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Leeds Civic Trust is unveiling a blue plaque to honour Professor 
Patrick Nuttgens’ significant contribution to Leeds and his lasting 
impact on the cultural life of the nation. 

An architect by profession, Professor Nuttgens was the founding 
director of Leeds Polytechnic (now Leeds Beckett University) where 
he pioneered vocational and technical higher education. He was a 
prolific broadcaster, making TV programmes on Leeds, architecture, 
housing and planning, as well as publishing books on those subjects. 
His main legacies were to challenge the way people thought about 
the nature of vocational education and its methods of teaching as 
well as the nature of the places we live in.

The son of migrants, Kathleen, a mathematician, and Jozef, a stained 
glass artist, Patrick Nuttgens was born in Buckinghamshire in 1930 
and attended school in Leicester. He later studied architecture 
and painting at Edinburgh College of Art and at the University of 
Edinburgh, where he graduated in 1953 and completed his PhD in 
1959. While he was at the University of Edinburgh, Nuttgens met 
Bridget Badenoch (known as ‘Biddy’), an English Literature student. 
The couple married in 1954 and have nine children. Biddy went on to 
become actively involved in his multi-faceted career. 

Nuttgens’ early career took him from architecture to academia, first 
as a lecturer in the department of architecture at the University of 
Edinburgh, then as the first appointed member of staff to take up his 
post in the new University of York, to run its Institute of Advanced 
Architectural Studies. He was given a personal chair at York University 
in 1968. 

In 1969, he was appointed the first director of the Leeds Polytechnic 
(now Leeds Beckett University), a role he held for two decades 
and considered his greatest legacy. As part of the first group of 
polytechnic directors, he was at the heart of planning the polytechnic 
experiment in English Higher Education. 

Nuttgens seized the opportunity of promoting a new form of higher 
education, which would bridge the gap between the theory of the 
subject studied and the capability to apply it in the world of work. 
“Doing, making and organising are fundamental activities,” he 
would say, “and they are what a polytechnic is all about” - (Obituary, 
Guardian, 17 March 2004). A passionate educator, he believed that 
graduates should leave vocational education able not only to do the 
things they had been trained to do but also with the transferable 

skills for life and for many other jobs. While the present-day Leeds 
Beckett University stands as his greatest legacy, he did not welcome 
the decision in 1992 to absorb polytechnics into the university system. 
He firmly believed in the need for and work of the polytechnics and 
vocational education. 

Nuttgens was also a prolific broadcaster, making TV programmes 
for the BBC, particularly on architecture, housing, planning, Leeds 
and York. He was among the first, if not the first broadcaster to do 
the presenter-led documentary, a common format today whereby 
the presenter and writer as expert is up front, walking and talking to 
camera. In In Search of the City (1973), Nuttgens offers a personal 
insight into the history and development of Leeds as an urban 
environment covering migration, industry, housing, planning and 
transport. In radio, he was a member of the Radio 4 Round Britain 
Quiz team and a regular participant in A Word in Edgeways.

Disabled with polio from the age of 12, Nuttgens walked aided by 
splints and sticks, and by the 1980s he was using a wheelchair. In 1989 
he produced a series for BBC Leeds The Home Front: Housing the 
People 1840-1990, an investigation into the UK’s housing policies. 
He was probably the first disabled person in a wheelchair to present 
a series that was not about disability on a UK network. In The Home 
Front, there was only one reference to Nuttgens’ own disability, when 
he visited an accessible housing scheme. 

Between 1970 and 1975, he was Chairman of the BBC Higher 
Education Advisory Council.

A prolific writer as well as broadcaster, Nuttgens wrote numerous 
books including two architecture standards, Understanding Modern 
Architecture (1988) and The Story of Architecture (1983, 1997). Titles 
reflecting his beliefs on vocational education include What Should 
We Teach and How Should We Teach It (1988), and an autobiography 
The Art of Learning: A Personal Journey (2000). Other books 
include Leeds: The Back to Front, Inside-out, Upside-down City 
(1979) and The History of York: From Earliest Times to the Year 
2000 (2007). 
Professor Nuttgens was awarded honorary doctorates from five other 
universities and was appointed CBE in 1983.

By Dr Liz Yeomans, Leeds Civic Trust 
Blue Plaques Volunteer 



Membership

Be the first to hear about Leeds Civic Trust events and get involved in 
what we do! 

Membership costs £15 for Under 30s, £30 for an individual or £40 for 
joint (household) membership

Leeds Civic Trust
17-19 Wharf Street
Leeds,
LS2 7EQ.

Tel: 0113 243 9594
office@leedscivictrust.org.uk

About Leeds Civic Trust 

Leeds Civic Trust was founded in 1965 and is an independent, 
non-political and volunteer-led organisation.  We are interested in 
the city of Leeds – past, present and future, striving to make Leeds a 
better place to live, work and socialise. Our focus includes the built 
environment and transport, our waterfront and green spaces as well 
as exploring the history of our city.

Blue Plaques Fund

Leeds Civic Trust’s Blue Plaques Fund Scheme ensures our 
city’s history is celebrated and preserved. Your support will 
help install new plaques, restore old ones, and create 
educational resources.

- Donate: Every £5, £10, or £50 makes a difference! 
- Monthly giving: Support heritage all year round 
- Sponsor a Plaque: Honour a person or event 
- Partner with us: Businesses can invest in local heritage 
- Leave a Legacy: Ensure future generations remember our       
past
Join us in preserving Leeds’ stories

Scan to find out more 

about the Trust 


