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Utopia on Usk: An Assessment of the Success of Newport’s Post-war 

Development Plan  

 

Introduction 
 

The summer garden party held by the Mayor at Newport’s Mansion House was an annual 

event. However, the party held in June 1952, hosted by the Mayor Alderman Dolman was a 

special occasion, filmed for posterity. The gentlemen resplendent in top hats and tails, the 

ladies in summer gowns with matching hats, the champagne flowed and there was croquet on 

the lawn. This event was exceptional because it celebrated the new Queen’s presentation of 

Coronation Medals to the Mayor, and his friend and collaborator Johnson Blackett, the 

Newport Borough Architect, and to the success achieved by the town’s entry at the 1951 

Festival of Britain, the year before. As Mayor of Newport in Coronation Year, Alderman 

Dolman would receive the Coronation Medal, while Blackett was granted the prestigious 

award for services to public architecture and planning, as testament to his skill in the 

planning, design and construction of Newport’s post-war Gaer Estate and school. Thus, the 

great and good of the town came to celebrate their success with optimism for the future of 

Newport, safe in the hands of such notable talent.1 

 This dissertation argues that Alderman Dolman and the Borough Architect Johnson Blackett 

were fundamental to the success achieved by Newport’s post-war Council in the construction 

of social housing, and the preparation and fulfilment of the 1953 Development Plan. It is 

contended that the triumph in obtaining an Award of Merit at the 1951 Festival of Britain, 

one of only nineteen such awards, endorsed Blackett’s vision of Neighbourhood Units, and 

gave the Council confidence to apply pressure on the government Ministries responsible for 

funding at a time of national austerity, and enabled the Council to proceed with the Plan, 

often in the face of political opposition. In doing so, Newport secured seven well-built, well-

planned Neighbourhood Units, not only to house its existing population, but also to 

encourage the growth and prosperity of the town through the provision of this housing for  

 
1 https://player.bfi.org.uk, Mansion House, Newport , 1952 

https://player.bfi.org.uk/
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prospective incoming businesses and population, for which it successfully advertised through 

literature and film. It will be shown that Newport was distinctive in comparison to other 

towns and cities in that  the Council felt able to encourage migration into the town which was 

at odds with the national experience, where towns and cities, still recovering from the effects 

of the war, struggled to build enough housing for their resident population.  

This research will show that there were four key factors that combined to enable the Council 

to accomplish its far-sighted and ambitious post-war plans. Firstly, it should not be 

underestimated that Newport, unlike its neighbours Cardiff, Swansea and Bristol did not 

experience significant war damage and thus was able to speedily press ahead with the 

building of homes rather than clearance of damaged properties. Secondly, that this 

housebuilding could be conducted on land that was cheaply available from the demise of 

several large private estates within the Borough, most especially from the Tredegar Estate, 

with the Council taking full advantage of the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act. Thirdly, 

that experienced politicians both socialist and Tory were able to put aside political 

differences to work together for the benefit of the town and were prepared to defy the 

Government in order to do so. Finally, the skill, experience and idealism of the Borough 

Architect who had the full support of the Council and whose reputation at ministerial level 

allowed liberties to be taken on housing allocation and finance in the early post-war years. 

In July 1945, the recently elected Labour government began its programme of reform and 

reconstruction. Newport, with a new Labour MP and a socialist-led Council, conceived a 

Development Plan that, if effective, would modernise the town, provide innovative social 

housing, attract new industries, and offer an advantageous lifestyle to incoming skilled labour 

thus positioning Newport ahead of its rivals in South Wales and beyond. The Development 

Plan originated out of a requirement of the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act which had 

reduced 1,400 planning authorities to just 145 with each required to prepare a comprehensive 

development plan.2  

Newport took its new status seriously, taking full advantage of the Act’s empowerment to 

purchase land and execute its redevelopment plans. Three years previously, the Education 

Act of 1944 had also demanded an Education Development Plan of the local authorities.3 

 
2 John Boughton, Municipal Dreams, The Rise and Fall of Council Housing, (London: Verso, 2018) pp 69 - 70 
3 D Gareth Evans, A History of Wales, 1906 – 2000, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2000) p 121 
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Newport’s education plan merged into the main Development Plan, balancing with the 

Borough’s housing strategy. 

 In the post-war period of austerity from 1945 to 1951, Newport persisted with its ambitious 

plans for new homes and schools, benefiting from central government initiatives such as 

temporary housing in the form of prefabs, and changes in the law allowing for the purchase 

of land at below market value. Even as the Conservatives returned to power in 1951 bringing 

further financial constraints, Newport successfully managed to adhere to the Development 

Plan, continuing its programme of expansion into the mid-1960s. This dissertation 

demonstrates that Newport attempted to position itself at the vanguard of modernist urban 

planning, with an ambitious housing policy central to the Development Plan, confident in the 

skills of its Borough Architect.  

Whilst historians such as Thane and Marwick have traditionally viewed the welfare reforms 

of the post-war Labour government as its greatest achievement, housing provision has been 

regarded by some as the weakest link. Despite a public commitment, housing provision 

continued to be under funded as the Government attempted to preserve Britain’s empirical 

and military position. Thus, as stated by Malpass, housing became ‘The Wobbly Pillar of the 

Welfare State,’ as local authorities struggled to clear and purchase land for housing and then 

were unable to procure supplies in a scarce market. Local authorities often relied on the 

design teams of the large construction companies and were in competition with each other. 4 

Yet, this thesis demonstrates that Newport mostly overcame these problems and housing 

became fundamental to the Council’s plan for the future. This research will show why 

housing came to be the driving force of the Development Plan and how problems facing other 

authorities, as described by Malpass, were overcome.  

It will be argued that the Council viewed social housing as vital to the town’s expansion, and  

how innovators at local level drove through change in the face of political and economic 

challenges will be examined. This study will explore the motives of the town’s main financial 

benefactors, the Ministry of Health, with early responsibility for housing and the Welsh 

Office, examining the Council’s reaction to major infrastructure initiatives such as the M 4 

Motorway and Cwmbran New Town, and local government administrative and geographical 

changes which the Council considered would challenge their plans for the town. The findings 

 
4 Peter Malpass, The Wobbly Pillar? Housing and the British Post war Welfare State, Journal of Social Policy; 
Oct 2003, p 32 
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will endorse Newport’s ability to ‘hold its own’ under fierce competition from local rivals 

such as Cardiff and Swansea, by taking advantage of the town’s position in Monmouthshire, 

and by making use of the experienced Councillors and staff within the Borough’s Civic 

Centre. The study will examine the successes and failures of this policy and the legacy for 

Newport in the current millennium. 

By means of a comparison to Newport’s post-war achievements brief mention is made of the 

post – war experiences of the town of Scunthorpe and the city of Plymouth. As at Newport, 

the steel company Richard Thomas and Baldwin had a large presence in Scunthorpe, and at 

the end of the war men flocked to the town on the promise of work. How Scunthorpe 

managed the immediate housing needs of the army camp squatters, and the managing of the 

further influx of population will be briefly compared to Newport’s strategy. Addison reveals 

that the Council failed to swiftly secure temporary housing and the town became infamous as 

the squatter’s actions were filmed for the cinema.5 Since the war it has become known as a 

steel mono-town, a title Newport’s council strove to avoid when the Llanwern steelworks fell 

within Newport’s Borough.  

By contrast the experiences of the City of Plymouth, with its wealthy patron and 

reconstruction plans devised by the modernist planner and Blackett’s mentor, Sir Patrick 

Abercrombie, will be briefly compared to Newport’s success in the light of the failure of 

Plymouth’s plans. Despite receiving Government approval, the plans were rejected by 

surrounding urban and district councils which retained autonomy, refusing to agree to the 

construction of Neighbourhood Units outside the city boundary, leaving Abercrombie to 

reconstruct the city centre only.6 Further work was to be undertaken to examine Plymouth’s 

post – war housing experience, however, the Pandemic and the closure of Plymouth’s 

original museum curtailed this research.  

 Hitherto, no substantial research has been undertaken on Newport’s post - war social housing 

and documentation has been uncovered which supports the findings in this study. It can be 

considered that this research is fundamental to the history of modern Newport. It can be 

assumed that post-war, other towns and cities had different experiences and that further study 

should be undertaken to explore these experiences. This research is primarily based on the 

 
5 Paul Addison, Now the War is Over, (London: BBC, 1985) pp 59-68 
6 Stephen Essex and Mark Brayshay, Town versus country in the 1940’s. Planning the contested space of a city 

region in the aftermath of the Second World War, Town Planning Review, 76 (3) 2005. 
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experiences of the town council and its employees as written in the Council Minutes and is 

used chronologically. The research was by no means to advocate a ‘great man’ theory and 

yet, as the history unfolded it became clear that the Borough Architect, Johnson Blackett with 

the support of Alderman Dolman particularly, was fundamental to Newport’s Development 

Plan and the provision of social housing. Little was known of Blackett before the research 

was undertaken and he is not celebrated in the town where he achieved success and made his 

home.  

Articles are used from the local newspaper, the South Wales Argus, to provide further 

context. Whilst there are examples of the ‘lived experiences’ of the tenants on the 

Neighbourhood Units, the Pandemic curtailed any further research of this nature, and this 

could be a future topic of study. This thesis does not explore the management of the 

Neighbourhood Units or how tenants were chosen, other than those classed as ‘essential 

workers,’ a provision for which the Council struggled to provide to fulfil the criteria of the 

Development Plan.  

The Historical Context explores Britain in the wake of the Second World War to the early 

years of the 1970s. The Literature Review comments on the relevant historiography, 

identifying four themes relative to this thesis. Firstly, the financial and political implications, 

secondly the demographic and social commentary, thirdly, the part played by planners and 

finally modern urban studies that comment on the built environment and the legacy for the 

future. Despite achieving national and international accolades, Newport, and its architect 

Blackett, are not mentioned within the context of housing excellence in any of the categories.  

Chapter 1 examines how Newport positioned itself to face the challenges of population 

growth and employment when, despite financial austerity, people expected better housing, 

healthcare, and opportunities than before the war. It will consider how the Council prioritized 

the needs of the town whilst formulating a Development Plan to attract businesses and 

people, providing jobs, housing, and schools in a modern environment. How Newport took 

advantage of temporary housing will be reviewed through the minutes of the Housing 

Committee and how the Borough Architect, Johnson Blackett came to be influential in the 

devising of the Development Plan alongside his friend and colleague Alderman Arthur 

Dolman who took it upon himself to influence the cultural characteristics of the town. The 

part played by both men in Newport’s contribution to the 1951 Festival of Britain will also be 

explored.  
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At the end of the war, several women sat on the Council and Newport had elected Mrs Mary 

Ann Hart as its first Lady Mayor in 1938. Mrs Hayward was elected to the post in 1946, 

followed by Mrs Dunn. It was to be assumed that findings would show that these women 

were particularly influential on matters related to housing. However, research shows this that 

was not the case. Whilst the women maintained a presence on the Housing Committee and 

attending the annual conferences, they were part of the decision process rather than the 

drivers. Indeed, roads and cul-de-sacs of the first Neighbourhood Unit at the Gaer are named 

after British authors and poets, and all are male. Within this chapter, Newport’s Development 

Plan is analysed in detail using direct quotes from the recently discovered document to 

rationalise the thinking of the time. The original Development Plan was uncovered in 

Newport Library Archives, along with several oversized maps of the Borough dating from 

1949.7 The Plan is in the form of a bound album which includes several illustrations of the 

Neighbourhood Units and proposed changes to the town. The date on the album is 1952, 

however, the Council Minutes refer to the Plan as the 1953 Development Plan as this was the 

year it was officially presented and, as such, is referred to as the 1953 Development Plan. A 

slim copy of the Development Plan is held at the National Library of Wales and consists of a 

hand – typed text only, whilst there are three oversized maps to accompany this document.8 

Chapter 2 evaluates whether the Council met the expectations of the electorate in the face of 

the social change and innovation of the 1950s. Council Committee minutes are examined 

further to assess whether the Council changed its housing policy to reflect the needs of 

inward migration and the part played by Blackett in the continuing success of the town’s 

social housing programme. The Chapter explores how and why the Council chose to forge 

ahead with the Development Plan despite political opposition and change. 

Chapter 3 continues to reflect on how and why the Council maintained its faith in the 

Development Plan throughout the 1960s, how investment and regeneration were managed in 

the face of local competition and local government reviews, and what had not been achieved  

as the original timeframe set by the Development Plan came to a close. As the stalwart 

Councillors aged, it will be shown that there were signs that they were ‘running out of steam,’ 

 
7 Borough of Newport Development Plan, 1953, Newport Reference Library, Doc, 160 711-4 (New), PF 711-4 
(New)  
8 Copy of Borough of Newport Development Plan, 1953, National Library of Wales, Doc, 1828G, XNA 9188, 
N55, Oversized maps 107, 1/3, referred to in Newport Council Minutes, Town Planning Committee, 20th 
September 1954, Min 57  
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reflected in the outcome of some key decisions, and that a shortage of land suitable for 

building brought the programme to a close.  

The Conclusion summarises the significant findings of the research and responds explicitly to 

the question of the importance of social housing in Newport’s post-war Development Plan, 

the successes and failures of the Plan and the choices made by the Council. It will be argued 

that Newport’s post-war social housing policy is still relevant within the modern changing 

face of Newport, and its position in the Wales of this millennium.  

……………………………………… 
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Literature Review 
 

The study of post-war reconstruction, planning, and particularly social housing can be split 

into four main categories: firstly, the financial and political implications for social housing, 

secondly, demographic, and social commentary, thirdly, the part played by planners and 

finally discussion from urban planners on the built environment and its future legacy.  

The economist Patrick Dunleavy published a comprehensive history of post-war government 

housing policy and rationale in 1981, taking into consideration political and economic aspects 

only, in a study of corporate power and professional influence, particularly on the welfare 

state. An assessment of the facts and supporting data, focuses on social housing 

developments in Bristol, Birmingham and Newnham, London.9 It is Dunleavy who discusses 

the lack of local authority architects specialising in housing, and the reliance on contractor’s 

architects, particularly for the design of industrialized housing systems. This dissertation 

demonstrates that Newport’s Borough Architect was a key factor in the ability of the town to 

mobilize resource at the end of the war. Holman, an economist writing in 1986, was, at the 

time, senior economic advisor at the Department of the Environment and questions why 

successive governments became deeply involved with housing, rather than subsidies or tax 

relief .10  Stephen Merrett, another economist, provided what he named ‘a contemporary 

experience’ reviewing post-war social housing in which he comments on land acquisition, the 

housebuilding industry, finance and management. However, he also relies heavily on data, 

and there is little in the way of social observation. Merrett argues that the post-war Labour 

administration whilst turning to the United States for financial assistance, also strove to 

maintain the nation’s imperial position. This was endorsed by Chancellor Cripps stating that 

exports and capital investment were to take priority over the family. Merrett argues that it 

was this policy that led to the fall in the approval of the building programme.11 Despite this 

policy, Newport maintained and often exceeded its allocation, mainly due to the efforts of 

Blackett and his team at the Civic Centre who were able to plan works in advance. 

 
9 Patrick Dunleavy, The Politics of Mass Housing in Britain, 1945-1975, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981) pp 351 - 
352 
10 A. E Holmans, Housing Policy in Britain, (London: Croom Helm, 1987) pp 459 - 463  
11 Merrett, pp 243-245 
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Nevertheless, Merrett does give us a strategy for the future when he argues for a  socialist and 

economic policy to support state house building.12 

Dunleavy refers to Britain’s post-war housing policy as the Public Housing Apparatus.13 He 

describes a system controlled by three sets of organisations, central government, design 

professionals, and the construction industry. Central government, in the shape of the 

Departments of Health and the Ministry of Public Buildings and Works, had extensive 

influence over public social housing policy derived from housing legislation, the setting of 

subsidy scales, the programming of local authority building via a system of annual 

allocations, and the exercise of cost controls over schemes in the course of granting or 

denying permission. Cost controls provided a means by which the Ministry’s architects were 

able to exert influence on local authority architect’s departments.14  Local authorities were 

required by the Local Loans Act 1945 to implement all their borrowing from Public Works 

Loans Board, i.e., from Central Government. They were not permitted to borrow directly 

from financial markets, thus, Central Government provided local authorities with whatever 

funds they required to put into effect the buildings programme determined by direct control 

funds. Holman argues that the raised standards of housing as a result of a ‘Better Britain’ 

meant an increase in building costs15 However, it must be said that the shortage of local 

building materials and the need to import certainly contributed to higher costs. Dunleavy 

continues that after 1956 there was a general decline in the standard and the provision in 

social housing, and after 1950, accommodation that would previously have been rejected 

came to be seen as inevitable and unexceptional. He contends that, despite standards being 

raised in the 1960s, community facilities and open space provision were sacrificed to 

demands of economy.16 Holmans disagrees, highlighting that into the 1960’s there was an 

emphasis on quality, underpinned by the Central Housing Advisory Committee, who 

published a report entitled ‘Homes for Today and Tomorrow’, known as The Parker Morris 

Report. The report emphasised social change, the rise in incomes, living standards and 

possessions, concluding that internal housing standards should be raised in order to meet 

people’s expectations. 17 Whilst it encouraged local authorities to adopt higher standards, 

these did not become mandatory for new social housing until 1969. Holmans claims that the 

 
12 Stephen Merrett, State Housing in Britain, (London: Routledge, 1979)  
13 Patrick Dunleavy, The Politics of Mass Housing in Britain, 1945 – 1975, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981) p 9 
14 Ibid, p 10 
15 A E Holmans, Housing Policy in Britain (Beckenham: Croom Helm Ltd, 1987) p 321 
16 Dunleavy, p 1 
17 A E Holmans, Housing Policy in Britain, (Beckenham: Croom Helm Ltd, 1987) p 120 
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standards were readily adopted by local authorities. 20 years later, and with the benefit of 

hindsight, Malpass argues that in struggling to meet the standards and thereby claiming 

government subsidies, in the long run it has proven to be a crucial factor in the declining 

appeal of council housing as design standards dropped to enable Authorities to comply with 

the specifications.18 The standards remained in place until 1980, when they were retracted as 

part of the Conservative Government’s attempt to reduce the cost of housing and public 

spending.19 It can be argued that before the publication of the Parker Morris Report, Newport 

strove to maintain the housing standards set by Bevan in the face of government opposition, 

and that upon the standards becoming mandatory in 1969, made every effort to implement the 

standards within the second phase of the Bettws Neighbourhood Unit.    

Academic studies of post-war Britain assess the impact of the welfare state and housing 

policy on Britain’s population and both Hennessy and Addison provide material often 

underpinned with nostalgia, as the authors shared the lived experience. 20  Chris Harris 

affirms that housing was one of the most pressing of post-war problems and yet verifies that 

studies directed specifically at family life and housing form only 7.5 per cent of the total, 

indicating  the lack of public awareness of the impact of the built environment on social 

functioning.21 The 1960 study,’ Family and Class in a London Suburb’ did just that, 

attempting an analysis of the effects on the communities in London’s East End to the post-

war displacement out to the suburbs and new towns.22 What can be said is that the London 

experience and that of large cities such as Liverpool was specific, and not applicable to a 

compact industrial town such as Newport. Field work undertaken on behalf of government in 

the 1970s illustrates how the local authority’s role as a landlord impacted on resident’s daily 

lives.23 Similarly, Property Before People, by Anne Power explores the management of 

several notorious housing estates, including Penrhys in the Rhondda valley.24 

By 1978, Burnett had researched and written a social history of housing in which he explores 

every aspect of the housing experience, however the post-war chapter is limited and 

 
18 Malpass, p 94 
19 https://designofhomes.co.uk/024-more-on-parker-morris-standards.html 
20 Peter Hennessey, Having it so Good, Britain in the Fifties, (London: Penguin Books Ltd, 2006) and Paul 
Addison, Now the War is Over, a Social History of Britain, 1945-1951, (London: BBC, 1985)  
21 Chris Harris, Chapter 4, The family in post-war Britain, in Understanding Post-War British Society, edited by 
James Obelkevich and Peter Catterall, (London: Routledge, 1994) p 47 
22 Peter Wilmott & Michael Young, Family and Class in a London Suburb, ( London: New English Library, 1960) 
23 Tenants and the Town Hall, fieldwork undertaken on behalf of the Government, (London: HMSO 1979)  
24 Anne Power, Property Before People, The Management of 20th Century Housing, (Hemel Hempstead: Unwin, 
1987) 
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generalised. He does include demographic information, such as earlier post-war marriages, 

and the desire for smaller families to explain the housing shortage. He explores the rise in 

consumerism and the importance placed on private space and how good housing became a 

statement of growing affluence. Social historians Marwick and Thane comment extensively 

on the impact of the Beveridge Report, said to have had one of the biggest impacts on post-

war Britain. Whilst there are differing historical views on the initial report, without doubt, 

this report published in November 1942, provided the blueprint for the post -war welfare 

state. 25  It was finally published on December 1st 1942 and is described by Marwick as 

having such a colossal impact it became a symbol of the aspirations of large sections of the 

British people for a better society.26 Thane concurs, stating that the report was everything that 

pre-war society was not.27 Inside government, Titmuss argues that the experience of the war 

and the coalition government led to a fundamentally new attitude on welfare issues within 

reconstruction and that change would have followed anyway.28 Writing in The Historical 

Journal, Kevin Jefferys contends that far from consensus, and despite its popularity within 

the Conservative element of the Coalition, there was a high degree of commitment for a 

continuation of official pre-war policy, and deep-seated differences over welfare reform.29  

The role of Aneurin Bevan in the shaping of post-war housing is discussed within the 

literature. Described by Berry as ‘one of the ablest men ever to be put in charge of the 

nation’s housing,’ he states that Bevan made it clear that local authorities had been chosen to 

manage social housing as they could be made to do as they were told. Had he been able to 

devote his time to housing only, Berry laments that things might have turned out differently, 

as he defines Britain’s housing policy as ‘a failure.’30 Kemp argues that Bevan chose to 

sacrifice short-term political popularity to his ideals of quality before quantity.31 

Researching housing policy and the urban environment, Peter Malpass argues that despite the 

importance attached to housing at the end of the war, there was no thorough government 

 
25 Arthur Marwick, Britain in the Century of Total War, War, Peace, and Social Change, 1900 – 1967, 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968) p 323 
26 Ibid, p 309 
27 Pat Thane, The Foundations of The Welfare State, Social Policy in Modern Britain, (London: Longman, 1982) p 
253 
28 R M Titmuss, Essays on the Welfare State, (London: Unwin University Press, 1966) pp 77-87 
29 Kevin Jeffereys, British Politics and Social Policy during the Second World War, The Historical Journal, Vol.30, 
No.1 (Mar.,1987) pp123 – 144, p124 
30 Fred Berry, Housing, The Great British Failure, (London: Charles Knight and Co Ltd, 1974) p 46  
31 Peter Kemp in A New Century of Social Housing, edited by Stuart Lowe and David Hughes, (Leicester 
University Press, 1991) p 51 
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policy review as that conducted for Health and Social provision, rather three sub - 

committees had been formed at the Central Housing Advisory Committee. These committees 

separately looked at temporary housing, design standards for post war construction and the 

role of private enterprise in the post war period. 32 The Ministry’s main housing priority was 

the construction of local authority housing for rent and Bevan insisted that local authorities 

should only be granted a licence for one new private house for every four council houses, 

thus maintaining strict control over materials which were to be prioritised for council 

properties.33 The process of approval proved to be problematic, involving the Ministries of 

Health, Town and Country Planning, whilst building materials were under the control of the 

Ministry of Supply, leading to stiff competition amongst local authorities for limited 

resources . Described by Torgesson and Malpass as ‘The Wobbly Pillar of the Welfare 

State34, housing thus became victim to detailed and often fragmented planning which, 

Malpass claims, the Labour post-war government later accepted and exacerbated.35 Despite 

the Council’s success, academics do not comment on housing in the Borough of Newport, 

perhaps because Newport did not follow government policy, there are no high-rise 

communities and the Neighbourhood Units continue to be successful having not gained 

notoriety. However, the achievements of the Council and Blackett were extensively reported 

on at the time, in technical literature at home and abroad, leading to accolades within the 

architectural community.36 

The post-war planners come under criticism for becoming caught up in the spirit of socialist 

euphoria, seeing themselves as social engineers, reuniting the classes and, as Burnett states, 

‘restoring the town as a desirable organ of civilized life.’ He describes the creation of 

Neighbourhood Units an effort to create a unified society. There is further comment on the 

creation of New Towns, arguing that whilst the standard of design was high, their 

contribution to housing provision has been small, providing homes for only 1.2% of the 

population in 1970. 37 In the journal Urban History, James Greenhalgh challenges perceptions 

about the origins and objectives of the ‘neighbourhood unit principle’, arguing that the 

 
32 Peter Malpass, The Wobbly Pillar? Housing and the British Postwar Welfare State, Jnl Soc.Pol., 32,4,589 -606, 
@Cambridge University Press, pp 593 -594 
33 Stephen Merrett, State Housing in Britain, (London; Routledge, 1979) p 68 
34 Torgesson, cited in Malpass, p 31 
35 Peter Malpass, The Wobbly Pillar? Housing and the British Postwar Welfare State, Journal of Social Policy, 
Oct 2003; 32 
36 Anon, Housing, The Architects Journal, 16 March 1950, pp 339 – 343, for example. 
37 John Burnett, A Social History of Housing, 1815-1970, (London: Methuen 1978) p 279 
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positioning of retail spaces was central as to what lay at the heart of the principle, with 

planners relying on these spaces to be integral to the ‘community spirit’. He uses case studies  

of Wythenshawe in Manchester, built in the late 1920’s and Patrick Abercrombie’s post -war 

plans for Bilston Grange in Hull to argue that this strategy ultimately failed to deliver, 

undermined by a lack of understanding of the resident’s retail needs and by changing habits 

in consumption. Greenhalgh argues that planners sought to isolate neighbourhoods from the 

city, relying on everyday social interaction to produce communities and that retail spaces 

were fundamental to the principle.38 This paper will argue that Newport’s initial 

neighbourhood units, Gaer, Malpas and St Julians by the Council’s own volition failed to 

meet the size criteria demanded of a neighbourhood unit due to a lack of suitable land whilst 

continuing to refer to the developments as Neighbourhood Units.39 They were sited within 

easy access of main roads and established bus routes into the centre of Newport which 

remained an important retail hub with a vibrant market and busy high street. That said, each 

unit benefitted from a parade of shops sited near the school, church and community centre or 

clinic. It was only Bettws, built in the early 1960’s and not the first choice of site, that 

required additional access to the main route to town. Newport’s compact size meant that the 

new units would not become isolated but were integral to an expanding Borough. 

With the rise in urban and municipal studies it is perhaps not surprising that a detailed 

appraisal of the success and failures of The Plan for Plymouth, and the role played by Sir 

Patrick Abercrombie should be found in the academic journal Town Planning Review40 This 

article has provided much of the discussion on Plymouth in the light of prohibited access to 

material at Plymouth Museum and concludes that the plan was a failure. Nevertheless, 

Newport’s forward thinking architect Johnson Blackett took inspiration from the ideas of the 

modernist Abercrombie and whilst his mentor failed to convince the majority on Plymouth’s 

Council or acquire the land required for expansion, Blackett was able to fulfil his ambitions 

for a series of Neighbourhood Units in a semi-rural setting, by the expansion of Newport’s 

Borough boundaries. 

The reconstruction experiences of four small towns that joined the ‘planning fervour,’ are 

explored in an article in ‘Planning Perspectives.’ Published in 2008, the article explores why 

 
38 James Greenhalgh, Consuming communities: the neighbourhood unit and the role of retail spaces on British 
housing estates, 1944 – 1958, Urban History, Volume 43, Issue 1, February 2016, pp. 158 - 174 
39 Borough of Newport Development Plan, 1953, Section 45 
40 Stephen Essex and Mark Brayshay, Town versus country in the 1940’s. Planning the contested space of a city 
region in the aftermath of the Second World War, Town Planning Review, 76 (3) 2005 
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the towns of Durham, Warwick, Todmorden and Bewdley, all relatively untouched by 

bombing, appointed high-profile consultant planners, including, in the case of Warwick, Sir 

Patrick Abercrombie, to conceive their respective Development Plans. The plans included the 

themes of road provision and housing and in each case the plans were presented to the public 

in the form of an exhibition and model (as occurred in Newport). Whatever was thought of 

the proposals, and despite the cost of the process, little was achieved in the four cases. 41     

This experience is borne out by Kynaston, writing in ‘Austerity Britain’ who provides 

commentary on the role of professional planners in post-war reconstruction and how the 

plans were perceived by the public. Arguing that it was a ‘top down’ phenomena, he relates 

that the middle and working classes felt that they had little say in the plans, putting forward 

an argument that most didn’t care and that inevitably, it was the Government or Council that 

would have the final say.42 That said, before the reconstruction of Plymouth began, the 

citizens received a questionnaire on their aspirations for the future of their city and are shown 

on film discussing the plan.43 Whilst Newport’s Development Plan achievements were 

considerable, the Council minutes show little in the way of regard for the views of the public, 

in the belief that ‘they knew best’. 

Martin Johnes and Kenneth Morgan both scholars of modern Welsh history, provide post-war 

comment from a Welsh perspective, with particular reference on the decline of the coal and 

steel industries, whilst providing background on the rise of manufacturing and service 

industries and the effect this was to have on Welsh communities. Both academics reflect on 

the position of women in what was considered to be a male dominated society, and the 

change these industries brought to Wales when employed women, free from household 

drudgery and with ample leisure facilities, were able to exert their authority.44 Newport’s 

experience was different, as the town had a rich history of suffrage support led by Margaret 

Haig Mackworth. Married women had been working in light industries in Newport since the 

passing of the 1927 Married Women’s Employment Bill and were therefore able to choose a 

job other than in the domestic sphere. Women from all social classes had long been active in 

politics, several attaining the positions of alderman and mayor. 

