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Carlton Mansions
and Somerleyton Road 

If you had stood on the corner of Coldharbour Lane and Somerleyton Rd in Brixton, 
maybe on your way to the market, you might have talked to some of the people 
interviewed in this book. People who came to Brixton out of necessity and made 

homes here. Artists, poets, revolutionaries, musicians - making homes in the run down 
rubble of a no-go zone. 

Clapham Film Unit and volunteers collected the memories of people who lived here 
from 1955 to 2014. We wanted to capture a vanishing way of life as Brixton rapidly 

changes around us. 

This booklet contains writings by residents and transcribed oral history interviews . 
In the 1950s, Brixton was a run down area of dilapidated Victorian houses and mansion 

blocks. In the 60s and 70s compulsory purchase orders led to the demolition of 
Somerleyton Road to make way for a planned super highway and new housing. 

Southwyck house - the notorious Barrier Block was the only part of the plan to be built. 
Carlton Mansions was due to be demolished but is still standing, occupied for 35 years, 

a centre of creativity and protest, finally evicted in 2014.

This booklet is about the people not the buildings. 

We made two documentaries which can be seen at www.claphamfilmunit.com. The 
transcribed oral histories are available to read or hear at Lambeth Archives. 

Clapham Film Unit would like to thank : 
Michael Brown, Cristina Ballesteros, Madeleine Boulesteix, Etta Burrell, Matthew Clarke, 

Malcolm Collop, Dale McCrea, Michael Davis, Maureen Dixon, Neil Johns, Sarah Kahn, Jean 
Kerrigan, Prilly Lewis, Tanja Merz, Michael McMillan, Ruth Miller, Maggie McCabe, Derrick 

Campbell Rose, Steven Trumpet, Danielle Vides, and Jan Zubek
Oval House Theatre, 198 Gallery, Lambeth Archives and Carlton Mansions Co operative. 

Funded by the Heritage Lottery Fund 
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I was born in 1955, in a nearby maternity home (the Annie McCall maternity 
home I think) and lived at 9 Carlton Mansions until 1969.  My mum had lived in 
nearby Somerleyton Road when young. Her family moved to West Norwood. My 
dad’s family lived in the Guinness Trust flats at Vauxhall and then moved to the 
Guinness estate in Brixton. Mum and Dad lived in West Norwood for a bit and 
then moved to Carlton Mansions.

As far as I remember, Carlton Mansions was owned by a building company 
called Shaws who also owned the narrow builders yard that lay between it and 
the railway line. They used to collect the rent every week in cash. The rent was 
pretty low, I remember it being about a pound a week at one point. We were 
in the second block on the second floor. My great aunt and her husband lived 
on the floor below us. The lady next door was Belgian, I think married to an 
Englishman, Mr and Mrs Carstairs, and I remember my mum used to give her our 
old newspapers to use as loo paper which I thought was a funny foreign habit 
but I think was just to save money! Upstairs was a widow called Mrs Cooper. I still 
have a little painting she gave us which was painted by her late husband.

There was another block with some old outbuildings behind, used for bicycles 
and general storage and I think there was an old copper boiler in there. There 
was always a barbershop at the front. The flats didn’t have bathrooms and we 
used to walk up to my nans at the Guinness Estate every week for a bath or sit 
in a tin bath in front of the fire. We had a hallway leading to quite a dark room 
which my mum and dad used as their bedroom. It was always tidy, I suppose 
as everyone had to walk through it! This led to another little hall with a kitchen/
living room all in one room, a loo and my bedroom. I think the living room had an 
open fire when they moved in but I only remember an electric one. We had an 
ascot water heater.

I suppose the flat must have been quite noisy being so near to the trains but 
they were just part of my life – I used to look out at night and see all the lighted 
train windows going past. There were flat roofs where you could hang washing 
out and sit out – I can just remember my mum complaining at the dirt from 
steam trains being deposited on her clean washing! My dad used to decorate 
regularly and covered all the old panelled doors with plywood so they would 
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look modern, as everyone did then. I don’t remember much trouble ever at the 
flats although there was a bit of a fire once possibly set off by a tramp in the 
out buildings and my great aunt got broken into once. We did at one time have 
a burglar living downstairs but he never burgled anywhere where he lived – he 
used to go up to town for that! 

I used to stay with my great aunt while my mum was at work. She was a salaries 
and wages clerk, who started work at the Bon Marche which was a department 
store in Brixton, part of the John Lewis chain and then later at Rael Brook’s, a shirt 
making company, and then Pratts in Streatham, another John Lewis company, 
before working at a local nurses home/district nursing organisation called Mary 
Minet. I used to go to Brixton market with my great aunt and can remember 
big barrels of live eels in the covered market and the mynah birds and macaws 
chained to stand outside the pet shops. We used to go to the open market for 
fruit and veg and I can still remember how it looked in winter when all the stalls 
were lit up by lightbulbs hung over them. There was a very early supermarket 
there, I think it was called Victor Value? I can remember the nearby Labour 
Exchange with people queueing outside and also the meths drinkers who used 
to sit on the benches and smell awful!

There was nowhere to play - the yards had dustbins in and no other children 
living there at the time. I never did learn to ride a bike as the road outside was 
too dangerous. I used to go to Brockwell Park a lot or to my nans, either at the 
Guinness Trust where there was a playground or to Norwood to play in the 
garden. I went to Effra Primary and remember walking past a local pickle factory 
and stopping to pat all the local rag and bone mens’ horses while they had their 
nose bags outside a local café, then Dick Sheppard comprehensive at Tulse Hill. 
Once I went to Dick Sheppard I swam in the open air lido at Brockwell Park every 
Saturday when it was open even when the water temp was only 54 degrees 
farenheit – it was freezing!



There was quite a big West Indian community in Brixton but I don’t particularly 
remember any tensions as a child - the riots happened after we left. The only 
time my Dad got a bit cross was when there were some very late and noisy 
parties on Somerleyton Road as he had to get up at 4am – he was a postman 
working from Victoria sorting office. I think the Council went round and made 
them stop. A reggae music shop opened in the railway arches next to us - I think 
it was called the Ramjam club? and it was pretty loud but both my Dad and I got 
to quite like reggae. 

We had been on the council housing list for ages. My great aunt was rehoused 
in one of the tower blocks at Stockwell which seemed incredibly smart at the 
time. My dad had gone to work as a bank messenger and managed to get a low 
interest mortgage and my mum had always been a great saver so we managed 
eventually to move out to Mottingham where they bought a maisonette. Just as 
we moved we got an offer of a flat in the tower block as well. I think everyone 
wanted to move out of Brixton at that time if they could, it was probably getting 
pretty run down.



Hyacinth lived here

1957 - 1960



I’m from Jamaica and I came to England 1957 and lived at Bromells Road, [then] 
Mostyn Road, it’s no longer there now, and I moved up to Somerleyton Road. So 
that’s during the ’50s and then in the ’60s, it was an opportunity for my parents. 
They were poor and they thought, ‘will I have better opportunity if I come here, 
and learn more things and get more advance and then I’ll be able to go back in 
three years?’ And I’m still here 57 years after!

I was 17.  Just after school I came over and got married in 1960.

 I did get a job ‘cause I did a little bit of sewing when I left school, so I went into 
that field and I was working in Fleet Street, in Chancery Lane, and it’s where they 
do the hoods for the lawyers of the Old Bailey or what have you, and I spent a 
little while there; then moved on into different areas of work.

It was much easier than it is now. Yeah, we didn’t have to go to all the palaver 
the children have to go through now. You go, you’re interviewed and tested and 
they said okay, start on Monday.

When I came first to Bromell Road, then my aunt accept me here and then 
they sold that house and moved up to Somerleyton Road. For me it was very 
exciting because it was Victorian houses and four storeys high. Huge garden and 
the market was just next door for me, so it was easy to get to the market and 
little shops and all around, that was bright in my eyes.

