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Cover of Squatters' Handbook, 1979 edition. Published by Squatters Advisory Service.
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SQUATTING
IN
Brix
Squatting in Brixton in the 1970
s

Olive Morris is remembered – amongst other things – as a squatter. Like many other
people, she began squatting because she needed somewhere to live and there were
houses sitting empty all over Brixton. Squatting – moving into empty properties
without the owner’s consent – has a long history and a new squatting movement was
taking hold at the same time that Olive was getting politically active.
After the Second World War and the Blitz, squatting was an obvious, natural reaction
to the lack of housing. According to 1946 government figures, over 50,000 people
occupied disused army camps and squatting was spreading to other under-used
buildings, including hotels and luxury flats in London. Eventually 850 of the camps
were handed over to squatters, with some still being occupied up till the 1960s, but
other prominent empties were sealed up and guarded.
Squatting kept a low profile until 1968 when a group of activists who had been watching
the influential BBC drama about homelessness, Cathy Come Home (Ken Loach, 1966),
set up the London Squatters Campaign. Their first, high-profile actions took place in
December: symbolic short occupations of various empty apartment blocks. Soon after
these media stunts, it became known that the Council gave one family in Notting Hill
tenancy for the flat they’d squatted. Homeless families started moving into empty flats
with the intention of staying.
Lots of families moved into council properties in Ilford, led by a group that
became the East London Squatters. They garnered public support, especially after
Redbridge Council hired heavies to beat them up and evict them. A lot of the early
squatting groups emphasised the fact that they were helping families with children
– people who the councils often already had an obligation to help – house themselves.
They adopted names like the Lewisham Family Squatting Association, the Family
Squatting Movement (who published the newsletter Squat!), and the Family Squatting
Advisory Service established in September 1970. They tended to target publicly-owned
housing to highlight the incompetence of councils in managing their housing stock.
The local borough councils weren’t the only ones with vast stocks of empty public
housing. The Greater London Council (GLC) also owned many properties across the
city. The GLC was allegedly the first to offer squatters licences, that is, permission to
stay but not a proper tenancy. Some of the boroughs copied this strategy, for example,
the South East London Squatters group was successful in negotiating short-life deals
with Lewisham Council.

Carolyn
These short-life licences depended on both the generosity and efficiency of the local
authority. By the end of 1971 there were an estimated 1,000 people living in licensed
squats, and far fewer in unlicensed squats. Over the course of 1972, this balance shifted,
as more and more people started squatting, and the council licensing schemes failed
to keep up.
Some of the early groups chose to describe themselves as “self-help” housing groups.
Fifty families joined Lambeth Squatters in its first year, and this number continued to
grow. They seem to have been well-organised, with one group for North Lambeth and
another for South Lambeth meeting every week. They were later able to negotiate
short-life housing deals, and became known as Lambeth Self-Help Housing Association
(LSHHA). By the end of 1973 they had negotiated 160 licensed squats in the borough
(neighbouring Southwark, in comparison, had only forty-six).
The structure of the group was quite interesting. House allocations were done purely
on the basis of democratic meetings held every week and attended by those who had
applied for housing. They made the decisions themselves, about whose case was most
deserving and would get the next available house. The Housing or Social Services
departments referred many of the applicants, with at least 70% coming from within
the borough. Members of the group then paid a weekly subscription to the group,
rather than rent: £1 for a single person and £4 for a family.
As well as the family squatters, more counter-cultural squatting emerged, for example
in the West End, in Piccadilly and Covent Garden. The issue wasn’t just about homeless
families with children, but about single people as well. In some cases, squatters
wanted to try living more communally, not just in nuclear families. And some wanted
a life more free of convention, work, the rat-race and capitalism. Some of the more
hippie squatters were a great source of colourful stories for the mainstream press and
probably an embarrassment to the more serious housing activists.
During this time, there had been a massive boom in property prices – over a period
of three years the average price of a new home doubled – leading to speculation
and rent increases. Speculators often left properties empty until they could make a
profit from them; it wasn’t necessarily in their interests to rent them to anyone. It was
increasingly hard for anyone to find privately-rented accommodation unless they had
enough money to cover the high rents and deposits landlords demanded.
From 1971 onwards there was an upsurge of squatting in Lambeth. There were at least
13,000 people on the waiting list for council housing. Thousands more lived in slum-like
conditions, which included outside toilets, dodgy plumbing, huge rats, overcrowding
and only paraffin heaters for warmth. The latter were particularly dangerous for families
with young children and a regular cause of house fires.