 
41 Peter J. Larkham and John Pendlebury, Reconstruction planning and the small town in early post-war Britain, 
Planning Perspectives, 23 (July 2008) pp 291-321 
42 David Kynaston, Austerity Britain, 1945-51, (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2007) Chapter 2, Broad Vistas 
and All That  
43 Player.BFI.org.uk, The Reconstruction of Plymouth Online, accessed 20th May 2021 
44 Kenneth O Morgan, The People’s Peace, British History 1945 – 1990, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990) 
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 Recent research on the urban environment and housing policy undertaken by Malpass also 

evaluates the impact of housing quality on future generations, as well as what legacy of social 

housing remains. Malpass has re-examined his previous research in the light of recent local 

authority policy of outsourced housing, and the impact of housing societies.45 Boughton has 

also provided interesting information, having researched several particular social housing 

developments. Both academics have researched the decline of social housing and the 

Government’s failure to successfully regenerate the post-war desire for homes for the needy. 

Indeed, Boughton writes after the Grenfell Tower disaster, commenting on the impact of 

political motives on tenants and the environment.46  

 

 

…………………………………….. 
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Historical Context 
 

By the general election of July 1945, the public were looking beyond the war for a change in 

direction and promises made would need to be delivered. Rationing and employment led to a 

levelling of society, whilst people at home, and servicemen abroad, discussed what jobs 

would be available and where they would live. 47  It is estimated that only 190,000 homes had 

been built during the war, two thirds of the building labour force were still in the Forces and 

there was a shortage of building materials. One of the achievements of the first Labour 

government had been an expansion in housing, with The Wheatley Act (1924) developing a 

partnership between political parties, local authorities and building services. The plan to build 

190,000 new council houses in 1925, increasing to 450,000 in 1934 was never realised 

however,  it was estimated that without the war the housing stock would have increased by 

nearly 2 million. 48 Throughout the war existing housing stock had deteriorated with an 

estimated 218,000 destroyed and 250,000 made uninhabitable by enemy action.49  The 

wartime Coalition Cabinet, was already planning post-war reconstruction, and whilst  some 

sought to maintain the status quo, the Labour contingent with full participation in 

government, were planning change with the aid of civil servants from the Ministry of Health 

and the Treasury.50   

The Beveridge Report published in 1942 and drafted by the Liberal and Economist Sir 

William Beveridge had identified ‘5 giants on the road of re-construction, ‘Want, Disease, 

Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness’.51 The report focused on welfare, health, and national 

insurance, barely mentioning housing, and yet, the shortage of housing was already 

anticipated, and after the war, proved to be the single most pressing issue for the public. In 

1939, 8 per cent of the family population of Great Britain resided in properties scheduled for 

slum clearance, and over a million families could not afford to pay rent for decent housing.52 

 
47 Chris Harris, Chapter 4, The family in post-war Britain, in Understanding Post-War British Society, edited by 
James Obelkevich and Peter Catterall, (London: Routledge, 1994) p 46 
48 https://www.parliament.uk/.../towns/collections/labhousing/housea2 and Statistical Abstract of the United 
Kingdom, no 76 (Cmd.4233) Table 30: No 83 (Cmd.6232), Table 33 
49 A. E Holmans, Housing Policy in Britain, (London: Croom Helm, 1987) p 91 
50 Ibid, p 30 
51 Social Insurance and Allied Services, (The Beveridge Report), 1942, Parliamentary Archives, BBK/D/495 
52Tony Mason in Nick Tiratsoo (edt) From Blitz to Blair, A New History of Britain since 1939, (London: Orion 
Books, 1997) p 8   
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Research by the Carnegie Trust at the end of the 1930s suggested that only one-quarter of all 

homes were clean and tidy.53  

Post War Housing 

The post-war Reconstruction Debate recognised housing as a problem of the first magnitude, 

particularly in London, which was severely damaged by the Blitz. The Greater London Plan 

and later the Town and Country Planning Act 1947, devised by the architect and planner 

Patrick Abercrombie, came out of the necessity to reconstruct part of London and included a 

plan for ‘New Towns’ as a solution to London’s population problem.54 The Ministry of Town 

and Country Planning, established in 1943, enabled local authorities to compulsory acquire 

bomb – damaged and underdeveloped sites for redevelopment on payment of compensation. 

This would include residential and industrial sites on the presentation of a Development 

Plan.55 With local authorities able to buy up land for housing, a target of 300,000 homes to be 

built in two years was set. Simultaneously, a programme of slum clearance was underway as 

well as a repair programme. The concept of regional planning had been advocated by 

Plymouth’s reconstruction architect, Patrick Abercrombie, who had incorporated the idea in 

plans he had produced for various towns and cities in both the pre – war and post – war years, 

including Greater London, Hull, Bath, and Bournemouth. The concept was to assume greater 

importance in post–war reconstruction plans as a path to social reform in housing, education, 

and health.56 During the period 1943 to 1948, various regional plans emerged, including a 

plan for South Wales which was never to be followed up. This was put down to an increase in 

central government control in the wake of economic hardships and a fear of urbanisation by 

rural councils.57 

With a budget of £150 million, new methods of prefabricated construction had been sourced 

from the USA and these temporary homes, or prefabs, were erected by a specially 

commissioned workforce of service personnel.58 Despite their popularity, Labour’s new 

 
53 R.E Catterall in N.Buxton and D. H. Aldcroft (eds), British industry Between the Wars: Instability and Industrial 
Development, 1919 – 1939, (London, 1979) pp 260 - 266 
54 Arthur Marwick, Britain in the Century of Total War, (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1968) p 320 
55 https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/cabinet/themes/post-war-policy.htm 
56 Essex and Brayshay, pp 240- 241 
57 As above, p 242 
58 Marwick, p 321 
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minister of Health and Housing, Aneurin Bevan, disliked prefabs, but in reality, the 160,000 

built went some way to alleviate the housing shortage and people loved them.59 

Labour’s housing programme stated a requirement for three to four million homes in ten 

years, and the new government continued with the programme of repairs and requisitioning 

of buildings, taking full advantage of the American Marshall Aid package of 

£2,400,000,000.60 It can be said that whilst Bevan’s main priority was the implementation of 

the National Health Service, he made little progress to alleviate the housing crisis. 

Nevertheless, more than one million homes had been built by the end of the Labour tenure 

and most adhered to Bevan’s high specification standards, described by Addison as ‘putting 

quality before quantity’.61 His vision of a classless ‘Utopia’ may not have been fully 

materialised, however, he urged couples to avoid the burden of a mortgage and wait for a 

council house.62 It is this vision which was to inspire Newport’s Council and its architect to 

imagine Neighbourhood Units of quality homes and amenities necessary for a high standard 

of classless living. What cannot be said is that Newport sacrificed quantity, having built over 

5,000 houses and flats by the end of 1959.63 

Local Authorities were charged with prioritizing social housing, insisting they grant private 

homes licences to only one in four builds, enabling the flow of scarce materials to social 

housing projects. As a requirement of the Town and Country Planning Act, landowners found 

the selling price of land was determined by the land’s existing use rather than the market 

value,  enabling local authorities to competitively buy up land.64 However, the approval 

process was chaotic, involving the Ministries of Health and Town and Country Planning, 

with materials under the control of the Ministry of Supply, thus local authorities were 

competing for limited resources, and it is this process that has been described as ‘The Wobbly 

Pillar’65 

Within the new Conservative Government, the Housing Minister, Harold Macmillan set 

about achieving the objective of 300,000 dwellings per annum. Merrett calls this ‘the phase 

of expansion’ which ran from 1951 to 1953, whereby the Ministry set building targets for 

 
59 Malpass, pp 593-594 
60 Marwick, pp 334-337 
61 Addison, p 70 
62 Cited in Malpass, p 65 (House of Commons Debates, 17th October 1945, vol 414, col.1222) 
63 Holland and Holder, p 20 
64 Stephen Merrett, State Housing in Britain, (London: Routledge, 1979) p 68 
65 Cited in Malpass, p 31 
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councils, and in 1952, increased subsidies. However, The Ministry engineered output growth 

by reducing the standards and sizes of homes previously set by Bevan. Nevertheless, the total 

local authority and private completions in Britain expanded from 183,000 in 1951 to 264,000 

in 1953, demonstrating the Conservative government’s commitment to the Welfare State. 66  

The 1951 Tory manifesto defined housing as ‘the first social service’, promising to give it 

priority alongside national defence.67 Housing had been separated from Health in an effort to 

increase the number of council houses and the private housebuilding market was opened up 

for up to a half of all those built.68 This expansion occurred at the height of the Korean War 

and whilst Britain’s balance of payments situation was in dire consequences, Holmans 

suggests that Macmillan’s housing policy took funds that should have been invested in trade69 

Nevertheless, the crude housing shortage was still 800,000, with 10 million households in 

England and Wales still living in squalor or in shared accommodation.70 

For the majority, the new Elizabethan age began on an optimistic note as twice as many 

council houses were built in 1953 compared to 1939 and although council housing was still a  

tenure, social mobility was changing, and people on middle incomes were found to be living 

on council estates, thus confirming Bevan’s vision that full employment would help to spread 

affluence and raise living standards.71 This scenario reflects the aspirations of Newport’s 

post-war Council.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
66 Merrett, pp 246 - 247 
67 Cited in Malpass, p 72, from F.W.S Craig, British Election Manifestos, 1918 – 1966, (Chichester: Political 
Conference Publications, 1970) p 146 
68 Malpass, p 73 
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Table 1: Permanent Houses completed in Great Britain, 1945 – 1955  

Year Local Auths Private Other Total 

1945 1,936 1,078 - 3,014 

1946 25,013 30,219 168 55,400 

1947 97,340 40,980 1,370 139,690 

1948 190,368 32,751 4,497 227,616 

1949 165,946 25,790 5,891 197,627 

1950 163,670 27,358 7,143 198,171 

1951 162584 22,551 9,696 194,831 

1952 193,260 34,320 12,342 239,922 

1953 238,883 62,891 16,975 318,749 

1954 234,973 90,636 22,196 347,805 

1955 191,803 113,457 12,135 317,395 

Source: Annual Abstract of Statistics (1962) Note: These figures do not include the 116,000 

pre -fabs, or housing association properties 

Having peaked in 1953, building by local authorities halved over the next six years, new 

council homes fell from 75% of the total new build to 44%, and yet, there was still growth, 

despite frequent changes in quality. Central government also demanded repair, improvement 

and conversion encouraged by favourable grants, and whilst there was no desire to dismantle 

Labour’s achievements, there was a determination to limit its growth. 72 By 1955, the 

Treasury’s Social Services Committee demanded cuts which resulted in the Housing 

Minister, Duncan Sandys, boycotting the committee in protest.73 By 1959 the average size of 

a local authority home fell from 98 square metres to 83 square metres. Smaller houses were 

constructed and in slum clearance areas new estates consisted of high-rise flats.74 

Local authorities had been put under pressure to review how local authority rents could be 

managed, and by 1956 all rent subsidies were removed for housing other than homes for the 

elderly, signalling to local authorities that building to meet general needs should cease. Thus, 

rents generally increased and fewer than 10% of tenants benefited from a rebate, a system 

designed to make council housing more expensive for those on higher incomes at a time of 

 
72 Merrett, p 249 
73 Malpass, p 78 
74 Malpass, pp 84 - 85 
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full employment, thereby encouraging the growth in owner occupation.75 Simultaneously, 

local authorities were permitted to use their own judgement on raising finance on the stock 

and mortgage markets, and from 1955, central government lending would be a last resort.76 

The Labour Government of 1964 continued the policy of the previous Government, changing 

their own policy, with the view that rent subsidies should be channelled towards the needy, 

and where rents had been set low, especially on newer properties where the rent charged 

would not cover construction costs, increases should be made.77 Thus, higher income, 

working-class families were again channelled into home ownership. The ‘option mortgage’ 

was introduced in 1968, providing a subsidy to mortgage providers for borrowers whose 

income was too low for them to benefit from mortgage tax relief thus allowing lenders to 

charge a lower interest rate.78 More people than ever before were sufficiently confident about 

their finances and future prospects to take on the responsibility of a mortgage. Tiratsoo 

comments that 326,125 new mortgages were taken out in 1960, and yet, social housing was 

more than ever, still in great demand.79 

In the aftermath of the Suez crisis and the stance on Cyprus, Britain was beginning to see the 

reality of its second-rate power status, with unwelcome currency restrictions, cuts in public 

spending and petrol rationing as a result of a cut in oil supplies.80 Anxieties were raised about 

the serious effects on housing and slum clearance programmes as Macmillan, now Prime 

Minister, proposed cuts in social services, mostly unacceptable to Government.81 A year 

makes a difference, and despite these measures, changes were underway. The Conservatives 

held a comfortable victory in the general election of October 1959, buoyed on the mood for 

affluence, as an April budget gave away £370 million in tax relief.82 However, within 

months, Britain’s balance of payments and the financial deficit, fuelled by increased 

consumer demand had to be managed by a stop on expansion. The election winning slogan, 

‘you’ve never had it so good’ now seemed a spectre of times past.83 

 

 
75 Ibid, p 86 
76 Merrett, p 249 
77 Ibid, p 257 
78 Malpass, p 96 
79 Tiratsoo, p 120 
80 Kenneth O Morgan, The People’s Peace, A British History, 1945 – 1990, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1990)  p 158 
81 Ibid, p 174 
82 Morgan, p 176 
83 Porter, in Tiratsoo (ed),  p 127 
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Table 2: Permanent houses completed in Great Britain, 1956 – 1964, Source: Annual Abstract of Statistics (1962, 1981) 

Year Local Auths Private Other Total 

1956 166,267 124,161 10,197 300,625 

1957 165,910 126,455 8,725 301,090 

1958 140,519 128.148 5,028 273,695 

1959 122,165 150.708 3,801 276,674 

1960 124,738 168,629 4,451 297,818 

1961 112,421 177,513 6,128 296,062 

1962 124,090 174,800 6,538 305,428 

1963 118,179 174,864 5,829 298,872 

1964 148,624 218,809 6,958 374,391 

 

Evidently, new building by the private sector increased in both absolute and proportionate 

terms in almost every year from 1956 to 1964. This was as a direct consequence of 

Conservative policy. With the exception of a few slack years, local authorities under a 

Conservative government and with a policy of slum clearance and renovation, still managed 

to produce a significant growth rate. 

Morgan suggests that Britain started the sixties still in a confident mood, whilst Johnes, 

writing of the Welsh experience, argues that in the Welsh Valleys, up-and-coming affluence 

had a limited reach, and that despite people’s raised expectations, there was still a sense of 

insecurity. He notes that the Depression was still very much in the memory of Welsh 

communities and that even newly prosperous workers at the Ebbw Vale steelworks did not 

indulge in lavish spending. 84 Nevertheless, near full employment benefitted Wales as new 

manufacturing initiatives came to the South and the Valleys. Between 1951 and 1964, 6.5 per 

cent of all new factory building took place in Wales, with the construction of five industrial 

estates on a vast scale at Treforest, Bridgend, Hirwaun, Swansea and Wrexham, employing 

over 60,000 workers manufacturing mainly consumer goods.85 It can be argued that 

manufacturing was not to offer the Welsh economy or Welsh workers long-term security. 

Loans and state support underpinned the sector’s growth in Wales, and jobs would remain 

 
84 Morgan, p 193 and Martin Johnes, p 87, taken from Picture Post, 16th August 1952 
85 As the decade was to progress, manufacturing employed nearly twice as many people in Wales, many of them 

women, as the coal and metal industries combined 
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vulnerable to government policy; nevertheless, in the short term, this work offered Welsh 

families an opportunity to join the affluent consumer society.86  

By 1963, Britain’s Establishment was being questioned and found to be wanting in the light 

of the Profumo Scandal, whilst Labour, led by Harold Wilson, was ready and waiting in the 

wings for an election victory of the narrowest of margins (0.7per cent of the popular vote) in 

October 1964. Unfortunately, the new Government had inherited the Conservatives ‘Sterling 

Crisis’ so there were still economic difficulties. Nevertheless, housing was still a high-profile 

political issue, and an area in which the government sought to make its mark quickly. With a 

resolve to increase the house – building programme with a target of 400,000 homes a year, 

rising to 500,000 by 1970, local authorities were encouraged to press ahead with large urban 

re-development schemes, some badly designed, poorly built, and hard to live in. Malpass 

argues that this, and the trend for high rise blocks in inner cities, proved to be a crucial factor 

in the declining appeal of council housing.87  

By the time the Labour Government had pushed though educational reforms, and under Roy 

Jenkins achieved success with the balance of payments, the 1970 General Election was 

surprisingly won by the Conservatives under the leadership of Edward Heath. However, there 

had also been progress on divorce, abortion, sexuality, and corporal punishment. British 

society was certainly in a better place than in 1945.  

…………………………….. 
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Chapter 1 – The Problem of Housing in the Immediate Post-War 

Period : Temporary Camps to Recognition at the Festival of Britain, 

1945 – 1952. 
‘Of all the problems facing on the Home Front, housing is the most urgent and one of the 

most important from the point of view of future stability and public contentment’88 

The aim of this chapter is to assess Newport’s social and economic position at the end of the 

war, examining how the elected Council began to manage the problems of reconstruction and 

housing and how it was able to instigate future aspirations for the town in a period of 

Austerity. It is argued that without a requirement to clear bomb sites, Newport’s Council took 

immediate action to procure temporary homes and formalised arrangements at abandoned 

army camps secured as living accommodation by ‘squatters.’ A comparison to the experience 

of Scunthorpe, with similar steel industries to Newport and where the first instance of 

squatters was publicised will be examined. Comparison will also be made to the failure of the 

reconstruction plans for the city of Plymouth, designed by the planner and mentor of 

Newport’s architect, Johnson Blackett.  

It can be shown that Newport was able to quickly and cheaply source land for housebuilding. 

This land was made available by the demise of several local estates, particularly the breaking 

up of the Tredegar Estate, whose beneficiaries were in financial difficulties. The Borough 

Architect was able to design homes suitable for the challenging terrain and begin preparation 

and construction without the requirement of a construction company design team as was the 

case at other local authorities, and by the end of 1949 the Gaer housing estate was near 

completion. It will be argued that Newport’s entry of the Gaer to the 1951 Festival of Britain 

Architectural Competition, and the gaining of the prestigious Award of Merit enabled the 

Council to give  Johnson Blackett ‘free rein’ to design and build the Neighbourhood Units 

that made Newport distinctive in the immediate post-war period.  

Reconstruction of industry was the primary goal of the new government with particular 

urgency required in South Wales. By 1946, one third of workers in South Wales were 

employed in the coal and steel industries.89 Philip Jenkins describes how the merger of the 

firms of Richard Thomas and Baldwins in 1945, both large employers in Newport and indeed 

Scunthorpe, was to have considerable impact on the tin plate industry having control of two 

 
88 Arthur Greenwood, Minister of Reconstruction, (PRO CAB 8T/ 9R (44) 153,1, Memo on Housing Policy, 5 Sept 
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thirds of the works in Wales.90 In 1947, the newly formed Steel Company of Wales 

showcased its new plant at Port Talbot. In its heyday the plant employed 20,000 workers, and 

the town became a Welsh ‘boom community’91 The War had also led to a rundown in the 

numbers employed in the coal industry and it was nationalization in 1947 which brought 

investment and modern mechanisation methods, safeguarding the industry for the next thirty 

years and the welfare of its miners and their families.92 Newport and its Docks had not been 

solely reliant on coal as Cardiff and Barry, nevertheless, in an attempt to obtain a share of the 

market, by the early 1930’s the question of why Monmouthshire’s coal was mostly handled 

by Cardiff Docks had been raised in Parliament.93 In the meantime, Newport had diversified, 

exporting railway goods, vehicles, and tin plate. The huge marine salvage company, 

Cashmore’s, was also based at the docks with an expanding lucrative business in the salvage 

of war ships. Throughout South Wales and particularly Newport, the War had created a 

labour force experienced in factory work and was to benefit from the government’s 

programme to encourage manufacturing and light industries to depressed areas. Out of the 

War came two significant changes; an increase in the employment of women, leading them 

away from the domestic sphere, and the diversification of industries in South Wales, factors 

which were to work to the benefit of Newport’s population. 94 By 1949, 179 new factories 

had been built in Wales, making it a preferred location for light industries such as the 

manufacture of clothing, to be supported with proposed links to the Midlands and London. 

Martin Johnes argues that this was a secure approach and that relying on a specific industry 

would have been catastrophic.95  

Unlike Cardiff and Swansea, where thousands of homes and livelihoods were destroyed, 

Newport survived the worst of the Blitz.96 Nevertheless, the town was not without its 

problems; profitable munitions factories were running down, and there was a severe housing 

shortage. Newport had few council homes and there had been a lack of investment by private 

landlords resulting in poor housing stock. The Annual Report on Health in the Borough of 
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Newport recorded a population of 94,320 and 23,479 dwelling houses with an average of four 

persons per dwelling.97 

Newport’s immediate post- war planning  

 In the second half of 1945 there were five female aldermen on the Council, including Mrs 

Mary Ann Hart who had been Newport’s first lady mayor in 1938.98 As a requirement of the 

new Boroughs under the Town and Country Planning Act, Newport’s Development Plan 

began to take shape, and the Town Councillors recognised that housing was the key to 

outside skills and investment. The Town Planning Committee chaired by Mrs Hart, met with 

the Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, chaired by Councillor Dolman, to discuss 

the future of Newport’s docks and the requisitioning of land for future industrial 

development.99 

By late 1945, the Housing Committee, which included Mrs Hayward and the Conservative 

Mrs Letitia Bell, were devising plans to address the housing shortage with the aid of loans 

from the Board of Health.100 The committee meetings were understandably lengthy affairs as 

there was much to be done. With the promise of temporary housing as an immediate solution, 

Chairman Tyack attended the General Committee of National Housing and Town Planning 

Council and the Housing Conference held in London on 9th October 1945. At the Conference, 

local authority officials were given the opportunity to inspect and discuss the various types of 

prefabricated bungalows that would soon be available, and furthermore to view the proposed 

internal layouts of future municipal houses. Advice was available on the future acquisition of 

land for housing, and ideas on planning small estates. Crucially, the Conference was 

addressed by Aneurin Bevan who promised that the administration and allocation of housing 

funds at the Ministry of Health would be speeded up. One keynote message from Bevan was 

that County Boroughs should on no account delay the building of necessary houses even if 

they had to be sited outside their administrative boundaries, saying ‘A boundary is an 

artificial conception, a house a real need.’ 101 Over the course of the next decade, Newport 

took this message rather seriously. This directive would prove to be one of the exceptions to 

the rule as at the same conference local authorities were given a joint Board of Trade and 
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Board of Health directive that there was to be no special allocation of council houses for key 

workers, a directive that was to be repeatedly ignored by Newport’s Housing Committee and 

Council over the next 25 years. 102   

Temporary Homes 

 By October 1946, with a lack of labour to build homes, the Council announced that married 

men working for the local authority would be allocated temporary accommodation in a 

prefabricated houses, whilst a permanent home was constructed.103  Prefabs in Treberth and 

Stelvio were released in September 1946, with ex-servicemen being given priority whilst 

some were also given to what could be described as ‘essential workers’ such as the Municipal 

Midwife, who was awarded one at Stelvio by October 1946.104 The Council petitioned to 

acquire properties previously used for war work in use by the Ministry of Labour, and those 

properties considered to be unsanitary and detrimental to public health were being targeted 

for demolition and improvement, whilst absentee landlords faced the costs. Poverty was 

prevalent in certain areas of the town to the extent that a consignment of food from the people 

of Australia had been distributed.105 

As owners and executors of the large estates around Newport came to terms with post-war 

planning laws, land for temporary housing had been acquired from the Tredegar Estate at the 

Gaer, the Power Estate at Brynglas and the Stelvio Estate at Ridgeway, the latter purchased 

for £27,500.106 Ministry circulars relating to temporary housing types such as Easiform, 

Airey and Orlit, and regulations on permanent housing were incoming on a regular basis, 

along with directives such as a requirement to investigate ‘spare rooms’, such was the 

shortage of housing.107  

The construction of temporary homes and prefabs had come under the provision of the 

Housing (Temporary Accommodation) Act, 1944, passed to provide an immediate solution to 

the housing crisis under the responsibility of the Ministry of Reconstruction, rather than the 

Ministry of Health. Prefabs were provided and owned by Central Government but managed 

by the local authority in which they were erected.108 The outcome of the Burt Committee of 
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1942 was that it favoured temporary, prefabricated housing as a solution to the housing 

problem. As the end of the war approached, in a radio broadcast in March 1944, Churchill 

announced the Emergency Factory Made Housing Programme. 109 Designed to last 10 years, 

in Newport they were as sought-after as anywhere else, and by early 1946 the prefabs at 

Treberth to the east of Newport, and Stelvio in the west, had been erected and already 

‘undesirable’ tenants were being evicted.110 There was much debate within the Housing 

Committee when it was noted that the Welsh Board of Health planned to substitute the 

Council’s first choice of the expensive Tarran homes, a wooden framed bungalow overclad 

with precast concrete panels and already being constructed in Cardiff, with the cheaper Arcon 

Mk5 design. 111 A formal protest was made, however, in hindsight the choice of the 

aesthetically pleasing and internally well-fitted Arcon would prove to be the more resilient 

prefab. Designed by the Swedish architect Ove Arup, and constructed by Taylor Woodrow, 

the Arcon, costing £1,200, was asbestos clad, with a distinctive curved roof.112 (Fig 1). The 

interior consisted of a lounge with a back boiler behind an open fire, whilst the pre-formed 

kitchen capsule was fitted with state-of-the-art steel cupboards, gas oven and hob and a built- 

in fridge. The two bedrooms were of a generous size with fitted wardrobes, and the bathroom 

contained a full -size bath. Each prefab sat in its own plot with fencing, a gate and a coal 

shed. The estates at Treberth, Stelvio and the Gaer would still be housing tenants until 2003, 

when they were replaced by permanent bungalows. It is easy to imagine how they would 

appeal to a generation of young couples renting a room from a landlord or elderly relative. 

Patricia recalls her family’s prefab at Stelvio with great affection, she has lived in the area all 

her life and raised her family on the Gaer. She purchased a bungalow built on the site of a 

former prefab which she advises is warmer in Winter than the prefab, which she recalls 

would shake in a storm.113 Others were given prefabs to make way for reconstruction or 

scheduled projects. Despite not appearing to have a programme of demolition and restoration, 

within Newport’s plans were some anomalies. ‘Single Cottage,’ situated on what is now the 

old Cardiff Road was tenanted as part of the Tredegar Estate by the Richards family. Before 

the war Mr Richards was an estate gardener. His eldest daughter Pat, at the age of 20 years, 
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worked with Mollie Graham (Fig 2) at Whiteheads steelworks. Mollie recalls Pat telling her 

of the council’s plans to demolish Single Cottage and that the family were to be offered a 

prefab at Stelvio. Why the cottage was to be demolished remains unclear. It had been 

modernised and had an inside bathroom and electricity. A pair of semi-detached cottages next 

door remain to the present day whilst in the late 1950s a petrol station was built on the site. 

Mr Richards unfortunately passed away before the eviction, but Pat and her mother moved to 

the prefab. Pat married and emigrated to the USA whilst Mrs Richards lived in the prefab 

until her death in 1960. Despite the wrench from a good home, Mrs Richards considered the 

prefab an improvement on her living conditions 114 

Squatters 

By autumn 1946, the movement commonly known as the ‘squatters’ had arrived in Newport 

at locations including Malpas and nearby Caerleon. Described as a temporary measure, 

Newport Council took the initiative, organising 106 huts at the Malpas Court Camp into 

homes for rent.115 Mrs Jean Fieldhouse, now aged 93 years, (Fig 3) was sixteen when she 

began working at Caerleon District Council in August 1946. Jean remembers the Army 

leaving the Lodge Hill camp from where the anti – aircraft gun, Big Bertha was operated. At 

the camp, the Nissan huts were fitted with stoves, beds, toilets and running water. She recalls 

the day she first noticed strangers with handcarts making their way to the camp and that 

within a weekend the camp was full. Originally from Middlesborough, Mrs Teague arrived 

with seven children, having heard of the Caerleon camp from her husband who was still 

waiting to be demobbed, and was stationed nearby.   

