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Introduction 

My ancestors were from the farmlands of County Galway, Ireland. Like those 
of many other migrants who adapt to their new surroundings, my family’s 
story is one of continuous change and integration. It is a survival and 

aspirational instinct that I have inherited and then developed that has enabled me to 
pursue my chosen professions of architecture and planning. 

It was my maternal grandfather, Jim Maguire, who encouraged me to think 
ambitiously and welcomed my academic progress. He gave me a briefcase embossed 
with my initials as my getting-into-university present, whereas my parents with a 
passive acceptance of ‘their lot’ were much less enthusiastic, and transferred their 
anxiety about my aspiring to study for a professional career on to me. Nonetheless, 
with Jim spurring me on I began fve decades of earning my professional status to 
challenge the dominance of class elitism in British architecture. 

Social mobility is difcult but not impossible, was Jim’s message to me. I spent 
some of my childhood growing up on a housing estate on the northeastern edge of 
England, where Newcastle spills over into Northumberland, and where aspirations 
were limited by a lack of opportunities and by guarded expectations. Society and 
the architectural profession in particular are at the centre of all this. The structure 
of society is far too rigid and adheres too much to the past, and architecture is 
historically class-elitist, which results in a defcit to our skills and enterprise; it makes 
us poorer culturally and economically. One thing I have learned is that we should 
make it easier for the aspiring child, because all too ofen society is not fair and 
not remotely equal. So the message I hope to demonstrate through my writing and 
archives is ‘you can do it too’, as well as an overarching idea that we all collectively 
make our society. 

Sport and athletics have dominated successful emergence from working-class roots 
in the Northeast. Yet statistically over 40% of the medals won by British sportspeople 
at the last two Olympic Games went to privately educated people, a group that 
accounts for just 7% of the British population.1 I had always thought that athletics – my 
frst love – was purely talent-driven, but this is clearly not the case. There are much 
larger forces at play. Sports other than athletics are even more unfairly represented: 
in rugby union’s 2007 World Cup squad, the proportion of privately educated players 
hit 60%; and at Lord’s in 2011, an England cricket team comprised eight privately 
educated players and only three state-educated ones.2 The educationally privileged 
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have so much more available to them in terms of knowledge, coaching, time and 
medical support. All this is in their arsenal from an early age – which, combined with 
confdence, good leadership examples and the investment of time and energy, creates 
a very uneven and disadvantaged playing feld for the other 93% of our population. The 
performing arts are no diferent: even though actors and particularly pop musicians 
like Sting and Bryan Ferry emerged from the Northeast to international fame, some 
20% of BRIT Award winners and 60% of British winners of Oscars have been from 
private schools.3 

The same is true for architecture as it is in these other felds. Architecture in 
the 1960s and later had very limited availability to someone like me, from my 
background – from the edge of the edge. I realised early on in my professional career 
that to challenge this and be socially mobile was more difcult than I could ever have 
anticipated. With every rung of the social ladder that must be climbed in this country, 
values have to be continuously re-examined. 

My memoirs are arranged chronologically and also refect on the known roots of my 
Irish family. From my childhood successes in art, to my octogenarian years refecting 
on the challenges, adventures and successes of my career, I express my personal and 
professional struggles, the constant reinvention and professional achievements. 

Chapter 1 illustrates my grandfather’s tough immigrant background and its 
motivational impact on me. Next, in Chapter 2 (1940s), my early childhood character-
building adventures are revealed as core to helping me develop the traits of 
self-reliance and an ability to communicate that have proved so crucial throughout 
my life. Chapter 3 (1950s) details my struggles with academic criticism and then my 
life-changing discovery of drawing and architecture. Chapters 4 (1960s) and 5 (1970s) 
portray my early professional career as one of academic achievement, global study 
travels, and feeling empowered and stimulated. It was a time when I was essentially 
gaining the cultural capital needed to move ahead in architectural partnership with 
Nick Grimshaw. My independent architectural years of developing my Postmodernist 
thinking, and venturing to work and set up practices in Hong Kong and Scotland, are 
described in Chapter 6 (1980s) and Chapter 7 (1990s), two decades of great energy and 
reputation-building. The next chapter (2000s) changes pace, with my ability to feel 
the results of earning my status with my knighthood, writing a series of architectural 
books and my confdence to tackle urban masterplanning projects. The fnal chapter, 
9 (2010s), relates my sense of accomplishment with the governmental request to 
produce the Farrell Review of Architecture and the Built Environment, as well as 
inclusion in a three-part BBC television series, The Brits Who Built the Modern World.4 

Yet this chapter has been the hardest to write, as it seeks to relate the succession 
plans for the practice that will enable it to build on previous successes yet be able to 
reinvent itself in the face of global change and national economic uncertainty. It is in 
essence the chapter in which I assess my social mobility, the ways in which I earned 
or achieved my status against the odds of not being born with the automatically 
acquired status of the privileged social class, and how much I have passed on. And it 
is the chapter where I make recommendations for social mobility in our architectural 
careers, which will have a double beneft. It will hopefully make it much easier to bring 
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so many able young people to contribute more to the architectural profession, and 
it will help broaden the very culture of architecture so that its eforts are not solely 
concentrated on haute couture, but on dealing better with the world that we all live in, 
such as our streets, mass housing and hospitals. 

This frank memoir is therefore an opportunity to acknowledge how I 
circumnavigated the limitations of my social class, in my search for social mobility, by 
acquiring skills, a respected reputation and cultural capital. 
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  A Family
Background 

Iwill begin with my grandfather Jim Maguire (my mother’s father). When he was 
my age now (early eighties), he recounted his own life and what he knew of his 
parents’ to me over the course of many visits I made to the house he retired to, 

which was around the corner from my parents’ home in Lytham, Lancashire. I was the 
frst in my family to go to university and he took a shine to me, seeing in me aspiration 
and application. He singled me out and in an act of symbolically passing the baton he 
gave me his many letters, postcards and mementoes that he had kept all his life. This 
was what would spark my desire to archive my own life, tell stories about it and look 
back to make some sense of it all. 

