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I built 30 houses in London before 1962 but it was becoming really warfare… 
I found it harder and harder and I longed to get out.1

In 1962 the architect Walter Segal was faced with a dual dilemma. Having 
been born in Germany, and grown up in Switzerland, since the 1930’s Segal 
had lived and practised in Britain but felt he had been engaged in what he 
described as his ‘30-year war’ with the traditional processes of getting build-
ings built.2 This war involved clashes with the state-sponsored bureaucracies 
of planning and building control that Segal considered set unnecessarily 
constrictive rules on design, it involved struggles with the established system 
of contracting, that he felt separated the architect from direct contact with 
those who constructed his designs, and it involved frustrations with tradi-
tional masonry construction that relied on numerous trades and was inher-
ently slow. But Segal also faced an immediate problem. He was building a 
new home for his family in Highgate, in North London, and this required the 
demolition of the existing house on the site; he needed to provide accommo-
dation for his family during the building works. Segal did this by construct-
ing a temporary structure to the rear of the plot, later known as, ‘the little 
house in the garden’. 

While the main house was to be built in brick, as was much of the ar-
chitecture of his previous ‘30-year war’, this interim dwelling was of timber 
construction, notably using a simple structural frame, dimensioned to accom-
modate off-the-shelf standardised products. Segal established with this house 
a particular approach to building that he was eventually able to apply in a 
series of self-build houses on council owned land within the London Borough 
of Lewisham for which he is best known; the radical simplicity of his ap-
proach allowing unskilled residents to construct their own houses with their 
own hands. 

In doing so, he proposed new roles and relationships between architects, 
builders, and clients. Challenging the separation of design and construction, 
Segal proposed an approach to design wholly aligned with construction and, 
perhaps most significantly, re-oriented towards the building site.

But this achievement was only possible through the series of private 
house commissions completed in the decade between his own temporary 
house and the Lewisham projects, where these principles were developed and 
refined, always with a view towards a rigorous simplification of building pro-
cess that made construction accessible to all.3 Eventually, the client for one of 
these projects, the Hollands, suggested that they could construct their house 
themselves, and the potential of Segal’s approach became evident.
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the little house in the garden
I slithered into the discovery, shamefully late, that a market of mass-pro-
duced materials does exist, that, by and large, there are many materials that 
are dimensionally co-ordinated which you only have to buy and assemble.4 

Although conceived as a secondary structure to facilitate the new brick house, 
the timber building within the garden in Highgate proved pivotal in Walter 
Segal’s career. The ideas tested within this project certainly developed out of 
previous work, yet they also formed a distinct new trajectory in his oeuvre. A 
temporary planning permission had been given for the structure, and the funds 
for it were to come from the budget of the main house. Segal therefore sought 
to design as cheap a building as possible, one that was both quick to construct 
and demountable. Significantly, by preserving building elements in their original 
condition he hoped to recoup as much of the material costs as possible through 
re-sale of the disassembled parts once the building had served its purpose. 

While the proposed brick building was to be set towards the street, the 
temporary house was located at the far end of the sloping rear garden and, for 
just under two years, provided accommodation for Segal, his wife, and their 
children5 (Fig.1). The house was almost square in plan and very compact, meas-
uring just 715ft2 and with an internal height of only 7 foot. Distributed around 
the three sides of a central living room, such that minimal space was required 
for circulation, the master bedroom, three children’s bedrooms, a study, hall, 
W.C., bathroom, and kitchen, were all extremely small, with built-in storage 
units reducing the need for additional furniture. The tightness of the rooms was 
compensated in part by the generosity of the central space onto which they all 
opened (Fig. 2).

Arranged on a single floor, the house was raised above the surrounding 
ground on twenty supporting posts, cut to accommodate the varying slope of the 
back garden (Fig. 3). Remarkably, each post sat unfixed on a 2’ square concrete 
paving slab, which was simply laid into the ground on sand, with no foundations 
below; Segal’s careful calculations had proven that the building weighed enough 
to remain static, without any fixing to its site, but not enough to require any 
more than the most minimal of footings. The house was built with a lightweight 
timber frame, with slender 4”x2” posts supporting 6”x2” rafters and joists. With 
the joists sitting on top of the beams, and the roof structure lapping to the sides 
of the posts, the relationship of members within the structural system was very 
legible. There was minimal cross-bracing, and though some rigidity was provided 
at the connections, the structure reportedly had a fair bit of give.
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Fig. 1: Site Plan		
Fig. 2: Ground Floor 
Plan. Highgate 
temporary house.
	

Fig. 3: Highgate 
temporary house.
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Set within the frame, the external and internal walls, together with the roof, 
were all formed in woodwool slabs of 2’ widths and 2” thicknesses, and arranged in 
three lengths: 6’, 6’8” and 7’. In total 130 slabs were used in the house. These slabs 
were readily available from a number of suppliers at the time, with the ones used in 
the temporary house sourced from British Gypsum. They were factory-made using 
a mixture of cement and wood strands, and provided both strength and insulating 
properties, yet were light enough to be easily handled on site. On the roof, the 
woodwool was laid perpendicular to the rafters, in a grid of 4 x 13 slabs. An under-
lay of Sisalkraft building paper was loose-laid onto the slabs, with two layers of a bi-
tumen-based roofing felt bonded to this. Unfixed to the substrate, these layers were 
simply weighed down by a constant one and a half inches of water that covered the 
roof, together with a series of loose laid bricks. During the hot summer months, to 
counter evaporation, Segal would top up the water with a hose when needed. 

In general, the internal and external wall slabs ran vertically, a single wood-
wool slab equalling the building’s height. Windows were made with unframed 
single glazing sliding within tracks formed by aluminium angles, and when these 
occurred the slabs were laid horizontally beneath, with the heights of the apertures 
determined by the width of the slab. A slurry was applied to the external wall slabs, 
which were then clad on the outside with green mineral roofing felt. The inner face 
of these external walls was lined in hardboard, with the rough side of the boards 
facing into the room. 

Also, of 2” thick woodwool slabs, the internal walls were loosely lined with a 
wood chip paper that remained undecorated and both these and the external pan-
els were clamped in place with battens. These visible fixing battens to internal and 
external walls were to be a key and highly recognisable element of Segal’s timber 
architecture of the following twenty-five years, exemplifying the logic of his ap-
proach. The timber battens clamped the woodwool slabs, together with any linings, 
and were bolted tight; the fixity of the junction relying on pressure rather than 
nailing or screwing. While Segal recognised that nails would have been cheaper, 
this bolted detail, which resulted in no holes to the planar materials, was preferred 
as it allowed for the demounting and resale of materials.

Segal managed the construction works on site without a general contractor, 
co-ordinating work directly with the trades involved. Key amongst these was the 
timber work, and here Segal employed Fred Wade for both carpentry and joinery. 
Wade became a near constant in the domestic projects that followed, the under-
standing that developed between the two men clearly a factor in the process of 
gradual technical refinement through these houses. In addition to Wade, a drain-
layer, roofer, electrician, plumber, and glazier were all employed directly by Segal 
at Highgate.
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Access to the site was less than ideal, with materials having to be carried by 
hand through the basement of the existing main house and down the garden. 
This awkwardness revealed another benefit of the lightness of the timber frame, 
with the use of heavy masonry materials very limited, and the small house was 
quickly constructed in just ten weeks. 

The construction cost was remarkably low, including materials and labour, 
totalling just £854. As an indication of relative price, this was about 1/10 the cost 
per square foot of the brick build that followed. This was of course a primary 
aim of the building; to retain as much as possible of the overall budget for the 
construction of the main house. And it was achievable because Segal had a 
very keen sense of where the costs resided in a project, and from this, how an 
economy of means might best be considered and deployed. 

