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Life and Labour of the People of London map by Charl es Booth 1889-1902 
 



‘One vivid contrast hung in his mind symbolical. On the one hand were the coalies of the Westbourne Park 
yards, on strike and gaunt and hungry, children begging in the black slush, and starving loungers outside 
a soup kitchen; and on the other, Westbourne Grove, two streets further, a blazing array of crowded 
shops, a stirring traffic of cabs and carriages, and such a spate of spending that a tired student in leaky 
boots and graceless clothes hurrying home was continually impeded in the whirl of skirts and parcels and 
sweetly pretty womanliness.’ HG Wells Love and Mr Lewisham 1900 
 

 
A typical scene in the Potteries district/Bangor Stre et 1900s 
 
1901 When Kensington was made a royal borough by Edward VII, in honour of his to the manor born 
mother, part of it was described as a ‘criminal and irreclaimable area’ inhabited by ‘vicious, semi-criminal 
people.’ On the class colour-coded map of Charles Booth’s Life and Labour of the People of London 
survey, the Notting Dale ‘Special Area’ streets (Bangor, Crescent, Kenley and St Katherine’s) stand out in 
lowest class/criminal black with a very poor blue buffer zone, of Pottery Lane, Portland Road, the Potteries 
and Talbot Grove, blocking off the ghetto from the well-to-do orange and wealthy yellow hill. As the 
London County Council found little difference in the child mortality rates of the new Notting Dale slum area 
and the old Potteries, it was estimated that 67% of the 14,000 population of the Special Area had just 
enough income for ‘mere physical efficiency.’ However, as a ‘lay witness’ told Charles Booth’s researcher, 
“there is generally money going; it is the way of spending it that is amiss.” A report in the ‘London Life’ 
drinking section of Life and Labour detailed a typical night out in the Dale: 
 
‘Up St Clement’s Road, many children about; along Crescent Street, the beerhouse at the corner full; 
more women than men inside; much talking but no drunkenness; hatless women, with white aprons, rough 
hair and bare arms, and with shawls round their shoulders. As they met the cold air coming out, two of 
them seemed at first to realise that they had taken too much, and clutched at one another’s shawls for 
support. Many women in the beerhouse in Crescent Street, and in those at either end of Bangor Street 
(the Dolphin and the Garibaldi). Men here were coming home full, sullen, solitary, addressed by no one 
and speaking to no one. At St Ann’s Road and Latimer Road the first brawl, between a man and a woman 
– both drunk, but kept apart and sent home with great tact by a policeman; the man would have gone 
quietly, but the woman would persist in calling him names. In St Ann’s Road three young women of 
laundry type, singing, arm-in-arm, reeling, noisily drunk; one with a small baby in her arms. Then into 
Norland Road, another woman drunk and noisy and a few men equally drunk, but quiet, lurching 
homewards; one woman, in a drunken torpor, sitting on the pavement propped against the wall. In this 
road there were shops and a few costers, but no demand except for winkles.’ 
 
Every suburb of London had notorious slum areas but time and again Notting Dale was cited as the worst. 
In Life and Labour Charles Booth noted that ‘here we find poverty of as deep and dark a type as anywhere 
in London; nearly 9% of A, over 14% of B, and 47% of C and D form a record hardly to be exceeded 
anywhere… It is certain that now tramps arriving (in London) make this a halting place. The streets round 
about the large board school show solid poverty, and two of them Bangor Street and St Katherine’s Road 
have a bad character.’ After the railway boom Notting Dale had become less transient and more close-
knit, while the employment prospects remained as grim as ever. As factory, railway and omnibus work (in 
the Gorham Place depot) replaced pigkeeping, brickmaking, navvying and hand-laundering as the main 
forms of local employment, other ‘professions of a less reputable character’ continued to thrive.  
 
In Bygone Days ‘many manage to earn a livelihood as costermongers, rag and bone men, street hawkers, 
flower sellers and ice-cream men. To this list must be added professional cadgers, thieves, corner-men.’ A 
local speciality was dressing up as mourners with hired-out children for added pathos. Florence Gladstone 



recounted the story of a curate who encountered a Dale local with a group of children and said, “Why, 
Jones, you have got all your children of one size.” The man checked the children and replied, “Lor’ bless 
me, so I have, sir. I must go back and change some of them.” In Agnes Alexander’s Some Kensington 
Problems, ‘from the cradle to the grave the inhabitants rely first on the ever-ready gifts of the rich… and 
secondly, on the never-failing assistance of the Poor Law.’ 
 

 
Kenley Street 1904/Notting Dale pub pugilist 1911 
 
‘The Potteries district consists of 14 streets, which contain that number of public houses. Our picture 
shows a local pugilist, whose body is tattooed from head to waist, about to display his particular art.’ In the 
Potter’s Field London City Mission Magazine 1911. At the start of the 20th century there were estimated to 
be 23 common lodging houses in Notting Dale accommodating over 700 people, and a pub for every 25 
houses. Charles Booth despaired that, in spite of houses being registered and surprise visits to check on 
overcrowding, ‘at the end of it all the medical officer reports that the evil conditions continue, much 
overcrowding remains, and the locality is much the same as formerly when it was described as 
‘godforsaken as anything in London.’ The problem is now left to the Borough Council to solve.’  
 
1902 In the London City Mission Magazine Robert Lee reported rumours of anarchist activity in the area 
not amounting to much: ‘Some time ago there was a local body of Anarchists who met regularly in secret, 
but as far as I can find out, the meetings have been abandoned, and the members scattered. That there 
are odd ones holding socialistic and revolutionary doctrines I have not the least doubt, for I meet with them 
occasionally: but as to the majority of my people, I have been deeply touched, at times, to see how firmly-
rooted the King and Queen are in the affections of even the most depraved and violent.’ Florence 
Gladstone concluded that ‘bad housing and the inherited effects of alcoholism, improvidence and vice 
have tended to sap the vitality of the sons and daughters of the Dale.’ When the great Victorian housing 
reformer Octavia Hill came to the area in the early 20th century to manage the rent collections at five 
houses on St Katherine’s Road (now Wilsham Street) she found the inhabitants to be ‘among the shiftless, 
the pauperised, the unemployed and the almost unemployable.’  
 
1903 The local district nurses were reported ‘valiantly holding their own in spite of the disturbance caused 
by nightly brawls and the noisy and unsavoury Sunday markets’ on Bangor Street. 1904 The photograph 
of Kenley (formerly William) Street features a grim line up consisting of market barrows, a woman in a 
shawl, a workman, about a dozen children, a policeman and a lamppost. Two years later, as Labour 
gained control of its first ward in North Kensington, the first local social housing development was 
completed on Kenley Street; Seymour King’s Buildings (named after the Tory mayor, the first of the Royal 
Borough of Kensington). But the rents were set too high for most of the former inhabitants of the street, 
who were forced to move into more overcrowded accommodation. 
 
Thresher’s Buildings (now Place), on the site of the Potteries, was described by George Sims as ‘a double 
row of cottages with a paved way between them that seems to have been lifted bodily out of a Yorkshire 
mill town and dropped with their quaint outhouses on the confines of Kensington.’ Going Off the Track in 
London – in the Royal Borough of Kensington (first published in The Strand magazine in 1904 and as The 
Avernus of Kensington in St Clement’s parish magazine in 1911), George Sims wrote: ‘The sun shines 
brightly on the gay Kensington thoroughfare in which I meet my artist and prepare to wander off the track 
in a district which is held to be the wealthiest in the Empire…. A walk of a few minutes and we have left 
wealth and fashion behind us; the gay shops have vanished, the well-dressed people have disappeared 
as if by magic. The mansions and the villas have given place to the long streets of grey, weather-beaten, 



two and three story houses, in which the local industry writes itself large in white letters. Here we are in 
Notting Dale and in the heart of Laundry Land…’ (See newsletter 13 for more Off the Track extracts) 
 

  
 
At the turn of the century GK Chesterton was inspired to write the local literary classic The Napoleon of 
Notting Hill by a row of shops in North Kensington. As he explained it in the ‘Nationalism and Notting Hill’ 
chapter of his autobiography: ‘I was one day wandering about the streets in part of North Kensington, 
telling myself stories of feudal sallies and sieges, in the manner of Walter Scott, and vaguely trying to 
apply them to the wilderness of bricks and mortar around me. I felt that London was already too large and 
loose a thing to be a city in the sense of a citadel. It seemed to me even larger and looser than the British 
Empire. And something irrationally arrested and pleased my eye about the look of one small block of little 
lighted shops, and I amused myself with the supposition that these alone were to be preserved and 
defended.’  
 
