a new building and expect it to be free of 

maintenance for, well some years anyway. Noel realised from the 

beginning that the building would require maintenance - but that it 

could be maintained and would repay that care. His summary of the 

experience of bringing the building back from a serious ruin to a 

working and profitable hotel - and his cheerful vision of its future 

- is typical of the feelings of conservationists, whether architects, 

builders or planners:  

 
                         
925 NK p.7 
926 NK p.8 
927 NK p.4 
928 NK p.5 
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Ballydugan was one of the most satisfying, until bring a 
buildin’ back from bein’ derelict from the late 1850s, to give 
it a new lease of life, you know. This building now is secure 
now for - probably the next thousand years [laughs].929 

 

 
 
 

Sustainability 
 

Slowly the world is becoming aware of the damage being done to the 

earth’s resources, through pollution, loss of bio-diversity, 

destruction of forests and the generation of greenhouse gases. 

Conservationists have always been aware of the value of repairing and 

recycling buildings and protecting settings. But it is only recently 

with the highlighting of climate change that politicians and industry 

have begun to consider what steps might be necessary to reduce the 

damage. Even the RIBA, long defending the right of architects to 

build new and dazzled by the role of “starchitects”, is now realising 

that so much of the carbon cost of buildings is tied up in their 

construction, particularly when that construction uses concrete and 

steel, that reuse of existing buildings makes more sense.930  

 

 
The problem of convincing developers to think long-term 

Despite his long experience with commercial developers, Brian Henning 

starts by emphasising the need to reduce greenfield development:  

 

My simple logic in this is, we should not be using new 
development land that has not been developed before. 
Fundamentally, we should prioritise brownfield redevelopment... 
but developers are very clever at finding a way to argue that 
there’s nothing available... Increasingly the pressure is 
coming on to have efficient living within a town’s 
infrastructure. You know if you keep spreading development to 
new land this is not going to work out.931  

 

Modernism’s emphasis on “functionalism” has resulted in a generation 

of buildings designed so tightly to fit their purposes that they are 

very difficult to adapt to any other use, so that they are demolished 

and redeveloped in as little as thirty years - patently wasteful of 

                         
929 NK p.8 
930 “We are at a moment now when to demolish a perfectly good and 
refurbishable large building is highly irresponsible. Reusing and adapting 
whay exists is acknowledged best practice to reduce carbon emissions and is 
by any standard just less wasteful.” (Hugh Pearman, Just say no, editorial 
in RIBA Journal August 2020 p.45) 
931 BH p.11 
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energy and resources.932 But developers think only in the short term, 

since they have to recover their costs on sale or within a very few 

years, and have no interest in what happens beyond that. Henning 

explains the economics: 

 

They’re looking at the value of investment return in their 
particular allotted lifetime. If that happens to be, say twenty 
years, they won’t be particularly bothered unless someone says, 
Actually you’re leaving a building that’s not flexible enough 
to be refurbished as something else and that impacts the value 
to society beyond twenty years, that will be the only way 
you’re going to get that changed...933 

 

So buildings need to be designed to be more durable and more 

flexible, with a value placed on whole-life costings rather than 

quick returns: 

 

I firmly believe society’s going to have to change its whole 
attitude, and that’s just part of it. Ways of living - you can 
see it already, things are changing at a great pace, 
fundamentally the way people work is changing, the way people 
are entertained is changing. 934 

 

The interviews for this dissertation were carried out before the 

onset of Covid-19, which have changed many economic models, possibly 

permanently, but even before it Henning was convinced of the role 

sustainability would play in the work of future surveyors:  

 

You’ve got a lot of traditional surveyors [but]... the future 
is much more about sustainability, much more about looking at 
good practice across the world and learning from that. If 
there’s a good side to globalism it’ll be that... Young 
entrants... can see themselves becoming sustainability 
champions and the like.935 

 

Concrete producer Colin Higgins points out how concrete fits the 

requirement of durability, but admits that its production is 

environmentally damaging.936 He says that the concrete industry is 

also looking at ways of reducing its carbon footprint: 

 

You’ve got this starting point of 0.8 of a ton of CO2 for every 
ton of cement and you work down from that. But if you take all 

                         
932 Peter Watts, in Blitzed, rebuilt and built again, cites numerous examples 
of buildings erected after the war, now demolished and about to be 
redeveloped for a second time. “A senior City planner” told Watts “that 30 
years was about right for a modern office, as demands change so swiftly”. 
933 BH pp.11-12 
934 BH p.12 
935 BH p.12 
936 The concrete industry is aware of its impact on global carbon dioxide 
production, and keen to emphasise the benefits of technologies like Ground 
Granulated Blast Furnace Slag, (Cementing Environmental Improvements, talk 
by Bryan Magee to RSUA, 19 November 2020).  
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those blendings, and carbon reabsorption you find it’s probably 
doing what it can with present technology to reduce the amount 
of CO2 we produce.937 

 

The surveyor LB thinks that builders are going to have to justify 

their new constructions by looking it the global costs of manufacture 

and transportation of materials, landfill created and so on 

 

to arrive at the energy costs of building a new house as 
opposed to a refurbished old one. Once you have to factor that 
in, the way you have to factor other things in now in order to 
get approval to do things, if you factor in that, and say 
there’s a benefit of 60% less energy used, this is to be 
considered.938 

 

His own office is in a Victorian terrace house. In refurbishing it 

recently the firm didn’t feel any need to strip out the lath and 

plaster walls and replace them with insulation materials - in fact 

they introduced air conditioning because the building is already too 

hot much of the year. 

 

There’s no doubt that had we been doing this a few years ago we 
probably would have stripped the walls and put in [insulation]. 
But it’s a well-built terrace house, a really well-built 
terrace house.939 

 

The implications of some of the building regulations that have been 

brought in to increase the ability of buildings to deal with cold 

haven’t been fully worked out yet. Air-tight houses have been found 

to suffer from mould when air-conditioning has failed or requires 

changes of filter, and yet many office blocks are built with fixed 

windows to prevent heat loss. Regulations have been brought in to 

make buildings more energy-efficient in winter, but at the same time 

our summers are getting hotter and drier, and LB points to the 

situation in Australia: 

 

Friends of ours live in Perth, and Perth this year was running 
regularly in the mid to high forties, and they were getting 
power shutdowns constantly, and that was the reason, because 
everybody had their aircon fired up and running 24/7, and the 
system couldn’t take it.940 

 

 
Recycling as a way of life 

Regulations tend to focus on requirements for new buildings and often 

fail to recognise ways that old buildings functioned, such as 

                         
937 CHi p.18 
938 LB p.13 
939 LB p.13 
940 LB p.14 
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breathability and thermal mass. The builder Noel Killen points out 

how well his Mill at Ballydugan works despite not meeting many modern 

regulations:  

 

I’ve been talking to engineers in here and... they’ve been 
asking what way was it constructed. Well it’s just got four 
walls right round, a rectangle, you’ve got your cross beams 
sittin’ in, you’ve got really no ring-beams in it, and if an 
engineer went to put that into Building Control today that 
doesn’t stack up in the calculations, they say it doesn’t work. 
But obviously it does work, it’s still here.941 

 

Noel Killen was brought up with a knowledge of the value of 

recycling: 

 

My grandfather was in the scrap business as well, so he wud 
have been bringin’ in stuff you know, he wud have been bringin’ 
in scrap, and goin’ buyin’ scrap off people, and then people 
would have come into the yard and bought some of that bits of 
scrap and put it back into circulation, so that gave me that 
linkage of, instead of throwing it in the scrap it cud be 
reused again.   

 

He extended that into his own philosophy with buildings: 

 

It was just - I don’t like to see waste, Marcus, you know.942 
 

And he applied that to his own work: 

 

About 1973, one of the first jobs I did actually was a 
demolition job. It was the old Carnegie Library in Downpatrick 
- yes - and I put a price in for the demolition of it, I think 
it was for £440, and it was built about 1907 but I reclaimed 
about 70/80% of the timber, and the slates on the roof really. 
943 

 

He was shocked at the casual dumping of useful material: 

 

A lot of the timber coming out of them buildings about the turn 
of the century it was very good quality timber really. In them 
times you know the demolition firms, a lot of it was just 
flattened really. But I cud see the value of it really. And I 
used a lot of the timber to build my first timber-framed 
house.944 

 

And as for the casual demolition of useful elements: 

 

I’ve repaired trusses in situ where the architect had asked me 
to take the truss away [and] take it to the workshop. So what I 
actually done, I repaired it in situ and it saved maybe a lot 

                         
941 NK p.10 
942 NK p.2 
943 NK p.2 
944 NK p.2 
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more money by doin’ that, and I think maybe some of the 
architects would need to be very careful if they were in 
historic buildings, if they haven’t had any experience of it, 
they would come in there and they would probably see a rotten 
timber and they just think that that truss would have to be 
replaced. But it saves you money really.945 

 

In reusing existing buildings the energy that was used to build it is 

retained, as opposed to throwing away that energy and using more 

energy to put up a new structure. As Kathryn Rogers Merlino has 

pointed out, “replacement buildings begin their existence with a 

preexisting energy debt”. 946 Killen takes pride in how Ballydugan 

Mill achieved the retention of this embodied energy: 

 

You can just visualise the amount of energy it took, manpower 
and horse-power to put this buildin’ up... so I have retained 
that energy in this building now really, and [if] it had been 
demolished that would have been all lost. So it’s also a great 
example of what they could have done in the late 18th 
century.947  