His first strategy to this effect was by not employing a main contractor. 
This omitted the costs of administration and contractor profit from the project 
budget, but it also meant there was no intermediary between architect and 
labour, which suited Segal’s aspiration for a closer, more direct involvement in 
construction. In relation to material costs, the savings were twofold. A number 
of low-cost materials were utilised in place of standard solutions, with atyp-
ical internal finishes particularly notable; the use of wood chip paper in lieu 
of wallpaper as an internal wall finish is a significant example of this. But the 
material costs were also reduced through a reduction in the quantities used: 
the slenderness of the frame required less timber than might otherwise be 
expected, but also created a building that was so light that traditional founda-
tions could be dispensed with. Perhaps most significant in reducing costs, the 
simplicity of the construction greatly reduced the work involved on site, with 
the construction of the temporary house requiring in Segal’s calculations a 
combined labour input of just 13 working weeks. 

Segal’s reductive approach to construction was neither didactic, nor aes-
thetically oriented. It entailed a reduction in the number of trades involved, a 
reduction in the number of operations involved by each trade, and finally, a 
reduction in the complexity of operation by each trade. Critically, Segal recog-
nised that a historical shift had occurred in the balance between material and 
labour costs. Using cheaper, and less material helped, but the most significant 
savings were achieved through re-thinking the operation of labour within the 
building process.

The Highgate temporary house shared a number of ideas with earlier 
projects. Segal had throughout his career been preoccupied with the subject 
of dwelling, carefully surveying, photographing, and studying house forms 
from Ibiza, Mallorca, and Egypt first hand, and, in his extensive study of 1948, 
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Home & Environment6, had produced a detailed analysis of low-rise housing 
typologies. Although his buildings prior to the temporary Highgate house were 
almost entirely masonry, there were notable exceptions. As an architectural stu-
dent in Switzerland he had studied under Hans Poelzig, and had been greatly 
influenced by the publication in 1930 of a small book on timber construction, 
Holzhausbau, by Konrad Wachsmann. Soon after finishing his studies, in 1932, 
he designed a summer house with a timber frame structure, La Casa Piccola, 
and in 1957, also in Switzerland, he built himself a timber ski house. Parallels 
between these projects and the later houses make clear his ready knowledge of 
timber construction. There were also precedents for his later understanding of 
standardisation. In the 1950s he designed a factory and warehouse in Hackney, 
London, for Premier Pickle, that was constructed in brick and concrete; the plan 
layout incorporated an administration block to the front, behind which open 
factory spaces allowed for the pickling and bottling. In a precursor to the later 
timber houses, the whole site plan was set out on a grid determined by the di-
mensions of standard woodwool slabs. 

Segal had also experimented with alternative contractual arrangements, 
notably in the small terrace of houses at Tasker Road in North London. This pro-
ject, which was built around the same time as the temporary house as a specula-
tive development, involved Segal acting as main contractor, and his wife, Moran 
Scott, as client. However, in the Highgate temporary house, these earlier ideas 
joined those of low-cost and demount-ability in a wholly coherent manner, es-
tablishing a set of principles that were developed and refined in the subsequent 
private commissions. From this point on, process fully aligned with product; the 
‘how’ of building seemingly equally important to Segal as the ‘what’.

the private houses
Although completed in 1963, the temporary house in Highgate was not pub-
lished until three years later when the project was extensively featured by the 
Architect’s Journal, where Segal was a regular contributor, and was much ad-
mired by the magazine’s editor, Colin Boyne (Fig. 4). In the same year several 
articles within the mainstream press brought the house to a wider public, all 
focussing on the project’s remarkably low cost. The coverage quickly led to a de-
mand for comparable homes from private clients, and over the next few years, 
and in particular from 1968-71, Segal completed a number of private houses in 
timber frame construction, all for extremely low budgets and completed within 
very short programmes.

First of these was the Donohue House, of 1968, located in Ballygarrett, 
Ireland (Fig.5). The project had much in common with Segal’s own house: it was 
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Fig. 4: Highgate temporary house.

Fig. 5: Donohue House, 
Ballygarrett, 1968. 

Fig. 6: The Tree House, 
Halstead, 1969.

Fig. 7: Vesey Holt Extension, 
‘Phantom Ranch’, 1970.

Fig. 8: The Wembley 
Playroom, 1970.
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single-storey and was very tightly planned. At just 630ft2, yet accommodating 
three bedrooms, it was also very small. Costing only a little more than the tem-
porary Highgate house, the project was constructed in a three-week period over 
the summer holidays by the owner working alongside a carpenter. The basis of 
the construction was very similar: a lightweight timber frame, raised above the 
ground, with the frame infilled with uncut woodwool slabs, and the external 
walls clad in the same green felt. However, several other details and finishes dif-
fered, notably the addition of plasterboard to the internal walls in lieu of hard-
board and building paper, although, in the same spirit, the plasterboard was left 
unpainted. And, while the horizontal roof plane was unbroken in the Highgate 
project, here, clerestorey glazing was introduced above, to light the centrally 
located bathroom.

The following year, a house at Halstead in Essex was built for the Colliers, 
named The Tree House by the client as the sloping site lay close to an orchard 
(Fig. 6). Once again, the Highgate template of a single storey lightweight tim-
ber frame with wood wool slab infill was utilised, but again with further varia-
tions. Like the house at Ballygarrett, internal walls and ceilings were finished in 
unpainted plasterboard, but by this stage alternatives to water were found to 
hold the loose laid roofing down, and, to satisfy building regulations, concrete 
foundations were cast below the paving slabs on which the frame sat. Differing 
from both the Highgate and Donohue houses, green felt used for the external 
wall cladding was replaced with enamelled asbestos sheets, in white and red. 
Planned and built with three bedrooms in a simple rectangular plan form, at 
1025ft2 the house was larger than the previous two buildings. Immediately fol-
lowing completion of building works, the client added a wing of 345ft2, contain-
ing an additional bedroom and study, and configured in a stepped arrangement 
that now wrapped around an existing tree, and allowed access to the roof. 
The ease with which the original house design was reconfigured and expanded 
demonstrated to Segal both the flexibility and extendibility of his approach.

Several projects were completed in 1970, each suggesting slight technical 
adjustment and incremental development. In North Chailey, East Sussex, a sub-
stantial extension was added to an existing single storey house, Phantom Ranch 
for the Vesey Holts (Fig. 7). The addition was almost self-contained, providing 
bedrooms, bathroom, study and living space, although no kitchen, and was 
built in 19 weeks, with the husband and wife occasionally helping with construc-
tion. Like the project at Halstead, it was externally clad in the enamel asbestos 
panels that became a standard component of the projects that followed. But a 
significant new development was here added to the architectural vocabulary, 
with the flat roof projecting beyond the walls, where previously it was flush, 
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Fig. 9: Leigh House, 
Yelling, 1970. 

Fig. 10: Cook House, 
Warrenorth, 1971

Fig. 11: Lomask House, 
Co.Cork, Ireland, 1971
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now providing both shading to the large areas of glazing, and some protection 
from rain to the opening windows. 

Also completed in 1970, the Wembley Playroom in North-West London, at 
just 324ft2, was the smallest of the Segal timber projects to date, a single space 
within a free-standing building supported on four posts (Fig. 8). Constructed by 
Fred Wade in just 3 weeks, the building utilised the Glasal asbestos panels both 
externally, in white, and, for the first time, as an internal finish, in red.

