
NOTTING HILL HISTORY TIMELINE 
16 NOTTING HILL BABYLON EARLY 1980S 
 

 
Rough Trade/Mighty Observer/Moa Ambassa Tabernacle Mike Braybrook  
 
1980 At the start of the 80s Rolling Stone magazine sent Greil Marcus to Notting Hill to report on Rough 
Trade. The intellectual rock writer found ‘It’s fab, it’s passionate, it’s wild, it’s intelligent! It’s the hot new 
sound of England today!’ At this point the major independent scene concerns were the Pop Group’s dead 
foetus/H-bomb artwork being misconstrued as anti-abortion, Rock Against Sexism (RAS) being confused 
with fervently sexist Rastafarianism, Thatcher and skinheads. As Rough Trade pressed and distributed the 
first Two-tone release, the Special AKA ‘Gangsters’ EP, the shop was subject to some ska revival 
skinhead aggro. Beyond the shopfront hangout of punks, skins and Rastas, Greil Marcus came upon ‘a 
rickety 3-storey building with a few offices, all in a mild hubbub of typing, mailing, and phone-answering’, 
which he noted ‘resembles nothing as much as a 60s underground press office.’  
 
Geoff Travis, the founding father chief Rough Trader, explained his Chestertonesque Tory-anarchist 
response to Thatcherite enterprise culture, telling Greil Marcus: “I don’t see Rough Trade as the record 
business, and I hate the idea of artists. Rough Trade is a place where people are simply doing their work. 
It’s a place where people can get support, meet other people, get ideas, listen to each other, and make a 
living.” Or, as the NME’s Ian Penman put it, the shop had become ‘dragnet and dispensary... a medium 
between the ideology of independent music and the primarily economic concerns of a group of people in 
the business of selling the material from which that ideology takes.’  
 
The current shop manager Pete Donne admits that “Rough Trade was sort of snobby, a bit intellectual, 
people talking about things, the whole political side of it. I think Rough Trade people have always been 
accused, probably quite rightly, of being a bunch of hippies.” In the Portobello market counter-culture 
tradition, Rough Trade represented the existential opposite of King’s Road punk style culture. Pete recalls 
discouraging customers from consuming pop or traditional punk product and pushing more experimental 
stuff: “50% of what you were selling was reggae, and in a lot of ways it was a completely split audience. 
You’d get white kids coming in and buying punk, and the black guys buying reggae, and you got a few 
people that bought both, but not really that many.”  
 
The Rough Trade reggae department was run by the Carnival sound-system DJ and Rough trade van 
driver Austin ‘the Mighty Observer’ and the various Rough Trade reggae Steves: Steve Montgomery, the 
radical anti-major co-founder, who lived in the Apocalypse Hotel on Freston Road and took dub reggae to 
San Francisco; Steve Jameson, who originally worked for Miles Copeland’s Step Forward label with the 
Fall on Blenheim Crescent, began sound-system operating during his time at the Rough Trade shop 
before finding late 80s indie fame with World Domination Enterprises – currently the reggae DJ at the Inn 
on the Green; and the main one, ‘Little Steve’ Alexander, who co-ran reggae distribution. As the Mighty 
Observer was delivering dubplates of the Abyssinians, Sons of Jah, Jah Woosh, Tapper Zukie and Dr 
Alimantado, Adrian Sherwood of the on-going On-U Sounds was making his first Hit Run label rounds with 
Bim Sherman and Prince Hammer pre-release white labels. 



Before the end of the 70s the original Rough Trade shop at 202 Kensington Park Road had become so 
cluttered up with boxes of records and fanzines that larger premises had to be found. The Rough Trade 
label and distribution department duly moved, west across Ladbroke Grove beyond the Marc Bolan house, 
into an office and warehouse complex at 137 Blenheim Crescent, on the border of Notting Dale. After the 
label left Kensington Park Road, the shop reopened having undergone repairs. To mark the occasion 
there was ‘Another Rough Trade Treat’ at the Hammersmith Clarendon post-punk venue on the 
Broadway, featuring the TV Personalities at the time of their ‘I Know Where Syd Barrett Lives’ single 
tribute to the Pink Floyd singer.  
 
As well as their own stuff, Rough Trade distributed the Miles Copeland labels (Step Forward, Deptford Fun 
City, Illegal, etc) from Blenheim Crescent, the one-off labels, Small Wonder (mainly the anarcho-punk 
Crass), Tony Wilson’s Manchester label Factory (mainly Joy Division/New Order), Two-tone’s Special 
AKA and Laurie Anderson’s ‘O Superman’. The early Rough Trader Daniel Miller emerged from his DIY 
tape incarnation of the Normal as the boss of the Mute label, after his JG Ballard tribute track ‘Warm 
Leatherette’ became a hit for Grace Jones on Island. Miller and Mute duly found TVOD electro-pop fame 
and fortune with Depeche Mode, Erasure, Allison Moyet, and more recently Moby and Goldfrapp, whilst 
retaining their avant-garde credibility with Fad Gadget, Nick Cave, Mark Stewart and the Maffia, Sonic 
Youth, Throbbing Gristle and Wire, at 49-53 Kensington Gardens Square (off Westbourne Grove) and 429 
Harrow Road in the later 80s. 
 
Kris Needs, the editor of Zigzag during the magazine’s punky reggae period incorporating The Small 
Labels Catalogue at 118 Talbot Road, gave the following snapshot of the local music scene in the early 
80s: ‘The Zigzag office in Notting Hill gets it’s fair share of bands 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 they’re thinking of a pint at half 5 before 
bunking the train back to the sticks and boredom.’ Needs’ successor, the goth Zigzag editor Mick Mercer 
was on the tube to Ladbroke Grove ‘when about twenty 14 year old girls take up residence and as one 
begin to sing, ‘It’s lost its flavour, we’ll have another flavour, Ant Music!’  
 

 
 
Virgin came out of the 70s indie label scene into the Thatcherite 80s on a par with Island, but the drop in 
record sales in the 1980 recession reputedly almost sent the company under. In his Losing My Virginity 
autobiography, Richard Branson described being caught by the recession ‘with all the unexpected ferocity 
of a squall at sea.’ In order to survive in the shark infested waters of 80s pop, after throwing uncommercial 
cargo overboard, the pop Admiral Vernon began scuttling his Portobello flagship. At the beginning of the 
Virgin decade, when Branson was still establishing his unconventional business style, his bankers Coutts 
were not immediately forthcoming with a £3 million overdraft extension. In the ensuing company 
consolidation, he sold off his Portobello house, 19 Denbigh Terrace, and the Vernon Yard flats. Branson 
lived aboard his houseboat on the Grand Union canal in Little Venice, until his current Holland Park house 
was acquired in 1984.  
 
Dave McCullough of Sounds described visiting Virgin’s ‘trendy little farmyard of offices’ on Portobello 
Road in 1980, as the introduction to a feature on Jah Wobble, the bass player of Johnny Rotten/John 



Lydon’s post-Sex Pistols group Public Image Limited. This was at the time of Wobble’s first solo venture, 
‘The Legend Lives On: Jah Wobble In Betrayal’; on the back cover of which he appears along Portobello 
in the fruit and veg market at Alba Place. On his arrival at Vernon Yard, Dave McCullough was directed up 
a ladder ‘into the press office barn’, where he was confronted by a picture of himself, causing some 
paranoid musings that Virgin had ‘a 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. The perversely perfect company for the group of people that are Public Image Limited.’  
 
After the Slits’ debut Island album ‘Cut’ (featuring their mud-people photo sleeve co-designed by Geoff 
Travis), Rough Trade and Dick O’Dell’s Y label released the Slits and the Pop Group’s post-punky reggae 
double A-side single, ‘In The Beginning There Was Rhythm’/‘Where There’s A Will’, the Slits’ official 
bootleg and the Pop Group’s ‘For How Much Longer Do We Tolerate Mass Murder’ albums. Following Ian 
Penman’s ‘dogmatically vague’ critique of their single, the NME featured a ‘Rough Justice’ revolutionary 
tribunal of Penman by the Slits and Pop Group. The Slits played a benefit for the Advisory Service for 
Squatters with the Pop Group, and the Electric Ballroom with the Raincoats, This Heat and the Mighty 
Observer sound-system. The Raincoats also appeared with Delta 5 at an ‘Alternatives on Broadway’ gig at 
Hammersmith Clarendon, subtitled ‘Dance and Defend Womankind.’  
 
The NME’s notorious ‘Women in Rock’ issue featured the Raincoats, Passions, Mo-dettes, Au-Pairs and 
Girlschool (the female Motörhead), gathered together at Barbara Gogan of the Passions’ house. The 1980 
rad-fem girlpower revolution was taken over by the communists at the Morning Star 50th anniversary 
festival at Alexandra Palace, featuring the Slits, the Pop Group, the Raincoats, Essential Logic, the Au-
Pairs and the Manchester post-punk poet John Cooper-Clarke. In the wake of which the Slits fragmented 
into the New Age Steppers and the Pop Group became Rip Rig & Panic – without their frontman Mark 
Stewart. After the left-wing girlpower revolt was launched from 202 Kensington Park Road, the HQ of the 
media girlpower counter-revolution of the 90s would be across Blenheim Crescent at 192, the Bridget 
Jones’s Diary bar-restaurant. The post-punk rad-fem scene was covered by mostly male edited fanzines 
such as Mental Children, The Poser photo-zine and the Mo-dettes’ The Story So Far.  
 

