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The kids live in the streets Princedale Road 1956 b y Roger Mayne 
 
‘Quam bonum in unum habitare (What a good thing it is to live together in unity)’ The Royal Borough of 
Kensington and Chelsea motto from the 133rd Psalm  
 
‘In plain words, you’d not live in our Napoli if you could live anywhere else. And that is why there are, to 
the square yard, more boys fresh from the nick, and national refugee minorities, and out-of-business 
whores, than anywhere else, I should expect, in London town. The kids live in the streets – I mean they 
have charge of them, you have to ask permission to get along them even in a car – the teenage lot are 
mostly of the Ted variety. The chicks mature so quick there’s scarcely such a thing as a little girl, the men 
don’t talk, glance at you hard, keep moving, and don’t stand with their backs to anyone, their women are 
mostly out of sight, with dish-cloths I expect for yashmaks, and there are piles of these dreadful, wasted, 
negative, shop-soiled kind of old people.’  
 
As captioned by Colin MacInnes in Absolute Beginners, the classic street photograph by Roger Mayne 
from 1956 features a gang of young Teds loitering across Princedale Road (to the east of Notting Dale) in 
an amiable but nonetheless menacing manner. MacInnes introduces Notting Hill as ‘Little Napoli’, the pop 
dystopia of ‘the first teenager’ or ‘the Absolute Beginner’, his proto-mod photographer hero and our tour 
guide through the 1958 riots. MacInnes’s literary pet name for the Ladbroke Grove area around the station 
refers to the Italian city’s slum notoriety and the paradoxical ‘See Naples and die’ saying; meaning that 
after seeing such a paradise as the bay of Naples nothing more remains to be seen on Earth.  
 
Although the Richard Curtis Notting Hill film (shot in 1998) managed to avoid any reference to local culture 
or history, the Hugh Grant walk along Portobello Road inadvertently featured one of the main flashpoints 
of the 1958 Notting Hill race riots. 9 Blenheim Crescent, round the corner from the Electric Cinema a few 
doors up from the real Travel Bookshop, was the 50s Caribbean café Totobag’s. The house has since 
been a cabinet makers and looks like it’s preserved in its 50s condition as an Absolute Beginners 
memorial in the heart of gentrified Notting Hill. Also known not always metaphorically as ‘The Fortress’, 
Totobag’s acted as a community centre and information service for newcomers; a gambling den to early 
sound-system selectors like Baron Baker, Count Suckle, Duke Vin and King Dick; a slumming 
attraction/cool hangout to some real aristocrats, Sarah Churchill, Georgie Fame and Colin MacInnes; and 
as a target for white rioters.  
 



 
9 Blenheim Crescent formerly Totobag’s Café 2007 
 
Winston Churchill’s favourite daughter, the actress Sarah literally went from Blenheim Palace to Blenheim 
Crescent for dates with King Dick (real name Alfred Harvey), leaving her chauffeur waiting outside in her 
Rolls. The majority of white people befriending West Indians at the time were somewhat lower class 
women of the night. King Dick summed up the situation in the Windrush book with: “The men hated us. 
The women, they seemed to like us.” The most notable exception to the rule was Colin MacInnes, the cool 
old sordid Inside Outsider who caught the raffish undertow of the black London scene in his trilogy of 
novels, City of Spades, Absolute Beginners and Mr Love and Justice. MacInnes was born very much on 
the inside, Colin Campbell McInnes, in the Grove of the Boltons in South Kensington into the Pre-
Raphaelite artist Burne-Jones family, a cousin of Rudyard Kipling and Stanley Baldwin; then he was 
brought up in Australia, and by the time his teenage bible came out he was in his 40s. 
 
MacInnes’s obsession with black people began with the tour of Katherine Dunham’s American dance 
troupe in the early 50s. Attracted to the disruption they brought to ‘our cautious, ordered lives’, he 
frequented the African scene on Cable Street in the East End and Bohemian Soho, more than Notting Hill. 
The nearest the most popular W11 writer got to living in the area was Bell Street in Lisson Grove NW1. In 
Notting Hill in the 60s, MacInnes was recalled by Larry Ford of the Fiesta One club on Westbourne Park 
Road, not all that fondly: “People don’t know how depraved some human beings are. You see all Colin 
MacInnes… he used to pick up he guys and all of that… a tall blonde person, wrote most of his books 
smoking dope in rooms with a lot of black people… It was a place for aristocrats sort of coming and 
slumming.” 
 
Absolute Beginners is narrated in stream of consciousness teenage vernacular by the un-named 
protagonist, who has been called the British equivalent of ‘Holden Caulfield’ in JD Salinger’s Catcher in 
the Rye. After dismissing ‘drab and shady and semi-respectable’ Bayswater, in favour of his Pakistani 
landlord’s Ladbroke Grove slum, ‘the absolute beginner’ explained why he lived there – ‘if you’re so cute, 
kiddo.’ Primarily it was because it was cheap: ‘But the real reason, as I expect you’ll have already 
guessed, is that, however horrible the area is, you’re free there. No one, I repeat, no one, has ever asked 
me there what I am, or what I do, or where I come from, or what my social group is, or whether I’m 
educated or not… And what is more, once the local bandits see you’re making out, can earn your living 
and so forth, they don’t swing it on you in the slightest you’re a teenage creation… If you go in anywhere, 
they take it for granted that you know the scene. If you don’t, it’s true they throw you out in pieces.’  
 
In Beyond the Mother Country Edward Pilkington compared the Colville area in the 1950s with the 
Victorian Notting Dale slum and suggested this as a factor in local anti-black resentment. To a large extent 
the Colville ‘Town’ east of Ladbroke Grove had replaced the Dale as the transient migrant ghetto. The 
latter still had the same level of overcrowding and prostitution as Colville but had become more insular 
and close-knit. This left the integrated descendants of gypsies and Irish navvies with as little time for 
newcomers as anybody ever had for them. The parochial prejudice of the indigenous poor increased as 
they seemed to be slipping further down the social scale; to a level they perceived to be as low as, or 
lower than, slaves. Hence, they saw West Indians as dirty and flash at the same time and the root of all 
their problems.  
 



In 1958 there also was a proliferation of fascist/neo-Nazi far-right groups in the area. In the pubs 
traditional intolerance of outsiders was encouraged into more specific racism by Oswald Mosley’s Union 
Movement, the National Labour Party and the White Defence League. As Mosley’s calls for the 
repatriation of black immigrants were echoed in the press and on the government backbenches, the White 
Defence League’s Black and White News featured such headlines as ‘Blacks Seek White Women’ and 
‘Blacks Milk the Assistance Board’. The White Defence/Protection League of Colin Jordan (who was 
married to a Dior) had an office on Tavistock Road, renowned for its swastika flag and military music. The 
National Labour Party of John Bean and John Tyndall, later of the National Front, published the fascist 
Combat journal. The League of Empire Loyalists, led by AK Chesterton, twisted the benign Tory-anarchist 
patriotism of his cousin GK’s The Napoleon of Notting Hill. 
 
March The West Indian Gazette was founded by the exiled US civil rights activist Claudia Jones, ‘as a one 
leaf flyer’ of the West Indian Workers and Students Association at 250 Brixton Road, above Theo 
Campbell’s calypso, jazz, blues and rock’n’roll record shop. Claudia Jones was born in the Belmont district 
of Port of Spain, Trinidad in 1915. When she was 9 her family moved to New York, where she was 
brought up in Harlem during the depression. By 1941 she had become the national director of the Young 
Communist League. During the post-war McCarthy witchtrials persecution of communists, she was 
imprisoned 4 times for ‘un-American activities’ and deported to Britain in 1955. Soon after the West Indian 
Gazette was launched the paper’s office was attacked and received a threatening letter from the UK 
branch of the Ku Klux Klan.  
 
