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  For my late father Andrew Ray, whose face was known throughout the Grove.


  


  Her heart would fill with dread when she heard the key in the door. Had he been in a punch-up? Was he about to pick on her? If he was in a good mood, she’d do her best to keep it going. If he was pissed, she’d give him another drink, hoping he’d pass out. She was on edge when he was around, and felt the tension lift when he went. “Thank God that bastard’s gone,” she’d think.


  She was only young, but even then she found him hard to fathom: how he didn’t seem to have any fear, how everything was always a grin, how he had lots of friends, but didn’t trust any of them.


  When his mates came round, he and her mum would get her out of the way, probably because she was the kid who answered back. But sitting by the banisters on the stairs, she’d eavesdrop on their conversations, and always knew more than she let on. Sometimes, if she played the fool or started the singing off, they’d let her stay.


  She couldn’t remember exactly when she first heard it. Coloured people often had weird names, she thought, and she often got the first syllable wrong. But it was a name that stalked him. A name his friends mentioned every now and then with knowing looks and sly comments, usually when the drink had been flowing.


  Elso. Oslo. Kelso.


  He would fix them with a glare, and speaking through his teeth in that way of his, say: “Shut your mouth. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  PROLOGUE


  Sunday May 17, 1959. It was late when the phone rang at the Sunday Express. Frank Draper, a junior reporter on night shift, reached for it. When he was interviewed by the police five weeks later, this was how he described the conversation that followed:


  “Are you interested in a murder?”


  The caller’s voice was rough and hesitant, and he sounded a bit like Johnny Carter, a criminal known for tipping off newspapers with stories. Draper thought the man might be drunk. Placing his hand over the mouthpiece he asked a colleague’s advice, before returning to the call.


  “Three white youths have stabbed a darkie named Cochrane on Golborne Road, Notting Hill.”


  The informant refused to give his name, but around an hour later Murder in Notting Hill was the banner headline on the front page of the paper’s 4am edition.


  * * *


  Saturday May 16, 1959. Packed coaches left Victoria Station at the rate of 100 an hour and the roads out of London were clogged with traffic. It was the warmest Whitsun Bank Holiday in years, and people were leaving the city in droves. With more sunshine forecast, the newspapers predicted the “biggest bumper-to-bumper weekend Britain had ever known”.


  Kelso Cochrane had the more mundane matter of a hospital appointment to attend. In the morning he had the plaster re-cast on his broken left thumb, which he’d injured in a fall at work on Wednesday. The fracture was relatively unusual - of the base of the first segment - and the doctor had struggled to shift it back in position.


  When Kelso was done at the hospital, he met his girlfriend. At 21, Olivia Ellington was 11 years his junior, and five weeks before, the trainee nurse with the fresh, round face had moved into his rented room at 11 Bevington Road, at the northern end of Portobello Road.


  In the afternoon, the couple went shopping at the market around the corner from their home. They passed the antique stalls, the raucous barrow boys selling fruit and veg, and the street traders hawking old clothes and trinkets, and got back at 4.30pm.


  Afterwards, Kelso’s younger brother Malcolm arrived, and the men talked and shared a bottle of ginger wine. Then Kelso set aside £3 for the landlord and they all left: Malcolm went to his home in Stoke Newington, Kelso and Olivia headed for Hyde Park to hear the soap-box orators at Speaker’s Corner.


  By the time they returned, they were ready for bed. But Kelso was restless. The pain in his thumb was agonising. Olivia suggested codeine. Although he had an appointment to see the doctor again on Monday, Kelso couldn’t wait: he wanted it treated immediately.


  He emptied the loose change from his pockets on to the dressing table by the bed, and set out for Paddington General Hospital, a converted Victorian workhouse just over a mile away on Harrow Road. As usual, he was smartly dressed: in blue trousers, an open-necked grey and black striped shirt over a vest, a brown jacket and brown suede shoes.


  In the following days the police re-traced Kelso’s journey that night, and discovered that the area around his route was buzzing with activity during the critical time.


  Turning immediately right into Golborne Road, he walked past The Mitre pub. Since the afternoon 50 guests had celebrated a young white couple’s wedding reception there. At the top of the road, on Hazelwood Crescent, some black people were holding a birthday party, which also continued until late. Two hundred yards from the junction with Golborne Road, in the front room on the ground floor in a terraced house on Southam Street, locals drank at an all-night get-together.


  Nearby, the normal Saturday night disturbances filled the police logs: violence at a party at 165 Westbourne Park Road; a car broken into on Tavistock Road; a girl assaulted near Hospital Lodge on Green Road; a 23-year-old man arrested for hitting two policemen while trying to resist arrest on Talbot Grove; and further north, by Kilburn, reports of youths fighting between Quex and Smyrna Roads.


  Sometime after 10.30pm, Kelso passed the uniformed porter manning the hospital’s front gate, strolled the hundred yards across the frontage and entered Paddington General. He waited a while before being called in to see John Givans, a courteous young doctor on twenty-four hour shift who’d already treated him that morning. Dr Givans later described the patient as pleasant, friendly and sober. He remembered him smiling despite the discomfort of his injury. Givans prescribed strong pain killers and told Kelso not to take them until he got home.


  It was before midnight when Kelso left the hospital. A few minutes later he approached the junction of Southam Street and Golborne Road, the plaster over his left hand visible in the street lights. Fifty yards away, a black cab was dropping off four passengers. Two men drunkenly debated who would pay the fare while their female companions clambered out of the car. Kelso’s home was five minutes away.


  Through the window of a first-floor flat, a young woman and her mother saw what happened.


  A gang of white youths closed in on the black man, surrounding him. There was pushing and jostling as he tried to defend himself with one hand. It was over quickly. Kelso fell outside The Bagwash Laundry, by a Vehicles Prohibited sign, and a few yards from a blue public police phone box linking directly to Harrow Road police station. A single stab with a very sharply pointed, sharply edged knife had penetrated the main chamber of his heart.


  * * *


  “A chill breeze sweeps the street corners of Notting Hill and adjoining North Kensington, ruffling the duck-tailed haircuts of the knots of white youths who stand there, eyeing their coloured neighbours as they pass,” wrote Arthur Cook in Monday’s Daily Mail. “The coloureds quicken their pace as they go by. On just such a street corner one of their number was knifed to death the night before...Kelso Cochrane became the first fatality in the colour ‘war’ that flares intermittently in the seamy side of the Royal Borough of Kensington…From a house a short way along the street walked two quietly-dressed young white men. ‘I don’t want my name in this. I’m 25 and want to get out of this place soon.’ …What did they think about the trouble the night before? ‘If a coloured boy’s been killed, that’s one less, and it suits us. The whole 4,000 of them should be cleared out.’ Across Golborne Road the Earl of Warwick was filling with Sunday lunchtime drinkers. Nora, the pianist, was playing the old favourites and an elderly woman was taking round the hat...The jokes and banter were forced, in between talk of the night before and the looming question: ‘What’s going to happen now?’”