 
 
The Mo-dettes formed out of Neal Brown’s Vincent Units/Tesco Bombers group who squatted with the 
Raincoats on Monmouth Road; originally as the Tesco Bomberettes at the Chippenham pub in Maida Hill 
(the former 101’ers watering hole). The Swiss singer Ramona and guitarist Kate (Korus, formerly of both 
the Slits and Raincoats) took over Joe Strummer’s old ice-cream factory squat in Paddington, and Kate 
and the drummer June worked on The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle. The Mo-dettes distanced themselves 
from the rad-fem cause by supporting their male counterparts Madness; in the case of the bassist ‘Mad 
Jane’ Crockford, to the extent of marrying the drummer Dan ‘Woody’ Woodgate (the local Nutty Boy who 
worked at Whiteley’s) – after previously going out with Mick Jones, Neal Brown of the Vincent Units, and 
famously biting Shane MacGowan’s ear at the Clash ICA gig. The Mo-dettes’ ‘flap (fast, loud and pretty)’ 
versions of ‘Twist and Shout’ and ‘Paint It Black’ even acquired them a skinhead following.  
 
After the Clash ended the 70s at Acklam Hall with their ‘London Calling’ preview gigs, U2 began the 80s 
playing ‘in a bare concrete shack beneath the Westway, to perhaps a couple of hundred’, as they finalised 
their Island deal at the Portobello Hotel on Stanley Gardens. The old hall is best remembered in Nick 



Knight’s Skinheads photo-book, which features a picture of a skin’s bloodied head at an Acklam Hall Oi 
gig. Oi was an early 80s skinhead sub-cult, featuring the likes of the 4 Skins, championed by Garry 
Bushell of Sounds (later of the Sun and Star). Like the far-left group Crisis of previous Acklam aggro, who 
turned into the notorious Death In June, Garry Bushell’s career covered the political spectrum – in the 
Windrush book he appears in his former socialist worker incarnation.  
 
Nick Knight’s bloody skinhead picture caption recounts the fate of East End skins who found themselves 
besieged under the Westway in Acklam Hall by the west London kids united: ‘The 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 band’s gear) at the door they were coming in through. After a short time the 
doorway was blocked by a huge pile of debris. The police didn’t show up for 25 minutes though, by which 
time the locals were breaking through the roof.’ As Breaking Glass featured neo-Nazi skinheads attacking 
a Rock Against Racism-style march under the flyover, inspired by the Acklam Hall aggro, David Essex 
went down the Westway on his Silver Dream Racer motorbike, from Ladbroke Grove garageland to 
Thruxton, with his West Indian mechanic mate ‘Tizer’. 
 
The Clash went into the 80s on the ‘London Calling’ ‘16 Tons/Rockers Galore’ tour; with DJ Mikey Dread 
‘at the controls’, Ian Dury and the Blockheads, Prince Far-I, Prince Hammer, Pete Townshend, Joe Ely, 
Lew Lewis and Kris Needs’ Vice Creems supporting, Zigzag’s Robin Banks selling the Clash fanzine 
Armagideon Times and the roadie Jock Scot as MC. The Clash film Rude Boy, Jack Hazan and David 
Mingay’s docu-drama story of another roadie Ray Gange, came out to some acclaim for capturing the 
times. But then, after the ‘London Calling’ peak, came the music press backlash. At the time of the 4th 
Clash album ‘Sandinista’ (including the 3rd issue of Armagideon Times), Ian Penman called them ‘third 
world guerrillas with quiffs’ and Nick Kent derided their tribute to the Nicaraguan FNLA Marxist rebels as 
the latest ‘communique from International Clash City headquarters.’ As far as Kent was concerned, the 
triple album consisted of ‘black and white snapshots of ‘the good fight’; be it in Nicaragua or a pub down 
Shepherd’s Bush junction, after all when you’ve seen one ghetto you’ve seen ’em all… against Babylon’s 
myriad inequalities and general shortcomings.’  
 
At the time I followed suit but I’ve since come round to ‘Sandinista’ and now find it the best Clash album in 
local history terms. On the ‘Hitsville UK’-‘One More Time in the Ghetto’ local album within the triple set, 
they returned to Ladbroke Grove covering the staple local themes of the Westway and towerblocks 
(‘Lightning Strikes’, ‘Up in Heaven’), the Profumo affair (‘The Leader’), police (‘The Crooked Beat’ and 
Eddy Grant’s ‘Police On My Back’), blues clubs and the Carnival (‘Corner Soul’, ‘Let’s Go Crazy’ and ‘The 
Street Parade’), and the 101’ers’ ‘Junco Partner’ from the Elgin. Paul Simonon explained ‘The Crooked 
Beat’ in an interview with Robin Banks at his flat on Oxford Gardens: “Every so often they’ll have a 
roadblock out on Ladbroke Grove. Since Thatcher’s been in there’s a whole lot of harassment like that, 
and it ain’t gonna stop, it’s gonna get worse.” In ‘Lightning Strikes (Not Once but Twice)’ the Clash return 
from New York ‘down into London town where many cars get broken down as the Westway from Ladbroke 
Grove runs down to old Hounslow, just thought I’d mention the new extension that runs down the 59th 
Street intersection, did you hear the news, all London town on the Broadway.’ 
 
‘Corner Soul’ captures the pre-Carnival tension as the forces of Notting Hill Babylon put the area under 
heavy manners ‘searching every place on the Grove’; asking ‘Is the music of Grove skin rock… 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 Grove… Spread the word tonight please Sammy, they’re 
searching every house on the Grove, don’t go alone now Sammy, the wind has blown away the corner 
soul.’ This is followed by some placatory words from a mas maker: “I’m entertaining the people and I’m 
also calling for peace in the Carnival and love and also all of you young generation of today I am begging 
them and I’m preaching to them and I’m selling my record and I’m selling clothes to help the young 
generation of England today, black, white, pink, blue, you name it, and all of you millions out there come 
down, have a nice time, the Carnival is nice, we don’t want no war on this Carnival day, all we want is 
peace, love, happiness and joyful time.”   
 
‘Let’s Go Crazy’ encapsulates the militant reggae mas and mayhem featuring Mighty Observer, Moa 
Ambassa and Jah Shaka namechecks, ‘young 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, they’re waiting for 
the sun to set… the sticksman gives the copper good excuse to shut off the ganja and control the juice… 
you wanna go crazy, then let’s go crazy… bricks and bottles, corrugated iron, shields and helmets, 
Carnival time!’ In Last Gang in Town Marcus Gray notes that Joe Strummer ‘adopts the perspective of the 
local black community coming to the Carnival carrying the baggage of a year of oppression and the folk 
memory of 400 more. The brooding reggae of the former asks ‘Is the music calling for a river of blood?’ 



The boisterous calypso of the latter seems to be losing itself in celebration, but is in fact answering in the 
affirmative.’ Then the Clash ‘disappear/join/fade’ into the steel pan dub of ‘The Street Parade’.  
 
As the 101’ers’ ‘Elgin Avenue Breakdown’ album finally came out on their Andalucia label, with the West 
Indian ‘metal man’ Ladbroke Grove street character on the cover, the Elgin pub on Ladbroke Grove (the 
scene of their mid 70s residency) was revived as a rock venue by the Street Level musicians’ co-op. 
During this period there were gigs by the Vincent Units (who included the former 101’ers Richard 
Dudanski and Mole), the Passions (including Clive Timperley), Nik Turner (from Hawkwind)’s Inner City 
Unit, Mark Perry (from Sniffin’ Glue and ATV)’s Good Missionaries, Scritti Politti (from Rough Trade), the 
Androids of Mu and Splodgenessabounds. On new year’s eve 1980/81 Joe Strummer appeared at 
another 101’ers reunion bash at the Tabernacle in Powis Square, with Richard Dudanski, Mole and 
Ramona of the Mo-dettes, as the Soul Vendors.  
 

