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Ok, um, so can you just say your name and spell it for the woman that’s transcribing?

Sure, my name’s Steve Rushton, full name Stephen (S-T-E-P-H) middle name Peter (P-E-T-E-R) surname Rushton (R-U-S-H-T-O-N). 

And what’s your date of birth?

7th of November 1959.

And, so, we are going back to um, the period between 1984-1994.  Um, and was you one of the Acme Artists or did you live in another house in that area?

No, I was one of the Acme Artists.

And whereabouts did you live in the Leyton/Leytonstone area?

I lived in Fillebrook Road, at no.157.

And when did you actually move in?

Good question.  Hatton was a preamble after studying at Kingston Polytechnic.  I studied teacher training for a year in Liverpool and then moved down to Leyton and then got a flat with a partner in Hackney which I spent about a year or two years in.  So it means that probably around 1986/7 I moved to Leytonstone so I don’t know whether that was one of earliest, I don’t think it was anyway. 

OK, so you moved in 1987-

‘86

6 or 7-

Yeah-

So when did you actually move out of the area?

I think that was 1993…4, 1994. 

Ok.

Yeah. 

Um, so you was basically there right to the end?

Yeah.

Right to the end do you think?

Well. It depends how you define the end really because there are people still living there now. Um, it definitely seemed like an end of something when I left although it’s a long story (laughs).

Good (both laugh)

Ok, so what would be really nice if you could start by describing your first impressions of the house? 

Yeah.

So obviously you went to look at the house and then decided to take the house –so how was that like, your first impressions?

Well the process was interesting because both me and Kath, Katherine Baker who my partner at the time went for an interview with Acme. That seemed to go and after a while we got offered a place in Colville Road and we went round to see it, ummed and ahhed and then eventually said no to it.  I had a drum kit and lots of stuff that- because the, it was quite a small house in Colville  Road and it would have been a real cramp to fit it in, so it was a bit of a risk saying no, because we were worried that, you know and there was always a kind of  a desire on the part of Acme for people to move into the first house they were given so anyway we said no and then a couple of days  we got given a bigger place, or asked to go and see a bigger place –um, no  it was how big it was, but um,  it was bigger.  So we went to see it one evening, um, I think it was in the summer, but it was kind of dark when we got there, so we mustn’t have been able to get there until about 8 or something. And, my first impression it was a terraced mansion, I mean compared to Coleville Road, it was massive, the rooms were big. The state of the place was, well – there was work to be done, but it wasn’t that bad.  Um, all of the fireplaces were knocked out which I later found out was not the case with all the houses.  People who became friends of mine actually started making a feature and building things round the in situ fireplaces, but the floors were reasonably ok, the toilets were not smashed in, I think they took some rubble down it, again from later on, some were smashed in, so the size of it felt refreshing and the fact that we’d heard stories about how bad things could be, it didn’t seem too bad.  Um, we had a slight altercation with the next door neighbour, we got to know him and his family, they were um, he was a builder, he was self employed as a builder. Connolly, I’ve forgotten what his name was. He leaned over the doors either  when we were coming out or going in and started ranting on about squatters, and how you know,  he wasn’t going to stand for any messing and…he’s the sort of guy that if you stand up to him and then the next day I say “how are, welcome etc, etc”. Um, I kind if grew up with men from Liverpool who are a bit like that, so, he was ok.  But it was an interesting first impression anyway, and there was space and that was great. 

Can you remember how many rooms were in that house?

Yeah, you went in through the front door and then you turned right and there was a front room which is a living room.  Then there was, it wasn’t an arch but obviously the front room and the back room had been knocked through, so it was like a large room with a kind of rectangular opening between the two, which made things problematic for the cold in the winter because it was difficult to heat.  Then there was one big room that used to be two rooms, and then there was a very small kitchen behind the back room.  Um, I think perhaps that some people had used the backroom as a kitchen.  But we, it was a very small room that could have been a pantry or whatever, but anyway we used that as the kitchen. Then if you continued straight down the hall went there was a very big back room, um, so you could say there were two really big rooms on the ground floor.

And then you went up the stairs and there was a very big front room which certainly was later used as a studio.  And then there were three other bedrooms on top of that, one of which was very much a box room and the other two were reasonably sized bedrooms.  There was an attic with no floorboards down. So, just had to go up there frequently to put fresh buckets under the leak in the roof. 

(laughs) 

So, like, um, it sounded like it was like the size of the Colville Road houses, but like, did it have a big hallway and so forth? 

Yeah, it was much bigger than the Colville Road houses, the hallway was quite big.  Um, we later, um adopted a cat who used to run up and down it and could get quite a speed. So, tells you how long they were. Um, and the rooms were bigger than the Colville Road one, it was a spacious place. 

So, um, in terms of your house, where did you organise everything, where did you have your studio and you mentioned your musical equipment, and your drums and so forth, like where did that all go? How did you organise it?

Well, um, we took our time because although it wasn’t in that bad nick what we decided to do is, the top front room we decorated first and cleaned first. And then, we were doing that while we were living in Hackney and then once that was habitable we moved, well had a friend with a van, moved everything into that room including the bed. And then from then on started tidying up, sanding floors in the other rooms and through that process started making decisions about where things were going to be, um, I took the studio, um,  the big room on the top floor, the first floor, and Kath took as her studio in the back room on the ground floor. The living room and back room we used as a communal area, and there was the kitchen at the back which was quite small.  Um, and then for the three bedrooms, um, we had together the back bedroom for ourselves and then we needed to get a lodger in to pay the rent because neither of us was doing hardly any work, so it, kind of middle bedroom, not the box bedroom, but the middle bedroom, was to be the lodger’s bedroom, and um, so that was the way we were planning it- I don’t think at the beginning we planned on a lodger but we started planning out expenses and realised that in order to survive we needed to do this, um, so that was the way it was laid out.

So, was the lodger an artist as well?
No, the lodger thing was quite interesting because um, I had a lot of principles at the time (laughs) doesn’t mean I don’t have principals now, but this whole idea of getting a lodger was an odd thing.  And um, I think the, perhaps one of my closest friends, Annette, walked to uh, the corner shop at the top of Fillebrook Road, and he was an artist as well, John Bisset. And one of the first things I said to him was “I hear you have a lodger, you know, what do you charge for all this sort of thing?”  Because I didn’t want to charge, it was difficult to know what to charge.  Anyway we ended up um, advertised in Time Out – and just saying “Cheap rent, um, no Tories, da- de- da” – something like that and um, and then got about 10 people coming and you had to interview and, actually met some really nice people that we became close friends with. And but, the first person that became a lodger was a, oh, I think she was an accountant or something – I think, um, a Canadian from Toronto. Um, she was just doing a menial job, she didn’t stay that long because she was very much a party animal and so was out in, um, Camden all the time and after about a year the trek from Leytonstone to Camden became a bit too much for her. But she was splitting up from her boyfriend at the time, so she needed to get out so she came and lived with us. And um, brought her cat with her, who was I think um, you know, perhaps a last ditch attempt to keep the relationship together, that didn’t quite work so the cat came. And   then when she finally went back to Canada she left the cat with us.

So, can you remember what your rent was at the time? 

I can’t no, I can’t…. um,  I know it was more than Colville Road and we were very up front with lodgers saying look, this what we are paying, you’re waged and we think this is a fair rent for you, are you ok with this? And it was I think, from what lodgers were saying, about half the price they’d pay elsewhere, so that’s why we got a lot of um-

In Colville Road, it was about £13 a week, does that sound-

£13 a week-so that would be, 26, that would be something like £50-60 a-

A month-

I think at the beginning, ours was something like £95, that, no, that number rings a bell, and then I think it went up to 125, something like that, so I think we charged the lodger something like £50 a month or something like that, um, and then me and Kath would have paid, yeah, it may have gone up to, something like that. Anyway….sometime ago.

Mmm, so like, when you um, sort of decorated your house, can you say something about like, the décor, because you mentioned the fireplaces had been pulled out, did you kind of, how did you deal with that for example?  

Oh well, a number of the windows were boarded up, so I used the, it was kind of  plywood boarding, what do you call that, anyway, started putting that up, um, just filled the fireplaces and that, creating just a simple box thing that would block them up, and  put an air grill in them as well. And…that I think we did with pretty much every fireplace, apart from the fireplace in the very tiny room which was left, because it was such a tiny fireplace, sort of not worth ripping out. It was interesting thinking about that, because although they took the fireplaces, and got friendly with the builder next door as I was leaving that house so many years later, he said the thing that you have got that people didn’t rip off was that we had crown chimney stacks which were very valuable.  So I was slightly drunk on, I think the second to last day and he gave me these ladders and I climbed halfway up them to get the chimney stacks down, and just went down again and forgot about it. 

(laughs) It wasn’t worth my vertigo.

Did you have any idea how long that house was empty before you moved in? Did it feel like it had been lived in before?

No, it did feel like it had been lived in before, but no, I hadn’t got, I think we were so wrapped up in this move, you know, that it just seemed like how it was. I didn’t, you know, there were bits of wallpaper that we needed to paint over, but you know, it was a time of looking forward and didn’t really have time to speculate on things past.  Throughout my stay there because it was so comfortable with it and, you know, I think that everyone who lived there liked the house you know, because I know people who went on and lived in other houses, you know there was very much a nostalgia about that house, you know, there were some bizarre times for sure but you know, most of the people liked it, and didn’t feel there was some sort of aggressive history, people just owned it straight away as you know, this is my room, this is where I live. These are my flatmates, der-der-der.

And so when you painted it, did you paint it the ubiquitous white?
No, the ubiquitous magnolia actually (laughs) um, I think we did the, we mixed magnolia with white to make you know, magnolia slightly more palatable.  Um, the studios I think were painted white, the rest of the house were pretty much magnolia.  I think we did something slightly different with the bathroom because we had some red paint that we mixed with white, so it was a very off pink white thing, did some chequered stuff on the tiles, so that was our kind of feature room in a way everything else was such a big effort, sanding the floors which was a bit of a nightmare, takes a long time to do although when you slapped the varnish on it was an achievement. But you find out who’s good at what, because Kath ended up being really good at plastering and I was completely crap at it. I know, yeah. So I remember once I felt really bad because I had this really bad, I had, when we was young we used to have lots of colds so I had a cold as we were in the middle of moving but still in Hackney so she’d plod off there of an evening and you know, be slapping plaster on and stuff like that and then come back and-

So really you did quite a lot of work because you’re talking about sanding floors, plastering and then fixing those fireplaces, have you any like recollection of how long that preparation work took?

Yeah about, I think we moved in towards the end of summer and I think you know, we made a, we, set our own Christmas, and said enough is enough; this is just the way it’s going to be. Yeah, it was kind of a summer move; I remember that because that was obviously a good thing.

So you spent about three months doing the whole thing up?

Yeah, there was the, yeah, there was dry rot as well, certainly in the outside loo, so that was a pain. So there was quite a lot of stuff, not as much as some, but a substantial amount, it kept you occupied.

So, you’ve already mentioned you had a lodger and that you’d done the sums and because your earnings were quite low, so were you actually working or were you unemployed at the time, how did you finance yourself really? 

Well, um, yeah, I’d done a teacher training um, and this was before moving in, but realised before moving in, realised it about two or three weeks into teacher training that I didn’t want to teach in schools, crowd control, and staffrooms gave me the willies, and, but I did, after a year on the dole following that teacher training and I think I spent the dole most of the time in Hackney, that’s where I was living, in Hackney, I started getting various part time jobs teaching outreach, special needs, a friend of mine met someone in a petrol station and you know these accidents , friends of friends type jobs, so I started getting a little bit of money here and there, but it was just you know, two hours a week in hospital here, two hours a week in some you know, kids who just couldn’t stay in school, got them to do murals that sort of thing, so that was bits of work, Kath got some bar jobs, but really low pay, but what it did mean that for most of the week we were both in our studios, so it was odd having the lodger because, and oh, I’ve forgotten her name now, it might come back to me, she was like off out, socialising, she was going out and we’d be going out to get the bottle of cider on a Friday night, which would be our Friday night in, and there was a tube line at the bottom of the garden, sometimes I’d watch that at night as I was listening to the Friday play on Radio 4, waking up and thinking yeah, these people are actually travelling to town and stuff like that, sometimes the only time we’d travel into town was to take an artwork to an exhibition point, the Royal Academy or some of the you know, so it was very, although we had a lodger it was still very minimal living, very minimal you know, we both cooked, we enjoyed cooking so that was fine, but as for social life we just stayed in, nearly all the time. You know, my brother who was around and living in Colchester at the time would come up every other weekend, help us with the decoration and then, you know, only then would we go out for a meal, when there was someone around to take out for a meal because they helped us with some DIY or stuff like that. But although, we never, money was tight, and I enjoyed it, it was a good time. 

Yeah, and um, when you say about socialising, did you ever go to the Northcoate?

(Laughs loudly) Well, not for the first few years actually, um, I think, you know the pubs we went to in the first couple of years, because it was Fillebrook Road, I don’t know, we used to go to the North Star quite a lot, and the Crown, the Crown is called something ridiculous now, um, and the Alfred Hitchcock as well, because we’d go for walks on the heath and then just have the one drink on the way back, and that was a way of padding out an evening and avoiding spending three hours worth behind the bar, so it wasn’t till later actually that I started going down the Northcoate, on a regular basis….

When you went to the North Star and the other pubs, um, were there artists in there from the Fillebrook Road area and or -?

