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Foreword


North Kensington has for too long existed in the shadow of its more prosperous neighbour, Notting Hill – the proud possessor of a film title and even a political ‘set’. We didn’t see much of Julia Roberts or Hugh Grant on the mean streets of London W10, although as contributors to this book recall, plenty of gritty TV dramas such as Z Cars used North Kensington as a backdrop. Its streets and alleys, pubs and bookies, totters and prostitutes were certainly well-known to the real coppers; the ones who only dared patrol in threes through streets such as Southam Street from the mid-nineteenth century onwards.


As somebody once said, nothing is more responsible for the good old days than a bad memory. This book doesn’t gloss over the crime, the violence or the squalor. Its contributors are, I suspect (having never had the pleasure of meeting them), among the vast majority of W10 residents who were decent law-abiding citizens battling against the odds to carve out a better life. I recall arriving in Ruston Close, off St Marks Road, early on Saturday mornings as I helped Johnny Carter with his milk round to see every other doorstep being scrubbed and whitened by turban-headed women on their hands and knees. It was as if they were trying to scrub away the terrible history of that cul-de-sac, previously named Rillington Place, and the horrific murders that took place at the house in the corner – No. 10.


For us younger residents of North Kensington in the 1950s, the future was bright. We grew up in an age of social mobility where jobs were available, educational opportunities were expanding and horizons that previously seemed distant, moved ever closer. Our parents had been through enormous deprivation and the horrors of war, whilst we witnessed a new post-war settlement that changed our landscape so rapidly, albeit damaging close-knit communities and a settled way of life in the process. Had Charles Dickens walked down gas-lit Southam Street in 1950, the year I was born, he would have been entirely familiar with the housing conditions. By the mid-1960s the slums had gone – in their place, tower blocks.


This book illuminates a London that has vanished. It is an important contribution to the social history of the unmajestic end of the Royal Borough.


Alan Johnson, 2018




About the Author


Roger Rogowski was born and spent his childhood in Notting Hill from 1953 to 1966. He has written several articles and blogs on local history and led or supported several local history projects. Inspiration for this book came from leading classes and discussion groups at his old primary school in North Kensington as part of a school project. Not only the children but also the teachers were fascinated by stories about the area as it was. A call was put out on social media and, just over a year later, more than thirty people contributed their memories or photographs for the book.
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Introduction


Postal sub-districts were introduced in 1917, designating North Kensington as W10 and its more famous neighbour, Notting Hill, as W11, but the idea that Notting Hill stretches into W10 isn’t a modern invention by hopeful estate agents. When the oldest underground railway in the world was extended from Paddington to Hammersmith in 1864, the station we now know as Ladbroke Grove was originally named Notting Hill. Nearly a century later, in 1958, the violent inter-racial disorder that broke out in the streets in the north of the borough was dubbed the Notting Hill riots and the murder of Kelso Cochrane in Southam Street in 1959 was referred to as having taken place in Notting Hill by the national media.


When the urban landscape that we see now was developed from farmland, predominantly for middle-class families, North Kensington almost immediately underwent rapid change. The houses mostly lacked the leafy squares, were too small and too close to the railway and the canal to appeal to their intended market, and the increasingly desperate developers started to offer many of the houses for multiple occupancy by the working class. As that happened, houses that were built later were even smaller and out went the ornate external and internal decoration added to earlier buildings in order to maximise the developers’ return on their investment.


As a result, North Kensington became a firmly working-class area and, because houses and flats were relatively cheap to rent, immigrants were also attracted to the area, starting with Irish navvies and their families and Jews fleeing persecution in Eastern Europe. Many of the streets of Notting Hill closest to North Kensington also started to be occupied by the working class as the first immigrants were followed, over the next hundred years, by people from Spain, Italy, Poland, Cyprus, the West Indies, Portugal, Morocco and other countries.


