Historic Kwik Fit building in King’s Lynn faces urgent call for preservation
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Concerns have emerged over the future of one of King's Lynn's most intriguing modern architectural landmarks, a Kwik Fit centre prominently located at 33-39 St James Street. Recently listed as one of the Victorian Society's Top 10 Endangered Buildings for 2025, this structure has been flagged for its deteriorating condition as parts of it fall into disrepair. As a notable example of early 20th-century innovation, the property’s significance resonates beyond its current use; it was one of the first buildings in England constructed using reinforced concrete.
Designed by the celebrated Norfolk architect A.F. Scott and erected shortly before the outbreak of the First World War, this building is distinguished by its exposed concrete frame and striking supporting pillars, which contribute to its modern yet robust exterior. The innovative use of reinforced concrete, now common, was pioneering at the time, marking a significant shift in building techniques, and thus, its preservation is critical. 
Speaking to the importance of the building, Griff Rhys Jones, the broadcaster and president of the Victorian Society, expressed admiration for the structure's potential. He remarked, “Kings Lynn is a wondrous town, and this is a truly exciting building...what a pity that people have cause to worry about it.” He stressed that with minimal effort from current owners, the building could serve as a striking example of sustainable architectural practices for the modern era. 
Historically, this site served as the headquarters for the Building Material Company for over sixty years, before transitioning through various uses, including that of a car showroom. Despite previous tenant activity, part of the property has remained vacant for two decades, with visible signs of neglect including boarded-up windows and accessible upper floors becoming increasingly impractical after the removal of essential staircases. 
The Victorian Society has underscored the building's architectural rarity, declaring, “The building’s current owners, an investment company, must act now to safeguard this rare piece of architectural heritage.” Their call for preservation comes at a time when recognised architectural sites in King’s Lynn are becoming scarce. The loss of similar buildings accentuates the need for vigilance in protecting this particular landmark. 
In 2019, the building was legally acknowledged as a Grade II listed structure by the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport, which also noted that "similar buildings did not appear more frequently until the 1920s and very few examples remain today." This designation highlighted the historical and architectural value of the site, which alongside its neighbour, the Former Lloyd's Bank at Tuesday Market Place, underscores King's Lynn’s rich architectural heritage.
The recent Heritage Action Zone project was instrumental in the listing and preservation efforts of key structures in King's Lynn, aimed at unearthing and safeguarding the town's historical narratives. This initiative not only spotlighted the significance of 33-39 St James Street but also solidified the community’s commitment to conservation amid threats of urban decay. 
James Hughes, the director of the Victorian Society, added gravitas to this discourse by asserting that the building deserves urgent attention, not merely for preservation's sake, but to honour its place in the broader narrative of European architectural history. The ability to retain such pioneering examples of early modernism serves not only to enrich the town's cultural landscape but also to galvanise a collective responsibility towards heritage conservation in an era increasingly defined by change. 
In summary, the Kwik Fit centre on St James Street stands as a critical reminder of King’s Lynn’s architectural past, urging contemporary society to reflect on the importance of preserving such treasures for future generations. Without prompt action, the loss of this unique structure would signify not only a historical setback but also a failure to recognise the innovative spirit that defined an era of architectural change.
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