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In the riot aftermath the mother country was left in a state of shock and moral panic that something so 
barbaric and ‘un-British’ could happen here, in ‘the very cradle of liberty and tolerance’, as the future Lord 
Longford put it. In South Africa and Rhodesia there was some satisfaction after British criticism of their 
white supremacist policies. In the American deep south, the segregationist governor Orval Faubus 
expressed sympathy with the whites of Nottingham. In the press, the contributing factors of government 
mismanagement, housing exploitation and fascist agitation were largely overlooked, in favour of blaming 
Teddy boy hooliganism. The Daily Mail featured a cartoon of Teds trampling on the British flag while the 
government announced new short-sharp-shock measures to ‘de-Teddify the Teddy boys.’  
 
Of the 150 or so men arrested over the riot weekend 75% were white and 60% under 20, and some were 
of the Ted variety. However, as Edward Pilkington put it in Beyond the Mother Country, ‘it is not at all clear 
that the rioters were exclusively, or even primarily, Teddy boys.’ By 1958 Teddy boy or Ted had become 
the generic term for juvenile delinquent and was applied to all teenage hooligans regardless of fashion. It 
seems that the Teds were encouraged by the fascists to fit themselves up as the empire throwback 
scapegoats, and duly took the blame on behalf of the authorities and older locals. They’ve since been, if 
not exactly exonerated, put into perspective as merely the hoody equivalent hooligans of the day, rather 
than the main perpetrators.  
 
In the riot reports and photographs Teds do figure quite prominently, but locals quoted in Beyond the 
Mother Country and The Story of Notting Dale tend to play down their importance: “A couple of them were 
what you might call Teddy boys, but the others, they were hard-working lads… The Teddy boys jumped 
on the bandwagon… It was the older generation who started it.” Although Colin MacInnes had as low an 
opinion of the Teds as the Daily Mail, in Absolute Beginners ‘Ed the Ted’ is mostly just gormless, as 
definitively portrayed by Tenpole Tudor in the film. ‘The dark side of the teenage dream’ is represented by 
‘The Wizard’ mod-fascist pimp character played by Graham Fletcher-Cook.  
 
Michael de Freitas (having developed his black resistance role in the riot into some sort of Black Power 
reality as Michael X) was largely dismissive of the Teddy boy threat to the West Indian community, and 
the riots in general, recalling in his 1968 autobiography: ‘The general opinion was that a few Teddy boys 
had simply been making a nuisance of themselves…The thing about the so called Notting Hill race riots is 
that they were not real race riots at all. People are always fighting in an area like the ghetto; clubs are 
always being invaded and broken up.’ Colin MacInnes expressed his annoyance with the ‘race riot’ not 
race riot debate, but it’s worth noting the conclusion of Ruth Glass in Newcomers: West Indians in London 
that ‘the actual violence, and even the cumulative threats of violence, produced an atmosphere of menace 
and fear which closely resembled that of a text-book race riot.’  
 
In the gambling clubs Michael remembered it was business as usual soon after: ‘Amongst the legion of 
hustlers no colour is recognised… the white criminals would filter back into the black clubs saying “It 
wasn’t us man. All these people came from outside.” This was true to some extent, as the charge sheets 
of those arrested showed… But deep down, we felt that everyone had been involved. It was just that the 
whites in the ghetto knew better how to evade the police.’ Another West Indian quoted in Notting Hill in the 



60s shrugged off the race riots with: “A lot of black men live off prostitutes and a lot of Teddy boys would 
like to.” The riot recollection of ‘Parachute’ of the Crazy Clothes shop on Lancaster Road largely consists 
of him and his Jamaican mates beating up Teds and fascists. 
 
The North Kensington Labour MP George Rogers ended up siding with the fascists, or at least appearing 
to, as he blamed West Indians for provoking the local response by failing to adapt to the British way of life. 
In his post-riot statement Rogers led calls for an end to unrestricted immigration; along with deportation of 
anti-social elements, re-housing of immigrants to stop ghettoes forming, and black undercover police to 
infiltrate the black underworld. Most of which duly came to pass but at the time the socialist MP’s harsh 
stance on immigration prompted the fascist Jeffrey Hamm to joke: “I welcome Mr Rogers’ conversion and 
look forward to his application for membership.”  
 
However, from elsewhere in the Labour party there were calls for anti-discrimination measures against 
colour bars, innercity housing initiatives, and incitement to racial hatred to be made an offence. The latter 
passed into law with Labour’s 1965 Race Relations act. Immigration controls came in a bit quicker; a 
month after the riots a motion calling for the deportation of immigrants convicted of serious crime was 
carried at the Tory party conference. The Commonwealth Immigration Act (first drafted in 1955) was 
passed in 1962, introducing an employment voucher system. The number of West Indian immigrants 
coming to Britain duly dropped from the early 60s peak of 34,000 to around 7,000 a year in the late 60s. 
 
The anti-apartheid bishop Trevor Huddleston, who was based in Holland Park in the late 50s, concluded 
on the riots: ‘If it should lead, as it still may, to a radical searching of the conscience on the part of ordinary 
citizens, then much good will have come out of evil.’ 1958 can now be seen in a positive light, dispelling 
the mother country myth and creating the reality of multicultural Britain. After the riots Jamaicans, 
Trinidadians, small islanders, even Barbadians (traditionally police) and Africans, were united in their 
resolve to stay put and establish a new black British Afro-Caribbean identity. On the 50th anniversary of 
the arrival of the Empire Windrush, and the 40th of the riots, the Windrush book charting ‘the irresistible 
rise of multi-racial Britain’ went further than Trevor Huddleston’s possible positive side and Michael X’s 
dismissal, portraying 1958 as a rite of passage and ‘sounding board for popular discontent’ that brought 
racial prejudice out into the open, along with white working class exclusion from mainstream society. The 
traditional British random reckless revelry of the riots was noted, with black and white children playing 
together in the streets between incidents, getting close to the argument that it wasn’t a real race riot.  
 

 
Amy Ashwood Garvey  
 
As the Council’s riot investigation committee failed to include working class representatives, the Notting 
Hill Social Council formed out of the Lancaster Road Methodist church post-riot initiatives recounted in 
David Mason’s News from Notting Hill. The New Left Club Universities and New Left Review group carried 
out a survey of housing conditions and the scale of support for Mosley in Notting Hill; the West London 
Committee for Inter-Racial Unity formed to co-ordinate union and Labour party organisations; and the 
West Indian Co-ordinating Committee or Standing Conference organised the various post-riot black 
groups. The largest of these were Frances Ezzrecco’s Coloured Peoples Progressive Association on 
Tavistock Crescent, and the Advancement of Coloured Peoples Association of Amy Ashwood Garvey at 1 
Bassett Road. Baron Baker’s United Africa and Asia League, or Baker’s Action Group, held meetings 
outside Totobag’s cafe on Blenheim Crescent, and the Racial Brotherhood Movement formed to counter 
the fascists. Amy Ashwood Garvey established the 1 Bassett Road African and Caribbean students’ hostel 



and women’s centre in the 50s. She had previously founded the United Negro Improvement Association 
with Marcus Garvey in 1914, and the International African Friends of Abyssinia in 1936.  
 