No, I mean, I didn’t, for the first year, because money was tight and Kath was shy and you know, um, I had other things and other bits of social life outside of Leytonstone so I didn’t really mix with artists that much, um, the first two years or so, you know, very much kept ourselves to ourselves, had friends, but they were outside of Leytonstone, so we had bikes and used to cycle into meet friends in Hackney and stuff like that, and, there was a few people to say hello to and stuff like that, so when we went out to the North Star or the Crown, yeah, it tended not to be with um, not to be with artists. We became friends with our next door neighbours and they were Quadrant Housing Association, so if we went for a drink it was usually with them. Um, she worked, in newspapers and he didn’t work. And that was upstairs and downstairs- Kerry, or Carrie or something, she worked in media I think. It changed but there was, you know, always, we knew those neighbours, but not so much the artists. So it was later, after me and Kath split up, she moved out and then suddenly I started getting involved in the whole campaign and that’s when I got to know a lot more artists. 

And what year was that?

It was, I think it was ’89, I think so, yeah.

So you, that was really two years later from when you moved in?

Three I think.

Ok.

Yeah, but the dates are very hazy, but it was the year when everything started happening, we used to call it the Summer of Love, but you know it was, it was like that in Fillebrook Road, because lots of people started squatting places and we started helping them, and everybody became friendly with everyone else and knew everyone else’s business and was popping out of each others doors  and suddenly it became this, instead of you know, isolated, or pockets of you know, these people know each other and these group of people know each other but they don’t mix, suddenly everyone started mixing and it was a big explosion I think.

That’s interesting. So when you moved in ’87, or it might have been ’86, because I have that problem, I moved in sooner than I thought, like a year before, but um, did you know any of the artists down Fillebrook Road, the other artists, like even if you didn’t mix with them, were you aware of who they were, or….?

I knew there were artists around, yeah, um, yeah, it’s funny, once you start talking about this it starts to come back and the whole sequence of events starts to come back and I’ve forgotten, and this quote you’ve shown me, this whole Leyton artist group thing was something that happened before this explosion I told you about, so yeah, it was through that and the first late night’s group exhibition which was, 1987- maybe I moved in in ’85? Still….anyway, so I was involved in that pretty much from the beginning and I haven’t got a clue how I got involved in it. I remember John Campbell Pie, but then anybody who’s ever met him will not forget him.

I did see the catalogue from ’89 that I was involved in, and you and Kath were both in that-

Yeah, but was that the one that was in Chisenhale?

No, that was the one that was in the houses linked with the Whitechapel, I think it was the first one linked with the Whitechapel, but there had been previous shows before, so do you think it was likely that you showed before?

I showed in the first Leyton Artists exhibition, I became the deputy organiser, John Campbell Pie’s sidekick, I remember that, hilarious, um,-

Do you have any idea, can we see if you can sort of rake around for a year for that one? So the one I was in was ’89-

Yeah, I mean I’ve got the um, catalogue, um, we can come back to it, because I might well have the catalogue in my desk actually, I’ve got some documents here so we can come back to that, but it may be earlier, but, the first one involved a, one of the big exhibitions at the Chisenhale space, really, you know nicely set up exhibition, and also set up at um, the Acme gallery in Bonner Road, so that was the big thing there, um, so that was an interesting time, brought a lot of people together. But in the subsequent years, various disagreements occurred, this and that and um, we kind of splintered as groups do, you know it’s just what happens I think, it was about three years it lasted I think.

Now when you did the Chisenhale show, um, what kind of state was the Chisenhale Gallery in, because I know it’s kind of been re-configured over the years, was it when it was a completely open space?

Yeah, yeah.

Because now it’s divided with the education room in that corridor and so forth was it-

If I remember, yeah, you walked in the door and there was some sort of office on the left, and then you just walked down the slope and there was that huge space. That’s what I remember anyway.

And what was the work that was in there, can you remember who was in the show?

I can, because this is one of the things that led to disagreements, it was odd, because sexual politics were much more overt in those days I remember and it was the thing that men were producing the larger works and the women were producing the smaller works, so and it’s a valid argument when you look back on it, because the smaller works would have less space, you know, and one argument had Julie, or Julius someone, she was from Yorkshire, I think, do you know Julie? Bar-

Julie Barton?

Yeah, she argued that the smaller works should have as much space around them as the smaller works, but what happened in that first exhibition because everything was chaotic towards the end and the hang was probably undemocratic and done in a rush but it wasn’t a conscious thing it was just- and a lot of the smaller works in Bonner Road were hung together and were quite close together so that in Chisenhale, I had a big piece in, Julian Perry had a big piece in, John Campbell Pie had a big piece in, William Stock had a big piece in, and I think with the four biggest pieces that I can remember anyway, um, Jenny had a big piece that was a floor piece, a sculptural piece-

And do you remember her surname?

Oh, Jenny and Ian, Jenny and Ian, anyway she lived in Grove Green Road, yeah? And I remember that being a big piece, and probably other big pieces as well, those were the ones that immediately struck my mind, I think Kath had a big piece as well, a reasonable sized piece. Can’t remember where that was but I think that was also in. That was about the time which she did her piece de resistance which she sold to Brian Sewell on the first day of the Royal Academy Summer Show. And that was a beautiful big piece of um, what was it? Image of Hackney, he called it a celestial paradise as he would yeah. Um, so that’s my recollection as of this moment anyway. But I remember it being good shows, lots of good quality work. 

So, um, was it kind of painting and sculpture or completely mixed, how would you describe-?

Yeah, well, looking back on it, of course there was much less time based on the installation work there, so it was all painting and sculpture. There may have been some photography, um, but it’s not something specific that I can recall at this moment. Um, there was a lot of painting, painting in different styles for sure, because Julian’s work was very figurative you know, scenes of tube trains, carascure-esque if that’s the right word, echoes of Constable etc, nice paintings. And my work was very figurative at that time, narrative pictures, the one in the Chisenhale was this, I did a series of paintings on holiday, and there was one image of this Spanish white town, these small white walled painted towns on these hills in Spain and it was kind of an aerial view looking down on this kind of rather grumpy looking um, matriarch figure in the back garden of the small house with a lemon or lime tree next to it and various bits of life going on. And yeah, looking back that was I think one of my most successful pieces at the time so it was nice that that was in the show and yeah, I thought it looked great. 

Did you manage to get holidays when you were there, was that something you drew from life, or-?

Yeah, again it commonly holiday, I remember saving up for three months in advance and we just really, cheap holidays there was- that holiday I suppose, that was a holiday in Spain, yeah, but I -, a lot of my paintings I would do were based on holiday experience, I just like that idea that for two weeks you just see things in a much fresher way than usually, notice things that otherwise would you know, be taken for granted, so we went on some family holidays as well because I’d always get invited by my brother and my mother to go to some sort of cottage somewhere and once we went to Italy and stuff, that was cheaper of course. 

And tell me about your other work, because you did all that work down in Wapping didn’t you, which was in the 1989 catalogue?

Yeah, yes, well my, well the other aspect of my narrative painting at that time, I used to work through various themes, I had a footballers theme because I was an avid Liverpool supporter at the last year of college and it continued for about four or five years afterwards I’d be very interested in painting kind of renaissance style, football type paintings, the ball was lost in some cloud, the footballers looked like angels, rising up into the….and then the holiday pictures were another thing and also I was very involved in politics at that time, I wasn’t a member of a political party but my brother and my mother were belonged to the Socialist Worker’s party and they- Hackney SWP tried to court me a number of times but I don’t think I was disciplined enough. But, um, I would be involved in a lot of disputes and I was involved in a mural painting scheme in Bethnal Green Hospital, so I helped unionise the work for sort of, fight for better pay and conditions like that. And got involved very much with the miners strike and that was ’84, ’85 wasn’t it? Which is interesting, yeah, no we’ve got to move the date that we moved in to Leytonstone back to 1985 I think, because I was definitely in Leytonstone when that was happening. Ok, it was just on that cusp I think, we actually moved, it must have been the summer of ’84 because the miners’ strike was definitely ’84, ’85. That gives us much more time to have the three Leyton Artist’s group exhibitions and then by ’89 me and Kath had split up and the whole M11 protesting was starting to pick up and I got involved in that. So yeah, around ’88, ’89 I was very much involved in the Wapping dispute, and produced a whole series of paintings as did Kath, we both worked together on that and we went down to the picket line, usually on Saturday nights, it’s not as if we took our easels and stuff, but we just got involved in the demonstrations and ran away from horses and then went to the pub afterwards and it was a scary time actually. 

So when you was in the ‘thick of it’ um, I mean, those paintings really do show that, did you work from photographs, I mean how did you get that together, did you do sketches on site, surely not?

No, no, I took a tiny sketchbook with me, at that time I was doing a lot of life drawing, we both were, um, and so I’d take my sketchbook down and almost do these abstract, compositional drawings on the way back on the train or something like that, on the tube just to get a sense of movement you know, a bit like you know, those abstract pictures of armies you know, advancing and retreating, and various roads have intersections and stuff. And then from that to newspaper images, um, you know, perhaps use as detail and I would then start to build up a composition, you know over a period of time and the composition would change and change and you know some of the painting I did would take two or three years over really. Um-

And how many did you do in that series, can you remember?

A lot, about 50, 20, I think. Big pieces I mean, one piece, I was involved in uh, an organisation Red Wedge, did you remember that? Yeah, was it, yeah it was, trying to get another Labour government in, well you know, there are more famous people like Billy Bragg and things, but the artists section although not composed of famous artists was quite active and we had an exhibition, big exhibition, because I exhibited the biggest piece from the Wapping series and that was probably about, I remember it being about 108 inches wide, so that’s 9 foot I think? Something like that. So, and other big pieces as well. 

So that was the width or the height?

Yeah, that was the width, which was the widest. So I did a whole series and you know, probably about 7 or 8 really big pieces and then some smaller pieces. 

So they would, that’s almost like room size, or wasn’t it? Domestic room size?

Yeah, totally, with my biggest piece my problem was I tried to sell it to Nalgo, um, and then they took the measurements and they came back to me and said no, we haven’t got a wall big enough. I think it was just an excuse (both laugh). Aesthetic heathens. 

So, how many of these big pieces did you say you did?

There were two really big pieces around that 9 foot size, and then about four or five that were, about four or five foot wide by about five by three foot, that sort of thing, so a lot of stuff. You know, I really worked that theme and then afterwards I did a series on the poll tax as well, because I was there during the poll tax riot in Trafalgar Square, I did a series, but that wasn’t as successful, I don’t know why, there were various problems with my art and the way I was painting that were kind of subsumed when I was doing the Wapping dispute, not necessarily because it was a more important dispute, I think it was a protracted dispute, so like the poll tax thing it was just the one afternoon wasn’t it, so you had to you know, paint pictures from that one hour, you know that’s when it really flared up that one hour, I remember quite vividly, but the Wappping dispute it was you know, over a year so you gave up week in, week out so the ideas would have a chance to mull around and ferment, yeah.

And what happened to that work? Um, did you document it, have you still got it?

Yeah, I’ve got images of it, one I sold um, um, and got a gallery on the back of it which was nice, but after the selling of that work, it’s not really doing much for me. 

Who did you sell it to?

It was a private buyer, and I’ve forgotten his name. And he was an eccentric and interesting chap, he used to come to the open studios and bend my ear back and lots of people would come in and I wouldn’t be able to get away. And he had a good collection of art, he, I went round to his place once, he had some, well, it seems good at that time, Housens and the whole Scottish school, Ken Currie and that sort of thing. 
That figures, because that work fits neatly into that context really doesn’t it?

Yeah, yeah, yeah, I mean he showed some of my work to I think, a key gallery I think in Covent Garden that was dealing with Scottish artists and, yeah he didn’t quite like my work, thought I needed to do more of it or whatever, but yeah, that was a possibility of an opening, all artists have that story. 
And you mentioned there was another gallery you got involved with on the back of that work-

Yeah, there was the Yannis Iverson gallery in Camden, and he later went on to do the European shows, but there was always a kind of minor kind of exhibitor, but I was involved with him, and there was also a gallery in Portobello, that dealt with my work as well, this was the 80’s and you must remember when it was quite easy to get galleries involved and interested in your work, and there was a flourishing art market, especially for that-my sort of work, which was figurative, quirky, narrative whatever, yeah?

Because I remember the same thing happening in New York, around ’89, and a lot of galleries that were there the year before, ’88, were non existent by ’89-

Yeah-

About that time?

Did you remember what year Black Wednesday was? Do you remember that crash? Oh it was, something to do with the pound against the- I don’t know. But it was seen as a kind of significant point in the demise of the Conservative government and I remember having a private view on that evening, and there was a strange atmosphere, because everyone realised that financially there was this whole bubble that we’d been living under in the ‘80’s under Thatcher, you know, especially for the yuppies was going to burst and especially in Portobello Road, within a year half the galleries had closed especially the kind of more fragile ones to which you know I was belonging to one of them, the Blenheim Gallery I think? Someone called Mary McGowan who I hear is still involved in art-

How do you spell that?

The Blenheim, as in Blenheim Palace yeah? And then there was the Tabernacle Arts Centre which is still going strong and I exhibited there on various shows. But a lot of people were doing that journey on the central line from Leytonstone to Portobello, because of the thriving art market that was there at the time. You’d meet people on the tube with their canvasses that they were taking to galleries and stuff like that. That was interesting, yeah. 

Tell me a bit more about the um, Leyton Artist’s Group, like um, how many people were sort of the core people actually, involved in the organisation perhaps?

