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Alison Marchant A-L-I-S-O-N M-A-R-C-H-A-N-T. 

I was born 1959 and I moved into Colville Road in 1986 and I had gone to ACME I think the year before to enquire as to how you could apply to have an ACME house. I do remember a student who was on my postgraduate course at the Slade already had a house because she had applied after her BA, because I think you had to be out of college for I think at least a year, and she had gone down to Leytonstone and she had said “Oh God, it’s terrible” she “Couldn’t possibly live there!” and she went back to ACME and they gave her a house at the back of King’s Road. So I went down to Leytonstone feeling a bit apprehensive because when I was a foundation student at Loughton College in Essex, some of my friends lived in Leyton, and I always saw it as a bit inner city, but I had already by this time lived in London since 1982, so I suppose my attitude was quite different and I remember coming down Colville Road and thinking it was quite a nice street, with these slightly dishevelled Victorian houses, with big hedges and there were a lot of trees, and it was quite quiet and peaceful actually, just off Grove Green Road, which was very busy. There was a little group of children running up and down the street playing and just the ambience of the noise of the children was quite nice, and I got to 34 Colville Road and I met Tara Babel, performance artist, who had also been interviewed by ACME and was to look at the house, and we both quite liked it, and ACME told us that the house could be divided into two flats quite easily. There was a bathroom upstairs, and downstairs there was a toilet in the garden, and ACME said they would put a shower in the kitchen, so whoever was downstairs would have a bathroom in-between the outside loo and the kitchen. Tara quite liked that because she was a little bit eccentric, and I guess we all were really, and she actually liked the feel of the downstairs of the house, and I liked upstairs because it was very light. And also I quite liked … the thing was, as soon as you went up those stairs there was this awful lino, this green lino with metal on the treads hiding this lovely Victorian staircase. 

So the house was quite big actually, and I was quite pleased not to be one artist in a house like other artists on Colville Road, because they were a little bit rambling, although they were nowhere near as big as the places in Fillebrook Road I had heard about, but the space was just right for me and it felt quite cosy. There was, as you came up the stairs, there was a hallway, which was actually big enough to put this sideboard that had been left in my bedroom, and it was quite big, a 1940’s sideboard with drawers and two cupboards which I used to store some of my art materials, and I painted it a dark green, and you would go through to the room at the back, which was the kitchen, and it was about 12 feet long, and down one side were all the kitchen units that had been put in, quite recently, this white Formica, basic, but quite nice. And the window looked out onto the graveyard and the railway line, and the back garden, and there was a floor to ceiling cupboard, wood panelled, really kind of interesting. I put lots of pots and pans and things like that in there obviously, and then as you walked back out into the hallway, the bathroom was on the left, and then you would go up two steps, and then on the left was another fair sized room which I kept as my bedroom/living room and the kitchen was also a kitchen/living room, and then on the right there was this, the lovely Victorian banisters going round, and a big double cupboard, wood panelled cupboard, where I kept a lot of my art materials, and in the other part of the cupboard I hung my coats. There was also a cupboard like that in the bedroom, where I just kept my clothes. Then at the front of the house, on the left, was the big bay windowed room, which I kept as my studio which would have been the master bedroom, and a little box room, which kind of doubled up as storage space sometimes, or a spare room, or even another workspace. This green lino went right through the flat, this DHSS looking lino, and the place hadn’t been painted for a while, but all round the flat was this woodchip wallpaper and in every room apart form the bathroom and the kitchen, and I did try and remove it from the studio room at the front, but part of the plaster come away with it, so I thought: “No- don’t”. So I repaired it, and then just painted all the woodchip paper white, apart from in the hall and the kitchen, which I painted this lovely cream colour, which had a kind of warm feeling with woodwork to match, and I ripped up the lino in the studio which was quite hard work because it had been really tightly secured to the floor, and then underneath was all the boarding, the someone who put it down had done a really good and proper job, and I took all the lino off from the hallway and the staircase, so I could let this wonderful Victorian staircase breath. I sanded down all those floors and painted the staircase in parts and varnished it. I left the lino in the box room, the bedroom and the kitchen, and the bathroom because it was good insulation, and I decided to paint it with grey liquid lino and it looked really good. It was really flat and so by the end of the painting, which actually probably took me about four weeks, and the sanding which was the most enduring work. 

I got off really lightly, because a lot of ACME artists would be knocking down walls and sort of major repair works, so the flat was in pretty good condition. And I knew that it had been short-life before, because it had that feeling about it, it did need painting, and there was sort of evidence that quite a lot of people had lived in that house before, and children as well, because some of the doors, there were these little spiral drawings, children’s height which were really sweet, but I painted over those and anyway. Once I got the place sorted it looked really nice. In my studio I put two sheets up on the window and let them drape, so they looked quite classical in their simplicity and in the box room at the front I made some white cotton curtains because there was a curtain rail there, and bought a really nice piece of lace, squared old heavy lace to go on the lower part of the sash window, so it was fairly private but it let the light in, and had a simple blind in the kitchen and bedroom. 

I was actually unemployed at the time, so I signed on in Waltham Forest, and a man came round from the DHSS, because that time you could put in a claim for furniture, and he came round, slightly suspicious, and a little bit fierce, and when he got into this sort of immaculate empty space, apart from in my bedroom where I was sleeping in my sleeping bag and all I had brought with me were my books, and clothes, and a couple of portfolios, because I had already been doing installation at the Slade and my portfolios were just of photographs and installations and slides, so I didn’t really have any work to speak of, and all the work I had made as an undergrad at Nottingham I had to place in the skip because I was moving down to London, and anyway, this man from the DHSS just stood there in this empty studio and said “You have got nothing, so I will put in an application for you, you can claim for carpets and curtains and a cooker and a fridge…” and so forth, “and a bed”. anyway within a couple of weeks I got a cheque for about £100, which actually most of that covered the paint and the sanding, because that was quite expensive really, the liquid lino, and I bought an orthopaedic mattress, which I just had on the floor, and then slowly I got tables and chairs, just really solid wooden tables, which I painted up to look nice, I just painted them grey, and then I received another cheque, a couple of weeks later for about £100. By this time I had got all the furniture I needed, really cheaply, but I went along to this local second-hand furniture place, because the cheque was in his name, and I looked in the shop to see if there was anything else I needed, and I saw this really nice writing bureau, but it wasn’t very much, it was about, I don’t know, £20-30, so I asked the man in the shop that if I bought this bureau, would he give me the change if I paid him by cheque, and he said he didn’t have enough money in the till, but he would give me the money tomorrow. He said there was no point in him doing this if  he don’t make any money out of it, and he said he would deliver the bureau, but only took about £10 which was really nice. I think there were quite a few people in the area who actually really inadvertently helped out the artists, really…um…for example there was a Greek man in Leyton High Road, who would give us really big portions of food when we went to eat there and I remember speaking to Pete Owen, and he said he went there too and said he was really generous. But then after a while, I mean this man seemed to be losing money, and he changed the way the shop was, and he would give out portions quite rightly in boxes that were all measured, because he had basically been quite kind to the artists, because they were all going there. 

There was a general kind of community feeling about the place, like on Colville Road, in the summer people would have their furniture from the house in the front of the house and sit out chatting and it was, I kind of thought it is a really old London sort of feeling, and the elderly people who were like gate-post leaners, who would lean all day, or most of the day on their gate, chatting to people, as they went by. A really sort of, healthy, friendly environment. 

So going back to my house, there was a beautiful path outside, which kind of went into the house, and was the hallway floor, I think it is called Jacobard or something like that, but basically earthy coloured tiles, and white tiles, the sort you would see in Fired Earth shop. As this path in the front, it was broken, and as I went up that path, I was getting an idea, because it looked like I could quite easily make a map of the British Isles there, because it was more or less that shape, and I just mixed some cement and reconfigured the tiles, so it became a map of the British Isles, and I called it Broken Pathway.

Outside my bedroom window, the garden in the house next door, number 32, was full of rubbish which was tangled up with long grass, and as I wasn’t working, what I decided I would do, because the scene was quite depressing, was I would spend a week clearing that garden, which I did, and the woman the other side of this house was a single parent with about three children, and she was really nice and her boyfriend worked for the council, and he got all these black bags for me, and we bagged it all up, and the council came and collected the rubbish. I didn’t want to use the garden particularly, but the woman next door planted it with vegetables, and the children used to play in there, so it just improved the view from my window tremendously. At the front of the house, this house, 32 Colville Road, was the first empty house in the street, and it was kind of like a window into the future, as to what that street would be like, when people had been evicted, and the houses were to be demolished for the M11. And I had decided to make something positive of this house in a sense, and I had been researching my family history, and actually I was quite influenced with the whole kind of atmosphere of the place, of these Victorian houses, slightly dilapidated, and I felt this house was a really good frame for one of the photographs.  

