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Stalls opposite the Imperial Playhouse (later the Electric Cinema) c. 1930
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Stalls opposite the Electric Cinema, c. 1970




The Story of Portobello Market


In 1731, a master mariner called Robert Jenkins was sailing home from the Spanish colony of Jamaica when Spanish coastguards boarded his ship and accused him of piracy. Tying Jenkins to the mast, the Spanish Captain ‘took hold of his left Ear and with his Cutlass slit it down, and then another of the Spaniards took hold of it and tore it off, but gave him the Piece of his Ear again.’1


Jenkins held onto his ear, keeping it pickled in a jar. ‘After many hardships and perils’ he got back to England where he brandished it before a committee of the House of Commons and told them, in gruesome detail, what had happened.2 The story got around, other West Indian merchants took fright and Parliament asked the King to seek redress from Spain. When all diplomatic efforts failed, the King commanded the Navy to retaliate. And thus it was that in 1739 the War of Jenkins’ Ear commenced and Vice-Admiral Edward Vernon stormed and captured the Spanish port of Porto Bello in the Gulf of Mexico.


The Victory of Portobello thrilled the British. They lit bonfires in the street and bought commemorative medallions. Babies were named ‘Vernon’, pubs ‘The Admiral Vernon’ and a certain Mr A. Adams, living in a farmhouse near Notting Hill, renamed his farm ‘Portobello Farm’.


At this time the area around Notting Hill was known as ‘Kensington Gravel Pits’ and only a small cluster of houses straddled the ‘Great Road’ which we now know as the A40. On this road was a toll gate – Notting Hill ‘gate’ – and from the toll gate to Portobello Farm, and beyond, a country lane, shown on maps as ‘Portobello Lane’.


A century later city dwellers still walked down Portobello Lane for relaxation. ‘This is one of the most rural and pleasant walks in the summer in the vicinity of London,’ Thomas Faulkner wrote. ‘Nothing could be heard in the tranquil silence but the notes of the lark, the linnet and the nightingale.’3


‘From West to North, from North to East,’ an old inhabitant recalled, ‘scarcely a house was to be seen. Corn fields and meadow land on every side.’4
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Looking up Portobello Road from Elgin Crescent, c. 1904


By 1851 there were a few cottages on the lane, at the Notting Hill end, most likely inhabited by men involved in building grand Victorian housing estates like the Ladbroke Estate, which runs along Kensington Park Road. And then the railway arrived – first, in 1864, to ‘Notting Hill’ station (now Ladbroke Grove) then, in 1866, to Westbourne Park station. Three hundred Irish navvies came over to work on the line which, once completed, carried workers into London on half-hourly trains.


By 1874 Portobello Lane was lined on both sides with shops and houses. In 1851 there were 214 inhabitants, all but three of them born in England; by 1891 there were 2,000 and many of them came from abroad. In spite of its exclusive housing estates, Notting Hill was now a working-class suburb with a large immigrant population.


Portobello Market came into existence in the late 1860s or early 1870s, possibly as a result of local Romany gypsies trading horses on the lane. It soon took off. ‘Columbus discovered Portobello in 1502’ wrote Sir William Bull M.P. ‘We discovered Portobello Road about 370 years later … on Saturday nights in the winter, when it was thronged like a fair … On the left-hand side were costers’ barrows, lighted by flaming naptha lamps. In the side streets were side shows, vendors of patent medicines, conjurors and itinerant vocalists.’ Local residents flocked to the market during the day, ‘not only for the sake of the excellent quality of the food … but also for the sheer enjoyment of the cheery cries and the surging crowds and heavily laden stalls.’5
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Joanne Spencer (Gary’s great great-great-grandmother) who sold salad and rabbits from a basket, c.1904
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W. Edwards fruit and veg stall, c. 1920


‘Here,’ wrote Ernest Woolf, in 1909, ‘one can see mechanic and artisan life in its best and truest form … the happy and sturdy husband with pipe in mouth, looking after his children, perhaps with one on his shoulder, whilst his better half is bargaining for the Sunday joint or resolving on the most toothsome trimmings.’6


Things became rather less cheerful after the First World War. In the harsh economic climate that followed, street traders (many of them veterans) started setting up their stalls every day of the week, upsetting the shopkeepers. In 1920, hoping to calm the situation, the National Federation of Discharged and Demobilised Sailors and Soldiers applied to the council to get the market officially extended. The council rejected the application but had no statutory power to stop them. And so the market became a daily affair, all entirely unregulated. At six o’clock a whistle was blown and traders ran with their barrows to a pitch. Some even slept on pitches overnight, just to be sure of a good location. In 1927 the London County Council finally restored order, passing an Act which gave boroughs the power to regulate street markets and license pitches to traders.
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Mr Brooks’ vegetable stall, 1958


In the 1920s the north end of Portobello Road acquired a flea market, where rag-and-bone men (known as totters) sold the old clothing, furniture and bric-a-brac they had collected. In 1948, when Caledonian Market closed, the antiques dealers arrived. The addition of bric-a-brac and antiques to food gradually changed Portobello from a local market to a national institution. Suddenly it was the place to be.