Yeah, first year it was very much John Campbell Pie, and he did it, yeah, slightly took over, I’ll always remember his notices to artists, he’d send round these circulars and they used to be about four short paragraphs and every other sentence would be in bold ‘You will hand your work in by this date’ you know, rather than ‘would you mind doing this’ and that sort of thing, so he very definitely had a flavour. And then afterwards other people would, well he was the first year that was, he was definitely in charge and I was helping, just. And the second year I think it became more democratic, so I remember Julia Barton becoming much more involved in the second year; I just took a back seat after that first year. Other people took over and organised it slightly differently. I remember Jenny and Ian were involved at this point as well, again, I can’t remember their name…um, I’m not sure about, I can’t remember, but that wasn’t the first organisation was it, because the first one, the one that Mark Souden and Sheila were involved-

Art East?

Art East, yeah.

Yeah, can you remember anything about Art East?

Well, I remember because I used to feel quite, there were occasionally private views in the first couple of years, and I was living there and me and Kath would go along and stand in this room with lots of artists who seemed to know each other and a couple would say hello and I get a kind of cold sweat, I’d be terrified of private views, not now, but it took me a hell of a long time as well, because when we were living in Hackney, Jock McFadden was our landlord, and he’d say ‘oh, come along to our private views’ and he’d say- ‘ah, Steve, Kath, Hi, this is so and so’ and then after five minutes that was it and we wouldn’t speak to him again and we’d sit there, or stand there and run away after about ten minutes, so um, I think I’ve always had that, so I remember going to the Art East things, on what was it, the show room on Leytonstone High Road couple of times, got talking to Sheila occasionally, and just for a couple of minutes and that was very nice but there was that sense from very early on that it was a club and I wasn’t part of it. 

And did you ever feel at any point that you did become part of it?

Well, I think with the Leytonstone Artist’s Group we did become part of that club, yeah, it’s just it was a new club formed that we were part of yeah, um, but I, I was I think, there were other people, you’d have to ask them, there were other people in the area, whose social life was very much around artists and much of their friends were artists etc, etc and became much more private, and I had this slight allergy over private views, so even though there was the Leytonstone Artist’s Group etc, etc, I would not go to as many private views, and usually, you know, more friends than not were non artists and still the case today I think, and that’s just the way it was. I’d hardly ever go to city racing even though Sheila was you know, we were flatmates at the time.

Ok, so in a way, you did actually become part of Art East? In that you um, lived in the same house as Sheila Whittaker- is that who you mean?

Yeah yeah yeah, well it was funny because I think she was kind of, I can’t remember but anyway for one reason or another she, well I must have, well it was because of the Northcoate or whatever, I knew a lot more people after that summer when the protest really started, so you know, when a room in a house becomes empty people hear about it quickly you know. 

What summer were we talking about here?

(Both laugh) Well I think we’re coming back to this summer, and it was after me and Kath had split up, and I think it was ’89 but it could have been ’90 when there was the big festival at the Northcoate, also on, not Colville Road, Claremont Road, do you remember that festival? Yeah it was a great festival. 

I think it might be 1990 actually.

Yeah, could have been, could have been. So let’s say 1990, yeah, so that’s when I got to know people and with Kath moving out that’s when I started to have lodgers that shared the rent and stuff like that. Um, and various people move in and out, and one of them, because I had about a succession of different people living there, um, was Sheila, and I think she was one of the later ones, and I eventually moved out of Fillebrook Road, that must have been, again I’m hazy, but perhaps ’93? Yeah. Perhaps ’93. Yeah, there was me, her, and Ruth who was the last trio to live in that house. And before Ruth and Sheila, I think there was about five or six people had lived in there. 

So, like going back to your work, um, I spoke a bit about um, Art East, I’m just thinking the open studios and like, for example, how did you set up the work in your house?

Yeah, open studios yeah, I think that was, if I remember I think that was the second year of Leyton Artist’s Studios kicked in, so we’re probably talking ’87, ’88 something like that. I think there were two or three years when I was- so basically you just tidy up your studio and hang some pictures on the wall.

Was there a particular room in your house that you would use, or did you have it integrated throughout the house or how did people kind of see the work in the space?

I think, you know, if I remember me and Kath had the one work each in the corridors leading to our studios but then a book of our work would be stacked on the wall that people could flick through, and we’d have two or three pieces hanging on the wall, yeah…

So you kept it really in your studios and so your private space was separate-

Yeah, totally-

So you arranged it, and um, were there any other galleries around that you got involved with, you did get involved in the Whitechapel Art Gallery because that quote is in the 1990 Whitechapel Open Catalogue?

Oh really-

Yeah, so is that kind of, so you spoke about the studios, I mean I just wondered if you would like to read that?

Yeah, sure, um, I think as I’ve said it sounds a bit too articulate for me, but I am sure there are a few words that have come out of my mouth. So, I’m supposed to have said (laughs) sometime in the 1980’s “Since 1987 Leyton Artist’s Group have been opening their studios to the public. Unlike most other open studios, ours are in the houses we live in, in a community of adjacent streets threatened with demolition by the planned M11 road extension. We belong to a larger local culture united against a common threat and out of this has come a huge diversity of local activity, community meetings, demonstrations, street parties, cabarets and workshops. Here artists are not isolated but actually belong. It’s an exciting place to live and work.”

So that’s interesting, because that was written in 1990, and that’s the point when you said things started to change as well. I mean you mentioned Art East which was a bit earlier, and going to the openings. Was there a point when you did get involved in Art East or did that Art East, when did that fold up?

Don’t know-

I mean, that was, and then it sounds like the open studios came in after the demise of Art East?

Yeah, it’s interesting, no reading that back it sounds like me, it doesn’t sound like me when I read it, but when I read it out it does, it definitely does. I think it’s also odd, you know, sometimes like 15 years on, because you think you’ve learned, you kind of have this image that I must not have learned anything 15 years ago. So that sounds about right, and if I remember there was this sense that Art East was this pioneer artist’s organisation, and there was some sort of overlap with Leyton Artist’s Group, but then Leyton Artist’s Group became you know, the thing kind of organised the open studios whatever, you know and by then both John Campbell Pie and myself had taken a back seat and it was an organisational group and you know, everyone pretty much knew what to do after a year or two, it seemed to work reasonably well, and maps were produced and it was tidy and as  I say the Whitechapel-

Because I remember when I was involved, in ’89, somebody, an artist just told me about it, and just said take your photograph and statement for the catalogue down to Julia, and that was it, and had a chat and basically it was up to you, and had the dates and stuff but it was quite autonomous in a way, people just did it themselves and um, that was quite nice actually. So you talk about this, there’s quite a lot of other stuff going on, like um, you mentioned the workshops you were involved in, were a lot of them around East London or where were they located?

Yeah, I was employed by Tower Hamlets Institute and got a lot of work through them, well not a lot, but there was a point probably around that time, ’88, ’89, when I was doing quite a lot of work for Tower Hamlets Institute, it’s interesting because the job I’ve got now in this building is a kind of tutor organiser, and back then in ’89 I was appointed, I don’t know how many days a week, I think it was one or two days a week, to be a kind of tutor organiser as well where I would go round and observe tutors teaching and support it and report to a manager and he’d you know, close classes or support them, it was a different climate for adult education then, we’d encourage students, tutors, you know to make sure there were so many people on the register even there weren’t that many people there you know, um, it was very supportive, because you know there were a lot of very important groups there and there was only four or five people turning up, especially in those days, you know, the amount of, you know Local Authority funding for say, you know, um, music groups in Brick Lane and places like that, supporting community um, Asian music collectives and stuff like that , um, and that was interesting, and at the same time, we’d have classes in Old People’s Homes, a hundred old people and they’d all be white you know, and so there was that odd mix, you know what Tower Hamlets is like, strange, strange politically, strange area. So that, I was employed there and I think that was the first time I’d got a bit of money, but that was an odd job, so Tower Hamlets and Bromley by Bow and stuff like that. 

So it sounds like you were doing a lot of different kinds of workshops?

Yeah, well, not really workshops, classes, yeah? Workshops were different-

So what kind of things would you do?

Well, I think my most, life drawing, I worked a lot in the community centre in Bromley by Bow, um, and art classes, general art classes, um, and I’d teach as well, I did a lot of work for a hospital that’s now closed, St Andrew’s Hospital in Bromley by Bow as well. 

And what did you do at the hospital?

Well, I started off teaching on geriatric ward, and that was basically to keep people occupied while you know, nurses could take a break because it was hard. 

So, was you working in like one to one, or-?

No, at the time I was friends with someone called Robin-sorry I’m giving you all these names, Robin and Linda who used to live in Dyers Hall Road yeah? And he was an art therapist and we’d have discussions, but my work was nothing to do with arts therapy, and the geriatric ward, go in and get as many people as possible to splash some paints on a piece of paper, chat to them, listen to their stories, you know, be nice. Then later I got to working on a stroke unit which was a bit better because I got to start working with speech therapists and art therapists and physiotherapists and they actually gave me stuff to do. Strokes are something that you can help with art, you know, you can get them to try and draw a clock that’s not a semi circle, that’s the nature of the stroke, get them to notice if a patient paints on one side of the piece of paper, encourage them to look at the blank side they keep ignoring. I felt that of all the outreach things, I mean it’s interesting because again in my job I have tutors working outreach so I realised it’s quite frontline type stuff, you know, that was the one that seemed most rewarding. So yeah, two hours a week for twenty weeks or thirty weeks of the year, and you know, often paid at the end of the course, you know, I used to get paid halfway through, so that sort of thing. So a bit better than workshops in that sense, a more regular income and I never, I don’t think I ever did workshops, I know some people did, get money to do workshops in schools and things like this but this was much more standard adult teaching, traditional adult teaching. 

So do you think that sort of work then, differs from what it is now? Or-

Well I think there’s less of it now, not wanting to blow our trumpet, but I think the Worker’s Education Association more than other organisations, Adult Education Institute it still provides art history classes, drawing classes without accreditation and that was the bog standard thing. I know that a lot of other institutes you know had to go down the accredited route, you know, in order to keep the funding coming in. Yeah, but yeah, there seemed to be more work then. 

And do you think, I don’t know, I mean, was there a lot of freedom? More freedom then do you think, or just more opportunities?

What do you mean by freedom?

Freedom within the practice, you know, as to what you could do, how did they set it up, would you come up with an idea? Say if you worked in the hospital and-

Oh yeah, I mean adult education is a nightmare compared to what it was then, for sure. The amount of paperwork now is appalling. And then, people were interested in, it was the kind of philosophy, just go and teach, you know, we trust you that you’re going to teach, and students are going to have benefit. There’s going to be minimal checks on it, but basically just go and teach. And so, you know there was that sense of trust between organisations and teachers that were in their employ- completely gone now, because of the government. 

And so you said the open studios, can you say anything more about those, I mean do you actually go round the other houses when the studios were open, did you have a change to do that or were you totally vigilating your own work, or-

Yes, good point actually, good point.

Because it was like several weekends wasn’t it? 

Yeah, yeah. No, just one weekend. 

Ok.

Yeah, just one weekend of the year, just a Saturday and a Sunday. I remember something like ten till seven, ten till eight, I can’t remember the times, but yeah that, I remember that being the problem and I don’t know whether you find any other people took part, but I kind of remember on the Sunday night the people would move from studio to studio, you know, as things started to close up on a Sunday night and there would kind of be a little party and people moved from one studio to another which was quite nice, but a lot of the time, people were so knackered by then anyway, because it’s tiring you know. But we got punters coming through the door which was good. 

What was the audience, was there, can you say a bit more about the audience that came, what would, who would-?

Mixture of people, a mixture of like, every artist in the open studio had friends who were artists who would come and see that artist’s work and also do the walk. Yeah, so you can imagine if there were a lot of artists involved, that would multiply. Say, you know, I’m a friend of so and so’s, oh yeah- and then there would be local people because it was advertised you know, the, friends of yours that weren’t artists that would also do the walk you know. So I think there was that quality to it. And occasionally you know, buyers and the odd gallery owner would come round as well. 

Because there were the later ones, in ’89 were advertised with the Whitechapel as part of the whole of not just, well we were linked up with the East End although Leyton was a bit off the track in the sense that we were part of East London, but we were then linked up, so did you notice any other artists from say, Whitechapel, or Stepney, or, coming down? And would you think it was more Wanstead, Leyton, Leytonstone or-

Don’t know, I think yeah, I have a very vague memory, I think people from the East End say from Whitechapel, I remember a couple of people coming down, because you know you didn’t talk to everyone who came in, um, yes some people did want to talk and some people didn’t, so difficult to say really. Yeah, I did get the sense that it wasn’t just Leyton and Leytonstone that was visiting this open studios, it was a wider audience. 

And um, so I mean, we got up to really the point when you said things started to change in your street and the area there, lots of people started to squat, I think that was 1990, or ‘89/90-

Let’s call it 1990-

Can you talk a bit about that?

Yeah, I remember it being a spring thing and someone who had become a close friend of mine Clodagh O’Donnell knocked on the door once saying, oh, something about the Labour party or was it, she was active anyway politically in some local thing and then from that I became friends with her, and yeah, it just started to spiral I think and I’m not sure, I knew by then, quite a lot of people in Leyton, in Fillebrook Road, a lot of non-artists as well, pretty much the whole of Fillebrook Road actually-

So you’d picked up a real social life by this stage (laughs)!

People used to be annoyed with me walking down the street because I’d always have someone to speak- well not annoyed but there would be the joke, and I think it was the same for a lot of people yeah?

It took you a long time to get from one end of the street to the next (laughs)

(Laughs) Yeah, and that was nice. Sometimes I’d feel fairly self conscious because I would say “Hi, how are you?” and people went “Hi Steve, bye yeah?” and I’d, “No tell me!” But um, no it was nice and I enjoyed that sort of interaction really, I always liked that sort of sense of community. You know, you’d know people on quite a superficial level in some ways but, yeah, I was quite happy having a small circle of close friends but to have known people-that happened quite quickly and all sorts of other people who were non artists started to get involved, there was a guy called Gary who always wore a flat cap, I don’t know if you remember him and he got involved quite quickly and Julia who lived in….Dyers Hall Road, yeah, lots of people who were not part of Leyton Artist’s Group but were part of the local community and I think that bond between non artists and artists really started to gel at that time.

