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10 Rillington Place 1953 
 
1950 January 11  The 1950s, the Notting Hell decade, began with the trial of Timothy Evans for the 
murder of his wife and daughter at 10 Rillington Place – the first in a series of sensational local cases at 
the Old Bailey. Evans has since been, more or less definitely, established as the victim of a gross 
miscarriage of justice. But at the time it appeared obvious that he’d done it and was trying to put the blame 
on Christie. Or it was made to seem so by a combination of his shoddy defence, a fit-up prosecution, the 
prejudiced summing up of the judge, his own stupidity and the star performance of the chief prosecution 
witness, John Christie. After Christie played up his sprained back (probably the result of dragging Beryl 
Evans’s corpse down the stairs) to gain the jury’s sympathy, his ‘Hannibal Lecter’ style sucking habit 
enhanced his spurious war hero reputation, and his criminal record was dismissed as muckraking. Evans 
was duly found guilty and sentenced to hang. There was an appeal and a petition for a reprieve was sent 
to the home secretary Chuter Ede, but the sentence was upheld.  
 
March 9  Timothy Evans was executed at Pentonville prison. Ludovic Kennedy described him at the end 
accepting his fate like a pagan sacrificial victim. The Christies returned to 10 Rillington Place and had the 
house to themselves for a bit. The first floor tenant Mr Kitchener, who was in hospital at the time of the 
Evans murders, moved into an old people’s home. A staunch Tory former railway worker, Kitchener later 
said he was always suspicious of Christie and Evans as he thought they were communists. After the 
execution of Evans, Christie resumed his old Jekyll and Hyde routine. For two years he held down a day 
job as a haulage clerk in Shepherd’s Bush and Hampstead; helping with first-aid and refereeing football 
matches. At night he haunted Jean’s café and the Elgin pub on Ladbroke Grove. The Elgin landlord Sid 
Carthey recalled Christie acting like he was haunted by the ghost of Evans, “always looking around as 
though searching for something.” Meanwhile 10 Rillington Place found itself with a new landlord: Charles 
Brown, a Jamaican who had bought the property as a lodging-house for his incoming countrymen. 
Ironically, as they were seen as a collective crime problem, the new West Indian tenants would play a key 
role in solving the local crime of the century and apprehending Notting Hill’s most renowned criminal.  
 
1951 The year of the Festival of Britain The Lavender Hill Mob, Charles Crichton’s Oscar winning Ealing 
comedy classic, featured Notting Hill scenes. Two years after The Blue Lamp, the next great post-war car 
chase also concluded on Latimer (now Freston) Road. Following a police report of the radio-car stolen by 
Alec Guinness and Stanley Holloway heading along Portobello Road, the pursuing police cars converge in 
a pile-up at the junction of Freston Road and Bramley Road, outside the Bramley Arms (now part of the 
Chrysalis Building). The Lavender Hill Mob also includes Sid James of Carry On fame as a classic 
wideboy spiv.  
 



 
 
1952 In the early 50s Christie had a white riot of his own in the hallway of 10 Rillington Place, and made a 
series of complaints about overcrowding and prostitution on the top floor. At one point he went to the 
North Kensington Poor Man’s Lawyer Centre to get exclusive use of the garden, and Ethel Christie 
pressed assault charges over a hallway altercation with an upstairs tenant. As the Christies became early 
victims of (what became known as) the Rachmanite technique of evicting unwanted tenants by way of 
exuberant West Indians, his visits to the Colville Square surgery intensified. At this stage his Dr Odess file 
featured diarrhoea, insomnia and stomach pains. After he was prescribed pheno-barbitone, kaolin and 
belladonna, a psychiatrist suggested hospital treatment, but he said he couldn’t leave his wife alone with 
blacks in the house.  
 
As Molly Lefebure put it in Murder with a Difference, Christie ‘found the white man’s burden heavy.’ 
Ludovic Kennedy described his attitude towards race as Victorian, but thought his main concern was that 
‘they might discover things they shouldn’t.’ Then it seems that his anxiety over the ‘negro brothel’ upstairs 
combined with Ethel’s complaints about his impotence stirred his latent necrophile urges. December 6  
Christie handed in his notice at the haulage firm, saying he had a better job in Sheffield. December 12  
Ethel Christie was last seen alive at Maxwell Laundries on Walmer Road. December 14  Christie 
prevented the possibility of Ethel being ravished by a West Indian (which I’d say, looking at her 
photograph, was remote). He told one of the upstairs tenants, who he was apparently on speaking terms 
with, that she had gone to Birmingham. After leaving her corpse in their bed for a few days he concealed it 
under the floorboards and called in Mr Hookway the furniture dealer again. 
 
1953 January 5 Hookway found Christie arguing with the 10 Rillington Place landlord Charles Brown, and 
described his flat as “a real devil’s kitchen.” The salvageable furniture was duly removed, leaving the 
1980s crusty squat basics of a filthy mattress, a kitchen table, some rickety chairs including Christie’s 
‘strangling chair’ (a deckchair with rope strands instead of canvas), and the coast clear for his murderous 
finale. Early in the new year Christie went on a prostitute killing spree, first strangling Kathleen Maloney, 
who had taken part in his pornographic photography sideline, and then Rita Nelson, who he probably met 
in a café and offered an abortion. Another woman recalled Christie offering her his migraine cure in the 
Panda café on Westbourne Park Road. His last victim, Hectorina MacLennan, met her killer whilst signing 
on in Hammersmith. In his last phoney landlord role, Christie said he could accommodate her; but she 
turned up with her boyfriend and they stayed for a few days – until he got her on her own.  
 
March 20  Christie left 10 Rillington Place for the last time, having illegally sub-let his flat to a couple called 
Reilly, and booked into the Rowton House hostel in King’s Cross. He seems to have spent his last week of 
freedom drifting around the East End in the footsteps of his most notorious precursor, as he became 
known as ‘the Ripper of Rillington Place.’ As Christie was about to give birth to the late 20th century, the 
Murder Casebook ‘Ultimate Crime’ series set the scene for ‘Murder in Notting Hill Gate’: ‘With a new 
queen on the throne, and memories of the war fading, Britain was looking to the future in the spring of 
1953, but in a quiet London street the past was about to surface with a vengeance.’ 
 
March 23/4  Charles Brown discovered the Reillys in Christie’s old flat and evicted them. Then he let one 
of his upstairs tenants, the unrelated Beresford Brown, use the ground floor kitchen. After spring-cleaning 
in an attempt to do something about the smell, the West Indian tenant set about putting up a shelf for his 
radiogram (possibly with blues party ideas in mind). On finding a hollow wall, he peeled away the 
wallpaper to uncover a door. Investigating further, he shone a torch through a crack in the door thus 
illuminating a woman’s back. A few hours later, with all the forensics experts crammed into the kitchen, 
they began to clear out the closet. Photographs were taken at each stage as the bodies of Hectorina 



MacLennan, Rita Nelson and Kathleen Maloney were removed and taken off to the morgue. Then the 
police found body number four, Ethel, under the floorboards in the living room, and finally the remains of 
Ruth Fuerst and Muriel Eady in the garden – bringing the total house body count up to eight.  
 
As the revelations from ‘the Notting Hill House of Horrors’ overshadowed the death of Queen Mary on 
March 25, Christie sightings were reported in Bognor, Brindisi, Trowbridge, boarding a northbound coach, 
and back at Rillington Place. People were asked to look out for him in football crowds and suchlike. PC 
‘Nick’ Nixon recalled guard duty outside number 10 as the street became a tourist attraction, and being 
told the police joke: “We’ve just found a tallboy in the passage and an old geyser in the bathroom.” Mr 
McFadden at number 3 complained about being pestered at work for the latest score. As the Kensington 
Post called Rillington Place ‘Death Street W11’, Mrs McFadden organised a petition to get the street name 
changed to Ruston Close. 
 