In 1956 Muriel Spark’s protagonist Needle was (literally) haunting the antique stalls of Portobello7 while, two years later, Paddington Bear became a regular visitor with ‘a good eye for a bargain’8 and Tom Courtney (in the spoof thriller Otley) acted the part of a light-fingered Portobello antiques dealer pretending to be a spy and exchanging a booby-trapped suitcase in Notting Hill underground station. In 1966 the market hosted The Beach Boys and Cat Stevens found himself ‘walking down Portobello Road for miles’ seeing ‘cuckoo clocks and plastic socks / lampshades of old antique leather / nothing looks weird, not even a beard / or the boots made out of feathers’. In 1971 Portobello met Walt Disney, as the characters in Bedknobs and Broomsticks, looking for an old magic book, cheerfully chirped: ‘Anything and everything a chap can unload / is sold off the barrow in Portobello Road.’
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Bernard Lewis, Hilary’s father, c. 1959
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Ben Spencer, Gary’s grandfather, c. 1950
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Emma Kirk, Josie’s aunt, c. 1954
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Anne Spencer, Gary’s grandmother, c. 1958


The market became a regular haunt of musicians. The punk rock band London SS wrote a song called ‘Portobello Reds’ and wandered down the market wearing fluorescent leather coats. Some say that Joe Strummer’s lyric ‘hanging about down the market street / I spent a lot of time on my feet / when I met some passing yobbos and we did chance to speak’ refers to the formation of The Clash – its members described by the Sex Pistols’ guitarist as ‘four-square Portobello boys’. Brinsley Forde, founding member of the reggae group Aswad, lived on Portobello Road and the band used to give impromptu gigs under the Westway. Richard Branson saw an opening and soon Virgin Records was established in Vernon yard, just off Portobello Road.


Portobello’s popularity remains undiminished. In 1992 Blur’s Damon Albarn sang ‘air cushioned soles / I bought them on the Portobello Road on a Saturday’. In 1999 the market saw the arrival of the film Notting Hill in which Will Thacker (played by Hugh Grant) lived behind a blue door just off Portobello Road and walked, reflectively, through the market in a two minute, four season, sequence to the strains of ‘Ain’t no sunshine when she’s gone’. Paulo Coelho’s The Witch of Portobello came out in 2007 and Ruth Rendell’s thriller Portobello in 2008.


Today more than a million people a year visit Portobello Market – now considered one of the top ten tourist attractions in London. By ten o’clock on a Saturday morning the market is seething and by midday you can only pigeon step along it. The advent of tourists has brought with it a demand for hot food and souvenirs. Fake Chinese handbags and cheap mass-produced clothes proliferate. It’s all too easy, now, to miss what worthwhile goods the market still has to offer.


Portobello is the last street antique market left in London. Early on Saturday morning the arcades still throb with antique dealers. On Friday morning fabulous vintage clothing is still fingered, under the Westway, by bizarrely dressed fashionistas, wardrobe mistresses, fashion designers and stylists. And throughout the week, come wind, rain or shine, costermongers are still out selling fresh fruit and vegetables.


How long this will continue is debatable. Property developers are turfing dealers out of the antique arcades. Supermarkets, on-line shopping and a lack of local parking are decimating the costermongers. And designers are taking sneaky photographs, rather than buying vintage clothing.
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Aswad outside the Golden Cross on All Saints Road, c. 1980
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West Indian women shopping in the market, c. 1970
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Preparing for market, 2013


It is easy to rail at the developers and the council for their failure to protect the market. But, as Geoff says in his interview: ‘When’s the last time you spent any money down there?’


If you go down to Portobello market and have a chat with the traders, you won’t be disappointed. If you go down and buy something, you’ll help to preserve it.