Ok, so um, you’re saying that people from different working disciplines would suddenly start doing art work and opening their studios or are you talking more of a social engagement?

No. Yeah, talking more of a political engagement really. Because I remember the first thing that happened was the public enquiries or whatever of the late ‘80’s when the spectre of this road really started to rear it’s head and people started to get to know each other via these public enquiries and various characters certainly did a lot more work than others and you start to talk to people a lot more then and you know, people started to organise meetings and on top of that, as the public enquiry started becoming prominent, people you started to know, people who were moving out, because there were always people moving out, but you’d know then you’d know the Department of Transport would trash the house, there was evidence of it, the local community would go in before the Department of Transport had a chance to do it and go in, and you never had to look for anyone, there was a strange word of mouth, people were dispossessed from Columbia, lots of Australians who were travelling the world as well would just gravitate towards Leytonstone because they’d heard about it through word of mouth that there was spaces, so there was one I think in ’91 in Fillebrook Road that was full of Australians and you know, that was great and then there was a house near us I think it was 153 that was full of Columbians, that was a family actually, a really sweet family, so you get these, it became like a microcosm of the world, it was fantastic. 

Yes, because when you first moved there, you know, how did it feel in terms of you know, the different cultural backgrounds of the people located there? 

I had this image of almost like a checkers board, you know on a checkers board you get black white, black white like artists non artists, that kind of clear division, you know, as you go up and down the road, an artist lives there, there and in-between people, I don’t think they are artists. 

And why do you think you thought like that?

Yeah, because there was no interaction between the two groups.

I mean was it because there was so many artists there?

Yeah, artists were about half the total population I think. A little under actually. They were the half you knew more of so it seemed bigger. But in hindsight there was Hackney quadrants and I think in Fillebrook Road there were as many quadrant houses as Hackney houses and then there were people who owned their properties like common leases next door to me and there was another family next door to John Bisset, I think 1 or 5, 1 or something like that, yeah so a few people who owned their houses. 

Were there any other housing associations you can remember?

Yeah, was it Solonce? Does that ring a bell? Yeah, can’t exactly remember, but certainly in Fillebrook quadrant and Hackney were the big two and a couple of Solance ones, but they were the big two. I knew quite a lot of people who were quadrant, my neighbours were, and lots of people either side, some, a lot of young people like, the same age as us but you know they’d been to the LSE or done different degrees and worked their way into short life.

So LSE?

London School of Economics.

Ok-

Yeah.

So do you think there are a high number of students there?

Yeah, yeah.

So were they the main people that were squatting at that time?

No, so the students and the ex-students and we can include ACME artists because they are pretty much all ex students were in the two big housing associations in the quadrant and then the squatters would tend not necessarily to be, it’s kind of different there, sometimes as I say families you know, just needed housing, the Australians, some of them were students you know, just wanted to travel the world on a shoestring really. Some were musicians. We ended up playing, me and the band I was in with some of the musicians and stuff and they got involved in the festival for sure, everyone got involved, it was a community.

So when was the festival and what was it called?

(Laughs) Well, lets say 1990, yeah, or was it 1991? I might have a poster somewhere, say 1990-1. But it was, as the whole road protest built up ahead of steam, and this was before the complete transformation of Colville Road into tree huts and stuff like that, so in a sense you could call it the first wave of protests, the second wave of protests with the um, you know, the thing that really picked up and got the national news was later and I was not really a part of as much for sure, you know, by that time I’d started to go back to college again and acted mature and moved out of Fillebrook Road into Grove Green Road by then. And um, but the during the enquiry and the protests in the enquiry built up ahead of steam and you know there was a festival committee that met in the Northcoate and met in people’s houses and this festival, a great festival, I think it was June and it got all sorts of people involved, there was a local councillor Hugh Morgan Thomas, he was involved in the festival, and yeah, lots of people, pretty much everyone you know?

Was the festival centred around the M11 No Road Campaign?

Yes. And there was a woman who ran the Northcoate at the time and she was very sympathetic so she let us use the back of the Northcoate and there was a stage there, it was a big organised event, a lot of people put a lot of work into it and there was a bouncy castle in Claremont Road, I think it was called the Claremont Road Festival. Yeah, lots, lots of things. And by then, you know the squatting had really picked up and I think squatting really takes place through word of mouth and lots of different people came in and I got to know lots of different people, it was great. 

And so it was all, so if it was part of the No M11 Campaign, were there any sort of T-shirts and fliers and badges and stuff that went with that?

There was a poster, a really nice poster, I can’t remember who did it, I think I might still have a copy, I think there might have been t-shirts as well. Can’t remember. Yeah, because I was in the band at the time and I was playing the gig along with another couple of bands and I was helping the organiser so a lot of stuff you know, people did it, I had my mind on other things really. And, but I remember the poster and helping with that.

So the gig was in the Northcoate, and can you remember the bands?

Yeah, my band was the Mosquito’s; I think we headlined it actually. 

So it was in the street?

No, it was in the back yard of the Northcoate, um, there was another band as well, I can’t remember there was a couple of comedians, I can’t remember their name, Lucy, do you remember someone called Lucy? She was a comedian, there was someone called Jo as well, this is no good to you, it’s all first names, sorry (laughs). But it was a great gig anyway. And it was crowded. Yeah, because the festival in Claremont Road was during the day on the Saturday and then everyone went to the Northcoate in the evening and the gig was in the evening. And there’s a film somewhere of it-

Ok, and um-

I think Ian Bourne has got the film actually. Ask him. (Laughs) He’s probably lost it in his archive somewhere. 

And yeah, what did the festival consist of, apart from the bands in the evening? What happened during the day?

Oh, bouncy castle, stalls, that sort of thing. Yeah.

And where were the stalls?

They were at the bottom end of Claremont Road. You know on that corner, on the bottom end. It was all round there and extended half way up I think. Um-

And is that Claremont Road?

Yeah yeah.

So basically, they’d block the street off?

Yeah, we got permission; we must have got permission to do that. That’s not a thoroughfare anyway; we didn’t block Grove Green Road. Um, yeah, it was a very sunny summer, a beautiful summer. Hot. Yeah and that was the kind of centrepiece to it, it was a great summer. 

And when you mentioned the public enquiries, there was several weren’t there?

Yeah, I certainly went to the first few, they were grim affairs, everybody knew it was a sham, you know and history has born that out of course, various politicians you know, made big speeches and some disappeared, some stayed. I think everyone had respect for Harry Cohen you know, he was a solid supporter and would often be on some of the demonstrations against some of the road works.

Who else can you remember at the public enquiry?

Well the public enquiry, a lot of people got very active you know, it annoyed a lot of people, there was a lot going on in those times. I know Sally Barker was very much involved. Um, and there was a chap called Richard and he was the one most involved, he used to live in Colville Road with his mother, do you know?

Richard Leyton?

That’s it. That’s the one. So you know again (INAUDIBLE)

Anyone else you can remember?

(INAUDIBLE) Chap called Colin, who and I forget it, a group called LOGICAL an acronym for Leytonstone Opposes the Insidious Corruption Against its Locality (Laughs) One of the great acronyms of all time I think. But he, um, I’m trying to think of his surname, sorry. Sheila Whittaker was involved. Um, and Pete Owen. Yeah, Clodagh O’Donnell was involved a lot as well. There was a guy called Henry something- Paris was it, don’t know. He looked like some kind of Mahariji, long tall guy with a long beard, he was involved a lot, um, yeah, probably people as involved as those, but have forgotten.

So let’s think about the public enquiry for a minute, they went on all day didn’t they? Over several days, you’d have a block? 

Yeah. Did you go?

No, I’ve just seen the archive, the list of their names, of people. And in those meetings, what was the atmosphere like?

I think I didn’t go to a number of the public enquiries, I don’t know why, they bored me and I thought it was pointless anyway. Um, some people just went to get wound up for sure. I think with protests like that, anger is a bit of a drug, you know you can go wanting to get- and there is so much to get annoyed about. So, I don’t know, for those reasons, I wasn’t. I was more involved in the protests you know on the streets and stuff like that than going to the public enquiry and you know, arguing the point, I was involved in other things with the poll tax and stuff at the time, so, I’m not a reliable witness for the enquiries, I can’t remember much about them to be honest. 

Tell me about you was involved in, you said the campaigns on the street, what were they like?

There were various protests, I think there was a lot of protests I think because there was a sorting office on um, Fillebroook Road, so I did a number of watercolours at that time, because you know, it’s the thing I like doing stuff about protests. So, there was often that um, I mean just standing outside houses knowing that either the bailiffs or the Department of Transport would come up, and the squatters would be inside and we were just a mass of witnesses so they saw us there. You know, if we weren’t there they’d try and smash the door down and kick the squatters out, but with us there we’d try and pull the press in as well, because there were various journalists who lived along the road as well, then that was an important thing to do. So I remember that being the thing I was most involved with, quite happy to get up early in the morning and stand outside a house for an hour or so, yeah.

And how often did that happen around that time?

Yeah, it happened regularly for sure. Not just, in all the roads. I remember sometimes taking nails down and banging floorboards back in with other people and stuff like that, you know, standing outside the house for the next few days to see if anyone turned up and stuff.

And how many people would stand outside the house?

Mmm, yeah a good crowd would be 10-15 if I remember rightly.

And would they actually block the bailiffs from coming in, or?

No, no, there wouldn’t be any physical violence like that, so, again it’s this thing, if the bailiffs or the Department of Transport saw we were there the idea was, and I think it’s right, that they would act differently than if we weren’t there, so we were just there as witnesses, you know, we’d shout, and people would say things and we’d chant and stuff like that.

And would they actually get the people out?

No, they didn’t. 

So when they saw the crowd, they were put off?

I think so, yeah. 

So they’d just go off?

Yeah.

So that was very similar to what was happening with the poll tax wasn’t it, this idea of blocking the doorway?

Yeah, poll tax was different because I didn’t pay the poll tax, and you didn’t need a crowd with the poll tax because the trick was, I could never keep my front windows open that whole time, because the rules for poll tax bailiffs and those sorts of bailiffs um, bit like vampires, you can’t keep a window open, but they’re not allowed to open a window or jimmy it open, so you know, we had those sash windows, so I put screws in it, so you couldn’t just put a knife in it and jimmy it open, so you’d get banging’s on the door at 7 in the morning and letters through the door saying you need to pay by tomorrow morning or we’re going to break in. But I knew, break in da-da-da, I knew by law whatever, bits of the law, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. But it was a scary time. Yeah.

Because I didn’t pay my poll tax either, but I left in 1990 and it really started hotting up there, because I did get taken to court down at Walthamstow.

Yeah, me too.

But there was a whole crowd there, so can you just describe what that was like when you went to court?

Well, I think we were all briefed, I remember being briefed, and the idea was to just use as much court time as possible.

So who briefed you?

Can’t remember. I remember me and Paul Noble went down, we were under the same day. 

Do you think it was the SWP? I remember I was briefed by the SWP before I went in. 

No. Right, it might have been. I think, because I’d had lots of friends who were political, so it may have been ahh, you’ve, I think I remember you should go rather than not go because that way it’s court, court  time, time, yeah? And if you can talk as long as possible, that’s fine. But I didn’t do very well, spoke for about you know, 5 minutes and the beak said, right that’s it, off. 

So what did you say? Can you remember?

Well, we were given stuff to read, and I said you know, I’ve got to read this and then I sat there reading it and said right come on, have you got any questions and you know, I need more time and sorry, that’s it and I just blustered and I remember feeling embarrassed and flushed and nervous about it.

How was it set up? Was you on your own or was there a crowd?

No, on my own, yeah. I think I remember. Yeah, we just waited all morning and then got seen; you know around 12, 1 O’clock or something and then got discharged.

And do you know what year that was?

No. No, about the same time though.

1990.

Yeah, when was the poll tax riot? Did you remember?

Um, I think it was around ’89.

Was it? Yeah. Yeah, it must have been.

I was in court but there was a whole crowd of people, you’ve never seen anything like it, in the dock. And we were asked one question and we’d been briefed to say one sentence reply. So yours sounds much more intimidating.

Perhaps, maybe they changed their tactics the year before me, or after me, I don’t know. Yeah, it was all a bit of a non event, these things normally are you know? You get really nervous the night before and then 5 minutes and you’re out. Can’t remember whether I paid or not actually. I think after it got abolished, can’t remember. But yeah, it was, you know, the whole thing about the M11 was I think some people were very pessimistic about the whole protest- we’ve lost- but I never saw things optimistically, that the protest achieved a lot, in a sense changed policy, you know, the same with poll tax, lots of people doing a little thing, built up a head of steam I think. Those were heady times. 

When you got your house from ACME, you was given a time scale, and it probably ended up being longer than you thought it was.

Oh for sure.

So can you remember what the time scale was?

No, I think they were two year renewable contracts weren’t they? Or were they, no they were one year renewable contracts or something like that anyway. I remember them being renewed and the rent going up by a small amount every year, and again there was the argument because there was a lot of discussion going on those days, the idea that everyone agreed on the thing to do when the road came along with the poll tax, it’s not true. And the nice thing about the community was that things were discussed and debated. Um, you know, there was never a consensus but a discussion and debate that went on there. Um, so some people would say, yeah you know, you can’t expect more than what we’ve got and give us a year, and we’ve got a bit more, but what’s the point in protesting, count yourself lucky. And then the other argument be, that’s the way it was, but we’ve built up a community here, that’s valuable and do the best we can to preserve it. And what’s going to take its place is not good for all sorts of reasons. 