 

Noel Killen is one builder working in a small part of Co Down, 

reusing materials and buildings, running a successful business and 

leaving a very small carbon footprint, but he is realistic and not 

optimistic about the future: 

 

On our present course as we’re going now with the amount of 
pollution right round the globe now... it’s not lookin’ good 
for my grandchildren in the next fifty to a hundred years 
really, and with the diminishing of our ice-caps, the burning 
of the rainforests, which actually is legalised vandalism you 
know, that you burn down a rainforest that has been there for 
hundreds of thousands of years, and with the approval nearly of 
the local government and the corruption in these countries 
now...  
Climate change is happenin’, it’s not fiction it is happening 
to me, because I’ve seen it in the weather patterns over the 
last number of years you know. We do get more extreme weather 
patterns now, very extreme heavy rain which you wouldn’t have 
got every fifty years, we get severe storms every two or three 
years now. So we are altering the whole planet I think. We have 
the ability till self-destruct ourselves now, I think we do.948 

 

He points to one statistic in particular as the reason why all these 

problems have come to a head in the last fifty years: 

 

From 1970 till today the population of the planet has doubled. 
So the more people you have on the planet, the more houses we 
need, the more we need to get resources out of quarrying... The 
more population we have - it’s not lookin’ too good. The planet 

                         
945 NK p.8 
946 Kathryn Rogers Merlino, Building Reuse: Sustainability, Preservation and 
the Value of Design, Seattle, 2018, p.40.  
947 NK p.10 
948 NK p.10 
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can only sustain so many people, so if we double our population 
in the next fifty years - well, I think it’s self-explanatory 
is it not?949  

 

Noel Killen pinpoints several causes for the horrendous strains 

humans are putting on the resources of the planet, but apart from 

over-population which Malthus950 had identified as an issue in the 

early 19th century, many are caused by over-development, and the 

building industry has its part to play in combating that.  

 

 
Ballydugan Mill before restoration by Noel Killen, c. 1985 

 
 
 

Summary of Chapter 9 
 
This chapter has examined the growth of conservation and 

sustainability over the period (Objective 5).  

 

                         
949 NK p.10 
950 Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle of Population, first printed in 
1798. 
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After the War planning had been focused on generating new 

development, but when development was taken over by the private 

sector and inflation was driving the property market almost out of 

control planners had to turn their attention increasingly to the 

other side of planning set out in the 1947 Act - the protection of 

historic buildings and townscapes.  

 

In Northern Ireland the listing system was not set up till thirty 

years after the English model got under way, and attempting to list 

buildings at the same time as the province dealt with the chaos of 

the Troubles meant that the planners were playing catch-up even by 

the end of the millennium. Indeed, it could be argued that so many 

important buildings were lost and so much townscape damaged during 

the period that the very process of planning control and the 

protection of heritage has lost respect in some quarters.  

 

Legislation is important to provide teeth for issues like the 

statutory protection of buildings, but without pressure from 

activists like Gilbert, Rowan and the UAHS, the law may be little 

used. They provide spice and enthusiasm as well as social concern to 

drive those in authority to act in the public interest.  

 

This chapter considered protests in Belfast, Glasgow and Edinburgh - 

cities which have a great deal of social interaction, as evinced by 

several of the interviewees having lived in two or more of them.  

 

Activists do not necessarily need relevant qualifications, and they 

often have a broad background in other areas, notably journalism, 

which makes them aware of public opinion and other views that can be 

missed by people who are professionally involved in issues. That 

broad background and personal involvement are not weaknesses in an 

activist, but rather a strength that helps them to see through 

conventions and to write or speak with passionate conviction.  

 

Some legislation can move from enactment to implementation very 

rapidly, but the preparation of the list of buildings of 

architectural or historic interest proved a much longer business, and 

indeed is still ongoing. Decisions on what should be included on the 

list are rarely cut and dried, and even when they are obvious they 

can be contested by bodies with other interests, including other 

Government Departments. 
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Such contests happen less frequently now, and the battles tend to be 

with private developers seeking to have buildings delisted, so the 

legislation is fairly well established.  

 

Although the staff of the Department and the members of the Historic 

Buildings Council bring different attitudes to the table, both 

generally share an enthusiasm for historic buildings and want to see 

buildings protected and properly funded. However, inevitably the 

civil servants have a responsibility to departmental reputation and 

budgets, and tend to be more cautious in their approach. HBC members 

bring enthusiasm, occasionally bees in their bonnets, and sometimes a 

greater depth of knowledge than the staff members have. 

 

There have been periods of disagreement (notably when the 

introduction of the Second Survey led to an unwonted number of 

delistings, and staff members were told to resign from the UAHS as it 

was a “conflict of interest”!), but at its best the relationship has 

generally been stimulating and productive, encouraging the Department 

to fight battles for funding or protection.  

 
With the political and establishment muscle of the National Trust, 

the agile and fearless lobbying of the UAHS, and the practical arm of 

their “child” Hearth ready to tackle problem buildings and 

demonstrate that they could be brought back into viable uses, a 

triumvirate of amenity bodies existed to support the fledgling 

Historic Monuments & Buildings Branch of the DoE in doing its work of 

listing and protecting historic buildings.  

 

Although the three charities have always been quite separate and have 

different ways of working, there has always been some common 

membership of the various committees, and indeed of the HBC, with Ian 

McQuiston having been involved at various times in all four, and many 

others having served time on more than one committee, ensuring good 

links to share expertise between the bodies.  

 

Northern Ireland came late to conservation, and it is a province with 

strong traditions of questioning authority. However, the economic 

value of old buildings, in attracting tourism and providing 

distinctive buildings for new businesses, is becoming increasingly 

recognised. And as modern building often tends to become mass-

produced, builders and architects are increasingly attracted to the 

challenges of conservation.  
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If conservation was always a good thing because of respecting 

cultural and aesthetic values, it has become almost essential as a 

way of living with the move away from the throw-away society to a 

future where we must repair, adapt and re-use our buildings. When we 

build new we must build for durability and flexibility; and when 

buildings have outgrown their initial use we must repair, adapt and 

re-use them, as we have for generations with our historic buildings. 

 

 
The Ulster Hall, Bedford Street, Belfast: 

Barre’s best known building has been used for everything from political 
speeches to boxing matches, but is particularly celebrated for its acoustic 
and use by the Ulster Orchestra. This view exercised some artistic licence 
to fit in the players arriving at the back entrance as well as the audience 

coming in at the front.  
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10. CONCLUSION 
 
This study has explored changes in the building industry in Northern 

Ireland since the end of the Second World War. Some changes seem 

irreversible, but seventy years is also long enough for ideas to take 

the foreground, become old-fashioned, and sometimes even return to 

favour.  

 

The study was carried out through the medium of oral history, in 

order to explore how those changes affected people going through 

them. The interviews are being archived at the Public Record Office 

where it is hoped they will be of interest to future historians as 

well as marking the state of thoughts and attitudes at a point in 

time. Inevitably the selection of speakers was partial, and a 

different sub-set could have come up with additional, and perhaps 

some very different, views.  

 

The building industry is a large employer and involves a very diverse 

range of skills. Interviewees described how they came to it, and what 

led them to specialise. They also described how they were trained, 

through apprenticeships, sandwich courses or university. They talked 

about the influence of colleagues and the importance of practical 

learning. And looking back they talked about how they had observed 

other people’s foibles and how their own attitudes had changed.  

 

 
Changes in technology 

People from various parts of the industry described their reactions 

as new materials and techniques became available and then become 

standard practice, displacing familiar systems. Architects have had 

to move away from the pencil and Whatman paper that were still common 

in the 1950s to computerised drawing and electronic communication, 

and the largely hand-made approach of builders in the 1950s were 

overtaken by the hard economics of development in the years of the 

Celtic Tiger.  

 

On building sites cement has replaced lime, and concrete and steel 

have become commonplace. The traditional joiner’s tools have been 

superceded by electrical ones, and what required laborious hand 

digging is now carried out by machinery. Computers and mobile phones 

have made life faster, but have also changed our ways of thinking, 

and not necessarily for the better. Some speakers urged caution in 
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embracing new technologies, not because they were Luddites, but 

because they recognised that fast results are not always better. 

 

Alongside the technical and practical changes, the industry had to 

accommodate changes in legislation. These went from the widespread 

acceptance of the need for redevelopment after the War to the need to 

protect historic buildings and areas, and to work much more 

sensitively with existing buildings.  

 

In a place the size of Northern Ireland word of mouth has always been 

the best way to get work, but modern procurement methods and the need 

for “transparency” have done away with much of that. While the new 

methods have opened up some opportunities there is considerable 

scepticism about the cost-effectiveness of some new processes, and 

respect remains for the old systems where good workmanship and 

reliability were rated above the ability to fill in a form or a 

spreadsheet. 

 

 

Housing 

The industry constructs everything from factories to churches, but in 

Northern Ireland a major preoccupation has been housing, so that area 

was examined in more detail. The condition of housing after the war 

was considered briefly, then the growth of social housing and the 

idea of the new towns was looked at, followed by the role of the 

private developer from the farmer diversifying his crop to the 

arrival of commercial entrepreneurs. Architects commented on the 

monotony of housing estates, and housing managers wondered what was 

so wrong with the terrace housing that had been demolished - some 

changes were inevitable, but others were a matter of choice or 

fashion, and in retrospect may not have been such a good idea.   