1.   Robert Jenkins’ deposition to the King, as quoted in The Universal Spectator and Weekly Journal, No. CXLI, 19 June 1731
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4.   Kensington, Notting Hill and Paddington by ‘an old Inhabitant’ (Griffiths and Co., 1882)


5.   Sir William Bull M.P., Some Recollections of Bayswater 50 years ago (Bayswater Chronicle, 1923)


6.   Ernest P. Woolf, The Interesting History of Portobello Road (1909)


7.   Muriel Spark, ‘Portobello Road’ from The Ghost Stories of Muriel Spark (New Directions Publishing Corporation, 2003)


8.   Michael Bond, A Bear Called Paddington etc. (William Collins, 1958); Florence M. Gladstone, Notting Hill in Bygone Days (T. Fisher Unwin Ltd, 1924); Barbara Denny, Notting Hill and Holland Park Past (Historical Publications, 1993); Simon Burke and Jerome Ungoed-Thomas, Notting Hill and Bayswater 1989/90, (London Handbooks); Richard Tanner, The Notting Hill and Holland Park Book (Historical Publications, 2004); Sarah Anderson, Inside Notting Hill (Umbrellabooks, 2007)
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Tourists in the rain, 2013




‘There is a magical intellectual


journey to go on with these things’


MARION, ANTIQUE DEALER


This was a DESPERATELY poor area. From the time this area was built it instantly went into decline and filled up with really poor people. Every room in the house a different family and all the rest of it. And then the depression and the war. I remember it from the late ’50s – how MEAN the streets were. There was hardly a car parked around here. When I first remember it, there were LOADS of West Indians. It was very lively. My mother and I used to go up to the top end of Portobello Market and I can remember a pan of herrings, two feet wide, piled up, filleted and scaled in front of her. Great big pile of them. A shilling. And we used to buy watermelons – which were quite exotic in those days.


I can remember the old people moaning and groaning ‘Bloody antique dealers bought up all the shops round here.’ Because next door there was Mr Stout, an old fashioned grocery. This side of me there was a lino shop. Panton’s across the road was a chemist. Admiral Vernon’s was once an undertaker. Harris’s was a chandler – where they made the coffins. There was a sweet shop. There was a butcher. Poundland was Woolworths and what is now Best One – or something – was Marks & Spencer’s first food shop. I can remember also a shop along there – all it sold was plantains. Bright green bananas.


We now only have one butcher the whole length of Portobello and that’s the little halal place right up the end. The current developers in this immediate part of the world have hyped up rents like crazy. I think it’s unsustainable. In fact I’m sure it’s unsustainable. So when, for instance, the bank’s leases came to an end, the landlords want a modern, very high rent. So the bank says ‘No thank you’ and walk away and take away their ATMs, which are the life blood of the market.


Without the street market, this street is not worth a cup of cold water. Okay? Because it is the ugliest street in England leading to two of the poorest wards in Europe. My argument with the developers is you have something here unique. You have something that all the world comes to see one time or another. All sorts of people turn up – Princess Margaret, the Duchess of Alba, Liberace, Claire Bloom, Brian Epstein, Claudia Schiffer – because it’s different, it’s interesting. What the developers want to do is take that which is unique and make it like everything else. You don’t take that which is unique and turn it into the same as everybody else because you will kill it. And that is what is happening.


Anyway, let’s go back to the beginning … My father was an East Ender born right at the beginning of the last century. His father died when he was thirteen and that day he went out to work and worked until he was taken off to hospital when he was seventy-five and never came out. He was an antique dealer and it was very, very tough. Dad said in the old days you got something beautiful and there were perhaps five people in the whole country who would buy it. And if they didn’t want it you could look at it for twenty years. Because people didn’t travel. There was no internet. It wasn’t international. So you were dependent on your three or four people who you know who might come in.


I can remember he had seventeenth-century Chinese vases in colours – perfect, beautiful. Set after set after set of them. Nobody wanted them. He had a two and a half feet high bronze and ivory figure of a lady with borzoi dogs standing each side. Art deco. And if we didn’t have it five years before we sold it, I do not know how long we had it. Today it’s like gold dust! It’s beyond gold dust.


Dad traded through the great crash of 1929. He said you could walk through Mayfair and the bailiffs were emptying out the contents of a seven storey mansion onto the streets. You could buy the contents for fifty pounds. But nobody had fifty pounds.


When the pound came off the gold standard in 1931 gold coins were worth more than their face value. So, for several months, he went round all the pawnbrokers buying up all the guineas. Everything went into the melt. Even as late as the ’60s, in one day, he said, he put one hundred thousand ounces of the finest Japanese art silver that anyone had ever seen in their lives into the flames. And he said it broke his heart – the stuff that he alone melted.