A friend of mine Paul Raftery, was at that time doing photographic evening classes, and the space in which he used was an old science lab, and he was making a large photograph actually, for the show, at the Franklin Furnace that I had organised, and I said to him, that I would just like to really simply enlarge a family photograph to six foot square to site in the doorway on the corrugated iron on 32 Colville Road. So one evening that is what we did. And I bought a roll of photographic paper, and we pinned it up on the wall of the lab and projected it, and it had quite a long exposure, a couple of minutes I think, and then we developed the paper sheets, and fixed them in these garden troughs which we had bought from the DIY shop, and although the paper was longer than the troughs because they weren’t made for that, it was a little bit awkward, but the kind of slight infections in the developing process I quite liked, because it went with the old photograph. We left it to dry, and then later I installed it in the porch at 32 Colville Road. Anyway, the neighbour opposite was Zoë Redman, a film maker, after a while she told me that little groups of people would gather at out gatepost at the image and talk about it, and that it was quite clear what that image was about, the fact that house was a home, and also had the feeling of the threat of the future evictions, but actually celebrated the house, and I do remember hearing some children playing in the porch, and saying that they thought it was quite ghostly. There was a pile of rubbish in that front garden, and I did consider clearing it away, but I thought “No, no it is part of the house”, because it had different kind of rubbish, and one was a paint palette that an artist had dumped there, and I wanted to keep that aspect of it, and the fact that there was a photograph there changed it from a non-space of dereliction, into a space with meaning again. 

And so those were my pieces, and I worked quite prolifically at that time, because the space allowed it. So I had used the front of my house, and the house next door, as places in which to site work. That was’86, when Broken Pathway had been installed. In 87, Close to Home, the photograph in the doorway was installed, and then in 1988, I developed these ideas because Leyton Artist’s Group organised open studios. 

I just heard about this from Pete Owen in the Northcote Pub, and was told to go down Grove Green Road to Julia Barton’s house, because she was organising it, and she was a sculptor, and she had got a little bit of funding from Waltham Forest Council, and was producing a small catalogue poster and invitation card, and basically, we were to just open our studios for the weekend, and all we had to do was submit an image and a statement to Julia, and then basically invigilate our space for the weekend. I decided to…I moved the furniture, from my bedroom into the little box room, so my little box room was piled high with furniture, including my mattress, and I remember climbing over all this furniture at night to get into bed, because all the other rooms were completely empty as installations. I did a series of projection installations in each room using family photographs, and the open studios were really well attended, and a lot of local people who were quite curious came into my house to look at my work, and also the photograph outside was still there, and also broken pathway was still there, right until the derelictions in 94, so there were works outside as well, sort of drawing people in. The project, the open studios was also advertised by Whitechapel Art Gallery, who had maps and all the details of every open studio in the east end, and we were included on that. So you had people coming in from the east end, and going round the houses. And because I had set up my flat almost like my open studio like a gallery, so there was very little trace of a private living space there, I decided that it might be quite a good idea to open a gallery in my studio, occasionally, and I invited Cornelia Parker around. We talked about doing an installation in my front room. I knew Cornelia from a gallery called Actualities, where Kay Roberts had invited me down to her gallery to propose a piece of work which actually never happened because the gallery folded up through lack of funds which was a great shame. For that gallery you had to do a piece, site specific work, somewhere outside, and that was actually in Docklands where the space was being cleared and redeveloped, so it was actually quite an edgy situation at the time, interesting, and you did a piece in the gallery. I think Kay Roberts had about eight shows and Cornelia was one of the people who showed there and Kay produced a colour catalogue to go with all the work. So Kay was basically supporting that gallery out of her own private income which soon diminished as each artist got a fee of £500. So that was how I met Cornelia through that, and I had seen her work at Art East gallery, up in the attic up there. Anyway, we discussed the possibilities of some work, and later, just before Cornelia was leaving she said “Well would you mind for example if I drilled lots of holes in your living room ceiling?” And I thought about it, and I was quite precious about my space really, and I thought “My God, that ceiling is going to fall down!” instead of thinking “Yeah, the ceiling will fall down and I will just put some plasterboard there and secure all the little screws for the suspended pieces like that”, I suppose it was because I was unemployed and my funds were so limited I couldn’t think beyond that, which seems absolutely crazy now, so I decided not to do it. 

I did actually do quite a number of shows myself, and I think I was doing six to eight shows a year, so it was very prolific, and I also had quite a lot of gallery visitors come into my studio as well, and for example the curators came from the British Art Show, and I didn’t contact them, I actually didn’t have a telephone, at all, while I was living in Colville Road, so most of my communications were by letter, or you know, by using the payphone. The British Council wrote to me, and asked me if I would be available for a studio visit, and Sandy Nairne was there and also I think it was Isabelle from the Arts Council collection, and one of the lecturers from Goldsmiths, David Ward who was quite critical of my work, and I think actually he had the final say because I wasn’t selected, and he was quite critical of the piece in the doorway Close to Home, because he didn’t like the way that in the image with my grandmother the doorway which echoed the real door of the Colville Road house was arched - and the Colville Road doorway was straight at the top. So he was quite a formalist really, and I don’t think he was concerned at all, because his own work was very formalistic and I just think that whole Goldsmith’s culture is a bit indoctrination rather than teaching, where students work in similar kind of ways, advocated by the tutors, so any kind of social issue was of no concern to him, and he made that quite clear, and he did make a rather sarcastic comment about a letter in my studio which was from Paul Wombel, offering me a commission of £1000 to blow up three images 8 foot by 10, which was subsequently shown in Heritage Image and History at Impressions Gallery and toured to Manchester Cornerhouse. 

Paul Wombel was another person who came and give me a studio visit and also Pennina Barnet from Goldsmiths was organising a show called Subversive Stitch which I made an installation for, and that show started at Manchester Cornerhouse and toured. I had already shown in ‘84 at the New Contemporaries at the Chisenhale Gallery, an installation when Chisenhale was an open warehouse basically. In 1987 I showed in Breathing Spaces at Camera Work and where my work was reviewed by Sarah Kent in Time Out which included quite a big image. I had actually cleared the back yard of Camera Work, and there were lots and lots of bricks, enough for me to make a huge British Isles in the back yard out of these crumbling corroding bricks, which again kind of echoed this image of Britain and dereliction and unemployment. Then I curated another show, called Present Histories and that went to Transmissions Gallery in Glasgow and Heritage which I curated for Franklin Furnace, New York when I was in the Leyton Artist Open Studios which I have mentioned, and then I was also showing in the Whitechapel Open, which was quite a big thing really, a really interesting eclectic show. The Whitechapel were working with such a broad outreach in terms of what they were showing in the gallery and also in the community projects, it was quite prolific there then and quite different to what it is now. 

To give you an idea of my living conditions before Colville Road, in Swanfield Street, Brick Lane, there were this row of old Jewish kind of slum buildings which were in a really poor state of repair which Jenni Boswell-Jones and Ismail Saray had squatted for quite a few years and they were living in one of these houses, these three storey little houses with two rooms on each floor, and the house next door, which you went through their house into the back door, through the back yard to get to my studio. The ground floor they used as storage for their magazine, and the next floor they were about to renovate as offices, and the two rooms on top they had offered me as a kind of live work space, so I was slowly renovating the offices, and when I moved in, there was this mouldy wallpaper all round the room, and I moved in quite quickly because I had nowhere else to go, and just as a temporary measure I covered this mouldy wallpaper with newspaper, and I had a little fold up bed that they lent me in the middle of the room, and a boiler to put water in to heat up for a cup of tea or to wash. Because there was no running water in this place at all, just cold taps in the yard, although Ismail had plumbed in some water to his house, and with Ismail - we sort of did up the office space and there were huge cracks in the wall which we stuffed with newspaper and cemented together and then painted with this stash of old paint that Ismail had collected. 

Jenni and Ismail were producing this magazine called And: A Journal of Art, and it was black and white, and of course they were doing it all low tech not using computers only very basis word processor, but it was amazing what they did, and they produced this really quite high quality magazine for the time. It was interesting because it was black and white, and a lot of political artists, I remember Peter Kennard and John Latham doing pieces in the magazine, and the focus was political art and installation and feminist art. They produced a number of issues and so that was really interesting working with them, and also because Ismal taught me how to renovate places on the cheap, because we were all unemployed, and he would put sash windows in, and he’d also would reuse everything, like even he would, even straighten bent nails and use them again, so that was quite phenomenal really.

I think at the time, this whole squatting culture was on the go, and then ACME was like a little bit more secure than that, the short-life housing - and there were lots of short-life housing associations around, particularly on that M11 road link, I think there was Solon was one of the housing associations down there, and some of the artists lived in other short-life properties from other housing associations, and then all the law changed about squatters’ rights, and then squatting became obviously less and less.

