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Two hundred years ago, Earls Court was a collection 
of hamlets, grand estates and market gardens 
clustered around Counter’s Creek. Its waters created 
rich and fertile soil and fruit, vegetables and flowers 
were grown here and taken to Covent Garden 
market every day by horse-drawn cart to feed the 
increasingly prosperous capital. 
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Earls Court...
Two Hundred Years Ago



Important Houses
Earls Court was home to several important manor 
houses with large estates up until Victorian times. 
These included Normand house, The Hermitage, 
and Earls Court House. There was also a farm on the 
site of the railway station.

Normand 
House was 
built in 
1649. It later 
became St. 
Katherine’s 
convent and 
was bombed 
during 
the war. 
Normand 
park stands 
in its place.

Earls Court House was built in 1760 and demolished in 1886.

The Kensington canal was built by Lord Kensington 
along Counters  Creek. It opened in 1828. The idea 
was to transport goods down to the River Thames. 

Unfortunately it was not a great success 
commercially and was eventually replaced by the 
railway line.



The railways arrived from the 1840s onwards. Trains 
were much more efficient at transporting people 
and goods, so the Kensington Canal was sold and 
developed as a railway line instead.
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This 1841 map of Earls court shows the new railway line and Brompton 
Cemetery which was built in 1840

Victorian Era 1837-1901
There was lots of new development in London 
during Victorian times and new transport links like 
the railway were built. The wealthy local landowners 
moved further out of town, their mansions were 
demolished and their estates bought up by property 
developers. Streets and crescents of terraced houses 
were built for railway workers and the people who 
commuted into London’s financial district.

West 
Cromwell 
Road and 
Cromwell 
Crescent in 
1880s

North End Road Market was started up by traders 
from the 
Kings Road 
in the 1880s 
and is still 
very popular 
today 
with local 
shoppers.



Earls Court’s Exhibitions 
In 1887 an entrepreneur called John Robinson 
Whitley transformed 
23 acres of land near 
the railway line, 
into the Earls Court 
Exhibition Grounds. 
This spectacular covered 
space had gardens, rides, 
pavilions and a grand 
arena where he staged 
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West 
Show. Thousands of 
visitors flocked to Earls 
Court!

Edwardian Era (1901-1910)
By the early 1900s Earls Court had many attractions 
including the Great Wheel (built 1896), spanning an 
impressive 300 feet (the London Eye is around 450 
feet), it had views across London that stretched as far 
as Windsor Castle. Also the 70 ft high watershute, 
built by Captain Boynton, which was the biggest ride 
of its time. 

It was like an Edwardian version of Chessington 
World of Adventure!    

Imre Kiralfy, a hungarian showman, reconstructed 
the showground at Earls Court following on 
from the days of John Robinson Whitley. He built 
the Empress Hall theatre, created a huge pool 
underneath and staged ever more spectacular shows 
like the ‘Empire of India’ exhibition. 



World War One (1914-18)
The Earls Court 
showground 
fell into decline 
and the shows 
came to an end 
with the First 
World War. One 
thousand three 
hundred Belgian 
refugees found a 
temporary home 
in the exhibition 
halls. After 1919, 
the London 
General Omnibus 
Company took over the area next door to the 
showground.

The importance of Earls Court for entertainment 
was revived once again following the heydays of 
John Robinson Whitley and Imre Kiralfy. 

Earls Court One was rebuilt in 1937 to hold trade 
shows and at a later date, concerts. There is a 60 
meter long swimming pool underneath the building. 
The swimming pool takes 4 days to fill and empty 
and uses 21 million gallons of water. The floor can 
be removed and reinstated at the push of a button! 

In 1903 
audiences were 
amazed at the 
dramatic scenes 
of rescue when 
each day a huge 
fire was staged at 
his International 
Fire Show’!