 

A lot of Victorian housing was demolished to be replaced by modern 

housing estates and some multi-storey buildings. Plans to wipe out 

settled communities to make way for the Belfast Urban Motorway were 

largely shelved, but not before much damage had been done, and the 

ensuing housing redevelopment was nearly as damaging to areas like 

the Shankill and Sandy Row. The English press published photographs 

of cleared areas, implying that they had been wiped out by the 

Troubles, when in many cases it was official “progress”.951 There is 

                         
951 David McWilliams recently described a similar situation in Dublin: “In the 
mid-1990s a foreign friend, visiting Dublin for the first time, lamented how 
malicious the British must have been to bomb the city’s quays, great squares 
and wide streets before they left... When I told her that the British had 
not carpet bombed the city and [that] we, the Irish, had allowed our capital 



 

 290 

even a suggestion that the Troubles were exacerbated by the scale of 

social upheaval and change: certainly we now have a society where 

vandalism and litter dominate too much of our towns. But fashions 

change, in housing as in everything else, sometimes driven by hard 

lessons. Gallery-access housing has been demolished to be replaced by 

more traditional houses, and the qualities of Victorian housing are 

becoming obvious again. Social housing replaced a lot of private-

rented stock and low-value owner-occupied houses, but private renting 

is becoming more popular in line with the excessive rise in house 

prices over recent decades, so another wheel has turned full-circle.  

 

It used to be said that something was as solid as bricks and mortar, 

meaning that it would last a long time. That phrase became 

meaningless when buildings were pulled down after increasingly short 

periods in the frenzy of redevelopment. 

 

 

The Troubles 

The Troubles were a time of stress and chaos, and the destruction of 

so many buildings, not to mention the loss of lives and numerous 

injuries, drove some people away from Northern Ireland, but for those 

who stayed behind there was a dogged determination to live as normal 

a life as possible.  For young people there had even been a sense of 

excitement and a challenge to carrying on normal business. However, 

there was also anger at much of the damage and destruction, and a 

recognition that some social integrity may have been lost forever.  

 

The impact of the Troubles on the building industry was considered. 

None of the people interviewed were “involved” in the Troubles, but 

it was a perpetual backdrop to their lives as an ever-present 

nuisance and risk, and occasionally had a terrifying impact. Despite 

the horrors and chaos of the period, there was something of a blitz 

spirit, and most speakers have a matter-of-fact or even humorous 

approach to their memories of it, but also a determination to prevent 

any return to those times. 

 

Initially a matter of sheer necessity, building new housing was seen 

as part of the cure for the social and political problems of the 

Troubles, but the sheer scale of such redevelopment meant that 

communities were uprooted, leaving urban areas with devastated 

                                                                       
to crumble, she found such architectural wantonness, such a hatred for the 
urban heritage, impossible to fathom.” (David McWilliams, The rules of the 
property game have changed, in Irish Times, 17 October 2020).  
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economies and vandalised wastelands, and changing the character of 

more rural towns as new populations arrived.  

 

The loss of familiar streetscapes and public disillusionment at the 

quality of much new commercial design created a reaction, and the 

conservation movement which had been growing through the 1960s took 

on new urgency when the impact of the Troubles and the pace of 

subsequent commercial development threatened the distinctive 

character of Ulster’s towns and villages.  

 

 

The Rise of Conservation 

Better late than never, government had started on the task of 

statutory listing twenty-five years after it got under way in Great 

Britain, and planning changed from its postwar role of re-organising 

towns to one that is increasingly tasked with protecting them against 

untrammelled commercial development.  

 

Interviewees talked about the process of listing buildings and about 

campaigns to protect important structures. They also explained how 

some decisions were reached, with government officials having to 

listen to the arguments for and against development.  

 

The reaction to War damage seems to have been a call for new 

buildings - with areas completely demolished there was no 

alternative. The  damage caused by the Troubles was less wholesale, 

so it was possible to repair buildings and stitch back the townscape, 

and once the most intense years of the Troubles had passed repair 

became more normal. As for the demolition done to facilitate 

motorways, housing estates and office blocks - it could be seen to be 

self-inflicted and entirely avoidable, so there were increasing 

public calls to halt the damage. 

 

For architects and planners the Modernist ideas in vogue after the 

war seem in retrospect to have been a matter of fashion rather than 

objectively better as had been thought, and for builders conservation 

is reviving craftsmanship and a sense of pride in the work which had 

evaporated. Many buildings of the 1950s and 1960s now look tawdry, 

and there is a new appreciation of the value of historic buildings. 

Although conservation is still a minor part of most architectural 

courses, the professional bodies such as the RSUA have taken on 

conservation training themselves in recognition of the large part 

conservation now plays in many practices.  
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Sustainability 

At the start of the present century, the global problem of climate 

change began to impact and architects looked at ways of making more 

energy-efficient buildings. But it is only very recently that the 

concept of embodied energy has become common parlance and the 

building industry is having to consider reducing the scale of new 

building and consider the need to recycle and use the buildings we 

already have.  

 

Although this is a historical thesis, and the issue of conservation 

which recurs in it may be seen as retrospective or even nostalgic, 

the urgent need to work towards a sustainable future, as highlighted 

passionately by several of the interviewees, arises from an 

examination of the past and how sustainable the building industry 

used to be. 

 

 
Further research 

There is scope for much further research of this nature, for instance 

exploring the motivation of architects working for the Housing 

Executive and later for commercial developers. The office papers of 

Robert McKinstry, held at the DfC Monuments & Buildings Record, would 

make an interesting study. On a practical topic, much more research 

needs to be done on how to make better use of existing buildings, 

whether this is about design matters such as introducing living over 

the shop, or technical matters like defining ways of improving the 

performance of older buildings by targeting improvements effectively 

without costing so much or being so disruptive.  

 

 
Endnote 

It is hard to draw an over-riding conclusion from such a diversity of 

experiences and ideas, but all the interviewees felt that there were 

lessons to be learned from the past, and expressed those concerns.  

Many demonstrated a degree of regret for past times when tools were 

looked after, drawings were works of art and buildings were put up 

with a view to their being enjoyed by subsequent generations.  

 

Immediately after the War there was a period of optimism when 

architects and planners hoped to create a better world using new 

materials and clean Modernist designs. But despite the undoubtedly 

well-intentioned ideals of that generation, the baby seemed to get 

thrown out with the bathwater. There were protests at the loss of 
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familiar landmarks, local character and countryside, then flaws were 

found in many of the new buildings and in housing estates too far 

removed from shops and work.  

 

These concerns were not just felt in Northern Ireland but of course 

were part of a much wider reaction. In Great Britain the bombings of 

the Second World War had accelerated the recognition of what was 

being lost, and the introduction of listing followed within a couple 

of years of the end of the War. Northern Ireland suffered much more 

localised damage from the War, and was a relatively scattered rural 

community where the introduction of electricity and better roads took 

priority over historic buildings. However, it may not be coincidence 

that listing arrived in Northern Ireland within a few years of the 

outbreak of the Troubles, which caused widespread destruction across 

the province.   

 

When concern about climate change and issues of sustainability are 

added, conservation can now be seen as a major pointer for the future 

of the building industry. Without being sentimental, nearly every 

interviewee had regrets about practices that had worked well and 

become superceded, and many felt that the industry was too fixated on 

speed and economy too do its job properly.  

 

To summarise, the immediate postwar period was dominated by modernism 

in architecture, greater use of concrete and glass in construction, 

and a sense of excitement about the future. However, concerns were 

arising in the 1960s that townscape character was being eroded and 

valuable buildings were being lost. Within a few years of the 

establishment of the UAHS Northern Ireland’s planning legislation had 

nearly caught up with Great Britain. The interregnum of the Troubles 

created a hiatus that set the process back for a period, but it also 

emphasised the need to preserve the best of Northern Ireland’s 

architectural heritage that had survived. Conservation skills are now 

greatly valued, and there is a growing realisation that in future new 

building will have to be more carefully constructed, with older 

buildings being valued for their embodied energy as well as their 

historic and architectural interest.  

 

By gathering oral testimonies a much more critical account of postwar 

development can be gleaned than from looking at the written record, 

and along with that there is a conviction that conservation and 

sustainability are necessary if our planet is to be worth living in - 

and perhaps if it can be lived in at all in decades to come.   
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Appendix A: List of Interviewees 
 
AR - PROF ALISTAIR ROWAN  

Alistair Rowan was born in Belfast but studied architecture and 

history of art at Edinburgh and Cambridge, where he wrote a PhD on 

early Gothic Revival Architecture in the British Isles. That brought 

him into contact with the new buildings records in Edinburgh, Dublin 

and London, and he met Nikolaus Pevsner. That led to him editing the 

Buildings of Ireland volumes and writing the first one on Donegal 

Derry and Tyrone, at the same time as being involved in the fledgling 

UAHS. He became professor at Edinburgh and latterly in Dublin.  

 

BH - BRIAN HENNING  

Currently Chairman of the RICS in Northern Ireland, Brian trained as 

a quantity surveyor but developed an interest in project management 

which took him to working with developers in Dublin and abroad. His 

comments on the mechanism of economic cycles, principles of valuation 

and how teams work were particularly interesting.  

