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Even prior to the First World War, the challenging or indeed catastrophic 
housing situation in Košice was a regular topic of discussion in the 
city’s press. The war years, followed by the collapse of the Habsburg 
Empire and the establishment of the First Czechoslovak Republic, threw 
the city into an entirely new reality, yet still confronting the problem of 
insufficient housing stock. Although the Czechoslovak state responded 
to the housing crisis by introducing new policies as early as the beginning 
of 1919, the chronic shortage of residential accommodation continued 
to have a negative impact on the city’s population, in particular the 
lower classes. The study is the result of the author’s long-term archival 
research and offers positive examples of the city’s efforts to provide the 
poor with satisfactory solutions to the housing crisis throughout the 
entire interwar period.

After the end of the First World War, the formerly 
Hungarian city of Košice found itself part of the newly 
established state of Czechoslovakia, and by the early 
1920s had become Slovakia’s second largest city and 
a regional centre of industry, commerce, education and 
culture. However, its traditional political, business and 
cultural ties with the former capital of Budapest were 
abruptly severed, and forming links to the distant new 
capital of Prague was initially fraught with problems. 
Košice’s population grew rapidly in this period, which 
triggered a sizeable construction boom and dramatic 
expansion of the city’s area. Over the two decades of the 
First Czechoslovak Republic’s existence, a series of new 
residential districts and modern architectural works were 
constructed, and the impact was also felt in the historic 
centre of the city. Many new buildings essential for a mod-
ern city gradually arose in Košice during this period: 
office buildings, modern facilities for postal and railway 
employees, police, firefighters and soldiers, and new pub-
lic amenities such as state schools, school dormitories, 
churches, hotels, restaurants, department stores, cinemas, 
sports halls, outdoor pools and many more. In the first 
decade of the Republic, more than 150 million Kč were 

invested into state construction projects in Košice against 
the mere 5–6 million Kč expended by private developers 
in the same period.1 A total of 1400 new rental properties 
were built by the state sector in these years, in addition 
to the range of cooperative associations receiving public 
funding.2 Over time, entire new districts and complexes 
of apartment buildings and family houses appeared on 
land which had previously been undeveloped municipal 
property.

However, despite this successful response to the need 
for housing, the initial years of the new democratic state 
in Košice were by no means straightforward. The pro-
longed stagnation in the construction industry during 
the war years, coinciding with the demobilisation of con-
scripted soldiers, the establishment of new families and 
the resulting restructuring of many households with the 
arrival of new family members, all combined to cause 
a serious housing crisis in the city. As was the case with 
other towns where new state offices were established 
(for example, Prague, Brno, Opava, Bratislava, or nearby 
Uzhhorod), the large numbers of Czech nationals arriving 
in Košice in this period greatly exacerbated the city’s al-
ready poor housing conditions. These new arrivals were 
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sent to Košice by the Prague authorities to ensure that the 
legislative power of the new state could be implemented in 
this ethnically, religiously and linguistically heterogenous 
region, including large numbers of railway and postal 
workers, financial officials, radio employees, educators, 
police and also a considerable military presence. The gen-
eral shortage of housing was further exacerbated as new 
workers in various sectors, many of whom were fathers, 
began to be joined by their wives and children. Although 
a certain proportion of the local Hungarian community 
gave up their positions and moved with their families to 
Hungary, whether on linguistic grounds or following their 
own political convictions, this departure did little to solve 
the growing housing crisis. The bleak situation in Košice 
in the early 1920s is captured eloquently in an illustrated 
article published in the magazine Slovenský Svet in 1921: 
“The dearth of housing in Košice is so great that Czech 
railway workers who arrived in Slovakia have been forced 
to live in railway wagons until they find accommoda-
tion.3 In 1920 and 1921, apartments were allocated by the 
housing commission, and the housing crisis was so acute 
that gaining any kind of accommodation whatsoever was 
considered a huge stroke of luck”.4

The state decided to resolve the desperate situation 
in the new republic through the provision of various 
financial relief efforts, and the method chosen was the 
massive funding of new housing in the form of cooper-
ative building projects. On February 20th 1919, only four 
months after the establishment of the First Czechoslovak 
Republic, Act no. 98 Coll. on the State Housing Fund 
was passed, followed only three months later on May 
23rd 1919 by Act no. 281 Coll. on State Support for the 
Construction Industry which was joined on March 11th 
1921 by Act no. 100 Coll. on the Construction Industry.5 
However, the ongoing stimulus the state provided to 
housing policy through numerous forms of legislative 
intervention in which the authorities repeatedly attempt-
ed to respond to the fluctuating economic conditions in 
the interwar period reached Košice with a significant 
delay. State investment involved the construction of 
both new public office buildings and residential build-
ings for its employees. Additionally, it aimed to support 
the development of the eastern regions of the Republic 
through the so-called Slovak preference scheme of 1923, 
whereby Czech contractors active in Slovakia received 
preferential treatment in the assignment of work even 
when they quoted price offers up to 5% higher than their 
competitors, an approach heavily criticised in the local 
press.6 Likely, this provision encouraged many well-
known Czech architects and builders to establish local 
branches in Košice in the interwar years,7 perhaps most 
notably the Prague architect Jan Vodňaruk, responsible 
for several high quality works in Košice in the early 
1920s. His main office was based in the Prague district 
of Vinohrady,8 but in 1923 he established a construction 
branch in Bratislava where, in tandem with his work 
in Košice,9 he built a series of cooperative and state 

projects such as the complex of family houses in Haus-
bergl and Račisdorf.10 

Perhaps for the same reason, although primarily to 
support the development of the eastern part of the Repub-
lic, a national convention of Czechoslovak engineers and 
architects was held in Košice between July 20th and 24th 
1923. More than four hundred architects and engineers 
attended the event, indicating remarkable interest on the 
part of the professional community in the opportunities 
on offer in east Slovakia as well as the adjacent region 
of Subcarpathian Ruthenia, with attendees making an 
excursion to the latter area at the convention’s end.11