Very mixed, a lot of West Indian. It was pleasing to my eyes as well, so I was 
able to, you know, make friends and the West Indian food seemed to me as if 
it’s just Brixton that had it because all the people from all over the other part of 
the area, they used to come to Brixton to get their mangoes, sweet potatoes, 
yams, whatever, bananas which they couldn’t get in other areas. So it was a very 
buzzing mixture, there was a mixture of people there; not a lot of young people. 
They were like my aunty’s age and so on but for entertainment, what they used 
to have is, because they had the basement, on weekends they used to make 
their own little parties because there wasn’t much places we could go. So yes, it 
was good. Rock and roll and whatever, the mashed potato and things. Yes it was 
good ‘cause people just opened up their basements and they used to do that, 
and there was a lot of people going out after other people. Women and men 
used to interact between Somerleyton Road and Geneva Road, so it was like 
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a bright— Everything takes place around Brixton area. It was fun, it was good, 
exciting when you’re young.

I can remember, there was like a hairdresser, 
two or— two hairdressing place, but it was in the 
house. It was done in the house. They just put 
up the placard in the windows and so you know 
that was taking place. There wasn’t a lot of our 
culture thing going on, so we have to make our 
own do things, those people that came up and 
were doing hairdressing at home, start doing 
it in their house. Don’t know what happened 
later on, they had to move out because it 
wasn’t allowed.

  It’s ‘oh well, I’m not going to stay here, it’s too cold,’ and it was cold. Yes, so 
everybody was thinking, ‘oh well, I’ll do this and I can go back after five years,’ but 
like I said, I’m still here. So as life moves and things changes, everything changes, 
so here we are still. I think it’s 57 years, isn’t it?

There were no community spaces as such for us, so that is why they used 
to have their basements, were used for getting together, meeting up with one 
another during the weekend. You know, that was their privileged time. They had 
jukeboxes and they would have beer or what have you, and they dance the night 
away or whatever they did then; away from the cinemas. There were no more 
entertainment, that I know of anyway, around there.

They didn’t have that space at those times because they would buy the 
house, or whatever they did then, and it was sublet upstairs and the people 
that— They bought the house with sitting tenants, they called it in those days. 
So the rooms downstairs was very occupied. They would occupy one room each, 
so there wasn’t a room as such. We just had to share what we... the space that 
we had downstairs and also there was an outside loo. Yes, and we had to go to 
the... what they call them now? The bath, because there wasn’t a bath in the 
house, yeah, so we had to go the public bath.

above: Chika La Rose by Harry Jacobs courtesy of Lambeth Archives





Etta was here

1965 - still here!



Somerleyton Road was an amazing road, we had massive mansions, we had 
beautiful homes all down Somerleyton Road, Moorland Road was the same, and 
there was nice places to play, there was youth centres where the children could 
have somewhere to go. On Sundays they used to go to church, they used to be 
sort of like places you could go to church and St Matthews, and they used to 
have basically like clubs down there, they used to have places that the children 
could go and play, and the playgrounds, they could use all of those things, which 
don’t happen now. There used to be clubs, like centres the kids used to go to on 
Somerleyton Road and stuff, and it’s all demolished.

Oh, Somerleyton Road and Geneva Road, it was just an exciting place to go. 
I had a friend who lived on Somerleyton Road and oh God, we used to go in 
and the rooms were massive, the houses were so big and massive places to 
play. You’d got like three storey houses and stuff like that, and then basically 
we used to just come, hang out and play, and we used to play in the streets and 
everything used to be so different.

It was a peaceful time. I mean you had everyone differences, but at least you 
could come out, your doors was left open, people was always like talking to each 
other, you knew who your next door neighbour was and you knew who, you 
know, your friends and everybody sort of mingled more together, and everybody 
was more together then than it is now.

Oh my goodness, Granville Arcade was amazing, amazing! Used to have reggae 
music playing in here, the pavement was totally different where it was like gravel 
stones in here. The drains are still the same overflowing with stuff. This arcade, 
which was amazing really, and it’s really odd that I’m in this arcade because 
over there used to be a material shop and there was a Jewish guy that used to 
have this and then he passed, and then his son took it over and moved down to 
Atlantic Road. And then things, you’d start noticing the change, and the buildings 
in here was totally different, really antique looking, you’d got lovely sort of like 
shoe shops in here, there was hair produce going on, this market’s basically 
known for fish as well. And then you had loads of stalls and our mother used to 
bring us down here every Saturday morning with a trolley and they used to take 
forever to leave the market, and we just basically had to follow them because 
they used to know so many people, by the time they get home it would be like 
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in the afternoon, you know, because they’d be saying hello to everyone and 
getting— and this used to be like a meeting place for quite a lot of people, yeah.

 Once they start knocking the houses down everybody had to, I think it was 
sort of like a— It felt like it was a plot, you know, move you into sort of like a block 
of flats, sell your house, move you into a block of flats and it was okay. And a lot 
of people also I think got conned because houses, to buy a house now and for 
what they were selling the houses to, you know, black people, we had houses. 
And to me it was like a con, they conned them out of their houses and moved 
them to other places that they didn’t know anything about and that was the 
starting of the repatriation, you know, where everybody started to move out. And 
then a lot of people didn’t come to Brixton because they was frightened, there 
was riots, there was this and that. And that was the beginning of the change.

Yeah, which was quite shocking really, shocking to a lot of people. So now 
Brixton became sort of like stagnant and nothing was going on. It was sort of 
like, it had a bad reputation and now it’s like we’re rebuilding Brixton, which is a 
change. But sometimes I’m thinking, who are we building Brixton for?  Because 
the majority of people that’s been in Brixton for a long time, myself as well, 
half of the people you don’t know anymore. So now I think it’s all about money 
instead of, you know, the neighbourhood or you know, we all grown apart and 
all of those sort of things, which I find it’s really cold, you know what I mean? 
And then as well we’re not looking after our young children, whereas I said back 
in the day we had youth centres, we had places we could go, churches used 
to open up and they used to have little clubs in there for the children. And I 
think as well the streets was a bit clearer so our children was a little bit safer. 
There was more police on the streets and we wasn’t so sort of like angry. It’s like 
we become angry, do you know what I mean? So everyone was like attacking 
everyone. When our black children reached a certain age it felt like the police 
was on them, do you know what I mean? And literally putting them in a place 
where they didn’t have no way to grow, do you know what I mean? Because they 
now have a police record, even if it was for the silliest little things, we used to see 
the stop and the search and the this and that. And then it’s like everyone was 
angry and it just became OTT and we just lost it, I really think we lost it. We lost 
the love for each other down here, we lost, you know, what does really Brixton 



market really mean? You know, where are we really coming from to how it was 
then? You know, instead of we’re caring about our neighbourhood, I think it’s 
about money and that’s important, to them that’s the important thing instead 
of what’s going on with our youths, what’s really going on, just to the fact that 
they have nowhere to go, you know what I mean?  Mothers are doing twice as 
much work, bringing up children. Down here wasn’t like that, we could have left 
our children, my mum would have left us with our neighbour, do you know what I 
mean? And everybody was looking after everybody, you know, but now we don’t 
talk to each other, we walk past each other, nobody cares what’s going on with 
each other, and Brixton wasn’t like that. We were full of love down here! 

And I mean if you’re going to replace something, let me tell you, you need to 
replace it with something that can answer to the wonderful homes that was on 
that road, and that’s the outcome of all of that, you know. The bribes and the 
this— Moving people out, oh, we’re going to create this sort of thing, and that’s 
what they’re creating and knock down those wonderful big homes where I’m 
sure they could have repaired them, turned them into flats, moved people in and 
everybody’s got a home. But they start knocking down, and now they’re saying 
there’s not enough homes in London, but we’re still knocking stuff down, and 
that’s the stuff that I find really hard to grasp, yeah. 
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mike - My Carlton Mansions Story
After moving to London in 1978 and doing a bit of mini cab driving and squatting 

in Stockwell and Brixton, Carlton Mansions, at the outset, looked like some kind 
of “Mission” I was about to embark on.