‘1984’  But Chesterton didn’t go to Notting Dale, or even very far into North Kensington, north of Holland 
Park Avenue. For his HG Wells futurology spoof, written during the Boer war, he went back in time to the 
Vere age of chivalry. As The Napoleon of Notting Hill is set 80 years in the future from 1904 – in 1984, it 
can also be read as a pretty accurate proto-Orwell satire; with the future turning out much the same as the 
past, only more farcical. ‘The people had cheated the prophets of the 20th century’, by losing interest in 
politics, and randomly selected the Bohemian joker Auberon Quin as king. His retro fashion ideas turn out 
to be closer to the real horror of 1984 than George Orwell’s prophecy. The first classic novel of Notting Hill 
as microcosm of London, Britain and the world revolves around Chesterton’s local patriotism revelation 
that a row of local shops should be defended from civic interference. Hence the literary Chesterton 
properties on ‘Pump Street’ came into existence between Clanricarde Gardens and Pembridge Square.  
 
In the local tradition of the Hippodrome path protest, Adam Wayne, the idealist Lord High Provost of 
Notting Hill, takes King Auberon seriously and defends the street against plans for a ‘corridor of trade’ 
between Westbourne Grove and Hammersmith. The Campden Hill waterworks tower on ‘Holy Mountain’ 
(alluding to the Whig historian Lord Macaulay’s Holly Lodge) becomes the focus of the local uprising. The 
Napoleon of Notting Hill character was inspired by the dandy cartoonist Max Beerbohm. The King 
Auberon character makes a Shakespearean link with Aubrey de Vere, the first lord of the manor of 
Kensington. North Kensington is still a separate uneventful entity inhabited by clerks. After a fairytale 
battle (more of a riot really) at the beginning of Portobello Road, Notting Hill prophetically wins the war but 
is changed for the worse and loses the final battle to the rest of London.  
 
Some selected psychogeographical highlights of The Napoleon of Notting Hill: ‘The interview which was 
promised him with the Provost of North Kensington he anticipated with a particular pleasure, for he never 
really enjoyed the full richness of the medieval garments unless the people compelled to wear them were 
angry and business-like. Mr Buck was both. At the king’s command the door of the audience-chamber was 
thrown open and a herald appeared in the purple colours of Mr Buck’s commonwealth emblazoned with 
the Great Eagle which the king had attributed to North Kensington, in vague reminiscence of Russia, for 
he always regarded North Kensington as some kind of semi-arctic neighbourhood. The herald announced 
that the provost of that city desired audience of the king. “From North Kensington?” said the king, rising 
graciously, “What news does he bring from that land of high hills and fair women?”… 
 
‘Enter a lunatic: The King of the Fairies, who was, it is presumed, the godfather of King Auberon, must 
have been very favourable on this particular day to his fantastic godchild, for with the entrance of the 



guard of the Provost of Notting Hill there was a certain more or less inexplicable addition to his delight… 
these Notting Hill halberdiers in their red tunics belted with gold had the air rather of an absurd gravity. 
They seemed, so to speak, to be taking part in the joke… They carried a yellow banner with a great red 
lion named by the king as the Notting Hill emblem, after a small public-house in the neighbourhood, which 
he once frequented... King Auberon dropped the hand and stood without stirring, thunderstruck. “My god 
in heaven!” he said, “Is it true that there is within the four seas of Britain a man who takes Notting Hill 
seriously?”… “And I suppose” said the king, “that it never crossed your mind that anyone ever thought that 
the idea of a Notting Hill idealism was – er – slightly – slightly ridiculous… Don’t you really think the sacred 
Notting Hill at all absurd?” “Absurd?” asked Wayne blankly. “Why should I?”… “Notting Hill” said the 
provost simply, “is a rise or high ground of the common earth, on which men have built houses to live in, in 
which they are born, fall in love, pray, marry and die. Why should I think it absurd?”… The king’s thoughts 
were in a kind of rout, he could not collect them. “It is generally felt to be a little funny,” he said vaguely… 
 
‘Wayne went on with a heightened colour, but in a lowered voice. “I know, I say, the temptations of so 
international, so universal a vision of wealth… If a narrow nationalism be the danger of the pastry-cook, 
who makes his own wares under his own heavens, no less is cosmopolitanism the danger of the grocer. 
But I come to you in the name of patriotism which no wanderings or enlightenments should ever wholly 
extinguish, and I ask you to remember Notting Hill. For, after all, in this cosmopolitan magnificence, she 
has played no small part… This city which made you, and thus made your fortunes, is threatened with 
war...” The grocer sat for some little while with dim eyes, and his mouth open, looking rather like a fish. 
Then he scratched the back of his head, and said nothing…“You seem”, said Wayne, “to be interested in 
military matters.” “I am interested in nothing else”, said the toy-shopkeeper, simply. Wayne appeared 
convulsed with a singular suppressed excitement. “In that case”, he said, “I may approach you with an 
unusual degree of confidence. Touching the matter of the defence of Notting Hill, I…” “Defence of Notting 
Hill, sir. This way, sir”… “If it were attacked”, repeated Wayne, awed into an almost mechanical 
enunciation. “Mr Turnbull, it is attacked. Thank Heaven I am bringing to at least one human being the 
news that is at bottom the only good news to any son of Adam. Your life has not been useless. Your work 
has not been play. Now when the hair is already grey on your head, Turnbull, you shall have your youth. 
God has not destroyed it, he has only deferred it. Let us sit down here, and you shall explain to me this 
military map of Notting Hill. For you and I have to defend Notting Hill together.”… 
 

 
Portobello Road junction of Elgin Crescent/Colville T errace 1900s 
 
“Though the little streets were all deserted, which got a trifle on my nerves, as we got deeper and deeper 
into them, a thing began to happen that I couldn’t understand. Sometimes a long way ahead, three turns 
of corners ahead, as it were, there broke suddenly a sort of noise, clattering, and confused cries, and then 
stopped. Then, when it happened, something, I can’t describe, a kind of shake or stagger went down the 
line, as if the line were a live thing, whose head had been struck, or had been an electric cord. None of us 
knew why we were moving, but we moved and jostled. Then we recovered and went on through the little 
dirty streets, round corners, and up twisted ways. The little crooked streets began to give me a feeling I 
can’t explain, as if it were a dream. I felt as if things had lost their reason, and we should never get out of 
the maze. Odd to hear me talk like that, isn’t it? The streets were quite well-known streets, all down on the 
map. But the fact remains, I wasn’t afraid of something happening. I was afraid of nothing ever happening, 
nothing ever for all God’s eternity…  
 



“And then something did happen. Buck, it’s the solemn truth that nothing has ever happened to you in 
your life. Nothing has ever happened to me in my life… Nothing has ever happened,” repeated Barker, 
with a morbid obstinacy. “You don’t know what a thing happening means? You sit in your office expecting 
customers, and customers come; you walk in the street expecting friends, and friends meet you; you want 
a drink and get it; you feel inclined for a bet and make it. You expect either to win or lose, and you do 
either one or another. But things happening!… As we walked wearily round the corner, something 
happened. When something happens, it happens first, and you see it afterwards. It happens itself, and 
you have nothing to do with it. It proves a dreadful thing – that there are other things besides one’s self. I 
can only put it this way. We went round one turning, two turnings, three turnings, four turnings, five. Then I 
lifted myself slowly up from the gutter where I had been shot half senseless, and was beaten down again 
by living men crashing on top of me, and the world was full of roaring, and big men rolling about like 
ninepins.” Buck looked at his map with knitted brows. “Was that Portobello Road?” he asked. “Yes”, said 
Barker, “Yes, Portobello Road – I saw it afterwards: but, my God – what a place it was!”… 
 
“It is not from Wayne himself altogether that the evil comes”, answered Barker. “He, indeed, is now mostly 
wrapped in dreams, and sits with his old sword beside the fire. But Notting Hill is the tyrant your majesty. 
Its Council and its crowds have been so intoxicated by the spreading over the whole city of Wayne’s old 
ways and visions, that they try to meddle with every one, and civilise every one, and tell every one what is 
good for them…” “Notting Hill has fallen; Notting Hill has died. But that is not the tremendous issue. 
Notting Hill has lived.” “But if”, answered the other voice, “if what is achieved by all these efforts be only 
the common contentment of humanity, why do men so extravagantly toil and die in them? Has nothing 
been done by Notting Hill that any chance clump of farmers or clan of savages would not have done 
without it? What might have been done to Notting Hill if the world had been different may be a deep 
question; but there is a deeper. What could have happened to the world if Notting Hill had never been?” 
The other voice replied; “The same thing that would have happened to the world and all the starry systems 
if an apple-tree grew six apples instead of seven; something would have been eternally lost. There has 
never been anything in the world absolutely like Notting Hill. There will never be anything like it to the 
crack of doom. I cannot believe anything but that God loved it as he must surely love anything that is itself 
and unreplaceable. But even for that I do not care. If God, with all his blunders, hated it, I loved it.” 
 