Housing for the Destitute
Conversion of Former Army Barracks to Social Housing

The extremely difficult conditions which plagued Košice 
in the years after 1918 were felt more acutely among the 
lower levels of society in the city, primarily those who 
had arrived in the city from the countryside in search 
of work and found themselves without a roof over their 
heads. The chronic lack of housing stimulated enormous 
pressure from city inhabitants to improve living condi-
tions in general, by whatever means necessary. Indicating 
the city’s dire situation is a letter from June 1920, written 
by the municipal authorities to the Ministries of Public 
Works and Social Welfare in Prague.12 The city, the let-
ter informed the two Ministries, had undertaken urgent 
measures to address the severe situation but could not do 
continue to do so without state assistance. The most press-
ing issue was the need for accommodation for workers 
and minor state employees left without work following 
the war’s impact on the economy and the transition from 
Austro-Hungarian rule to the new state of Czechoslova-
kia. The city’s urgent attempt to solve the crisis among 
the poorest inhabitants at the start of the 1920s is laid 
out in detail in the archival materials that document the 
reconstruction as temporary accommodations of the bar-
racks of the former military camp in Barca in the south 
of Košice.13 Acquisition from the army of approximately 
40 barracks of the military reserve hospital and their 
gradual conversion for residential use was seen by the city 
authorities as the simplest, fastest and cheapest solution 
to the housing shortage. Built between 1914 and 1915, 
these wooden structures originally housed soldiers of the 
Czechoslovak army and the Ukrainian legions, but when 
they were transferred to the city authorities in 1922, they 
were in a catastrophic condition: the buildings had been 
badly damaged both during and after the 1919 coup and 
the invasion of the city by Hungarian forces, and in their 
current state were uninhabitable.14 

Prior to the planned conversion of the barracks into 
residential accommodation, the city authorities initiated 
a public tender bid to find the cheapest contractor for the 
project, holing that the promise of a rapid solution to this 
pressing social problem would convince the government 
in Prague to step in with assistance. Since the housing 
issue, in a Europe exhausted by five years of war, had 
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been recognised as an obvious priority by other Euro-
pean politicians and government programs, the people 
of Košice had hoped that they would receive sufficient 
support from the national authorities.  As an essential pre-
condition of stability and economic prosperity, the need 
to achieve a degree of social cohesion was the rationale 
behind many similar projects aimed at providing housing 
for the disadvantaged, who would otherwise struggle to 
find the means for decent accommodation.15 And, as the 
city authorities were unable to finance such a large-scale 
project from their own resources, they relied instead on 
arranging suitable loans from the Košice branches of 
Prague-based financial institutions, having lost contact 
with the Hungarian financiers whose services they had 
used in the past. 

While still awaiting the decision of the Ministry regard-
ing the provision of state funds, a request made by the 
city authorities drew attention to the long-term financial 
problems of the municipality, the ongoing problems with 
feeding the population and quartering soldiers, and the 
efforts to solve the burgeoning unemployment crisis, with 
the city having taken out almost a million Kč in loans in 
an attempt to deal with the complicated situation: “With 
reference to the Act dated May 23rd 1919 and Act no. 219 of 
May 30th 1920, we request that our construction program 
receive the support outlined in the provisions of these 
laws”. It was expected that if the state guaranteed the 
loans and, as had previously been arranged in Bratislava, 
simultaneously provided supplementary funds guaranteed 
on the basis of future rental income, the city authorities 
would be able to build 400 workers’ apartments, thereby 
reducing unemployment and providing a boost to the 
local economy. The city authorities also believed that 
each of the approximately 40 military barracks could be 
reconstructed to provide a minimum of 14 apartments (10 
two-roomed and 4 single-roomed), resulting in a gain for 
the city of a total of 400 to 500 new apartments. There 
was considerable demand for this provisional housing 
among city inhabitants who were eligible due to their 
lack of any alternative accommodation, and up to 150 
families applied for the accommodation immediately. 
Reconstruction work was held back by a lack of fund-
ing, and the extremely difficult financial situation of the 
city meant the selection for realisation of the cheapest 
of the three options for the conversion of the barracks 
into basic apartments. The final budget and design of 
the reconstruction was prepared in October 1921 by Ing. 
Eduard Czmár, an employee of the municipality’s Tech-
nical Department.16

The barracks retained their original three-tract ar-
rangement with an internal corridor providing access to 
individual rooms,17 but the space was modified to shape 
the interior spaces into extremely basic apartments, with 
26 such structures in each barrack.18 Living space for 
each family was comprised of a single 16 m2 room with 
a solid-fuel stove and chimney and an adjacent storage 
room inside the former corridor. Access to the temporary 

“apartments” and the accompanying communal hygienic 
facilities was provided directly from the exterior of the 
building.19 The contract for the conversion of the first 
barrack building was given to the Košice construction 
firm of Ing. Hugo Kaboš,20 and the city then announced 
a public tender for the reconstruction of the other bar-
rack buildings, negotiating a loan of 100,000 Kč for the 
work. Seven local construction firms expressed inter-
est in the tender process.21 The construction expenses 
were estimated at 10,000,000 Kč, of which 4,900,000 
Kč were obtained through state subsidies, and support 
of 2,000,000 Kč expected through bank loans. 

