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In the wake of the Grenfell Tower fire and the election 
of a Labour MP for Kensington (Emma Dent Coad) in 
June, local campaigns against the gentrification of 
North Kensington have been in the media spotlight. 
The upsurge in community action in the area began in 
opposition to the Council's plan to lease the Ladbroke 
Grove Library to a private school and the Westway 
Trust's regeneration plans for the 23 acres under the 
flyover. Prior to which there were campaigns to save 
Portobello market from the super-landlords and the 
green space around the Lancaster West estate from 
the Aldridge Academy development. Out of the latter 
came the Grenfell Action Group, whose warnings of the 
tower disaster waiting to happen went unheeded by the 

Council. The Westway 23 group encompasses        
campaigns to save the Acklam/Portobello Green area, 
the Maxilla stables and nurseries from the trust's plans. 
Since the Council's post-Grenfell agreement that the 
North Kensington Library will remain at its current site 
on Ladbroke Grove, the focus of community action has 
become saving the Kensington & Chelsea College on 
Wornington Road and preventing the merger of Notting 
Hill Housing Trust with the Genesis Housing group. 
 
In 1968, when Notting Hill was synonymous with the 
politics of community action, the opening of the Powis 
Square gardens was celebrated with a banner proclaim-
ing: 'At last the square belongs to the people. The 
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Council have learned a simple lesson from the local 
people and children. The Council is the servant of the 
community.' In 1983 the Class War movement was 
founded in Grenfell Tower. The area's tradition of class 
struggle and community action can be traced back to a 
footpath protest against the Hippodrome racecourse at 
the beginning of Queen Victoria's reign. The Notting Hill 
Free Library was originally established at Notting Hill 
Gate in 1874, 'through the private exertions' of James 
Heywood, rather than the Kensington Vestry. The   
current building at 108 Ladbroke Grove opened in 1891. 
Florence Gladstone noted in the 1920s in the local  
history book 'Notting Hill in Bygone Days': ‘Of late years 
Lancaster Road has become the centre of an interest-
ing group of philanthropic agencies including the  
Campden Technical Institute, a modern development of 
the Campden Charities, the Romanesque Church of St 
Columb, originally a daughter church of All Saints, and 
the fine red-brick building of the North Kensington 
Branch of the Public Library... The corner of Ladbroke 
Grove and Lancaster Road may be looked upon as the 
central point of North Kensington.’  
 
To the west along Lancaster Road, the Latimer Road/
Notting Dale area around Grenfell Tower has a history 
of poverty and neglect by the authorities—originally in 
the form of the Kensington Vestry, the forerunner of the 
Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. Some   
horrible things have happened in the area over the 
years—from the Piggeries to the 1958 race riots—but 
the Grenfell fire was even worse than the Victorian slum 
and 50s racism. The area is best explained by Patricia 
Malcolmson in her 1975 study 'Getting a Living in the 
Slums of Victorian Kensington': ‘In the new suburbs 
carved out by the middle classes to escape from the 
noise, smoke, dirt, and crowding of the central areas of 
Victorian London, poor and squalid enclaves could  

 frequently be found. They were not there by accident. 
The comfortable suburb and the meaner suburb within it 
were mutually interdependent. The Potteries, Notting 
Dale, Jennings Buildings (off Kensington High Street), 
and Kensal New Town were four substantial            
communities of poor people which served a definite 
economic function in west London; and between these 
slums and the neighbouring middle classes a sort of    
bi-lateral trade in goods and services sprang up. The 
poor communities provided a constant and convenient 
pool of labour to meet middle class demands for various 
services. Indeed, much of the character of these      
settlements was determined by the economic functions 
they performed. In effect, they were all economic     
satellites of affluent west London…  
 
‘The proximity of wealth and leisure probably           
accentuated the poverty and hardship. The rich and 
poor communities interacted on a daily basis and were 
to some extent interdependent. The presence of wealth 
had a marked effect on the way of life of the poorer 
residents: it undoubtedly increased their consciousness 
of their own poverty through a sense of relative       
deprivation and at the same time profoundly influenced 
the ways in which the poor earned their scanty bread. 
Most women’s work was in the service sector, and for 
the men the proximity of wealth and an expanding    
middle class suburb increased the scale of employment 
opportunities within existing occupations. This suburban 
growth, which is often thought to have further divided 
England’s ‘two nations’, here brought the opposite ends 
of the social spectrum into frequent and varied contact.’ 
Tom Vague 
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Centerprise: The Lime Green Mystery  
 

‘The Lime Green Mystery: an oral history of the        
Centerprise co-operative’ by Rosa Schling, (On the   
Record, London, 2017); www.on-the-record.org.uk   
 
Centerprise was a beacon in Hackney for over 40 
years. When I first worked in the area, at Queen     Eliz-
abeth’s Hospital on the Hackney Road, it was, along-
side the shorter-lived bookshop Bethnal Rouge, the 
place to go if you needed help or a book or just a cof-
fee. It was then at 34 Dalston Lane then, next to the 
North London line station and was where the Claimants’ 
Union met. A decade later, it had moved to bigger 
premises on Kingsland High Street, where local       
historian Sheila Rowbotham held her Hackney WEA 
class and Tubewatch magazine had a post office box. 
 
