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THE SITE

C

15 INGE STREET is the last back to back court to survive in Birmingham.
It lies on the junction of Inge Street and Hurst Street just to the south of the
city centre. The small court consists of three pairs of back to back houses on
Inge Street and a terrace of five blind back houses on Hurst Street.

OURT

T

he houses around Court 15 form an
L- shape on the east corner of Hurst
and Inge Streets. On the opposite
corner of the two streets is the Hippodrome
Theatre, opened in 1899 as the Tower of
Varieties and Circus. It was built on a site
previously occupied by back to back
housing which was demolished to make way
for it.
The east wall of Court 15 was
originally the blind back wall of a
row of houses in the adjoining
court, no. 2 Hurst Street. The
present straight south wall is
modern, but a curving wall free
of any buildings originally
separated Court 15 from the
adjacent Court 14, on
Inge Street.

There were once thousands of back to back
courts in Birmingham but over the last
hundred years or so they have all been swept
away in various urban improvement and
slum clearance programmes. Court 15 Inge
Street is of immense historical importance as
the only remaining example of such a
common housing type. This was recognised
in 1988 when the buildings were statutorily
listed Grade II by the
Department of
N O RT H O N
1 9 9 5 S U RV E Y
National Heritage.
In 1995
Birmingham City
Council
◆ EXTRACT FROM THE 1889 ORDNANCE SURVEY PLAN
commissioned
the City of
Hereford
◆ V I EW O F 5 5 TO
Archaeological Unit
63 HURST ST IN
to survey and
1953, LOOKING
record them.
T O WA R D S T H E
H I P P O D RO M E
Funding for this
project was
provided by the
City Council
and English
Heritage.

BACK
TO BACK
HOUSING
B

ack to back housing was developed
during the mid to late 18th century
to accommodate a rapidly
increasing working population in Britain’s
expanding industrial towns. The plan, two
rows of houses one room deep and built
back to back, was economical in the use of
both land and building materials. Building
costs were kept down, the dwellings could
be let at a rent the artisan and labouring
classes could afford, and developers and
owners of such properties were assured of
a return on their investment. Terraces and
courts of back to back and blind back
houses became the common form of
working class housing in many of the
major manufacturing towns.
It is difficult to be precise about the
origins of back to back housing in
Birmingham, but buildings of this type
were being constructed in the town from
the 1770s. The local form probably
evolved from the practice of building small
houses blind back (with no doors or
windows at the rear) against the yard wall
of an existing larger house. By the 1840s
the back to back court had become the
most usual type of working class housing
in the borough.
The typical Birmingham back to back
house was three storeys high and
contained a cellar, a ground floor kitchen,
a first floor chamber and a second floor
chamber, with a shared privy, ashpit and

wash-house in the court. It was quite
common for at least one of the rooms in
the house to be used as a workshop, the
small metal and toy trades of the town
being well suited to home working. Some
courts contained purpose-built
workshops as well as dwelling houses.

◆

problem as in other towns where several
families often occupied a single house.
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For much of the 19th century it was
believed that poor ventilation was a major
factor in the spread of diseases caused by
the close conditions and poor sanitation of
much working class housing. Back to
backs were seen as a special problem
because, with only a front door and front
windows, they did not allow any through
ventilation and air could not circulate
sufficiently. The 1858 Public Health Act
therefore enabled local councils to prohibit
the building of back to back houses,
although the fault lay more in the squalid
conditions of poorly drained and
overcrowded courts than in the design of
the houses surrounding them. But despite
the 1858 Act and the ban on back to
backs in the Housing Act of 1908 they
continued to be built – in Leeds for
instance up to the 1960s.

The skilled Birmingham worker was able
to afford a higher rent than his unskilled
counterpart in Leeds or Liverpool. Thus
it was usual for each family to occupy its
own separate dwelling so that
overcrowding did not become as great a

The construction of back to backs was not
prohibited in Birmingham until 1876, but
the existing courts remained. Many were
only finally demolished during the City’s
post-war slum clearance programmes.

HISTORY
A

THE HOUSES
A

t the end of the 18th century the
land south of Birmingham’s
present city centre belonged to
several landowners. Among these were the
Inge family who owned the land on the west
side of Inge Street, and after whom the street
is named, and the Gooch Estate which
owned the land on the east side of Inge
Street where Court 15 was built.

ll the houses
around
Court 15 are
three storeys high and all originally had
cellars. Each has one room on every floor
and is entered directly from the street or
court. The facades of the court or back
houses are plainer and cheaper than those of
the houses facing the street.