 

BM - BILL MORRISON  

Bill started his career in architecture but he soon qualified as a 

planner and pursued a career as an architect-planner. Apart from a 

brief period at St Lucia in 1974-78 he worked in Belfast and 

Craigavon, being involved in Making Belfast Work and Laganside, and 

he became Divisional Planning Manager for Belfast, where he was 

involved in the designation of several large conservation areas in 

the face of brutal redevelopment.  

 

CD - CAROLINE DICKSON  

Caroline studied architecture at Edinburgh before working in Dublin 

and Greece, finally setting up her own practice in Londonderry. She 

talks about working in modern architecture as well as restoration 

work, and being a woman architect when it was much less common.  

 

CH - COLIN HATRICK MBE  

Colin Hatrick is a retired architect living in Belfast. After an 

initial career working with new buildings he because the first 

investigator of historic buildings when Northern Ireland was 

preparing the way for listed buildings legislation. Since there was 

very little literature on local historic buildings Colin had to learn 

much of his trade through experience, and was involved in listing 

through the 1970s when Northern Ireland was suffering political 

unrest, and he continued working in the field well into his 
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seventies. He has written a number of unpublished “stories” which 

have also been drawn upon for this thesis.  

 

Chi - COLIN HIGGINS  

Colin trained as a civil engineer but spent his career working in 

concrete manufacture and then in cement manufacture. This saw the 

rapid growth in use of concrete after the war, particularly in 

Ireland, and increasing sophistication in the plant used. As a 

building supplier he was dealing with contractors in Belfast at the 

height of the Troubles, and more recently he saw the rise of the 

Celtic tiger which led to international trade deals.   

 

FR - FINLAY REID  

Finlay Reid studied architecture at Leeds and worked for a number of 

firms in Belfast, notably as a partner in HA Patton & Partners, 

before setting up his own practice for a period. His work was mostly 

commercial and housing, and his experience was probably typical of 

many architects in the province in the postwar period.  

 

HP - HUGH PRESS  

Hugh has worked for most of his life in Alexander Reid & Frazer in 

Downpatrick, which is effectively a family business as estate agents 

who also act as factors for the Dunleath and Annesley estates, 

holding extensive historical maps and records of rentals, leases and 

sales. He is able to draw on extensive experience in dealing with 

property management as well as traditional sales.  

 

IMcQ - IAN McQUISTON OBE  

Originally trained as a geologist, Ian had a wide-ranging career in 

the Civil Service including managing the Historic Monuments & 

Buildings Branch and then being the first Director of the 

Environmental Protection division with responsibility for natural 

heritage and control of pollution. His final job was running the 

National Trust in Northern Ireland, overseeing major repairs at 

Castle Coole and other properties. He has also been active in amenity 

groups and chaired the Historic Buildings Council amongst other 

bodies.  

 

JF - JOE FITZGERALD  

Although born and trained in Scotland, Joe’s working life as an 

architect has been mainly in Northern Ireland. After initial 

experience with the modernist firm of Gillespie Kidd & Coia he was 

able to set up his own practice specialising in education and church 
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buildings. A convinced modernist, he nevertheless served two non-

consecutive terms on the Historic Buildings Council. 

 

JG - JOHN GILBERT  

John studied architecture at QUB where he got a 1st class honours, 

but on qualifying he worked as a photographer and got involved with 

community groups across Belfast as an activist opposing the Belfast 

Urban Motorway. He also fought for better housing conditions as the 

1960s and 1970s concrete buildings became notorious for dampness and 

social problems. Currently in Glasgow he continues to work with 

residents groups in repairing tenements as well as developing 

conservation and green projects.  

 

JK - JIM KERR  

Jim is a structural engineer working on a wide range of buildings  

but is the only engineer in N Ireland with conservation 

accreditation. He talks about working in Dublin at the height of the 

Celtic Tiger, in Saudi Arabia, and on marine engineering as well as 

conventional structures. In terms of changes, he moves from graphical 

solutions to computers, and comments on the reliance on machine 

output.  

 

JMcA - JOHN McALEENAN  

John McAleenan learned his trade as a joiner in Belfast and around 

the Banbridge and Portadown areas, eventually setting up his own 

contracting business which built new houses and also restored a 

number of listed buildings. He talks about the arrival of electricity 

and water in rural areas, and the coming of building plant such as 

hydraulic machinery and ready-mix concrete which changed procedures 

on building sites. 

 

LB (anonymous)  

LB entered the quantity surveying profession straight from school and 

is still working as a consultant to his old firm. His interview 

describes the changes from typing up and “comping” bills of 

quantities to current procedures including BIM and NEC contracts, in 

many ways being critical of modern methods. He also talks about the 

difficulties of working during the Troubles, the non-sectarian nature 

of most people he worked with, the advantages of the tight practical 

market Northern Ireland had and its benefits in competition with GB.  

 

LMcK - LIZ McKNIGHT  

Liz McKnight trained as a housing officer with the NI Housing Trust 

and at the age of 22 was appointed manager of the Andersonstown 
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office only a month or two before the Troubles broke out and she had 

to deal with large numbers of urgent rehousing cases in one of the 

worst-affected areas. After leaving employment to bring up her family 

she returned to housing with a number of housing associations, 

working particularly in sheltered housing.  

 

MMcK - MICHAEL McKAY  

Michael McKay started work with Belfast Corporation’s housing 

department in the mid 1960s, and had experience of rent collection 

before the Troubles then was involved in housing allocation and 

dealing with squatting with the Housing Executive through the years 

of the Troubles. He was also involved in redevelopment areas and saw 

the conditions that led to much of the redevelopment, but has mixed 

views on the way people were rehoused.  

 

NK - NOEL KILLEN  

Noel left school at 15 and followed his family into the building 

trade. After serving his apprenticeship with a local firm in 

Downpatrick he took on a demolition job in his own right. Realising 

he could salvage and recycle much of the building he gravitated 

towards conservation work and personally took on the restoration of 

Ballydugan Mill, which he has made into a successful hotel. He is 

passionate about sustainability issues and sees reuse of old 

buildings as a key part of them.  

 

RL - ROBERT LIPTON  

A self-employed builder and handyman based in Aughnacloy, able to 

turn his hands to anything except plastering the outside of a house. 

After a joinery apprenticeship with a local builder he has always 

worked on his own. Never works to a contract, rarely for a price, 

usually just at the day’s wages.  

 

RK - ROBERT KENNEDY  

Still working in Belfast planning department, Robert has been the 

city’s conservation officer for a number of years. An enthusiastic 

traveller, he has studied townscape in many countries in his own 

efforts to define good planning.  

 

RP - RICHARD PIERCE  

Richard Pierce is a retired architect living in Fermanagh and 

Finland. Through most of his career he lived and worked around 

Enniskillen, but also worked in the Republic and Belfast, and while 

much of his output was domestic he also restored churches and had a 

wide-ranging interest in conservation and the history of 
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architecture. In parallel with his architectural career he has been 

heavily involved in the arts as a singer painter and photographer. 

 

RS - (Anonymous) 

RS was a member of the Historic Buildings Council in the 1980s, when 

some of the original members were still involved. As a “lay” member 

rather than a construction professional, he watched the process with 

amusement and admiration.  

 

JOHN RIDDEL LTD (7 interviews) 

John Riddels was established as an ironmongery business in Belfast in 

1803 and is still in business and managed by the same family over two 

hundred years later. The current managing director, Carey Ramsay (CR) 

and her father Nicholas Duffin (ND) who were both interviewed are 

descendants of John Riddel. Peter O’Reilly (PO’R) is one of their 

current sales staff, who formerly worked with an engineering 

wholesalers. Interviews were also carried out with former employees 

Hazel and William Bell (HB and WB), John Jackson (JJ) and Gary Kerr 

(GK); and with Carroll Mulligan (CM), a former managing director, and 

Fred Boal (FB), descendant of two former managing directors. Some of 

the latter interviews were filmed by the consultants JourneyFor. 
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Appendix B: Town Planning in Great Britain 
 
Introducing his study of the Town & Country Planning Act of 1932, 

Ivor Jennings noted that in pre-industrial England, when people lived 

on their own land in rural villages, one could be “as sanitary or as 

insanitary as one pleases”952, but that everything changed when people 

moved to towns and cities, leading to the public health acts of the 

1870s which succeeded in removing noxious or offensive trades953 from 

cities. However, the arrival of the internal combustion engine had 

made a new problem: 

 

The problem now is not to prevent people from crowding together 
in towns; it is rather to prevent them from scattering 
themselves about the countryside.954 

 

The Town & Country Planning Act of 1932955 therefore provided for the 

development of land, including “the acquisition of land for garden 

cities”. It also provided for “the protection of rural amenities and 

the preservation of buildings and other objects of interest or 

beauty”. So on the one hand the government was proposing to initiate 

extensive new development - but on the other, with the growing public 

concern about protecting rural England, it saw fit to include Clause 

17 under which a county council may “where a resolution to prepare or 

adopt a scheme has taken effect”, make an order “with respect to any 

building of special architectural or historic interest within that 

area... directing that without their consent the building shall not 

be demolished”. This power was diluted by establishing the principle 

of compensation rights, which meant that in practice councils were 

not encouraged to use the powers. The principle of tree preservation 

orders also appears in clause 46 of the Act.  

 

Town planning as we know it today really started on 1 July 1948, when 

the Town and Country Planning Act 1947956 came into effect in England 

and Wales. The significance of the date was that at that time all 

pre-existing uses and buildings were given a blanket planning 

permission - but anything proposed after that date would require 

specific approval.  
                         