The Lime Green Mystery gets to grips with the history of 
this small co-operative that had such a massive impact 
on Hackney though the collection of oral testimonies by 
On the Record. The extracts used in the book bring out 
all the things Centerprise was involved in, showing how 
it opened doors for local writers, its battles with the 
council and the conflicts and debates that were part and 
parcel of a community hub. 
 
Centerprise was the product of the new political culture 
that emerged in London in the 60s and 70s, Bookshops 
like Compendium, New Beacon, Gay’s the Word, Tower 
Hamlets Arts Project (THAP), Bookmarks (then in   
Finsbury Park); wholefood shops and co-ops in Prince 
of Wales Crescent, print and screen-print workshops in 
Brixton and Tolmers Square; cafes in Hornsey and 
Highgate. Sometimes squatted, sometimes ‘short-life’. 

But Centerprise managed to do everything: selling 
books and left-wing newspapers, advising and helping 
people, offering meeting rooms, running a literacy    
programme, publishing young local writers like Vivian 
Usherwood or offering a base for the Hackney Writers 
Project which published Savitri Hensman’s anti-racist 
poetry collection ‘Flood at the Door’.  
 
What’s really valuable in this book is the use of the 
many interviews to show in detail what the staff felt to 
be their commitment to the project, and the many    
debates and arguments that took place about          
Centerprise’s ‘mission’. The book doesn’t shy away 
from these accounts and thankfully is not one of those 
glossy coffee table books. It is also full of photographs, 
texts, posters and drawings that bring home the range 
and depth of Centerprise’s activities.  
 
Centerprise closed in 2012 after battling for over 10 
years to get funding. Even in 1992, it experienced a 
“difficult year” and a switch from a collective to a      
hierarchical management structure in 1993. From the 
mid-90s projects began to close and Hackney Council 
applied the coup de grace in 2010 by increasing the 
rent. However, this book ensures that the legacy of 
Centerprise will not slip from the history books and will 
inspire others in the future to make a hundred new  
Centerprises bloom. Dave Welsh 
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 and commitments without giving my soul away. I had 
had found a new family.' Familiar Stranger-A Life be-
tween Two Islands is published by Allen Lane, price £25  
 
Britain at Work London activities and plans In 2017-
18 we will continue to do interviews across London 
recording working lives and trade union activities. We 
plan to publish a booklet entitled 'Talking about your 
Workplace: unions at Work and in the Community' in 
2018 and to hold a south-east regional day school in 
order to support the setting up of a new social history 
network. A Norfolk-based oral history project supported 
by Britain at Work London is under discussion. In    
London we have interviewed about 30 people including 
those who worked at Liverpool Street and Waterloo       
stations, at the ambulance station in Park Royal (now 
closed), in social work, housing and union work for  
Unison in Camden, London Underground train staff and 
ticket office staff, LGBT activism in NALGO, post office 
work in Islington, secondary school teaching in south 
London, disability rights activism across London, etc. 
working in a music venue in Soho, in nursery nursing in 
Camden and running a fish-mongers in Barking. Please 
contact Rima: rima@britainatworklondon.com for more 
information. Britain at Work London Group secretary 
Dave Welsh chairman John O’Mahony treasurer Jan 
Pollock outreach/IT Rima Joebear newsletter editor 
Tom Vague contact dave@britainatworklondon.com  
 

Stuart Hall’s memoir ‘Familiar Stranger: A Life between 
Two Islands’ tells the story of the post-war decades in 
Britain and the ways in which the left and anti-racist 
struggles emerged particularly after the 1958 Notting 
Hill riots. Hall came from Jamaica in 1951 to take up a 
Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford University and began to 
confront colonial and imperialist history in its metropoli-
tan heartland.  ‘Becoming a West Indian’ brought him 
into contact with other Caribbean writers like Sam   
Selvon, and George Lamming and, later, becoming 
involved with the ‘socialist humanism’ of EP Thompson, 
the Partisan Coffee House in Soho, and with CND and 
the New Left Review. He became the Director of     
Birmingham’s Centre for Contemporary Studies in the 
1970s and after 1979, set out to analyse ‘Thatcherism’. 
The book ends in the mid-60s with his role in creating 
the new discipline of cultural studies alongside his  
mentor Raymond Williams. Hall's memoir concludes 
with the following observation: 'I had to find a modus 
vivendi with the world I had entered and indeed with 
myself. Surprisingly, this turned out to be partly through 
politics. Establishing, as I had, a foothold in British   
radicalism and inhabiting a necessary distance from 
England and its values meant that I never came to be 
seduced by the old imperial metropole. It allowed me a 
space I felt I needed. I wanted to change British society, 
not adopt it. This commitment enabled me not to have 
to live my life as a disappointed suitor, or as a disgrun-
tled stranger. I found an outlet for my energies, interests 

Stuart Hall Familiar Stranger: a life between two islands 
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