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Abstract
The status as a dynamic urban frontier or periphery of areas ripe for gentrification or in the process of gentrification is illuminated by discursive representations of North Kensington, West London. As part of a specifically 1950s and 1960s localized urban imaginary this district was viewed as part of ‘Grotland’, a zone of transition containing much architectural and social decay but also new social housing and new wealthier incomers in the same period. Recollections of one street, Portland Road, W11, mediated by a 2012 television documentary, emphasize frontiers within the street dividing it between a wealthier south and a poorer north. Historical accounts of the area make Portland Road itself into a frontier dividing a prosperous and respectable zone to the east from an extremely poor and unrespectable one to the west. Fiction written in the 1950s and 1960s highlights moments at which life in areas such as this, far from seeming to be in inexorable change towards gentrification, seemed to hold chaos and dereliction together with and capital-driven reformulations. Taking these materials into account, work on gentrification needs to be nuanced by an understanding of individual acts of gentrification in dialogue with structural and environmental change. More than has so far been recognized, urban imaginaries often focus on transitional and highly localized portions of imagined cities.
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[N]o real city can ever be grasped in its present or past totality by any single person. That is why urban imaginaries differ depending on a multitude of perspectives and subject positions. All cities are palimpsests of real and diverse experiences and memories. […] [L]ocality is constantly produced anew by our very visible movements through the urban sphere, our recognition and negotiation of the built space of our environment, and by all of our interactions with urban life. An urban imaginary marks first and foremost the way city dwellers imagine their own city as the place of everyday life, the site of inspiring traditions and continuities as well as the scene of histories of destruction, crime, and conflicts of all kinds. […] An urban imaginary is the cognitive and somatic image which we carry within us of the places where we live, work, and play. It is an embodied material fact. Urban imaginaries are thus part of any city's reality, rather than being only figments of the imagination. What we think about a city and how we perceive it informs the ways we act in it. 	
Andreas Huyssen (2010: 3)

We were almost on the bottom, if not the bottom, and those houses were the lowest of the low.
				George Andrews (BBC 2012: 57:25)

Within how people imagine ‘their own city’ as a whole lies how they imagine portions of it: those in which they live and work; those in which they do not live or would not live, or even enter. A particular appropriation of Andreas Huyssen’s concept of the urban imaginary is the subject of the present article: fleeting fragments of a city. The article aims both to contribute to discussions of urban imaginaries and the phenomenon of gentrification, and to begin the writing of a new and nuanced cultural history of a specific place, London’s North Kensington.
    This study operates in dialogue with recent efforts to analyse imagined space. Narrative and media accounts of people’s varied urban imaginaries have their own form, structure and objectives (de Groot 2009; Kramer 2011). The also constitute, to appropriate the terms of Pierre Nora (1989), multiple overlapping and not equally famous lieux de mémoire co-existing with the grander national symbols, be they those such as archives, understood by Nora as constituting history, or those such as flags and public commemorations of past events, for him constitutive of public memory. As a reading of cultural productions, here literary texts and a television documentary, which seeks through them to gain an understanding of place and in the process blurs traditional distinctions between the real and the imagined, this article could be understood as a piece of geocriticism on the model established by Bertrand Westphal (2011) and Robert T. Tally Jr. (2013: 140-5). Addressing itself to workers in cultural studies, the claim advanced in the present article is that attention to the atmosphere of particular places is not whimsical or mystical, nor again need it be an assertion of a 'humanistic' approach (cf. Relph 1976) with nostalgic overtones in which the experience of the individual is foregrounded at the expense of socio-historical power relations. Rather, in an environment developing its awareness of the spatial locatedness of all cultural relations via, for instance, an understanding of the topography of the semiosphere proposed by Lotman (see Nöth 2015), it proposes further discussion of the variabilities and the construction of localised spatial fields.
    Other traditions are also helpful. In examining urban imaginaries such as the one in post-war London labelled in the present article as Grotland, Marxists and post-Marxists work to place events in specific cities into a global history of the operation of capital (Harvey 1989; Harvey 2008; Lefebvre 1991; Lefebvre 1996; Smith 1996). To these should be joined explorations of individual urban experience by the likes of Michel de Certeau (1984) and Georges Perec (1997). The unique, transient, variable and performed in the urban experience, this is to say, should be grasped together with much larger narratives of power often, for human individuals, both invisible and incomprehensible. The present essay seeks to establish, by gathering scattered evidences, how a particular and now-lost zone existed to those who inhabited and passed through it. In the Heideggerian terms proposed by Jeff Malpas (1999; 2006; 2012), this is to examine the being-in-place of London’s Grotland. Alongside Malpas’s humanistic philosophy and acknowledged by him, geographers’ work on mobilities helps in reformulating the concept of place as something more dynamic and contested than it often seemed in the 1970s and 1980s (Adey 2010; Cresswell 2006; Massey 1994: 125-45). As Ben Rogaly and Becky Taylor (2009) indicate in their qualitative study of provincial English council estate life between the 1950s and the 2000s, geographical mobilities consist in temporal fluctuations and alterations as well as in individuals’ spatial movements. Historical geographers, industrial-era archaeologists and urban historians, moreover, have increasingly come to recognise the fragmentary and rhythmic qualities of lives in modern cities (Owens et al. 2010)

Discovering Grotland: Televised Memories
Speaking in his home at Portland Road, London W11, interviewed for the 2012 BBC television programme The Secret History of Our Streets, a resident of several decades’ standing named Tim Hicks described his first encounter with the area:
[E]veryone was saying that north of the park (as they used to talk about) in Bayswater, there are so many opportunities. And we wandered down here [...] you come off Holland Park Avenue, which has always been fairly pleasant [...] and then go into Grotland, which it was in [280] those days. 