 
Aswad outside the Golden Cross (Market Bar) Adrian Boot 
 
In what’s widely regarded as the classic Portobello pop pose, even outdoing the Clash, Aswad’s Brinsley 
‘Dan’ Forde, Angus ‘Drummie Zeb’ Gaye, Tony ‘Gad’ Robinson and co were photographed by Adrian Boot 
outside the Golden Cross pub (now the Market Bar) at 240 Portobello Road, on the Lancaster Road 
junction, around a young-ish Sledge the Rasta in an undread woolly jumper. Mostly bred and in 
Drummie’s case born locally, Aswad’s local history can be traced back further than the Clash’s, almost as 
far as Eddy Grant’s, and continues into the 21st century making them the top local band (in terms of pop 
success and longevity), as well as the number 1 British reggae act. The guitarist/actor 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 made their debut in 1975 at the decidedly undread pub rock venue, the Nashville in West 
Kensington (or Acklam Hall according to Drummie). They recorded their first album on Basing Street and 
were originally on their own, Harrow Road based, Grove Music label; then Island, CBS, Simba (also their 
own), Atlantic, then Island again. As the NME crowned Aswad ‘Kings of the Concrete Jungle’, Sounds 
dubbed them the ‘young lions of Ladbroke Grove’. Their manager was called the ‘Buddha of Ladbroke 
Grove/Harrow Road’, Michael ‘Big Dread Grove Music’ Campbell… the man with the longest dreadlocks 
on Harrow Road’, and ‘the original Michael Campbell’ to distinguish him from the Clash Mikey Dread 
Campbell (Michael X has also been referred to as Michael Campbell de Freitas).  
 
Harrow Road in the early 80s was described by Penny Reel as a ‘reggaemart, a musical artery pumping 
sinuously from Ladbroke Grove to Harlesden.’ Isabel Appio wrote retrospectively in Time Out that ‘the 
Grove image was upheld by the rebel warrior stance of local youth, like Aswad: champions of home grown 
reggae, a sound fortified by the unmistakeable west London setting of concrete high rises, police conflicts 
and social dissatisfaction.’ Or, as Ian Tickell put it more prosaically in The Face, ‘Aswad sing of 
unemployment under the Tories as well as harp on about spiritual Afro-roots.’ In another NME review, ‘the 
righteous lions of Ladbroke Grove make to mash up the wrongs of the material world’ on their anti-make-
up ‘Girl Got to Know’ single.  
 
As the cutting edge of London pop psychogeography shifted from Ladbroke Grove to Brixton before the 
1981 riots, like the Clash, Aswad went south of the river in their film Babylon. Brinsley Forde stars as the 



Ital Lion DJ ‘Blue’ (his Rasta colour) in a sound-system clash with Jah Shaka and Thatcher’s Britain. The 
Babylon soundtrack features Aswad’s militant classic ‘Warrior Charge’, the local producer Dennis Bovell,  
I-Roy, Michael Prophet, Cassandra and Yabby-U. Lloyd Bradley has cited the film as ‘the crowning 
achievement of British roots reggae.’ According to Ian Penman’s review, the Rasta term ‘Babylon’ means 
‘oppression, in all its manifestations from a monetarist, middle-class government, through SUSpicious 
police patrol cars… Babylon isn’t undergoing the recession – it’s enjoying enforcing it.’ Brinsley Forde and 
the director Franco Rosso were interviewed by Chris Salewicz in Brinsley’s flat ‘off of Portobello Road’, but 
like Joe Strummer he later left Babylondon for the west country. Meanwhile, the debut of Norman Jay’s 
Good Times soul sound-system at the 1980 Carnival on Cambridge Gardens was booed by reggae fans.  
 

 
 
The Portobello Road underground press tradition continued in the 80s at number 286, across the road 
from the site of the Frendz office, where Jolyon Mcfie’s Better Badges printed and distributed punk 
fanzines. The premises had been the Bell Press who printed posters in the 60s for Count Suckle’s Cue 
Club in Paddington, the office of Van Der Graf Generator, and acted as the mailing address of the Dread 
Broadcasting Corporation, JB (of the Portobello Film Festival)’s Fuck Off Records, etc. Today 286 
continues in a similar vein as the Portobello Artshop stationers/photocopiers and maintains its reggae link. 
Better Badges was named after Miles’s beat Better Books shop on Charing Cross Road by Jolyon Mcfie, 
another International Times editor and Pink Fairies tour manager, also associated with Syd Barrett, 
Hawkwind, Gong, the Pretty Things and Suzi Quatro, who reputedly hadn’t 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 Hendrix Lives, IT, Legalise Cannabis and Pass It This Way, on 
his original press in a garage off Chepstow Road. Before moving to Portobello Road he had made the 
punk rock leap to the Ramones and Anarchy in the UK badges. In the 70s, and some way into the 80s, 
people wore lapel badges to express their pop identity and street credibility. On the punk rock scene in 
some extreme cases of identity crisis blazers and leather jackets were covered in them. Big badges made 
it into punk but became associated with the watered-down new wave of Bob Geldof’s Boomtown Rats and 
Sting’s Police, and were superseded by small button badges.  
 
Most of these were manufactured at 286 Portobello Road and sold from Portobello market extension stalls 
at punk gigs around London; at the Roundhouse, the Electric Ballroom, the Lyceum, Marquee, Music 
Machine, Hammersmith Odeon/Palais/Clarendon, etc; and beyond. Badge design developed from 
customised slogans, like the Sid Vicious modelled I’m A Mess, to specialised hip group names and logos. 
The badge chart leaders of 1980 were the pre-pop Adam and the Ants S&M series, the Basement 5 
target, the Crass symbol, Killing Joke, Motörhead, PIL (Public Image Limited), RAF (Red Army Faction – 
the Baader-Meinhof gang), Two-tone, Dread at the Controls, Toxic Graffiti, Throbbing Gristle, Rock 
Against Thatcher, the Police (Sting’s group) and Clash Police (actual police in the 1976 Carnival riot 
charge that started outside 286).  
 
As a sideline Better Badges utilised the Bell Press to print fanzines for the Rough Trade Fanzine Co-op 
distribution network. This operated on an anarcho-capitalist basis, where the remainder were sold back to 



the editors at cost-price (which can’t be fully explained here); thus encouraging and orchestrating the post-
punk fanzine boom inspired by Sniffin’ Glue and Ripped & Torn. At its height in 1980 Sue Donne at the 
Rough Trade shop was receiving 12 new titles a week; most of which were taken on to be distributed 
around the nationwide network of record and book shops. Simon Dwyer, the editor of the leading post-
punk fanzine REM/Rapid Eye Movement (that preceded REM the group), wrote in his Sounds fanzine 
round-up of how ‘dozens of Rough Trade’s mail-order generation dumped passive consumerism and 
rattled off reams of rubbish in a search for identity, purpose and fun. Every 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.’  
 
Parallels can be drawn between Thatcherite enterprise culture and the entrepreneurial pop ventures of 
such former fanzine editors as Paul Morley of the NME, ZTT and Newsnight Review (Manchester’s 
Outhear) and James Brown of Loaded (Leeds’ Attack on Bzag). But on the whole the fanzine scene was 
more about uncommercial punk DIY spirit than post-modern media scams. Other notable fanzine editors 
who went on to fame and fortune (or at least proper media jobs), rather than remaining in cult obscurity, 
include Shane MacGowan of the Pogues (Bondage), Morrissey of the Smiths (who produced an early 
New York Dolls fanzine), Jon Savage (London’s Outrage), the NME’s Adrian Thrills (48 Thrills), Mike Scott 
of the Waterboys (Jungleland), Barbara Ellen of the Observer and Miki of Lush.  
 
Like everything else on Portobello market, some fanzines, like Ripped & Torn/Kill Your Pet Puppy, 
Panache, Poser, Tales of Dayglo and Toxic Graffiti, had their 15 minutes then disappeared. While others, 
like Tony Fletcher’s Jamming (as in the Jam rather than Bob Marley and the Wailers, which was based on 
Sinclair Road off Holland Road), In The City, i-D and Viz, became proper magazines/comics and, in the 
case of the last two, survived the old mainstream music press. The fanzine scene continued to thrive 
through the 80s, as it fragmented into positive-punk, goth, anarcho and US hardcore punk sub-cults, but 
largely returned to the more common definition of the term. The local underground press tradition was 
maintained by Buzz, Class War, The Roughler and Vague.  
 
At the top end of the Better Badges production range, i-D, though nominally a fanzine, was always 
destined to be the first Brit pop cult style mag. The first i-D models, in it’s real street culture fashion phase, 
were various poser Better Badges employees representing the early 80s style tribes, including Joly, 
Hamish of the Sex Beatles, Derek Harris (the Ted reggae expert who went on to Ignition T-shirt shop 
along Portobello), Scrubber (the legendary Mohican punkette), and the odd passing pop star like Boy 
George, Kirk Brandon of Theatre of Hate, Haysi Fantayzee and Ian Astbury of the Cult. Scrubber’s i-D 
mode interview best summed up the times: “I can’t think what I want to do – I’m thick, be a badge pinner 
for Better Badges.” Fave music: Crass, Killing Joke, Angelic Upstarts. Hair: pink, black, white. “My mate 
Sarah cuts it for me and I dye it myself – it takes 30 minutes backcombing and hairspray, Boots Firm Hold. 
I like the anarchy of my job. I dislike the rain when I’m hitching, and it always does, and my hair goes flat.”  
 