Architecturally, there was very little to distinguish the houses in either area, even if the houses in the north often looked like smaller and cheaper imitations of the ones to the south, where the houses were well maintained with orderly gardens and almost always occupied by single middle-class families. To the north, the houses were generally run-down and almost always occupied by the working class. From soon after the area was developed in the nineteenth century even up to around the 1970s, Notting Hill and North Kensington were more or less defined by Booth’s ‘poverty maps’, which were published in 1889 and 1898/9. The difference between the two areas was and still is therefore less about a defined border and more about the relative affluence of who lived where, and that boundary has been creeping further north as gentrification or regeneration, depending on your point of view, has claimed more and more streets.


In common with urban and rural communities across the country before large-scale centralised manufacturing and supply chains were developed in the late twentieth century, North Kensington and working-class Notting Hill was self-sufficient in many respects. Most people both lived and worked locally. Skilled and unskilled jobs were plentiful and there were always other opportunities to earn money. Even if the rewards were small and the work was hard, there was a thriving grey economy operating on a cash-in-hand basis. It was well known that it was possible to walk out of a job one day and into another one the next.


Often, people were born, grew up and started families locally, so it was common for other family members to live nearby or even in the same house. Living conditions were almost always cramped in a way that probably can’t be imagined today. Multiple families sharing houses built for single families, sometimes living and sleeping in one or two rooms, was the norm and a large part of life was played out in the street when people had little in the way of home entertainment. It would be a mistake to think that it was an entirely poor area though. Most shop owners lived on the premises above their shops and, as small business owners, they were relatively comfortably off, and many skilled and clerical workers lived in the area. Likewise, although the area was associated with appalling slums, most people who lived there at the time would baulk at the word. They were people’s homes and the large majority kept their homes and themselves as clean and ‘presentable’, to use a word my mum used a lot, as their resources allowed. Very few people lived in what might be considered squalor and, even if they did, it was because they had no choice.


Housekeeping was almost a full-time job, even if a lack of money meant that many women went out to work or did home work. Even in the 1960s, very few families in the area had any of the household appliances that we take for granted today and very few people owned a car, so shopping was done on an almost daily basis in local shops, and washing was done by hand either at home, at the local baths or taken to the local bagwash.


All of this meant that people got to know who lived around them more readily and urban areas such as Notting Dale and Kensal Town were recognisable communities to an extent that is almost unknown in cities and large towns today. The breakdown of the culture of close-knit communities has been a slow process driven by a number of factors over many decades but that change occurred more quickly, almost brutally, in many urban areas across the country as part of the post-war slum clearance programme. In North Kensington, as elsewhere, local communities were broken up by slum clearance but also by the building of the Westway in the mid-1960s. At the same time, almost simultaneous with the start of the Notting Hill Carnival, Portobello Road became a trendy place to visit and local pubs and clubs became part of the Sixties scene. The area wasn’t far from central London but it was cheap and it suited the emerging alternative lifestyles of the time.


Where the original Victorian houses still remain today, many have been converted back to single occupancy and upmarket shops have appeared along Golborne Road and the bottom of Portobello Road and other shopping streets. Houses that escaped demolition now change hands for millions and the shops and businesses that surround them are meeting the needs of the people who own them. The area is almost unrecognisable from the one that we would have seen walking around anytime from the 1860s to the early 1960s.


Golborne and Portobello Roads as traditional high streets, with their bakers, butchers, greengrocers, chemists, clothes and hardware shops, are long gone as they are almost everywhere, but what will strike anyone who remembers the area as it was is the quietness of the surrounding streets. Because it was a place where people worked as well as lived, housewives shopped every day and children played in the streets in almost all weathers, even side streets were never as deserted as they appear today. The area as it was only exists now in the memories of people who lived there at the time. Those times have already been described in excellent books such as Alan Johnson’s This Boy, Mark Olden’s Murder in Notting Hill and Julie Ryan’s In and Out of the Lion’s Den. I recommend reading them all but it seemed to me that old North Kensington and working-class Notting Hill needed another book that provides a more comprehensive description of those times, told by as many people as possible who lived through those times.