The story Jim told began around 1880, as six brothers lef their deeply rooted and 
inevitably unrecorded agricultural existence in Glenamaddy in County Galway, rural 
Ireland, for America. His father (my great-grandfather) Patrick Maguire was one of 
those brothers, forced to fee their vernacular clay- and peat-built homes surrounded 
by blighted potato felds to seek refuge and a better chance of survival elsewhere. They 
are typical examples of the desperate individual, family and group action that spurs 
mass migration. Frightened but determined, they fed a famine that could have been 
prevented had it not been for the English class, race and religious prejudices against 
the Irish. 

On arrival in Liverpool for onward voyage to the New World, Patrick was singled out, 
as his wife was eight months pregnant. They refused to take her on the next ship so, 
having been denied emigration, he stayed in England and looked for work in Liverpool 
and Manchester. He would never know the fate of his brothers who continued their 
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journey. My grandfather Jim was born in Gorton, Manchester a few weeks later, in 1880 
or 1881. His mother died giving birth to him, and the cause of death on the doctor’s 
certifcate was given as malnutrition combined with childbirth. Desolate at the loss of 
his wife and brothers, Patrick became a drunkard and virtually abandoned Jim, who 
was subsequently brought up by neighbours. 

Gorton, like the other Manchester neighbourhoods where the Irish community 
was concentrated at the time, was a far from salubrious place. As Tristram Hunt 
reports in Building Jerusalem: The Rise and Fall of the Victorian City (2005), a number of 
19th-century writers commented on the particular levels of poverty and disease that 
they sufered, sometimes in disparaging and even brutal terms: 

Living together in typically the most unsanitary areas of the city, the Irish 
gained a reputation not only for having disease but actively spreading 
infection … Their flthy bedding, their lack of furniture, their unclean 
habits and their crowding together in tenements meant the Irish were 
frequently vehicles for communicating infectious diseases. But it was their 
moral condition, not least their Roman Catholicism, which so appalled the 
Victorian Englishman.5 

The Catholic Church was to dominate so much more than my religious background 
– it afected all our educational, economic and social life (including domestic life) for 
over 100 years. It saved my grandfather’s generation, began to control and eventually 
imprison my parents’ generation, and I was part of a transitional generation that freed 
themselves from the hold that it had on us all. 

By the time Patrick Maguire arrived there, Gorton benefted from the presence of an 
order of Franciscan monks. They had come from Belgium in 1861 and saw themselves 
as having a calling to serve Britain’s poverty-stricken Irish community. The monks, 
like the Irish, were Roman Catholics, and arrived not long afer the ban on Catholicism 
had been lifed in England as a result of the early-19th-century Catholic Emancipation 
Acts. Their friary, dedicated to St Francis of Assisi, was built between 1863 and 1872 
to designs by Edward Pugin, following in the Gothic Revival footsteps of his more 
famous father, Augustus Welby Northmore Pugin, who is best known for co-designing 
London’s Houses of Parliament. (Augustus’s wife had died giving birth to Edward, 
echoing Jim’s own life story.) The building had an astonishing and dominating 
presence, looking axially down the dense surrounding streets and seeming to grow out 
of the community with a physical, architectural, town-planning connection to them 
and the houses they contained, as can be seen in early photographs. It is considered 
the architect’s fnest masterpiece, and was for some 100 years the very hub of Gorton’s 
religious, social and cultural life: the Franciscans ran three schools, a theatre group, 
a brass band, a choir, a youth club, successful football teams and numerous other 
activities for the community. (Figure 1.1) 

As a child, Jim was sent to one of the Franciscan schools – evidenced by a letter 
that his Company Sergeant Major from the Mesopotamian War wrote to him, which 
mentions that they both went to the ‘Monastery’. (Figures 1.2 and 1.3) There cannot be 
any doubt that the friary would have been a key diferentiator, and that Jim’s quality of 

2 



Chapter 1: A Family Background

RI53447 book.indd  3RI53447 book.indd  3 07/09/2020  08:5407/09/2020  08:54

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

life was considerably improved by the church and the friars. And so, afer his parents’ 
extraordinarily depressing and suppressed beginnings in a hovel in rural Ireland, 
through famine, immigration and his mother’s death giving birth to him, began a rise 
in Jim’s fortunes, steadily and inexorably. 

* * * 

Jim didn’t want to merely survive; he wanted to prevail and, in his own modest way, 
succeed. And indeed he did so. I was seriously motivated by talking with him in 
the 1960s. His story, as he told me, is one of joining in with the imperialist/colonial 
world power at that time – he lived through the Western world’s rise in afuence and 
life expectancy, and his life was quietly remarkable. The traits which I’ve inherited 
from him, I believe, are his grit and determination to survive along with a love/hate 
relationship with all the circumstances that he found himself in, and a sense that 
the lessons of continuous change, integration and fexibility are essential to endure 
and prevail. 

Jim survived through a combination of joining two institutions: the Catholic Church 
and the monastery in Gorton on the one hand, and on the other the army (he always 
said he was underage when he joined). He went on to fght in the Boer War (Figure 
1.4), where he developed his sense of adventure and risk-taking. The sense that 
those conquered by imperialists seek salvation through them – it was ever thus and 
undoubtedly it was for Jim – asserts a tension between the rebel and the conformist 
that exists in me to this day. His army adventures in South Africa were ended by his 
coming back to Manchester and Gorton to start a family in the early 1900s, when he 
was in his twenties. 

He became a Manchester Council tram driver between the Boer War and being 
called up for the First World War, drawn to the security provided by a dependency 
on the state. Trams had been almost non-existent in Manchester in 1900, yet were 
everywhere by 1910! In favour of home rule and independence for Ireland, his home 
country, he also led strikes – for there were many at this time, not only among the 
tram drivers, but because widespread social unrest was the norm. He joined in with 
this as a form of rebellion, yet also knew when to conform to survive. 