My darling, he had to. I’m sure that farmers get very fond of their animals but they have to be sausages. My father had a wife and four children. And then he had an unmarried sister and a mentally retarded brother who was brain damaged at birth. Then he had another sister who just sort of sat there. And it was endless.


Historically it’s always happened. When the nobility had jewellery made, had plate, silver and gold made, that was considered a way of storing your wealth and the minute you needed it, you melted it. Louis the fourteenth had furniture cased in silver when he was a young man. But the only existing silver furniture from the late seventeenth century now is in England. Because everything that was in France was melted.


My father used to take me to the Victoria & Albert museum every Sunday and we used to pore over everything looking at what made it old. I once was trying to describe this process: it’s like when a doctor does a medical diagnosis. Start off, is it old? Then, where does the material, where does the pattern, designate or come through or pass? You can read patterns. Some patterns are French; some patterns are Turkish; some patterns are South American. And then there’s all sorts of interchanges.


And you look at colour. There is a range of colours you can make from vegetable and ancient mineral dyes. Mauve was an imperial colour because it was so expensive to produce. But, in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, suddenly they discovered this chemical dye, mauveine, which gave this horrendous purple and it swept the world. Once you see that in a piece of embroidery, it’s out.


And then you look at more specific things like, for instance, hands. In the nineteenth century tiny hands and feet were admired. So when you see something that’s got tiny hands and feet that’s purporting to be, say, sixteenth-century, it isn’t. In the sixteenth century – think of Leonardo’s paintings – you get beautiful large hands and feet that really worked. You can even say the same thing about images of horses. In the nineteenth century they liked to see the Arab dished face for a horse. Again little tiny, itsy-bitty feet – not what you want on a horse. A horse ought to have big proper feet. And when you see things that have got no naughty bits you know that they are nineteenth-century, almost without exception.


And so you go on. You can analyse and analyse and analyse your way through what it is and there’s no way of explaining it to people. You sort of imbibe it … subliminally.


One thing that’s terribly controversial – no two people agree pretty well – is the issue of cameos and intaglios. One person will say ‘Oh, it’s clearly Roman.’ The next person will say ‘It’s probably nineteenth-century.’ You can argue until you’re blue in the face. And quite frankly it’s terribly hard to tell, apart from sometimes, when people sign them. Let’s say you have an intaglio of the Duke of Wellington, signed by the famous makers. They would also, on the Tuesday of every week, sit and work at something that was a copy of an ancient stone; that you could sell to the Duke of somewhere or other – even the Duke of Wellington – as a Roman one. In the eighteenth century there was no way of testing those things. They dug up antiquities all over Italy and they used to get, say, two arms and a leg and make a complete figure out of it – complete with head and a dog. You end up with these famous collections of Roman marbles in stately homes and probably, on average, seventy percent of these marble carvings are eighteenth-century.


My dad taught me EVERYTHING he knew. And he learned from people who traded in the nineteenth century so I know things that other people just can’t know. You put them in the back of your mind and once or twice in a lifetime they become useful.


The other day we sold a silver crucifix, cast in the form of sticks of wood with a little figure on it. Beautiful quality. It was in a late nineteenth-century English box. Made for it. And so the person I bought it from in the market, who was in the silver business, said it was late nineteenth-century.


I could tell, just by looking at the loop at the top which had little bobbles of silver round it – in what’s called the pea pod pattern – that you could date it to within ten or twenty years at the very beginning of the seventeenth century. Now that early seventeenth century marks a point at which Charles the First had an archbishop called Laud. Charles was a Protestant but he was attracted to elaborate Catholic practices. (And of course he married Henrietta Maria which was the stupidest thing he could possibly have done; he was highly educated but stupid). And so Laudian style, which is very Italianate, came in, in the short period of his reign before the Civil War. And that’s when you can put this thing.


Did I tell the dealer? Look – how long did it take me to explain it to you? You think these people have any idea? No! You don’t tell them at all. There’s no point in upsetting them. This is not a win-lose situation. I gave the price that was wanted and there was no argument about it. They sold something that was late nineteenth-century unmarked silver and I bought something that was early seventeenth-century unmarked silver.