April  The first ‘Ban the Bomb’ march to Aldermaston by the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), 
featuring calypso and skiffle groups, was ineffectively ambushed by fascists from Mosley’s Union 
Movement at Hammersmith Bridge. In Memoir of a Fascist Childhood Oswald Mosley’s eldest son 
Alexander duly joined his un-fascist brother Nicholas on the march. May As the Union Movement’s 
membership increased, the Mosleyite newsletter Action announced: ‘We don’t want a colour bar of any 
sort. We want an end to the thing which causes the colour bar; the immigration of thousands of completely 
different people who take our homes and threaten our jobs.’ ‘Who’s Sorry Now’ by Connie Francis was 
number one. 
 
On top of all the other factors contributing to the riot in Notting Hill in 1958, the rock’n’roll soundtrack of the 
year probably didn’t help matters. The hits of ’58 included such classics as ‘Johnny B Goode’ and ‘Sweet 
Little Sixteen’ by Chuck Berry, ‘Peggy Sue’ and ‘Rave On’ by Buddy Holly, ‘Rebel Rouser’ by Duane Eddy, 
‘Great Balls of Fire’ and ‘Breathless’ by Jerry Lee Lewis, ‘Jailhouse Rock’ and ‘King Creole’ by Elvis 
Presley, Eddie Cochran’s ‘Summertime Blues’ and Link Wray’s particularly ominous ‘Rumble’. Jerry Lee 
Lewis had to cut short his British tour amidst controversy over his 13 year old bride. Elvis also paid a brief 
visit to London in ’58 after he joined the army, according to Tommy Steele.  
 
June  The teenage Pele’s Brazil won the World Cup in Sweden. England drew with Brazil but were 
knocked out by Russia. ‘Rave On’ by Buddy Holly entered the chart and ‘On the Street Where You Live’ 
by Vic Damone was number one. July  As more ‘KBW (Keep Britain White)’ graffiti appeared around 
Notting Hill, reports of racist attacks increased in seriousness; from verbal abuse and harassment for 
cigarettes to violent assaults. In Shepherd’s Bush a Caribbean café was smashed up by a gang of white 
youths. ‘All I Have to Do is Dream’ by the Everly Brothers was number one for seven weeks and ‘Endless 
Sleep’ by Marty Wilde entered the chart.  
 

 
 



August  Mosley’s Action paper proclaimed: ‘Times have changed. The people are waking up. Once again 
our critics can’t take it. But stick close boys, and hang on tight. There’s a lot more coming.’ At the 
beginning of the riot month a West Indian man was beaten up outside Ladbroke Grove station and nearby 
shop windows were smashed. An African student narrowly escaped a white gang by hiding in a bush in 
Notting Dale and a white man was stabbed in the process of attacking a West Indian house. Derek Jones 
recalls what sounds like the first incident outside Ladbroke Grove station in which a black man was 
attacked: “I think he was African because he was very dark skinned, and he was suddenly surrounded and 
jostled by a mob. He probably didn’t know the riots were happening. You could see he was scared and 
bewildered, his eyes popped out like organ stops. I don’t remember if the man was actually beaten up or 
just jostled, but it was a nasty experience.” 
 
August 15  In the face of police apathy in prosecuting the Ladbroke Grove assault case, a local petition 
was organised and calls were made in the press for better policing. The Kensington Post headline 
‘Violence Wave Scares Ladbroke Grove Area’ was endorsed by a local’s prediction that “this is only the 
beginning. Unless something drastic is done soon I don’t know what the consequences will be.” The 
magistrate ER Guest said: “It is a matter of considerable public importance that something should be done 
seriously to stop street disorders in North Kensington. They are not only a disgrace to the neighbourhood 
but also extremely dangerous to ordinary decent citizens.” But these warnings went unheeded by the 
authorities. ‘Yakety Yak’ by the Coasters entered the chart and ‘When’ by the Kalin Twins became the 
Notting Hill riots number one. 
 
Saturday August 23  The absolute beginner first hears news of race rioting in Nottingham (the week 
before Notting Hill kicked off) as he’s leaving a concert by ‘Maria Bethlehem’ (based on Ella Fitzgerald). 
On a multicultural jazz harmony high, he dismisses ‘the happenings at St Ann’s Well, up in Nottingham’ 
with cosmopolitan disdain, ‘but what could you expect in a provincial dump out there among the sticks.’ 
The first teenager’s friends include ‘Mr Cool’, a black jazz trumpet player, the gay ‘Fabulous Hoplite’, the 
lesbian madam ‘Big Jill’, and rival trad and mod jazz enthusiasts who join forces against the Teds and 
fascists. But as the black and white ‘young and restless were creating a new world of cool music, coffee 
bars and freer love’ in Soho, over in White City the west London version was beginning.  
 
The White City area to the west of Notting Dale is named after the white buildings of the 1908 ‘Great 
White City’ Exhibition and Olympics, in an unfortunate coincidence with the Commonwealth country street 
names including South Africa. The White City General Smuts pub is named after the South African leader 
who fought against the British in the Boer war but later joined the British War Council. In South Africa in 
1958 the apartheid hardliner Hendrik Verwoerd came to power. The night the Nottingham riots began nine 
teenagers left the General Smuts after a heavy drinking session. The youths crammed into a car with an 
assortment of weapons – including railings, staves, a table leg, a knife and a starting pistol – and set off 
on an American deep south-style ‘nigger hunt’ around Shepherd’s Bush and Notting Hill. The xenophobic 
growlings that Wyndham Lewis had heard ten years before turned into bitings as they attacked any black 
people they came across, hospitalising three men. After that the racial tension in the area increased, 
virtually unchecked by the authorities and openly encouraged by the fascists.  
 
The Nottingham St Ann’s area had much in common with Notting Hill/Dale apart from the name. The 
streets of St Ann’s were also built in the late 19th century to house Irish and British migrant workers; the 
equivalent of Ladbroke Grove is Robin Hood Chase. The main road of Notting Dale is St Ann’s Road, and 
there were Notting Hill Robin Hood pubs on Latimer Road and Kensal Road. By the 1950s the St Ann’s 
tenements were in a similar state of crumbling disrepair to Notting Hill’s and housed the same multicultural 
mix of Poles, Asians, and the 4th largest West Indian population in the country (after London, Birmingham 
and Manchester). Racial trouble had been brewing (dating back to the nearby Castle Donington hostel riot 
in 1948) in the form of factory and pub colour bars, apartheid drinking clubs and resentment over black 
unemployment; this time without any fascist assistance.  
 
In the summer of 1958 several black men were beaten up by white gangs in the St Ann’s area, leading up 
to the first major anti-black race riot in Britain on August 23. The incident that sparked the Nottingham riots 
was a fight in the Chase Tavern on St Ann’s Well Road, started by a white man who objected to a black 
man talking to a white woman. The barroom brawl spilled out into the street and grew into a rampaging 
mob of around a thousand. Some black men fought back by any means necessary, including driving a car 
into the mob. In the hour and a half before police arrived, eight people were seriously injured including a 
white man with a slit throat. Wednesday August 27  The Manchester Guardian reported on three weeks 
of racial violence in Notting Hill. Predictions of where it was most likely to go off next after Nottingham – as 
other possibilities apart from Notting Hill – included Brixton, Hammersmith, Handsworth in Birmingham 
and Manchester’s Moss Side. 
 



 
Latimer Road Station Bramley Road 2007/Ray and Majbr itt Morrison Keystone/Hulton 
 
Before Latimer Road was split into Freston Road and the northern stretch by the Westway roundabout in 
the late 60s, it was as important a thoroughfare as Ladbroke Grove (between Holland Park Avenue and 
North Pole Road). Having already appeared in The Blue Lamp and The Lavender Hill Mob as a crash site, 
the street (to the west of the station) was immortalised in Absolute Beginners as ‘the long lean road called 
Latimer.’ Colin MacInnes elaborated: ‘which I particularly want you to remember, because out of this road, 
like horrible tits dangling from a lean old sow, there hang a whole festoon of what I think must really be the 
sinisterest highways in our city, well, just listen to their names; Blechynden, Silchester, Walmer, Testerton 
and Bramley, can’t you just smell them as you hurry to get through the cats-cradle of these blocks?’ He 
missed out Barandon, Lockton, Grenfell and the street called Fowell. 
 
