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Absolute Beginners Bramley/Blenheim set in The Face /Absolute Beginners film poster 1986 
 
‘My Lord, one thing is certain, and that’s that they’ll make musicals one day about the glamour-studded 
1950s.’ ‘The Absolute Beginner’ character, Colin MacInnes Absolute Beginners 1959 ‘One thing is certain 
and that’s one day they’ll make documentaries about how the glamour-studded music business saved the 
terminally tired British film industry from extinction.’ Tony Parsons NME 1986  
 
1985 The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle director Julien Temple announced in 1983 that he was going to film 
Colin MacInnes’s Absolute Beginners novel. At the time of Temple’s Teenage documentary collaboration 
with the style culture writers Jon Savage and Peter York; as Tony Gould’s Colin MacInnes biography 
Inside Outsider was published, the London trilogy, Absolute Beginners, City of Spades and Mr Love and 
Justice, was reissued, and the NME and The Face eulogised the cool old sordid as the mod oracle of their 
early 80s pop vision. In 1984 Julien Temple was reported scouring the clubs for the female lead, the beat 
Juliet girl ‘Crepe Suzette’, who eventually turned out to be Patsy Kensit, then of the group Eighth Wonder 
(the local actress has since gone from Notting Dale to Emmerdale). Tim Roth (of Reservoir Dogs/Pulp 
Fiction fame) was reportedly in the running for the Absolute Beginner role.  
 
After another year’s delay, due to Virgin’s previous film venture Electric Dreams bombing at the US box 
office and the subsequent demise of their US distributor, filming of Absolute Beginners began in 1985 – 
financed by Virgin and Goldcrest for Palace Pictures, which was run by the Virgin co-founder Nik Powell 
and Steve Wooley. In the music press at the time Julien Temple was described as ‘punk’s Busby 
Berkeley’ and ‘Vincente Minnelli on speed’. Having begun his career filming the Clash and the Sex Pistols, 
Temple duly stepped in as Malcolm McLaren’s understudy on The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle and went on 
to direct pop videos of ABC, the Beat, Culture Club, the Kinks, Judas Priest and Sade. Before Absolute 
Beginners he shot the Rolling Stones’ ‘Undercover’ video in El Salvador, the mini-musical short Running 
Out of Luck starring Mick Jagger, and Bowie’s ‘Blue Jean’ video in the Rainbow Rooms (of the old Biba 
building where the New York Dolls played – now Virgin’s Babylon restaurant) on Kensington High Street.  
 
In the early stages the cast of Absolute Beginners was to include Keith Richards as a ‘music-hall cheeky 
chappie’ and the soundtrack had a Mick and Keith number pencilled in. Temple got David Bowie in as the 
add-on advertising executive mod character ‘Vendice Partners’ and to sing the eponymous title track. The 
film was shot at Shepperton Studios in 50s style Cinemascope, on two sets representing Notting Hill and 
Soho. Julien Temple told the NME, “I don’t think they’d let you stage a race riot that easily in Notting Hill 
these days, and the place itself has all been painted in pretty electric blues or apricot and pink, whereas in 
the 50s it was all crumbling and blackened slums.” The 1958 riot scene is meant to be on the Bramley 
Arms corner of Freston Road which featured a horse trough. Temple was then living on Ladbroke 
Crescent and held court in the Walmer Castle pub on Chepstow Road. 
 



With Bowie’s ‘Absolute Beginners’ single at number 1, the film opened in 1986 to some acclaim from the 
NME but mostly cynical criticism from all other quarters. Even at the NME Sean O’Hagan described the 
Absolute Beginners film as ‘the utter tyranny of style over content… the (im)perfect image of the media-
obsessed style-fixated 80s, looking back and tainting an era when style was synonymous with innocence 
and fun.’ When the film was launched it was the flagship of 80s style culture and duly sank under a 
barrage of bad press. But Colin MacInnes said he wanted it to be a musical and Julien Temple did get 
everything in – from the Roger Mayne Southam Street photographs intro to the finale of Smiley Culture’s 
electro mix of the Miles Davis 1958 hit ‘So What’.  
 
The pop history soundtrack also features Gil Evans and Charlie Mingus jazz arranged by the former, 
Laurel Aitken’s ska ‘Landlords and Tenants’, Slim Gaillard’s scat ‘Selling Out’, the rockabilly ‘Ted Ain’t 
Dead’ performed by Tenpole Tudor from The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle, Clive Langer’s ‘Napoli’, Jerry 
Dammers of the Specials’ ska revival ‘Riot City’, Ray Davies of the Kinks’ ‘Quiet Life’, Nick Lowe, Paul 
Weller, and Sade as Billie Holiday rather than the Ella Fitzgerald-esque ‘Maria Bethlehem’ in the book. 
The Absolute Beginners film can be viewed as a prequel to Performance, with ‘Chas’ (James Fox) as 
‘Henley’, the fashion designer/property developer villain, and ‘Harry Flowers’ (Johnny Shannon) as the 
Rachman character ‘Saltzman’. The latter also appears in Temple’s Stones’ film Running Out of Luck and 
James Fox returned to Powis Square in Runners. Steven Berkoff had to be Oswald Mosley, Sandie Shaw 
appears as ‘Baby Boom’s mum’, and Alan Freeman and Lionel Blair as themselves.  
 

 
Portobello Dock/ZTT 
 
For the premiere of Absolute Beginners Richard Branson dressed as a Teddy boy, after he appeared as 
Long John Silver for the launch of the Virgin Atlantic Challenger 1 speedboat. In the NME’s 1985 round-up 
the opening of ‘Virgin’s consumption cathedral, the new Megastore (on Oxford Street), featured among its 
attractions a gaggle of waxwork pop stars. Within two hours EMI had signed the lot.’ After Absolute 
Beginners, Branson steered well clear of film production and concentrated on less risky distribution, as the 
Virgin Vision film division consolidated in cable and satellite TV at Portobello Dock on Kensal Road. After 
leaving Vernon Yard on Portobello Road, from 1985 to 2005 Virgin retained an Admiral Vernon link with 
the record company HQ in the Portobello Dock complex at the north end of the farm lane on the Grand 
Union canal, at 328 Kensal Road (at first it was just Virgin Vision).  
 
In the mid 80s Branson’s business empire still had some old hippy vestiges, as described in Mick Brown’s 
Inside Story: ‘And yet, for all its size, this remained an unusual sort of an empire, not consolidated, in the 
customary imperial manner, in some glossy West End towerblock but scattered around Notting Hill in a 
random assortment of properties, in varying states of ramshackle informality. Virgin did not place much 
store by superficial appearances. The record company had now moved from Vernon Yard to larger 
premises, beyond the canal, railway tracks and council estates. But still the boxes continued to pile up in 
reception and the feeling of overcrowding persisted. Only the haircuts had changed. The head office was 
now located in a converted Victorian property on the litterstrewn thoroughfare of Ladbroke Grove, opposite 



a particularly combative Irish pub. Other outposts included converted industrial premises beside the canal, 
for the film division, and two minute mews houses on Portobello Road, for whoever needed them.’  
 
Portobello Dock (which had a ‘Porto Bella’ sign from the previous barge-hire firm) was originally Vestry 
Wharf, from where Kensington’s rubbish was transported along the canal to be burnt in the brick kilns of 
suburban west London – so not much change there then. The canalside premises on Kensal Road 
contained the Portobello Basin Club, a music and film business junket venue that appeared in Elton 
John’s 1985 ‘Nikita’ video. The Virgin accounts, administration and music publishing offices at 101-9 
Ladbroke Grove were later occupied by the Portowebbo/My Village website company. The ‘combative 
Irish pub’ opposite was the Elgin, of Christie, Teds and 101’ers previous. The Virgin flats and offices at 
61/3 Portobello Road, by the Chepstow Villas junction, went on to be an anarcho-rave squat in the 90s; 
the site is now occupied by a post-modern 21st century building.  
 
The Zigzag magazine’s special on the ZTT label on Basing Street was introduced by William Shaw with 
the following neo-Futurist snapshot of 80s Notting Hell: ‘There is a row of buildings in Notting Hill, a few 
blocks from the Portobello Road Gents. It consists, starting with the south end, of a large white-stone that 
appears fairly new in contrast with the brown-stones surrounding it, occupied by a few lower income 
families living in decrepit terraced properties or operating small ground level business premises. Sarm 
Studios, one time tailor’s shop, occupies the street level space in the middle of the white building. The 
ground and first floor are occupied by the exclusive Keyhole Club where patrons don masks of secrecy to 
preserve their identity. On the second floor there is a sedate suite of offices that serve the studio owners 
with expensive coffee machines and executive toys. All these buildings are owned by affiliated members 
of the Keyhole Club. Behind the outer crumbling skin of the old building there are steel corridors painted 
blue, containing brisk, alert young people as well as highly complex masses of modern machinery for 
business and communication. This is the heart and brain of the operation known as ZTT.’  
 
