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A number of English industrialists in the mid-1880s moved their factories from the inner city to green field sites on the outskirts. They were convinced that the over-crowding and unsanitary conditions of the inner city were having an adverse effect on their workers, both physically and morally. Moving the factory was only the first part in a massive experiment that involved the construction of model workers dwellings and social and recreational facilities. It was philanthropy on a scale, which had never before been witnessed. A set of short descriptions of each of the main experimental models is given below.
Saltaire, Bradford

Titus Salt was the first to make a move, opening his magnificent new textile mill on the banks of the River Aire on the outskirts of Bradford in 1853. Opposite the gates of the mill he built an equally magnificent Congregational Church, and from this axis of work and workshop Saltaire spread out, covering 49-acres with 850 houses for 4,500 people. Salt paid to have the course of the Aire diverted to make the view more picturesque.

Bournville Village Trust, Birmingham

In 1879 the Cadbury brothers moved their chocolate factory from Bridge Street, in the heart of Birmingham, onto a 14-acre site to the south-west of the city, which they called Bournville. Situated in open countryside, it became known as the factory in the garden. However the workers were still living in the back streets of Birmingham, so George Cadbury, who believed that no man ought to be compelled to live where a rose cannot grow acquired 120-ares of surrounding land and in 1895 and began the construction of the village.

Bournville pioneered the concept of the garden city. The houses were built six to an acre and laid out so that it was possible to walk from one end of the estate to the other without leaving parkland. By 1901 there were 370 hoses vested in the Bournville Village Trust, which Cadbury insisted must make a five percent return on capital (which was reinvested in the village) in order to encourage others to set up similar schemes. Most importantly, however, Cadbury saw the material improvement in his workers’ situation as the necessary condition for a moral improvement in their lives.

How can [the working man] cultivate ideals when his home is a slum and his only possible place of recreation the public house? ……. To win them to better ideals you must give them better conditions of life. The material and spiritual react to each other.

New Earswick, York

Cadbury’s great rival Joseph Rowntree, followed suit a few years later. In 1890 he bought 29-acres of land to the north-east of York and began moving his manufacturing operation away from the inner city 5-years later. In 1901 he bought a further 123-acres on which to built his rival to Bournville, the model village of New Earswick. He engaged Raymond Unwin, on of the pioneers of the garden city movement, as the architect and told him to design houses which would be artistic in appearance, sanitary, well-built and yet within the means of men earning about 25 shillings a week. Like Bournville, New Earswick was put under the management of a trust. The Joseph Rowntree Village Trust was established in 1904 to manage the village and to promote experiments and reforms in housing management.

Port Sunlight, Liverpool

William Lever, whose soap empire owed much to the evangelical emphasis on cleanliness being next to godliness, also found his city factory inconvenient and unhealthy. In 1887 he bought 56-acres of land on the south side of the Mersey, called it Port Sunlight after one of his most famous brand names, and began production in a new factory there 2-years later. In 1888 he instructed an architect to begin drawing up plans for cottages, and by 1914 he had built 800 of them. Rather strangely, for a great industrialist he was nostalgic for the good old days of hand labour and tried to create the sort of happy and harmonious community, which he and others imagined to have existed in Merrie England. As well as providing canteens, swimming baths and a hospital Lever took great interest in his workers’ cultural welfare. He built an art gallery as a memorial to his wife, which he filled with a magnificent collection of paintings, and he engaged a musician to look after the musical life of the village. It was all, perhaps, too idyllic. As Ian Bradley points out:

For employees of Salts, Cadburys, Rowntree and Lever Brothers the firm was a provider not just of wages but of housing, health care, education, recreation and entertainment. In the evenings there were company-run night schools and debates, at weekends company-run concerts and dances to attend and company-owned allotments to till, and on bank holidays works outings to the seaside or the country.

Letchworth Garden City

Ebenezer Howard was a visionary who, in his book Garden Cities of Tomorrow, set out a plan for the re-housing of the British people in garden cities that would combine the best of both country and town living, but leaving behind the overcrowding, in sanitary housing, lack of open space, pollution and alienation of the industrial city.

He was adamant that this could be provided through private funding and was against the state taking any part. His supporters included some ‘plutocrats’, seriously rich aristocrats and industrialists who were prepared to invest money at a fixed rate of interest, leaving any surpluses made by the company to be paid out to the community. In this way, citizens would gradually buy out the investors so that the city would be owned by a community cooperative. This would then, using the freehold income from land, begin to provide local welfare services.

Letchworth was gradually built, but the company struggled financially and Howard’s ideas were only partly realised. In 1947 the Labour government passed a new Town and Country Planning Act that made all changes in land use subject to planning permission. The ‘planning gain’ that resulted from change of use would be taxed at 100 percent. However, when the Conservative government abolished the tax, speculators began to take an interest in Letchworth, and in 1961 a company called Hotel York bought a controlling portion of the original shares. With the prospect of their town being privatised from under them, residents supported a Private Parliamentary Member’s Bill that wrested back control to a Town Corporation.

Eventually, Howard’s faith was partly vindicated; in 1973 the company finally went into surplus, and now pays for local National Health Service patients to be treated free at a private hospital, as well s providing leisure and community centres. In 1995, another Act gave Letchworth the cooperative Howard had always wanted: a Heritage Foundation registered as an Industrial and Provident Society.
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