March 31  After making a last token abortion offer to a woman on Pentonville Road, Christie’s 
psychogeographical journey came to an end on the embankment by Putney Bridge. A passing policeman 
saw him looking down and out, asked him to remove his hat – to confirm it was him by the sight of his by 
then famous bald dome head – and read him his rights. At first Christie gave his name as John 
Waddington of 35 Westbourne Grove. Earlier in the day police had descended on Westbourne Park Road 
following a report of him sleeping in the back of a van in Powis Mews. 
 

 
Rillington Place coronation party cake 1953/Rilling ton Place coronation street party June 2 1953  
 
June 4  The Kensington Post reported ‘Rillington Place Goes Gay in June’ for the Queen’s coronation, with 
kerbstones and lamp-posts painted red, white and blue. The coronation street party festivities, organised 
by Mr Woods of the Rillington Place Rainbow café, included a Punch and Judy show. In the run up to the 
coronation, another local controversy developed over the route of the Queen’s drive through North 
Kensington, which a Tory councillor opposed describing the area as unsuitable ‘no man’s land’. June 22-5  
Back at the Old Bailey, this time in the starring role as the king of Rotting Hill, Christie was said to 
engender more pity than hate. Like Haigh, he said he committed more murders in order to build up an 
insanity defence, but never admitted to the murder of the Evans baby.  
 
July 15  Like all the other leading characters in his story, Christie suffered death by asphyxiation. There 
was a crowd outside Pentonville for his execution, but this was due to traditional morbid curiosity rather 
than the human rights protest at the hanging of Derek Bentley earlier in the year (recounted in the 1991 
film Let Him Have It). Although no one had much of an argument for prolonging Christie’s existence, his 
case would lead to the abolition of the death penalty in Britain. The botched cover-up inquiry into the 
Rillington Place murders resulted in a campaign to prove the innocence of Timothy Evans, led by the 
future Labour leader Michael Foot and the Holland Park resident MP Tony Benn. Michael Eddowes’ book 
A Man On Your Conscience demolished the case against Evans, and Ludovic Kennedy’s 10 Rillington 
Place finished off the job. The address book instigated another inquiry which led to Evans receiving a 
posthumous free pardon in 1966. The terrace house matched Holland House for bringing about liberal law 
change when the death penalty was experimentally abolished in 1965 and scrapped altogether in 1970. 
 
10 Rillington Place was revisited by police in 1960 in its new incarnation as ‘Charlie Brown’s Celebrity 
Club’. This time officers found Christie’s ‘devil’s kitchen’, where he murdered his victims and concealed 
their bodies, transformed into a blues club with the closet acting as the bar. By then the street’s 
demographic profile had changed from mostly poor white to mostly poor black, and the door of number 10 
was painted an incongruous indigo. Mo Foster, who visited the house in the late 50s and wrote about the 
local scene in A Blues for Shindig, recalls Charlie Brown himself as ‘a landlord from hell.’ Christie’s 



Jamaican landlord was also the doorman at the Sunset club on Carnaby Street. When the 10 Rillington 
Place author Ludovic Kennedy once door-stepped the US president John F Kennedy for an interview, he’s 
said to have recognised him and remarked: “I’ve just read your book about Notting Hill Gate.” In the late 
60s ‘Remember Christie’ or ’Christie Lives’ graffiti appeared around the area as he became an anti-
establishment icon to the local Situationists.  
 

 
Rillington Place in the film  
 
In 1970 the 10 Rillington Place film adaptation of the Ludovic Kennedy book, by The Boston Strangler 
director Richard Fleischer, starred Richard Attenborough and John Hurt as Christie and Evans. The street 
appeared as itself and the interior scenes were shot in the house next door to number 10. Halliwell 
described it as an ‘agreeably seedy reconstruction.’ In the wake of the film Rillington Place was renamed 
Ruston Close, but more drastic measures were needed to eradicate Christie’s memory. Following reports 
of a macabre guided tour of the house in 1975, the old cul-de-sac street was demolished and replaced by 
the Bartle Road driveway (opposite the petrol station). The site of 10 Rillington Place is now occupied by a 
garden gap in the Bartle Road houses and part of the St Andrew’s Square gardens. Bartle Road is named 
after the old engineering works on the site of Wesley Square; incidentally Christie’s sister in law was a Mrs 
Bartle. Down the alley alongside the Hammersmith and City tube line, the De Freitas Motors garage 
features a ‘Body Repair Centre’ sign. 
 
As Rillington Place surpassed Bangor Street as the most notorious street of Notting Hill, the Henry 
Dickens Court estate was opened on the site of the Notting Dale slum by the Queen Mother and Charles 
Dickens’ grandson. Henry’s daughter, Monica Dickens reported on the occasion in her memoirs: ‘In the 
desperate need for housing after the war, he caused some good blocks of council flats to be built on the 
far side of the curving Lansdowne streets that once were a race course. The estate is called Henry 
Dickens Court. The buildings are named after characters from Charles Dickens, but they stand as a 
memorial to the industry of his grandson, hammering against the fearful odds of bureaucracy. When the 
Queen Mother came for the official dedication of the estate, Henry was on the platform with her in his fur-
lined alderman’s robe. Afterwards they had tea together in 4 Dombey House, with Mrs Langham pouring.’ 
 
1953/54 At the time of the Rillington Place revelations, letters to the Kensington Post complained about 
national press coverage in which the area was described as ‘Rotting Hill’, and refuted ‘allegations that 
Notting Hill is London’s crime black spot number 1 and is ridden with teenage gangs.’ The owners of the 
Gate all-night milk bar said the area was ‘no worse or better than any other.’ Regardless of youth culture 
trends and housing improvements, Notting Dale was rocking anyway. The old slum area had been in a 
riot-waiting-to-happen state for some time. Its notoriety, established a hundred years before in Charles 
Dickens’ Household Words as ‘a plague spot, scarcely equalled for insalubrity by any other in London’, 
was undiminished. However, the Dale was rivalled for insalubrity by Kensal New Town, the railway slum to 
the north, which had already hosted an anti-Irish race riot in the mid-19th century. In the 1950s both areas 
retained their rough reputations. 
 
Notting Dale was known as a ‘thieves’ kitchen’, ‘the haunt of every drunkard in England’, a police no-go 
area and virtual war zone. Anthony Richardson introduces the area in Nick of Notting Hill, as the real-life 
Dixon of Dock Green PC ‘Nick’ Nixon began his 50s beat: ‘With its drab and furtive streets and its lines of 
squat grey buildings similar to miners’ cottages, verging like so many London districts on to neighbouring 



areas of decorative and elegant buildings, this strange and sinister district was a world of its own, 
ferocious and futile at the same time, yet always beneath its grey secretive surface a delayed-action 
missile which might explode at any moment. At times Nick felt that the gritty pavements would dissolve 
into quicksands. There were few dull moments...’ Disregarding warnings that he would be entering police 
no man’s land ‘where anything can happen and usually does’, PC Nixon became ‘Nick of Notting Hill’ 
when he reported for duty at 101 Ladbroke Road in the mid-50s. His account of policing regular mini-riots, 
sieges and murder scenes acts as a postscript to 10 Rillington Place and prequel to Absolute Beginners.  
 