As the ZTT label released Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s ‘Welcome to the Pleasuredome’ single at the 
beginning of 1985, Paul Morley and Trevor Horn launched the ZTT Etcetera clothes, print and film 
subsidiary with a Frankie book and the soundtrack album of Nic Roeg’s Insignificance; ‘from your local 
souvenir shop or ZTT Etc, 8-10 Basing Street W11.’ Zigzag’s Mick Mercer found Paul Morley in the old 
Portobello Star pub at number 171, which had previously been the Vernon Yard Virgin local: ‘When I enter 
the cosy Portobello Road public house Paul Morley is sitting in the corner. Around him young men drink 
and caper, dancing on tables, seeking to impress. They kick drinks this way and that, they tickle old men 
under the chin and goose fat women in crimplene slacks.’  
 
Through the 80s Chris Blackwell’s Island label, formerly of Basing Street, charted a middle course 
between Virgin and Rough Trade, from 22 St Peter’s Square in Hammersmith; with Bob Marley and the 
Wailers, Aswad, Black Uhuru, Burning Spear, Third World, Junior Murvin, Toots and the Maytals, Sly 
Dunbar and Robbie Shakespeare… most reggae acts at one time or another, Grace Jones’s ‘Island Life’, 
Marianne Faithfull’s ‘Broken English’, U2, the B52s, Basement 5, Killing Joke, Robert Palmer, Nick Drake, 
Was Not Was, Tom Waits, the Waterboys… on through the 90s with Anthrax, NWA, Courtney Pine, PJ 
Harvey and Pulp. Blackwell is considered more discerning than Branson, and to have distanced himself 
from the piratical pop excess his rival revelled in, but he was also responsible for rugby song compilations. 
At the end of the 80s Chris Blackwell sold Island to Polygram for $272 million, but stayed on as a director. 
 
Marcus Gray described the Clash in their social realist ‘Last Gang in Town’ Pennie Smith pose as like ‘the 
central characters approaching the final shoot out in some elegiac western freeze-framed at the very 
moment they step out of time and into legend.’ When Mick Jones resurfaced in 1985 for Big Audio 
Dynamite’s ‘The Bottom Line’ debut it was posing High Rise Noon showdown-style in Wild West 10, on 
Golborne Road in front of Trellick Tower. Mick’s post-Clash ‘electro-dub-reggae-rock-disco’ outfit, 
originally called Real Westway, featured the Clash associate film director/DJ Don Letts (on live special FX, 
toasting and keyboards), Leo Williams (the former Roxy barman, Slits roadie and Basement 5 bassist) as 
Leo ‘E-zee Kill’, and Greg Roberts replacing Topper Headon on drums.  
 
The ‘Bottom Line’ photographer Dan Donovan, the son of the 60s photographer Terence and brother of 
Daisy, who lived with the Absolute Beginners star Patsy Kensit on Lancaster Road, duly became the BAD 
keyboard player. Don Letts is also second generation pop; the son of Sir Duke Letts of the Superstonic Hi-
fi sound-system. Before BAD he was the manager of the King’s Road punk shop Acme Attractions/BOY 
and the Slits, an associate of Bob Marley and Johnny Rotten, the reggae DJ at the Roxy punk club in 
Covent Garden, and the director of Don Letts’ Punk Rock Movie and Reggae Movie, Clash, Slits, PIL, 
Musical Youth and Psychedelic Furs videos. Don has said he contributed the BAD rock ideas while the 
hip-hop beatbox sound-effect sampling input came from Mick. The BAD office at 95 Ladbroke Grove was 
run by ‘Trish the dish’ Ronane, who went on to manage Clash affairs in the 21st century.  



 
Big Audio Dynamite on Golborne Road 1985/The Gold 9 5 Portobello Road 
 
‘On the Left Bank for a while, insanity Bohemian style… take a trip to Powis Square, pop star dyed his 
hair, mobsters come to flush him out, executives have heart attack.’ BAD’s second single ‘E=MC²’ was a 
beatbox homage to Nic Roeg’s ‘insanity bohemian style’ at the time of Insignificance, featuring 
Performance lines and Sergio Leone western samples. As Marcus Gray puts it in Last Gang in Town, Big 
Audio Dynamite had come ‘back home to Notting Hill, an area Mick likes to call the Wild West End.’ Mick 
was described somewhat less respectfully at the time in NME, as ‘space age sheriff Jones – takes his 
funny ghettoblaster down to Ladbroke Grove and gets some big laughs.’ The Clash were a hard act to 
follow but BAD did more or less succeed. As their album ‘This is Big Audio Dynamite’ blew away the new 
Clash LP ‘Cut the Crap’, Joe Strummer went back to his roots on a busking tour; during which the 
anarcho-punk group Chumbawumba threw red paint at the new Clash in protest at CBS’s South African 
connections. Chumbawumba went on to pop notoriety in their own right with ‘Tubthumping’. 
 
The mid 80s saw the demise of another great rock’n’roll local institution with the closure of the Alex 
(Princess Alexandra) pub at 95 Portobello Road. In the wake of some National Front related pool hall 
aggro, in which Lemmy of Motörhead sided with a non-Caucasian, the Alex became the first Notting Hill 
pub to be gentrified, back in 1985, into the Portobello Gold American style bar-restaurant. The landlord 
Mike Bell explained to the Kensington News: “I told the brewery I’d be appealing to a better class of 
druggy. In came the fresh flowers and fresh staff, out went the speed dealers, the National Front and the 
bikers.’ The bikers briefly rallied in the Colville Hotel down Portobello at number 186 (on the corner of 
Talbot Road), the next pub to be gentrified into the funky Ground/First Floor bar/restaurant. When Lemmy 
was living round the corner in Colville Houses off Talbot Road, he’s said to have written the Motörhead 
track ‘Metropolis’ after seeing the film at the Electric.  
 
In the late 80s, when Motörhead and Hawkwind were on Doug Smith’s GWR label (named after the Great 
Western Road/Railway), the Narrow Boat alongside the canal in Kensal was another short-lived bikers 
pub. Since then the Motörhead bikers scene has been represented by the Girlschool roadie-barmaid Tank 
at the Warwick Castle on Portobello, the KPH on Ladbroke Grove and the Western Arms on Kensal Road. 
The Earl of Lonsdale on Westbourne Grove retained a heavy pub rock afterglow from the days of 
Henekey’s into the 80s. The Portobello Gold remained an old rocker attraction and has recently re-
established itself as the rock local. Shortly after the Alex’s alchemical rock El Dorado conversion, the pub 
was the venue of Nigel Cross’s interview/drinking sessions with Larry Wallis, the Deviants, Pink Fairies, 
Motörhead and UFO guitarist, for the US punk fanzine Forced Exposure, ‘in the hippies’ graveyard.’  
 
This was as Mick Farren reformed the Deviants, featuring Larry Wallis and Duncan Sanderson, for a one-
off appearance at Boss Goodman’s Dingwalls accompanying Wayne Kramer of the MC5. The future Mojo 
editor Mat Snow testified in his NME review of the gig, entitled ‘The Return of the Underground Press 
Gang’: ‘Of course the first dude you run into at the bar just has to be Lemmy… The Deviants draw a full 
house of threadbare Moorcock characters who’ve crawled out from under their stones to recall the heady 



daze of Hyde Park, Phun City, Che chic, Oz trials and sundry other trips, man. Proto-Pistols back in ‘69, 
freaky Situationists cum-pranksters’ and so on. By then, according to Mat Snow, the former ‘IT-man, NME 
of the people and Village Voice’ was looking like a successful pastrami salesman. ‘The almost equally 
Rabelaisian’ guitarist Larry Wallis was still producing ‘hideously primitive energy. “Fugging garbage! It 
stinks!” commented one purist. Yes, muthafuggers, it was that good. Are you ready to testify?’  
 

 
Kitkat club/Sigue Sigue Sputnik 
 
The goth scene along Westbourne Grove (previously haunted by the Lords of the New Church) remained 
undead throughout the 80s at the old Duke of Norfolk pub and the Kitkat club off Moscow Road. The post-
Batcave nomadic goth club, named after the Berlin Cabaret club, was recalled by City Limits’ Rose 
Christie (a Notting Hill gothic horror name if ever there was one) ‘Bringing the Grope to the Grove’ from 
the West End in the mid 80s: ‘The venue was barely ready – it hadn’t been cleaned or soundproofed – 
and the police turned up at 2.30 to shut things down. But, after the first week, this Kitkat was booming – 
meeting and matching young goths with its ‘bring your own drink all night rave’ (meaning till 8am Sunday 
morning) initiating an era… speed remained their clubbing drug until, in the summer of ’85, the police 
carried out an undercover raid in Westbourne Grove. Policewomen clad a la Carnaby Street goths as 
seen in the Sun’ (obviously not the sun. Ed). Amongst those arrested by the goth policewomen was Glen 
Matlock of the Sex Pistols. The goth madrigal trio Miranda Sex Garden started out busking on Portobello 
Road and ended up on the Mute label on Harrow Road by Kensal Green cemetery. 
 