Let’s go right back.

Ok, let’s start again. 

So, um, the last thing you mentioned was the bailiffs coming in and trying to evict some of the squatters and they seemed to be unsuccessful. Or not? Did you; was there any instances when people were actually evicted around 1990?

Um, it seemed as though at that time we definitely had the upper hand. That um, people were being housed in properties as they became empty and support was given to them, and there were these small demonstrations outside. In support of the squatters. That’s my memory. I think it was only later that things started to change because what happened later on and this would be ’92-93 is that ACME would start asking people to leave, or demanding that they leave and sometimes they’d find them different properties or sometimes people would leave and they’d hand them back to the Department of Transport, so ACME was placed in this position. In the early days they were very much the artist’s friend but they became the nature of their position, was that they had to abide by the law and sympathetic as they may be to the process they had to abide by the law. And the protests had got to a stage where you know, there would be some breaking of the law, you know, in very subtle ways sometimes, covert, and sometimes over. But this whole, this whole issue of, ok now you have to make a choice, you’ve been saying to everybody else, “don’t leave your house, if you leave your house, make sure you get a squatter in” yeah? And then ACME comes along and says “you have to leave. You mustn’t get a squatter in”. You know, and then it becomes, you know a difficult position and various people made various decisions because you know, especially if you are an artist with not much money, relying on that instead of a job, you know ACME can offer you a livelihood. Your principles, you know, the same with any position, the same with a lot of, protests, there will become a key point where difficult decisions have to be made and some people leave, some people won’t. 

And remind me of when you left?

Well, what happened in my position and you know, I found it difficult, um, I might have told you the story before, but I got offered or rather the three of us, me, Ruth and Sheila got offered another house in Grove Green Road, on the other side of the road and this would have been in ’92 I think. And we were told, you must leave this as a vacant property, it’s going to be handed back to the Department of Transport, and this is a um, you know, this is a must, without it we won’t give you a new house. So there was this difficult decision to be made because I was as involved in the protests as anyone else and felt completely betrayed by the whole movement to do as ACME asked and yet the same time I wasn’t unsympathetic to ACME and you know, Roger was on the case (laughs). So in the end what I did do, one of my ex flatmates, was needing a place and he was an experienced squatter, and I just had to play innocent and say “no, you told me Roger to not leave until the Monday morning, but you know, I had all my stuff to carry so I left on Sunday night, I thought it would be ok no-one would squat the place, and look, someone’s in there for fuck’s sake, da-da-da” so I had to pretend that it was nothing, but of course Dave was in there and everyone turned up and it was all a bit of a brew-ha in a way. 

When you say everyone showed up, who was that?

Well, first of all Roger turned up and he was not pleased with me at all and I doubt if he believed me either, yeah? I hate lying you know and I was lying to this guy, but I just had to, otherwise they’d take my Grove Green Road, well maybe they would, maybe they wouldn’t but you know, although you know, it’s not as hard for me as other people, I had some other work and stuff, still you know, it was difficult. So, the Department of Transport guy turned up and he was saying “what, if someone did that to my house I’d just go in and sort them out, yeah?” You know, saying, thinking I was a wimp letting some squatter in, taking the piss out of me and stuff like that. And um, you know, he was talking to me, and one of the um, crusties as they were affectionately called who then later took over the whole protest and thought I’d betrayed the whole movement, so came and started swearing at me and saying “you fucking thing” da-da-da, “you’ve completely betrayed the movement” and then marched up to the door and started talking to Dave inside and Dave whispered, “no, no, no he hasn’t betrayed, it’s all a plan” and then because he knew it was a plan he was even more aggressive to me because he was play acting, so it was just all really stressful and horrible and I was completely stressed out at the end of it, and for me I think I did the right thing and, um, it doesn’t make things easier- nervous wreck for the next day. Um, and so that was a key point and from then on I was somewhat divorced from the whole thing. You know, I was moved into a place where you know, it wasn’t short life anymore. 

So where was that?

254 Grove Green Road. Later I moved out because I had a new partner and she lived in Camberwell and actually I went to live in another short let property which we then got evicted from, another five years down the line so I had this long, probably about 15 years worth of short life living, I just got so used to it. 

And when you was at Grove Green Road, how long was you actually there, at that address?

Um, a year or two. But that wasn’t a happy time really. Because the dynamic, there was a strange dynamic in Fillebrook Road. In Fillebrook Road, you know I was in charge because I’d been there before everybody else and flatmates would come in and basically say “this is your rent, this is your room” and da-da-da and then we’d get on great, but when we moved in Grove Green Road, we’re now equals, so we make democratic decisions and that’s when things went really pear shaped, um, so much so that I hade a huge argument with Ruth because she wanted the biggest room because she had the smallest room in the past but she chose the biggest room, which was actually the front room, where the windows were really bad and you know, the noise from the articulated lorries was really loud and then she made a protest to ACME and stopped paying rent, and um, didn’t tell me that she’s stopped paying rent so Roger and Sarah would be on at me and then it all came out, it was just terrible, yeah, so you know I look back on Fillebrook Road with very much rose tinted spectacles even though, you know my flatmates were completely mad. Um, but um-

So when like you said there were all these articulated lorries now, the road building had actually started by then, was that ’91, or ’92?

Perhaps, but if you remember, Grove Green Road and Fillebrook Road, you know, it’s part of an artery wasn’t it?

Oh right, so you’re talking about the general traffic noise?

Yeah, that’s right it was- yeah, and the difference between Fillebrook Road and Grove Green Road was that Fillebrook Road was, had you know, a bit of a garden and a space between there and the road, but Grove Green Road was right on the road and she had these louvre windows, which were impossible to shut and so it was like having an open window onto the main road, right next to the -, so it was hard, and um, you know, we did all sorts of things, but the ACME thing about you know, we get given a property and then have to make improvements, there, Ruth was not from that, she was just somebody who had a regular job, you know, didn’t have time to DIY and stuff. 

So, was Grove Green Road, was that an ACME place or was that-

Yeah, yeah yeah.

Ok.

And we did do that up, but yeah, by then it had all gone pear shaped. 

Just go back to Fillebrook Road again, you probably had a really big garden at the back, am I right? Did you do any work on your garden or did you- can you tell me about that?

Yeah, um, well from the beginning it was an odd garden because it was divided into segments and um, had an enclosed, boarded by brick, so there was a segment we made into herb garden, except the cats shat in it all the time, made the picking of herbs slightly less pleasant then, and then we’d have various grass areas and then, we had one area which was for planting so we’d have broccoli and potatoes and stuff like that, not very successfully. I’m not a great gardener, but there was this fantastic plum tree which was the great thing about the garden, it was an old tree that produced a variety of plums that you just couldn’t buy in a greengrocers, or a supermarket, it was a fantastic thing. And it’s yield every year was wonderful so I remember making plum mulligatawny soup, and plum chutneys and basically between September and December it would just be plums, yeah, so that was the best thing about the garden.

And so, what was it, when you arrived, I mean you mentioned the house didn’t have the fireplaces, there was plasterwork to do, was the garden overgrown or was it basically in a good condition?

No, it was overgrown so took a long time to sort out. We had to cut it back. I remember buying one of those lawnmowers, you know the push lawnmowers and struggling with, you know, foot high grass with those sorts of things, but yeah, got it under control, it was nice, a great garden to be in. 

And how long do you think it took to get the garden into kind of good shape?

Not that long really, it was a long garden so it took a lot of maintenance, so you let it go and then, had one flatmate Omar who was a fitness fanatic and once he took a machete to the grass and actually cut the -, there’s this image of him macheting the grass instead of using the lawnmower as some sort of macho exercise so, yeah, it, sp-periodically, you know, make an effort on the garden and let it go back to the wilderness again. Some people had great gardens, Yoshimi up the road, you know, she was always a great gardener, so, kitchen garden and all sorts of stuff there. Some people you know, did a lot with their gardens. 

Yeah, and were they other artists or?

Yeah, Yoshimi Kihara and Noel Taylor who lived at 181 I think, um, yeah they were both artists. They exhibited in the um, Leyton Artists’ Group as well. 

And also, I was curious, also about Kath’s work, because she, her work was located in East London wasn’t it? Could you sort of say a little bit about that and if you felt there was any influence going on, you know because -.

Yeah, we were both very different artists and we must have influenced each other. Kath was very much a colourist and a painter whose work played around with the abstracted, not the abstract, but the abstracted, much more than mine did. Um, but you know, she taught me a lot about art, I was very narrow in my thinking and she, when she was searching for things to paint, which she’d paint in her own way, you know, she’d often would, she’d came along and the demonstrations would, there was a lot of stuff on the Wapping stuff as well, although the actual work was very different, hers was a lot more expressionist than mine, narrative style. Before then she started off painting images of the East End before I knew her, she was interested in the East End landscape in a way I never was. And so that blending of the East End landscape, you know, some kind of topical images you know, was in a sense her art at that time. And then after we split she went to the Royal Academy afterwards and her work got much more abstract. 

Do you think I mean, this kind of work that you did around that time and that Kath did, that was located in the area, I’m just thinking about the Whitechapel shows and so forth because there always seemed to be representation I felt, of work about the East End which you don’t seem to get now and I’m just-

Yeah, well you know the figurative tradition was quite strong in the 80’s for sure wasn’t it? Galleries were interested- you know, it was the fashion you know. It wasn’t just the Scottish painters that were doing that sort of stuff, perhaps it was just the most overt example of it. Um, for me, you know, the relationship between art and society was much more discussed, there were books, I think Sue Braydon’s famous book ‘Art’s Society’ was you know, something that a lot of people read at the time, and community murals schemes, you know were big, the famous um, Cable Street murals, you know. So that was, that was, influencing I think artists and production at the time. 

Now, I’m thinking also GLC, because GLC funded a lot of big projects didn’t they? In the 80’s and I think that collapsed around ’85-86. So I think that had a lot of influence on mural and also community based work, that had such a lot of support then and that was followed up by the London Arts Board actually, so maybe, because we had the London Arts Board didn’t we, and the Arts Council-

Yeah, yeah, and there were a lot of competitions if you remember that you know were sympathetic to us for creative work, whether it be the South Bank Show or you know, all sorts of things like that, you know, the rounds that artists did, almost a seasonal thing isn’t it? Expecting you know, whether they get artists’ newsletters, most people did and applied for certain shows they thought they could, you know, have more of a chance of getting in. Yeah, very different climate I think.

And then also, um, through little watery coloured shadowy images, those really delicate images, which came after your Wapping pieces that were very strong, very bold, and then the thick of riots basically, um, were they done when you was in Fillebrook Road, those, and so how did they sort of come about, can you sort of speak a little bit about them?

Don’t know. Um, (laughs) no, I can say a bit more than that. I was coming to an impasse I think, in my art, um, and the water colours were a way of getting round that, or one of various methods, I think it was that in an effort to earn money and this is something that a lot of people did anyway, there was a government scheme called the Enterprise Allowance (laughs) and I was on it a couple of times at least yeah? And the second time they were a bit strict and said they wanted a business plan, and yeah, it was a bad time for me, yeah, think it must have been about 1992, 91-92, and things were difficult, so I went on this scheme and proposed that what I would do is paint nice pictures of Epping Forest College in watercolour, and then sell them to the houses roundabout, yeah? And they thought it was a great scheme and gave me £2000 for the year to do it, didn’t sell a single work yeah? But wandered round the streets of Loughton sticking crappy cards through doors and sitting in pubs you know, admiring the view. You know, it was ok. But that was watercolour and I think you know, watercolours, maybe I’ll be able to sell them a bit more than these huge oil paintings of strikes, and then because I was never trained in watercolours, what came first was these rather wishy washy images of Epping Forest or these, these strange things that came out of describing the, Fillebrook Road community that seemed to be on the verge of extinction and so I’d paint these, you know, these very watery images of houses disappearing into paper and ghost like figures transparent in front of them which also seemed ephemeral and about to disappear. And from that, I don’t know where this notion of burning came from, but I started burning the things, because that, I don’t think there was ever a house that burnt down, but you know, it seemed symbolic of destruction, and that’s what was happening during that later time. I think there was, I think the first big thing that happened in Fillebrook Road, there was a huge warehouse, I’ve forgotten the name of the company, but it advertised genuine antique reproduction furniture which always seemed a bit of a contradiction in terms (laughs). Anyway, that got knocked down, and suddenly all this effort to save houses and standing outside and getting people- suddenly this huge area of Fillebrook Road was just knocked down, and it wasn’t, it was you know, it was the tipping point as well, and the sorting office obviously, the posties got re- got sent somewhere else, off to another sorting office, that came down as well, suddenly it became like a demolition site and you realised you know, this is going to be really hard now, and that’s when people suddenly started getting notices to quit. But you know, it got really serious, and you had to you know, so there was all that destruction and that came out in these odd little watercolours which um, I was able to do them next to the gas fire in the living room and in the kitchen area, I think money was tight at the time, and I only had calor gas heater in my studio, and that had always run out and I’d have to wait a week to order the next canister, so I used to put crappy pop stations on and dance while I painted to keep warm, and you know, lots of layers and stuff like that, so to sit next to a gas fire and do nice little water colours, it was great, yeah, especially, there was one winter, it was really cold. So I had a mixture of reasons why, it’s difficult to think now.

Because they’ve got you know, little haunted faces, and um, I mean, what was the mood like at that time when people were actually getting those eviction notices, did they actually evict people- that was still like 1990 wasn’t it?