Joly himself summed up the pop counter-culture paradox in The Face, musing: “Are we a crassly 
commercial cash-in or a living, breathing extension of culture? It was easier to sell an IT badge than a 
copy of the mag itself. There is an argument that people aren’t interested in the information itself, only in 
being seen to apparently have that knowledge.” Joly’s counter-culture cash-in conundrum encompassed 
Better Tapes and Hard Lines T-shirts at 64a Notting Hill Gate. Next door to Better Badges, at 288 
Portobello Road was 5th Column, the punky rockabilly T-shirt shop (formerly at 64a Notting Hill Gate) 
associated with the Clash. Across the road, 307, then the 40s to 60s retro clothes shop Risk, became the 
first Duffer St George mod/gangster chic outlet associated with Big Audio Dynamite. 
 
The 70s Grove rock scene officially ended on October 27 1980, when Steve Peregrin Took died at 100 
Cambridge Gardens off Ladbroke Grove of Hendrix-style drug misadventure. Whilst celebrating the arrival 
of his last Tyrannosaurus Rex royalties cheque on magic mushrooms and morphine, he choked to death 
on a cocktail cherry stone. At his current address, square 103 on the centre circle of Kensal Green 
Cemetery, Steve Took’s neighbours include such prominent Victorians as Princess Sophia and the Duke 
of Sussex. Although his plastic toy covered grave (paid for by his fan club in the 90s) can’t really be 
described as London’s answer to Jim Morrison’s Parisian tomb in Pere Lachaise, it’s somewhat more 
prestigious than Marc Bolan’s Barnes Common crash site.  
 
Spectres of the rockin’ undead continued to haunt the Notting Hellmouth throughout the 80s: Bauhaus, the 
post-modern goths of ‘Bela Lugosi’s Dead’ fame, the Associates (of ‘Party Fears 2’) and Martian Dance 
appeared at the Queen Elizabeth College on Campden Hill (of Sex Pistols previous). Bauhaus also played 
a Release benefit Final Solution gig at Porchester Hall with Doll by Doll. At the Portobello Hotel on Stanley 
Gardens (which had goth previous from Alice Cooper and Nico) the ‘zombie-rocker’ Roky Erickson of the 
proto-punk 13th Floor Elevators frightened music journalists while Siouxsie and the Banshees and Marc 



Almond haunted the basement bar. Jackie Leven of Doll By Doll, who lived on Ladbroke Grove, wasn’t 
really goth but his Celtic blues were nevertheless from the dark side. His local was the Ladbroke Arms on 
Ladbroke Road opposite the police station.  
 
Bob Short of the anarcho-occult goth group Blood and Roses remembers the early 80s drugs scene 
revolving around the dodgy doctor’s surgery next to the Notting Hill Gate Record & Tape Exchange – 
following in the tradition of the Joe Lyons café jazz junkie hangout at Notting Hill Gate immortalised in Mo 
Foster’s A Blues for Shindig. Another popular speed outlet was the gay bookshop next to the Sun in 
Splendour pub. The rockabilly revival Stray Cats stayed at the beginning of Portobello Road opposite the 
Sun in Splendour, at the time of ‘Runaway Boys’ and ‘Rock This Town’; and frequented the Alex (Gold) 
pub with Steve Jones and Paul Cook of the Pistols and Phil Lynott of Thin Lizzy.  
 

 
 
Killing Joke and the Lords of the New Church were revived in Finch’s along Portobello at 179. In the early 
80s Time Out described the Duke of Wellington Finch’s bar as ‘a true ethnic pub, where Guinness is drunk 
and anything could happen.’ Round the corner on Blenheim Crescent, Miles Copeland had the psychobilly 
Cramps, the Lords of the New Church and X. On All Saints Road Nick Jones managed the Sisters of 
Mercy, Skeletal Family and Ghost Dance. Screaming Lord Sutch turned into the Monster Raving Loony 
party leader in St Luke’s Mews off All Saints. On Harrow Road, Blood and Roses and Brigandage 
appeared at Centro Iberico by Kensal Green cemetery, there was a Cure gig at the Windsor Castle pub, 
and Nick Cave’s Birthday Party played the Zigzag Club on Great Western Road.  
 
As Killing Joke succeeded the Clash as the first local heroes of the 80s they were on a post-punk funk tip, 
but they ended up more of a heavy metal outfit. The Joke first made music press headlines in 1980 when 
the singer Jaz Coleman was arrested following a rooftop pellet gun incident in Notting Dale/Holland Park 
and duly joined the list of pop stars to appear at Notting Hill police station. Killing Joke headlined the 
Zigzag 100th issue bash at the Music Machine, as they featured prominently in the magazine and 
frequented the office at 118 Talbot Road. Their debut ‘Nervous System’/‘Turn to Red’ EP was released on 
their own Malicious Damage label through Island, and the second Killing Joke single ‘Wardance’/‘Psyche’ 
was distributed by Rough Trade.  
 
Malicious Damage was based at 11 Portland Road, a ‘quaint little bombsite somewhere in Holland Park’, 
where Killing Joke’s interrogations of music journalists (rather than vice versa) took place. The NME’s 
Paul Morley wrote with trepidation of his visit: ‘They 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...’ Phil Sutcliffe of 
Sounds’ description of the ‘flat Jaz shares with Youth (the bassist) in the Ladbroke Grove area’ was a little 
more convivial: ‘This turned out to be a modest corner of a massive Georgian (probably Victorian) terraced 
house. It has a peculiar shape because of the haphazard conversion probably done decades ago.’ 
Malicious Damage also had offices on Kensington Park Road and Ledbury Road. 
 
Jaz’s ‘Guns on the Roof’ affair was followed up by a report in the music press that Youth’s crusty post-
punk Bohemian clothes had been cleaned (against his wishes) when he was in hospital with food 
poisoning. Originally known as ‘Pig Youth’ (as opposed to Big Youth) Martin from Notting Dale, the 
foremost post-punk Sid Vicious lookalike, he was tipped to play Sid in the film and was also the bassist in 
the band of Johnny Rotten’s brother Jimmy Lydon. This was the dubiously named 4 Be 2s (probably more 



of an Arsenal v Spurs football reference than overtly anti-Semitic), remembered into the 90s by the graffiti 
on Norland Road off Shepherd’s Bush roundabout (possibly really anti-Semitic). Killing Joke were more 
notorious for their apocalyptic Crowleyan occult/secret society imagery.  
 
As Jaz went to Iceland for Armageddon at the time of the Falklands war, Gavin Martin of the NME found 
Youth (by then of the goth-funk group Brilliant), on his way to becoming a dance music producer, in his 
‘messy Ladbroke Grove basement (to the north of the station) crowded with books, porno mags, records 
and tapes, the inevitable big bins booming out a mixture of dub, funk and tapes from New York radio.’ 
Youth has cited early Adam and the Ants and Alex Harvey as the primary sources of Killing Joke’s original 
heavy punk funk sound. His replacement Paul Raven lived off Portobello on Tavistock Road. Jaz 
Coleman, who also became a producer (of world music), is the nephew of the equally renowned maverick 
Labour councillor Bob Pandy, and the cousin of the speed-rapper JC001. Youth has recently collaborated 
with Paul McCartney, of Notting Dale previous in A Hard Day’s Night, on the Fireman project. 
 

 
The Clash at the Apocalypse Hotel 1981/The Metal Ma n outside the Zigzag office 118 Talbot Road 1981 
 
1981 Back in Frestonia, the Clash posed for the cover of Zigzag 119 in front of the squatted Apocalypse 
Hotel (formerly the Flag/Trafalgar pub), Mick Jones already with a hip-hop ghettoblaster. For the rest of 
the 80s Futura2000 graffiti marked the spot of the punky hip-hop party. Futura2000 appeared on stage 
with the Clash doing hip-hop graffiti and rapped on ‘Overpowered by Funk’ on ‘Combat Rock’. In the wake 
of the squatted Republic of Frestonia, the Clash and Motörhead rehearsed at Ear Studios in the former 
London City Mission People’s Hall on the corner of Freston Road and Olaf Street (now design studios). In 
Passion is a Fashion Pat Gilbert describes the People’s Hall as ‘off the beaten track, seedy, cheap, 
Victorian (just), located in a semi-industrial area. Inside were storage areas with half-broken jukeboxes, 
pinball machines and pool tables. There was also a patch of scrubby grass out the back – handy for a 
kick-around… Its extraordinary history sealed the deal.’  
 
The Passions transcended the Ladbroke Grove squat rock scene with their 1981 hit single ‘I’m In Love 
With a German Film Star’. This was a homage to the legendary Clash and Pistols roadie, Roadent (real 
name Steve Connolly), who appeared in a German film. Roadent is also noteworthy for co-founding the 
Vinyl Solution record shop on Hereford Road (which became Intoxica at 231 Portobello Road), and more 
recently for promoting the Notting Hill Panto at the Tabernacle and publishing The Roughler magazine. 
The Passions (Barbara Gogan, Richard Williams and co from the Derelicts) rivalled the Clash with their 
local promo photo pose locations, including alongside the canal in Kensal and on the Ladbroke Grove 
Great Western Railway bridge, for the local photographer Mike Laye. 
 
