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1980 When Rolling Stone magazine sent Greil Marcus to Notting Hill to report on Rough Trade, he found: 
óItôs fab, itôs passionate, itôs wild, itôs intelligent! Itôs the hot new sound of England today!ô  
 
Beyond the 202 Kensington Park Road shopfront hangout of punks, skins and Rastas, Marcus came upon 
óa rickety 3-storey building with a few offices, all in a mild hubbub of typing, mailing, and phone-
answering,ô which he noted óresembles nothing as much as a 60s underground press office.ô  
 
Rough Trade began the 80s, in collaboration with Dick OôDellôs Y label, releasing the Slits and the Pop 
Groupôs radical post-punk/reggae single, óIn The Beginning There Was Rhythmô/óWhere Thereôs A Willô, 
the Slitsô official bootleg and the Pop Groupôs óFor How Much Longer Do We Tolerate Mass Murderô LPs.  
 
By then the label and distribution department had moved out of the shop on Kensington Park Road, 
across Ladbroke Grove to an office and warehouse complex at 137 Blenheim Crescent. Rough Trade also 
distributed the Miles Copeland labels, one-off labels, Small Wonder (mainly Crass), Factory (mainly Joy 
Division/New Order), Two-toneôs Special AKA óGangstersô EP and Laurie Andersonôs óO Supermanô.  
 
Daniel Miller emerged from his DIY tape incarnation of the Normal as the boss of the Mute label, after his 
JG Ballard tribute óWarm Leatheretteô was a hit for Grace Jones on Island. In the 80s Mute found electro-
pop fame and fortune with Depeche Mode and Erasure, whilst retaining their avant-garde credibility with 
Fad Gadget, Nick Cave, Mark Stewart, etc, at 49-53 Kensington Gardens Square and 429 Harrow Road. 
 
Kris Needs, the editor of Zigzag when the magazineôs office was at 118 Talbot Road, wrote of óbands 
doing the rounds of record companies and papers hoping for a glimmer of encouragement. The out-of-
towners are easy to spot. By the time they get to Zigzag, usually following raids on Virgin and Rough 
Trade up the road, mouths have dropped, coats are clamped even tighter round wind-beaten, tired limbs 
and theyôre thinking of a pint at half 5 before bunking the train back to the sticks and boredom.ô  
 
Zigzagôs Mick Mercer was on the tube to Ladbroke Grove ówhen about twenty 14 year old girls take up 
residence and as one begin to sing, óItôs lost its flavour, weôll have another flavour, Ant music!ô 
 
Virgin came out of the 70s on a par with Island, but the drop in record sales in the 1980 recession is said 
to have nearly sent the company under. In his Losing My Virginity autobiography, Richard Branson 
described being caught by the recession ówith all the unexpected ferocity of a squall at sea.ô  
 
After throwing uncommercial cargo overboard, the pop Admiral Vernon began scuttling his Portobello 
flagship, selling his house on Denbigh Terrace and the Vernon Yard flats. Branson lived aboard his 
houseboat on the Grand Union canal in Little Venice until his Holland Park house was acquired in 1984.  



 
 
Dave McCullough of Sounds described visiting Virginôs ótrendy little farmyard of officesô on Portobello as 
the introduction to a feature on Jah Wobble, the bass player of John Lydonôs Public Image Limited. This 
was at the time of his first solo venture, óThe Legend Lives On: Jah Wobble In Betrayalô; on the back cover 
of which he appears along Portobello in the fruit and veg market at Alba Place by Tescoôs.  
 
On his arrival at Vernon Yard, Dave McCullough was directed up a ladder óinto the press office barnô, 
where he was confronted by a picture of himself. This caused him to muse that Virgin had óa surreal 1984-
ness about everything they do. Always in control, the Big Brother company, somehow malevolent and at 
the same time subtle, and intimate, and good at what they do.ô  
 
After the Clash ended the 70s at Acklam Hall with their óLondon Callingô gigs, U2 began the 80s playing óin 
a bare concrete shack beneath the Westway, to perhaps a couple of hundredô ï as they finalised their 
Island deal at the Portobello Hotel on Stanley Gardens.  
 