The way that people lived there up until about the early 1960s would be almost unrecognisable today, and I should know. Born in 1953 in Kensal Road, I moved out in 1966 when almost all of the immediate area between Golborne and Great Western Roads, the canal and the railway, was demolished to make way for Trellick Tower. There was no reason to go back and life got in the way, so I didn’t return for almost fifty years, when I went really only because I was close by with about an hour to spare on a December afternoon in 2014. All but about a dozen of the old Victorian buildings between the canal and the railway in Kensal Town had gone and likewise the buildings either side of Golborne Road between the railway and the bottom end of Portobello Road were almost like façades, with modern housing in the streets leading off them.


Since that first re-acquaintance with North Kensington in 2014, one thing led to another and I’ve met up again with many of my old school friends and met many new friends who remember the area from those times, who were happy to share their stories. Because all of those stories have been drawn from living memory, I have only been able to go back as far as the Second World War, while I’ve chosen to end the narrative at about the point that the area started to undergo the major changes in the mid-1960s that I’ve already described. I was able to issue invitations to take part via social media to almost 4,500 people. Almost all of them could probably have told similar stories but the people who did, have evoked those times very well, even though we are all describing events that took place more than fifty years ago during our childhood or early adulthood. I’ve also contributed my own memories. Checking on a map, everyone featured in this book lived within a mile radius and all but three lived within a half-mile radius of each other.


I transcribed, as closely as possible, what was said, apart from some editing for continuity and where places, events and dates could be checked and needed correcting. In using the exact words they used, I hope I’ve also captured the diversity of the area as it was. Although I had a list of set questions to ask those that I interviewed, most took the first few questions as a prompt and spoke in the order that their memories came back to them, so there was quite a lot of re-ordering to be done to get the material into the relevant chapters.


Something will almost certainly occur to you as it did to me about midway through the project. Even though the group effectively selected itself – those who were happy to take part – it didn’t meet my expectation in representing what I think of as the diverse racial and cultural nature of the area but, on reflection, I realised I was looking at the area from the perspective of the area as it became later and is now. Check almost any photograph of a crowd or group of people in North Kensington from, say, the 1950s – and there are plenty of them thanks to photographers like Roger Mayne, Ken Russell and Corry Bevington – and the faces staring back don’t represent the ethnic profile that we’d see today. Even if I only have anecdotal evidence and my instincts, the group of contributors is about as representative as it can be of the area at the time.


How best to arrange the stories took some thought and, in the end, after some wise advice, I decided to order them by theme rather than devote a chapter to each contributor and, within those themed chapters, each of the contributor’s stories is arranged chronologically. In this way, the narrative provides a more rounded picture of different aspects of old North Kensington life, like work, shopping, play and so on, and it’s almost as if twenty-nine people are in a room having a discussion.


The first chapter, In the Beginning, looks at how the people I met and their families came to live in the area. Although the area was already well established, having been developed rapidly in the nineteenth century, a large number of people seem to have moved into the area or even arrived in the country only a generation before, reflecting its transient nature. In Chapter 2, Our House, people describe what their homes were like. Most of us used to say ‘our house’ but almost everyone lived in a flat, mostly in a terraced house converted for multiple occupancy. Although some purpose-built blocks had already been constructed before the war, they were few and far between.


In Chapter 3, Home Life, people describe how they spent their time at home and what it was like to live there. Outside or shared lavatories were common and purpose-built bathrooms were rare. Bedrooms were almost always shared, often by the whole family. In Chapter 4, Down our Street, people describe their immediate area, the local landmarks and how people in the immediate neighbourhood interacted, and in Chapter 5, Boys and Girls Come out to Play, looks at how and where they socialised as children at a time when children learned to become relatively independent and ‘streetwise’ at an early age, spending much more time outside without parental guidance than would be considered acceptable today.


Chapter 6, Schooldays, obviously looks at local school life, which will seem very different to younger generations. Chapter 7, Shopping, looks at how that activity was influenced by the lack of car ownership and the presence of small independent shops. As well as Golborne and Portobello Roads and the markets, which provided almost everything anyone would need, when a street corner wasn’t occupied by a pub, it was usually occupied by a corner shop, so people almost always shopped within walking distance of home.