Then ways that I earnt an income at that time, was initially when I first moved in in 86, I did get a little bit of odd work every so often at the Whitechapel Art Gallery doing the mail out, and then when I was in the first Whitechapel Open exhibition in 88, I got, I was invited to a few talks there, as part of the teacher’s programme, they picked three artists and I remember Adam Reynolds was one of the other artists who spoke about his work, and Adam ran his own gallery in South London as well, and I did start to get some teaching work because I was contacted by my old foundation course in Loughton and somebody had left and they wanted someone to come and do one day a week teaching sculpture, but it was great because I could do whatever I liked, and they wanted some innovative kind of installation, sculpture and media work going on in that session, all be it quite basic, and I got the students to sort of write about their work as well as part of the programme, and I think it was at the time of BTECH, but it was still fairly unstructured, like the artists could go in and structure, even at that level an interesting project that you wanted. I was there for about three years, and then the course became more structured and I was quite happy to leave, and it became more BTECH orientated, and small projects, whereas I was getting the students to work in a more longer term way. 

When I went over to Swanfield Street as well, the other artists who moved in a little bit later were Iain Robertson and Stuart Brisley, and they had one of the houses and they took the ceilings down so you could see the rafters, and screened off areas in basic slatted wood, and it looked like some interesting installation in there, and I got to know Iain quite well, and then we started to go out together, and when I first moved down Colville Road, because Ian Robertson used to live in Fillebrook Road and I think he left there in 1984, he was living in a house there with Mona Hatoum, and then he went to Poland for a few years and he got married when he was in Poland and that didn’t last very long, and then he separated and came back to London and he was then living at Swanfield Street, but he used to come down to Colville Road and Fillebrook Road and meet up and visit friends, and visit me as well, and we would go to the Northcote, and then at the Northcote I recognised Pete Owen, because when I left the Slade, I stayed temporary with some friends, some guys from the foundation course that I used to attend in Loughton in Essex, and Mark Wallinger was one of the people on our course, and they had a house in South London and a room that I could temporary stay in, for about two or three weeks while I got myself sorted out, and Pete was one of the people that came round, and I think a lot of people in the house, you know, where doing their MA’s at Chelsea or Camberwell, so when I recognised Pete, he gave me his address and we used to frequently visit each other, when we were passing, and going into each other’s studio. Also another artist was Anne Monahan who lived on Grove Green Road, who I used to pop in and see and she did really big paintings, and I would just have a cup of tea in her studio and we would just chat while she was painting.

But apart from that I did just get on with it, and do my work, and then once this sort of visiting teaching came up, Ian Robertson who was working with Stuart Brisley, and he had done quite a few big projects, in fact he’d toured with Stuart over Europe, and he was teaching at Brighton Art School, and Portsmouth, and he was going to give up his Brighton job, and he was thinking of moving to Canada, and he asked me if I would be interested in doing his job, because he was going to recommend me, and I was recommended and I got a two day a week contract at Brighton, and at the same time I was doing one day a week on the foundation course, for those first few years from about ‘88 to um ‘91, I then had regular teaching, and that was really good, and then I started showing more and more, so I then started doing some new artwork, because I had organised this show for Transmissions, called Present Histories with about eight other artists as I mentioned, and I was in a show called Reclaim the City Artworks, I used an old image from People’s Palace, and blew it up to about, I don’t know - it was about ten feet square, and I sited it on an old tenement, and we got permission for that project, so that was quite an exciting project to do. 

One of the things I remember particularly is just the people who lived in the street, like for example Mrs Swift, who lived on the opposite side of Colville Road and who often used to lean on her gatepost chatting to people, and we all knew that poor Mrs Swift suffered from agoraphobia, and were very concerned as to what would happen to Mrs Swift, when the M11 eventually did come about, and next door I think Sheila Thompson was her daughter, and Sheila was someone who was active in the resident’s association, again a long term resident, I think a single parent, and had quite a few children. 

Very few traffic actually came round Colville Road, it was like a cul de sac, the only cars that would come round there would really only be people who lived there and were parking their cars and so this little gang of kids would go up and down the street and sometimes they would literally follow you in the house, and I remember when I first moved in and Tara moved in downstairs, the kids were like really curious and asking lots of questions, and then they wanted to come inside and help us with the painting and every so often we would get a little knock on the door and they wanted to see how the painting and decorating was going, they were really curious, to begin with, and then they got used to you, but they did come in the house, and they did like, we gave them a little brush and they started painting to make themselves feel like they were doing something, chatting all the time, and that sort of thing it probably wouldn’t be allowed these days. And I do remember Sheila saying that one of the things that really concerned her was that you know, when the motorway came, and if they got moved somewhere else in the borough, like, you know, she says to her children or said to her children that they can’t, wouldn’t be able to go in and out of people’s houses, in the same way, and she said in Colville Road she knew that she could trust the people in the street, because she kind of knew everyone in the street and that the children would be treated by every other person in the street as she would a parent to a child, and that does seem quite unique, and in a way. I think probably similarly with Claremont Road because they were those little cul de sacs, it was almost like this little pocket of a community that had sort of almost unchanged, remained unchanged for many years, and I also remember there’s lots of people from that street that I can remember in terms of what they looked like, but I didn’t know them by name, so they would always say hello, and as you passed them in the street, and have a quick chat or whatever, and um…

I used to love the sound of the street in the morning, and all the people going to work, when I was working in my studio, and I used to like getting up early, and be in the front of the house, having a coffee, and thinking about some ideas for work or just working, and just all the steps, and it seemed like quite, and just all the footsteps, and it seemed like quite a lot of people used Colville Road, because it was a back road that kind of led directly onto the station, so I think a lot of people would walk down Colville Road, and also it was a nicer road to walk down, because that meant you didn’t have to walk alongside busy Grove Green Road, which was chocka with traffic and lorries and so forth, and did actually have one tragedy down there that I remember a four year old boy, was killed by a traffic, and I don’t know the circumstances of which it happened, but I know that all the long term residents on Colville Road were talking about it and very upset.

…and so you’d walk down Colville Road, and I also enjoyed getting up early in the morning and going off to teach at Brighton or Loughton College, and I would walk down Colville Road, and then at the end of the road as it turned right, there were these steps, there were like sort of, like 1940’s concrete steps that had been left over from the war, with this metal rail, simple metal rail, and I’d go up that steps, and then across Langthorne Road, and then down these other little steps at the other side, which were surrounded by these bushes into this kind of road called Station Road, which had a really kind of secret feel about it, very sort of Mrs Faversham, and it seemed to be like the street that everyone forgot, it was a street that was like a pocket where a lot of evictions had already carried out, and people had left, so most of the street, probably about 50% of those houses were empty and boarded up, and then some were lived in, and again they seemed like rambling houses, and all these like overgrown back gardens, because of course the motorway was going straight through that street and it was the street that time forgot, in the sense that with, what happened later with the campaign and so forth, no one really knew about the residents on Station Road, it was like a ghost street in a way, it somehow never seemed to be part of any local residents’ campaign, it probably was, but you just didn’t hear anything about it. And anyway, I had walked past this particular house that had its door open, that had been derelict for years, and then one day I sneaked in there on my way to work, and in the front room there was this rosary in the middle which had fallen down the wiring of the light in the centre of the room and broken like some Victorian parasol, and in the back room the wallpaper had fallen off the wall and draped rather like my cotton sheet curtain in the studio, but it was the wallpaper and it was right alongside this boarded up window, and to my absolute delight there was rose wallpaper on the walls, because for me I had been working with rose wallpaper, and as a sort of symbol of the kind of English rose, and that was one kind of image of dereliction and dilapidation and decay and neglect and forget and I decided to come back and take some pictures anyway. And I was, in conversation with the Photographer’s Gallery, who’d gone to see a show of mine at Cambridge Dark Room, where I had been working with Kay Robert’s Actualities, but as I said her programme had to fold up, but I had started working on a derelict house in Docklands, by an old lock, and I had made this 8 ft square photographs and traced in the Limehouse Archives, the former residents of these properties, and the Photographer’s Gallery had gone down there, it was David Chandler who had gone to see the work, and he wrote to me and invited me to take part in a show called Invisible City, so I decided to do a piece in the house in Station Road. 

I found an old postcard for a woman who I think looked a bit like me, again a Victorian image, quite simply dressed, and I blew this up to life size, and I sited it on the wall in Station Road, and sited it insitu, so it looked like this woman was standing there, you did a double take, was it part of the wallpaper, or was she standing there? And I also photographed the rosary, the parasol, but never ever exhibited that, because I never found a context, and then anyway, I blew up the image, the documentation image of the woman, in that house, and onto canvas and stretcher like a painting and painted a black and white image on colour paper so you got this soft tone, and made it as part of a triptych of images including a very large central image of a derelict back yard, also another image found from archives, so I was mingling images from archives and mingling images from that place in Station Road, because it is almost like sometimes the archive is on the street, that idea, and I called the piece Homeless History with reference to not just the M11, but at that time what was happening in London with the mass evictions of people you know, down in Docklands, and the kind of level of redevelopment that was going on without consultation. 