Friday August 29  As Nottingham entered its second weekend of rioting, it happened here. The incident 
usually cited as the one that started the Notting Hill race riots was an innocuous domestic dispute between 
a Jamaican man and his Swedish wife outside Latimer Road tube station on Bramley Road. Ray and 
Majbritt Morrison’s argument duly attracted an audience, some white men heckled Ray and Majbritt 
shouted back at them in defence of her husband, then a group of West Indian men appeared, there was a 
scuffle, and that was the end of the beginning. On the same day ‘Early in the Morning’ by Buddy Holly 
entered the chart and Michael Jackson was born. It was also the anniversary of the abolition of slavery in 
the British empire in 1833. 
 
Saturday August 30  The Latimer Road incident brought the simmering slum cauldron of racial 
resentment to the boil. The word went round the Dale that the time had come and the following night the 
pubs along Bramley Road were full of locals singing ‘Old Man River’ and ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’, punctuated 
by ‘vicious anti-negro slogans.’ After the pubs chucked out gangs of drunk men milled about in the heat of 
the night looking for trouble. To begin with the riot largely consisted of milling about under the railway 
arches on Bramley Road.  
 
Meanwhile Majbritt Morrison was leaving a blues dance on Blechynden Street – just along the railway line 
from the site of the last big Notting Hill story, 10 Rillington Place. As she walked down Bramley Road 
towards her home on Bard Road off Latimer (now Freston) Road, Majbritt found herself running the 
gauntlet of the hostile post-pub crowd. Outside the Bramley Arms (now part of the Chrysalis/Heart FM 
Building) at the junction of Bramley Road and Latimer/Freston, she was recognised by her neighbours. A 
teenager said, “There’s another one, another black man’s trollop”, and others shouted “Nigger lover”, “Get 
her”, “Kill her.” This incident occurred where the police radio-cars had crashed seven years before in The 
Lavender Hill Mob. 
 
Dodging milk bottles, Majbritt Morrison managed to get through the altogether less funny Latimer Road 
mob to Bard Road. There she was met by the sight of police and firemen outside her ground floor flat from 
which smoke was pouring. True to historical mob form, the intended object of their wrath wasn’t the 
Morrisons but a West Indian pimp known as Sporty, who was reputedly living off two young white girls 
next door. Majbritt remonstrated with the mob and was hit with an iron bar in the melee. After that she was 
arrested and held till dawn for her own good. Then her story, published as the pulp fact book Jungle West 
11, went from bad to worse; having started a riot and given birth, she was put on the game by her 
husband. For the record, her story mostly took place in the W10 postcode area. 



Day 1 of the riots concluded with the local mob of around 300 moving on from Bard Road in W10, across 
Latimer/Freston Road into W11, to close down the Blechynden Street blues club. As recalled by King Dick 
in the Windrush book, the Blechynden blues riot incident consisted of the pioneering sound-system DJ 
Count Suckle playing the calypso record ‘Oriental Ball’, mixed with the bee swarm sound of the mob 
approaching, shouts of “Keep Britain white” and “Kill the niggers”, the sound of breaking glass as milk 
bottles and windows were smashed, interspersed with Black Maria bells and screeches as more police 
cars hurtled into Notting Dale.  
 
On their arrival at the scene, the police reported furious fighting between whites and blacks around the 
junction of Bramley Road and Blechynden Street near Latimer Road station. The leader of the West Indian 
resistance was described as a heavily built man wearing an Australian bush-hat pinned up to one side, 
identified as Wilson Robbert. The police broke up the fighting and diplomatically escorted the West Indian 
blues partygoers to another club east along Lancaster Road. This dissipated the escalating racial tension 
and contained the situation in Notting Dale. However, at the same time the police conceded an 
inspirational victory to the rioters and gave them the impression that they could ‘ethnically cleanse’ the 
area.  
 

 
The Bramley Arms Freston Road 1970s/The Station Hous e formerly Tavern/Hotel Bramley Road 
 
Colin MacInnes’s verdict on the riot ground zero streets was ‘there’s only one thing to do with them, 
absolutely one, which is to pull them down till not a one’s left standing up.’ After his planning proposal 
went through, with the site clearance for the Westway and Lancaster West Estate, all that remains of 
Blechynden Street today is occupied by the ACAVA studios (including the Portobello Film Festival office). 
Blechynden originally meandered from the north end of Bard Road across Latimer Road and Bramley 
Road, around Latimer Road station to Lancaster Road. Bard (formerly Wharfe) Road still exists, though 
now only as a dead-end slip road alongside the M41 West Cross Route, off Freston (formerly Latimer) 
Road by the Chrysalis Building Heart FM studios side-entrance. Testerton and Barandon Street, by 
Latimer Road station, appeared in John Boorman’s 1969 film Leo the Last shortly before their demolition 
to make way for Lancaster West. 
 
Back in Nottingham, the evening’s proceedings began with a car containing three black men being set 
upon by a mob in St Ann’s outside the Chase Tavern. Once more police arrived in the nick of time to clear 
a path for the car and prevent a lynching. This was followed by in-fighting between white gangs for the 
benefit of a TV camera and then the mob turned on the police. Having made 24 arrests, the Nottingham 
Chief Constable Athelstan Popkess praised West Indians for staying out of the way, as he put the blame 
on “our rougher elements… irresponsible Teddy boys and persons who had had a lot of drink.”  
 
Sunday August 31  Day 2 of the Notting Hill riots saw a repeat of the Saturday night events in 
Nottingham. By early evening a crowd of several hundred white youths had congregated under the 
Latimer Road arches, ready to rumble. But as there were no West Indians to be found they fought with the 
police; only ten of whom were on duty in the area at the time. Four officers were attacked on Bramley 
Road by rioters who spat at them shouting “Coppers are nigger lovers”; another was kicked to the ground 
and one was cut in the face when a bottle smashed against his squad car; others were stoned and bottled 
when they ventured too deep into the Dale and were cornered by the mob.  
 
Colin MacInnes introduced the area to a wider audience, pinpointing the Notting Hellmouth site of the 
Piggeries slum: ‘Man, I tell you, you’ve only got to be there one minute to know there’s something radically 
wrong! Across this whole mess there cuts diagonally, yet another railway that rides high above this slum 
property like a scenic railway ride at a fair. Boy, if you want to admire our wonderful old capital city, you 



should take a ride on this track this time! And just where this railway is slung over the big central road that 
cuts across the valley area north to south, there’s a hole, a dip, a pocket, a really unhappy valley which, 
according to my learned dad, was formerly at one time a great non-agricultural marsh. A place of evil, 
mister. I bet witches lived around it, and a lot still do.’  
 

 
Bramley Road during the riots Paul Popper/Getty/Notti ng Hill during the riots Hulton Getty 
 
Monday September 1  Day 3 of the riots was the main day of the first Notting Hill Carnival – in the ‘riotous 
revelry, reckless indulgence in something eg. bloodshed’ dictionary definition. In all the accounts the 
tension in the streets was palpable, the MacInnes description is like a scene from Invasion of the 
Bodysnatchers. As the absolute beginner sets out from his Ladbroke Grove bedsit to survey his manor of 
‘Little Napoli’, the lesbian madam ‘Big Jill came out into the area. “It’s not the Teds you have to worry 
about,” she said, “but if the men join in it, too. The men round here are rather a tough lot.” “I’ve noticed 
that,” I said to her, going to take the padlock off my Vespa. “Where are you off to, baby?” “I’m going to look 
around my manor.” As soon as you passed into the area, you could sense that there was something on. 
The sun was well up now, and the streets were normal, with the cats and traffic – until suddenly you 
realised that they weren’t. Because there in Napoli, you could feel a hole: as if some kind of life was 
draining out of it, leaving a sort of vacuum in the streets and terraces...’  
 