 
London Caribbean Carnival founder Claudia Jones 
 
January 30  Although the roots of Notting Hill Carnival can be traced back to the pre-war version, catholic 
processions, Victorian fairs, May dances, Trinidad and Africa, ironically the black British event began with 
the anti-black British riots of 1958. Claudia Jones organised the first Caribbean Carnival (or the West 
Indian Gazette Carnival) at St Pancras Town Hall in Euston (now Camden Town Hall), televised by the 
BBC (but it looks like they’ve lost the tape). The programme notes magnanimously declare that ‘a part of 
the proceeds of this brochure are to assist the payment of fines of coloured and white youths involved in 
the Notting Hill events.’ The 1959 Carnival Cabaret directed by Edric Connor consisted of the Trinidad All 
Stars and Hi-fi steel bands, the Boscoe Holder dance troupe’s Carnival Fantasia, the Mighty Terror singing 
the calypso ‘Carnival at St Pancras’, Nadia Catouse, Pearl Prescod’s Sepia Serenaders doing ‘Me No 
Married Yet’, the Malimba limbo dancers, Cleo Laine and the Mike McKenzie Trio, Tambour Bamboo and 
bongo dancers and the Southlanders. The proceedings concluded with a Caribbean Carnival Queen 
beauty contest, cited by Marika Sherwood as pioneering the ‘black is beautiful’ movement, and a ‘Grand 
Finale Jump-Up by West Indians in England’.  
 
The local adverts in the programme include Pearl Prescod’s Afro-People’s hairdressing salon at 1 Bassett 
Road and the former boxer Lloyd Barnett (from Nick of Notting Hill)’s West Indian grocer’s shop at 250 
Harrow Road. The first Carnival programme also contained an ad for the film Sapphire. In 1959 the West 
Indian Gazette promoted appearances by Paul Robeson at St Pancras and Lambeth town halls. The 
nearest the ‘indoors Carnival’ came to Notting Hill was the old Kensington Town Hall on Kensington High 
Street in 1960. The most reliable reminiscence of a late 50s local event is Baron Baker’s static skiffle-
Carnival in St Stephen’s Gardens (in Bayswater) on Marcus Garvey’s birthday anniversary, featuring 
Totobag, King Dick and himself on bongos, bottles and boxes. This Carnival tendency, at least, was 
confirmed by Tommy Farr, of the St Stephen’s Gardens tenants’ association, who recalled ghetto fabulous 
West Indians turning up at the Gigi blues club on the Rachman street.  
 

  
 



Another positive repercussion of the riot was the revolutionary change it brought about in the Notting Hill 
housing scene. In the immediate aftermath slum racketeering continued as normal, but a chain of events 
was set in motion which would eventually bring the area out of its 50s twilight period. In the late 50s and 
early 60s media spotlight, the meaning of Notting Hill (Gate) changed from general crime scene to 
situation of racial disharmony/riots or a racist idea of black freedom. Rachman’s West Indian ghetto 
became a cause celebre and subject to further invasions of whites. After the fascists, Teddy boys and riot 
tourists, came sociologists, social workers and students, causing the Kensington News headline ‘Will Too 
Many Do-Gooders Pave the Path to Notting Hell?’  
 
Most were destined to follow in the ineffective tradition of philanthropy in the area, but from their ranks 
would come Rachman’s nemesis, the London County Council member for North Kensington, Donald 
Chesworth. Ironically, at the time of the riots Chesworth was at a UNESCO conference in Paris promoting 
British multiculturalism. On his return to London he set about making up for his ignorance of the situation 
in his own area by living in a slum house, 59 Cambridge Gardens off Ladbroke Grove, and organised 
seminars with the sociologist Richard Hauser where West Indians could air grievances. This led 
Chesworth to conclude that the cause of the riots was primarily bad housing conditions and, ‘more 
particularly, exploitation by very unpleasant, anti-social landlords of one sort or another.’  
 
Gunning for a landlord to make an example of, Chesworth and his fellow councillor Olive Wilson 
discovered that Rachman or his nominees were neglecting to let flats unfurnished. Although they were still 
evading Tory rent control legislation, this gave the tenants recourse to the Rent Tribunal. Then all the 
councillors needed was someone brave and/or conniving enough to persuade tenants ‘to bring a test case 
that would revolutionize the Notting Hill housing scene’, as Shirley Green put it in the Rachman book. 
Enter Michael de Freitas, in his new role of community activist saint. Donald Chesworth’s first impression, 
when the jazz singer Don Ezzrecco (Frances’s husband) brought him to a seminar, was of ‘a cross 
between a pirate and a gangster, bearded, with a ring in one ear, at least slightly charismatic, who told an 
extraordinary story of having worked as a rent collector for Rachman.’  
 
After ’58 Michael saw which way the wind was blowing and steered his piratical career on a dramatic new 
course. At this stage he had probably only met Rachman once, when he attempted to rob his office. 
Nevertheless, he was what Chesworth was looking for. The councillor took the hustler on as his 
community liaison assistant and introduced him to the politics of community action. As Michael de Freitas 
began persuading tenants to fill out rent tribunal forms, Rachman was in America setting up a housing 
project in Florida. By then he had made the transition from slum racketeering to property speculating, and 
was living at the Hampstead mansion Bishopstone on Winnington Road, and 1 Bryanston Mews West in 
Marylebone. The Monmouth Road office was left in the increasingly incapable hands of Serge Paplinski, 
as Rachman conducted his business affairs in cafes and restaurants including the Kenco coffeebar on 
Queensway.  
 
When Serge went into wrestling promotion the Rachman office was frequented by the welterweight 
champion Peter Rann and Norbert Fred Rondel. Shirley Green claims, not very convincingly, that the latter 
was housed rent-free out of sympathy, rather than as Rachman’s ‘Luca Brazzi’. In another unlucky 13 St 
Stephen’s Gardens story, a salesman approached Rondel in Sparks restaurant on Talbot Road with a tip-
off that a West Indian pimp had two prostitutes in the Rachman house. Rondel offered the salesman the 
services of one of the girls, which he availed himself of; then the pimp returned with some friends and 
chased the man out into the street – where they ran into Fred Rondel. Out of the ensuing carnage one of 
the West Indians emerged minus an ear. Illustrating the already poor relations between the police and the 
black community, officers reputedly had a whip round to pay Rondel’s bail. But he didn’t get such an 
approving response from Rachman and Serge, who both distanced themselves as their former associate 
got 3 years for GBH. 
 
April  In the same psychogeographical constituency, Oswald Mosley was acting out his postscript to 
Wyndham Lewis’s Rotting Hill. Encouraged by the riots, the fascist leader made his last political comeback 
attempt, standing as the Union Movement candidate for North Kensington in the 1959 election. Mosley’s 
election campaign headquarters were on Princedale Road and Kensington Park Road – provocatively 
close to the Notting Hill synagogue. At the candidate adoption meeting in the old Kensington Baths Argyll 
Hall at the junction of Silchester Road and Lancaster Road, the audience was reported stamping their feet 
and chanting “We want Mosley.” According to Trevor Grundy, he spoke to a crowd of 600 about his wage-
price mechanism plans for Europe and hardly mentioned West Indians. His racist mob oratory was saved 
for twice-weekly street meetings around Notting Hill attended by large crowds of up to a thousand.  
 