The building has a remarkable look and an incredible location right opposite 
the covered market in central Brixton, home for many Afro-Carribean people and 
others from all over the Commonwealth and beyond. There’s always the sound 
of Reggae and Calypso music in the air and crowds of people from all over the 
world, buying and selling tropical fruits and vegetables and the many things on 
display from the different stalls of the indoor and outdoor markets.

There were 5 or 6 people who moved into the empty building. Dale who 
had organised the funding that was available at the time, £1,200 per flat, to do 
essential repairs to make the place habitable on a short life basis. Tim, who had a 
beat up old van and used to find incredible stuff in skips. Both from New Zealand. 
There was Claudine, a young french girl, and her boyfriend? Julian Wall, there’s 
a plaque on the front of the building dedicated to him, he was a “totter and a 
squatter” and died of AIDS. And there was me.

I was a quite good building all-rounder and set about making Carlton Mansions 
liveable in. There was a lot of plastering to do where council workers had lifted 
up floorboards in flats and kicked in the ceilings below. There was plumbing 
to fix which Tim and Dale focused on. I worked on my flat and on most of the 
other flats in the building. I also did certain things that weren’t strictly speaking 
necessary to lift the feel of the building like painting the railings on the roof and 
whitewashing the chimney stacks.

We used to go out from Carlton Mansions at the time when the market closes 
down between 5 & 6pm and get boxes of discarded over-ripe avocados, cherries 
and so on, all kinds of fruit and veg that had been thrown away, and make them 
into fantastic meals in the communal kitchen which started off in Flat 1 near the 
front door but which over time moved through all the flats on the ground floor as 
different parts of the building got done up.

Dale (who has a bit of a problem with an over-dominating personality) kept a 
firm hold on the purse strings of the miniHAG grants. Even so, I went along with 
it because I was into the project. I knew what was required when Peter Stanway, 



the architect, was led around the building by Dale in order to validate work done 
and thereby authorise the release of more miniHAG grant money. I would be 
up there enthusiastically plastering a ceiling or putting in a new ring main, with 
other people helping, when they came by. 

More and more people moved into the building and pretty soon all the flats 
were taken. Amazing people from all over this country and all over the world. 
Artists, musicians, revolutionaries.

There was some pretty innovative building that went on as well : the electricity 
supply was changed so that instead of the supply coming to the bottom of each 
stack and then up to the different flats (there were 4 stacks each with four floors 
and four flats), it went up the first stack then over to each flat on that level. In 
the process of doing this the number of electricity meters was reduced from 16 
to 1 which over the years must have saved a fortune. There was a kind of warren 
created in the middle stack where trap doors in the ceiling led from sleeping 
platforms to the flats above.

We started hosting musical events in the railway arches that we had access to 
from the side of the building. These were “managed” by “Only Fools and Horses” 
characters; Desmond and Bob Adams. There were two disused arches under the 
railway and there’s a big gate between the West Indian barbers at the front of 
the building and the railway where they used to charge people to come in. Loads 
of people used to come. I held an art exhibition in the big arch that went right 
through to Atlantic Road. We got old Hendrik, our Polish refugee who had moved 
in, and used to wear pink rubber gloves for shoes, to open it, nobody local was 
particularly interested in it, it was titled “Artists, Buildings & Communities”. Brian 
Barnes and Dale were painting the mural “Nuclear Dawn” on the other side of 
the building. There was a small green bit there that we called Fungus Park, we 
hosted a music festival there one summer with a stage setup on top of the front 
courtyard and a side wall which had been built from obliquely angled timbers 
and bricks which is still there.

Bad things can happen when people from different backgrounds and cultures 
come together in a situation that had no precedent and there is no safety net. 
Vulnerable people in difficult circumstances may find that there is insufficient 



cohesion in the context to support them. It started with Christian, a French 
boy staying at the Mansions, he dived from the roof onto Fungus Park and 
miraculously survived. The same unfortunately can’t be said for Samira, sister of 
Funk guitarist Remee from the Southern States of the USA, who jumped to her 
death from the roof. Michael O’Sullivan who broke his neck when he fell from the 
roof of a side building where he was dancing at a party. Early who was nearly 
murdered by a hammer blow to the head from the manic NZ artist Allan Maddox. 
And alcoholic seaman Lindsay who fell over and died. One morning I came 
down to the communal kitchen to read “Anger, (Something), Disgust, Madness” 
scrawled on the fridge door.

The Brixton Riots weren’t bad - they were exciting. Buildings on fire on 
Coldharbour Lane and Railton Road. People milling round, police, sirens, shop 
windows smashing, people looting... all visible from the roof of Carlton Mansions.

Anyway. It didn’t quite happen for me at Carlton Mansions. An incredible 
creative artistic musical community that I felt totally bonded with - no. Some 
amazing people - yes and I met my partner Maggie at the Mansions. So I moved 
on, I’m not quite sure when, to a squat on Milkwood Road with a big area of wild 
land out the back - back to nature. I formed a building co-operative called A 
Building Co-Op and we did work for housing co-ops all over South London. 

I kept on living at Carlton Mansions until the eviction last year because Maggie 
moved back there into what used to be Cheyne’s flat, Flat 15. It’s a lovely flat at 
the back of the Mansions, overlooking the green railway embankment, there are 
lots of birds that come to the window sill for food, there are blue tits that nest 
every year in a bottle hanging on the wall in the back courtyard.
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Dale:  I was squatting in Clapham, Rectory Grove, and I had been living in this 
country for two years, and when my immigration was straight, I decided to 
sign on the dole, down at the dole office over there. I walked out the door 
and here was a beautiful wall for a mural. I’d been painting a mural with 
Brian Barnes, we’d nearly finished it. I thought, beauty, we’ve got another 
wall. And then I discovered the building was derelict and I had to go to 
the council and harass them to turn the water off, because the water 
was flooding through the place. And I annoyed them and I annoyed them 
and I annoyed them. And I was running a little café in Rectory Grove and 
one night there was a knock on the door.  “Who are you?” I said.  “We’re 
housing emergency office,” they said. We went to Lambeth Council and 
said, have you got any empty buildings and Lambeth Council told housing 
emergency office they didn’t have any empty buildings.  And they said, 
“What about Carlton Mansions?” And Lambeth Council said, “Well, Dale 
McCrea’s interested in that.” And they said, “Who’s Dale McCrea?” And they 
said, “He’s a squatter living in Rectory Grove.” So then they knocked on my 
door, and then they said, “I hear you’re interested in Carlton Mansions.” I 
says, “Yeah, I want to paint a mural on the side.” “Do you know you can get 
a grant to do up the flats?” I says, “Yippee.” It was coming on June. On 16th 
June, the anniversary of my arrival in this lovely country, I thought, right, 
we’ll squat the place, and we did. And I started doing it up. They lent me 
500 quid, and we started repairing windows, getting the electrics sorted 
out, getting the plumbing sorted out, getting the gas sorted out.

 The rules of the grant said you can get on with it but what you’ve got to 
end up with is something that is safe, weatherproof and hygienic, and 
those were the three terms. So it was pretty simple stuff really. Once you 
had the windows in and all the filth out, it was a matter of just sorting 
out the detail, buying some shelves, finding an old gas cooker, plumbing 
that in. Finding an old gas fire, plumbing that in. Fiddling the meters and 
turning the heating on.

 In the ‘70s they really were knocking down whole areas of Stockwell 
and Brixton and building high rise flats and council places, and all that 
was wrong with the houses was that they might have an outdoor loo 
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or something like that, and then they were immediately zoned for 
demolition. And so that’s how squatting kind of happened, because there 
was all these empty houses just waiting to be demolished, and this went 
on for years and years.