 
Henry Dickens Court opening 1953 
 
Nick explored Notting Dale after the pubs chucked out, ‘when drunkenness, violence and obscenity 
stalked the streets’, observing much the same scene as Charles Booth recorded at the turn of the century: 
‘It seemed that on every street corner brawls and quarrels were taking place. Here a group of white 
youngsters would be lounging against a wall gibing at coloured men passing by, and wolf-whistling the 
girls, who screeched their invitation in return; there two drunken men were supporting a third over a gutter-
drain as he vomited; not infrequently half-a-dozen men and lads were milling round one another sparring 
for an opening, while their womenfolk screamed encouragement; and always, in dark passages and 
recesses, girls and boys were locked in the embrace that needs no interpretation.’  
 
Once on night patrol along Westbourne Grove he came across six Irish men fighting and two more 
unconscious in the gutter. Nick waded in to split up the fight and was thanked by the largest Irish man. He 
said, “Then be good chaps and get off home”, the Irish men thanked him some more and then, as he went 
away, resumed the fight. Nick duly returned on the running-board of the Notting Hill station radio-car to 
arrest the men. After being fined 40 shillings one of the Irish men reputedly remarked that it had been a 
good night and cheap at the price. In his spare time Nick ran boxing clubs for the local kids, with ‘libido 
that could so easily be misdirected and boil up subconsciously in a society nearly as uninhibited as the 
animal world.’ The first was in the crypt of the Lancaster Road Methodist church (which also appears in 
The Blue Lamp car chase) – now a homeless centre under our office; then he took over the Quest youth 
club on Clarendon Road – now an old people’s club. Unfortunately his pioneering community police work 
only seems to have made them more enthusiastic fighters, in the years leading up to 1958.  
 
At the time of the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya, Nick was on duty at a dance in the Kensington Public 
Baths’ Argyll Hall, at the junction of Lancaster Road and Silchester Road, where there had already been 
fights between black and white youths at the weekly dance night. Local racial tension had increased 
following reports of Mau Mau murders and the dance promoter had hired extra security. But the bouncers 
disappeared when a scuffle broke out between ‘a Teddy boy white faction and a group of hot-headed 
coloured men’, over who collected their coats first. So it was left to Nick and the Jamaican boxer Lloyd 
Barnett, the one remaining bouncer, to prevent a race riot. Nick imagined a West Side Story style outcome 
to the stand-off involving flick-knives, bike-chains and knuckle-dusters, and likened the situation to ‘a 
petrol-soaked bonfire which merely needed a spark.’ This time the combined deterrent of Nick and Lloyd 
Barnett prevented a conflagration. Walking back up Lancaster Road afterwards, Nick recalled a group of 
drunk white men passing him and Barnett with one sniggering, “A copper with a dirty Mau Mau.”  
 



In Edward Pilkington’s Beyond the Mother Country: West Indians and the Notting Hill White Riots, the 
Notting Dale villains’ ‘mushroom clubs’ are recalled by PC Bob Davis as more violent than Irish shebeens 
or West Indian blues clubs: “They caused real disturbances, there were fights and god knows what going 
on till 4 or 5 in the morning, until we eventually got to grips with them. And I mean big trouble, not minor 
things. The crime we had round here then was a lot more violent than it is today. There were a lot more 
serious assaults; people with their legs shot off and axes in their heads and this kind of thing, night after 
night, after night.” Gilbert Kelland’s Crime in London memoir of policing the Wild West 11 area in the late 
50s is a little less serious. The CID chief wrote of ‘odd occasions when we had some anxiety about the 
possibility of violence when clubs were raided, though in the main good humour prevailed. One such was 
a notorious club at Notting Dale run by a local criminal named Bell, where it was not thought safe to 
attempt an inside observation by our undercover officers.  
 
‘During outside observation a man was seen to be thrown out of the house early one morning badly 
beaten up, and our watchers reported that they thought the doorman might have a gun. When a warrant 
had been obtained entry was secured by playing the old schoolboy game of ‘knock down ginger’, that is to 
knock on the door and run away. This worked because after two or three knockings the doorman, the 
proprietor’s teenage son, Sydney Bell, came outside and walked to the corner of the street to see who the 
prankster was. He was held and searched while the raiding party quickly entered the house and the 
drinking club, an adapted living room… As a result of a long-standing feud between the Bells and another 
local family named Smith, James David Smith was shot dead in the street. Ernest Bell, the former 
proprietor of the club, his three sons, Ernest, Sydney and Peter, and a neighbour, George Baker, were 
arrested and charged with the murder. Ernest Bell junior and George Baker were eventually convicted of 
manslaughter and sentenced to seven years and five years’ imprisonment respectively.’ For more on the 
Bells and local villains’ clubs see the Derek Jones interview in the Notting Hill 1958 section part 6. 
 

 
The Rugby Club on Walmer Road mid 50s  
 
1955 As Britain emerged from post-war austerity, working class youths found themselves no longer 
categorised as older children or young adults but as a new economic class – the teenager. The first British 
manifestation of youth culture, the Teddy boy, evolved from the wartime blackmarket spiv as a mixture of 
upper-class Edwardian and Wild West styles. The look – originated in Elephant and Castle in the early 50s 
– consisted of a quiff with greased back DA (duck’s arse) hairstyle, drape coat with velvet collar, bootlace 
tie, drainpipe trousers and brothel-creeper or winkle-picker shoes.  
 
The Teds’ Revolt into Style was summed up by George Melly as an economic development from the 
spivs; in that ‘they were not criminal in the old sense. They were not out for gain. On the whole, though, 
they were profoundly anti-social: the dark van of pop culture, dedicated to the giggle and kicks.’ Julien 
Temple, the director of Absolute Beginners, The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle and the Teenage 
documentary, eulogised the Teds in NME as “the heirs to the spivs… an epic breed… Byronic in their 
scope. Most of all they frightened the establishment. They were much bigger and more dissenting than 
rock’n’roll. They are a part of the despair of Britain after the hopes of the end of the war… they’re like 
something out of the Wild West, they were villains, but really they were epic in that context.”  
 
In the mid 50s youth culture was first defined in Hollywood by Marlon Brando in The Wild One and James 
Dean in Rebel Without a Cause as the archetypal teenager. Over here ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill 
Haley and his Comets caused cinema riots and rock’n’roll moral panic. The song first entered the British 
singles chart in 1955, and duly reached number one as it appeared in the juvenile delinquent film The 
Blackboard Jungle, starring Sidney Poitier and Glenn Ford. The release of the Rock Around the Clock film 



in 1956, also featuring Little Richard and the Platters, precipitated rock’n’roll riots in several countries and 
Teddy boy media hysteria. In The Fifties book Peter Lewis called it a ‘Youthquake’.  
 
The local teenage rampage took place in the old Prince of Wales Cinema on Harrow Road (subsequently 
known for kids dancing on the stage in the interval to Chubby Checker’s ‘Let’s Twist Again’). At a typical 
Bill Haley cinema riot it was reported: ‘Police have been called to eject youths who ‘jive’ in the aisles, 
clapping and chanting to the music. After being ejected they continue dancing in the streets outside. The 
dialogue of the film is inaudible for cries of “We want Bill” or “Rock, rock, rock.” Some youths in ‘Teddy 
boy’ clothing have let off fireworks in cinemas.’  
 
In the wake of ‘Rock Around the Clock’, the ageing Bill Haley was swiftly surpassed by Elvis Presley as 
the Ted role model for youth rebellion. Elvis’s mid to late 50s hits – ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, ‘Blue Suede 
Shoes’, ‘Hound Dog’, ‘Rip It Up’, ‘All Shook Up’, ‘Teddy Bear’, ‘Jailhouse Rock’, ‘King Creole’, etc – 
inspired the shift in British pop culture from skiffle to rock’n’roll, and the emergence of homegrown teen 
idols like Adam Faith, Billy Fury, Cliff Richard, Tommy Steele and Marty Wilde (mostly from the Larry 
Parnes stable). As the Teds progressed from smashing up cinemas to harassing Cypriot and West Indian 
immigrants, the look caught on in Notting Hill – particularly on Southam Street in Kensal, as featured in 
The Street Photographs of Roger Mayne. At the same time the future film director Ken Russell, then a 
local art student, was photographing ‘bombsite Boadicea’ Teddy girls with headscarves instead of quiffs.  
 