You see mountains of nineteenth-century because this explosion of standard mass-produced, often mechanically produced, stuff came out on the market. And when it’s different it sort of jumps out at you. It sort of waves at you – ‘Hello’ – in the most extraordinary manner. I remember going to a little antiques fair and I could see at the end of the hall a little tiny bronze figure and I could tell by its stance at what, forty, fifty feet … this is mannerist. I made a beeline for it. But to be able to spot something that’s only that big, at that sort of distance, because it just stands out to you, you have to have a trained eye.


Because I came from old school antique dealing, I like things that are as near a unique object as you are likely to get. I can’t look at the ordinary stuff that’s bought and sold. It has to be something that’s got something extra to really touch me. It’s objects that speak to you.


There’s a story about everything. Did I tell you about a little mug made of leather? It was made for a child. Thick black leather, so it’s quite rigid, and a silver rim round it to go at the child’s lips so they didn’t touch the leather. And round it engraved ‘Hannah Bridges’ and the date ‘1660’. It was a little girl’s tankard: you could see the little teeth marks. You never gave a child water. You hoped they’d survive so you gave them weak beer so that they had a better chance of growing up instead of being killed by the water. It’s magical. And it just brings it back. It’s just a creation of that time.


There is a magical intellectual journey to go on with these things. They are SO wonderful. About a year ago, I bought in the market a gold cross as a nineteenth-century copy of the much older piece. And I thought to myself ‘No, this is not a nineteenth-century copy. This is an old piece.’ It was a particular form of cross: Byzantine style. And it was very, very finely engraved all over with a rather elaborate loop at the top. And across it, and vertically on it, was a Latin inscription. A very good customer saw me looking at this thing and he said ‘I’m interested in that.’ And I said ‘Well, when I’ve worked out what it is, you’ll be the first to know.’ I said to him, when I’d studied it, ‘It is Byzantine. It’s either very early – like sixth-century – or it is from the Latin kingdom in 1206. The Franks, the West, on the Crusades, sacked Constantinople and set up the Latin kingdom for a short time. So it’s either very early or the thing that tipped Byzantium over eventually.’ So anyway he bought it and he took it off to his friends in the British Museum – who are, you know, really, really great academics. He came back a week or two later and he said to me ‘They say ‘It’s either very early – say sixth-century – or else it’s Latin kingdom!’ And that gives me enormous pleasure. Because nobody loves it but it’s magical to have something that is as much as a thousand years old, just sitting there unhonoured and unsung and you rescue it from its anonymity. And there is unbelievable joy in that.
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Do I always get it right? No, of course not! When my lad was two, I bought a terracotta plaque – a relief of a nude young man, his back view. It was a very beautiful thing and I thought, ‘It’s either nineteenth-century – very high quality students’ work – or it is fifteenth-century.’ And because it was as clean as a whistle and I was an exhausted working mother of a two-year-old, I thought ‘It’s Edwardian.’ They used to do lots and lots of high quality, academic copies of things. So I put a ticket on it and I put it in the shop. I had it for four months during which time several hundred very, very high-end dealers walked into the shop. (In fact THE London sculpture dealer saw it and he said, ‘I’ll have it. I’ll just go to my car and get my cheque book to pay for it.’ Well he’s still coming back!)


So, anyway, another guy came in and bought it. It took him twenty years and an adventure like in Indiana Jones to actually ‘prove’ that it was from the workshop of Verrocchio, who was Leonardo’s master. It was a study for the executioner in ‘The beheading of John the Baptist’. And the guy who got the money: first of all he had to part with a great deal of it to partners and, since which time, he’s drunk the lot.


A very, very well-known and famous dealer said to me afterwards ‘Did I see it?’ And I said to him ‘Darling you’ve walked past it ten times!’ And the guy who said ‘I’ll get my cheque book’, he MUST know. But other people have said to me if this had happened to them, it would have destroyed them. And I think this is madness. This is just a game and it wasn’t written for me. It was written in his stars that he’d buy it, have all these adventures and then, one day, sit down and tell me about it. It’s amazing. And the poor chap. I just feel sorry for him because it’s done him no good at all.


Life is not a competition: it’s a journey. And we all know where we’re going to end up. I just take the pleasures of the business. I find it an exercise that I enjoy. And I think the ability to earn a reasonable middle class living by doing as little as I do is quite an achievement!


Okay darling?




‘You can honestly say there’s not


much I haven’t collected’


REUBEN, ANTIQUE DEALER


I was born in 1939. Of course I’m a Londoner. South Londoner as you can probably hear by my accent.


