
SPA GREEN ESTATE 

Spa Green Estate is between Rosebery Avenue and St John Street in Clerkenwell, 

opposite Sadler’s Wells Theatre.  

For many years I’d gone past without really noticing it but then on a local walk the 

guide explained it was an award winning social housing project, the first of its kind.  

As I read about it, it became clear that the estate has an interesting social and 

political history reflecting the many changes that were happening in Britain 

immediately before and after the Second World War. So this morning I thought I’d 

look at the development and design of the estate in its historical setting. 

The estate is built on the site of what was the Islington Spa or New Tunbridge Wells 

which was fashionable in the 17th century for its medicinal waters. It had gardens, 

arbours and rooms for dancing and gambling. In the 1770s it was a popular tea 

garden, one of many in Islington. But it went in and out of fashion and eventually it 

couldn’t continue to compete with Sadler’s Wells. In 1810 most of the site was 

developed for housing – basically terraces of humble cottages.  

Moving on just over a century, life in 1930s Britain was very difficult for the poor and 

the Finsbury/Clerkenwell area was one of London's poorest; lice, rickets, and 

diphtheria were common. Three quarters of Islington’s households didn’t have 

running water or an inside toilet or bathroom. The housing on the Spa Green site 

was described as “a poverty stricken and squalid rookery of misery and vice”. 

Unsurprisingly then in the 1930s it was designated for slum clearance.  

Whilst the Labour Party was out of office for most of the inter-war period, it controlled 

many local authorities. These Labour-controlled local councils concentrated on using 

their powers to improve the working and living environments of their primarily 

working-class constituents. 

One of the councils Labour controlled was the Finsbury Metropolitan Borough 

Council. That Council was keen to apply progressive solutions to the borough’s 

problems including the 19th century slum housing and it became major patrons of an 

architectural practice called Tecton.   

Tecton, an abbreviation of Architecton, the Greek word for architecture, was formed 

by a group of young architects including Berthold Lubetkin. They saw architecture as 

a tool for social progress. Lubetkin famously said “nothing is too good for ordinary 

people”. This obviously appealed to the Labour Party.  

Whilst he practiced primarily in the UK, Lubetkin’s influences were from Russia and 

continental Europe. 

He was born in Georgia on 14 December 1901 to a liberal Jewish family. During his 

childhood he moved around Russia and spent holidays travelling in Europe. He left 

school in 1917 on the eve of the Russian Revolution and moved to a private art 

school in Moscow.  



This must have been a very exciting time for Lubetkin and he was inspired by the 

Revolution and the early years of Bolshevik rule. But by 1922 he left Russia and 

completed his studies in Berlin, Warsaw and finally Paris. 

He studied modern construction techniques, particularly reinforced concrete, as well 

as design and architecture. He was devoted to the constructivist belief in technology 

and architecture as tools of social transformation. 

He didn’t want to return to Russia because of Stalin’s repressive regime. In 1931 he 

was offered a commission to design a house in London for a wealthy family and 

decided to move here.  

However when he arrived he found that the architectural establishment was largely 

conservative and immune to the modernist fervour that had swept across continental 

Europe and that traditional materials were still used for most large buildings.  

But he was optimistic. He was convinced that Britain’s engineering and scientific 

heritage, its egalitarian exercises like the 19th century Garden City Movement and, 

what he confidently expected to be the demise of the landed aristocracy, would 

foster the rise of modernism.   

Lubetkin’s designs were characterized by clear geometric figures, technical 

ingenuity, and a vision of modernism. He became one of the most important figures 

of the Modern Movement.  

There were three key modernist ideals. First, a social function. Second, the political; 

no longer was social good to be achieved through charity or hope, instead it was to 

be provided by a democratically elected and accountable authority, funded through 

taxation. And third, the aesthetic.  

I think you’ll be familiar with a couple of Tecton’s first projects – the Gorilla House 

and the Penguin Pool both landmark buildings at London Zoo Regent’s Park. It was 

through these projects that Lubetkin was introduced to a young engineer, Ove Arup 

and they began a lifelong collaboration. Arup is still an important engineering 

practice and you may remember they were involved in the wobbly bridge over the 

Thames. They were also the design engineers for the Sidney Opera House. 

You might also know two other pre war Tecton projects – Highpoint One and 

Highpoint Two in Highgate - luxurious high rise apartment complexes. These were to 

offer every amenity their wealthy modern residents required and define a new ideal 

for urban living.  Tecton was responsible for designing or specifying every element of 

the buildings, from hinges to wash basins. Functional facilities such as heating and 

refrigeration were designed to be communal.  