The hippest local DIY indie label record, ‘Launderette’ by Viv Goldman on Window Enterprises (distributed 
by Rough Trade), was set in the Ladbroke Grove riot zone under the Westway by the station. The Island 
press officer, Melody Maker journalist and close confidant of John Lydon/Rotten and Geoff Travis of 
Rough Trade, formed a Ladbroke Grove All-stars supergroup from the post-punk and reggae personalities 
who frequented the flat she shared with Travis at number 145 (above the betting shop between the 
Kensington Park Hotel KPH pub and the entrance to Ladbroke Grove tube station). The ‘Launderette’ 
single line-up consisted of Lydon and Keith Levene (formerly of the Clash) from Public Image Limited at 
the time of their ‘Flowers of Romance’ album, the original Aswad bassist George ‘Levi’ Oban (who’s still in 
the Grove), the Raincoats violinist Vicky Aspinall, Steve Beresford from the Slits on toy piano and bass, 
Robert Wyatt, formerly of Soft Machine and Virgin, and the producer Adrian Sherwood.  



 
Viv Goldman’s Ladbroke Grove Launderette single slee ve mini-movie 1981 
 
The gatefold sleeve features stills from Mick Calvert’s Launderette mini-movie of Viv Goldman and Archie 
Pool (who played ‘Dreadhead’ in Aswad’s Babylon film) at 145 Ladbroke Grove, the launderette across 
the road, and walking between the two under the Westway and railway bridge past the winos. Into the 80s, 
as Geoff Travis managed the former Pop Group as Rip Rig & Panic, Adrian Sherwood produced their 
former frontman’s ventures, Mark Stewart and the Maffia and Tackhead, with members of the Sugarhill 
Gang. Viv Goldman’s ‘Launderette’ single was promoted in the first Get Rough newsletter from the new 
Rough Trade promo department at 137 Blenheim Crescent (run by Claude Bessy and Scott Piering), 
along with the Slits offshoot New Age Steppers, the Fall, Pere Ubu (with Mayo Thompson from Red 
Crayola), Vic Godard’s Subway Sect, Blue Orchids and the Virgin Prunes.  
 
The early 80s in-house Island band Basement 5, known as ‘the black PIL’, were the post-punky reggae 
brainchild of Dennis Morris, the Bob Marley and Sex Pistols photographer (who lived above the studios on 
Basing Street). Basement 5 also featured Don Letts and Leo Williams (later of Big Audio Dynamite), 
Richard Dudanski (of the 101’ers, PIL and the Raincoats), the Zigzag editor Kris Needs as their manager, 
and their famous target logo T-shirts and badges. Dennis Morris later resurfaced as Urban Shakedown 
before returning to the dayjob. The Virgin label’s fortunes were swiftly restored in 1981 by the Human 
League’s ‘Dare’ album and ‘Don’t You Want Me’ single (after they were almost dropped in the 1980 
recession clear out as an arty liability), and Simple Minds, the then more avant-garde proto-stadium 
rockers, produced by Steve Hillage of Gong (who lived on Elgin Crescent). 
 
In 1981 Eddy Grant was recorded ‘Live at Notting Hill Carnival’ on Portobello Green – as the former Equal, 
who started out on Portland Road, found solo fame with ‘Living on the Frontline’ and ‘Electric Avenue’, 
celebrating Brixton’s Railton Road and Electric Avenue, rather than All Saints and Portobello. As Wilf 
Walker became chair of the Carnival Arts Committee with Victor Crichlow as treasurer, the first rapper in 
the area is said to have appeared at the ’81 Carnival, under the flyover on the west side of Ladbroke 
Grove – at the time of the Clash punky hip-hop party with Futura2000. This was also the year that an 
Italian neo-fascist plot to attack the Carnival with a bomb or rooftop sniper was reputedly foiled by an anti-
fascist mole, according to Searchlight. So the NF skinheads had to settle for a rally in Fulham (organised 
by the BNP MEP Andrew Brons) instead of a race war that bank holiday weekend.  
 

 
 
According to the reggae poet Linton Kwesi Johnson’s ’81 Carnival update in Zigzag: “U-Creed was put out 
of business largely because of police brutality and harassment, and a lot of the other sound-systems have 
had similar experiences but have been able to survive it. Look at the Carnival. We’ve had to wage a 
political struggle to get Carnival on the streets of Notting Hill. They want to put it in the park, which is 
against the whole point of the Carnival. It’s a street festival, not something to be contained in a fucking 



park where the police can swoop in any time.” Wilf Walker went on from the Carnival and Acklam Hall to 
promote gigs by Taj Mahal, Abdullah Ibrahim, Gang of Four, an Aswad benefit for the Tabernacle at 
Porchester Hall, and Black Productions at the Commonwealth Institute on Kensington High Street 
featuring Curtis Mayfield, Gil Scott Heron, Aswad, Abacush, Spartacus R and DBC.  
 

 
 
After the death of Bob Marley in 1981, his spirit lived on in the Grove via the Dread Broadcasting 
Corporation run by Leroy Lepke Anderson, the brother of Bob’s wife Rita of the I-Threes. The Portobello 
pirate radio station had a market stall/sound-system outside the Black People’s Information Centre at 303 
(formerly Back-a-Yard cafe) and their mailing address was 286 (Better Badges, now the art shop). As 
DBC went ‘dread outta control’, from a Neasden garden shed, at 6 to 12 every Friday night on Rebel 
Radio 103.8fm, you could ‘tune in if you rankin’ to the militant insurgency. As well as reggae, the station 
featured swing, Blue Beat, calypso, jazz, soca, soul and George Clinton/Bootsy Collins funk presented by 
‘Lady Di’. The DBC DJ line-up also included Leroy’s sister Rankin’ Miss P, Neneh Cherry of Rip Rig & 
Panic, Paul Simonon of the Clash, the alternative comedian Keith Allen and Lloyd Bradley of the NME.  
 
Under the Thatcherite clampdown on pirate radio in the early 80s, DBC’s ‘Poppa Lepke’ and ‘Dr Watt’ 
were charged with illegally establishing a radio station, fined £300 and ordered to hand over their 
transmitter. As most pirate stations got licences, rather than sell out the Dread Broadcasting Corporation 
continued as a sound-system and market stall, and became big in Japan. Leroy also managed Roy 
Stewart’s Globe bar on Talbot Road. In the mid 80s his sister and Bob Marley’s sister-in-law, Rankin’ Miss 
P was recruited by the BBC from DBC to host the Sunday night Radio 1 reggae show – thus fulfilling the 
their objective of getting a national radio show specialising in reggae, though she had to moderate the 
Jamaican patois. 
 
1982 After Paul Simonon’s ‘Guns of Brixton’ prophesised the 1981 anti-police riots on Railton Road, the 
Clash Brixton Fair Deal (Academy) gigs were billed as: ‘pimps, punks, hustlers, good time girls and the 
Clash down at the Kasbah Club.’ When Joe Strummer went AWOL in ’82 on ‘Combat Rock’ duty, at the 
time of the Falklands war, music press briefings were held in Mike’s Café on Blenheim Crescent. 
Meanwhile back in the States, as the Clash appeared in Martin Scorsese’s King of Comedy as ‘street 
scum’ (and were lined up for the Gangs of New York soundtrack), Don Letts filmed the Clash MC Kosmo 
Vinyl, dressed in a hustler suit, introducing them at Shea Stadium: “Good Evenin’, New York City! How ya 
doing? Anyway, what we’ve got for you tonight – we ain’t got no baseball – no baseball tonight – we ain’t 
got no football – they’re on strike – but what we ’ave got for ya is a little bit of what’s going on in London at 
the moment – so, will ya welcome – all the way from Ladbroke Grove W10 – The Clash!”  
 
In the early 80s the Rough Trade label and distribution department at 137 Blenheim Crescent expanded 
from a staff of 8 to 40, running a booking agency, licensing, publicity and promotion departments, which 
caused an independents crisis. As Green Gartside of Scritti Politti criticised Rough Trade’s “misplaced 
idealism” and “tyranny of structurelessness”, their emphasis began to shift away from quirky one-off 
singles, towards the pop charts. In spite of some success with Scritti Politti’s ‘The Sweetest Girl’ and the 
anti-Falklands war song ‘Shipbuilding’ by Robert Wyatt (of Soft Machine and Virgin previous), in 1982 
Rough Trade nearly went bankrupt. That was the old independents’ day. As Iain McNay of Everything but 
the Girl’s label Cherry Red put it, ’82 was the year ‘you got professional or got out.’ Although the 
independents’ struggle continued, from then on Rough Trade would be a more conventional record 
company.  
 
As the accountant Will Keene was brought in from Virgin to do a Rough Trade audit, music press rumours 
of the label’s imminent demise were denied; in favour of ‘vigorous streamlining’ to place more emphasis 
on their top acts: Aztec Camera, Scritti Politti, Weekend, the Go-Betweens, Vic Godard, and the 
Raincoats. Out of the audit streamlining came the Cartel indie distribution network and Masterbag (later 
The Catalogue) Rough Trade magazine. The Cartel was meant as an ironically sinister sounding name for 



a politically correct company. The network encompassed the provincial indie distributors; Backs in 
Norwich, Fast Product in Edinburgh, Probe in Liverpool, Red Rhino in York and Leamington Spa, and 
Revolver in Bristol; and such labels as Manchester’s Factory and Glasgow’s Postcard (who brought us 
Orange Juice, Josef K, Blue Orchids and Aztec Camera). The Blenheim Crescent fanzine department was 
run by Doug, the singer of Death In June, probably the most un-politically correct indie band. 
 