On ‘the Ugly Election’ campaign trail, Mosley is recalled speaking at Notting Hill Gate, at various locations 
in Notting Dale, on Princedale Road, Ladbroke Grove at the Lancaster Road junction, Kensington Park 



Road, Portobello Road at the Tavistock Road junction, All Saints Road, Talbot Road, and Southam Street 
in Kensal. In Memoir of a Fascist Childhood, the reformed neo-Nazi teenager Trevor Grundy has 
hundreds of Teds following the Leader to his meetings, passing indifferent multicultural locals. Mosley’s 
sons Alexander and Max (the future motor racing leader) canvassed amongst the local Teddy boys and 
posed for the Daily Mirror as actual upper-class Teds. The first and worst graffiti ‘Keep Britain White’ 
(usually initialised as ‘KBW’ and accompanied by Mosley's flash and circle symbol) was by fascist youths 
like Trevor Grundy and Max Mosley, not local Teds. There were even some ‘communist Teds’, like Eddie 
Adams, who heckled the fascists at street meetings.  
 

 
Union Movement office 47 Princedale Road 1960 
 
At one point the rock’n’roll fascist circus included a catholic contingent, Mosley’s left-wing novelist son 
Nicholas, and The Outsider author Colin Wilson. The latter was covering the gig for the Carmelite catholic 
Aylesford Review, which had Mosley sympathies. Though Wilson didn’t, The Outsider was a Union 
Movement favourite. As the Leader followed up his mantra that he was in Notting Hill ‘to call a spade a 
spade’ with the Ted joke, ‘Lassie for dogs, Kit-e-Kat for wogs’, Trevor Grundy noted Colin Wilson looking 
on in existential horror. In Grundy’s account, ‘Mosley talked about ‘Europe a Nation’… he then took up the 
immigration issue and it was obvious he was not following the lines drawn up by his secretary Geoffrey 
Hamm. He started crouching and behaving as he had done when he’d formed Union Movement in 1948, 
shouting, ranting and raving that West Indian men captured English girls and kept them locked up in flats 
where the girls were repeatedly raped.’  
 
In The Story of Notting Dale by Shaaron Whetlor, Mosley is recalled by the local Ron Greenwood 
recruiting “workers from the Thames Gas Board coal and coke wharf near Ladbroke Grove and local 
Teddy boys. Some of these were little stinkers, but we were living in uncertain times and Mosley provided 
people with instant solutions; scapegoating the blacks and Irish, telling people it was their fault that we had 
poor housing.” However, in Memoir of a Fascist Childhood Irish locals were persuaded to join the Union 
Movement because Mosley opposed the ‘black and tans’ oppression in Ireland in the 1920s. ‘An Appeal to 
the Irish’ after the riots in the Kensington News by the Connolly Association and Irish Self-Determination 
League read: ‘This branch deplores the recent attacks on West Indians, Africans and others on account of 
their race in the North Kensington area, where many of our members live. Racial hatred is an evil cancer 
that can spread to affect any minority, and weakens the necessary demand for improved housing etc for 
the working class.’ (The Irish socialist leader James Connolly was shot in the 1916 Easter uprising.) 
 
As the fascist teenager saw the constituency, ‘Notting Hill Gate gave the 63 year old Sir Oswald Mosley 
his final chance to shine. Like Don Quixote, an earlier legend who also found it hard to live in his own 
century, Mosley turned up on a clapped-out horse with a collection of Sanchos who were prepared to 
walk, ride or slide with him to the edge of British Fascism’s last cliff’ – on Ladbroke Grove. By then Grundy 
had become disillusioned with fascism but still contributed to the Union Movement election newsletter, the 
North Kensington Leader. In the ‘black pact’ sugar conspiracy theory propagated by the Mosleyites, Attlee 
did a deal with the US to buy sugar from Cuba, instead of the West Indies, in exchange for British cars 
being sold in the States. Then the Jews bought up the housing stock, getting rid of white tenants with 
Alsatian dogs and all-night parties, to get more money off the blacks and force the remaining whites to live 



‘next to people who are used to an entirely different way of life, carnivals in the street, music all hours of 
the day and night, free sex and lots of it.’  
 
In the weirdest local psychogeography, when Princedale Road hosted the Union Movement office at 
number 47 and the HQ of the White Defence League, the documentary-style Nazi invasion film It 
Happened Here was being shot on the parallel Pottery Lane. In one scene Nazis are attacked by local 
resistance fighters in the beergarden of the Prince of Wales on Pottery Lane, when, in reality, at the time 
of filming neo-Nazis were buying drinks for the locals. On another occasion a film truck emblazoned with a 
swastika picked up a neo-Nazi motorbike escort. Another truck was driven at Colin Jordan’s ‘National 
Socialist’ HQ on Princedale Road, but missed and went into the shoe shop next door. In the end 
complaints were made about the film Nazis, not the real neo-Nazis. In the next decade Princedale Road 
would go through an extreme psychogeographical transformation from fascist to flower power, as the 
location of scenes in Blow Up and the offices of the hippy paper Oz and legal advice centre Release. 
 
May 14 John Rosselli wrote in the Manchester Guardian of ‘Tension in Notting Hill and ways towards 
easing it.’ This was after the black American activist Herbert Hill predicted more trouble in the area in the 
summer. A view endorsed by the South Kensington MP Patrick Spens, “if Sir Oswald Mosley persists in 
the views he expressed in his recent speech.” Rosselli reported on the post-riot community initiatives of 
Richard Hauser, Donald Chesworth and the Mancunian-Trinidadian social worker Yolande Achong at the 
Ladbroke Grove Citizens’ Advice Bureau. He noted less black people about than before the riots although 
‘there are reasons for moving from North Kensington which have nothing to do with colour.’ As Trevor 
Grundy portrays himself going beatnik in Fascist Childhood, he recalls Peter Shaw (who went on to the 
National Front) dismissing his moderate fascism in favour of hanging an immigrant from Blackfriars 
Bridge. For this indiscretion, Grundy has Shaw receiving a reprimand from Mosley, followed by a wink. 
 

 
Kelso Cochrane/The Grove/Portobello Bridge formerly the Earl of Warwick Southam Street 
 
May 16/17 Kelso Cochrane, an Antiguan carpenter and amateur boxer in his early 30s, went to 
Paddington Hospital on Harrow Road with a thumb injury acquired at work. After receiving treatment, he 
walked back along Southam Street through east Kensal (now the site of Trellick Tower) towards his 
girlfriend’s flat on Bevington Road off Golborne Road (at the Portobello Road junction). But he only got as 
far as the Golborne Road Great Western Railway bridge by the Earl of Warwick pub, where Mosley had 
appeared in October ’58 (now the Grove bar/restaurant). Outside the bag wash laundry on the northeast 
corner of the Southam Street and Golborne Road crossroads, Kelso Cochrane was surrounded by a gang 
of white youths. A passing taxi driver said he saw a scrimmage (scuffle), from which Cochrane emerged 
with a fatal stab wound to the chest. In spite of plenty of witnesses and extensive police interviews, no one 
was ever arrested for the murder. The almost certain racist motive was played down by the authorities, in 
favour of robbery/general hooliganism, in order to prevent another riot.  
 