Jean’s recollections are sharp and precise as she relates that, within days, the council received 

confirmation from the Welsh Office that the squatters were to be allowed to stay, they were 

to be registered and issued with a rent book, and regulations for the tenants were to be 

written. The squatters were charged 8/6 a week, and one of Jean’s roles was to collect the 

rent. In the early days, there were no men at the camp, with the women receiving money from 

the Services with which to pay the rent, but as the men returned, so babies were born. It was 

understood that as permanent housing became available, so the squatters would become 

permanent tenants. Caerleon built a small estate of Cornish housing, a type of pre-formed 

housing, popular when materials were scarce, which were tenanted by the camp squatters. 
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These families have mostly remained in Caerleon, and Jean remains friends with children 

who lived at the camp. 116 

The squatters at Malpas were probably luckier than most, as the camp had been built and 

equipped by the American army prior to the D Day landings. Gill Blakeney moved to the 

camp as a young child but remembers the beds and bedding, kitchen utensils and tinned 

foodstuffs abandoned by the GIs.117 Newport Borough Council charged 10/- rent at the 

Malpas camp, and by April 1947, the Waterworks Committee reported that the Malpas 

Communal Housing Camp, as they were known, had complained of being charged for water 

at the industrial rate of 1/- a week per hut and it was accepted by the Committee that the rate 

should be reduced to the domestic rate of 6d. 118  (Fig 4) 

The Squatter’s Movement had begun in Scunthorpe in 1946. A disused army camp was 

occupied by those demobbed hoping to find work at the steel works of Richard Thomas and 

Baldwin. Unfortunately, though the workers were urgently needed, Scunthorpe struggled to 

find the newcomers accommodation. The Council had been unable to swiftly requisition 

prefabs and steel houses and seemed unable to formalise squatting arrangements.119  The 

movement gained momentum when the Scunthorpe squatters appeared on a Movie tone 

newsreel shown at cinemas countrywide. One squatter was interviewed who explained that 

although he had a job at the steelworks, there was no home available for his family, and 

whilst the camp at that time had no electricity or running water, the family of four welcomed 

the opportunity to settle down independently.120 By October of that year, 1038 camps had 

been appropriated as emergency homes for 40,000 people.121 The camps were still the 

property of the military authorities and whilst occupation was illegal, Addison writes that in 

September 1946, even the Daily Telegraph was writing of how commonplace squatting had 

become.122 

The Movement was the subject of debate in the House of Commons at midday on 10th 

October 1946 when the subject was raised by the MP for Newport, Peter Freeman, who asked 

the Minister of Health Aneurin Bevan, for a statement on the utilization and supervision of 
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squatter camps. Bevan’s response was that whilst he was sympathetic to the plight of 

individuals, these camps were unsuitable for housing. He added that where some have been 

taken over by local housing authorities, the squatters had, in many cases, jumped the claims 

of persons higher on the local authorities lists of applicants for houses. The Minister quoted 

the latest figures: 1,038 camps were in occupation by 39, 535 persons. In 633 camps occupied 

by 26,495 persons, emergency arrangements had been made by local authorities and in 171 

camps occupied by 9,280 persons, agreement had been made for the taking over of the camp 

by the local authority. The debate continued with Bevan being ‘put on the spot’ as his 

response was criticized by the Opposition, including a personal rebuke from Winston 

Churchill.123 It can be presumed that Peter Freeman did not anticipate Bevan’s response 

would be as it was, perhaps hoping to show Newport’s record in a positive light, and would 

certainly not have sought to put his fellow Welshman at a disadvantage.  

 Nevertheless, the experience of the people who occupied the camps in Newport and 

Caerleon was to continue for several years until homes were provided. Whilst the Movement 

was eventually sympathetically received by Government and Opposition alike, even members 

of Newport’s socialist Housing Committee were keen to stress the difference between the 

people in the army camps and those ‘Communists’ at Fountain Court in London, who had 

violated civil and criminal law. 124 Unfortunately, the winter of 1946/1947, turned out to be 

the harshest on record and the government came under attack for failing to meet the demand 

for coal, the main source of domestic and industrial heating. Conditions in the camps and in 

the temporary huts must have been uncomfortable for the tenants. 

Interestingly, Reveille magazine ran an article on the Malpas Camp in their issue of May 6th, 

1947, describing the camp as the first to be officially recognised and managed by a local 

authority. The tenants interviewed expressed their satisfaction with their accommodation.125 

(Fig 5) There is no note in the Housing Committee minutes of the fact that the Malpas Camp 

was the first to be officially managed, or of Peter Freeman’s questions and Bevan’s response, 

thus it can be considered that this may not have been the case. The Council, never shy to 

promote Newport would have been eager to endorse their swift enterprise if that were so, 

however, their MP’s parliamentary question and the Minister’s censure may have influenced 
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their reaction. Neither does the Committee comment on the Reveille article in the following 

year! 

Whilst capturing the headlines for a few months, the Squatter Movement has been written off 

as a ‘flash in the pan.’126 Whilst neither subversive or political, the occupation was borne out 

of necessity and ‘make do and mend,’ a continuation of wartime ethics. Merrett records that, 

in addition to the army camps, 1,000 temporary huts were erected to accommodate families 

looking for homes.127   

Newport was already looking to the future publishing ‘Newport, A Guide,’ a slim volume 

recounting the history of Newport, including beautifully illustrated local maps, guiding the 

visitor to interesting and historical sites within the Borough. The Guide was aimed, not at 

casual visitors, but at those seeking to move to the area or set up businesses. 128 The 

publication was part directory and part advertisement; thus, Newport’s intentions were 

becoming clear, it did not see itself being left behind its nearest rivals, Cardiff, Barry, or 

Bristol and was actively advertising the town’s relocation qualities at a time when most local 

authorities were struggling to home existing populations. Newport appeared to be confident 

in its ability to provide relocation housing thus affirming the fact that as the war ended, the 

Council were looking beyond the provision of temporary housing and were planning a social 

housing programme to entice business to the town. 

Newport was one of the 145 planning authorities required to prepare a comprehensive 

Development Plan under the terms of the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act.129 It is 

argued that Newport’s plan was innovative and in the spirit of Bevan’s idealistic utopia, and 

that in order to realise the Development Plan, the Council were required to be at the vanguard 

of the competition to attract new industry and skilled labour to the town, thus, state of – the -

art housing, education amenities, and innovation were pivotal to the success of the Plan. 

Thus, whilst other towns struggled with housebuilding and growing waiting lists of 

prospective tenants, Newport, also with an increasing housing waiting list, was actively 

encouraging migration to the town with the offer of desirable housing. 

Newport was at the forefront of modern local authority planning having recruited a Borough 

Architect Johnson Blackett, to oversee its Architect’s Department. A highly skilled architect, 
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structural engineer, and modernist, he had studied under Sir Patrick Abercrombie, architect of 

the Greater London Plan, at Liverpool University. Blackett was to become a pivotal 

influence in the shaping of post-war Newport and a key player in the Development Plan. 

Throughout the country, housing authorities had been slow to recruit their own architectural 

staff or to organise them under a Chief Architect with many authorities considering the use of 

architects for dwellings for the working class an unnecessary expense, and this thinking was 

to continue until the 1970s. Dunleavy argues that less than 60 per cent of housing was 

designed by local authority architects, the remainder being designed by private practices 

employed by contractors.130 London’s Architects Department with 1,500 staff supporting 350 

architects, played a significant role in re–shaping post – war London but this was one of the 

exceptions to the rule.131 Whilst Swansea Council had recruited an Architect in 1915, one of 

the most controversial anomalies was Cardiff. The city council was subject to a sustained 

campaign led by the South Wales Institute of Architects, supported by RIBA for its failure to 

appoint a City Architect.132 This failure had led to the city requesting the advice of Johnson 

Blackett on more than one occasion, indeed as a member of the South Wales Institute, he 

would have been part of the criticism aimed at Cardiff. 

In the early post-war period, residential architectural thought was dominated by two major 

design considerations, the mixed development, and the Neighbourhood Unit.133 This idea was  

presented by Sir Patrick Abercrombie, and Newport, under the influence and management of 

Blackett, favoured the Neighbourhood Unit. Research demonstrates that Newport continued 

with the original Development Plan formulated under the Labour administration and 

maintaining its faith in the Neighbourhood Unit until the 1970s. 

With little bomb damage to reconstruct, or with any major slum clearance initiative in mind, 

Newport Council nevertheless began to take full advantage of the provisions within both the 

Housing (Temporary Accommodation) Act and the Town and Country Planning Act. In 1945, 

the Council purchased land on the south side of Chepstow Road to the east of Newport. The 

land had been owned by the Charles Williams Charity, formed in 1724 to provide education 

in Caerleon, and the proceeds from the sale was £7,150, far below its market value. The land 

was purchased for the erection of a further 123 prefabs. The next year the Charity was 
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informed of the council’s intention to route a Newport by–pass through the northern part of 

the Treberth Estate, thus relieving the Charity of further land.134 Construction company 

George Wimpey won the contract to erect BISF temporary homes at Malpas and Melfort 

Road. (Fig 6) At the same time, 18.25 acres of land was purchased from the Tredegar Estate 

to build the first stage of the Gaer Estate, consisting of 284 permanent houses, with a further 

stage of 334 houses to follow, named Gaer No 2 estate. 135 A further forty-four houses were to 

be built on smaller sites. Loans from the Ministry of Health had been obtained in the sums of 

£413,606 and £53,592. 136 By April 1948, 896 new permanent dwellings had been completed 

and handed over to tenants.137 The layout of the Gaer estate, the designs of the homes and the 

facilities were under the control of the Borough Architect, Blackett. (Fig 7) 

Within the Council, a ‘Special Meeting’ was held on 5th September 1946, to argue for a new 

committee, entitled Management and Control of Housing Estates. The minutes record that 

1,300 houses were currently council owned and that a further 7,000 were expected to be built 

in the next few years. Confidence was high as authorisation was given for Blackett to recruit 

a further five senior architects for housing duties, emphasising the importance already placed 

on housing 138 Nevertheless, the Borough Architect reported that his department was 

experiencing difficulties in obtaining staff due to a shortage of housing accommodation in the 

town. It was agreed that advertisements would go out with the promise of a prefab for 

successful candidates whilst they remained in the Council’s employ.139 

Homes for key workers  

Whilst having to manage an existing and growing housing waiting list, the Council had made 

promises to the chemical company Monsanto for the provision of housing for key workers to 

be brought to Newport, in exchange for investment in the form of a large factory.140 

Similarly, Standard Telephones were in negotiation to take over the munitions factory site on 

the east side of the River Usk and were already in negotiation for homes.141 Consideration 

was given to the possibility of allocating 156 council homes in the Somerton area, occupied 

by workers who had been employed at the munitions factory, to Standard Telephones on the 
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understanding that the workers would re-employed. Ultimately, an allocation of the BISF 

temporary homes at Stelvio, were given to those incoming key workers.142 Newport’s 

quandary was that if there were no houses for key workers then businesses would not view 

Newport as a favourable location. So, more homes needed to be built to satisfy the demands 

of the existing population and those planning on re-locating.  

Despite the problems facing the town, by summer 1946, the Council adopted a buoyant 

attitude as the Government were planning a road link between England and Wales, with a 

public enquiry underway on proposals for the Severn Bridge143 Councillor Dolman was asked 

to chair a new committee to oversee the Newport ‘ring-road’ and the possible impact on the 

new developments at Treberth and St Julian’s whilst simultaneously chairing the Airport 

Committee looking into possible sites between Cardiff and Newport on which to construct a 

commercial airport for Wales. 144  Within the town centre, the retailer, British Home Stores 

took over a large unoccupied building. Thus, Newport’s aspirations for a successful future 

were shared by the wider population, as a home, a family, worthwhile employment, health, 

and security promised during the War, were becoming a possibility for most. 

From 1946, there were three women on Newport’s Housing Committee, Mrs Dunn, Mrs 

Letitia Bell and Mrs Hopton. The more experienced councillors, Mrs Dunn and Mrs Letitia 

Bell attended the annual conference of the Society of Women Housing Managers, held in 

London.145 Conservative Mrs Letitia Bell was able to work alongside her Labour colleagues, 

endorsing the need for housing.146 The Council was also looking to employ a female housing 

assistant for the Housing Bureau, the lady Councillors being charged with undertaking the 

interviews.  

With the continual labour and materials shortage, several large local authorities such as 

Birmingham and Bristol began to consider high rise housing to manage their growing waiting 

lists. Birmingham which had built more council homes than any other local authority between 

the wars, was determined to build high-rise flats, whilst Bristol, keen to follow, managed to 

obtain approval for five hundred such dwellings, holding abortive talks with leading 
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contracting companies including Costain’s, J Laing, and Taylor Woodrow. 147 Bristol’s 

requirements were not considered cost-effective and the Council later attempted to involve its 

close neighbours, including Newport, in a consortium to place a larger and cheaper contract. 

Newport resisted the involvement, perhaps because it was able to buy land cheaply, and the 

Borough was never to give sincere consideration to high-rise housing, never to rise above 5% 

of its housing stock.148   

The Plan for Plymouth  

Whilst the rest of the UK struggled with reconstruction and rehousing, the great naval port of 

Plymouth in Devon became integral to the government’s project of rebuilding those cities 

worst affected by the Blitz. Reconstruction plans had been underway since 1943 when the 

highly respected architect and planner, Patrick Abercrombie, under the sponsorship of the 

city’s mayor, Lord Astor, presented a scheme for a regional plan. This plan went beyond the 

boundaries of the city itself in a ground - breaking attempt to depopulate the old and 

overcrowded inner city, ridding it of its ancient slum housing by redistributing the citizens 

into newly developed surrounding countryside. Described by Abercrombie as The Plan for 

Plymouth, snatching a victory for the city of the future,  the plan was presented to the town’s 

citizens following a survey on their expectations for their city’s future. As in Newport, 

Plymouth’s traffic congestion was significant, and any scheme would have to redistribute the 

traffic away from the centre of the city. The plans included 8,719 new houses, 986 which 

were to go under a central redevelopment scheme with no necessity to build blocks of high-

rise flats.149 The city had been a Tory stronghold, but the government was refusing to grant 

national funding to assist in the Plan. At the 1945 Election, local boy Michael Foot gained the 

seat of Devonport for Labour after fighting a campaign based on his support of 

Abercrombie’s Plan using Drake and The Armada to rally the cause, along with support from 

his great friend and ally, Aneurin Bevan. It was at Plymouth that Foot met his future wife, the 

film maker Jill Craigie who, as part of the rebuilding team, was making a film entitled, ‘The 

Way we Live Now’ charting the rebuilding of a war -damaged city.150  
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Plymouth was described as ‘the first great welfare state city’ with Abercrombie’s plan 

emphasising ‘community’ and within the plan there is reference to the ‘Neighbourhood Unit.’ 

Plymouth’s problem lay in finding land away from the city on which to rehouse at least 

40,000 citizens and that involved including neighbouring areas such as Torpoint, Plympton 

and Plymstock.151 Plymouth’s high profile redevelopment team were about to face the 

indignation and fury of its neighbouring urban councils. The city was suffering from a loss of 

rate income because of the bombing, so the cost of reconstruction would fall on the remaining 

rate payers. Members of the City Council argued against the Plan, resolutely stating that re-

housing needs could be accommodated within the boundary extension granted to the city in 

1938 which had not yet been utilised. Astor, Abercrombie, and the City Engineer Paton 

Wilson argued that this would undermine the Plan whilst the neighbouring districts argued 

that rural interests would be sacrificed for the city. Failure to compromise led to the eventual 

collapse of support for the regional planning. Plymouth was seen as a selfish and aggressive 

neighbour using wartime suffering to secure benefits. The boundary extension was in dispute, 

and Plymouth were to be disappointed with the outcome. Whilst the city argued that steep 

topography prohibited construction, the Ministry were adamant, and only 9,000 acres were 

eventually awarded in 1952. By 1954, Plymouth had only built 10,000 of its estimated 23,986 

homes, The process for the Plan had taken 10 years and apart from its semi-completed, 

Abercrombie-planned city centre and inner-city Neighbourhood Units, the Plan was 

considered as a failure.152  

 

Whilst some were living in army huts and the general population still on rations, Newport 

Council were looking beyond the immediate future to encompass a cultural transformation 

within the town, guided by Councillor Dolman, a local solicitor with an interest in the Arts. 

Change was already taking place at the town’s Museum and Art Gallery which had acquired 

paintings by William Henry Hunt and Thomas Hearne, whilst an agreement had been made to 

purchase the painting ‘Chantilly’ from Sir Alfred J Munnings.153 Furthermore, as the new 

year began, however tough life had become, the urbane and artistic Councillor Dolman 

attempted to bring a little ethos to the people of Newport and became embroiled in the 

 
151 Stephen Essex and Mark Brayshay, Town versus country in the 1940’s. Planning the contested space of a 
city region in the aftermath of the Second World War, Town Planning Review, 76 (3) 2005. 
152 Ibid, pp 244 - 260 
153 Museum and Art Gallery Committee, 30th Sept 1945, min 181 and 6 June 1946, min 14 
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scandal of the Newport Nude. On behalf of the Borough, Dolman had visited the Royal 

Academy Exhibition and for the sum of £250 had purchased a painting by the celebrated 

artist Sir Gerald Kelly, entitled ‘D. DVa’ commonly known as The Nude Girl Smoking a 

Cigarette.154. The painting was hung in Newport Art Gallery and immediately caused a 

sensation, with 20,000 queuing to view. Senior church officials demanded its withdrawal 

from the gallery whilst complaint letters from the public were sent to The Argus, which 

responded by taking up the story as front - page news.155  When asked by The Argus to 

comment on the furore, Dolman’s response was ‘it stays.’156 The scandal dragged on for 

several weeks and the painting was to cause a further outcry in 2008, when it was again 

shown in the gallery. People complained that it was ‘too explicit’ for a public gallery and 

again the Church issued a statement. Before the painting could be removed, the public began 

queuing to view the painting. The Evening Standard and BBC both reported on the sensation 

in 1948 and again in 2008.157 The painting is now on permanent show in the Gallery. 

Despite local furniture retailers, Roath and Barlows advertising tax free ‘utility’ furniture 

under the slogan ‘May there be less austerity and more prosperity’ the housing situation in 

the town remained critical. The Argus printed several letters from the public criticising the 

Council’s allocation policy which was not considered transparent, and questions were raised 

on the number of houses available for key workers from outside Newport.158 In response, the 

Town Clerk published the Newport Housing Figures which showed that by January 1948 

there were 5,673 applicants on the Housing Register, nearly 1,000 more than the previous 

year. 404 bungalows (prefabs) had been provided, with 320 to follow, 26 BISF homes and 26 

traditional homes had been constructed and 12 huts at Malpas Court Camp had been updated, 

so 520 families had been accommodated, with construction companies ready to build upon a 

break in the weather.159  By April 1948, the Borough Treasurer reported that 1,058 families 

 
154 Identified in Newport Art Gallery as ‘DDV/The Little Model, 1924, oil on canvas, by Sir Gerald Festus Kelly,( 
9th April 1879 – 5th January 1972)  
155 South Wales Argus, Fri, 2nd January, Sat, 3rd January, Wed, 21st January 
 
156 In 1952,The painting was the topic of discussion at the Newport Literary and Debating Society, the final vote 
on the painting’s acceptability was 27 for and 7 against. The Chairman of the Society at the time was none 
other than Johnson Blackett. (Davis, p 296)  
157 www.standard.co.uk 22 July 2008, news.bbc.co.uk, Tuesday, 22 July 2008, 12.45, UK 
158 South Wales Argus, Fri, 2nd January 1948, Sat 10th January 1948, Fri, January 16th, 1948 
159 South Wales Argus, Tues 13th January 1948 

http://www.standard.co.uk/
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had been accommodated and were paying rent, this figure included tenants at two ex- army 

camps, Malpas Court and Belmont.160  

At the Housing Committee held on 21st June 1949, the Borough Architect brought a proposal 

for houses on the new Maindee Park Estate. He had been approached by the manufacturers of   

‘Cornish Houses,’ however any decision was to be deferred until an inspection had taken 

place.161 The design of these rather ‘cottagey’ homes bore no resemblance to Blackett’s 

modernist Gaer and Malpas Estates. The company were persistent, and later he was asked to 

inspect ‘Cornish style’ flats in Hereford.162 It can be assumed that Blackett would have found 

the design unappealing as it was not a modernist concept and therefore out of date. The 

Housing Committee would have been happy to take his advice. Whilst some remain within 

the old districts of St Mellons at Bassaleg and Caerleon, there are none within the original 

Newport Borough and no records were found of any construction on the Maindee site.  

Throughout the summer of 1949, houses for key workers again became an issue, with the 

Town Clerk meeting the Regional Officer at the Board of Trade on the subject. Clearly there 

were companies that wished to relocate, but the Housing Department had no spare homes of 

the standard required.163 Surprisingly, by November tenancies for key workers at Standard 

Telephones, Monsanto and Whiteheads had been issued, including manager’s houses at 

Stelvio Park Avenue, Melfort Road and Ridgeway Hill.164 These houses stand out from the 

average home as they are larger, traditionally built, four-bedroomed semi-detached 

properties, easily recognisable today. (Fig 8) Bevan had made a point of arguing against 

bigger houses for management along with the segregation of different social classes165, 

nevertheless the Housing Committee saw the importance in attracting skilled managers and 

built them anyway. Amongst Blackett’s archive are photographs of the houses, simply named 

‘four bedroomed type.’ 

With pressure building from Whitehall on the housing overspend, the Borough Treasurer and 

Blackett submitted a joint report on the cost of housebuilding in Newport compared to the 

 
160 Town Clerk’s Minutes, May, 1948, min 307 
161 Housing Committee, 21st June 1949, min 23 
162 Cornish Houses were made from pre – cast concrete and were manufactured by the Central Cornwall 
Concrete and Artificial Stone Company and Selleck Nicholls and Co. 30,000 were built between 1946 and 1960. 
They were designated defective by the Secretary of State under Part XVI of the Housing Act 1985 (England and 
Wales only) https://nonstandardhouse.com>cornish-unit-type-1-precast-reinforced-concrete-house/ 
163 Housing Management Committee, 6th July 1949, min 59 
164 Housing Investigation Sub Committee, 5th October 1949, min 10, Housing Committee, 15th November 1949, 
min 29 
165 Malpass, p 65 
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national average. Between December 1945 and September 1947, the cost exceeded the 

national average by £114 per square foot and by £63 per square foot in 1948.The report states 

that whilst Newport houses were slightly smaller, they were superior in finish and better 

equipped, sites were also considered to be difficult.166 Newport rises from the flood plain of 

the Severn Estuary on seven steep hills, ground preparation works would be expensive and 

the design of the houses, as at the Gaer, needed to be suitable for the steeply sloping site. The 

flood plains of the estuary and the river Usk were notorious for flooding, so unsuitable for 

large housing developments. It is argued that the report was written in order to justify 

Blackett’s plans and designs for the traditionally built homes on The Gaer Neighbourhood 

Unit, rather than the use of cheaper kit forms. Despite criticism on financial grounds, 

Newport’s housing success was being noticed. In the Ministry of Health’s, Housing Manual 

1949, Newport’s housing schemes were offered as an exemplary example.167 Unfortunately, 

success did not soften the Ministry’s view, when a communication was received from the 

Welsh Board of Health with the news that no further houses were to be built in Newport other 

than those already proposed.168 

Within its Housing Programme for 1950, only 200 houses had been allocated to be built in 

Newport. Clearly the Council were unhappy with this decision as plans were already 

underway for the St Julian’s Estate and the Ringland Top Neighbourhood Scheme, and the 

first of many official objections was sent in December 1949.169 The Borough Architect had 

been given permission to allocate two full–time assistants to the Ringland Scheme and to 

employ students outside term time. The Committee’s recommendation was that Housing was 

the Council’s first priority with that of Education.170 By the end of 1949 the number of school 

age children had increased to 12,563 across the borough, and plans were underway for the 

building of a junior school to support the new Gaer Estate.171 (Figs 9,10,) As early as 

September 1946, the new St Julian’s High School had been officially opened and was 

accepting pupils.172  

 
166 Housing Committee 19th April 1949, min 1017 
167 Edward Holland and Julian Holder, Advice to Inform Post – War Listing in Wales, Report for CADW, March 
2019, www.hollandheritage.co.uk , p 70 
168 Housing Committee, 18th May 1948, Min 321 
169 Housing Committee, 15th November 1949, min 310 
170 Public Works Committee, 13th March 1952 and Town Clerk’s Mins 7th Dec 1951 
171 Education Committee, 10th December, 1949, min 10  
172 Education Committee, 8th.April 1948, min 32 

http://www.hollandheritage.co.uk/
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In comparison, Addison records the experience of the chair of Scunthorpe’s housing 

committee who was keen to provide housing for workers attracted to the town by the steel 

industry. Council member Clarrie Newlove recalls the shortage of bricks and timber and the 

lack of authority to obtain supplies to build any new homes. Scunthorpe did finally obtain 

prefabs and ‘steel houses’ but hardly enough to fulfil the town’s growing demand.173 Whilst 

Newport had two newly constructed Neighbourhood Units, with a growing population and an 

expanding steel industry, Scunthorpe waited until 1950 for the first of its two hundred semi– 

detached prefab bungalows to be erected. However, prior to this, the council had taken 

delivery of 350 semi–detached ‘steel houses’ (BISF homes) in an effort to meet the housing 

shortage.174  

Despite austerity measures being firmly in place, Newport’s plans included the 

redevelopment of the town centre. The popular Lyceum Theatre and adjoining land was 

acquired by the Council under a compulsory purchase order for the future benefit of the town 

as a ‘conference and facilities centre,’ unfortunately it never materialised. 175 Following the 

demolition of the theatre, the site was left abandoned until the mid-1970s, when a cinema and 

car park were constructed. Moreover, the Council were particularly concerned with plans by 

the Department of Transport to construct a ‘By-pass Road,’ the forerunner of the M4. 

Objections were raised as it was considered that it would circumscribe the development and 

expansion of the Borough, which was not desirable if the Development Plan was to be 

realised. Despite the Ministry of Transport insisting that the council should withdraw its 

objection, Newport continued with its action arguing that an alternative route through the 

town centre ‘would not prejudice existing amenities which they considered the current 

proposals undoubtedly did.’176  Newport’s objections centred on the need for an alternative 

route across the river Usk to alleviate growing congestion in the town centre. The Borough 

persistently pressed the Ministry for a second river crossing standing by its view that if 

expansion were to be achieved a solution would have to be sought.177 The Borough Engineer 

was given permission to consider the purchase of a temporary bridge, previously known as 

the Thames Emergency Bridge, for the North side of Newport. 178 The Minutes do not record 

the proposed source of finance for the purchase and certainly there is no further reporting on 

 
173 Addison, p 59 
174 https://northlincsmuseumimagearchive.org.uk, retrieved 15/5/20 
175 Town Clerk’s Council Minutes, 9th November, 1946, min 9 
176 Town Planning Committee, 21st October, 1946, min 250 
177 Town Planning Committee, 23rd September, 1946, min 325 
178 Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 6th May, 1948, min 145 
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the bridge, nonetheless, the issue continued to occupy the Council as an answer to the traffic 

problem and access across town was sought. 

Whilst the Council were successful in encouraging manufacturing companies to move to 

Newport, with twenty new factories in progress by early 1948 there was growing 

consternation over the possibility that the ‘cold press mill’ at Lysaghts would be relocated to 

the new plant at Margam with the loss of jobs. 179 Newport’s Labour MP Peter Freeman met 

with workers and promised to take their concerns to Parliament.180 Whilst the newly proposed 

Severn Crossing would certainly have been viewed as an asset in attracting business to 

Wales, Newport’s leaders were still concerned that the adjoining ‘By-Pass’ would actually 

by-pass Newport, ‘causing a serious menace to Newport’s further development’.181 Peter 

Freeman was trusted to take the Council’s objections to the Department  of Transport at 

Whitehall. The council continued to set their sights on a second town crossing over the Usk, 

bringing industrial and commercial traffic into the centre of town and on to the docks.  

The 1951 Festival of Britain 

With National Service introduced in 1947 and rationing still ongoing, by the end of the 

decade it had become a challenge for the government to persuade the electorate that there was 

a future worth working towards, and it was left to Herbert Morrison, Labour Home Secretary 

during the wartime coalition to drive through his dream of a Festival of Britain during a 

period of austerity. Newport Council embraced the idea of the Festival of Britain with 

confidence in its achievements. A Festival sub - committee was formed on 21st June 1949 

with Councillors Dolman and Dobson at the helm. Initial informal discussions with 

representatives of Monmouthshire County Council were already in hand, with the Hon. John 

Morgan of Tredegar House, offering help whilst Councillor Dolman attended a conference on 

the Festival at Central Hall in London, when local authorities were told of the plans for a 

commercial and cultural showcase and given guidance on how they could be involved. 182 

The Festival was to throw the spotlight on, what Turner describes as a ‘bedraggled phoenix 

arising out of austerity and disenchantment,’ showcasing the best of British architecture, art 

 
179 South Wales Argus, Fri, 9th February 1948 
180 South Wales Argus, Fri, 9th January 1948 
181 South Wales Argus, Tues, 6th February 1948 
182 Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 19th July 1949, Min 1 
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and engineering and demonstrate how the British, though battered by adversity, were still 

people with a national identity. 183  

One of the most important aspects of the Festival was the rebuilding of housing in Poplar, 

East London, which had been decimated by bombs during the Blitz. The Festival’s South 

Bank site did not provide enough space to show what Turner describes as ‘an exhibit of 

socially motivated architecture’, and so, under the expertise of Plymouth’s reconstruction 

expert and Blackett’s mentor, Patrick Abercrombie, a village – like community was 

constructed and named the Lansbury Estate after local Labour MP, supporter of Abercrombie 

and campaigner for social justice, George Lansbury. Abercrombie and his team of architects 

and planners created a neighbourhood community with a pedestrian shopping centre, an 

open-air market, and open spaces, described as a ‘modern oasis set in a vast area of 

overcrowded streets.’184 

In order to involve and inspire the public as a whole, the Festival Committee established a 

design competition for local authorities.185 The awards were to be granted to contributions to 

civic or landscape design with an improvement to the urban or rural scene.186 The new infant 

and junior school at Malpas Court was an early option as Newport’s entry, set in rolling 

parkland the school and newly constructed neighbouring estate of flat - roofed modern houses 

and blocks of low-level flats was eventually discounted, as access roads and drainage had not 

been completed in time for the Festival inspection. 187  However, the Gaer Neighbourhood 

Unit and school, designed by Blackett and of similar design, were finished by the end of 

1949.188 The Gaer and adjacent Stelvio Estate, which also incorporated temporary housing in 

the form of prefabs and steel houses, were constructed on a steeply sloping site, originally 

part of the Tredegar Estate and alongside the iron- age Gaer fort, known locally as The 

Gollas. The gently curving rows of flat roofed terraced housing, in a semi-rural setting with 

mature trees, face the Severn Estuary with views of the islands of Steep Holm and Flat Holm 

and the Somerset hills in the distance. Within the estate is a steep valley where woodland 

surrounds ancient ponds; this was certainly no urban housing estate. Planned on the 

separation of cars and pedestrians by a system of cul-de-sacs, feeder roads, and walkways 

 
183 Turner, p 17, p 38 
184  Turner, p 38 and The Sphere, 2 June 1951, cited in Turner, p 53 
185 Turner, p 39 
186 Festival of Britain: London Remembers, aiming to capture all memorials in London, 
https://alondoninheritance.com/tag/festival-of-britain, retrieved 13th April 2021 
187 Education Committee Minutes, 1950 – 1951, D 275, min 145, Gwent Archives 
188 Housing Sub Committee, 1st June 1949, min 1129 
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along what were called Radburn Lines, pioneered by the town of that name in New Jersey, 

founded in 1929, as ‘a town for the motor age’.189 Somewhat ironically, in a photographic 

book from the early 1980s, the Gaer’s design is described as ‘having little thought for motor 

cars as the lack of parking space is very notable, with narrow and winding roads’.190 The 

estate incorporates several blocks of Gregory Flats, (Fig 11) based on a design by the French 

modernist architect Le Corbusier, and modified by Blackett to comply with building 

standards, costs and the availability of materials.191 The 163- acre site would house 3,900 

people, the first of four such estates planned by the Council.192 (Figs 12 - 14) 

Newport’s entry gained an Award of Merit, recorded in the Council minutes of May 1951, 

one of only nineteen throughout the UK.193 The Award was presented to Blackett and 

Councillor Dolman at a ceremony in London on 7th June 1951. (Fig 15) Blackett himself 

received a personal Achievement of Merit, presented by Lord ‘Pug’ Ismay at the Festival’s 

Royal Pavilion (Fig 16) By late June there was to be an inspection of the estate by 

representatives of the Press.194 The town’s Award, in the form of a plaque designed by 

Abram Games and manufactured by Poole Pottery, was erected on 17th July 1953 and is still 

insitu at Vanbrugh Gardens on the Gaer (Fig 17). 195  Newport and its architect received 

further recognition when the Mayor received a letter from the British Architects Institute, as 

interest had been raised following an article on the Gaer Neighbourhood Unit published in the 

Architect’s Journal.196 Congratulations were also expressed from South Africa, Mexico, and 

Japan.197 It is interesting to note the choice of Vanbrugh Gardens as the location of the 

plaque. Whilst other roads on the estate were named after, mostly male, British authors and 

playwrights, Vanbrugh Gardens was named after John Vanbrugh, born in 1664 in Chester 

with links to Liverpool, and more commonly known as the architect of Blenheim Palace and 

Castle Howard. He was an early supporter of women’s rights in marriage and was a political 

 
189 Boughton, p 95 
190Peter Barstow and Ron McCormick, Newport Survey 1982, Newport’s Neighbourhoods, (Caerphilly, 
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191 Housing Committee, 29th June 1950, min 48 
192 Edward Holland and Julian Holder, Advice to Inform Post – War Listing in Wales, Report for CADw, March 

2019 pp 20 -21 

193 Housing and Management Committee, 2nd May 1951, min 481 
194 Housing Committee, 21st June 1949, min 27 
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196 Anon, Housing, The Architects Journal, 16 March 1950, pp 339 - 343 
197 Council Minutes, 13th May 1950, min 25 
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activist where he expressed his opinions as a dramatist. Johnson Blackett was also born in 

Chester and had studied in Liverpool, and it can be assumed that Vanbrugh was Blackett’s 

suggestion.  