 
 
Along Blenheim Crescent in Codrington Mews, Miles Copeland’s Illegal label (on the site of the Prodigy 
label XL’s headquarters) came up with the Lords of the New Church, a more down to earth, traditional pub 
goth rock antidote to the seriously weird Killing Joke. The former punk supergroup consisted of Brian 
James from the Damned (who lived in Codrington Mews), Stiv Bators from the American band the Dead 
Boys (of ‘Sonic Reducer’ fame), Dave Treganna from Sham 69, and Nick Turner, previously of the 
Raincoats and the surf-punk Barracudas. Having named themselves after the Kensington New Church on 
Pembridge Villas, they soaked up the Bohemian atmosphere of the Alex, the Blenheim and Finch’s, and 
wrote possibly the definitive Grove rock song.  
 
The Lords of the New Church somehow managed to cram most local mythology into their 1982 
‘Portobello’ track on their eponymous debut album, to a goth rock-meets-Burundi-beat (popularised in 
1980 by Bow-wow-wow and Adam and the Ants): ‘If you are living outside of the law, run to your hole-in-
the-wall, Bohemian hideout, smugglers’ inn, find safety and refuge within, strangers’ bazaar, doesn’t 
matter who you are, there’s a melting pot of lunatic fringe, seething with sedition, anointed with wisdom, 
the streets of Portobello’s extremes, if voting could change things they’d make it illegal, truth is the sword 
of us all, insane are the normal, musicians are outlaws, the artists and Rasta and dreams, dreams, 
dreams, we gotta go – Portobello, yeah you gotta go – Portobello!’  
 
Tony D invoked the spirit of Arthur Machen in his goth psychogeography report on the Lords of the New 
Church for Zigzag: ‘In our research into existing occult conclaves at the Society for Psychical Studies, 
myself and companions unweaved a tangled thread of mystery and deception that led to a Unitarian 
church in Pembridge Villas, running between Westbourne Grove and Notting Hill Gate. This street has 
been notorious since the days of piracy and smuggling for its interlocking subterranean passages running 
only the damned know where. Near the Grove end, in true Lords style 5 yards from a bus stop marked 
New Church we found a moulding, slumbering vault in the cemetery which showed signs of recent entry 
and re-sealment... Beneath the ground, trapped in the labyrinths that lace Notting Hill’s underbelly, we 
lunge at the oncoming bats with our notebooks...’ (In the 60s Alexis Korner of Blues Incorporated, who 
lived off Westbourne Grove on Moscow Road, had a blues group called the New Church.)  
 
Under Mick Mercer’s editorship of Zigzag, Juliane Regan, the singer of All About Eve, started out as 
another goth reporter. Mike Scott of the Waterboys, the former editor of Jungleland fanzine, seems to 
have spent more time in Portobello London than in his native Edinburgh version. On his ‘Some of My Best 
Friends are Trains’ track he sings: ‘I saw him selling winter coats on the Portobello Road, I thought I bet 
he wishes he was really working for the NME.’ Jazz Butcher’s ‘Ugliest Song in the World’ features the line, 
‘somewhere in the waste of space that is Ladbroke Grove she found what she was looking for.’ The Boo 
Radleys came up with: ‘through all the hurt and pain I don’t regret, you make me happy, remember that I 
found myself in Ladbroke Grove.’ Nick Laird-Clowes of Dream Academy’s 1990 Nick Drake homage ‘Life 
in a Northern Town’ was composed in North Kensington on Ladbroke Grove north of the station. 



 
The Zigzag Club in the 1930s/Kill Your Pet Puppy/Centr o Iberico 
 
After gigs at Acklam Hall dried up due to the skinhead aggro, the next short-lived legendary local venue 
was the Zigzag Club at 22/4 Great Western Road, on the corner of Hormead Road. A former cinema 
(known as the Grand in the 30s then the Savoy and Assoldo), bingo hall, and subsequently a mosque, the 
site is now occupied by a housing block. Zigzag magazine was founded in the late 60s, by Pete Frame of 
Rock Family Trees fame and John Tobler, to cover the Notting Hill hippy scene of Hawkwind, 
Quintessence, the Deviants/Pink Fairies, Gong, Marsha Hunt etc. Under Kris Needs’ punky reggae 
administration at 118 Talbot Road, Zigzag was the only proper music mag with any street cred. The 
magazine continued till 1986 as the goth glossy and was briefly resurrected in 1990, but the off-shoot club 
only functioned as a rock venue sporadically through 1982.  
 
Inaugurated by Malcolm McLaren’s Bow-wow-wow in ’81, the Zigzag club was used for rehearsals by 
Depeche Mode, Dave Edmunds, Slade, Spandau Ballet and Theatre of Hate (the post-punky rockabilly 
Clash); video shoots of Musical Youth, Dennis Brown, Steel Pulse and Joan Jett; Marsha Hunt’s rock 
opera Man to Woman; and the venue boasted the ‘biggest video screen in England’ at the time. Zigzag 
Club gigs covered the early 80s alternative rock and pop spectrum including; Ras Michael and the Sons of 
Negus and King Sounds and the Israelites benefit for the Grass Roots black bookshop on 
Acklam/Golborne Road; Nick Cave’s Birthday Party (when he was living north of Harrow Road); Johnny 
Thunders of the New York Dolls; Lords of the New Church supported by Hanoi Rox; and the Mo-dettes’ 
third birthday party, which saw ‘local luminaries out in force, falling foolishly into the frolics’, according to 
Dave ‘Pump Up the Volume’ Dorrell’s NME review. 
 
The Zigzag club and mag showcased the positive punk groups, Southern Death Cult (who became the 
Cult), UK Decay, Sex Gang Children and Danse Society; the negative punk/goth Wasted Youth and 
Sisters of Mercy; Oi, hardcore and anarcho-punk courtesy of the Exploited, Infa-Riot, Discharge and Anti-
Sect; and heavy metal nights with Diamond Head, Tytan, Ore, Tank and Rock Goddess. At the end of 
1982 the venue was squatted by Crass for an anarcho-punk festival, and that was that; although the 
Zigzag club sign survived the magazine into the 90s. It’s hard to imagine today but the Great Western 
Road/Harrow Road junction was once a rocking locale. As well as Hawkwind and Motörhead’s GWR label, 
round the corner from the Zigzag club the Windsor Castle at 309 Harrow Road was a longstanding 
pub/punk rock venue which witnessed gigs by Dr Feelgood, the 101’ers, the Jam, the Cure, a Members 
mini-riot and the Bodysnatchers’ debut.  
 
Along Harrow Road there was another short-lived punk venue, the Centro Iberico, Anarchy or Alternative 
‘A’ Centre, at number 421. A former school, squatted by Spanish anarchists associated with the Angry 
Brigade, the centre provided Crassite anarcho-punk conditions for gigs by the Mob, Conflict, Poison Girls, 
Rubella Ballet, the Subhumans and Apostles, a suitably industrial setting by the gas works for Throbbing 
Gristle, and a Crowleyan gothic vibe from Kensal Green cemetery for Blood and Roses and Brigandage. 
The Idiot Ballroom open-air anarcho-punk venue in Meanwhile Gardens, alongside the canal on the corner 
of Great Western Road and Elkstone Road, featured gigs by the Mob and Here & Now, usually presided 
over by the alternative comedian Tony Allen. The community park, founded in 1976, also hosted the first 
local skateboard park/bowl.  



Tony D, the editor of the Alternative Centre Supplement and Ripped & Torn/Kill Your Pet Puppy fanzines 
(then going under the nom de plume Tony de la Fou), reminisced about the anarcho-punk nights at Centro 
Iberico: ‘Today we trek to a crypt most unholy… It was scrawled on the back of an old copy of Kill Your 
Pet Puppy, postmarked Westbourne Park. Westbourne Park, that name summons the memories, those 
cider-tainted days at the old A Centre, located towards the dilapidated end of Harrow Road. We had fun 
last year, and of course that was the last we saw of Kill Your Pet Puppy; being political with Conflict, 
colourful with Rubella Ballet, magickal with Blood and Roses or just leaping around shambolically with the 
Mob… ‘The corpse stirs once again.’ Westbourne Park? Pack those bags, I’m on my way…’  
 

 
All Saints Road from Westbourne Park Road 
 
‘Down here on the Frontline where Jah people gather just outside the clutches of Babylon, Aswad are at 
home; they’re local celebrities and so nearly every passer-by provides some sort of distraction. We spend 
an hour in the afternoon sun, watching, listening and waiting, before Drummie Zeb appears from a cluster 
of identikit dreads and with a slightly crooked smile asks: “Feeling the vibe of the Frontline yet? Seen...” 
Lloyd Bass Culture Bradley, then of the NME, meets local heroes Aswad on his All Saints Road trip in the 
run up to the 1982 Notting Hill Carnival. Shortly after this scene occurred the All Saints pub, the Apollo at 
number 18 on the southeast corner of the Lancaster Road junction (now studios), was closed down for 
serving more grass than beer. The early 80s Time Out pub guide directed drinkers to All Saints Road, to 
‘watch lots of unrelaxed policemen dressed as hippies selling each other Old Holborn in bank coin bags. 
Hello, hello, hello, wanna score, man.’ 
 