The adult world is described in Chapters 8 and 9, Work life and Social life. Work was plentiful in the local area, but money was often tight so, often, housewives worked as well. The work ethic was strong and picked up at an early age, and many were quite inventive and independent in earning some pocket money, either formally in after-school or Saturday jobs or informally in a variety of cash-in-hand enterprises, even if they weren’t always strictly legal. Social life for adults more often than not meant the local pub or social club, a visit to one of the local cinemas or inviting family and friends round for a party. Formal eating out was almost unknown, unless it was some form of celebration, and even then it was beyond most people’s means.


Likewise, holidays as we know them today, were almost completely out of the question for working-class families but many still found the opportunity to have a change of scenery at least for a few days or a week during the year. Chapter 10, Holidays, looks at how people spent their time away.


The period covered in this book was hugely eventful, starting with the Blitz and, in the post-war period, the Notting Hill riots, the murder of Kelso Cochrane, and the 1959 general election in which Oswald Mosley stood as a local candidate. All of them made headline news. Part of the Profumo affair was played out in the area and Portobello Road was starting to become part of the Swinging Sixties with numerous films and television programmes being shot on location in the surrounding streets. Chapter 11, Headline News, looks at what people remember about those and other events. Finally, either as a result of slum clearance or out of choice, many people left the area. By then, the area was undergoing rapid change and Chapter 12, All Change, looks at how that changed their lives.


There is a wealth of first-hand accounts here that speak about life in the mid-twentieth century that contrasts hugely with the way we live our lives more than half a century on. Very few contributors expressed any opinion about which parts of life were better or worse and, to be fair, I tried to steer everyone to simply recall what life was like back then. In the main, I’ve tried to avoid any analysis of how we lived and I leave you to form your own opinions about how life has changed over the years. For younger readers, I imagine L.P. Hartley’s quote that ‘the past is a foreign country’ must seem very true. As well as the ‘official’ themes denoted by the chapter headings, you will probably see other themes running through the narrative, stories about difficult living conditions, neighbourliness, generosity, humour, love, racism, tragedy, criminality, violence and even the mundanity of everyday life. If any of it seems surprising or shocking or anything else, well, that’s the way it was. There is a third dimension to this book, too, as readers can follow the stories of each of the twenty-nine contributors’ lives.


I’ve been privileged to meet some wonderful people who have been happy to share their memories. I enjoyed listening to their stories and I hope you find them as enjoyable. In undertaking this project, I’ve also learned a lot about the area as it was that I didn’t know. As I had to, I’ve read the text through several times but the ability of the narrative to bring back to life the area in that period up to the mid-1960s hasn’t diminished for me with each reading. Whether you remember the area from those times or whether you are new to the topic, I hope it does the same for you.


Roger Rogowski, 2018




one


In the Beginning



[image: Illustration] Frank Hale:


My parents, Reuben and May, were born in Notting Hill and so was my grandad. My grandad, James Hale, was one of several kids. When he finished school, there was no work for him in the area so he cycled all the way out to Letchmore Heath to get a job and ended up lodging at a Mrs Stone’s house in the village.


I was born in Westbourne Park Road in 1938. Our house was opposite the entrance to Elgin Mews about ten houses up from the convent that used to be on the corner of Ladbroke Grove. It was called Cornwall Crescent then. We lived at No. 197. Later on, the road was renamed and the houses were renumbered, so the house became 341 Westbourne Park Road.



[image: Illustration] Jean Russell (née Hemming):


I was born in our front room in Beethoven Street. My mum’s mum, Granny Warner, lived in our street with two more aunties and another one next door and Auntie Hazel lived upstairs from us, so that was five sisters, and my mum’s brother lived a few doors from us. One more sister lived in Quex Road in Kilburn, so we were surrounded by caring aunties and our gran. My grandad died when I was young.