The small court was built on part of a plot
20 yards wide by 50 yards deep, leased to
John Willmore, a toymaker, by Sir Thomas
Gooch in 1789. It was agreed that within a
year Willmore should erect two or more
large houses at a total cost, including the
outbuildings, of not less than £700. These
houses were never erected and instead Courts
14 and 15 Inge Street were built by
Willmore’s successors who lived and traded
on Inge Street throughout much of the early
19th century. When John Willmore died the
plot was divided between two heirs, John
and Joseph Willmore. The division
corresponds to the two different types of
development on the plot in the early 1800s.

No.

50 Inge Street/1 Court 15 is the largest
and tallest building in Court 15 and was the
first to be constructed. For most of its life it
has been occupied as a pair of back to back
houses and seems to have been designed as
such; but there is some evidence which
shows that it might originally have been
used as a single dwelling.

◆ NO. 55 HURST ST
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No.

Joseph Willmore, a silversmith, built a court
of six front and eleven back houses with
some workshops on the larger southern end
of the building plot in about 1802. This was
called at first Willmore’s Court, then Court
14 Inge Street and is now demolished. At the
same time John Willmore, a carpenter and
joiner, appears to have built a larger house
and a workshop for his own occupation.

This back to back pair differs from the others
in a number of respects. An attic runs across
the whole depth of the pair of houses. This
was never divided and can only be reached
from the back house, No. 1 Court 15, where
the surviving staircase is of much higher
quality than any remaining in the other
dwellings around the court.

52 Inge Street/2 Court 15 and No. 54
Inge Street/1 Court 15 were built about
1830 by George Willmore, a jeweller.The
remainder of the site was still occupied by
shedding although the knackers had moved
on and a workshop in the yard was let to
John Massey, a hatter. The court was
completed with the construction of the
terrace, Nos. 55 to 63 Hurst Street, in
1831, again by George Willmore. Frederick
Bolton bought or inherited the property from
the Willmore family in the mid-1850s and it
belonged thereafter to a succession of owners
before reverting to the Gooch Estate.

as retail shops and workshops. Some were
still occupied as dwelling houses too, until
1966 when the court was condemned and
the tenants were rehoused by the City
Council. Because of the nature of the
tenancies on Hurst Street, Court 15
escaped demolition. In 1988 its interest
and historical significance were recognised
and it was statutorily listed Grade II to
ensure its preservation.

On the second floor there is an early
doorway, now blocked, in the spine wall
between the houses and, at this level too,
No. 50 Inge Street has been partitioned into
two rooms, the smaller of the two unheated
and lit by a casement window. There are two
tall chimney stacks, one for each house in
the pair.
◆ NO. 50 INGE
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From the late 19th through to
the 20th century, the
buildings have been
put to varied use

The undivided attic room and the blocked
doorway between the two houses may show
that No. 50 Inge Street/1 Court 15 was built
as a single dwelling. By 1821 it had been
converted to a pair of back to backs.
No.

52 Inge Street/2 Court
15 and No. 54 Inge
Street/3 Court 15
were built about
1830.

The tunnel entrance to the court runs
between them. Both used the side wall of the
adjacent house as their own fourth wall. This
was a common practice at the time as, by
only having to build three new walls,
construction costs were kept down. Each pair
of houses shares a single chimney set on the
ridge of the roof. The two back houses each
have a bay window to allow more light into
the ground floor room.
Inside the lower storeys are divided by two
spine walls, probably to give cupboard room
between the front and back houses in each
pair; the upper storeys are still divided by
single spine walls. In No. 52 Inge Street/2
Court 15 only one original stairway remains –
from the ground to the first floor in the front
house. The stair in No. 54 Inge Street has
been removed at ground floor level but in No.
3 Court 15 the complete staircase survives.
The terrace along Hurst Street was
constructed in 1831. The five three-storey
houses were built as similar, but not
identical dwellings. Each of the individual
houses in the terrace is one room deep and
one room wide and each had a front and a
back entrance, so they are not blind backs
in the strictest sense of the term.
◆ NO. 59 HURST ST
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In 1809 the remainder of the plot along
Inge Street was occupied by two
nailer’s workshops and a cooper’s
workshop with a knacker’s yard
behind. Sheds filled the Hurst Street
frontage. By 1821 No. 50 Inge
Street/1 Court 15 had been converted
into a pair of back to backs.