In the calm before the storm, as gangs of white youths began loitering on street corners, the police 
presence remained minimal. The only riot control measure was the North Kensington Labour MP George 
Rogers driving around the area appealing through a loudhailer for “Common sense, decency and 
tolerance.” The local resident Labour MP Tony Benn also went through the riot zone on September 1, 
noting in his diary: ‘It was extremely sinister to see everyone standing out in front of their doors in the hot 
sultry air just waiting for something to happen. The crowds of young people gathering on street corners 
indicated the outbreak of some new attack.’ 
 
Into this scene came Seymour Manning, an Antiguan student taking a wrong trip at the wrong time, down 
from Derby to visit a friend in Notting Dale. As incorporated into the Absolute Beginners book from the 
Manchester Guardian report and re-enacted in the 1959 film Sapphire, Manning came out of Latimer Road 
station on to Bramley Road and walked straight into a crowd of white rioters. After being chased and 
kicked to the ground, he managed to escape the mob’s clutches and found sanctuary in a greengrocer’s 
shop. The shopkeeper’s wife, Pat Howcroft (nee Bloomfield?), bolted the door and kept the mob at bay 
until police arrived. MacInnes pictured her as the patron saint of multicultural corner shops, going to 
heaven by rocket.  
 
As Seymour Manning was finally rescued by police on horseback, local teenagers told the Manchester 
Guardian reporter: “Just tell your readers that Little Rock learned us a lesson… Tell them we’ve got a bad 
enough housing shortage around here without them moving in. Keep Britain white.” The governor of 
Arkansas had just refused to enforce the desegregation of schools in Little Rock. After the youths made 
contradictory boasts of Notting Dale handling its own problems and reinforcements coming in from 
Elephant and Castle, “to help us finish off the job” by firebombing flats where black men were living with 
white girls, one of them said, “Come back tomorrow night, mister, for the next instalment.”  
 



The 1959 film Sapphire, Basil Dearden’s post-riot follow up to The Blue Lamp, examines racial prejudice 
during the course of a police investigation into the murder of a light-skinned West Indian girl called 
Sapphire. On the trail of the killer, the police visit ‘No Blacks’ landladies in Earl’s Court and the 
‘International Club’ in Bayswater. The black suspect ‘Johnny Fiddle’ escapes the law from the Afro-
Caribbean ‘Tulips Club’ in Shepherd’s Bush, where everyone’s called Johnny something, only to run into 
Notting Dale. After receiving a traditional Dale welcome in ‘Joe’s Café’ and being roughed up by Teds 
under the Latimer Road arches, like Seymour Manning, he’s saved by a grocer woman locking him in her 
shop. In the end ‘Johnny Rotten’ turns out to be the mad racist sister of the victim’s white boyfriend.  
 
The local pub historian Derek Jones remembers the menacing atmosphere on the streets when he went to 
the Station on Bramley Road and the old Flag on Latimer (Freston) Road (formerly the Robin Hood): “On 
Blechynden Street you’d see basements boarded up and there were stories of coloured families afraid to 
go out. During the time of the riots all the streets were covered with broken glass, it was a period of 
madness.” Another Dale local, Ann Seals, who lived on Sirdar Road, recalled: “At first it was strange to 
see the black faces but you didn’t take a lot of notice, but as more came trouble started to brew. At times I 
was frightened, we used to have to go round to a chemist near Blechynden Street, opposite Lancaster 
Road, my mother and I used to grip hands and we’d hurry there and back, it was a very wary time. You 
had the Teddy boys and they were out for a fight and they had flick knives. I looked down a street where 
fighting was going on, but my mother took me away quickly.”  
 
The local white response has been described as complicit silence; giving the impression, at least, that the 
majority condoned the riots. This was certainly how it appeared to West Indians. As far as Baron Baker 
was concerned, “it was not only just simple young chaps, or just one section of the people, it was the 
entire community that was up against us.” But there were reported exceptions to the rule like the grocer 
woman, policemen who escorted black bus conductors home from work, white women who went to the 
shops for black neighbours, a local woman who was ostracised for aiding an injured black man, and the 
communist woman giving out anti-racism leaflets in one of the photographs.  
 

 
Bramley Road during the riots Popperfoto/Getty/Notti ng Hill during the riots Express /Hulton Getty 
 
The Times correspondent in the area ‘frequently saw white and coloured children playing together’, and 
‘just after a violent incident in which a coloured man was chased down the street by white youths shouting 
racial slogans, he saw a white man deliberately cross the street to shake hands with a coloured fruit 
vendor who was terrified.’ Raul Harding recalls his mother telling him that a white man made a point of 
escorting her up Tavistock Road during the riots. The Observer journalist Ed Vulliamy, who was brought 
up in Notting Hill, has a ’58 riot memory of his mother stopping a gang of white boys beating up a black 
boy in Holland Park station by saying, “What on Earth do you think you’re doing?” 
 
Charlie Rowden, who lived in Thresher’s Place, told Notting Dale Urban Studies: “The race riots were right 
opposite me. I lived in Lancaster Road in those days and they started in Blechynden Street which was 
opposite my windows. A fight broke out over a woman and then families took sides. The pub turned out 
and everyone was game for a fight as they was in those days and then all the hooligans joined in. I got 
myself in a bit of a ruck because a woman was coming along Lancaster Road with a child, and some kids 
were throwing stones at her and I said to her, ‘Come in here, mate’, and they got shirty with me but I saw 
them off.”  
 
The legend of communist beatniks evacuating black people from troublespots seems to come from post-
riot do-gooding and the imagination of Colin MacInnes. Whereas the fascists were quick to stir it up. In the 



Windrush book, the ‘Red Ted’ Eddie Adams recalls fascist agent provocateurs encouraging passive 
spectators to get more involved: “I was staying in Ledbury Road, just watching. This was what lots of 
people were doing. They just came out of their houses, stood on their doorsteps, waiting to see what was 
going to happen, because it had been in the press. And there were groups of white youths going round at 
that time, looking for black people to beat up. But the thing I noticed most: there were these characters in 
the crowd who were stirring things up, wandering round saying ‘Let’s get the black bastards.’ They weren’t 
working class. They seemed to be a bit from somewhere else – not from the area.”  
 
Throughout the riot weekend racist leaflets were distributed on the streets by the right wing extremist 
groups. The fascist National Labour Party’s manifesto was: ‘A square deal for the negro in his own 
country.’ The NLP Look Out paper asked, ‘Has a foreigner taken your job yet? Is a foreigner your 
employer? Does a foreigner represent you in parliament? If not, then you are fortunate, for your country is 
steadily being taken over by the triumphant alien.’ The Mosley Union Movement leaflet, being handed out 
by his sons Alexander and Max outside Ladbroke Grove station, featured a cartoon of an African in a 
grass skirt with a spear and the 1984 style propaganda bulletin: ‘People of Kensington act now. Your 
country is worth fighting for. Fight with the Union Movement. Take action now. Protect your jobs. Stop 
coloured immigration. Houses for white people not coloured immigrants.’ According to Mervyn Jones, the 
fascists used the KPH pub on the corner of Ladbroke Grove and Lancaster Road as their rallying point.  
 
On Monday evening, Mosley’s second-in-command Jeffrey Hamm made a rabble-rousing speech to a 
crowd estimated to be a thousand strong outside Latimer Road station – which was known as ‘Piggery 
Junction’ after the old slum. The appropriately named stationmaster’s directions began with a caution that 
black people should not be blamed for turning Notting Hill into a redlight district, as much as the Tory and 
Labour governments. Then Hamm went into a Mussolini/Hitler style possessed electric frenzy. 
Gesticulating wildly in the grey glow of the street lamps he mesmerised the swinish multitude into 
believing that the area hadn’t always been a slum. At the climax of his speech the would-be harsh dictator 
shouted “Get rid of them” ambiguously, as he threw a bundle of leaflets into the crowd. Thus the portals of 
the Notting Hellmouth were opened, unleashing the pestilential exhalations of the Piggeries on the world. 
 