The Kensington News ‘Death on the Corner’ report began: ‘The Whitsunday peace of North Kensington 
was rudely disturbed as the news of the death of Kelso Cochrane spread like wildfire through the borough. 
The quiet 33 year old carpenter was attacked as he walked home from Paddington Hospital where he had 
been to seek relief for a painful injury received at work. Cochrane was left bleeding on the pavement with 
a stab wound in his chest, in a street a few turnings from his home near the railway bridge, only yards 
from a public police call box and just across the road from the Earl of Warwick, where an hour or two 



earlier a tinkling piano had played for the Saturday evening crowd. Even as the killing took place a party 
was still in progress in Southam Street, a party that went on until Sunday morning when the police had 
already moved into the area. The mortally wounded Antiguan was helped into a taxi by two other coloured 
men and taken to St Charles’ Hospital. He died shortly after admission.’  
 
‘Silent Streets Hide a Killer and Notting Hill faces a new danger’, the May 22 Kensington News headline 
story, summed up the tense local atmosphere after the murder: ‘Up to the time of going to press the 
usually noisy streets of ‘Notting Hill’, the new erroneous but notorious name for any part of North 
Kensington where there is trouble, have kept their secret and the police despite intensive house to house 
inquiries have failed, in the face of a wall of silence, to trace the killer of Kelso Cochrane. There have been 
appeals – particularly to two white youths who offered assistance to Cochrane and the Jamaicans (sic) 
who went to his aid after the stabbing – for witnesses to come forward. On the whole they have fallen on 
deaf ears. The statement by the police that they are convinced the murder has no racial significance has 
been received with apathy by both the coloured and the white people. They believe in the wisdom of this 
pronouncement but not in its truth.’ 
 
May 18 The traditional bank holiday fair on Wormwood Scrubs common passed off without incident; 
although a tense atmosphere was reported between groups of black and white youths. May 25 A rally of 
the White Defence League in Trafalgar Square was disrupted by protesters shouting ‘Sieg Heil’, ‘No 
Colour Bar in Britain’ and ‘Who killed Kelso Cochrane?’ The Kensington Post report ‘In the tense, uneasy 
streets’ of the Golborne area the following week, when another riot was expected, featured people looking 
out of windows from behind curtains, deserted streets apart from a gang of white youths outside a pub on 
Ladbroke Grove, and policemen keeping an eye on them, by a billboard poster proclaiming ‘Mosley is 
coming to Trafalgar Square’ daubed with red paint. The report concluded: ‘back at Notting Hill Gate the 
neon lights and the busy traffic were never more welcome after the deathly hush of North Kensington.’ 
The Post headlines were ‘Jamaican’s (sic) murder starts a social and political furore – ‘Curfew’ at Notting 
Hill – Coloured families remain indoors – Extra police go in pairs.’ 
 
May 28 In the period between Kelso Cochrane’s murder and funeral, Vernon Hunte and Edwards 
appeared as the landlords of three flats in Powis Square at the West London Rent Tribunal. By then most 
of the Rachman tenants had been persuaded to withdraw their applications by Serge Paplinski, but 
Michael de Freitas and some others went through with it. May 29 The Kensington News reported that 
‘allegations were made concerning a certain Notting Hill landlord. It was a sensational day.’ After the 
Powis Square flats were described as unfit for human habitation, Vernon Hunte and Edwards said they 
were merely the agents. Whereupon the tenants’ counsel, the Labour MP Arthur Skeffington, announced: 
“We understand that Mr Rachman is the owner of all these three properties.” In the News ‘Tribunal Told of 
Threats’ report, tenants made statements that ‘they had been personally threatened by coloured 
representatives of the landlord P Rackman (sic).’ The evidence of tenants intending to go to the tribunal, 
then withdrawing applications under duress, included one woman’s statement that: “I never intended to 
complain but these gentlemen persuaded me to sign” – which she later said was made at knife-point.  
 

 
Kelso Cochrane’s funeral procession 
 



June 1  The Inter-racial Friendship campaign led by Amy Ashwood Garvey and Claudia Jones held a vigil 
for Kelso Cochrane outside 10 Downing Street. June 11  Rather than start another riot, the killing of Kelso 
Cochrane turned the tide against the fascists and started the Caribbean Notting Hill Carnival. Over a 
thousand black and white people lined the route of his funeral cortege (cited as a proto-Carnival 
procession) from St Michael’s and All Angels church, along Ladbroke Grove and Harrow Road, to Kensal 
Green Cemetery. Mike Phillips described the funeral, organised by the Inter-racial Friendship campaign, 
as ‘the great event which ended the 50s and began the West Indian decade of Notting Hill.’ After Michael 
de Freitas made a speech, Sheriff, in white African robes, was arrested for handing out leaflets advertising 
an anti-racism demo in Trafalgar Square on June 12. The same year as Cochrane’s funeral Kensal Green 
cemetery featured in the film of John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger. 1959 was also the year that 
Buddy Holly and Billie Holiday died, marking the end of the rock’n’roll years and the jazz age of cool. 
 

 
 
The late 50s Notting Hill Carnival origin was summed up by the 70s organiser Darcus Howe in his most 
reliable Mas and Mayhem interview: “Once you live a huge moment of history, you know exactly how 
history is made. Once you live in a big moment, otherwise you think somebody orchestrated it or 
somebody started it. If you want to look for somebody who started Carnival you’ll never find an individual – 
that’s out of the question, there is no entrepreneur or impresario who called it into being. It looked like we 
needed it and the road was there and some guys had some instruments in a pub and that was it. That was 
it. I think what was important was the place because the first Notting Hill riots took place on August bank 
holiday, so I don’t think it’s a coincidence that we had it in Notting Hill. I think Notting Hill has always been, 
even before the Carnival started, explained to me as liberated territory, a place where you stood up for 
your rights and where Kelso Cochrane lost his life. That I can accept quite easily because the coincidence 
is too bizarre.” 
 
June 12  The day after Kelso Cochrane’s funeral the Kensington News headline was ‘Where is Mr 
Rachman?’ On his return from the States, Rachman had tried to salvage the situation by calling Donald 
Chesworth at County Hall and offering to donate a four figure sum to a charity of his choice. When 
Chesworth ‘demurred from this proposition’, Rachman is said to have called him a socialist demagogue 
(mob agitator), the worst insult he could think of, and turned his attention to Michael de Freitas. As Michael 
was persuading tenants to complain, Serge Paplinski and a group of Polish rent collectors attempted to 
stop him by offering to reduce his rent. Then Rachman himself visited Michael in his flat on Powis Square 
with three henchmen (as re-enacted in the final scene of Performance). But all he did was try to buy him 
off with a bigger flat out of the area and a job offer.  
 