With a dislike for Churchill that started with the Boer War and lasted his entire 
life, Jim was aware of the Siege of Sidney Street (1911), which fushed out the so-called 
anarchists and those involved in the social unrest, from what my grandfather would 
have considered the ‘gafers’ end’ – the ofcers’ end of the spectrum. 

Conficts in his values were demonstrated by First World War conscription. 
During time spent on the Western Front he volunteered to rescue an ofcer from 
no-man’s-land, and was later awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal (DCM) 
before being sent to Mesopotamia (now Iraq), which was being held by the Turkish 
and Germans. This region was always a fault line, even then, and Jim was sent to 
relieve the garrison at Kut, led by the arrogant General Townshend. The siege ended 
in ignominy and surrender. My grandfather was shot through the head and bayoneted 
several times – and was reported, in a letter to my grandmother which he later gave 
to me, as among those killed in action (my mother and two siblings had been born at 
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this point). A requiem mass was held at Gorton Monastery for him, followed a short 
time later by a letter (which I have, written using his lef hand and only one eye) from 
him saying he had survived and was in hospital in Baghdad (Figures 1.5–1.8). Jim 
saw terrible things being done to the ordinary soldiers by the Turks, and received 
treatment himself for severe wounds with just iodine, but was saved again as a direct 
result of his Catholicism, which granted him nursing care from hospital nuns in the 
Catholic Convent in Baghdad. While over half the men did not survive in captivity, the 
ofcers were treated very diferently and General Townshend, who had caused all of 
the mayhem and had allowed the harshest imprisonment and cruel deaths of his men, 
spent the rest of the war in a kind of holiday camp for senior ofcers in Constantinople 
(now Istanbul), where his wife and dog were allowed to join him. It’s hard to feel 
anything but resentment at the inequality of the whole afair, and I still carry the 
message of Jim’s stories with me, even today. Aferwards Jim was demobbed via 
hospitals and spent some time recovering from being shot in the head, losing an eye 
and being bayoneted. When he returned to England he was for some time a shadow of 
the man who had begun the war in 1914. 

However, it has to be said that during Jim’s lifetime, things improved. Life 
expectancy in the UK and Ireland doubled; his grandson (me) went to university; Jim 
owned his own house in the retirement town of Lytham St Annes; and he shared in 
the wealth and progress that was happening all over the Western world. He lived to 
be over 90 years old, and during his lifetime also saw the invention and development 
of the motor car, telephone, radio, aeroplane, television, computers and space travel. 
Before he died in 1973, he had travelled to America by plane and watched men landing 
on the Moon on TV in his own home. He outlived most of the mourners at his frst 
Requiem Mass, survived another 50 years and had his second Requiem Mass in the 
same Gorton church. 

I sometimes wonder if a similar story could have been told by my other grandfather, 
James Farrell, but because he died when I was still very young, in the 1940s, and didn’t 
keep any papers to pass on, I didn’t really know him or have the opportunity to share 
his stories. (Figure 1.9) 

What I took from Jim’s experiences was the sense of a dawning awareness of the 
social mobility ladder, with us as a family starting on its lower rungs and beginning to 
progress up through determination and endurance. I’ve taken a diligent approach to 
keeping records of my own life, mirroring Jim’s practice as it meant so much to me at 
a crucial time. I’ve kept all my school drawings and all my projects and notes, so it’s a 
substantial archive of my life that I am setting up at my former university, Newcastle. 
There will be an archive and Farrell Centre, the equivalent of Jim’s memoirs – the 
whole endeavour begun, I like to think, by him. 

* * * 

I should touch on my parents and how they experienced being descended from Irish 
immigrants, refugees from famine. Unlike Molly, my mother, who was brought up 
with the hardships of Jim’s demobbing and incapacity to work afer the war, I believe 
my father Tom Farrell had a much more peaceful and consistent childhood. 
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Tom was a quiet, sensitive man. In his childhood his family performed traditions 
like Mummery, a kind of play-acting from Ireland, and he could also play the violin. 
He lef school at 14, as was the norm, but in his own quiet way he too had a story of 
progress and betterment. He began working life as a telegraph boy, as he loved riding 
bikes (he road-raced on his bike at the Belle Vue Stadium), then became a postman 
and aferwards a sorting ofce clerk. By the time he married my mother, nearly ten 
years afer he lef school, he had passed the Civil Service exams and become a clerical 
ofcer. He would have lef school at the outbreak of the Great Depression and General 
Strike, so from early on believed vehemently in state employment and accepted the life 
of a civil servant with its security and pension. 

I felt an attachment to my dad and that was reciprocated, but in an unremarkable 
and undemonstrative way. I eventually came to feel that he was too obedient and 
subservient to the priests and the Catholic Church, and this came out with his easy 
acceptance of my deputy headteacher, Father Cassidy, recommending that I was not 
sixth-form material and that I would struggle at university. I felt my father had let me 
down and hadn’t defended me. 

Artistically and in terms of aspirations my dad was a role model for me in an 
unassuming way, and I always associate him with Ravel, the composer of his favourite 
music, and with Thomas Gray’s ‘Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard’ (written 1751), 
his favourite poem. I thought it spoke volumes about him and I still remember the 
lines that he encouraged me to learn: 

… Full many a fower is born to blush unseen, 
And waste its sweetness on the desert air. 

Some village-Hampden, that with dauntless breast 
The little tyrant of his felds withstood; 
Some mute inglorious Milton here may rest, 
Some Cromwell, guiltless of his country’s blood. 

Tom epitomised that sentiment for me, as it was partly his choice of the Civil Service 
and his obedience to the Catholic Church that had lef him, as it were, in a desert in a 
country churchyard, ‘fowering unseen’. 