In the intro poem to The Napoleon of Notting Hill, ‘To Hilaire Belloc’, GK Chesterton had a future vision of 
the Westway: ‘Far from your sunny uplands set I saw the dream; the streets I trod, the lit straight streets 
shot out and met the starry streets that point to God. This legend of an epic hour, a child I dreamed, and 
dream it still, under the great grey water-tower that strikes the stars on Campden Hill.’ As The Napoleon of 
Notting Hill was published JM Barrie’s Peter Pan play was first performed; with Peter going out of a 
window of 31 Kensington Park Gardens at the top of the hill, the house of the real-life ‘Darling’ family, the 
Llewellyn Davies’s, to ‘Neverland’. McDonald Gill’s Peter Pan Map of Kensington Gardens features elves 
and fairies strolling along the Flower Walk in the mythical Aubrey de Vere elf king of Kensington tradition.  
 
By 1904 GK Chesterton was living in Battersea and the next literary Napoleon of Notting Hill had arrived 
on the scene: Ford Madox Ford (originally Ford Herman Hueffer), the half-German grandson of the 
Chelsea Pre-Raphaelite painter Ford Madox Brown. As he completed The Soul of London, Ford thought of 
Campden Hill as ‘a high class Greenwich Village in which all the artists should be wealthy, refined, 
delicate and well-born. It was high in the air. In its almost country roads you met ladies all of whom wore 
sable coats – or at least sable stoles; and admirable children all bursting with health; and Whistler and 
Abbey and Henry James.’ Ford himself would make some of the hill’s best literary connections; first and 
foremost he brought along Joseph Conrad, as they were collaborating on the pirate novel Romance. 
Conrad first stayed with the Forsyte Saga Galsworthys at 4 Addison Road and later had his own place at 
number 99. Ford wrote of attempting to ‘run him through Nostromo energetically’ when he was living at 16 
Airlie Gardens. But, with the author of Heart of Darkness feeling more depressed than usual, he described 
the experience as ‘the most terrible period of Conrad’s life and of the writer’s.’ Ford also contributed 
anarchist research from his Rossetti cousins to The Secret Agent.  
 
In a Standard review of a recent Ford Madox Ford biography Peter Washington described his time as 
‘Notting Hill’s greatest period of sexual glory so far as a province of Bohemia, where artists starved on 
Ladbroke Grove and peers and poets kept their filles de joie on Campden Hill.’ Shortly after his arrival on 
the hill Ford renewed his Pre-Raphaelite link with the writer Violet Hunt at the Galsworthys’. This was as 
Violet was active in the Suffragette movement, involved with Somerset Maughan and Marguerite Radclyffe 
Hall, and moving into South Lodge, 80 Campden Hill Road (the former residence of the astronomer James 
South by his observatory gardens) – which would get Ford’s blue plaque.  
 



 
Ford Madox Ford/Wyndham Lewis/South Lodge Campden Hi ll Road 
 
1907 The assassination of the store boss William Whiteley on Westbourne Grove, by a man who claimed 
to be his illegitimate son, inspired Julian Fellowes’ 2001 upstairs downstairs whodunit Gosford Park.  
1908 At the time of the 1908 Olympics and the Great White City exhibition on the former Wood Lane 
farmland to the west of Notting Dale (see sport history section), Ford Madox Ford founded The English 
Review; the first great local magazine financial disaster; just up the road at 84 Holland Park Avenue. 
Under Ford’s Tory anarchist editorship the English Review surpassed the Holland House Edinburgh 
Review with a contributors list that included Chesterton, Conrad, Dostoyevsky, Thomas Hardy, Henry 
James, both of the Lawrences, WB Yeats, HG Wells and US President Taft.  
 
The English Review office next to Holland Park tube station, above a fishmonger and poulterer, had Ford 
Madox Brown paintings up the stairs and doubled as a poetry reading venue. Upstairs at 84 Holland Park 
Avenue Thomas Hardy acted as compere introducing the first up and coming writers of the 20th century, 
Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound, Katherine Mansfield, John Middleton Murry and Rebecca West of the New 
Freewoman Review. Violet Hunt became part of the English Review editorial staff through HG Wells, and 
embarked on the first local tabloid affair with Ford. As he represented literary Edwardian Kensington as a 
Teddy boy prototype in fur coat, glossy topper and tails, she was the classic proto-hippy Forsyte Saga 
Bohemian character. After the scandal broke with the headline ‘Novelist and his Wife – Mr Hueffer ordered 
to return’, Ford spent eight days in Brixton prison rather than go back to his wife Elsie. 
 
The English Review secretary Douglas Goldring noted that Ezra Pound and Wyndham Lewis ‘made no 
secret of their calling. Pound contrived to look every inch the poet, while I have never seen anybody so 
obviously a ‘genius’ as Wyndham Lewis.’ At this point the Lewis street style was Spanish or Russian 
‘alien’ anarchist, basically consisting of a big hat and scarf. Ezra Pound sported an Edwardian quiff and 
had more of a punk rock dress sense. Pound’s Canto LXXX from 1948 records his first tour of the hill with 
Ford Madox Ford, who he called ‘Forty Mad Dogs Whoofer’, acting as his guide. Pound lived by St Mary 
Abbots church in a Bohemian room at 10 Church Walk, which got his blue plaque in 2004, then at 5 
Holland Place Chambers. Ford and Violet Hunt’s South Lodge on Campden Hill Road duly became the 
headquarters of Lewis and Pound’s Vorticist art revolution prelude to World War 1; featuring Blast, Lewis’s 
Review of the Great British Vortex, clashes with the Italian Futurists, and proto-punk rock Vorticist clothes 
designed by Violet Hunt. 
 
Beyond the Bohemian stars of Campden Hill, as Ashley Barker put it in his Reassessment of Notting Hill 
(the postscript of the 1969 edition of Notting Hill in Bygone Days), ‘the Forsytes were, it is true, 
represented on Notting Hill, but only by the Nicholases in Ladbroke Grove, a spacious abode and a great 
bargain.’ The cartoonist Osbert Lancaster recalled Elgin Crescent as being in ‘the very acropolis of 
Edwardian sobriety.’ Lancaster’s childhood home, number 77, is said to be haunted by the ghost of 
Madame Blavatsky. His neighbours included Jawaharlal Nehru, the first prime minister of India and father 
of Indira Ghandi, who stayed at 60 Elgin Crescent in 1910 and 1912. The writers Katherine Mansfield and 
John Middleton Murry lived at 95 Elgin Crescent. The Bohemian classical writer Jane Harrison was known 
as ‘the Sappho of Colville Gardens’. Notting Hill’s recorded music links go back to the start of the industry 
with the Neapolitan tenor Enrique Caruso living at 20 Ladbroke Grove, while the radio inventor Guglielmo 
Marconi stayed at 71 Hereford Road off Westbourne Grove.  
 



1909 In the first local guidebook, The Interesting History of Portobello Road, Edward Woolf wrote: ‘Here 
one can see mechanic and artisan life in its best and truest form… the happy and sturdy husband with 
pipe in mouth, looking after his children, perhaps with one on his shoulder, whilst his better half is 
bargaining for the Sunday joint or resolving on the most toothsome trimmings.’ He chanced fate adding: 
‘Orderliness exists in the extreme, and a police charge in Portobello Road on a Saturday night is the rarest 
occurrence.’ 1910 Charles Marriot noted in Now: ‘Leafy Ladbroke has a peculiar completeness as a 
quarter’ that gave ‘a stronger impression of social stability than any other part of London’, and that the 
area was full of ‘solid men, the backbone of the country, upon which the greatness of England is founded.’  
 