Whether or not Rachman won over Michael to his firm, or to what extent, is debatable and ultimately it was 
too late to save his slum empire anyway. It seems that Michael, in housing saint mode, also demurred 
from Rachman’s proposition but he never spoke badly of him: “Poor Peter… going down to posterity like 
that… he was a businessman like any other… he charged exorbitant rents, but if it hadn’t been for him a 
lot of black people would have slept in the streets… there are bigger fish in the area than him.’ The 
notorious hustler was apparently more bothered by his mother, Iona Brown, who by then had followed him 
to Notting Hill and established a brothel of her own on Elgin Crescent. Michael concluded on his mother: 
‘At her funeral, the grave was surrounded by weeping prostitutes, hustlers and gamblers. That was her 
scene.’ 
 
June 15  Rachman called the Kensington News to arrange an interview, apparently in a vain attempt to 
restore his Empire News ‘public benefactor’ image. Then he turned up at the local paper’s office on 
Kensington Church Street, accompanied by his latest protégé Peter Davis, playing up the sinister side of 



his character. With their Florida trip suntans, the pair appeared to Barbara Denny as a ‘gangster and his 
henchman, straight from the James Cagney, Peter Lorre films of the 1930s.’ The Kensington News editor 
(who looked like Joyce Grenfell in the St Trinian’s films) thought Peter Davis was a boxer, and ‘quite good-
looking in a Jewish, Frankie Vaughan kind of way.’ Peter Rachman, in his white sharkskin suit, silk shirt 
with diamond-cuff links and dark glasses, was giving a ‘very good imitation of a Chicago gangster.’ At the 
same time he was ‘full of injured innocence’, offering to show Barbara Denny how he was helping black 
people and the good work he was doing in Notting Hill. But then he served a writ on the paper, forcing it to 
print an apology and conclude its investigation.  
 
At this stage Rachman could still have by-passed the rent tribunal by issuing notices to quit and re-letting 
flats unfurnished. But, in Shirley Green’s analysis of the situation, at the end of the day he wasn’t harsh 
enough. Michael de Freitas persuaded more Rachman tenants to make applications to the tribunal, and 
within three months around 200 had their rents reduced and security of tenure, including the white Madam 
X, May McCash. Rachman properties were described as ‘not fit for pigs to live in’, with collapsed ceilings, 
rising damp and rotten woodwork. 90 Lancaster Road was cited as a typically filthy example featuring 
stacks of dirty milk bottle crates and old bedsteads in the garden. When the prostitute on the ground floor 
was asked if she used the house for immoral purposes, she replied “Not since Christmas”, the tribunal 
chairman said “Fair enough”, and she was offered security of tenure. This decision caused Rachman to 
feel hard done by. Having survived the 90s in an authentic state of Rachmanesque disrepair, 90 Lancaster 
Road finally succumbed to renovation in the 21st century.  
 
At the end of the 50s, as public health orders were served, the Polish rent collector Jan recalled properties 
being sold to someone who sold to someone else, who would sell back to Rachman in order to artificially 
raise the price. In the Shirley Green version, Rachman was forced to off-load most of his properties on to 
Stephen Halsall’s bent building society for about £60,000 all told – circa £1,000 for each of his Notting Hill 
houses, little more than he had back in 1956. Halsall sold quickly, with mortgages left in, spreading the 
Rachman slum empire out amongst his protégés and associates. Peter Davis formed a company with the 
surveyor Alan Green to convert his properties in the Paddington ‘sin triangle’; the Powis Square houses 
went to Tommy Yeardye, an ex of Diana Dors and father of Tamara Mellon, the Jimmy Choo shoes 
empress; Colville Road went to the Chelsea swinger Dandy Kim; St Stephen’s Gardens to Raymond Nash 
and the ex-Guards officers Julian de Lisle and Anthony Sykes; de Lisle took over Rachman’s Monmouth 
Road office as Alexander Marsh & Co; and Powis Terrace went to the Elmstead Trust. 
 
This fuelled speculation that Rachman was the front man for a Mr Big, in an immensely complicated 
property chain reaction. In the Green version, he was more likely to have been part of a syndicate 
including the Foux brothers, Raymond Nash, Michael Naughton, de Lisle and Sykes. By the time Stephen 
Halsall’s building society was banned the mortgage payments to Rachman had dried up and he was 
setting up property companies with Cyril Foux. But the legend that Rachman never sold out and retained 
control of his slum empire with former associates running it for him was more widely believed. Not only in 
Shirley Green’s Rachman reappraisal but in most accounts it was then that strong-arm tactics were used 
on a regular basis. As far as the Rachman case detective Inspector Gilbert Kelland was concerned, he 
was still very much in control through agents and rent collector protégés like Michael de Freitas. In Crime 
in London Kelland recounts apprehending another Rachman rent collector, George Piggott, for armed 
robbery later in his career. Piggott eventually got a life sentence for the 1974 contract killing of ‘Italian 
Toni’ Zomparelli in the Golden Goose amusement arcade in Soho. 
 
July  Oswald Mosley provocatively held a street meeting at the Kelso Cochrane murder scene on Southam 
Street (where he had previously appeared in the Earl of Warwick pub). Although several hundred people 
turned up for it, in an encouraging sign of how seriously he was being taken locally, Mosley’s 1984-style 
posters announcing ‘Mosley/He Is Coming’ (to Trafalgar Square, etc) were defaced with such graffiti as 
‘Lucky Sod’ and ‘Whoopee’. As the martyrdom of Kelso Cochrane revived Rotting Hill from the spell of 
rock’n’roll fascism, Mosley was blamed for bringing further disgrace on the area and the black spirit of 
defiance to stay put was reinforced. Inspector Kelland, who was drafted in after the riots to head a new 
vice taskforce in Notting Hill, encompassing racial disturbances and illegal drinking clubs, recalled being 
encouraged that, in spite of Mosley’s campaign, ‘the run up to the 1959 general election passed without 
any serious trouble.’  
 
August At the height of ‘the ugly election’ and uglier housing conditions, with the fascists laying off the 
Jews to hound black people, the police moved in on the Jewish benefactor of West Indians. Having been 
alerted to the number of prostitutes in Rachman houses by Donald Chesworth, Inspector Kelland mounted 
an intensive investigation into Rachman’s vice activities. This featured undercover officers dressed as 
water board officials and one disguised as a costermonger who pushed a market barrow around Powis 
Square. September Kelland visited Rachman at his Hampstead mansion, having secured a brothel 



conviction on 58 Chepstow Road, but by then the lease of the property had passed to Vernon Hunte. As 
Stephen Halsall farmed out the Rachman properties amongst the agents and associates, nominee 
landlords were selling the same places unofficially.  
 