In Once Upon a Time there was a Place called Notting Hill Gate, the normally hypercritical Wise brothers 
get quite sentimental about the old pub: ‘It had been an OK dive, despite the many nights of depression, 
all 57 varieties of lefties, alternative comedians, dumbo rebel musicians, the Apollo was the communal 
watering hole of vague libertarianism, which amidst all of its nonsense had something of an anti-
competitive, anti-business air to it.’ The Apollo pub was duly converted into small business black co-op 
workshops in the mid 80s, including the Mangrove/Metamorphosis/Apollo recording studios (where All 
Saints the group formed in the 90s). The legendary bar in its militant reggae days can be seen in the 1976 
film The Squeeze, when it’s visited by Stacy Keach and Freddie Starr – and Ringo Starr of the Beatles 
was across Lancaster Road (on the north east corner) in A Hard Day’s Night.  
 
The Wise brothers described All Saints Road at the height of its Frontline notoriety as ‘a north London 
Casbah’ and compared the street scene with New York and Glasgow. Once upon a time, when the street 
never closed without police assistance, they recalled the ‘No Whites’ door policy of the basement 
shebeens being relaxed for women and particularly persistent Scotsmen, late night Rasta football 
sessions, and street fights in the style of West Side Story/The Golden Bough: ‘Young black guys, holding 
meat cleavers and machetes, would regularly square up to each other, urged on by their followers. There 
would then follow a ritual quadrille, to and fro across All Saints liberally peppered with the most basic of 
insults. Generally they were ritual duals and the cleavers rarely sank into flesh. It was really a matter of 
honour being seen to be satisfied without loss of face.’ In another Once Upon a Time All Saints anecdote, 
when cows escaped from a truck into the street a Rasta duly asked one if it wanted some grass. 
 



 
The Apollo Studios 18 All Saints Road  
 
At the 1982 Carnival Musical Youth appeared on Portobello Green, on their way to number 1 with ‘Pass 
the Dutchie’, along with Sugar Minott, the Cimarons, Major Wiley, and Rip Rig & Panic (featuring ‘the 
physical exultation and raw sex’ of Andrea Oliver, as the NME’s Don Watson put it). The new second 
Carnival stage in Meanwhile Gardens, alongside the canal in Kensal, hosted Abacus, Amazulu, Jazira, 
prag VEC and the Raincoats. At this point the procession route went clockwise along Great Western, 
Elkstone, Golborne and Chesterton Roads, Ladbroke Grove and Westbourne Park Road, then around 
Talbot, Ledbury, All Saints and Tavistock Roads. The Portobello pop market peaked in 1982 when, with 
the Clash and Aswad at the height of their popularity and Rough Trade dominating the indie charts, Virgin 
released Culture Club’s ‘Do You Really Want to Hurt Me?’ At the time of a real reggae Culture tour, Boy 
George’s reggae-lite ‘black and white pop for child ears’, as they called it, or ‘watered down 4th division 
reggae’, as it was described in Smash Hits, replaced Musical Youth’s ‘Pass the Dutchie’ at number 1. 
 
1983 Viv Goldman reported pre-Carnival tension brewing ‘among problem professionals, who’ve been 
hanging around on the street corner outside the Apollo pub, closed for months, that used to be a 
happening centre for all forms of social exchange, till Bass Charrington closed it down after too many 
horra shocka stories in the Sunday Nasty. They watch the police going by in twos like the animals in the 
ark, at five minute intervals, cursing them and sucking their teeth in annoyance, vowing vengeance for this 
hampering of their street sales, come Carnival.’ 1983 turned out to be the most commercial Carnival yet, 
with body-popping, baseball caps, tracksuits and trainers succeeding skanking, dreadlocks and combat 
gear, and ‘police this year picked for their wimpish manner, with beards whenever possible.’ Nevertheless, 
when the Emotion sound-system outside the Apollo at the All Saints/Lancaster Road junction shut down 
on the Monday night, there was another riot. 
 

 
Aswad Live and Direct from Meanwhile Gardens 1983/A ll Saints Road 1983 Carlos Guarita 
 



Aswad were recorded ‘Live and Direct’ at the ’83 ‘Notting Hill Gate Carnival’, in Meanwhile Gardens 
alongside the canal, on their return to the Island label. On Portobello Green Rip Rig & Panic featuring 
Andrea Oliver and Neneh Cherry played their last gig, filmed by JB of the Portobello Film Festival. As 
Aswad went from Acklam Hall to the Albert Hall their militant ‘Warrior Charge’ took on ‘Rainbow Culture’ 
pop appeal. Carnival kings from the militant days of ‘Three Babylon’, after headlining the first Carnival 
stage on Portobello in 1979, they made the second stage in Meanwhile Gardens their own. In their late 
70s/early 80s heyday Aswad headlined the second Rock Against Racism Carnival in Brixton, Wilf Walker’s 
Black Productions at the Commonwealth Institute and Porchester Hall, the Free Nelson Mandela benefit at 
Crystal Palace with Jimmy Cliff, and Hammersmith Odeon almost as many times as Motörhead.  
 
As rap first challenged reggae’s Carnival dominance, Viv Goldman compared Ladbroke Grove and 
Acklam Road with ‘Brooklyn and the Bronx, home of rap, Intergalactic Sound under the Westway by the 
footbridge over the railway track felt like New York’s Paradise Garage.’ At this point though, reggae still 
held sway: ‘All down Acklam Road, Jah Love Sound and Shaka reverberated the Westway with roots, 
amidst stalls bedecked with icons of Marcus G and Selassie I.’ After ‘The Message’ by Grandmaster Flash 
arrived via Norman Jay’s Goodtimes soul sound-system on Cambridge Gardens in the early 80s, the first 
British hip-hop record was the Krew/Crew’s 1983 single ‘London Bridge is Falling Down’. Melody Maker’s 
Lynden Barber described the group as ‘a bunch of kids from Ladbroke Grove into rapping, spray-painting, 
breakerdancing and other activities more commonly associated with the Bronx.’  
 
Acklam Hall was symbolically demolished by the German avant-garde metal bashers Einsturzende 
Neubauten (Collapsing New Buildings), filmed for The Tube, after already hosting its first hip-hop gig: 
‘Tommy Boy and Language Lab present Whizz Kid, the best scratch DJ in the world/king of hip-hop, 
beneath the Westway.’ In the early 80s the Tabernacle in Powis Square hosted the Mighty Observer from 
Rough Trade and Viv Goldman’s Dub Club, various Joe Strummer appearances, the London Brotherhood 
of Steel, the Mangrove and Glissando steel bands. At the ’83 Carnival Panorama calypso competition in 
the Isaac Newton School yard on Lancaster Road, Pepe Francis’s Ebony steel band were victorious over 
Metronomes, London All Stars and the Mangrove.  
 
In 1983 Mick Jones and Paul Simonon starred in Joe Strummer’s gangster home-movie Hell W10, as the 
gangster boss and The Harder They Come rebel, in fight scenes outside the Electric cinema and by the 
Westway. The latter, also involving Tony James (of Sigue Sigue Sputnik), was shot by the Tavistock 
Crescent Frog & Firkin pub (now the Tavistock bar following a spell as the Mother Black Cap after its role 
in Withnail and I). At this point Mick Jones shared a flat with Tony James on Pembridge Villas, described 
as a ‘flash Jason King-style pad’, Joe had a place on Lancaster Road, Paul Simonon lived on Oxford 
Gardens, Faraday Road and by Rillington Place, Topper Headon almost became the punk Steve Peregrin 
Took on Chesterton Road. Joe Strummer ran the ’83 London marathon in a ’76 Carnival riot T-shirt, and 
that was the end of the proper Clash. After Topper and Mick were sacked, Joe and Paul’s attempted new 
Clash group first practised off Tavistock Road. The other side of the Westway, Pete Farndon of Chrissie 
Hynde’s Pretenders became another Grove rock martyr when he overdosed on Oxford Gardens. 
 

 
 
As Morrissey appeared at the Rough Trade offices at 137 Blenheim Crescent with the Smiths’ demo tape, 
the label was going Radio 2 with the likes of the Young Marble Giants, Gist, Weekend, Robert Wyatt, 
Aztec Camera, and Cabaret Voltaire. After the Raincoats’ ‘Moving’ album and ‘Animal Rhapsody’ single 
marked the end of the classic early 80s post-punk indie era, the Smiths usurped the local heroines, as well 



as the Fall, the Monochrome Set and the Go-Betweens, to dominate the indie charts for the rest of the 
decade. Mark Sinker wrote of the definitive indie band the TV Personalities in NME: ‘Remember them this 
way, the TV Personalities’ ‘tribute’ to Stevie Morrissey (to the tune of ‘This Charming Man’): ‘I’m lonely and 
I never get laid, and I’ve never had a number one on Rough Trade.’  
 