(BBC 2012: 16:50 (bracketed numbers hereafter refer to this source); cf. Bullman, Hegarty, and Hill 2012: 279-80)
In the 1960s, ‘grotty’ was a voguish negative adjective. The Oxford English Dictionary gives its etymology as an abbreviation of grotesque, but it, and its associated noun grot, seem from early examples of them given in the Dictionary to have close connections with the idea of dirt which are not contained in the notions of caricatures and exaggerated aesthetic forms summoned up by the grotesque (OED s.v. grot n.5; grotty adj.). Hicks uses this word ‘grotland’, in part, as a joke. But it is also being used as a proper noun, a toponym, and as such it will be capitalized here. Grotland could become a label for an imaginative place zone in London somewhat larger than that envisaged in Bayswater and due west of there by Hicks, between the 1940s and certainly the 1960s and perhaps later.
    The Grotland of Hicks’s comment seems improvised. The term could be interpreted – and so dismissed – as just a sneer deriving from a sense of social superiority. But it seems to retain a memory of how one group of people talked about a certain area at one time in the past. This, in the social agency approach taken by Duncan A. Bell (2003: 72), is a limited and specific memory rather than one held in the public lieux de mémoire of Nora, with a ‘shelf-life[ …] only as long as the lives of the individuals who engage in the acts of remembrance’. As such, it provides a key to the experiential environment of a transitional frontier zone in the social world of London since the Second World War: that of the area ripe for gentrification. And it does so in a way that retains a memory of how the pre-gentrification zones of inner West London existed when seen from the point of view of people from more expensive areas who began gentrifying them in the 1950s and 1960s. 
    The Secret History of Our Streets uses two main devices to mediate the recent history of portions of inner London seen at local level through interviews with people who have lived in the streets it focuses on. One is the colour-coded cartographic survey of wealth and poverty produced near the end of the nineteenth century in London by Charles Booth. According to the programme, ‘Booth's maps are like scans, x-rays that reveal to us the secret past beneath the present’ (0:44). The other is the narrating and interviewing voice of the programme’s creator and producer Joseph Bullman, which gives viewers the effect of participating in an investigation, as the sidekick to whom a master detective is explaining things, perhaps, a Dr Watson or Captain Hastings. As a Londoner from the East End educated at Oxford, Bullman is able to elicit revelations, even confessions, from interviewees (males ones, especially) of radically different social classes. 
    The Portland Road episode of The Secret History of Our Streets is founded on the contrast between Portland Road’s status in the 2010s as what Bullman calls ‘the ultimate London banker street’ (1:48), and the past of the same street. This, particularly in the 1950s and 1960s, was as a louche and liminal space, somewhere ‘grotty’ or ‘shady’ in the slang of the time. Such a status was reinforced by the transition the area was then in. From an area of decayed houses in multiple occupation as informal tenement blocks, it was becoming an area of middle – and often upper-middle and even upper – class incomers. These people were at first not the super-rich but young couples ready to do the hard work of gentrification by living in streets where the locals were often hostile to them – locals they sometimes bought out, incidentally – painting and repairing their houses themselves. 
    Several of these incomers and the former locals they displaced were interviewed by Bullman for this programme. The notion of ‘grotland’ emerges in the narration of one gentrifying interviewee, Tim Hicks, an incomer in 1968 aged around seventy by the time Bullman interviewed him (in about 2011). In the programme, Hicks and his wife Penny, interviewed together in their Portland Road living room, are juxtaposed with other residents and former residents. Among these are George Andrews (born 1936) and John Wakelin (born 1951), two men who grew up in multiply-occupied houses on Portland Road as members of London’s lower working classes, and who by the time of the programme had long since lived elsewhere. Both state in the programme that, ‘as far as other people were concerned’, where they grew up was between the 1940s and the 1960s was a ‘slum’ (5:20-5:40, 12:08). There is a contrast between a narrative of improvement presented by Andrews, who states that all of his children now own houses and so his family has progressed from the era when they lived on Portland Road, and occasionally raw moments in which Wakelin and Andrews’s sister Jean Dawes, who still lives nearby, recall the lost world of their childhoods,the street seeming an environment that was once theirs but which they have since been banished from (24:30, 52:07-53:08, 54:20-54:42, 57:11-57:40). In the terms of the geographer Peter Adey (2010: 225), Wakelin typifies the migrant, here encountered as an exile rather than an incomer, with ‘feelings of loss, regret and longing’ characterizing his ‘stretched-out social relations’. A further contrast is with an upper-class resident, by an odd coincidence the descendant and namesake of the mid-Victorian social chronicler Henry Mayhew, who expresses disgust at the way that Portland Road since the 1980s has become the preserve of the super-rich, losing a character it had between the 1960s and 1990s as an exciting urban frontier zone inhabited by ‘a mix of people’ (33:17). 
    The present article seeks the ‘urban imaginaries’ of the ‘Grotland’ identified by Bullman’s interviewee Hicks, but in so doing does not confine itself to this one mediation of Portland Road and surroundings. Instead, it compares the memories of Bullman’s interviewees in the early 2010s, with fiction written in and about areas defined as ‘grotland’ in the Bullman programme in the time that Bullman’s interviewees look back to: the 1950s and 1960s. The experiential world of ‘grotland’ is sought in taken-for-granted or environmental aspects of the setting of novels by William Plomer (1951) and Michael Frayn (1967). Neither of these novels is set in the precise district covered by Bullman in his programme, but taken together The Secret History of Our Streets, the memories represented in it, and the fiction from the era the programme looks back to provide a sense of the fleeting existence of a ring around central London that could be understood as a ‘twilight zone’, the direction of change in which was radically altering during the three decades following the Second World War. 