  * * *


  Wednesday May 20, 1959. At 12.45hrs a telegram marked “IMMEDIATE” and “CONFIDENTIAL” was sent from the Colonial Office in Whitehall to Lord Hailes, Britain’s Governor General of the West Indies, in Port of Spain, Trinidad: “…Police in Notting Hill have been doubled...Very close watch generally is being kept...Prompt and severe measures would be taken if there were signs of trouble developing…”


  As the authorities moved to prevent any unrest, campaigners mobilised around the death of the 32-year-old carpenter from Antigua, whose life was laid out in a few, sparse details in the newspapers. Quiet, hard-working, he earned £15 a week, was engaged to marry Olivia Ellington and liked his jazz, especially Ella Fitzgerald, they said.
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  The victim: Kelso Cochrane.

  Copyright: Getty Images.


  Within twenty four hours of his death, the Committee of African Organisations held an emergency meeting in London and sent an open letter to Prime Minister Harold Macmillan, in which they connected the killing to the racial violence infecting America’s Deep South. The Notting Hill crime, it read: “rivals what we have seen at Little Rock or the recent lynching of Mr M C Parker of Poplarville, Mississippi.” Three weeks before, Mack Charles Parker, a black man accused of raping a white woman, had been abducted from his Mississippi jail cell by white men in hoods who beat and shot him dead.


  The next day, the Labour MP Barbara Castle also linked the stabbing on Southam Street to faraway troubles: in this instance the brutal deaths in British custody two months before of Mau Mau rebels fighting colonial rule in Kenya. “If the British people are going to allow those responsible for the beating of 11 detainees to death in the Hola concentration camp in Kenya to go untraced and unpunished we shall have given the green light to every ‘nigger-baiting’ Teddy Boy in Notting Hill,” she said.


  On Sunday May 24, Dr Carl La Corbiniere, Deputy Prime Minister of the West Indies Federation, flew into England on a two-month mission investigating the causes of racial tension: “I think you will find it almost impossible to convince any West Indian that this was not a racial murder,” he told the press at the airport. Special Branch, the police unit concerned with national security, had already dispatched someone to keep a watch on events. In his report the officer noted: “The murder of the West Indian attracted considerable public attention in the West Indies.”


  By Wednesday May 27, the campaigners were building momentum. They’d formed a new organisation in response to the murder - the Inter-Racial Friendship Co-ordinating Council - and a nine-strong delegation from the group spent an hour at the Home Office appealing to a senior civil servant for a new law banning incitement to racial hatred. Among the activists were Claudia Jones, the Trinidadian-born communist who’d been jailed in America during the McCarthy witch-hunts, and Amy Ashwood Garvey, the ex-wife of the black nationalist leader Marcus Garvey. “The eyes of the world are on Notting Hill and the good name of Britain as a democratic nation, in which all can live together in mutual respect, equality and dignity is in danger of being smirched by the actions of a small minority of thugs holding a fascist ideology which millions of men and women died in the last war to wipe out,” stated the group’s memo to Home Secretary Rab Butler (dutifully transcribed by Special Branch).


  More than 500 people crammed St Pancras Town Hall the next night for the “We Mourn Cochrane” public meeting, which started at 7pm. “The thing I am most afraid of,” proclaimed Father Trevor Huddleston, speaking beneath a twice life-size painting of the victim, “is the appalling silence of the good people who by their positions of power and authority could rally public opinion if they wanted.” For 13 years Huddleston had ministered in South Africa’s shanty towns, and had been threatened with imprisonment and deportation by the apartheid regime. For him, the gravity of the situation could hardly be exaggerated. “Within this country we have the seeds of a racial discrimination that could be an absolute disaster to the future of Great Britain...Colour discrimination is the supreme issue of our generation,” he said. Dr La Corbiniere also spoke, pronouncing the murder “a tragic incident in the history of the world”.


  “The meeting passed off quietly,” the Special Branch observer recorded, and that same night Moscow Radio broadcast a report on Notting Hill to its African listeners entitled Racism Rages in London. “That savage murder was premeditated. There is no quiet in London these days,” said the presenter.


  Then, starting at 6am the following Monday, half a dozen anti-racist activists staged a vigil by the heart of Britain’s political power. Two policemen stood stiffly by as members of the Coloured People’s Progressive Association marched in single file and a few feet apart, slowly up and down Whitehall. They passed the corner of Downing Street and the Cenotaph, where poppies lay commemorating the war dead. They’d wanted to carry a black coffin with a red dagger sticking out, but the police said this could be seen as incitement, so instead they held placards.


  “Only one race – the human race.”


  “Decent people of Notting Hill speak out against the colour bar.”


  “Racial Discrimination should be illegal.”


  “Murder in Notting Hill.”


  A white man in a loose-fitting suit attached his - declaring “No Little Rock here” - around his neck with a piece of string, while a slim black man held a drawing of Kelso. For 12 hours they kept on, undeterred by a burst of lunchtime rain, but attracting scant interest from passers-by, as the city’s rhythm continued undisturbed around them. “We are making this protest to find out who our supporters are. We want to know who will stop talking and do something,” one of the organisers said.


  Finally, the Home Secretary was moved to speak. On Thursday June 4, with Kelso’s brother Malcolm watching intently from the public gallery, Rab Butler rose in the House of Commons. “I would appeal to anyone who can help the police in their investigation of this deplorable murder of a coloured man in Notting Hill to do so,” he said. “Racial discrimination has no place in our law, and responsible opinion everywhere will condemn any attempt to foment it.” MPs murmured their approval. Appealing in the Mother of Parliaments for witnesses in a murder was unprecedented said the papers the next day, who also reported that Butler was “considering the recruitment of coloured police as part of his campaign to end racial tension”.


  Saturday June 6, 1959. Half an hour before the funeral, hundreds of people, both black and white, congregated around St Michael and All Angels, a small, foreboding brick church on Ladbroke Grove, with semi-circular arches framing its doors and windows, and a roof shaped like the top of a barn.


  A white man wearing dark glasses and a black armband wandered unobtrusively through the crowd selling newspapers, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. A matronly white lady in a headscarf clasped her right arm round the shoulder of a small white boy, her left around a black boy of roughly the same age. There were young white men in immaculate suits and Asian women in saris; black men in tuxedos and black women clad in bright summer dresses with patches sewn on their sleeves as symbols of mourning.


  The wreaths piled up. The Government and People of Liberia had sent one, so had The Martyrs and Victims of Oppression - Nyasaland. “Ever loving Kelso,” read the black-bordered card on another, “Your death was by the hand of a blind man. His terrible deed has opened many eyes and drawn innumerable warm hearts in love towards you and yours.”


  Watching under a clear sky were dozens of police: on foot, in vans and patrol cars. The casket, draped in a royal mauve-and-gold cloth, was taken from the hearse. Two pallbearers stumbled momentarily, but their colleagues quickly steadied the coffin before carrying it into the church, which was so full that the police had stopped people from entering. The lesson was read by the Bishop of Kensington. “Oh death, where is thy sting? Oh grave, where is thy victory?” he asked, and the mourners sang the hymn ‘For all the Saints who from their labours rest’. At the front, tears streaming down her face, sat Olivia Ellington.