With Acklam Hall still out of action, the Electric cinema at 191 Portobello Road stood in as the local venue, 
as it ceased to be a repertory cinema. The mid 80s band/film double bill phase as the Electric Screen 
featured Neneh Cherry’s Float Up CP with Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom, World Domination Enterprises/ 
Dignity of Labour, the New York punk writer Kathy Acker reading Blood and Guts in High School with Ut/ 
Element of Crime, Crime and the City Solution/The Man with the Golden Arm, Chiefs of Relief/Barbarella, 
Sigue Sigue Sputnik and Wet Wet Wet. The Tabernacle in Powis Square hosted sporadic gigs and clubs, 
steel band sessions, some hip-hop and Roughler cabaret nights. Across the Harrow Road, Winston Reedy 
of the Cimarons, Carroll Thompson, Misty in Roots and Junior Reid appeared at the Tropical Palace 
reggae venue on Chamberlayne Road. 
 
As the Carnival expanded again in the mid 80s to four stages – Portobello Green, Meanwhile Gardens, 
Powis Square (advertised as ‘Paris Square’ in the NME) and the West London (Linford Christie) Stadium 
on Wormwood Scrubs – outbreaks of rioting at closedown continued to be a regular feature. At the 1985 
Carnival there were 72 bands on the bill including Amazulu, Junior Brown, Gaspar Lawal, Winston Reedy, 
Prince Lincoln and the Royal Rasses, King Sounds and the Israelites, Spartacus R, the anarcho-punk 
Poison Girls and the Japanese post-punk Frank Chickens. As the first west London Dub Vendor record 
shack appeared at 155 Ladbroke Grove, next to the station, Honest Jon’s was established as the jazz, 
blues, soul and reggae shop at 278 Portobello Road. Dub Vendor, then associated with Smiley Culture of 
‘Cockney Translation’ fame, later relocated over the road to 150 Ladbroke Grove, on the ’76 riot corner of 
Cambridge Gardens. The original shop at 274 Lavender Hill at Clapham Junction was founded in 1976. 
 
At the end of 1985 Acklam Hall reopened on its tenth anniversary, after being closed for two years, as Bay 
63 (although it was initially still listed and referred to as Acklam Hall). The first re-launch of the Westway 
community hall was the 12 Acklam Road nightclub site’s most active period as a live music venue. After 



the opening gig, Ken Livingstone’s ‘GLC Race Equality Unit presents the Black Music Roadshow Afro-
Asian night under the flyover’, there was the debut London gig of Sonic Youth, the still surviving New York 
post-punk/proto-grunge group, on a Saturday afternoon, African dance and salsa nights, the stalwart indie 
Japanese duo Frank Chickens, the Moodists, the Undertones off-shoot That Petrol Emotion, Microdisney, 
Orchestra Jazira and the anarcho-psychedelic Rubella Ballet.  
 

 
Dub Vendor 150 Ladbroke Grove/Slam City Skates/Rough T rade  
 
1986 As Mandy Rice Davies appeared in Absolute Beginners, Sigourney Weaver played a post-modern 
Christine Keeler in Half Moon Street, living in Notting Hill with a Jamaican landlord and at one point saying 
“I wanna riot of my own.” The year Colin MacInnes made it to the big screen, Martin Amis began his post-
modern local novel trilogy with Money. In the afterword of the 1986 edition of Wyndham Lewis’s Rotting 
Hill, Paul Edwards noted that the post war shortstories ‘can be read as a kind of reverse mirror image of 
Britain in the mid-1980s.’ In the Clash 10th anniversary year, Joe Strummer once more fought the law and 
lost when he was found to be over the limit while driving on Kensington Park Road. The new Clash duly 
threw in the towel, causing music press speculation that the old Clash were reforming. After Strummer 
appeared in Alex Cox’s Sid and Nancy film, featuring Freston Road scenes, he turned up in the follow-up 
Wild West 11 punk spaghetti western Straight to Hell (named after the Clash song) with the Pogues and 
Courtney Love), Jim Jarmusch’s Elvis tribute road-movie Mystery Train and Cox’s Walker.  
 
Mick Jones’s Big Audio Dynamite formed an alliance with Run DMC’s Def Jam label and toured with the 
Beastie Boys, Schooly D, Sipho and the Chiefs of Relief. The BAD ‘spy party’ gig at Porchester Hall in 
Bayswater was promoted from the first Duffer St George mod/gangster chic shop at 307 Portobello Road, 
whose threads were modelled by the group. The third BAD single ‘Medicine Show’ conjured up Victorian 
Portobello market imagery and the video featured Joe Strummer and Paul Simonon as policemen. Mick 
produced Joe’s Sid and Nancy ‘Love Kills’ track and the Strummer/Jones songwriting partnership duly 
resumed on the second BAD album ‘Number 10 Upping Street’; including the Leo Williams/Strummer/ 
Jones/Letts’ Windrush black history update track ‘Ticket’. The ‘Sightsee MC’ video was filmed by Jim 
Jarmusch under the Westway by the travellers’ site. Other honorary BAD posse members included Lucky 
Gordon from the Profumo affair and Island, and Danny John Jules who played ‘Cat’ in Red Dwarf. 
 
1986 was the year of Branson, in which the Virgin boss won every award going including the best and 
worst dressed man in Britain and ‘jammiest bastard’ from Robertson’s Jam. On Basing Street there was 
another pop star gathering for a sickle cell anaemia benefit single, which was a slightly hipper affair than 
Band Aid. Aswad, Janet ‘Silly Games’ Kay, Imagination, Junior, the Thompson Twins, Tom Robinson, 
Sinitta, Paul Hardcastle and Paul Weller were pictured in the NME by the old children’s castle playground 
at the Westbourne Park Road end. The picture was captioned: ‘In the Neighbourhood – It’s not unusual to 
find a street party going on in west London, although weekend frolickings outside ZTT’s Sarm Studios 
were rather more of a celebrity affair than usual round those parts.’ From hippy to hip hop Basing Street 
has also been a graffiti hall of fame. The castle playground’s later cyber-punky mural was left ‘bombed’ by 
critics of the commissioned graffiti art until the 21st century block was built on the site.  
 
In Once Upon a Time there was a Place called Notting Hill Gate, the Wise brothers accused ‘the 
Mangrove boss’ Frank Crichlow and other community leaders of holding back ‘a midnight explosion of 
spontaneous anger’, after the death in police custody of a black man known as Crumpet, in favour of a 
demonstration. Nevertheless, the Notting Dale police station on Sirdar Road was besieged and shops and 



banks along Portobello Road were attacked. According to the Wise brothers, there wasn’t a Broadwater 
Farm-style anti-police riot in Notting Hill that year because by then the infiltration of yuppies into the area 
had disconnected the door-to-door riot bush telegraph. Despite some local opposition, in 1986 the London 
Lighthouse Aids centre was built at 111-7 Lancaster Road off Ladbroke Grove.  
 

 
 
Under the Westway, Bay 63 became the mid 80s indie scene mecca as there were gigs by the 
Nightingales, Miaow, Easterhouse, Ted Chippington, We’ve Got a Fuzzbox and We’re Gonna Use It (the 
indie female Sigue Sigue Sputnik later associated with the KLF), Soup Dragons, Pale Fountains, Weather 
Prophets, the Servants, Mighty Lemon Drops, Primitives, Bogshed and Vic Godard from Subway Sect – 
mostly promoted by Sermon Productions. The GLC funded Sound Advice Promotions presented benefit 
gigs for the Venture Community Association youth centre on Wornington Road (another occasional 
reggae venue) by the Shop Assistants, Bodines and Close Lobsters; Mark Perry’s Alternative TV, the 
Membranes and the Shrubs; the Chevalier Brothers, the Potato 5 and the local ska revival DJ Rockin’ Gaz 
Mayall (son of John Mayall of the Bluesbreakers).  
 