The conversion of another 36 barracks into complex-
es of 14 apartments (eight two-roomed apartments and 
six one-roomed apartments) over an area of 12 jutra (an 
older measurement unit used in Czechoslovakia which 
was equivalent to 2,837 m2) was finally undertaken by the 
Association of Building Contractors [Zväz Podnikateľov 
Stavieb] and the Association of Construction Workers 
[Zväz Stavebných Robotníkov].22 Between 1921 (Type A) 
and January 1925 (Type B), the city gradually acquired 
a total of 300 provisional one- or two-roomed apart-
ments.23 Supporting the conversion of the military bar-
racks into emergency housing, supplemental planning 
permits were granted justified by the state’s higher interest 
in the project.24 The plans also included the construc-
tion of a co-operative store, a state school, an infectious 
diseases clinic, a children’s playground, a kindergarten, 
a community centre and fire and police stations, along 
with the extension of the tramline to the barrack estate.25

At the end of 1925, the city authorities commenced 
work on the elementary school and nursery project, based 
on a detailed budget prepared by Czmár. In addition to 
five classrooms accessed through an entrance hall, the 
designated area planned to include a kindergarten, assem-
bly hall and two apartments with one or two rooms for 
teaching staff on both sides of the building. The hygiene 
facilities were provisional and would be located outside 
the school and kindergarten buildings.26 However, when 
the proposed plans and budget for the temporary elemen-
tary school were submitted to the school inspectorate, 
including an urgent request from the city authorities for 
state support, the submission was rejected, primarily 
due to the high costs of the project but also on hygienic 
reasons, citing the use of outdoor toilets for pupils and 
the lack of a public water supply and sewer system in 
the temporary camp. A more suitable solution for the 
inspectorate took the form of a new school building or in 
an extension to the existing elementary school on Mar-
tinovičová Street, which the children from the barrack 
camp were already attending.27 Nonetheless, in October 
1925, the city’s cultural committee sent a request to the 
Ministry of Education and National Enlightenment seek-
ing funding for the construction of a barrack elementary 
school with five classrooms and a nursery.28

The residents of the barracks estate were also allo-
cated land and gardens on which they could grow their 
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The Barca military camp  
in the south of Košice, 1876

Source: collection of  
Ing. Ľ. Kočík

Adaptation of a former barracks of  
the Barca military camp in Košice  

into 13 workers’ flats, 1920
Source: AMK
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Košice South – Barca,  
photograph of the “barracks colony”
Source: VSM KE, fond of historical 
photographs and postcards: private 

archive of Ing. Ľ. Kočík

Colony of housing  
in rail wagons, 1929

Source: AMK
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own vegetables; unemployed tenants without rental debt 
had the use of these allotments free of charge.29 Archival 
documents reveal that the efforts of the city authorities 
to help the destitute with this temporary housing had 
a greater civic purpose. The residents organised a wide 
range of noteworthy and beneficial social events. The 
“Barracks Sports Club” operated for several years with the 
aim of encouraging and expanding all manner of sports 
activities. Thanks to small contributions from the city, 
the Club rented the “Tehelňa” sportsground for 850 Kč 
per year and maintained contacts with other sports clubs. 
In addition to sports competitions, Club members also 
organised a garden harvest festival (1925) and a Shrovetide 
carnival or fašiangy (1936).30 Also active in the estate was 
a “Girls’ Circle” which was mainly intended to provide 
useful free-time activities for girls aged between 7 and 15. 
Under professional guidance, the girls and young women 
would create various types of handicrafts but also spend 
time playing sports and social games, singing, acting, 
drawing or learning ethics. The Circle was organised by 
a Catholic charity from 1932 onwards, and the hundred 
members were not required to pay any membership fees 
due to their poverty.31

Nonetheless, city inhabitants regarded the “barrack 
camp” solution to the housing crisis as insufficient or 
even shameful. The Tenant’s Association went so far as 
to criticized the project for failing to take full advantage 
of the benefits introduced in the Act on the Construction 
Industry.32 The author of an article on the failings of the 
barrack also highlighted the wartime destruction of the 
original sewer system, the reconstruction of which would 
require an expenditure of two million Kč.33 From the very 
beginning, the city’s efforts to convert the wooden bar-
racks into housing was criticised in the local press by 
the respected Czech engineer Bedřich Minařů as uneco-
nomical due to its provisional nature.34 In a professional 
evaluation published in Slovenský Východ in response to 
an article on the barrack estate, Minařů clearly expressed 
his support for the construction of new buildings.35 Fur-
ther criticism of the barracks’ use as temporary accom-
modation was voiced in a 1925 newspaper article, which 
compared the relics of the Great War on Peštianská Trieda 
unfavourably with the plans of the private brickworks 
on Šafránová Street to build rental apartment buildings 
for employees consisting of 50 one-roomed and 50 two-
roomed apartments featuring kitchens: “It is commend-
able that this is the project of a private business, and the 
aims of this investment should serve as an example for 
other private firms”.36

Despite the rudimentary and provisional nature of 
the so-called “barrack camp”, there was no shortage of 
applications for accommodation in the estate from local 
residents who had found themselves in difficulties for 
various reasons. These applicants included the families of 
workers at the municipal sawmill, whose modest family 
houses were located on land allocated for the planned 
construction of an estate by the Svépomoc Railway 

Workers’ Cooperative [Družstvo železničných zamest-
nancov “Svépomoc”].37 In response, it was proposed for 
the workers’ original wooden dwellings to be disman-
tled and re-erected on a site near the barrack estate. The 
Prague architect Jan Vodňaruk, who constructed an estate 
of family houses for railway workers in the northeast of 
Košice between 1922 and 1923, was also involved in this 
project.38 