On ‘the scenic railway ride’ from Westbourne Park to Shepherd’s Bush, with sightseers jumping out at 
each stop, the absolute beginner noted ‘the odd fire and firemen and, at sudden glimpses as the train 
rocked by a street at right angles, the crowds, and law cars prowling, or standing parked with cowboys 
packed into them, waiting for action, like bullets in a clip… loudspeakers blaring something harsh and 
meaningless, like at Battersea pleasure gardens, in the funfair there. And all along the ride there were 
patches of blue-black darkness, then sudden glares and flares of dazzling light.’ While the moment in pop 
history was captured by Colin MacInnes dramatising the Manchester Guardian reports in Absolute 
Beginners, the ‘on the spot’ Kensington News reporter, Colin Eales, is cited in the Windrush book for 
summing up ‘the precise flavour of street corner agitation, incredible rumour, sexual hysteria, random 
violence and holiday anarchy.’  
 
In his report of the riot surge out of Notting Dale, Colin Eales wrote: ‘As I turned into Bramley Road I saw a 
mob of over 700 men, women and children stretching 200 yards along the road. Young children of ten 
were treating the whole affair as a great joke and shouting: “Come on, let’s get the blacks and the 
coppers, let’s get on with it.” In the middle of a mob of screaming, jeering youths and adults, a speaker 
from the Union Movement was urging his excited audience to “get rid of them” (the coloured people). 
Groups of policemen stood at strategic points carefully watching the ‘meeting’, while police cars and Black 
Marias waited round the corner. Suddenly hundreds of leaflets were thrown over the crowd, a fierce cry 
rent the air and the mob rushed off in the direction of Latimer Road shouting “Kill the niggers!” Women 
grabbed their small children and chased after their menfolk. Dogs ran in among the crowds barking. 
Everywhere there was riotous confusion. Police cars and vans wheeled out to cut off the mob.’  
 
The Manchester Guardian report, apparently of the same incident, wasn’t so serious: ‘At 8 O’clock last 
night the speaker of the Union Movement set up his stand in a side turning beyond Latimer Road and told 
a handful of children that his party deplored the recent violence but went on to tell the crowd which soon 
collected that the blame for the trouble must be placed on the shoulders of both the Labour and 
Conservative governments for allowing immigration of West Indians. His audience, whose average age 
could not have been much more than 15, was soon bored and rushed off down Bramley Road. The police 
were in the area in their hundreds, patrolling the streets or sitting uncomfortably packed into vans. They 
spent their time telling the children not to be “silly kids.” In the streets in the area many dark faces could be 
seen peering from behind net curtains – wondering, doubtlessly, whether they would receive a brick 
through their windows. What is needed now to damp the trouble is one or two evenings of good solid rain.’ 
 



The Kensington Post reporter ‘in the street with the mob’ described rocker ‘youths in leather jerkins sat 
astride motorcycles’, and Teddy boy gangs ‘in search of the latest entertainment’, cheering Jeffrey Hamm 
when ever he mentioned ‘Teddy boys’. Once sufficiently encouraged by the fascists at Latimer Road 
station, the mob stormed out of the Dale smashing windows of West Indian houses in an echo of the Nazi 
Kristallnacht 20 years before. Police attempts to contain the rioters failed miserably as they went on the 
rampage with dogs running amongst them and women shouting encouragement from windows. As part of 
the mob spilled into Clarendon Road, the boundary road between Notting Dale and the Ladbroke estate 
(Notting Hill proper), they came under fire from black youths on the roof of Notting Wood House. Following 
a hail of milk bottles a petrol bomb exploded in their midst throwing the white rioters into confusion. Unable 
to get at their rooftop assailants, they contented themselves smashing windows of suspected blues 
venues. Then news reached the main mob via the riot bush telegraph that black men had beaten up a 
white boy on Westbourne Park Road. This caused a frenzied stampede up Blenheim Crescent, across 
Ladbroke Grove into Colville, in which one youth was run over by a car. On Lancaster Road a black 
motorcyclist was forced to drive through another crowd of rioters blocking the road. 
 

 
Clarendon Road/Notting Hill during the riots Express  Hulton/Getty 
 
John Edward Cox, a 17 year old from Fulham arrested for insulting behaviour and having an offensive 
weapon, was said to have led a large crowd up Lancaster Road (parallel with Blenheim Crescent) yelling: 
“Come on, let’s clear these . . . out.” According to Inspector Coventry, Cox stood in the road waving a belt 
and shouted: “Come on, let’s do the . . .” (not the bop). As the absolute beginner’s teenage fascist 
doppelganger ‘The Wizard’ was unleashed, a youth arrested for slashing a West Indian’s face said, “So a 
darkie gets chivved, why all the fuss?” In the eye of the storm, Rachman’s black ghetto was besieged by 
rioters shouting “Keep Britain White”, “Nigger lovers” and “Lynch the blacks.” The black alderman Ivan 
Weekes recalled a pitched battle and burning cars on Powis Terrace. The Calypso blues club on Ledbury 
Road was attacked and another Molotov was thrown. Windows were smashed along Portobello Road – 
where a gang of Teds posed for TV cameras outside the Electric (then the Imperial) cinema, Westbourne 
Park Road, Lancaster Road, and Oxford Gardens to the north, along with thousands of milk bottles.  
 
A West Indian man interviewed by Pathe News on the night said: “We can’t go home, our home is now 
surrounded by young teenagers, all hurling bottles and beating and killing and fighting people all along the 
street, and half of the stories are not told, are not even mentioned in the press.” The next day’s Daily 
Mirror headline was: ‘400 Clash in ‘Colour’ Riot – Police squads rush to Notting Hill – Patrolling cars are 
stoned – Black v White: What we must do…’ The Daily Telegraph had: ‘Race riots flared in Britain last 
night. Petrol bombs and thousands of milk bottles were thrown at police in west London after white youths 
taunted black immigrants with racist slogans. Rioting continued through much of the night, and this 
morning the streets of Notting Hill Gate are strewn with broken glass and other debris. Several people 
were badly hurt, and 59 people were being charged with carrying offensive weapons and other offences… 
three petrol bombs were thrown. Special Branch officers were investigating the possibility of extreme right-
wing inspiration behind the rioting.’ 
 
When the rioting spread out of the Dale into the Town Colville area (or ‘Brown Town’ as it was known to 
the rioters), the participants were no longer just locals. By then traditionally rival gangs from Shepherd’s 
Bush, Hammersmith and Paddington had forgotten past differences and were turning up in vans to 
reinforce the local mob, shouting “All right boys, we’re here.” Independent of the main mob, smaller gangs 
were active around North Kensington while vans and motorcyclists toured the area reporting back on 
potential targets. On top of which, as news of the riot spread by word of mouth and the media, sightseers 



from all over London and beyond were arriving in Notting Hill by bus and train. In Nottingham the local bus 
company ran sight-seeing tours of the St Ann’s riot zone. 
 
The Manchester Guardian report on the riot tourism echoes down through the years: ‘Notting Hill doesn’t 
know what’s hit it. Among the faces, some of them distorted, some merely curious, that congregate along 
the pavements, there lies an appalling pleasure with self. They are waiting for something to happen, and 
too many of them will be stirred to gratification when it does.’ However, it was at this point that the riot 
dynamic between the generations fizzled out. At first older people are said to have given tacit approval, 
sanctioning and encouraging the youths’ behaviour. But the arrival of outsider hooligans and tourists 
caused some Notting Dale locals to have regrets and even sympathy for local blacks. One old white man 
told the Kensington News: “In too many cases innocent blacks are getting beaten when it’s the rotten ones 
that are still running about.”  
 