952 W Ivor Jennings, The Law Relating to Town and Country Planning, Charles 
Knight, London, 1932. 
953 The 1875 Act had cited as noxious trades “blood boiler, bone boiler, 
fellmonger, soap boiler, tallow melter and tripe boiler”. (Public Health 
Act, 1875, 38 & 39 Vict, ch.55). 
954 Jennings, p.6.  
955 Town and Country Planning Act, 1932, 22 & 23 Geo V, c.48. 
956 Town and Country Planning Act, 1948, 10 and 11 Geo VI c.51. 
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In moving the Second Reading of the Bill in January 1947, Lewis 

Silkin as Minister of Town and Country Planning, explained that it 

sought to achieve a proper balance between often conflicting demands 

for land, the need for “the clearance of slums and the rebuilding of 

blitzed areas” and the dispersal of population from “our large, 

overcrowded cities” to new towns. On the other hand he realised that 

it was “important to safeguard the beauty of the country and the 

coast-line, especially now that holidays with pay will enable more 

people to enjoy them, and because we must develop the tourist 

industry as a source of foreign exchange.”957 He also pointed out that 

“the most fertile land must be kept for food production”, in the 

light of a loss of some 60,000 acres of agricultural land a year 

between 1927 and 1939.  

 

The Bill required local authorities in presenting their plans to open 

them to public opinion: “The housewife, who will use the new shops, 

and whose children will go to the new school... the farmer, the 

motorist, the amenity society — these too must have their say”. He 

also identified the dilemma of giving the district councils “the 

maximum delegation”, while ensuring that ultimately the policies of 

“the plan-making authority” must prevail and not be frustrated by 

“reckless grants of consent to development”. “I believe,” said Mr 

Silkin in summing it up, “that the vast majority of people in this 

country are prepared to face up to the implications of planning”, and 

that the Bill would introduce a new era “in which human happiness, 

beauty, and culture will play a greater part in its social and 

economic life than they have ever done before.”958  

 

Under the 1947 Act, ownership no longer included a right to develop 

land, and planning permission was to be required for any 

“development”, whether it was building, mining or materially changing 

land use. However, it was envisaged that much of the authority’s work 

would lie in acquiring land for development and either carrying out 

such development themselves or passing it on to developers. The state 

of many towns and cities after the wartime bombing raids meant that 

extensive development was required to get the country back on its 

feet - but it is becoming apparent that in some cases the planners, 

convinced that what they were doing was a public benefit, pulled down 

many buildings that had survived the war but stood in the way of the 

                         
957  https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1947/Jan/29/town-and-
country-planning-bill#s5cv0432p0_19470129_hoc_313 (Hansard). 
958 Ibid, 987. 
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large-scale master-plans they were set on building.959 In areas of 

significant war damage central government was offering grants of up 

to 90% of expenditure, which must have been hard to resist.  

 

Again, alongside the powers of compulsory acquisition there were 

orders for “the preservation or trees and woodlands” (clause 28), 

“the preservation of buildings of special architectural or historic 

interest” including control of alterations and extensions as well as 

of demolition (clause 29) and control of advertisements (clause 31). 

This time however the idea of preserving buildings was given teeth by 

proposing that Lists of buildings of interest would be drawn up by 

the Minister (clause 30). There were also powers to acquire historic 

buildings (clause 41). 

 

While the powers of the 1932 Act were quite strong, they were fairly 

specific in their application. The 1947 Act in effect vested all 

development control in the local authorities.960 In exchange it 

required the authorities to prepare Local Plans or Unitary 

Development Plans. Although this did not require land zoning such as 

was common in America, it was nevertheless about land use, and tended 

to fossilise land uses, making mixed use (such as was common in 

Edinburgh, with tenements embracing residential and office or 

commercial uses) difficult.  

 

Again Scotland and Ireland have had different legislation along 

similar lines, but Northern Ireland has followed English legislation, 

but often some years later.  

 

Archaeology and Conservation 

Most people in the 18th century would have found the idea that the 

state could intervene to prevent someone doing what they wanted to 

their own property ridiculous. The Rev Francis Gastrell bought 

Shakespeare’s final home in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1753, but he was 

irritated by the number of visitors wanting to see it and in 1759 he 

                         
959 Percy Johnson-Marshall’s interview in the British Library is revealing for 
his explanation of what planners were doing after the war: “Somehow this 
revolutionary concept and ideas, you look into what has already taken place 
and then you select the good, and remember to omit the bad.  And selecting 
the good from the past is a secret - a very important secret, a very 
important task... I then had of course ten years of reconstruction 
experience in Coventry, so I knew a great deal of the nitty-gritty, and I 
realised of course, first thing you do is prepare some imaginative ideas to 
make the people Feel they’re going to get a better tomorrow.” 
(https://sounds.bl.uk/Oral-history/Architects-Lives/021M-C0467X0002XX-
0001V0) 
960 In the Republic of Ireland the equivalent legislation was the Local 
Government (Planning and Development) Act, 1963 - but Northern Ireland 
legislation has always tended to follow the English models.  
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demolished the whole house.961 Alexander Pope’s villa in Twickenham 

was demolished by Lady Howe in 1808 for the same reason962. Both were 

legally absolutely within their rights, yet such losses built up 

public concern and the feeling that the rights of private property 

owners should sometimes be overridden in the public interest. 

 

In 1882 “An Act for the better protection of Ancient Monuments” was 

introduced by John Lubbock, 1st Baron Avebury, and passed as the 

Ancient Monuments Protection Act 1882 (45 & 46 Vict Ch 73). This not 

only set up Commissioners of Works as guardians for ancient 

monuments, with the power to purchase monuments (Sections 2 and 3), 

but also Inspectors of ancient monuments and a detailed Schedule of 

the Ancient Monuments to which the Act applied.963 Although only “one 

or more” Commissioners were to be appointed, anyone injuring or 

defacing the monument could be fined £5 or be imprisoned “with or 

without hard labour” for up to a month.964 The schedule of monuments 

is wide ranging - 28 monuments in England and Wales (including 

Stonehenge and Silbury Hill), 21 in Scotland and 18 in Ireland. The 

Irish monuments include the Giant’s Ring, the Mound of Down, Navan 

Fort in Armagh and Newgrange.  

 

Those monuments had all been prehistoric, and many had been 

recognised as significant back in the 17th century.965 Twenty years 

later it was seen fit to extend the scope of protection in the 

Ancient Monuments Protection Act 1900 (63 & 64 Vict Ch.34). This 

brought the country councils in as potential guardians for the 

monuments (Section 2), and also established the principle of public 

access when the owner or guardian was a public authority (Section 5). 

                         
961 Gastrell first cut down “a celebrated mulberry tree” said to have been 
planted by Shakespeare, and then demolished the house for which “he incurred 
such public odium, that he was obliged to leave the neighbourhood.” (West 
Middlesex Advertiser and Family Journal, 4 September 1858, 
seehttps://blog.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/2013/03/09/the-man-who-
demolished-shakespeares-house-reverend-francis-gastrell/) 
962 Baroness Howe of Langar (1762-1835) had acquired a riverside house at 
Twickenham in 1803. She bought Alexander Pope’s villa next door in 1807 
specifically in order to demolish it. (http://www.twickenham-
museum.org.uk/detail.php?aid=73&cid=9&ctid=1) 
963 Being conscious of the delicacy required in any approach that appeared to 
remove the rights of private ownership, the Act allowed the owner to appoint 
the Commissioners as guardians of his monument, making them liable for its 
repair and upkeep with parliamentary support, while emphasising that the 
owner would have “the same estate, right, title, and interest” in the 
monument as hitherto. 
964 Incidentally, if the owner of the monument was a minor, or of unsound 
mind, or a married woman, the owner in law would be the guardian or husband 
as the case may be. 
965 John Aubrey wrote of “that stupendious but unheeded antiquity” of the 
stones at Avebury and Stonehenge and was the first to realise they had been 
“temples, and built by the Britons”. (John Aubrey, The Natural History of 
Wiltshire, first published posthumously in 1847; reprinted by David & 
Charles, Devon, 1969, p.96) 
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This additional legislation was not extended to Ireland. There was a 

further Ancient Monuments Protection Act in 1910.  

 

Thirty years after the 1882 Act the ground had been prepared for 

wider protection and the Ancient Monuments Consolidation and 

Amendment Act 1913 repealed and reinforced the three earlier acts and 

added protection for buildings. An Ancient Monuments Board was set up 

to issue protection orders, and the term monument was extended to 

include the lands around the monument, recognising the importance of 

the setting of a monument.966  

 

The current legislation for archaeology in England Wales and Scotland 

is the Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Areas Act 1979. This 

defines a monument as “any building, structure or work above or below 

the surface of the land, any case or excavation” (Section 61), and 

extends it to any site “comprising the remains of any vehicle, vessel 

or aircraft or other moveable structure”  - a long way from 

prehistoric dugout canoes to the remains of WWII aircraft. It 

formalised Scheduled Monument Consent and the procedures for stop 

notices. 

 

 
The Conservation Charters 

Alongside the formal legislation enacted at Westminster, there were a 

series of international Charters  which established moral and 

aesthetic values for planning and led to the development of 

conservation legislation, particularly across Europe.  