THE
COURT
T

The rear entrances to Nos. 55, 57 and 59 are
gained through a very narrow tunnel entry
from Court 15. A staircase on the back wall of
each house led up to the first and second
floors. The houses were lit by windows on the
Hurst Street elevation and heated by shared
chimney-stacks. No. 63 Hurst Street shared a
chimney with No. 65 Hurst Street, the front house
of a pair of back to backs which were part of Court 2
Hurst Street, now demolished. No. 55 Hurst Street has a
large bay window at first floor level overlooking Inge
Street. This is an early feature. All the houses in the terrace
have late 20th century shopfronts, replacing earlier ones which
were put in about 1900.

he courts around which most
back to backs were built typically
contained the privies, ashpits and
wash-houses serving the houses. The privies
would have been dry earth closets until well
into the 20th century. These would have to be
emptied on a
more or less
◆ T H E C O U RT W I T H
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The wash-houses
(known locally as
brewhouses) were
used for laundry,
the water heated
in coppers over a
brick hearth.
Court 15 may at
first have had a
pump for water but by the 1880s a single tap
had been installed. The brick paved yard
contains an open drain running in front of the
three back houses.
The court once also contained a workshop,
built over the outbuildings against its east wall.
This workshop and the outbuildings beneath it
were pulled down, probably in the 1930s and
wash-houses and water closets built on the site.
Court 15 is completely enclosed. The houses
on Hurst and Inge Streets are on the north and
west sides. On the south side is a modern brick
wall. The tall brick wall along the east side was
at one time the back wall of the blind back
tenements in the adjacent court, No. 2 Hurst
Street. Two wash-houses, built when the
workshop and outbuildings were
demolished, still stand against
the east wall. They
shared a single
chimney stack. Only
one watercloset
survives. There is no
obvious evidence of
the earlier privies
which once lay
against the east wall
behind No. 63
Hurst Street.

THE
FUTURE

THE PEOPLE

D

uring much of the 19th
century Court 15 was
occupied by artisans
engaged in various small trades, some
of whom worked from home. They
included buttonmakers, glassworkers,
woodworkers, leatherworkers, tailors
and of course skilled craftsmen in the
jewellery and small metal trades. The
Mitchell family, locksmiths and
bellhangers, lived and worked there
from the 1830s to the 1930s, at one
time occupying both No. 55 Hurst
Street and No. 54 Inge Street/3
Court 15. They also traded from
the workshop in the court for over
70 years.

Like most working class houses in
Birmingham the dwellings round
Court 15 Inge Street were occupied
by single families. The houses were
nonetheless crowded. In 1851 for
example Sophia Hudson, a widow
who worked as a pearl button
driller, probably from home, lived at
No. 1 Court 15 with her five
children and her mother, also a
widow. In 1861 Herbert Oldfield, a
glass eye maker who traded from
◆ AT W O R K I N A C O U R T, c . 1 9 0 7

home, occupied the same address
with his wife and eight children.
Other households often contained a
lodger as well as relatives and
children; the Mitchells were boarding
an apprentice in 1861 and the family
of a saddle and collar maker, living at
No. 61 Hurst Street in 1851, even
had a servant.
By 1900 the lower floors of the
terrace on Hurst Street had been
converted to retail shops, a cycle
maker’s, a hairdresser’s, a ticket
writer’s, a fruiterer’s and a furniture
dealer’s. Two of the houses, No. 55
Hurst Street, the cycle maker’s, and
No. 59, the ticket writer’s, had
workshops rather than living
accommodation on the upper floors.
Most of the buildings around Court
15, however continued to be
occupied wholly or partly as dwelling
houses until 1966, when they were
condemned as unfit for habitation.
Today the little court is occupied by
retail shops and offices.

B

irmingham Conservation
Trust, a member of the UK
Association of Building
Preservation Trusts, is a charity
which aims to save and reuse
historic buildings at risk in the
City. It is currently putting
together a project which will
restore and reuse the back to backs
at Inge and Hurst Streets. This
will give public access to the
buildings through a Living
History Centre within two pairs of
the back to backs and the
courtyard.
The Living History Centre will
show how people lived and
worked at different periods of the
buildings’ history. The project is
subject to national and local
funding support.

◆
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The contact details within this leaflet have been updated since its
publication. Please use the contact details below.

Contact Us

Address

Planning
PO Box 28 Alpha Tower
Suffolk Street Queensway
Birmingham B1 1TU

Opening
Hours

08.45 - 17.15 Monday to Thursday
08.45 - 16.15 Friday

Telephone

(0121) 303 1115

Email

planning.enquiries@birmingham.gov.uk

Website

www.birmingham.gov.uk/planning

“Securing a Better environment for all the people of Birmingham”