Highpoint One was completed in 1935 and Highpoint Two in 1938 and both are 

Grade 1 Listed Buildings.  

In 1936 Finsbury Council appointed Tecton to design a new Health Centre next to 

Sadler’s Wells theatre. Finsbury Health Centre was completed in 1938 and became 

a model for what was the new National Health Service.  



Finsbury Council then invited Tecton to devise a visionary Finsbury Plan to rebuild 

the borough. Tecton’s 1938 design included Spa Green Estate but the onset of the 

Second World War delayed those plans and then the area was partly demolished by 

German bombing.    

During the war, public opinion moved to the left and in favour of social reform. No 

one wanted to return to the poverty and mass unemployment of the inter-war years 

and Labour won a landslide victory in the 1945 General Election.  

And so immediately after the war there was the political and public will for social 

reform, a need for regeneration including social housing, and also the architectural 

and engineering skills and expertise needed to undertake that regeneration through 

thoughtful design and the innovative use of construction materials. 

Finsbury Council asked Tecton to resume its work and this is when construction of 

the Spa Green Estate started.  

The estate has three buildings. Tunbridge House and Wells House are parallel eight 

storey blocks which define a central plaza containing a single-storey nursery school 

(of later date, but conceived in the original design). Sadler House is four storeys 

becoming five as the land drops away and runs in a graceful curve between the 

plaza and the terrace houses of Rosebery Avenue. One-storey service buildings 

complete the estate and all but the bicycle sheds still exist.  

Lubetkin applied many of the features and ideas developed for the luxurious 

Highpoint apartments to Spa Green. These included lifts, central heating, balconies, 

daylight and ventilation from multiple directions, large entry spaces, and a communal 

roof terrace which enjoyed views of St Paul's Cathedral, the Old Bailey and the 

Houses of Parliament.  

There were well designed fitted kitchens, including slide-away breakfast counters 

and ironing boards, electrical and gas appliances, and a central waste-disposal 

system in stainless steel. As you can imagine these far exceeded the amenities 

enjoyed by most of Britain’s population in the austere late 1940s.  

Ove Arup’s innovative concrete box-frame or 'egg-crate' construction gave each flat 

clear views and interiors uncluttered by beams, columns, or pipes.  

The design of the estate was very thoughtful. Everyone had a balcony on the street 

side and quieter bedroom windows on the inner side which looked at the bedroom 

façade in the mirroring building across the plaza. No resident was overshadowed by 

another. The number of bedrooms varied from one to three but there was no internal 

hierarchy of front and back, nor of flats with ‘good’ views and those with less 

privileged situations. 

To confirm the significance of Lubetkin's vision, the Minister of Health, Aneurin 

Bevan, laid the foundation stone in July 1946 and Princess Margaret attended the 

opening ceremony in 1949; she planted a plane tree that still dominates one 

entrance. 



In 1998 it received a Grade II* listing for its architectural significance and the whole 

estate is in the New River Conservation Area. 

In 2008 Islington Council worked with English Heritage to restore the buildings, 

matching the architect’s original plans and colour scheme as closely as possible. 

Double glazed windows were added with slightly thicker frames than the originals.   

Spa Green’s now a mixed community of private owners and council tenants, run by a 

resident-elected management organization 

Although Lubetkin was awarded the Royal Gold Medal by the Royal Institute of 

British Architects in 1982 sadly after the end of the 1940s his career was a 

disappointment. 

Tecton was disbanded in 1948. Having expected to be charged with rebuilding 

Britain after the war, the members were disillusioned by the conservative climate of 

post-war commissions and frustrated by bureaucratic intervention and inadequate 

budgets.  

Lubetkin was still bitter when he died on 23 October 1990. Looking back on his life in 

his seventies, he summarised it as being “born into one world, tested in another and 

abandoned in a third”. The first world was pre-revolutionary Russia where he grew 

up. The second was the birth of the modern movement in 1920s Paris and 1930s 

London. The third was conservative Britain after World War II. 

Despite the disappointments of his later years, Lubetkin accomplished a great deal. 

His projects included some of the most iconic buildings of the period.   

I’d like to think that he was aware of his considerable achievements and I hope that 

you will remember them when you are next in Finsbury or at London Zoo. 

 

 

 

 


