
“The Keskidee Trust was formed to establish and run a 
centre providing educational, social and cultural activities 
for a disadvantaged and primarily West Indian community in 
the borough of Islington… part of the reasoning behind the 
project is that West Indians need a cultural centre where they 
can be proud to invite anybody, and that Afro-Caribbean 
culture has much to offer the wider society.” 
Keskidee Trust, 1971

The Keskidee’s motto was  
‘A community discovering  
itself creates its own future’

Islington Local History 
Centre celebrates the 
Keskidee - Britain’s first 
arts centre for the black 
community.
The Keskidee Centre project was the vision of 
Guyanese-born architect and cultural activist Oscar 
Winston Abrams. Having arrived in Britain in 1958, 
he later became Chair of the Islington branch of the 
Campaign Against Racial Discrimination, which fought 
for better housing and education for newly arrived 
black Britons.

Abrams wanted to provide both self-help and cultural 
activities for the local West Indian community under 
one roof. Named after a bird native to his home 
country, the centre was to provide a unique and  
hugely influential cultural and political environment  
for the black community throughout the 1970s and 
early-1980s.

Oscar Abrams at a rally in Holborn, London, 
1968. (Photo: The Times, 21 March 1968)

Keskidee Centre, Gifford Street, Islington, 
25 March 1975. 
(Photo: Jim Connell/Islington Local History Centre)

A community that discovered itself

 The Keskidee



As well as hosting its own cultural and educational events, 
the Keskidee staged benefit events to attract funding, such 
as No Cottonpickers at the Mermaid Theatre on Sunday, 1 
August 1971. This was described as ‘a funky, soulful, jazz 
and blues explosion of life in the ghetto’.

Charities like the City Parochial Foundation, the Sainsbury Trust and the Pilgrim 
Trust also played a crucial role in helping to sustain the centre in its infancy. 

Keskidee arrives on the cultural map 
The Keskidee soon became a thriving cultural venue and, for many years, it was 
the only place to experience black theatre in London. 

The centre also offered legal advice and practical classes on literacy and typing, 
yoga and cookery, as well as photography, painting and pottery. 

It went on to attract celebrity visitors including Jamaican Prime Minister Michael 
Manley, musician Bob Marley and singer Nina Simone.

The Caribbean Artists Movement 
Oscar Abrams said he was “full of joy” when the Caribbean Artists Movement 
(CAM), which wanted to increase the recognition of West Indian art forms within 
British society, approached him to use the Keskidee for its own events. He knew 
John La Rose, one of CAM’s founder members, and strongly believed that the 
centre would be enriched by hosting the movement’s activities. 

The Keskidee Centre, a truly hidden treasure. 
A self-produced map that adorned its publicity material during the 1970s.

Teething troubles
The building’s obscure location was sometimes a drawback in the early days. 
Actor and director Anton Phillips recalls, “most of the people who came here to 
see plays had to come twice because by the time they’d find the building, the 
play was half way through. So, they had to come a second time to catch it from 
the beginning.” Actor and director Yvonne Brewster remembers, “there was the 
train line that ran behind it. So during performances sometimes you had incredible 
competition from iron wheels.”

Early Days

Education and leisure activities on 
offer at the Keskidee, c.1975.
(Image: George Padmore Institute)

‘A show not to be missed’. Charity 
concert in aid of the Keskidee,
1 August 1971.
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Music, art and poetry

Nigerian-born painter and sculptor Emmanuel Jegede was installed as Keskidee’s 
artist-in-residence and worked from the building’s basement studio. During the 
late-1970s, his son Tunde, a world renowned musician and master of the Kora 
(West African harp-lute), began his path as an artist at the centre and began to 
discover his appreciation of African diasporic culture.  

Music
African and reggae roots music found a spiritual home at the building and provided 
many young black people with their first experience of live music. 

Up and coming British bands such as Misty in Roots and Steel Pulse played to an 
eager audience and, in 1978, world-famous Jamaican musician Bob Marley used 
the centre to make a video for his song Is this love? Dances and discos were also 
regular features on Keskidee’s musical menu.