 
Portland Road 1956 by Roger Mayne 
 
The former Ted local historian Eddie Adams recalls his own part in pop history: “I was a bit of a rough 
neck, there was a lot of small gangs and fighting among kids, never anything too serious but it was a bit 
heavy at times. The gang I was in was the Moorhouse Boys which were mainly from the days when I had 
been at the catholic school. Our gang philosophy was to have the latest suits. We were basically Teddy 
boys with drainpipe trousers and four button suits, once we started to get work and money in the period 
after the war. I left school in 1951. It was a good period for most people, there was a shortage of labour so 
wages were going up and as young men we were quite well off. Jobs were paying better and there was a 
tendency to dress up and have suits made.  
 
“I used to go to Manny Marks in Praed Street to have my suits made. You could have any design but 
generally speaking it was like a Teddy boy with long jacket, four buttons, narrow trousers. I can remember 
having a dark blue one with herring bone material. Some people had a bit of velvet on the collar. Suits 
cost between £30 and £40, they were quite expensive and it used to take about six weeks before you got 
the suit. We used to wear bootlace ties, suede shoes with crepe soles – my blue suede shoes, quite a lot 
of hair and we used to bring it round the back in a DA. We used to wear a lot of Brylcream and had quiffs. 
There was an off-shoot from Teddy boys called the Victorian boys.  
 
“We used to go to the British Oak pub in Westbourne Park Road, at that time very much an Irish pub, all 
types of drinking clubs and later coffee bars – the Two Bare Feet in Westbourne Grove, place to go and 
have a coffee and chat, the Green Door drinking club on Hereford Road, dances at Hammersmith Palais 
and Porchester Hall – jiving. If you went out of your area into another area, such as the Harrow Road, you 
were likely to bump into the Harrow Road Boys and they were likely to chase you off their turf, so to 



speak. If there was a fight it would mainly be fists, later on somebody might pull a knife or something like 
that – generally speaking there was a lot of threatening rather than action. I got involved a few times… 
Some people had flick knives, I didn’t.” 
 
Another Teds’ local was the Elgin at 96 Ladbroke Grove, on the corner of Westbourne Park Road 
(previously frequented by Christie, and later to host gigs by the bequiffed Joe Strummer’s 101’ers). 
Ladbroke Grove south of the station is the heart of Colin MacInnes’s ‘Little Napoli’, the location of the first 
teenager’s bedsit in Absolute Beginners and the 80s residence of the film director Julien Temple. The 
local pub historian Derek Jones, who stresses that he wasn’t a Ted although he has a bit of a quiff, 
remembers the Elgin at the beginning of the rock’n’roll years as a fashionable resort: “If you were a Teddy 
boy what you aspired to was a 40 guinea suit. You’d see fellas in pubs – the favourite pub where it used to 
occur was the Elgin, because you had a fella used to sing on the stage there, Welshman called Johnny 
Fredericks, had a very fine tenor voice but he’d sing pop songs – they’d all be lounging around the Elgin, 
which was a smart place to go then, and all be kind of weighing up each other’s sartorial elegance. You 
know, how much did that suit cost? That’s a 25 guinea one, I’ve got a 45 guinea one.”  
 
In the mid 50s Derek recalls skiffle and jazz still holding sway over rock’n’roll down the pub: “People who 
used pubs were of an older generation, rock’n’roll hadn’t kicked in yet, the Teddy boys were still going to 
coffeebars or to the West End. Entertainment in the pubs, it wouldn’t be guitars, it would be piano and 
drums. In the case of the Latimer (Arms on the corner of Latimer Road and Walmer Road) they couldn’t 
afford drums so they had Danny McDermott playing on a hard-seated chair with a couple of beerbottles, 
and that would be the rhythm section. People would do Nat King Cole turns, a few of them, and the main 
one was Al Jolson. In the Elgin, or as we called it the El Gin, old Reggie Jones used to do his Jolson act 
and they had talent competitions. It was old style singing, no guitars, it was jazz orientated or popular song 
based, more like Sinatra and Nat King Cole, going back a bit further, Al Jolson.”  
 

 
The Elgin 96 Ladbroke Grove 
 
1956 The advent of the teenager coincided, not very happily, with the arrival of the first major wave of 
West Indian immigrants in Britain. At the time of the Suez crisis, Anthony Eden’s Conservatives gave the 
go ahead for recruitment from the West Indies in order to ease the post-war labour shortage and the 
Caribbean economic crisis. This was after US immigration restrictions had led to an increase in the 
number of West Indians coming to Britain anyway. Previously European workers were preferred because 
they were easier to deport. For the first time financial assistance was given to men from the Caribbean to 
come and work for London Transport, and to women to work in hospitals. But, apart from the offer of low 
paid work, little effort was made to integrate the newcomers into British society. Most black immigrants 
had to settle for un-skilled work, no matter how well qualified they were, after being met by such 
responses as ‘no jobs for your sort’ and ‘the public wouldn’t stand for it.’ 
 
As unemployment returned in the post-Suez recession, black people were made scapegoats in industrial 
disputes although they were always the first to be laid off. They were seen as troublesome, violent and 
sullen, lazy and stupid, with extraordinary sexual powers only matched by their persecution complexes. 
On top of colour prejudice, the immigrants had the post-war housing crisis to contend with. The 
destruction of half a million homes in the war, 100,000 in London alone, with another million in need of 
repair, combined with the return of demobbed servicemen and the subsequent baby boom, caused a 



massive increase in housing demand. This was the major issue of the 1951 election, and the Tory pledge 
to build 300,000 homes in a year was largely responsible for Winston Churchill’s second term as prime 
minister. Under the administration of the housing minister Harold Macmillan the election target was 
achieved, mostly by implementing the new towns plan of Clement Attlee’s post-war Labour government.  
 
As Macmillan became prime minister after the fall of Eden in 1957, the Tories concentrated on the private 
sector and council housing tailed off dramatically. Macmillan’s ‘Never had it so good’ boom time created a 
new upper-working or lower-middle class of suburban owner occupiers, but for those left behind in the 
inner-cities living conditions remained as bad as during the war, if not worse. More damage was done by 
post-war dereliction than in wartime bombing, and more slums were created than cleared. The majority of 
West Indians ended up in such areas and even then their housing difficulties continued. In a mid 50s 
survey of London landlords 90% admitted that they wouldn’t take black lodgers; and some were openly 
prejudiced, displaying the notorious Flat to Let notices amended with ‘No Blacks, No Irish, No Dogs’, ‘No 
Coloureds’, ‘Europeans Only’ or ‘Suitable for Englishman’. Excuses included not being able to cook fancy 
foreign food and fearing the reaction of racist neighbours. Some landlords had more snobbish and 
capitalist than racist concerns; with others it was a case of ignorance and fear of the unknown ‘other’.  
 
Most of the first wave of West Indian immigrants experienced the outsider life of the streets, hostels and 
the all-night Lyons cornerhouse at Piccadilly. In Beyond the Mother Country one man recalled feeling like 
he literally couldn’t get arrested as even the police wouldn’t want to accommodate him. The 
disenchantment with ‘the mother country’ felt by Afro-Caribbean newcomers, as they encountered racial 
discrimination in housing, employment and social life, was chronicled in calypso songs by Lord Kitchener 
and Lord Beginner, The Lonely Londoners novel by Sam Selvon and the Colin MacInnes trilogy, City of 
Spades, Absolute Beginners and Mr Love and Justice.  
 