    Rather than being treated as any sort of direct socio-historical evidence, television documentary and literary fiction are here understood as mediated through positionalities. No television programme or novel can contain a direct and absolutely true (or false) apprehension of Notting Hill and districts like it between 1945 and 1975. The same is true of every individual encounter with portions of urban imaginaries. For this reason, in examining micro-urban imaginaries – here the cultural history of W11, the Borough of Kensington in which it was between 1900 and 1965, and surrounding London boroughs – archival evidence (e.g. Fiske 1956; LCC 1956; Shonfeld c. 1965-1975) should be supplemented by what Jerome de Groot (2009: 4) calls ‘the “unofficial” histories available within popular culture’. These need understanding within the frameworks of, first of all, the specific micro-geography of inner London between the 1940s and the 1970s, and secondly of debates over the term ‘gentrification’.

Between Crescent and Pig-Sty: Portland Road within Northern Kensington
[I]n the W10 bit, there’s … a long, lean road called Latimer Road which I particularly want you to remember, because out of this road, like horrible tits dangling from a lean old sow, there hang a whole festoon of what I think must really be the sinisterest highways in our city, well, Blechynden, Silchester, Walmer, Testerton and Bramley—can’t you just smell them, as you hurry to get through the cats-cradle of these blocks? In this part, the houses are old Victorian lower-middle tumble-down, built I dare say for grocers and bank clerks and horse-omnibus inspectors who’ve died and gone and their descendants evacuated to the outer suburbs, but these houses live on like shells, and there’s only one thing to do with them, absolutely one, which is to pull them down till not a one’s left standing up.
Colin MacInnes ([1959]: 51)
Here, the novelist and essayist Colin MacInnes (1914-76) presents ‘a stagnating slum … the residential doss-house of our city’, claiming ‘you’d not live in our Napoli if you could live anywhere else’. Portland Road lies on the border of this zone, near the south-west corner of London’s W11 postal district, in the Metropolitan Borough of Kensington from 1900 until 1965 and since then in the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. 
    While the Royal Borough is associated with extremely wealthy people today, for a long period after this portion of Middlesex became built up with houses in the mid-nineteenth century, North Kensington was a thoroughly mixed area containing large – and notorious – pockets of poverty. Whereas the UK Parliamentary constituency of Kensington and Chelsea formed in 1974 was a safe seat for the Conservative Party, its predecessor Kensington North swung between the Conservatives and first the Liberal Party then Labour between 1900 and the Second World War, then was held by Labour with solid majorities between 1945 and its abolition in 1974. Most of the land covered after 1917 by the W11 (Notting Hill) postal district and its neighbour to the north, W10 (North Kensington), was built up between the 1840s and the 1870s by speculative builders in the hope that servant-keeping families of prosperous and confident mid-Victorians would tenant it, but for several reasons (a glut of middle-class London housing; an inferior topographic position for much of the area; a change in fashion towards further-afield suburbs reached by rail) it failed. Building happened in a series of boom-and-bust cycles, with peak building years in the early 1850s and the late 1860s alternating with phases when there were many bankruptcies and portions of the area were filled with half-built streets (Sheppard 1973: 1-24). 
    While some parts of northern Kensington, notably that of the grandest houses in crescents and with locked private gardens on the peak of the hill traversed by the street Ladbroke Grove, remained distinctly upper-class into the twentieth century, these because surrounded by an ocean of poorly maintained, deteriorating housing subdivided into flats or rooms, much of it badly built. Within this there were many levels, with the far west of W10 and W11 generally regarded as the lowest. This zone was on low-lying ground liable to flooding, and covered with cottages built to replace the shanty town and settlement of seasonal workers known as the Piggeries and Potteries, tenanted by families of casual labourers and washerwomen (Chesterton 1936: 7-32). In the twentieth century this area of lower working class people became known as Notting Dale, a name which became famous in 1958 when in the Notting Hill Race Riots it was from Notting Dale that angry and violent white Londoners, often identified in the media as teddy boys, emerged and assaulted black Caribbean residents mostly tenanted in subdivided houses on the eastern side of W10 and W11 – specifically to the east of Ladbroke Grove in the area known as Colville-Tavistock (Sheppard 1973: 298-332; White 2001: 118-19, 147-50). Frank Mort (2010: 105) has described northern Kensington and neighbouring districts as characterized by ‘the mutual association of high and low cultures’, something perceived by the authorities at the time as dangerous. The same association, Mort argues, was even more clearly detectable in the West End, London’s undisputed site of commercial leisure in this period, an area where many of the inhabitants of the semi-derelict W10 and W11 gained a living
    In the mid-twentieth century, Portland Road itself lay on the frontier between Notting Dale to its west and the still-prestigious hilltop portion then known as Ladbroke Grove (confusingly, ‘Ladbroke Grove’ is sometimes used as a synonym for W10, based on the location of its London Underground station). MacInnes captures the atmosphere from the point of view of a pedestrian flâneur:
On the south side of this area, down by the W.11, things are a little different, but in a way that somehow makes them worse, and that is, owing to a freak of fortune, and some smart work by the estate agents too, I shouldn’t be surprised, there are one or two sections that are positively posh: not fashionable, mind you, but quite graded, with their big back gardens and that absolute silence which in London is the top sign of a respectable location. You walk about in these bits, adjusting your tie and looking down to see if your shoes are shining, when—wham! suddenly you’re back in the slum area again—honest, it’s really startling, like where the river joins on to the shore, two quite different creations of dame nature, cheek by thing. 