Michael de Freitas recalled actively taking part in the riot; helping to free arrested West Indians from a 
Black Maria and organising petrol-bomb attacks on a white drinking club and fascist headquarters. But 
rather than the police, the locals, Teds or fascists, he blamed the press for ‘the irresponsible journalism 
which exaggerated a few isolated incidents into large scale racial disturbances.’ In Michael’s anatomy of 
the riot, ‘there’s a large section of any population which is attracted to riots for kicks and to relieve the 
boredom of dull lives. With a few wild ones throwing bottles, everyone tends to get involved. And white 
people don’t run to the blacks for protection, nor the blacks to whites. They separate into their own colour 
groups. And then you have it, created out of nothing – a race riot. Or, at least, the atmosphere of a race 
riot. In actual fact, there still wasn’t much real action.’  
 
Although Michael himself would become renowned for inflammatory journalism, and the riot press reports 
seem responsible enough in retrospect, the media undoubtedly played an unhelpful part in proceedings. 
At the old Ben Jonson pub on Harrow Road, journalists are said to have offered money to black and white 
youths to fight outside while photographers took pictures. After the press left the youths went back in the 
pub and carried on drinking in racial harmony. Away from the riot epicentre, tremors were felt along 
psychogeographical faultlines in surrounding poor areas. On Harrow Road the Blue Parrot Caribbean café 
was besieged by a bottle-throwing mob of several hundred, which took 30 policemen in 12 squad-cars and 
6 Black Marias to disperse. The canal towpath in Kensal was blocked by youths echoing the anti-Irish 
‘Pope or Garibaldi’ riot of a century before. A West Indian house was petrol-bombed in Paddington, and 
several black men were attacked in Shepherd’s Bush.  
 
Further beyond the riot zone everyday life continued as normal in another echo of Nazi Germany. At the 
end of ‘the scenic railway ride’ riot tour from Westbourne Park to Shepherd’s Bush, the absolute beginner 
reported ‘peace and quiet and calm and as-you-were-before. Believe me! Inside the two square miles of 
Napoli, there was blood and thunder, but just outside it – only across one single road, like some national 
frontier – you were back in the world of Mrs Dale, and What’s My Line? and England’s green and pleasant 
land. Napoli was like a prison or concentration camp; inside, blue murder, outside, buses and evening 
papers.’  
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The arrival of the outsider gangs and riot tourists also caused a change in the West Indian reaction; from 
staying indoors, hoping it would blow over, to organised resistance. On Monday afternoon a war cabinet 
meeting was held at the Calypso Club on the corner of Ledbury Road and Westbourne Park Road. By all 
accounts, Michael de Freitas became the black Napoleon of Notting Hill, or the West Indian Winston 



Churchill, with his self-defence against appeasement speech. As re-enacted by Gary Beadle (of 
Eastenders fame), as ‘Johnny Wonder’ in the Absolute Beginners film footnote to the book, he said: “We 
don’t want committees and representatives. What we need is to get a few bits of iron and a bit of 
organisation; so that when they come in here we can defend ourselves.” (Eastenders also featured a 
58/08 sub-plot.) 
 
Echoing the battle of Portobello Road without guns or much serious injury in GK Chesterton’s The 
Napoleon of Notting Hill, with Michael in the title role, Totobag’s café was turned into a real fortress for the 
battle of Blenheim Crescent (which is named after the 1704 battle of Blenheim in Austria, with Sarah 
Churchill representing the Duke of Marlborough). In Beyond the Mother Country Edward Pilkington 
described Notting Hill during the riots as ‘a looking-glass world’, in which everyday objects like milk bottles, 
dustbin lids and car tyres were transformed into ammunition, shields and barricades. The stretch of 
Blenheim Crescent between Portobello and Kensington Park Road has recently become much renowned 
and photographed by tourists as the site of the Travel Bookshop (reconstructed at 142 Portobello Road in 
the Notting Hill film). Far more significantly, this was where the modern Notting Hill Carnival began, at the 
peak of the rock’n’roll fascist version, with this assertion of black British identity.  
 
In local legend 300 West Indians crammed into 9 (Totobag’s) and 6 Blenheim Crescent with a stockpile of 
machetes, meat cleavers and Molotov cocktails. King Dick recalled being shown how to make petrol 
bombs by the white thief Peanuts. In Baron Baker’s recollection when white rioters were heard outside 
planning to “burn the niggers out”, the top floor windows of number 9 were flung open and milk bottles 
rained down, accompanied by a Molotov (like the reported earlier incident at the other end of Blenheim 
Crescent). As they charged out Baron recalled shouting ironically, “Get back to where you come from.” 
The next thing he remembered was a Black Maria hurtling round the corner and ramming into the door of 
number 9. In the ensuing melee several injuries were incurred and nine men arrested, six of whom were 
black including Hubert Baker. In the police reports it sounds more like a scene from West Side Story with 
a group of 30 black men, armed with an assortment of weapons, shouting “Come out and fight” at whites. 
The West Indian angry young man John Osborne was identified by PC Copley as one of the crowd at the 
junction of Portobello and Blenheim Crescent. Copley said he pursued Osborne who stopped and pointed 
a knife at him, saying “Get back.”  
 
King Dick’s version of the Blenheim Crescent siege in the Windrush book isn’t as vivid as his recollection 
of being ambushed by a gang of Teds in Chippenham Mews off Harrow Road. Other black resistance 
legends of ‘a secret organisation of ex-servicemen preparing for guerrilla warfare’, and black American 
GIs with a machinegun on Cambridge Gardens ready to mow down white rioters, have been dismissed as 
60s Black Power propaganda. In the old Talbot Grove slum area off Ladbroke Grove (between Lancaster 
Road and Cornwall Crescent), the Kensington News reporter Colin Eales talked to locals expecting an 
attack led by a brothel madam. When the alarm was raised they armed themselves with railings. Then one 
black man ran down the street being pelted with milkbottles. Back on Bard Road off Latimer (Freston) 
Road after a paraffin lamp was thrown at a West Indian house, apparently in retaliation for an attack on 
Mosley’s headquarters, the mob was chased off by a big black woman with an axe, screaming “I’ll murder 
you for this!”  
 

 
Bramley Road set in  Absolute Beginners  the musical The Face 1986 



The 1958 battle of Blenheim Crescent was re-enacted in 1985 by Julien Temple in the Absolute Beginners 
film, dramatised as Colin MacInnes intended it to be, as a West Side Story style dance sequence – Shark 
hustlers v Jet fascists – on a set at Shepperton Studios combining the Blenheim Crescent and Bramley 
Road riot zones. The film still features a Bramley Arms set with the horse trough at the junction of Bramley 
and Freston Road. Julien Temple told the NME: “I don’t think they’d let you stage a race riot that easily in 
Notting Hill these days; and the place itself has all been painted in pretty electric blues or apricot and pink, 
whereas in the 50s it was all crumbling and blackened slums.” The West Side Story musical, transposing 
the Capulets and Montagus feud in Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet to New York gang fights between 
the Jets and Puerto Rican Sharks, opened in 1957. The multiple Oscar winning film with the classic 
Leonard Bernstein/Stephen Sondheim soundtrack came out in 1961.  
 
The somewhat less critically acclaimed Absolute Beginners musical at least concluded on a high. The riot 
aftermath finale is scored by David Bowie’s title track going into Smiley Culture’s electro-Absolute 
Beginners mix of the 1958 Miles Davis hit ‘So What’; ‘It was 1958, the year of Absolute Beginners…’ The 
year also saw the release of ‘Soultrane’ by John Coltrane, ‘Blues and Roots’ by Charlie Mingus, and Duke 
Ellington toured Britain at the time of ‘Black, Brown and Beige’. Miles Davis’s cool, modern or progressive 
jazz evolved from the bop style of Charlie ‘Bird’ Parker and Dizzy Gillespie, extenuating the split between 
the mod jazz practitioners (Coltrane, Thelonius Monk, Ornette Coleman, Art Blakey, John Lewis, Dave 
Brubeck, Oscar Peterson) and the trad classicists (such as Count Basie and Louis Armstrong). The 
traditional New Orleans style jazz revival, which started at Humphrey Lyttelton’s 100 Club on Oxford 
Street, was revived again in the late 50s by Chris Barber and Ken Colyer.  
 