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People began to squat not just publicly-owned buildings, but also privately-owned
ones. Olive, twenty years old at the time, and her friend Liz Obi, who was just eighteen,
were reportedly the first to squat a privately-owned flat in Lambeth over the winter of
1972-3. The flat was above a disused launderette at 121 Railton Road.
The story goes that Olive and Liz were inspired after meeting some women from
207 Railton Road. This property was squatted and used as a local women’s centre
from 1972 to 1975. “Squat-historians” credit 207 Railton Road with encouraging the
unlicensed occupation of at least 300 empties in the Brixton area. Other reports suggest
that the women’s centre did such a good job housing people that it received something
like thirty-forty referrals a week from Lambeth’s own Social Services department.
Coin-a-matic, the launderette’s owners, were quoted as saying that they wanted the
building back, not to reopen the launderette but to store spare parts for their washing
machines. Olive and Liz suffered at least three attempted illegal evictions. For example,
on 22 January 1973 Olive came home to find Liz had been arrested for “possession of
an offensive weapon” during an attempt at illegal eviction. Whilst at Brixton police
station, the police threatened Liz with the refusal of bail because of her “NFA” (“no fixed
abode”) status.
When Olive went back inside the flat, five cops followed her and showed no intention
of leaving. Olive’s response was to climb up the back wall onto the roof of the building,
and there is a pretty iconic picture of her doing so, which made it onto the cover of
a 1975 issue of Squatting News Bulletin and also appeared on later editions of the
Squatters’ Handbook. She sat there until the police fucked off, which they did, about
three hours later. She then re-squatted the place and it remained a squat until August
1999, which made it one of the longest-running squats in the country.
When Olive and Liz moved out – to a new squat in 65 Railton Road – other people moved
in and founded a black bookshop called Sabarr. As well as a meeting space, various
groups also used the address as a mailing address. These included the Black Workers’
Movement and a coalition of groups called Black People Against State Harassment
(BASH), which formed in1978 as a reaction to the growing problems of racist policing,
stop and searching, and general hassling of black people. By 1981, Sabarr Books had
also moved further into Brixton and 121 Railton Road became an anarchist centre.
All sorts of radical groups used the space during its anarchist era. These included:
the Anarchist Black Cross and Taking Liberties; the European Counter Network (ECN)
and Contraflow; the Poll Tax campaign and the Trafalgar Square defendants after the
subsequent riots; Miners Strike solidarity; Pink Brick with its strap line, “lesbian and gay
class war”; the Fare-Dodgers Liberation Front (FDLF); animal rights activists and the
fearsome Brixton Hunt Saboteurs; anarcha-feminist magazines Shocking Pink then Bad
Attitude; AnarQuist, an anarcho-queer group; and the first-ever Queeruption gathering.
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In terms of Olive’s legacy, we can see a clear continuation of some of the things she
did in the space. During the 1980s and 1990s, the Brixton Squatters Aid group loaned
tools and a helping hand, and published a newsletter called Crowbar. There are still
examples of squatters organising mutual aid and help for new squatters, for example,
the fortnightly Practical Squatting nights that still happen in South London. The printing
continued too: there was a big printing press and some smaller stencil printers upstairs,
with a huge amount of radical propaganda produced in the building.
The 121 address was well-known around the world and was often the first place punks
and other radicals would head to when they arrived in London. As well as a bookshop,
an office space and mostly punk benefit gigs and industrial noise nights Dead by Dawn,
121 volunteers ran a cheap vegan café sometimes up to six nights a week. When we
say “cheap”, we’re talking 50p per meal, although this went up to £1 in the last year or
so to enable us to bulk-buy more organic stuff, which made it a popular choice for local
squatters and contributed to the close-knit community that formed around 121.
Despite so many years of occupation, Lambeth Council obtained a possession order
for the building in 1999. You may have heard of a law called “adverse possession”: if you
manage to keep a squat for twelve continuous years and, during that entire time, the
owner fails to “assert their title” and you also fail to recognise anyone else as having title,
you get to keep it. In the final court case about 121, the council produced a dodgy copy of
a fax at the last minute, which reduced our continuous period to just eleven years, eleven
months and two weeks! There have been a few examples of squatters gaining adverse
possession, especially around Brixton, but this was not destined to be one of them.
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