Through 1986 the list of those who trod the Bay 63 boards also includes the Scientists, June Brides, Age 
of Chance, Blyth Power from Freston Road, and Stump (filmed for the ‘Live and Independent’ Rough 
Trade compilation video); Primal Scream, the Godfathers, the freak/hells angel revival outfit Zodiac 
Mindwarp and the Love Reaction, All About Eve, the Palookas, Red Crayola, TV Personalities, Laibach, 
Pop Will Eat Itself, 1,000 Violins, Tallulah Gosh, Bambi Slam, the indie Happy Mondays, Nikki Sudden, My 
Bloody Valentine, Thatcher on Acid, World Domination Enterprises, We’re Going to Eat You, an Alan 
McGee Creation night featuring Bill Drummond of the KLF, and the pre-acid-house Shamen. As well as all 
the above indie/alternative rock variations, the local venue hosted the Courtney Pine Quartet, the 
Gladiators and the Dread Broadcasting Corporation’s Nightdoctor reggae nights.  
 
A classic Bay 63 indie gig by the Wedding Present and Close Lobsters in September ’86 was described by 
the red-skin poet NME reporter Seething (Steven/Susan) Wells: ‘Away from the black leather hell of the 
capital’s still breathing punk holes, we find the little indie folk at Bay 63. These are the staggies – the 
downwardly mobile in urban lounge wear and this is their temple.’ (The Loaded editor James Brown has 
cited Seething Wells’ Molotov Comics fanzine and Vague as the inspiration for lads mag.) The most 
memorable groups that I saw at Bay 63 were 23 Skidoo, in their industrial funk Apocalypse Now 
scratching phase, and the Swedish Industrial hells angels Leather Nun. The latter gig was after a pub 
crawl starting at the KPH on Ladbroke Grove, taking in the Warwick Castle and Golden Cross on 
Portobello, with a Grove skinhead in tow who seemed to know all the dealers in the Golden Cross (now 
the Market Bar) but wouldn’t help a black bloke bump start his car under the Westway. 
 
To review the Pale Fountains, Weather Prophets and Servants’ Bay 63 gig, Roger Holland of Sounds paid 
‘a brief visit to a side of London that the tourists seldom see. But out here, in a part of the capital whose 
one claim to fame is that it lies beneath an intricate selection of flyovers, someone has been compiling 
some rather enticing bills.’ On October 9 1986 Happy Mondays played under the Westway in their pre-
Ecstasy indie funk incarnation, with Blurt and Young Gods to an audience of 50 people. The NME’s Stan 
Barton’s gig review wasn’t very ecstatic; concluding with his verdict that ‘these guys won’t even get near 
the charts.’ The Mondays’ Manchester rave co-horts Stone Roses played the Kensington Ad Lib pub in 
Russell Gardens off Holland Road in late 1984, supporting the positive-punk/goth outfit Mercenary Skank.  
 



As the site of the first Rough Trade shop, 202 Kensington Park Road, reverted to its headshop roots as 
Strange Attractions, the new shop at 130 Talbot Road moved with the times from sandals to skateboards. 
Paul Sunman founded Slam City Skates in 1985 behind the record shop counter on Saturdays. To cater 
for the expanding hardcore punk skateboard scene, the Rough Trade shop duly diversified into 
skateboards and skateboarding merchandise. The following year Slam City joined Derek and Toko’s 
Ignition T-shirt stall in the basement and then expanded again into the Slam City Skates/Rough Trade 2 
shop, at 16 Neal’s Yard in Covent Garden WC2, opened by Sonic Youth in ’87. While the Rough Trade 
label found Brit pop success with the Smiths, the shop returned to its US punk rock roots championing the 
hardcore-punk of the Sub-pop and SST labels, Henry Rollins’ Black Flag, Sonic Youth, Lydia Lunch, 
Husker Du, Mud Honey, etc, leading inexorably towards Nirvana. The Rough Trade off-shoot, Depeche 
Mode label Mute moved to 429 Harrow Road in ’86 with the Sonic Youth subsidiary Blast First.  
 
In the late 80s, as the Smiths were succeeded by such indie heroes as the Shop Assistants and the 
Primitives, the Rough Trade label had the likes of Shellyan Orphan, the Sundays, AR Kane and Mazzy 
Starr on their books. Back in the basement of 130 Talbot Road, Pete Donne launched Wiiija, the shop’s in-
house label named after their postcode W11 1JA. With the ‘wiiija’ logo designed by Slam City Skates’ Ged 
Wells, they had a series of ‘Peel fave DIY throwback’ hits by Bastard Kestrel, Terminal Cheesecake and 
Thule. The Talbot Road shop also acted as the office of The Roughler magazine, following in the fanzine 
tradition of the old shop. Of all the local mags, the Roughler most definitively represents Notting Hill and 
the area’s contrasting psychogeography. Originally the scoresheet and fixture list programme of the 
Rough Trade cricket team, the Old Roughians, the satirical mag/fanzine/website etc was founded in the 
early 80s by the local pub legend Welsh Ray Roughler-Jones.  
 
The Roughler covered the scene at the Rough Trade pub, the Warwick Castle at 225 Portobello Road, 
and the activities of Keith Allen, the Comic Strip actor who was in the local groups, the Atoms and Tesco 
Bombers, and arrested in the ’76 Carnival riot. In the mid 80s Allen achieved further local notoriety with his 
‘first gay Rasta’ spoof record, Boots Sex Dread’s ‘Tickle Tune’. Welsh Ray himself appears in the Strike 
Comic Strip as Alexei Sayle’s miner mate. The Old Roughians cricket team consisted of Ray, Pete Donne 
and Nigel House from the Rough Trade shop, Keith and Kevin Allen, Graham McLelland of the Go-
Betweens, Phil Rambert (who wrote Kirsty MacColl’s ‘There’s a Guy Works Down the Chipshop Swears 
he’s Elvis’), Glen Coulson (Elvis Costello’s manager, representing Stiff), and some proper Portobello 
market traders. Joe Strummer and the Clash roadie-poet Jock Scot were non-playing honorary Old 
Roughians. They lost their first game against the Australian Virgin group Hunters and Collectors.  
 

 
 
In the short-life housing aftermath of the Republic of Frestonia squatted street, out of their Car Breakers 
art gallery came the Mutoid Waste Company. The Steptoe and Son go Mad Max show was also 
influenced by JG Ballard’s car crash science-fiction, San Francisco’s Survival Research Laboratories and 
Berlin’s Einsturzende Neubauten. Confirming their local street cred, the grandmother of the Mutoid 
mastermind Joe Rush wrote Bedknobs and Broomsticks. As they progressed from the Apocalypse Hotel 
on Freston Road to proto-acidhouse raves featuring a car-Stonehenge and happenings around the world, 
Simon Reynolds posited that the Mutoids’ ‘skip culture – the detournement of refuse into art – is one of the 
few contemporary examples of the fun side of Situationism, their dream of a life of perpetual play.’ But the 
Situationist Wise brothers dismissed them as ‘art junk-bond market’ traders: ‘Take the seemingly endless 
repeats of deadend 60s artistic happenings, all over Notting Hill throughout 1986 and since. Basically 
they’re simply dress rehearsals for inventive ads promoting products.’  
 



Mutoid sculptures ordained various local sites, most notably the large incendiary device bomb above the 
Ignition T-shirt shop at 263 Portobello Road. The Mutoid Waste Company and Test Department both 
happened beside the Westway in the most authentic post-apocalypse-style venue, 179 Harrow Road, the 
old British Rail maintenance depot at Paddington (which became the Monsoon fashion accessories HQ), 
described as a ‘30s-style industrial cathedral.’ Test Department’s ‘Ministry of Power: Unacceptable Face 
of Freedom’ avant-garde metal bash in ’86, featuring torch wielding dancers on catwalks either side of the 
stage, singing miners and Orwellian film projections, received a remarkably good review from the Wise 
brothers: ‘Test Department, with their tin-can futuristic music, even bringing in a few Kent miners (forever 
the populism) to improvise with them under the M40 Westway, were immediately signed up for a TV 
Heineken lager ad. The end product was one of the most ingenious promos ever made.’  
 

 
 
World Domination Enterprises (the late 80s punky hip-hop group, not Virgin) were the last of the Ladbroke 
Grove underground bands to make any impact on the world – if not domination as such. In the Bohemian 
tradition of Hawkwind, the Pink Fairies, 101’ers, Derelicts and the Clash, WDE’s Keith Dobson aka Kifkif 
Le Batteur (from Here & Now), Steve Jameson (from Rough Trade and Step Forward) and Digger 
inhabited a house on Bevington Road off Golborne Road. According to the NME’s Stan Barton, ‘Keith is 
still a ragamuffin at 29. He lives in a style that would have most of his peers tearing their hair out, gasping 
for air. The four-storey townhouse he shares with fellow Domineers Steve Jameson and Digger is a junk 
museum belonging to a housing co-op situated somewhere between Ladbroke Grove and Portobello 
market. A more captivating environment would be hard to find.’  
 