[image: Illustration] Ken Farrow:


My mum married in 1938 and had seven kids. We lived at 48 Hazlewood Crescent in 1948. Before that, we lived in Kilburn Lane but I don’t know much about that. We had the ground floor and the basement in Hazlewood. There was me, two brothers, one sister, my mother and my grandmother.


My dad died in 1949. He was a Canadian serviceman. We moved to Golborne Gardens in 1953. In 1956, my mum met my stepfather, remarried and moved into his house at 82 Kensal Road. My mum worked in Clark’s pet shop opposite his house, so I suppose that’s how they met. He had four sons and daughters from his first wife. One of them was married by the time we moved in, so there was him and his three children, me, my mother, grandmother, three sisters and two brothers. My stepfather was born in 1901 and served in the First World War. He rose to the rank of sergeant major. My sisters thought he was a bit of a tyrant at home but he was only doing what he thought was right.




[image: Illustration]


The newly completed section of Ladbroke Grove between Lancaster Road and the railway bridge, 1866. The extension from Paddington to Hammersmith was opened in 1863 and construction on the surrounding farmland started soon after. Apart from two lamp posts, the land on the other side of the bridge looks undeveloped.







[image: Illustration]


Stebbing Street children’s tea party to celebrate King George V’s Silver Jubilee, May 1935. Stebbing Street was demolished in the mid-1960s and is now occupied by Norland North Open Space Park.






[image: Illustration] Jane Traies:


Our grandmother, Reenie Taverner, was from an Irish family who moved into the area during the Irish migration, probably two or three generations before her. Reenie’s family name was Bryant. She grew up in Notting Hill and, like so many working-class girls at the time, Reenie went into service as a maid in a big house. She worked for Sir Charles and Lady Oliphant in Leinster Gardens, then she moved to More Place in Betchworth, then she went to Betchworth Manor, then Deep Dene in Dorking for two years and then Sand Hills in Betchworth.


Our grandad Jack Taverner’s family came from Surrey. He grew up in Bagshot. Reenie and Jack met when they were in service together before the First World War. Like most old soldiers, Jack stopped short of describing his war experiences but our dad told us much later that Jack was a gunner in the Royal Field Artillery and that, after the war, he used to go with him to some of his reunions, which were usually held at the Putney Constitutional Club. The only story the rest of us ever heard was about the day in Palestine when Jack was tending his horses and a soldier ran up and said, ‘Sergeant Taverner, the war’s over!’


When he came back from the war, Jack and Reenie got married. The first two or three years of their marriage, they kept a pub in Surrey. I think they moved to Golborne Road and opened their shop in about 1920 because our mum was born in 1919 in Surrey and our auntie and uncle were born later in Golborne Road. Jack never lost his love of horses and you can imagine his delight when the King’s Troop came past his shop from their barracks at St John’s Wood and sometimes had to stop by the shop and wait to cross Ladbroke Grove on the way to Wormwood Scrubs. Reenie had two brothers who were both single men who lived with Grandad and Grandma. We’ve traced our dad’s family, the Traies, as far back as the 1891 census in Elgin Crescent. Our mum and dad got married in St John’s Church on the hill. They lived in Elgin Crescent then.



[image: Illustration] Pauline Clark (née Harding):


My grandparents lived in Southern Row. My grandfather was a greengrocer and my grandmother worked in a laundry as an ironer. They had six children and they all married and moved away except my mother. My father lodged with them and ended up marrying my mother. My father was born in 1897 and my mother in 1907. Father was an orphan. He had lost his parents and brothers in the First World War. When they got married, my parents moved to 10 Bosworth Road, which was the mission house.


I am the youngest of six children. We occupied the top two floors in the mission house as the mission held meetings on the ground floor. The mission moved down the road next to the rec, so we still had Girls’ and Boys’ Brigade and Sunday school. Later, the mission was sold to Addison Electric Company. My parents cleaned the company premises to help with the rent. Mum would clean the offices and Dad would clean the factory. I would help cleaning bins and ashtrays starting at 8 years old. By the time I was 10, I was sweeping and washing floors.