 

The Athens Charter of 1931 was agreed at the First International 

Congress of Architects and Technicians of Historic Monuments, and 

called on each country to  create an inventory of ancient monuments. 

It focused on archaeology, as usual the starting point for 

conservation legislation. The Venice Charter of 1964, agreed at the 

Second International Congress, set the standard approach to buildings 

for most of the latter part of the 20th century. While still talking 

of preservation, it ruled that restoration “must stop at the point 

where conjecture begins”, but it went on to say that any extra 

indispensible work “must be distinct from the architectural 

                         
966 A vexatious clause was added to give “ecclesiastical exemption” to 
ecclesiastical buildings in ecclesiastical use. This was because the Church 
of England had argued that it was capable of looking after its own property. 
Quite why the churches should have been considered any more capable of doing 
this than any other class of building owners such as banks or almshouses, is 
not clear, and the exemption remains in current legislation despite 
distressing examples of historic church interiors being gutted by their 
clergy. 
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composition and must bear a contemporary stamp”.967 This led to the 

still largely current mantra that any additions or extensions to a 

building should be “of their time” rather than attempting to mimic 

the original, and the ridicule of “pastiche” was given authority by 

the Venice Charter.  

 

The Nara Document on Authenticity which followed in 1994 sought to 

bring greater respect for cultural and heritage diversity and 

suggested that cultural heritage extended from physical artefacts to 

“use and function, traditions and techniques, location and setting, 

and spirit and feeling.”968  

 

The Burra Charter, developed by ICOMOS in Australia in 1979 and 

revised in 2013, talks about maintaining  a “place” rather than a 

building or monument, and in its Preamble advocates that conservators 

“do as much as necessary to care for the place and to make it 

useable, but otherwise change it as little as possible so that its 

cultural significance is retained.” It also moves from an emphasis on 

purely physical artefacts to making protection of “cultural 

significance”969 the main objective. The concept of conserving ancient 

monuments had moved to protecting something more abstract, and 

something which might be expected to be different in every culture.  

 

A number of “Conventions” have been drawn up by the Council of 

Europe, and while these mainly refer to archaeology there has been a 

similar move from ancient artefacts towards cultural values. Although 

not an international charter, the British Standard on Conservation of 

Historic Buildings (BS 7913:2013) is another useful document 

codifying the approach to historic buildings.970  

 

                         
967 Venice Charter 1964, Article 9. 
968 Nara Document, Article 13.  
969 Burra Charter, Article 2. 
970 While referring to the principles of the Charters, it is a more practical 
document, addressing problems like dampness (“It might be possible to remedy 
these [by] selective removal of non porous materials") and dry rot (“In most 
cases, chemical treatment is unnecessary“). 
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Appendix C: Housing in Great Britain 
 
Legislation for housing has been closely tied up with the regulations 

for public health described above under Building Regulations. Before 

considering the specific legislation for housing in Northern Ireland, 

it is helpful to review the legislation drawn up for England and 

Wales, to which Stormont’s legislation generally refers. The Housing, 

Town Planning &c Act 1919 and Town & Country Planning Act 1932 laid 

the foundations for public housing in a way that was to grow 

dramatically in the 20th century.  

 

In the 19th century most people, even skilled tradesmen and many 

businessmen, rented their houses, and new houses were mainly built by 

factory owners.971 Many people lived in slums in overcrowded and 

insanitary conditions. Like other industrial cities, Belfast had its 

share of appalling housing and Rev O’Hanlon recorded many examples in 

his Walks published in 1853. He had found a wretched apartment in 

Brady’s Row “without windows” and a family of seven sharing the same 

bed in another tiny dwelling. In addition to the cramped conditions, 

there was usually no sanitation - in Samuel Street, he said that the 

houses of the street were built “so close together that it might seem 

to have been the design of the architect to shut out both light and 

air”, while in Barrack Street the air was “tainted and loaded by the 

most noisome, reeking feculence”.972 When slum clearance took place, 

there was rarely enough money to replace the houses lost, and when 

new buildings were erected the rents were beyond the reach of the 

poorest families. 

 

It was Octavia Hill (whose role in setting up The National Trust was 

mentioned above) who effectively established the modern housing 

association movement. Inspired and financed by John Ruskin, Octavia 

Hill took on the management of three rented houses in 1865, and by 

her principle of encouraging self-reliance and personally knowing her 

tenants, she was managing 3000 tenants in fifteen schemes by 1874. In 

her view “municipal socialism and subsidized housing” led to 

indiscriminate demolition and the destruction of communities.973  

 

                         
971 Even in 1918 home ownership stood at 23%, with 76% of households renting 
their homes privately. 
972 Rev W M O’Hanlon, Walks Among the Poor of Belfast, Henry Greer, Belfast, 
1853, p.22.  
973 AS Wohl, Octavia Hill and The Homes of the London Poor, in Journal of 
British Studies 16 January 2014. 
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The Housing of the Working Classes Act 1885 empowered local 

authorities to condemn slum housing, but did not finance new housing, 

which became possible with the Housing of the Working Classes Act 

1890 (53 & 54 Vict c.70), dealing with urban housing, and its 1900 

extension to include rural authorities.974  

 

When men streamed back home in the aftermath of the two world wars it 

was obvious that housing conditions had led to many debilitating 

illnesses and that these men and their families deserved better, 

indeed “Homes fit for heroes”, as the 1919 slogan had it. The lack of 

building materials and of building contractors following the wars 

meant that building costs had risen dramatically, meaning that rents 

had also risen. The “Addison Act” of 1919 subsidised councils, but 

the Housing &c Act 1923 (known as the Chamberlain Act) extended the 

subsidies to private builders, and the Housing (Financial Provisions) 

Act 1924, 14 & 15 George V (the Wheatley Act) further extended the 

scheme by providing subsidies to build public housing, thereby 

creating employment in a depressed construction industry and 

providing affordable homes for low-income families. Answering a 

question in Parliament in February 1927, Neville Chamberlain as 

Minister of Health reported that some 14,500 houses had been or were 

being built under the schemes, at an estimated cost of £422 for a 

non-parlour and £469 for a parlour house.975  

 

The Housing Act 1930, named after the minister of the time, Arthur 

Greenwood, encouraged mass slum clearance but sensibly provided 

subsidies on the basis of the number of people rehoused rather than 

the number of properties demolished. This and a couple of further 

enabling acts led to the construction of more than 700,000 council 

dwellings, many built with subsidies of up to 80%.  

 

Even when tenants could afford the rent of these council houses (and 

many could not) the micro-management of the housing managers put some 

off. In line with Octavia Hill’s self-help principles, the managers 

encouraged tenants to follow the principles of good housekeeping and 

would inspect houses to check that their advice was being followed. 

                         
974 Murray Fraser (John Bull’s Other Homes: State housing and British Policy 
in Ireland, 1883-1922, Liverpool University Press, 1996) says that the Land 
Improvement Acts in Ireland from the 1860s, and in particular the Labourers 
Act of 1906, where by the state would meet 36% of loan repayments,  provided 
the first national public housing. Brett points out that the 21,000 such 
cottages built by 1906 were mostly built in Munster and Leinster, with very 
few being constructed in what was to become Northern Ireland, where housing 
was generally of better quality (Brett Housing, pp.18-22).  
975  https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1927/feb/17/local-
authorities-schemes#S5CV0202P0_19270217_HOC_152. 
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One new tenant in Bristol in 1936 was written to in very patronising 

terms:  

 

The Housing Committee realise that you have been living under 
very undesirable conditions, and that in worn out houses it is 
very difficult to get rid of vermin. But there will be no 
excuse in your new house. Do not buy secondhand furniture, 
bedding or pictures unless you are quite sure that the articles 
are free from vermin. Insects do not like soap and hot water, 
and they also dislike dusters and polish. So if in the new 
house you keep your windows open, and keep your bodies and 
clothing, floors and stairs, furniture and bedding clean; use 
the duster frequently on all skirting and ledges, you are not 
likely to be troubled again with vermin.976  

 

At the end of the Second World War the country was faced with its 

greatest shortage of housing, with many houses lost to the blitzes 

and construction firms disbanded. Churchill initiated the Temporary 

Housing Programme, planning to build half a million prefabs with an 

anticipated life of only ten years. A Draft White Paper about 

Temporary Housing in October 1945 records that in 1944 the plan had 

been to build pressed steel bungalows at a cost of £600 each, but 

that “The Aluminium House” would cost £1,365 when leveling sites, 

provision of drainage and higher labour costs were taken into 

account.977 With only 150,000 prefabs built and the worst winter of 

living memory in 1947, PRC (pre-cast reinforced concrete) houses were 

produced in various proprietary forms using concrete panels on a 

steel frame. Designed to be permanent unlike the prefabs, these 

houses of course gave rise to serious problems of condensation, while 

some aluminium prefabs are still standing and quite popular today.  