And that whole thing about I wasn’t really involved in public inquiries or anything of that sort, though my boyfriend at the time, Howard Slater was a writer and he used to go down to all the public inquiries but said they were all pointless really, because what would happen would be a load of local residents would get very upset because their voice was not being heard, and of course all the public inquiry was very tokenistic, so it just seemed so negative that all these decisions had already been made and nothing could be done. There was a particularly long public enquiry, over 21 days in June and July 1987, and Sheila Thompson and various local residents went down to that, and but I think very much the attitude amongst a lot of the artists was that you couldn’t really do much about it, it had been decided years ago, and with all respect for the local people who you know, had their houses were blighted, particularly the people who had bought them years ago, and just the sort of whole injustice of it all, and no consideration for the people who had spent their whole lives in those houses, in particular people like Mrs Swift who was quite ill, and just how things like that can just go ahead, but it is the story of the world really, so particular to working class history, where people just don’t have a voice, but other artists did get involved in the public inquiries, but because I left slightly earlier, as well, some of the other artists there, I think I left in 1993, or early 1994, sort of in-between, but I actually left a little bit before that, because I left around 1990 or ‘91, and I began to use 34 Colville Road as a studio afterwards, and I moved into another short-life place in Hackney, because around ‘92 you could really feel the area getting more and more run down, even though there were attempts by the artists and the local residents to keep the place looking you know, fairly good, because squatters started to move in. The community was changing as people were moving out, and it started to feel less secure, and things were happening, like actually in 1990, I would say freeloaders, there were a lot of kind of freeloaders coming down to the area, and just ripping off things, like for example, number 32 Colville Road, next to me, had been you know, empty, and it wasn’t inhabitable at all, and ACME as I said tried to get that house but they couldn’t, because it had been condemned basically, and I think there had been a fire in the house, and the previous residents had left some years before, but it was a Sunday, and there were two men on the roof of that house, dressed in overalls like they were council workers or something like that, big kind of burly men that you just didn’t want to mess with, and I leaned out of my bedroom window and asked them what they were doing, and where they were from, and they said they were from the council, and they stripped all the lead tiles off that roof, and I didn’t know at the time, but some months went by, I got some incredible damp on my studio wall, my studio, my house was perfect, it had no damp whatsoever, and then because all these tiles had been taken, and some probably had been taken from the side of my roof as well, although I never did get the chance to look, and my ceiling started to leak, very slowly like you couldn’t see the water, but this big damp patch appeared, and actually I really loved that house and really looked after it, and it was sort of really depressing to see that someone could just come along and do that, and my studio became wrecked, there was a big damp patch on the ceiling, and down the side of the wall became like this sponge, and the damp came in, and it became very difficult for me to use that part of the studio which was about a quarter of the space, and so I decided to move as well. But it wasn’t just that, my neighbour downstairs had moved out to Glasgow, and was sub-letting to different guys, and I didn’t really know who they were, they weren’t artists, and it just didn’t seem the same, and it didn’t seem secure really, and the guys downstairs would never double lock the doors, so it was totally on a latch, you could literally kick that latch through, and one day I came home to find, I opened the door, the Yale, not the Yale, there was a chain on, so I couldn’t get in, and I realised the place was being robbed, so I ran into the house of the lady who had the children the other side of 32, and explained what was happening, and her son called me to run through the house, and we ran through her house to the back door and we chased them over the fence, and the back window was open, so we climbed through Tara’s back window, and undid the chain on the door, and we couldn’t, luckily they hadn’t gone up into my flat and nothing was missing, but there was some audio equipment of Tara’s which was stolen, and I just sort of started to feel a bit vulnerable about kind of issues like that really. So that is when I decided to just use the space as a studio and move all my valuables out really. 

But there were stories of other things going on, but I remember Pete Owen saying he went away, and this may have been a little bit earlier than 1990, and he came back to his house and found the front door open, so he went in his house looking round to see if anything could have been stolen, and found absolutely nothing was stolen, apart from I think it was something on the electricity box that had been taken, a fuse or something, and that was kind of a mystery, I don’t know, just things like that, and just the general sort of, it seemed to change quite rapidly, and I just felt I just don’t feel safe actually, living here, and I think I was right actually, because when I started to read in the archives some of the events that began to take place down the street, and the actions of the Department of Transport, and so forth. I mean there was another incident where there was a guy called Richard who was a musician, and his girlfriend were actually living on Grove Green Road, and this was while I was still living there actually, and they just went to work, and I think it was while I was still living there or maybe while I was using it as a studio, and they came back, and all their stuff had been removed, and the department of transport were kind of evicting their house, and it had actually been a mistake, some letter hadn’t been sent or something, so sort of stories like that really.

When I was moving out, finally, and Richard Leighton knocked on my door and asked me if I could give him the key so they could arrange for some squatters to move in, and I said look, Richard, it’s really difficult because there was somebody living downstairs, one of these guys, who Tara was sub-letting to, and um, I said I couldn’t really give the keys because of that, and also I had to hand them back to Roger, Roger Kite- ACME- and if I didn’t, I would be in trouble with Roger, and I thought not just that, but in the future if I wanted to have a studio, it would affect the agreement, and anyway Richard was ok about it, and so I mean, I am sure the place was squatted later, and I did actually say to Richard the lock is so vulnerable anyway, it is just this Yale, just kick it, and the door will open, you know, and it is no big deal, I just had to stick to my part of the agreement with ACME, really. And respect that. 

So I suppose those were the people I knew- there was also like at the station there was a really nice guy who worked there who has since retired, who used to chat to the artists, coming through the barrier and in those days, you didn’t have to have a ticket, you could pay at the other end and because I am not saying who that guy is, he used to let us straight through and I remember one time coming home quite late, and with a gang of people from Colville Road, and we all walked down the side of the tracks, and God, one would never do that now, and jumped over our fence, for a bit of a laugh into our back gardens to get home. But I do think it was quite a special time really, because it was a good time for artists, and people of my generation, because we were like, most of us, a lot of us were in our mid 20’s, 30’s and at quite a crucial time, and had the space, and also I think there were more jobs around then as well because I know quite a lot of people got work at the Whitechapel doing talks and workshops, and I did as well, and I met Steve Nelson through the workshops there, and up and down the road. I mean I didn’t really know Steve, but because I had done the workshops I would recognise him and just say hello, and there was just this movement, up and down those roads, and you’d see quite a lot of artists, and even if you didn’t go into their house, you would often end up walking down the road with them, because you would recognise them from the Northcoat and just start chatting, and I often used to meet Rachel Garfield actually, walking down Colville Road, because she lived in Claremont Road, and we often would have a chat, and Sheila Whitaker, and I used to see Gary Docherty a lot, although he didn’t live in the area then. In the Northcote Pub there would be big groups of artists, and you could join whichever group you liked, chat to different artists, and that was really nice, although I am not a regular pub goer, but if I was at a loose end I would go down and have a relaxing evening there, and quite often we would talk about ideas for work and stuff, so it was quite engaging. 

And a few more things about my little journey to the train station, I would quite frequently walk down Station Road, because I really liked that street, but sometimes I would walk down , I am not sure whether it was Grove Green Road, or the little road in-between, which I think was called- Trevlawn Road, I think, because at the end of that house there was this really interesting looking house with a dark green door, and quite often this really beautiful woman would come out, and I thought she was beautiful because of the clothes she wore, she would just have this style that slightly, you know, sort of contemporary Victorian, and she would come out her door looking so happy with this other, like really handsome guy, and I used to like get a glimpse of what she was wearing to see if I could copy it, or maybe one day, make a pattern for whatever she was wearing. So there was some interesting kind of local characters, but I do remember quite sadly walking after years of walking down that street, and I suppose the idea that you just catch these little snippets of peoples’ lives and then this woman would come out of this door, but never with this handsome man again, and it didn’t seem quite the same, and then eventually she didn’t live there anymore, so that was like a little snippet really of two young people in their late 20’s, living in a house that looked really interesting and they seemed to have a very interesting persona… and I’m just thinking who else in my street, there was Zoë Redman who lived not quite opposite, but I think opposite 32, and she was a filmmaker, and she lived with Steve Lipman, another filmmaker, and Zoë had this really nice gregarious kind of character, and she just frequently laughed, and everyone really liked her, and she had two children, and she was again quite a prolific worker, and I don’t know how she managed really, and Steve was like very confident and a real sort of go getter and I just thought I wish I could be like that, and anyway, they lived opposite and then further along, down Colville Road, I don’t know, what number, but there was John Smith’s house, and I never really knew John Smith, but there were these people that you just, the name would be heard and people from probably the Northcote, and you would hear about this John Smith, who was making these films, and he lived sort of about half way down, and I would go past his house and just thought it was particularly spooky, it had a really high hedge, and it just seemed so dark, and while I lived at Colville Road, one of his films was on television. He made a film of I think it was an old derelict hospital at the back, I think it was down the end of Langthorne Road or something, I think something like that, and it was a slow kind of formalist film, tracing the outside of that building, and then further on down that road, on the corner, was Dave and Sharon’s house, and Sharon used to run the fine art course at Humberside, and Dave I think was a musician, and a writer, and their house, I remember it had been quite vulnerable because it was the end of the terrace, and it was covered with ivy, and I think they had problems with their roof as well, but I had never been inside it, but it seemed like one of the most rambling houses in the street and quite distinctive. Then going back, up the street, because most of the houses were actually the ones that were close on the side of the railway line, and not many artists lived on the opposite side of the street, although Zoe Redman did, I think it was kind of the houses after 33 that were also earmarked, I think Zoe’s house was actually never knocked down, and she was offered to buy the house, as some artists were, and I think she bought it and sold it, I am not sure, and I have an inkling that she moved to France. Then further up the road there was some sculptors I think, called, a guy called Mark and a woman called Ros, and they had liked sort of knocked through a wall in the upstairs I think it was, and had their studios that looked like quite an industrial kind of warehouse space, and had a really good storage system, that’s what I remember about their house. Further up, on the corner, was the guy called Tony Daley who I remember Eddie Chambers had included in one of his curations, and Tony was this tall, really elegant looking guy, and I remember one day seeing him, walk up the street with a box of art materials and canvasses balancing on his head, and he told me his mum taught him how to carry things like that which is extremely useful, because I did ask him to try and teach me how to do it, but I could never get it right, but then eventually I just put a cushion on my head because it was useful at the moment to get things up into my loft storage space…But anyway, this tall elegant figure walking down the road with these boxes on his head and canvasses. 