To this point, the building layouts were notable for their tight spatial plan-
ning, with the economic ratio of external wall to internal floor space very much 
in evidence, but with the Leigh House in Yelling, Cambridgeshire, completed in 
1970, Segal started working with looser plan configurations (Fig. 9). The house 
shared the construction methodology and appearance of the previous buildings 
but differed significantly in layout. Acoustic transmission was an issue in the ear-
lier houses, a consequence of the detailed design of the internal partitions that 
was exacerbated by the compactness of the house plans. At Yelling, to provide 
acoustic separation, the house was planned as two separate wings for bedrooms 
and living spaces. These wings were separated by an open, sheltered terrace, with 
a connecting hall and adjacent bathrooms providing access and an additional 
buffer to sound transmission. At 1204ft2 it was the largest house to date, and the 
loose layout, combined with the relative generosity in size, suggested a new level 
of spatial complexity.

A similar approach of providing acoustic separation through an extend-
ed plan layout was developed the following year at the Cook House, in North 
Common, East Sussex (Fig.10). The client here had seven children and wanted a 
larger house of around 1700ft2. While the main living accommodation was com-
pactly planned, noise reduction was achieved by laying the four bedrooms in a 
wing that extended away from the living spaces, resulting in a generous 76ft long 
building. In earlier projects the finish of the interiors resulted directly from the 
exposed construction, and had very much been to Segal’s designs, but here the cli-
ents intervened, and the children chose various wallpapers to their bedrooms that 
were then fitted between battens. 

While the Leigh and Cook houses experimented with how Segal’s method 
of construction might produce more complex plan arrangements, the Lomask 
House, in Ballycummisk, Ireland, constructed in 1971, explored sectional variation 
(Fig.11). Located on a sloping site overlooking the nearby bay, the project was 
still fundamentally single storey, but here, stepped levels differentiated three in-
ternal areas. Two level changes, at six steps each, allowed views from the master 
bedroom, at the top of the site, over the living space at the bottom, with the mid-
dle section slipped in plan to form a private terrace at the centre of the house.



49

Looking at this series of private commissions dating from 1968 to1971 
in relation to the Highgate house, Segal can be seen to have established the 
key construction principles in his own project, while the specific details were 
developed and further refined in the subsequent houses.7 To some extent this 
process of refinement related to transferring ideas from a temporary structure 
to permanent structures, and recognising the necessary changes that came 
from this shift, in both client expectation and regulatory context. The addition 
of small concrete footings as foundations, necessary to satisfy building regula-
tions for a permanent building, is a key example of this. Some changes in de-
tailing represented incremental improvements: lessons learned through each 
project, such as the change in wall cladding from green felt to enamel finished 
asbestos, the introduction of pebbles to the roofs in lieu of water and bricks, 
and the overhanging roof, rather than flush edge profile. But the projects also 
reveal Segal exploring the spatial opportunities nascent within the logic of his 
own house, such as his experiments with looser plan configurations and more 
complex sections. 

the rigorous simplification
of building process
Despite all the refinements and developments, a certain strategic logic of 
building was nevertheless established in the Highgate Temporary House that 
guided all the subsequent projects. The rationale of the temporary house was 
centred on the use of readily available, mass-produced, and dimensionally co-
ordinated materials. These off-the-shelf elements were employed with minimal 
on-site alteration and fitted with dry jointing into a timber post and beam 
structure that was dimensioned according to standard woodwool slabs and 
plywood sheets.  With the omission of wet trades, and the reduction in second-
ary alteration, the nature of on-site work was transformed towards a process 
of assembly. Key to the constructional logic of these buildings was the use of 
off-the-shelf materials that, although obtained from different sources, could 
be easily combined. In part Segal was benefitting from a level of dimensional 
coordination that already existed in industry, but he was also acting with preci-
sion in selecting specific materials for their dimensional compatibility. 

Here, Segal was not designing a system, or attempting to invent or stand-
ardise a production process. Nor was he was designing components or joints 
to be manufactured. Indeed, Segal’s approach suggested a critique of closed 
systems of prefabrication and standardisation. The idea of a fully considered 
integration of industrialisation within the construction process held a strong 



50

appeal to architects of the Modern Movement, such as Walter Gropius and 
Konrad Wachsmann.8 With an emphasis on the connection of components, 
jointing became key to these architects, and the design of joints often fet-
ishized. Adherents divided into those promoting a closed system, one fully in-
tegrated yet unable to connect with other systems, and those, like Segal, who 
pursued an open system able to accommodate components and materials from 
a variety of sources. The former type was also popular with the rival construc-
tion companies that dominated post-war building in Britain, each firm keen 
to exclude their competitors through the technical exclusivity of their system.9 
Segal, amongst others, recognised the limits of standardisation within closed 
systems, and his timber details allowed greater freedoms of choice. 

His strategy involved observing the coordination that already existed in 
industrial production and seeking to best utilise and combine these ready-
made building products within an accommodating framework.10 These mate-
rials were fitted into the timber post and beam structure with minimal on-site 
alteration, little change to their finish or appearance, and only using dry joint-
ing. With limited modification, the structural frame was able to be dimen-
sioned according to standard available materials, with the sizing of the wood 
wool slabs of particular significance (Fig.12). The panel-to-panel wall detail 
makes clear the overall constructional logic of Segal’s method: the wood wool 
came in 2’ by 2” slabs, so the internal and external walls are sized accordingly, 
and the panels are spaced 2” apart to allow cross walls. After linings are applied 
to either side, also minimally altered, timber battens are bolted tight, so the wall 
is held together without glue or screws, relying instead on pressure and friction. 
The detail thus suggests a dimensional arrangement, an elimination of unneces-
sary alterations, and a manner of connection that is both flexible and adaptable. 
And the detail also leads to a basic tartan grid, with 2’ and 2” spacing, later 
600mm and 50mm, on which all the house plans were based11 (Fig. 13). This grid 
and constructional logic, in turn, lead to house plans where the walls are drawn 
as a series of 2’ 2” slabs, and other elements, such as windows, doors or stairs are 
similarly co-ordinated. The logic continues through all the details; for instance, 
the doors largely fit into the grid, as 2’ single or 4’ double units, though the 
framing reduced these further, with 1’9” wide door blanks (535mm) used gener-
ally (Fig. 14). And, pursuing the logic of dry-fit, the roofing felt edge is clamped 
tight at the perimeter, but the membrane itself is neither bonded to the sub-
strate or screw-fixed or bonded at the edges, allowing free thermal movement. 

In parallel with the simplification of construction processes, Segal’s own 
working method undertook a process of simplification. In these private commis-
sions, he again managed the projects without a main contractor, working closely 
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Fig. 12: Wood wool 
building slabs ad-
vertisement, 1970. 

Fig. 13: Segal’s tar-
tan grid (Drawing 
by Jon Broome). 
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14

Fig. 14: Typical wall 
detail. (Drawing 
by Jon Broome). 

Fig. 15: Sequence 
of Erection and 
Assembly.

with a carpenter, often Wade, who did most of the works, and with electricians, 
plumbers and roofers contributing when needed. Apart from periods at the 
beginning and end of his career, he worked without architectural assistants. 
Reinforcing his independence, he also worked without structural engineers 
or quantity surveyors, doing all his own structural calculations and schedules 
of materials. 

