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Summary 
 
There is sufficient architectural and historic interest in Elm’s Parade to make it 
worthy of consideration as a non-designated heritage asset. 
 
Built in 1937 to meet the needs of the 1930s suburb, Elms Parade is a good 
example of a typical 1930s parade of shops designed to be a focal point of the 
growing community. It takes its name from Elms Farm, on whose land it is 
built. This was a large mixed farm dating from at least the 17th century, 
situated around 2 miles from the centre of Oxford. It was bought by the Howse 
family in 1920 from the Earl of Abingdon. As happened to many farms on the 
edge of major settlements, the farmland was gradually developed to create 
housing to meet the needs of the growing city.  Elms Rise and other 1930s 
development attracted people from Oxford who wanted to move out of the city 
centre to the more open healthier suburb. The farmyard was developed last 
and the shops were built on the site of the main farm buildings, probably a 
threshing barn, cowsheds and stables. The farmhouse itself survived and was 
used as the community library until this was redeveloped in the 1960s.  
 
The architecture is very much of its time, designed in a classic neo-Georgian 
form with Art Deco detailing. The parade contains 13 shops with flats over, 
which are symmetrically disposed about a central bay. This has a central 
architectural embellishment containing a clock, still in working order, and the 
name Stephen Howse and date of 1937. The end bays and central bay are 
rendered and the intermediate bays are in brick. The brick sections are 
recessed either side of the central bays to create first floor loggias to the flats 
above the shops. Symmetry and uniformity are fundamental to the design and 
both these characteristics survive. There have been no alterations to the form 
of the building to disrupt this, though the end pavilions and central bay have 
had their parapet roofs altered and the original windows and doors have 
nearly all been replaced. However, as the ownership has been retained by the 
Howse family, these replacements have not been done piecemeal, as so often 
happens, but uniformly and following, as closely as possible, the original 
design details. Early photographs of the shops illustrate the high quality of the 
original design including window and doors (two of which survive), uniform 
signage and even the carefully designed door handles, all in the latest Art 
Deco fashion. This was no cheap speculative development. Mr Howse went to 
considerable trouble and expense to create a fashionable parade of shops he 
could be proud of; that could proclaim his name in perpetuity to the community 
it serves; reflecting well on his intentions to provide a high quality shopping 
area for surrounding residents. A measure of his pride in this is that he elected 
to live in one of the flats above the shops, leaving the farmhouse to serve 
another community use as the local library. 
 



Heritage values 

The significance of the site can be expressed as the sum of its heritage values 
(Conservation Principles, English Heritage, 2008). 
 
Evidential value 
 
The site has evidential value in that it is built on the site of the farmyard of 
Elms Farm. There is the potential to reveal information about mixed farming in 
this area probably going back to medieval times, though this can only be 
speculated on the basis of evidence from elsewhere, but certainly from the 
17th century. 
 
Historical value 
 
The site has historical illustrative value in that it illustrates the response to the 
rapid growth in Oxford’s population in the 20th century, both as a result of the 
growth in the motor industry and in the increasing use of motor transport. 
Classic 1930s ribbon development along Botley Road reached the settlement 
of old Botley and then beyond once the Southern Bypass was built. As this 
became busier and the road upgraded and extended, it serves to separate the 
new settlement based around Elms Farm from the historic core of the village. 
Elms Parade became the new focus for the community with a range of shops 
meeting the needs of the local population.  
 
The site has historical associative value in its connection to the Howse family 
and prior to that, to the Earl of Abingdon. The quality of the architecture in the 
latest Art Deco style illustrates the aspirations of the owner, Stephen Howse, 
to build a proud development displaying the confidence of the age. The 
association with the Howse family remains to this day as they retain 
ownership and keep the building in good repair. 
 
Aesthetic value 
 
The combination of the neo-Georgian overall form and the fashionable Art 
Deco detailing gives the parade of shops considerable aesthetic value. It has 
a pleasing symmetry to the front elevation with the centre bay marked by a 
slightly projecting gable with three tall arch headed windows flanked by pairs 
of sash windows (now replaced). The gable incorporates a clock, still in 
working order, the name of the developer, Stephen Howse and a plaque 
which commemorates him as the founder of Elms Parade in 1937. It forms a 
deliberate architectural statement and, with its clean lines and uniformity of 
detail, it has a strong 1930s character. Two original doors and fanlights 
survive illustrating the quality of the detailing. Replacements windows and 
doors have sought to recreate the design of the originals and, although of no 
architectural merit per se, the appropriateness of design and the uniformity of 
the replacements, serve to retain key elements in the design. It is as if the 
building is evoking safe, traditional values in its wider character, but with up-
to-date fittings, primarily to the ground floor, appealing to the modernity of the 
new community. 



 
The rear elevation was similarly carefully designed with some recessed 
loggias providing outside amenity space for the flats. However the installation 
of pipework and other additions diminish its aesthetic quality and the creation 
of the service yard to serve the West Way shopping centre severely erodes its 
setting. 
 
The strong 1930s character gives a distinct identity to the area, which is 
largely a 20th century suburb of Oxford and this is much valued by the local 
population. 
 
Communal value 
 
As part of the daily lives of the local population, Elms Parade has very high 
communal value. The shops and flats are nearly always fully occupied and 
provide a full range of services to meet all local needs. The intimate scale of 
the development fosters social interaction and it forms an important part of the 
community. Many elderly people in the area have lived here all their lives and 
the local shops have been an important part of their community throughout 
their lives. It gives people an identity, which reflects the 1930s suburbs where 
they live. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The building is of considerable architectural and historic interest, particularly in 
the context of the history of 20th century suburbs. Had the building survived 
unaltered it would meet the criteria for statutory listing. The alterations to the 
roof and detailing mean that it is unlikely to be considered listable. However, 
sufficient significance survives to make this a strong candidate for local 
designation and the building should rightly be considered as a non-designated 
heritage asset. 