Yeah, I mean they were taking- I took a lot of photographs with disposable cameras at the time, and they were of these congregations, especially outside the sorting office when that was under threat, um, but also houses and stuff, and then I painted from memory and from these photographs, and the paintings that came out seemed to express a mood that wasn’t there then, but would be soon, you know, this sense of being lost, things being lost, because the original photographs from the demonstrations didn’t really express, you know, it wasn’t like that, you know, we knew it was difficult but it was nicer, you know, to meet people before breakfast and have a chat, and then sometimes you’d go to a café with some people or you know, invite friends round for breakfast and you know- community in adversity, it’s similar in a way to the print strike, it was a great sense of community down there and was kind of echoed in a similar way down in Fillebrook Road and the surrounding streets. 

And um, when you moved out of Fillebrook Road into Grove Green Road, when exactly did they demolish Fillebrook Road, because you were there at the time in Grove Green Road, because that guy Dave, was it Dave, he was squatting your old place wasn’t he?

Yeah, and then, well the thing is his mum or dad died quite soon after, so suddenly he was just gone overnight, he had to go, his dad died. So he had to go up to Birmingham where his mum was and spent the next few months there, so wasn’t able to sort anything out and then I think he got repossessed soon afterwards. Um, yeah, but I don’t know how quickly it got knocked down, I think it got boarded up, and then they had to get the Connolly’s out who were you know this construction family next door, they actually ended up -, it was funny when we moved in, the youngest son, he must have been about 12, 13, and um, by the time I’d left he’d got a job in the City at some Barclays’ Bank, and he actually bought a place the other side of the tracks, you know, towards Leytonstone High Road, so when the family got moved up, because they kept seeing him in the street, he put his family up, because you know, they were homeless, because they’d fought to the bitter end, and Mr Connolly was not a man of compromise. Um (laughs), at all. 

And were they homeowners, or?

Yeah, they were homeowners.

Right, so did you know if they got any compensation?

No, I know it was just really hard and I think his health suffered a bit from it, often happens I think and she was a ferocious woman as well, but you know, I was very fond of all of them. But I think, you know, and I think his son did a good job looking after the family, but it was interesting to see you know, the whole circle take place. Yeah, but I think they were the last to go from that part of Fillebrook Road, because they were surrounded by ACME I think, because Cornelia Parker was on the other side, and Nick Devison, I think they were in, yeah, and then the quadrant houses with you know, their, they got evicted as well, it was the case of the students in Quadrant houses, tended to be students who studied subjects that were more likely (laughs) to get employment from, so it was easier for them and I dated one of the women Angela, and she ended up buying a house down towards Leytonstone High Road so, and her friend Claire, I think they bought it together and so that wasn’t a problem, and there were some nurses amongst them, so they were able to move quite quickly out of it. 

And that was the time of the slump when prices went right down, because they were going to be near the motorway, they would have been even cheaper so-

Yeah, no, it was, no, it was before the slump. Because you know it wasn’t that easy you know, I remember they bought houses you know but they didn’t buy them, the slump came afterwards. The slump came after Black Wednesday, so this was kind of, some after but some just before, which made it, you know, it was all a bit of a –

So basically, you’re saying that you know, you felt that probably a lot of the artists would, because of their whole practice of doing art, the difficulties of having regular income, in a very different position from these students, you know, leading to other professions, you(who?) could have more chance of getting work, or?

I wouldn’t say- different rather than very different I’d say. I mean, now, Ian still lives in, and a lot of artists still live on those houses now, the ones that still remain, I think much more so that the, the, you know tenants from quadrant who you know, it’s seen as a stepping stone in your early 20’s, you’ve got a job that doesn’t pay something and then you settle down and find a partner and buy a house and that whole sort of process, you know, it happened to them much more regularly than it did with artists. Although, some artists for sure, you know, for various reasons money, family has, or success or a job, would buy a, you know, small house, off Grove Green Road, you know towards Leyton. I know Julian and Perry and Sally did, and Linda and whatever, Robin did as well, so people were able to do that I think. 

And I remember some of the houses being offered? Some of the ACME houses that weren’t going to be demolished after all got offered to the artists quite cheaply? And a lot of people took them up. 

Yeah, yeah, I don’t know how many, but an amount certainly. I mean Ian was the only one I know who’s still there, but I think there are some others and there’s another woman, another Sally who lives in Grove Green Road, I went to her party, because yes, so there are some still there.

And Gary Docherty? He never actually lived there at the time did he, he lived in Plaistow, but was always just in the Northcoate pub, and I always thought he was an ACME artist (both laugh) and another guy who ran, was a teacher in Grove Green Road, he got offered his place, but I can’t remember his name at all.

No, yeah, yeah. Things started to fragment didn’t they? In various ways. It’s interesting how that happens I think.

So tell me a bit more about your last couple of years in the area, how did things continue? I mean you’ve mentioned these um, attempted evictions and people protesting, or trying to stop them, were there any other things that stand out in your mind?

Well, um, about that time there was, I think I’d turned 30,31, and I was still earning around £4-5000 a year you know, just bits of money, so a minor crisis occurred where I thought I’ve got to make a change in some way. I never enjoyed teaching art, because mine was narrative painting and to teach still life you know, it’s not as if I’m going to do a picture of the Wapping dispute with sticks and oranges and lemons in the corner, so you know it’s completely irrelevant for me to do that sort of art. Life drawing was ok, but it got a bit boring you know. Um, so I think by accident, a friend of a friend, I got offered a job teaching A Level art history and just spent one summer swatting up for the September course that was given, you know, because no one else was around to teach it, and that was great. I just got so enthused by that, and I think because I had to learn so much in a short period of time, you know, it was summer and I just lay in my garden, lay in my bed and just read books and books, so about that time I started to withdraw from activity, and I remember some people, you know like with the hard teaching job or anything, you know, you do your stint of a number of years and you’d get burnt out, or something comes up etc, etc. So I remember that, and I needed a qualification to continue teaching that I was finding really enjoyable, so I applied to get the Courtauld Institute and got in, and this was all the same as this crisis in my creative practice, you know, I’d paint these nice watercolours of wasted individuals hanging around on Fillebrook Road with you know, burnt out houses and people would look at them and go “That’s nice, why don’t you exhibit in the library” and I thought what’s the point you know (laughs) so that was the tipping point, you know, so I thought it was a waste of time. 

So you mean this job here, basically, teaching art history?

Well, not quite, but no, this was originally at Redbridge Institute and I taught there for a number of years and from the Courtauld Institute got another job and went back to the part time MA, at Birkbeck, got a job as a organiser for Arts WEA so it all you know, it worked out for me. 

Did you say WEA?

Yeah, Workers Educational Association. 

Ok. So in a way it all fits in with your kind of social political kind of interests in a way, that you’re actually doing something really constructive here? And I can see why the art history really um, suits you because while we’re doing this interview I’m sort of really conscious of the fact that everything that was going on when you was living in that area that you were looking at, your paintings about Wapping, um, and the setting up of the open studios and the poll tax riots and all these things that have come quite intertwined really with that period, I mean, um, I mean, that kind of like brings me onto the issue of that particular time, and um, the fact that you know, there was a lot of artists living down there, probably about 150 houses and do you think there is a possibility of something like that ever happening again on that scale? Or do you think it was very particular?

Um, I think, I think it will happen again but differently. I mean it’s interesting working here in Hoxton you know, because you know, the amount of artists in this square mile is phenomenal, the amount of galleries, you go out on a Thursday night and you trip over private views. But it’s a very different feel, um, it’s just different you know? So yeah, things always happen, but the next time they happen it will have a different twist to it. 

What do you think was different about there?

Well, I think all sorts of things, I don’t think there was just one thing, um, you know, it would be wrong to say it was a more political time then, because my perception of the time was that you know, a lot of artists were involved politically in what was going on, protesting the road, some much more so than me, but there was hardly anyone doing political art, I felt quite, you know, can’t think if there was anyone else in the whole road, in Leytonstone, that was doing political art, so , and there’s not many people doing political art now, so there’s nothing different, it’s not as if then there was and now there isn’t. Um, there are less artists involved in campaigns now, but then there aren’t many campaigns now, apart from the protests against the Iraq war which you know, is not as active as it was. You know, these small things, these single issue campaigns, seem to have disappeared so there is less chance for artists to participate. Um, the nature of artistic space has changed for sure because this short life property isn’t there, you know, so the artists living in this area-, maybe artists have to be richer now to survive, I don’t know, yeah I mean, but then that’s a case of London isn’t it? You know? To buy a one bedroom flat in London now, anywhere, never mind this area, it’s hard, you need some sort of help, whether it’s mummy or daddy or some sort of, it’s difficult isn’t it. I don’t think I could afford to buy now, so all sorts of things contribute to, yeah? It’s like the make up of people in universities, people go to university to study rather than learn for learning's sake, there’s all this debt, so it’s a complex situation and you know I think artistic communities in any one time will reflect these complexities. 

Because when you look back and you think about your house at Fillebrook Road, that you did up on the cheap, I mean the inside of the property and the garden, I bet it looked really nice, because I can remember going in some of those houses, have you ever lived in anywhere like that since?

 It’s a good question; no I will never live in a house as big as that again. Totally not, yeah. I mean I live in Crystal Palace now, and I have a one bedroomed flat and the house you know, is one of those old tall Victorian high ceiling houses, and that’s great because I’m tall, but you know, I’ve just got a couple of rooms in a house, but this was the whole house! No, I’ll never be able to afford somewhere as big as that. 

And when was you was in there as well, I didn’t ask you this, but you mentioned plastering, but did you have any major repairs, like ongoing things, leaky roof or, anything? Because they was quite symptomatic of short life housing?

Yeah, yeah, I mean, because the lodger stayed in the flat, in the room with the leaky roof above, so it was my job to crawl up every week and empty the bucket that was above their ceiling and if I’d forget for a couple of days, you know, I’d wake up in the middle of the night and go, oh my god, poor lodger paying money and there’s this bucket full of water lying above their bed, and once, on a particularly heavy night, you know, there was a knock on my bedroom door, 4 o’clock in the morning, “Steve, my rooms flooded” so I had to go, yeah, so I think it was a case of all our people in Fillebrook Road who let rooms out, stuff like that, it was a lot of make-do and mend and yeah, my cellar was flooded and we had a pump in there. 

Oh yes, because Roger Kite was saying that quite frequently cellars would get flooded, and one had eels in it because there used to be a river-

Yeah, yeah, I don’t think it was mine, but I remember that story as well, but I think it was someone round about. It was the Filley Brook, yeah, that ran underneath our houses. 

So, when you left, was that 92 did you say? Completely the area?

No, I think I left the area completely around ’95-

Oh, ok, so you stayed-

In Grove Green Road for a couple of years.

Right, so talk me through, we’ve kind of got up to about 1992, kind of the build up of the last two years, because you would have been there when the other campaign emerged?

Yeah, that’s right so, you know with the period 93-94 I was studying at the Courtauld and I was subsidising my education through various part time jobs here and there so I was completely exhausted that year, so I wasn’t involved in any activity whatsoever. But I would, you know, still go to the local pub, I mean I was dating someone, and she lived in South London so half the time I was in South London, half the time I was here, so I was gradually losing my connection to the area, but you know, still saw what was going on, and it was around us and- there was some tension between the old guard and the new protesters, um, because they were two different cultures, you know, a lot of the ACME artists had settled down in a way, the way the Crusties, they were living an alternative lifestyle, um, and you know, all night parties and I went to them and they were great, but if you were someone in your mid thirties, you know, and you’d got an ACME house ten years ago and just wanted to go to bed at 11 o’clock after whatever, then, it wasn’t, and you know, lots of bad things went on as well, with lead stolen from roofs and stuff like that. 

Was that, do you think, um, to do with the DOT rather than-

The?

Department of Transport rather than the protestors or do you think-

No, I don’t know, I think that there, lets say there were instances, and I don’t know how many there were but you know I think as the new group of protesters moved in and everything became much more high profile, you know, as the heat came down, it really did. When we were protesting it was all quite gentile you know, the idea that 15 people could stand in front of a house and then that house was safe for another year, you know, nothing was really done, compared to what happened later really quite gentile. Just as valuable I think, nothing like the tree houses and all that sort of thing, very high profile, um, you know. They, the second group did a great job, and that carried on-

 So can you remember like when they sort of came into the area, like, did they come as a huge group, or was it gradual or- um-

I’m not really the person to ask, because it happened much more in Claremont Road. That’s where it really changed and I remember going to parties in Claremont Road, and the whole street I think was transformed. You know, they knocked walls down, you know like in that Beatles film, you know where it’s that whole terrace but it’s all one house, you got that sense of the warren, just a complete alternative community. Um, and it happened much less in Fillebrook Road, so that was where everything, you’d need to talk to people who lived in that area to get a better sense of it. 

So when you was there, they, it was the time when they had the art house? And the little café? 

Mmmmm, but I only vaguely remember those. You know, I went down there, hardly ever, and it was usually on a Saturday night when I’d spent three hours in the Northcoate first anyway, so, my memory is hazy about that now. You know, I always had a great time, can’t really say anything about it. 

So, when you mentioned tree houses, could you sort of elaborate on that?

Yeah, not really, I mean I saw them and they were there and-

Where were they?