1911 The Electric or Imperial Cinema opened on the site of the old timberyard at 191 Portobello Road. 
The building is thought to be the first purpose-built cinema in the country, but it seems to have started out 
as the Imperial Palace music hall. This was as a restaurant at Notting Hill Gate was converted into the 
Electric Palace Cinema (now the Gate) and there were two or three other Electric cinemas in Kensington. 
At the Coronet theatre (the other future Notting Hill Gate cinema), Edward VII’s mistress Lily Langtree 
appeared in The Degenerates. The Coronet is said to be haunted by the ghost of a cashier who jumped 
off the balcony after being caught stealing from the till. The Bijou/20th Century Theatre on Westbourne 
Grove was another Portobello cinema before reverting to a theatre in the 20s. The hall hosted the first 
performance of Oscar Wilde’s Salome, spiritualist meetings and gigs by the original Eurythmics 
performance art group. 
 
In the early 20th century the local street market of note wasn’t Portobello Road but the Bangor Street Rag 
Fair. The nearby Notting Dale Workhouse on Mary Place, on the site of the Avondale Park Gardens 
square, was by then renowned as ‘the cruellest in London’; the threat of being sent there was the Labour 
New Deal scheme of the day. From 1882 to 1904 this was the London-wide able-bodied test workhouse, 
where claimants were forced to work, stone-breaking and corn-grinding for 55 to 60 hours a week. On top 
of which attendance at restart interviews with a ‘mental instructor’ was compulsory and smoking was 
banned. According to the 1939 North Kensington Citizen newsletter, ‘the cruel prison discipline, with its 
task work and starvation diet, drove the inmates from its doors almost as soon as they had entered. These 
unhappy vagrants drifted into a number of common lodging houses which had sprung up in the streets of 
Rag Fair.’ Bangor, the most notorious, was referred to as ‘Jetsam Street’, ‘Do as you like Street’, and cited 
as a place where ‘no one left their door closed.’ Valerie Wilson, who lived on Bramley Road, told Notting 
Dale Urban Studies: “They used to threaten us – Don’t go up Rag Fair and the first thing we did when we 
got outside, we forgot all about it and went straight through Rag Fair. That was really like a film show, they 
used to hang old bits of clothing on the railings, the street would throng with people.”  
 

 
Bangor Street Rag Fair 1900s/The smile of the sinner s who glory in their shame 1911 
 
‘The smile of sinners who glory in their shame. The man wearing a light cap in the centre, who is reputed 
to be the biggest boozer in the Dale, and has spent 20 years in prison, has recently signed the Pledge. 
Note the jug and bottle in the hands of the women at the extreme left and right of the picture.’ In the 
Potter’s Field London City Mission Magazine 1911. As an example of local characters ‘who make the most 
of the notoriety of their surroundings’, and the Notting Hill slumming tradition, a Bangor Street urchin 
recounted some “hunderworld business” in which “the char-a-banc blokes bring the toffs to the end of the 
street. They pay six shillings and six pence a time, could you believe it? When the tic-tac man gives the 
word then father sloshes mother, she screams “Murder!” and I slosh father, then Ennis over the way 



sloshes his old girl and a free fight starts all around. Dad gives me a sprasy (six pence).” Young children 
also worked as matchbox sellers, shoe shiners and laundry collectors. In Guttersnipe Sam Shaw recalled 
his childhood on Bangor Street, being arrested for ‘selling matches and wandering’, and duly graduating to 
Industrial School. 
 
In sentencing a woman from the Dale to 14 days hard labour for begging, the exasperated magistrate Mr 
Denham was quoted in the Morning Advertiser as saying: “From what I see here, Bangor-street, Notting-
dale must be a place inhabited by beggars, disorderly women, and persons of that sort, who take out 
children in this way to get money. Case after case of this sort occurs here, and they give this address, or it 
turns out that they live there. They are Italian organgrinders, people with monkeys, dogs and birds, and 
ice-cream vendors. It is most awful the description of the way they are crowded in one room with the ice-
cream, etc. Here is a woman who says, “I don’t belong to this part. I belong to Bangor-street, Notting-dale. 
I come to the park to ply my calling.” Why should this part of London be made the place for the off-
scourings of Bangor-street, Notting-dale? If we have had one case like this, we have had 30 or 40 this 
year.’ 1913 Notting Dale women, as illustrated in the rather genteel sketch of a fight between Kate Kimber 
and Annie Strutton outside the Rugby Club on Walmer Road, were fondly remembered by the missionary 
CS Donald: ‘Some of them were tigresses when aroused, but they had a joie de vivre, hard as that life 
was, their high spirits were their natural condition, their unblushing sauce, tempestuous laughter, 
Rabelaisian jokes and ever readiness for a fight were a feature of our life.’  
 

 
A fight outside the Rugby Club on Walmer Road 1913 
 
1914-18 At the outbreak of World War 1, in the next Notting Hill riot the Electric Cinema on Portobello 
Road was attacked by an anti-German mob, who believed that the German cinema manager would signal 
to Zeppelins from the roof. (In spite of which the Electric stretch of Portobello has retained a German link 
with the bratwurst sausage stall across the road.) From one street in Notting Dale 150 men enlisted from 
50 houses. CS Donald wrote as their epitaph: ‘In all those battles and deeds, these boys from the Avernus 
played their gallant part.’ The Kensington regiment acquired a total death toll of 1,200, and thousands 
more wounded. GK Chesterton wrote in ‘The Rolling English Road’: ‘But walk with clearer eyes and ears 
this path that wandereth, and see undrugged in evening light the decent inn of the dead, for there is good 
news to hear and fine things to be seen before we go to Paradise by way of Kensal Green.’ 
 
On the home front the first local bomb fell on Arundel Gardens in 1917, and Francis Alexander recalled a 
shell dropped from a Zeppelin hitting Blechynden Street by Latimer Road station. According to Monica 
Dickens, anti-aircraft shell splinters were more dangerous than the Zeppelins. The Dennis brothers coach 
builders on Silchester Road constructed a horse-drawn ambulance, while the Talbot car works on Barlby 
Road came up with proto-tank armoured vehicles and airplane engines. The Barlby (formerly Edinburgh) 
Road car factory was built in 1903 as Clement Talbot Ltd by Charles Chetwynd-Talbot, the 20th Earl of 
Shrewsbury and Talbot. After originally importing French Clement cars, in 1905 production of the Talbot 
car began. In 1919 Clement Talbot was taken over by Darracq, who also acquired Sunbeam and became 
the Sunbeam-Talbot-Darracq group. In 1935 STD was taken over by the Rootes group and car production 
in North Kensington ended in 1938, although Talbot cars continued to be produced into the 50s. 
 
The Rugby Club on Walmer Road produced a succession of local boxing heroes such as Charlie ‘Kipper’ 
Allum, Arthur Goom, Alf Mancini and Digger Stanley. Charlie Allum was born in Notting Hill in 1876, the 
son of a cabman, and lived at 237 Lancaster Road. He joined the Rugby Club boxing section in 1896, and 
at the outbreak of the Boer War he enlisted in the Royal Fusiliers. In 1900 the Mirror of Life had ‘Charlie 
Allum, captain of Kensington amateur boxing club who boxes like a disguised professional, now left for 
South Africa with his regiment, the Royal Fusiliers, is one of the best amateurs of his weight 10 stone.’ He 



was at the siege of Ladysmith and the capture of Pretoria. Back in London, Charlie turned professional 
and in 1905 defeated Jack Kingsland to become the English middleweight champion.  
 
Sporting Life reported in 1908 that ‘Charlie Allum, who’s been on the retired list with an injured hand, is to 
have a benefit at the Blechynden Hall, Notting Hill.’ The picture from the Mirror of Life is captioned: 
‘Charlie Allum, the popular Notting Hill boxer who is down to meet Ted Nelson of Australia at the NSC.’ In 
1915 Sergeant Charles Allum went to France with the Royal Fusiliers. Charlie was killed in action on July 
21 1918 and awarded the military medal for bravery posthumously. He has no known grave but his name 
is on the World War 1 memorial in the cemetery at Ploegsteert in Belgium – known as ‘Plug Street’, near 
the trench turning nicknamed Hyde Park Corner.  
 

 
Charlie Allum Champion of England/Alf Mancini  
 
1919 Charlie Allum’s successor as local hero was Alf Mancini, known as ‘the gentleman boxer of Notting 
Dale’ though he came from lowly Italian ice-cream vendor stock. The most celebrated local sporting hero, 
Alf fought from 1919 to 1931 in over 200 professional bouts and was a close contender for the British 
welterweight title in 1928. His nephew Len Mancini described him as “the most renowned sportsman in 
Notting Hill” and “the best fighter of that era that never won a championship.” Alf’s parents, Giuseppe and 
Adollorata, settled in London in the late 19th century and lived above the Mancini ice-cream parlour-cafe at 
57 Bramley Road. The family ended up with 20 ice-cream barrows and had a popular stall outside the café 
in the summer. When their eldest son ‘Big Jo’ and his wife Carmella took over the café they recalled “it 
was full of thieves and villains.” There were also branches of the Mancini ice-cream business in Glasgow 
and Manchester, set up by ‘the Don’ Giuseppe’s brothers. As a sideline Adollorata was the model for the 
Queen Victoria statue at the Buckingham Palace end of the Mall, with a baby – none other than Alf, and 
‘Big Jo’ was the model for the blacksmith with a lion statue outside Buckingham Palace.  
 