 They called it comprehensive redevelopment and those are two pretty 
dreadful words. It means, you know, it’s a scorched earth policy, boys. 
In those days everything down that way was lined in corrugated iron. It 
went on. People— you’d walk down streets, nothing but corrugated iron. 
All of Railton Road, corrugated iron. Everything was demolished.

Mike:  Yeah, that was the answer to everything, you know. Like if there’s people 
having a nice time in Somerleyton Road, lovely houses, beautiful villa 
houses, oh, demolish it. It sort of seemed appalling, the destruction that 
was done, you know. Beautiful buildings, houses, they’re all worth millions 
now, you know. These houses they were just knocking down for no reason 
other than to build council flats. So I don’t know why it got done. I don’t 
know why it happened.

Dale: I don’t know where they thought the money would come from in those 
days, because they were going to demolish all of Rushcroft Road and the 
highway was coming past the barrier block, up to there, and they were 
going to move the town hall one metre to the right.  And you go, these 
people are earning £120,000 a year and they go to the most expensive 
restaurants and they have the most beautiful lunches, and they come 
up with these idiotic ideas that anybody can see was— I mean, it took 
us— You had to go and knock people up. You had to say, “Look, if you don’t 
wake up and come to this demonstration, they’ll knock your house down.” 
And they’d go, “Oh okay, I will get out of bed then.”

  And just to our right here is the Barrier block, so called Barrier block, which 
has got no windows on this side facing Cold Harbour Lane, because they 
were going to build a motorway, you know, through here.

Mike: When I left here I formed this building co-op called A with a circle round it, 
A Building Co-op, Anarchist Building Co-op, and we used to do mini grant 
work all over South London. I did up places in Evelyn Street, in Deptford, 



places over on the Wandsworth Road. We’d like get Mini HAG money and 
work on the properties for the housing co-op so that they could occupy 
then and that way people got housed, so that’s how we did it.

Dale: It was quite a little boom in short life housing that took off quite well.

Mike: Then they suddenly stopped it, didn’t they? The grant was just cut: 
Margaret Thatcher.
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kathy
I now live in a forest on an island near Vancouver.  But it has not always 

been so, and I’ve been meaning to post this piece about Carlton Mansions, 387 
Coldharbour Lane, where I spent some very formative years.

Carlton Mansions, on Coldharbour Lane in Brixton: I lived there between circa 
1980 and 1987, and I enjoyed telling people my address. There was the piquant 
contrast between the two names, one suggesting luxury, the other austerity, 
and an equally delicious contrast between the stately-sounding Mansions and 
the reality of the accommodation. The long, thin block of sixteen flats had been 
derelict and was at that time in the process of turning itself into a housing co-
operative. The building, which stretches along the side of the railway line, so 
close that passengers can see into some of the flats, was riddled with rot and 
woodworm and had to be gutted. It had shuddering sash windows, a leaky flat 
roof, lead pipe-work and far too many cats. Those who lived there or wanted to 
had to put in the time to fix it up. We had to learn plumbing, brickwork, carpentry, 
window-glazing, plaster work or whatever was required at the time. Most of the 
materials we used were reclaimed from skips. Until others were installed, there 
was just one communal kitchen, supplied with cast-off vegetables collected at 
dawn every day from the market. None of the hard work was as bad as the 
interminable house meetings, but the point was, you ended up with somewhere 
to live, and those, like me, who put up with the downsides of the place were 
people who either wanted or had to live out the box: artists, activists, and 
vulnerable people of various kinds.

The flat I ended up with was at the front, opposite the old steam laundry 
building, with huge windows looking out over the street and the market arcade 
on the other side. Despite the incessant traffic, the yelling and the music from 
the street, despite the way the passing trains rattled both windows and floor at 
least three times an hour, day and night, I felt instantly at home. I knew all my 
neighbours. If something went wrong, I had to fix it myself, but the affordable 
rent meant I could take time to work out what I was going to be and do. I’d 
graduated from university, and had not quite given up on my idea of being a 
painter. During my years in The Mansions I took up wood-carving as a hobby, but 
it turned out that what I mainly did there was write. I started out at an evening 
class at the City Lit, and just kept on at the end of it. Six of us women from 



the class continued to meet every two weeks, hosting in rotation. Again, there 
was a great deal of contrast: one lived in a vast converted warehouse flat with 
a grand piano, views over the Thames and original art on the walls, another in 
a tiny first-time buyer flat – but no one had as much space to herself, such 
extraordinary neighbours or such convenient and interesting food shops as I did. 
We ate, talked, read our work aloud. Over the course of a year or two I wrote my 
first novel, Back in the First Person, and then another, The Unborn Dreams of Clara 
Riley, both of which went on to be published by Virago Press. I became a writer. 
It’s still what I do. Writing of course rarely pays well. I wanted a job that didn’t 
drain my creativity, and since I had enjoyed the building work, I signed up for 
a four year apprenticeship in carpentry and joinery with Lambeth Council. One 
of a group of pioneering women in the trades, I emerged at the end of it with a 
certificate and a good job. By then, The Mansions had passed through the Brixton 
riots, weathered various other storms and, to a certain degree, matured. People 
painted their front doors, fixed up window boxes, and even swept the stairs. Some 
of us grew almost house-proud. Others not. Meetings continued to be tortuous: 
perhaps not surprising when you consider that the caste of characters included 
a man who wore rubber gloves on his feet, whom I shall never forget. There was 
an under-employed actress, a council employee, an art student, an ESL teacher. 
Right above me lived a wonderful puppet-maker who chipped away at blocks of 
wood into the small hours. Another tenant was a photographer whose sideline, 
chandeliers made of recycled glass, propelled her work into the pages of glossy 
magazines. It was a very good place to be and hardly anyone ever moved out. I 
did sometimes wonder if I’d ever be able to leave – but then, quite suddenly I did. 
I moved to Norwich to begin an MA in writing, and never returned.

I live in Canada now, teach at a university and continue to write. But for over 
twenty years I’ve kept in touch. The Mansions is still, as it ever was, both a 
haven and an eyesore, but now the housing co-op has been there long enough 
for it to have a history, too. The huge mural on the wall has become famous, 
and is commemorated with a plaque. Some of the tenants have lived there a 
quarter of a century or more. So I was a shocked and saddened to hear that 
Lambeth Council have closed The Mansions down and made everyone move 
on. I only hope they remember that communities like this, which allow the non-



conformists, the vulnerable and the artists amongst us to carve out the shape 
of our lives and make a contribution to the whole are just as vital as all the other 
kinds of accommodation cities provide: I’ve absolutely no idea what would have 
become of me had I not lived in Carlton Mansions, on Coldharbour lane.
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Okay, well I arrived in the summer of 1980 and a friend of mine arrived in London 
a week earlier and a friend of mine said there was a flat free, so I came to the 
house and it was actually in the other stack and I had a broken arm. It was in a 
plaster up to my shoulder but I decorated a part of the flat and then three days 
later, somebody came and said, “What are you doing in my flat?” So [laughs] I 
went, you know. I ended up in this flat, which was actually a communal dark room 
in there, a communal work room behind me and a communal print room in the 
other room. So I only had the use of this room and I built myself a little bedroom 
up over the corridor, using a beam which is going through the corridor, put a door 
on top of it, knocked a hole through the wall and that was my bedroom. And then 
about, I don’t know, six months after that, nobody was using the other rooms so I 
slowly expanded and I was here from 1980 until I spent the last night on the last 
night that this was still called Mansions before they officially took it. I wasn’t here 
at the very beginning but I was definitely here on the last night

Er, it was very good because previously to that, there were other people that 
were staying here and so I had time to feel, because I’d spent so much of my 
life in this flat, that I reclaimed this fantastic space, which obviously is a mess 
but the actual space is brilliant, fantastic view of the market and all the sort of 
things happening out there, and just brilliant. So I reclaimed it for myself and that 
felt so good, really important. Then I went to check something first thing in the 
morning, at seven o’clock in the morning, and I managed to lock myself out at 
seven o’clock in the morning with nobody else in the house. So that was a bit 
kind of slight dampener on the final proceedings for me, but I managed to get 
back in. 