World War Two & beyond
After war broke out in 1939, Earls Court was used for 
the manufacture and repair of London’s air barrage 
balloons, to protect London from air attack. They 
could be inflated and tested under the giant roof. The 
exhibition centre was not damaged during the war, 
although bombs fell all around and West Brompton 
station was destroyed by incendiary bombs.

Earls Court Two, with its huge 
barrel roof, was built in 1991 
to join Earls Court One. It was 
renovated at a cost of a hundred 
million pounds and was opened 
by Princess Diana. The building  

is large enough to hold 4 jumbo jets. It is situated on 
the former Lillie bridge, over the railway lines.

The Empress State Building was built in 1961 at 100 
metres tall with 28 floors. 
It was renovated in 2003. 
Three more floors were 
added to its height. 

The building is named after 
the Empress Hall, which 
formerly stood on the 
site, and in tribute to the 
Empire State Building in 
America.

Earls Court Today
Both exhibition centres have been hugely popular 
over the years. Events include  the Motor Show, Ideal 
Home show, The Royal Tournament, plus a variety 
of different pop concerts, operas and sporting 
events. More recently, Earls Court Two played host 
to the London 2012 Olympic volleyball competition.

The Earls Court area has changed from quiet lanes 
and market gardens 
of two hundred years 
ago to a busy bustling 
metropolis with 
thousands of people 
living, working or 
spending their leisure 
time here.



Earls Court of the Future
The story of Earls Court is ever-changing. There 
are lots of exciting new initiatives planned for the 
future, with the demolition of Earls Court One and 
Two to be replaced by 7,500 new homes plus new 
businesses, services and entertainment. Here is what 
Earls Court is likely to look like in the future!

Amazing Personalities of 
Earls Court

Buffalo Bill 
Cody
1846-1917

William Frederick 
“Buffalo Bill” 
Cody was an 
American soldier, 
bison hunter and 
showman. He 
was born in Iowa, 
USA. Buffalo Bill 
received the Medal 
of Honour in 1872 for service to the US Army as 
a scout. One of the most colorful figures of the 
American West, Buffalo Bill had lots of different 
jobs, including stage coach driver and pony express 
rider. He then became famous for the shows he 
organized with cowboy themes, which he toured in 
Great Britain and Europe as well as the United States.

The Wild West first came to London in 1887 as 
part of the American Exhibition that coincided 
with the Golden Jubilee of Queen Victoria. The 
Prince of Wales, later King Edward VII, requested 



a private preview 
of the Wild West 
performance. He was 
impressed enough to 
arrange a command 
performance for 
Queen Victoria.

Royalty from all over 
Europe attended his shows ensuring his success and 
he toured all over Europe.

Bill Cody stood up for the rights of native American 
Indians, especially in later life. He also supported 
women’s rights to do whatever job they wanted to 
and get the same pay. He campaigned on behalf of 
the environment when he returned back to live in 
USA with his family.

Phoebe Ann 
Moses (Annie 
Oakley)
1860-1926

Where did she live? 
America and for a time 
in Earls Court.

Annie was born in 
a log cabin in the 
countryside, one of 
seven children. She 
did not have much 
education and her 

family were quite poor. Her father died when she 
was eight and she took over hunting food for her 
family, using his rifle. She came to be a brilliant shot.

Soon she was entering shooting competitions, 
setting new records and amazing everyone. She won 
a shooting competition against a famous marksman 
called Frank Butler and they got on so well that they 
got married and were together for the next forty 
years.

Annie and Frank joined Bill Cody’s Wild West show 
and toured around America and Europe. She used 
to shoot a cigarette out of his mouth and shoot at a 
target while looking in a mirror!



Annie and Bill were 
involved in a rail 
crash that left Annie 
paralyzed for a time 
and she had five 
operations on her 
back. However she 
returned to work  but 
she soon went back 
to work performing 
and acting in plays.

In her later years she 
championed women’s rights (she taught over 1,500 
women to shoot!) and she supported lots of charities.

When she died, her husband Frank was so grief 
stricken, he died eighteen days later.       