Keith/Kifkif introduced his World Domination Enterprises partner Steve Jameson and explained Here & 
Now to Melody Maker: “Steve has got a total grasp of black bass playing. He’s one of the very few white 
bassists who can get that heavy sound. He used to work selling specialist reggae records in Notting Hill, 
and operated a sound-system for a while called Sir Alias. You see, he can simplify it, which is what’s 
crucial… I started at the age of 16 as the drummer for Here & Now, who were a kind of Hawkwind/Gong 
type comic band. This was around the time of punk, we toured with ATV and tried to bring together the two 
anti-establishment forces of punk and hippydom, but it didn’t quite work.”  
 
The first World Domination Enterprises single, ‘Asbestos Lead Asbestos’ (produced by Keith and Grant 
Sho-biz from Here & Now), was released in ’85 on the Karbon label of Nick Jones (of Step Forward and 
Sisters of Mercy previous) which was at 19 All Saints Road. (The reggae frontline also hosted the Buzz 
club magazine office and The Fred mag at number 5.) The ‘Asbestos’ sleeve features a picture of slum 
children from the Notting Dale Urban Studies Centre (then at the Harrow Club on Freston Road, now 
incorporated into KCCHG). The agitprop hip-hop rant, featuring the lines ‘we live on the westside’ and ‘if 
they’re lucky they’ll get put in White City’, succeeded ‘London’s Burning’ as the local anthem. This was at 
the time of the toxic Tory tyranny of Dame Shirley Porter. In the Thatcherite Westminster Council leader’s 
gerrymandering scandal, probable Labour voters in marginal wards were re-housed in the asbestos-ridden 
towerblocks Chantry and Hermes Points on Harrow Road (demolished in 1994).  
 
WDE played most local venues and made up some new ones; along Portobello, they appeared at the 
Electric, the Warwick Castle, the Tavistock Crescent rubbish depot on their busking tour, Acklam Hall/Bay 
63 and Subterania under the Westway. They also appeared at the mid 80s International Times re-launch, 
with the Mutoids, and Aswad, BAD and Joe Strummer at Milton Keynes. Their second single ‘Hotsy Girl’, a 
Ballardian ode to their car, was released in ’87 on the Mute subsidiary label Product Inc from 429 Harrow 
Road. Their eponymous debut album received a favourable review from Laura Lee Davies of Time Out, as 
‘deep under the fingernails of grebo trash rock’; but she complained that their ‘grubby, decaying Ladbroke 



Grove squat existence’ gave her nightmares. Laura Lee Davies wouldn’t have liked World Domination 
Enterprises’ local, the Warwick Castle (before it was censored to the Castle); unanimously cited in their 
NME ‘portrait of the artists as consumers’ as their favourite pub. Their favourite café was the Portobello 
coffee house, and one of Keith’s favoured clubs was ‘Cab at the Tab, Friday night at the Tabernacle.’  
 

 
 
1987 As the hippy slogans under the Westway were superseded by hip-hop tag graffiti, the Wornington 
Road basketball court off Golborne Road became a New York-style graffiti ‘hall of fame’. The Tabernacle 
youth centre in Powis Square hosted the hip-hop graffiti project of Mark Jackson and Sandra Belgrave, 
and witnessed some early pronouncements from the pulpit by the Radio 1 rap DJ Tim Westwood, the local 
rap group the Krew and JC001, the speed-rapper cousin of Jaz Coleman of Killing Joke. The Public 
Enemy MC Flava Flav appeared in the Ignition T-shirt shop at 263 Portobello Road, incorporating the first 
hip-hop tape stall on the market, supposedly incognito but still with his trademark clock accessory. Ignition 
(formerly at Rough Trade on Talbot Road) was subsequently incorporated into the Fantastic comic shop at 
number 166, which acted as the hip-hop bar extension of Finch’s (the Duke of Wellington) across the road 
in the late 80s/early 90s.  
 
The Beastie Boys’ Ad-Rock (real name Adam Horovitz) was arrested at the Portobello Hotel on Stanley 
Gardens in 1987, for assaulting a fan on tour in Liverpool. The NME’s Cynthia Rose wrote of the Stupids, 
Ipswich’s answer to the Beastie Boys, ‘even in a humble Notting Hill teashop I can detect potential pop 
greatness’ (probably Mike’s café on Blenheim Crescent). In the ’87 ‘Soul Britannia’ issue of NME, Heather 
Small of M-People (then of Hot House) was touted as the Gladys Knight of North Kensington as she 
recalled singing ‘leaving on a midnight train to Georgia’ in ‘a bedroom off Portobello Road’; she was 
brought up on Silchester Road off Latimer Road. Stuart Cosgrove wrote in his Hot House profile, ‘but 
Heather lives in North Kensington and the trains fade out at Paddington… Heather is down by law funk, a 
product of west London and the local mix of dancehall and soul.’ 
 
At the time of the Operation Trident inner-city crime crackdown, according to City Limits, ‘streetlife and 
heavy policing in Notting Hill is a recurring theme’ on the Positive Beat ‘Known 2 Be Down’ hip-hop 
compilation, including the Krew’s Sir Drew and Rapski’s ‘Notting Hill’ track. The summer of ’87 saw the 
police ‘swamp’ All Saints Road with another series of raids on the Mangrove restaurant at number 8, as 
part of Operation Trident. This time the owner Frank Crichlow was charged with possession of heroin. To 
the Wise brothers in Once Upon a Time, the accompanying installation of surveillance cameras and the 
closure of squatted ‘abandoned commercial property’ marked the start of Notting Hill gentrification: ‘Within 
days a house in McGregor Road, leading off the Saints, was to fetch £300,000. The very centre of 
Carnival revolt in the 80s had finally fallen and the light had gone out on the last remaining shambles of an 
urban trouble spot.’  
 
On the first day of the 1987 Carnival a stallholder was stabbed to death. On the Monday afternoon the 
steaming attacks escalated and at closedown rioting broke out in the traditional flashpoint areas; under the 
Westway on Ladbroke Grove and at the junction of Portobello and Acklam Road; on All Saints Road at the 
Lancaster Road and Westbourne Park Road junctions. From there the disturbances spread out west and 
east to the Lancaster West and Brunel estates. The Wise brothers gleefully recorded street fighting on 
Elgin Crescent, ‘in the very heart of freshly conquered yuppie territory’, and the Blenheim Crescent/ 
Kensington Park Road corner ‘where Sting has his business centre.’ The Sun headline, ‘Riot Yobs Slash 



Girl Cops – Horror at the Carnival’, was accompanied by a picture of a black policeman confronting a 
Rastafarian, as ‘helicopters with searchlights hovered overhead, following the marauding gangs as they 
tried to dodge police cordons.’  
 
Lee Jasper recalls having to deal with a mas band sequin crisis at the Mangrove as the riot broke out: 
“The police were attempting to close down, fit up and destroy Mangrove and indeed the whole of Carnival. 
We’re on the verge of a major civil disturbance and people would be coming in and saying I don’t have 
any red sequins.” By the late 80s the Wise brothers considered ‘the Trinidadian costume-steel band merry 
go round – despised by the young blacks in the mid 70s’ to be little more than a job creation scheme and 
predicted the inevitable commercialisation of the 90s: ‘In some ways the organisers would like Carnival to 
be more like American festivals, where for instance Schiltz Beer sponsors a country and western 
jamboree in Tennessee.’ At the time of the ‘Notting Hill rapist’ attacks, echoing the 10 Rillington Place 
murders around the garden squares off Ladbroke Grove, and an increase in muggings in the vicinity of All 
Saints Road, the Wise brothers explained the 80s class war psychogeography in Once Upon a Time there 
was a Place called Notting Hill Gate: 
 
‘London pathology has a different inflection from its New York parent, using the language of a 
downtrodden class that is twisted out of all recognition, to express a frustration with themselves and 
everybody else… generally it’s based on a resentment of literally everything in another person’s life. A 
perverted class antagonism becomes an obscene excuse to spit venom. You are knocked for being 
privileged, no matter what your circumstances are. For having money or not having money (you’re free 
that way), for having an incurable disease or for being in the best of health, for having the guts to stick a 
stretch inside or for having stayed on the outside. The awesome proportions of international capital and 
monetarism in London have brought out a submerged trait that mixes up class antagonism with spiteful 
deference to the rich. A few drinks and the beast is free, lashing out blindly to the right and left, saying and 
doing the unspeakable with little or no evident remorse. Nasty as these outbursts are, remarkably there is 
never really a racist side to them in Notting Hill.’ 
 