Michael de Freitas’s housing saint halo soon slipped as he acquired a house on Colville Road for £4,500 
and evicted the tenants before they could get to the rent tribunal. As he became a slum landlord in his own 
right, police interest in Michael’s career continued. Inspector Kelland recalled becoming familiar with him 
in 1960 as Rachman’s agent for Powis Square and Colville Terrace. After the basement of 24 Colville 
Terrace was put under surveillance and established to be a brothel, Michael (who was then living on the 
top floor) was busted but the police couldn’t prove he was the landlord. Saint Michael was involved with 
the charity that set up the Wornington Road Venture Centre adventure playground in 1959 and the 
Coloured People’s Progressive Association, but he didn’t last long with either group. He left the latter 
complaining that there were more whites than blacks on the committee.  
 
Then he split with Donald Chesworth as well and went back to hustling. As he ran a gambling den in 
Hedgegate Court/Powis Terrace, Michael was charged with assaulting another West Indian hustler but got 
his henchman Steve ‘Innocent’ Yeates to take the rap for him. With his Ladbroke Grove privileges 
curtailed, he went back to sea and then to prison – not for extortion or brothel-keeping but for stealing 
paint. In his 1968 autobiography Michael X mused on his early hustling days: ‘I’ve always had a very 
strange relationship with the police. They never managed to arrest me for any of the things I’d actually 
done; always for things I hadn’t. Since I wasn’t working most of the time, it was clear I was doing 
something outside the law. It was up to them to catch me and up to me not to get caught.’ 
 

 
Max and Oswald Mosley 
 
October  The political sideshow to the housing scandal came to a suitably Chestertonesque conclusion on 
election day. As the North Kensington Labour MP George Rogers made a customary last minute 
appearance, having left it to the Liberal candidate to fight Mosley on the hustings, the point of bothering to 
canvass was also being questioned on the far-right. The consensus of opinion among local people 
questioned by the Grundys was they would rather have West Indians in Notting Hill than Mosley as their 
MP, but a lot said they agreed with him on immigration. ‘The ugly election’ campaign trail, and Oswald 
Mosley’s political career, ended on Ladbroke Grove at the Lancaster Road junction outside the library in 
October 1959. Trevor Grundy recalled thousands of cheering fascist sympathizers thronging his way up 
Westbourne Park Road, to the Union Movement campaign headquarters on Kensington Park Road.  
 
In the news footage Mosley looks like an old man with a few die-hard followers running a gauntlet, but to 
the fascist teenager he was still a charismatic knight in shining armour. Grundy wrote of being mistaken 
for a left-wing journalist as he adopted a scruffy beatnik look, but he still joined in ‘the last fascist hoorah’, 
shouting ‘2-4-6-8 Who do we appreciate? M-O-S-L-E-Y!’ through the night in their campaign bunker by the 
synagogue. The next day Mosley came last in the election, with 3,000 votes (8%), and North Kensington 
still had George Rogers as its MP. After Notting Hill the Union Movement collapsed and Mosley never 
attempted another comeback, although he continued to dabble in far-right European politics until his death 
in 1980. In the late 50s the Notting Hill synagogue on Kensington Park Road was daubed with swastikas, 
after similar neo-Nazi incidents in West Germany. 
 



In the wreckage of the Rachman empire, the next battle of Notting Hill developed from skirmishes between 
the slum tenants and the landlords into urban warfare. The increase in landlord strong-arm tactics 
accompanying the sell-off was countered by the emergence of the first tenants’ housing associations in 
the Rachman slum areas, St Stephen’s Gardens and Colville. The St Stephen’s group was formed by the 
builder Tommy Farr, who lived in the basement of number 24, primarily to close down the Rachman 
basement blues known as the Gigi club at number 32, and was at first ‘virulently anti-black in sentiment.’ 
The association’s secretary Stuart Douglass said he went from suspecting Farr of fascist leanings to 
finding his political thinking more left-wing than his own. Douglass was a communist scriptwriter who wrote 
The Big Brain Man play depicting a Rachmanesque property speculator exploiting racial tension.  
 
In Memoir of a Fascist Childhood Trevor Grundy has the boxer Tommy Farr associated with the Union 
Movement, while the far-left local one in Shirley Green’s Rachman book was behind a revolt against the 
landlords serving ‘the interests of all members irrespective of race, religion or complexion.’ Tommy Farr’s 
‘Organisation for the Protection of Coloured People’ hit squads were responsible for attacks on Mosley 
street meetings and rent collectors, which Shirley Green felt surpassed the landlords’ intimidation of 
tenants. After calling a rent strike to force the landlords to do some repairs (at the Rachman/Nash, Sykes 
and De Lisle handover stage), the St Stephen’s Gardens Tenants’ Association scuppered Julian de Lisle’s 
conversion plans when they won the case of numbers 32 and 34. This involved famously accusing him of 
removing a roof unnecessarily; later wrongly attributed to Rachman. 
 
As opposed to the direct action anarchist approach of St Stephen’s Gardens, the Powis and Colville 
Residents’ Association virtually merged with the post-Rachman landlord set-up. This more traditional do-
gooder group formed out of the post-Donald Chesworth wave of social workers, including the New Left 
activists George Clark, Stuart Hall, the Law Centre founder Peter Kandler and Rachel Powell. The London 
New Left study group began with a brief to discover the root causes of the riots and local support for 
Mosley, gauging the fear and loathing on the 1959 election campaign trail. After organising a West Indian 
protection patrol, the group inspected the notorious sewage-flooded basements of Tavistock Road and 
Crescent owned by the Church. Through Donald Chesworth and Richard Hauser, they met Michael de 
Freitas, who introduced them to Vernon Hunte when he was still acting as Rachman’s agent for Colville. 
Rachel Powell, the secretary of the Universities and Left Review Club, admitted: “We really meant awfully 
well, and we were really bright. It was just that we’d never come across anything like Notting Hill before.” 
 
December The Powis and Colville Residents’ Association formed, with the aims of opening the fenced-off 
private garden squares for the community, closing down the blues clubs, and improving street lighting and 
rubbish collections. The chairman was Bill Richardson, a former communist trade unionist (who would go 
on to found the Notting Hill People’s Association), Michael de Freitas became the treasurer (in the Politics 
of Community Action but not in the Shirley Green version), and Vernon Hunte’s son Lloyd was the 
secretary. In spite of their anti-blues stance, they were as ‘determinedly multi-racial’ as the St Stephen’s 
Gardens group, to the extent of having a steel band at their first meeting; not to mention at least one blues 
proprietor involved. However few black Rachman tenants attended the inaugural meeting. Allegations 
were made that they were intimidated to stay away, and the group decided to canvass all the Rachman 
tenants from a list supplied by Michael de Freitas. Then Lloyd Hunte reported that everyone was going to 
be evicted anyway in a flat conversion plan, to avoid giving them furnished flat security. This resulted in 
another mass application to the rent tribunal.  
 
At the beginning of the 60s, the Rachman associate Peter Davis called at the Powis and Colville 
Residents’ Association office at 22 Powis Terrace, with an offer to convert the Powis Square gardens into 
a playground if the rent tribunal applications were withdrawn. The Rachman deal didn’t happen but most 
of the tenants withdrew their applications anyway, probably under intimidation. Finally, the discovery of 
keys to Rachman properties in Lloyd Hunte’s room at 22 Powis Terrace (which doubled as the tenants’ 
association office) gave the social workers their first real insight into the complex underworld of ghetto 
housing; explaining ‘the fear on the faces of tenants visited by members of the association when they 
realised Lloyd Hunte and Michael de Freitas were involved’, and the Huntes’ Alsatian dogs.  
 
