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The Clash graffiti on Westway stanchion at Harrow Road/The Clash album cover 

 
1976 óWhen I think of the punk years, I always think of one particular spot, just at the point where the 
elevated Westway diverges from Harrow Road and pursues the line of the Hammersmith and City tube 
tracks to Westbourne Park Station. From the end of 1976, one of the stanchions holding up the Westway 
was emblazoned with large graffiti which said simply, óThe Clashôéô Jon Savage óPunk Londonô 1991  
 
óLondonôs burning with boredom now, Londonôs burning dial 999, Up and down the Westway, in and out 
the lights, what a great traffic system, itôs so bright, I canôt think of a better way to spend the night than 
speeding around underneath the yellow lights...ô The Clash óLondonôs Burningô 1976 
 
In early 1976 the west London rock routes of Joe Strummerôs 101ôers and Mick Jonesôs London SS 
merged in the fusion of squat pub rock and decadent glam rock that became the Clash.  
 
The 101ôers played a benefit gig outside the Point café on Tavistock Road with the Derelicts, whose set 
included proto-punk óPortobelloô and óWestwayô songs; the former consisting of the chant: óPortobello 
Road! Portobello Road! W10!ô The 101ôersô last pub rock residency was at the Nashville in West 
Kensington, where they were supported by Ted Carrollôs Rock On Disco and the Sex Pistols. 
 
Before the London SS split into the Clash, Damned and Generation X, they paraded through Portobello 
market in different coloured leather coats and came up with a song entitled óPortobello Redsô. According to 
Marcus Grayôs Last Gang in Town unofficial Clash biography, this track, credited to Brian James (of the 
Damned) and the unrelated Tony James (of Generation X), became óFishô on the first Damned album.  
 
In Henekeyôs (the Earl of Lonsdale) on Westbourne Grove, the future Sex Pistol Sid Vicious and Viv 
Albertine (later of the Slits) formed the Flowers of Romance punk supergroup. Chrissie Hynde (later of the 
Pretenders) oversaw proto-punk proceedings, most importantly cutting Mick Jonesôs hair.  
 
Across Westbourne Grove in Vernon Yard, the Virgin offices were occupied by followers of Gong, in an 
internal band dispute over the rights to the name. Richard Branson is said to have ushered the hippies off 
the premises, frisking them for records and tapes concealed under kaftans and Afghan coats.  
 
At the 1976 Reading festival, along with óthe ineffable Gongô, Mallard and Supercharge, Virgin promoted 
óthe Frontline in Jamaican music: U-Roy, the original Jamaican toasterôs óNatty Rebelô and óDread Inna 
Babylonô and the Mighty Diamondsô óRight Timeô.ô The most militant Wailer Peter Tosh signed to Virgin for 
óLegalise Itô and a distribution deal was made with the Atra label of the dub producer Keith Hudson.  
 



Bransonôs open-house hippy scene at 19 Denbigh Terrace came to an end after disaffected Atra 
representatives stormed the premises. A subsequent meeting between the labels in Back-ah-Yard café at 
303 Portobello Road was raided by police, resulting in another Notting Hill trial.  
 

 
Rough Trade 202 Kensington Park Road/Sniffinô Glue/Londonôs Outrage 
 

The origin of independent/indie music, as we know it today, can be traced back to early 1976 when Geoff 
Travis returned from a record collecting tour of the States and set up his punk and reggae stall in the hippy 
headshop at 202 Kensington Park Road (currently Rachel Ashwell óshabby chicô couture shop).  
 
ñThat street was not a trendy street,ò reminisced Viv Goldman in Art Rocker fanzine, ñit was a shabby 
block, a lot of old dears and a grocery next door, probably an art gallery now, where people would get 
sarniesé Rough Trade coming in there was quite a shock, like a new generation coming up. They had hi-
tech files and it was like the future had arrived in a street which practically could be in an Ealing comedy.ò  
 
The north end of Kensington Park Road was renowned for óa very undesirable music palaceô in Victorian 
times; the Jewish community focussed around the synagogue at 206-8; Mosleyôs 1959 election HQ; the 
Karakata Caribbean store at 194 and a blues club. 202 itself was an S&M brothel in the early 60s.  
 