  When the service was over, the crowd bunched behind the cortège, waiting for it to begin its journey up to Kensal Green Cemetery. Around 1,000 people made their way north up Ladbroke Grove’s steady incline. By the time the procession reached the gates of the cemetery - passing two hundred yards from the murder spot - it stretched half a mile back.


  Once inside, people perched on tombstones to get a clearer view, keeping their balance by grasping the overhead trees. The coffin was lowered into the earth and a few rushed forward, breaking past the line of stewards. A lone voice broke into Abide with Me, before others joined in, and it swelled to a choir. For an hour afterwards, 500 people remained by the graveside singing hymns.


  “Black hands clasped white as the mourners quietly dispersed. The absence of bitterness and the determination of the organised coloured people had made it a deeply moving occasion,” said The Daily Worker newspaper.


  “Many people were in tears,” said The Times.


  There was one minor incident. A tall black man in a skull-cap and flowing white robes was led away by three policemen and questioned for 15 minutes at the lodge at the front of cemetery. They’d seen him distributing pink leaflets about a meeting called for 1.30pm the next day.


  “IT COULD BE YOU!!! Kelso’s murder is Britain’s shame. All Africans and Afro-Asians must make this Sunday a day of remembrance for a dear brother who was murdered because of the colour of his skin,” they said. The man’s name was Sherriff Sesay, and in their report Special Branch described him as “a prominent coloured communist”.


  The following day, 400 people marched in honour of Kelso from Hyde Park Corner to Trafalgar Square, where Sesay announced plans to erect a statue in his honour in Antigua.


  Three weeks had elapsed since the murder. Kelso Cochrane’s name was known across the world, his image frozen in the endlessly reproduced portrait of him staring impassively at the camera through half-rimmed spectacles. His funeral had been more like a revered statesman’s than an unknown carpenter’s, and his death had become a rallying point for those of all races opposed to discrimination. The News of the World had even offered a £2,500 reward for the capture of his killer, announcing on its front page that “no clue is too small to be considered in solving the Kelso Cochrane murder, and News of the World readers who believe they can throw any light on the killing should contact their local police station immediately.” Yet the police appeared no closer to finding the culprit.


  * * *


  March 2003. As he got older, Stanley Cochrane’s sleep was becoming increasingly erratic. There were nights when he awoke after dreaming of Kelso; restless hours when thoughts of his brother’s violent death wouldn’t leave, and when the question of who killed him, and why the police never caught them, kept churning over. The next day he’d feel agitated.


  “I was short and snappy at anyone I came into contact with, because these things were worrying me,” he said. “All human beings deserve justice. They can’t just be snuffed out like some animal. Don’t you deserve justice if you suddenly disappear without provocation? He was cut down in the prime of his life. Cut down like a dog.”


  These thoughts had long been there, but in his seventies they nagged at him with greater intensity. Before, Stanley had a family to raise and a career to focus on, first in the Civil Service in Antigua, then as a denturist in Canada - while as a Jehovah’s Witness, his spare time was spent knocking on doors distributing The Watchtower. Now he dwelt on all the years Kelso - three years his senior - never had.


  He remembered their childhood in Johnson’s Point, a village with dirt roads and no electricity on the southwest tip of Antigua. Their house stood out among the 20 or so mostly-thatched homes. Their dad had built it with his own hands, and it was so solid it would have taken a cyclone to tear it apart. Just across from where they lived, on the other side of a little mangrove swamp, was a sandy white beach and the crystal blue sea where the country’s early inhabitants, the Arawaks and the Caribs, fished centuries before Europeans transported African slaves to the island, and where Stanley, Kelso and their brothers, Eustace, Fitz and Malcolm, would splash about and hold swimming races.


  There were eleven siblings and half-siblings in all, and Kelso was the strongest. “Kelso was tall, not bulky, athletic. He was a good fighter. He could defend himself. You couldn’t overcome him easily in battles,” Stanley recalled. Their upbringing was strict. “My father always emphasised that we’re not to steal and we’re not to disrespect anyone. And in those days if you were to go off course and disrespect someone in the street, that person would probably give you a little whipping. And if you go home and you tell your dad you’d get another whipping.”


  Odd, vivid memories remained, such as Kelso and him in their dad’s workshop, taking turns rotating a bicycle wheel attached to a pulley, which drove the lathe their dad honed his latest work with. Furniture, wheels, ships and boats, Stanley Cochrane senior made them all.


  As the boys grew, it was Kelso who took up the family trade, working with his dad as a shipwright, while Stanley pursued his education. When he was nineteen, Kelso moved to Dominica and earned his living as a carpenter, before returning to Johnson’s Point three years later. He was ambitious but opportunities at home were scarce, so in September 1949 he upped again, this time to America. After labouring on a farm in Florida, he briefly joined the US army, and then married a woman from South Carolina called Kansas Green, with whom he had a daughter, Josephine. They lived in New York, where Kelso studied and where he was financially assisted by two uncles, one of them a lawyer - a profession Kelso had dreams of pursuing.


  But within two years his marriage descended into serious acrimony, and his visa expired. On February 19 1954, he arrived back in Antigua on a Pan American Airways flight, deported “on the grounds that he had remained in the US beyond the period for which he was admitted”.


  Although he’d been granted permission to re-apply for entry to America, England beckoned. Antigua was part of the British Empire, and Kelso Cochrane was therefore a Citizen of the United Kingdom and Colonies. He’d arrived back from New York with little money, so he turned to Stanley.


  “He was building a house for his mother. The house was partially finished, and he came to me because I was earning. So I gave him the passage money and he said I could keep the house and finish it, and use that towards part of the money I gave him,” Stanley remembered.


  Kelso’s last few years had been turbulent, but this was a new beginning. Boarding the French liner Colombie at Point-à-Pitre in Guadaloupe, he listed his occupation as carpenter, his last place of permanent residence as New York, and his proposed address in the United Kingdom as Liverpool.


  The 500-passenger ship had begun its journey at La Guaria, Venezuela, picking up mostly male travellers at various West Indies ports, before heading across the Atlantic and arriving several weeks later, on September 4, 1954, in Plymouth, England.


  Almost five years later, a man pedalled six miles on a bicycle from Antigua’s capital St John’s to Johnson’s Point carrying a telegram with the shattering news.


  “I heard that one of his hands was in a sling of some kind,” said Stanley. “He had some damage done to his hand. Even though there were six [attackers], if Kelso wasn’t incapacitated he would have been able to defend himself. He was very good at defending himself in the village.” Stanley couldn’t go to England for the funeral. “We weren’t paid much in the Civil Service, and at the time I also had to contribute to the rest of the family because my dad had left to work in Trinidad.”


  Now, as he got older, he realised he knew nothing about chunks of his brother’s life. “There was a gap from when he left the country to the time he died that I have no knowledge about. These gaps, you have to fill them somehow. You have to come to a period of time when you’re going to be satisfied emotionally.”


  He’d lobbied the Antiguan Prime Minister to take up Kelso’s case when he visited England in 1968, and nothing came of it. But at 3am on an especially disturbed night in March 2003, Stanley Cochrane rose from his bed in Alberta, sat down and drafted a letter to the Metropolitan Police Commissioner, Sir John Stevens. No-one had been brought to justice for the murder, he wrote, and Kelso’s surviving relatives were still distressed by it. He wanted the case re-opened.