At the beginning it was pretty chaotic. I remember some people— There was a 
lot of people around.  Obviously I didn’t know most— any of them, except for one 
person who got me the flat but, er, I was in a room once which was full of, it was 
still kind of hippy times and there were people sitting around, doing whatever 
hippies used to do, and one guy sitting on a mattress with no clothes; but his 
body was fully of scars. I kind of went quiet about that and apparently he jumped 
off the room and survived but obviously there was lots of damage. So that was 
quite an impression at the very beginning.  I think he probably got— maybe it 
was mentioned with the people that did the mural, maybe not. If not, then that 
is one of my impressions from the early days. And also just there were some 

Jan (interviewed by charlotte)



people, there was Henrik who lived in the flat, the bottom flat at the back end, 
who walked around with rubber gloves on his feet and strangely enough, they 
didn’t match in colour. So, that was an impression, and also in the middle stack, 
I became friends with the people that had the flat that I originally had and their 
flat was connected with trap doors. So we used to just kind of visit. There were 
hectic meetings, sort of house meetings that were also charged atmosphere 
and it was interesting time, yeah. 

This flat never felt like a permanent home, even though I was here for 35 years 
but I always felt secure here, you know, after... once I settled in. So yes it did 
become my home, definitely, and certainly it was a wrench leaving it, yeah, big 
wrench.

Well the fact that I was just living here actually allowed me to do— Because 
the work room in there was very useful for me.  I’m a wood carver and make 
puppets and automata. When I came, I was only make puppets and in there 
there’s a workbench that was actually built in that room and so it will never leave 
that room because it’s too big to go through the door, and that was the basis— 
Because of the low rent that was being paid here, it allowed me to basically 
develop my wood carving and I got a grant from the Crafts Council. So I was kind 
of set up to go and I basically— In the room next door is my wood carving career, 
basically. Yes it was a shrine for me. 

Well I’ve been making, over the last number of years, it’s now— It was puppet 
making, really. So I came as a puppet maker but puppets that were really 
professional, for theatre use, and slowly they evolved. They were more to do 
with sort of exhibitions as a sort of object, artistic object but I slowly developed 
into making automata, using the puppets. So it came like a full circle and I ended 



up doing puppets for theatres. So I’ve ended up working at Little Angel Theatre in 
Islington, which is a very well-established puppet theatre and, er, working here, 
making stuff and in the theatre. Yeah, I’ve been making puppets for theatres for 
a number of years now. 

Er, well this house was an entity as a co-op, so part of that movement. I wasn’t 
really political in the way, you know, there are people here who were very much 
into the housing co-ops and all that. For me, it wasn’t really my, my strength. You 
know, I was more into developing my craft and so being here and not having the 
financial restraints of renting a place, allowed me to basically— Because as a 
puppet maker, wood carver, I was never going to make a lot of money, so really 
it was a God send.
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matthew on julian
Early 1980s.  So I came up from Devon, living in Streatham in a bedsit for a while 

and then I was living in Rushcroft Road and then I got a place in the co-op.

It’s through knowing somebody, there was a flat--, a flat was going and he put-
-, I didn’t ask for it actually he put my name forward so--, and then I got the place, 
but initially it was going to be--, this place was short life so it’s--, it was only 
going to be for a few years but we ended up being here for decades basically.  
So, erm--, but the co-op was a short life co-op so the original licence was for two 
years from 1979 because the whole of this area was going to be demolished for 
a road widening scheme and then that--, that never happened.  So we kept on 
having our licence--, we had a licence, permission to stay, from the council so 
we didn’t have security of tenure but we had permission to stay so it was never 
actually a squat.  And our licence was--, kept on being renewed.  And the--, and 
the original plan for Brixton, which was to demolish it and put a big highway--, 
big dual carriageway through here, never happened.  So the short life co-op idea 
was brought in in the late ‘70s/’80s and it meant buildings like this which were-
-, would have been left empty to deteriorate could be occupied and it was a 
way of keeping buildings in reasonably good condition and secure and housing 
people for relatively low cost.  So when the original people moved in which was 
well Dale--, Dale and McCray and a few others started this short life co-op off 
and there was a grant to do--, what they call mini HAG, mini housing association 
grant, which was a grant not to redevelop the whole place on a permanent basis 
but to do minimal works to make it, erm, weatherproof and liveable in.  And 
the costs were kept down by the people doing a lot of the work themselves 
rather than hiring building companies.  So I’ve got a photograph of the--, they’re 
photographs of the building taken just before it was occupied by the co-op and 
the photographs were taken to show the condition of the building.  This would 
be, like, in ’79, if I can find them.  I’ve got them in here.  This is my--, this is my old 
scrapbook.  Well it’s not mine it’s my old friend Julian who’s got the plaque on the 
wall and I kept it when he died. 

Well we operate as the co-op and so we used to have regular meetings and 
some of us would volunteer to take various posts on, it’s like Brendan was chair 
of the co-op for a long time.  And one of the things that I did I was one of the 
people who used to liaise with the council and the councillors basically.  And 



we also had--, the way the short life co-ops operated in Lambeth was a larger 
housing association would hold what they called a head licence directly from 
the council.  And then--, and that large housing association, which was like a 
permanent housing association, which was originally, erm, Solon and then it 
was Family Housing Association, would sublicense it out to the co-op as a body 
‘cause we were constituted as a--, what they called a fully mutual housing co-
op.  And so the main housing association used to have talk--, used to be on--, 
they used to negotiate the head licence with the council and then it used to 
go--, come down to us.  So it’s kind of a complicated system and it did work, it 
did work, and--, but as time went on we were under threat for some time as the 
council started to withdraw from short life, but we managed to persuade the 
council to allow us to stay here because there are no definite plans for the site 
and they weren’t going to do anything until they had definite plans.

Okay, so--, so I thought I’d add an extra little bit about my old friend Julian ‘cause 
the plaque on the wall commemorates him and is put up by co-op members.  We 
paid for it to be--, and we put it up.  So people ask me about the plaque and I 
thought I’d do a little bit.  Julian was well liked in the co-op as well so he--, he 
was an interesting character ‘cause he--, he came to Brixton to get away from 
his rather confined life he had, to look for new freedoms and he was a bit of an 
older generation than the rest of us ‘cause he was born in the 1930s.  He was--, 
had two issues really, well not issues for him but issues that society dealt him 
with was (a) he was born what they called illegitimate ‘cause his mother was a 
servant--, a maid and she had a child out of wedlock which in the 1930s was big-
-, a big no no.  And so his family put his mother into a mental institution ‘cause 
that’s what you did ‘cause it was so shameful to have a daughter who was--, 
had not married and had an illegitimate child.  So he was brought up by his really 
conservative grandparents and the other issue he had--, the other thing society 
dealt him was he was gay which in the 1930s up till the late ‘60s when it--, up 
to that period it was illegal.  So he had a particularly difficult upbringing and he 
was a born and bred Londoner.  So the ’70s was like liberation for him really.  So 
people--, homosexuality was legalised, there was gay liberation. In Railton Road 
there was a big gay squat going on.  And he just turned up in Brixton.  He just 
rolled up basically.  He just suddenly appeared.  He was trying to get away from 
his mother.  His mother had been put in a mental institution and when the war 



