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Tuckerôs Cottage the oldest house in Kensington Potteries 1855/Charles Dickens Household Words ad 

 
óIn the new suburbs carved out by the middle classes to escape from the noise, smoke, dirt, and crowding 
of the central areas of Victorian London, poor and squalid enclaves could frequently be found. They were 
not there by accident.ô Patricia Malcolmson Getting a Living in the Slums of Victorian Kensington 1975 
 
1850 Notting Dale was featured in the first issue of Charles Dickensô Household Words journal. The 
assistant editor WH Wills wrote: óIn a neighbourhood studded thickly with elegant mansions, viz Bayswater 
and Notting Hill, in the parish of Kensington, is a plague spot, scarcely equalled for insalubrity by any other 
in London, it is called the Potteries.ô At the time of the Irish famine, he concluded, óIn these hovels 
discontent, dirt, filth and misery are unsurpassed by anything known even in Ireland.ô 
 
As the Metropolitan Local Management Act established civic vestries, Kensingtonôs population had shot 
up to 40,000 from less than 10,000 in 1801, and was about to quadruple again in the next 50 years. 
According to the Kensington Vestry sewer committee minutes, only 7% of the 4,500 total slum population 
kept pigs but it was estimated that around a quarter were casual pigkeepers. 11% were brickmakers.  
 
The first medical officer for Kensington, Dr Francis Godrich, found the Potteries to be óone of the most 
deplorable spots not only in Kensington but in the whole Metropolisô and set about evicting the pigs. But 
his attempts were thwarted by local resistance ranging from physical obstruction to legal technicalities. 
The Vestry itself hampered his progress to prevent the pigkeepers becoming a charge on the poor rate.  
 
According to Ragged Homes and How to Mend Them by Mary Bayly, óthe shrewd chimney-sweep Lake 
seems to have foreseen this evil day, and ófor the purposes of pigkeepingô had been inserted in the very 
leases which the people were able to produce.ô  
 
Mary Bayly found the pigkeepers, though simple and uncouth, hard working, honest and, for the most part, 
sober. But the brickmakers were another matter; described as óchiefly Irish labourers of a low typeô, they 
seem to have been distinguished by their drinking capacity. Brickmaking was comparatively well paid, but 
it was necessary to drink around 7 pints after work to replace body fluids.  
 
1854 Charles Dickens appeared at Campden House, acting in Wilkie Collinsô play The Lighthouse. 
 
1855 After the Portobello New Town estate was acquired from the Talbot family by the Reverend Samuel 
Walker, the centrepiece All Saints church appeared. 
 
The first radical local hero was the Irish Chartist leader Feargus OôConnor, who died at Notting Hill Gate. 
After trailblazing the Peopleôs Charter in the 1830s and bringing the country to the brink of revolution in 
1848, Feargus lived out his days at 18 Notting Hill (now Pembridge Road). The next stage of the 
revolution was to have been a rally in the Notting Hill hunting grounds of North Kensington.  
 



 
Feargus OôConnor/Feargus medallion//Prince Louis Lucien Bonaparte 

 
Feargus OôConnorôs final funeral march to Kensal Green in 1855 was reputedly 50,000 strong. The 
Kensington Gazette reported that ófriends and supporters of the deceased in his early political movements 
mustered in strong force at the Prince Albert.ô Notting Hill Gate in the mid 19

th
 century sounds like a 

hotbed of radical activity revolving around the Chartist brush shop on the corner of Church Street. 
 
As the Duke of Wellington pub at 179 Portobello Road opened in the 1850s, Napoleonôs nephew Prince 
Louis Lucien Bonaparte moved to 118-20 Westbourne Grove (then 6-8 Norfolk Terrace), which became 
known as Bonaparte Mansions. In the late 20

th
 century the Artesian pub on Chepstow Road was renamed 

the Prince Bonaparte bar in his honour.  
 