The long terraces of Gaer 1 Estate sit within the hillside and face the estuary. Blackett 

amended his design for Gaer 2, where the front door and kitchen are effectively at the back of 

the house facing the road hence the picture window in the front elevation room again faces 

the view over the estuary. Furthermore, having achieved a post – graduate gold medal of the 

Institute of Structural Engineers, he was responsible for Newport being one of the first 

authorities to adopt the ‘one-pipe’ system of plumbing, which reduced the possibility of burst 

pipes, and reduced the plumbing ‘clutter on the exterior walls of his homes.’198 That Blackett 

was giving such thought to his designs at a time when speedy construction clashed with a 

shortage of labour, highlights his skill as an architect, and yet, Blackett is rarely mentioned by 

social housing commentators despite recognition from his peers, perhaps because he was not 

constructing high rise blocks or in London with Abercrombie and his friends in high places.  

Many Gaer properties are now privately owned and are still highly desirable residences. Past 

Gaer residents speak fondly of their lives on the Neighbourhood Unit, and many remain. 

Jimmy is a well-known local character whose parents were one of the first families to move 

onto the Gaer, he had elder siblings and his father worked at the docks, so a working-class 

family lucky enough to gain a new home. Jimmy still lives in the house on Wells Close 

having never married and has memories of a happy childhood and time at Gaer School. His 

mother did not allow her youngest child to play at the Dingle, the naturally occurring valley 

within the hillside of the Gaer, at the bottom of which is a large pond and stream. Instead, 

Jimmy remembers playing on Gaer Fort. Jimmy was keen to point out the Festival of Britain 

plaque and proudly recounts the story of the Gaer Estate.199 As a child, Gillian Evans lived on 

Dickens Drive, perhaps the most spectacular of Blackett’s terraces, a sweeping curve of 

houses with the steeply sloping wooded valley to the front. She recalls camping in the valley 

with other children, and although the valley was visible from the houses, parents popped out 

during the night to check all was well.200  

In their report for Cadw, Holland and Holder cite the Gaer and several other exemplary 

housing estates in Wales from the period, including the Cae Bricks development at 
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Beaumaris. Whilst similarly constructed in terraces on a sloping site, it was nevertheless, the 

Gaer and Blackett that received recognition and the Award.201  

The Festival ran for 5 months with eight million visitors to the main attractions, whilst 

travelling exhibitions were shown around the country, ending on 29th September. By October 

1951, the Conservatives were back in power and speedily dismantled everything on site, keen 

to remove this monument to the previous administration. Nevertheless, Addison argues that it 

helped to popularize a new style of living and started the consumer boom of the late 1950s.202  

Both Dolman and Blackett were presented to the Queen when she visited Newport on her 

Coronation tour.203 The Council honoured their adopted expert by naming Blackett Avenue 

on the Malpas Neighbourhood Unit, whose layout he designed, and close to his stylishly 

designed school. The garden party thrown by Mayor Alderman Dolman at the Mansion 

House in Newport in the summer of 1953 celebrates these achievements.204 Blackett and 

Dolman, colleagues, and friends, must have made a formidable team, able to drive through 

their vision for the town. Holland and Holder remark that Newport’s Architect’s Department, 

led by Johnson Blackett provided some of the most innovative and widely reported public 

housing of the immediate post-war period.205 As the decade progressed, the Council were 

well-placed to press on with its plans despite the return of a Tory Government. 

 

………………………………………………. 
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Fig 1 - one of the Newport Arcon V prefabs at Stelvio (from an original photo) 

 

Fig 2 - Mrs Mollie Phillips                              Fig 3 - Mrs Jean Fieldhouse 

 

 



 

48 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

 

Fig 4 - Remains of the squatters’ huts at the Malpas Camp in 1980’s 

 

Fig 5 - The article on the Malpas Camp, Reveille Magazine, May 6th, 1947     
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Fig 6 - BISF or steelhouses, ‘temporary’ homes, still occupied at Melfort Road, Gaer 

 

Fig 7 - The Gaer today, Blackett’s front facing terraces 

 

Fig 8 – Managers houses, lower photo from Blackett’s album 
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Fig 9 - Gaer School today, included in the 1952 Festival of Britain Award of Merit          

                                                                       

 

Fig 10 - Blackett’s photo of the Gaer School, with aerial view 
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Fig 11 -‘Gregory’ flats 

A recent conversation with a tenant reveals that the flats are now suffering from damp, 

possibly as a result of the installation of double glazing and central heating with insufficient 

ventilation. He is demanding they be replaced with modern homes 
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Fig 12 -14 - A selection from Johnson Blackett’s personal photograph album of the 

Neighbourhood Units, held at the University of South Australia 
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Figs 15, 16 - Festival of Britain Certificate of Merit, Blackett receiving Award from Lord ‘Pug’ Ismay  
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Fig 17 - The Festival of Britain Plaque on 1, Vanbrugh Gardens, Gaer 
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Chapter 2, Newport’s New Enterprises, Neighbourhood Units, and the 

Publication of the Development Plan: 1950 – 1960 
‘My proudest dreams brought to reality’206 

This chapter will demonstrate that despite financial constraints and unfavourable government 

policy, Newport devised an ambitious and innovative Development Plan, relying on the 

political experience of its Councillors and Johnson Blackett’s skill and influence. Despite 

government directives, there was little in the way of slum clearance and the Council defied 

the policy of building flats as opposed to houses. Dunleavy states that overall, families 

rehoused by urban authorities in the 1950s probably received worse forms of accommodation 

than those rehoused in earlier periods, despite the improvements in design standards and 

heating. His reasoning is that rehousing was in the form of high - rise flats and high-density 

estates, often of poor construction.207 As the Government’s slum clearance campaign 

gathered pace after 1955 the proportion of flats in high-rise blocks began to increase, 

reaching a quarter of the public sector new building by the mid-1960s.208 Newport was never 

to embrace high-rise blocks and pressed ahead with Neighbourhood Unit schemes consisting 

mainly of houses with private gardens. Whilst housebuilding continued, this chapter 

demonstrates that the Council pressed on with its demands for a second river crossing 

considered fundamental to its expansion plans and complementary to its housing programme.  

Newport had achieved some considerable success in enticing major industries to the area 

when, with a depressed labour market in south-east England, the textile company H.Lotery & 

Co had relocated to Newport, manufacturing uniforms for the armed services, British Rail 

and the GPO, whilst Newport Hosiery Company had already expanded its operation, 

employing ex- servicemen.209 In Rogerstone, Signode had opened a large factory with senior 

staff purchasing homes locally.210 As early as May 1948, the Town Clerk had reported that a 

large firm were seeking an industrial site in South Wales and that sites in Newport had been 

inspected.211 The Council, having raised objections to the proposed by-pass, also contested 

that a direct road between South Wales and the Midlands should be given priority over a road 

linking North and South Wales. Newport saw no benefit in this North/South link, refusing to 

 
206 Johnson Blackett in the South Wales Argus, 7th May 1952 
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210 Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 18th May 1948, min 300 
211 Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 18th May 1948, min 155 



 

57 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

send a delegate to the Conference of Welsh Tourist Interests, held in North Wales, as clearly 

the prize was a road transport link from the industries in the Midlands to the nearest port and 

docks able to manage the manufactured goods, Newport.212 The National Aluminium 

Company, later known as Alcan, based in Rogerstone, had by 1950, Europe’s first aluminium 

strip mill, employing a workforce of 3,500 by 1953. In the same year, south-east Wales,  

perceived as an ideal location, attracted liberal companies such as British Nylon Spinners at 

New Inn, employing 3,600 workers, and with a progressive policy of using local labour from 

a 25-mile radius, including women. The factory, set in landscaped grounds, employed five 

thousand by the end of the 1950s, whilst the Hoover washing machine factory at nearby 

Merthyr employed 2,000, many of them women.213 

The Town Planning Committee which convened on 7th November 1949 quoted the town’s 

Development Plan which was based on a rising population of 122,300. The Council took out 

an advertisement for Newport in The Times, costing £75, it featured in a supplement entitled 

‘Come to Britain 1951’, whilst the Parliamentary and Improvement Committee under Alfred 

Dolman sought approval to take out an advertisement showing manufacturing opportunities 

in Newport in the New York Times214. Approved by the entire Council, an article entitled 

‘Newport Looks Ahead’ appeared in the South Wales Industrial Review of 1950, with the 

hope that high standard housing would make Newport a first choice for companies seeking to 

relocate.215  Clearly, Newport’s leaders felt threatened by the proposed New Town planned 

for Cwmbran and was taking action to protect its Development Plan. 

Nevertheless, Newport’s cultural transformation continued as the refined and artistic 

Councillor Dolman,  seconded onto the Museum and Art Gallery Committee, was given the 

authority to purchase The Sausage Shop, a recent painting by British artist, Stanley 

Spencer.216 Immediately upon purchase the Arts Council of Great Britain requested a loan of 

the painting and it was considered a worthwhile purchase.217 After the austerity measures of 

the late 1940s, improvement work had been undertaken at the Civic Centre and the first 

Council meeting of 1951 was filmed. At the same time, Dolman proposed a series of murals 

for the walls of the grand staircase and entrance foyer of the Civic Centre, possibly to make a 

 
212 Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 18th May 1948, min 135 -141 
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216 The Sausage Shop, 1951, 76.2 x 50.8 cm, Stanley Spencer 1891 – 1959   
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statement of the position of Newport, and perhaps inspired by the Brangwyn Murals in 

Swansea. Dolman took advice from the Arts Council and met with the mural artist Hans 

Feibusch in London, and again in November 1951 at the Civic Centre. It was agreed that the 

mural would consist of twelve paintings depicting the history of Newport and surrounding 

locations.218 Financial constraints were to hinder Dolman’s plan and the scheme was initially 

abandoned. The following June, a letter was received from the Director of the Arts Council 

expressing regret over the decision and offering the possibility of a grant. The idea was 

resurrected, and it was decided that the subjects of the paintings would be chosen by a public 

competition.219 Thus the Council, particularly Dolman, in representing the rich history of 

Monmouthshire and the recent successes of its major town in a series of impressive murals, 

signified its desire to be perceived as a principal player with aspirations for the future. 

Mrs Dunn held the tenure of Mayor in 1950, as the labour and material shortage worsened, 

and Newport began falling behind with its housing programme. There were 479 houses in 

contract but not completed, and out of the 1,138 dwellings invited for tender in 1951/52, only 

135 had been finished, although advance preparations had been completed along with a 

renegotiation on prices, again reflecting Blackett’s strategy. The labour shortage was blamed 

on the construction of the Uskmouth Power Station, designed by Blackett, and his answer 

was to request approval from the Ministry of Local Government for imported labour.220 There 

were also plans for flats to be built at St Julian’s and the Gaer, however there was a shortage 

of steel reinforcement beams for the precast concrete required in the construction. 

Nonetheless, Blackett was not to be thwarted and amended the required design and 

specification.221 The Welsh Board of Health had already set aside further funds in the sum of 

£20,462 for the erection of 18 houses on the site under the Training of Apprentices Scheme 

and land adjacent to the school had been made available for an Anglican church. Maisonette- 

style shop accommodation had been approved and 12 homes were to be set aside for the Fire 

Service.222 By May 1951 the Council had acquired a further 69 acres at The Gaer site for 

Gaer Estate 2 and advance preparations were in hand for cul de sacs and open spaces.223 

Again, the Council was acquiring land well in advance of its housing allocation, relying on 

Blackett to start the preparation of the site before materials for houses were available. At the 
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same time, Blackett was in negotiation with G Percy Trentham builders, for 56 further homes 

on the St Julian’s site and with Laing’s for the school to service the area.224 Representations 

were made again to the Welsh Board of Health for authorisation to provide overtime to the 

workers they had on site, which was denied in favour of an importation of labour.225 No 

record was made of where the labour was coming from and if it ever materialised.226 The 

shortage of labour led Blackett to investigate new forms of construction and at St Julians, 960 

homes were constructed using the ‘no fines’ method. This innovative technique in which 

outside walls were moulded from a special concrete mix, allowed eleven semi-skilled men to 

construct a pair of houses in 24 hours rather than two weeks for skilled bricklayers.227 Despite 

the material and labour shortages, Newport was still buying up land in readiness for future 

growth. The Newport Extension Act of 1934 had assured the Council that expansion of the 

Borough was planned. Further land at Gaer Fort was purchased for £5,000 in readiness for 

the Newport Bypass, at the same time, the Parks and Cemeteries Committee were in 

competition with the Housing Committee over land for a new crematorium, and for 130 acres 

of land at St Julian’s, where a municipal park was planned in direct competition with the plan 

for a further housing development.228 The Council would have been well aware of the results 

of the 1951 Census which reported that of the 31,100 households in the town, 9,600 did not 

possess exclusive lavatories, 16,700 did not possess an exclusive bath and 8,700 were without 

the exclusive use of stoves and sinks. It is therefore of little wonder that housing was the 

Council’s priority.229 

Newport’s ‘Official Handbook of 1952’ described the town as the only County Borough in 

Monmouthshire and reflecting on the question, ‘Is Newport in England or Wales?’, the Town 

Clerk’s response was to stay neutral but insisted that ‘we combine the qualities of both’. 

Newport described itself as ‘a progressive industrial town which, in the past, relied on heavy 

industry. However, visitors are astonished and delighted that there are no slag heaps or mines, 

and that it is surrounded by pleasant rural scenery, with glorious views of valleys and 

mountains and that the view of the Channel was the finest in the County.’ Within the 

Handbook the Council attempted to portray the town as having well–balanced industrial 

development to the advantage of the population, thus distancing itself from the perceived 
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vision of a Welsh valley town. The Handbook stressed the lack of slums and provided 

photographs of the Gaer Estate, recording that Newport, whilst scheduled to be classed as a 

Development Area, had not been designated a distressed area and detailed its successes in 

attracting new businesses.230 The handbook again stressed the distinctive nature of Newport, 

distancing itself from the Valleys and coalmines of Wales, looking east rather than into 

Wales, encouraging those across the Severn estuary and beyond to live and work in Newport. 

The rollercoaster of political economics continued when in 1952, Newport’s Town Clerk 

reported that the Housing Committee were to grant housing schemes absolute priority, giving 

authorisation to the Borough Architect to allocate two full-time assistants to the new housing 

scheme at what was then called Ringland Top. Finding suitably qualified staff was still a 

concern and it was agreed that students of architecture could be offered paid work during 

vacations.231 In its plans for this housing estate, for the first time Newport officially adopted 

the ‘neighbourhood unit’, described by Boughton as a district of between 6,000 to 8,000 

people formed around the catchment areas of infant and junior schools, bounded by distinct 

borders, and possessing, in Abercrombie’s words, ‘a natural gravitation towards a centre 

comprising of a church or chapel, a library, a cinema, a restaurant, café or hotel, a laundry 

and a health clinic.’232 Thus the Ringland development became known as Ringland Top 

Neighbourhood Unit when further land was purchased in May 1953.233 Despite the problems 

with materials and labour, Newport’s social housing schemes were considered ground-

breaking, attracting attention elsewhere. At the Housing Centre Conference held in London in 

May 1952, Blackett was invited to give a presentation and slideshow on Newport’s 

success.234 Public endorsement of Blackett’s skills enabled the Council to accede to his vision 

and plans for Newport, which they shared, and the early years of the decade were heady 

indeed. 

The Council’s faith in Blackett can be appreciated when the South Wales Argus ran a full-

page article in May 1952 (Fig 18) in which it examined Newport’s bid to solve the housing 

problem. An unnamed reporter spent the day with the Borough Architect, touring the 

Neighbourhood Units. The result was an article which reflected not only Blackett’s pride in 
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the achievements of his Department and the Council, but an affection for Newport and its 

surroundings. His commitment to solving the housing crisis with well-planned homes was 

evident on the tour of the Gaer, described as ‘his proudest dream brought to reality, where 

4,327 have been housed in permanent homes.’ He recalled the decision to give the terraces of 

house’s flat roofs, ‘one of the biggest decisions.’235 He described the building of the Gaer, on 

its steeply sloping site, as a challenge, stating that as all the available land in the town was on 

sloping ground, the estates looked so different. At the proposed Bettws site, the 350 acres of 

farmland were viewed. Blackett anticipated that, upon completion in four years, 12,637 

people would have been homed and Newport’s housing shortage would be over whilst the 

supply of suitable land would be exhausted.236 This projection is clearly set out in the 

Development Plan. These were not local politicians eager to make their name, their pride in 

Blackett was such that they gave him the opportunity to show his delight in his achievement 

on behalf of the town.  

In the same year as the opening of the power station, ‘The Official Handbook of 1953’ again 

emphasised the Council’s commitment to the Development Plan, when it wrote of the town’s 

plans for the future in which Newport was described as ‘being envied for its prosperity, 

cleanliness, beautiful surroundings and busy activity where people are housed in residential 

neighbourhoods of outstanding design’. The Borough Architect’s department was again 

praised for its detailed designs and layouts of the new Neighbourhood Units, ensuring readers 

that all alterations and maintenance of the Council’s developments was their responsibility. 

The Handbook also gave a short but generous commentary on its Architect, describing 

Blackett’s achievements and contribution to the town. As in 1951, the Council was keen to 

stress that ‘heavy industry and traffic are not encouraged and that children go to school in 

safety, free from noise, smoke and dust’.237 One can only feel inspired by this vision, and yet, 

less than a decade later, work at the Spencer Steelworks at Llanwern was to commence, 

leaving the Council powerless to stop the pollution, noise and danger from the thousands of 

shale trucks  driven through the town on a daily basis, to provide the foundations. However, 

that was in the future and despite the successes, the Council were dismayed at the perceived 

snub by the BBC who failed to deliver a ‘live’ broadcast of the Royal visit to Newport in 
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June 1953 and a special meeting was convened to consider a response.238 One significant 

section of the 1953 Handbook is the observation on the Planning Department, describing one 

of its chief functions being to advise the Authority in its preparation of The Development 

Plan, declaring that The Plan outlines, ‘a code of policy for guiding public and private 

development and for the clearing and redeveloping areas which become unfit for further use.’ 

The Plan shows where schools, roads, houses, parks, shops, and industries were to be sited in 

the future, with a model for all to see at the Civic Centre. Mollie Phillips recalls that the 

Development Plan and a town model were indeed situated in the foyer of the Civic Centre 

where it remained until 1961 when work began on the Murals. The model was removed and 

presumably dismantled.239 

When the Council received a letter from the housing minister Macmillan, expressing his 

thanks for Newport’s support of the housing drive, and the minister insisting that supplies of 

materials were increasing, there was shock when instructions came that savings should be 

made in bricks, which should be local, cement and timber. Blackett curtailed his plan for the 

construction of forecourt walls at St Julian’s in order to comply.240  The Borough was in 

receipt of a notification from the Welsh Board of Health that housing standards could be 

maintained within a smaller total area and a manual entitled Housing for Special Purposes 

had been received. The Housing Committee’s response was to call for an analysis of 

comparative costs of two and three-bedroomed homes before responding to the Board. In 

preparation for the committee meeting, the price of a second WC (at Bevan’s insistence) had 

been costed at £65 and was no longer part of the standard specification. 241 Changes in 

government policy amid increased demand meant that Newport’s housing waiting list was 

estimated to be three years, whilst the Committee continued to receive requests for homes for 

key workers relocating to the town. The latest requests were from the Atlantic Shipbuilding 

Company, whom the Council saw as an important asset, and the Board Mills, situated at the 

Docks.242  

In order to accomplish the Development Plan which had been approved in April 1952, albeit, 

in draft form, and with some observations on the second river crossing by Westminster, the 

 
238 Council Minutes, 2 August 1953, min 86 
239 Recollections by Mollie Phillips, recorded January 8th, 2021 
240 Housing Committee, 7th January 1953, min 277 
241 Housing Committee, 24th May 1951, min J 
242 Housing Committee, 17th November 1953, min 175 



 

63 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

Council reorganised its committees to include a Town Planning Committee.243 Within this 

new committee was to be representation from the Parliamentary and Improvement 

Committee, and the chosen representative was Councillor Dolman, who was personally 

championing the establishment of a helicopter landing site, with land near Adelaide St near 

Shaftesbury Park having been reserved for the purpose. Fanciful as this might sound today, 

Dolman was somewhat pioneering and obviously considered this to be of benefit to 

Newport’s future aspirations. There was to be a visit from the Minister of Transport to clarify 

his position on the helicopter site and the second crossing, and preparations were made in 

order to justify the town’s requirements. Outside bodies and interested parties such as the 

Dock’s, shipbuilding and salvage companies along with industries on the east side of town 

were rallied to action.244 Unfortunately, later that year, following site investigations, the 

Adelaide St site was found to unsuitable for the landing of helicopters and whilst another site 

was investigated and Dolman remaining a member of the related trade body, the Helicopter 

Association, Newport was not to benefit from such a site. Dolman was to continue with 

‘extra-curricular’ activities throughout his political career and was later to champion an 

airport development between Newport and Chepstow, later representing Newport’s interests 

on the committee formed to officiate on the Cardiff airport at Rhoose.245  

Whilst designing the Neighbourhood Units and managing his team at the Civic Centre, 

Blackett was also charged with the design of the new Uskmouth Power Station. Built at a cost 

of £20 million pounds, it was described by the South Wales Argus as a monument to the 

foresight of the aldermen and women of the town, who realised the possibilities of the site at 

the end of the war.246 It was destined to become one of the largest of its kind in Europe, and 

even in 1953 had environmental considerations which involved the shutting down of the plant 

for three weeks to coincide with the river’s salmon migration.247 The power station still 

dominates the coastal site, a building of its time, now running on biomass products. 

 

                                      …………………………………………….. 
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The Development Plan: held at Newport Reference Library and Archive (Figs 23 

– 28) 

When the Borough of Newport became one of the 145 planning authorities formed from the 

1947 Town and Country Planning Act, its initial requirement was to prepare a comprehensive 

Development Plan.248  Described as ‘A Written Statement for the Development Plan of the 

Borough of Newport’, an unbound copy archived at the National Library of Wales also 

comprises two large maps 4ft x 4ft, one showing the remarkably compact town as it stood in 

1953. (Figs 19-22)   The settlements of Bettws and Rogerstone were incorporated into the 

Borough in 1965 whilst Magor and St Mellons were part of the local government 

reorganisation of 1972 and not  incorporated within the Newport Borough until then. In 1953 

all were still under the jurisdiction of the larger Monmouthshire County Council. The second 

map indicates the proposed development and redevelopments of the town, including, the 

second river crossing, the highway that was to become the M4 motorway, housing 

developments, schools, a large industrial area, a helicopter landing site, and a riverside leisure 

walk on either side of the river Usk north of the town bridge and castle. The third item is a 

short document, bound in green paper, entitled, A Statement to H N Jermon, Assistant 

Secretary at the Welsh Office, Ministry of Housing and Local Government, 23rd July 1953, 

signed J G Iles, Town Clerk. It sets out the Plan’s proposals.249 . 

The original Development Plan along with several supporting maps and documents dated 

1953/1954 and held within Newport Library Archives, is a comprehensive and sophisticated 

document in the form of an album, which includes three full size representations in the form 

of stylised architectural drawings that it can be presumed were undertaken by Johnson 

Blackett, an amateur artist. It is presented by the Borough Planning Officer, H F Alston and 

entitled Plan for Newport.250 (Figs 23, 24) The work involved is certainly extensive and 

includes several large, hand - painted topographical and economic maps of the Borough’s 

wards dated 1947. As the maps pre-date the formal Plan, evidence suggests that they formed 

the initial stage of the Plan. It can therefore be surmised that the Plan commenced in 1947 

and was finalised and signed off by the Town Clerk J, G Iles in 1954 before presentation to 

the Welsh Office for approval. Notwithstanding this fact, several projects within the Plan, 
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including the construction of several schools and Neighbourhood Units had already gained 

approval and had been completed. 

A separate document entitled ‘Annual Report by the Borough Planning Officer to the Town 

Planning Committee, May 1950’ can also be assumed to be part of the Development Plan. 

This document records how, to formulate the Development Plan, ‘26 ordnance maps were 

brought up to date by field surveys and constituted a costly preliminary duty. The Ministry of 

Town and Country Planning had previously published circulars outlining headings under 

which they suggest research should proceed’ The report writes about the Development Plan, 

Newport’s Neighbourhood Units, the proposed boundary extensions and how the proposed 

new town at Cwmbran will affect the Borough. Of particular interest is a drawing entitled 

‘Arial view of conjectural layout of the central area of Newport,’ a highly imaginative piece 

of work, which includes buildings similar to those featured in the film ‘Metropolis’, including 

a heliport on the roof of a hotel. (Fig 25). If this document were included in the presentation 

of the Development Plan one could only speculate at the reaction it received from the public. 

At a time of financial austerity, with the public having to purchase essential food through 

coupons, and Newport struggling with travel and communication over a bridge unable to 

service a growing population and businesses, the Council was already thinking ahead. This 

was giving people optimism for the future; the Council were making a statement of intent on 

their plans for the town and what the future could look like. This optimism was for all to see, 

including prospective investors to the town. Unfortunately, the town’s Chamber of 

Commerce were not impressed , putting forward a less ambitious plan of their own, aimed at 

preserving the business status quo with less upheaval. Heated debate was to follow over the 

next decade and plans were to change. 

The South Wales and Monmouthshire Outline Plan of 1949 had described Newport as 

‘One of the best planned towns in South Wales but there is plenty of 

overcrowding and poor site planning; the road system leaves much to be 

desired and there has been the usual dispersed residential development in all 

districts with resulting maldistribution of open space’251 
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Undoubtedly this evaluation would have irked the Council, and therefore their plans had to be 

far-reaching in respect of housing and leisure space and would have to incorporate a road and 

communication network to support the town’s future aspirations. 

 In preparation of the Plan, a comprehensive survey was undertaken to assess the suitability 

of available land for further development. Historically built on the flood plain of the River 

Usk, and rising to higher ground, the Borough’s existing boundaries presented the Council 

with obstacles to a speedy, economic solution to its housing needs. This was recognised by 

the Council and as such, maps were created which depict the areas of unsuitable building land 

classed into three main reasons: 

1.Land that is too steep as to render building an uneconomic proposition 

2. Land too low lying and subject to flooding 

3. Land unconsolidated because of historic tipping operations.252 

Thus, Newport needed the skills of its Borough Architect to utilise the sloping sites away 

from the historic main conurbation on which to construct the much-needed social housing 

within the scales of permissible economies set by the Ministry. 