started--, Julian told me all this, when the war started they emptied out some of 
the big mental hospitals to turn them into hospitals for wounded army people 
and his mother was suddenly released.  She wasn’t mad but she had been put 
in there because it was so--, to hide her away from society because she had a 
child out of wedlock.  So he--, when the war came she was suddenly released 
and he--, suddenly his mother appeared who he hadn’t seen for years and of 
course all those--, as he was born in the 1930s she spent a good full decade in 
a mental institution so she really wasn’t all there basically.  So he didn’t have a 
father either.  So in the ’70s suddenly he realised he could come to somewhere 
like Brixton where things were more free and easy in those periods, like--, and 
he--, he just turned up, erm, here actually.  He was always somebody who got on 
with people, he was always helpful and he became quite a big noise--, quite big 
on the squatting scene ‘cause one of his little side-lines to making money was 
totting, going around taking bits and pieces from empty buildings and reselling 
them and he became really good at squatting places.  So he was a nice guy.  Got 
some photographs of him here.  In fact this is the--, well I like it, this is one of the-
-, this is in front of the Mansions and that’s Julian there back in the late ‘70s with 
another--, well it’s Michael actually and this is in front of the Mansions.  I really 
like this photo.  Dale thinks he might have taken it which I kind of think is probably 
correct.  So that’s Julian in the heyday.  Yeah.  So he had an established--, by the 
time the ‘80s came he had an established life in Brixton, he had a whole network 
of people he knew here.  He was okay.  And then, erm, AIDS came along.  So he’d 
just found a much better life for himself, he was much happier and AIDS came 
along.  And not everyone might know about AIDS I suppose now but back in the 
early ‘80s it was--, it suddenly hit London and suddenly all these gay people--, 
you kept hearing rumours about what was going on in big cities in America and 
they all got really worried ‘cause back then it was sexual liberation, people were 
having--, going out having anonymous partners and that was all part of the gay 
life, that was how it worked, you know.  It wasn’t--, it wasn’t--, it was--, that was 
how things worked.  It was part of the liberation.  So he went to get an HIV test 
and he was positive.  Erm, so that was, yeah, quite a big change for him.  Being 
in the co-op--, in the Mansions’ co-op he could be quite open about it because 
there wasn’t any homophobia, nobody was worried about people having HIV 
and so he could be quite open about it.  So that really helped him and as--, 



he was quite healthy for a while and then he started to get periodically ill and 
before the--, before the drugs were improved what happened was people with 
HIV became seriously ill and then they went to hospital and they recovered and 
they came out and they were all right for a while then they went back in hospital 
again.  Erm, the later drugs managed to mean that people with HIV could have 
normal--, relatively normal lives but he wasn’t part of that, he was HIV when it 
first started.  So, erm, I ended up visiting him in hospital a lot and because he 
didn’t have any family I became kind of with the hospital, social workers and 
stuff de facto carer, well next of kin.  I was basically the next of kin because when 
he was really ill he was completely out of it.  And he used to go to the Middlesex 
Hospital where they had a specialist HIV ward where the nurses were amazing, 
a lot of the time he was in the Middlesex ‘cause it was specialist HIV ward and 
they--, and they were experienced in dealing with people with crises, illnesses.  
If you were HIV your immune system went and you--, and you became subject 
to infections and stuff like this so basically it was crisis nursing basically bringing 
people back from the edge actually.  So he was in the Broadwick ward on and off 
periodically on various kinds of medication ‘cause they were experimenting with 
different types of medication and stuff like this.  So the people in the co-op were 
really helpful and at one point he was living in this flat for a while but he was also 
living in another flat at the back and we redid up his whole flat at one point when 
he was ill ‘cause he was--, he was away in hospital, recovering for about three 
weeks.  We did up his whole flat and stuff like this.  So what I’m trying to say was, 
one of the positive things about the co-op it provided someone like him a safe 
caring place to live I would say.  So--, and then eventually he died.  And the co-op 
decided they’d put a little plaque up for him ‘cause he was such a well-liked--, a 
lot of people around Brixton knew him, the co-op paid for the plaque and we put 
it up on the wall in his memory.  





Dennis lived here

1983 - 2000



dennis
I first moved here in the winter of 1983, around November.  And it was— They 

were just taking down some of the scaffoldings because we were some of the 
first people who moved in the entire block, as it was— As soon as it was built, 
we moved in. Actually, when I moved in there, the cement and the paint and 
everything was still fresh on the wall. And when I moved in there everything 
was touched for the first time. And the first time I got there I was— I came in 
from downstairs, the back garden way and the front door used to be downstairs, 
Clarewood Walk. And you go through a gate, you got your front door and a little 
corridor where you hang up your coats. When you open the door you got a nice 
big front room with a glass partition. And it was a well decent size room. The 
heating was lovely. It was on 24 hours a day. Hot water was constant and it was 
well insulated. Next door to the front room was the kitchen and the kitchen was 
a big, decent kitchen, right. And you gots cupboards in the passage, downstairs 
toilet. You got a staircase, you’ve got upstairs, there was three bedrooms plus a 
bathroom and a toilet. So I used to love that flat. It was like a... how do you put it? 
Like back in those days it was like American flat. Well built, sturdy, good quality 
and we moved in, when I moved in there now, that winter of 1983, winter 1984, 
my first child was born and she was born there and raised there. And then I had 
three more kids born in that same period there. I lived there from 1983 till the 
millennium. And in that time there I witnessed a lot of things, seen a lot of good 
things, heard a lot of bad things like everybody else and we saw the vibrancy 
of the area. And in the beginning it was a community here because eventually 
you had people moving in to their flat and then this person moving to his one, so 
after a while everybody knew one another. There were some families there who 
were there from day one, ‘cause you’ve got like Geneva Drive, er this Drive, along 
Somerleyton Road, you’ve got different Drives to get in.  And each row of flats or 
each lane, everybody knew one another.

Yeah, Somerleyton, yes. And back in those times it was very vibrant and it was 
like a little village. It was a proper village, like a district vibes, you know. And all 
the mothers knew one another, all the fathers knew one another and there was 
just a generation of kids growing up because all the dads know one another, all 
the mums. So you know like in every generation you might have a generation of 
pure kids who’s five, pure kids who are ten, pure kids who was that. And they all 
grew in a line, so everybody knew who was everybody.

(interviewed by michael davis)



And it was one of the dreams of my life. It was the perfect place for me at that 
time. And when I in the beginning we used to have a school on the estate and a 
nursery. And you come out of the estate, Brixton market is across the road. You 
got the Atlantic and you got the Coldharbour Lane. So we had everything within 
range. Everything what we needed was in range of what we needed. And it was 
very vibrant. One of the things I like most the culture of the people. I met a lot of 
people from different parts of the world and different parts of Africa. I met like 
probably one of every part of Africa person when I was living there.

There was other people but the Jamaican influence was predominant. So you 
had a lot of people who would come... who live in England, whether it was from 
Liverpool, Manchester, Birmingham, wherever they were from. They felt— If they 
came London and they didn’t come Brixton, they haven’t been to London. Those 
are the people we were used to meeting. You’re meeting people who come 
from all over England on a weekend or to rave, all of that, just to come to say ‘I 
came to Brixton’ or ‘I done shopping in Brixton.’ And back in those days they had 
entertainment. There was entertainment, you had dances that was on every 
night.

I used to love the market back in the days when I first got there ‘cause they 
used to have a nice shop at the front with the coco bread and patty and their 
sort of fresh fried fish with the onions and the settings. And say hard dough 
bread and bun and cheese and they made it for you really Brixtonish, them time 
there, real Brixton. Originally they had the  frontline as well, man he had a shop 
on the corner. He had all these little old time shops and they used to specialise 
in bun and cheese, ackee and dumpling, salt fish and dumpling. It had a really 
authentic feel to it. Plus every day, every night, the nightlife was out of this world 
them days, because every night some times of the week there was somewhere 
to go to for— To rave, which is what we called like raving, partying, going out 
and music. You pay your money at the front door, you go in, you be entertained 
by music from night straight through to morning. Back in the days these places 
were around every night of the week. And it was a good way in a town like 
Brixton to refresh yourself, you know. You could go to a DJ dance, you could go 
to a musical dance, you could go to a Rasta dance, you could go to a dub dance. 
It was all there, the full package, back in those days. And every weekend people 



used to flood record shops to get their flyers. Sometime you got 20 flyers, you’re 
trying to pick five and say, well, “Tomorrow night we’re going to go these five.” 
There was dances all over this neighbourhood. Somerleyton Estate was famed 
for its musical output in Brixton because some of the best sounds in England 
came out of that estate.