Nick Knightôs Skinheads photo-book contains a picture of a skinôs bloodied head at an Oi gig captioned 
with an account of the fate of East End skins who found themselves besieged under the Westway by the 
west London kids united. (Oi was an early 80s skinhead sub-cult with far-right associations, featuring the 
likes of the 4 Skins, championed by Garry Bushell of Sounds):  
 
óThe locals knew they would be there and a massive group of sail (soul?) boys, skinheads, Teds, Rastas, 
whatever, from the area had gathered outside the hall. At about 9.30 they came steaming in. The 
skinheads inside threw anything that could be lifted (including the bandôs gear) at the dooré The police 
didnôt show up for 25 minutes though, by which time the locals were breaking through the roof.ô  
 
As Breaking Glass featured skinhead aggro under the flyover, David Essex went along the Westway on 
his Silver Dream Racer motorbike with his West Indian mechanic mate óTizerô. 
 
The Clash went into the 80s promoting óLondon Callingô on the ó16 Tons-Rockers Galoreô tour, with DJ 
Mikey Dread óat the controlsô, as the Clash film Rude Boy, Jack Hazan and David Mingayôs documentary-
drama story of the roadie Ray Gange, came out to some acclaim for capturing the times.  
 
The 4

th
 Clash album óSandinistaô featured a Ladbroke Grove album within the triple set, in which they 

covered the local themes of the Westway (óLightning Strikesô), towerblocks (óUp in Heavenô), the Profumo 
affair (óThe Leaderô), police (óThe Crooked Beatô and Eddy Grantôs óPolice On My Backô), blues clubs and 
the Carnival (óCorner Soulô, óLetôs Go Crazyô and óThe Street Paradeô), and the 101ôersô óJunco Partnerô.  
 
In óLightning Strikes (Not Once but Twice)ô the Clash return from New York, ódown into London town where 
many cars get broken down as the Westway from Ladbroke Grove runs down to old Hounslow, just 
thought Iôd mention the new extension that runs down the 59

th
 Street intersection...ô  

 
Paul Simonon explained óThe Crooked Beatô in an interview with Robin Banks at his flat on Oxford 
Gardens: ñEvery so often theyôll have a roadblock out on Ladbroke Grove. Since Thatcherôs been in 
thereôs a whole lot of harassment like that, and it ainôt gonna stop, itôs gonna get worse.ò  



 
 
óCorner Soulô captures the pre-Carnival tension as the forces of Notting Hill Babylon put the area under 
heavy manners, asking: óIs the music of Grove skin rocké calling for a river of blood? Beat the drums 
tonight Alfonso, spread the news all over the Grove, the big meeting has decided that total war must burn 
on the Groveé Spread the word tonight please Sammy, theyôre searching every house on the Grove...ô 
 
óLetôs Go Crazyô encapsulates the militant reggae mas and mayhem of the late 70s: óYoung men know 
when the sun has set darkness comes to settle the debt owed by a year of Sus and suspect, 
indiscriminate use of the power of arrest, theyôre waiting for the sun to seté you wanna go crazy, then 
letôs go crazyé bricks and bottles, corrugated iron, shields and helmets, Carnival time!ô  
 
Then the Clash ódisappear/join/fadeô into the steel pan dub of óThe Street Paradeô. The 1980 Carnival saw 
the debuts of the Mangrove steel band and Norman Jayôs Good Times soul sound-system on Cambridge 
Gardens ï which was booed by reggae fans.  
 
As the 101ôersô óElgin Avenue Breakdownô album finally came out on their Andalucia label, featuring the 
West Indian ómetal manô local street character on the cover, the Elgin pub on Ladbroke Grove (the scene 
of their mid 70s residency) was revived as a rock venue.  
 
During this period the Street Level musiciansô co-op put on gigs by the Vincent Units (including the 101ôers 
Richard Dudanski and Mole), the Passions (including Clive Timperley), Nik Turnerôs Inner City Unit, Mark 
Perryôs Good Missionaries, Scritti Politti, the Androids of Mu and Splodgenessabounds.  
 