The opening paragraph states,  

‘This Development Plan shows the broad intentions of the Council concerning        

development and redevelopment of the town of Newport and the major proposals are 

set out in this written statement. The period of the Plan extends to 1971. The first 

period, 1 – 5 years from the date of approval by the Minister, the second period refers 

to the sixth year to 1971.’253  

The population of Newport at the time of the 1951 census was stated as 105,285 expecting to 

rise to 124,200 by 1971. (In fact, the population of the town by 1971 was 124,000).254 The 

Plan states ‘it would not be possible to accommodate all the increased population within the 

Borough boundary and that a population of 112,100 is to be provided for. The overspill of 

12,100 would need to be accommodated in areas beyond the Borough boundary which do not 

form part of the Development Plan.’ This demonstrates that Newport was looking to extend 

 
252 Written Analysis of the Survey of the County Borough of Newport (June 1953) p 5 
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its boundaries, already promised before the War.255 As early as 1933, over 1,000 Newport 

residents had relocated to new homes in the Magor and St Mellons urban district which 

bordered the town’s boundary, and the town demanded extensions to the boundary, some of 

which were granted in 1934 and further in 1935. By 1953, the year of the publication of the 

Development Plan, further assent was given to expand the boundary to the east of the town to 

allow the Council to develop the Bishpool and Alway housing estates.256 The growth in the 

borough boundaries was essential to realise the Council’s expansion plans, especially as 

available land within the existing boundary was either steeply sloping or on the flood plain.  

The Plan sets out the Borough’s strategy for the future, using the main elements of residential 

housing, infrastructure and transport networks, industry, and leisure. The elements revolve 

around the central issue of housing, as reinforced by the topographical nature of the maps. 

The Plan provides for sixteen principal residential areas and ten minor residential areas.  

‘New developments would be constructed to provide accommodation at a net density 

of sixty persons per acre with a corresponding gross density of thirty persons per acre. 

Principal new areas are to be located at Malpas Court, St Julian’s North and South, 

Alway and Somerton East, and it is estimated that the population which could be 

housed in the new developments would amount to 1,580, 3,620, 1,630, 3,420 and 

3,980, respectively.’ 

 A further 430 acres was reserved for residential use to house 21,230 persons, including those 

rehomed after clearance proposals.257 Whilst the Government may have been discouraging 

new industry and migration, this again demonstrates that Newport’s Council again chose to 

ignore this national policy in pressing ahead with its plans of housing incentives to incomers.  

Sections 36 – 42 of the Plan focus on the history of housing in Newport and the residential 

needs of the current time looking to the future requirements. It acknowledged the fact that 

past and present industry led to 8.3 per cent of families living in overcrowded conditions by 

1947, with two thousand families living in conditions described by the 1936 Housing Act as 

‘overcrowded’ and examines the housing waiting list against figures of those sharing 

accommodation. By March 1949 there were 3,955 applicants for social housing and by 1950 

the figure had risen to 4,800, 427 of which were persons living outside the Borough. The 
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1951 census records 31,100 separate households in the Borough of which 9,000 were in 

shared dwellings, accounting for a population of 102,900. Age and condition of dwellings 

were placed in four classes from good to bad, with prefabs, 7 to 8 years old by this stage, 

classed as fair.  

The Plan comments succinctly on the future distribution of population and the Council’s 

aims,  

‘In order to provide those facilities and amenities which are necessary for the 

achievement of a high standard of living, it is proposed to develop the residential 

areas of the town on the Neighbourhood Unit system and Drawing No 8 (not 

discovered) is a proposed basic plan which adopts the principle. The aim of 

neighbourhood planning is to divide the residential areas of a district into a number of 

cells or units, separated from each other and from other types of development by 

natural barriers such as open spaces, rivers, steep ground etc. Each neighbourhood 

unit has its own primary schools, churches, shops, licenced premises, community 

buildings, playing fields, parks, open spaces etc so designed in numbers and location 

as to provide fully for the normal everyday requirements of those persons living 

within that unit. By developing in this manner not only are the practical needs 

provided for but a spirit of neighbourliness and pride in one’s own community is also 

engendered.’258 (Fig 26) 

This clearly indicates that the Council was heavily influenced by the Borough Architect 

Johnson Blackett, and Sir Patrick Abercrombie, whose Plan for Plymouth uses much the 

same narrative.259 The Plan was for Newport to be regarded as a forward-thinking town, 

taking care of its residents, whilst giving consideration to traffic management within the 

Neighbourhood Units, with the principal aim being to restrict to a minimum the necessity for 

pedestrians to cross traffic routes, in order to ‘restrict the risk to life, with quieter and cleaner 

residential areas.’260 This requirement was also indicative of Plymouth’s reconstruction plan 

of a desire to clear the city centre of poor, overcrowded housing, moving people to an 

enhanced environment, in the case of Plymouth, out into the countryside, whilst 

simultaneously re-imagining the city centre as a traffic-free zone. These altruistic, modernist 
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concepts endorsed  by Abercrombie, architect of regional planning and advocate of the pre-

war garden city movement, were much in line with Newport’s plans for the future.261  

It was clear that the topographical features of Newport would be a factor in the selection of 

boundaries of the Neighbourhood Units, as well as the location of existing centres of 

population, services, facilities, and road framework. This meant that Newport would not 

always be able to achieve the ideal standard and size of unit of between 5,000 and 12,000 

persons. Nevertheless, the Council were not daunted, and planned to provide each Unit with 

its own local shops, primary schools and open spaces, a standard they achieved.262 Advantage 

was taken of particularly steep sites within the Neighbourhood Units where mixed tree 

planting provided woodland areas, which was seen as an alternative to allowing these areas to 

degenerate into untidy areas of waste ground. These woodland areas went some way to 

compensate for the lack of land available for playing fields, always a problem when 

Newport’s flat land is a flood plain.263 

The Development Plan includes the creation of a system of riverside walks along each bank 

of the river Usk, north from Newport bridge. (Fig 27) The Plan acknowledged the need to 

preserve St Julian’s wood and the viewpoint at Ridgeway. Public playing fields were 

proposed at Spytty, Coronation Park, Glebelands and on land between the Docks Feeder 

Road and the River Ebbw. ‘On land between the River Usk and Caerleon, presently 269 acres 

are open space, this will increase to 499 acres. Space per one thousand residents, 2.5 to 7.4 

acres. Newport presently has 105 acres of playing fields which the Plan proposes to increase 

to 349 acres.’ Newport proposed a tree planting and preservation programme and the 

development of a new wooded areas on War Department land.264  

In accordance with proposals from the Ministry of Transport, the Plan shows the route of the 

proposed South Wales Motor Road (later the M4). 

’Newport intends for traffic to be confined within certain basic routes and proposed 

roads are based on the existing structure. There are plans for three new roads: A 

Chepstow Road diversion, Spytty New Road and alongside the front of Newport 

Railway Station.’  

 
261 Blackett had studied under Abercrombie at Liverpool University and gained his first role in Chester, albeit at 
a different practise to that of his Mentor. 
262 Ibid, p24, section 43 
263 Ibid, section 45 
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The Plan declared that the new road bridge has been approved at George Street.265 The Plan 

emphatically petitioned for the requirement of the second river crossing, estimating that 

without its construction the amount of traffic which would pass through the Old Green 

Crossing and existing Newport Bridge in a peak hour would amount to over 5,000 vehicles 

per hour by 1971. Newport Bridge was already at saturation point during peak periods and 

the bridge and road system was unable to cope and proving to be a contentious issue in the 

town, and whilst improvements to the road were proposed, this would not solve the 

overriding issue of a chaotic traffic problem on the only connection between both sides of the 

town. The Plan selected a position south of the existing bridge at George Street, which 

suggests that the Council’s preferred option of a second bridge in town was, by this time, 

been disregarded in favour of a proposal put forward by the Dept of Transport which would 

link the proposed crossing to the new motorway.266  

The Plan did not propose any major changes in the location of industry. 

 ‘The principle industrial area is to remain south of the town in the Corporation Road 

area, and it is proposed that this area will be extended to include land to the west, 

between Spytty and Lliswerry. There would also be limited extensions to include land 

for the new Uskmouth power station and land near Adelaide Street intended for the 

heliport.’ The Council had already purchased 46 acres under Section 10 of the Town 

and Country Planning Act 1944 which it intended to use for industries moving from 

non – industrial sites within the Borough.267 A further 1,051 acres had been reserved 

for industry, 18 acres reserved for service industries and 681 unused acres at the 

Docks reserved for ‘water- borne industries ‘and transport.268 

Under the Education Act (1944), a Development Plan was prepared in March 1949 and 

approved by the Ministry of Education on 2nd March 1950.  

‘In the light of further information regarding future planning proposals which is now 

available, it became necessary to make some alterations and an amended plan was 

forwarded in January 1953. Eight new primary schools and eight new nursery schools 

 
265 this was not actually the case in 1954, it is unclear why it states as such, and it was several years before the Council 

gained approval 
266 Ibid, section 100 
267 Section 10, Town and Country Planning Act (1944), allowed for the compulsory purchase of land for public 
open space purposes or development with a grant of between 50% and 80% provided by the government and 
repayable over a 60-year period.  
268 P3 
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are in the process of construction or planned. All schools presently used for secondary 

education will be converted to primary education apart from St Julian’s and Stow Hill. 

It is proposed that a new secondary school will be built at the Glebelands, north of the 

proposed motor road (M4) and, on a 13.4-acre site at Alt yr yn, a new technical 

college.’269 

 Newport’s plan for education was to change considerably over the next decade as changes in 

the education system were brought in. Newport certainly embraced the idea of 

comprehensive education and new secondary schools were built at Hartridge (to take pupils 

from Ringland), Duffryn (to take pupils from the Gaer) and Bettws (for Malpas and Bettws) 

No major industrial changes were immediately planned, however land lying to the west of 

Kingsway, in the vicinity of the public library was to be made available for the construction 

of new shops, amounting to 5.66 acres. 270 This assessment had already been changed by the 

mid-1950s when plans began to redevelop the town centre, including a new museum and 

library. Four acres of allotments set aside for the helicopter landing site were never to be 

utilised as the land was found to be unsuitable.271 The programme was explained as being 

based on labour resources available in the Borough and the financial resources of the 

Corporation. A total estimated building and civil engineering force rising from 2,630 to 3,000 

by 1971, 40 per cent of which would be engaged in minor works and maintenance. The 

utilisation of labour was to be split, housing 48 per cent, shops and public buildings 7 per 

cent, education 14 per cent, central business 6 per cent, public works 5 per cent, industry 20 

per cent. 

In view of the urgent demand for additional accommodation of all types, the accent 

throughout the preparation of the Plan was the provision of new developments rather than the 

redevelopment of substandard existing property. 

 ‘The programme makes provision for the construction within the Borough of 4,750 

dwellings during the period of the Plan of which 3,010 can, it is estimated, be 

provided within the first period of the Plan. This should mean the completion during 

the first period of the following: Gaer Park Hill, Brynglas, The Gaer, Maindee Park 

(never built), Blaen y Pant, Malpas Court, St Julian’s N and S, Glasllwch Farm, Graig 

 
269 P4 
270 P5 
271 Pp 6-7, Whilst the river Usk flood plain was suitable for allotments, its soft and changing composition would 
make a  construction such as a heliport difficult and uneconomic in a time of austerity. 
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Park, Alway, Malpas Woodlands, Farmwood and Glanwern. Local services will also 

be provided within these residential areas, shops, public buildings, schools, services, 

open spaces, and allotments. During the first period, shopping centres at Gaer Road, 

New Pastures (never built), Brynglas, Beaufort Road, Heather Road and Alway. 

During the second period, the completion of all shopping areas, public buildings and 

service industries shall be required. An allowance has been made for the conversion 

and adaptation of all existing schools to be retained and the provision of 10 new 

schools in the first period.’272  

The Development Plan demonstrates that the Borough of Newport viewed the provision of 

modern housing in attractive settings as fundamental. There was to be the provision of 

excellent public facilities, enticing newcomers, whilst satisfying the demands of its electorate. 

The Plan indicates the overall ideal portrayal of Newport as envisaged by the Council, the 

Town Planner, the Borough Architect, and the Borough Engineer. The government policy of 

redevelopment of existing housing land and housing stock did not appeal to Newport’s 

political leaders whose town had suffered minimal bomb damage, and who had taken 

advantage of the Town and Country Planning Act to buy inexpensive land on which to build 

new homes. Migration is explicitly alluded to, stating,  

‘there has been steady migration during recent years as many new industries have 

been introduced into the town, but it is the present policy of the Government that no 

further new industries shall be encouraged. However, taking into account probable 

expansion, it is anticipated that there will be an increase in the numbers employed 

during the next 20 years. In addition to these people and their dependants, there are, 

on balance, more people entering Newport daily to work than there are leaving. It can 

be safely assumed that a proportion of those living some distance away from the town 

would prefer to live nearer their place of work and given the opportunity would take 

up residence in the Borough’.  

The Plan concluded that on the Registrar General’s population projection and the anticipated 

migration into the town the estimated 1971 population would be 125,500.273 The Council 

were asserting the fact that they had chosen to ignore Government policy and intended to 

resume the town’s regeneration by continuing to invite business and investment and, as a 

 
272 pp 8 - 9 
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result, anticipated an increase in population who would require housing and therefore, an 

expansion of the borough boundaries would be fundamental.  

Existing labour forces and requirements for the lifespan of the Plan are examined in Section 

108.  

‘It is acknowledged that a workforce of nearly 1,370 is in place at the site of the new 

power station, a sizeable proportion of which are imported from, and will probably 

return to adjoining and remote areas.’  

Nevertheless, an estimate of labour available over the 20 years of the Plan was considered 

necessary and was used as a main factor in assessing the amount of works which could be 

carried out within that period. Table 38 of the Plan showed the difference between council 

employees and contracted workers required on housing schemes in 1951. 

Table 38, Newport Development Plan, 1953, showing the difference between council employees and contracted 

workers required on housing estates in 1951  

 Local gov employees  Contract labour 

New housing  

Housing repairs 

35 

25 

535 

535 

  

With a labour force of 580 men, 315 houses were completed in 1952. The Plan estimated for 

a further 7,700 homes over the following 20 years with the proposed Llanwern site (see 

below) offering 1,140 dwellings by 1968, although it was stressed that this figure would still 

fall short of demand.274 The Plan emphasised Newport’s commitment to housing and its 

objective to offer its existing population and inward migration the opportunity to experience a 

comfortable quality of life, with every available modern amenity within the Borough. The 

Plan is specific in relation to the proposed increase in the town’s boundaries where the future 

population was estimated, and how it predicted apportioning the population outside the 

current Borough boundary, declaring a requirement for accommodation for 13,400 outside 

the boundary. Whilst it asserted that approval had been given for the Neighbourhood Unit at 

Ringland Top, able to accommodate 9,510 persons, that was not the case. It was also 

suggested that an additional residential unit should be created outside the Borough to 

 
274 Ibid, sections 108 - 110 
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accommodate the remaining overspill. The Plan examines several areas put forward for the 

new unit. Land along the banks of the River Usk at Caerleon was discounted as being liable 

to flooding, a rationale lost to private developers in the 1990s. (Fig 28)  Green belt land 

between Cwmbran and Malpas was also disregarded, as was Bassaleg village, where there 

were market gardens and land already being developed to house employees of Alcan 

Industries. Bettws was considered a possibility, but any development would have raised 

objections as it would impede the view from Ridgeway. However, land to the north of Bettws 

village could be developed despite the lack of access roads and negative effect on the already 

busy route into the town centre. The Plan’s first choice, however, was identified as Llanwern, 

where plentiful flat land was, at the time, available on a site accessible to a principal traffic 

route and could have been linked to the Government’s proposed motorway. A 

Neighbourhood Unit in this area would have had direct access to Newport and created a 

compact unit. The Plan concludes that ‘whilst Bettws is available, it is a less desirable option 

than Llanwern.’275 This was, of course, the land soon to be sold to Richard Thomas and 

Baldwins on which the Spencer Steelworks was constructed and the choice of site for a 

further housing development was narrowed. This section did not appear in the formal version 

of the Plan presented to Westminster and is only seen in the copy plan held at the National 

Library.  

The concluding section of the Plan discussed proposals for renovation and demolition of old 

and substandard housing at Crindau and The Marshes, as part of the Government housing 

policy. The Council chose to ignore and delay this policy in favour of the construction of new 

housing. It can be surmised that this section of the Plan was to appease Westminster. At this 

stage, no mention was made of any scheme for the Pill area of the town, which was to 

become the focus of the redevelopment schemes, finally realised in the early 1970s.  

                                        

Overspending on housing 

By Autumn 1953, the Council’s plans for the new Ringland Top Neighbourhood Unit went 

ahead with acquisition of land at Hendre Farm, when the agreement for imported labour was 

finally given, on the proviso that the cost was not to exceed £65 per dwelling. This figure had 

increased from the £40 per dwelling mentioned in May 1953, reflecting the severe shortages 
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at the time.276 By December an increase in allocation of housing was again requested and it 

was agreed that additional schemes such as Ringland, could commence. Yet again material 

supplies were restricted, this time there was a shortage of bricks and representations were 

made for supplies from Cardiff.277 

In his report for the Housing Committee in April 1954, Blackett had to explain an overspend 

of £23,793 on the BISF steel houses at Stelvio and Alway. The contract had totalled over 

£201,760, with the blame firmly positioned on wage rises, increased cost of materials and the 

importation of labour required to complete the contract. Whilst approved by the Council 

Committee, the overspend was sent to the Ministry for approval, whose response was to 

demand that the Borough Architect meet with the Building Trades Association to negotiate a 

reduction in the cost of construction of the next phase of 175 houses at St Julian’s. The 

Borough Treasurer was to ensure that interest raised on loans would finance the contract.278 

In fact, Newport’s housing construction costs were high, as reported by the Treasurer in June 

1955. Reading extracts from the Housing Standards Returns, 1953/1954, issued by the 

Institute of Municipal Treasurers and Accountants, only three other boroughs had equalled 

Newport’s costs.279 Early the following year, the Argus published an article detailing housing 

costs in England and Wales. The article was not attributed to a particular journalist but quoted 

the source as ‘Housing Statistics 1954 – 1955’. It noted that the lowest cost of a two 

bedroomed house built by local authorities that year as £1,150, and a three bedroomed house 

as £1,148. The highest costs being £2,240 and £2,982.280  In their 2019 report commissioned 

by Cadw, Holland and Holder attribute Newport’s high costs to the restrictions on flat land 

within the borough. The only available land for houses was on hilly sites which tested design 

and construction.281 Newport’s topography and subsequent high costs were noted by the 

Housing Committee in September 1953 following the annual inspection of the Borough’s 

housing. Out of twelve developments, six were constructed, or in the process of construction, 

on steeply sloping sites with streams or brooks. At the Gaer, within the hilly site lay a feature 

locally known as the Dingle, the steep banks of which were in a state of bad repair and 

 
276 Housing Committee, 13th May 1953, min 429, 15th September 1953, min 94 
277 Housing Committee, 15th December 1953, min 205 
278Housing Committee, 20th April 1954, mins 354, 357 
279 Finance Committee, 10th June 1955, min 223 
280 South Wales Argus, Mon 23 January 1956 
281 Edward Holland and Julian Holder, Advice to Inform Post – War Listing in Wales, Report for CADW, 
www.hollandheritage.co.uk, March 2019 

http://www.hollandheritage.co.uk/


 

76 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

needed extensive work. 282 Similarly, the Dingle at St Julian’s would require work in the 

future.  

Notwithstanding the site difficulties, a programme of flat building  commenced at Alway and 

Ringland in response to government policy on density standards. The Housing Committee 

agreed that the public preferred houses to flats and the Housing Manager was already 

experiencing public reluctance to take flats, perhaps waiting for more desirable family 

houses. It was recommended that a further 270 flats scheduled for The Gaer, Malpas and 

Alway continue, and that the Borough Architect redesign the layout of the remainder at 

Ringland and Alway, reducing the number of flats and providing houses only, with an effort 

to maintain the required density. Thus, the Council were again disregarding government 

policy, knowing that by 1955, the public’s expectations had changed, and families desired 

houses and gardens. Plans were already in place to satisfy the need for more space when it 

was recorded in the Development Plan that land was to be purchased at Bettws.283 With their 

plans for the town thwarted yet again, the Council was in a defiant mood when in Spring 

1954, it was recommended that the Chairman of the Housing Committee, Alderman Mrs 

Mary Dunn, who owned a successful hairdressing business, meet with the Under Secretary at 

the Welsh Office (of Housing and Local Government) for the purpose of informing him that 

the Council would not be making any further reductions in the standard of housing that were 

presently being built. This stance would appear to come on the back of a Ministry of Housing 

circular 24/54 stating that all licences to build houses of more than 1500 sq. ft be approved by 

the Ministry. Furthermore, the Ministry was demanding the closure of all housing camps and 

that all occupants should be rehoused as soon as possible.284 The Council needed to act 

accordingly. Plans for an eight - storey block of flats at Ringland Top were scrapped in 

favour of simpler build houses, whilst a discussion centred around the finance of a loan over 

an eighteen-month period to finance an increased cost of £21 per home. The Housing 

Manager (who is never named in the Council minutes) also reported that 151 prefabs were 

overcrowded due to increases in family size or that family children had reached the age of 10 

years. These families were reluctant to give up their homes even though transfers had been 

offered. The Committee took the stern stance that if the offered transfer were not acceptable 

then Notice to Quit orders would be served.285 What is not recorded is if the Notice to Quit 

 
282 Housing Committee, 29th September 1953, mins A and B 
283 Town Planning Committee, 22nd February 1954, min 117 
284 Housing Committee, 20th April 1954, min 356, Ministry Circular 25/54 
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orders were ever served. What is clear is that the Housing Department were able to offer the 

prefab families larger council accommodation elsewhere. Clearly there were no shortage of 

properties but Newport, as in other towns and cities had ‘favoured’ areas and it can be said 

that these families may have been reluctant to move away from their preferred area. 

Whilst the Housing Committee continued to receive requests for accommodation for key 

workers, during 1954 most requests were denied other than those from the Atlantic Shipping 

Company, who had their request granted, underlining the importance of this company to 

Newport’s plans.286 Interestingly, Scott’s Engineering, a company engaged in jet aircraft and 

helicopter parts, already with a presence in the town, put forward plans to expand their 

business on their current site. The plans were rejected by the Planning Committee as the site 

was considered to be too close to a residential area. When, in 1958, the company again 

sought an expansion, the Argus took up the cause, with editorial comment on a possible 

financial gain of £5 million to the town, however, the plans were rejected once again.287 

In an effort to alleviate the town’s housing crisis the Borough Architect suggested that land 

already available at Malpas could be utilised for 198 non – traditional flats in place of the 

new development at New Pastures at the Gaer. This plan was approved, thus enabling the 

rehousing of some tenants of the Malpas Camp.288 Coinciding with this frantic time was the 

arrival of a letter from G N Southall Securities enquiring if the Council would be prepared to 

sell its pre-war housing estates.289 No records appear to exist of this company and the offer 

was not taken up. Certainly, both Maesglas and Somerton would have fitted the bill, however, 

the estates consisted of superior quality semi-detached homes within generous gardens, an 

asset at a time of housing shortage.  

In Newport there was much discussion within the Housing Committee over subsidies and 

rebates. By July 1954, the Committee was self-congratulating the fact that whilst the 

reduction in subsidies for Newport amounted to £4 per dwelling, the rate of interest raised on 

loans had been reduced, so there were no plans to raise rents.290  When the Government cut 

subsidies altogether, the Town Clerk Iles, on behalf of Newport’s Council, remonstrated 

against the Government’s housing policy by registering ‘an emphatic protest against the cut 

 
286 Housing Committee, 18th May 1954, min 13 
287 South Wales Argus, Tuesday 25th May 1954, Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 17th June 1958, 
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289 Housing Committee, 18th May 1954, min 384 
290 Housing Committee, 7th July 1954, min 38 
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in subsidy and abolition, declaring that it will make ordinary council house building 

impossible and thereby deprive families on the housing Waiting List of any hope of being 

housed at a reasonable rent.’ Newport was not the only Council to object, the Town Clerk had 

received personal protestations from Wood Green in London and Chesterfield, as well as 

local support from Cwmbran and Abergavenny where tenants were demanding the 

resignation of the local council.291 It was agreed that copies of a resolution would be 

forwarded to the Minister of Housing and Local Government and that signatories would be 

sought from local housing authorities and municipal corporations nationwide. 292 

The authors, Francis Beckett and Tony Russell describe the early 1950s, as ‘grim, dull years’  

and indeed food rationing and compulsory National Service meant that for some, life was as 

in the War. 293 Others, however, have good memories. Mollie Phillips recalls the ‘shared 

experience’ of her group of friends, all about to marry, pooling clothing coupons to purchase 

a wedding veil from ‘London House’ a small department store in Newport’s High Street. 

Each friend wore the veil which was carefully preserved after each event. Mollie talks of her 

wedding reception held at Malpas Memorial Hall when neighbours and friends donated food 

coupons to provide the wedding breakfast, ‘just like the Queen and Prince Philip.’ With her 

new husband in the Merchant Navy on National Service, Mollie lived with her parents in 

Malpas, just outside Newport.  

‘We grew vegetables and kept chickens on our small suburban garden just as in the 

War. My friends and I worked in the office at Braithwaite’s Steel Company. With the 

men away we went to the cinema together. Meanwhile, we bought what we could, 

looked smart by keeping up with the latest fashions and saved for a week’s holiday, 

Bournemouth or Torquay were our favourite resorts. We were all on ‘the housing 

waiting list’ and dreamt of the day when we would have a place of our own.’294  

Newport’s Housing Committee reported a homing waiting list of 5,047 applicants, 3,171 of 

the applicants were married couples with one or more children.295 Mollie and John’s first 

child was born at the end of 1956 but they waited until 1958 to be offered a two bedroomed 

flat on the Malpas development. Simultaneously, accommodation for key workers was still an 

 
291 South Wales Argus, Monday March 6th, and Monday March 26th, 1956 
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issue, as the town struggled to balance its desire for incoming expertise and investment, with 

a need to provide for its existing populace. It must have been disappointing to reject an 

application by Standard Telephones for eight homes whilst twelve homes for the Fire Service 

were agreed.296 

Newport’s Borough Architect was again in the news, with an article and photograph of 

Blackett, headlined ‘Planning Expert,’ It goes on to say, ‘anyone in Britain requiring advice 

on town planning should visit Newport and consult with the Borough Architect, Johnson 

Blackett.’ The article detailed how ‘by unanimous resolution,’ the award for distinction by 

the Royal Institute for British Architects, was awarded for outstanding work in design and 

layout of groups of buildings and planning for work on various neighbourhood units. 

Blackett’s accolade was one of only three to be awarded within a decade.297 It can be said that 

the decade following the end of the war was when Blackett, the Borough Architect, was at his 

most influential. The Housing minutes of June 1954 report that Blackett and the Town Clerk 

J Iles ‘interviewed’ the Minister of Housing and Local Government when the matter of cost 

reduction and boundary extensions were raised. Blackett had managed to secure a 

considerable discount from J Laing the builders on 126 ‘easiform’ flats at St Julian’s, taking 

into consideration a further contract for seventy-two flats at Malpas.( Fig 29) He also 

negotiated a significant reduction on the excess cost of the new development at Graig Park in 

Malpas, from £112 per house to £30 per house. A site at the Gaer, originally intended for a 

cinema, was unlikely to be developed, and was large enough for eighteen flats or eight 

houses. With this bargaining position, he raised the subject of building plots at the Ringland 

Neighbourhood Scheme which would be sited just outside the Borough, on ‘open space’ and 

succeeded in obtaining approval, along with a tentative agreement to survey land at Bettws, 

also outside the Borough, for future development.298 Blackett would appear to have been well 

respected at the Ministry and beyond, as the land at Bettws would become, by the mid-1960s 

one of the largest local authority housing sites in Europe, with J Laing Construction at the 

heart of the development as the main designer and contractor. By this time, Blackett’s 

department had outgrown its office at the Civic Centre, and he gained authority to inspect a 

sizeable and vacant property at Gold Tops, adjacent to the Civic Centre. Whilst the property 

would then allow the Architect to expand his team, the building would also be the 
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headquarters of a team responsible for the building of the clock tower at the Civic Centre, 

postponed due to the war but very much on the agenda of the Council.299 

The Council continued to see housing as a key issue as Alderman Tyack was inaugurated as 

the Chairman of the National Housing and Town Planning Council, thus seen as an 

endorsement of the town’s commitment to housing.300 Yet, it was the Town Clerk Iles, and 

Dolman who met representatives at the Welsh Office and petitioned for an increase in the 

annual housing programme of 500 homes. Assurances were given that approval would be 

more forthcoming than in the past and that the Ringland Neighbourhood Unit should be 

completed by 1961, allowing for the commencement of the Bettws Neighbourhood Unit, 

which could not start until then. Despite Westminster’s mandate, the Council were 

determined that building plots at Bettws would be available by 1960, consequently advance 

site preparation works, land acquisition, an ariel survey and designs progressed immediately. 

301  

Despite its commitment in the Handbook, Newport still had no major slum clearance policy, 

but in line with the 1954 Housing Repairs and Rents Act, the Council submitted estimates of 

numbers of poor housing with levels of unfitness. However, the programme was never to 

impact on the Development Plan. To continue with its Plan Newport stalled on any slum 

clearance programme which was to have an impact 20 years later, when significant resource 

was made available to renovate older properties in the deprived areas of the town: Baneswell, 

The Marshes and Pillgwenlly. The Council was required to make slum clearance a priority, 

but always delayed clearance activity in an effort to maintain its housing programme.302 It 

had however, been obliged to start a programme of roof renovation under the Public Health 

Act 1936, at Bolt Street in the Pill area.303 Simultaneously, the Council had been approached 

by ‘an independent firm’ with a proposal to acquire and demolish certain properties including 

some within the initial slum programme, requiring council homing for the evicted tenants. 