Chief Long Wolf
He was born in  South 
Dakota, USA and for a 
time he lived in in Earls 
Court.

He was a fearless Sioux 
Indian Chief, believed by 
his family to have fought 
in the famous Battle 
of Little Big Horn. He 

joined Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show and toured with 
him and came to Earls Court. He died of pneumonia 
at the age of 59 in 1892 and was then buried in 
Brompton cemetery in London. He had lots of scars 
from previous battles.

Long Wolf ’s dying wish was to return home and 
be buried in his native soil, but it never happened. 
His Great Grandson John Black Feather said “Back 
then, they had burials at sea, they did ask his wife if 
she wanted to take him home and she figured that 
as soon as they hit the water they would throw him 
overboard, so that’s why they left him here.”

Long Wolf ’s grave was rediscovered in 1991 by 
Elizabeth Knight, from Worcestershire, who had 
read a description in an old book of Long Wolf ’s life 
and burial and described the ‘neglected grave in a 
lone corner of a crowded London cemetery’.“Anything you can do I can do better!” Annie Oakley defeats Frank Butler 

in a shooting contest



“This really struck a chord in me, he shouldn’t be 
here in an unkempt grave”, said Elizabeth. After 
finding the grave, she wrote to a newspaper in South 
Dakota. This in turn, led to the discovery of Long 
Wolf ’s granddaughter, Jessie Black Feather ~ John 
Black Feather’s mother, who was 87 years old at the 
time and Long Wolf ’s oldest living relative. She had 
lost track of where Long Wolf had been buried. On 
25th September 1997, some 105 years later, Chief 
Long Wolf began his  
long overdue voyage 
home. He is now 
buried at Wolf Creek 
in South Dakota.

Imre Kiralfy
He was born in Hungary, 
but lived in USA and all 
over the world, including 
Earls Court for a short 
time.

Imre came from a family 
of seven brothers and 
sisters, all great dancers 
and performers. He was 
dancing at the age of 

four. He and his brother Bolossy discovered musical 
theatre when they were older and became interested 
in staging fantastic theatrical events.

When Imre stopped performing with his family he 
began to stage wonderful theatrical events all over 
the world, using beautiful scenery, music, acting 
and sometimes machinery, water and fire to make 
exciting things happen. He staged the famous 
“400 years of American History” in America, the 
Venice Exhibition at Olympia, The International 
Fire Exhibition at Earls Court, Empire of India 
Exhibition at Earls Court and he created the Great 
White City exhibition at White City in 1908.

He would imagine what he wanted to achieve in 
his head, then sketch it out on paper and then get 
people together to make it happen. For his famous 

A sad day - Chief Long Wolf is laid to rest in Brompton cemetery



Venice exhibition, he sketched 
it all out on the back of an 
envelope! He was a good 
business man and made alot 
of money out of the events he 
staged. He always wanted to 
make his next show better than 
the last one!

Sub Lieutenant 
Reginald Warneford VC
1891- 1915 

Where did he live? He was 
born in Darjeeling, India, son 
of an engineer on the Indian 
railways but he went to school 
in England.

Reginald joined the Royal Navy Air Service when the 
First World War broke out in 1914. He trained to be a 
pilot and became very skilled at flying but was known 
as a ‘Daredevil’ and was sometimes over confident.

After his training he was posted to the coast of 
Belgium, attacking German guns and planes. He 
was very effective and given his own plane to go on 
roving missions.

On 7th June 1915 at Ghent, Belgium, he attacked the 
German airship LZ 37. He chased it to the coast near 
Ostend and despite its constant machine gun fire, 
succeeded in dropping his bombs on it and bringing 
it down. The explosion overturned his aircraft and 
he had to land it behind enemy lines. After spending 
half an hour repairing the plane, he was up in the air 
again and flying back to base.

For this bravery he was awarded the Legion of 
Honour from the French Army and the Victoria 

Fire fighters extinguish the 
blaze and stage a dramatic 
rescue at Imre Kiralfy’s 
fantastic International Fire 
Show



Cross from Britain (the 
highest military honour.)

