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    A funny place, Dalston Oxfam, 
as anyone’ll tell you who’s caught 
the midnight scrum over doorstep 
donations. I once saw a white 
rabbit hopping round the bricabrac 
section. After a while a young rasta 
stepped up and said it was cool, the 
rabbit was with him. Another time 
a lad was spotted crawling under 
the changing-room partitions to 
take pictures up women’s skirts. 
He pegged it, then had to run back 
in to retrieve his camera. Hardly 
a week goes by without some 
mentalist standing in the doorway 
shouting ‘Your videos are shit’ or 
the like.

    In charge of this madhouse is 
Steve, a softly-spoken fedora-
wearing Irishman, and his deputy 
Tom, the one with the peroxide 
hair and glasses. Steve started in 
’97 and became deputy manager in 
’99. He’s responsible for the cool 
music they play, lots of indie and 
dub, with the odd lapse into Prefab 
Sprout. Tom is braver than most. 
He takes on all the troublemakers, 
and there are lots of them. Fifteen 
barred at any one time, many so 
drunk they don’t remember. One 
couple with mashed-up faces and 
cans of Special Brew get slung out 
most weeks.

    The phonebox outside used to 
see a lot of crack dealing, and you 
had to watch out for the overspill, 
but things aren’t so bad now. One 
geezer Tom asked to leave said 
he only had to make a phonecall 
and the whole of Dalston would 
be down. But Tom’s still here and 

Dalston’s still there and the guy’s 
never been back. Another charmer 
– one of those macho types who 
equate being asked to leave their 
bikes outside with being shown 
up in front of their mates – took 
a picture with his mobile while 
shouting ‘you’d better change your 

fucking haircut’. Soon after that two 
of the front windows got smashed 
in the night, but Tom reckons it 
was probably a junkie trying to get 
at some videos that had been put 
through the letterbox.

    The shop’s got good CCTV but 
you can’t watch it all the time. 
Bags are always disappearing from 
buggies or under the changing 
room curtains. For a while they 
used a security guard but that 
wasn’t much help. Steve has 
even tried dropping a subtle hint 
to suspicious types by playing a 
warning announcement over the 
music from Jaws.

    But it isn’t all violence (Steve 
got slapped in the face the other 
day), threats, bad manners and 
people trying to sell shonky videos. 
Dalston is the most popular Oxfam 
in Britain, and it’s easy to see why. 
It’s big for a start, 2600 square feet, 
four or five times the usual size. 
It’s open plan, with a long frontage 
and good sightlines, so you don’t 
get that many people using the 
changing rooms as a loo. They have 
the usual spread of stock – furniture 

(less these days than before), 
books, cds, records, videos, shoes, 
clothes, toys, electricals, bricabrac 
– and they get through it all like a 
railway engine eats up coal. Cars are 
always parking up outside to drop 
stuff off, and Tom has lost count 
of the number of times he’s asked 

people to 
take their 
donations 
t h r o u g h 
the silver 
doors at 
the back. 
R e g u l a r 
deliveries 

from the Oxfam depot in Welwyn 
Garden City arrive by van, with 
the stuff brought in through an 
alleyway down the side of the 
shop. Luckily there’s plenty of 
space round the back for sorting, 
with the electricals tested in 
the basement by the methodical 
Howard, a former BBC engineer.

    Dalston gets all manner of odd 
donations, from his’n’her candy 
g-strings to a defibrillator (which 
Steve was tempted to try out 
on a lazy volunteer) complete 
with formadahyde. A lot of it is 
completely unusable. (Oxfam 
spends a million a year getting 
rid of the stuff.) ‘People think we 
work miracles down here,’ says 
Steve. ‘They think we have a team 
of elves working through the night 
mending old fax machines and 
shoes. But there’s not a lot you can 
do with a used toilet seat.’

    ‘We couldn’t do it without 
the team’, Steve admits. He’s 
reluctant to go into details, but 
helpers have included a well-
known English film actress and the 
lead singer of a mid-80s pop group. 