 
The Mancini family 
 



DH Lawrence felt that the ‘spirit of old London’ was lost in the first world war as the city became ‘a vortex 
of broken passions, lusts, hopes, fears and horrors.’ After the war conceptually blasted the Vorticist art 
movement out of history and a couple of them literally, Wyndham Lewis returned from the front to continue 
Blasting and Bombardiering against the literary establishment from the hill; at first staying with Ford Madox 
Ford, as he was writing his World War 1 classic Parade’s End at 20 Campden Hill Gardens. Both of the 
great first world war poets, Wilfred Owen and Siegfried Sassoon, had post-war local connections. 
Sassoon wrote his Memoirs of a Foxhunting Man and Memoirs of an Infantry Officer at 23 Campden Hill 
Square, which was the 1890s residence of Peter Pan, Jack Llewelyn Davies. Wilfred Owen, of course, 
didn’t live on the hill because he wasn’t upper class or alive after the war; but he was first published 
posthumously in Edith Sitwell’s Wheels poetry magazine from Pembridge Mansions.  
 
After the Weekly Despatch described Wheels as ‘more a society event than a literary event’, Edith Sitwell 
wrote: ‘My dear sir, if you lived in Bayswater, as I do, you would realise how perfectly charming you have 
been.’ Along Westbourne Grove at the Garway Road medical practise AJ Cronin wrote The Citadel, The 
Stars Look Down and Country Doctor which became the TV series Doctor Finlay’s Casebook. Ezra Pound 
wrote his Hell Cantos by St Mary Abbots church off Kensington Church Street before quitting London for 
Paris; and only returned once, in 1965 for TS Eliot’s memorial service. In the 20s, while Ford Madox Ford 
was editing the Transatlantic Review in Paris, Wyndham Lewis lived off Notting Hill Gate at 61 Palace 
Gardens, which would get his blue plaque. Lewis, the most genuinely local writer, said he ‘never found it 
safe to live more than ten minutes away from Notting Hill Gate.’  
 
As the 1919 House and Town Planning Act was passed to provide ‘homes fit for heroes’, in Notting Hill the 
Wilsham Street Trust and the Improved Tenements Association combined as the Rowe Housing Trust, 
and Perec or Peter Rachman was born in Poland, the youngest son of a Jewish dentist. On Bangor Street 
war veteran street performers became a regular feature of the Rag Fair. Valerie Wilson recalled: “There 
was a group of men who came out the war, they were all ex-servicemen, big tall strong men, and they 
couldn’t get work so they formed this group and they dressed up like a fairy in a pantomime and made 
their faces up, hideous like white faces and red rouged cheeks and false curls, and they used to dance 
and people, children and grown-ups, formed a circle or square and people would throw a penny in.”  
 

 
The York 1926  
 
1920 Kensal New Town overtook Notting Dale as the most overcrowded slum of the area. Southam 
Street, by the Golborne Road Great Western Railway bridge, was inhabited by 2,500 people occupying 
140 tenement houses at an average of four or five families per house. Stephen Paget (Violet Hunt’s 
doctor) wrote in I Sometimes Think of the street’s basements, ‘where rheumatism, consumption and drink 
scribble their names on the dirty wallpaper.’ The cellars of Southam Street were renowned venues of 
bottle parties; according to MJ Cleary, on Saturday night policemen patrolled the street four abreast. 
Kensal was described as ‘much like other suburban slums’, with few remaining rural vestiges. The 
cottages and linen-drying grounds had made way for ‘poor shops, rows of uninteresting houses, factories 
and other trade premises.’ By then steam-laundries had replaced hand-laundering and ‘many of the 
women of Kensal, like their sisters of Notting Dale, have had to take to other employments.’  
 
1922 TS Eliot incorporated some of the industrial atmosphere of North Kensington into ‘The Fire Sermon’ 
section of ‘The Wasteland’, and also seems to prophesise the late 20th century political gerrymandering in 
the area by Dame Shirley Porter (see late 1980s chapter 16): ‘A rat crept softly through the vegetation, 
dragging its slimy belly on the bank while I was fishing in the dull canal, on a winter evening round behind 
the gas house, musing upon the king my brother’s wreck, and on the king my father’s death before him, 
white bodies naked on the low damp ground, and bones cast in a little low dry garret, rattled by the rat’s 
foot only, year to year, but at my back from time to time I hear the sound of horns and motors, which shall 
bring Sweeney to Mrs Porter in the spring. O the moon shone bright on Mrs Porter, and her daughter, they 
wash their feet in soda water.’ 



1924 As Notting Hill in Bygone Days was published, Florence Gladstone described the north end of 
Portobello Road as ‘peculiarly depressing.’ Of the local population, she quoted ‘a dweller of longstanding 
in Kensal Road’ confessing that ‘he could not fathom their ways, for people who live in degraded 
conditions become very deceptive and refuse to be interfered with.’ Florence added: ‘It is only through an 
intimate knowledge of the heroic lives passed in these uninspiring surroundings that any enthusiasm can 
be aroused. The lowest depths of untidiness are reached in some of these mews.’ Treverton Street, at the 
north end of Ladbroke Grove; where some Notting Dale ‘common lodging-house keepers, driven out by 
improvements’ had turned up; Lockton Street by Latimer Road station and Hanover Court/Talbot Grove 
south of Ladbroke Grove station were also noted in Bygone Days as the most undesirable local 
residences of the day.  
 
In conclusion on the ‘Guilt Garden’ of Notting Dale, the best that Florence Gladstone could say was ‘the 
special group of bad streets’ was a small area and ‘as bad as many of the conditions still are, there is a 
degree of comfort and of reasonable enjoyment in the lives of most of the inhabitants undreamed of two 
generations ago.’ A 1920s pamphlet on overcrowding in Kensington was more pessimistic in its prophecy 
that the ‘moral results of this herding together of human beings are deplorable, and it is little wondered at 
that such conditions breed discontent and worse in those who suffer them.’ Social housing campaigns by 
Tories, at the time of the first short-lived Labour government of Ramsay MacDonald, are commemorated 
in the local housing estates, Balfour of Burleigh on Ladbroke Grove and Henry Dickens Court in Notting 
Dale.  
 

 
The Garibaldi pub St Ann’s Road/Bangor Street featuri ng the original Steptoe far left 
 
1925 In the inter-war years market soapbox speakers, holding forth on housing and working conditions, 
became a feature of local life; along with the soup kitchens at the Venture Hall on the site of the Portobello 
Court estate and the Latymer Road Mission. ‘The Notting Dale hunger queue’ of 1925 was pictured 
outside the Daily Graphic’s free food kitchen on Latimer (now Freston) Road. The first North Kensington 
Labour MP Frank West began his political career speaking from a soapbox at Bangor Street Rag Fair after 
World War 1. As the popularity of his socialist sermons grew, at a corresponding rate to that of the flea 
market, he was dubbed ‘The Bishop of Rag Fair’ by the traders. Frank West’s Rag Fair to Rotten Row 
pamphlet condemned the wealth gap between the rich south and poor north of the royal borough, 
subsequently widened under a Labour government at the end of the century. 
 
1926 The year of the General Strike, the former Tory prime minister Arthur Balfour’s housing campaign 
resulted in the founding of Kensington Housing Trust, to re-house railway workers from Wornington Road. 
A 20s photograph of a Portobello market demonstration, at the junction of Tavistock Road and Basing 
Street, features banners of the North Kensington branch of the Street Traders Union and the Kensal 
Green Union of General Workers. According to the former Young Communist John Recordon in Going 
Down the Lane, the Portobello costermongers opposed the demos, not because they interfered with trade 
but due to most of them being Tories. 1927 Portobello market became official with licensed stalls and 
market inspectors. 1928 Florence Gladstone died four year after the publication of Notting Hill in Bygone 
Days aged 72. Florence’s brother in law was the first Labour prime minister Ramsay MacDonald but she is 
apparently not related to the Liberal leader William Gladstone. The hymn at her funeral at St John’s 
church on Ladbroke Grove was ‘All Saints who from their labours rest’. 
 