The minutes of a meeting of the Košice Committee for 
Social Welfare relates the story of ten families of police 
employees left literally without a roof over their heads 
in the aftermath of a fire.39 A conflict broke out between 
the police directorate and the city authorities, the latter 
opposing the proposal to accommodate the homeless 
families in the barrack estate. With the support of the 
social insurance office, the city authorities insisted that 
alternative accommodation be found in order to ensure 
that the barrack estate could serve its original purpose.40 
The families were eventually housed in the former bar-
racks and remained there for some time, arguing that they 
could not be evicted from the property according to the 
provisions of Act No. 48 Coll. on the protection of tenants 
dated March 26th 1925.41 Given the persisting shortage 
of housing in the city, the city authorities had no other 
alternative. The police authorities still required a further 
30 apartments, and therefore a report on the situation 
was sent to the Ministry with authority to administer the 
entire territory of Slovakia. Only with the construction 
of modern apartment buildings in the south of the city 
in the early 1930s was the issue of suitable housing for 
police employees fully resolved.42

As the economic crisis of the late 1920s and early 1930s 
worsened the number of people living in emergency or 
provisional accommodation continued to rise in Košice. 
Those who lost their jobs could literally be thrown out 
onto the street from one day to the next if they were un-
able to pay their rent. Further efforts to resolve the on-
going housing crisis introduced new legislation on the 
construction industry, intended to stimulate the building 
of new apartments and slow the ever-rising rents. The 
situation was also addressed through the allocation of 
rent-regulated apartments to prevent families from losing 
their homes if they lacked the financial means to pay 
rents on the open market. Dating back to the wartime 
years, rent regulations had first been introduced in two 
directives issued by the Austrian government in January 
1917 and January 191843 before being implemented into 
the new legislative framework of the First Czechoslovak 
Republic.44 

However, neither the laws on the construction indus-
try nor the rent regulations were of any significant use 
to those unable to afford any kind of accommodation 
whatsoever. The desperate straits in which many Košice 
residents found themselves are attested by the thick file 
of applications for housing in the barrack estate in the 
south of the city from as late as 1933 and 1934, forming 
a total of more than 200 files of requests from citizens 
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who had been evicted from their homes following enforce-
ment proceedings over non-payment of rent.45 Individuals 
submitting these requests were also required to append 
a “Statement of Poverty”: a pre-printed form notarised 
by a city official stating that the applicant was a citizen 
of the city who had been unemployed for some time and 
who had neither moveable nor immovable assets, capital 
nor an income exceeding the average daily wage for la-
bourers. Despite the strict regulations and the knowledge 
that most applicants for apartments in the barrack estate 
had suddenly been left homeless, the situation was irre-
solvable, and many of the applications were refused.46 

Until the end of the 1930s, the city authorities resolved 
many issues in the barrack estate at their own expense, 
including various disputes and repairs; additionally, they 
organised the collection of rent and the winter road main-
tenance in addition to funding the regular clearance of 
cesspits.47 On the basis of a proposal made by the city 
council, the city authorities also arranged and financed 
work on the barracks on Švehlova Trieda (now Južná Trie-
da) as late as 1937, more specifically fixing leaking roofs 
and 38 damaged chimneys, carried out by the Bratislava 
firm of K. C. Menzel through its Košice branch, in fact 
opened specifically to fulfil this contract.48 Among the 
most badly damaged of the barrack buildings were those 
occupied by numerous desperate homeless people who 
had then made their own ad hoc structural adaptations. 
In addition to supervising the educational, cultural and 
security needs of the barrack estate, which was assigned 
its own administrator, the city also provided the residents 
with free medical treatment.49

“Wagon Apartments” as the Cheapest Solution 
The desperate shortage of all types of housing contin-
ued through the late 1920s and even into the early 1930s, 
resulting in further temporary solutions to this chronic 
problem. The archives in Košice include a file which 
makes brief reference to a tender for the erection of so-
called “wagon apartments” in the south of the city. The 
city authorities had decided upon this extremely provi-
sional solution to an acute need to find accommodation 
for families from the locality known as Haťové Riadky, 
evicted as a result of a particularly harsh court decision. 
The situation, a source of considerable concern for the 
city authorities, emerged as a result of the so-called “to-
bacco interest”: the 1929 decision by the management of 
Košice’s tobacco factory to build residential apartment 
buildings for 46 families of its employees on land that 
it owned.50 The plight of those evicted from the existing 
buildings on this land was so dire that it was necessary 
to adopt even greater cost-cutting than in the case of the 
barrack estate in Barca. It is likely that the city represent-
atives were inspired by a similar solution from the nearby 
city of Uzhhorod, where the authorities had purchased 
20 disused railway wagons to provide shelter for 31 of 
the 90 families who applied for this accommodation.51 
A similar problem had arisen in Prague, where several 

such settlements dating to the First Republic are still vis-
ible today.52  

Given the financial circumstances, the city authorities 
decided that it was necessary to purchase decommissioned 
railway wagons from the Ministry of Railways which 
would be suitable for use as emergency housing after 
modification. In order to ensure the plan’s rapid execution 
and favourable financial conditions, the deputy mayor 
was sent to Prague to conduct negotiations at the Minis-
try.53 The price of converting one wagon was estimated 
at around 6,000 Kč; therefore the overall cost of prepar-
ing thirty wagons would be approximately 180,000 Kč, 
excluding labour costs and the expenses of transporting, 
installing and insulating the cars. The finance commission 
recommended that the city also obtain a loan of 200,000 
Kč and announce a tender process to find contractors for 
the necessary work immediately.54 Although the deadline 
for offers for the conversion of railway wagons into tem-
porary accommodation was set as November 13th, 1928, 
the city authorities were still dealing with the issue as 
late as 1930. On the basis of Resolution No. 26424/28 
the contract was awarded to the Production Collective of 
Professional Construction Workers [Výrobné družstvo 
odborných stavebných robotníkov], which implemented 
the necessary work and prepared a so-called “removal 
plan” for the layout of the wagons in a scale of 1:100.55 
The construction work was carried out between November 
15th 1928 and January 18th 1929, with the city contracting 
the firm of Ján Kládek to perform further maintenance 
on the wagon apartments.56

The subsequent fate of the thirty converted wagons 
is still unclear, as well as that of a further thirty wagons 
purchased with the promise of a 180,000 Kč loan follow-
ing the unanimous agreement of the city’s finance com-
mission. The rental income from this newly established 
emergency housing would be used to cover the interest 
costs of the loan and to repay the capital.57 The city au-
thorities saw the step of accommodating the homeless 
families in the wagon estate near the barrack estate as 
a temporary measure: “There is a moral responsibility on 
the part of the city authorities to ensure more permanent 
and decent housing for these unfortunate families. At 
this time, the city will only provide apartments for these 
impoverished families for humanitarian reasons, even 
though it will cost around 100,000 Kč, which is not the 
city’s responsibility!” 

