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origin and history of Bush house

The Bush House Centre Block, North West and 
North East Wings, Melbourne House and Bush 
House South East Wing formed the southern end of 
an early 20th century LCC-led re-planning initiative 
between Holborn to the north and Strand to the 
south. As early as 1901 there had been American-
led plans for the long derelict Aldwych site. One 
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The departure of the BBC World Service after 70 years at Bush House left this Grade II listed landmark building in need 
of a thorough restoration. Designed by the New York firm Helmle & Corbett in the 1920s along big-business classicism 
lines, the intention of the original American owner Irving T Bush was to provide a unique international trading centre. 
The article describes how this restoration and modernisation has returned the building to its Bush-Corbett origins, where 
the Beaux Arts inspired exterior with its opulent architectural detailing and symbolic entablature now provides a grand 
triumphal conclusion to the Kingsway and a welcome boost to the architectural integrity of the Strand Conservation Area 
and interior exploration has uncovered a wealth of unique detail. 

Anglo-American syndicate had plans to build a 
multi-storey steel building with 30 lifts and 6,000 
rooms, which was said to be in extreme contrast to 
the common London style. The Times reassuringly 
described the alarm as ‘needless’ but what 
The Telegraph called ‘proposed Americanisation’ 
continued apace and other ‘skyscrapers’ of some 
60 feet or so were in the pipeline. 

Fig 1 Plan of Aldwych Quarter in context 5 10 15 20 25 50m0
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It was probably the good luck of Harvey Corbett, 
of the American architectural firm Helmle & 
Corbett, that during the 1914–18 war the site was 
occupied by a temporary hospital, a collection 
of huts forming a social centre for the American 
forces, which took the edge off the British mistrust 
of America and probably gave his client, American 
property magnate Irving T Bush, the idea of 
erecting a great commercial building here dedicated 
to Anglo-American entente. Corbett had already 
designed the Bush Terminal Building in New York 
for Bush and it was the success of this that led to his 
invitation to design the building in London. 

Although his expertise obviously lay in designing 
buildings in the United States, Corbett looked to 
Europe for his inspiration for this site, in particular 
the exterior treatment, perhaps as a result of his 
Parisian training at the École des Beaux-Arts. 
In 1919 Bush gained planning permission for 
the development of a magnificent trading centre 
containing exhibition facilities, shops and offices. 
When built, the overall floor area was some 
110,000sq ft and the cost a vast £2m. The scheme 
was carried out in three phases: the centre block was 
built in 1920–2, the East and West Wings 1924–8 
and the remainder in 1928–35 (Fig 1). Helmle and 
Corbett were well known as skyscraper designers 

and Wallace K Harrison, who joined the partnership 
in 1924 and worked on phases two and three, was 
later to design the United Nations Headquarters in 
New York. 

For 70 years Bush House was synonymous 
with the BBC, particularly with its Overseas and 
World Service. In 1940 a German bomb landing 
inside Broadcasting House in Portland Place and a 
landmine outside caused so much damage that the 
European Service of the Overseas Service had to 
relocate, coming to Bush House in 1941. It was the 
location for Charles de Gaulle’s famous Free French 
radio broadcasts during the Second World War, 
and BBC employee George Orwell disaffectedly 
occupied Room 101. It was joined by the remainder 
of the Overseas Service in 1958 and from then on 
the BBC occupied the whole of the Centre Block 
and the wings. In 1964 the Overseas Service was 
renamed the BBC World Service and it stayed until 
2012, colonising the vast building bit by bit until 
it left to return to its old base in what is now New 
Broadcasting House in Portland Place. 

the town planning context

What is now known as the Aldwych Quarter 
occupies the centre of Westminster’s Strand 
Conservation Area, which is bounded by the Strand 

Fig 2 Aerial view of Aldwych Quarter
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Palace Hotel to the west, Chancery Lane to the east, 
the Camden boundary to the north and the centre 
of the River Thames to the south. The conservation 
area includes the Grade I listed St Mary le Strand, 
St Clement Danes, Somerset House and the Royal 
Courts of Justice. 