(MacInnes [1959]: 51-2)
The transition MacInnes describes with ‘wham!’ recurs again and again in encounters with the Grotland of inner London between the 1940s and the 1970s. 
    Portland Road itself is a street of narrow terraced houses from the 1860s and 1870s of three storeys plus a basement, which like houses in Colville-Tavistock, the north-eastern corner of W11, rapidly fell into multiple occupation. A key difference between the two areas being that whereas much of Colville-Tavistock consisted of lodging houses (where single tenants including students and many foreigners received meals as part of their accommodation from resident landladies), Portland Road was chiefly let floor-by-floor or even room by room to working-class families who were often in occupations regarded as shiftless and semi-criminal such as street trading and the scrap metal trade. Many of the women of these houses worked in menial occupations for the wealthy people up the hill in Ladbroke Grove with its ‘big back gardens’ and ‘absolute silence’.

London’s Grotland Charted
Grotland can be understood as a crescent around the western side of central London. It does not include the major slum clearance areas flanking the river Thames to the east of central London.  In terms of the Metropolitan Boroughs of the pre-1965 County of London it includes the northern part of Camberwell, central Lambeth (Brixton), northern Battersea, most of Fulham, eastern Hammersmith (Shepherds Bush), northern Kensington (Notting Hill), north-western Paddington, northern St Marylebone, southern Hampstead, southern Islington and Stoke Newington, and south western Hackney. The extent of this area has been determined on the basis of the material survival of large quantities of subdivided Victorian housing originally intended for the middle classes in these boroughs: neither two-storey workers’ cottages nor houses of the rich that had stayed in the hands of the rich, nor areas of post-1890 development. 
    In the 1950s, the related notion of a ‘twilight’ zone existed semi-officially. W.G. Fiske, head of the Housing Committee of the London County Council (LCC) wrote in 1956 of two rings distinct from one another surrounding central London (devoted to business and government):
Immediately beyond [central London] is a ring of old property, some of which has already degenerated into slum condition. Beyond this inner ring is another ring, which perhaps I may call the ‘twilight’ zone, which consists largely of Victorian properties in varying stages of decay and in need of rejuvenation. Beyond this ‘twilight’ zone lies the great ring of the suburbs, beyond them the Green Belt and further out still the New and Expanded Towns for the reception of overspill. 
(Fiske 1956)
In essence, Grotland is Fiske’s ‘“twilight” zone’. It is the area that survived classification in 1951 as part of the LCC’s slum clearance scheme. In that year, the LCC called on all Metropolitan Boroughs to declare how many slum properties were on their territory: the LCC would then be empowered to buy these at land-value only and build new social housing on them (LCC 1956). Some Boroughs, notably those immediately to the east and south-east of the City of London, declared far more houses to be slum properties needing clearance than did others. Properties which were within reach of inner London, in bad condition, and owned by landlords who rented them out floor-by-floor as flats, a type of dwelling prevalent in London as nowhere else in the UK for the first 75 years of the twentieth century (White 2001: 238), but which survived classification as slum houses in 1951, were frequently those which deteriorated the most in the next two decades, particularly as many of them were reclassified by their landlords as let in furnished rooms (or bedsits) rather than in unfurnished flats, this change making it far easier for landlords to increase rents and so eject non-profitable tenants.
    Grotland, from the point of view of those with access to capital enabling them to buy house property, is the zone whose identity could potentially change making it become acceptable. While it is true that, since the 1980s, the boundaries between districts have become steadily more impermeable, with the relentless advance of the super-wealthy in central and inner London districts, Grotland is historically a micro-urban imaginary characterized by porosity. In the present article, the focus is on a portion of Grotland that is in today’s Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. But Frayn’s fictional description of gentrifiers’ home life south of the River Thames, perhaps in the pre-1965 Metropolitan Borough of Lambeth or Battersea, demonstrates that fictional texts including those like comic novels which might not usually be taken seriously enough as documents can provide a key to urban imaginaries such as Grotland.

Gentrification and the Individual
There is very little left of the poorer enclaves of Hampstead and Chelsea: in those boroughs, the upper-middle class takeover was consolidated some time ago. The invasion has since spread to Islington, Paddington, North Kensington—even to the “shady” parts of Notting Hill—to Battersea, and to several other districts, north and south of the river (The East End has so far been exempt.) 
Ruth Glass (1964: xviii-xix)
The urban analyst Ruth Glass coined the word ‘gentrification’ in and with reference to London. In the 1960s, she used the term for the phenomenon in which ‘many of the working class quarters have been invaded by the middle classes—upper and lower’, seeing this ‘process of “gentrification”’ as one that ‘goes on rapidly until all or most of the original working class occupiers are displaced, and the whole social character of the district is changed’. Glass’s view of gentrification as an aggressive, predatory act is marked by her use of metaphors drawn from commerce (‘takeover’) and warfare (‘invasion’). Specific portions of inner London are named by Glass as sites where gentrification has begun or been completed. The zone identified as Grotland in this article, ‘Paddington, North Kensington—even […] the “shady” parts of Notting Hill’, was present at the very inception of the word ‘gentrification’, and contributed to that word’s original coinage as streets, recalling MacInnes, shifted suddenly (‘wham!’), one by one, from being overcrowded and subdivided to silent and well-tended. In the same era Jane Jacobs (1961), working on and herself living in Greenwich Village, New York City, laid the groundwork for both the practice and the study of gentrification by announcing to the middle-classes that the inner city ought to be reclaimed since it is where proper urban living is; and by recording the pre-gentrification inner-city environment – socially mixed, unselfconscious, organic. 