I also remember seeing Tony again, although I would see him quite a few times walking down the road and chat to him, but another very particular funny time, was late at night, coming through the ticket barriers and Tony was standing there as if he was a ticket collector, and because he is a black guy, he was like playing on people’s stereotypical perception, and you know, the whole history of Caribbean men coming to work on the London Underground, I mean very ironic, just standing there, and people were giving him money, and that was one of Tony’s political, innovative money making ideas which had us in hysterics, and he was just so good at it, and it was like a little performance piece, but I don’t know if he would remember that now. But Tony was with quite a lot of galleries and showing a lot at that time, but he never seemed to be able to pay his rent, he was always like really behind with his rent.

I remember when I had left, and went back just, quite simple, I just went back to the ACME offices and handed in my keys, and then I had heard about, I knew because they wrote to me, about this, we would get £1000 compensation which did surprise me because I thought it was per house and that me and Tara would probably get £500 each, but it was that we got £ 1000 each, and I’d moved by this time, and the money had not arrived, so I rang up and spoke to Sarah Greengrass and said I haven’t received the £1000 and she went: “Oh, oh, are you actually up to date with your rent?” And I said yeah, and she said “You are one of the few”, good job that there was that kind of compensation because a lot of the artists had got behind in their rent and that compensation was paying for the rent that they couldn’t afford to pay. So I got this £1000 and at the same time I had sold a large photograph for a show that I had shown the Camden Arts Centre to the Southbank Arts Centre, for about £3000 which was quite cheap, because it was a black and white photograph, 10 ft by 8ft on canvas and stretchers which is now in the Arts Council Collection. But because there was then a property slump, it enabled me to put that money down- £4000 as down payment for a small house in Stratford so it helped me get a kick start really. 

I was living in Colville Road, developing a whole series of installations called Wallpaper History, and then I had this interest in the surrounding and empty spaces, these domestic spaces, which I think was reflected also in my own studio, the nature of my studio, this Victorian and domestic space, and I was thinking about the placement of works in the kind of urban or east London environment, because there seemed to not be many opportunities in galleries, and there seemed to be not many galleries, but then again I think there were because there was also more opportunities. 

I worked quite a lot at Camera Work in Roman Road, using their Dark Rooms, and this enabled me to be in I think about at least three shows there, and then there was the accessible nature of the Whitechapel, with the Whitechapel Open Lecture and Workshop Programmes and also the Tom Allen Centre in Stratford which was an interesting,  reasonable sized gallery which was showing up and coming work really, and I had this sort of idea about works in situ, and I’ve just found this old little piece of writing I did on my typewriter, because I didn’t have a word processor, and I would type and there would be, the page would be quite indented, but I would photocopy it to make it look slightly nicer, and it just says ‘ works in situ  can happen anywhere, mostly outside the gallery, in places such as derelict buildings, across wastelands and in deserted overgrown gardens, across and inside bridges, generally into forgotten areas, enhanced by time and weathering. They are works in situ acting as metaphors of the present declining situation in Britain, reflecting the condition of the immediate environment, by collecting materials directly from those environments and creating for a means of reconstruction. They are works in situ because they are placed in situations other than galleries. They are works in situ because they belong to everyone and are intended to become part of the environment’. Close to Home was installed in 1987, and it stayed there until about 1989. And it faded to sepia tone, and then the image was becoming washed away into this white sheet of paper, and that kind of made the house look untidy again, so at that point I removed it, and then I remember a little plaque, blue plaque going up, in Colville Road, in this other house that had become empty a little bit further on, and it was like a heritage plaque and it said ‘This House Was Once A Home’, and I always support that it was put there by Sheila Thompson in the local residents association, and then later found out that the plaque had been put there by Paul Noble, an artist in Fillebrook Road, and that was what was quite interesting about those sighting work outside, is that authorship was secondary and this kind of mystery about something appearing and being interesting, and catching your attention. And I remember sort of thinking, God, I wish I had done that plaque, what a good idea, and I since heard that there were a number of plaques  in different streets and one in Claremont Road, which eventually ended up in the Museum of London archive.

So other things that were happening in that time, which had quite an effect on the residents and just people in general really, was the first thing was the poll tax, and it was pretty high, and I don’t think, I don’t know how it was worked out, whether it was higher if you were living on your own or something like that, but anyway, I don’t know anyone who paid that, I know that most of the artists I spoke to didn’t, and I am pretty sure the local residents probably wouldn’t have bothered, because they were living in these blighted houses, so what is the point? And anyway, as time went on, I received a letter calling me to go to the courts in Walthamstow, so I went down there, and outside there were a number of people from the SWP briefing everyone as to what to say, which I can’t quite remember but it was a single sentence answer, saying that you acknowledge the poll tax but you basically disagree with it, therefore you were refusing to pay, because the idea was to stop, and take away and beat the poll tax, which eventually happened, and anyway. I went into the court and there was a huge crowd of people in the dock and there was a woman judge, and she looked, she seemed to survey everyone, one by one, and then she decided to draw an invisible line, she asked each person of their business, and everyone did this one sentence reply, and I said the reply, and then she drew a line by the side of me, and I just felt so relieved, because she said everyone else over this side had to come back this afternoon, and everyone over the other side had to wait for another letter, and fortunately I was within that group, and I think it was quite discriminatory really, because it was like as soon as I spoke, and she heard my soft voice, she looked up, and looked at me with this look, what are you doing here? And next to me was this guy from India, and she just like drew the line between me and him. And he was so frightened, and I came out of the court with him, and he said “What should I do?” And the SWP said you have got to come back this afternoon, and I said to him, have you got children? And he said yeah, and I just said, you know, I would just go home and never come back, and to this day I don’t know whether I gave that man the worst advice in the world, but he just like legged it, and I went home, and I did get a letter you know, several months later, calling me into court again, and I just thought “No, I am not going to go”, and I didn’t, and I started to get the bailiffs letters, which I think other artists were getting as well, but that was another reason why I decided to give up my Colville Road place, and I mean, eventually that sort of stuff petered off with everything, but nothing happened, and then the whole Poll Tax system was disbanded, and it was a really bad thing to happen for a lot of people, and just caused a lot of unnecessary stress, and so luckily that was done away with. 

I think of when the artists moved in to the houses, between Leyton and Leytonstone, that you did like feel, because there were so many artists there and the artists do talk about the local people, and it sounds really funny now I think, and to do with the kind of huge number of artists, and then because some people I knew like my next door neighbours were a lot of guys from the north of England would be quite scathing about the artists, and then they actually started to mingle with the artists, and then I do remember a point where there was a lot more mingling going on, and the local people coming to the open studios and talking to us in the pub, and then some local people actually engaged in artists making work. Once I had a problem and they would help you out actually, and I had a problem, because I was making a piece called Shadows for the Subversive Stitch, an installation, and I wanted to interview my mum about her experience in the east end sweatshops, and she didn’t want to be interviewed, but she said I could note down what she said, which I did do, as best I could, but I was unable to do that. So I approached Sheila Thompson, because she was very kind of sociable, and I asked her if she would do it, and I said there was a little bit of a fee available as well, and she sort of said ok, and she came over to my flat, and she just read the monologue of my mum’s story and I think she took part in she did the monologue for John Smiths film, I am not quite sure. I picked Sheila particularly because of her voice, because it was quite similar to my mum’s and the whole way that a voice locates- an accent locates somebody to a particular place, and I suppose the site specific notion of voice, although everything is quite transitory and the texture of the voice seemed really fitting, and I suppose that kind of gave local residents an insight into some of the things that we were doing.