It is a varied conservation area centred on the 
formal layout of Aldwych and Kingsway and the 
coherent group of substantially scaled, early 20th 
century, Portland stone faced, classically detailed 
buildings which occupy the island bounded by the 
Aldwych and Strand (the Grade II listed Bush House, 
India House, Marconi House and Australia House) 
and form the outer perimeter of the Aldwych (the 
Grade II listed Strand and Aldwych Theatres and the 
Waldorf Hotel). The Strand Conservation Area Audit 
describes the Centre Block as a ‘landmark building’ 
and the wings and Melbourne House as ‘unlisted 
buildings of merit’ (Fig 2). 

When John Robertson Architects ( JRA) was 
appointed to carry out the restoration of the entire 
complex, both Westminster Council and English 
Heritage (now Historic England) were interested 
to see how we would deal with it. JRA was 
sensitive to the buildings’ distinguished history and 
commissioned a study into the ‘architectural and 
historical interest and significance of the buildings’ 
by Paul Velluet which appraised their ‘contribution 
to the character, appearance and significance of the 
Strand Conservation Area’. By means of this study 
JRA also appraised the ‘potential effects of the 
proposals on that interest, character, appearance and 
significance’. 

With regard to the Centre Block of Bush House 
(listed with the attached colonnades to the north 
and south of the block) it concluded that it played a 
‘major architectural and historic role’ as the central 
component of the development site which was 
bordered by Aldwych and Strand, a ‘major’ example 
of Northern American influence in the design of 
commercial developments in Central London in 
the early 20th century. There was also deemed to be 
special interest and significance in the historic role 
the building had played as headquarters of the BBC 
Overseas and World Services from 1941 until 2012. 

The North East and South East Wings of Bush 
House and Melbourne House, although unlisted, 
were also concluded to be of particular interest and 
significance for the same architectural and historical 

reasons but playing a more modest role. The building 
cluster sits at the heart of the Strand Conservation 
Area and the report concluded that all of Bush 
House contributed positively, and Melbourne House 
modestly, to the particular character, appearance and 
significance of the area. It also concluded that the 
Centre Block of Bush House was rightly listed and 
that the two wings and Melbourne House did not 
satisfy the criteria and principles for listing. 

Coming on to the issue of the ‘potential effects of 
proposals for development and works on that interest, 
character, appearance and significance’, the report 
found that in the case of all the buildings under 
discussion the proposals would have a very positive 
impact on the amenity of the Strand Conservation 
Area, would preserve the historical and architectural 
integrity and setting of the buildings themselves but 
also the setting of other listed buildings nearby. It 
was felt that the modernisation works would also 
bring the buildings up to date in terms of meeting 
the functional needs of a 21st century office building 
and ‘better reveal and sustain their particular 
significance and that of the conservation area in full 
accordance with the relevant policies for sustaining 
and enhancing the significance of undesignated and 
designated heritage assets’. 

restoration of Bush house

The BBC World Service’s departure in 2012 was 
the starting point for the restoration project. John 
Robertson Architects was commissioned by Japanese 
owner Kato Kagaku Ltd to prepare designs for the 
refurbishment, restoration and modernisation of 
the Bush House buildings with a view to releasing 
modern and flexible office space onto the London 
market. The whole modernisation project took 
almost two years to complete and at one point 
employed almost 1,000 people. It has focused on 
returning the complex to its Bush-Corbett origins, 
not on evoking the long presence of the BBC. 