By this time Segal had simplified the drawn and written information from 
which the architecture was constructed. Each house had a set of project-spe-
cific information. A4 freehand drawings showing the general arrangement of 
plan, section and elevation were produced for developing the layout with the 
client, and for the planning submission, while structural layouts, together with 
calculations, were produced for Building Regulations sign-off. A project-specific 
schedule of materials, with inset drawings clarifying information where neces-
sary, set out everything required for the job, and was organised in the order 
of the sequence of purchasing. But Segal had also developed a generic set of 
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details applicable to all the projects of this period. This comprised a twenty page 
‘Catalogue of Elements’, that presented standard details common to all projects, 
although as we have seen, this was in a continual state of development and im-
provement. An accompanying nine-page written document, ‘Sequence of Erection 
& Assembly’, described the process of construction step-by-step in as clear and 
simple a manner as possible (Fig. 15). The specific and generic information com-
bined to describe not only the configuration of the completed building, as is usu-
al in architectural drawings, but also how one should go about its construction.

novem
We started in our summer holidays. And then we moved in at the beginning of 
December, so it was pretty good going. Just weekends and evenings as well be-
cause we were working during the week. We used to finish work and go back 
to the site. We worked every hour under the sun, really.

Muriel Holland12 

We gained in the rapid construction. We gained a house of our own choosing, 
or our own design in many respects – and this at a price we could afford. We 
lost a lot of sleep. It was often very tiring.

Michael Holland13

Eventually, and perhaps inevitably, one of Segal’s clients told him that they 
wanted to take on their project’s construction themselves. The clients were a 
pair of young teachers in their twenties, Muriel and Michael Holland, who had 
seen a Segal house published in the mainstream press. Observing the remark-
able simplicity of the building process evident in the earlier houses, they were 
confident they could construct themselves, significantly saving on their costs. 
The house that they went on to build in the small village of Bromeswell, Suffolk, 
was both typical of the Segal-designed houses of this period and a culmination 
of the process of design refinement to this date. Being the ninth timber frame 
building that Segal had completed since his own Highgate temporary house, the 
Hollands named the house in Latin, Novem.

Together with friends, Ricky and Erna Asker, they bought, and divided a 
plot that had been granted outline planning permission in 1969 for two single 
storey houses. The layout set the building back from the road, at the upper level 
of its sloping site, giving far views over the surrounding East Anglian country-
side. A garage was constructed at the lower level, with an adjacent external 
stair leading up to the house’s front door. Seeking to minimise circulation, the 



55

16

17

Fig. 16: Ground Floor 
Plan, Novem, 1971.

Fig. 17: Perspective, 
Novem, 1971.
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main living accommodation was compactly planned by Segal, with the hall, 
kitchen, dining room and living room all directly connected in a looped ar-
rangement. To one side, two bedrooms formed a staggered L-shape, acous-
tically separated by the bathroom block, and with the master bedroom and 
living space both opening onto a South-West facing external terrace. (Figs. 
16, 17) As with his previous clients, Segal involved the Hollands closely in the 
design process and encouraged their decision-making, including the layout, 
cladding colours and ironmongery. 

The Hollands had bought the site in early 1971, and Segal worked dur-
ing March and April of that year on the design, sending twelve different 
plan arrangements for their consideration, all within the same tartan grid. 
As well as involvement in the design, however, the Hollands were also keen 
to be involved in the construction work. Michael, 26 years old, had already 
renovated a house in nearby Woodbridge, learning various building skills as 
he went, and now, he and Muriel, just 22 years old, took on the job of con-
structing their own house from scratch. They employed various trades during 
the works: a bricklayer who built the septic tank at the bottom of the garden, 
two carpenters who, with Michael’s assistance, constructed the frame in two 
days, the roofers who laid the membrane and the pebbles that held it down, 
and a jobbing carpenter, Maxi, who undertook miscellaneous works to speed 
progress. They also had help from friends and colleagues as they progressed. 
Nevertheless, the Hollands undertook the vast majority of the construction 
work on site, in their free time, during the summer holidays, in evenings and 
weekends, and all the while still teaching in the local school. In this endeav-
our they were encouraged by Segal, who assured them that once they had 
worked their way through the drawings, calculations and schedules, they 
would find, ‘it is really very simple.’ Indeed, Segal later remarked on their en-
deavour: ‘with their enthusiasm and motivation there was no trouble and no 
difficulty, and it succeeded quite astonishingly’.14 

Their house was planned to Segal’s standard 2’ 2” tartan grid, with 3’ 
deep concrete pad foundations that the Hollands dug and poured togeth-
er, with the architect insisting on demanding tolerances for the setting out, 
such that the frame above was absolutely central to each pad (Fig. 18). The 
posts and beams of the slender timber frame were set on paving slabs cap-
ping the foundations, the end grain of the posts protected from moisture by 
a separating strip of lead, and these slabs continued around the perimeter 
of the building, providing a dry work surface (Fig. 19). The structural frame 
extended in part around the boarded terrace, giving a sense of enclosure and 
reinforcing a reading of this external space as an integral part of the house. 
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Fig. 18: Foundations 
Plan, Novem, 1971.	

Fig. 19: Floor Plan / Grid 
layout, Novem, 1971.

Fig. 20: Sections, 
Novem, 1971.	
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While the roof profile is generally flush, to the West-facing elevations it pro-
jects forward to provide shading. This detail, combined with a small cantilever 
to the frame, gives a distinctive forward-leaning section to the front façade 
of the house (Fig. 20).

Working in the dry summer weather, two carpenters recommended by 
Segal spent two days working with Michael Holland erecting the structural 
timber frame.15 This was of pine and remained unpainted, but the battens 
that rhythmically enclosed the house, securing in place the woodwool slabs 
and external and internal cladding, were, together with the fascia boards, all 
painted white by Muriel Holland. Working in parallel with the frame assem-
bly, and later wall construction, she prepared the fascia and battens prior to 
assembly. Supplied in 4’ x 8’ sizes by the manufacturer Eternit, standardised, 
and mass-produced Glasal panels clad the external walls, as well as those of 
the bathroom. These were chosen in a grey-green colour that, together with 
the painted battens and unpainted frame, gave a highly articulated, and 
somewhat abstract reading to the external elevations. 

The opening windows were formed as horizontally sliding sashes with 
¾” aluminium angles, the elegant and simple solution designed by Segal for 
his own Highgate house. While good at providing ventilation, they were not 
effective at keeping draughts out, and were one of the factors that led to 
this, along with Segal’s other timber-framed houses, being particularly cold in 
the winter months. . Three electric storage heaters provided warmth of a sort, 
but were used sparingly to save money, Muriel Holland noting that she later 
discovered her mother-in-law never visited between October and Easter, for 
fear of the house’s cold.16

Internally, the painted battens fixed plasterboard panels to the walls 
and ceilings, while timber floorboards were generally in softwood, but with 
oak boards used in the living room and hall. Sized to fit within the structur-
al grid, the internal doors were generally the standard 1’9” width (535mm), 
with battens screwed either side to support them. The W.C. and bathroom 
backed onto each other and, as they were located centrally within the plan, 
were naturally lit via clerestory glazing above. The Hollands completed all 
the sanitaryware installation here, and as external grade Glasal panels, this 
time in Marine Blue, were used to line the bathroom, no tiling was installed; 
excluding foundations, the house altogether comprised of dry construction. 
With the house lifted above the ground, the void below provided space for 
the frame’s cross bracing, as well as ease of access to the plumbing and elec-
tricity which ran beneath the flooring. While facilitating ease of construction, 
this void certainly contributed to the house’s internal environment’s coldness 
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but was appreciated by the Hollands as useful storage space. The two spent 
Christmas 1971 in Novem, having bought the site in the Spring of that year; it 
had certainly been fast progress. Muriel’s parents visited for the festive break, 
and the Hollands put-up makeshift curtains to provide privacy to the bed-
room’s sizeable windows. 