My mother, Molly, was a much more purposeful and outspoken character, from 
a background where her father had been absent, had been reported dead, but had 
returned from the war a broken man in terms of health and spirit. She was bright 
and quite well-educated, and stayed on at school until the sixth form. However, such 
was the prejudice against women at the time that, while training to be a teacher, she 
realised female teachers were doomed to become life-long spinsters, given that if 
they married, they had to resign. My mum described herself to me as a person who 
had a nervous breakdown at 18 when she realised her career ambitions equalled not 
having a normal and fulflling family life. And so she opted to abandon her career 
and become a laundry clerk. As a result she was forever a fearful person in relation 
to ambition. She did not support my early athletic ambitions, because she feared I 
‘would have a heart attack’, then she opposed my university ambitions and even entry 
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into sixth form, because she believed if I worked and studied too hard I ‘would have a 
nervous breakdown’. She did get all of us to change schools to give us a better chance 
at the eleven-plus, which I benefted from because I went to grammar school. But her 
ambitions for us as children seemed to stall at that point; she was fearful of us trying 
too hard, because of her teenage experience. My mother was full of confict between 
compliance, going with the fow and submitting to the forces that were all around 
her – immigration, war, the Great Depression – and, on the other hand, a competitive 
streak which surfaced now and then throughout her life … whether it was with other 
mothers or over her sons passing the eleven-plus. But in the end she was basically a 
reluctantly compliant person. 

* * * 

The dislocation and brutality of modern urban existence brought about by enforced 
immigration, particularly of my great-grandparents’ and grandparents’ generations, 
was felt by my parents – whose job it was to make sense of it all, and to have lives 
that, through slow acceptance and gradual integration, aspired to be ‘normal’ for their 
children: my three brothers and me. 

Money and stability were slowly percolating down the social order by the time this 
background era ends, but it was still very much a story of reluctant acceptance of the 
old ways, to avoid social unrest and get the armies willingly massed and fghting wars, 
and during peacetime to promote mass employment. To facilitate this situation the 
upper classes reluctantly gave titbits away slowly, steadily and surely to the lower social 
orders, but it was an enforced ‘bottom-up’ process – labourers had to fght for it, and 
refugees particularly. 

In summary, I am descended from refugees/immigrants feeing from famine and 
colonial rule – where there was an essential unfairness of life that was reluctantly 
accepted in order to survive. They saw the leaders and generals had made such an 
arrogant hash of the whole thing, but they, the ordinary working people, almost 
entirely bore the brunt of these failures. It was a process of gradualism – the social 
hierarchies were very slowly breaking down, but institutional hierarchies like the 
Catholic Church were dominant in my parents’ and grandparents’ lives, together with 
the class system – which remains a huge force in British society. 

6 
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The 1940s 

My love of things ‘creative’ was born in my early years in Manchester, 
triggered and nurtured by my parents’, and especially my father’s, 
involvement. I have always seen the act of creativity as being rooted in 

transformation – all seemingly fxed states are transitional conditions that we nudge, 
push, massage and lead into new states. During my childhood I would see railway 
sleepers, which had been made out of trees, reassembled to become a bombproof 
underground shelter, and then reassembled again to create a make-believe jeep. And 
so it was with the larger environment – for example, open felds were transformed into 
streets, among them the very building that was our family’s frst home. Likewise, one 
day I would see larger and larger transformations, and entire parts of the city would 
evolve, linking past, present and future. 

I inherited my parents’ and grandparents’ struggle, but wasn’t overly conscious 
of it – one isn’t at a young age. I was vaguely aware of it, though; it was in the air. My 
parents were defnitely upwardly mobile, starting of as clearly working class, but by 
the end of their lives they had become lower middle class. They spent most of their 
lives coming to terms with immigration and gradual integration. But there were 
conficts all around, with compliance and survival uppermost in my parents’ minds, I 
am sure. According to popular mythology, the Second World War was won by Churchill 
and the Establishment, but both were then rejected politically in the general election 
that immediately followed in peacetime. All this had a major efect on my family and, I 
should add, the turn of events had their full support. 
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My birthplace – Sale, part of outer Manchester – was, and still is, no more than a 
typically English suburb-cum-small-town, yet I dwelled on and absorbed every part 
of it. I was born just before the Second World War and remember bombs dropping 
and a plane that crashed in the front garden in the next street, demolishing the front 
wall and its little wrought-iron gate. In our own road, untypically for the English, a 
giant street party was held for all the local children on VE Day in 1945. At one end of 
the street was a little bow-windowed newsagent’s shop where, for us children, the only 
reading matter available was American Marvel comics, until the great day when Dandy 
and Beano were published again, with Dudley D. Watkins’s characterful renderings 
of Desperate Dan and Lord Snooty. It was in the same quiet, untrafcked street that 
I learned to ride a bike at the age of six, with my dad running behind holding the 
saddle. The need for a bike and the emptiness of the street were both features of the 
unplanned, formless character of the Manchester suburb. 

I ofen sat at a table in the front garden of our house, at 17 Langdale Road, making 
buildings from pre-printed paper cut-out books that my mother bought me. I 
eventually assembled a small town of houses, castles and forts, all connected and 
glued with marked tabs. This method of making three-dimensional objects from 
drawings was a childhood version of creating built environments from architect’s 
drawings. Assemblages from a kit of parts passionately absorbed me, as did fretwork – 
cutting intricate shapes with a fne-tensioned saw blade. With this tool I made ‘useful’ 
things – letter racks, waste bins, toast racks, fre screens – from cheap materials, 
with decorative results. The sheet materials were merely one step on from paper 
cut-outs, and the objects I made had similar two-dimensional components layered, 
lapped and joined together. It was all done very simply and at minimal cost – we were 
living in a postwar era of shortages and rationing, whose products were later dubbed 
‘utility style’. 

The particular magic in model-making, as in all miniatures, is that the scale 
reduction allows the model-maker to see how all the parts ft together to make the 
whole. Small worlds evoke a thrilling illusory power as we touch, feel and manually 
revolve those representational objects to comprehend from a giant’s simplifying 
perspective the seemingly myriad complexities that went into making them. There 
is something akin to role-swapping, too, in that the adult world is brought within a 
child’s range, and the child is empowered to handle, with their imagination engaged, 
the larger world around them. I have kept many of the architectural models from 
my career and – as in Sir John Soane’s house in London’s Lincoln’s Inn Fields – the 
Lilliputian representations of buildings, which will all be included in my archive 
at Newcastle. 