But it wasn’t long before some enterprising landlords took it upon themselves to cater for the new black 
housing market. When the RAF veteran Baron Baker first arrived in Notting Hill, after an unsuccessful flat-
hunting expedition around Paddington ‘No Blacks’ landladies, he found the only place he could get served 
was the public bar of the Apollo pub at 18 All Saints Road (now studios). Black sailors he met there 
directed him round the corner to the Tavistock Road lodging-house of Mrs Fisher, who Baron cited as the 
first Notting Hill landlady to rent to black people. Around the same time the writer Sam Selvon moved into 
a Colville basement, where he was joined by the rest of the Caribbean Artists Movement. 
 
Through such pioneers a West Indian community sprang up in the area around Powis Square, formerly 
known as the ‘Little India’ Asian student quarter. Immediately prior to the influx from the West Indies, the 
Colville ward was home to Irish, eastern European Jewish, Cypriot and Maltese communities. Following 
Mrs Fisher’s example of charging extra for allowing friends to stay with tenants, some landlords started 
charging per head. As more and more West Indians sought accommodation in Notting Hill, the housing 
exploitation escalated. Properties intended for one upper class family with servants were divided into flats, 
then the flats were sub-divided, finally rooms were split into sections and people slept in shifts like in the 
Victorian common lodging-houses of Notting Dale. According to the Observer, by the late 1950s 
overcrowding in the Colville area was worse than anywhere in Britain apart from parts of Glasgow. 
 

 
Peter Rachman  
 
The most notorious landlord to exploit the situation, Peter or Perec Rachman, was himself a post-war 
immigrant from Poland. Rachman first appeared in Bayswater, at the heart of the Polish exile world of 
property dealing and prostitutes, in the early 50s. As he arrived on the scene the fortunes were being 



made of such property magnates as Herbert Mortiboy, who bought up Southam Street in Kensal to sell on 
to Polish ex-servicemen landlords. In the classic blackmarket spiv style of George Cole’s ‘Flash Harry’ in 
the St Trinian’s films, Rachman founded his Notting Hill slum empire from a Bayswater Road phonebox 
(as re-enacted by George Cole as ‘Arthur Daley’ in Minder). Before the Wolfenden Report and the Street 
Offences Act clampdown on prostitution, as Mike Phillips set the scene in Notting Hill in the 60s, the area 
‘housed the overspill from Soho and provided reinforcements for the army of prostitutes which lined the 
Hyde Park railings every few yards all the way down Bayswater and along Park Lane.’  
 
Rachman was soon on intimate terms with a lot of the local girls, and in love with one in particular called 
Gloria. Although already accounted for by a black jazz musician, she’s said to have taken pity on him and 
come up with the idea of starting a flat letting agency. With a loan from Gloria the prostitute, Rachman set 
up the Express Agency letting office as a respectable front at 91/3 Westbourne Grove, on the corner of 
Monmouth Road (there was also a Rachman estate agents office at 69 Westbourne Grove). He began 
renting flats for £5 a week, mostly around Sussex Gardens (where Winston Churchill lived in the 20s), to 
sub-let for three times as much to Gloria’s friends.  
 
From his Westbourne Grove basement bunker, Rachman swiftly clambered up the property ladder, 
assisted by his respectable connections, the Jewish brothers Cyril and William Foux, and the former 
intelligence officer, Lieutenant Colonel George Sinclair (who had an office on Ladbroke Grove). The Foux 
brothers introduced him to property dealing when he appeared with them in 1954 as a director of a 
company set up to run a hotel on Norfolk Square. Sinclair became more openly connected with Rachman 
by setting him up as a large-scale landlord with part of the Charecrofts estate in Shepherd’s Bush.  
 
In 1955 Colonel Sinclair acquired a batch of end of 99 year lease properties in the Colville estate, where 
the houses had already been sub-let and then sub-let some more. According to the previous owner Mark 
Strutt, back in 1948, before the advent of Rachman and ‘Rachmanism’ on the housing scene, the formerly 
upper middle class residences were ‘filled with prostitutes, burglars, murderers and negroes… there 
wasn’t a cupboard that didn’t have somebody living in it.’ Strutt concluded that the ‘escalating costs could 
only be covered by being ruthless’ and sold the estate to another developer, Benson-Greenall. He 
subdivided it into more manageable packages and sold them on. Through Benson-Greenall, Sinclair came 
into around a hundred Colville houses, about a third of which he farmed out to Rachman.  
 
Hedgegate Court on Powis Terrace duly became the first and most notorious Rachman slum as he 
acquired most of the street. The second in St Stephen’s Gardens, to the east along Westbourne Park 
Road, was established soon after. The rest of Rachman’s Colville mini-manor consisted of houses on 
Powis Square – numbers 31, 32, 44 and 45, Powis Gardens – numbers 3, 4, 6 and 7, Colville Road – 20, 
22, 27, 28 and 29, and Colville Terrace – 2, 9, 10, 19, 22 and 24. His other Notting Hill properties were 90 
Lancaster Road, 59 Moorhouse Road, 84 and 100 Chepstow Road, and the Polish rent collectors’ house, 
28 Pembridge Road. Further a field there was 1-6 Vere House on Westbourne Gardens, Wymering 
Mansions in Maida Vale, and outposts in Shepherd’s Bush, Earl’s Court and Battersea. In some estimates 
this came to a thousand tenancies.  
 
By 1957 Rachman had achieved de Vere-like feudal dominion over his Notting Hill slum manor – which he 
would inspect driving round in a Rolls, smoking big cigars, with glamorous girls in tow. Yet, according to 
his sympathetic biography by Shirley Green, he wasn’t being particularly ruthless. In order to charge more 
rent, Rachman emptied houses of furniture and then re-let flats unfurnished, with letting-furniture 
(including orange boxes covered in fabric as cabinets) hired to tenants as an extra. And he was known to 
be operating the practise referred to as ‘putting the schwarzes (often accomplished Afro-Caribbean 
musicians) in to de-stat’ (encourage white sitting tenants to vacate properties), then subdividing rooms 
and charging the new black tenants more rent.  
 
At a Rachman house north of Harrow Road in 1955, it was reported that within three months of purchase 
all the statutory tenants had been replaced by West Indians. After 18 months the house was sold for 
£5,000, five times as much as Rachman paid for it. Then the property was let at a ‘fantastic rent to an 
experienced coloured man’, who sub-let rooms to seven girls at £3 a day each, making an estimated 
£10,000 a year profit. In the mid-50s the police were watching Rachman houses for evidence of 
prostitution and finding some. But, on being approached, he would act shocked and the girl would be 
swiftly re-housed. At the same time, the future Tory minister Michael Heseltine was the landlord of a 
Bayswater boarding house which sounds bawdier than Rachman’s establishments. Julian Critchley noted 
in his Heseltine biography, ‘I expect he had no idea what the girls got up to’ – whereas Rachman had a 
strict one girl to a house policy to avoid brothel-keeping charges. 
 



 
Hedgegate Court Powis Terrace 
 
In the legend, outlined in the ‘Rachman to Ruin’ chapter of Edward Pilkington’s Beyond the Mother 
Country, if his tenants fell into rent arrears they would be persuaded to leave by such means as itching 
powder or dead rats left in beds, rubbish dumped in flats, or belongings thrown into the street by his 
henchmen. In the Shirley Green version, rather than the wholesale intimidation and evictions of the 
Rachmanism myth, he usually bought out white sitting-tenants and there is ‘little evidence to suggest that 
he forced them out in any way.’ Tentatively taking the sympathetic view of him, Rachman seems to have 
been one of many landlords exploiting the accidental racial housing situation. In most first hand accounts 
he wasn’t the worst, but he would become so notorious for it – due to his involvement in the Profumo affair 
– that his name is now synonymous with slum landlord exploitation.  
 
