The first ladies of Notting Hill Carnival: Claudia Jones and Rhaune Laslett
Claudia Jones and Rhaune Laslett are two extraordinary individuals from the late 1950s and early 1960s who were instrumental in establishing an annual street party celebrating Caribbean culture which is now the largest street festival in Europe. 

The Notting Hill Carnival celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2014. Claudia Jones, political activist and founder in 1958 of Britain’s first black newspaper, and Rhaune Laslett, half-native American, half-British social worker, were critical to its inception. 

In 1958 there was much racial tension in London, which culminated in the Notting Hill riots on an August bank holiday which saw hundreds of racist teddy boys attack the black community, prompting a pitch battle involving fire bombs, machetes, axes and clubs. The riots were followed by the racist murder of Antiguan Kelso Cochran in May 1959. 
The Notting Hill community was characterised at that time by social deprivation. Rhaune had a vision for a street festival that would bring everyone together to share their different cultures and promote communication. The aim of the festival was to help the various cultural groups of Notting Hill become more familiar with each other’s customs, to bring more colour and life to the streets and to counter the perception of the area being a run-down slum. In collaboration with the London Free School, an adult education project she co-founded with photographer and political activist, John Hopkins and key members of the local community, Rhaune was instrumental in bringing about Notting Hill’s first multicultural street festival in 1966.

The festival now attracts participants from all parts of the globe, with attendance figures of over a million, in a celebration of music, costume, dance and unity. It is a shame that there is often a focus on crime figures during the festival, which are in fact lower pro rata than for the Glastonbury Festival. The carnival contributes to significant income coming into London and to the world’s perception of Britain’s cultural richness.
Out of the new found energy in and around the free school, Rhaune also established the Notting Hill Neighbourhood Service, one of the first voluntary services to offer free legal and drugs advice, as well as an all round welfare service. 
Claudia Jones was born in Trinidad in 1915. She emigrated to New York City with her family. Despite being academically bright, being classed as an immigrant woman she was severely limited in her career choices. Instead of going to college, she initially began working in a laundry in Harlem. 
In 1937 she joined the editorial staff of the Daily Worker, rising to become the editor of the Weekly Review. She subsequently became executive secretary of the Women's National Commission, secretary for the Women's Commission of the Communist Party USA (CPUSA), and in 1952 took the same position at the National Peace Council. In 1953, she took over the editorship of Negro Affairs. As a member of the Communist Party USA and a black national feminist, her focus was on creating support for black and white women through job training programmes, equal pay for equal work, government controls on food prices and funding for war time child care programmes. 
As the result of her various activities, in 1948 she was arrested and sentenced to the first of four spells in prison on Ellis Island. When released in 1955, she was refused entry to Trinidad and Tobago. She was eventually offered residency in the UK on humanitarian grounds. 
In Britain, many landlords and shops displayed signs saying “No Irish, no coloured, no dogs”. Jones found a community that needed organisation. She became involved in the British African Caribbean community, as well as the early movement for equal rights. In light of the racially driven riots and similar disturbances, she organised the first televised mardi-gras based carnival at St. Pancras Town Hall in 1959, the precursor for Rhaune’s street festival.
In 2011, blue plaques commemorating Rhaune and Claudia’s conception of the festivals that later evolved into the Notting Hill Carnival was unveiled on the corner of Tavistock Square and Portabella Road, commemorating the great works of both phenomenal women.