    Since the 1960s, the phenomenon has observed in many parts of the world and the literature on gentrification has expanded massively (Berman 1983; Smith 1996; Lees et al. 2007; Brown-Sarracino 2010; Lees et al. 2010; Brown-Sarracino 2014). In gentrification, properties in declined or unfashionable yet relatively central districts of cities are bought up by individuals with money or access to credit. House by house, street by street, area by area, a transformation begins, its agents incoming residents of a higher social level than the older-established inhabitants. More or less of the latter may stay on for several decades. Gentrification is fuelled by investment-driven property markets involving speculation on rising property values, and as such can falter, or pass through spectacularly overheated phases.
    One key question would be whether acts of gentrification ought themselves to be seen as drivers of change. This seems to be assumed in many accounts of specific areas, as for example the portion of West London being described in this article, or SoHo in Manhattan as blighted, then reclaimed by artists, then described by Berman (1983: 337-38). Alternatively, as in Glass’s claim (1964: xix) that it is ‘an inevitable development’ considering broader and even uncontrollable ‘pressures’, gentrification can be seen as a consequence, a result of what Marxists would consider structural change.
    For radical geographers such as Neil Smith (1996), gentrification is a phenomenon of uneven development. In it, an economic system functioning via the raising of capital in financial markets – whether operating in this specific case bottom up, through individuals’ ability to borrow from banks, or top down via the establishment of official clearance or development zones by government – works to increase the wealth difference between areas (Johnston 1994). Uneven development, as a concept, has been applied to the relationship between the peripheries and metropolis of a colonial empire or the post-colonial relationship between ‘Third World’ and ‘First’ (Smith 1994). But it could equally well be applied to the story told increasingly by the property market within England since the 1950s. Between 2009 and 2014 only, property prices rose 47.69 per cent in W11, compared to 23.81 per cent in a mid-priced London suburb (IG8), 10.21 per cent in one of the most desirable suburban postcodes in Birmingham, England's second city (B13), and 5.79 per cent in inner-city Liverpool (L8) (Zoopla 2014), a remarkable attenuation of the difference between the cities and the areas within them judged to be the best investments.
    Smith’s is a powerful analysis, and makes use of case studies, for example of the gentrification of Society Hill in Philadelphia after the 1950s, and the 1988 clearance of an encampment occupied by homeless people from Tompkins Square Park in the East Village of Manhattan, New York City (Smith 1996: 3-5, 119-37). But to his and other classical discussions of gentrification such as those of Glass, Jacobs and Berman, it is necessary to add a focus on micro-shifts and the complex workings of individual agency. London’s ‘Grotland’ provides a particularly resonant means of doing so. This is because, viewing the zone of multi-million-pound homes interspersed by large islands of social housing which is W10 and W11 in the mid-2010s it is easy to forget the past reality of the kinds of distinction experienced by the likes of Tim Hicks and George Andrews – not to forget Colin MacInnes – in the area: the action of capital could make them seem quaint. It is easy to forget how quickly (‘wham!’) and over such short territorial distances one urban imaginary can turn into another. Here, geographical mobilities research is of assistance, for example the reflections of Adey (2010: 6-10, 28-31), on the intersections of small-scale and large-scale mobilities, and on the rhythms of mobility.
    The Portland Road area of North Kensington, more starkly even than most others in inner London, has been subject to knock-on effects from events elsewhere, be they Victorian slum clearances or the accelerating property price rise of the period after 1950 in London which both made areas like Chelsea unaffordable for young people from prosperous backgrounds and made it worthwhile to begin speculating in areas on the fringes of the most desirable zones where large quantities of Victorian housing survived. The mobilities of London gentrification also encompass legal changes in the same period, notably the efforts contained in the 1957 Rent Act to bring about the improvement of decayed inner-city properties subdivided into rooms or flats – in effect, informally-created tenements – and rented out to controlled tenants in such a way that landlords had little incentive to improve the properties (Simmonds 2002). The specific mobilities of the Portland Road area thus include a sense of accelerating and irreversible change over the period after 1950, having the effect of sucking in increasingly wealthy people arriving in the area from greater and greater distances and at each stage irrevocably driving out earlier groups of residents: first the ‘Piggeries-and-Potteries’ lower working class and later the incoming creative bourgeoisie who renovated houses that, over decades, then became their pensions.

Porous Frontiers and Frontier-Crossing in Joseph Bullman’s Portland Road
The episode of The Secret History of Our Streets devoted to Portland Road mediates and mediatizes evidence of how individuals caught up in this maelstrom have given meaning to the mobilities they have themselves undertaken. Convincingly, Bullman presents Portland Road as an evolving frontier zone over the period between 1870 and 2010, as itself a frontier, and as containing a frontier within itself. As such, Portland Road, functioning as a microcosm for a larger London Grotland zone, deserves to be understood in the terms of Yuri Lotman (2005; cf. Nöth 2015; Talivee and Finch 2015)as a culturally dynamic urban periphery.