Linton Kwesi Johnson
Linton Kwesi Johnson, who created dub poetry at the Keskidee, was also its first 
paid library resources and education officer. His poem Voices of the living and the 
dead was staged at the centre and produced by Jamaican novelist Lindsay Barrett, 
with music by Rasta Love reggae group, “it was fantastic, you know, having 
written something and having it staged with actors and musicians. That was back 
in 1973 before I had a poem published anywhere. That was before anyone had 
ever heard of Linton Kwesi Johnson.” 

Music, art and poetry all played a vital role in attracting 
young black people to the centre.  

“The Keskidee in those days was an important centre for black cultural 
activity and I began attending other events there and soon found 
myself at the centre of black creativity in London.”
Linton Kwesi Johnson, 1992

Bob Marley performs at the Keskidee, 1978. 
(Photo: UrbanImage.tv/56 Hope Road Music/Adrian Boot)

Week-long dread sessions,  
October 1975.

Poet Linton Kwesi Johnson, the Keskidee’s library resources and education 
officer during the early to mid-1970s. Seen here in recital in 2007.
(Photo: Amir Zahani)
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Centre of the Community

Mission hall to arts centre

In 1971, Oscar Abrams bought the former Gifford Mission Hall, on Gifford 
Street, from the Shaftesbury Society for £9000. It was officially recognised 
as the Keskidee Centre by the signing of a Declaration of Trust by Abrams and 
fellow trustees Norma Ashe and Irenaeus Rigsby on 25 April the same year.

The building was a fitting choice as it had served the local community since its 
opening by the Earl of Shaftesbury in 1871. For example, a former pastor, Mr 
W H Whittenbury, ran musical activities, talks, bible classes and other events at 
Gifford Hall for members and their families during the 1890s.

From brass to bass
There was also a strong musical tradition at the hall. In 1892, Islington-based 
organist and choirmaster James Procter-Harding composed a hymn tune 
dedicated to the building called Morning Star and, up until the 1960s, many 
young people were introduced to brass band music there. With the arrival of the 
Keskidee, bass replaced brass and booming sound systems reverberated around 
its walls.

In March 1972, seventy-four year old Anne Kincaid, a local resident and member 
of the mission for over sixty years, gave a message to the newly launched 
Keskidee, “I do hope that our hall will be as great a blessing to our West Indian 
friends as it was to us… may they have as much pleasure from it as all of us did in 
the past.” 

Combined activities at Gifford 
Hall Mission. A ‘musical’ 
exhibition, 1950s.
(Photo: Dean Edwards)

Conductor and local resident Jim 
Sharp leading the Gifford Hall 
Silver Band during the 1950s.
(Photo: Dean Edwards)

Gifford Hall Mission plays host to a 
special temperance meeting, 
24 March 1896.

A typical evening of entertainment at 
Gifford Hall Mission, 1905.
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Oscar Abrams wrote, “teenagers respond drastically to anything they call their 
own. The Keskidee Centre aims to be their place.”  This was echoed by a Keskidee 
youth who experienced life at the centre during the 1970s, “for this area I think 
it was good, you know, not just the centre but as a young black guy growing up 
because when you’re young you ain’t got a lot of self direction. It helped me to 
grow anyway.” 

Politics at the Keskidee
The centre provided a forum for political discussion. It facilitated speakers from 
Grenada, Uganda and Zimbabwe, who often lectured about colonialism, national 
liberation and the evils of imperialism.

Linton Kwesi Johnson remembers the leaders of the main political gangs in 
Jamaica coming to meet Bob Marley at the Keskidee to persuade him to go 
back to Jamaica to perform at a peace concert, “this was in the wake of the 
assassination attempt on Bob Marley and he was basically in exile in London and 
he subsequently went back to Jamaica and did the peace concert.”

The Keskidee addressed the needs of local youth and gave a 
generation of black teenagers a space of their own. 

Youth and Politics

Political debate and benefits were 
commonplace at the Keskidee. 
Support the Grenada Revolution 
Festival, March 1979.