Well, back in the days Coxsone Sound which everybody hear about. 
International used to park just across the way from where we live. His van was 
always there park outside the garages. You had Dread Diamonds. You had Jah 
Revelation. You had a whole heap of sound, even some small sets you had.  You 
had all kind of sounds but—

Yeah.  As well from way back when, a lot of the real reggae artists like the 
people used to love and go crazy over and want to always play, a lot of those 
artists had a privilege to stroll through the Somerleyton way. They either resided 
there for a period or they mingle for a period because of the vibes. It was the 
nearest thing for them to Jamaica, you know, artist come here, he wants to keep 
his lyrics fresh and his vibes, he was always in that part of town.

Because when you go to certain places, you want to go to where you think 
the action is. So I guess— Well, as I said, there was always dances around that 
part of town. They were always raving through the dance, that was our social 
network, like you know, where it’s at or where it’s going to be at or vice versa. 
It was a place like getting in your house, you’ve got a sound system, you can 
play your sounds seven days a week. You could just DJ, pull up rap or whatever, 
nobody was knocking your door, like ‘turn it down’ or ‘turn it off.’ You just had the 
run of the mill, you know. And it sharpened man talent. Many good artists bill 
on Somerleyton. They had DJs on that estate that when we used to go raving 
sometime, we’d go anywhere in London, anywhere in England, no DJ could get 
out of who we coming from round here ‘cause our people were always on point.

They’d have been hearing like some tough music beating out of our flat or 
coming out of the window or hitting you from ground level ‘cause where we 
were, we used to play our music like it was our yard, you know like, people come 
from all over just to hear our music. Our sound was a local sound, right. Our sound 
was called Black Symbol, right. And it reside from between Somerleyton Road 



and Kellett Road. It was where we park up the sound. But it reside naturally off 
Somerleyton. We played on that estate many, many times from ancient days 
right up— We started them thing there along with many, many others. But Black 
Symbol used to play regular on Somerleyton, right, ‘cause the owner they live 
in the middle of Somerleyton, right, where Somerleyton is there’s some flats in 
front.  You can drive in, the owner is living there. And to swing up the sound was 
nothing. And we always used to play regular. We played in about 40, 50 different 
flats along that estate, the whole Barrier block ‘cause sometime we played at 
200 and plus, 300 and this, 100 and that, or 50 this. We played all over like a 
matrix, all over that place. And then we ended up playing about other places in 
Brixton and that. But in that part of town was us. Anybody who was around or 
know the history would tell you, Black Symbol. We was mixing every DJ in the 
area who think they’re good or they’re known, they want a piece of our mic. If 
we play our DJs who know us now through the music fraternity turn up. They 
want to do a thing. I’ve got many artists past and present who pass through on 
our system and we had a massive girl following too. Like a many woman from all 
over, right. They knew us, me and my brothers, them and our brethren, them and 
other guys. And there was a following.

 We always had entertainment. And sometime if we’re going out in the ’hood, 
you get all the baby mothers. If there’s 12 of them, one or two of them would stay 
back and look after the other ten of them kids. Next week, maybe this one stay 
back and the other ten woman go out. It was like a big happy family, everybody 
had respect. Nobody was really bothering nobody. And it was a lot of— More 
unity to where it is at now, right. Back in them times there was a lot of Rasta 
influence.

The Rasta influence now in the ghetto was like you had youths who want to 
know their self, be connected to a Rasta brethren and they go to some Rasta 
place and they might feel a vibration in a different way. And they followed their 
basic rules from the beginning and they became humble so they would spend 
their life preaching wisdom to a next person or humbleness or goodness. You 
had some guys with real talent, whether it was football, there was a couple 
of guys on the estate who were footballers that ended up playing for Premier 
League clubs and the old First Division, right. Too much name to mention but if 



you was on the estate you would know who those people were who made it as 
footballers. Some of them made it as actors. They had personalities there. And 
you got celebrities. One of the biggest celebrities out of there is the same one, 
you know, Reggae Sauce, Levi Roots. We were all neighbours back in the day. 
So every man had that same struggle and the aim and you had some guys who 
were good at artwork, some guys used to could make art and craft, some people 
were like had skill, you know. There was so much different skills and varieties.

Yeah, a lot of the legacy is buried ‘cause you get new people coming here, 
trendy people. They’re on a different wavelength. The Brixton we know, what 
they know, is two different thing, right. And you know, everything’s regulated 
now because now you turn the telly up too loud you could get evicted. You play 
your music too hard you could get evicted.  

Gregory Isaacs, Sugarman and Leroy Smart, Dennis Brown, that generation, of 
artists from Jamaica, our tribes, it’s some of the greatest man dem who’s ever 
hold a microphone. There’s good singers today but every one singer from our 
era, you need a hundred of today’s to be equal to them. You get me? I don’t have 
to say no more ‘cause when I say Dennis Brown, how much you’s can name 
singers in reggae now who can stand up next to him?

Giants,  musical giants.  And we had the privilege of being around a lot of them, 
took in their performance like everybody else where it mattered at face value 
and saw the talents what we had. And you know, when I think of it sometime 
it’s like we’re skilful people, we just didn’t get that push or that promotion what 
it should have been. We all had something to offer, you know. And it was just— 
It was a nice experience. It was one of the nicest place in London and it had 
everything, it was everything.
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In 1984 I was homeless when a friend of mine told me about a vacant flat going 
at Carlton Mansions Housing Co-op. I was a great believer in self-help housing as 
it was an alternative to the way the whole system was set up; a system which 
meant I was not going to get anywhere to live and would end up on the street.

I had attended two interviews to be considered for a flat. The first interview 
wasn’t going well for me, as I thought nobody wanted a punk rocker moving 
in, despite my best attempts to reassure them I would contribute to the Co-op 
in some way. The second interview was for a vote; at best I thought I was only 
going to get 45% of the vote but then a snooty letter was read out from one of 
the residents saying “Billy the Punk should not be allowed to live here because 
he thinks we’re all a bunch of wankers!” After that letter was read out I got the 
majority vote and I was in!

I remember being treated unfairly, and in all the meetings my name was always 
near the top of the minutes, but in reality I was no worse than anybody else.   

I’d like to thank the Co-op for giving me the opportunity of working in bands 
and music in London which without the Co-op I would not have been able to 
do. If you look at today’s situation with high house prices and rents, and rising 
homelessness, I believe we need co-ops more now than ever before.

Billy the Punk.
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To me, Carlton Mansions is the story of a love affair. I remember the happy and 
funny times: that I could hear puppets being carved and trumpets being played, 
that chandeliers were being made,  that there was a door behind our bookcase 
to Lloyd’s Barber Shop. That there were Egyptian cat statues in the back yard, 
next to the concrete holders for the washing coppers for the original inhabitants 
of the Mansions.

I remember the parties and the chats in the courtyards when I was watering 
the flowers planted in found containers, including a toilet! I remember the Co-op 
meetings and my minor role as treasurer. I remember the unswerving dedication 
to the ideal of co-operative living and the love for a beautiful building with a 
Cornish pixie door knocker, with our cats and dogs and the urban foxes. I’m proud 
of and feel lucky to have been part of Carlton Mansions Housing Co-op for those 
10 years.