  “I thought this was the time when I had the energy and the money to spend to come to England if I had to,” he said. “Scotland Yard is a very efficient organisation. We are of the opinion there is nothing that they cannot discover. I wanted to know if they’d made a reasonable effort to find the perpetrator.”


  CHAPTER ONE


  ONE FOOT IN THE GROVE


  “We gain our knowledge of life in catastrophic form. History is written after catastrophes...The death has taken place. What had been brewing beforehand? What had happened? Why has a situation arisen? All this can now be deduced.” Bertolt Brecht.


  From its affluent south to its deprived north, there have always been two Notting Hills, if we call the rough triangle of London W10 and W11 by that name, rather than its official North Kensington. Of all the district’s tribes, the roots of the white working-class of Notting Dale probably run the deepest.


  With its border west of Ladbroke Grove’s busy main artery and north of the grand Victorian townhouses of Holland Park, the Dale was first populated by a succession of brick-makers, pig farmers and seasonal gypsies. From the beginning, overcrowding and poverty went hand in hand.


  “In a neighbourhood studded thickly with elegant villas and mansions, [Notting Dale] is a plague spot, scarcely equalled for its insalubrity by any other in London,” an article in Charles Dickens’ Household Words journal pronounced in 1850. Writing when the Irish Potato Famine was near its end, the author noted: “In these hovels discontent, dirt, filth and misery are unsur-passed by anything even known in Ireland.”


  According to an official report from the same period, it was said that: “The inhabitants all look unhealthy…with shrunk and shrivelled skin the women particularly complaining of sickness and want of appetite.” This was the time a cholera outbreak saw deaths rise in a community already besieged by smallpox, diphtheria, typhoid and scarlet fever. Pigs outnumbered humans and infant mortality was more than 50 per cent.


  With lives so bleak, no wonder many sought oblivion in alcohol. According to the book Notting Hill in bygone days, the physical intensity of their work led the brick-makers of the Dale “to drink at least seven pints of beer a day”, and by 1904, the cramped cluster of streets at the heart of the neighbourhood had one public house to every 25 dwellings. “Bad housing and the inherited effects of alcoholism, improvidence and vice tended to sap the vitality of the sons and daughters of the Dale,” the writer curtly noted.


  By the 1950s, Notting Dale was a place of tight-knit clans with deep tribal loyalties, where everyone seemed to be bound by blood or marriage, and a whole family could be found living in a single room in a crumbling tenement with no bathroom and an outside toilet. “Save for a few bourgeois enclaves,” wrote the novelist Colin MacInnes at around this time, it was “a rotting slum of a sharp, horrible vivacity...The citizens, among whom a criminal element is traditional, live on the streets, in a way rare even in prosperous working-class areas.”


  The pig-masters and brick-makers were long gone by then. In their place came casual labourers, factory workers and rag-and-bone men who collected junk in horse-drawn carts. Bookies’ runners patrolled the street corners, dustmen and milkmen took bets as a sideline, and costermongers sold fruit and veg in the nearby Portobello market. The very name ‘Portobello’ conjured such ghastly connotations for Notting Hill’s posh residents that they mounted a campaign to have it changed on account of its “notoriety” and “unpleasant characteristics”.


  Old tyres and rubbish lined the pavements, and the area was dotted with scrap yards and used car lots - useful fronts for petty crime. Illegal gambling dens known as spiels, and drinking clubs known as afters, appeared faster than the law could close them. The fiddles were endlessly inventive: robbing your own gas meter, and cutting off bits of lino to shove in the money slot until there was nothing left covering the floor; and, with an ingenuity rivalling that of the ancient Greeks who discovered static electricity by rubbing amber with silk, the story goes that some people sourced their electricity from the street-lamps outside. But while the Dale had more than its share of cadgers and thieves, it’s also said that you could leave your door fastened with just a piece of string and nothing would get stolen.


  Those were the days of sugar sandwiches for tea, of gas-lit streets and old ladies - as well as old men - in flat caps. It was summer afternoons lazing on the front steps, and evenings getting suited and booted and heading to the pub for sing-alongs and late-night lock-ins. Once a week you’d scrub yourself down in a cubicle at Silchester Baths. If you called for more hot water, old man Hoskins would strain to turn the bolt, and out it would gush. You could get a mug of tea and bread pudding there, have a natter, and if you paid a shilling they’d give your clothes an extra boil. On Saturdays it was the pictures at The Electric on Portobello Road, commonly known as ‘The Bughole’. The man in the box office had a missing index finger, the seats were wooden, and the shows were regularly disrupted by an attendant spraying disinfectant.


  Naturally, people had their squabbles. Good fighters were respected though, and if two lads were scrapping, it was thought better to leave them to get on with it and shake hands afterwards, than intervene and let the bad blood fester. But if an outsider went for one of the local boys, people would rush to defend them. In the Dale you looked out for one another, and strangers - even from nearby Shepherd’s Bush - were viewed warily.


  So when foreigners from thousands of miles away and of a different race arrived in Notting Hill in increasing numbers throughout the 1950s, such deeply-entrenched suspicions were amplified.


  * * *


  In truth, black people had lived in the area for centuries.


  The first recorded black resident in what was later called the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea, was ‘Charles’, a Guyanese boy baptised in the Parish of St Luke in 1597, and brought to England by the Elizabethan adventurer Sir Walter Raleigh. For the next 350 years, there was a steady black presence in the district. Among the bodies found after one German bombing raid during the Blitz, for instance, was that of Frederick Pease, an actor who lived in plush St George’s Square, and who was described as having “negroid features”.


  But it was after the old troop-carrying freighter known as the Empire Windrush pulled into Tilbury Docks in Essex on June 22 1948 carrying five hundred Jamaicans, that the story of black Britain changed forever. In the next ten years, 125,000 West Indians arrived.


  They came on the promise of jobs that couldn’t be filled, having been reared on the idea of the Mother Country and an Empire on which the sun never set, on tales of heroic deeds by Admirals and Generals, and the belief that in Britain all were treated equally. Such notions proved as vaporous as the London fog. When you went for a job, you were either over-qualified or under-qualified - or somehow both. When you tried to rent a room, the room had either gone, or the rent had gone up. But there were some areas, essentially ghettoes, where a roof could be found: The Bay in Cardiff, The Meadows in Nottingham, Manchester’s North Side, and in London - Brixton, parts of the East End, and Notting Hill, commonly known as the Grove.


  The corner of the Grove it was easiest to find somewhere to live was Colville. Just east of Notting Dale, on the other side of Ladbroke Grove, its four and five-storey Victorian houses had been built in the 1860s by property developers eager to cash in on London’s growing population. They had long since fallen into ruin, with cracked front pillars, paint-starved exteriors and corroding balconies. Inside, thin walls divided the houses into multiple bedsits and flatlets, allowing ever more tenants to cram themselves in.