I know from me the whole issue of class, and my class background started to become really important around that time, and I was making artwork for at various and different places really, which as time went on, that wasn’t actually conducive to the living situation there because of the squatting that was taking place, and you didn’t feel that it was ok to kind of leave the area for a long period of time, and your work would be safe really, so I decided in 1992 to use the place as a studio, but because there was damp, quite extensive damp in my studio, the tiles that had been removed from 32 next door, the roof tiles, I literally closed off that lovely front room, well what was once a lovely front room, and I used the back room, which was previously my bedroom, and also my kitchen because I had quite a big table in there, and I kept my washing machine in there as well, because I didn’t particularly want to move that, I had gone to Hackney into short-life housing, then and was moving around a bit over there, like sometimes only had a place for about 6 months and had to move on or a year or 2 years. I eventually ended up living in Old Ford Road.

I suppose when I first moved into Colville Road, I remember one Sunday going up to explore Leyton High Road because it was the first chance I had and as I walked up past the supermarkets and a little bit off track, there were these shops which were so interesting, where the owner had clearly done the window display and I can’t particularly remember what was actually in the window display but what I noticed was this kind of brightly coloured pink or light blue crepe paper which was cut over the board, the display board and round the back of the screen and sort of draped over and maybe cut into scallop shape or something which I did go back to the house and comment on to Tara, who also really liked citche, the slightly tacky quality of the hand-made.  But I suppose also that idea of an interest in the whole thing about ‘mend and make do’ and I think, you know the artists, we were like that in the sense that like how we furnished our houses: going to second-hand shops and junk shops, picking up things and picking up wooden chairs and tables and if they weren’t in terribly good nick we’d just give them a lick of paint. And how actually that attitude has stayed with me, I mean um, like where I live now I have got a certain amount of new things which I never did have before, but I still like the look of painted furniture and my mum and dad gave me some 1940s wooden chairs, which again weren’t in terribly good nick, and I painted them a sort of pistachio green and they looked really good next to my grandma’s wooden table. But I think ethos, one of recycling because also I remember having some, my mum gave me some sort of 1970s tubular metal chairs which were kind of ok, quite interesting in some respects, and then I didn’t particularly want any more chairs in my house and then I think Pete Owen got them – I’m not sure – but they were passed around amongst other artists so we did kind of, if there was something that we didn’t particularly want that was given to us we could pass it around so that was really useful. So you did get the sense that nothing really got wasted. I’ve often wondered about those houses because you know although they were quite run-down they were particularly quite beautiful like the big heavy front doors, with the two panelled insets of like stained glass windows, leaded, and surrounding that the kind of inner doorframe had um, leaded windows with the number on the top in the sky light. Then all the doors inside were really nice heavy wood-panelled doors. And again, you had the proper windows, the sash windows and the beautiful staircases and also the tiles, which went up the pathway and into the hallway and I often wonder, you know, how much of that ever got reclaimed and how much of that kind of just got wasted and left behind and just destroyed in the rush of everything. So there’s that sort of feeling of the whole kind of a waste of it all really, I suppose. 

But going back to the street, because, um, the other people I remember in the street were two sisters, elderly sisters, in Colville Road who lived together – they were called Miss Griffiths, (laughs), the two Miss Griffiths. One of them I think the older sister she also was a regular gate-post-leaner so like her face comes to mind most clearly. And I think she was actually in the houses opposite to me, the houses that were earmarked for demolition from number 31 onward, round that corner, round the sort of what would be from my window the right-hand side of that street that kind of went round the bend and that’s where Mrs. Swift would be as well. So I know those women knew each other quite a lot and they would be out there and as I said before, Mrs. Swift suffered from agoraphobia. She’d been born in that house and raised all her children in the house and sort of Mrs. Swift is like a memory but also a sort of mystery as to what happened really to her whole family, Sheila Thompson and so forth. Sheila has been spotted in Leyton, so she obviously stayed in the area, but the real tragedy I think was that those houses from 31 were knocked down and Mrs. Swift’s house was one of them. I think the Miss Griffiths’ house was on that side and knocked down as well. And similarly, where Tony Daly lived, on that bend but on the opposite side of the road, those houses were knocked down as well and it turned out in the end that none of those houses needed to have been knocked down because now what you have is those horrible like Noddy houses which are kind of a really bad new-build interpretation of the old house which somehow you know are led to try and lead you to believe that they fit in, but they don’t. Those houses are in place. So there’s kind of stories like that whereby, you know, local residents lost their houses and it was totally unnecessary. I think for Mrs. Swift, you know when someone suffers from agoraphobia and never goes out past their gate-post I mean what are the repercussions of that? Nobody picked up her case as far as I know. I’m sure the Residents’ Association did and maybe the protestors knew about that, the anti-road protestors, but maybe Sheila Thompson didn’t want her mum’s plight publicised and you know I wouldn’t blame her. But there’s a whole load of kind of speculation around what may have occurred there and also other people. 

So, um, when I did finally leave it was quite hard for me to go back to Colville Road. In fact my mum has this saying that you should never go back and constantly with my work and everything I do go back, so I’ve got this morbid sense of curiosity. But my boyfriend Howard Slater did always go back cos he’d go to the Northcote Pub with Pete and Matthew Hale and all the rest of them and I didn’t really want to do that. And although nothing much was said, I suppose it was almost like I actually felt quite emotionally attached because I’d invested so much into my house, into the flat, and I suppose clearing the gardens and just seeing how, the knock-on effect really, of what all the artists were doing and how later that just began to be just undermined by lots of different circumstances and the place was slowly going to rack and ruin. And I do remember that when I cleared out the next-door back garden and the lady next door started planting vegetables there, Tara cleared her garden downstairs and did a lawn and the people in the house next door, there were a group of young people from Lancashire – Pete, Martin, Paney, Sally, Tim, Judith and Howard who then became my partner for a while. They used to, it’s quite strange, we’d hear all these deep voices in the garden and they would be drinking beer and then throwing the empty cans into a pile and so their garden was an absolute mess and this huge pile of beer cans sort of built up. And then one day, it definitely was because the two gardens we’d cleared must have had this subliminal influence because they started clearing their garden. In the middle of the garden they found a pond that had been buried and they sort of dug out the pond again and put fish in there. And then they grew all these flowers and Judith like literally scattered all these seeds over the garden. It looked like a sort of you know, wild, flower field like some sort of garden designers do nowadays. And I suppose also around that time we were sort of doing up our houses and everything and the look was quite minimal in many ways and also what people did with their gardens and some people made sculpture gardens. And I suppose it was shabby chic really, because then years later you’ve got all those kind of garden programmes to teach people how to do things, to give them ideas, and like in many ways it was kind of all happening between Leyton and Wanstead in a different way and a slightly different aesthetics. I do think that with the kind of aesthetics of special decoration, if it’s too perfect like Habitat and Heals and so forth it’s a bit boring and there has to be a little bit of shabby going on there. I remember going to Maureen Paley’s house and having a cup of tea and she was telling me about her architect that was coming into her little place in Beck Road and he was going to sharpen up her gallery a bit and she said to me quite clearly that, she didn’t want it too sharp because then it would lose its character. So she decided that what she would do would keep those painted floorboards, those grey painted floorboards that had been clogged with paint and painted over for years and then whatever happened around that would be to sharpen it up, but she didn’t want to lose the quality of that kind of Victorian terrace, which I think is interesting. So I suppose, um, ah I’ve just thought of something else! 

The time when I mentioned I got burgled, and I went to the telephone box on the corner because I never had a telephone there and called the police and reported it to the police and this constable came round. And I came down from the top of the house and opened the door and he sort of just immediately walked in and took a right into Tara’s front living room, except she wasn’t living there anymore, there were these guys. And I just sort of followed him in there and then I was so shocked with what I saw and the constable just said, “This is a right dump”. All the curtains had been pulled, and there was like the whole space just felt grey. There were like armchairs and stuff in there. There were like fag butts everywhere and beer cans and then this sort of drum kit in the corner and one of the guys used to play this drum kit and you can imagine, if I was in the house upstairs I would just have to leave the house, go to the Northcote or somewhere to get out of the house while he played the drums, which was completely anti-social, and sometimes I just wondered how some of the long-term residents would put up with some of the noise that was actually kind of happening around that time, with people who actually never really done up the houses, the ACME people, but came in on the back of ACME people or whatever and just would use the place as they thought fit, which wasn’t exactly what they were intended for. And in this living room the policeman said that it stank of marijuana and I just thought, you know, God, you know it really kind of sums it up, like this complete, I dunno it seemed like a kind of disrespect for people living around in quite close proximity and I did at that point just think God, I wonder if the guys themselves had stolen the audio equipment as an insurance scam but you just don’t know really and I just thought it’s none of my business so I’m just going to keep out of it. But I did think at that point, well you know, they’re not locking their windows downstairs, they’re not really bothering to lock the doors up properly and they’re not putting the front door on the mortise so, like what’s the point of me sort of keeping my stuff here and at that time I was living there and it’s just not gonna be safe, you know, the door could just be kicked down and that’s it. So that’s when I moved and decided to use the place as a studio and as I say, the damp had come into the front room as well. So it was quite sad really how a place could deteriorate so quickly just because certain people were moving out. 