My father introduced me to larger constructional ambitions. With my Uncle Jim, 
my mother’s elder brother, I ‘helped’ to dig an enormous hole in the back garden, 
which was then lined with railway sleepers and turfed over to make an air-raid shelter. 
I remember sitting there many a time late at night during the war, under the back 
garden with my parents and brothers, listening to sirens and bombs and thinking 
how cosy and exciting it was. Immediately afer the war I helped Dad dismantle the 
shelter and reassemble the sleepers to make an open-topped ‘jeep’. We went together 
to a nearby car-breakers’ yard to buy a steering wheel; it was fxed on to a frame, which 
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instantly became a full-size four-seater play vehicle in which my brothers (I was the 
second of four) and I spent many happy hours and days. 

Dad built makeshif tents in the garden for us to play in, but the big step forward 
was a rambling toy fort with turrets and crenellations made from packing cases. He 
coated the walls in glue, sprinkled sawdust over them and painted over this with 
representations of stones, ivy and camoufage. From bits of nothing he made entire 
new worlds that expanded and enriched our lives. (Figure 2.1) 

We moved home six times during my childhood, and each time we arrived 
somewhere new my dad went about ftting shelves, wallpapering and generally 
making the place unique and personal, created by us for us – or so it seemed. 
None of this was spectacular innovation – it’s what parents do all the time for their 
children – but for me, the possibilities of making worlds was born, and grew, and 
lasted throughout my life. Our frst move was almost immediately afer the war had 
fnished, when the Labour Welfare State revolution began. The Ministry of Pensions 
and National Insurance was set up in Long Benton, Newcastle, and my father was 
promoted to work in its new ofces in the hastily erected prefabs there. My family 
moved from Manchester to Newcastle, which I always thereafer considered to be my 
home town, as I lived there from the age of eight to 23. My father stayed for six months 
in the Rex Hotel in Whitley Bay, and it all seemed to me a glamorous life in prospect 
and full of possibilities. (Figure 2.2) 

In terms of my father’s work, the National Health Service, education reforms and 
the Welfare State generally, the Labour Party and the afermath of the war afected our 
working-class lives fundamentally. I spent my entire childhood with food rationing, 
as I was born just before war broke out and rationing didn’t end in the UK until 1954, 
when I was 16 years old. But I now benefted from better healthcare (I remember 
receiving free dental care, in stark contrast to my parents, who had had false teeth 
from their late twenties), and better education (with the eleven-plus exam dominating 
many families’ lives). 

* * * 

Newcastle was a total and enormously stimulating change of environment: we moved 
from a suburban/urban environment to the edge of the countryside, into social 
housing prefabs on an estate that was being built all around us. I grew up on a vast 
building site! We were housed on the frst street of fve houses to be fnished of, on a 
site that grew eventually to 2,000 homes. It was a very open social housing estate with 
kids roaming freely across it into the countryside beyond – not gangs in the modern 
sense, but not far of it. 

At primary school I was a serious under-achiever; I learned not to try at school. 
This might have been infuenced by an experience I had at entry level, at fve years 
old (in 1943). My elder brother had reassured me by raising my expectations, saying 
that the entry class had rocking horses, toy cars and so on, and that it was all going 
to be great fun. However, when they tested me on reading skills on the frst day, the 
teachers decided to put me in the class above, a lesson I never forgot – that succeeding 
academically deprived me of playtime and my own interests. 
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However, what I now realise is that I integrated into my life and experiences many 
things, instinctively paralleling lots of the apparent benefts of a private school system, 
but in a modest, personal and untaught way. If you look at the prospectuses of Harrow, 
Eton, Winchester, Marlborough and so on, they all claim that they will cultivate 
leadership, self-reliance and confdence; building character and a sense of belonging, 
educating skilled communicators. I started life unknowingly forming many of these 
emergent skills for myself, and invariably on my own. These are the foundations of 
eventual relative success that I was subconsciously constructing – but I did not know 
it at the time. I was unwittingly doing some of what was needed to prepare myself to 
compete with these privately educated children in later life, under the class system in 
Britain that intensely disadvantages children from my background. 

One of my frst realisations of this was while independently building a huge bonfre 
for Guy Fawkes in 1947, when I was nine. In Manchester we had been a close-knit 
family, but my elder brother experienced the move to the Newcastle Grange Estate in 
terms of his apparent realisation that there were bigger boys that he could join, and 
that abandoning his younger brothers, particularly me, was the way to go. (In fairness 
to him, he was much taller and physically stronger than me at this stage – I was to 
prove a very late developer!) So he excluded me from the gang building a bonfre on 
communal ground in front of our estate. I reacted by getting together all the younger 
boys and my two younger brothers to build a bigger bonfre, almost three metres high, 
through commitment and hard work. By gathering together the perceived ‘rejects’ – 
the smaller and younger boys – and organising them to make something bigger and 
better, I understood something that became a pattern throughout my life. 

In that year I had moved primary schools from Coxlodge to St Charles’s in Gosforth. 
At lunchtime, afer the children had eaten, they were kept outside in the playground 
for nearly an hour – and this was a time with very limited supervision from teachers, 
so extensive bullying took place. Although it was a primary school (fve to 11 years) 
it was also a secondary school (11 years upwards) for those who didn’t go on to the 
secondary modern or grammar school, and perhaps this group saw themselves as 
rejects. It was a very hostile environment for me. My mother gave me and my brothers 
the money for school dinners (which was collected on a Monday, a week in advance) 
and I noticed that some of the children who lived nearby opted out and volunteered 
that they did not have dinner money as they were going home for lunch. So I devised a 
scheme, which I kept going for several terms, where I said I was going home for lunch, 
but kept the money my mother had given me. For this period, during the lunch break, 
I went to buy a sandwich and crisps and sweets from the shop and walked around 
town – so budgeting and independence came at a young age. It was, I considered, a 
successful ploy as it meant I avoided the bullies and it gave me the freedom to do my 
own thing. 