Similarly to Notting Dale, recollections of Colville in the Rachman years are usually not of violent slum 
misery but of a unified friendly community. To his West Indian tenants the 50s were a golden age of wine, 
women and song, “until the girls went in ’58.” Rachman himself is remembered not as an exploiter but a 
benefactor; even an heroic saviour, accessible, flamboyant, swinging, jolly, kind, courteous, generous, 
even un-businesslike or a soft touch, with a reputation for writing off rent arrears rather than being quick to 
evict; always promptly doing repairs, and spending more money on prostitutes than he made from them. 
Other landlords and his successors are always cited as worse; paying West Indian hustlers to clear white 
sitting-tenants from houses, exploiting his reputation and hiding behind it.  
 
After the subsequent race riots, the Profumo affair and the fall of the Tory government, the Milner Holland 
Report concluded on the housing situation in Notting Hill in the 50s: ‘Coloured people, always in some 
difficulty in finding accommodation in the face of shortage, made worse for them by racial prejudice, were 
welcome. Cheerful people, and given to much singing, to playing radiograms and to holding parties, they 
were not always appreciated as neighbours by the remaining statutory tenants in Rachman’s houses. 
These started to move out, and what perhaps began naturally Rachman began to exploit, seeing perhaps 
no point in paying controlled tenants to go if they could be persuaded to do so by other means.’  
 
At the time he was even featured in the Empire News as a Schindler-type figure to West Indians: ‘probably 
London’s largest individual landlord for the coloured people… he doesn’t advertise vacant rooms or flats, 
the coloured people tell each other, “Go see Rachman, man.”’ Summing up the situation and himself, 
Rachman told the paper: “I find coloured people good tenants. I take people as they come. Mind you, 
some white people do object to the coloured people when they move in. They don’t like the way they play 
jazz records up to 1am, and always loudly. So when they come to me and say they are unhappy, I help 
them to find another house. I give them financial assistance. Last year I gave away £2,000 to help white 
tenants buy their own homes.”  
 
Rachman’s rent collectors were boxers and wrestlers who went round with Alsatian dogs, but according to 
Shirley Green this wasn’t that sinister. The dogs were necessary as they were carrying money through 
rough neighbourhoods, and the boxer thing was just the Victor Mature tough-guy look of the time. Most of 
them were young Poles who Rachman had befriended at the Polish YMCA in Bayswater and attempted to 
groom into businessmen. Some had been inmates of concentration camps before becoming guards of 
Rachman’s black ghetto – albeit one of the most benign ghettoes in history. Rather than patrolling the 
Rotting Hill camp, the Polish rent collectors seem to have spent most of the time hanging around 
Bohemian coffee-bars, at their house in Pembridge Square, or the Serpentine Lido. Rachman’s main 
Polish protégé was Serge Paplinski, a former partisan assassin-turned-St Martin’s art student; another 
went on to play eastern bloc heavies in 60s spy movies.  



The closeness of the relationship between Rachman and Serge is explained by Shirley Green as more to 
do with his need to be accepted in the Polish community, and Serge looking for a father-figure, than 
anything sexual as suggested in other quarters. In spite of his bug-like appearance, Rachman’s sex life 
progressed along more conventional sleazy lines; from getting his kicks with Bayswater Road prostitutes 
to the swinging late 50s wife-swapping scene. Through a mutual interest in gambling clubs, he became 
friends with Dennis Hamilton, the husband/manager of Diana Dors, and a regular at their swinging parties 
in Maidenhead, where he met Tommy Steele and bought a house. Rachman embodied the new consumer 
society, indulging in all its tacky and vulgar/glamorous excess. As he drove round Notting Hill in a better 
motor than the Nazi staff car he had admired in the war, he was wearing silk suits, diamond cufflinks and 
hand-stitched shoes, while his Westbourne Grove office featured a tiger skin rug.  
 
As a sideline of his slum property empire, Rachman built up a chain of gambling clubs and in 1956 opened 
El Condor nightclub on Wardour Street in Soho. Under the management of another of his protégés, 
Raymond Nash of the Lebanese gangster family, El Condor became the in-place in the late 50s. Princess 
Margaret was seen there and regulars included the Duke of Kent and the rogue lord Tony Moynihan, who 
recalled Rachman as a role-model father figure. (Princess Margaret was also reported in the old Star pub 
on Portobello Road.) But, as he made it into high society, Rachman seems to have been acting a lot richer 
than he really was, at least in the Shirley Green version. 
 

 
Oswald Mosley in the 30s 
 
At the time of the Suez crisis and the anti-Soviet uprising in Hungary, as if things weren’t bad enough, the 
30s fascist leader Oswald Mosley made a comeback attempt, aged 60. On his return from exile in France 
and Ireland, Mosley re-launched his far-right Union Movement party at the old Kensington Town Hall on 
Kensington High Street, with the ‘Blackshirts are on the march’ slogan. In Memoir of a Fascist Childhood, 
Trevor Grundy, the son of the 30s fascist Sid, recalls an inspiring performance greeted by ‘a thunderous 
round of applause from a cross-section of middle class South Kensington.’ In Nick of Notting Hill, PC 
Nixon was confronted outside by an American woman, who demanded to know why he was allowing 
fascists and communists to mingle ‘without drawing his truncheon and laying about him right and left.’  
 
As Russian tanks went into Budapest to crush the 1956 revolution, Trevor Grundy was driving round west 
London painting fascist graffiti with the Leader’s son Max Mosley (the Formula 1 motor racing leader). 
According to Grundy, on being apprehended by a policeman in the act of painting the Mosleyite flash and 
circle symbol, Max protested that it was anti-communist in an upper-class accent and was let off. Grundy 
and Max also organised a fascist skiffle gig in Victoria, in what appears to have been a West Indian role to 
dislodge sitting-tenants for the landlord. Trevor Grundy went on to form the Mosley Youth League – a futile 
attempt to compete for the hearts and minds of disaffected British youth with Elvis Presley. 
 
1957 After Hungary, the New Left Club was set up by disillusioned British communists to organise 
demonstrations against the forthcoming Tory Rent Act. In July 1957 the act came into operation, lifting 
restrictions on how much rent landlords could charge. The idea was to prevent neglect and create more 
rented accommodation. In Notting Hill rents doubled over night and around 200 eviction orders were 
served. From the Labour opposition point of view, the Tory act was seen as the primary cause of 
‘Rachmanism’, giving the green light to his de-statting process – as explained in Jan O’Malley’s further left 
Politics of Community Action book about Notting Hill in the 60s:  
 



‘Rent control, introduced in 1913 and not released till the 1957 Rent Act, was one of the real constraints 
on private profits which had limited speculation in property. However, as soon as the return of a 
Conservative government in 1951 heralded the decontrol of rented property, property speculators had 
started buying in North Kensington, and held on to their property till the 1957 Rent Act gave them the 
opportunity they had been waiting for. This Rent Act, by decontrolling rents without giving tenants security 
of tenure, ushered in an era of intimidation and strong arm tactics aimed at getting rid of any tenants who 
stood in the way of an increasing flow of rent income from the houses.’ 
 
