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I DID not enter architect
Laurie Baker's house by the

front gate, so I do not know
what it looks like. But the back
gate was interesting.

It was made of metal rods rising
up twisted to end up as workshop
tools — pliers, shears and the like.
Walking up winding steps twisting
their way through a maze of
greenery, I was brought to a halt
by the barking of dogs perched in
a kennel, a converted chicken coop
atop a black wooden door.

I rang the bell, a real bell, and
Mr. Baker was there to usher me
into the "Hamlet", as his brick
house perched atop a hill in sylvan
surroundings is named.

More steps, twisting upwards
past shards of light coming in
through gaps in the brickwork,
making one feel that one was going
up to the turrets of a brick castle,
and we were in the sitting room,
upon whose walls were some of
Mr. Baker's oil paintings. A view
of the Himalayas with clouds swirl-
ing across the range, a painting in
blue and white.

Looking into his twinkling eyes,
listening to his hearty laugh, one
realises that one before a man who
is satisfied with his life-work. "I
didn't set out to make an impact,
to be the low-cost architect. For me
it has always been a question of
living with people and doing what
they wanted," says the 75-year-old
man whose name has become syn-
onymous with low-cost housing
and who was recently awarded the
United Nations Habitat Scroll of
Honour for 1992.

Mr. Baker is amused that people
imagine him to be what he is not.
He mentions how he received a

telegram, just prior to a big
felicitatory function, asking him to
boycott it as he was "the poor
man's architect".

"Some think I should only be
an architect for the poor, but that's
silly. I look at it in the way that
people need something to live in,"
he said.

The crucial Baker discoveries
came" after he realised that most
people could not afford modern,
fashionable houses. He also found
that the architectural designs and
materials used generally escalated
costs, thus turning the dream of
owning a house into a nightmare
for most people.

Mr. Baker remains convinced
that, despite inflationary pressures,
much of the current expenditure on
any house is on unnecessary frills
and designs. Architects and engin-
eers often avoid using locally avail-
able, inexpensive materials that
also suit local climatic conditions.
"In saving and cutting down costs,
the choice is yours," Mr. Baker
warns in a book of his, adding:
"Do not allow the architect, engin-
eer, the building contractor to be
dictators. You tell them what you
want."

The typical Baker house is un-
plastered and is pock-marked with
gaps in the brick structure. Up to
10 per cent of building cost can
be saved if plastering is not done.

Plastering is done, so builders
say, to get a smooth face when
brick is used. Plastering also needs
to be painted and maintained. But
Mr. Baker shows how mortar can
fill over sunken ends of brick and
produce a "fair face" without plas-
tering.

For lintels, most builders go for
reinforced concrete, steel and ce-

ment. But Mr. Baker developed his
own technique called "brick-on-
edge". If stronger lintels were re-
quired, he proposed a hollow ar-
rangement filled with a few steel
rods in concrete.

He also prefers brick arches in-
side his buildings to reinforced
concrete and these look nicer and
are strong enough. He introduced
the corbel arch to span holes in the
wall, thus doing away often with
doors between rooms and freeing
space instead of compartmentali-
sation.

For windows, he economised by
resorting to the jali or "honey-
combed wall". Wide vertical
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joints are left open in the brick-
work to let in air and let one look
out.

In most cases, the builders have
to spend on furniture once the
house is ready. But Mr. Baker
demonstrated that houses can come
with built-in seats, beds, work-
tables. Door frames are not necess-
ary if planks are screwed on with
strap hinges.

The use of "rat-trap" bonds can
save up to 25 per cent of the total
number of bricks in building walls.
He prefers sloping roofs to the flat
reinforced concrete heat-traps that
most modern houses have for a

roof.
Over time — Mr. Baker first

came to Kerala in 1963 and be-
came an Indian citizen only a few
years ago — he has honed his tech-
niques and in the State capital
alone there are more than 2,000
Baker-built houses apart from
countless "imitation" houses.

About the proliferation of imita-
tion-Baker buildings which have
been expensive for the house-
holders to build, Mr. Baker replies:
"I have opened a Pandora's box
and it lets out everything good and
bad. What concerns me is that
some are copying my work be-
cause it is the current fashion.
Architects take all my tricks and
apply them to the front of the
house and the back side of the
house will be the normal, modern
monster with all its disadvantages.
It's just a facade."

He said: "I look at a house from
every side. Ten years ago, most
unplastered buildings in Kerala
were genunine Baker buildings.
Now any structure with varnished
brick is considered to be a Baker
building and that's upsetting."

Mr. Baker sought to reach the
people through Costford, a private
voluntary agency manned by moti-
vated young engineers and archi-
tects and set up near Thrissur dur-
ing the time of Chief Minister C.
Achutha Menon.

Costford does not believe in
publicity or raking in money but
has over the years built thousands
of cost-effective homes for people
belonging to the financially weaker
strata.

He offers some advice on Gov-
ernment programmes for adminis-
trative buildings. "I think that mud
has much use if only the Govern-

ment was willing to go for it. Many
mud buildings have survived for
200 years and more although the
material has its disadvantages. For
instance, I cannot understand why
builders of big offices which have
reinforced concrete frame, roofs
and floors cannot opt for mud par-
tition walls within the structure,"
he says.

Mr. Baker is also worried about
the loan schemes offered by differ-
ent institutions, mainly for the up-
per middle class, to make use of
for modern houses.

He feels that if schemes were
available for cheaper loans for
cheaper housing along the lines he
has developed, further solution to
the housing problem might be
evolved.

"The longer I have been in In-
dia, the more concerned I have be-
come about housing for the masses.
This relates to both financial ability
and locally available material and
technology. Somehow, I think
most of my current work reflects
this Indian flavour."

It is for the first time that the
UN Centre for Human Settlements
has given an award to an individual
architect. Mr. Baker was meant to
go to New York to receive the
scroll of honour at the India Gov-
ernment's expense.

He refused to do so, preferring
to pick up the award in New Delhi.
His reasoning was that he had no
right to waste the borrowed money
the nation is surviving on.

As I left the lush green surround-
ings his house is situated amidst, I
thought that Mr. Baker's houses
were like the man — simple, guile-
less and elegant.

— A.V. Varghese in
Thiruvananthapuram
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