At school I went on to form ‘The Scraps’, of which I was always captain – a team 
separate and apart from the two football teams of 22, which comprised the lefovers 
from a class of over 30 pupils. I was then free to do what I liked with these ‘rejects’, or 
‘scraps’ as they were derisorily called by the sports master, and I led them to athletics, 
gymnastics and the Highland games – as well as, of course, football. We became a 
multi-skilled unit, I liked to believe. 

10 
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I also reacted against camping with the Boy Scouts. My frst trip with the Boy Scouts 
was at the age of ten: I hated it, I hated the organisation, I hated tying knots, I hated 
the tribes and all the ridiculous false military language and hierarchies in a quasi-
institutionalised environment. I never agreed with all that, and the second time I 
went with them a year later, for which we were ‘volunteered’ by my mother, I think, to 
get us out of the house, we went to Wooler, where I loved the valleys and the Cheviot 
Mountains but hated the tented encampment with the other scouts. There was a 
big storm on the frst night and our tent was ripped apart, and we ended up being 
shufed into sharing a very crowded tent with other boys. There was some debate 
in the morning about what to do with the damaged tent. It was suggested that it be 
thrown away, but I asked if I could have it. So I immediately and independently got the 
bus home; my mother, I remember, was very disappointed that I had returned early 
(my brothers stayed on the trip), as she thought she had got rid of us all for a week! But 
I managed to persuade her to sew a huge long patch on the tent using an old raincoat 
– and with my father’s help I studied how to waterproof the seams and joints, and 
this got me into the camping business! So, aged twelve, I persuaded my parents to let 
me take one of my younger brothers and three other classmates on a week’s camping 
holiday to Seaton Sluice on the Northumberland coast. We stayed in the sand dunes 
there, and this got me really fred up to organise more holidays for myself and other 
boys. I then arranged camping in the same tent many times around Northumberland 
and County Durham; I remember us telling ghost stories at night and organising mock 
Olympic Games in the farmer’s felds in Wylam. As I got older I moved on to organising 
youth hostelling, walking in the Cheviots and cycling trips – two of us went all around 
Scotland on a tandem. 

This kept on right through my school years until I was 16. I continued to build huge 
bonfres every year on Bonfre Night, and I organised my brothers and the younger 
boys on the estate to form a nature club, giving shape and form to the experience of 
the countryside that we lived in. I also collected pets – rabbits, guinea pigs, tropical 
fsh – and traded them. 

There were two components to this realisation of the fulflment of leadership: one 
was rejection or disillusionment with the established way of doing things, and the 
other was coming to understand that the results of collective teamwork and resilience 
could be enhancing and rewarding in any endeavour. These were fundamental 
life lessons, perhaps learned unconsciously at the time. Along with this was a 
growing consciousness that, during those times of rationing and, when I look back 
at it, hardship and deprivation – although nothing like my great-grandfather had 
experienced emigrating from Ireland to Manchester and in the wars – I enjoyed the 
rewards of self-reliance, and it became second nature to me. 

I’ve always also been interested in ‘gleaning’ – the practice where afer the crops 
had been gathered, the populace was free to scour for lefovers. I started of in the 
potato felds on one occasion when I was about nine years old, and ended up in 
a magistrate’s court in Newcastle, as the farmer, unknown to us, hadn’t fnished 
harvesting the crop. We were acquitted but it embedded in me the knowledge that 
everything has a value, just as the ‘scraps’ and ‘rejects’ in the school football team led 
to recycling the tent and on to refurbishment of buildings and eventually streets and 



Lives in Architecture: Terry Farrell

RI53447 book.indd  12RI53447 book.indd  12 07/09/2020  08:5407/09/2020  08:54

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 

neighbourhoods and whole cities. It subconsciously reinforced the self-reliance and 
indeed the potential of recycling and constant change. 

From the age of about ten to 17, I delivered newspapers for Harry Eblett’s on the 
Gosforth North Road. This earned me the money to pay for my various hobbies and 
camping trips, as my ambitions in this direction grew. All this was rooted in the 
realisation that freedom was linked to fnancial independence. I took on more paper 
rounds, so that by the time I was 16 I was ofen doing one morning and two evening 
rounds a day. 

My paper rounds enabled me to observe, frst hand, social diferences and the 
efects of the class system in daily life. None of the council estate houses had private 
front gardens, and the doors were uniformly green. Flats had letters and numbers, 
so I would deliver to 17a or 6g, for example. On the next rung up the social ladder 
were the tree-lined older (pre-estate) streets where privately owned houses had 
enclosed front gardens with garden gates, ‘Beware of the dog’ signs and side doors for 
tradesmen, and where house numbers were ofen less favoured than names such as 
‘Sunnyhills’ and ‘Heatherlands’. At the top of the social scale was ‘The Grove’ in central 
Gosforth, which, in common with adjacent streets in this exalted neighbourhood, 
had driveways, brick-built garages, front lawns and house names starting with ‘The’: 
‘The Elms’, ‘The Beeches’ and so on. Each social group read diferent newspapers. The 
tabloids, women’s weeklies and comics went to the frst group; the Radio Times, News 
Chronicle and Guardian to the second; and The Times and Daily Telegraph to the third. 
I could have written an excellent report on the social profles of diferent classes and 
their reading habits just from the perspective of a paper boy. Here was a community 
where placemaking was expressed in so many diferent ways that made its members’ 
aspirations and sense of belonging visible. Just as animal and aquatic species – gulls, 
rabbits and fsh – have their habitats, so do human groups each have their own 
territory within their diferent houses, streets and neighbourhoods. 