However, in Shirley Green’s Rachman reappraisal the ’57 Rent Act barely affected him, as by then most of 
his statutory tenants were replaced and he had moved on to a new scam. In the late 50s Rachman went 
into business with the developer Stephen Halsall, who had set up a dodgy building society to give 
mortgages to his own property companies. As Rachman availed himself of Halsall’s cash surplus to re-
mortgage his properties, he came up with the idea of re-mortgaging flats separately under different 
company names. Rachman would buy a house from Halsall for £4,000, which brought in £1,000 a year in 
rent, then sub-divide it into five flats with a £2,000 mortgage on each and let the flats at £4 a week, making 
£6,000 profit on each. To Shirley Green, the worst thing that Rachman did was over-mortgage his 
properties and leave them in the hands of his protégé, Serge Paplinski.  
 
Rachman tried to bestow Hedgegate Court (Powis Terrace) on his favourite but Serge turned it down, as 
by then the street was beyond any authority. By 1958 around 7,000 black people had settled in Notting 
Hill, and the Powis and Colville area was known as ‘Brown Town’ – as opposed to White City the other 
side of the racial frontline Notting Dale. In most accounts, conditions deteriorated after Rachman handed 
over control of black houses to black nominee sub-landlords; some of whom were just rent collectors while 
others became virtual owners; and things really fell apart as his former henchmen tried to wring a profit 
from the deteriorating slums. After Serge turned down Hedgegate Court, the street came under the control 
of Vernon Hunte, a former policeman from Trinidad, and an African known as Edwards; every other house 
had a basement club and prostitutes sat in most of the windows.  
 
The 60s housing activist George Clark recalled that “the whole area was full of seedy lowlife. Not for 
nothing did Tiger Lil, who was perhaps the madam of them all, live in Colville Square.” The atmosphere of 
sexual jealousy and general bad feeling towards West Indians, caused by a disproportionate number of 
black pimps with white prostitutes, would have happened without Rachman’s assistance. But the situation 
was exacerbated by his Union Trust mortgage scams more than it was by Mosley’s Union Movement 
fascism. Other notable contributions to the riot-waiting-to-happen situation were made by the government, 
who failed to do anything to ease the inevitable culture clash, and the Council, who continued the Victorian 
Vestry’s lack of interest in the North Kensington city challenge. And so the scene was set for the Wild 
West 11 showdown, with West Indians appearing as the cowboy settlers and Anglo-Irish locals as the 
native Red Indians. 
 

 
Southam Street by Roger Mayne 1956 
 
In the black history photo book Notting Hill in the 60s, Mike Phillips captions Charlie Phillips’ pictures (and 
the above Roger Mayne) portraying the West Indian spiv equivalent, the pre-rude boy hustlers, as urban 
frontiersmen: ‘It was the Caribbean immigrants who took hold of Notting Hill, and ironically gave it its 
contemporary character, its peculiar cachet, the raffish undertow. Feel it. It’s history… For some the Grove 
was a testing ground in which they lived wild and free, uninhibited by laws and respectability. This was 
how it was at the end of the 50s, before the bulk of the men could save enough to send for the women and 



children, who would turn the cowboys into settlers. To be an immigrant anywhere in London meant that, 
out in the open, you ran a gauntlet of hostility, until you were safely forted up behind locked doors. It was 
only in Notting Hill that there was a public life. Clubs, restaurants, cafes, music, street corner talk. This 
was the work of the immigrants, many of them bad boys who set out to make Notting Hill a playground 
where bad boys could have fun.’ 
 
After such frontier legends as Two-gun Cassidy and Weatherman appeared in Zoot suits and broad-
brimmed hats, the most notorious hustler to emerge from 50s Notting Hill, Michael de Freitas aka Michael 
X, developed the street style from ‘black Rachman’ ghetto superstar into Black Power and Flower Power 
X-cess. Having first appeared in the area as Miguel de Freitas, a Trinidadian merchant seamen and 
apprentice-hustler, he left as Michael X or Michael Abdul Malik, notorious landlord-turned-black radical 
leader, destined for the hangman’s noose back in Trinidad. Michael was brought up ‘to be white’ by his 
Barbadian mother in Belmont, a shanty-town suburb of Port of Spain. As ‘Red Mike’ (his first nickname 
from his African-Portuguese mixed race appearance, rather than his politics), he went to St Kitt’s to work 
for his Portuguese father in a rumshop, then became a sailor. At sea he went from galley boy to petty 
officer, while his alternative career on leave in Cardiff progressed from dope dealing to pimping.  
 
Michael arrived at Paddington in the mid 50s, with a white prostitute from Tiger Bay, and proceeded to try 
his hand at most career opportunities on offer in the Grove underworld and underground scene. From 
pimping, protection, pot and property dealing, to community politics and poetry reading, he did it all, and 
more, and worse. After living in a Southam Street slum room whilst scraping a living gambling, pimping 
and selling stolen goods, next on his underworld CV is failed armed robbery – and then he’s one of 
Rachman’s most feared rent collectors. Michael portrayed himself somewhat differently in his 
autobiography as the man who stood up to Rachman, instigating the rent tribunals against him and 
leading his people out of Notting Hill Babylon. Although it seems that Michael never actually worked for 
Rachman, by all accounts including his own he modelled himself on him and when he came into 
properties of his own was one of Rachman’s worst successors.  
 

 
Michael de Freitas in the area early 60s 
 
The two most notorious local heroes/villains met for the first time when Michael attempted to rob 
Rachman’s Monmouth Road office off Westbourne Grove. The burglary attempt was foiled when Michael 
found the premises occupied by Rachman, a couple of his Polish partisan rent collectors, Serge and 
Hedry Szymon, and their Alsatian dogs. So, instead of money, he asked for a better flat than his latest St 
Stephen’s Gardens place, which happened to be a Rachman property. Rather than setting the dogs on 
him, the obliging landlord promptly found him a basement flat in Powis Square – which Michael wasted no 
time in turning into a gaming house and blues club. According to Derek Humphry and David Tindall’s 
False Messiah: The Story of Michael X, Rachman was impressed by his entrepreneurial flair and invited 
him on to the firm. In the Sunday Times version of Michael’s story, ‘Serge the Pole’, the pretty vacant 
partisan art student of the Shirley Green version, becomes an old lady-beating crypto-Nazi ‘expert in the 
exploitation of human misery’, who initiated Michael in ‘the rudiments of Rachmanism.’  
 
To illustrate his claim that ‘Notting Hill at this time was unequalled in Britain for violence’, Derek Humphry 
recounts an incident in which Michael was attempting to evict a West Indian Rachman tenant, Emmanuel 
de Silva, from 13 St Stephen’s Gardens. After he put a prostitute in the room next to de Silva’s, the tenant 
threatened him with a meat cleaver. Michael returned with back up, but this time de Silva threw a bed at 
him, the police were called and Michael was arrested. Whereupon May McCash, the white Madam X, and 
Michael’s wife Desiree persuaded de Silva to leave the country and the charges had to be dropped. 



George Clark described Michael as a typical “sort of plausible front that Rachman used” because he 
seemed charming and inoffensive.  
 
According to Humphry and Tindall, at this point the future black community leader was making £100 a 
week from prostitution, extortion and tipping off the press about prostitutes in houses Rachman wanted 
cleared. In the Sunday Times investigation he was heavily involved in a feud between Rachman’s rent 
collectors and a Trinidadian gang, after the former turned over a flat of a Trinidadian who had poached 
one of their girls. In retaliation, the Trinidadians raided Rachman’s office and forced him at knifepoint to 
pay for the damage and waive the rent. Michael was said to have caught up with the man who told 
Rachman about the prostitute and left him needing a hundred stitches.  
 