Claremont Road, I think so. Yeah, I know there were some up near Wanstead as well, or so I believe, there was the whole thing about the Oak trees in Wanstead. Again, this was stuff I wasn’t having first hand experience of. And you know, I think, it was odd something you were very much a part of, you extricate yourself from for various reasons and then you know, a whole new group if people take it over, you know it was a strange, you know, you become a bit of a tourist when you walked down here, and you not, and to come back to this idea of groups and clubs, you know, you’re definitely not a member anymore, you know, it’s sympathetic, felt like a traveller perhaps, but you know the baton has been taken over, whatever nouns you want to use, anyway. Um, so it’s like a cycle has taken place in a way and towards the end, problems with the house in Grove Green Road, yeah, um, but that as well meant that Leytonstone didn’t feel my home anymore, it made sense to move out.

Yeah, you sort of mentioned like in a way, the artists and then the protestors who came and lived in Claremont Road and this idea of the old guard, I don’t know if you spoke to the local people, got a sense of how they might have felt if there was separate groups or if they didn’t distinguish, because I wonder if they kind of viewed the artist as the artists, you know like, would, because there were a lot of us artists, we kind of would say ‘the local residents’ so in a sense we’re making this division, and then with the road, anti road campaigners, we’d make a sort of division again, I just wondered if you- if you got a sense because when you was in Fillebrook Road, um, you spoke to a lot of people on the street, although at that time, you said you was, on Grove Green Road, you were moving slowly away. Did you get any sense of maybe what local, the local people were thinking as opposed to artists?

Not really, no, I mean I knew my neighbours in Grove Green Road, but um, I think by then, a lot of stuff had calmed down, you know, the battle had been lost by then. 

Really?

I think so, it was very much, I think Claremont Road by then was almost a rear guard action, yeah? To hold things up as much as possible, but you got the sense that it was going to come through by then. It was interesting, if you are involved in various campaigns, there is what’s called the tipping point isn’t there, people debate whether it’s this, or that, um, I think that as we said before the thing for me was when this one building started coming down, you thought carry on. Yeah?

So when you was there, can you give me an idea of the scale as to what had actually come down?

Yeah, well……yeah, if you imagine Fillebrook Road divided into two, so there’s domestic houses, and we’re just talking about the right hand side of Fillebrook Road, because on the other side, nothing was knocked down, right? So it’s interesting, on the right hand side of Fillebrook Road as you walk up from the tube and away from the tube, you know there would be a mixture of artist and non artist housing, and they would be certainly lumped together on the other side of the street, sort of similar, you know, it was division of street, one side and the other side, completely. Because I-

So one half was short life, and the other half was the side that was going to stay-

Yeah, that’s right because when I taught art and life drawing in Epping Forest College, some of my students lived on the other side of the street, so it was odd going to say hello and crossing the street, I remember once crossing the street and knocking on the door and feeling, wow this is a different world yeah? I never walked down that side of the street before. You know, the street was very busy with cars so it was almost like a border. 

Right, so Fillebrook Road was the first road to go then was it?

No, I’m not saying that, but to go back to what I’m saying, if you take one side of Fillebrook Road, on the right, there was at one end residential, at the other residential, in the middle there was the sorting office and this warehouse, yeah? So when those went, then suddenly the whole landscape transformed rather than being a whole set of buildings that we’re preserving, you know, suddenly there was this huge hole, yeah? And, yeah, perhaps in hindsight that’s when I realised that perhaps, you know, time was running out. 

And around that time, did you ever go down Dyers Hall Road?

Yes.

What was going on down there? Was there like, demolition going on-

Yeah, I mean it’s difficult to put all this into any chronology looking back on it, very difficult to put it into any chronology, um, but you, all around that time, especially as in Grove Green Road, because you can cut through Dyers Hall Road, that sort of thing, you know, there would be demolition going on, you know, its residencies became more pocketed in a sense, rather than being in a row you know, because there wasn’t one long terrace, there were groups of terrace blocks weren’t there? So you know, once they got everyone out from one block, the whole block went down, and then suddenly the morale sunk and hit hard I think. Yeah, and people, some people found it very difficult.

So was that then, I suppose streets would have got cordoned off at that time?

I don’t know about cordoned off but sections of houses I think got cordoned off. 

 So when they were like knocking down one side of the street, would they have put cordons up in front of the houses? 

No.

Or was it open?

Open I think as far as I remember. So you see the bulldozers, you know and the dust. Maybe there was hoardings, yeah maybe. Yeah, guards, security guards. 

And then, Colville Road, I mean, do you know what happened down there?

Mmmm, it’s all a bit hazy-

Yeah, I’m sure. So was it actually Claremont Road was the last street because that was where all the protestors were? 

Dunno actually, I think that was the focus of attention because that was where the protestors were. I don’t know you know, whether the Connolly’s in Fillebrook were you know, the last to go or whatever, I know they were one of them, I don’t know how chronologically the evictions lasted in Fillebrook, if it was in with the whole struggling, that was certainly Claremont Road was the high profile focus of it at that time. 

Yes. And um, what I wanted to ask you as well is um, I suppose, you’ve talked now about the change of the area, just thinking back to I mean, you talked about the post office going which is a huge, huge kind of building and there were little corner shops and so forth wasn’t there? I mean, how the kind of area is um, changed, I guess then, um, and the whole loss of the community, and um, I’m just thinking really about, if you put the whole thing together really, the place, um, and your involvement socially and your art work, and we’ve talked about what you’re doing now, which is art history teacher, but in a very particular um organisation, um, I just think it would be quite interesting to talk about the show that you did um recently in Leytonstone, because that does really fit in doesn’t it, and how that came about and so forth?

Yeah, that was interesting because um, I was in this band the Mosquito’s and three of us, we all lived in Fillebrook Road, practiced in each others studios and stuff like that, and then for various reasons I left after a couple of years and then John and Noel played together for 6 months a year and then they split, but we’ve all kept in touch since, and Noel has been wanting to form a band for a while and then a friend of a friend moved to Leytonstone and I put him in touch with Noel, and I was never intending to start playing the drums again, and they said “oh,” I was writing poetry at the time, and they said “oh, come along, maybe you could read some poems out and stuff like that” and I was much more into that, but as soon as I turned up there was this drum kit there and all thoughts of poetry went out of the window and playing the drums can be um, a delightful thing to do and suddenly found how delightful if was, not that I’d missed it. So we started practicing in this place called the 491 Gallery which is one of the last buildings left from that whole time. Um, it’s not a house really. It’s been spotted, and there’s some recognition from the council. Um, and they struggle on, put exhibitions on and gigs, stuff like that and have this recording studio and that’s why I ended up back in Leytonstone, once a week, because we would just practice in this recording studio. And then you know, just got to say hello to people in the 491 gallery, and just the idea of perhaps having an exhibition there. I mean, my artwork is very low key because I do this job here four and a half days a week and I do teaching as well, so have time to do little bits and bobs of art but not to promote myself, so if I stumble across somewhere that will have an exhibition of my work, that much effort, then I’ll take it, so I did. Venues like that; it’s quite a lot of work to get it arranged. That was interesting in itself and to invite people along that were part of that whole time, and certainly the Mosquito’s have played lots of house parties during the heyday of Leytonstone and the artistic community there. And I think you know, we’re looked on reasonably fondly, you know, so it was just a nice thing to do to play again. And the exhibition was good for me, I have kind of thought is my practice anything to do with the experience of what went on, directly I don’t think it is at all, you know, it’s interesting though, my final watercolours before I gave up in 1992 had burn marks on, you know, I’d burnt them and my whole practice now is about burning food stained paper plates so there must be some connection, at some level, picking up where I left off in some way. Um, you know, and if you live in short life accommodation for 15 years, probably going to affect some kind of connections in your brain and the idea of the paper plate and the temporariness of that sort of thing may well link it to that past, and perhaps you know when I burn and stain the paper plates I don’t want to make them ugly, want to make them beautiful but in my type of beautiful way, in the same way I do look back on that time with rose tinted spectacles in Leytonstone. You know, there was chaos da-da-da, but it was great. 

Because also when you was in Fillebrook Road, presumably you had a room so you could play your drums? Did you have that in Grove Green Road, or was that one room per person? 

Yeah, it wasn’t as big as in Grove Green Road, so yeah, I had a big studio in Fillebrook Road, and the drum kit was in there, and I’d practice in there, paint in there, it was yeah. It was like a kind of teenagers dream in a sense, had a big room that you could do your own stuff in. Um-

And then just a little bit more about those watercolour pieces that you displayed, because you um, the show was called What a Waste wasn’t it? You placed it quite firmly within that time, and there was medication or something on the plates wasn’t it? Or something? What was? How do you-

See that? Well, one of the things, when I studied art history at Courtauld and at Birkbeck, I was never going to be an art historian, I teach art history at A Level or degrees, fine but to actually be a researcher was never for me but if there was any research it was to research art enough to find a way back to it, I kind of found that. So what I do is teach 20th Century art movements every year. So every year I go back to surrealist, back to abstract, back to minimalism, back to these movements and in a way to rethink lots of things, no, one idea that I’d been playing around a lot with was the idea of the controlled and the uncontrolled, you know, you can control something, but you can’t control others, bit like, so you can control, you can delay the road but it’s probably going to come, it’s probably out of your control. There is the slight chance you can stop it, but probably not. And that’s always been kind of my philosophy. Definitely worth doing all this thing, but there is always going to be some things out of your control. Um, so when I burn and stain paper plates, you know, there is that, there was always that balance between you know, the accident and the thing that’s done on purpose. And with the tablets as well, I liked the idea that there is a mess and a stain on the paper plate and then tablets are fixed in some sort of constellation of shapes and tablets are a way to control you know albeit problematic way of controlling, so, I think there’s that, but perhaps more than anything, my studio is my kitchen so perhaps I make art from whatever I find in the kitchen. You know, and there’s food and there’s red wine in the bottom of a red wine bottles, and there’s paracetamol tablets from when I drunk too much red wine when I’m doing the art so you know, it wasn’t a conscious decision to kind of juxtapose this symbol of control on this mess of red wine stains and stuff, it just happened, and then afterwards thought “ahh, works quite well, let’s push it a bit further.” So-

I’m thinking of making a connection with um, ACME really, and their whole philosophy of like, giving artists space and the freedom to work and how in a way we all kind of recycling as well, and using whatever was around like, even when you talked about your fireplaces, that you used the boards that were on the windows to kind of do that and-

I think that’s a good point. Actually, because one of the things I did think and one of the reasons I moved onto the, you know, taking 6 by 4 snaps and making art with food is I felt oil paints- what’s that? You know, it’s nothing to do with everyday life. It’s nothing to do with engaging you know, with material levels on everyday life. You know to get something that you would also eat off and then splash a liquid that you also drink onto it and then see the beauty of that, just as you may appreciate the beauty of its taste, that kind of makes sense in a way that you may do in a way with the short life property. 

Yeah. And um, we’ve got a few minutes left; I’m just going to –yeah so um, we were talking about that mend and make-do sort of philosophy that was going on that has been quite integrated in your practice and probably quite similar to a lot of people in that generation, and just for a moment to go back to Fillebrook Road because you were subletting some of those rooms and different artists and you mentioned Sheila Whittaker, um, who were the other artists?

Well, the first thing to say were that many of them were not artists. In a sense that was what was different about the house that pretty much everyone apart from Sheila was not an artist who would sublet or use the room, so um, originally there was the Canadian accountant whose name I forget and then there, for a long time there was a journalist who worked um, in South London for Labour Research, Ali Brown, um, I think she stayed for about four or five years, and I think she had a boyfriend Steve who was in, actually worked for the Workers Education Association, but in Portsmouth, and he used to come up every weekend and you know, we’d do a lot of things together and that was nice, that community, and I always liked the idea that you know, my circle of friends weren’t just artists but people from all over, suited my philosophy anyway I think. Um, then Ali moved out and they moved to um, the other side of Leytonstone and adopted a young kid and moved in together, something that they wanted to do. Lost touch with those two people. And then after that, a variety of people moved in, friends of friends, friends of friend’s from Redbridge that sort of thing. Um, neighbours who you know, didn’t want to stay in that house so moved in. There was a guy called Omar who often drove everyone mad and he lived for about six months um in Fillebrook Road and then moved further up Fillebrook Road and appropriated a house towards the end by the car park and then moved his girlfriend in to what was where he lived and that all got rather complicated, but she was very nice, Jean, but just Omar was a bit of a nightmare. Um, then Jean became a flatmate and oh, a number of people moved in and out and it became quite a fluid kind of existence, and um, yeah it was interesting, because there was me and then there was two flatmates at any one time, Kath’s old studio, well there was a spare room as well. Um, and almost a microcosm of Fillebrook Road in general because each three of us would have our own set of friends that we would invite round, there would be communal dinners, Jean was a nurse from Thailand so she had people round and Dave had worked in Brick Lane, had friends round etc etc, became really nice. And um, that continued. And then at the same time there was an artist called Kitty from I think 179 Fillebrook Road and I’m sure there was various ventures that artists embarked on, but she had this idea of running a summer school in Yorkshire, she knew someone whose dad was an arms dealer but left her lots of money in his will so she bought a big house in the Yorkshire Dales that she let out to community groups so me and Kitty and Steve Malahan who was my flatmate’s boyfriend, we set up this summer school in Yorkshire which was- there are various ventures that you try out to earn a bit of money here and there. But you know, just working with people around, it was just very pleasant. 

And I’d also like, so the other artists, because you knew Pete Owen didn’t you, and Sheila Whittaker, so when did you, I suppose you was it like, did you get to know them and Sheila moved in? 

Yeah, that, yeah, because yeah you get to know flatmate’s friends when they move in, so that was nice in itself as well. 