Along Chepstow Villas on the local revolutionary tour, the blue plaque on number 39 commemorates the 
stay of the exiled Hungarian 1848 leader Louis Kossuth. Across the road from him, number 52, on the 
corner of Portobello Road, is the Notting Hill Dickens house: the early 20

th
 century home of Charlesôs 

grandson, the alderman Henry and his novelist daughter Monica.  
 
Charles Dickens is believed to have appeared at the Bijou (now the 20

th
 Century) Theatre on the corner of 

Westbourne Grove. As well as frequenting Holland House, he appeared at Campden House, the original 
Notting Hill Arts Club at Moray Lodge, Kensal Lodge and Kensal Green cemetery.  
 
Dickensô best local connection came a hundred years after he featured Notting Dale in Household Words, 
through his grandson Henry. In the 1850s St Jamesôs Square (Gardens) was blocked off from óthat 
notorious place of ill-fame, Notting Daleô by building across the end of St Clementôs (Sirdar) Road. 
 
In the late 19

th
 century the streets beyond the square ï St Katherineôs (Wilsham), Crescent, William 

(Kenley) and George (Bangor) ï surpassed the Potteries for óinsalubrityô as the Notting Dale óSpecial Areaô 
slum. The site is now occupied by the Henry Dickens Court estate, named in honour of Charlesôs 
grandsonôs efforts to improve local housing conditions. The blocks are named after Dickens characters 
including Marley, Copperfield, Dombey, Pickwick, Dorrit, Nickleby and Oliver. 
 
Notting Hill in the 1850s had as bad press coverage as the area would receive in the 1950s. According to 
the Building News, óthe whole estate was as a graveyard of buried hopes, where few would care to dwell 
in that dreary desolation, with the wind howling and vagrants prowling in the speculative warnings around 
them.ô Ladbroke Gardens was known as óCoffin Rowô because óthe windows had that ghastly formô. 
 
1857 óOn some parts of the Nottinghill estates a large number of houses have been erected,ô the Building 
News reported, ómany of them are now fit for occupation, others are in progress, whilst on other portions 
numerous buildings appear to have remained some time in carcass only, and abandoned in various 
stages of advancement, apparently for want of funds to complete them.ô 
 
1858 Lord Shaftesbury opened the Norland and Potteries Ragged School on St James Place.  
 
1859 Isambard Kingdom Brunel was buried at Kensal Green cemetery. 
 



 
Latymer Road Mission Ragged School/Giuseppe Garibaldi 

 
1860 Latymer Road first made the news with the 1860 óDeath in a London Bogô of Frances Dowling, óa 
poor womanô who suffered the worst fate that could befall anyone in the area. óIn returning to her home 
about 11 Oôclock, she had missed the crossing place and stumbled into one of the miry pits.ô An appeal 
launched after this incident led to the founding of the Latymer Road Mission Hall and Ragged School. 
 
The early 1860s map shows Ladbroke Grove as Ladbroke Road reaching as far as Lancaster Road, the 
Potteries, the Notting Barns and Porto Bello farms, and Porto Bello Lane joining the path from Notting 
Barns at the Porto Bello (now Ladbroke Grove) bridge over the Great Western Railway line. Beyond which 
Kensal New Town had appeared as an industrial slum island between the railway and the canal.  
 
The first riot in the area took place in the 1860s when Anglo-Irish animosity in Kensal developed over 
political events in Italy. As British volunteers were fighting for the 1848 Italian revolutionary Giuseppe 
Garibaldi, the Irish were provoked by the question, ñWho are you for? The Pope or Garibaldi?ò The 
ensuing riot in Middle Row took 300 policemen to pacify in a military style operation. 
 
Kensal was also renowned for gypsy fairs, trotting matches, and youth gang fights along the canal 
towpath. Little Wormwood Scrubs, to the west, hosted Sunday morning bare-knuckle bouts and rowdy 
fairs with roundabouts and drinking booths.  
 