In the programme, the term ‘Grotland’ emerges together with perspectives on and within Portland Road that embody spatial deixis (Levinson 2004): they situate a speaker and an auditor in relation to locations judged by their proximity to the site of utterance and potentially or actually indicated using physical gestures, as when in the programme John Wakelin shows with his arms where a bombsite once was in the street (14:11). Tim Hicks recalls looking north from Holland Park Avenue in about 1967 or 1968 and seeing some zone which in those days for him and those of his class was mockingly identified as Grotland (16:50). This zone was broader than but contained within it that which was described by Glass (1964: xix), a couple of years earlier as ‘the “shady” parts of Notting Hill’: for Hicks and his contemporaries, Grotland seems to have extended from Bayswater westwards for at least two miles and was roughly co-extensive with the earlier notion of ‘north of the park’ as a zone not quite fashionable or respectable which became established not long after Bayswater began to be built in the 1830s and 1840s (Baker 1989: 190-98). If, in relation to middle-class society, the full-scale slum – the W10 Napoli of MacInnes, for instance –is beyond the pale, Grotland is the zone just beyond the pale, and potentially, perhaps, reclaimable. 
    Almost every one of Bullman’s interviewees refers to frontiers within Portland Road dividing the very wealthy south and the much more mixed north, still containing social housing (average price of a flat in 2012, £340,000). ‘It’s very much frontier land’ says one participant, the owner of the bar Julie’s which became fashionable, glamorous even, in the 1970s (30:00), speaking of the middle part of the road where Julie’s is situated. Nico Bonelli and Natasha Ramlogan, a couple who to all appearances are very rich indeed and who have backgrounds in different parts of the world state their 2010s ambition: to move from the less expensive north of the street, to the more expensive south (average house price in 2012: £3.5 million) (45:40). The working-class former resident John Wakelin and his brother Jeff speak of  ‘the borderline’ between the ‘slum area, […] sort of that end [to the north], all the way down’ and the southern part of Portland Road where ‘nobs’ or upper-class people ‘started coming in’ during their childhood (14:26, 27:15-27:45). In 1975, Bullman points out in the programme, the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea physically divided the northern and southern parts of the street by building a ‘traffic barrier’ (28:04). 
[Around here: 
Image 1: northern Portland Road in the 1930s; brewery chimney / 
Image 2: semi-gentrified middle Portland Road in the 1970s / 
Image 3: the wealthy southern end of Portland Road in the 2010s]
Bullman films Henry Mayhew, indisputably ‘posh’ in English terms, his private income derived from banks owned by his family, standing further south on Portland Road. Gesturing, like the Wakelins, with his hands, he says ‘my village is this way, their village is that way’ (46:58). Natasha Ramlogan jokily calls the part of Portland Road where she and her husband live ‘the dodgy end’, although it is the middle portion of the street, gentrified by the Hickses and others from the 1960s on (average house price in 2012: £2.1 million), expressing a desire to live in one of the ‘much grander’ houses at the southern end (43:55-44:04).
    In earlier decades, as Bullman shows, while the south end of Portland Road led to the huge mansions of Holland Park Avenue (‘which has always been fairly pleasant’, according to Hicks) and beyond, at the north end of the street were drab, narrow houses subdivided between several families and leading until it was demolished in the 1930s to the smells, smoky chimneys and attendant noisy traffic of a brewery (Walker 2012). To this north-south divide Bullman’s narration, referring to Booth’s 1890s maps, situates Portland Road on an east-west frontier too. The street runs south-north along the side of a small hill with Ladbroke Grove up the hill to the east, the Potteries and Piggeries, later Notting Dale, down the hill to the west. Over the period between the 1940s and the 1990s, Portland Road was gradually claimed by the wealth and gentility of the south and east, moving into the former squalor of the north and west until it reaches a less permeable frontier in the shape of 1930s social housing still inhabited at the time Bullman’s documentary was made by council tenants who may be among the poorest people in this part of inner London.
    The area is also a mental or imaginative frontier zone. As Mort points out (2010: 102-5), this is an area in which high society and the lowest, most dangerous and most transgressive sections of London society have mingled since early in the twentieth century. Mort charts murders, suicides and a population of drifters finding what MacInnes calls a ‘doss-house’ existence here in the 1950s and 1960s because of the proximity to the West End. This was another sort of frontier zone too, with right-wing and counter-cultural extremes both represented in the same era. 74 Princedale Road W11, one street west of Portland Road, was the headquarters of the British neo-Nazi extreme nationalist movement of Arnold Leese and Colin Jordan between the 1950s and the 1970s. And simultaneously the same postal district was the capital of the ‘crushed-velvet’, ‘rock-n-roll’ British counterculture, the UK equivalent of San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury, as outlined by Michael Moorcock (Kunzru 2011). The co-existence of extremes and the concomitant sense that this has been an area apart from London norms, a Foucauldian heterotopia even, perhaps explains the appearance of the suffix ‘-land’ in Tim Hicks’s Grotland. 
    In this frontier area violence, fashion and signifiers of popular cultural movements that spread far beyond London thanks to the mass media coexisted. This chimes with Mort’s account of W11. George Andrews, born in 1936 and raised at 157 Portland Road when that house was run-down and in multiple occupation (it was this house that the Hickses bought in 1968), recalls how gangs from different portions of Grotland would fight one another in his 1950s youth:
When I was seventeen we had the teddy-boy era, you know? You’d find a caff and you'd all congregate there, you know? And then all of a sudden the door would open up and [a voice would] say ‘you boys from Notting Hill, you're gonna get a, a fight, we come from Paddington’. And in would rush about ten, fifteen boys, and there’d be an almighty fight, all the tables and chairs would go over, blah blah blah blah and then they’d leave as quick as they came. You know? Some of them you got a whack in, some of them you didn't. 
(14:45-15:24)
Andrews’s tone in describing this life is more matter-of-fact and less heated that of MacInnes ([1959]: 47) on the ‘jungle’ of the Harrow Road area north-east of Portland Road, roamed by ‘Ted’ gangs (‘slit eyes, and cosh, and words of one syllable, and dirty finger-nails and all’). Yet when Andrews talks of himself and his contemporaries as ‘young tearaways’, standing in the streets ‘in sixes and eights, talking and nagging and making a hell of a noise’ one can imagine that this would intimidate other users of the same streets (14:35). 