In Hollywood W11 in 1987, ‘while London burns’ Sammy and Rosie Get Laid with an obligatory riot scene 
and hippies abseiling from the Westway. The Stephen Frears directed follow up to My Beautiful 
Laundrette, state of the nation address by Hanif Kureishi focused on an anarcho-hippy travellers’ 
encampment by the Westbourne Park curve of the Westway. The site is now occupied by the Westbourne 
Studios post-modern arts centre and the Muslim Cultural Heritage Centre on the Acklam Road extension. 
Roland Gift, the singer of the Fine Young Cannibals, starred as the subterranean London tour guide 
‘Danny’. The same year as Sammy and Rosie Get Laid, the other side of the Westway Withnail and I were 
chased out of the Tavistock Crescent pub towards the footbridge, and also turned up on Freston Road. 
Along Portobello, the ‘Save the Electric’ cinema campaign was launched by local film celebrities including 
Nic Roeg, Stephen Frears and Julie Christie.  
 

 
The Acklam Road footbridge under the Westway/BAD Ti ghten Up Volume 88 
 
1988 On the 25th anniversary of the Profumo affair came Scandal, the Steven Wooley Palace/Miramax/ 
British Screen production directed by Michael Caton-Jones; with Johnny Shannon from Performance 
playing Rachman again and Roland Gift as Johnny Edgecombe. On the 30th of the 1958 riots, I watched a 
Minder scene being shot from the roof of the Bramley Arms, as the old Latimer Road brewery was being 
redeveloped into the Chrysalis Building. George Cole as ‘Arthur Daley’ ran out of the Steptoe and Son 



scrapyard opposite as a van was blown up. Marco’s Yard (on the site of the Chrysalis ‘Frestonia’ 
Connexions office block) also appeared in Quadrophenia, Sweeney and The Bill motoring crime scenes. 
Interior Sweeney and Minder scenes were filmed in the Bramley Arms and/or the Trafalgar/Flag (the 
Apocalypse Hotel), the Mortimer Square café and Westway Studios on Freston Road. I once directed 
Yazz of ‘The Only Way is Up’ fame to the studios which also hosted The White Room music TV show.  
 
As the Peace Convoy anarcho-hippy travellers stopped off on Evesham Street in the Frestonia area, 
maintaining the historic Latymer Road gypsy-traveller tradition, Freston Road hosted the engine room of 
Blyth Power, the Sound of the Great Western Railway anarcho-folk-punk group (formerly the anarcho-
punk Mob), and offices of Class War and Vague. At the time of Glyn Roberts’ ’88 acid-house ‘summer of 
love posse’ on Ladbroke Grove, re-enacted in Hanif Kureishi’s London Kills Me as the follow up to Sammy 
and Rosie Get Laid, Norman Jay of the Good Times Carnival sound-system was DJing house parties 
around Notting Hill. The Planet Alice shop at 284 Portobello Road, associated with Doctor and the Medics 
(on Miles Copeland’s IRS label), made a psychedelic revival/acid-house link. The Mutoid Waste 
Company’s last local squat in the early 90s was the Mutoid Building art gallery/club at 280.  
 
After the ’87 Carnival riot debut of a new police clothing range featuring waistcoats with CS gas canister 
and plastic bullet pouches, All Saints Road was subject to a £1 million ‘designer policing’ makeover. 
Somewhat prematurely, Elisabeth Grice reported in the Times that the street’s crime problems had been 
‘designed out’ with bulkhead lights, double-lock doors with spy holes and entry-phones, window locks, 
electronic shutters and laminated glass replacing All Saints’ ‘dingy recesses’ and the grilles, ‘symbolic of 
the street’s fortress mentality.’ The incoming deputy assistant Met commissioner Paul Condon said, “We 
would not claim to have eradicated drugs and crime but we have neutralised a very dangerous area… we 
now have the confidence to separate real racial attacks from crime.”  
 
There were more calls in the press to ‘Stop the Carnival’ in 1988 following a steaming riot in Shepherd’s 
Bush after a pre-Carnival reggae festival on Wormwood Scrubs. Alex Pascall’s term as Carnival chair 
came to an end, Victor Crichlow resigned as treasurer and Frank Crichlow was charged with supplying 
heroin. The main feature of late 80s Carnivals was ‘the Cage’ bay under the Westway flyover by the 
Acklam Road footbridge, which hosted Mastermind v Rap Attack sound-system clashes featuring Chaka 
Khan, Lisa Lisa, Norman Jay and Tim Westwood. Miss Dynamite’s earliest Carnival memory is dragging 
Rasta relatives away from reggae sound-systems to “Westwood at the flyover.” The Carnival kings Aswad 
played the Miss World Contest and beat the Clash to number 1 with ‘Don’t Turn Around’. The third Big 
Audio Dynamite album ‘Tighten Up Volume 88’ featured ‘The Battle of All Saints Road’ track and a Paul 
Simonon painted sleeve depicting a blues party under the Westway and Trellick Tower. 
 

 
 
In 1988 all the requisite Grove style elements came together in Neneh Cherry’s ‘Buffalo Stance’ on Virgin. 
‘What’s she like?’ As defined in Time Out, ‘she slips in and out of Portobello Road banter, New York street 
talk and fluent Swedish... she’s on nickname terms with the Face/Grove posse, and formulated the single 
from the Face ‘Buffalo’ fashion identity kit.’ A mix of Bob Marley’s ‘Buffalo Soldier’ and Malcolm McLaren’s 
‘Buffalo Gals’, Neneh Cherry’s ‘Stance’ is the Ladbroke Grove girlpower pop link between the Slits and All 
Saints. The daughter of the jazz trumpeter Don Cherry who toured with the Slits, she first appeared as the 
5th Slit/New Age Stepper and then fronted Rip Rig & Panic with Andrea Oliver. Bristol’s premier post-



punk-prog-jazz-funk outfit (named after the 1965 Rahsaan Roland Kirk jazz album) were summed up in 
the Face as ‘Boho-dancers in Notting Hill Gate, they construct their music like an action-painting.’ After 
Rip Rig’s last gig at the ’83 Carnival, they became Float Up CP and, without Neneh, Head.  
 
In the late 80s the Warwick Castle at 225 Portobello Road succeeded the Apollo and the Golden Cross as 
the Irish/West Indian counter-culture local. As the last bastion of the Ladbroke Grove punk and reggae 
scene, the Rough Trade pub (the record shop local and literally) was frequented by members of Aswad, 
the Clash/BAD, Pogues, Pop Group/Rip Rig & Panic, PIL/Pistols, the Members, Raincoats, Skids, 
Transvision Vamp and World Domination Enterprises. In its late 80s/early 90s heyday, the Warwick 
starred in Portobello Pirate TV by JB (now of the Portobello Film Festival); with WDE, Steve Underground, 
John the hat/pipe/dog etc propping up the bar; and Aki Kaurismaki’s I Hired a Contract Killer featuring Joe 
Strummer as a pub entertainer and Nicky Tesco of the Members. From the swinging 60s to gangsta rap 
the Warwick was the most notorious Portobello market watering hole, but doesn’t seem to have had a rock 
association before the Clash in 1978, when they were recording their second album on Basing Street. 
 
The pub was probably named after the 17th century Rich family Earls of Holland and Warwick, who lived at 
Holland House but didn’t own the actual Warwick Castle or North Kensington. In Notting Hill in Bygone 
Days Florence Gladstone sets the scene, describing the pub’s rural origin on Portobello Lane in the mid 
19th century: ‘The first house, now 223a Portobello Road, for several years stood alone and unfinished. It 
was known as ‘The Folly’, and the name is perpetuated in Folly Mews. A shop has been built over the 
front garden. Formerly this house was a laundry with fields which stretched down to Ladbroke Grove. The 
Warwick Castle at the corner of Cornwall (now Westbourne Park) Road is the successor of a small inn of 
the same name; and opposite the inn, across Portobello Lane, was a cattle pond at the edge of a field. In 
the early 60s there was also a two-storied country inn called the Ben Jonson’ (named after the 
Elizabethan comedy writer). 
 
As the Warwick Castle advert promoted the experience (slightly paraphrased), ‘this is medieval reality on 
a dramatic scale, the imposing Castle providing a breathtaking location for gripping story telling, the action 
is non-stop with a truly heroic performance by the barman.’ In the early 20th century the Warwick consisted 
of five sectioned off bars; the saloon, public, darts, ladies, and busman’s where drivers nipped in for a 
swift one when they stopped at the Portobello Road junction on Westbourne Park Road. In the 30s the 
landlady lost her license for fighting with a friend outside the pub in the fruit and veg market. In the early 
60s the Warwick featured in the unsolved ‘Jack the Stripper’ prostitute murders case, which had the sordid 
horror of 10 Rillington Place and some of the glam conspiracy of the Profumo affair. One of the victims 
was last seen leaving the pub, and the girls are said to have had a sweepstake at the bar on which one of 
them would be murdered next.  
 