On new yearôs eve 1980/81 Joe Strummer appeared at another 101ôers reunion bash at the Tabernacle in 
Powis Square, with Richard Dudanski, Mole, and Ramona of the Mo-dettes, as the Soul Vendors. The 
Tabernacle also hosted a benefit for the Legalise Cannabis Campaign (based at 2 Blenheim Crescent), 
featuring Mighty Observer, Moa Ambassa and the ófirst international herb chalice competitionô. 
 
The Mo-dettes formed out of Neal Brownôs Vincent Units/Tesco Bombers group (who shared a squat with 
the Raincoats on Monmouth Road); originally as the Tesco Bomberettes at the Chippenham in Maida Hill 
(the first 101ôersô watering hole). The Swiss singer Ramona and guitarist Kate (formerly of both the Slits 
and Raincoats) took over Joe Strummerôs ice-cream factory squat in Paddington.  
 
The bassist óMad Janeô Crockford married the Madness drummer Dan óWoodyô Woodgate after previously 
going out with Mick Jones and biting Shane MacGowanôs ear at the Clash ICA gig. The Mo-dettesô óflapô 
fast, loud and pretty versions of óTwist and Shoutô and óPaint It Blackô acquired them a skinhead following.  
 
In whatôs widely regarded as the classic Portobello Road pop pose, even outdoing the Clash, Aswadôs 
Brinsley óDanô Forde, Angus óDrummie Zebô Gaye, Tony óGadô Robinson and co were photographed by 
Adrian Boot outside the Golden Cross pub (the Market Bar) at 240, around a young Sledge the Rasta.  
 
Mostly bred and in Drummieôs case born locally, Aswadôs local history goes back further than the Clashôs 
and continues into the 21

st
 century, making them the top local band as well as the number 1 British reggae 



act. The guitarist Brinsley Forde first appeared in Leo the Last on the site of the Lancaster West Estate in 
1969 and was already famous from the Double Deckers kids TV series.  
 

 
Aswad outside the Golden Cross (Market Bar) Adrian Boot 

 
Aswad made their debut in 1975 (either at the Nashville in West Kensington or Acklam Hall according to 
Drummie) and recorded their first album at the Island studios on Basing Street. They were originally on 
their own Grove Music label; then Island, CBS, Simba (also their own), Atlantic, then Island again.  
 
As the NME crowned Aswad óKings of the Concrete Jungleô, Sounds dubbed them the óyoung lions of 
Ladbroke Grove.ô Their manager was known as Michael óBig Dread Grove Musicô Campbellé the man 
with the longest dreadlocks on Harrow Roadô and óthe Buddha of Ladbroke Grove/Harrow Roadô. 
 
Harrow Road in the early 80s was described by the NMEôs Penny Reel as a óreggaemart, a musical artery 
pumping sinuously from Ladbroke Grove to Harlesden.ô After Aswadôs Grove Music office at 425 there 
was the Burning Sounds/Rockers/Vibrations labels at 379 and 534, Tapper Zukieôs Mobilizer label at 529, 
Lightning Records at 841, and Trojan at 104 High Street Harlesden. 
 
In the film Babylon, Brinsley Forde stars as the Ital Lion DJ óBlueô in a sound-system clash with Shaka 
Sound and Thatcherôs Britain. The film soundtrack features Aswadôs militant classic óWarrior Chargeô and 
the local producer Dennis Bovell. Although Babylon is set in Brixton, the final scene is based on a mid-70s 
police raid on the Carib Club in Willesden which resulted in Dennis Bovell being jailed for 6 months.  
 
The Portobello Road underground press tradition was maintained in the 80s at number 286 (across the 
road from the site of the Frendz office), where Better Badges printed and distributed punk fanzines. The 
premises had previously hosted the Bell Press, the offices of IT and Van Der Graf Generator. 
 
Better Badges (named after the beat Better Books shop on Charing Cross Road) was founded by Jolyon 
Mcfie, a former IT music editor and Pink Fairies tour manager, also associated with Syd Barrett, 
Hawkwind, Gong, the Pretty Things and Suzi Quatro, who reputedly hadnôt had a haircut since 1968.  
 