Although 202 Kensington Park Road ceased to be the centre of indie affairs after 1980, the original shop 
continued to represent the true independent spirit of Rough Trade as the co-managers, Pete Donne, Jude 
Crichton and Nigel House, carried on regardless till the landlord kicked them out. Then for a month, while 
they searched for new premises, a literal definition of rough trade was conducted from a stall outside 202 
on the pavement. At the time of the 1983 Carnival the Portobello pop market was turned upside down 
when Mick Jones left the Clash and the Rough Trade shop moved. A poster on the door of the Kensington 
Park Road shop directed indie consumers round the corner of Blenheim Crescent, across Portobello 
Road, to 130 Talbot Road. (202 Kensington Park Road went on to be Strange Attractions headshop, 
Cheeky Monkeys toy shop and now Rachel Ashwell’s shabby chic couture shop.) 
 
After the Rough Trade shop was recreated, with the walls covered in punk and reggae posters, sleeves 
and photos from the old shop (as it mostly still is today), the Talbot Road premises were inaugurated by a 
Violent Femmes gig on the pavement outside; like the original shop, this was an existing Carnival sound-
system site. The underground shop tradition was continued in the 130 Talbot Road Basement Station by 
Ignition, the Better Badges off-shoot T-shirt and fanzine stall of Toko and Derek Harris; specialising in On-
U Sounds, Dread Broadcasting Corporation, Alien Sex Fiend, Psychic TV and US hardcore punk 
merchandise. The Colville pub on the corner of Talbot Road was the venue of the first Class War 
conference on the Saturday before the ’83 Carnival. Ian Bone says the Class War paper, ‘Britain’s most 
unruly tabloid’, was originally financed by ‘Ladbroke Grove working girls.’  
 
At the other end of the local pop culture spectrum, in 1983 the 4th Culture Club single ‘Karma Chameleon’ 
was number 1 all over planet pop; their first album sold 4 million; their second, ‘Colour By Numbers’, 10 
million. Along with Phil Collins, the Human League, Heaven 17 and Simple Minds, this more or less 
completed Richard Branson’s world pop chart domination enterprises. At the same time Virgin maintained 
their kraut-rock tradition with DAF; Cabaret Voltaire crossed over to the other side from Rough Trade, as 
did Green from Scritti Politti and Rip Rig & Panic (featuring Andrea Oliver, who worked at Virgin, and 
Neneh Cherry); Malcolm McLaren (who gave Boy George his first gig with his cassette pirate group Bow-
wow-wow), then of ‘Buffalo Gals’ hip-hop fame, was press-ganged back on board when his label 
Charisma became part of Virgin.  
 
1984 In the NME’s ‘What has Red Stripes and 600,000 legs?’ review, the 1984 Notting Hill Carnival was 
described as the best ever and the new Lord Mayor’s Show. With the police otherwise engaged elsewhere 
with the miners’ strike, ’84 was a rare trouble-free year. By then the chair was the radio presenter Alex 
Pascall, the sticker was ‘Black people support the miners’, and the tune was Arrow’s ‘Hot Hot Hot’. After 
watching Aswad ‘playing to a bruisingly confined Meanwhile Gardens’, and judging People’s Sound on 
Oxford Gardens the best sound-system, Danny Kelly ended his report referring to a Nike billboard 
featuring the cricketer Viv Richards, ‘All is well in Viv’s kingdom.’ 1984 also saw the first Bash the Rich 
procession of Ian Bone’s Class War anarcho-punk movement from the Warwick Castle pub on Portobello 
Road. 
 
The NME found Neville Staple of the Specials and Funboy 3 with the reggae toasters Clint Eastwood and 
General Saint ‘in the basement of a cramped All Saints Road hangout’, where ‘the youth of Ladbroke 
Grove are relaxing, playing table-football.’ This was as he recorded ‘Pirates of the Airwaves’ with his 
former Two-tone label mate Pauline Black of Selecter. Neville Staple’s take on early 80s London pop 
psychogeography was: “Ladbroke Grove can be almost like uptown Jamaica and Brixton like downtown.” 
‘When the Going gets Tough’ the soul singer Billy Ocean also frequented the All Saints frontline, and the 
dancehall DJ Eek-A-Mouse was reported ‘ensconced in a Notting Hill flat with a fresh bag of works for 
Greensleeves.’ At this point the reggae scene revolved around the All Saints Road Upfront record shop – 
since the mid 80s Daddy Vigo’s People’s Sound shop has maintained the tradition.  
 
With the advent of the Smiths the Rough Trade label expanded again and this time abandoned Notting Hill 
altogether for Kings Cross; taking the Cartel distribution network and The Catalogue magazine with them. 
In 1984 it was announced in the music press that Rough Trade had moved to ‘more spacious and well 
appointed’ premises at 61-71 Collier Street off Caledonian Road near Kings Cross station in N1. The NME 
joked that ‘the new offices have a built-in chaise longue and grape peeling machine just in case Prince 
Smith drops by for a jug of nectar.’ After sending Morrissey to Notting Hill, Richard Boon, the former 
Buzzcocks manager/founder of the first independent punk label New Hormones, became the editor of the 
indie magazine Masterbag/The Catalogue in Kings Cross.  



Morrissey’s Manchester neighbours the Fall subsequently quit Rough Trade for Beggar’s Banquet, in 
protest at their ‘pursuit of pop fulfilment.’ In another sign of the changing times, Rough Trade’s 150th 
single, ‘Joy’s Address’ by Float Up CP (the Neneh Cherry fronted latest incarnation of Rip Rig & Panic/the 
Pop Group) was single of the week in the Sun. Robert Elms (when of the new romantic mag New Sounds 
New Styles) was forced to admit he had some sympathy for Rough Trade due to the Rip Rig-related 
Pigbag’s ‘Papa’s Got a Brand New Pigbag’ on the Y label. But the NME’s Tony Parsons still derided 
Rough Trade’s liberal worthiness, writing ‘This joint is run by effing hippies’ as he signed to Virgin Books. 
Julie Burchill’s partner in vitriolic pop criticism particularly had it in for the indie scene, once denigrating 
‘whining Better Badges’ bands.’ 
 
As Virgin expanded out of Vernon Yard on Portobello Road, around Notting Hill to offices on Ladbroke 
Grove and in Kensal, and into the skies with Virgin Atlantic, they maintained the George Orwell Portobello 
Road link by financing the third film version of 1984, in the actual year. (George Orwell had set out to go 
Down and Out in Paris and London from number 22 up the road.) By 1984 Richard Branson’s pop armada 
consisted of around 50 different companies, encompassing music publishing, records, studios, clubs, 
pubs, video production and distribution, films, books, property, games (including the music business board 
game ‘Hype’), air conditioner servicing and industrial estate catering. However, Virgin lost the Portobello 
pop war of Jenkins’ ear to Chris Blackwell’s Island when, from their off-shoot label ZTT, Frankie Goes to 
Hollywood W11.  
 
In the mid 80s the Island recording studios at 8-10 Basing Street became the headquarters of ZTT, the 
post-modern pop multi-media scam of Paul Morley (of NME previous, now of Newsnight Review) and 
Trevor Horn (of Yes and Buggles’ ‘Video Killed the Radio Star’ notoriety). The initials are from the Futurist 
avant-garde art poem extract ‘Zang Tuum Tuum’. The late 20th century ZTT pop art attack largely 
consisted of Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s controversial number 1 ‘Relax’, the accompanying ‘Frankie Say 
Relax’ T-shirt campaign, the follow up ‘Two Tribes’, Art of Noise and Grace Jones. The Basing Street 
recording studios building on the Lancaster Road corner had previously been Gems, the wax model works 
for Madame Tussaud’s. Originally the building was a Congregational chapel, the foundation stone of which 
was laid in 1865 by the MP Samuel Morley.  
 

 
Basing Street Studios 
 
November 25  Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s chart topping stint was only ended by the results of the most 
celebrated Notting Hill recording session of them all. In late 1984 most 80s pop stars – including 
Bananarama, Bono of U2, Boy George of Culture Club, Phil Collins of Genesis, Duran Duran, Spandau 
Ballet, Sting of the Police, George Michael’s Wham, Paul Weller of the Jam and Style Council, the local 
representatives Aswad, and Status Quo – crammed into the Basing Street studios as Band Aid for Bob 
Geldof and Midge Ure’s Ethiopian famine benefit single, ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ Summing up the 
times, the notorious heavy metal headbangers Status Quo have since joked about supplying the coke for 
the white Christmas session. In 2008 Richard Branson got his revenge when Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s 
‘Relax’ was used in an ad for Virgin Atlantic Airways set in 1984. 
 
 