The rapid suburban growth of the late 19

th
 century brought such improvements as proper roads, 

pavements, sewers, the filling in of óthe Oceanô and the eviction of the pigs, but also thousands more 
people. As the old Dickensian slums of central London were cleared, and other poor areas demolished to 
make way for railway lines, the Notting Dale area developed into a large-scale slum.  
 

 
Gypsy Camp at Notting Dale The Queen magazine 1861 Latimer Road London Illustrated News 1879  
 
1862-3 In the final stages of urbanisation, the Notting Dale gypsies were integrated into the community by 
a combination of do-gooding and health restrictions. 50 gypsy families settled in permanent 
accommodation and signed a missionary pledge to abstain from drunkenness, swearing and fortune-



telling. The sketch in The Queen magazine from 1861 of one of the last gypsy camps in Notting Dale 
depicts a laid back scene of chair-bottoming and needlework.  
 
The ógypsy streetô in Mary Place by the Potteries was described by George Barrow as óchock full of crazy, 
battered caravans of all coloursé dark men, wild looking women and yellow faced children.ô The king of 
the Notting Dale gypsies, Mesach, Thomas or Old Hearn, said to be a 90 year old veteran of the 
Napoleonic wars, settled in a comfortably converted advertising van between 2 trees in Mary Place. 
 
With the inevitable decline of pigkeeping and brickmaking, the next chief local industry became laundry 
work for the folk on the hill. As the profession grew from in-house hand laundering to industrialised factory-
size steam laundries, Notting Dale and Kensal were known as óLaundry Landô and óSoapsuds Islandô.  
 
According to Agnes Alexanderôs Some Kensington Problems, as women became the principal wage 
earners the area was óinfested with a contemptible set of mené loafers or worse.ô The Royal Commission 
on the Poor Laws was told that óthe best ironer gets the worse husbandô and óit is well known amongst the 
poor that men move to North Kensington for the purpose of being kept by their wives.ô  
 
The dark forces of drink, untidiness and inactivity had arrayed against them all the philanthropic ideas of 
the time; and some new ones including the first mothersô society, workmenôs institute and crèche. The 
Salvation Army campaigned from their Norland Castle and the Temperance Society anti-drinking crusade 
acquired 2 óskeleton-housesô on Portland Road which became the Workmenôs Hall ópub without drinkô. 
 
The next major influx into the area was of nuns as convents were established on Pottery Lane, Ladbroke 
Grove, St Charles Square and Portobello Road. The Portobello farmhouse itself made way for the Little 
Sisters of the Poor old peopleôs home.  
 

 
Portobello Farm 1864/Ladbroke Grove railway bridge and the KPH 1866 

 
1864 The painting of Portobello farm, shortly before its demise, shows the country lane winding its way up 
the hill, with only the churches, All Saints to the east and St Peterôs on Kensington Park Road and the 
Campden Hill water tower for company.  
 
The same year there was a jubilant procession through the Notting Hill tollgate across Pembridge Road as 
it was opened for the last time. Soon after, the hated traffic regulation was immortalised in the Notting Hill 
Gate underground railway station.  
 
The Reverend Samuel Walkerôs plans for All Saints church to have a spire were scrapped when he 
encountered ópecuniary difficultiesô. As the church was left boarded up for 6 years, it was nicknamed 
óWalkerôs Follyô and óAll Sinners in the Mudô. The surrounding Colville area was developed in the 1860s. 
 
1865 The Notting Hill Mystery novel by Charles Felix was published. 
 
1866 The earliest local photograph features the Ladbroke Grove railway bridge and the Kensington Park 
Hotel pub, óthe central point of North Kensingtonô, looking much the same as it does today ï but at this 
point there were still hayfields beyond the railway bridge.  
 
The Portobello farmhouse made way for St Josephôs Home for the Aged, and the Victoria Hall on 
Westbourne Grove became the Bijou Theatre. In Notting Dale St Clementôs National School on Sirdar 
Road opened and the Blechynden Street Ragged School was expanded. 
 