After a macrobiotic revelation that badge making was the way forward for the underground movement, 
Joly started pressing up hippy badges like óHendrix Livesô, IT, óLegalise Cannabisô and óPass It This Wayô, 
in a garage off Chepstow Road, before going punk with a badge stall at the Roundhouse.  
 
The Better Badges chart leaders of 1980 were Adam and the Ants, Basement 5, Crass, Killing Joke, 
Motörhead, PIL (Public Image Limited), RAF (Red Army Faction), Throbbing Gristle, Toxic Graffiti, Two-
tone, Dread at the Controls, Rock Against Thatcher, the Police (Stingôs group) and Clash Police (actual 
police in the 1976 Carnival riot charge from outside the Bell Press premises).  
 
In The Face Better Badges feature, Mike Stand described 286 as óa shambolic warren of a terrace house 
at the butt end of Londonôs Portobello Road, past the street market and beyond the legendary Westway.ô 
The house contained fanzine printing, badge stamping and designing rooms, badge pinner girls on óthe 
cheeriest sweat-shop production line you could imagineô, and corridors stacked with boxes of fanzines. 
 



 
 
At the height of the post-punk fanzine boom, featuring In The City, i-D, Jamming, Kill Your Pet Puppy, 
Panache, Poser, Tales of Dayglo, Toxic Graffiti, Vague and Viz, Better Badges was printing 150 titles and 
Sue Donne at the Rough Trade shop was receiving 12 new titles a week.  
 
Simon Dwyer, the editor of Rapid Eye Movement fanzine, wrote in Sounds: óEvery day another young 
editor staggers proudly under the Westway with a new bag of radical reading matter, making the 3 minute 
walk from one bright spark of the current explosion, Better Badges, to the other, Rough Trade.ô  
 
At the top end of the Better Badges production range, i-D, though nominally a fanzine, was always 
destined to be the first British style culture mag. The first i-D models, in its original street culture phase, 
were various poser Better Badges employees representing the early 80s style tribes, including Joly, 
Hamish, Derek Harris, Scrubber, and the odd passing pop star like Boy George and Haysi Fantayzee.  
 
Jolyôs DIY business empire also encompassed Better Tapes and Hard Lines T-shirts at 64a Notting Hill 
Gate. Next door to Better Badges at 288 was the 5

th
 Column T-shirt shop (formerly at 64a Notting Hill 

Gate). Across the road, 307, then the retro clothes shop Risk, became the first Duffer St George shop. 
 
Killing Joke succeeded the Clash as the first local heroes of the 80s on a heavy punk funk tip, though they 
ended up heavy metal. After their óNervous Systemô/óTurn to Redô debut was released on their Malicious 
Damage label through Island, their second single óWardanceô/óPsycheô was distributed by Rough Trade.  
 
The Malicious Damage HQ at 11 Portland Road, where Killing Jokeôs interrogations of music journalists 
took place, was described as a óquaint little bombsite somewhere in Holland Park.ô The NMEôs Paul 
Morley built up the intimidating atmosphere: óThey have a first floor flat in a large old house in Notting Hill 
Gate. We walk through an echoey hall, up bare wooden stairs and into a small room...ô  
 
Killing Joke first made the headlines when the singer Jaz Coleman was arrested following a rooftop pellet 
gun incident on Portland Road. The bassist óPig Youthô (as opposed to Big Youth) Martin, the foremost 
post-punk Sid Vicious lookalike, was tipped to play Sid in the film and was also the bassist in the band of 
Johnny Rottenôs brother Jimmy Lydon, the 4 Be 2s.  
 
When Youth left Killing Joke to form the goth-funk group Brilliant (on his way to becoming a dance music 
producer), Gavin Martin of the NME found him in his ómessy Ladbroke Grove basement (north of the 
station)é the inevitable big bins booming out a mixture of dub, funk and tapes from New York radio.ô  
 
The 70s Grove rock scene officially ended on October 27 1980 when Steve Peregrin Took died at 100 
Cambridge Gardens of Hendrix-style drug misadventure. Whilst celebrating the arrival of his last 
Tyrannosaurus Rex royalties cheque on magic mushrooms and morphine, Took choked to death on a 
cocktail cherry stone. His current address is square 103 on the centre circle of Kensal Green Cemetery.  
 