[image: Illustration] Derek Ford:


My mum, Maud Day, was born in 1918 at 2 Silchester Terrace where my nan and grandad still lived so I was always down that end visiting them and going to Lancaster Road Baths. My mother’s family owned the house, which was very unusual for the area then. My mum and dad married in 1939 and went to live at 49 Silchester Road, and then moved to Chesterton Road. I was born in 1947 in Chesterton Road, a few doors along from the Percy.



[image: Illustration]Alan Warner:


I was born at No. 4 Beethoven Street between nine o’clock and a quarter past nine on 10 December 1947. I was the fourth child of Kate and Bert Warner. By the late Fifties, there were nine children: five sisters and three brothers. I vividly remember visiting Nan one night and sitting with the lights off watching a roaring coal fire and trying to see shapes in the flames. She was a lovely gentle lady who was loved but sometimes bullied by Grandad Warner, who was an RSM [regimental sergeant major] in the Black Watch Regiment. My father was in the Royal Fusiliers and was for a time during the Second World War stationed at the Tower of London as well as serving in North Africa.



[image: Illustration] Richard Rowlands:


My dad came from Wales in 1936 and moved down by the Prince in Middle Row. It was next door to a scrapyard. Corky used to own the scrapyard. They called my dad Taffy. He had six years in the war. He was a hard man. My two brothers had murders with him because he was regimental. That was the way he was. My mum come from over the Avenues. Her mum lived in Third Avenue. I can still see my old nan because they were all the same in a pinny and National Health glasses. Everyone loves their nan.



[image: Illustration] Gwen Nelson (née Martin):


We – myself and my parents, Victor and Gerry Martin – moved to Golborne Road from Lambeth in 1952. After returning from being a POW in Lamsdorf and being demobbed, Dad never settled into a job, working for a few weeks here and there as a spray painter, window cleaner, anything unskilled that was going. Mum always told of how Dad would come home, say he’d chucked in his job and hand her his final pay packet. She would go out, spend all of it and then tell him they had no money so he’d better find another job in a hurry.


In Lambeth, we lived with my grandparents, Alice and Frederick Ireland. Grandad Ireland was a master builder. By coincidence, my great-grandfather Thomas Ireland built and owned Nos 51–6, 66–72 and 74–8 Golborne Road, all of which are still standing. Nana would look after me while Mum worked part-time on the till at Lyons or ABC teahouses. Mum would also take in piecework sewing elastic into children’s swimsuits at three farthings a garment.


Before the war, Dad worked as a bacon hand for Frost’s, an early supermarket group. One day he confessed to Mum that he’d like his own shop so he could be his own boss and not work for someone else. With their small savings and some help from my grandparents, they secured the lease on 21 Golborne Road, which had been run as a grocers by Vic Harrison.



[image: Illustration] Jeannie Rowe (née Searson):


My father was an orphan and left school at 14. I don’t know what he did until he joined up for the war. He was a commando and took part in the raid on Saint-Nazaire. He was captured and ended up in a prisoner of war camp. He escaped three times and finally managed to get to Switzerland, from where he was repatriated. My mother worked for a milliner but once the war started, she worked as a telephonist. She was skilled at sewing and made our clothes and also her own.


He met my mother before he went on the raid. She lived in Scotland and also left school at 14. She was one of a family of six and after the war they went to live in Glasgow. I was born there. I came to live in London on my first birthday, 23 October 1945. We had come to London so that my father could find a job. We lived at 253a Portobello Road. It was flat above a shop. We rented the property from friends of my father who ran a butcher’s shop a few doors along the street.