So round about ’92 anyway quite a few artists were moving out but I didn’t obviously hand my keys in because I’d decided to use it by then as a studio and it wasn’t practical to be moving around, doing projects up and down the country, because basically I felt that one had to go where the work was really because I was living basically from project to project and teaching block to teaching block and then having bits of part-time teaching in between and visiting different art schools up and down the country. So it was like getting to the point where like you couldn’t really be away for a long period of time, it was becoming like a squat really, I thought, you know where you just sort of had to almost be there to guard the fort, or at least be able to come back every night um from you know a job nearby or just be there all the time, like a studio and one couldn’t really afford to do that you know, you needed to have work. So I suppose that’s how it sort of changed, and I suppose there was a part of me that felt that in a way I’d been pushed out, that environmental circumstances were actually becoming impossible really for me to kind of negotiate. And then, as I say, that when a lot more squatters started to move in. I think I probably actually moved out around late1993 that’s when I started looking for a place of my own because I actually walked past an estate agent in Leyton and I noticed that the properties had really dropped, and that I could afford to get in on the backside end of the housing market. And I knew that a lot of other ACME artists were being offered places, like sometimes it would be that their house wasn’t going to be demolished after all, and so they were buying them really cheaply. So I decided that that would be a kind of good move, and also my boyfriend Howard Slater was in a much more regular job working, ironically, in a housing association office, so we could actually get a mortgage. And I remember actually looking at houses and I turned it into a whole project and I must have actually looked at about 100 houses and I remember sort of telling this to my mum, I mean because I love interiors anyway and it was just so interesting looking at all these different kinds of houses that you could get, and also so sad as well because a lot of houses around that time had been repossessed because of all the negative equity and I did tend to look in around Waltham Forest, and then I looked around some houses in Hackney and then I went down to Stratford and I collected all the little pictures and descriptions and everything and yeah, some of the houses were in quite a state of repair and some of them were like fairly decent but it was actually quite easy to kind of eventually whittle it down to the last three places, which seemed like the sort of place I would like to live. But there was basically that much on offer, you know, and some of them were really cheap and I did look at some houses around the Leytonstone area but quite frankly I just didn’t want to live there again, and also because of like the motorway being there and there were some houses that were right on the edge of the motorway going for something like £17,000, and that was before the motorway was built so you didn’t know. That was the amount of money people were losing, and it’s like, does one want to make a profit out of someone else’s suffering really? So the whole thing about the area had quite an impact really. 

I know that my piece Household in a tenement flat that I did in Scotland in 1990 was definitely inspired by my open studio where I basically turned my house into a gallery and emptied it of all the personal contents and had installations and that piece  Household was sited, it was right on the street, but I think it must have been April 1994, I received a phone call from a friend of mine’s mum. When I used to do the mail out at Whitechapel art gallery it was run by a woman called Emma Aylin who then became a friend of mine, and her mother Sylvia Aylin is the UK’s specialist on the Sylvia Pankhurst story. And Sylvia Aylin rung me up and said, “Look Alison, you’ve got to come down to Claremont Road and see the art house, it’s absolutely fantastic”, she was really raving about it. And she didn’t really quite know how I felt because I just felt like I really didn’t wanna go back; I didn’t wanna walk down Colville Road and see my house, and see what kind of state it had got in and whatever, and was it boarded up. I didn’t know what the situation was because I’d actually handed my keys into the ACME offices and handed them into Roger. I didn’t have to like wait at the house for it to be boarded up and all the rest of it because there was still people living downstairs, so it was quite easy and simple for me – I just handed the keys in and that was that. I then also got another call from Maggie Lambert who’d been taking photographs round the area of the anti-road protesters, and would I go down, it was really exciting and all the rest of it. But I just felt like, my God, it’s becoming like this big circus and like you know the local people had been campaigning for years, and why didn’t these protestors and people come in earlier? Why did they come right at the very end of the campaign, because they weren’t there very long, I think it was ’93-’94, and certainly in Claremont Road the anti-road protesters were there around 8 months, because it was April 1994 when the art house was open and then it was November ’94 where the final campaign actually ended. So, and I know that some artists didn’t want to walk down Claremont Road because there was all the furniture outside and everything, and they felt like they were intruding on someone else’s space, and sometimes the protesters would ask for money, but some artists did join the campaigners and a lot of artists had been part of the “No M11” campaign anyway and we’d put the “No M11” posters in our windows and so forth. And the art house is very much a sort of metaphor of that I think – the coming together of artists and protesters. And I’m not sure if I did walk down Colville Road but I think, you know, because even my neighbours the northern people next door had by that time moved to Leytonstone, so they didn’t live there anymore. Anyway I do remember going down Claremont Road and being really surprised by how it had changed, and the houses had been all painted up. And that was actually quite shocking really because I just thought, ‘How can anyone do that to those beautiful houses?’, particularly the kind of daisy chain of flowers which kind of made it look like some sort of hippy 1960s kind of imagery. Dripping paint, you know not even sort of painted neatly with respect to the building because the attitude was, “Oh well the building’s going to be knocked down anyway”. I don’t know what the attitude was, but that’s what it seemed like, um, sort of anyway I got to the house—no, actually before I got to the house there was this other house that was sort of gutted actually and I had a look inside and it was a bit like a shed, it looked like an old fisherman’s shed. And there were bicycles hanging up and some protesters, anti-road protesters there, I particularly remember a man with a very long, grey pointed beard and I also saw Mick Roberts, who was a local resident-turned-protester. And I say that because he used to dress – I think you can really see it in Neil Goodwin’s film – rather like an old man at the start, I think he even had a flat cap you know, and then as the protest went on he became more and more alive and his clothes changed, like he was wearing a beanie hat and he was wearing jeans and he actually began to look younger. So I think like the protest was actually good for some people, it just actually brought out this kind of youthful thing in them, and I think Mick Roberts was quite symptomatic of one of those people. And he’d got a woodern hanging post that he’d put on his roof. I don’t remember seeing that but I just know that from the archives so I want to try and keep the two things separate as to what one remembers. And then anyway I went to the art house which was very brightly painted outside. To me that didn’t really do anything, because I thought that you could actually probably do that a lot better like the  ends of terrace which were painted quite carefully with text that, for me, worked much better. And it also reminded me, the ones that were painted quite carefully of in 1987 when I was on the underground, the central line, going east, so I went on a train past Claremont Road and there were some backs of terraces with gardens going onto the railway line and one house had in big white letters: “why bother?” and it was huge, and it was like a billboard for the railway line, the commuters to see. And then as a few months passed by the next-door neighbour immediately next door put up in big, similar, white text: “why not?” So you had these two questions side by side and local people going past all new exactly what that was about, and that was about the feelings of people who lived on the motorway. Like well why bother because the whole place is gonna get run down anyway, and another more positive voice saying why not bother, and keep going and keep the place in a good state and keep protesting I suppose, most importantly. And that was before the Claremont Road painted buildings and the art house, I can’t remember if it had a corridor as you went in, I have a feeling that it was a big open space and had been partly knocked-down. I mostly remember the upstairs rooms with the yellow, um sort of rusty, pinky paint on one room with the circle of tea lights and the text on the cupboards and the shoes and various objects with grass growing out of them, and just sort of sketchy, classical image and text. And then the bathroom with the rose that went down the plughole. And I thought that it was all very kind of obvious in a way, the imagery, but I thought what was very interesting about it was the fact – I mean I did find out later that it was all done in a hurry with sort of the bailiffs round the corner – but what was really interesting was that the house was like a catalyst and there was a connection between what I’d done with Household, although people didn’t know about that because I didn’t know any of the ACME artists who were involved in art house, and I think it was quite symptomatic of the time really and the sort of protest culture I suppose. But it was a catalyst which drew people to the house, to publicise the protest and there were workshops again going on in there and meetings to do with the road protest. So it was like this idea of the house becomes an open house for the street, and I really liked that idea actually. And the fact that aesthetically, because it sort of had this hippy kind of feeling to it, um, I don’t know, that neo- (laughs) I can’t even remember the word, neo-naturist sort of attitude to it, um, once one actually saw through that, which was just simply a question of a kind of taste or style, and got to the root, core meaning of what was kind of going on then that was wear the interest actually lay I thought. But at the same time I felt very strange about the whole thing because I thought that this was a place where I’d lived, well in the next street, for quite a few years, and it has become a sort of alien place and one felt like a kind of tourist in another culture which had been placed on that street with another group of residents. So it was quite a strange feeling, and it was strange to see the street looking as it did. I mean there weren’t any sculptures and stuff outside the street apart from cars that had been reconfigured. There was furniture out in the street and the netting hadn’t gone up and there weren’t planks across the houses or tree-houses and things like that. That sort of all came just after the art house in order, I remember, because my boyfriend Howard, when he went to the Northcote he would come back and say, he’d always look down that street and say with excitement, “My God, they’ve got the netting up now”. And then I do remember seeing it on the news but I never wanted to go back after that because for me, something had really gone and it was quite heart-wrenching really so I guess I was quite emotionally attached. So that was sort of most my memories really. 