However on 17th June 
1915 Reginald was killed 
while flying with an 
American journalist on 
board. One of the wings 
of his plane collapsed 
and it crashed to the 
ground. Both Reginald 
and the journalist were 
thrown from the plane 
and died soon after from 
injuries.

He was buried on 21s t June 1915 at Brompton 
Cemetery in Earls Court and thousands of people 
came to his funeral. His Victoria Cross is on display 
at the Fleet Air museum.

Beatrix Potter
1866-1943

Where did she live? 2 
Bolton Gardens, Earls 
Court

Beatrix Potter was a 
famous illustrator and 
author of children’s books.

Some of the characters 
were inspired by her 
own pets. She kept 

rabbits, hedgehogs, mice, bats and insects.  Some 
of the names of characters were taken from people 
buried in Brompton cemetery where she loved to 
walk when she lived in London. Her books have sold 
millions of copies worldwide.

She loved the countryside and nature and she 
studied plants and animals and painted 

them. She eventually went to live in the 
Lake District on a farm and became a great 
sheep farmer.

Everyone said she was a generous, 
kind person with alot of spirit and 
determination. She was also a great 

business women and the first person to 
sell merchandise with a book - the Peter 
Rabbit Doll.Sub Lieutenant Reginald Warneford crashes his plane behind enemy lines



Her books include: The Tale of Peter Rabbit, The 
Tale of Squirrel Nutkins, The Tailor of Gloucester, 
The Tale of the Flopsy Bunnies and many more!

 

Mahatma Gandhi
1869-1948 

Where did he live? 
India, South Africa and 
for a short time in Earls 
Court (when he was a 
student!)

Gandhi was a leader 
who led India to 
independence from 
British rule. He is 
sometimes called the 

‘Father’ of the nation.

He believed in non- violent protests to make things 
change.  He supported and led Indian people in 
standing up for their rights and in ending the 
discrimination that was happening at the time. He 
called for the British to leave India so that Indian 
people could rule themselves.

He was imprisoned on many occasions but never 
gave up hope of achieving his aim and in 1947 India 
achieved independence.

Gandhi lived modestly, ate only vegetarian food, 
wore simple clothes and sometimes fasted due to 
his religious beliefs as a Hindu and also as a protest 
against injustice. 



Unfortunately he was 
assassinated in 1948 by a 
political opponent.

“Always aim at 
complete harmony of 
thought and deed. 
Always aim at 
purifying your 
thoughts and  
everything will be well” 
is one of his famous sayings.

Mahatma Gandhi inspiring the people of India

WAnTEd! For Earls Court Today!
Year 5 decided that Earls Court would benefit from 
the skills and qualities of these charismatic famous 
people if they were here today. This is why...
Reginald WaRnefoRd
“He was so brave and a great pilot. He could lead the Red Arrow team 
and do an aerial  display over Earls Court.”

BeatRix PotteR
“She could teach us how to write stories and draw animals”

MahatMa gandhi 
“He brought peace, happiness, joy and love to places and perhaps he could 
make the people in the whole country love each other”

annie oakley
“She could come to our school and show us how to shoot and hunt food!”

iMRe kiRalfy

“He could help Earls Court One put on a fantastic fire show”

Buffalo Bill Cody

“He could teach us all to ride and do dare devil tricks!”

Chief long Wolf
“We could all learn from him about courage and bravery”

Year 5 from Fulham Primary School worked with 
Hammersmith and Fulham Urban Studies Centre  on this 
project discovering the rich history of Earls Court. 

Special thanks also to: Lindsey Johnson and Vernon Loos 
from Capco; Jeremy Donovan from Big Foot Arts; Robert 
Stephenson from the Friends of Brompton Cemetery; The 
Earls Court Exhibition centre staff and Sophie Clarke and 
Gabriella Logue from Fulham Primary School.
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