In response, Dr. Vojtech Blanár, a member of the City 
Council, proposed that the city’s Technical Department 
be authorised to prepare plans for the construction of 
basic apartment buildings consisting of one-room dwell-
ings, the costs of which would be covered in the following 
year’s budget.58 However, despite the efforts and activities 
of the city authorities to resolve the issue in the short-
est possible time, the housing crisis in Košice persisted 
into the spring of 1930. For this reason, an emergency 
meeting of the City Council was held in early February 
1929 to discuss the investment budget for 1930, in which 
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the Council insisted that, in addition to the planned con-
struction of two modern elementary schools in the north 
and south of the city at a cost of 3,000,000 Kč, a com-
munity centre should also be built at the same cost and 
also a epidemiological hospital which would be funded 
using a loan of 1,800,000 Kč.59 However, it was also nec-
essary to take into account the expenses of the planned 
residential buildings with one-roomed apartments. It was 
estimated that the construction of each building would 
cost 30,000 Kč, and therefore the plan for 100 such build-
ings would amount to 3,000,000 Kč. A further 3,000,000 
Kč were allocated to the upgrading of streets, although 
ultimately the city would spend a total of 24,000,000 Kč 
on the improvement of existing streets and the construc-
tion of new roads.60

Solutions to the Housing Crisis  
in Košice through the 1930s

Criticism of the City Council’s approach to the unsus-
tainable housing situation, in which “hundreds of people 
are still living in conditions below the level of human 
decency”, was even voiced from within the ranks of the 
city representatives themselves, as evidenced by a letter 
from a member of the Council from the spring of 1928.61 
The letter proposes that the City Council appoint a com-
mission to negotiate with the authorities in Bratislava 
and Prague for a 3,000,000 Kč loan for the construction 
of residential buildings. Intended for the poorest social 
classes, these small bedsit apartments with an estimat-
ed cost of 20–25,000 Kč and single-room apartments 
with separate kitchens and facilities at a cost of between 
25–35,000 Kč were based on similar models from Prague. 
The expected loan would allow the city to construct more 
than a hundred of these apartments. Considerable public 
interest arose during the negotiations conducted by the 
city representatives in Prague, and the results and hopes 
that the discussions evoked were followed closely in reg-
ular articles in the local press.62

A 1930 article in the Košice newspaper Slovenský 
Východ stated that the peak of the construction boom in 
the city was reached in 1928, with 250 planning permits 
being issued for new buildings and 77 permits for ren-
ovations or extensions. This expanded the city’s hous-
ing stock by a total of 627 apartments, consisting of 287 
one-roomed apartments, 191 two-roomed apartments, 78 
three-roomed apartments, 15 four-roomed apartments and 
9 five-roomed apartments, all with kitchens and facilities, 
and 44 bedsit apartments. In the following year of 1929, 
165 planning permits were granted for new buildings and 
64 permits for renovations and extensions, resulting in 
a total of 354 new apartments, approximately half the 
number built in the previous year.63 The author of the 
article suggests that the main reason for the slowdown 
in the construction industry in the early 1930s was the 
difficulties in obtaining mortgage loans. “Slovakia lacks 
a sufficient range of options (such as the savings banks 
which are found in other towns) for obtaining mortgages 

at interest rates of between 5 ¾ and 6 ½ %. The only pos-
sibilities are the local branches of the Bratislava Mortgage 
and Land Bank, but they are unable to meet the requests 
of their clients. The commercial banks have recently 
stopped offering mortgages, while the General Pension 
Institute and the General Social Insurance, which mostly 
provided cheap loans for municipal and collective build-
ing projects in Slovakia, are also markedly less willing 
to approve loans”.64 

As the economic crisis intensified, the number of 
homeless people continued to rise throughout the coun-
try, not only in Košice.65 Prague, for example, was under 
pressure from a critical housing crisis and the emergence 
of shanty towns on the city’s outskirts, forcing the city 
authorities to announce a public tender in 1929 for the 
construction of small apartments for the poor in Pankrác 
and Holešovice and a further tender in 1936 for apart-
ments in Břevnov for “the impoverished of Prague”66

Further criticism of the persistent housing shortage in 
Košice was voiced in 1930 in a local press article, under 
a headline announcing that the city was currently facing 
the most serious crisis to date. The author suggested that 
the city authorities should follow the example of other 
towns and set up a special commission to stimulate growth 
in the construction industry. Additionally, the article drew 
attention to the impact of speculation on land prices, 
arguing that this played a far from insignificant part in 
the stagnation of the private construction sector. A fur-
ther cause was the difficulty that many tenants faced in 
finding a modern apartment, with the author also noting 
that the monthly rent of such accommodation in Košice 
was much higher than that of higher-quality apartments 
in the suburbs of Prague.67 