And what about sort of other artists in the area, was you kind of aware of what they were doing and so forth and-

Yeah, I think you know, sometimes gravitates towards artists that were similar towards the way that you work, so occasionally go out for a drink with Julian Perry who painted in slightly similar style, to the way I did. Um, perhaps, you know, he was the most similar. Apart from that, you know the people I was closest to tended not to be artists at all, the person I was closest to, John Bisset was an artist but is now a musician and was doing that transformation at the time in Fillebrook Road and we became very close friends and-

Doing what transformations?

Ok, from being an artist to being a musician. So there was a period of about a year or two when we’d have this regime, we’d both have our studios and we’d both do art and then we’d meet for lunch, and we’d take it in turns to cook lunch and then we’d go back to work, um, and that seemed to work well for both of us. So all sorts of little interactions, they were nice. 

And also, I mean, going back to the works you did at Wapping, some of those pieces were purchased, weren’t they purchased for collections?

Yeah, um, one for a private collection, a couple for the Museum of London, actually the Museum of London had two pieces, one with the M11 protest, a watercolour from that period, and another watercolour from the Wapping dispute as well.

Ok, so those were the ghostly images-

They’ve got one.

So could you just tell me a bit about how that all came about, did the person from the Museum of London visit your house, or how did it end up there-

As always, you know word of mouth. I think someone else had got, I think Julian had actually got the Museum of London to buy one of his works, I think he’s probably better at self publicity than I was, pretty much everyone is anyway, but he told me about it and gave me the name of the woman that was in charge of you know, buying young artist’s work, so she came round and bought a couple of works. Just as simple as that really. 

And do you know, can you remember roughly at the time how much they purchased them for?

I think it was £200 for two watercolours, so yeah, below the market value but then if you get stuff in public collections that’s-

Yeah, ok. So I’m sort of running out of steam here. 

(Laughs)

That tape recorder’s just gone off but what, I’m just sort of thinking is there anything you feel that you haven’t said? To do with that time? Maybe we should stop- So, those two pieces that were purchased by the Museum of London that were both watercolours that you did in Fillebrook Road, and they’re part of a collection that I think people can actually phone up and book and view that collection. But how did they, did they, because you were in one exhibition there and how did they-

Well it was all a bit ramshackled, after they bought the pieces I know the woman who was the purchaser then became an independent art dealer, and me and Julian would get letters asking us to become part of her you know, schemes and we never, I don’t know what happened to it. Um, and I knew that the work was in collection and in store and there was one time when a student of mine from Waltham Forest College said “I was in the Museum of London and I saw an art work by someone as the same name as you” and I said “no, no, that is me” you know, so I think they did use it every now and again, I didn’t really know much about it. I was not making art at that time anyway so it wasn’t really that important to me. And then recently with the development of their website and their visual history of London over the past 100 years they contacted me as there was a lot of artists wanting to use images of artworks that they have and it was the one from the Wapping dispute that they wanted to use. You know, a bigger event than the other watercolour which depicted the Fillebrook Road protest, so um, so you know I gave consent along with everyone else and there was a private view in their new place in Docklands that I went along to one rainy autumn night and actually saw Julian Perry there, he, they’d asked the same thing for him as well. And he was there, but he’s done a lot more work and he’s now a professional artist I think, he was telling me all about how he’s been to Highgrove and met Prince Charles and how he’s got working collections. I think he’s you know, is eminently sellable although I don’t know whether he’s got a West End gallery but I think it’s the case, no. And ????? had an exhibition recently at Guildhall Art Gallery, images for that-

And do you; are you still in touch with any of the artist from around that time?

Well, John Bisset is as I said one of my closest friends so I’m still in touch with him, but he’s not an artist anymore, a musician. Um, Yoshimi who I exhibited with at this recent exhibition at the 491 Gallery, um, she’s a textile worker but also does fine art work, so you know, I’m in touch with her of course and Noel, her partner I play in the band with him. He used to be a photographer but has stopped making art for a long time now. He works at Hertfordshire University or something like that. Um, and I can’t think, I’m still in touch every 6 months with my ex, Kath and she’s still making art, but she’s in Bristol. Um, and moved out of London after living in various places, South London especially for a number of years. Um, I think that’s pretty much about it, Ian Bourne. It’s nice, that the venue and the gig and the exhibition because I met a lot of people for the first time. 

Oh, so was Ian there?

Ian Bourne was there. Yeah. Mark Souden was there. I see him, kind of every year because Sharon, his partner, works at Waltham Forest College and I often go to the private views for the foundation. You do tend to bump into people every now and again from that area, actually surprisingly few, you know, every now and again Julian and Mark, but that’s really about it I think. Sheila of course, yeah. 

And Waltham Forest College, I mean, um, when you was living in Leyton did you have any connection with them, because that’s an institution which does come up in connection with some of the ACME artists, did you do any workshops or anything?

No, that’s the thing, workshops I didn’t do any. Um, I got a job at Waltham Forest teaching on the art history course because um, one of the life models that um, worked for me when I worked at Epping Forest College also worked at Waltham Forest College and she heard that you know, they were looking for an art history tutor so she put me in touch with someone called Peter Robinson who I also think lived in Grove Green Road, or Colville Road, somewhere, anyway, he used to live on the link road, and anyway he was at that time, head of foundation course and ran it with another guy called Gary Anderson who also lived in Fillebrook Road, so there were connections there for sure, but they’d moved out a while ago and he’d settled down and moved up to Northampton and Gary Anderson think still lives next to the Bonner Road Gallery in Bonner Road. 

And the Changing Room Gallery was still going on at that time wasn’t it? Was there any connection between the ACME artists in Leyton and Leytonstone and Changing Room?

Yeah, that was North East London Independent Arts; Nelly wasn’t it, who ran the Changing Room Gallery.

The one by William Morris Gallery?

Yeah, that’s right. I think, they were seen as another organisation yeah? I don’t think there were many artists who were in both organisations. I know the Leyton Artist’s Group had an exhibition at the Changing Room Gallery so there was dialogue between the organisations and Nelly, I think it’s still going now, I know it lasted longer than the Leyton Artist’s Group and when I was working at Waltham Forest College I would hear stories about Nelly from various people whether it be students or other teachers who were involved in it. And I don’t know whether the Changing Room is still going. 

And I want to go back to Art East, what do you remember about the shows there? Because I seen a slide of it and it looks pretty dynamic from the outside, I mean, what did you think about that gallery in that place and-

Not at lot really, it was very early on, first few months that was there and then it closed, I think I only really went there once or twice. So, that was not my impression of it, I think I was bowled over by the newness of the place; it wasn’t really something I could engage in at that time for various reasons. 

Yeah, I think it was the first art gallery in Leyton/Leytonstone-

You’re probably right yeah. Because Leyton Artist’s Group never had a gallery in Leytonstone. That was particular in that respect for sure. I mean when Sheila was living with me the whole City Racing thing was pretty big and obviously since been recognised, but again that was something that I was at dinner tables and it was talked about and stuff but I was busy with other things at the time so I never went to one or two private views, never really got involved in that scene either, such a schlep to South London anyway, lazy at that time. 

So, I think we’ve come to the natural end now. 

(Laughs)

Ok, this is um, the last um, bit of tape I have of Steve Rushton, it is going to be about ten minutes, and I just wanted to ask you Steve about your memories of the protests and the doorsteps, attempts to stop evictions at Leyton/Leytonstone?

Yes, just thinking about it again, different things come into my mind, it is probably the earliest I got up during those years, they usually took place around 7, maybe 6.30, so I do remember cold misty winter mornings especially, but it does fall into a kind of blur, the ones I remember most, not actually of houses but the sorting office in Fillebrook Road which got knocked down, perhaps those most because it was just a hundred yards from my doorstep, um, there were so many I am sure everyone just did a proportion of them, I am sure some people did more than me. I took some photographs, I think they are long gone now, of the demonstrations, spectacularly uninteresting, unlike my paintings of demonstrations in Wapping which were kind of distilled from memories and therefore over dramatised or melodramatised, so every figure was involved in some sort of acrobatic action of protest or aggression, the photographs of the Fillebrook Road demonstrations seemed to be terrible in their mundanity in a sense, people just standing around looking cold and bored, waiting for perhaps the bailiffs to come or the diggers to come and you would wait for about an hour, they would come, see the protests, go away and then they would come, and that’s kind of my memory of it, and especially that time in the morning some people didn’t like talking, there would be various grunts of acknowledgment to each other and then standing around, yeah breakfast tasted nice after demonstrations I remember that. Some people went and got bacon sandwiches but I was always more mean than that, and I used to buy these reduced for quick sale bacon bits from the local supermarket which I used to cook up after demonstrations, so kind of the general impression of the demonstrations was that, and as for specifics, to be honest nothing stands out. 

With the Post Office, can you give us an idea of how many people were there?

Yeah, and I think it would probably be about an average of 15 or 20. I think that was seen as enough, there just needed to be a kind of witness presence, sometimes there were token protests, things would happen, but we would just be witnesses to it. More so with houses and with bailiffs coming to evict people, if we were there it was more of a protest because it discouraged the bailiffs from action, so you know, it was a successful action rather than a token protest, but I think with most of them, apart from the large demonstrations you know, elsewhere, there used to be about 15-20.

So could you describe say, with the Post Office what would happen, presumably the protestors would get there first?

Indeed, yes. I mean if we didn’t it would be a complete failure. Again, my memory is hazy, it seems the actual outcome of anything and the reason for going there specifically is lost in memory, so I would just get this almost routine memory of it must have happened a number of times, so I remember the routine rather than the specifics of it, nothing really stands out as you know, and events that happened at this particular protest.

So at the Post Office, would people come with little banners or things like that, or would they shout or chant anything, how would it all be organised- what would be the order in which things happened?

Well, people would turn up first of all, and they would turn up in dribs and drabs, and as I say, if there was any shouting it would just be a few brief minutes in an hours waiting probably, and those few minutes would be towards the end of the wait, because once the thing had happened, or the people had been turned away, then there would be no point in staying on. Thinking about it more, the protests against the shutting of the sorting office were in support of the postal workers who were also there, and I think there was picketing involved, and we wanted to be seen to support those postal workers in their protest which was very similar to ours, they were about to lose their jobs in the same way, a similar way as we were about to lose our homes and studios, not a job, but you know, a place of work shall we say. So they would probably be there first and then we would join them. I can’t remember whether any postal workers were actually working at the time, the picket line was to discourage scab labour, again that is lost in the memory of time, mists of time, whatever. 

So, when the people would shut down the Post Office, would it be just a small group of people would come?

Sorry. (Laughs)

Ok, so let’s go back to say some of the houses, what memories do you have of those, so for example if it was an ACME house, like Sheila Whitaker’s friend in Colville Road, would you all get phone calls and so forth to inform you this is happening, or did you see the artists in the pub and then tell you, or-

It would be a mixture of things, there was a telephone tree for sure. But often there would be no need for that because people would go to the pub and information would be passed round there. I suppose the telephone tree worked as a default for people who hadn’t gone to the pub that week or that night, um, yeah, so those were really the two methods by how people were informed. I suppose people went from house to house sometimes, if they knew their neighbours were actively involved, yeah.

And I suppose it would be slightly different with ACME because I think probably a lot of the artists went quite willingly, our situation was different, we knew it was short life and so forth, whereas more of the long term residents were in a very different situation.

Yeah, that maybe-

Well how do you-

That maybe the case but that is not my memory. I think there was a difference between the protesting against attempted eviction of squatters who had occupied houses perhaps that other housing associations had left empty and there was certainly a lot of ACME artists involved in that. I think ACME were perhaps, the ACME tenants, leases, whatever were the last to leave the properties, or they left later than occupants of other housing associations, so there was a sense by the time some of them were asked to leave that the fight had been lost anyway, so the protest was less, I suppose in any campaign like this there is a turning point where people think well, there is no way we are going to win anything more than has been won in terms of publicity and raising the agenda against road building has been done, and I always look back on it, and I used to have debates with friends and they used to think it has been a disaster, we have lost it, it is always a waste of time, but a lot of people think, myself included that we influenced the road building agenda to a good degree, we slowed down the building of the M11 Link Road, and it is there now, and people use it, but I think that led to a rethink of road building and it seemed at the time, the 80’s and 90’s, the governments wanted to flood the country with new roads, and this, and the Newbury Bypass protest, it did, I think, force a rethink of that agenda, I mean we are still getting roads built, but it seemed to be just such an amount of it at that time, and activities such as ours, you know, engaged with it, and protests against it.

And do you think that was because as well there were people like local MP’s involved as well, and people sort of who were MP’s and local residents as well, did that carry a force?

Yeah, I think so, this comes back to the issue of a number of the protests were led, and certainly the protests in Leytonstone towards the end of the period we are talking about, were led by people who were squatting and were not locals and would move from place to place, and I think they did a very good job as well, and the protest did start with local residents, if we could call ourselves local residents, and the good MP’s such as Harry Cohen recognised the strength of feeling and supported it. It certainly wasn’t the case that they led the campaign and we followed, they were active in it, but were recognising the strength of the feeling.

And also the importance really of the protestors who came down from Twyford, do you know how that happened because there were some rumours as well that Sheila on Colville Road, and Richard Leighton actually called them up, but maybe it was just part of, Sheila Whitaker did say something like how there were links with Archway and the road campaign up there, and connections with other campaign groups around that time, but have you got any recollection of-

No, I mean perhaps Sheila was more involved in some of the activities, or I don’t know anyway. I don’t know whether that is true or not. 

Um, have you got any other memories of the house evictions, like you mentioned a family in your street that were like the last to go, were you around when they got evicted?

No, I was gone by then.

So when did you leave again?

(Laughs) Well I left Fillebrook Road for Grove Green Road in 199- can’t remember what I said last time, but seemed something like 2002 and then was in Grove Green Road for two years, so would have left there 94, 95 something like that.
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