We were a musical family. We used to play proper quartets – Corelli and Bach and all the classical stuff. My father used to play the bass viol. I’d play the recorder or treble viol. My mother would play the harpsichord and my sister would play the violin or the treble viol or recorder. Eighteenth-century instruments of course. In fact Pa made the harpsichord and the bass viol ’cause he couldn’t buy one; we weren’t rich enough.


My father was a Crime Prevention officer at Scotland Yard. He collected everything like myself. We had a big house, a two-storey house. Four bedrooms that had. We had a big front room that was full up. Never had pictures on the walls, had goodies on the wall.


From four or five years of age I collected. Pa encouraged me to buy all types of curiosities. And you got things for nothing then. It was only pennies in those days. Who understood antiques, or cared, just after the war?


We used to go down East Street every Sunday and buy lots of weird and wonderful things. I remember buying a nice Gurkha knife for a shilling. A nice eighteenth-century flute, also a shilling. Old money, you know: 5p today. I remember we bought three eighteenth-century watches for ten shillings once. Repousse silver watches, double case watches. One was by Graham, who’s now a very famous make. But of course it came and it went like everything else.


Pa was very knowledgeable. He had a wonderful collection of early books and he’d read every one and understood ’em. Of course it rubbed off on me. And if you’re interested, it’s surprising how you’ll remember it. And that’s how it all started really, with my father and us going down East Lane. And of course, later on when the Portobello came around, I came down the Portobello.


The Portobello was hardly going when I first came here. I must have been about sixteen, fifteen. Not very old anyway. It was more a junk market than an antique market as such. You never had the really posh shops we’ve got today. And it was a street market: there was very few arcades.


At that time I was collecting early gramophones – from 1878, when they were invented, up to about 1910. We used to advertise in a magazine called the Exchange and Mart. You’d be surprised the stuff I got in those days: tin foil phonographs; alloy phonographs; Berliner gramophones – all the early stuff. All three pound, two pound, five pound. All of great value now. Penny and slot phonographs – which was the rarest you could get – ten pounds each. Dog model gramophones for five pound in their boxes. Wonderful stuff. Really wonderful stuff …


I had a wonderful collection in the end. There was a chap in the gramophone society, an older man, and he couldn’t believe what I had in the years I’d collected. He’d been collecting for God knows how many years and he had about forty machines and I had a hundred and thirty. And I collected all those in two years.


Anyway an American came down and I sold the collection for one thousand five hundred pounds. Which was a lot of money for a kid of seventeen. Especially in those days when you only earned two and six a week. Today it would be worth two hundred thousand I suppose.


I left school at sixteen. Didn’t have many plans, no. No one ever thought of university in those days. It just wasn’t done. Whoever went to university in those days except the very, very rich? The first job I got was working in a bookshop. But I didn’t like the fact that I had to travel to Moorgate every day in an underground. So I stayed there a week. It was a bloomin’ good job really. I always regret that. But anyway, that’s what I did. Then I got a shop working in a record store. Which was a bit downmarket really. I could have had such a good job. But there you are. Life is like that.


The next collection was musical instruments. I used to come down here every week and I used to buy an instrument, maybe two. I wanted all the early instruments. Eighteenth-century stuff. I wouldn’t touch anything later than 1850. Hurdy-gurdies, flutes and clarinets were plentiful. And they were all pennies. I sold that lot off gradually. I must have had six hundred then. Never counted. I must have had.


When I was twenty-two, twenty-one I became a bus conductor. Why? Money of course. It was twelve pound a week I got for that. I was only getting three pound fifty in the record shop. That was fun that was. Especially all the girls on the buses. But anyway, let’s leave that there.


If we passed a junk shop and I wanted to get off, my signal to my conductor was three rings on the bell and he’d stop. And if anyone said anything he used to say ‘My conductor’s gone to the toilet.’ I used to put all these blessed things under the stairs, where you put the cases normally. I mean, they knew what I was up to. They must have done. ’Cause when I got back to the depot I used to give them all these weird and wonderful things – ‘Can you put that over the counter for me, and look after that for me?’ I bought a stuffed turtle once and put it over the top …


And then I used to take every Saturday off, change my Tuesday, to come down the Portobello. And eventually the CDI called me and he said ‘Reuben,’ he says, ‘I notice you’re changing every Saturday, or if you can’t change it, you become sick.’ He said ‘Reuben, if you do it again, I want a doctor’s certificate to say why you were sick and why you didn’t come in.’ ‘Well I won’t bother to do that,’ I said. ‘I resign now.’ He said ‘Pardon?’ I said ‘I resign now.’ He said ‘Have you got a job to go to?’ I said ‘Yes, I have. I’ve been dealing antiques. I’ve been going down the Portobello.’ Well … he wasn’t cross. But I think he was a little bit amazed how I’d got away with it. ’Cause it had been going on about a year it had.