Among the thirty or so volunteers 
who donate considerable time 
and energy for a good cause are 
Sheila (with all the nice badges) 
and Alison, who sort the clothes 
and do shopfloor work, and Grace 
the bricabrac lady. Considering 
what they have to put up with its 
amazing how they manage to keep 
their cool (the couple of hours I did 
behind the counter one Saturday 
was quite enough). Dealing with 
difficult customers is, he says, ‘all 
about setting boundaries. You get 
used to the haggling. House of 
Tiny Tearaways and Supernanny 
have taught me a lot.’ Even so it 
must be a bit wearing pointing out 
for the zillionth that the charity 
consists in you buying the stuff not 
in Oxfam selling it.

    Dalston started around 1990, 
but it didn’t really take off until 
after the refit in July 2003, which 
put a stop to the mixture of rain 
and pigeon shit that used to seep 
through the ceiling from the 
derelict snooker hall above. Since 
then things have got a bit trendy. 
Last year Vogue had Dalston 
at no. 65 in a list of a hundred 
‘international shopping secrets’, 
describing it as a ‘hidden Hoxton 
gem’ (it isn’t hidden and it isn’t in 
Hoxton but at least they got one 
thing right). Time Out carried a 
similar write-up, and for a while 
the bagsnatchers had a field day 
with trendy Japanese tourists. 
Steve even got a phone call from 
a nice lady from Ireland who was 
bringing a party over and wanted 
directions.

    The different groups Dalston 
caters for – the vinyl junkies, 
clothes freaks, book collectors, 
dealers and normal and not-so-



normal locals – seem to rub along 
without too much trouble. The 
artists in particular love it. I once 
saw Sarah Lucas there, looking 
for classical albums, with a friend 
who asked if Peer Gynt was a good 
composer. A little later I caught 
sight of the autodestructive artist 
Gustav Metzger – the man who 
inspired Pete Townsend’s guitar 
smashing – eyeing up some crockery 
with murderous intent. I’ve known 
Mr Metzger for years and he’s a 
sweetie, so I went up to say hello. 
‘Do you think I could use this as a 
plant pot?’ he asked meekly. Simon 
Ould – winner of the Peckham Mars 
Bar Eating Championship – used to 
come in and make copies for his 
famous Elephone installations, till 
they got rid of the photocopier 
last year (‘Too many arguments 
over 4p’, Tom says).

    Saturday is the busiest day (and 
take my word for it, it’s pretty 
mental), followed by Monday, 
with Wednesday the slowest. 
There’s always lots of regulars 
around and plenty of characters. 
One comes in all the time asking 
for badminton rackets (he was a 
bit phased the other day when 
Steve actually produced one) and 
another (nicknamed the professor) 
wanders round talking to himself. 
Famous customers include Jarvis 
Cocker (when he used to live in 
Graham Road) who donated some 
cool vintage clothes, and DC Carver 
off The Bill, who didn’t. The book 
dealers are the most obsessive, 
always trying to butter up Tony 
the bookman in the hope of getting 
first pick. Tony’s recently been 
joined by John, who doesn’t stand 
for any nonsense.

    Channel 4 and various theatre 

groups are always popping in and 
they can be a pain. An American 
set designer who boasted about 
his five-grand budget to dress 
hundreds of dummies for the 
centre court crowd scenes in the 
film Wimbledon ran Steve ragged 
but ended up spending less than a 
thousand. And he still asked for a 
discount.

    It seems incredible that such a 
successful and popular shop should 
be closing, but last year they had 
some bad news. Transport for 
London took over the lease, and 
they plan to demolish the most 
popular Oxfam in Britain and turn 
it into a bus stop. The houses on 
both sides will stay but – despite 
a meeting at Hackney Town Hall 
and a petition drawn up by a 
nice old lady who demonstrated 
outside the shop on Saturdays – it 
looks certain that Dalston Oxfam 
will be levelled as part of the 
controversial developments being 
imposed on the area. Steve and his 
crew could be turfed out as early as 
November, but will probably hang 
on till 2008. But it’s not all gloom. 
Steve’s got his eye on a couple of 
nearby sites, and it looks likely 
that the Dalston Gem will return, 
bigger and better.
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