Apart from the Gill Sans typeface which is 
recognisably BBC and used throughout the building 
to mark floor numbers and other signage, there is 
little to remind new occupants of the BBC days. One 
of the features that people often mistakenly associate 
with the BBC is the dedication on the Aldwych 
façade, ‘To the Friendship of English Speaking 
Peoples’, which is assumed to be the BBC motto 
but was actually chosen because Irving Bush and 
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building, which ‘represents a big-business classicism 
which the Americans handled more successfully 
than the English. The exedra or entrance niche is 
especially impressive...’ (Figs 4 and 5). It goes on to 
highlight that the symbolic figures of the Hoffman 
sculpture refer to the building’s original use as a 
trading centre (cf the relief of Atlantic commerce 
on the S pediment), and nothing to do with the 
BBC whose motto runs below. Also emblematic of 

Existing structure is denoted with a grey �ll:

Fig 3 Ground floor plan of Bush House Centre Block

Harvey Corbett saw the building as a great centre of 
international commerce linking Great Britain with 
the United States, although this vision was never 
fulfilled, partly because of the Great Depression of 
the 1930s. 

During the BBC’s occupation, substantial changes 
had been carried out to the mainly open plan office 
areas. The middle third of each office space was in-
filled to provide central soundproofed studios and 
control rooms with corridors running along the sides 
and around each end to access offices around the 
perimeter, there was no sense of open plan space at all. 

Bush House Centre Block
Bush House Centre Block and flanking colonnades 
are Grade II listed, together with the Portland stone 
steps running down from the colonnades to the inner 
courtyards which are included in the listing (Fig 3). 
The listing description of 1976 is brief and records:

Portland ashlar on steel frame, slate roofs (sic). 
Monumental composition ‘big-business classicism’ closing 
Kingsway vista. 6 storeys and attic. 3 windows wide. 
The centre bay is taken up by a full height, coffered semi 
dome, giant niche, screened by 2 huge Corinthian columns 
carrying an entablature surmounted by symbolical figures 
of England and America sculpted by Malvina Hoffman. 
Plain outer bays with flat arched recessed metal casement 
windows. Broken pediment and recessed attic storey above. 
3 bay colonnade-screens flank the centre block. The Strand 
elevation is a more restrained design with deep, central 
straight-sided recess beneath the pediment, similar flanking 
colonnades. 

The 2003 edition of The Buildings of England 
for Westminster (Nikolaus Pevsner) recognises 
the significance of the American influence on the Fig 4 Malvina Hoffman statues and inscription
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1920s America is the ‘Hellenistic or Quattrocento 
detail, simplified but not squared off in the familiar, 
European way’. 

As monumental as its north entrance portico is, 
the massing is very carefully balanced. It was also one 
of the first high quality office buildings in London 
to have entirely uniform fenestration across most 
of its upper storeys, reflecting the standard internal 
floor to floor heights. The Centre Block is also 
particularly distinguished by its central and axial 

alignment within Aldwych, its role as the climax 
of the southward vista down Kingsway and its axial 
relationship with the church of St Mary le Strand 
(Fig 6). Architecturally the greatest interest and 
significance of the interiors is centred on the series 
of well-preserved major circulation areas serving 
the office floors, including the north entrance hall 
(Fig 7). But equally important to the balance of 
the building is the central entrance portico at the 
southern end where, if you look upwards to the 

Fig 5 Exedra or niche at Aldwych entrance of Bush House
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Fig 6 View of Aldwych Quarter down Kingsway

Fig 7 Bush House reception
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high level pediment, there is a low relief carving of 
Columbus’s ship the Santa Maria returning from 
America to Europe. This theme is featured again on 
the circular medallions above the entrance portal. 

A well-illustrated article from the Architects 
Journal in August 1923 gave the Centre Block of 
Bush House a huge spread applauding it down to 
every last detail inside and out. The article gave the 
newly completed building the warmest welcome, 
calling London ‘the recipient of an architectural 
gift’, and even defended the architect over the much 
criticised misalignment of the Aldwych façade vis a 
vis Kingsway, a widely misunderstood choice made 
to allow the Strand façade to lie at a perfect axis to 
the church of St Mary le Strand opposite the Strand 
façade of Bush House. The exterior of the building 
can speak for itself, particularly since the completion 
of the restoration project, but the article was very 
useful, in conjunction with copies of original 
Helmle & Corbett plans, obtained from the London 
Metropolitan Archive, in deciphering where and 
how the architectural integrity of the building might 
be hidden under the warrens of BBC studios and 
shabby offices accumulated over 70 years. 