    Both the presence of fascism and hippiedom alongside one another and the violently lower-class interchangeability of Paddington and Notting Hill described by Andrews suggest a greater porosity of boundaries than the idea of ‘the slum’ most often does. A place, like a person, can change its identity. The frontier between gentility and the working-class – or in the terms of the social surveys of Booth in the 1890s, repeated to Penny Hicks by local primary-school teachers in the 1970s, ‘semi-criminal’ or ‘criminal-class’ (1:19, 9:36, 21:07) – people who dominated the area labelled Notting Dale until the end of the 1950s shifted house by house, street by street and from year to year, decade to decade, as Bullman’s interviewees, taken together, indicate.
    This porosity can be further demonstrated through other memories recounted to Bullman, and it is tied up with the history of London property prices. The conservatively-dressed Hickses bought their Portland Road house in 1968 for £11,750, they tell him (20:08). Eight years earlier, the more artistic-looking Jane Le Touzel and her husband had bought theirs, opposite the lively Portland Arms pub, for £5,550 (20:31). She recalls her concerned father saying ‘if you want to go and live in a slum, go and live in a slum, [if] that’s what you want to do’ (2012: 20:47). In a portion of the interview that appears in the book of the series but which was presumably edited out of the episode actually broadcast, Le Touzel goes on: 
That’s what people thought of it back then, a slum. [...] I couldn’t care less, because we had a house, we had a garden. I didn’t see a garden with bedsteads in it. There were bedsteads there and bits of iron that people had chucked, but I didn’t see it like that; I saw it with trees and flowers and things, it was lovely. (Bullman, Hegarty, and Hill 2012: 285)
    John Wakelin and Jane Le Touzel, distant from one another in social-class terms but both inhabitants of W11 throughout the 1960s, use the word slum and its derivatives to talk about how the area was perceived then. Again, the key point is the line between what is (perceived as) slum and what is not. It matters who does the perceiving: the working-class participants in the programme tend to see slum as an outsiders’ perception of the area that was their home; wealthier incomers see ‘slum’ as a label they can save the area from. Perceptions change as an area changes so, in this case, the gentrified area steadily expanded between the 1950s and the 1980s, by which decade almost the whole of W11 with the exception of social housing could be understood as gentrified.

Fictions from the Days of Grotland: Michael Frayn and William Plomer
The porosity of Grotland’s boundaries can also be grasped through a reading of scenes in fiction. A scene expressing the zone’s atmosphere for early incomers is to be found in Towards the End of the Morning, published in 1967 by Michael Frayn (born 1933). This is best-known as a superlative comic novel about the last days of the classic Fleet Street newspaper life, but it also contains wry, non-retrospective insights into the era of gentrification the interviewees in The Secret History of Our Streets look back to. In Before the End of the Morning, a struggling gentrifying couple (he a listless journalist; she a housewife; they met at Cambridge) live in Spadina Road, SW23, a south-of-the-river Portland Road equivalent (in a made-up postal district). There they have as neighbours the extended family of a lorry driver on one side and a house let out to a large number of West Indian immigrants on the other. Twenty or thirty beer cans are flung over the gentrifiers’ garden wall (Frayn [1967]: 21-22) but they have no idea which neighbour threw them over. 
    Lying in bed, Frayn’s would-be gentrifiers feel the difference between the world they have created and the one outside: ‘Outside 43 Spadina Road the world was senescent, disintegrating, despairing, and everyone was on his way to a breakdown. Inside, it was soft and warm and linen-sheeted, and everyone was in the pink of mental health.’ (Frayn [1967]: 40). Spadina Road describes or recreates a street that is different from Portland Road: somewhere populated by people on the frontier between the working and middle classes, neither so threatening and rough as the drunks sleeping in passageways and fighting teddy-boys described in the latter by George Andrews (23:08), nor so clearly patrician as Mayhew, the Hickses or Jane LeTouzel: a less noteworthy area with a more vaguely-defined identity but Grotland none the less. Hidden in the novel is the memory of being an early middle-class colonizer of such a district.
    As a notion, Grotland is concerned with the line between the socially acceptable and the not. And to understand the roots of this in what should be considered the late imperial, almost post-colonial period of London’s history (McLeod 2004), we can turn to the Depression-era and immediately post-War fictions of William Plomer (1903-73). He wrote novels, poems and memoirs alike concerned with the margins where haut-bourgeois Bayswater and South Kensington met places more and less beyond the Pale. His novels of London are The Case Is Altered (1932), about a murder on the Bayswater-Notting Hill fringes, The Invaders (1934) about inter-class relations and Depression-era immigrants to London from the English provinces, and Museum Pieces (1952), about the decline of a once wealthy and prominent family. The museum pieces of Plomer’s title are people, a family of post-Victorian gentry, their income dwindling because of inflation. In terms of prospects they are declining, their horizons drawing in not expanding, unlike the glossily over-confident Notting Hill dwellers of the 1960s and since who expose themselves in Bullman’s The Secret History of Our Streets. 