1929 The first purpose-built Kensington Housing Trust scheme, Crosfield House on Mary Place by the 
Potteries was opened by the Duchess of York (the future Queen Mother). Rose Gattland, who lived on 
Mary Place, recalled the rent collector ‘ladies’; the always smartly dressed Miss Dickens (apparently not 
Monica), who Rose’s grandmother nicknamed ‘Pop-about’ as she was always popping in and out of 
houses, and Miss Perrin who attempted to curtail the local habit of leaving front doors open. When the 
latter was due to call everyone would shut their front door and when she left all the doors were opened 



again. The totters’ cart yards off Mary Place, Marsh’s, Whitman’s and Bloomfield’s, consisted of two-up, 
two-down hovels; the poorest, Bloomfield’s, hosted the communal toilet. As the former market soapbox 
speaker Frank West became Labour MP for North Kensington, the Council ruled the Bangor Street Rag 
Fair undesirable and set about closing it down. Applications for licenses were refused and traders fined for 
contravening the Lord’s Day Observance act. Despite some resistance, the legendary local street market 
fizzled out in the 30s and the traders were displaced from Notting Dale to Portobello Road. 
 
By the 20s the Electric Cinema had become the Imperial again, as the venue lost its original fashionable 
appeal but found local popularity as ‘the Portobello Picture House’ or ‘the Bug Hole’ flea-pit; with 
‘tuppence ha’penny rush’ children’s shows and queues stretching round the block patrolled by beggars 
and buskers. At the Blenheim Crescent junction a barrel-organ played the tune of the day and the 
appearance of the hurdy-gurdy man with a monkey, and men dressed as women, would cause impromptu 
Bedknobs and Broomsticks-style Cockney knees-up carnivals. As recalled in Portobello: People, Past, 
Present, between the wars a busker group featuring saxophone, trumpet, cornet and banjo players had a 
street parade from the Sun In Splendour pub up to the Gas Works. There was also a piano player and 
singer in the back of a van, a concertina player touring the pubs, and ‘Silly Henry’, an early breakdancer 
with a proto-sound-system consisting of a gramophone in a pram. In another early 20th century Carnival 
influence, the streets of Ladbroke Grove were the scene of regular Catholic church processions. 
 
Monica Dickens (the daughter of the Tory councillor Henry and great-granddaughter of Charles who lived 
at 52 Chepstow Villas) recalled going down the lane in the 20s in her autobiography An Open Book: 
‘Imagination starts with raffish Portobello Road… Ever since memory the Portobello Road market has 
happened on Saturday mornings. In those early days when we ran down for a packet of sherbet, or 
walked in kilts and tams to the grocers with Fanny (her mother), it was still literally a flea market. All along 
the gutter rickety stalls and barrows were piled high with rags, torn jerseys, mismatched shoes, chipped 
china, bent tin trays, three-legged furniture and malfunctioning appliances from the early days of 
electricity.’ Monica’s 20s Portobello guide also featured the Cricketers pub round the corner from 52 
Chepstow Villas and the Lord Nelson on the corner of Denbigh Terrace. 
 
The Warwick Castle at 225 Portobello Road (now The Castle) 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 Westbourne Park Road junction. The 30s barman Ernest Bell recalled “the saloon had lino on the floor 
and beer was a halfpenny more expensive, the public, darts and busman’s were used almost exclusively 
by men and had sawdust on the floor.” The Warwick landlady in the early 30s, Violet Bell, Ernest’s mother, 
lost her license due to her criminal record from fighting with a friend outside the pub in the market. The 
most publicised Notting Hill crime of the 20s was the murder of Vera Webb, whose body was discovered 
in a driveway on Addison Road. A finger-stall bandage smelling of ammonia found nearby led detectives 
to a man who lived in the same house as the victim on Blenheim Crescent, as he worked in a laundry 
where ammonia was used and had recently cut his finger. But his guilt could not be proved and, although 
the police reputedly interviewed 18,000 people, no one was ever convicted of the crime. The Vera Webb 
case was echoed in the unsolved 1959 killing of Kelso Cochrane in Kensal also featuring a finger injury.  
 
According to the ‘Notting Hill Interzone’ issue of International Times from 1968, ‘in Powis Square in the 
1920s the first black members of the community settled’ amongst the existing multi-ethnic mix of Russian 
and Polish Jews, Irish and British migrants from ‘depressed areas’: ‘People who made their names folk 
myths; eccentrics, madmen, political radicals, poets and artists; Chicago Kate (who lived in Basing Road – 
now Street), the Englisher (a British born Jew), the Presser (the quiet communist theoretician), 
Schmooser, the best dancer in Notting Hill. Stallholders in Portobello Road for generations, many of them 
still represented; Rosie, an Irish woman who kept a vegetable stall and who spoke fluent Yiddish.’ There 
was a more ominous market update at the time in Notting Hill in Bygone Days of the end of the ‘utmost 
good fellowship’ between the old costermongers and the shopkeepers, ‘when the street traders are largely 
recruited from the neighbouring community of Jews.’ In Multi-racial North Kensington Helma Okin recalled 
that “anti-Semitism was rife but I can only remember verbal abuse.” 
 
After Jewish refugees from the Czarist pogroms in Russia and Poland began settling in Notting Hill in the 
late 19th century, the Notting Hill Synagogue was founded by Moses David at 206-8 Kensington Park 
Road, formerly the All Saints church hall. In the 20s it was estimated that over 600 Jewish families lived in 
the area, and the Kensington Park Road/Blenheim Crescent/Ladbroke Grove/Westbourne Park Road 
convent block was known as ‘Little Israel’ or ‘Jews’ Island’. There was a Jewish Lads’ Club next door to 
the synagogue and a Notting Hill Jewish writers group. At the Little Israel quarter’s height between the 
wars there were eight or nine kosher butchers and delicatessens on Kensington Park Road. Then the 
community began moving out west to Neasden, Willesden, Edgware and Stanmore. The synagogue 
survived World War 2 and Oswald Mosley’s fascist activities in the area but not 90s gentrification. In 1959 



Mosley’s Union Movement office was provocatively situated across the road and the synagogue was 
daubed with swastikas. Since 2000 the building has been a Montessori school without the star of Davids.  
 

 
 
Heading up the hill on the Portobello literary tour, past the Dickens family house on Chepstow Villas and 
through the Chesterton battle scene in The Napoleon of Notting Hill, we come to the star attraction: the 
George Orwell blue plaque house. The most popular political Blair, Eric, set out from 22 Portobello Road 
in the late 1920s to go Down and Out in Paris and London and become George Orwell. He had previously 
stayed at Notting Hill Gate in Mall Chambers (near the site of the 18th century Orbell Buildings) when he 
was at Eton from 1918 to ’21. Having spent five years in Burma as a military policeman, Eric/George met 
up with Ruth Pitter, a poet/potter friend from the Mall Chambers art scene, and inquired after a cheap 
lodging room. Thus Portobello Road acquired its most famous landmark when she put him on to a room 
next to her pottery shed at number 22 (then number 10).  
 
With the basic Bohemian essentials; described in The Unknown Orwell as a ‘room in Portobello Road, just 
enough money to live on, and all his time free’; Eric Blair began writing seriously. Apart from a landlady 
with aspidistra flying middle class pretensions, his time in Notting Hill doesn’t seem to have influenced his 
writing and none of the ‘cynical poems’ from his brief ‘Portobello period’ have survived. There is an 
unsubstantiated theory that the title of Orwell’s pub utopia article, ‘The Moon Under Water’, was influenced 
by the Sun In Splendour. However, it was on Portobello Road that George Orwell found his first great 
subject; through a combination of coming to terms with his privileged upbringing and imperialist police 
past, and the struggle to be a writer. After Ruth Pitter pointed him in the direction of prose writing, in the 
winter of 1927 he began going ‘down and out’ on a series of expeditions from Notting Hill into the East 
End (rather than Notting Dale where he probably wouldn’t have got away with it).  
 
In the tradition of Arabian Nights and Jack London’s People of the Abyss, Blair/Orwell dressed as a 
vagrant in Ruth Pitter’s pottery shed in Portobello Mews, and regularly reported back to her on how the 
experience was affecting his imperialist guilt. In the spring of 1928, the still pre-Orwell, Eric Blair left his 
room in Portobello Road for the last time to go to Paris. There he first stayed with his theatrical aunt, Nellie 
Limouzine Adam, another former Notting Hill resident. This was as Ford Madox Ford’s Parisian halcyon 
days with James Joyce, Ernest Hemingway and co came to an end. In other local Orwell links, in 1966 the 
underground hippy paper International Times had the typewriter he reputedly used for 1984; the Clash 
originally had a 1984 boiler-suited prole rebel image; and the third film version was financed by Virgin in 
the actual year, when the company was based in Vernon Yard at 119 Portobello Road. 
 