The building comprised eight floors of naturally 
well lit, flexible open office space located in two 
parts, one on each side of a generously scaled, 
centrally-aligned circulation lobby at each floor level, 
containing two banks of lifts, generous lobbies with a 
central staircase and other ancillary accommodation 
(Figs 8 and 9). These flexible spaces showed a clear 
desire on the part of the developer to meet the needs 

Fig 8 Bush House central staircase with copper light doors

Fig 9 Bush House lift lobby
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of post-Great War business and to demonstrate North 
American practice of the time. After modernisation, 
the client wanted the building to be as flexible as 
possible to allow for future change and this included 
re-equipping the building with air conditioning and 
raised access floors for electrical and IT cabling. 

The office space on the first floor was divided 
into four parts by the lower part of the double height 
entrance hall serving the main entrance at the north 
(Aldwych) end of the building and by the upper part 
of the (now lost) double-height entrance hall and 
fine staircase serving the main entrance at the south 
(Strand) end. 

Originally there had been a double-height 
‘auditorium or restaurant’ at the north end of the 
building at basement and ground floor levels. This 
had long since been lost and the double-height space 
floored over, supported at mid-span by a double row 
of columns at basement level. 

There was a generous double-height entrance hall 
and a fine staircase serving the main entrance and 
exhibition space at the south, Strand entrance. The 
staircase had since been removed, the double-height 
space floored over and the lower part converted into a 
shopping arcade, thought to have been implemented 
by the BBC in the late 1940s. This had resulted in a 
loss of architectural integrity and interest. 

There was a high quality architectural treatment 
to the principal circulation areas, most of which 
had survived the BBC’s occupation. The walls were 
lined with travertine from floor level up to a simple 
travertine frieze running around each compartment 
above the level of the doorways, subdivided into 
bays by flat travertine pilasters rising up to the 
fibrous plaster ceiling cornices running around each 
compartment, with paired pilasters at the corners 
and single pilasters to each side of the oak-framed, 
copper-light glazed doors leading to the office areas 
to the north and south of each lobby. The central 
parts of the fibrous plaster ceilings of the circulation 
areas were treated as decorative coffered soffits. The 
entire ceiling of the surviving north entrance hall 
had a particularly elaborate, coffered ceiling. The 
outer walls of the staircases were also lined with 
travertine but only up to one metre. The floors 
of the principal circulation areas throughout the 
building were paved in travertine, as too were the 
treads, risers and inside spandrels of the flights of the 
staircases. The balustrading of the staircase for its full 

height (from basement to ninth level) was consistent 
in detail and material, comprising square sectioned 
painted steel fabricated to an open ‘Roman’ design, 
carrying a wreathed, oak handrail. 

The original, double-height entrance hall at 
the north end had been altered in part; firstly, by 
the introduction of a single storey inner lobby at its 
north end incorporating a head porter’s lodge and 
fire control point, faced in stained oak veneered 
plywood with polished brass trim and other details 
of Art Deco character; and more recently, by the 
introduction towards the south end of a tall, glazed 
security screen. In addition, the originally open high 
level ‘bridges’ at each end of the entrance hall had 
been enclosed by glazed screens, which detracted 
from the architectural integrity of the entrance hall. 

Unusually for an office building of the inter-
war years in the UK, heating for the interiors 
was provided by the use of radiant heating panels 
installed on the inside faces of the external walls, 
an innovative experiment in response to the 
architectural profession’s universal dislike of the 
conventional radiator. These had long been disused 
and were removed to allow the inner façades to be 
insulated. 

On each floor there were bronze-faced letter 
chutes running from floor to ceiling, fixed to the 
travertine, which allowed letters to be posted at each 
level and collected in two bronze-faced collection 
boxes in the ground floor lobby (Fig 10). This was 
a mainstream American practice at the time, also 
found in Charles Holden’s London Underground 
Headquarters at 55 Broadway, St James’s Park. 