The city authorities sent regular updates to Prague 
regarding the housing situation in the city, such as a letter 
from December 31st, 1930 in which a city official reports 
the construction of a social apartment building and plans 
for 32 small family houses for municipal employees. The 
official also complains about the low general standard 
of housing, with many residents still living in basements 
or unhygienic accommodation despite city’s provision of 
cheap plots of land and supported the individual building 
activities of the poor. “The highest demand is for one-
roomed apartments, which are the most commonly built 
form of housing in Košice. From January to December 
1930, a total of 427 new apartments were constructed in 
the city, consisting of 266 one-roomed apartments, 104 
two-roomed apartments, 35 three-roomed apartments, 17 
four-roomed apartments, 4 five-roomed apartments and 
5 six-roomed apartments. This figure is 104 more than 
were built in the previous year.”68

According to a census carried out on December 1st, 
1930, Košice had a total of 15,432 residences, each with 
an average of 5 inhabitants calculated from the city popu-
lation. A total of 2,885 families owned their homes, more 
than half of which were one-roomed apartments. Rent 
regulations were in place for 4,322 rental properties, but 
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these numbers changed to some degree after 1930 after 
the general increase in rents for state-owned properties 
and the withdrawal of regulated status for some types of 
apartment, with the result that almost 70 % of properties 
in the city were subject to market pricing.69 An August 
1932 article in Slovenský Východ titled “The Construction 
Boom in Košice in the Previous Year” offered a summary 
of construction in the city in 1931, noting that in addition 
to other larger public buildings, a total of 166 smaller 
residential buildings had been built, the majority of which 
were for poorer residents, with the housing consisting of 
44 single-roomed apartments, 288 kitchenette rooms and 
119 two-roomed apartments with kitchens.70 

Having monitored the situation and the solutions to 
the housing crisis in Prague and North Bohemia, the 
people of Košice also decided to adopt a mutual assis-
tance approach involving the construction of cheap fam-
ily houses. The project of individual two-roomed brick 
houses with an approximate budget of around 25,000 Kč 
aroused immediate interest among the general public, 
with up to fifty local families expressing interest at the 
very first meeting. Purchasing of the land and building 
materials and paying for construction work would be 
made collectively, and houses could be built by anyone 
with a regular monthly income even if they lacked the 
initial capital. The project required the participation of at 
least 200 interested parties to become financially viable 
and ensure a 50 % reduction in construction costs. Each 
of the builders would immediately become the owner 
of their resulting property. A public meeting at which 
interested parties could meet with the developer of the 
project and representatives of a construction firm from 
Bohemia was scheduled at the Orient Café on Komen-
ského Street on June 24th 1932, but our research has not 
been able to clarify the subsequent history of the mutu-
al assistance project.71 The new estate to the north and 
south of Myslavská Cesta, composed of of very modest 
family houses for the poor constructed through mutual 
assistance, has now been almost completely built over. 
These houses were individually designed and built by 
master masons on land which had been subdivided from 
larger privately owned parcels. Several desperate fam-
ilies also built illegal shacks in the near vicinity which 
the city authorities later refused to legalize, insisting 
instead upon their demolition.72

The Construction of a Workers’ 
District – the “Maxoň Estate”

Despite numerous difficulties, the city authorities in this 
period established a new locality with small, well-built 
residential structures on the western outskirts of the 
city to the southwest of Myslavská Cesta.73 This work-
ers’ estate consisting of a total of 58 residences, mostly 
semi-detached houses with some freestanding buildings, 
was officially named the Maxoň Estate in honour of the 
mayor of the time, Milan Maxoň, but was known by locals 
as Tri Hôrky.74

This benevolent gesture on the part of the city author-
ities was essentially a consequence of the ongoing crisis 
of the Great Depression and more specifically a response 
to the tragic situation of a large group of around 80 im-
poverished local families who were unable to pay rent and 
who had no chance of finding work. Emergency housing 
was found for 17 of these households in municipal build-
ings which had fortuitously become available, but the 
remaining families were forced to camp out in the open, 
which was obviously unacceptable from a humanitarian 
point of view.75 A group of 42 families, represented by two 
delegates who would negotiate with the city authorities 
to prepare a contract with specific conditions, submit-
ted a proposal to the city for speedy resolution of the 
situation. To allow construction work to start as soon as 
possible after the future residents had signed the contract 
(prepared in both Slovak and Hungarian), the families 
outlined their requirements in the proposal itself.76 In 
September 1933, the city authorities made a definitive 
decision to construct a series of small family houses for 
the long-term unemployed who had been evicted from 
their homes. 

Overall sponsorship of the project came from the 
city authorities themselves; the city provided 80 square 
sáh (a Czechoslovak unit of measurement equivalent 
to 1.7928 m) of suitable land for the buildings and was 
also the applicant for planning permission.77 Neither the 
regulatory plan of the site nor the individual parcels of 
land for the estate of emergency housing in Tri Hôrky  
received definitive approval, but the proposal was pro-
ceeded with in accordance with the provisional plan.78 
Despite the extremely limited financial resources, the 
city authorities made every effort to resolve the situation 
of the unemployed residents. In addition to allocating 
land, project documentation and a financial budget, or 
assisting to provide large quantities of various building 
materials, the city regularly stepped in to resolve all man-
ner of issues that the project faced. In a letter addressed 
to the Regional Office in Bratislava, the city authorities 
provided a detailed account of the complicated situation 
and requested support in the form of financial subsidies 
to allow the project to continue. The letter also draws 
particular attention to the social importance of solving 
the issue of housing the city’s most vulnerable inhabitants 
– the unemployed who were attempting to build their own 
properties through mutual aid.  