In an equally distopian future, the Notting Hill pub in William Gibson’s 1988 cyber-punk novel Mona Lisa 
Overdrive must be modelled on the Warwick. In a similar vein, Danny John Jules, who played ‘Cat’ in the 
cyber-punky Red Dwarf series and appeared with BAD, was pictured in the Standard posing with a pool 
cue in the back bar. The Wise brothers citing of John Lydon/Johnny Rotten of PIL and the Pistols as a 
‘pivotal customer’ was stretching it, as much as the Standard review in which Jason Donovan, Matt Dillon 
and Harry Dean Stanton were down as regulars, though they did all appear. The Roughler ‘Live at the 
Warwick’ album featured Gareth Sager of Rip Rig & Panic and the Pop Group, Bambi Slam, Keith and 
Kevin Allen, the landlord Seamus Costello calling last orders, ambient pub noises and Jock Scot’s ‘Ode to 
the Warwick’ in which ‘Lords and bores rub shoulders with the pride of London’s building sites.’  
 
The Warwick fanzine, the Roughler has been described as the proto-Loaded, Class War meets the Tatler, 
and worse. The Wise brothers called it ‘a magazine which manages to praise Jasper Conran (the ultimate 
in designer wear at £500 a throw), the cricketer Bob Willis, and Class War, in almost one and the same 
breath, even the London Standard noted favourably its Tatleresque spoofs.’ In their critical local history 
Once Upon a Time there was a Place called Notting Hill Gate, the one thing the Wise brothers definitely 
got wrong was describing the Warwick as yuppified in 1988. This was also a misuse of the term yuppy, as 
young-upwardly-mobile-professional didn’t really apply to any of the late 80s Warwick crowd, who were all 
either young downwardly mobile unprofessionals, old, poor, or rich anyway.  
 
As the pub left the 20th century as the one remaining example of authentic pub squalor on Portobello 
Road, the clientele spanned the class system from Lord Patrick Conyngham to Ian Bone, the editor of 
Class War. In the 1988 Kensington bi-election (following the demise of the incumbent Tory MP Brandon 
Rhys Williams), the Warwick stalwart John Duignan stood as the Class War candidate on the doomed 
‘Stop the yuppie invasion’ ticket. At the campaign launch press conference in the Warwick, only attended 
by the Independent, Class War John, a former railway worker and market trader from up north, said 



“What’s happening in Kensington shows up nationally, you don’t have to get a train from Euston to see the 
north-south divide.”  
 

 
 
Joe Strummer’s post-Clash group Latino Rockabilly War went on the Class War Rock Against the Rich 
tour and played a Green Wedge benefit gig at the Tabernacle. He paid homage to his Portobello market 
roots with ‘Shouting Street’ on the 1989 Latino Rockabilly War album ‘Earthquake Weather’. The 
Tabernacle community centre in Powis Square was also the venue of Roughler stand-up comedy nights, 
presented by the editor Welsh Ray Jones and Roadent (the Clash and Pistols roadie), and where they 
founded the Notting Hill Panto in 1988 with The Nativity. The Notting Wood Players’ Christmas 
pantomime, featuring assorted local celebrities including the Allens, the market trader Cains, Anna 
Chancellor from Four Weddings (who dated the Roughler writer Jock Scot), Delphi, Eve Doggart, Colin 
Salmon and Suggs of Madness, has since become a seasonal institution.  
 
3,000 hangovers later, Welsh Ray reminisced about introducing girlpower to pubs: “The Warwick became 
a magnet, people used to come from far and wide, and then, low and behold, before you knew it there 
were women in there, playing pool. I saw Jerry Hall in there. People used to live there more than hang out 
there, it was more about gambling and drinking than posing at first. We became disillusioned with the 
Warwick after ten great years when we could do everything we wanted. They saw through us in the end, 
they thought it was a boring old Paddy pub and they didn’t realise what was going on in there. Then they 
realised there were women in there, rock stars, actors and models getting in there.” At its height, the 
girlpower roll call included Neneh Cherry, Andrea Oliver, Anna Chancellor, Anne Lambton, Gina Birch of 
the Raincoats, Margi Clarke (from Letter to Brezhnev) in I Hired a Contract Killer, Ronna Ricardo from the 
Profumo affair, the Girlschool roadie/barmaid Tank, Wendy James of Transvision Vamp, Jerry Hall and 
Jade Jagger.  
 
1989 At the Carnival Arts Committee annual general meeting the local barrister Claire Holder was elected 
chair and the more commercial Carnival Enterprise Committee was formed. In the last Mangrove trial 
Frank Crichlow was once more cleared of trumped up drugs charges. After that the police raided the 
Mangrove some more, causing further clashes outside the restaurant and 1989 saw the last Carnival riot 
around All Saints Road. At the 8 O’clock closedown on the Monday, according to the Standard report, 
‘5,000 police, almost 600 in full riot gear with shields, and some police on horseback, fought running 
battles with pockets of revellers after trouble was sparked in the All Saints Road area. Within seconds they 
had to retreat under a hail of bottles and flower pots. Uniformed officers battled in vain to contain the 
trouble, drafting in riot police who sealed off a section of Lancaster Road. But they came under attack from 
two directions as youths in All Saints Road and Westbourne Park Road began hurling missiles.’  
 
As Paris celebrated the 200th anniversary of the French revolution, the 1989 London insurrection was 
swiftly suppressed. Through the night Notting Hill was lit by crane-mounted floodlights and helicopter 
searchlights, as 400 arrests were made in the clean up operation. The Private Eye ’89 Carnival report 
joked that ‘the world’s largest police festival passed off without serious incident last night. Even though the 
weather was overcast, it did not dampen the spirits of the quarter of a million Metropolitan policemen who 
turned out in their traditional fancy dress of tin hats and riot gear. As helicopters roared overhead, the 
‘boys in blue’ danced with each other in the streets until the early hours, watched only by a ‘token force’ of 
Rastafarians.’  
 



 
Carnival chair Claire Holder/Subterania 
 
Under the Westway at the end of the 80s, in the third re-launch of Acklam Hall, the formerly indie Bay 63 
was transformed into the ‘minimalist state-of-the-art style’ Subterania nightclub, by the renowned rock 
promoter Vince Power from the Mean Fiddler in Harlesden. Subterania opened, still supposedly as a local 
community venue, with gigs by rock and reggae acts such as Gaye Bykers on Acid, Spacemen 3, the 
Butthole Surfers, the Men They Couldn’t Hang, Nitzer Ebb, Bad Brains, African Headcharge, Noah House 
of Dread, Primal Scream, the acid-house Shamen with the producer Paul Oakenfold, World Domination 
Enterprises again, Rough Trade’s Shellyann Orphan, Jonathan ‘Roadrunner’ Richman, and Hank 
Wangford of Electric cinema hippy previous. Like the 70s, the 80s concluded with a Christmas residency 
by Mick Jones of the Clash, who was by then on to the punky acidhouse party version of Big Audio 
Dynamite.  
 
In another JG Ballard Westway link, the first Subterania club night called Crash was described in City 
Limits as dance music autogeddon: ‘Busy as hell and twice as kickin’, is this li’l ole raverie in west London, 
so make sure you get there early, lest all you clubbing millions disturb the local residents. Once there, 
you’ll find a heaving plethora of live and sampled music from jockeyin’ hosts Jo Hagan and guests. 
Tonight ex-members of the (Bristol Pop Group related) Wild Bunch Dommy Tee and Grantley spin live.’ 
Subterania inevitably became more of a regular nightclub in the 90s with little connection to the local 
community apart from complaints and demonstrations against it. Along the Westway on Ladbroke Grove, 
Brett Anderson formed Suede in his flat by the station, with Bernard Butler and Justine Frischmann (who 
went on to Elastica and Damon Albarn of Blur). 
 