The following year, with their neighbours house also now completed, 
the sloped access route to the higher level was no longer required, and the 
two households built a pair of adjacent garages in its place, to serve the 
two houses. As their neighbour wished to build a garage of block construc-
tion they required a concrete raft foundation, while Segal had designed a 
timber frame garage for the Hollands, to match the house, with woodwool 
slabs to walls and roof. There was no sense in the two garages having differ-
ing foundations, and so this led to the slightly anachronistic solution of the 
Hollands constructing here a Segal-designed timber frame garage on a four-
inch concrete slab.

House and garage as originally designed were now complete. Novem 
had been built by the Hollands in 1971 in preparation for starting a family 
and in 1974, as their family grew (eventually the pair had three children be-
tween 1973 and 1977), they added an extension that housed an additional 
two bedrooms, in what could now be read in plan as a children’s wing. 

Once more, Segal provided the drawings, calculations, and schedules 
for construction. This time, the Hollands were able to construct the frame 
without Segal’s carpenters, and only brought in outside help for the roofing 
membrane, and some assistance again from Maxi. The adaptability of the 
construction methodology allowed the couple to simply dismount the end 
wall of the existing house and add the new structure and cladding in place; 
the extension appearing as if it had always been there. The Hollands contin-
ued living at the property until 1978 when Michael was offered a headship 
at a school in Hampshire, and the family left behind the house they had built 
with their own hands. 

Clients had previously worked alongside skilled trades in Segal’s projects, 
such as at the Donohue House, but here, for the first time, they undertook 
the larger part of the works, employing trades and labour only when ab-
solutely required. The Highgate house had been designed with low-cost as 
the primary concern, and to achieve this Segal had simplified. Interestingly, 
the private houses that followed didn’t work towards reducing the expense 
of construction any further, as this aspect of building had already been re-
solved to the architect’s satisfaction, and all these projects were constructed 
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at very low cost. Instead, these projects transferred the ideas explored in 
a temporary structure to suitability in a permanent form. In addition, and 
without losing the essential qualities of the earlier house, the details were 
continually refined. 

The simplicity of process that these projects revealed allowed Segal’s 
clients to become more involved in both designing and building their own 
homes. In this respect, the house built by Muriel and Michael Holland can 
be seen as the end point in this line of design enquiry, the culmination in a 
search for integration of design and realisation. Bringing the roles of archi-
tect, client and builder into a closer relationship thereby suggested a rejec-
tion of, and reaction against, the predominant culture that distances project 
phases and project roles.

Half a century after its construction, while a number of the Segal’s other 
private houses of the era have since been demolished, the house still stands, 
and is indeed still in the same ownership following the Hollands’ sale. But 
it has been significantly altered over the years, for reasons that must have 
seemed sensible to the owners at the time, and now bears little resemblance 
to the original structure.

lewisham self-builds		
We were constantly surprised, doing things we’d never dreamt of before. By 
now we were pretty much all working on our own houses, but the friendship 
and mutual support of the group had been invaluable.17

As his private clients took on ever greater personal responsibility for the con-
struction work, culminating with the house the Hollands built for themselves, 
Segal saw the wider potential of his approach for self-build, and was keen to 
apply this to social housing schemes. During the early 1970s he worked on a 
number of community self-build schemes, but to his great frustration, these 
failed to materialise. Eventually however, in 1975, and through their mutu-
al connection with Colin Ward, Segal met the Deputy Borough Architect at 
Lewisham Council, Brian Richardson. Keen to involve Segal in the Council’s 
housing projects, Richardson introduced him to various councillors including 
Nicolas Taylor, the Chair of Lewisham Council Planning Committee at the 
time. Taylor involved Ron Pepper, then chairman of the Housing Committee, 
and encouraged Richardson to produce a report for this Committee, recom-
mending Segal’s approach. The councillors and housing officials were taken 
to visit one of Segal’s completed private houses, where the client, having un-
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Fig. 21:  Walter’s Way, 
Client layout drawing.	

Fig. 22: Lewisham Self-
Build Evening Classes. 

Fig. 23:  Walter’s 
Way, Site Works. 

Fig. 24: Walter’s Way, 
Raising the frames.	
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dertaken much of the construction work themselves, enthused about Segal’s 
method. On the basis of the report and visit, the committee voted in March 
1976 to proceed with the architect’s appointment, as well as with the selec-
tion of sites and self-builders. 

The initial opportunity for the first phase of projects was advertised in the 
local council newspaper, Outlook, with an invitation for people on the council’s 
waiting list, and these self-builders were selected by random ballot following 
a public meeting in 1976, at which Segal presented his design approach. The 
project progressed on the basis that the council was to provide the land, cen-
tral government the money for materials, and the self-builders the labour. On 
completion, the houses would be sold within a shared ownership arrangement, 
where the self-builders owned 50% through a council-backed mortgage, and 
50% was to be paid as rent to the council. Four sites were selected within the 
borough for fourteen houses; all the sites were deemed unsuitable for stand-
ard housing solutions. In Bromley a small site was carved from an existing villa’s 
garden. This site allowed two houses, a single-storey, and a two-storey, that 
was the first of the self-builds to be completed, by Ken Atkins, who went on 
to provide much advice and support to later Lewisham self-builders. Two sites 
close together in Sydenham accommodated five houses, including a narrow, 
steeply sloping infill site with paired, two-storey houses. The largest site was in 
Forest Hill, in what was later to become Segal Close. Here, seven single-storey 
houses shared a communal parking area to the front of the site, allowing the 
houses to be accessed from a pedestrian lane. Despite the rush of shared en-
thusiasm at the beginning of the project in 1976, it was not until March 1979 
that construction of the first phase finally started. Delays in financial admin-
istration and building control resulted from an unfamiliarity, on the part of 
central government and the various council departments involved, with both 
the form of contract required for self-build, and the method of construction. 
Securing planning permission took five months, in part delayed from the usual 
timeline by the planning department’s requirement for drawings additional to 
those initially submitted by Segal.

Segal was joined for the Lewisham projects by Jon Broome, who became 
his assistant throughout the works, and who also took on one of the Phase 1 
sites in Segal Close, as a self-builder.18 Segal and Broome worked closely with the 
self-builders, suggesting multiple layout options, but also encouraging their in-
volvement in the designs (Fig. 21). It appears that while Segal was adamant that 
the builders could not change certain key details, or the fixed central core in the 
case of the phase 2 houses, he saw the broader configuration as very open. In 
both phases, every house was detached, allowing the self-builders to construct 
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their homes at their own speeds, independent of their neighbours. The plans 
were typical of the previous private commissions and built on the many refine-
ments developed through them: they were small and very efficiently planned, 
with staggered layouts on the single storey houses to allow separation of living 
and sleeping areas. There was, however, much diversity of house types within 
the 14 units of this first phase, and when, following completion, a second phase 
for 13 two-storey houses was developed nearby in Honor Oak Park, in what was 
to become Walter’s Way, a different approach was employed. In contrast to the 
variety of types in the first phase - 8 house types between 14 houses – here, the 
strategy was to have a standardised size, frame, and core, with a variety of lay-
outs within the constraint of a two-storey, 80m2 plan structure.

The construction methodology of the Lewisham houses was close to that of 
their privately commissioned forerunners: the layout of timber frame and foun-
dations determined by the tartan grid of 600mm and 50 mm, that in turn was 
determined by the regular layout of the dimensionally coordinated woodwool 
slabs. Elevations were generated by a combination of the grid dimensions of the 
frame, the batten cover detail, and the particular layout of rooms, the facades a 
seemingly self-evident result of the construction logic and plan configuration. As 
before, the cover batten detail determined the distinctive visual appearance of 
the houses, both inside and out. 