Interested parties in the project could prepare the land 
to their own requirements, on their own initiative imple-
menting drainage work and preparing building materials 
(for example, unfired clay bricks known as vaľky). The 
final result of the project would be the completion of 20 
semi-detached houses, each with a construction cost of 
around 6,000 Kč, which could accommodate 40–42 fam-
ilies. To ensure that work on the houses could continue 
in the spring, the city authorities applied for financial 
support from the state.79 The planning application spec-
ified that the houses should have stone foundations with 
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Situation plan for emergency  
duplex houses in Tri Hôrky, 1935

Source: AMK 

Municipal emergency duplex  
houses in Tri Hôrky, type A

Source: AMK
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Situation plan of single-family row 
houses for municipal employees, 1930

Source: AMK 

Row houses for municipal employees, 
plan of ground floor, 1930

Source: AMK 
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Housing for the poor – study for 
furnishing alternatives for small-scale 

flats in Košice, Ing. Kopřiva
Source: AMK 

Housing for the poor – study for interior 
furnishings for small-scale flats in 

Košice, Ing. Kopřiva
Source: AMK 

Housing for the poor – small-scale
flats in Košice, Kalinčiakova street,  

view from the courtyard, Ing. Kopřiva
Source: AMK 
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Housing for the poor, type A, plan 
of ground floor and basement, 

Rastislavova Street, 1937
Source: AMK 

Housing for the poor, type B,  
street and courtyard façade, 

Rastislavova Street, 1937
Source: AMK 

Housing for the poor, type A,  
street and courtyard façade, 

Rastislavova Street, 1937
Source: AMK 
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lime mortar, exterior walls of unfired clay bricks, and 
gable walls and chimneys of fired bricks. The construc-
tion of the houses would be carried out according to the 
building plans and land surveys and would be conducted 
under the supervision of qualified professionals from the 
city’s Technical Department.  

Several designs for the smaller single-storey houses 
have survived, for example a type A semi-detached build-
ing with one-roomed residences with kitchens, storage 
rooms and entrance halls, a type B variant without storage 
rooms, a type C structure with a kitchenette room, storage 
area and anteroom and more modest variants without 
storage rooms. The intelligently conceived architectural 
plans featuring houses finished with classic gables or 
with simple hip roofs were prepared in May 1934 and 
were stamped and signed by the city mayor. As the sewer 
system had not yet been extended to this region of the 
city, the city authorities therefore prepared two variants 
for a proposed communal dry toilet.

However, an official complaint was lodged with the 
city authorities protesting the free allocation of land in 
the Tri Hôrky area to the homeless and unemployed. The 
protest was a result of the concerns of current residents 
of the locality, in particular their experiences with some 
specific participants in the project during the course of 
construction. Objections were also made to the location 
of the  work, which was not connected to the mains water 
supply or the sewer network, or to the lack of access to the 
site.80 Officials from the Central Office of Social Affairs in 
Prague first learned about Košice’s mutual aid project for 
the construction of housing for the unemployed through 
an article in the newspaper Právo Lidu published on Octo-
ber 12th 1934 and consequently sent a letter to the Košice 
municipality requesting further information on how the 
project was organised. The Office also demanded detailed 
information on the loans used to finance the project and 
a detailed budget.81 

Another article on the Košice project published in the 
Czech newspaper České Slovo caught the attention of the 
Masaryk League against Tuberculosis, a civic association 
based in Dvůr Králové. The League was aware that the vast 
majority of tuberculosis patients came from the ranks of 
the unemployed and were urgently seeking ways of deal-
ing with this problem. Pointing out their health condition, 
malnutrition and generally poor social situation, the head 
doctor of the charity urged the Košice residents to send 
their plans and budgets without fee in the hope that the 
League could gain both an overview of the Košice project 
and also gain permission to adopt the same approach.82 
As of today, little is known of the possible results of the 
subsequent cooperation between the officials of the Tech-
nical Department in Košice and both the Office of Social 
Affairs in Prague and the Masaryk League against Tu-
berculosis in Dvůr Králové. The same lack of knowledge 
holds for the request made to the Košice authorities by 
the municipality of Hlohovec for documents relating to 
the Tri Hôrky project when they too faced a complicated 

situation. The response by the Košice officials included 
detailed working instructions relating to the recently 
completed estate of 58 family houses for the homeless 
(1935) but the city also provided a budget and several ar-
chitectural plans. The city authority’s generous approach 
to unemployed citizens who had been left homeless after 
eviction and the findings of the investigations into their 
financial and social situation was an inspiration to many 
observers from other towns and cities. In addition to the 
benefits discussed above, the city also organised a public 
kitchen on the building site which provided decent meals 
for the entire families of the unemployed workers during 
the construction work.83

Family Houses for Municipal Employees
Finally, the city authorities decided to make use of new 
legislation introduced in 1930 to support the construction 
industry in building what were then termed minimal or 
“smallest residences”,84 and announced a public tender 
process for the construction of family houses for mu-
nicipal employees. The expenses of the project would be 
covered by a loan of 2,000,000 Kč contracted with the 
Social Insurance Office in Prague and the local branch 
of the Slovak General Lending Bank, but the city author-
ities also stated their intention to apply for funding from 
the Ministry of Public Works. A total of 36 one-roomed 
terraced houses were built on land between the streets 
of Kupeckého, Milosrdenstvá and Platanová according 
to quality designs prepared by the well-known Czech 
architect Rudolf Brebta, active in Košice in this period.85