  To cover the rent, four or five of you might live in one dank, dismal little room, and if you worked days and your room-mate nights, you’d take turns in the bed. In winter you’d all hunch round the paraffin heater, and if you left your milk in the sink overnight it would still be cold in the morning. You’d cook your scrags, the meaty neck of the lamb which wasn’t popular with white people and was therefore cheap, on a single ring gas hob on the landing. By the time you’d paid your bus fare to work, shelled out for your lunch when you got there, shoved a few shillings in the meter when you got home (fumbling around in the dark if the lights had suddenly cut out in the process) your pockets were empty.


  Back then you’d wave if you saw another black man on the road, but as more people from the Caribbean settled in Notting Hill, and Colville became known as Brown Town, that would have meant waving every few yards. In no time, there was something happening around every corner.


  There was Roy Stewart’s basement gym at 32a Powis Square, which doubled as a late-night unlicensed drinking club. Roy arrived from Jamaica in 1948 with dreams of becoming a doctor, but after appearing as a snake-charmer in a Fry’s Turkish Delight advert on TV, supplemented his club earnings with work as a film extra and a stuntman. Unlike the white extras he succeeded, the powerfully-built Roy didn’t wear make-up to play Zulu warriors.


  There was The Apollo on All Saints Road, where the landlord only served blacks in the public and not the saloon bar - until he saw how much money he could make and changed his policy. Soon black people were coming from all over London to drink there.


  The Rio at 127 Westbourne Park Road was open seven days a week and most nights, and was decorated with fishing nets the Trinidadian proprietor Frank Crichlow acquired on a trip to Southend. Hustlers in Zoot suits mingled with white women and the odd middle-class bohemian slumming it.


  Sarah Churchill, Sir Winston’s actress daughter, was a regular at Totobags, a cafe and community centre also known as the Fortress, where a mostly Jamaican crowd played dominos and cards until the early hours, and where she indulged her taste for black men while her chauffeur waited patiently in the Rolls Royce outside with his cap pulled over his face.


  And then there were the shebeens: the illicit clubs which sprang up in people’s homes, where you could drink, smoke dope, play poker, and let the latest rhythm ‘n’ blues pumped through purpose-built speakers wash away the week’s worries.


  Soon, Colville’s reputation was set: for many it was merely somewhere to stay while they grinded out a living and gained a foothold in a new, cold land; for others it was a place of wild possibility, of vitality and decay, where going out at four in the afternoon and coming home at five the next morning was the norm.


  Friday August 15, 1958. Over the past year the situation had deteriorated. Violence, hooliganism and minor thefts had risen. Some people were too scared to talk. Others were threatening to take matters into their own hands. “This,” declared the Kensington News, “is the gathering storm in Ladbroke Grove.” The newspaper listed the underlying causes. Landlords were taking advantage of the 1957 Rent Act - which had loosened statutory controls - and were pushing up rents and throwing out tenants. ‘Mushroom’ clubs were appearing one night and disappearing the next, blasting music through portable juke boxes until the early hours. “Then there is the much more serious problem of growing hostility towards coloured people.”


  “Unless something drastic is done soon, I don’t know what the consequences will be,” one resident warned. “The situation here could easily lead to violence of the worst kind,” said another.


  “These young men were trapped within a history; being both weak and violent, they could not escape from it.” Dan Jacobson, After Notting Hill.


  Sunday August 24, 1958. In the hours when Saturday night became Sunday morning, the streets of west London proved more hazardous than ever before for black men. The first attack came after 2am.


  MacDonald Waldron, a kitchen porter at the catering firm J. Lyons and Co., left a party with a white girl and was nearing Ladbroke Grove station when a white man came up and shoved him to the ground. He struggled to his feet, but was knocked down again. He heard shouting and felt a crack on his head. Later, at the casualty department of St Charles’ Hospital just off Ladbroke Grove, six stitches were put in his skull. He was concussed and bleeding from the nose.


  Some forty-five minutes later, Matthew Lucien and his friend John Pirmal approached 254 Lancaster Road, where they shared furnished accommodation. Lucien worked on the railways. Pirmal had arrived from Trinidad two months before and was seeking work. They’d missed the last train after wandering around the West End, but were almost home - and very close to where Waldron had just been attacked. A black, pre-war Singer drew up and out piled a gang of white youths who immediately laid into the black men. Lucien escaped. Finding his path blocked, Pirmal turned to flee in the other direction and tripped. Shortly afterwards, the youths drove off, leaving him on the pavement. They were so tightly squeezed into the Singer that some were clinging on to its sides. Pirmal had been stabbed.


  The night doctor at St Charles’ treated a half-inch long puncture wound on the right side of his chest and inserted five stitches in his head. Lucien had evaded serious injury, with a small bump on his scalp and a bruised shoulder.


  A little over an hour later and a couple of miles west, Joseph Welsh, a North Thames Gas Board labourer, made his way home along Shepherd’s Bush Green. The black Singer appeared on the other side of the Uxbridge Road. The next thing Welsh knew a white man bounded across the grass and punched him in the face. Welsh hit back but the assailant was joined by a white gang. When he was later seen by the night doctor at St Charles’, Welsh was found to be concussed, and had three cuts on his head requiring nine stitches and bruising on his left knee and right elbow.


  Still the youths in the Singer weren’t done. One mile north and daylight was breaking, as James Ettiene headed down Wood Lane towards North Pole Road twenty minutes after finishing his night-shift for London Transport. The Singer drove up but Ettiene barely registered it. Then he felt a blow on the back of his head, and started to run. The pack gave chase: they were screaming and armed with sticks, iron railings and a knife. “No,” yelled Ettiene, “I’ve just finished work.” Reaching a milk crate, he lobbed bottles at his pursuers, and then leapt on to a passing trolley bus. As it moved away, two youths jumped on. “Throw the nigger off” one ordered the conductress. He was holding a lump of wood. She ignored him, and when the bus stopped by a public police phone box the youths sloped off and the driver called the police.


  Ettiene was treated at Hammersmith Hospital for an abrasion on his right temple, bruising on the left side of his breast bone and bruising on his right arm.


  At 5.40am PC Eric Wilding spotted the black Singer heading west along the Uxbridge Road with around nine youths somehow crushed inside. The car turned right into Stanlake Road. The policeman stopped a passing taxi and told the driver to follow it. A few minutes later he saw it parked by the barrier at Batman Close on the edge of the White City Estate, with the youths milling about. As Wilding jumped out of the cab, one of them shouted “The Law!” and they scattered among the rows of public housing blocks.


  PC Wilding drove the car to Shepherd’s Bush police station, where it was found to contain a makeshift armoury comprising of a table leg, an air pistol, several iron bars with spear-shaped ends torn from street railings, a crank used to start car engines, and four pieces of green painted wood.


  The next day at 1.25pm, a 17-year-old labourer from the White City Estate walked into Shepherd’s Bush station and reported that he’d lost a black Singer, index no DGO 221 from Australia Road, W12. He produced the car’s log book and was promptly held for questioning.


  Eight other youths were soon traced. They were mostly from around White City and Shepherd’s Bush. One was from Notting Dale. The youngest was 17 and the oldest 20. Only one had previous convictions, for relatively minor offences. They came, on the whole, from decent homes and had regular employment; the highest earner among them was already on ten guineas a week.