The Council refused the offer, instead assenting to keep to the renovation programme.304 

Nevertheless, a modest slum clearance initiative was underway and a number of properties in 

the deprived Shaftesbury area would require demolition if the proposed Malpas Road 
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Improvement Plan was to take place, with further demolition and renovation  taking place in 

Granville Square.305 This was to be the tentative launch of an agenda that would progress 

throughout the 1960s and 1970s, making full use of the Government’s loan and grant 

schemes. 

In the meantime, with a growing housing list, a short - term solution was required, and in the 

light of available government subsidies, it was the Borough Architect who proposed a 

tentative inspection of multi-storey flats at Liverpool, Birmingham and Birkenhead which 

took place in the autumn of 1957.306 Upon his return Blackett reported that the three towns 

suffered from an acute shortage of available land, and slum clearance took up a considerable 

percentage of the housing programme attracting government subsidies. It was considered that 

in the current situation, the number of people rehoused because of slum clearance in Newport 

would be so insignificant that the subsidy would not be forthcoming. In typical Blackett 

fashion he stressed that ‘experience shows that people prefer houses and that the saving 

would not be beneficial to Newport in the long-term.’ It was agreed that no further action was 

to be taken, ‘although consideration may be given to the construction of 4 storey maisonettes 

on the Bettws site’.307 In fact, Blackett’s opinion was shared by neighbouring Authorities, as 

Wales had the second lowest area of multi–storey developments at only 3 per cent of 

housebuilding approvals, whilst the County Borough of Bristol, neighbours to the east and 

suffering from serious bomb damage, had the highest number of approvals at 14 per cent.308 

‘Council tenants and potential council tenants are today a much more typical section of the 

population at large than ever before,’ declared junior housing minister Enoch Powell to the 

annual conference of The Society of Housing Managers in October 1957, attended by 

Newport’s Mrs Dunn. At the same conference, Mrs E Dennington, vice chairman of the 

London City Council Housing Committee spoke out against the Government’s programme of 

flat building when she asserted ‘that it was natural for people to live in houses, warning that 

authorities building flats should be aware that only 5 per cent of the population want to live 

there by choice and that provision should be made for children.’309 Nevertheless, in London, 

a series of 17 storey blocks of flats went ahead, in Birmingham 30 per cent of new homes 
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were in tall blocks, whilst in Manchester, the Council kept to their plan for houses rather than 

flats.310 

Throughout the late 1950s whilst the Housing Committee strenuously pursued their 

commitment to local authority Neighbourhood Units, the establishment of other development 

programmes was underway, including 28 bungalows and 40 detached houses on the outskirts 

of the Ringland Neighbourhood Unit, a superior development at Glasllwch bordering the high  

status area of Ridgeway, and several self-build schemes managed by the Excelsior and 

Pioneer companies.311 Newport’s population was expanding, increasing by 2,200 in the five 

years since 1950, and the new schools at Duffryn, Ringland, Hartridge and Glasllwch would 

be necessary despite the continuing scarcity of materials.312 Changes were underway, when in 

the autumn, the Town Clerk submitted a report outlining the aspects affecting the Borough if 

the new steel plant was to be located in Newport’s proposed new boundary.313 At the Gaer 

and Ringland, sites previously left vacant for religious establishments were appropriated for 

housing, whilst a directive arrived to introduce more trees into the urban scene.314  

Blackett, coming up to 60 years of age, had to report that only four hundred homes were 

completed in 1956, due in part to the continuing delays in gaining approval from the 

Ministry, despite assurances that the process would accelerate. The Borough Engineer’s 

Office now gained responsibility for roads and drainage, previously under the control of the 

Borough Architect. It was the Borough Engineer who was to work alongside an engineering 

consultancy to progress the Bettws advance works due to staff shortages within the 

Architect’s Department. To enable completion of the Ringland scheme, two further 

contractors were brought in who would also report to the Borough Engineer315.316 The 

Committee was also in discussion for a further neighbourhood scheme planned for early 

1971.317 Newport’s Development Plan was also subject to change. Whilst the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government gave full approval for the Borough’s housing plan, the 
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proposed plan for an inner ring road was dashed by the Ministry of Transport who were 

pressing ahead with the proposed by-pass.318  

Cornish houses were popular with many local authorities because the manufacturer provided 

the materials and labour. Having been considered old fashioned they had been discounted by 

Blackett. The Cornish company, Selleck, made a further proposal for 450 dwellings, this time 

directly lobbying the Town Clerk.319 Blackett however, still carried some influence, and the 

proposal was rejected despite the Borough being in urgent need of more housing for 

contractors working on the new Electricity Board power station and to satisfy the demands of 

the Atlantic Shipbuilding Company. Whilst the Electricity Board had requested 60 homes, it 

was Atlantic that finally pushed the Council too far in suggesting that if the company were to 

fully expand its Newport’s enterprise it would require 660 homes.320 Whilst the Borough 

continued with its plan for expansion of the Docks to include shipbuilding well into the 

1960s, Atlantic’s demands for homes on such a large scale could not be accommodated, and 

various suggestions including the formation of a housing association and the provision of a 

private mortgage loan were proposed.321 In the end it was agreed in principle to lend 90% of 

the cost of not more than 660 houses, repayable over 60 years, subject to approval by the 

Ministry and subject to a loan sanction.322 Despite the 1959 film ‘A Look at Newport’ 

showing a thriving ship building enterprise, it was in fact of limited success, and Newport 

was not alone in misjudging the future of the industry in the UK. The shipbuilders were never 

to require six hundred homes and there was no further discussion on the matter. 

As well as pressure from outside influences, housing for the vulnerable was also required, 

with Westminster urging local authorities to build what were termed ‘flatlets for old people,’ 

which amounted to a room in a warden-controlled complex with shared bathroom and kitchen 

facilities. When Newport was given the opportunity to build twenty-four units on top of their 

annual housing allocation, Blackett was sent to inspect examples at Whitchurch in Cardiff 

and East Grinstead in West Sussex. His report to the Housing Committee was scathing, 

disliking the lack of privacy and independence, recommending that Newport refuse the 

allocation. The Council agreed with Blackett’s findings and the ‘flatlets’ were never 
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constructed.323 The Ministry was certainly attempting to get to grips with the housing issue at 

the same time as raising money for planned tax cuts, and a decade on from their successful 

conception, the future of Newport’s prefabs was raised by the Minister with an offer to sell 

the stock to the Borough at a price of £150 each. It was recommended that this figure was too 

high and a counteroffer of £105 was put forward.324 The Ministry was also applying pressure 

on the Borough Architect to discontinue his preferred practice of negotiating tenders for 

housebuilding in favour of invitation by advertisement, thus allowing companies from other 

areas to bid for Newport’s work.325 Blackett objected to this interference as it was perceived 

that it would cause a delay in the process, something that Newport had experienced in its 

busiest times. Nevertheless, he did agree to trial the process for 59 new homes between the 

Neighbourhood Units of Ringland and Alway.326 

In the face of high demands for housing from incoming businesses and local authority 

employees such as the recently appointed borough assistant solicitor, Newport continued with 

its plan to attract further enterprise. 327 The Town Clerk reported with interest that Plymouth 

City Council had obtained Ministry approval to build a factory for leasing to a manufacturer 

because of high unemployment in the city. Approaches were made for the acquisition of a 

similar arrangement.328  Significantly, the Council had agreed to finance a film advertising 

Newport as a place to live and work, and to be planned over two years, commanding an 

annual budget of £1,500329. Enterprises at the Docks, including shipbuilding, would feature 

and the Chief Docks Manager had agreed to a contribution of £150.330 By June 1958, the 

West of England Film Unit had been commissioned.331 After extensive research, other than 

Newport, only Plymouth and Coventry were seen to have commissioned films promoting the 

benefits for investment and only Newport encouraged inward migration. It can be presumed 

that the making of the film was encouraged by Alderman Dolman. 

There were other issues for the Council to consider, some of which would affect the provision 

of housing. The boundary extensions, alluded to since the late 1940s were again raised, and a 
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full Council meeting was to take place.332 The Town Clerk, John Iles, convened a special 

meeting to consider the interests of the inhabitants of Caerleon, Llanwern, Magor and St 

Mellons, those affected by the proposed extended boundary.333 Whether the extensions were 

considered a positive move for existing townspeople is not clear, but they were important for 

the implementation of the Development Plan. Newport’s townspeople were also to mourn the 

loss of the landing stage for the Channel steamers, which had for many years, provided the 

opportunity for day trips to Weston Super Mare and the North Devon coast.334 Personal 

motor transport was increasing and the Council were planning ahead for the second river 

crossing, one of the most pressing issues for the Council, and in early 1954, objections to 

items within the Development Plan were raised by Westminster.  

Plans for the inner ring road and roundabouts to relieve traffic congestion at Newport Bridge 

were questioned when the problem of demolishment of dwellings was taken into 

consideration. The roundabout at the bridge was the council’s attempt to force the issue of the 

second river crossing, but the Ministry was not to be moved.335 Later that spring, in response 

to the Council’s threat of (another) deputation to Westminster, a compromise was offered by 

the Minister of Transport in the form of a second river crossing as part of the town by-pass 

from Cardiff Road to Caerleon Road which had already been discounted by the Borough.336 

This bridge would later form a section of the M4 motorway, and was, at the time, 

unacceptable to the Council eager to manage the town’s urgent traffic problem. Despite the 

rebuff, and to progress the Development Plan, it was agreed that the town would continue to 

lobby for further businesses to use Newport’s port and shipping facilities. A stand was to be 

taken at the British Industries Fair, advertising the Docks and surrounding area.337 By 

autumn, the Council had decided that the Ministry’s plan for a crossing out of town was 

better than nothing and reluctantly agreed, although a report submitted by the Ministry’s 

Divisional Road Engineer and not recorded, was refuted by the Council, who disagreed with 

the conclusions and whilst they demanded a further meeting, this was denied. Westminster 

was to continue with their stance for the next few years, despite a damning report from the 
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Chief Constable on the town’s traffic chaos and called for the Minister to see for himself.338 

The local press was kept informed of Westminster’s decision.339 

At a time when the Council were challenging decisions from Westminster, and generally in 

an argumentative mood, the matter of a capital city for Wales was raised by the Association 

of Welsh Local Authorities and a ballot was planned. By 1951 the Conservative government 

had created a Minister for Welsh Affairs, with an office in Cardiff, seemingly making the city 

a seat of governance.340 By 1954 it was perceived that Cardiff would simply evolve into a 

capital as more government work was concentrated there. The Council informed the Minister 

of Welsh Affairs, the Council for Wales and Mon, and Welsh MPs that whilst the Council did 

not object to the nomination of a Capitol, it objected to a Capitol for Wales and Mon.341 

’Count us out says Newport’, ran the headline in the South Wales Argus, ‘Newport has no 

objection to a capital city for Wales but no to a capital city for Wales and Mon’.342 The 

Council were clearly demonstrating its position within Monmouthshire and yet it is difficult 

to imagine that they considered Monmouthshire to be independent of England and Wales. It 

can be argued that this move was made out of apprehension of the growing status of its 

neighbour and the Cwmbran development . There was concern that land to the west of 

Newport, destined to be incorporated into the Borough and important to the Development 

Plan, may have found its way into the boundary of the capital city. When the Welsh Office 

was established a decade later the matter was taken out of their hands as Newport came under 

the Office’s jurisdiction. 

1954 was a pivotal year for Newport when in the autumn, the Town Planning Committee 

resolved to store a copy of the town’s Development Plan at the University Library of Wales, 

Aberystwyth, rather than at the County Records Office.343 There is nothing of consequence 

that would have persuaded the Council to align themselves fully within Wales at this time, 

unless unrecorded conversations had taken place with representatives at Westminster. Within 

the same committee it was documented that the Town Planning film has been completed.344 

No record of this film can be found, and it is not until 1959 that the film, A Look at 

Newport,was released. Changes were also underfoot within the Borough Offices, as a new 
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coat of arms was considered for the town and the Council debated the issue of seating for the 

Press within the council chamber.345  

The plans for Newport’s second river crossing dominated the news and the Council minutes 

throughout the latter half of 1958 and 1959. The Council had received a tentative go-ahead 

from the Ministry of Transport on the basis that the bridge would be a substitution for the 

Council’s vision of a Town Throughway and would form part of the plans for the Ministry’s 

Welsh By-Pass, what was later to become the M4, and by October 1958 a financial 

contribution had been agreed.346 By December the Ministry was calling the plan ‘the first of 

its kind in the country’ and the Council were demanding a four lane highway in both 

directions. 347  The Minister made plans to visit Newport and attend a council meeting in early 

1959. Following the meeting, Newport’s Development Plan was amended to show the 

proposed site of the bridge at George Street, new allocation for car parks, waste disposal, 

sewage and flood prevention and a proposed town map was to be printed for the public. A 

deal had been struck, possibly on the back of the plans for Llanwern.348 Both Aldermen 

Tyack and Dolman played pivotal roles in obtaining this agreement and striking a deal. Both 

are featured in the foreground of the mural recording the construction of the George Street 

Bridge at the Civic Centre and would possibly have had some input into that subject matter.  

No Housing for Steelworkers 

Spring 1956 brought news that approaches had been made by Richard Thomas and Baldwin 

regarding the possibility of a site at Llanwern just outside the Borough, but likely to be 

affected by the boundary changes, for a major steelworks complex with a connection to 

Newport Docks. The response to the significant development appeared to have been 

ambivalent, perhaps because of the sale of the land planned for a Neighbourhood Unit. 

Nevertheless, the proposal appeared to offer an opportunity for the docks, which did interest 

the Council.349 The works were to become a thorn in the side of the Council, who had been 

out-manoeuvred over the acquisition of the land at Llanwern, and was the cause of some 

consternation within the Housing Committee where the provision of housing for workers, 

should the Works be sited within the new borough boundary, was an issue.350 Newport’s 
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housing allocation for 1959 had already been increased to 650, perhaps in anticipation of  

some allowance for workers.351 Richard Thomas and Baldwin’s were also requesting 100% 

advances on the purchase price of homes be made available to Llanwern staff and it was 

made clear that the Works would be ready for production in late 1961 rather than the 

proposed 1963 and local authority homes would be required, even if the steel company made 

a financial contribution.352 The Committee discussed whether the availability could be 

achieved by charging higher rents for steelworkers houses or, by using the increased rate and 

rent income to build more homes. It had not been made clear how many homes would be 

required or what subsidy the Government would bring to the table.353 What was made clear to 

the Committee was that Cwmbran had offered housing and support for the steelworks and 

that Monmouthshire County Council were also in negotiation to build 600 homes at 

Llanmartin.354 It was left to Arthur Dolman to set out Newport’s position. Newport was not  

prepared to use any of its housing allocation for steelworkers or to jeopardise anyone’s 

position on the housing waiting list.355  Until the borough boundary was amended, and the 

steelworks came within the boundary, Newport would not build houses for steelworkers.356 

By the end of the year the Council’s stance had been accepted and the company requested 

100% council mortgages for administration staff only.357 This action demonstrates the 

Council’s standpoint on the new steelworks. It was currently positioned just outside the 

Borough and at that time did not bring any benefit to Newport, rather its construction was 

likely to take vital labour away from the town and demands for housing were therefore 

rebuked.  

Nevertheless, with the announcement of the construction of the Spencer Works, life for 

Newport’s population was to change. It was originally planned that the government would 

back the construction of a huge continuous steel strip mill on the site. However, Macmillan, 

with what is described by Kynaston ‘as the judgement of Solomon’ bowed to Scottish 

political pressure and backed the construction of two smaller semi-continuous new mills to 

include a site at Ravenscraig in Lanarkshire.358 According to Peter Scott this call, ‘resulted in 
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neither being sufficiently large to obtain the economies of scale achieved in continental 

plants’359 

Determining Newport’s bargaining position at this time is problematic. The Borough 

boundaries were set to expand in the near future, and the steelworks would then fall within 

Newport’s authority. Progress had been made over the second river crossing but to the 

detriment of the Development Plan. The town’s position on housing is certainly 

understandable when it was clear that promises made to other incoming businesses could not 

readily be met by the housing allocation. Newport’s Labour council would be hard pressed to 

gain advantage with a Tory Government at Westminster and yet, some gains had been made. 

The expanding Bettws Neighbourhood Unit would help relieve the housing waiting list, and 

there was no suggestion that the Ministry was demanding further finance and allocation 

should be put aside for steelworkers.  

That the Council paid lip service  to government policy on flat building by designing and 

building some flats, is not in dispute, For the most part, under Blackett’s careful planning and 

design, the Borough benefitted, and to some degree, still benefits from high quality council 

houses on generous plots with outdoor space, albeit set on sloping sites. These sites presented 

the Borough Architect and his building force with difficulties, but which allowed the 

Neighbourhood Units to retain a degree of rural character. Elsewhere, local authorities such 

as Bristol and Birmingham, where building land was at a premium, bowed to Government 

policy and constructed estates of high-rise flats. Whilst large conurbations such as Liverpool 

and Manchester were still maintaining a slum clearance programme where progress was seen 

as slow, attracting criticism. and other areas have demolished or renovated high-rise flats and 

inferior quality social housing, Newport’s ‘Blackett Homes’ are still excellent quality and 

modern whilst the surrounding open spaces make the areas desirable. 360 

By 1959, the Authority had designed and built over 5,000 houses and flats, and with Blackett 

as mentor, several members of Blackett’s department had gone on to achieve significant 

success in their profession. Newman describes Newport as having ‘the most remarkable 

concentration of 20th Century domestic architecture in the whole of Wales.’361 This was 

viewed as a considerable success for a town with a vision to deliver housing as an incentive. 

 
359  Kynaston, quoted from Peter Scott, Macmillan’s Election Triumph, 1959 
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Fig 18 - Blackett tours Neighbourhood Unit with South Wales 

Argus journalist 
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Fig 19-22 hand painted map and booklet copy of the Development Plan held at the National 

Library of Wales 

 

 Fig 23 - the original Development Plan from the archives at Newport Library and 

Museum.  
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Fig 24 - Pen and ink drawings from the Development Plan, possibly the work of Johnson 

Blackett 
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Fig 25 - The futuristic design for Newport included in the Plan, note the helicopters as a 

mode of transport on the roof of a building. To the right of this is the existing market building 
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Fig 26 - a visualisation of a Neighbourhood Unit  
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Fig 27 - the imagined walkways along the river. Newport railway bridge and market tower in 

the background 
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Fig 28 - view from St Julian’s over the River Usk to Caerleon 

 

. 

 

 

Fig 29 – Non- standard (Easiform) flats, here at 

Bettws but also at Malpas and St Julians 
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Chapter 3, Expansion, Slum Clearance, and Redevelopment: 1960 – 

1974 
‘Where can the Authority turn for the future?’362 

This chapter will demonstrate how Newport came to terms with the building of the Spencer 

Steelworks and its eventual position in the expanding Borough boundary. How Newport took 

political advantage of the steelworks to justify a further Neighbourhood Unit and 

improvements to the town is examined. Newport’s political positioning as it jostled for its 

share of government department relocation in the face of changes for Wales is analysed. The 

chapter comments on the impact of Johnson Blackett’s retirement and the Council’s eventual 

realisation that it had run out of housing ‘steam.’ How Newport was forced to confront slum 

clearance and redevelopment is discussed, in the light of other towns having begun their 

programme at a much early date. It is argued that Newport’s housing development plan 

resulted in minimal disruption whilst the redevelopment of old housing was underway. 

Whilst the housing ‘waiting list’ was significantly reduced by the Bettws Neighbourhood 

Unit, a shortage of homes still remained. This chapter will review the Council’s options for 

further housing development as the decade commenced.  

Whilst the nationwide trend for fewer homes continued, Newport was embarking on its most 

ambitious housing plan yet. With the Ringland Neighbourhood Scheme almost complete, the 

preparation of the Bettws Neighbourhood Scheme to the north of town, had begun in earnest; 

it was to become one of the largest social housing endeavours in Europe. With the main 

access to the site being a narrow country lane, 303 acres had been set aside for the 

development of originally 2,260 dwellings of various sizes which by March 1958 had 

increased to 3,040, to accommodate 10,640 persons, including two elderly persons hostels, 

shops, two primary schools, three churches, a health centre, two public houses and initially a 

cinema.363 When the scale of the Neighbourhood Unit was announced by the Borough 

Engineer, plans for the new reservoir at Llandegveth to provide water to Cardiff, were put on 

hold as it became clear that Cwmbran New Town and Bettws would take priority, along with 

the provision of a water supply for the Spencer Steelworks. In addition, a smaller reservoir to 

service Bettws was to be built at a cost of £370,135 and new pumping station costing 

 
362 Johnson Blackett in South Wales Argus, Thursday 29th October, 1964 
363 Housing Committee, 18th June 1957, min 63 



 

99 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

£121,200. 364 Despite the development’s progression, there were still issues relating to the 

proposed boundary extension, and who would be responsible for funding the main drainage 

in the meantime. The Ministry, refusing to intervene, left the Council to contest the issue with 

Magor and St Mellons District Council with responsibility for Bettws, despite Newport 

owning the land.365 It is not clear why the Council considered the smaller district would 

finance the drainage when it was no secret that its powers were to be immersed within 

Newport’s boundary extensions. By Autumn 1959, the tender for the preliminary works at 

Bettws had been agreed and awarded to local company J F Dymond for the sum of £38,599. 

A compulsory purchase order had been made for all the land required for the new 

Neighbourhood Unit, and a loan of £1,917 had been taken out for the purchase.366 

The Borough Architect continued to express unease at the forced tendering scheme.367 He 

reported that at Ringland, four - storey maisonettes were planned and that tenders had been 

awarded in the sum of £201, 767 to John Laing whose executives were requesting permission 

to place a temporary helicopter landing site.368 Regrettably, the Ministry demanded a 

reduction on the price, and it was finally agreed at £189,159, working out at £2,173 per 

dwelling. Blackett comments that this figure is more than the cost of a three bedroomed 

house, however, he recognised it was a more economical use of the land.369 Despite the call 

from the Ministry for the construction of more flats, they were still not universally popular. 

Yet again in Newport, prospective tenants were refusing first floor three bedroomed flats and 

there was even difficulty in letting one bedroomed pensioner flats. Tenants were waiting to 

rent accommodation on favoured Neighbourhood Units such as the Gaer.370  

As the new decade began, and despite perceived setbacks, Newport’s accomplishments in 

housing were still renowned and respected, as the Royal Institution of British Architects 

chose the town to display a nationwide Civic Trust Exhibition  Better Towns for Better 

Living, at the Civic Centre.371 Simultaneously, Blackett was invited to Denmark as a guest 

consultant on the concept of the Neighbourhood Unit.372 The Borough Architect was still at 
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the forefront of design having submitted his plans for the public areas on the Alway 

Neighbourhood Unit, to include fifteen shops, two car parks, a coffee bar, library and a 

garage.373 In Autumn of 1960, Cardiff Council requested that he inspect designs put forward 

for new high schools coinciding with his appointment as President of the City and Borough 

Architects Society with a two year tenure, justifying the respect and esteem with which he 

was regarded. 374 Blackett’s loyalty to his colleagues on the Council and to the town of 

Newport was such that he stayed until his retirement, perhaps as a testimony to the faith they 

had placed on him in the post-war period. It must be said that Blackett’s expertise was much 

in demand and that opportunities would have been open to him, and yet he waited until 

retirement to move to Australia where he became an honorary member of the Institute of 

Architects.  

Throughout the early 1960s Newport managed to avoid building high rise dwellings however, 

one of Blackett’s last schemes was the proposed layout and design of a 12-storey block of 

flats at the Gaer, opposite and adjacent to the shopping area. The scheme gained approval, but 

work did not commence until the late 1960s375. The Bettws Neighbourhood Unit did not 

conform to Malpass’s view of newer council estates.376 Overseen by Blackett, Bettws was 

well planned and well built, with the houses benefitting from generous living spaces and 

gardens.(fig 30) Perhaps the only snag was that in the first few years, access to the main 

Malpas Road and bus routes was via a narrow lane. Before the first primary school was built, 

children were required to walk some distance along this lane to reach school and parents 

devised a rota to escort them to and from school. Millbrook Infant and Primary School at 

Bettws was opened in 1963 with the writer as one of the first pupils. Blackett was also 

instrumental in the designs of both the Duffryn and Hartridge High Schools, due for 

completion in 1964, and the planned public library and museum which was to be a central 

feature in the redesign of the town centre as part of the Development Plan.377 

With the new town development underway, the Council were still managing to maintain its 

Neighbourhood Unit commitment, purchasing land on which to expand Bettws, including 

land available for three secondary schools within the Unit.378 In fact only one was built to 

 
373 Housing Committee, 19th January 1960, min 404 
374 Council Minutes, 13th September 1960, min 104 and Council Minutes min 266, April 1960 
375 Housing Committee, 29th October 1963, min 171 
376 Malpass, p 85, described as ‘high density, high rise, industrialized systems’. 
377 Parliamentary and Improvement Committee, 27th June 1963, min 15 
378 Town Planning Committee, 9th July 1964, min 68 



 

101 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

replace the old Newport High School, another award-winning design, and the remaining land 

was eventually sold to a private developer. The Planning Department made twenty acres 

available for play areas with equipment, at a cost of £7,740, as well as the renovation of open 

spaces.379 The Department was also hopeful of constructing old people’s dwellings on corner 

blocks within the existing development, as well as new bungalows and flats.380 As the 

expansion took place, so housing designs changed. Although John Laing was responsible for 

Stage 7, the later stages of the Neighbourhood Unit have a different appearance, with 

pedestrian paths and road access to the rear of the properties, in a similar vein to the Gaer 

Estate built in the early 1950s. The Estate was due for completion in 1967 when it was 

proposed that the housing waiting list would be revised as part of the review of the House 

Building Programme. A report was requested by the Ministry of Housing within the new 

Labour government calling for the estimation in the demand for new housing arising out of 

inward migration and population increase, against present shortage, as well as the council’s 

record on demolition and clearance. Newport’s response was to state that as the proposed 

boundary extensions had not been agreed, a selection of a site for a further Neighbourhood 

Unit had not been taken, and therefore the Development Plan was still relevant.381 This again 

demonstrates the Council’s continual commitment to the Development Plan.  