“A chance to discover who they 
really are.” Abstract taken from the 
Keskidee Trust Policy Statement 
(page 3), 1971. 
(Image: Institute for Race Relations)

Local school children enjoy an event at the Keskidee, 24 September 1977.
(Photo: Eric and Jessica Huntley Archive)
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The Workshop’s first major play was Sighs of a slave dream by Eseoghene (Lindsay 
Barrett) in November 1972, with direction by Pat Murray. 

Attracting black and white audiences were some of black theatre’s leading talents. 
Directors such as Rufus Collins and Howard Johnson, playwrights Lennox Lewis, 
Derek Walcott and Edgar White, and actors like Yvonne Brewster, Anton Phillips 
and T-Bone Wilson all contributed to the centre’s creative process. 

Backstage technicians were selected from the black community, including one of 
the Caribbean’s leading theatre designers, Henry Muttoo. Sets were often very 
innovative. For example, the auditorium became part of a supermarket for Jimi 
Rand’s Say Hallelujah (1977), with shelving packed with groceries extending into 
the audience.  

Equally groundbreaking was the Keskidee Community Theatre Workshop, which 
concentrated on developing work directly influenced by the experiences of the 
black community in contemporary Britain. 

Distant shores
By the late-1970s, the Keskidee’s reputation reached distant shores, resulting 
in theatre tours of Europe and the cross-cultural Keskidee Aroha tour of New 
Zealand in 1979, where the company met and performed to remote Maori 
communities. During this period, the Keskidee Theatre Workshop was also 
selected to represent Britain at the New York Lincoln Center Fringe Festival, 
performing Lennox Brown’s 
The Throne in an Autumn 
Room.  These overseas tours 
were a timely reminder of just 
how far the Keskidee had come 
in its short existence. 

The Keskidee Theatre Workshop was a full-time pioneering 
drama company totally dedicated to black theatre.

Theatre

“Thanks to the Keskidee we are at last 
getting an introduction to this fine 
writer”. Irving Wardle’s review of Derek 
Walcott’s Pantomime at the Keskidee. 
The Times, 19 December 1979.

Edgar White, 1970s. One of many playwrights to have work 
showcased at the Keskidee throughout the 1970s and early-1980s.
(Photo: Rudy Atwell/Methuen London Ltd)

Flyer for Derek Walcott’s 1977 
play Remembrance.
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The Keskidee Centre reached its peak in the mid-1970s but, 
by the early-1980s, it had fallen into decay.

Diminishing funding and the pressure of combining so many activities under one 
roof led to crippling debts and, consequently, its demise; the costly 1979 tour 
of New Zealand was later identified by Oscar Abrams as the origin of the centre’s 
financial difficulties. 

Reinvention
By the late-1980s, under the guidance of playwright Jimi Rand and Abrams, the 
centre attempted to reinvent itself as a theatre crafts training college for black 
youths. However by 1992, the venture had proved only marginally successful and 
closed, and the property subsequently sold off.

The former mission hall has now come full circle and has reverted to religious use. 
Currently, it is home to the Christ Apostolic Church and the Power-Age Christian 
College. 

Legacy
In 1987 Oscar Abrams said, “the most outstanding achievement for me personally 
is the consciousness the Keskidee brought to the black community and groups 
that subsequently became interested in the arts.” 

This remains a fitting epitaph to his and the Keskidee Centre’s inspirational legacy 
and the critical role it played in Britain’s recent social history.  

Oscar Abrams died on 15 February 1996 aged 58.
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Final Curtain

The former mission hall reverted to 
religious use as the Christ Apostolic 
Church. Pictured here in June 2009.
(Photo: Paul Burton/Islington Local History 
Centre)

Keskidee for sale but its legacy lives on. 
Islington Gazette, 2 December 1992.

 “Oscar should be remembered as someone who made a tremendous 
contribution to the development of arts and culture in this country 
from the black community as proved. Someone who provided a space, 
he allowed us to make a contribution in terms of the arts.”
Linton Kwesi Johnson, 2009

Oscar Abrams in later years.
(Photo: Eric and Jessica Huntley Archive)
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