At the end of the 80s, Wendy James of Transvision Vamp held court in the Warwick Castle with their 
second album ‘Velveteen’ at number 1 and Wendy herself the first Portobello pop pin-up since Marc 
Bolan. Yet Andy Gill’s Independent review wasn’t so much unfavourable as the final epitaph of the Grove 
rock scene. It can be argued that Transvision Vamp were the most successful local group, with top ten hits 
and million selling albums, but they fared less well than Sigue Sigue Sputnik/anyone in the press. 
Although they were as successful, original and local as any Portobello pop product, as Andy Gill put the 
case against, ‘Transvision Vamp are such a crass construct, from their tick-the-boxes apportioning of 
images (skinhead drummer, rocker bassist, long-hair guitarist, blonde bimbo vocalist) to their similarly 
jerry-built songs (‘Born to be Sold’ indeed).’ Gill concluded that ‘TV are little more than a series of 
references to pop culture icons sewn together with vaguely memorable stitches from rock’s rich tapestry.’ 
(But, hey, what isn’t? Ed)  
 
Transvision Vamp was originally a DIY cyber-punk sci-fi soundtrack tape by Wendy James and Nick 
Christian Sayer, available from Rough Trade and Ignition in the mid 80s. On the Wendy website she 
describes Ladbroke Grove as a ‘spiritual powerpoint’ with an ‘accommodating dole office’, and recalls 
initially recruiting the bassist and drummer, Dave Parsons and Tex Axile, to spray Transvision Vamp 
graffiti around the area. (Tex Axile’s punk band the Outpatients had a residency at the Harrow Road 
Windsor Castle.) The group posed under Trellick Tower, soaked up the Bohemian atmosphere in the 



Warwick and Finch’s, and got the ‘W11 Blues’, with Wendy ‘walking down the line, heading for the Grove.’ 
After echoing the Clash and Hawkwind in encounters with police and thieves, she ‘strode on down the line 
to Grove… left out of All Saints across Portobello Road, underneath the Westway and into Ladbroke 
Grove, up two flights of stairs into a darkened hall.’ Rounding off the night, after Neneh Cherry and Tone 
Loc shoutouts, her flat is raided by the police.  
 

 
 
On the particularly derided Wendy James solo album, ‘Now Ain’t the Time for Your Tears’ (the Vamp 
slayer Andy Gill disagreed), the track ‘London’s Brilliant (in the rain)’ contains the Elvis Costello line, ‘still 
digging up the bones of Strummer and Jones.’ Summing up the Last Gang in Town legend of the Clash, 
Marcus Gray described the Wendy/Elvis song as ‘a celebration-cum-satire of the people who, like Wendy 
herself, have flocked to the Ladbroke Grove area over the years in pursuit of the Clash myth.’ In the 90s, 
as Elvis Costello covered Charles Aznavour’s ‘She’ in Notting Hill the movie, the front door of Tex Axile’s 
former abode on Westbourne Park Road, opposite the Warwick, took the starring role. The Transvision 
Vamp bassist Dave Parsons became bigger than Oasis in the States as part of Bush (the Brit grunge 
group named after Shepherd’s Bush). Wendy was dubbed the ‘Imelda Marcos of Portobello Road’ by the 
Standard, in an article about Mario’s cobblers on Talbot Road. This is the way the Sound of the Westway 
story of Grove rock ends, not with a bang, with Wendy.  
 
The pop history pub crawl of Notting Hill in the 80s concludes in the Golden Cross (now Shannon’s Market 
Bar) at 240 Portobello Road, on the corner of Lancaster Road, with Martin Amis getting an equally well 
deserved kicking from the critics for his posh post-modern novel London Fields. Back in pub reality, as the 
Golden Cross, number 240 was a traditional market local already renowned before Amis as the site of 
Aswad’s classic Portobello pop pose, the venue of prag VEC interviews and alternative comedy turns by 
Keith Allen upstairs. But it will now be primarily remembered as the inspiration of ‘The Black Cross’, the 
unsavoury local of the market trader anti-hero ‘Keith Talent’ in London Fields. In turn Martin Amis’s second 
novel in his Notting Hill trilogy, between Money and The Information, inspired Blur’s ‘Parklife’ album. 
Meanwhile, the dodgy old boozer was converted into the designer-gothic or retro-creole Market Bar, ‘the 
first of London’s new Bohemian bars’ – more or less the opposite of what Amis imagined in his millennial 
tale of literary toffs, market white trash and media femme fatality.  
 
‘The first time Guy entered the Black Cross he was a man pushing through the back door of his fear… He 
survived. He lived. The place was ruined and innocuous in its northern light: a clutch of dudes and Rastas 
playing pool over the damp swipe of the baize, the pewtery sickliness of the whites (they looked like war 
footage), the twittering fruit-machines, the fuming pie-warmer… Only one real fight so far. An incredible 
flurry of fists and nuttings; it ended with Keith carefully kicking selected areas of a fallen figure wedged into 
the doorway to the Gents; Keith then returned to the bar, took a pull of beer, and returned to kick some 
more.’ When London Fields came out, in the media ‘the Black Cross’ was mistakenly assumed to be 
based on the Warwick Castle; the successor of the Golden Cross as the market local. As Shannon’s the 
Market Bar has recently lost its Bohemian funk appeal and become a regular tourist pub. 
 



 
 
Amis also featured Trellick Tower, where the local anti-hero Keith Talent lived, predictably enough; 
Chesterton Road, where Keith Talent’s mother and Amis himself once lived; Lansdowne Crescent, which 
hosted the abode of the slumming toff character Guy Clinch, making an obvious death of Hendrix 
reference; ‘the streets cafes of Golborne Road’; the betting shop on Portobello Road opposite Tesco’s, 
which he called Mecca, as the main hangout of Keith Talent (recently in the news as the scene of David 
Cameron’s bike theft); ‘the Golgotha’ drinking club, which must be the Globe on Talbot Road; the 
Ladbroke Grove Costcutter supermarket; and the Tavistock Road/All Saints Road corner shop Nagys’, 
which is burgled by Keith Talent (closed ever since). Martin Amis wrote London Fields at his Notting Hill 
study house, further up Tavistock Road (in Westminster), while his main residence was in Holland Park. 
For his London Fields promo photo, he posed by the entrance to Ladbroke Grove station under the railway 
bridge by a Socialist Worker ‘Environment in Crisis’ poster.  
 
London Fields doesn’t have anything to do with the London Fields area of Hackney; the title could be 
interpreted as a reference to Notting Hill’s mixed urban/rural origin, but it’s apparently meant to refer to 
force-fields/killing fields. An entry in ‘The Martin Amis diary’ in Private Eye explained: ‘I have been called 
the poet of the nuclear under-class. Though my own background was ‘privileged’, I have tramped the low-
life of Notting Hill and South Kensington in my ‘foot-socks’ (shoes) for minutes on end, even dropping into 
pubs and coffee-bars and ‘rug-rethink-parlours’ (that’s barbers to you) with a mission to capture the 
authentic jungle-language of urban decay. So when the gourmandising Jeff T Fatface eats a Farty-
Wankburger in the Shag’n’Piss Diner in the third chapter of my last novel but one, A Concerned Warning 
to the Planet (1983), then burps and says: “Crikey, mate, jolly tasty, ‘ave one on me, me old hearty, innit 
as such, gor bless yer guv,” you can be sure that this is the dialogue of today, visionary, disturbing and 
chillingly true.’ For some time now London Fields has been about to be filmed by David Cronenberg. 
 
There goes the neighbourhood. The Independent’s Shiela Hayman mourned ‘the death of Portobello’s 
sociological soup and the rise of pseudo-cobbles’; laid along the former riot zone stretch between the 
Market Bar and the Westway with ‘an early morning diligence that only the gleam of big money could 
inspire.’ This attempt to create a Bedknobs and Broomsticks-style market ‘pedestrianised knick-knack 
zone’, also featuring brass Victorian-style street lamps and bollards, was an expensive failure. The cobble 
stones proved to be impractical and had to be dug up. In the Times Elizabeth Grice described the North 
Kensington area as still ‘one of the most deprived in Britain – beset by overcrowding, poverty, bed-sit 
squalor and double the unemployment rate of the southern end.’ After contrasting the north ‘inner city task 
force police target-hardening’ area with the affluent south, she called the Colville ward ‘a much disputed 
territory of creeping yuppification where one-bedroomed flats now start at £75,000.’ 
 
As the 80s ended with Martin Amis’s London Fields, on the 30th anniversary of Colin MacInnes’s Absolute 
Beginners George Melly wrote in the Guardian in Chestertonesque defence of North Kensington. The 
author of Revolt into Style and surrealist jazz singer was a neighbour of Amis, off Chesterton Road on St 
Lawrence Terrace at the north end of Portobello Road. The pop Napoleon of Notting Hill felt that ‘so 
resilient and diverse is the district that it has, at any rate up until now, absorbed without compromise the 
rash of art galleries and the temporary influx of many grand and beautiful girls living it up for a space 
before making a good marriage and retiring to Wiltshire. For me W10 retains everything I found attractive 
in the London of 40 years ago. I seldom leave it except to work or keep an appointment.’  
 



However, Michael Moorcock reckoned gentrification started when George Melly moved in, in the early 
70s, before the Carnival riots even, and pretty much blamed him for it. At the time of his Mother London 
book, the former literary Hawklord of the manor (who lived on Colville Terrace but was by then residing in 
Texas) told Time Out: “In the 60s there was a genuine community feeling but it didn’t last. George Melly 
moved there, Francis Wyndham moved there and their posh friends would come and visit them. Within a 
couple of years they’d taken over.”  
 

 
All Saints Road police raid 1989 
 
 