Rough Trade was named by the co-founder Dutch Ken Davidson, either after the term for working class 
homosexuals, a pulp novel, or a Canadian group led by a girlfriend of Dusty Springfield. The Wild West 11 
wagon wheel of the headshop still adorned the front, and sandal and moccasin makers were operating on 
the premises as Rough Trade óstep forward with new wave and reggae.ô  
 
Once inaugurated by a visit from the Ramones, the shop became the hub of the punk and reggae scene. 
Most of the original customers were either starting a punk band, a fanzine or a sound-system ï famous 
ones included Mick Jones of the Clash, Steve Jones and Johnny Rotten of the Pistols. 
 
In punk legend, if not in reality, the Clash formed in Portobello market when Mick Jones, Paul Simonon, 
and Glen Matlock of the Pistols ran into Joe Strummer and told him they didnôt think much of the 101ôers 
but thought he had punk rock potential.  
 
As recounted by Joe on the second Clash album óGive ôEm Enough Ropeô in óAll the Young Punks (New 
Boots and Contracts)ô: óI was hanging about down the market streeté when I met some passing yobbos 
and we did chance to speak, I knew how to sing and they knew how to poseé.ô By then Glen Matlock, the 
most local punk rocker, recalls the proto-Clash were ó4-square Portobello Road boys.ô  
 
The bass player Paul Simonon came up with the name flicking through the Evening Standard and finding 
the word óclashô cropping up repeatedly in headlines. Simonon has the best local street cred of the group, 
having attended Oxford Gardens infant school, Isaac Newton secondary school on Lancaster Road and 
Wornington Road, and Byam Shaw art school on Campden Hill.  
 
Joe Strummer wrote the lyrics of the Clash anthem óLondonôs Burningô after watching the traffic on the 
Westway from Mick Jonesôs towerblock flat in Wilmcote House on the Warwick Estate. The group first 



promoted themselves with a graffiti campaign featuring óThe Clashô on a Westway stanchion off Harrow 
Road, and were photographed by the flyover at the junction of Portobello and Acklam Road.  
 
After the first ó18 Flight Rock and the Sound of the Westwayô Clash feature in NME by Barry Miles (of IT 
previous), Tony Parsons described their first single óWhite Riotô as óplayed with the speed of the Westwayô 
and ómanic drive that has always existed in their music, the Sound of the Westway.ô  
 
In Tim Lottôs óHead On Clashô Record Mirror report, Paul Simonon reminisced about being evacuated from 
the Wornington Road school (now Kensington and Chelsea College) ñbecause the top of Trellick Tower 
was crumbling.ò Lott added: óThat was in North Kensington, Westway-land. Simonon went to school in the 
miserable shadow of Trellick Tower, the ugliest building in London. When will it fall?ô  
 
The Westway, Trellick and the surrounding urban wasteland acted as the backdrop of punk London in Don 
Lettsô Punk Rock Movie and Lech Kowalskiôs DOA Pistols film. In The Squeeze film, Stacy Keach and 
Freddie Starrôs search of the area for a kidnapped girl features the Apollo pub on All Saints Road, the 
Bevington Arms, the Bramley Arms on Freston Road, and the 1976 Carnival. 
 

 
Trellick Tower in the 70s/Communist Carnival 76 mag/Road Make to Walk on Carnival Day Race Today 

 
August 29/30 The Clash played their first major gig supporting the Sex Pistols at the Screen on the Green 
in Islington. The next afternoon, Joe Strummer, Paul Simonon and the Clash manager Bernie Rhodes 
were on Ladbroke Grove for the start of the 1976 Carnival riot.  
 
Since 1975 there had been mounting conflict between the Carnival Development Committee and the 
Golborne 100 group led by George Clark who wanted the event moved to the White City stadium. The 
former were backed by Darcus Howeôs Race Today Collective; the latter, by the Council and the police.  
 
Through the long hot summer of ô76 relations between the police and black youths deteriorated. The 
reggae promoter and Carnival organiser Wilf Walker remembers: ñô76 showed the strength of feeling, 
reggae was raging in those days, young blacks werenôt into being happy natives, putting on a silly 
costume and dancing in the street, in the same street where we were getting done for sus every day.ò  
 
The police presence at the Carnival was increased to 1,500 from just a couple of hundred in ô75. On the 
second day, following an attempted arrest under the Westway on Ladbroke Grove, the inevitable clash of 
police and youths came to a soundtrack of the ô76 Carnival hit, Junior Murvinôs óPolice and Thievesô.  
 