I spent 7 months in Japan in ’92 because my job at Brighton had ended so I decided to do that. And at that time I was, as I say, using my Colville Road as a studio and it was at that point after the burglary that I decided to go to Japan and decided to move most of my things out before I left, so that what was left behind it didn’t matter too much if anything happened to it. And when I came back from that trip in Japan I found that there was a woman squatting in my studio, which was a really weird feeling, you know, to come back and to find that someone had put their mattress on the floor in my old bedroom and had all their belongings round about and was using my washing machine, while I was still paying the rent and all the bills. So that was really odd, so that kind of, I rang up ACME and told them but Sarah Greengrass’ attitude is well Alison, if you go away to Japan for 7 months that’s gonna happen because it was becoming more and more, there were more squatters around and I suppose she was right. I just sort of moved the stuff back down to Tara’s house, because this was one of Tara’s friends downstairs, and cos no one was there and all the doors were as open as usual and I just left a note saying that I didn’t give permission for her to use my space and therefore I’ve moved her belongings back down. And then sort of when I came back to the studio there was a note under my door, like how shocked she was and blah blah blah, and this woman turned out to be like really quite upper class. And I just thought, you know, why are you choosing to actually live like this, you know, in this really transitory way? And I think there were people who were like just living like that out of curiosity, where they had mummy and daddy in the background and could quite afford to go off and buy a nice flat but just liked the excitement of you know, squatting where as there were a lot of us who had no choice about our living situation, 

so I just kind of like thought that that was kind of really dysfunctional, actually. I just carried on using the studio and things like that, when things like that happened I just kind of ignored them and I thought well I’ll just give up the studio when I want to give it up and did. 

But I think like you know with all that sort of networking that was going on, it was really good because I remember when we did the open studios in ’88 there was a curator, Helen Sloan, who lived in Walthamstow and worked at the William Morris gallery and she was trying to get some installational work to be shown. There was quite a big exhibitions room in the William Morris gallery for installation work and she came to the open studios and asked me to submit a proposal, which I did. It wasn’t accepted. I do remember we had to go for an interview and Jeffery Dennis was one of the people on the panel so they had an artist as well as people who worked at the gallery and I didn’t get that but then in 1992 when she worked at Oldham gallery I was commissioned to interview spinners and worked in the archives with these old audio tapes, went out and made new audio tapes and expanded the archive as well as building a gallery installation. And that’s what seemed to happen, you’d find that one project would be spin-off from the next because there were always people from other galleries coming to see work and I’m wondering, actually, if that sort of whole thing about studio visits, that seemed to happen much more and there was more of an emphasis on studio practice, where as now everything is more focused on the internet and you have to submit computer-based images, which I hate because I’m still a low-tech person and I still like the quality of the grainy photograph and I think the quality of slides are better than digital images and powerpoints, which people seem to kind of use much more now. 

But when look back on that whole period of time, and if I think well, do I think that could ever happen again, it would have to be no. And I would say no because it could never happen on such a large scale because you know, the whole number of artists’ houses that were there, which were quite a few, erm, probably I don’t know about 100 or so, there just wouldn’t be that kind of availability and at that time, you know, there was a lot of redevelopment. It was the start of all the redevelopment programmes going on, and massive clearances down in places like Docklands, and there was a lot of short-life property housing associations which actually, in 1994 one of the reasons why I decided to buy, partly because of the slump and I knew one of my friends was watching the Stock Market and he just said to me there’s gonna be another slump. I mean my friend who watches the stock market is sort of a socialist bloke and he just said, “Alison, if you don’t get anywhere now, you’re never gonna get anywhere because there’s gonna be this massive slump coming and after that the house prices are gonna go up.” So I took his advice, but also at the other side, like at the back of me so to speak, the housing association that I was in was folding up and so were many, many other housing associations so it was going to become more difficult to get a housing association. And then the whole law had changed about squatters’ rights and I would never have wanted to go back to squatting because it was something I’d done, which had its pros and clearly had its cons really. So it was almost like this was the option that was open to me and I was quite lucky then because now that option isn’t open to people and certainly not people like myself because you know the prices are just so ridiculously high. So I knew that that was what I had to do and I’d been warned by my friend, luckily. I think also there are sort of like smaller pockets of that kind of thing happening, like you know with the 491 Gallery in Leytonstone, but nowhere near on that kind of scale with you know like a warehouse and a little row of houses which have a peppercorn rent and which have been painted up with a bar, a gallery and studios and cinema and back garden. But that kind of exists as a kind of smaller version I suppose but I don’t think you’d ever get anything on that sort of scale and I think also it was quite particular because it was before technology, like you know I didn’t even have a telephone and I was like just corresponding to galleries by letter and galleries wrote to me to invite me to show, where as if more technology had been available at that stage I think the networking would have been kind of heightened and certainly not face-to-face like it was, where the Northcote was a meeting point and a place where people were actively engaging in discussion. And I think that kind of really got people working. Because you were in an area where there were lots of people working away and there were information as to what was going on and people would help each other get shows, again that was quite particular to that place I think. And in terms of the road protest, I suppose it’s quite difficult because there’s a very visible side of the road protest which is the anti-road protesters who actively sought publicity and got publicity and um, and then there’s the other side, of the local people which goes back to about 1963, which there are some cuttings but it’s not so publicised, it’s not so dramatic and sort of a more ordinary protest, although they did make t-shirts and newspapers and things like that. That history seems to, I suppose until now, until part of this research gets out, has been quite submerged so I think it will be good to actually draw that history up because that’s the hidden history really at the moment. I do think the protest, although the road was going to happen and there were parts in the campaign where people started to believe that perhaps they will be able to stop the road and I think that became, um, because of I think also Waltham Forest had been supporting the campaign for many years and then towards the end of the campaign they began to object so that was quite a big move, but I think a lot of people, especially the artists, knew that the road was going to happen and there was sort of no stopping it really so I think we were probably quite cynical really. But I do think the campaign had an effect, it did have an effect on the policies for road building and it was, became one of the biggest road protest in Europe and I think it’s really interesting the way the strategies which were used, which were quite aligned with contemporary art and fluxis and situationism and I think there was a certain amount of crossover going on between the artists and the protesters in that sense, and that was really interesting as well from that point of view. And it was really good that these people were prepared to spend the last couple of years pursuing that campaign, but I think there’s a real sadness about it for the people who lived in that area like myself because I think everyone was quite affected by it. Artists say they weren’t emotionally detached but I’m not sure that they were because there was a certain amount of investment going into the area and as I say, it was a very exciting and very productive period in a lot of artists’ working lives. And it was a really nice community to actually be living in before it started to demise really. It just seems so odd when I look back to think I did all that work about social histories and I never really addressed what was important, and although that was inspired by actually the uncertainty and the future loss of the homes along the M11 scheduled route, I actually never did any work about that. And that is the big question, because I think if I did that time again, I should have got involved and to be so petty and to wonder about why the houses were painted in that drippy fashion, and so trivial kind of criticism when houses were being knocked down, and all the protestors and the local residents and the people, the anti road protestors were actually doing stuff about it, and I wasn’t, and I remember just the latter time of my time there, using my studio, my house as a studio, only, and I went there less and less and it was simply because I couldn’t really face the situation, and I certainly didn’t see any houses knocked down, because by that time none of the houses in Colville Road had been untouched, and whatever happened beyond  Colville Road, I didn’t see, because I simply walked from Leyton station to the studio, and then back again. And then slowly slowly came there less and less until I decided that the time was to give it up, and that is what I did.

And that not seeing of derelict houses, was quite deliberate because I did not want to see the houses knocked down and so I limited my journey to Leyton, and my flat, and I also didn’t see people so much because I was living in Hackney and so by that time didn’t really go and see Pete Owen and stuff like that, and my other friends, and was engaged in being quite busy. So that was another excuse not to go down Grove Green Road and Dyers Hall Road and to see anything else of the destruction. 
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