By November, the Ministry had amended the local authority letting policy, allowing single 

people under pensionable age to rent, enabling the Council to utilise vacant land on Bettws 

and other Neighbourhood Units to build single persons accommodation. J Laing Ltd and 

Wimpey, both described as the mainstay of council housing in Newport, had, by this time 

moved into the private sector and it was recorded as being ‘too late’ to provide a continuity of 

development, and the Committee questioned whether an output of 500 homes a year could be 

maintained.382 Meanwhile, the Housing Committee was still under pressure to supply houses 

for key workers. A Highways Supervisor was given accommodation for 12 months whilst key 

workers at Mole and Lovells were given homes.383  

By the mid-1960s, and with the Ministry asking questions, the Council could no longer afford 

to ignore the re-development of Newport’s poorest areas and the defective homes within Pill, 

Shaftesbury and Baneswell. A series of surveys by the Public Health Office were 

 
379 Housing Committee, 20th October 1964, min 130 
380 Ibid, min 134 
381 Town Planning Committee, 22nd June 1964, min 28 
382 Housing Committee, 11th November 1964, min 156 
383 Housing Committee, 18th May 1965, min 369 



 

102 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

commissioned and their implications were discussed by the Town Clerk within the Planning 

Committee. The initial surveys reported that of the 1,686 houses in Pill, 20% were unfit for 

human habitation, having no bathrooms. Public Health Inspectors were calling for these 

properties to be demolished and that the occupiers be rehoused.384 In Baneswell, close to the 

town centre and within the area planned for leisure and retail development, 50 per cent of the 

homes were considered to have a lifespan of less than five years.385 By the following year a 

committee had been formed to rescue Pill by early redevelopment, giving the properties 

another 15 years of life by the installation of hot water, bathrooms and toilets. This still left 

341 houses that were unfit and unable to be renovated at reasonable expense as they were 

structurally unsound. Furthermore, owner/occupiers could not be compelled to improve their 

homes under the Improvement Area and Housing Act, 1984.386 The Housing Manager 

reported that of the 159 houses on the Marshes Estate only 78 had agreed to be provided with 

a bath and hot water supply, 69 had refused and 12 had failed to respond. Whilst surveys 

continued, and the full extent of the problem realised, further developments at the Gaer and 

St Julian’s, possibly the high-rise flats, were postponed.387  

There were also other housing concerns facing the Council. The Borough had what were 

classed as four hundred ‘problem’ families under supervision of which 153 were serious 

cases that warranted immediate removal from housing estates. Whilst the extent of the 

problem is not recorded within the Committee minutes it can be presumed that these families 

were disruptive neighbours and poor tenants rather than poor rent payers. It had been 

considered that the town barracks could be renovated to house them, however, advice had 

been sought and it was not practical to house the families together, and when the Press 

reported this possible solution, a local resident’s petition was received, vehemently against 

problem families.388 Unfortunately, the Health Committee was reporting that a further 300 

‘problem’ families were on the housing waiting list.389 However, by Spring 1965, the review 

of the housing waiting list had been undertaken. The Borough had a total of 1,726 applicants, 

of which 936 were eligible under the present policy.390 The Housing Manager was to report 

that there were 380 applicants on the aged persons waiting list, but only 27 were prepared to 
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go to Bettws, where a major scheme for one-bedroomed flats was underway.391 The Borough 

managed 9,493 properties and were keen to build more as it was expected that Board of 

Trade employees moving to the Borough would require 350 council properties on a 

permanent basis and 150 on a temporary lease.392 It was estimated that by the end of 1967 

there would be a further 200 applicants for 1 bedroomed accommodation, and of the 449 

units to be completed, 273 would be at Bettws. It was acknowledged that if there was a 

continued reluctance of applicants to move to Bettws, then single persons from the Board of 

Trade could be accommodated.393 Unfortunately, the Board of Trade decided to defer the 

Census Office move until 1968-1971, and whilst representations were made, in hindsight this 

must have given the Council a breathing space, in which to regroup.394  

It was at this inopportune moment that a Welsh Office Circular (25/65) was received asking 

local authorities to restrict spending.395 It is not hard to imagine that the Council must have 

felt overwhelmed at the extent of the housing problems still facing the Borough after the 

efforts made over the 20 years since the end of the War. With a Labour government in 

Westminster, and Newport’s MP, Frank Soskice as Home Secretary, they must have assumed 

that socialist policies would allow for an empathetic approach and a greater budget with 

which to manage housing needs. Besides which, as the Bettws Neighbourhood Unit was 

nearing completion, suitable building land was in short supply, and therefore redevelopment 

of deprived areas would be a priority. The South Wales Argus ran a front-page article on 29th 

October 1964, written by the Borough Architect and entitled ‘Time for the Verdict’, in which 

he pointed out that the Council would have used up all available land for building council 

houses when Bettws was completed. He reiterated that little land would be available except 

small and difficult sites where the cost of a new home would be over £4,000, making the 

chargeable rent prohibitive at £4 15 shillings. He asked the question, ‘where can the 

Authority turn for the future?’ He then considered the re-examination of difficult sites and the 

consideration of multi-storey flats, the re-development of so called ‘twilight areas’ of the 

town, not named but presumably Shaftesbury, Baneswell and Pill, confirming that the 

Council were committed to rescue rather than clearance, or offering the alternative of 

building on County Council land. This he saw as a disadvantage as, in his view, ‘the county 
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council has adopted an ‘iron-curtain’ attitude about Newport, which is, after all, integrated 

into the county’s social, industrial, and economic set-up.’ This was criticism indeed from the 

Borough Architect. It is unclear what prompted the article, but one wonders if the Council 

took the opportunity to raise the issues and thus try and hasten the expansion of the 

boundaries, a matter that had been ongoing since before the War.396 

Business and Industry 

As Newport’s second crossing was nearing completion, the Town Clerk commissioned a 

sketch of the bridge to hang in the Town Clerk’s office. Several suggestions for the possible 

name of the bridge had been considered. The John F Kennedy Bridge, as suggested in the 

Town Clerk’s End of Year Minutes whilst the United Nations Association had written to the 

Council with a proposal that the bridge should be named after the United Nations Secretary 

General, Dag Hammarskjold, assassinated in Rhodesia in 1961. The Council made the 

decision to name the George Street Bridge.397 Arrangements were made for the grand 

opening ceremony and 500 copies of a brochure to mark the event were printed.398  Hans 

Feibusch had begun his work on the Civic Centre Murals in 1961, which was to continue 

until early 1964. The undertaking had been driven by Arthur Dolman as part of his cultural 

plan for the town. One of the murals depicts the building of the bridge, reinforcing its 

importance to the town. Newport Library holds a copy of a book which describes and 

compares the Newport Murals to other, mainly spiritual works by Feibusch in an unflattering 

fashion. The author, somewhat fancifully, compares the George Street Bridge mural as’ the 

secular counterpart of the St Albans East Wall, built by the Romans in AD 60 as a defence 

against Queen Boudicca.’399 Published 14 years after completion, it is difficult to imagine 

where his description came from, and the analogy could not be further from the truth. The 

long-awaited bridge was built to provide better access and expand the town, as set out so 

explicitly in the Plan, certainly not for the town to defend itself from incomers. Both the 

George Street Bridge and the Severn Bridge, opened in 1966, would be instrumental in 

attracting new business.  
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The Home Office stated its intention of bringing several departments to Newport, including a 

Passport Office and Statistics Office as did the Post Office, who also selected the town in 

which to site their ground-breaking computer which sorted post by the newly conceived 

national post code system.400 Existing staff moved to the town, some were granted council 

homes, nonetheless, local persons were also employed, disseminating skills away from 

factories and heavy industry which were repositioned in the industrial areas, as set out in the 

Development Plan, and thus changing the character of the town. The proposed redevelopment 

of the town centre was also to have a lasting effect on the fortunes of Newport. Whilst the 

main shopping streets, Commercial Street and High Street continued to thrive, the Council 

were determined to press ahead with the building of a multi-story car park, shopping plaza, 

library, and museum. This redevelopment was considered fundamental to the Development 

Plan, as stated in a pamphlet issued by McIntosh, the Borough Planning Officer in 1962.401 In 

a report to the Town Planning and Finance Committees the following year, McIntosh gave 

details as to why a private developer was required to fund the project and where homes were 

to be demolished to make way for the plan. The possible private developer was named as 

Sovereign Securities, who had been steadily buying up both freehold and leasehold properties 

in the area of the planned redevelopment for the past few years and had prepared a draft 

preliminary development plan that stated that the Council should undertake any necessary re-

housing in a return for a payment by the developer. It was recommended to the Finance 

Committee that Sovereign be nominated as the developer.402 Having examined every Council 

Minute record from 1946 onwards, this is the first recorded instance in which a private 

investment company has made such a calculated move, effectively trouncing the Council, 

presumably having researched the town and the Development Plan which had been publicly 

available for viewing. It is argued that the stalwarts were running out of energy and were not 

as strident as in the past, failing to notice that the developer had been buying up these 

properties. In the past the Council had not been as forthcoming about their plans and in this 

instance, making the Development Plan available to the public, worked against them. 

It was perhaps left to the wily campaigner lawyer and Alderman Dolman, to even the scores 

on behalf of the Council. Dolman had been an integral part of the Newport Playgoers Society 

since the 1930s and in 1937, with the intention of giving the company a regular base, he 
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encouraged them to purchase a disused church, St James’s, along with several other small 

buildings on Lower Dock Street, which became known as The Little Theatre. As part of the 

redevelopment programme put forward by Sovereign Securities, the theatre and smaller 

buildings were required to be demolished. With the astute mind, associates, and legal 

knowledge of Dolman, plus his dogged perseverance, Sovereign were eventually persuaded 

to include a purpose-built theatre and arts centre into their design and investment. Opened in 

1967, the theatre was named The Dolman in honour of the Alderman.403 

Whilst the Council struggled with financial and housing concerns, the future economy of the 

town was at risk. Following the Rochdale Report, the future of the docks was still uncertain 

and undecided, when word came of the possible closure of Tredegar Dry Dock.404 The 

Council wrote to Frank Soskice looking for support, but in a surprise move, A J Seward, the 

engineering maintenance company who had taken over the Cordes Dos Works in 1960, 

expressed an interest in taking over the dry dock.405 The position and importance of the docks 

in the Council’s plans was quietly unravelling, and even the fall-back option of an Usk 

Barrage was written off.406 Newport continued as before, relying on its trusted plan of 

attracting new businesses to the town with the promise of good housing and schooling. By the 

end of 1965, Alderman Dolman was still active in the promotion of Newport, seeing the 

opening of the Severn Bridge as having potential for the town. A sum of £20,000 was set 

aside with which to provide advertising in a similar fashion as that proposed by the Bristol 

Authority, whilst a Gwent Home and Trade Exhibition to be held in the town’s Shaftesbury 

Park, had a stand showcasing the activities of the Authority.407  

Whilst giving optimism for the future, the proposed move by Board of Trade was to prove 

challenging, as discussions continued regarding the suitability of the proposed office block on 

the Cordes Trading Estate. The Board were disappointed to note that no parking facilities had 

been provided within the plans, and as such, the developers suggested the demolition of 

nearby Dos cottages, inducing the occupiers to leave with the promise of council 

accommodation.408 When the delay in locating what was to become the Statistics Office was 

announced, the site was appropriated for the GPO and their new computer. Despite these 
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concerns, government departments began to occupy the newly constructed and impressive 

office tower block, named Chartist Tower, sited in the commercial centre of the town. That is 

not to say that the town was short of other job prospects. The South Wales Argus ran two 

pages of job advertisements in October 1964. There were apprenticeship opportunities at 

Saunders Valves in Newport and Girling’s in Cwmbran. Jobs were available for trainee 

managers, women teachers, and male production officers, whilst Ford held an open day at the 

Kings Head Hotel where opportunities were on offer for design engineers and trainee 

development engineers.409 With jobs came cash to spend on leisure and possessions. The 

Bond film Goldfinger was showing at the Odeon cinema, there were dances at the Majestic 

and cabaret nights at the Helmaen Club, whilst for the lucky few, a new Mini Minor could be 

purchased from Miss Black’s Car Sales for £469/15/10.410 

Llanwern steelworks 

The long-awaited announcement from the recently appointed Secretary of State of Wales, Jim 

Griffiths, received in 1965, outlined the changes to the Borough, and as expected, the 

steelworks at Llanwern were not to be included within the expanded area. However, in a 

complete turnaround the following year, Llanwern was indeed one of the initial areas to be 

amalgamated within the County Borough of Newport, along with Bettws and Rogerstone.411 

So, by February 1966, the Spencer Works integrated itself into the industrial history of 

Newport, and yet, by that time, the majority of the initial workforce had been housed by 

Monmouthshire County Council on the Underwood Development, and within the extended 

boundary of Cwmbran, and contrary to popular belief  had not been Newport’s responsibility. 

That is not to say that a section of the workers at Llanwern were not tenants of the town, but 

the Council had managed to side-step having to find the homes for the initial influx when the 

works were constructed and opened. Over the next 40 years, the future of Llanwern was to be 

varied, however Newport managed to evade having the reputation of a mono-town such as 

Scunthorpe and neighbours Ebbw Vale, and the fate of the town was not in the hands of the 

Steel companies in the same way. By diversification of industry and sharp negotiation on the 

part of the Council, Newport avoided the catastrophic effects of mass unemployment.  

As the ‘old guard’ councillors became seemingly less effective, and the Labour government 

sought to bring in social and environmental reform, so the Borough faced more complex 
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issues than had been faced before. Further committees were formed to manage the Borough’s 

response to modern issues, including a Road Safety Committee, Environmental Services 

Committee and Licensing Committee.412 The Welsh Office was concerned about the 

preservation of the Welsh coast and Newport had acquired 18 miles of coast in the borough 

expansion, it was also looking into the possibility of a development zone in the Severnside 

area, where there were calls to protect the wildlife.413 The Health Committee raised the issue 

of air quality and called for the ban on the conveyance of bauxite through the town.414 On the 

lines of further social reform, a new Family Planning Clinic had been opened, and the 

Committee looked for suitable premises for a drug rehabilitation centre, planned to be one of 

the first in Wales.415 The management of local authority housing was also under scrutiny as 

the Borough Treasurer set out the Government’s new strategy on rent subsidies which would 

apply to all houses for which a tender had been accepted up to 25th November 1965. Set out 

in the White Paper (c.(65)151 entitled ‘The Housing Programme 1965-1970’  it put forward 

arrangements for the use of mortgage advancements as a means of regulating the number of 

private and local authority houses that were built.416 It further explained the government’s 

position on why the subsidy was to increase on local authority housing in the expectation of 

an increase in completions.417 The Government also pledged to provide subsidies for house 

building in local authorities where homes were provided to meet the needs of industry and 

migration418. By the mid-1960s this was also to include the provision of 100 per cent 

mortgages for private homes provided by the Borough.419  

Labour had moved away from the policies held when last in office, as it no longer cautioned 

couples against mortgage providers, accepting the rapid growth of owner–occupation as 

inevitable, progressive and desirable.420 There was to be no return to the principles of the 

1947 Town and Country Planning Act allowing local authorities to compulsory purchase land 

at pre–existing values, a strategy that had served Newport well.421 Furthermore, the 
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Government made it clear that council house-building was to be only for those sections of the 

population who were unable to afford a mortgage. The Housing Programme states, ‘Once the 

country has overcome its huge social problem of slumdom and obsolescence and met the 

need of the great cities for more houses at moderate rents, the programme of subsidised 

council housing should decrease and the expansion of building for owner – occupation is 

normal, reflecting long-term social advance.’ Merrett credits Richard Crossman with this 

strong statement of intent.422 When the Government began its programme of subsidy reform 

it was to have far-reaching implications for Newport’s social housing 

Once again, the new Government considered Wales to be problematic, this time it was 

because of housing. Whilst housing developments were increasing in the larger towns, 

building had slowed to insignificance in The Valleys and rural areas, where unfit homes were 

in need of replacement. A White Paper entitled Local Government in Wales set out the 

Government’s proposals in respect of the County Boroughs, reducing the number to five 

administrative counties, to include Newport.423 Newport made it known that it was happy to 

be considered as a viable borough. When a joint commission of the larger boroughs was 

established to address the conundrum of unfit homes, it is feasible that the impact of this, and  

other such reforms, induced the Council into co-operating with its neighbouring authorities in 

a way it had avoided in the past.424 As the initial stretch of the M4 opened, the Development 

Corporation of Wales was set up, leading to a close association between Welsh Authorities, 

as Councils strove to secure a skilled workforce, outside investment and government 

grants.425 It can be said that as incitements were made available to encourage commercial 

enterprises into Newport and South Wales, so the importance of high quality social housing 

became less significant. This was illustrated when Passport Office staff began to relocate to 

Newport, only sixteen required council tenancies.426 Council Mortgages of 100 per cent were 

easy to obtain, and several private housing developments had been built, including The 

Woodlands and Malpas Park, both by Wimpey, and another on the edge of the Development 

Plan’s industrial area at Lliswerry. As a result, the Council were able to re-assess the housing 

waiting list and make provision. This review found a reduction of prospective tenants 

standing at 1,632, of which 624 were to defer for various reasons.427 The completion of the 
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Bettws Estate had certainly eased the housing situation, much as Blackett had predicted 15 

years previously in his meeting with the journalist from the South Wales Argus, with the 

migrated workforce from the steelworks seemingly having little impact.428 What’s more, the 

long-awaited multi-storey block of flats at Ringland was nearing completion, prompting the 

Housing Manager to visit other local authorities to discuss the problems that might arise for 

the tenants and for the Council.429 The following year a multi–purpose building was 

completed at Ringland, to include a health centre, library and old folks club room. The 

planned cinema was never included, and neither was the cinema at the Gaer, perhaps 

reflecting the growth in television. 430   

The proposal of a further Neighbourhood Unit, snatched away with the building of the 

Spencer Works, was again deliberated and this time, a ‘new town’ was considered at 

Caerwent. Whilst still within the Monmouthshire County Council area, the old settlement of 

Caerwent could have possibly been included within Newport’s expanding boundary and as 

such, the Town Clerk was included in Welsh Office negotiations.431 The extent of the 

boundary expansion was never to include Caerwent, and whilst a large housing development 

was eventually built, the idea of a ‘new town’ was to be disregarded. The new administrative 

counties had certainly caused uproar, and relationships between Newport and Monmouthshire 

Councils were strained to say the least, with the new General Purposes Committee referring 

to the matter as a ‘power struggle’.432 When Monmouthshire Council raised the idea of this 

fringe area development, and requesting Newport’s observations, objections were raised as it 

was suddenly considered to be too isolated with no amenities, school or viable drainage.433 

The Council were obviously keen to bide time to land grab and develop themselves.  

Change was also underway for Plymouth. By 1967 the Urban Districts of Torpoint, 

Plymstock and Plympton were finally amalgamated into the city, and the City Council were 

able to finally make plans for the out-of-town expansion of its social housing schemes. 

Several large conurbations and housing developments have expanded the City to Roborough, 

on the edge of Dartmoor, much as in Abercrombie’s original Plan for Plymouth.  
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It was in late 1967 that Johnson Blackett finally retired from the Borough, having acted in a 

consultancy capacity for the previous year. His final contribution was to negotiate an offer, 

originally made in 1964, from a company wishing to erect a group of steel- framed houses on 

a suitable site. Seen as an innovation, it was recommended that an approach be made to the 

Ministry through the newly formed ‘Gwent Consortium’ for financial assistance to bring this 

innovation to the town.434 A complete review and reorganisation of the Architect’s 

Department followed Blackett’s departure, based on recommendations by the RIBA and, as  a 

sign of the times, a computer manager and team were sought to aid the Borough Council.435 

By the time of his retirement, his beloved Neighbourhood Units, particularly Ringland and 

Alway, had become the subjects of a wave of vandalism. In Ringland 60 large trees were 

felled by unauthorised persons, whilst the Alway shopping centre had become a ‘no go’ area 

in the evenings.436  

 A further development at St Julian’s was planned to coincide with a further influx of people 

from the Board of Trade. The estimated demand of 1,000 homes had not been met and efforts 

were made to obtain Welsh Office approval for a further multi-storey block of flats, again at 

St Julian’s, and that open spaces at the Gaer and New Pastures were to be reviewed. It can be 

deduced that the council appeared to be still committed to a further house building 

programme and a search was on for suitable plots around the town. A meeting was held with 

the Welsh Office over the proposed sale of 15 acres of railway land at Maesglas, and whilst 

the Ministry offered to provide a substantial figure to facilitate the sale to the Borough, the 

cost of making good the land for housing was such that a decision to defer was made.437 The 

Council, still committed to the Development Plan, and the Government’s call for more 

housing, particularly for the aged and vulnerable, made a decision to develop on some of the 

many allotment sites run by the Borough, specifically Gaer Road and Old Barn, where 260 

dwellings were constructed.438 Poor ground conditions continued to be a problem, when a 

steep allotment site at Cae Perllan Road for 60 homes had to be disregarded, as engineers 

considered the site conditions made development too expensive. Despite their findings, a 

private developer came up with proposals to overcome the difficulties and a sale was 

agreed.439 A site at Magor Street on the riverside 'with abnormal ground conditions’ was 
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chosen for the construction of an aged persons development costing £28,000 for 7 units 

which was considered expensive but essential.440  Allottees at a further site on Barrack Hill 

were offered an alternative site some miles away at Malpas, when the offer was refused the 

allotments made way for houses anyway.441 In the scrabble to find building land, the late 

1960s and early 1970s saw the loss of Newport’s amenities such as allotments, playing fields 

and urban open spaces with some primary schools losing part of their green space. Gaer 

School lost a playing field on which was built the 12-storey block of flats, whilst open land 

opposite St Julian’s Primary School suffered the same fate.  

Slum Clearance and Redevelopment 

Concerted efforts were made to redevelop the so-called slum areas such as Pill, where three 

hundred dwellings had to demolished due to poor condition. This forced demolition must 

have come as a blow to the Council when the Ministry published its White Paper, ‘Old 

Houses into New Houses’ (Command 3602) in which it set out its proposals to deal with the 

large numbers of basically sound homes lacking modern facilities. Described as ‘notorious,’ 

the Paper proposes an increase in the grant per house from £400 to £1000 stating that areas 

should be improved rather than individual homes442. The extra £600 per house and the 

promise of compensation to the owner would have had influence on the decision to demolish 

a large section of Pill.443 The Committee chose to report that repair of the demolished houses 

was not considered feasible. 444 The Council was induced to spend the latter years of the 

1960s consolidating the repair and redevelopment of the town’s unfit homes. In the Planning 

Department’s Housebuilding Programme, 1967 – 1981, the Borough set out its intention not 

to replace the worse properties and streets whilst redeveloping other streets, as occupiers 

would require temporary accommodation and building resource would be stretched.445 

Instead, they turned to the 650 prefabs which, it was considered, would not last until the 

redevelopment programme was completed.446 Prefab tenants were to be told of the decision 

that the sites were to be made available for council homes, whilst the smaller sites of 
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Brynglas and Clevedon Road were to be sold for private development.447 Petitions from 

residents were swiftly received, demanding that the Council give further consideration to 

their future, followed by a deputation demanding no redevelopment of the sites.448 The 

feelings of the tenants were so strong that the Council deferred the redevelopment. It was not 

until five years later in spring 1973, that the first stage of clearance took place, when the 

small site of Brynglas prefabs were removed.449 When the Housing Committee published its 

Programme in May 1968, the prefabs at the Gaer and Ridgeway were scheduled for 

demolishment in 1977. However, they remained for another 25 years, finally replaced with 

brick bungalows as late as 2003. 450 The Programme states that a further 150 homes were to 

be completed at the Bettws Neighbourhood Unit, where the Parker Morris standards were 

causing some difficulty as the site’s road and sewers, planned by Blackett before the 

requirements, were already in place.451 Mollie Phillips recalls a time when only Stage 1 of 

Bettws had been completed, she was learning to drive on roads around the large estate that 

had been constructed ever before the building of houses had begun.452  

Surprisingly, the Council were still under pressure to provide council accommodation for key 

workers moving into the area, but with the arrival of the Business Statistics Office, only fifty-

five staff needed accommodation out of the ninety-three originally proposed. Nevertheless, a 

request for accommodation from a recently relocated company Harold Leigh Ltd, previously  

rejected, was reassessed in the light of growing unemployment, the shortage of available 

housing and the recent lack of government investment to attract new industries to Newport. 

Following debate, the policy for key workers was challenged and amended to include those 

considered ‘essential.’453 It would seem that in order to continue to attract new business, the 

policy of providing good social housing was still relevant 20 years after the original 

Development Plan proposal.  

Nevertheless, time, national economy, and government policy was not on the side of an 

authority still attached to its post-war Plan in a town where historic employment certainties 

such as the docks and heavy manufacturing were in decline, and where remaining land fit for 

development was rapidly running out. With all efforts being undertaken to find land on which 
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to build homes, the Housing Committee was also faced with the implication of the 

Government’s change in housing policy and rent subsidies. The Government had vowed to 

increase the rate of housebuilding by 1970 to 500,000 units, divided equally between the 

public and private sectors. This rate would depend on the availability of land, the 

modernisation of the construction industry and reorganisation of the subsidy system. It can be 

argued that private developers could only build if funds from building societies to buyers 

were sufficient, and that local authorities could only build as many dwellings as permitted by 

the Ministry. Unfortunately, with a severe deficit in the balance of trade and the devaluation 

of sterling in November 1968, public expenditure was cut, and the Government’s 

housebuilding programme was slashed.454 Malpass contests that this action would mark the 

end of high levels of building by local authorities, and a partial retreat of home provision 

from the welfare state.455  

In Newport, the sale of pre-war council houses would mark the commencement of a 

programme in which council tenants became owner-occupiers What was not generally 

common knowledge was that since the 1930s, sitting tenants had been legally able to 

purchase their homes but few had the finances to do so, however, the option mortgage 

changed everything and was well publicised.456 The Council’s stock of BISF houses were 

next to be offered for sale, and the Council were charged with funding the cost of obtaining 

advice on the sale of these non-standard homes. Originally erected as temporary houses they 

had, rather like the prefabs, stood the test of time, and long-standing tenants were keen to 

purchase their homes even though mortgage stipulations would apply.457 By the following 

year, in order to support the Government’s initiative of the further sale of council homes (W 

O Circular, 124/72) a report on the general maintenance of council homes was required and 

what was obvious was the urgent requirement for painting and general maintenance on the 

remaining council-owned BISF houses.458 

By 1967, Mollie Phillips was employed on a part-time basis in the Borough Treasurers Office 

at Newport Borough Council. Still living on the Bettws Neighbourhood Unit, she heard 

rumours of a rent increase whilst, at the same time being aware of the ability of sitting tenants 

to purchase their council home with the aid of a council mortgage. On making enquiries, the 

 
454 Merrett, pp 255 - 258 
455 Malpass, p 95 
456 Housing Committee, 6th March 1968, min 306 
457 Housing Committee, 2nd March 1971, min 166 
458 Housing Committee, 3rd July 1972, mins 43,47, 52 
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value of the house in Tamar Close was placed at £3,100 whilst the average price of a three 

bedroomed semi-detached house on the Malpas Park Estate was £3,500. Mollie’s neighbours 

were not, at that time, able to consider the purchase of their council homes and so it was 

decided that the family would enter the housing market. On attending a house auction, Mollie 

and her husband John were able to purchase a desirable house on Malpas Park for £3,200 

with the aid of a ‘no deposit’, low interest rate, council mortgage.459 

The death of Alderman Tyack in August 1968 who had represented the town pre and post 

war, coincided with the raised expectations and changes within Newport’s society, whilst 

remarkably, Alderman Mrs Dunn who had retired due to ill-health after serving on the 

Council for 30 years, was again politically active, providing support on the Health Committee 

and guidance on a council-led drug destruction campaign.460 Having petitioned the Council, 

the prefab tenants had successfully achieved a stay of execution for their beloved homes. 

Further petitions were received, one signed by 1,636 of the town’s young people, students at 

the Art College amongst them, demanding the provision of discotheques, coffee bars, and a 

bowling alley. Protests were made when oil pollution appeared off the Newport coastline, and 

there were heated debates about whether fluoride should be added to Newport’s water supply, 

with arguments for and against arriving at the Civic Centre. Residents at the new private 

housing estate petitioned that commuters were driving through the estate to avoid the main 

road traffic, the arguments became fiery and the Police were called.461 On a positive note, 

Newport’s council tenants would look forward to the installation of central heating by North 

Sea Gas, as recommended by the Parker Morris report, and were invited to view the systems 

available at a series of show homes on the Neighbourhood Units.462 It is argued that Newport  

never dithered on positive social change, and far from being suspicious of the report’s 

recommendations, chose to force through improvements to their housing stock. Structural 

faults had been discovered within the pre-war homes at Maesglas and external and internal 

examinations were being undertaken, whilst re-wiring and modernisation was taking place on 

the same estate and at Somerton.463 

 
459 Interview with Mollie Phillips, 2nd February 2022 
460 Health Committee, 29th July 1971, min 26 
461 Health Committee, 28th August 1968, min 47 and Public Works and Services Committee, 10th November 
1968, min 142 
 
462 Housing Committee, 4th November 1969, min 127 
463 Housing Committee, 14th October 1969, min 117 
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One of the most significant changes of the period was the switch from economic migration to 

the number of immigrant families arriving in the town for political and humanitarian reasons. 

As a predominantly socialist Authority, Newport had always prided itself on its inclusivity, 

demonstrated by finding homes for refugees. A survey that had been undertaken by the 

Education Committee found that work was to be done to support immigrant families. 

Newport looked to established communities to overcome language difficulties, whilst Social 

Services and the Citizens Advice Bureau were looking to recruit suitable staff.464 The 

expulsion of the Asian community from Uganda in 1972 brought many to settle in Newport, 

most to be welcomed within the existing community in Pill where the housing regeneration 

project was underway, where suitable houses were scant, and rehoming people from 

demolished houses was a priority. The Council set aside two units of housing for immediate 

purposes and received thanks from the Community.465 

By Spring 1971, the Housing Manager reported an increase in applications on the housing list 

to 1,904, however 707 deferred, whilst 535 failed to return a revisions form and were 

withdrawn for the list.466 The Housing Minutes failed to record the impact of the push for 

council house sales, however, the Council’s Housebuilding Programme 1971-1982 stated that 

in the long-term, if the programme was to be sufficient to meet the housing needs it would be 

necessary to increase the number of dwellings built in the period 1971 to 1976, unless the 

increase in the waiting list was to be tolerated.467 Despite Government policy, the 12 storey 

blocks of flats at the Gaer and St Julian’s, built on land originally reserved by Blackett for 

community projects progressed at a total cost of £836, 959, and was to provide 166 

dwellings, two guest flatlets and a retail unit.468 Whilst the development on the Old Barn 

allotment site, certainly designed without Blackett’s flair and understanding of the terrain, 

was later expanded to accommodate 299 dwellings.469  

In the meantime, whilst the push for more housing continued, manufacturing business 

moving to the town slowed down. Newport’s newly appointed public relations officer 

reported on Newport’s industrial progress, and acknowledged that the Authority was 

disadvantaged as not being classed as Development Area, so in the old tradition, it was 

 
464 Education Committee Quarterly Report, 1st December 1968 
465 Council Minutes, 24th October 1972, min 66 
466 Housing Minutes, 28th May 1971, min 14 
467 Housing Committee, 7th December 1971, min 169 
468 Housing Committee, 6th November 1971, min 169 and Housing Committee and Finance Joint Committee, 
22nd June 1971, min 2 
469 Joint Council Development Committee and Town Planning Committee 13th December 1971, min 79  
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agreed that a deputation was to be sent to put the town in this category, thereby enabling 

Newport to apply for grants available to other authorities in South Wales.470 This appears to 

be the first admission of the Council that Newport may have been failing and in need of 

general government support. Early the following year, Roy Hughes, MP for Newport, raised 

the question of Development Status in Parliament and was assured that it was to be appraised 

within the forthcoming Boundary Review.471  

The Local Government Act 1972 (c.70) which was to reform local government in England 

and Wales on 1st April 1974, was to have a momentous effect on Newport, when the 

traditional counties were abolished and replaced by eight new two-tiered authorities. 472 

Furthermore, Monmouthshire was politically confirmed as part of Wales. Newport was to sit 

as a district under the new county of Gwent as a unitary authority. 473  This was to change 

again in 1996, as Newport became a principal area of Wales. Whilst a White Paper published 

in 1962 had expected the county boroughs to remain, this was not to be the case. In typical 

fashion and perhaps as a last throw of the dice, the Council sent a deputation to the Ministry 

with a demand to remain a County Borough474 

Duffryn: the final Neighbourhood Unit 

Irrespective of political change, the Council began to plan what was to be the final 

Neighbourhood Unit at Duffryn on the west side of town. Land had been purchased adjacent 

to the grounds of the Tredegar House estate, bequeathed to the Catholic Sisters of St Joseph 

by the last beneficiary of the estate in 1951. The Sisters used the Jacobean mansion as a 

Catholic high school but had petitioned the Council for a purpose-built Catholic school as the 

mansion was unsuitable for use. The grounds were managed as sports fields, sadly lacking in 

Newport. Keen to sell the mansion, the Sisters approached the Council and a feasibility study 

was undertaken to assess its amenity value. The Tredegar Estates Office valued the property 

and immediate grounds at £100,000 and it became clear that Newport was not prepared to 

pay that amount.475 It was left to Councillor Aubrey Hames to appeal to his fellow councillors 

on behalf of the Sisters, proposing the use of the mansion as a Science and Technology 

 
470 Town Planning Committee, 13th December 1971, min 7 
471 Town Planning Committee, 12th February 1972, min 94 
472 Amenity and Leisure Committee, 2nd March 1972, min 114 
473 The Local Government Act 1972, (c.70) 
474 Local Government Policy Committee, 11th November 1969 
475 Finance and General-Purpose Committee, 12th February 1973, min 150 
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Faculty for the University of Wales.476 Councillor Hames, unable to persuade the Council, 

suggested that the property be sold to developers prepared to renovate the house into a 

conference centre.477 Meanwhile, a project coordinator retained to manage the Duffryn site, 

raised concerns when the owner of the land began negotiations to sell the remaining 155 

acres of the site to another buyer, leaving the Duffryn site with access problems. 