[image: Illustration] Charlie Phillips:


I was born in 1944. How British I was; I remember the Queen came to Jamaica after the Coronation in 1953. We travelled a long way to see the Queen. They gave us a Union Jack and we had to say ‘God save the Queen’. I was so fascinated to see the royal yacht. I asked my Cub Master, ‘How can a big piece of iron like that float?’ He said, ‘I can’t explain that to you now.’ This is how I became fascinated with ships. When I was in Kingston, I used to sit on the docks and watch all the immigrant ships come in and take passengers to England. There was migration to Australia, New Zealand. We weren’t destitute, a lot of us were well educated. My father and mother came over to England before us. We never thought we were coming here as immigrants we believed so much in the mother country. Some of us was more British than anything else.


In August 1956, we came on a ship called the Reina Del Pacifico, which belonged to the Pacific Steam Navigation Company. I came with a group of people who knew my parents and they looked after me on the ship. I landed in Plymouth. We could have got off in Liverpool but a lot of people got off in Plymouth because they were seasick. Then we came up on the boat train that came into Paddington. The first night I came here, my mum and dad was living in a single room because at the time they couldn’t get accommodation. No. 9 Blenheim Crescent, that’s where I stayed for about two nights, me and about six other people. There was a double room available but it wasn’t ready by the time we came. Don’t forget at the time, black people couldn’t get access to accommodation. Thank God for Rachman. He might have taken some shit but you had a roof over your head.


There was a man stayed over after the war, Leopold Williams at No. 9 Blenheim Crescent. In those days, we didn’t have no social worker or nobody to receive us. When he knew the boat train was coming in he would meet people. Some people had no one to meet them and some people had to move on to different addresses in Reading or another popular place was Bradford and another one was Wolverhampton. Slough was another place. The boat trains in those days never come on time, sometimes a day late or a day earlier or five hours late so this man, who was a friend of my dad, helped people who didn’t have nowhere to go. He would say, ‘Why don’t you come and stay with me? You look like you’re in transit,’ so they would come round to his house.



[image: Illustration] Vee Davis:


I had a very good friend back home in Trinidad. In those days they were recruiting young girls for nursing in this country and she was one of those who applied and she got through. I think they took her to Colchester but we’d correspond and I guess she was missing me. I was missing her too and she kept calling me. And so that very year, she came here like April and I came here November 1957. She wanted me to come, so when I come I went straight to 31 Powis Square, and she had come down from Colchester because she was miserable in Colchester, really didn’t like it. So she came down to live in London with me.


When I first came over from Trinidad, my God, I was dressed like a circus horse. I’m leaving home to sit on a big ship for two weeks, and I’m wearing white gloves and a white hat. I was coming to the mother country, so I figured I had to look good. I landed at Southampton, took the train to Paddington, and straight into Ladbroke Grove. I remember sitting on the top deck of the bus to see who lived behind this huge wall. It was cloistered nuns. The area got a bit noisy for them so they sold out and the council built some houses.



[image: Illustration] Margaret Stedman (née Riddick):


My dad was born at No. 79 Kensal Road in 1899 in a row of twelve houses with columns either side of the front door. They could have been beautiful if they’d been done up. His dad was born in Berkshire and moved to London on his own and lived in Ladbroke Grove and worked as an errand boy for a baker’s two doors from the Mitre. My dad was too young for the First World War but he signed up anyway and lied about his age. I think he was there eight or nine months before they found out. He got chucked out then he joined up again when he was old enough.


My mum’s family are all Notting Hill from way back. My mum’s parents lived at No. 10 Stanley Gardens Mews. They had nine children. When my mum and dad got married, they moved back to Kensal Road and that’s how I came to be born there. There was twenty years’ difference between my mum and my dad.



[image: Illustration] Reg Thackeray:


When my mum and dad got married, they lived at 23 St Ervans Road backing on to the railway. That was where they had their daughter, my sister Doreen. My mum came from Southam Street and my dad came from West Row. At No. 23, it was just the basement, two rooms, a kitchen, no bathroom of course, just a tin bath, and an outside lav.