  From Sunday evening through to the early hours of Monday morning they were interviewed separately under caution at Notting Hill station. The accounts the nine gave of the night before barely varied in the essential details. Nor did the casual descriptions of their violence: as if beating random black men senseless was as acceptable as kicking a ball in the park. The evening had begun aimlessly enough, as the 17-year-old from Notting Dale explained:


  “Last night I went with Nipper, Johnny and Bobby in Johnny’s old car to Denham. We only went for a ride, it was something to do. We got back about 11 or 11.30pm. The pubs were closed. We came out of the City down Marble Arch, Piccadilly Circus and then back along Oxford Street to Bayswater Road down to the Bush.”


  “We stopped at that stall at the end of the market and had something to eat. None of us were drunk, in fact [we] hadn’t had a drink all night. We then drove along Uxbridge Road and saw Tony. He was with about six or seven other fellows. I don’t know them by their names, except one is Little Teddy, another is Ron, and another one is Frank. I think it is. I asked them where they were going and they said, ‘We are going spade-hunting’...I knew they meant to go out and look for niggers and belt them.”


  A 17-year-old who lived with his parents in Shepherd’s Bush and worked as a printer’s apprentice at Westminster Bank -where his employers spoke ‘very highly’ of him - said: “Last Saturday night I had taken a girl home and was on my way back when I met Ted, he was on his own. Then we bumped into some mates of ours and they said they were going out in a car hunting niggers.”


  There was a lone dissenting voice: the owner of the black Singer, according to the Dale youth: “Johnny said ‘You can’t all get in this car’. They all started to call him a snuffer and that, so Johnny got needled and told them to all get in. They did and we all drove off towards Kensal Town by the iron bridge. The electrics thing on the car was sort of ticking, so Johnny said it wanted some petrol. We had a bit of a whip-round and then we had seven or eight bob.”


  “We all got out leaving Johnny, Wagger, Bobby and Nipper in the car,” said a 19-year-old window cleaner from Hanwell. “They said they would go and get petrol and meet us in Ladbroke Grove under the iron bridge.”


  While their four friends filled the car up at Rootes garage on Barlby Road, the others went and joined an Irishman they’d never met before in their first attack of the night, on MacDonald Waldron.


  According to the Westminster Bank worker: “We saw that Paddy having a fight with a nigger, there was another nigger standing looking on. We went over and had the nigger who was looking on but he got away. The other one got a right paying.”


  “We set about the two niggers and they had it away quick,” said an 18-year-old labourer who lived with his brother in Hammersmith. “The white bloke, who I have never seen before was Irish and he joined up with us. The car came back and we got in it.”


  Bolstered by their four friends, the group spotted their next victims: John Pirmal and Matthew Lucien.


  “We saw two more niggers walking along Lancaster Road near the KPH [the Kensington Park Hotel pub on Ladbroke Grove]. One of the boys shouted over to the niggers ‘black cunt’ or something like that…We all got out and we gave the niggers a belting. At least one of them got a belting, the other one got away,” said the Dale youth. “I only hit him once or twice with my bit of wood,” added the Hanwell window cleaner.


  The oldest of the group was a 20-year-old who’d served as a gunner in the Royal Artillery in Cyprus and been discharged with a ‘very good character’. He told the police: “Then we all went in the car to Queensway. A nigger was walking along the road and Paddy jumped out and set about him. He ran away and some of the fellows threw wooden sticks at him.”


  They drove west to Shepherd’s Bush, where they spotted Joseph Welsh. “We saw a nigger strutting along the road as if he owned the world,” said a 17-year-old scrap metal merchant labourer. “Somebody hit him and we all got out and hit him. He trotted off. Then we went up Wood Lane and a nigger there started chucking bottles at us and he jumped on a bus. We followed the bus down and the driver stopped by a police phone box and we went on.”


  “I am a mug to get lumbered into this,” moaned a 17-year-old greengrocer from White City, “but these niggers keep on taking liberties with us...I swear on the bible that although I joined in giving the niggers a whacking I had nothing to do with any stabbing.”


  “I don’t like niggers because they insulted an old girlfriend of mine and because of the bad way they behave with women,” said the Westminster Bank worker. His statement was read over to him by Detective Inspector A. Fernie, before he signed it. Its final words were: “I don’t like niggers.”


  A few days later, the nine were up at West London Magistrate’s Court, where the day invariably began with ER Guest, the long-serving magistrate with piercing eyes and a sharp tongue, passing judgement on a steady stream of drunks, prostitutes and petty thieves. When John Pirmal, the youths’ second victim, was carried in on a stretcher, Guest was flabbergasted. “I have never seen a man brought into court in such a state,” he said.


  Detective Sergeant Maurice Walters of Notting Hill said the police objected to bail because of “the serious nature of the charges [and] the likelihood of the accused taking part in similar incidents against coloured people.” The defendants were taken to Wormwood Scrubs Boys Prison and committed for trial at the Old Bailey in three weeks. By the time their case came to court, the gathering storm that the Kensington News warned of had burst.


  * * *


  Friday August 29, 1958. It’s generally agreed that some of the worst rioting in Britain in the last century was triggered by a quarrel between a Swedish wife and her Jamaican husband.


  On a mild summer evening Majbritt and Raymond Morrison stood arguing outside Latimer Road tube station. She had mouse blonde hair, was 26-years-old and pregnant. Soon she would be working the streets as a prostitute. Raymond was a fine looking man with a pencil-slim moustache, and a gifted artist who’d worked in a hospital when he first arrived in England. Now he earned his living as a pimp. They’d met three years earlier, when she was visiting London with a group of Swedish students.


  As they squabbled, people stopped to gawp, including white men who shouted at Raymond in defence of Majbritt. Majbritt turned on them, taking her husband’s side. The row turned into a scuffle, and when Raymond’s West Indian friends arrived, the scuffle became a fight. No-one was hurt, but that night in pubs and clubs around the Dale, people spoke with one voice in words dripping with venom: they were going to teach the “schwartzers” a lesson once and for all.


  The following evening, a local Jamaican character known as King Dick was holding a blues party on Blechynden Street. Majbritt went for an hour or so before walking home, which was just around the corner in Bramley Road. At 11.50pm she turned into her street and saw the fire brigade and police cars with flashing beacons and a mob of 100 or so. The first-floor flat she shared with Raymond had been set alight.


  As she ran towards her house a young Teddy Boy recognised her. “There’s another black man’s trollop,” he shouted. “Get her. Kill her.” Majbritt made it to the front door and dashed inside to search for her two cats, who she found cowering behind the sofa. Then she returned to face the crowd. “Is it blood you want?” she asked. “Kill me, but don’t start anything.”


  A large youth smashed her back with an iron bar and she almost fainted. An elderly white man came to her defence. “Can’t you see the woman is carrying a child,” he said. Steadying herself, Majbritt was ordered back inside for her own safety by Police Sergeant Douglas Shearn, who was on guard at her front door. She ignored him, and he arrested her for obstruction. The police drove her to Notting Hill station where she was detained until 5am.