 

The Housing Act of 1949 dropped the restriction that Councils could 

only build houses for the working classes. The intention was to build 

a wider variety of houses and to remove the stigma attached to 

“council housing”. It also introduced improvement grants for private 

landlords and owner occupiers. In the 1950s the growing economy 

allowed some 250,000 new local authority homes to be put up each 

year, growing to a peak of some 400,000 per annum in the 1960s from a 

combination of council and private house building. Much of this was 

done in Modernist estates with tower blocks, particularly after 1956 

when the building subsidy was confined to new houses built to replace 

those demolished in slum clearance and there was actually more money 

                         
976 Letter to new tenant from the Corporation of Bristol Housing Estates on 15 
June 1936, making an offer of a new house on the Knowle West estate, qu in 
University of the West of England, The History of Council Housing, 2008, 
https://fet.uwe.ac.uk/conweb/house_ages/council_housing/print.htm. 
977 Temporary housing, paper from the Minister of Works, 13 October 1945, 
http://filestore.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pdfs/small/cab-129-3-cp-226.pdf. 
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for blocks more than six storeys high.978 The pressure for building 

fast and dense was such that tower blocks became common and building 

standards (despite ever more complex regulation) seem to have 

slipped. The collapse of Ronan Point following a gas explosion in 

1968 was notorious979, and more recently the loss of life from the 

Grenfell Tower fire in 2017 has further underlined the problems of 

building too fast.980  

 

Pressures on land in city centres led to councils building estates on 

the periphery of cities, which appeared to be attractive in providing 

open spaces, gardens and even parking spaces - but few of the tenants 

had cars and most could not afford them. In fact they had simply been 

extracted from the city and dropped far from their work and often 

separated from friends and family in the course of redevelopment. 

 

Section 4 of the Housing Act 1957 set out the criteria for judging 

whether a house was unfit, looking at basic amenities and general 

state of repair. A draft White Paper in 1968 after the war the 

priority had been the building of new houses, but that it was now 

possible to plan for a shift in the emphasis of housing effort and 

that “a greater share of the resources should go to the improvement 

of older houses”.981 A government survey in 1967 had shown that there 

were many more unfit houses “than had been known before”982, and that 

they were less concentrated and so less amenable to slum clearance 

action. It was estimated that there were 1.8m unfit dwellings, “some 

of which will be worth saving and improving”983, despite needing 

repairs of £125 or more! Fitness is not defined in the document, but 

it noted that of the 13.9m houses that were not unfit, about 4.5m 

would require expenditure of £125 or more to deal with repairs or 

lack of one or more basic amenities. Although age was not a category 

of unfitness, it was brought into account. Not surprisingly, 99.34% 

of unfit houses in potential clearance areas dated from before 1919; 

less was made of the 30% of fit houses of the same age.984 Although 

much of the improvement would have to be done through local 

                         
978 University of the West of England, The History of Council Housing. 
979 Building Research establishment, 1968 - Ronan Point gas explosion. 
980 See BBC news report 2017 with updates, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
40301289. 
981  New Homes from Old Houses, Cabinet paper 5 April 1968, p.240; 
http://filestore.nationalarchives.gov.uk/pdfs/small/cab-129-136-c-66.pdf. 
982 Ibid, p.241 
983 Ibid, p.241 
984 Ibid, p.265 
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authorities it was noted that “there will be a useful role for 

housing associations”.985  

 

The Housing Act of 1964 established the Housing Corporation to lend 

to charitable “housing societies”. This was expanded in the Housing 

Act of 1974 to allow the Corporation to fund and regulate “registered 

housing associations”, which led to the rapid expansion of housing 

associations, many managed by local groups to improve housing within 

quite small geographical areas. 

 

Right to Buy was introduced in the Housing Act 1980, and attractive 

estates began to lose their housing stock as tenants bought their 

homes (and often sold them on in a few years before looking for 

rental housing once more). The effect was to increase home ownership, 

but to decrease the number of houses for rent - quite dramatically, 

with a million houses sold in the first ten years. On top of that, 

the reinforced concrete homes began giving problems because of 

corrosion of the metal reinforcement. Councils tried to transfer 

those houses to housing associations, who had been given possible 

additional grant when taking on ”stock transfer”, but increasingly 

Councils have been left with their poorest stock, and restrictions on 

raising rent levels to tackle their repairs. 

 

Meanwhile in the private housing sector average UK housing prices had 

remained well under £10,000 between 1950 and around 1975, after which 

inflation set in and they reached £60,000 in 1988 before dropping 

back slightly, then jumped to £180,000 by 2006. Average prices are 

distorted by London where prices are much higher than elsewhere. 

Despite the inevitable correction after that boom period prices have 

remained high as people have been reluctant to sell for less than 

they had paid and deposits have become impossible for many first time 

buyers. The market is static and a lot of property lies empty while 

developers await a further upturn in the market. Whereas the ratio of 

house price to earnings has remained fairly static at around 5% in 

the north, the ratio in London is an unaffordable 12.77%.986 

 

                         
985 Ibid, p.242 
986 The London ratio had risen to 13.25 in 2017 before dropping back to this 
figure in 2019. It appears to be dropping further in 2020. See Office for 
National Statistics, House price to residence-based earnings ratio. 
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Appendix D: A Case History - Castlecourt 
 
Although there had been campaigns to save buildings before (the Palm 

House and Opera House being successful examples), the effort to 

preserve the character of Royal Avenue against the development of 

Castlecourt was the first time the UAHS had put a public debate 

together as part of its campaign, and was able to bring the process 

of listing and conservation areas into discussion.  

 

The bureaucratic background to this case history is dealt with in 

more detail by Andrew McClelland987, but it is useful to look at it 

again since three of the interviewees for this thesis - Colin 

Hatrick, Ian McQuiston and Bill Morrison - had been involved in the 

project from different angles and were able to reflect on what had 

happened.  

 

This case history sums up the issues planners and architects were 

dealing with as Northern Ireland slowly moved out of the Troubles to 

a more normal situation where developers were wanting to make money 

out of towns and cities, and to establish to what extent the 

authorities were going to exert quality control over the emerging 

situation.   

 

One of the most prominent such applications was Castlecourt - the 

development of a shopping centre in the middle of Royal Avenue, in 

the centre of Belfast. Royal Avenue is not particularly old, having 

been laid out in the 1880s following the 1878 Belfast improvement 

Act, but it was an example of planned development similar to the 

Edinburgh New Town, where individual plots had freedom in their 

designs but were expected to comply with an overall cornice height, 

and the development occurred within less than a ten year period, 

self-imposing a degree of stylistic integrity. 

 

Colin Hatrick and Charlie Munro as the government listers had 

identified the quality of the area and recommended its protection. As 

Hatrick observes, they were confident in the quality of the buildings 

they were dealing with, and got the support of the Historic Buildings 

Council: 

 

Royal Avenue is a grand example of cityscape and it was a 
pleasure to put forward for listing as there was no objection 

                         
987 Andrew McClelland, Contesting destruction, pp.246-292. 
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at all from the HBC members... Charlie and I were pleased that 
an A Category was recommended.988 

 

However, other parts of government had different plans, aimed at 

reviving the city centre by new development designed to create 

employment and send out the message that Belfast was open for 

business. Hatrick was summoned to a meeting to be told the listing 

proposal was not welcome: 

 

The Minister of Development was accustomed to calling me up 
from time to time for trivial matters and it was no surprise 
when first thing on a Monday morning I received a summons to 
his office.   Unusually his personal assistant and a bevy of 
officials were present, and tea and biscuits were served.   
Complimenting me on my presentation of the proposed listings in 
Royal Avenue he said that he was prepared to endorse the lot 
with the exception of the Post Office. 
Bad news indeed and he explained that a supermarket proposed 
for the site was seen as a key building in the economic revival 
of the city.   The plans illustrated a relatively small 
structure, and I suggested retaining the Post Office as a 
frontage building with all of the drama it would entail for 
shoppers. I could see that this idea gained the attention of 
some of those present and it was agreed that the developers 
should be asked to come along to a meeting. Less than a 
success, as the Minister was told that from an economic point 
of view the scheme would founder and that the store would be 
re-located if he insisted on retention of the Post Office.989 

 

Ian McQuiston as his principal officer saw the process from the 

administrative side: 

 

We were still listing buildings in the centre of Belfast and 
the former Grand Central Hotel and Post Office I think it was, 
they were up for listing, and we were instructed Not To List - 
it was going to get in the way of this major redevelopment... 
At that stage there was a Comprehensive Development Branch 
which was doing its best to get life into Belfast and 
elsewhere, and they were pushing ahead and getting investment 
and that sort of thing, and they simply took the view that 
listing these buildings would be a complete impediment to their 
vision of what was going to happen in Royal Avenue. And it’s 
one of those things that individual parts of a department can 
have views on an issue, but when “The Department” makes a 
decision everybody toes the line, and that’s what happened 
there, Comprehensive Development Branch obviously managed to 
get their case heard ahead of ours. And we were still I suppose 
a small outpost of the Department, not maybe part of the 

                         
988 CH in Chronicle, Royal Avenue. In January 1978 the HBC had recommended 
listing of some buildings in Royal Avenue, but the Branch was reluctant to 
proceed with the listing while the status of planning permissions in the 
area was checked. In May the DoE recommended that Royal Avenue should be 
designated as a conservation area, but in September the Permanent Secretary 
of the DoE told the HBC that the recommendations would not be pursued “due 
to certain planning and economic problems“ which required further study. 
(HBC Minutes on HBA 04-18 Vol.24) 
989 CH in Chronicle: Royal Avenue. 
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mainstream, and maybe didn’t have too many strong supporters in 
the centre.990 

 

Bill Morrison was in the planning department, where they could 

appreciate that Royal Avenue was significant, but were swayed by the 

economic arguments and applying Venice Charter principles to how 

development in the area should happen:  

 