Fig 10 Post chutes
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North East and South East Wings
All four of Bush House’s wings provided potential 
space at first floor level (street level on Aldwych 
frontage) and ground floor level (street level on 
Strand frontage) which could be let as separately 
accessible units such as shops and banks, but it is 
unclear if they were ever used for that purpose. The 
South East Wing contained a small swimming pool 
in the basement, which had been decked over and 
partially infilled with studios above. The buildings 

were much more modest in scale and treatment than 
the Centre Block. They were nevertheless designed 
as flexible office spaces, with similar travertine for 
the floors, walls and staircases and the same in-wall 
radiant heating system, but less spacious and more 
contrived in their layout. The office areas had been 
extensively altered and plant areas added on the roof, 
some left very exposed on the inner elevation of the 
North East Wing and screened by artificial roof slates 
on the roof of the South East Wing (Fig 11). 

Melbourne House 
Although similar in scale and design, Melbourne 
House of 1928–9 by architects Trehearne and 
Norman did not have the generosity of scale or 
quality of Bush House next door (Fig 12). In 
addition, the original external appearance had 
been unfavourably altered by the removal of the 
original subdivided window and the replacement 
of undivided plain glazing. Extensive plant and 
equipment had been located at 9th floor roof level and 
was highly visible to neighbouring buildings, this 
was all removed and all new plant and equipment has 
been concealed at roof level. Fig 12 Melbourne House external view 

Fig 11 Strand House external view
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maintaining interior integrity

The opportunity and challenge of this restoration 
project was to reinvigorate each building while 
preserving its unique heritage, ensuring that future 
occupiers could have modern office accommodation 
with the opportunity to enjoy the elegant 1920s 
detailing of the lobbies and circulation areas. 
The stripping out stage of the project was an 
extraordinary project in its own right. It was clear 
the BBC had never taken anything out of the 
building – the Corporation simply added more 
and more equipment year by year. As a result, the 
demolition and removal stage took almost as long as 
the refit project. The amount of wiring to come out 
was immense. In total about £7m was spent on the 
removal of asbestos and copper cabling. 

JRA wanted to keep as many of the original 
architectural features as possible. The original 
window units were retained and restored and inner 
glazing installed to improve the energy performance; 
all of the internal walls were insulated, improving 
the Energy Performance Rating (EPC) from 
‘E’ to ‘B’ and achieving a BREEAM Excellent 
performance rating. All the external stone was 
cleaned and repaired where necessary and the lead 
flashing on stone cornices and gutter detailing was 
completely renewed. The lift lobbies and stair cores 
had original travertine-lined walls, coffered ceilings 
with elegant cornice details, the original mail 
chute system and copper-light doors – all of which 
have been faithfully restored and supplemented 
with modern interventions to bring the spaces up 
to today’s specification standards. This is evident 
within the new entrance halls, which now provide 
contemporary spaces with high quality finishes 
including polished plaster, natural stone floors, 
durable feature walls and energy efficient lighting. 
They are linked to the existing staircases and lobbies 
with subtle additions. 

One of the major challenges of the project was 
in the appraisal and verification of the existing 
structural floor systems within each building. In the 
Centre Block, the structural floor system comprised 
coffered in situ concrete floor slabs spanning between 
concrete encased steel girder beams. The majority 
of the lath and plaster ceilings had long since been 
removed, as had the timber flooring and bearing 
joists. In the wings we discovered a ‘King’s Floor’ 
structural floor system: an ingenious proprietary 

system of steel members spanning between primary 
steel girders within which pre-fabricated terracotta 
hollow pot tubes were inserted in a uniform 
interlocking structure with a topping of concrete to 
support the timber floor. 

Years of ad hoc alterations by the BBC had 
disturbed both the terracotta floors, many of which 
were damaged and required repair and fire-proofing, 
and the lath and plaster on the underside of the slabs 
and the thin concrete topping had also been damaged, 
partially removed and altered in places. The floors 
within the South West Wing were in particularly 
poor condition and a structural concrete topping was 
discovered which had been added by the BBC over 
large areas of studios (presumably to enhance the 
sound insulation). It was decided to remove almost all 
of two complete structural floors within this building 
in order to provide a properly engineered structural 
slab and allow level office floors to be achieved. The 
structural repairs and alterations added a significant and 
unforeseen cost to the project – unforeseen in so far 
as access had not been permitted for pre-construction 
intrusive surveys during the BBC’s tenancy. Survey 
access was restricted because of the high risk of 
disturbance and noise, which was not conducive to the 
broadcasting work that continued almost to the end of 
the BBC’s lease term. 