From the keys discovery, Rachel Powell deduced that Michael and the Huntes were on the third level of 
the ghetto power pyramid, with the rent collectors below, Peter Davis and Edwards above, and Rachman 
at the top. After their links with Rachman and organised prostitution became clear, Michael and Lloyd 
Hunte were duly expelled from the association. Then the social workers expelled themselves, ‘feeling 
impotent in the face of the Rachman organisation.’ Michael de Freitas recalled fending off hordes of 
frustrated middle class women while Rachel Powell’s recollection was the other way round. The Powis 
and Colville Residents’ Association carried on with Vernon Hunte replacing Lloyd as secretary, and 
Rachel Powell returned to the ‘abominable terraces’ of Tavistock Road and Crescent, but without Michael 
they made no further progress.  



In a 1963 Guardian article entitled ‘Lost in the Rachman Bog’ by Jean Stead at the time of the Profumo 
affair, Rachel Powell recalled the locals’ attitude in the same terms used in Florence Gladstone’s Notting 
Hill in Bygone Days to describe the effects of slum conditions: “There was a general feeling that authority 
was against them and certainly the tenants were never given any sign that it was on their side. There were 
never any police around when anyone was beaten up. If the residents wouldn’t let us help them to help 
themselves there wasn’t much we could do… The only people with real power in the area were Rachman 
and his underlings and nothing we could do changed that.” The Labour party agent for North Kensington, 
Tom MacGregor, told the Kensington News: “You’ve got to have written complaints and witnesses. A 
woman complained about the comings and goings at her house, then said she had a knife stuck under her 
nose with the threat, ‘Shut up or you’ll get this.’”  
 
According to Shirley Green, the most notorious Rachman slum, Hedgegate Court on Powis Terrace was 
acquired by the property dealer Robert Jacobs for £95,000 on behalf of the Elmstead Trust. Michael de 
Freitas was bought off by Rachman with a nomineeship of a house on Powis Terrace, which he managed 
to sell on to an estate agent. Robert Jacobs seems to have been the Rachmanite of Hedgegate Court, 
buying out the nominee landlords and the tenants, in order to convert the slum into flats for exclusively 
white tenants. Of the 300 to 700 tenants evicted from the street the 180 that returned were all white. 
However, Shirley Green points out that not even a hint of violence was applied, there was no resistance 
from the Powis and Colville Residents’ Association, and the £80,000 G-plan furniture and fitted carpets 
conversion – from dingy warren of seedy rooms – was necessary to stop the rot of slum deterioration. 
After the modernisation Michael de Freitas, acting as the letting agent, was recalled discouraging black 
would-be tenants with a ‘No blacks’, unless very well dressed, door policy. 
 

 
Absolute Beginners  first edition Southam Street 1959/1956 by Roger Mayn e 
 
In Hollywood W11 after the riots, as Basil Dearden’s Sapphire began the process of racial reconciliation, 
Michael Powell’s Peeping Tom starred Carl Boehm as another notorious local landlord/photographer-
turned-serial killer in Powell’s Holland Park house. Even the absolute beginner’s pure pop lifestyle was 
financed by porn photography, but the profession would come out of the 50s on a high note due to his 
real-life inspiration, Roger Mayne. The character was actually based on Terry Taylor, the MacInnes 
protégé hustler-photographer. However in the film ‘Colin’ effectively becomes Mayne, the real local hero 
photographer, as the bedsit of the teen protagonist features blow-ups of his iconic street photographs.  
 
In the mid 50s Roger Mayne set out from his flat at 7 Addison Avenue (between Holland Park and Notting 
Dale) and began taking pictures of street scenes featuring bombsite boys and teenage Teds along 
Princedale Road and Portland Road (on the site of the 1830s Hippodrome racecourse, the secretary of 
which was Edward Mayne). His neighbours on Addison Avenue included the BBC director Hugh Carleton 
Greene, the brother of Graham Greene. One day in 1956 he wandered north across the Golborne Road 
GWR bridge into Kensal, turned the corner and captured the essence of British pop culture in the 
crumbling multicultural dystopia of Southam Street. Kensal New Town not only matched Notting Dale for 
slum housing and violent reputation but for photo opportunities. Southam Street was the location of a 
classic Bert Hardy Picture Post portrait of pre-Ted spivs leaning up against a lamppost in 1954.  



Of the 1,400 pictures from 27 visits that make up Roger Mayne’s Southam Street Project, the definitive 
1956 contact sheet mini-movie features the West Indian hustlers’ Wild West 10 walk and the ‘Hey mister’ 
Ted group, as well as modishly dressed women, the famous young sisters mucking about and boys’ street 
football sequence. In 1959, at the time of the Kelso Cochrane murder and Oswald Mosley meeting, the 
street’s reputation was redeemed by Colin MacInnes and Roger Mayne. When it came to finding a suitably 
mod cover photograph for the first edition of Absolute Beginners, MacInnes called ‘the photographic 
laureate of teenage London’ and Mayne duly returned to his favourite location. His 1956-61 Southam 
Street Project culminated with the end of reel picture chosen by MacInnes of the mod model Alex standing 
by his Vespa scooter talking to his girlfriend. As Mark Haworth-Brown of the V&A put it, MacInnes 
‘imported into W10 a young friend of the ‘sharper kind of Soho-based kid’ personified by his hero.’  
 
In The Street Photographs of Roger Mayne V&A exhibition book, Haworth-Booth wrote of the photo sub-
plot of Absolute Beginners: ‘The actual photographic ‘business’ in the novel is unimportant compared to 
the photographic quality of MacInnes’s style. His teenage photographer plans to achieve fame by devising 
a set of tableaux of young lovers (Teenage Tom and Diana Debutante) in the city.’ In the introduction to 
Street Photographs, Ray Gosling wrote of the dawn of pop Britannia on Southam Street: ‘The English 
reinvented London, transforming it from the capital of a very proper empire, from which white men set out 
to rule in the proper fashion, into what it is today: a truly world city – an open, multi-racial, multi-gendered, 
multi-ethnic melting pot for all. Only New York is anywhere close. Enoch Powell did not think we could pull 
it off, but Colin MacInnes’s mod on the book-jacket of Absolute Beginners, photographed by Roger 
Mayne, was certain that we could.’  
 

 
Hey mister take my picture The Ted who turns sudden ly operatic Southam Street 1956 Roger Mayne 
 
Roger Mayne has explained his pop photo-psychogeography project thus: ‘I photograph Southam Street 
because it is beautiful and because the people have great vitality, especially the children. This I think 
reflects a positive way of life; at the moment the planners are not sufficiently awake to the qualities of 
these streets which ultimately will have to go.’ In 2008 he emailed the history group regarding a talk on 
1958 (when he wasn’t in the area): ‘I am not really into talking. I feel that what I have to say is there in the 
photographs.’ Colin MacInnes cited Mayne’s “bland air of ingratiating vagueness” as the key to his 
acceptance on the local scene. 
 