The architects initially as I recall produced something which 
was disparagingly summed up by saying it was a pastiche, where 
they’d taken a bit of this and a bit of that from the 
surrounding buildings, and put it together and it didn’t work. 
And I remember being heartened by what I saw.  
I’m personalising this but I’ll say we, because it was all of 
us in the planning office, were quite pleased with the final 
one which laid emphasis on the important elements of continuity 
like the horizontal lines that were represented by the corners 
of the other buildings, these were going to be respected, and 
the building was stainless steel as opposed to brick, so it 
wasn’t going to we felt take away from the buildings on either 
side. I can see you’re smiling Marcus -991 

 

Looking back on it, it does seem ludicrous that at the very point 

when the area had been identified as having major significance, the 

planners should happily approve a new development which not only 

demolished buildings that should have been listed, but imposed alien 

materials in a completely different stylistic genre bang in the 

middle of an historic streetscape, but the orthodoxy was that new 

developments should at all costs be “of their time”. Forty years on, 

Morrison is less confident, but accepts that it was a decision for 

its period: 

 

I wouldn’t say anything in conservation is cast in stone... but 
it’s one way of dealing with it, and an effective way I thought 
at the time.992 

 

Colin Hatrick’s suggestion of developing behind the facade had been 

thrown out by the developers, who knew that facade retention would be 

expensive as well as negating their ambitions for something bright 

shiny and modern. But it was also thrown out by the planners, who 

fell back on the traditional process of delay, as admitted by 

Morrison: 

 

Façadism is not something that you necessarily want to promote. 
But... actually we in the planning office delayed the approval 

                         
990 IMcQ p.5 
991 BM p.11. (The Venice Charter suggests among other things that to show 
respect for historic buildings any addition or alteration should contrast 
with rather than attempt to replicate them). 
992 BM pp.11-12 
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for some time because we weren’t satisfied with the schemes 
that were coming forward.993 

 

The UAHS organised a one-day conference called No Mean City? on 3 

October 1984, one of the main aims of which was to publicise the 

damage being done to a once-fine Victorian city by developments like 

Castlecourt. Comparisons were made between the elegant and ambitious 

Victorian Belfast recorded by Lawrence and Frith against the same 

locations in 1984, almost invariably tawdry, damaged and ravaged. 

Speakers from England told of how “essential” developments had proved 

unnecessary a few years later, and expressed amazement that Belfast’s 

planners should be approving Castlecourt instead of insisting on 

retaining the Head Post Office in particular. Speaking at the 

conference the planning consultant and former City Architect for 

Bath, Roy Worskett, expressed amazement that the demolition of the 

Head Post Office was even being considered: 

 

The authorities really have to stand behind listing... I would 
just like to pick out one local example, the Post Office in 
Royal Avenue; really, it seems inconceivable to me that that 
building should ever go. I can’t imagine now, in virtually any 
English city, or virtually any other European city, that that 
building would be allowed to be demolished. It isn’t, as I 
understand, even listed: that seems to me absolutely 
unbelievable.994 

 

Ian McQuiston remembers the conference as being  

 

All part of a developing consciousness of the importance - the 
economic importance - of built heritage, but it was a long haul 
here where there was still a strong view [in favour of] clear 
fell and start again... It took a long time to get the point 
across that you do have construction jobs when you’re repairing 
major buildings as well as when you’re knocking them down and 
building them up again.995 

 

The Belfast public was not yet quite ready for conservation - but nor 

was it ready for the stainless steel and glass of Castlecourt996: 

According to McQuiston, Richard Needham, the Minister who had pushed 

for Castlecourt 

 

apparently bumped into a lady after it was finished and he 
asked what she thought of it, and she said It’ll be great, she 
said, when they get the scaffolding off it! [laughs]997 

                         
993 BM p.12 
994 Roy Worskett, The Character of Towns, in No Mean City? the synopsis of 
papers presented at the conference.  
995 IMcQ p.6 
996 The proposed building was described as having “all the charm of a tower 
block laid on its side” (Looking Back in Anger, Ulster Architect, June 1985, 
pp.2-5). 
997 IMcQ 5 
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Appendix E: Consent Forms 
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BUILDING NORTHERN IRELAND 1945-1980 
Research towards a PhD at Ulster University 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION FOR INTERVIEWEES 
 
You are being invited to take part in a research study. You have been 
chosen because you had significant involvement in the subject under 
study, but your participation is entirely voluntary. Please read the 
following information and do not hesitate to ask questions about 
anything that is not clear to you. 
 
It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part. If you do 
decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to 
keep. You will also be asked to sign a consent form. If you choose to 
take part, you can change your mind at any time and withdraw from the 
study without giving a reason.   
 
This study of the development of the building industry in Northern 
Ireland in the post-war years is based primarily on oral interviews 
with people who had involvement with the industry over that time. The 
interviewees will be professionals such as architects, engineers and 
surveyors as well as building contractors and tradespeople. The 
interviews will also extend to related professionals in planning, 
housing and civil servants, and to building developers and materials 
suppliers.  
 
The study will look at how changes in the industry between 1945 and 
1980 took a foothold. Among them is the move from pencil drafting to 
computer drafting, the increased complexity of building contracts and 
building legislation, the role of planning, the rise of conservation, 
and the political and social background against which the industry 
had to carry out its work. Although much of this is technical, the 
social and economic background to the building industry will also be 
explored, and above all the ways in which individuals dealt with the 
circumstances and carried out a career in rapidly changing and 
sometimes challenging times.  
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The research is being carried out by Marcus Patton, who has recently 
retired from a career as an architect, conservationist and housing 
manager. He has considerable experience of interviewing people and an 
understanding of the background to the subject. 
 
Interviews will take place at a venue of your choice, and normally 
last from twenty minutes to an hour, and will be recorded digitally. 
Individual people should not be named during the interviews. You will 
be asked if you wish to be accompanied by a friend or relative to 
provide support. 
 
Interviewees will be provided with a copy of the transcript of the 
interview and will be able to correct any errors. Any quotations from 
the interviews in the final dissertation will be anonymised unless 
the subject has specifically given consent for identifiable names to 
be printed. It is anticipated that the transcripts of the interviews 
will form important historical documents in their own right. 
Permission will therefore be sought for digital aural records to be 
retained and/or passed to National Museums NI or the Public Record 
Office for NI for confidential long-term storage. 
 
 
The study has been reviewed by the Ethics Committee of Ulster 
University and if you require further details you can contact the 
University Research Governance section.  
 
 
Should you have any concerns or complaints about this study, in the 
first instance please contact the Chief Investigator, Trevor Hyde, 
t.hyde@ulster.ac.uk with all the relevant details. He will 
investigate your complaint and then call you to discuss and hopefully 
resolve your complaint. 
 
If however, you are still not satisfied with the outcome, you should 
contact the Head of Research Governance, Nick Curry, 
n.curry@ulster.ac.uk with your reasons. He will arrange for a meeting 
between all parties to review the issue and make a final 
recommendation.  
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Consent Form  

_________________________________________________________
BUILDING NORTHERN IRELAND 1945-1980  

Name of Chief Investigator : Dr Trevor Hyde, t.hyde@ulster.ac.uk  

 Please Initial 

• I confirm that I have been given and have read and understood the information 
sheet for the above study and have asked and received answers to any 
questions raised 

 
[ ]                       

• I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 
any time without giving a reason and without my rights being affected in any 
way 

 
[ ]                      

• I understand that the researchers will hold all information and data collected 
securely and in confidence and that all efforts will be made to ensure that I 
cannot be identified as a participant in the study (except as might be required 
by law) unless I have specifically agreed to this. 

 
 
[ ]                     

• I give permission for digital aural records to be stored indefinitely; in my name 
£ anonymously £ (tick as appropriate)                                                                       

[ ]                     

• I give permission for digital aural records to be passed to National Museums NI 
or PRONI for confidential storage indefinitely. 

 
[ ]                       

• I agree to take part in the above study.  
[ ]                     

 

________________________________________________________________ 
Name of Subject                                 Signature                            Date     
   
________________________________________________________________ 

Name of Researcher                          Signature                           Date    
Marcus Patton 

________________________________________________________________ 

  One copy for the subject; one copy for the researcher.  
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Deposit Instructions  

_________________________________________________________
BUILDING NORTHERN IRELAND 1945-1980  

Name of Chief Investigator : Dr Trevor Hyde, t.hyde@ulster.ac.uk  

The purpose of this deposit agreement is to ensure that after completion of the initial 
research your contribution is added to the collections of either the Public Record 
Office for Northern Ireland or National Museums Northern Ireland along with other 
interviews collected for this research.  

Such material will be preserved as a permanent public resource, available for use in 
education, research, lectures, broadcasting, publication and the internet, but it will be 
preserved in strict accordance with your wishes as defined below: 

 Please Initial 

• I am happy for the material to be used in publications  [ ]                   

• I am happy for the material to be used in web-based publications 
or audio materials    

 [                       
] 

 

 
[ ]                      

• I hereby assign copyright in my contribution to Ulster University, 
on the understanding that it will be passed to NMNI or PRONI 
on completion of the current research                                                                     

 
 
[ ]                       

• If you wish to restrict access in any way, please write these 
restrictions here:  

 

 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
Name of Subject                                 Signature                            Date     
   

________________________________________________________________ 

Name of Researcher                          Signature                           Date    
Marcus Patton 

________________________________________________________________ 

  One copy for the subject; one copy for the researcher.  
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