 
 
The Absolute Beginners’ ’58/85 pop history soundtrack features Gil Evans and Charlie Mingus mod jazz, 
‘Better Git It in Your Soul (The Hot and the Cool)’ and ‘The Naked and the Dead’ respectively, arranged by 
Evans, Laurel Aitken’s ska ‘Landlords and Tenants’, Slim Gaillard’s scat ‘Selling Out’, Tenpole Tudor’s 
rockabilly ‘Ted Ain’t Dead’ performed on a bombsite, Clive Langer’s ‘Napoli’, Ray Davies’ ‘Quiet Life’, Nick 
Lowe’s ‘Little Cat (You’ve Never Had It So Good)’, Paul Weller’s Style Council, Patsy Kensit’s Eighth 
Wonder group, Sade’s ‘Killer Blow’, and the Specials’ Jerry Dammers’ ska revival ‘Riot City’. In another 
film extra, David Bowie’s advertising executive character ‘Vendice Partners’, the fashion designer ‘Henley’ 
(James Fox from Performance), and the Rachman character ‘Saltzman’ (Johnny Shannon from 
Performance) conspire to start the riot, so that the area will be demolished to make way for their housing 
estate.  
 
In further inspired casting, Ray Davies (from the Kinks) and Mandy Rice-Davies (from the Profumo affair) 
star as the parents of the absolute beginner (‘Colin’ in the film), played by Eddie O’Connell. The local 
actress Patsy Kensit appears as the Juliet beat girl ‘Crepe Suzette’, the 80s Billie Holiday Sade as ‘Athene 
Duncannon’ (rather than the Ella Fitzgerald-esque ‘Maria Bethlehem’ in the book), Tenpole Tudor (from 
The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle) had to be ‘Ed the Ted’ and Steven Berkoff had to be Mosley, Sandie 
Shaw appears as ‘Baby Boom’s mum’, Alan Freeman and Lionel Blair as themselves, ditto Bowie. At one 
point Tim Roth was in the running for the lead role, Keith Richards was to play a ‘music hall cheeky 
chappie’ and Richard Branson dressed as a Ted at the premiere.  
 
Colin MacInnes’s vision of a ‘cheerfully anarchic’ music hall style Carnival with hooray Henrys, debutantes 
and hustlers dancing together in the rain, as portrayed in the film, was pretty much how the event turned 
out in the 90s. In the book’s finale the absolute beginner attempts to go to Brazil, but, having reflected on 
‘the fun and hope and foolishness and sad stupidity’ of Notting Hill, he returns with a group of Africans. 



The Kensington Post reported an African witch doctor touring Kensington on the riot Monday afternoon to 
promote the film Nor the Moon by Night showing at the High Street Odeon. 
 
Tuesday September 2  MacInnes’s primary source, the Manchester Guardian portrayed a scene from an 
American deep south movie for another day, with police and white gangs hanging around street corners in 
the sweltering heat. Tony Benn wrote in his diary: ‘The trouble continued on an even bigger scale last 
night. I toured the area before breakfast and saw the debris and the corrugated iron up behind the 
windows of the prefabs where the coloured families live. The use of petrol bombs and iron bars and razors 
is appalling. There is a large area where it is not safe for people to be out. I saw Chief Inspector 
Simmonds at Notting Hill police station for a short talk. He is confident that the police can handle it. This 
afternoon I toured the area again by car and even at 5 O’clock there was an ugly atmosphere and people 
hurried along the streets. The Labour party really must say something about this.’ 
 
Then the Notting Hill race riots were brought to a conclusion by a combination of black resistance, police 
organisation, and the weather. With Jamaican reinforcements coming in from Brixton, the police finally got 
to grips with the situation before it deteriorated further along American lines. On the Tuesday night white 
rioters attempted to renew the siege of Colville but this time the police were ready for them with vans 
strategically placed at intersections. In the riot endgame 50 arrests were made as gangs were dispersed, 
including Michael de Freitas. According to the police report of the arrest of ‘Miguel de Freitas’, he was one 
of a group of black men surrounded by a hostile white crowd on St Luke’s Road. After being advised by a 
policeman to “Get out of the area quickly”, Michael said, “I don’t need you to fucking protect me”, and 
walked slowly up the road to talk to a white woman. As the crowd became more menacing he was 
arrested, apparently for his own good. On being read his rights, he said, “I suppose I’m to blame.” 
 
Wednesday September 3  Tony Benn’s next diary entry was: ‘Saw Gaitskell this morning and we had two 
hours discussing party political broadcasts. I urged a party broadcast on the race riots and that he should 
visit the area personally. He said he couldn’t tour without Butler’s permission and later said that he was 
advised that it was unsafe. I came away very dejected. What is wrong with the party is that it is inactive. 
We ought to be offering a constructive daily alternative on a wide range of issues. We are just not doing it.’ 
After the ‘relatively quiet’ fourth night of rioting, the atmosphere in the area on the Wednesday was said to 
resemble that of a liberated concentration camp; with only a few cautious figures to be seen picking their 
way through the debris. As the weather finally broke that evening with thunder and lightning, a government 
statement was read out on the news playing down the riots: “The significance of these events should not 
be exaggerated at home or abroad… The government’s study of immigration policy and its implications 
and effects on employment will continue.”  
 
September 5 At the end of the week, after the bricks and broken bottles had been cleared from the 
streets of Notting Hill, the home secretary Rab Butler added, “No change would be forced on the 
government’s immigration policy by extremists.” The Kensington News’ ‘Race Riots Mount in Fury’ 
headline story, leading into Colin Eales’ ‘on the spot special Witness to Violence’ report, was accompanied 
by quotes from the North Kensington Labour MP George Rogers calling for tighter immigration controls. 
The Times’ headline was ‘London Racial Outburst due to Many Factors – Hooligan Invaders and Wild 
Charges’. At the height of a violent thunder storm there was a meeting of local community leaders at the 
Dalgarno Way Community Centre in North Kensington, to see what could be done to improve ‘relations 
between the white and coloured population living in the troubled area.’ 
 
September 7  As isolated racially motivated attacks continued in Notting Hill, the Jamaican first minister 
Norman Manley spoke at Friends House in Euston to a two thousand plus crowd of black people, urging 
them to stand up for their rights. Every time the Labour MP George Rogers tried to speak he was booed, 
hissed and heckled. As desegregated schools were closed in Arkansas, Norman Manley told the 
Manchester Guardian, “Anything in England which enabled the leaders in Little Rock to boast and smirk is 
a disaster.” On his tour of Notting Dale and Colville, the Jamaican leader was given a petition complaining 
about West Indian blues clubs and manhandled by police as a white gang was gathering over the road.  
 
September 8  The newly opened Dale youth club had a discussion about the riots and the contributing 
factors. The majority of the youths agreed with George Rogers on the need for immigration controls and 
that ‘a small majority of the coloured population’ provoked the riots. They were generally against mixed 
marriages, ‘there was a certain amount of feeling against white girls who married coloured men‘, and they 
felt that “West Indians could come here and get houses when white people are overcrowded.” When 
asked if they thought the riots were justified, ‘they would rather say yes than no.’ However on the riot 
Monday night 40 youths went to the club as requested and stayed out of trouble. 
 