Sharon O’Connor
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I moved into Carlton Mansions in 1994. I’d lived in Brixton for I’d say at least ten 
years before that.

I grew up outside of Brixton, but Brixton’s the kind of place that in the early 
‘80s you moved to because you were poor. Do you know what I mean? So it 
was a place that you could afford to live in. It was a place that had the kind of 
communities where you could be arty or political and that sort of thing. So the 
kind of area that it was, and it was a huge squat scene, that’s why I moved here. 
I couldn’t have afforded to live anywhere else. It kind of did, but for me moving 
to Carlton— remember I’d squatted beforehand so I know like the anarchist 
bookshop, and the other edge of squatting. And that for me represented security 
because I got housed there through the council. You know I was nominated from 
the council, having been on the council waiting list for nearly, what eight years 
or something, I got nominated to that as a housing co-op, a short life housing 
co-op.

The first thing I remember is just what a weird building it was, walking in there 
and looking round the flat. And then, ‘cause my flat had a bath in the kitchen. 
The bath was in the kitchen. So you’ve got one room, the bath, the washing up 
scenario, and the toilet’s sort of just enclosed in a space. It was very, very odd. 
Very, very odd. And then going up to the roof and having a look at it. So it was a 
very eccentric kind of a building. And then just how cheap the rent was. Seven 
pounds a week at that time. I know, isn’t that unbelievable? But it did have, it had 
all external plumbing and electrical wiring ‘cause it had been repaired. ‘Cause 
it’s part of that squat turning into co-operative the tenants did the maintenance 
work themselves, apart from when they got grants to do guttering or roofing and 
stuff like that.

Well in that time short life housing co-ops, essentially what short life housing 
co-ops were doing for Lambeth Council was keeping their properties standing. 
So short life housing co-ops, it was probably prior to ’94, but you could apply 
for grants through the government to do things like your roofs or your guttering 
and that kind of thing. And the tenants themselves had to do the work. So you 
know, even when I lived in squats in and around this area we fixed floorboards, 
did roofs, do you know what I mean? Cleared gardens, decorated places, kept 
buildings standing essentially.

Kieja (interviewed by sarah)



Yeah, well while I was there I became what they called the fed rep. So there was 
this organisation called The Federation of Lambeth Housing Co-ops. So that’s all 
the housing co-ops in Lambeth had a federation, which brought back information 
about policy and changes, and it also fed back things that we wanted to the 
council and through government. It was the place where we discussed issues if 
we wanted to go together. So when they started evicting short life co-ops that 
was the point of communication between all of the short life co-ops. So I was 
the representative out of our housing co-op that went to those meetings and 
then produced reports to bring back to the co-op.

 When you’re a squatter you have to learn to do everything. Everything from, 
you know, fit a pane of glass to change locks, to decorating and paint to plaster 
because that’s what it was like, you know. And it’s just when you’re on the bottom 
of the pile, when you’re the poorest of the poor and you can’t afford things. 
What breaks my heart now is that people who are in my position back then, but 
now don’t have an option of squatting. They have to stay with parents or live on 
people’s settees, or you know what breaks my heart is young people who work 
all hours day and night and have to share rooms with other young people in their 
20s. You know whereas we had squatting and housing co-ops.
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Everybody in that building, just like in every other short life co-op was meant to 
be offered permanent housing. But I knew people that lived in short life housing 
for 20 years, which is not short life. And then when Lambeth suddenly wanted 
to sell their property that’s when they took back all these short life houses, 
which had been maintained, decorated, families had been brought up in them 
throughout the whole area, not just—

Well it really meant going to that meeting ‘cause I think it was a monthly 
meeting. And then you’d meet with people who had come from other housing 
co-ops as well. And then taking the information about, for instance, what 
Lambeth were doing, the fact that they wanted to take back properties, the fact 
that we were finding out what our rights were. Whether, you know, some housing 
co-operatives wanted to put their money together and buy their properties and 
become a permanent housing co-operative.

But I think that is— what you’ve got ‘cause this is the thing with housing co-
operatives, people move in, they might move in very poor and unqualified or 
unskilled, but during their time at an affordable rent they can skill up and change 
their circumstances completely so that they can move out and buy houses.  
People have done— this is social housing, but people who’ve made good here 
have moved out and bought houses, which has freed up flats in this building now 
for other families.

You know the whole, the whole of Brixton, I don’t really remember that road 
before the Barrier Block went up.  But it’s a pretty new building by the time I am 
there.  But all of that road, and all the roads that run, like you know, Somerleyton 
Road, Coldharbour Lane, Moorlands Road, this road, Rosemary, everything’s was 
very, very run down. It was like the ‘70s hadn’t ended. And the change from just 
2003 to now is phenomenal, you know and I’m looking at these run down empty 
buildings with posters peeling off the wall and thinking I wheeled my baby past 
that. So the change started off slowly, well apparently after the war when things 
were bombed out here they didn’t do anything to this area, so it just remained 
from the ‘40s through the ‘70s and the ‘80s in the same sort of run down thing. 
And it was only in the ‘90s that the money’s been spent in this area.

Well for a start I remember seeing something kick off on the street, on Railton 
Road recently and the police were there like that. Back in the ‘80s, no you 



couldn’t, in the 1980s you could not get a cab to Brixton, they wouldn’t bring you 
here, wouldn’t come into the area. Kennington is as near you’d get if you were 
lucky.

I know people who’ve lived here from like 1949, ’50 and that were born here. I 
think people were relieved that the council and the government actually wanted 
to spend some money on this area to improve it because it was so run down. I 
don’t think the people that lived here knew that that process would marginalise 
and disenfranchise them. They thought that they would benefit from it. They 
thought they would be able to run businesses. They thought their kids would 
be at better schools. They thought their housing would improve. But they were 
wrong.

 I mean I found it very weird and worrying at the beginning because people 
would come into Brixton, so maybe we’re talking about five years, like when 
you say five or six years ago, photographing the Jamaican women doing their 
shopping like it’s a tourist spot. It was so insensitive. And now it is a lot of people 
coming out to party, but they don’t live here. So they’re not contributing to the 
community. And that’s the thing that’s changed all right, but it was very much a 
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community, so people would help each other. Even though I say it was dangerous, 
on the other hand you’ve got people supporting each other. It had a gay men’s 
centre, a black women’s centre, women’s centre, advice centre. All these things 
set up by people to help each other. You know legal advice. So all kinds of things, 
so people helping each other. And that with the new influx of people who just, 
you know and I’m not saying it’s their fault, I think they’ve been sold a lie as well. 
So they’ve gone, “Oh yeah come and move here it’s reasonable,” but they’re still 
working all hours to not even, you know that luxury flat is not so much of a luxury 
is it?

We had some quite outspoken political people around here. You know like 
Benjamin Zephaniah lives up the road, and Rudy Narayan the lawyer. So you 
know people that are outspoken. So, I mean, going back slightly as well. And 
that’s gone because those people that nine to five here and live in these luxury 
flats they’re not outspoken. They’re not very political. They wouldn’t come and 
march, you know. The irony there was, oh I think it was last year there was a, er, it 
wasn’t a reclaim of streets, it was stop the gentrification march, right. And what 
was hilarious was the people who’d just moved to the area thought that was a 
fun activity to do and they didn’t realise that this march is also against them.

Yeah, so people in Carlton Mansions were very political about the whole 
housing thing. Really political. Everybody’s ex-squatters. People campaigned a 
lot. Some people were like, “No, no, if they try to chuck us out we’re standing on 
the roof and chucking things down on their head.” 

I moved out of Carlton Mansions because it was a single person housing co-op 
and I became pregnant. So having a child it just wasn’t suitable. I lived in a one 
bedroomed flat. So it’s like you can’t really imagine bringing a child up in a place 
like that. So that’s when in ’97 I moved to here the place that I live in now.
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