  The horde, meanwhile, had turned their attention to Blechynden Street. As they drew near King Dick’s packed blues party, their din drowned out the strains of Oriental Ball, the calypso tune playing at that moment. King Dick looked out from the top floor window, saw the baying crowd below and heard their chants. “Kill the niggers.” “Go home you black bastards.” Seconds later, bricks and bottles rained on the house. An all-out attack was averted by the arrival of the police, who escorted the revellers to safety. The disruption to King Dick and his friends’ night was only temporary, and they resumed their party at an address on Lancaster Road.


  The Notting Hill race riots had begun.


  Over the days and nights that followed, a kind of madness gripped the district. Lone black men were chased and beaten. White men marched the streets armed with razors, butchers’ knives, bicycle chains, knuckle-dusters, weighted belts and dustbin lids. The hospitals and police cells filled, as the press and outsiders streamed in. The police struggled to contain the crowds, which at times stretched back 200 yards. Yet even in the midst of all the violence, reported the man from The Times, white housewives were “looking after their coloured neighbours’ babies and doing their shopping for them”, and “white and coloured children [were] playing together” in the streets.


  Monday September 1, 1958. Darkness was falling when the West Indians struck back. Three hundred of them had barricaded themselves into two houses on Blenheim Crescent, just over the Colville side of the Grove: the women were at number six; the men across the road at number nine, in Totobags community centre. The men had prepared for this moment throughout the day: filling up petrol cans at the station on Kensington Park Road, and buying tools at Carpenter’s hardware shop on Portobello Road.


  Their attackers came from Bramley Road, passing through Oxford Gardens, before making their way down Ladbroke Grove and turning left into Blenheim Crescent just after 9pm. In the West Indian citadels the lights were off and the curtains drawn. Somebody shouted: “Let’s burn the niggers out”. It was then that the first Molotov cocktail - a bottle of flaming sand and petrol -was hurled from the fourth floor of Totobags. More petrol bombs followed, along with a hail of bricks and iron bars. Most of the white rioters fled to Ladbroke Grove, where they continued causing havoc by the station. The few stragglers who remained ran between the houses throwing missiles, before disappearing when some black men emerged from Totobags waving meat cleavers and machetes.


  There had been fears that the contagion would spread to other parts of the metropolis with sizeable black populations, but although there were reports of fighting in nearby Shepherd’s Bush and Paddington, the Siege of Blenheim Crescent - as the Daily Mail called it the next day - marked the beginning of the end. The police, who’d mounted one of their biggest operations of the decade, started to prevail.


  Wednesday September 3, 1958. It rained from the early afternoon through to the middle of the next morning. For once, Notting Hill’s pubs were virtually empty and the few drinkers who ventured out were heard talking about football. At 9.30pm the thunder crackled and the heavens opened again, deterring further trouble. One hundred and eight people - 72 white and 36 black - were charged with offences ranging from using insulting or threatening behaviour, to grievous bodily harm and possessing offensive weapons. Most of the white men were under twenty, and in the papers’ convenient shorthand, were branded Teddy Boys. Despite numerous serious injuries, remarkably, no-one had been killed.


  * * *


  Notting Hill was far from Britain’s first large-scale race riot. In fact, the week before, blacks and whites had clashed in St Ann’s, Nottingham, with more than 1,000 people marauding through the city’s streets.


  And forty years before that, in Cardiff in June 1919, white men demobbed after the First World War formed lynch mobs to attack black sailors living in the city’s boarding houses. Three whites and one Arab were killed. “Revolvers [were] freely used and casualties caused by bullets, razors, sticks and stones,” reported the Manchester Guardian. “The causes of the tumult are attributed to the license given to loose women in well-defined areas to congregate and solicit black men, and the consequent resentment of white men.”


  In the same month, Liverpool was also beset by racial violence, and up to 700 black people were locked up in Bridewell Prison: “to protect them from the fury of the white mob, which for several days have been attacking the quarter in which the black population is concentrated,” said The New York Times. By mid-September the government had repatriated 600 black people to Africa and the West Indies.


  But while they weren’t unprecedented, Notting Hill’s disturbances nevertheless sparked fevered debate across the world.


  Jamaica’s Chief Minister Norman Manley said that they had profoundly affected the struggle for racial decency. “It is much more tragic than Little Rock for the West,” he stated, referring to the landmark segregation case in Arkansas the year before, when the State Governor ordered the National Guard to stop nine black students attending an all-white high school, and President Eisenhower responded by sending in the 101st Airborne Division to escort them into the building.


  A columnist in the New York Herald Tribune detected hidden, malevolent forces, suggesting that Notting Hill’s riots were the product of a communist conspiracy. And in South Africa, the proapartheid Die Burger newspaper argued that Britain’s racial upheavals would breed “a humble desire for true knowledge” among public and politicians.


  British politicians and their civil servants were already deeply exercised by events. “A comprehensive Immigration Bill is being urgently studied by officials of the Home Office,” said a confidential report by a government working party. The number of new arrivals from India and Pakistan had dropped sharply in the past few months due to tougher passport controls in those countries, it said. “The immediate problem, then, is to restrict immigration from the West Indies.”


  * * *


  Monday September 15, 1958. Light fell into the Old Bailey court room through a circular glass roof. The defence made their pleas and the clerk told the nine youths who’d roamed the streets of west London “nigger-hunting” the week before the riots to stand.


  They had, wrote the author Dan Jacobson, the “pinched, pale faces of English city boys - faces on which the lips and eyes look vividly dark, everything else having no colour.” They were: “small, thin, thin-wristed, thin-necked…[there were] only two of them that one could imagine being able to attack anyone bigger than a schoolboy in a playground…you could have seen them on a building lot, riding a delivery boy’s bicycle, being a mate to an electrician: you wouldn’t have looked twice…they weren’t sunken nobodies, they were rather jaunty anybodies. And that was the most disturbing thing…”


  Seated in a heavy green leather chair and wearing a wig and scarlet gown, Mr Justice Salmon, presiding over his first Old Bailey case, began reading the prepared speech that would take him seven minutes to complete, and which would be printed in huge bold letters across the front-page of the next day’s Daily Mirror.


  “…Your object was to instill stark terror and inflict as much pain and grievous injury as you could. During that night, you savagely attacked five peaceful and law-abiding citizens without any shadow of an excuse. None of them had done you any harm. None of them had given you the slightest provocation. Indeed, you knew nothing about any of them except that their skin happened to be a colour of which you, apparently, didn’t approve. It was you men who started the whole of this violence in Notting Hill. You are a minute and insignificant section of the population who have brought shame on the district in which you live, and have filled the whole nation with horror, indignation and disgust.


  Everyone, irrespective of the colour of their skins, is entitled to walk through our streets in peace with their heads erect and free from fear. That is a right which these courts will always unfailingly uphold. As far as the law is concerned you are entitled to think what you like, however foul your thoughts; to feel what you like, however brutal and debased your emotions; to say what you like, providing you do not infringe the rights of others or imperil the Queen’s peace, but once you translate your dark thoughts and brutal feelings into savage acts such as these, the law will be swift to punish you, the guilty, and protect your victims.”