1930 The other side of Pembridge Square from George Orwell (the far-right from most perspectives), on 
Ossington Street Wyndham Lewis launched his satirical blitzkrieg on the Bloomsbury set, the Sitwells, art 
patrons, Jews, homosexuals, and all the other inhabitants of ‘millionaire Bohemia’, The Apes of God. In a 
pro-Napoleon/Hitler local link, this phone-book size volume of literary vitriol was published by the Arthur 
Press, of the Arthur Stores on Westbourne Grove, on the site of Bonaparte Mansions (later occupied by 
an Odeon cinema). Lewis followed up The Apes of God with a trip to Berlin shortly after the Nazis won a 
hundred seats in the Reichstag. He saw Goering and Goebbels, and Nazi versus communist street-
fighting, but continued to dismiss Hitler’s anti-Semitism as a propaganda phase he was going through. 
With the publication of his notorious Hitler book, Wyndham Lewis succeeded in alienating anybody he’d 
missed out in The Apes of God, and made matters worse by associating with Oswald Mosley. James 
Joyce told Harriet Weaver that Hitler “will soon have few admirers in Europe apart from your nieces (the 
Mitfords) and my nephews, Masters W Lewis and E Pound.”  



 
Latymer Mission Blechynden Street 1930s 
 
As Harrow Road Blackshirts were leafleting Kensington Park Road by the synagogue, Eric Blair took a 
break from the streetlife in a common lodging house on Windsor Street/Gardens, off Harrow Road by the 
Paddington Workhouse/Hospital. Windsor Gardens is also renowned as the address of another great local 
literary figure, Paddington Bear. James Joyce barely lived, by the sound of it, at 28 Campden Grove off 
Kensington Church Street, which he nicknamed ‘Campden Grave’. At the unveiling of his blue plaque in 
1994 Edna O’Brien declared, “James Joyce arrives as your living ghost in Kensington.” The Liberal prime 
minister David Lloyd George lived at 2 Addison Road, and the Lodge further along the road was occupied 
by Violet Van der Elst, the archetypal Notting Hill eccentric, self-made millionaire, hypnotist, composer, 
painter, aviator, occultist, campaigner against the death penalty, would be MP and compulsive litigant. 
 
1934 Chesterton Road in North Kensington (which isn’t named after GK) was the scene of a ghost bus 
scare following a fatal car crash. At the inquest it was suggested that the driver had swerved into a 
lamppost to avoid the phantom Number 7 of the out of commission General Omnibus Company. In Notting 
Hill and Holland Park Past Barbara Denny described the St Quintin estate, now renowned as the home of 
the Tory leader David Cameron, as having ‘the veneer if not the architecture of a Betjeman suburb with 
tennis and bowling clubs, and a thriving British Legion branch.’ Further north, Princess Alice House on 
Dalgarno Way was opened by Princess Alice to house 80 local slum families. 1935 TS Eliot’s Murder in 
the Cathedral play was first performed at the Mercury Theatre on Ladbroke Road, which doubled as the 
Russian Ballet Rambert school of dancing. Thorold Dickenson’s 1951 film The Secret People is a political 
drama set in 30s Notting Hill, starring Audrey Hepburn as a European refugee who becomes involved in a 
plot to bomb the dictator who murdered her father. 
 
1936 As Wyndham Lewis criticised ‘the spurious and sentimental expropriation of African culture’ by his 
old flame Nancy Cunard, he supported Mussolini’s Italian fascists’ invasion of Abyssinia (now Ethiopia). 
As Marcus Garvey’s wife Amy Ashwood Garvey founded the International African Friends of Abyssinia, 
Rastafarianism was founded in Jamaica and Michael de Freitas was born in Trinidad. At the beginning of 
the Abyssinian war there was local street fighting between communists based on Colville Terrace and 
fascists from Harrow Road, when the latter had a pro-Mussolini rally on Portobello Road at the junction of 
Blenheim Crescent and Kensington Park Road. Local communists including Bernard Collins and Bill Rowe 
continued fighting fascists as members of the International Brigade in the ensuing Spanish Civil War. 
 
After the collapse of Marcus Garvey’s Black Starliner Afro-utopia plans, the celebrated Black Power 
pioneer was reputedly one of the first West Indian residents of Powis Square (previously known as the 
‘Little India’ Asian quarter). Marcus Garvey died in 1940 in West Kensington and was buried at Kensal 
Green for 24 years; then he was re-interred in Kingston as Jamaica’s first national hero. Amy Ashwood 
Garvey went on to found the Ladbroke Grove African and Caribbean student hostel and women’s centre 
at 1 Bassett Road in the 50s. The earlier black local Marie Kamara, who was brought up on Blechynden 
Street and Cambridge Gardens in the 30s, recalled: “We were the only black family in our neighbourhood 
but I didn’t experience any problems. I had lots of friends, who were all white, and I wasn’t aware that I 
was different or black.” Helma Okin’s Multi-racial North Kensington reminiscence of the late 20s includes: 
“I can vividly recall only one dark-skinned girl called Olive who for some reason was immensely popular 
with children of all ages. She was a virtual Pied Piper of Notting Hill.” 
 
The 1930s Notting Hill Carnival, or the Princess Louise Hospital Carnival, consisted of a procession from 
the North Kensington hospital along Pangbourne Avenue, Latimer Road, Silchester Road and Clarendon 
Road, to Kensington Gardens. The 1934 Carnival, which seems to have had a Surrealist theme, featured 
a girl with traffic lights on her head, a Britannia with a Union Jack shield, a Scotsman, a Welsh milkmaid, a 
bellboy, a clown and a blacked up youth. Pictures of the last Notting Hill Princess Louise Hospital Carnival 



before the war feature a Mancini ice-cream stall on Silchester Road. Pam MacDonald recalled the late 30s 
Carnivals being opened by the musical film star Jessie Matthews, later of Mrs Dale’s Diary, and Mabel 
Constanduras, the radio star of the early soap opera Mrs Buggins.  
 

 
1930s Notting Hill Carnival 
 
When GK Chesterton died in 1936 his prophesy of a 20th century British Napoleon was coming to pass, as 
a suitably romantic nationalist farce. After narrowly failing to become the leader of the Labour party, Sir 
Oswald Mosley had formed the British Union of Fascists in 1932. The ludicrous but charismatic fascist 
leader’s attempt to march through the East End duly caused the battle of Cable Street with the 
communists and local Jewish community. At this point Wyndham Lewis, then aged 54 and living at Royal 
Oak, was taking his literary Enemy of the Stars persona to its natural conclusion, publishing pro-Mussolini 
‘peace pamphlets’. As Lewis painted his classic ‘Surrender of Barcelona’, he also sketched Mosley and 
contributed to the fascist paper the British Union Quarterly.  
 
At this most dubious stage in his career, Lewis moved to his most permanent address, 29a Kensington 
Gardens Studios at Notting Hill Gate – on the site of the pavement on the corner of Palace Gardens 
Terrace by the Czech embassy. When he moved in the London County Council received the go-ahead for 
the Notting Hill Gate road-widening scheme, which was duly held up by World War 2 until 1957, when the 
lives of both Lewis and the old Notting Hill High Street came to an end. In the wake of his Blasting and 
Bombardiering autobiography, Lewis visited Berlin again, and Warsaw where he saw the Jewish ghetto, 
and finally realised his mistake. In The Enemy Lewis biography, Jeffrey Meyers implies that when he 
settled at Notting Hill Gate, after undergoing various operations, he got out of his art fascist groove and 
attempted to make amends.  
 
As Wyndham Lewis painted his fellow hollow men TS Eliot and Ezra Pound, the latter was becoming far 
more dangerously involved with Italian fascism. The iconoclastic American poet, editor of ‘The Wasteland’, 
and inspiration of Vorticism and Rotting Hill, carried on supporting the fascists through the war and ended 
up in a Washington insane asylum, indicted for treason. The most politically correct of the old Holland 
Park school turned out to be the half German Ford Madox Ford, who was taking a left-wing anti-Nazi 
stance when he died in France in 1938. As the reign of the old king of Notting Hill Bohemia ended, the 
actual Bohemia country (in the Czech Republic) ceased to exist when it was annexed by Hitler. Meanwhile 
Lewis published The Jews – Are they Human? and The Hitler Cult, in which he was critical of anti-
Semitism, but this was too little, too late to save his reputation. Then the World War I hero compounded 
his mistake of mixing art fascism with politics by apparently deserting to Canada during World War 2. 
 