Plomer was preoccupied, not to say obsessed, with the slow, gradual extinction of vulgar, aggressively confident Victorian grandeur, a theme he tackled with a mixture of relish and wistfulness in many different writings. His elegiac final novel, published in the early 1950s  but set over a twenty-year span between the mid-1920s and the end of World War 2, Museum Pieces gives an indication of how Tim Hicks’s 1960s perception of Grotland might have come about
    The nursing home was not in Bayswater. It was in Monteagle Gardens, a square in that vague region which is neither Holland Park nor Ladbroke Grove—at least it had been a square, but one side had already been made uninhabitable by bomb-blast. The whole square has since been demolished. The houses were grandiose, seven-storied, mid-Victorian follies, with cavernous basements, florid porticoes, and first-floor drawing-rooms with huge windows. Nearly all of them had been converted, twenty years or more before this time, into flats more or less inconvenient and unmanageable. Most were now empty and many were windowless. Some of the empty windows had been filled with hessian or cardboard, but even these makeshifts were already decaying and some were broken and torn. (Plomer 1952: 185-86)
    In understanding Plomer’s Monteagle Gardens, which has no direct equivalent on the A-Z map, the facts decay and ad hoc transformation into tenements are more important than the precise location within Grotland of the imaginative site. Monteagle Gardens is defined by negation: it is neither Holland Park or Ladbroke Grove (both of them on the map of places to live in London for Tim Hicks, or for Jane Le Touzel’s father). Its position in ‘that vague region’ is another apprehension of Grotland, this one dating from a decade before the Hickses and Le Touzels began their act of (re-) appropriation.
    Plomer’s square may be a fictional site, but it reveals the fears of genteel Londoners at mid-century. Plomer records the other side of Grotland from Tim Hicks and Jane Le Touzel and indeed Michael Frayn, the time when it was not on the cusp of gentrification but in seemingly irrevocable decline. He is always comparing it backwards in time with the moment of its birth in the time of mid-Victorian new money prosperity. This recalls poems of Plomer’s such as ‘The Caledonian Market’ and ‘Slightly Foxed: or, the Widower of Bayswater’, written between the 1930s and the 1950s, which imagine the present day as a heap of Victorian debris or an extended hangover (Finch 2012: 174-81; Plomer 1973: 118-19, 124-26) or his autobiography Double Lives ([1943]; Finch 2009). This was the Grotland that Tim Hicks saw looking north from Holland Park Avenue, not so much with fear as with a sense that there was a zone not with bothering about.

Conclusion: Gentrification Stories
This study, starting with an individual’s use of the word ‘Grotland’ in an oral history context, has sought, by juxtaposing documentary accounts such as those provided to Bullman by Tim and Penny Hicks, John Wakelin, Jane Le Touzel, Henry Mayhew and others, with fragments of literary texts, the depth which can be absent from synoptic views of cities. Such views, including the cartographic and those of planners such as Fiske, see a city from far above, trying to encompass the whole of it. Instead, a more intimate and less dominating way of comprehending urban surroundings, building on work in everyday life studies, critical visuality studies and Heideggerian philosophical topology has been trialled here (Certeau 1984; Mirzoeff 2011; Malpas 2012). This article has brought together the memories mediated through the interviews and narration of Bullman’s television documentary with fictions by Plomer, MacInnes and Frayn dating from the 1950s and 1960s, the period to which Bullman’s interviewees have looked back. A fuller study of the Grotland of North Kensington and districts like it in the period 1950-75 would delve deeper into archives, for instance the former holdings of the North Kensington Community Archive, merged in 2010 into the main Local Studies collection of the Royal Borough of Kensington and Chelsea. It would also engage with other academic disciplines and types of cultural production: architectural and design history, for instance; the photographic images of North Kensington and Paddington produced by Roger Mayne (1993) during the second half of the 1950s, for instance, bringing together a rich tapestry of perspectives on what the LCC planner Fiske in 1956 delineated as a ‘“twilight” zone’ intermediate between London’s slums and suburbs. 
    Here, in the fragmentary patchwork of very varied texts a sense of place can perhaps be preserved which has been known in the overlapping experiences of many individuals: their own, varying urban imaginaries. Such senses could readily disappear, in the council estates and green spaces plus heavily gentrified, violently re-stuccoed wedding-cake-like terraces of the W2, W10 and W11 of 2015. These experiences, imperfectly preserved in any of the individual types of source, the photograph, the literary text, the architectural survey, the personal recollection, the interview, can in fact be understood as themselves a sort of cultural heritage worthy of preservation and analysis.
    The notion of gentrification creates powerful narratives. Those presented in Bullman’s documentary The Secret History of Our Streets seem to have explanatory power. But they are, equally, acts of myth-making, just as earlier writing on ‘slums’ often was, acts which reduce the complexities of experience. The Bullman programme seems to seek the most extreme and representative example of inner-London gentrification. Fiction, such as that by Plomer and Frayn drawn on here, shows how apparently complete outcomes may swiftly change, and also the lack of inevitability in the gentrification of specific streets and districts. The Marxist geographical discourse on gentrification presented by Berman and Smith ignores elements of risk involved in gentrification. Some areas of London and other cities signally failed to gentrify successfully or fully as Portland Road, on the account of the programme, has done. It can thus also be guilty of ignoring any scaled perspective on gentrification, which would be capable of grasping the extreme nature of the gentrification and frontier aspect of Portland Road. To say this is not to propose a politically right-wing revisionist view of gentrification in which everything is reduced to muddling, hedging and negotiating between self-interested invididuals. Rather it is to claim that if London’s mid-2010s housing situation of very advanced and extreme gentrification is to be understood and hence the situation in which residents of all wealth levels other than the very richest and poorest stand to be dislodged from it remedied, then an enriched understanding of gentrification as a mixture of local and individual factors with more structural ones is needed. This article has been an effort to provide such an understanding, balancing accounts in different media of individual phenomenological experiences of ‘Grotland’ with a determination to use empirical study of place in the production of social critique.
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