Simultaneously, the Tredegar House Estates Office confirmed that if the mansion were sold 

to a developer, Newport would lose the use of the playing fields and what was planned as 

open space for the new Neighbourhood Unit. The Council were forced to reassess the 

situation and were compelled to purchase the remaining 155 acres of the Duffryn site. In an 

about face, the Council were left to plead to the Welsh Office to broke a loan from the 

Historic Buildings Council of Wales enabling the purchase of Tredegar House, as a house of 

national importance, if the Authority agreed to the restoration and preservation of the 

Estate.478  

On 31st  January 1974, Newport finally purchased Tredegar House at a price of £290,000, 

nearly three times the original value. The purchase enabled the Council to retain the playing 

fields, construct access routes to Duffryn, and fund a business park adjacent to the 

Mansion.479 Tredegar House was to become known as the costliest council house in Britain 

and it is fascinating to speculate on what would have been the reaction of the ‘old guard’ 

councillors and aldermen to the increase in cost of the sale. 

By the spring, the innovative design of a consortium led by LG Mouchel and Partners was  

chosen for the 1,000 dwellings at Duffryn, to include a community heating service, the first 

of its kind in Britain.480 It was finally completed in 1978, receiving architectural recognition, 

the architects being committed to the theories of planning devised by Cambridge 

University.481 Originally planned for 4,000 homes it is the largest attempt at ‘perimeter 

planning’ in the UK, and achieved considerable attention for its ability to combine low-rise 

housing with high density, judged as ‘humane housing’.482 Whilst the design and build of 

Duffryn is alleged to have won several awards, this is unverified. However, it must be said 

 
476 Finance Committee, 25th April 1973, min 194 
477 Finance and General-Purpose Committee, 12th December 1972, min 150 
478 Town Planning Committee, 10th September 1973, min 33 
479 Amenity and Leisure Committee, 31st January 1974, min 65 
480 Housing Committee, 6th April 1974, min 76 
481 Duffryn-https://en.m.wikipedia.org 
482 Edward Holland and Julian Holder, Advice to Inform Post – War Listing in Wales. Report for CADw, March 
2019, p 28 
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that again, Newport appeared to be at the forefront of innovation and design for social 

housing. Duffryn sits adjacent to the Tredegar House Estate, now on extended loan to the 

National  Trust who are funding the restoration project and managing the house and grounds 

as one of their Places of Historic Interest. The Estate offers significant amenity value to 

Newport’s citizens and is one of the Trusts most popular attractions. Alongside Duffryn and 

Tredegar House sits another of Newport’s architectural wonders, the Inmos factory, designed 

by Richard Rogers, and said to be an homage to the city’s Transporter Bridge. 

As Newport moved into the next millennium, the bulk of the city’s social housing portfolio 

was transferred to Newport City Homes, a housing association now with responsibility for the 

provision of social housing to over 20,000 residents. There is no longer a ‘Council Waiting 

List,’ and the Council no longer builds homes, there are no architects or engineers, just 

planners and surprisingly, an on-going Development Plan. 

The Council’s reputation and achievements in the post-war decades are all but forgotten by 

the general population of Newport, apart from the older generation who would have 

considered themselves extremely lucky to have had the opportunity to live in a home 

designed by Johnson Blackett, and their children who enjoyed the benefits of a childhood on 

one of the town’s Neighbourhood Units. 

                                      ………………………………………. 
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Fig 30 - Bettws Neighbourhood Unit, 10 Tamar Close with Blackett’s dwarf wall still insitu 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

121 
 

PUBLIC / CYHOEDDUS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 31 - Before leaving for Australia, Johnson Blackett and the avenue bearing his name in 

Malpas. The house in the background is a BISF steel house. 

Johnson Blackett and his Newport – born wife retired to Australia in 1972. Before leaving, a 

reception in his honour was held at the Civic Centre, hosted by the mayor. (See below) In 

anticipation of his retirement, he had been made an honorary member of the Australian 

Society of Architects and upon his death in 1983, his personal archive of certificates, awards, 
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photographs, newspaper cuttings and drawings were bestowed to the University of South 

Australia School of Architecture.  
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Conclusion 
 

1971 marked the end of the period for which the Development Plan was originally shaped. 

So, did Newport and its Council remain faithful to and achieve the aims and intentions set out 

in the Plan? It can be argued that indeed they did. Furthermore, it has been shown that social 

housing continued to play a key role in the town’s success in attracting businesses and skills 

to the town up until the early 1970’s. Nevertheless, the Britain of 1971 was a different place 

from that of 1953, and Newport did not achieve the infrastructure and investment as 

envisaged in the futuristic drawings of the Plan, but then, nor did anywhere else. What had 

been accomplished was a town looking forward to gaining city status in which the 

Neighbourhood Units of social housing designed by Blackett are still relevant and habitable 

today. Newport continues to attract new business, although the nature of business has 

switched from heavy industry and manufacturing to technical and service industries. There 

are numerous incomers enticed by the reasonable cost of housing compared to Cardiff and 

Bristol. Whilst the infrastructure of the town has, to a degree, been transformed, and the 

George Street Bridge, as argued by the Council, allowed the town to develop and become 

more accessible, Newport was never able to compete with its Capital neighbour Cardiff for 

investment, cultural life, and tourism, despite the efforts of Alderman Dolman and his 

colleagues. 

What can be argued is that whilst the post-war Labour government of 1945-1951 directed the 

flow of housebuilding largely into local authority construction, the Government’s imperial 

ambitions, in military power, trade, investment and finance brought a situation in which the 

commitment to dealing with the massive housing shortage was severely constrained. That 

said, Newport came out of the war with a clear vision of housing, reinforced by its belief in 

the policies of the new Labour government. After 1954, under a Conservative government, 

there was a substantial switch into what can be  described as the housing replacement 

function, redevelopment of old properties and the concentrated provision for the elderly. 

Newport, having survived the war with little bomb damage, nevertheless, retained some areas 

of the town in need of redevelopment, but the Council delayed, choosing to continue with its 

plan of new housebuilding on the Neighbourhood Units which did, of course, include flats for 

the elderly. The central policy of redevelopment continued after 1964 under the Labour 

government, despite manifesto promises and on a markedly higher scale. Whilst much was 

made of the clearance of unfit housing stock, state housing required expenditure and revenue 
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subsidies, and the continuing economic crisis led to a major withdrawal of resources from 

local authority housebuilding, reflecting changes in politics and the national economic 

position.483 Again, the Council chose their own path, continuing to find land for more homes, 

and only as a last resort, planning a programme of redevelopment on those areas deemed 

most urgent. 

On returning to re-examine the early post-war Council minutes, I found myself drawn to the 

story once again, reminded of the urgency, enthusiasm, and energetic attitude of the 

councillors during those heady days of post-war transformation, when Newport battled to 

restore its position of importance and house not only its existing population but those wishing 

to relocate to the town. This enthusiasm shows in the demands for the opportunity to build 

more homes than its allocation, its expectation of a second river crossing, and the frequent 

deputations sent to various Ministries and generally making a nuisance of themselves in an 

effort for recognition. 

Compare this to the story of 1966-1967, when the Spencer Works at Llanwern had been 

assigned to Newport, the Severn Bridge completed, the M4 through the town under 

construction, and the town centre in the middle of a major re -development. The Borough was 

expanding, and yet there appears to have been a distinct loss of spirit. There is no sign of the 

civic pride as experienced by the ‘old guard,’ as the new Council became an element of the 

shared local government ‘think tanks’ under the control of the new Welsh Office. In fact, it 

can be argued that this was part of the problem. It appears that Newport now firmly in Wales 

rather than Monmouthshire, had lost its unique identity.  

In February 1966 as Llanwern became part of Newport’s history, the town had a sound 

industrial and manufacturing heritage in companies such as Braithwaite’s, Whiteheads and 

Lysaghts. Attracted to the town by the tenacity and promises of the post-war Council, 

companies such as Monsanto and Standard Telephones replaced the old munitions 

companies, whilst later, the Post Office and various government departments including the 

Statistics Office and the Passport Office migrated to Newport on the promise of excellent 

housing and an advantageous lifestyle. Newport was certainly not a steel mono-town, and the 

Council strove to avoid that label. 

 
483 Merrett, p 281 
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In the meantime, a change in government policy halted large scale social housebuilding, 

encouraging the well-paid working class to purchase council, and privately built homes. 

Nevertheless, to a degree, the Council again chose to ignore government policy and were 

soon in possession of land from the sale of the Tredegar Estate and the site at Duffryn was 

chosen for one grand final flourish of a Neighbourhood Unit. 

Studies show that in the aftermath of the war and in the rush to rebuild, there was a universal 

lack of public awareness of the impact of the built environment and social functioning, as the 

population was concerned only with the acquisition of better living accommodation with 

private facilities. However important this accommodation was, it is acknowledged that if 

notice had been taken of the possible outcomes of this new built environment, such as high - 

rise living, some of the worst mistakes of housing policy in the 1960s could have been 

avoided.484 It is demonstrated that this was not the case for Newport’s housing policy. The 

Neighbourhood Units are still functioning and have been well maintained to a high standard 

by the Authority. A significant percentage are in occupier ownership, testament to the quality 

of the homes and their environment. Although no longer called Neighbourhood Units, they 

still provide a community, each having primary schools, shopping centres, health, and 

community centres, whilst the residents are known locally as enjoying distinct characteristics 

The early 1970s was marked by a decline in established manufacturing industries and with 

social housing not the attraction it once was. Newport was to experience its fair share of 

unemployment when Llanwern shut its doors as British Steel in 2001, and what was to 

become the town’s white elephant, the LG factory, still stands as a monument to Tory 

investment policy. Newport also lost two major post-war incomers, Standard Telephones and 

Monsanto, though it still boasts several government departments and a long-standing 

relationship with the Lloyds Banking Group, whose staff originally relocated from Andover. 

New businesses have since established themselves and patterns of work have changed, as 

women were able to  multi-skill alongside men, with less stereotyping of traditional gender-

based roles. The motorway and road links to the Midlands opened up South Wales, and 

Newport continued to promote its docks facilities, which have gradually adapted to a 

changing market.  

So, at the end of the Second World War what made Newport special and different from other 

places? Primarily, Newport suffered relatively minor bomb damage, so there was little to 
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clear and reconstruct, and therefore the town did not have a significant immediate homeless 

problem. As the war ended, so the Council moved quickly to acquire temporary homes, 

prefabs and BISF houses. With the post-war Labour government in place, the Council felt 

confident in striding ahead with their plans for the future. The Development Plan, as a 

requirement of the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, empowered borough councils to 

approve (or reject) all construction proposals and to compulsory purchase land and carry out 

redevelopment plans of their own.485 Newport’s Plan was well underway in 1947 when the 

town’s wards were mapped, and suitable land earmarked for purchase and development. With 

the powers of the Act behind them, the opportunist Council began buying up land from cash- 

strapped gentry, including land on the Tredegar Estate, on which it was able to site temporary 

homes and build the first Neighbourhood Unit at the Gaer. Johnson Blackett’s skills gave the 

Council the confidence to approve housing plans and from the onset was at the core of the 

Development Plan. Newport did not wait for their Plan to gain government approval; it was a 

Plan in action. The fact that the town had a Borough Architect who was also a skilled 

structural engineer was a luxury few local authorities enjoyed, and his vision enabled the 

Council to press ahead and build on Newport’s difficult terrain. Whilst other Authorities, 

including Cardiff, were in the hands of construction companies and their ‘in-house’ 

architects, Blackett was quick to mobilize what little labour and materials were available, and 

build. His position within the Royal Institute of British Architects also gave him access to 

influence and innovation.  

Nevertheless, it must be said that whilst Blackett was an advantage to the town, he was not a 

politician, whereas his colleague and lawyer Alderman Dolman, and fellow Alderman Tyack, 

were skilled local politicians who, over the years were able to take advantage of the town’s 

position within Monmouthshire to argue backwards and forwards between English and Welsh 

policy. Dolman was particularly interested in the Arts and as such, the cultural attributes of 

the town in support of the Development Plan were his forte and his achievements are still 

relevant today. We must also not forget that historically, Newport had been served by 

politically strong women who had earned their positions of trust throughout the war. What 

was surprising was that whilst the Council benefitted from a strong female presence, there is 

little evidence that points to these women being particularly forceful or influential on housing 

matters, which, it has been shown, was driven by the influence of Blackett. That said, these 

women, socialist and Tory, attended national committees such as the Female Housing 

 
485 Boughton, p 70 
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Managers Group, enabling them to evaluate national trends, comparing Newport’s successes 

to other Authorities. 

Politically, the Council come across as uncooperative when they felt an idea was not to 

Newport’s benefit and the Minutes show they could be contrary and rebellious when they felt 

strongly on an issue. This attitude often worked, but if they were unable to get what they 

thought they should, they made sure they were not ignored and forgotten. Not to be under-

estimated is Newport and its politicians’ attitude to Wales, Welsh identity, and Welsh 

language. Historically, Newport has never been predominantly Welsh-speaking, its position 

allowing the town to attract immigrants for work in industry and the docks. The town took a 

stand against Lloyd George’s call for devolution, concerned that it would affect trade and 

business, and that still appeared to be the case after the war. Newport continued to look East, 

acknowledging that the business and skills it required to fulfil the Development Plan would 

come from England, not Wales. The Newport Year Books make comment on the area’s 

pleasant environment, in an effort to distance themselves from the image of the coal valleys 

and the rest of Wales. The Council would have been made aware of the Wales and 

Monmouthshire (White Paper) 1947, and the debate in Parliament which focused on 

unemployment in Wales, the North /South divide and the call for a Minister for Wales486 In 

the debate, Monmouthshire is described as a ‘buffer state’ that was neither Welsh nor English 

and where little Welsh is spoken or understood. Aneurin Bevan entered the argument, who 

although proud of his Welsh roots, was a non-Welsh speaker. Turning on the demands of 

some Welsh MPs for a Welsh-speaking Secretary of State, he made a case for the English- 

speaking populations of Monmouthshire and Glamorganshire, ‘who have a rich culture as 

profound as that which comes from the Welsh-speaking people of North Wales.’ Bevan was 

fearful that a Welsh – speaking Secretary of State would call for Welsh- speaking civil 

servants thus isolating and denying participation in the government of the English-speaking 

Welsh. Newport’s Council would have the same concerns, and this would shape their attitude 

to full integration into Wales. 

Newport voted against devolution in 1997, alongside its English-speaking neighbours in 

Monmouthshire, Cardiff, and Glamorgan. It has gained city status but has lost its air of self- 

importance and is now no different to other locations with an empty shopping centre and a 

reputation for rowdy nightclubs. Work has been undertaken on yet another redevelopment 

 
486 Wales and Monmouthshire (White Paper) 1947, Hansard, 4 December 1947, the API 
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and rejuvenation programme, and there is a striking footbridge and new university building 

on the riverfront. 

Despite Newport’s changing fortunes, what remains constant are Blackett’s Neighbourhood 

Units. Sadly, Ringland and Alway have a reputation as undesirable neighbourhoods, and yet, 

despite a poor reputation, Bettws is still a pleasant estate with a recently renovated shopping 

centre and high school, serving its community of owner–occupiers and social tenants, and on 

a recent visit it was clean and quiet. The Gaer, St Julian’s and Malpas, Blackett’s prize- 

winning developments, retain for the most part, good looks and pleasant open spaces, 

maintained and redeveloped to a high standard. The Gaer particularly suffered in the 1970s 

but is now, once again, a desirable location. The 70th Anniversary of the Festival of Britain 

gave the pupils of Gaer School the opportunity to celebrate their community with a series of 

events to mark Blackett’s legacy. It is a sad fact that presently Newport Council’s housing 

achievements are not celebrated, and Blackett’s reputation is largely forgotten in his adopted 

town. This study did not intend to promote a ‘great man’ theory, as Blackett’s contribution 

was unknown at the start of the project. Indeed, on the surface, Newport’s archives have little 

to show of his expertise and commitment to the town. However, in conclusion, it has been 

demonstrated that the position of the town and its commitment to excellent social housing, 

would have been different without him. 

Newport in the 2020s is no longer seen as a particularly vibrant location and is viewed by 

many as no more than a satellite housing zone for the workforce of Cardiff and Bristol, 

looking for more affordable homes within reasonable commuting distance. The citizens have 

a wry sense of humour and are self-deprecatory, commenting that Newport is always ‘nearly 

but not quite there.’487 The Council are endeavouring, yet again, to reinvent Newport, but 

time will tell if they will be as successful as the post-war Council, who conceived the original 

Development Plan and, despite setbacks and change, kept their faith in the Plan until 1971. 

Fundamental to the Plan was the Council’s belief that high quality social housing would 

appeal to businesses looking to transfer an existing workforce to an enhanced location and 

offer new and innovative organisations the opportunity to attract a skilled workforce. The 

Council managed to fulfil its housing expectations in the face of political and economic 

opposition and whilst land was available, it continued to build homes. 

 
487 Jean Fieldhouse, 3rd April 2021 
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Fig 33, A family relaxing in their home on the Gaer 
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Appendix 1: A History of Newport 
Newport cannot be described as a truly historic town as authentic historical records span less 

than 1,000 years. There are several bronze-age forts on the hills that surround the town 

including the Gaer, Twm Barlywm and St Julians. Caerleon was said the be a seat of early 

tribal government before the arrival of the Romans who made Caerleon an important military 

fort and settlement. By the 11th Century, a castle was built at what was called ‘the new port’. 

By 1230 the Norman De Clare’s had fortified the castle and the town expanded around the 

castle on both sides of the river Usk. Eventually the castle and town fell under the 

stewardship of the Stafford family, and it was Ralph, Lord Stafford who led his Newport 

battalion at the Battle of Crecy in 1346. The castle was destroyed, and the town sacked by 

Owain Glyndwr in 1408, but as trade with France, Spain and Portugal increased the castle 

was rebuilt along with a town bridge. The ship discovered in the mud on the banks of the Usk 

near the castle in 1995 bears testament to Newport’s importance as a trading port in the 

Middle Ages.  

Visitors to the castle are said to include Margaret Beaufort, mother to Henry Tudor, and it 

was his uncle Jasper Tudor who rebuilt St Woolos church and tower. Jasper’s statue set in the 

tower was allegedly destroyed by Parliamentary forces during the Civil War. Arriving in the 

town in 1739, John Wesley was to call the people ‘the most insensible, ill-behaved people 

ever seen in Wales’. 

Nevertheless, the ironmasters of the 18th century recognised the importance of the town’s 

position served as it was by the Rivers Usk, Sirhowy, and Ebbw flowing from the valleys, 

and the town became a major port for the export of iron, aided by the construction of the 

Brecon and Monmouthshire canal at the end of the century. By 1850, over 10,000 ships are 

said to have used the port in a twelve-month period and a new dock facility was built. 

However, it was the Mayor of Newport, John Frost and the Chartist supporters who raised the 

profile of the town when they clashed with government troops on 4th November 1839. 

Newport prospered under the patronage of the Lords Tredegar, and industrialists such as the 

Homfrays, Crawshays, and Cordes. The opening of Lysaghts’  great ‘Orb’ steel-rolling mill 

coincided with the construction of the Transporter Bridge, designed by Frenchman, 

Ferdinand Arnodin. Testament to the town’s wealth and importance from the Industrial 

Revolution was The Great Central Hall, and it was here in 1896 that the people of Newport 
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thwarted Lloyd George’s political ambition of Welsh home rule and the ‘Cymru Fedd’ 

movement. The ‘ English-Welsh’ of Newport made clear their allegiance to Monmouthshire 

with a preference to ‘look east’ rather than ‘look west.’ It was a stance that was to remain for 

decades.  

 Newport’s new Alexandra Dock supported the great shipyards of C.H Bailey and the 

Tredegar Dry Dock and Wharf Company who refitted over 2,000 warships and merchant 

vessels for use in WW1. However, by the 1930s trade figures at the Dock were in decline and 

by 1935, there were 10,000 unemployed in the town. American troops used Newport Docks 

to arrive in preparation for the D Day landings during WW2 and it was by this time that the 

town was no longer reliant on wealth from the Docks, but had built up a healthy 

manufacturing market, employing women in the food and confectionary industry, as well as 

having an important position in the manufacture of government munitions. Despite the docks, 

steel industries and munitions factories, Newport was not badly bomb-damaged during the 

war and thus, as the war ended was in an enviable position to begin its rejuvenation and 

housebuilding programme.  

…………………………………. 
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Appendix 2: Cwmbran New Town 
Built as a self -sufficient new community to replace the poor housing left from the old 

industrial region off the South Wales coalfield, Cwmbran was designated a ‘New Town’ in 

1949, one of 11 new towns established in England and Wales as a response to the post – war 

increase in population and the pressing need for new housing. The only use of the New Towns 

Act in Wales and the smallest site, with an original target of population of 35,000, it was a 

second choice location after the Government’s preferred option of Mid–Glamorgan.488 Johnes 

argues that the primary aim of the new town was to reduce the travelling that was taking 

place in the area by providing homes for existing workers.489 One architectural survey 

described Cwmbran’s neighbourhoods as ’neat and pleasant, yet without being particularly 

daring or modern’.490 

Riden argues that one theme above all others dominated the early history of Cwmbran, that 

was the need to build large numbers of houses as quickly and as cheaply as possible.491 Thus 

it should be of surprise that the most serious and sustained objections to the scheme came 

from Newport, whose Town Clerk J G Iles argued that the project would further drain the 

available men and materials needed by housing authorities elsewhere in the county, 

especially and specifically Newport itself. This would suggest that superior quality social 

housing was an integral part of Newport’s Development Plan. Newport’s representatives 

pressed for a site as far away from Newport as possible, if the development was needed at all, 

citing Panteg, near the Pilkington’s glass factory, or Llanfrechfa whose location was close to 

British Nylon Spinners 492 whose workforce came from a 25-mile radius with a limited 

impact on the town. The council pressed for a representative from Newport to be added to 

Cwmbran’s Development Corporation and Councillor Percy Jones was selected.493 

Whether as a direct result of the decision to build Cwmbran or to further the Development 

Plan, Newport’s leaders had an expansion plan of their own. On the 4th November 1949, the 

Town Clerk placed a notice in the local press and at the Civic Centre with the town’s plan to 

alter and extend the area of the County Borough by adding the Rural District of Magor and St 

 
488 Philip Riden, Rebuilding a Valley, (Oxford: Alan Sutton Publishing Ltd, 1988) p xiii 
489 Johnes, pp 127-128 
490 Cwmbran Development Corporation, Town of Opportunity: Cwmbran New Town and The Trader (1965) 
491 Riden, p 53 
492 Riden, p26 
493 Town Clerk’s Minutes, 8/11/1949, min 197+ 
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Mellons to include St Brides, Duffryn, Rogerstone and the Urban District of Caerleon and 

Christchurch. The expansion would include the transfer of officers, property, and finance. 

Included in the plan was the proposed purchase of 1003 acres at Bettws and crucially, 1156 

acres at Llanwern.  

It wasn’t until November 1958 that Newport’s hand was forced, when confirmation of the 

proposed steel rolling mill to be based just outside Newport at Llanwern, was made in Nov 

1958. James Kegie, the County Planning Officer was by this time already considering the 

housing implications. The site was still just outside the County Borough at the time, so 

Newport refused to play any part in housing the labour force as long as they received no 

additional rate income. Kegie was left to persuade the other district councils to undertake a 

large programme, rejecting the idea of a steel town, distributing the families between existing 

communities, and Cwmbran was an obvious choice, thus provision was required for 15,000 

steel workers and dependents.494 

The target population of the new town, always a contentious issue between the Development 

Corporation of Wales and the Welsh Ministry, now came to the forefront of the planning 

board. By 1955, the new minister, Duncan Sandys was questioning housing development in 

Wales generally, and the Corporation took the opportunity to press for expansion from 

35,000 to 50,000. Initially the minister was unimpressed, perhaps under pressure from 

Cardiff, citing those workers would not move easily from the Valleys or from Newport. 

However, the Llanwern announcement and the request to provide housing shifted the 

emphasis and led to an expansion, as Newport was seen by the Welsh office and its rivals in 

Cardiff as a congested town incapable of further expansion. Newport and the surrounding 

rural district councils were still refusing to house steelworkers.495 Newport, of course, had 

their own plans to reduce congestion and expand. 

There are few references to the building of Cwmbran in any of the Council’s committees 

other than objections to the original siting and comments relating to housing steel workers. 

Therefore, one can only assume that discussions were held ‘off the record.’ Nevertheless, by 

June 1949 the Council were beginning to examine the impact of a proposed new town at 

Cwmbran. A meeting of the whole Council was convened for the purpose of consideration of 

the plans at a time when the exact location was unknown and there were fears that it would be 

 
494 Riden, p115 
495 Riden, pp 115 – 120 
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sited close to the Borough border. Whilst the minutes record the Council as having no 

opinion on the necessity of the town, the actions were somewhat different.496 

The references for the building of Cwmbran are taken from ‘Rebuilding a Valley’ by Philip 

Riden who was commissioned to mark the winding–up of the Development in March 1988 by 

Cwmbran Development Corporation and must be viewed as such.  

…………………………………… 
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Appendix 3: The Civic Centre Murals 
Examination of the Hans Feibusch Murals at Newport Civic Centre,  - 1961 – 1964 

Commissioned in 1960 with assistance of the Edwin Austin Memorial Trust Fund for Mural 

Painting in Great Britain, which provided considerable funding.497   

Hans Feibusch, a German–born artist whose work was included in the Nazi’s 1937 exhibition 

of Degenerate Art, fled to England where he established a reputation as a muralist for 

Anglican churches. A member of the London Group, his friends included the artists Vanessa 

Bell, Duncan Grant, Jacob Epstein, and Graham Sutherland. Sometimes described as ‘brutal,’ 

his work was uncompromising and was therefore an interesting choice as artist for the 

Newport Murals, however, he took great delight in the works which, with a distinct use of 

colour and perspective, take on the appearance of a tapestry.498 

Parsons writes that the murals depict major events in the history of the Principality, not the 

town as one would expect. However, this is disputed, as depicted are events from the history 

of  Monmouthshire, of which Newport was still part of in the early 1960’s. It can be assumed 

that the subject matter was chosen with the intention of validating Newport’s position within 

the county. They appear to record the historical journey of the resettlement of outsiders to the 

region, as well as recent events which reflect the town’s approach to change. 

There are eleven murals, painted around the grand staircase and foyer of the Civic Centre in 

Newport. A further mural was to complete the scene, but when the building’s clock tower 

was added, the space was incorporated into the build.  

1, 2, depict a Celtic settlement on Twm Barlym, the mountain visible from all parts of the 

town takes us to the start of the journey, followed by Roman soldiers marching to Caerleon. 

The Roman settlement at Caerleon and at nearby Caerwent were important trading sites and 

would have had a significant immigrant population to support the army. 

3, 4, The coming of Christianity is celebrated by the arrival from sea of a saint, possibly 

David. The building of Tintern Abbey by French Cistercian monks, on the orders of the 

Norman Richard De Clare, responsible for Newport Castle, are next. 

 
497 Parsons, Allan, Feibusch Murals, Chichester and Beyond, An Approach Through History, edited by Paul 
Foster (1997: Bexley, Bexley Printers Ltd)  
498 Hans Feibusch, 1898 – 1998, The Daily Telegraph Obituary, 20th July 1998 
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5, 6, 7, We then witness the sacking of Newport Castle by Owain Glyndwr followed by the 

legend of Davy Gam, a knight from Brecon and enemy of Glyndwr, who is said to have 

saved the life of Henry V at the Battle of Agincourt. The story continues with the handing 

over of Raglan Castle to the Parliamentarian General Fairfax in the Civil War.  

 8, 9, The modern section of the murals starts with John Frost addressing the Chartists at 

Newport’s St Woolos Cathedral, and then we are taken to WW II and the arrival of American 

GIs at Newport Docks on their way to Malpas Camp before the D Day Landings. 

10,11, Newport’s steel industry is celebrated, and finally the building of the George St 

Bridge, described by Powers as a secular counterpart of St Albans East Wall499 Seen in the 

forefront of this mural are Aldermen Dolman and Tyack who campaigned so vigorously for 

the town’s second crossing. 

Parsons incorrectly describes the murals as an extraordinary example of the Edwardian 

fashion for celebrating civic pride through murals, with incidents from the life of the town. 

He rather pompously adds, ‘The murals stand up because of their sincerity and skill in design 

and execution which overcomes the threatened banality of the subject matter. ‘500 The 

brainchild of the cultured Arthur Dolman, Newport’s murals can be judged against 

Brangwyn’s Swansea murals or those of Ford Madox Brown at Manchester Town Hall. In 

hindsight, they are a confusing choice of subject matter, where there is no depiction of 

Newport’s position in the Industrial Revolution or the importance of Newport Docks to the 

coal industry of the 19th Century. It can be viewed as a celebration of  the importance of 

Monmouthshire to both England and Wales, which Newport was very much part of at the 

time of the Commission. There is also a nod to civic pride and a link to the cultural values the 

Council wished to portray. Certainly, the depiction of the George Street Bridge can be seen as 

a portrayal of civic pride following the opposition of central Government to its construction.  

…………………………………… 

.  
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