New services have been added to each building 
including full air conditioning, which would 
normally prove a challenge in a large historic 
building. However, in the Centre Block air 
handling units have been located in basement space 
on the south side of Bush House and heat rejection 
equipment discreetly kept within a stone rooftop 
enclosure installed by the BBC. Vertical risers have 
been placed in the walls to feed office floors and 
a new well created above the central core for any 
equipment a future tenant might like to install. 
New toilets and disabled access toilets and lobbies 
have been incorporated near to the staircases in each 
building. The objective was to carry out modern 
interventions in a discreet way which harmonised 
with the design of the original building. We were 
also keen to keep the new interventions reversible 
where possible – therefore all new risers were 
planned through the office areas and not within 
the existing cores, thus limiting the amount of 
structural alteration. New slate-clad mansard roof 
enclosures were added to the wings and Melbourne 
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House to shield the air handling plant and 
equipment from view. 

Blending the old with the new throughout the 
circulation areas has been one of the most rewarding 
parts of the project. New passenger lifts have been 
integrated into existing shafts; original travertine 
floors have been cleaned and repaired, leaving the 
slightly worn patina of the travertine stones. The 
bronze entrance doors with their Imperial lion 
heads were reconditioned, the stair balustrades were 
cleaned and restored and discreet lighting has been 
added to re-illuminate each area. The choice of 
colour and materials and finishes was inspired by 
themes of carving, sculpting and crafting drawn from 
Helmle & Corbett’s Beaux Arts designs. Fire curtains 
have replaced smoke lobbies added by the BBC 
in the 1970s. Bush House’s main entrance hall has 
been fully and extensively restored and the ‘minstrel 
galleries’ at either end were reinstated. A pair of 
sublunary-blue lacquer panels provides a dramatic 
counterpoint to the restrained historic coffered 
ceiling and travertine-clad walls (Fig 13). Gill Sans is 

used as the way-finding font, a brief nod in homage 
to the BBC World Service. 

the future

When you stand on one of the two new roof terraces 
and look north down Kingsway and east and west in 
Aldwych, you could be forgiven for thinking you are 
in Paris looking over one of the familiar Haussmann 
avenues with uniform cornice height and plane 
trees at street level; Kingsway and Aldwych are the 
product of an elegant Edwardian master plan. 

What may prove to be the greatest surprise of 
the Aldwych project is the release of the space in the 
east courtyard between the buildings, this could yet 
become the greatest public benefit of all on what 
had become a fairly impenetrable island with huge 
security measures dating from the BBC’s occupation. 
The BBC gradually filled up the space with car 
parking and temporary buildings and railings and 
security gates closing off public access. The east 
courtyard has been cleared and tidied up; indicating 
what could be possible here. The original designs 
provided for gateways on to the site which might 
offer a far more open area than currently exists with 
easy access from north to south. 

Since giving my lecture to ASCHB in February 
2015, I am pleased to say that all of the buildings 
have been recently leased in their entirety to King’s 
College London as an extension to their Strand 
campus. Plans are already under way to take the 
modernisation project one step further and equip 
each of the buildings for university occupation with 
new lecture theatres, an auditorium, teaching spaces 
and facilities including a business school and students’ 
union. One can easily imagine the re-invigorated 
Aldwych Quarter as a vibrant meeting place with 
al fresco dining, a wonderful overspill for students, 
academics and local workers by day and theatre-
goers by night. King’s College’s occupation of the 
Bush House complex from 2018 will guarantee the 
future of this important group of buildings for several 
generations to come. 
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Fig 13 Sublunary lacquered panels in Bush House 
reception