[image: Illustration] Marg Pithers:


My grandad was born in Latimer Road. He lived most of his life within about 200 yards. He was a road sweeper, a lovely man. My nan had various jobs here there and everywhere. My nan’s family were Irish and there were thirteen of them. They lived in Sutton Dwellings at one point. My dad was born there but, for the majority of their married life, they lived in Walmer Road and they only moved when the motorway went through. My grandad and nan were like a pair of munchkins. They were only 5ft, while we were all about 6ft. A lot of my nan’s brothers and sisters also lived in Walmer Road.


My dad was one of six children. My dad met my mum when he did his national service in the RAF. My mum was from Dover and all her family was in the Royal or Merchant Navy. My mum and dad got married in the Latimer Road Mission. She refused point blank to have a white wedding, flowers or a photographer. When they got married, they moved in with my nan and grandad until my dad came out of the RAF, then they got a flat in Earl’s Court. During the war you had to give up any empty properties because of the housing shortage but the person who owned the house wanted it back after the war, so they moved to Barlby Road opposite the shops at the North Pole end.



[image: Illustration] Roger Rogowski:


My mum’s maiden name was Cook, a family I’ve traced back to 1780 in Gloucestershire. The Cooks moved to London in the 1860s for what they must have thought would be a better life. My maternal grandad worked almost all of his working life for London Underground as a mechanical engineer.


The Eighth Army might have been the connection that led my mum and dad to move from their first home in Madeley Road in Ealing to Westbourne Park. My dad was a Bren gun carrier driver in one of the Polish infantry divisions in the Eighth Army and, after a spell of peace-keeping duty in Italy at the end of the war, in 1946, he was given a choice of where he wanted to settle. Returning to by now Communist Poland was a dangerous option as stories were already coming back of ex-Allied Polish soldiers being imprisoned, and he thought that the USA was too far, so he decided to settle in England.


He was demobbed in 1947 and, although he was well educated before the outbreak of the war cut his schooling short, his grasp of English must have been basic and he had no English qualifications so he got whatever work was available. He got a job in a bakery after moving to Ealing, where there was a big Polish community. How he and my mum met I don’t know but they got married in Ealing Registry Office in November 1951 and my mum continued to work as a cinema usherette until just before I was born.


My dad heard about a flat that was available in Kensal Road in one of two houses owned by an ex-Eighth Army Polish officer, Mr Sohacki, so that’s how I came to be born at Paddington General and my birth certificate shows that we were living at 87 Kensal Road. We later moved next door to No. 89. One story from before I was born tells a lot about what the area was like back then. Dad told me he often did the grocery shopping when my mum was expecting me. Back then, there was still rationing and everyone had to register with the grocer of their choice. One day just before they moved, he queued for ages at their grocer in Ealing only to get to the counter and, he suspected because he was Polish with only basic English and a heavy accent, the shop assistant gave him the worst cuts of meat with a lot of fat and tossed the packets on the counter. My dad’s English must have stretched to a few choice words because he told him where to stick his meat and walked out. The day they moved to Kensal Road, my dad went to register at the grocer’s on the corner of Kensal Road and Elcom Street and he tentatively asked if he could have his ration. The shop assistant, whose attitude was a total contrast to the one in Ealing, said he could have as much as he wanted because a lot of people in the area couldn’t even afford to buy their ration.



[image: Illustration] Mossy Condon:


My grandfather and grandmother lived in Fermoy Road. My grandad had been in the British Army, so he’d been over here for years. My dad had an older brother and three sisters. My dad and his brother got evacuated in the war. My dad went to Ireland – over to my auntie’s – and he wouldn’t come back after the war. His brother was evacuated to Leicester and, when the two of them got together, one was speaking English and one was speaking Irish. My mum and dad met in Ireland in 1950. My mum was a chambermaid and my dad was an apprentice carpenter, and they got married in 1952 and I was born in 1954. We left Ireland to come over to England in early 1955. My dad came three weeks prior and he got a one-room flat in Hazlewood Crescent. He came from Ireland, where he was earning £3 10s, and when he came over he got a job in Griffith’s. He went to £15 a week and that’s why they came over. I’ve got two brothers, Michael and Paul. Paul’s nine years younger than me and Michael’s eleven years younger.
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