  Salmon wasn’t even half-way through when one boy’s mother started crying, and when he passed sentence, gasps of disbelief were heard from the public gallery. A blonde woman stood and started waving her arms as if she’d witnessed some terrible carnage, before being ushered out in tears. The nine youths had been given four years.


  There was confusion on the street outside. A small man in a tight blue suit shouted: “Four years! My boy’s life is ruined…” By the time the news reached west London, however, the mood had darkened. Salmon was a communist, a nigger-lover, people said. A letter threatening to shoot him, signed by a group claiming to be ex-Commandos, arrived at the Daily Mirror.


  * * *


  “Some of the finest faces you could wish to see...”

  



  At a meeting at Oxford Gardens School, just off Ladbroke Grove, the campaign to free the nine young men was growing. A tall, thin Welshman - rarely seen out of the same jacket and trousers -held aloft a newspaper with their grinning portraits. “Thugs. That’s what they were called,” he said. This was outrageous. “These,” he shouted, “are some of the finest faces you could wish to see in Britain.” He vowed they “must not be forgotten as they lie in prison during the best years of their lives.” Around 60 people stamped their feet and cheered. Afterwards many added their names to a petition demanding that the four-year terms be reviewed.


  The speaker was Jeffrey Hamm. He was 43-years-old, had lived in Notting Hill for the past six years and was Secretary of a far-right political party called the Union Movement. Notting Hill was now seen as the frontline in the conflict around race and immigration in Britain, and as such, was where the UM was pouring its energies. It organised weekly public surgeries and well-attended street corner meetings there. It opened its second office, opposite a synagogue and by a kosher butcher’s, at 47 Kensington Park Road. And it distributed its free four-page newsletter, the North Kensington Leader, to every house in the district.


  “There has been a big smear campaign against North Kensington in the press of the old parties,” ran a typical article. “They tried to make Notting Hill a bad word. Why? Because you dared to object to the whole character of your neighbourhood being changed by the mass immigration of Jamaicans.”


  Notting Hill was also where the UM’s leader, a man once tipped as a future British Prime Minister, and hailed as “the paramount political personality in Britain” in 1934 by the Daily Mail, would try to resurrect a soaring political career that had long fallen into disgrace.


  Tuesday October 7, 1958. For a damp, miserable week night, the turn-out at the Earl of Warwick, on the junction of Golborne Road and Southam Street, was unusually large.


  “An air of expectancy hung over the public bar, and the conversation revolved around the subject of the distinguished visitor who was coming at 9.30,” The Kensington News reported. “‘Is it true he’s coming here tonight?’ And ‘Where has he got to?’ At 9.40 the door swung open and a tall, bronzed, impressive figure of a man stood on the threshold.” Someone started to sing ‘For he’s a jolly good fellow’ and the refrain was taken up throughout the bar.”


  Sir Oswald Mosley stood in the centre of pub, his hands clasped behind his back, his eyes dilating hypnotically in trademark fashion. The leader of Britain’s pre-war fascist party, and former ally of Hitler and Mussolini who was jailed during the war as a threat to national security, soaked up the rapturous welcome of the men in suits surrounding him, who concluded their final “so say all of us!” by vigorously pumping their arms.


  The 62-year-old - in the breathless description of a local reporter a “soldierly figure remarkably untouched by the years” and dead-ringer for Douglas Fairbanks senior - had wanted to speak at Kensington Town Hall that night, but the council had declared that any “extremist organisation” meeting would be inadvisable, so he toured the borough instead. Over a pint he berated the local authorities for their decision. “That shows how afraid the Government and the Labour Party are by what we have to say,” he said. “If they are not afraid of the truth we are speaking they would let us speak.”


  There was one question that Sir Oswald was repeatedly asked during his visit: Was he standing in the forthcoming General Election?


  “I will stand if it is the only way to get justice for the people of North Kensington,” he replied.


  Monday April 6, 1959. More than 600 people filled the Argyll Hall on Lancaster Road for Sir Oswald’s first public meeting as a prospective parliamentary candidate for the district. Despite some heckling during his sixty-minute oration, the Special Branch mole present described the crowd as “enthusiastic”. Most of their questions afterwards were on “the colour question”. On this, Mosley was emphatic: “We are determined they shall go home.”


  One especially zealous UM member, not from Notting Hill but living on Clysdedale Road in the Colville area, thought he knew how this vision could be achieved.


  “Instead of writing moderate articles in a paper which nobody reads,” he boasted to colleagues, “we should get hold of an immigrant and hang him upside-down from Blackfriar’s Bridge with a notice round his neck saying ‘Coloureds go home’. That would give us the publicity to kick-start the campaign and get Mosley elected.” The man’s words were relayed back to Sir Oswald, who summoned and rebuked him.


  “Okay I was bollocksed by the old man,” he told his friends back in Notting Hill. “He shouted at me and said, ‘Never do that again’. Then God’s truth, he looked at me and winked.”


  * * *


  There were some on the far-right who found Oswald Mosley far too moderate - and his message about as inspiring as drizzle on a dark winter’s day.


  Like Jeffrey Hamm, Colin Jordan was a schoolmaster with fascist convictions. His Notting Hill base at 74 Princedale Road also happened to be a few yards away from Hamm’s residence, which was at number 46. But when it came to politics, Jordan saw himself as miles apart from the Union Movement and its leaders.


  A Cambridge graduate with a baby face, thinning hair and perfect diction, Jordan journeyed from his Coventry home to his Princedale Road HQ at weekends. Wire protective mesh covered the front windows, above which his organisation’s name was painted in white capitals against a black backdrop: White Defence League. Full annual membership of the WDL was 10 shillings, and though the building lay dormant during the week, at weekends Jordan’s small band of followers met there, donning Nazi-style regalia and playing military marching songs that eventually drew complaints from neighbours.


  Jordan had acquired the property in 1956 from the widow of the late Dr Arnold Leese. A veterinary surgeon, expert in camel diseases and virulent anti-semite for whom Oswald Mosley was merely a “kosher fascist” directed by Jews, Dr Leese founded the pre-war Imperial Fascist League, and in 1947 was jailed for helping two Dutch Waffen-SS soldiers escape from a PoW camp in Epsom Downs. Like Dr Leese, Jordan saw Jewish machinations everywhere - not least in somehow orchestrating West Indian immigration to Britain. In November 1958, he began publishing Black and White News, a pamphlet he distributed personally on the streets of Notting Hill, and whose headlines mirrored his obsessions: “Negroes lead in VD”, “Kings of the Drug Trade”, “King of the Prostitutes”, “Black gets White Girl”.


  “The National Assistance Board pays the children’s allowances to the blacks for the coffee-coloured monstrosities they father, regardless of whether they are legitimate or illegitimate,” said a front-page article. “Material rewards are given to enable semi-savages to mate with the women of one of the leading civilised nations of the world...It’s time to defend yourself by joining your local WHITE DEFENCE LEAGUE.”


  After all, Jordan told an interviewer, “Notting Hill, remember, is still part of England.”
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