Drawn and written information followed the pattern established with the 
private houses, and was very much oriented towards clear, sequential on-site 
instruction. Segal and Broome also gave classes for the self-builders at the local 
Adult Evening Institute, teaching basic skills and the use of the small power tools 
that would be needed (Fig. 22). These were not general lessons in building skills, 
which, by necessity would have been much more involved, but were focussed on 
the essentials required for this fundamentally simple method of construction.

In addition, the self-builders met regularly at local pubs and community 
centres in the evenings, working independently on their own houses, but also 
collaborating for the many shared organisational requirements. During this pro-
cess the group was formalised as the Lewisham Self-Build Housing Association. In 
contrast to many contemporary self-build programmes, which centred on male 
workers working together to produce houses sequentially, in Lewisham all mem-
bers of families were encouraged to be involved, and each family constructed 
their own house in parallel (Fig. 23). Communal works, such as the laying drain 
runs and raising frames, comprised a smaller part of the works, and were under-
taken on an ad hoc basis, in the spirit of unforced cooperation (Fig. 24). With the 
exception of the roofing contractors, brought in at Segal’s insistence to lay the 
roof felt, all works were undertaken by the self-builders. Combining construction 



64

with their working lives, and therefore building during evenings, weekends, and 
holidays, it was perhaps inevitable that they took very different lengths of time to 
complete their homes. 

After the frames were erected, and stabilised with joists and beams, the roofs 
were constructed, providing the self-builders with a covered space for working 
and storage for the remainder of the build. Much of the material, such as the 
woodwool slabs and the Glasal external cladding sheets, was bulk bought to-
gether. Segal’s approach was predicated on assembling materials in their market 
sizes, and, as such, had a certain vulnerability to changes in the market. During 
the phase 2 construction process, for instance, the building suppliers notified the 
self-builders that British Gypsum had changed the dimensions of its standard boards. 
With a construction methodology founded on the reduction of site alteration of 
materials, variations of this type were clearly problematic. However, by and large, 
there was tolerance provided within the construction logic that could accommodate 
some degree of variation; the key junction between woodwool slabs and the timber 
battens was indicative of this, allowing a degree of possible overlap and tolerance in 
the lining materials. 

Twenty-seven houses were constructed in total within the two phases. Many 
self-builders were able to obtain homes they would not otherwise have had access 
to, and, despite the delays, frustrations, and the hard, physical work, those in-
volved seem to have found it a profoundly rewarding experience. In the years that 
followed, the adaptability of the construction allowed the inhabitants to alter the 
internal arrangements and make external additions, ensuring the houses remained 
well-suited to their changing lives. 

Over thirty-five years after their completion, few of the houses in Lewisham 
are now inhabited by the original self-builders. As the council shares and freeholds 
were bought out, and self-builders moved on, the buildings have gradually en-
tered the mainstream housing market of purchase and sale. The sense of dwellings 
distinguished by being both designed and built by their inhabitants has become 
residual. Yet the communities formed are very evidently vibrant and friendly, 
and their urban character remains distinctly atypical of London, reminiscent of 
a country lane in the case of Segal Close, and a steeply sited Alpine village at 
Walter’s Way. 

Photographs of the projects when the residents first moved in suggest a 
strong visual coherence, but as the alterations and additions have accumulated 
over the years, the buildings now look less and less alike. A few, such as the 
elegant house built by Jon Broome in Segal Close, are carefully preserved as 
architectural artefacts (Fig. 25), but the majority have embraced an anarchic 
spirit of design freedom and are increasingly divergent in appearance (Fig. 26). 



65

25

26

Fig. 26:  Jon Broome’s 
House at Segal Close. 
	

Fig. 25: ‘Walter’s Way’. 

Since their completion, the Lewisham projects have been much lauded within 
the architectural community as alternative housing models, regularly featured 
in news articles, and visited by students and practitioners. Yet, while Segal 
and his supporters in Lewisham Council never saw self-build as the sole solu-
tion to the nation’s housing problems, there was undoubtedly hope that the 
projects might become models for a shift away from the dominance of market 
or council-led large-scale provision. Ever-increasing land values in the UK, to-
gether with changes in local government financing and the broader political 
climate, suggest any such shift seems less and less likely, and the houses remain 
an exception. 

design of construction
The most impressive thing about Walter Segal was not his wonderfully sim-
ple and logical building system. It was the way that, step by step in the last 
30 years of his practice, he moved to a position which blurs the distinction 
between architect, builder and client. They aren’t at the three corners of a 
triangular relationship, but are all mixed up in the middle of the adventure 
of building.19

Segal’s views on the use and role of drawings developed radically during his 
career. His early drawings, evidenced particularly in the illustrations of Home & 
Environment in the 1940s, reveal an accomplished draughtsman.20 In this text, 
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studies of plan typologies are accompanied throughout by precise line-drawn per-
spectives of both the interiors and exteriors of his proposals, and the drawings re-
veal the focus of the book: the nature of home as seen by the occupant. While the 
viewpoint is significant, so too is the careful composition and delicate line work 
by the author; they reveal a concern with the aesthetics of drawing. 

As Segal’s post-war career developed from design speculation towards pro-
duction, his drawings’ inevitable focus became the communication of construction 
information. Throughout the period of masonry building, this communication 
tended towards large drawing sheets, where as much information could be placed 
on a single page as possible, often resulting in projects that were encapsulated 
in a single sheet. Whilst compact, the information was dense and the sheets un-
wieldy. With the shift to timber-framed construction, and the search for simpler 
models of practice, Segal’s drawings reduced in size. Project information now 
comprised drawings as layout and detail, with illustrated schedules, all at A4 
format. The aim was for the drawings to provide the most legible and effective 
communication to build from, and the reduced size allowed ease of use on site; 
carpenter, clients and self-builders could easily fit the paperwork in files to take to 
and from site. 

In earlier stages of the process, before construction, Segal encouraged the 
clients of his timber-framed projects to be involved in design decisions as much 
as possible. Forever seeking to impart greater autonomy, Lewisham self-builders 
were encouraged to draw their house plans themselves: Segal and his assistant 
Jon Broome, having explained the opportunities and limitations of the structural 
system, would provide the self-builders with gridded paper to establish their own 
layouts. 

Segal’s drawing style also became increasingly direct, communicating only 
that which was absolutely necessary, so as not to obfuscate, or confuse the pro-
cess, and were now all produced free-hand over gridded underlays, allowing him 
to work faster. As the drawings became more and more oriented towards the act 
of building, the task of persuasion, sometimes necessary through architectural 
representation, became increasingly irrelevant to him. 

Notably, his drawings submitted to the Lewisham planning department for 
permissions, lacking a full set of drawn elevations, were deemed inadequate, 
and eventually had to be supplemented by a series of detailed elevations by 
Jon Broome, and perspectives produced by the assistant borough architect, Brian 
Richardson. Perhaps the inevitable end result of this process of stripping away was 
that eventually the construction drawings were virtually dispensed with; while the 
first self-builders worked from Segal’s information, later ones increasingly learned 
on site directly from their neighbours’ experiences, through word of mouth.21
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Despite his earlier accomplishment, in later life he claimed to dislike 
drawing, and in contrast to the polished quality of his earlier drawings, 
those of his later career appear starkly bare.  At this late stage of his ca-
reer, Segal appears then to have developed an ambiguous relationship with 
drawing, but this also extended towards his attitude to authorship. Having 
produced the generic details and base tartan grids, the individual houses re-
quired less and less of their own drawings, specific to each building. Instead, 
these projects could almost rely on a combination of the clients’ input on 
layout, through their sketch drawings, together with Segal’s standard draw-
ings, details, and schedules. Keen to give clients a sense of ownership of 
their projects, he was clearly unconcerned with his sole authorship of the 
buildings. Yet he was by no means relinquishing design authorship. Instead, 
Segal can be seen as author of a construction methodology, and a way of 
thinking that represented a particular approach to building, with each pro-
ject an opportunity for refinement and development. And this overarching 
authorship allowed a generosity to the authorship of the individual build-
ings, each sitting as they did beneath a broad umbrella of his design think-
ing; rather than a designer of the specific buildings, he became a designer 
of the wider process.