* * * 

Underpinning most things is the gif of energy, which, like communication, is 
something you tend to have from birth. In my early years I ran and ran, as I was super-
energised. My parents entered me for a race for ten-year-olds at the Hoppings – a 
wondrous annual temporary fair on the Newcastle Town Moor. We arrived too late for 
the race but I was gripped by this temporary city – a miracle of instant placemaking 
populated by gypsies, fairground people with tethered horses, pet dogs and children, 
and entire families engaged in a life together. Perhaps it was the infuence of the 
travelling Celts and tinkers of Ireland among my ancestors, but I was much impressed 
that this was a city made by the hands of the very people I could see around me. It was 
magical with its bright colours, vibrant patterns, sounds of metallic organs, steam 
engines that worked the roundabouts, and hustling buskers who enticed you into their 
tents to see the ‘fantastic’ marvels within. 

I soon lost my parents and walked on and on. Afer a few hours I realised I had to 
make a plan, so I kept enough money to buy a cinema ticket in Gosforth, over 3 km 
away. I half expected to meet the rest of my family in the cinema queue. Little did I 
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know that they were at the police station reporting me missing – fearing that, by now, 
I might be halfway to the Continent on the back of a gypsy caravan. But I went in to 
see Bambi and for the second time that day was overwhelmed by a visual fantasy world 
– this one created by draughtsmanship, colour images and animation. I had loved 
reading American comics during the war and Bambi seemed to take their frame-by-
frame visual storytelling a momentous step further. It was without doubt one of the 
most wondrous moments of my childhood, sitting there in a dark cinema, on my own, 
watching this extraordinary creative explosion. 

The great beauty of the early Disney flms sprang from the fact that the Depression 
had so reduced labour costs that Disney’s Hollywood academy could aford to 
employ armies of skilled, gifed, dedicated and innovative artists to handcraf feature 
animations. From a time of hardship came this creative outburst – but later, in ‘better’ 
times, the drawings became simplifed and over-stylised because of the high labour 
costs (although computers have given us back this graphic fuency at relatively low 
cost). Needless to say my day of delight and discovery ended with a bump when I got 
home to a family not the least bit interested in my marvellous experiences. 

Given my northern postwar upbringing on a newly built council estate, the world of 
Walt Disney at that time ofered a cultural liberation quite distinct from that provided 
by stilted black-and-white movies, particularly British-made ones, where actors spoke 
in cut-glass accents just like the radio newsreaders. Disney kindled my interest in 
popular culture, as well as showing me that the real ability of the artist is not merely 
in painting or sculpting objects for art galleries, but also in creating entirely new, 
accessible worlds from the imagination. 

Years later, when I frst went through the portals of Disneyland Los Angeles with 
my children, I was struck by the words of welcome: ‘Here you leave the real world 
behind.’ Disneyland represented a link, a transformation from the celluloid flm 
world to the fantasy of the funfair, yet on a scale that – in respect of its industry, 
business organisation and ambition – the world had never seen before. In retrospect, 
Disneyland makes the family tents and caravans of traditional fairs like the Hoppings 
seem like quaintly modest, haphazard survivors of a much earlier age. 

* * * 

By September 1949, to my parents’ and teachers’ surprise, I had passed the eleven-plus 
and been selected to go on to St Cuthbert’s Roman Catholic grammar school (now a 
comprehensive), which was thought to be midway between a secondary modern and 
a private school. I didn’t enjoy it there at all. We were divided into three streams – A, 
B and C – where the As were expected to go on to university, the Bs would become the 
apprentices and the likes of road and telephone engineers, and the Cs were hopelessly 
forgotten about, and would become manual workers, like their fathers. I therefore 
ended the 1940s in a less-than distinguished school career where I was always 
hovering at the back end of the Bs and about to be relegated to the Cs, but luckily never 
was. In fact the social gaps were too big, and even the top of the A stream didn’t get 
into Oxbridge: despite their best endeavours, that seemed an ambition too far. The 
streaming system ofered some hope of a way out; but it was a much greater order of 
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change that was needed, as its promise of social mobility was an illusion for many, and 
to succeed came at a higher cost than ever was anticipated. (Figure 2.3) 

Confdence was and is one of the attributes cultivated by the outstanding private 
schools, and I took some time to realise what it was. It wasn’t until later, when I 
was 15 or 16, that I developed sufcient confdence to begin to prevail. But skills as 
a communicator are among the other assets bestowed by a private education, and 
to some extent these are innate: although they can be developed and nurtured, I 
believe something has to be there from the start. Communication is an interesting 
characteristic – from a very small child I was able to talk, and my parents nicknamed 
me ‘Horace’ afer a radio programme as, like Horace, I gabbled away energetically and 
my elder brother had to interpret what I was saying to my parents. And so I was known 
to be talkative at this early age, and I went on to tell stories and to be chief storyteller 
on our camping holidays. I loved English Literature (and reading short stories), a 
subject which was one of my few successes at grammar school. 
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The 1950s 

In 1950 I was 12 and on the cusp of becoming a teenager. I was really enjoying the 
freedom I had on the estate north of Gosforth, from where I ofen cycled to the 
coastal town of Blyth in the summer, when the days were brighter for longer. 

I enjoyed solo cycle visits to Gosforth Park and to Seaton Delaval Hall, Sir John 
Vanbrugh’s early-18th-century masterpiece. I went sea fshing on my own, all day long, 
which seemed like – and indeed was – a great adventure at that age. My life revolved 
around being outdoors and I enjoyed it immensely. I remember it as a time of personal 
discovery, enjoyment and freedom. 