September 12  The next Friday night there was a ‘Race riot in Bell Street’, at least according to the 
Marylebone Mercury headline. The West Indian Barberina’s club on Bell Street was besieged by a gang of 
50 white youths, who were duly rounded up by police and disowned as outsiders by locals. This street 
between Edgware Road and Lisson Grove would later be renowned as a hangout of Colin MacInnes. In 
another incident a white man had his face blackened with shoe polish for being a ‘negro sympathiser.’ The 
next Kensington News headline was ‘It Must Never Happen Again – Borough Unites in War on Violence.’ 
At the same time the News’ ‘Aftermath Viewpoint’ backed George Rogers on immigration controls. In a 
report of a cancelled meeting of the openly racist National Labour Party at Colville School, the North 
Kensington Labour agent Tom MacGregor had to point out that the NLP wasn’t connected to the 
parliamentary party.  
 
Another local press announcement had ‘a meeting to be addressed by Sir Oswald Mosley has been 
booked by Euphorium Publications for Kensington Town Hall on October 7. The date was booked 3 
months ago.’ The Mosley meeting was eventually postponed/cancelled. The ‘Latimer Road No Man’s 
Land to Go’ News report announced another ‘public meeting into the proposed slum clearance scheme 
which will sweep away the dilapidated property in the Latimer Road area – described as ‘a disgraceful no 
man’s land’ by a Kensington vicar – was held at Hammersmith Town Hall this week.’ Trouble was also 
predicted in South Kensington due to ‘a certain landlord’ using black prostitutes to force out statutory 
tenants. On the same day ‘Move It’ by Cliff Richard entered the chart. September 13/14 The Mayor of 
Kensington held meetings with local community leaders and West Indian representatives led by the boxer 
Lloyd Barnett (who appeared in Nick of Notting Hill preventing a riot in the early 50s). 
 

 
Teddy boys on remand September 4 Ron Case/Hulton 
 
September 15  At the first showcase riot-related trial at the Old Bailey, the nine youths arrested for the first 
racist attacks on August 23 were given four year prison sentences. After only one showed any remorse 
(and then only for allowing so many in his car), Justice Salmon pronounced: “It was you men who started 
the whole of this violence in Notting Hill. You are a minute and insignificant section of the population who 
have brought shame upon the district in which you lived and have filled the whole nation with horror, 
indignation and disgust.” In the delinquency study Insecure Offenders: Rebellious Youth in the Welfare 
State, the Notting Dale Rugby Club leader’s explanation of the youths’ behaviour was the club was closed 
that night and “those sort of boys take up any activity to break the boredom.” Dan Jacobson’s ‘After 
Notting Hill’ article on the case in Encounter magazine posited that the youths themselves were victims ‘of 
a complex of attitudes and beliefs, which seem to be in the very bone and marrow of what we call our 
civilisation… there was an element of self-righteousness… These young men were trapped within a 
history; being both weak and violent they could not escape from it.’  
 
September 19  As two year sentences were handed out to five local youths for causing affray in Notting 
Dale on August 31, the recorder Sir Gerald Dobson told them: “By your conduct you have put the clock 
back 300 years and disgraced yourselves and your families. As a growing menace, street warfare has 
made it necessary to sternly enforce the law if society is to be rescued from the miseries of the middle 
ages.” The rest of the hundred or so convicted of offences in the riot proper received £1 to £30 fines. The 
Kensington News reported on the ‘Aftermath to Notting Hill’, ‘Mayor to Form Committee’ with black 
delegates to be selected by Amy Ashwood Garvey (Marcus’s widow), the formation of the Coloured 
People’s Progressive Association, and the launch of the first black community project to be run by the 



sociologist Richard Hauser and his wife Hephziba (the sister of the violinist Yehudi Menuhin) at 1 Bassett 
Road on Ladbroke Grove.  
 
September 21  As the first Hauser drop-in session took place, a black student was arrested along 
Ladbroke Grove and there was another white v black milk bottle battle on Colville Road. September 24  
Another black student was attacked by a white gang on Bramley Road. September 25  Alexander Marshall 
of Oswald Mosley’s Union Movement received a conditional discharge and £10 fine for distributing fascist 
leaflets, with Alexander Mosley, outside Ladbroke Grove station on September 4. The Union Movement 
Action leaflet was deemed to be ‘not inflammatory’ and only ‘mildly anti-black’. Marshall himself was 
commended by the police as ‘the most amenable and courteous arrestee that Notting Hill has seen in a 
long time.’ The magistrate ER Guest (who predicted the riots back in early August) encouraged an openly 
racist youth to air his views at meetings, rather than on the streets.  
 
September 26  The Kensington News reported on a follow-up police raid on Totobag’s café at 9 Blenheim 
Crescent after the riot incident on September 2. This time the gaming house in the back yard outhouse 
was broken up, and another group of West Indians were arrested including the disc jockey Wilburt 
Campbell. In another riot postscript, the News asked ‘Is there a Mr X of Notting Hill?’ regarding ‘mystery 
man rumours’ of a legendary ‘captain’ ringleader of the white rioters who wore a ‘German-type cap’. The 
report conjectured that the legend could have come from dubious official reports of ‘outside influences’. 
 
The local black historian Colin Prescod recalls his arrival in local history at the time of the riots: “I went to 
North Kensington Secondary Modern School in 1958, just as it was being reorganised. Some stayed there 
when it became Isaac Newton. I was there for a few weeks then I moved to Holland Park. In both schools I 
couldn’t believe how lax education was, how unruly the class behaviour. Like others who came from a 
strict colonial regime – I came with my parents from Trinidad and Tobago – I was amazed at how 
inattentive the students were.” After the riots Holland Park School, the first comprehensive in the UK, 
opened on Campden Hill, the particularly unruly Portobello Road School on Lancaster Road was re-
launched as the Isaac Newton School, and Sion Manning School was founded in St Charles Square in 
North Kensington. 
 
Meanwhile back in the States, desegregated schools in Little Rock, Arkansas, were closed by the 
governor (Bill Clinton’s predecessor) Orval Faubus; Martin Luther King was arrested for loitering in 
Alabama, fined for not obeying a police officer, and stabbed by a woman in Harlem. In Cuba Fidel Castro 
launched his offensive against the Batista regime. At the time of the Notting Hill riots, Britain was engaged 
in the ‘Cod war’ with Iceland over fishing rights and in the endgame of the Greek Cypriot independence 
conflict. The 1958 riots rock’n’roll soundtrack concluded with the autumn release of ‘King Creole’ by Elvis 
Presley and ‘Summertime Blues’ by Eddie Cochrane. October 7  Oswald Mosley received a hero’s 
welcome at the Earl of Warwick pub on Southam Street in Kensal, after touring Notting Hill instead of 
appearing at the old Kensington Town Hall on the High Street. It was reported that ‘someone started to 
sing ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow’ and the refrain was taken up throughout the bar.’ After which Mosley told 
the press he had been asked by local people to stand for North Kensington at the next election.  
 
November The London Caribbean Carnival was founded by Claudia Jones and the West Indian Gazette, 
when they set up the Caribbean Carnival Committee in response to ‘the event of Notting Hill and 
Nottingham’ with the intention of making it an annual event. December ‘The Stars Campaign for Inter-
racial Friendship’ was launched by the Absolute Beginners author Colin MacInnes and the jazz journalists 
Eric Hobsbawm and Max Jones, with a televised proto-Carnival inter-racial children’s Christmas party at 
the old Kensington Town Hall. This forerunner of Rock Against Racism also featured Chris Barber, Ken 
Colyer, Johnny Dankworth and Cleo Laine, Lonnie Donegan (representing skiffle), Humphrey Lyttelton, 
Tommy Steele, Frankie Vaughan and The Goons. In Inside Outsider by Tony Gould, MacInnes is recalled 
by Victor Musgrave recruiting Donald Cammell to drive him round the riot zone delivering What the Stars 
Say newsletters. According to Musgrave, MacInnes believed this prevented further rioting. Donald 
Cammell would go on to direct the 1968 Notting Hill film Performance set in multicultural Powis Square. 
 