Segal’s strategies of design and practice thereby suggest an alterna-
tive role for the architect.22 He saw the buildings as not of his own making. 
Largely working without assistants or consultants, his support for others and 
his precise design advice were his key contributions. The independence and 
freedom that Segal sought in his own working methodologies, was repre-
sentative of the way he assisted others to control their own circumstances. 
In his model of practice, the architect might support and assist in both pro-
ject design and building construction, the architect operating as enabler. 
And so, while Alberti famously suggested that ‘the carpenter is but an in-
strument in the hands of an architect’, cementing in theory the separation 
of design and execution, in Segal’s model of enabling his clients to build 
their own timber houses, this might instead be turned on its head, and rath-
er read, ‘The architect is but an instrument in the hands of the carpenter’.23

Segal’s journey from the Highgate temporary house, via the house for 
Muriel and Michael Holland, to the Lewisham housing projects resulted then 
in a template for future self-builders: a readily accessible construction meth-
odology that allowed them a significantly greater degree of autonomy. This 
was evident in the broad sense of allowing self-builders to become produc-
ers rather than consumers, and in the sense of seeking the demystification 
of construction as a form of empowerment. 
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But it also addressed and challenged much broader issues associated 
with the production of architecture. Over the course of his career, construc-
tion had become increasingly central to Segal’s designs, particularly to the 
later, timber-frame works. His architecture was not a representation of an 
external idea, and Segal believed there was no need for expressiveness in his 
work. Instead, his architecture represented an index of its construction, with 
the artefact fully aligning with the process. He delighted in a down-to-earth 
proximity of architecture to building, and, as such, the later works emerge 
out of both a hard-won understanding of the building site, and an engage-
ment with the inherent dynamism of site works. Eventually, the building site, 
with its rewards and frustrations, became the focus of the projects. 

But the projects were also essentially dependent on works off-site. 
Segal’s dramatic shift away from masonry building, following the construction 
of his own ‘Little House in the Garden’, represented a critique of traditional 
construction, a reaction to the slow and inherently cumbersome nature of the 
wet trades, and an embrace of a lighter way of working. And his achievement 
of extraordinarily low-cost building in his own house was predicated on an 
understanding of materials and labour costs: less labour and less skill were 
required in the construction of the house as a result of its construction logic 
and use of standardised, industrially produced materials and products. Segal’s 
subsequent prioritisation of readymade materials and components, requiring 
little or no secondary adjustment, was, strictly speaking, distinct from pre-
fabrication, but nevertheless, suggested that while site works were central 
to his thinking, an understanding of off-site processes was also integral. At 
this point, his designs might be considered as much assembled as built. Segal’s 
was therefore an architecture of construction, closely identified with the 
practicalities of building, and encapsulating the logic of production. Yet his 
approach was not fully aligned with either works on site, or works off-site, 
with either craft or industrialisation. The use of hand power-tools on Segal 
building sites, used to fit purchased product to crafted carpentry, reveals this 
between-condition perfectly. 

Prior to the impact of industrialisation, traditional craft construction was 
predicated on plentiful skilled labour and the accumulated knowledge there-
in.24 From the nineteenth century introduction of new materials and produc-
tion processes, through to their ideological adoption within the twentieth 
century, the process of industrialisation was utterly transformative of this skill 
basis. Machine production within the factory system reduced the requirement 
for skilled labour, temporarily creating surplus labour and cheapening its val-
ue, but in the process also reducing the subsequent development of skills. 
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Resultant shifts in the construction industry, while never uniform in effect, 
were nevertheless fundamental, resulting primarily in a circular logic whereby the 
increasing prevalence of factory-produced elements resulted in decreasing use 
of traditional skills, which in turn resulted in skill shortages, and a presumption 
of the need for a further increase in utilisation of proprietary products produced 
in factory environments. While the shift clearly favoured the capitalist model 
of production, it was also heralded by the predominant modernist thinking. 
Architectural evangelists of machine production contemporary to Segal, such as 
Konrad Wachsmann, were thus able to declare, 

The principle of industrialization requires that production be transferred from 
the building site and the workbench to the factory [...] Building becomes assem-
bly, a process which is essentially different from all previous methods of con-
struction and is conditioned by industrialization alone.25 

Generally associated with a process of de-skilling, and the subsequent alienation 
of builders, a cultural consequence of industrialisation, was also the general invisi-
bility of labour and the building site in histories of modern architecture. This invis-
ibility is one with which writers such as Sergio Ferro have suggested architects are, 
indeed, wholly complicit.26 But these processes also pushed architects away from 
building sites and away from direct contact with labour.

Segal’s architecture recognised this historic shift away from craft construction 
and utilised the logic of standardisation. In particular, Segal’s ideas on economy, 
or economy of means, took advantage of the changes in relative costs following 
industrialisation, as material costs decreased, and labour costs increased. But in his 
methodology, he seemingly challenges the alienation associated with the passage 
from craft to factory. He succeeds in utilising the standardisation resultant from 
industrialisation to create proximity to building site processes and to builders, in 
place of distance. As such, an understanding of skills is fundamental to his work: 
he accepted the broader, historic loss of craft skill as a given, yet within this con-
text endeavoured to allow a wider uptake and development of building skills, 
democratising building construction as something available to everyone. 

Segal’s methodology combined simple site works with simple assembly 
of ready-made components, suggesting a new way of thinking about building 
process. His simplification of process led in turn to a closer relationship between 
design and construction. The design, far from being an abstract precursor, de-
tached in thinking and personnel from a later act of construction, became en-
meshed with it, and in this way, Segal developed a design not for production, 
but of production.27
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In turn, Segal’s alternative model of a reconfigured construction process 
provided a critique of established roles within the production of buildings; a 
suggestion that there might be alternative ways for how architects, builders 
and clients might operate and relate to each other. Here then, the division of 
labour was directly challenged, and separated design confronted. Designer 
and builder were no longer seen to be on opposing sides of conception and 
realisation. And so, while Segal’s buildings, and the Lewisham projects in 
particular, are heralded for pioneering self-build, perhaps their broader rel-
evance is in the manner in which ,through them, Segal challenged the sepa-
ration between conception and execution. Present in embryonic form in his 
own temporary house, and fully realised years later in the Lewisham projects, 
this provocation hinged on the moment that Muriel and Michael Holland sug-
gested to Walter Segal that they might take on the construction work of their 
new house in 1971.
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Yorkshire. Completed in 1972. 
The bracing was brought into 
the house and incorporated 
between floor to ceiling within 
one of the internal walls, rather 
than beneath the floor beams. 
This change brought greater 
stability, but also altered the 
way the frames operated in 
plan. With the bracing beneath 
the floor level, the open frame 
offered unlimited flexibility for 
internal planning and a high 
degree of future adaptability. 
With the bracing now above, 
the design phase fixed a single 
internal wall encompassing the 
cross-bracing within the open 
frame of posts, and this wall be-
came a permanent fixture with-
in the layout, around which fu-
ture alterations could be made. 
- Birch House, Barnet, London. 
Completed in 1977. This was 
a two-storey house with a 
pitched roof. - Green House, 
Bedfordshire. Completed in 
1979-80. This was a two-storey 
house. - Romilly, Herefordshire.  
Completed in 1980. The clients 
here were Brian & Maureen 
Richardson, Brian having 
been deeply involved in the 
Lewisham self-build projects 
in his role at the council.