But for me school was the opposite: there, I felt suppressed. I wasn’t conscious of 
making defning decisions during that period, but I defnitely did, subconsciously – 
the frst and most singular one being that conventional schooling was not for me, so I 
opted out of the system. I didn’t recognise or accept it, or consider that it benefted me 
at all. I was unmotivated and absent. I resigned myself stoically to not being noticed, 
and this meant me not trying, and under-achieving, since the most I aspired to was to 
be invisible. I was obviously spectacularly successful in this endeavour, as year afer 
year my school reports contained just three words: ‘lazy in efort’ (a comment with 
hindsight that said as much about the teachers as it did about me!). The sole exception 
was when at the end of my frst term, just before Christmas 1949, my art master (whom 
I learned to admire) singled me out and praised a painting I had done of the Cheviots. 
He showed it to the whole class and encouraged me, saying that I had a promising 
career in art ahead of me. (Figure 3.1) 
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The reason I liked art was that it was something I could do at home in the evenings, 
weekends and school holidays. This was the other element of my subconscious choices 
– I chose to invest as much energy, thought and time as possible into out-of-school 
activities. I lived for the time outside of school – a degree of choice and level of freedom 
I wouldn’t have had at a boarding school, whatever the advantages of such a private 
education might have been in other respects. I enjoyed spending time at the local 
Ouseburn River, away from all school and family pressures. I had found a reason for 
living. I organised camping and youth hostelling trips during the school holidays, and 
went walking in the Cheviots and along the Roman Wall. And I also joined the Gosforth 
Harriers, and ran all around that part of Gosforth and Northumberland, including 
Gosforth Park, Heaton, Fenham and Benton. I didn’t like the races, I just loved the 
running. I bred tropical fsh and mice and guinea pigs. My father helped me make 
cages and boxes for them, and assemble fsh tanks and stands for the tropical fsh with 
oil heaters beneath. 

My father helped me a lot with my hobbies, and my mother seized on this: as I was 
getting older, when I had to choose a career, she told me that it didn’t matter what I 
did in the daytime as a job – for example, I could join the Civil Service and just pursue 
my hobbies in the evenings and at weekends. That immediately triggered a reaction in 
me. I didn’t want to waste any of my life doing a job I didn’t like. I wanted my hobbies 
to become what I did all day (as well as weekends and evenings), so in January 1954, 
immediately afer the New Year, when I would have been aged 15, I found myself in 
what became one of the most arresting and decisive moments of my life. I was sitting 
in a classroom presided over by Father Cassidy, the form master of 5B, and he went 
round the class enquiring what we all intended to do when we lef school. When it was 
my turn I said I wanted to be an architect. He was a sarcastic and opinionated man, 
and he put me down and derided my choice: ‘You’ll never make it, you’re bottom of the 
class’ (that was true, I’d just come bottom of our B-stream class in the pre-Christmas 
exams). He said in front of the whole class that I would never make it at university and 
I should not even try to go into the sixth form, where I would be out of my depth. 

The reason I had said architecture, rather than an art/painting career, was down 
to a spell slightly earlier in the previous term when I’d been of school because I was 
sufering from facial eczema, which crucifed me in those days. A rainy day stopped 
me from going outside to draw trees in nature, and I was looking for something to 
draw instead, and settled on drawing the houses in the street opposite, looking out at 
them through the window. My mother saw this and took the opportunity to infuence 
me, saying: ‘Why don’t you become an architect rather than a painter?’ At the time she 
was trying to steer me towards a regular job. Now, at virtually the same time, Father 
Cassidy was telling me that this door was also closed. And so I realised pretty much 
immediately that I had really messed things up, as there were only six months to go 
until the O-level exams (the equivalent of today’s GCSEs) and I had to pass six of them 
to have a chance at getting into the sixth form and being an architect. 

So for the frst time in my life I began to study, and I not only studied art and all the 
other subjects, but also exam techniques. I discovered to my astonishment that I loved 
examinations – for me they were a challenge I could relish. I enjoyed having invented 
a revision system and being put to the test under time constraints and writing quickly. 
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I wrote pages and pages in the exams. And so by the time of the in-house exams the 
following summer I had transformed from being bottom of the class at Christmas to 
near the top in most subjects, and then I passed eight O levels with good grades – a 
total turnaround in only six months! 

Immediately afer the O levels, my art master Maurice McPartlan organised for me 
to work in the ofce of the architect Edward Gunning in Eldon Square in the centre of 
Newcastle, which confrmed to me absolutely that my chosen career as an architect 
was the correct one, in terms of my skillset, interests and the creativity it ofered. It 
seemed to me that it married art, organisation and spatial construction skills that were 
matched to my own, but I wasn’t at all aware that it was a somewhat elitist profession I 
was aiming to join. 

Several other accelerating dramas also happened during that busy summer of 1954. 
The frst was that my art teacher entered me for a drawing award from the Northern 
Architectural Association, for which I won frst prize and received £3. (Figure 3.2) 
The second was a success in my running, when I won the school mile. And then 
came the third, which was more challenging: my form master and deputy head of 
the school, Father Cassidy, repeated to my parents what he had already announced 
in the classroom – that I wasn’t sixth-form material, and that I ‘wouldn’t cope’ with 
the challenges of university. This last event, of course, devastated me; my father went 
to see Father Cassidy, and my father’s subservient respectfulness and submission 
to the Catholic Church (mentioned earlier) apparently surfaced in that meeting. He 
reported to me aferwards that, regrettably, Father Cassidy was most likely right, and 
that instead of attempting to go to university, I should probably take the Civil Service 
exam or choose another career. But my art master Maurice McPartlan, to whom I owe 
a huge amount of thanks, persevered with my candidature for sixth form. As it was 
explained to me, this meant providing singular evidence of my suitability, since St 
Cuthbert’s, as a Catholic school, had to pay towards my sixth-form education. With 
his encouragement, I refused to give up, and applied for sixth form; championed by 
him, I was provisionally accepted subject to the following Christmas exam results. 
(Figure 3.3) 

* * * 

I loved the sixth form, it was a revelation, and I worked away happily with just three 
subjects to concentrate on – Art, English and History. I loved being mixed with the 
A-stream boys, in very small classes, and no longer having the stipulation of a school 
uniform. And to increase the efect of non-regimentation, we were peripatetically 
housed in the school house attached to the main school, which was informal and 
relaxed, not being geographically limited and not bound by a classroom. I fourished 
and really found myself in this environment. 

I’ve thought since about why that was. A conversation many years later with the 
architect Ted Cullinan was enlightening on that front. He went to the private school 
Ampleforth College, and we discussed our Catholic backgrounds and were each 
surprised when we found out how diferently our priests interpreted and applied the 
confessional – such a key part of Catholic doctrine, and something that pervaded my 