Wooden Houses as a Solution to the Housing Crisis
Another proposed solution to the city’s housing crisis was 
suggested in March 1930 by the Institute for the Timber 
Industry in association with of the Košice Chamber of 
Commerce: a project utilising wooden houses.86 It was ar-
gued that the formation of a co-operative for the construc-
tion of temporary wooden housing would provide work 
for local people and stimulate the demand for timber. The 
city authorities undertook to support the proposal and 
offered land on Piešťanská Trieda or in Čermel for the 
construction of different wooden-house designs. They 
also held a meeting with the Drevodom collective from 
Bratislava and the Institute for the Timber Industry in 
Košice where they agreed to prepare an exhibition titled 
“Living in Wooden Houses”, to be held in built examples 
of the houses.87 This plan was likely inspired by the exhi-
bition “Living in Wood” held in Bratislava between 1930 
and 1931, presenting various types of wooden houses 
including a design by Zdeněk Rossmann.88 The architect 
Dušan Jurkovič, who showed a remarkably sensitive per-
ception of the dimensions of the housing crisis among 
the lower classes in Slovakia, prepared detailed plans 
for five standard designs clad in fire-resistant stucco.89 
State officials in Prague were enthusiastic about lending 
funds for the project and also offered material support by 
supplying timber from state forests.90 The Košice public 
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were presented with a comprehensive report from the 
Alois Novák construction firm, which outlined techni-
cal and financial details of three types of designs rang-
ing from a small, fully fitted single-roomed house with 
a price of 17,000 Kč to a larger structure with a mansard 
roof estimated at 31,000 Kč. The attractive price and the 
possibility of rapid completion drew considerable interest, 
especially among the poorer strata, and on the day the pro-
ject was announced, 70 applicants registered their interest, 
a number which would later rise to 250. The Košice City 
Council recommended that the Ministry of Public Works in 
Prague be petitioned to issue new directives regarding the 
authorisation of wooden buildings, as the state authorities 
were still bound by earlier legislation from the time of the 
Habsburg Empire which forbade construction with wooden 
materials.91 However, these prejudices born from a fear of 
fires were finally overcome, and between 1920 and 1923 
a series of 24 one-roomed wooden houses for state employ-
ees (including one log house and four plank houses) were 
built in Uzhhorod, which are still in use today.92 Despite 
the clear demand for the wooden houses among the local 
population, it is not clear whether any of these buildings 
were actually constructed in Košice.93

Apartment Buildings for the Poor
As the economic crisis deepened, the Košice municipality 
used another approach to the provision of decent housing 
for the most deprived, using a new law passed in 1936 that 
prioritised the funding of small residences with a floor 
area of up to 34 m². In January 1937, the city submitted 
a planning application for the construction of two-storey 
provisional apartment buildings with 36 residences with 
kitchens and fittings.94 The cost of this municipal social 
project was estimated at 750,000 Kč and would use finan-
cial assistance under the provisions of the 1936 Act No. 
65 on the Construction Industry. Unfortunately, despite 
the provision of land on Kalinčiaková Street behind the 
hospital complex in the south of the city, this excellent 
project never came to fruition due to the Nazi breakup 
of Czechoslovakia in 1938. The designer of the complex 
of apartment buildings, complete with basements and 
functional flats of various layouts, was the Czech archi-
tect Ing. Miloslav Kopřiva (1894–1968), the then head of 
the municipality’s Technical Department. The architect 
had more success with another social housing project in 
the south of the city, consisting of two variants of apart-
ment buildings which were already under construction 
by 1938.95 Planning permission for 8 of these two-storey 
apartment buildings with 72 small residences was granted 
in 1937, with work starting on the project on March 1st 1937 
and concluding on May 1st 194196 with the completion of 
the final section.97 

Conclusion
The results of our research clearly demonstrate that the 
Czechoslovak state only partially fulfilled the role of 
ensuring social welfare for the most deprived citizens 

in Košice in the interwar period. This gap is especially 
apparent in the field of social housing, where the initiative 
and financial support in all of the above-mentioned cases 
came primarily from the municipal authorities. Despite 
the persistent criticism levelled by the local press, the 
tireless efforts of the city authorities to help the needy 
in the interwar period are undeniable. Their successes 
are evident in the case of the early projects, whether to 
convert military barracks and railway wagons in the south 
of the city into provisional housing or the construction of 
small family houses in the Tri Hôrky estate. Both the new 
tenants in the first examples and the owner-occupiers of 
the latter received extensive support from the state, not 
only in terms of the provision of planning documentation 
and funding, but also in the form of construction inspec-
tions provided free of charge by professionals from the 
city’s Technical Department. Of course, none of these 
projects were free of problems, and there was a constant 
struggle to obtain adequate funds. The city authorities 
appealed not only to Prague for assistance, but also 
sought help from various institutions for, among others, 
free building materials, wood, refurbished high-quali-
ty windows and doors, or even the necessary tools and 
equipment.98 The social program of the early 1930s in Tri 
Hôrky was so successful that it even drew the interest of 
the city authorities in Prague. 

However, if we consider the situation in Košice within 
the context of the last years of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire (1908–1918),99 the municipal efforts to provide 
housing for the poorest classes during the period of the 
First Czechoslovak Republic appear in a far more favour-
able light. Throughout the pre-war Habsburg period, 
the city authorities did practically nothing to assist the 
unemployed. For example, an article in the local news-
paper Felvidék Ujság titled “Charity” called upon char-
itable organisations to become involved in construction 
projects, primarily in terms of providing shelters for the 
poor, drawing attention to the injustice of laws that crimi-
nalised homelessness and allowed homeless people to be 
sent to prison.100 In 1909, there were public calls for the 
provision of epidemiological barracks in case of need (as 
in, for example, the ongoing cholera epidemic in Russia) 
and for provisional housing for local residents who were 
living in unsuitable conditions, but these demands were 
not implemented.101 In 1908 and 1909, a general housing 
crisis in the Empire affected not only Budapest but also 
many rural towns, including Košice, the second largest 
city after the capital. An article published in Abauj-Kas-
sai Közlöny described the crisis as a hopeless situation, 
even suggesting the need for changes in society.102 The 
local press also regularly commented on the acute need 
for workers’ accommodation and workers’ estates during 
the decade before the outbreak of war, but the situation 
in this context was equally pessimistic. Neither the city 
authorities nor the state were willing to finance any of the 
many proposals for housing estates for workers made in 
this period, and the projects remained unbuilt by 1917.103



106

Issue 1-2

A&U

2024

Housing for the poor, situation plan 
between the streets Rastislavova, 

Pasteurova, and Milosrdenstva 1937
Source: AMK 
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