That’s when I really started coming down here and dealing. You had a look round, see what you can buy, and then sell it later on for more than you paid for it. That was the idea. At six o’clock, five o’clock in the morning there was really good trading going on, in the dark with our torches.


I’d be sold out by seven o’clock. All the dealers’d been round and picked me like a bone because I was too cheap. But it didn’t matter: you made a week’s wages. That was good enough for me. I just thought quick sale, you know, ’cause you could always get more in those days.


I dealt for two reasons: one to make money and one to make money to make another collection. I’m a born collector. I’m not a dealer. No question about that. And I’ve had some good collections, let me tell you. Because I’m very changeable, you know, or was. You name it, I’ve collected it. I mean big collections: Christmas tree lights and Christmas tree decorations; early radios; early electric light bulbs – from the Swan lamp, right up to about 1900 – one of the best collections of those in the world; early banjos, of course, which was the best collection in the world, no question; early gas cookers; early electric motors – but I mean early historic ones; scientific instruments; things I’ve even forgotten I’ve collected, probably … I had a vast collection of early Valentine cards, lovely collection of those, Chinese shoes. All come and gone.


It does become manic. I don’t know what makes you change either really. But you do. Something else comes along. Like I bought a collection of early wireless valves, so that was my next collection. Everything else had to go and I bought the wireless valves. That’s what you did really. You sold one collection to support the other. I had chemist curios, chemist jars. I had a wonderful collection of early enamel signs. I had every one in South London I think – another story! Was I lifting them? No, no no. Someone else was. I don’t think they lifted them, actually, but they used to get them. Who cared where they came from? They weren’t worth anything. They really weren’t. Then I collected pub mirrors, early lavatories – the coloured lavvies, toilet bowls. I had a lovely collection of those an’ all. I’ve got photos. I’ll show you some other time.


Pa encouraged it. It was Pa’s encouragement made me do it really. I suppose. And it’s in the blood. ’Cause my uncle … my uncle … The fact with me is this: my father, who I call Pa, was actually my uncle. My mother was my auntie. My real father was married but his wife died. My mother died. He got remarried again and, obviously, the second wife didn’t want the children. I suppose that’s what happened. And we were put in a home.


So my real father’s brother, who I call Pa, said ‘Oh, we’ll adopt them, the two children’, which he did. So I was at a home in Weir until about 1943. Pa took Rosie before me, cause she’s older. Does that make sense to you? You’ve got the story. Anyway … Ernie, my father, was madder than me. He really was a mad collector. He collected everything under the sun.


What makes a collector? I don’t know. I really don’t know. It’s a disease. No question about it. It’s something that’s in your blood and you cannot get rid of. Once you’re a collector, you’re a collector.


I’m not a dealer. Not in my heart. I hate selling my things. But you’ve got to sell one to support the next collection. You know what I mean?


I regret selling the banjos, perhaps, ’cause that was a wonderful collection. I ended up with a thousand banjos. Look at them. All these banjos are pre 1900. These ones with heads on are pretty unique. That’s a Negro’s head. He had glass eyes. And that’s a periwigged gentleman: a Georgian gentleman’s head. They’re 1840, I suppose, 1830. That was made of whale bone, that banjo, by a sailor. All made of whale bone. That went to the Nantucket Museum of Whaling.
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I wouldn’t say I could play them. I could get a tune out of most of them. But I was interested in the history of them. What did I discover? Nothink, to be honest. It’s very difficult. They say the banjo comes from America but I think it’s an English invention. It’s a thing that originally came from Africa really, isn’t it? Put a skin across an instrument, put a string down it – what is it? A banjo?


I used to get people from all over the world come to visit me because it was the only collection like it in the world. It sold to Japan, which I regret to this day. I should never have sold that collection.


I’m retired now, for health. I had empyema. I was in hospital for three months. They thought I was going to die for seven weeks. I didn’t. Still here. And I’ve had various illnesses. I’ve had cancer. But I’ve got over them all. Because you’ve got an interest in life, you get over these things. When you’re just so interested in other things, you don’t worry about things like that ’cause you’re forever learning. Even now I’m learning.