As well as providing inspiration for Colin MacInnes and props for Julien Temple’s Absolute Beginners film, 
Roger Mayne’s Southam Street Project inspired a play by his wife, Ann Jellicoe, in which it appears as 
‘Northam Street’. This in turn became the 1965 film The Knack (and How to Get It), starring Michael 
Crawford as a Notting Dale landlord, Richard Lester’s swinging 60s classic follow up to the Beatles film A 
Hard Day’s Night, which also features local scenes. Mayne’s Southam Street photographs have more 
recently appeared on Morrissey record sleeves and in various prestigious exhibitions. Southam Street 
itself was declared unfit for human habitation in 1963 and demolished in the late 60s, to make way for the 
Edenham estate including Trellick Tower. All that remains of the old street today is the Mosleyite local pub 
on the Kelso Cochrane murder scene corner, the Earl of Warwick at 36 Golborne Road – which retained a 
dodgy local atmosphere until its 21st century conversion into the Grove bar-restaurant. The Southam 
Street local MJ Cleary recalled the Kensington Post claiming that “some 95% of the male inhabitants had 
at least one criminal conviction, somewhat of an understatement we always felt.” 
 
Colin MacInnes predicted that the 1958 Notting Hill race riots would mark the end of Britain’s claim to 
moral leadership of the world – as Absolute Beginners began British pop world domination enterprises. 
Richard Wollheim’s ‘Babylon, Babylone’ review in Encounter magazine heralded the novel as the blueprint 



for the future teen age and the first mods as the new dandy aristocracy. Absolute Beginners would be the 
primary literary influence on British pop culture from 60s mod to late 70s punk rock and mod revival. The 
Teds ended up on the wrong side in their own revolution, described by Ray Gosling as ‘the biggest 
upheaval to hit the English since the people’s protestant reformation.’ But at least when posing for photos 
on the Mayne Road they seem to have cohabited amicably enough with the West Indian hustlers.  
 
‘Southam Street’ by Gavin Selerie 1986-91: ‘Presley is mad/I love Elvis/Elvis is/D Cox/A Pelvis/JW/The 
King/The Pox/Sandra Mills is/Elvis you are the one/Yvonne I love you/I’m blue today. Scratched and proud 
the iron bridge by the Earl of Warwick speaks mean its railway dreams, black and white fifties instant of 
winter, a sheet of glamour and chores contacting into a chunky casbah, the Ted who turns, suddenly 
operatic, his long jacket and mirror shoes an invitation to be on, the blonde eight year old perched on the 
handlebar who rides a tricycle backwards, the four women linking arms who gaze beneath scarf and grips 
with a hard, still generous alertness, the Brylcreem boy who measures an adult’s wheel against a child’s 
bike while his sister holds a toddler in the saddle, the goalposts drawn on the wall to catch shadows, the 
casual walking and talking that is foregrounded by braces of assertion.  
 
‘In this more than a museum my eyes seem to tread, of frills dispersed by a locomotive in the spine, the 
final business a boot repairer at number 92, a game of poker on the steps, spiv and spade parings hot 
after ferreting, a neighbourhood job, what you done then, the groceries can wait – Mae shuffles in slippers 
as the Wolseley arrives, a tremor from the tracks to the canal, closed basements of rheumatism and 
consumption, bottle glass scattered like diamonds in the asphalt, a black terrier limps toward a shock of 
children, the girls in short socks swinging from a street lamp or pressed in a handstand against corrugated 
sheets while the boys shout “Ropem and Chokem” or “Catch a falling sputnik”: games in the chalk circle 
and waiting for thruppence an infectious soccer urgency between the peeling terraces of another century, 
the gas works at the north end and the glistening kerbstone edge aligning each event. 
 
‘Class War/Mandy I love you/If voting made any difference they’d abolish it/Boy is a junkie/America the 
great devil/Go home you sod/Sniff le sex test/This is not a love song/Elvis Costello no’s it/Colour by 
numbers. With a long diesel choke the Repulse heads out beyond Portobello Junction aching for tunnels 
and the west, “Sowtham Street” says the red-faced gorger outside the Earl (differing from the librarian’s 
“Suthem”), yes it used to run one long street from the bottom there up to the bend into Southern Row, and 
this was the middle, the bridge, railway houses, they was originally, backed up against the railway with 
railway people living there I think, more deaths than anywhere, it was poky but I tell you it was a 
community, now there’s just these fifty yards, the Council moved everything down when they did their new 
town scheme, I’m not complaining, mind, I’ve got my own place – one family one place that’s what you get 
with the modern.  
 
‘You could buy a pennyworth of pickles from the corner shop – that would be a little on top or it would 
keep you going, Saturday night was the big blow-out when the fellas used to come home rollin’ and 
singing, hair was on the ground and blood but you was mates again afterwards, Black Harry: the kids 
would wait to touch him when he came out because they thought he was lucky, you didn’t have a bath, 
there might just be a gas ring on the landing, but there was grapes and fruit carved at the sides of the 
fireplaces, you never had nothing but you had everything because you had your friends, you had the 
streets because there were none of them comforts inside, no television, you grew a character of your own. 
A photograph of the Robin Hood and Little John, October 1967 – a bulky round-cornered pub at the south-
eastern end by the junction with Kensal Road, its stately windows agape, doors boarded, a broken 
Victorian, the name and brewery erased even before demolition, the road designated ‘Play Street’. 
(Michael de Freitas lived here in the late 50s at 10 Kensal Road, now the site of Meanwhile Gardens.) 
 
‘Pregnancies, washing and the DHSS: Trellick Tower, with thirty floors, stands up a concrete giant, a 
nucleated village or druid inferno, the lift section, with ten bridges, four funnels and slits like a castle, is 
called ‘The Psychiatric Wing’ because when the lifts break down you don’t want to come out, the best view 
of London, she said, a man spits with vehemence, a boy drags a scaffolding pole into the sunken 
playground which already boasts a log frame, swings and fixed red bars, the breeze block walls are a 
honeycomb blacked in fifteen years, ‘Billy Butler’ painted cheerfully in white, a reassertion as the pigeons 
swoop from neat boxes and polychrome panels to gut stale loaves stuffed into a lorry-size refuse drum. 
 
‘Space there is and colour and tolerable health marked by what persists in parallel: J Wilmot (Curtain 
Makers), Southern Row, four fireplaces on an outside wall like Moloch’s eyes, a passage to the Grove with 
steps, railings and two metal posts, ‘KP 1867’ set into the brickwork, ‘Ancient Lights’ on the cellar door. I 
am a street/survivals and mutations baby-ridden and eager, I am a plot on soapsuds island – market of 
the land, I am a pocket of laughter while the smokes go round, I am the skirt who walks out at night mutely 



trailing my drainpipe lad, I am the tinderbox, black hair streaked with silver, has you twist to the tone of a 
pink bakelite radio unexpectedly cruising as keys, the keys are thrown down.’ 
 

 
Kensal Road looking west 1967 Local Studies featurin g the Robin  
Hood and Little John pub on the Southam Street corner  on the left 
 
 