After George Orwell had set off from Portobello Road on his way to pay Homage to Catalonia in the 
Spanish Civil War, in the late 30s Spanish refugees settled in North Kensington and Bayswater, close to 
the Republican government in exile. Some were brought over by the Spanish priest at St Mary’s who was 
from Bilbao. After the second world war their numbers were swelled by more exiles from Franco and 
economic migrants from Andalusia and Galicia. Thus Portobello Road from Lancaster Road to Golborne 
Road became the Spanish quarter, between Garcias delicatessen at number 248 and the Galicia bar at 
323. The Spanish School at the former convent on the old Portobello farmland off Golborne Road was 
eventually bought for the local Spanish community by King Juan Carlos. 
 
On the 70th anniversary of the start of the Spanish Civil War, a memorial mosaic ‘Echoes of Spain 1936-
39’ was unveiled at the entrance to the Portobello Green Arcade under the Westway. As Eddie Adams 



reported, at the inauguration of the mosaic the International Brigade veteran Jack Jones (better known as 
a union leader) told the story of the local volunteers who went to Spain to fight the fascists and the 
refugees who came to Britain, including 4,000 Basque children on the boat Habana. He recalled how 
‘ordinary people had taken the lead in answering the call to defend democracy in Spain and, in a pivotal 
time in history, lead the fight to defeat fascism. Felicity Ashbee showed posters she had designed in the 
30s to raise aid for Spain. Manuel Moreno recounted how his father, at the age of 17, drove a Russian 
tank for the Republic and his mother came to England on the Habana. The children lived in 98 colonies 
around Britain assisted by the British people but not by the government.’ 
 

 
Wilsham Street George VI coronation street party 1937   
 
1937 Wilsham Street in the Notting Dale Special Area slum was the scene of a George VI coronation 
street tea party. Along Bramley Road Princess Alice opened the Kensington Housing Trust development 
Robinson House, which would accommodate 40 local slum families. According to KHT, one of the first 
Robinson House residents told them, “It’s so wonderful I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.” 1938 To the 
north 100 new flats were provided by KHT and the Gas Light and Coke Company in the gas-fuelled 
Kensal House at the end of Ladbroke Grove. By World War 2 Kensington Housing Trust was managing up 
to 400 homes and 2,000 tenancies in the area, with all women staff. In the next local crime case, police 
staked out 20 Royal Crescent off Holland Park Avenue to arrest Henry Williams, alias Edward Vicars and 
Richard West, the celebrity burglar known in the press as ‘Flannelfoot’. This was as the most notorious 
Notting Hill crime story of them all began. 
 
As Hitler occupied the Sudetenland in 1938, in the local news equivalent John Reginald Halliday Christie 
and his wife Ethel moved into the ground floor flat of 10 Rillington Place. The site of the street, now 
occupied by the Bartle Road driveway, is off St Mark’s Road alongside the Hammersmith and City 
overground tube line a few seconds out of Ladbroke Grove on the way to Shepherd’s Bush. Back then it 
was a classic railway slum, about as far downhill as you could get and still be in Notting Hill. In Ludovic 
Kennedy’s 10 Rillington Place book the old street is introduced as ‘a mean and shabby cul-de-sac’ of 
‘peeling paint and rotting stucco’, epitomising the dreary, grey urban mythology of the area in the mid 20th 
century. In Molly Lefebure’s Murder with a Difference description, everything was gritty and smelt of soot, 
the paint was flaking off ‘making scabrous patterns’, inside was ‘darkish, dirtyish and in need of 
decoration’; in particular she noted the grittiness of the net curtains.  
 

 
Sirdar Road 1930s   



Number 10 was the end house on the south side of the miniature three-storey terrace street, 
approximately on the site of a Bartle Road garden and part of the St Andrew’s Square gardens. As it was 
up against the cul-de-sac wall the area in front of the house became an impromptu children’s playground. 
The other side of the wall was the Bartle’s iron foundry chimney. Rillington Place wasn’t in the Talbot 
Grove slum extension of Notting Dale, but wasn’t quite respectable North Kensington which began the 
other side of the St Mark’s Road railway bridge. Like the house Christie himself was a bit above working 
class but wasn’t really respectable, although he appeared to be. He was born in 1898 in Halifax, in a 
building called Black Boy House, and had the usual strict religious upbringing of the time. He enlisted in 
1916 and seems to have suffered a combination of shellshock and mustard gas poisoning in World War 1. 
Back in Halifax he worked as a cinema projectionist and married Ethel. Then he became a postman and 
duly received his first prison sentence for stealing postal orders.  
 
After getting a 12 months sentence for extortion, Christie moved to London and was almost immediately 
run over by a car. Due to this accident his life is said to have taken on new meaning to him. Molly 
Lefebure saw it as a pivotal moment in his career: ‘Londoners could scarcely bear life if it were not for 
accidents. An ambulance bell clanging, a fire-engine bell clanging, the sensation of disaster: without these 
things their boredom would be insupportable. Reg Christie got knocked down by a motor-car. He had to 
have hospital treatment. And so a genuine interest was born in him: his health.’ As Christie became a 
confirmed hypochondriac his medical interest developed into a Jekyll and Hyde routine. By day he was a 
respectable, insignificant ledger clerk, while at night he pursued a shadow life as a pimp in the Battersea 
underworld. In 1927 Christie was sentenced to another nine months in prison for theft, followed by six 
months hard labour for hitting a prostitute with a cricket bat; then a further three months for stealing the 
car of a priest who befriended him. After that he persuaded Ethel to settle down with him in Notting Hill. 
 

 
Talbot Mews 1930s 
 
1939 As the Nazis invaded Poland, Vere Hodgson, the author of the Notting Hill war book Few Eggs and 
No Oranges (who was then living on Kensington Park Road), heard what she thought was the first air raid 
siren of the war: ‘I jumped out of bed, expecting to see the sky filled with German aeroplanes and bombs 
dropping fast upon us. That was to be – but not yet.’ Like her fellow local author Wyndham Lewis, Vere 
Hodgson had a pre-war fascist association; although hers wasn’t so incriminating, it was closer. As a 
teacher in 20s Italy one of her pupils had been Edda Mussolini, the daughter of Il Duce, who Vere met. 
Edda married Count Ciano, Mussolini’s foreign minister, and became known as ‘the most dangerous 
woman in Europe.’ Vere Hodgson’s own enthusiastic involvement in the war effort would lead to her being 
described as the embodiment of the British wartime spirit. 
 
In Poland, Peter Rachman, the Jewish man who was to cause worse damage to housing in Notting Hill 
than Hitler, had grown up to be a popular and sophisticated youth. Then the war came and everything 
changed. His parents almost certainly perished in a concentration camp, his brother was executed for 
being in the resistance and Rachman was conscripted into a road gang working on a highway to the 
Russian border, possibly after being in the resistance. At the outbreak of World War 2 in Notting Hill, local 
youths stood on guard outside the Mancini’s café at 57 Bramley Road as the windows of German and 
Italian businesses were smashed. In the light of subsequent events in Notting Dale in the 50s, this local 
community action can either be seen as remarkably anti-racist or typically pro-fascist. 
 
September 2  John Hughes recalled being taken to the evacuee reception area at Oxford Gardens School, 
carrying his gas mask and supplies for the journey to the west country; ‘people lined the roads leading to 
the railway stations and watched in grim silence as the children were led away.’ Most local evacuees in 
Operation Pied Piper seem to have returned to London as soon as possible, before the war ended, after 
having varying experiences of country life. Marie Kamara, who at first went to Winchester, remembered 



being the last child to be billeted apparently because she was black. Ken Smith from Elgin Crescent had 
good memories of staying on a farm and not having to go to church because he was Jewish; “by the same 
token I wasn’t so keen on going to synagogue either.” The safety-pinned label on the evacuee’s jacket 
reads: ‘John Smith, 126 Bramley Road, North Kensington W10 – Oxford Gardens School.’ In the Hargrave 
Hands evacuee picture the small bag in his hand is labelled: ‘B Biggs, family butcher, 69 Bramley Road.’ 
(See newsletters 4, 7 and 8 for more evacuees’ reminiscence) 
 

 
Evacuee at Paddington September 1939 by Hargrave Hands /North Kensington evacuees arriving in Wiltshire 
 
 