In óThe Story of the Clashô, Joe Strummer recalled getting caught up in the first incident. As a group of 
óblue helmets sticking up like a conga lineô went through the crowd, he saw one being hit by a can, 
followed by a hail of cans, óthe crowd drew back suddenly and the Notting Hill riot of 1976 was sparkedé 
soon there was fighting 10 blocks in every direction.ô  
 
As police charged across Ladbroke Grove up Westbourne Park Road, Strummer dived into the Elgin pub 
on the corner for a couple of swift pints. Then he and Paul Simonon attempted to take part in the riot but 
they ended up shot by both sides; hassled by police and hustled by black youths.  
 



 
Don Letts crossing Portobello Road from Zigzag magazine/back cover of The Clash album 
 

Along the Westway on Portobello Road, Don Letts was walking into pop history towards Acklam Road ï 
passing the sound-system/disco unit outside Back-ah-Yard café and the Black Peopleôs Information 
Centre ï as Rocco Macaulay began photographing the next police charge.  
 
Macaulayôs iconic shot of óThe Clashô moment when policemen reached the Westway, where the youths 
were gathered, appeared on the back cover of the first Clash album and as the óWhite Riotô tour backdrop. 
Don Lettsô Wild West 10 walk ended up on the sleeve of the óBlack Market Clashô mini-album in 1980.  
 
All Saints Road became the riot frontline as police besieged the Mangrove Carnival sanctuary, and Frank 
Crichlow and Darcus Howe were arrested again. After officers with dustbin lids for shields came off worse 
in the street battles, Darcus Howe took over the more militant Carnival Development Committee.  
 
In Brinsley Fordeôs ô76 Carnival memoir, Aswad were playing óThree Babylonô ï ótried to make I and I run, 
they come to have fun with their long truncheonsô ï on Basing Street outside the Island studios when the 
rioting broke out. That night Aswad appeared again at the Metro youth club on Tavistock Crescent. The 
Sun óman on the spotô John Firth described óhow I was kicked at black discoô under the Westway.  
 
Joe Strummer wrote the lyrics of the first Clash single; óWhite riot, I wanna riot, white riot, a riot of my ownô; 
quite clearly meaning that he felt excluded from the black riot but had empathy with the cause. 
Nevertheless, the song was misinterpreted as a call for whites to riot against blacks, 1958-style, by a 
students union ï on the whole white hooligan youth got the intended meaning.  
 
Although the Clash already existed, they can be seen as a pop cultural echo of the 1976 riot ï Marcus 
Gray calls it óthe catalyst that brought to the surface a lot of disparate elements already presentô in the 
group. Not least, they got into reggae, feeding dub effects and apocalyptic Rasta rhetoric into the mix.  
 
As the militant reggae tendency of Prince Far-I, Tapper Zukie, Joe Gibbs and Big Youth complemented 
punk rock, the Clash made the punk/reggae crossover covering óPolice and Thievesô produced by Lee 
Perry, and their third single óComplete Controlô was released in a sound-system picture sleeve. 
 
In the reggae response there was the Pioneersô óRiot in Notting Hillô lament on Trojan, óPolice Try Fe Mash 
Up Jah Jah Childrenô by Mike Durane on Trenchtown, and óPolice and Youth in the Groveô/óBabylon A 
Button Ladbroke Dubô by Have Sound Will Travel on the Morpheus label. 
 
Aswad had already recorded óThree Babylonô about a police incident under the Westway before the ô76 
riot. Delroy Washingtonôs óThe Streets of Ladbroke Groveô on the Virgin Frontline reggae label was 
described by the Wise brothers as óa Rasta Jarrow march set to music.ô  
 
I-Roy gave Ladbroke Grove a more positive mention in óJah Come Hereô. Thereôs a óPortobello Special 
Dubô on óBunny Lee and the Aggrovators presents Super Dub Disco Styleô, and Portobello and Harrow 
Road tracks on Clifton óLarryô Lawrenceôs óOut of One Man Many Dubsô. 
 