Gilbert Herbert, The Dream 
of the Factory-Made House: 
Walter Gropius and Konrad 

8

The house remained on site 
until 2016, when it was dis-
mantled by the then owners.

Walter Segal, Home & 
Environment (London: 
Leonard Hill, 1948), p.64.

Further private houses de-
signed by Segal after 1971 
that also contributed to the 
process of design refinement: 
- Children’s Home, Singleton, 
West Sussex. Completed in 
1972. This project had canti-
levering rooms beyond the 
frame. The building provided 
accommodation for children 
and staff in a T-shaped plan, 
and the site sloped, with 
the entrance placed at the 
higher end, and the living 
spaces at the lower, opening 
onto a large terrace raised 
high above the ground, and 
enjoying views towards the 
South Downs. The four bed-
rooms and living room that 
were arranged along the long 
elevation all extended over 
four feet beyond the last line 
of posts. As the cantilever 
beams were continuous from 
the adjacent structural bay, 
their extension limited bend-
ing in the timbers, allowing 
greater material efficiency. 
- Godfrey house and sur-
gery/studio, Clifford, West 
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Wachsmann (Cambridge, 
Mass: MIT Press, 1984), p.7.

Finnimore’s study of system 
building identifies the way re-
search and development archi-
tects during this period could 
only initiate development 
where manufacturers stood to 
profit, yet for reasons of com-
petitive advantage these com-
mercial sponsor’s ‘instinct was 
to design systems in which only 
their components could be 
used.’ Brian Finnimore, Houses 
from the Factory: System 
Building and the Welfare 
State 1942-74 (London: Rivers 
Oram Press, 1989), p.148.

Christine Wall makes clear 
that this degree of modular 
co-ordination in part resulted 
from both concerted indus-
try effort and government 
policy. In particular, she 
highlights the role played by 
the post-war school build-
ing programme, and notes 
that, ‘from 1963 onwards, a 
series of design guides on di-
mensional co-ordination for 
industrialised house building 
had been published by the 
MHLG (Ministry of Housing 
and Local Government).’ 
Christine Wall, An Architecture 
of Parts: Architects, Building 
Workers and Industrialization 

in Britain 1940-1970 (London: 
Routledge, 2013), p.147.

Around this time, Great 
Britain switched from impe-
rial to metric measurements. 
Metrication in construction 
lasted from around 1969-75, 
and Building Regulations were 
amended to accommodate 
the change in 1972. Segal’s 
drawings over this period can 
be seen to switch accordingly.

Muriel Holland, in con-
versation with the au-
thor, 30 August 2023.

Michael Holland, as recount-
ed in, John McKean, ‘A 
certain basic satisfaction in 
building a shelter for one-
self’ in Architects’ Journal (3 
September 1975), p.458.

Learning from The Self-
Builders / Walter Segal, pro-
duced by Monica Pidgeon 
(London: Pidgeon Audio 
Visual Library, Dec 1983).

In Segal’s later telling, after 
observing the two carpenters 
work on the first day of the 
job, the client called Segal 
and said the men weren’t 
required and that they them-
selves would complete the 
works. However, this seems 
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to have been something of 
an exaggeration on his part, 
and Muriel Holland recounted 
that the carpenters did in fact 
complete the frame. A TV pro-
gramme was broadcast soon 
after completion, focussing 
on the house and included in-
terviews with the Hollands. In 
this Michael Holland suggests 
that the carpenters complet-
ed the erection of the frame 
in the first two days. ‘Science 
Session’, BBC School, 1972.

Muriel Holland, in con-
versation with the au-
thor, 30 August 2023.

As narrated by a Phase 1 
Lewisham self-builder for 
Open Door, ‘The House 
that Mum and Dad Built 
(You can do it too!)’ aired 
10 April 10, 1982, BBC.

Jon Broome went on to estab-
lish the architectural practice, 
Architype, and has written 
extensively on Walter Segal, 
including the following texts: 
‘AJ Special Issue: The Segal 
Method’ Architects’ Journal, 
5 November 1986, and Jon 
Broome and Brian Richardson, 
The Self-Build Book: How to 
Enjoy Designing and Building 
Your Own Home (Dartington: 
Green Books, 1991).

Colin Ward, ‘Walter Segal 
1907-85’ in Architects’ 
Journal 182, no.45 (6 
November 1985), p.30. 

Segal, Home & 
Environment, pp.37,111.

Walter Segal commented on 
the self-builders’ contributions: 
‘This whole experience has 
taught me personally an awful 
lot about human beings. It has 
taught me an awful lot about 
the ability which, provided 
the methods of construction 
are not overbearing, can 
be brought to the fore, and 
where people can discover in 
themselves all kinds of talents 
which in their former lives, 
they had absolutely no oppor-
tunity to use.’ Segal, Learning 
from The Self-Builders.

Segal’s views on the architect 
as enabler were articulated 
in: Charlotte Ellis, ‘Segal’s 
first half-century in practice’ 
in Architects’ Journal 175 
no.14 (7 April 1982), p.36.

 Leon Battista Alberti, On 
the Art of Building in Ten 
Books (Cambridge, Mass: 
MIT Press, 1988), p.3.

Harry Braverman commented: 
‘From earliest times to the 
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25

27

Industrial Revolution the craft 
or skilled trade was the basic 
unit, the elementary cell of the 
labor process. In each craft, the 
worker was presumed to be 
the master of a body of tradi-
tional knowledge, and meth-
ods and procedures were left 
to his or her discretion. In each 
such worker reposed the ac-
cumulated knowledge of ma-
terials and processes by which 
production was accomplished 
in the craft.’ Harry Braverman, 
Labor and Monopoly 
Capital: The Degradation 
of Work in the Twentieth 
Century (New York: Monthly 
Review Press, 1974), p.75.

Konrad Wachsmann, The 
Turning Point of Building: 
Structure and Design (New 
York: Reinhold,1961), p.11.

The texts of Sérgio Ferro are 
significant in highlighting this 
omission. Kapp, Lloyd Thomas 
and Almeida Lopes writing in 
their introduction to his text, 
‘Concrete as Weapon’: ‘For 
Ferro, the lack of attention 
given to architecture’s produc-
tion is not just an oversight; 
theory has been complicit in 
rendering these questions 
invisible and apparently irrele-
vant for the field.’ Silke Kapp, 
Katie Lloyd Thomas, and João 

26

Marcos de Almeida Lopes, ‘How 
to Look at Architecture from 
‘Below’, in Harvard Design 
Magazine No. 46, F/W (2018), v.

Sérgio Ferro distinguishes 
between these two terms, 
suggesting design of produc-
tion might rather be limited 
to the techniques of produc-
tion, and be defined by its 
immediate producers. Sérgio 
Ferro, O Canteiro e o Desenho 
(São Paulo: Projeto, 1979).





76

hugh strange
Founding director of the architectural 
practice, Hugh Strange Architects, based in 
London. This text forms a part of the PhD 
Hugh has undertaken at AHO, the Oslo 
School of Architecture and Design, titled, 
‘Architecture at the Building Site.’
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