 
The site of Fullerton’s blues club on Talbot Road u nder canopy/Tulip’s club scene in Sapphire   
 
Life in London’s ‘Little Harlem’ revolved around illicit drinking clubs and gaming houses. With most local 
pubs unwelcoming – to anyone, regardless of race, who wasn’t local – the West Indian hustlers developed 
their own scene consisting of various types of clubs. There were ‘after-hours’ or ‘afters’ drinking clubs, 
basement/cellar-clubs for daytime gambling (also known as clip-joints), ‘sous-sous’ rent parties where 
resources were pooled to pay off landlords and buy houses, and the most famous/notorious, ‘blues’ 
dances, clubs or parties. This attempt to recreate back-a-yard Caribbean culture in an indoor London 
setting was named in honour of the Blaupunkt radio-gramophone, the sound-system prototype known as 
the ‘Blue Point’ or ‘Blue Spot’, rather than blues music. Blues dance music went from jazz, calypso and 
Jamaican rhythm’n’blues, through ska and rocksteady to dub reggae. In the media the clubs were referred 
to as jukebox parties.  
 
Like Irish shebeens (as West Indian clubs were also known) and the mushroom clubs of the indigenous 
English villains, blues could crop up anywhere but tended to be in the Rachman areas, Colville and St 
Stephen’s Gardens. Thus defining the West Indian Grove area as more Westbourne than Ladbroke; 
bounded by Westbourne Grove to the south, Ladbroke Grove to the west, Lancaster Road-Tavistock 
Crescent to the north, and stretching as far as Royal Oak to the east. Black people would soon establish a 
presence in Notting Hill pubs; most notably the Colville Hotel at 186 Portobello Road (now the Ground 
Floor bar and First Floor restaurant), remembered affectionately as ‘The Pisshouse’ with ‘Queer Colin’ 
MacInnes in the corner; and the Apollo at 18 All Saints Road (now recording studios where All Saints the 
group formed). In more recent times the West Indian locals were the Warwick Castle (now just the Castle) 
and the Golden Cross (the Market Bar) on Portobello Road. To this day, the Kensington Park Hotel 
Christie local (known as the KPH) on Ladbroke Grove has the atmosphere of a 50s West Indian/Irish 
crossover pub and some regulars dating back to the period.  
 
The story of the blues began in the basement of Fullerton’s, the tailors on Talbot Road, where Duke Vin 
was the selector. Then Bajy opened a café and cellar-club next door which became the Globe, Roy 
Stewart’s still surviving after hours bar/restaurant. Fullerton’s is currently Raul’s restaurant after a spell as 
Coin’s café. Around the corner on Powis Square, the basement Rachman flat of Michael de Freitas 
boasted a residency by the jazz pianist Wilfred Woodley, and the exclusive Montparnasse was further 
along Talbot Road. To the south, Colville Terrace hosted Sheriff’s gym club and the Barbadians’ blues. To 
the north, on Westbourne Park Road there was the Number 51 gambling club, Larry Ford’s Fiesta One on 
the corner of Ledbury Road, and the Calypso club near St Stephen’s Gardens.  
 



Michael X recalled his introduction to the local music scene as a natural progression from street hustling: 
‘Having the flat created a whole new scene for us… Blues dances are not very complicated to organise. 
We simply cleared the floor, put a table across the kitchen door to serve as a counter and stocked up with 
a whole load of canned beer. We charged 2s 6d to come in and 2s 6d for each beer – and we just didn’t 
have enough room to accommodate the rush.’ Blues clubs are now recognised as a vital ingredient in 
British pop culture, that helped transform Notting Hill from a dreary slum into the heart of multicultural 
London, but at the time they were not held in very high esteem. After the first 1958 riot incidents stemmed 
from noise complaints about them, the clubs played an integral part in the Profumo affair and the 
emerging drugs counter-culture; whilst also encouraging the formation of the first tenants’ associations in 
Colville and St Stephen’s Gardens.  
 

 
 
The Notting Hill bedsit recording tradition was founded in 1957 by Joe Meek at 20 Arundel Gardens off 
Ladbroke Grove. As the legendary maverick producer developed his makeshift studio, featuring a honky-
tonk piano from Portobello market, the ground floor flat was visited by the likes of Petula Clark and Lonnie 
Donegan. Meek’s tenancy of 20 Arundel Gardens ended after the studio-flat hosted the launch party for 
the skiffle single ‘Sizzling Hot’ by Jimmy Miller and the Barbecues. Then he moved across Ladbroke 
Grove to set up Denis Preston’s Lansdowne recording studios on Lansdowne Road. There he engineered 
skiffle hits by Lonnie Donegan, jazz albums by Chris Barber and Humphrey Lyttelton, and Denis Preston’s 
calypso recordings. After his greatest hits in the early 60s (‘Johnny Remember Me’ by John Leyton and 
‘Telstar’ by the Tornadoes), Joe Meek lost the pop plot and ended up shooting his landlady and himself in 
his studio-flat on Holloway Road in 1967. 
 
Further up the hill, the local literary dictatorship of Wyndham Lewis, the Rotting Hill author and Vorticist 
painter, ended in 1957. Lewis lived out his days at Notting Hill Gate as an ordinary inmate of ‘the Rot 
Camp’, blasting the Council in abusive letters about housing conditions. In his last interview, he said the 
LCC demolition squads were closing in on him and proclaimed that by Christmas ‘all Notting Hill will be a 
rubble.’ This created the local myth that the day after Lewis died the workers stormed Kensington Gardens 
Studios to pull the rotten old building down. But the demolition actually took place in 1958 as part of the 
Notting Hill Gate road-widening works. The ‘alcoholic geography of the area’ note by CJ Fox on the cover 
picture of the 1986 edition of Rotting Hill has Lewis’s flat pinpointed just beyond the old Swan pub on 
Church Street, with the old Devonshire on the Pembridge Road corner in the foreground and some of the 
denizens of ‘our overcrowded polyglot hill.’ Lewis’s locals were the Hoop Finch’s pub next to the Gate 
Cinema and the Notting Hill Gate station bar where Jeffrey Bernard began his literary alcoholic career.  
 
After Wyndham Lewis, the Notting Hill literary pub scene moved north down Portobello Road to the Earl of 
Lonsdale (formerly another Finch’s and then Henekey’s). The literary outsider title passed to the two 
Colins; the Inside Outsider MacInnes, who didn’t live in the area, and The Outsider in Literature author 
Wilson. The latter briefly lived on Chepstow Villas with other ‘angry young men’ including John Room at 
the Top Braine, Bill Hopkins, and a bevy of beat girls. The Notting Hill existentialist scene in the 50s was 
re-enacted in Colin Wilson’s play The Metal Flower Blossom, which became his first novel Adrift in Soho. 
Wilson’s study of The Outsider in Literature featured GK Chesterton’s The Napoleon of Notting Hill, but 
appropriately enough Wyndham Lewis was left out. According to Howard Dossor’s Colin Wilson biography 
the most favourable review of The Outsider was in The European paper by Oswald Mosley.  
 
Mo Foster’s A Blues for Shindig novel from 2006, set in the pre-riot 1956/57 period, features local scenes 
in Notting Dale and the proto-beatnik drug culture that revolved around the Joe Lyons cornerhouse café at 
Notting Hill Gate. Mo, who lived off Latimer Road, recalls: ‘The racism was profound then, a lot of it 
unthinking and all the worse for that. The Teds would probably have directed their malice at any target that 
happened along but the general acceptance of racism was what allowed the riot to happen. The police in 



particular for the most part were racist and so did little to defuse things and gave tacit support to the Teds.’ 
Go to 1958 section part 10 for Mo Foster’s Teddy Boys’ Picnic and A Blues for Shindig extracts.  
 

 
Hey mister take my picture The Ted who turns sudden ly operatic Southam Street Roger Mayne 1956 