The plan now? Just enjoy life and buy what I can, when I can. That’s it really. Come down ’ere to meet all me old mates. Sell a little bit if I’ve got something to sell. And if it goes, good, I buy another instrument with it. I’ve started collecting musical instruments again. I’ve got three hundred instruments now. I’ve got them round my bed at home. If they fall on your head, they fall on yer head … and what a way to go! I’ve had a damn good life and I’ve had more things than most people will ever handle in their lifetime. Certainly not now. They won’t handle it now. It’s not there.


Another thing I collected, early cameras. I forgot that, yeah. Collected pistols, early pistols. I had a lovely collection of them too. I collected ethnic weapons. I had three thousand of them.


You name it, I’ve collected it really. You can honestly say there’s not much I haven’t collected, I don’t think.




‘You can still buy wonderful things’


NICHOLAS, ANTIQUE DEALER


I’m always proud to say that in thirty-five-odd years of business I’ve never dealt in anything commercial. I don’t deal in things that are hot now. I deal in things that are interesting.





–  I’m Stephanie and you’re Nicholas.


–  Hello Stephanie! You made it!


–  I did, I did.


–  (He picks a picture off wall) Ooph … There you are. Then you can have a proper look at it.


–  Thank you very much …


–  That’s what’s called a sand picture made from natural sands from the Isle of Wight …


–  My speciality. I’m just publishing a book on the whole thing. Did you know they started as table decorations in the eighteenth century? If you were a really rich client and you want to have a party for five hundred of your closest friends you just call up one of your star architects (who’s probably building a house for you anyway) and they say ‘Oh, we can just break through the back wall and add a supper room to it. And then we have a jolly party and then demolish it again.’ So you get in all the Royal Academy painters to decorate everything. Then you do your table decorations. You get in the Mister Sandman who will make you an Old Master or Snider’s hunting scene– whatever you want – in the middle of the table. You have to imagine the table fully decked out and the candles and the mirrors to reflect everything. Then the sand – particularly if it’s got marble dust and quartz in it – is going to glitter and shimmer and everyone’s going to think this is the most marvellous thing. And it will be ruined the moment you sit down to eat your meal. That’s part of the whole thing; everything is for one night only. It’s just extravagant … beyond extravagant …


    Mr Zorbel was one of four people doing these for King George the Third. Allegedly the king said to him ‘You should find a way to fix it.’ So Mr Zorbel made a sticky surface … put sand on … another sticky surface … more sand … and build it up so it was fairly flat. It would take him four months to make one because it takes so long to dry layer by layer.


    This is not by Mr Zorbel himself. This one is probably by a son or nephew and they get progressively less good. I like it because it’s small and because it’s a sand picture and I’m just obsessed with sand. It is just VERY sad. I think this is probably my fourteenth.


–  Well it’s lovely to have something that one loves.


–  I do … yes … I do … Now I think you said three hundred pounds. Can we make that a slightly more attractive price?


–  Um … it won’t be very much more attractive, I’m afraid, because I know what I have in it! How about two hundred and eighty?


–  Good-o. That pays for the taxi that takes me home. Nicholas, \it has been a pleasure.


–  It has been a pleasure to meet you too. When you are in Portobello, come and say hello!


–  Thank you very much. Goodbye.





I have a number of things that I collect. I suppose the thing that I’ve been collecting the longest is books that date before the year 1700. I loved the Tudor and Stuart periods at school and when I got into this business I discovered, to my astonishment, that you could buy a book from the time of Shakespeare and Milton. They were very, very inexpensive many years ago.


This is Sir Francis Bacon’s Sylva Sylvarum or ‘A Naturall History … published after the author’s death by William Rawley, Doctor in Divinity, one of his Majesities Chaplaines.’ Out comes a moth – there’ve been a lot of them around lately.


This is from 1635 – one of the very earliest editions. It’s just literally chapter after chapter after chapter of little experiments that Sir Francis Bacon made. Bacon was a brilliant mind: he wrote notes on hundreds of different things that interested him. You know … when you’re walking along the beach and you’re near the water’s edge and your feet go into the sand and it fills with water: Why? In fact he died as the result of a scientific experiment. It was in the middle of the winter and he was then in his ’60s. And he thought ‘I wonder if it’s possible to freeze something for a few days?’ They had some chickens and he was on a journey to somewhere. He got out of his coach in a snow drift and was packing the chickens full of snow and ice to see if he could preserve them. Of course, what happened was he got a very bad cold, which became pneumonia, and he died.
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