
londonagainstracism.com    www.hidden-histories.org.uk 
 

TIMELINE - FULL AUDIO TRANSCRIPT 

Cable Street resident Dan Jones talks about the legacy of the Battle 

I was in er Unison – it was NALGO in those days, but, was my particular union 

thing but other, lots of other trade union people got engaged a lot with us. The 

Tailor and Garment Workers Union, and NUT, and different, y’know, lots of 

different union stuff. It was good. Which is interesting, because that goes back 

again, in this area, of the local unions’ anti-fascist activity going back to Cable 

Street and all that, a lot of union engagement in the Battle of Cable Street, 1936. 

That was another thing we were working on was doing, yeah, sort of memorials, 

that just – I just can’t my dates are so terrible! But round about that time we got a, 

we had a project on the town hall wall – you’ve seen it, the town hall? 

INTERVIEWER: Yeah. Yeah.  

Yeah. So we had a project that was going, and we set up this murals project. It’s 

just where I worked and we got a very, extraordinarily gifted mural painter um 

who started off that mural, and then the fascists came and splattered it with paint. 

INTERVIEWER: Really? 

Completely ruined it. And he was, the guy working on his own on a huge wall, and 

put some crap about um…communism, communism is Jewish, or something like 

that. And in the, it’s scrawled on this lovely painting, um the paint that you use to 

mark out the roads, so completely, totally ruined the mural that was being painted. 

And the poor bloke, David, he went off, left it, then we managed to blast it with 

sand blaster – [BLASTING NOISE] – blasted the thing and then another group of 

people came and finished it off. And that’s been er, yeah it’s a wonderful painting 
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about a very important moment that’s happened. We’ve done lots of things on the 

anniversary of the Battle of Cable Street. 

Waltham Forest resident Shaukat Khan on coming to the UK from Pakistan 

in 1964 

You had a very bumpy ride, but coming here, at the Heathrow Airport in 

November – foggy, cold, miserable, er morning, well it was I think in the 

afternoon, the evening, so then, riding in the car from all there, then you saw a total 

difference. Not the open space. Not the brightness. But dull. Cold. So I think the 

first impressions were um a bit hard. Our neighbours were er English, of course, 

and they were extremely good, and I think I owe a lot of gratitude to them, 

particularly the two families, and who would invite me into their home, and who 

will then give me a lot of- and say ‘Look, you speak. Talk. Even if you’re wrong. 

Just talk, we’ll correct you. But just keep on talking.’ You know, there with 

hesitation, that you say you don’t want to say things wrong, and then in that 

process you end up saying nothing. But they were very, very helpful, and they um 

would let their children talk to me and so on, and then you slowly feel confidence 

in that sense.  

Ted Parker remembers being arrested on a demonstration against the racist 

Rhodesian government’s Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 1965 

I was an A-level student although, you know, of mature years, cos I was early 

twenties by then. And um there was this demo, and it was along the Strand, where, 

you know, Zimbabwe house as it’s now called is. And um…I’d just saw a 

policeman just grab a black guy, who I subsequently got to know very well, his 

name was Ade Ademola from er Nigeria, he’s just, it’s, clearly there was no reason 

and he just grabbed him. And I just lost it, and I leapt on this policeman’s back. 
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Um so, next thing is I’m slammed into the back of a police van. But that had 

started the whole thing off, and there were people coming into this van left, right 

and centre. And er the police eventually realised they would have to get out of the 

van in order to help with the crowd control, cos you could see, you know, this 

crowd flowing back and forth at that point. So um quick, everyone change coats, 

and those that have got glasses, swap em. So by the time these two policemen got 

back in, we were unrecognisable! Right, so the next thing is we end up in Bow 

Street police station, and um they’re trying to work out who did what, and then 

someone’s walking round and he, he um, um he sort of pauses somewhere near me, 

and he says who did I arrest? I don’t know he’d arrest me, but he said who got 

carried into the police van? Well I knew I had been carried in – I just couldn’t stop, 

I just, my face went into a grin, I couldn’t - he said ah, so it was you! So then it 

came to, like, going up to the desk to be charged, and he said um, right, he said 

this, this chap was laying down in front of a police van, and refused to move on 

when I told him. Well I hadn’t, but I thought well I’m not gonna – it’s better than 

saying you landed on a policeman’s back! So I didn’t say anything, you know, I 

didn’t demure. So they charged me with obstruction. … And joy of joys, the old 

Sun newspaper, which in those days wasn’t a Murdoch paper, it wasn’t a red top, it 

was y’know a good campaigning newspaper, a proper newspaper, the early Sun. 

And on the front page there’s a picture of someone being carried by this 

policeman, with his number very visible, and it’s not me! So when it comes to the 

thing, the bloke – really nice guy, really nice policeman, saying you know, he was 

laying in front the police van, he wouldn’t move on, so y’know, so I arrested him, 

blah blah blah. You got anything to say? And I said um yes your worship, um 

could I possibly give you this? So I gave him the paper. And I said is it possible to 

ask er the policeman questions? He said yeah. So I said how many people did you 

arrest? And he said just one, you. And I said would you care to take a look at this? 
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[LAUGHS] I said is that you? He says yeah. I said and is that me? He said no. 

[LAUGHS] So I just went well your worship, I’m not guilty. So he said well what 

were you doing then? I said I’d rather not say! [LAUGHS] 

Lucy Whitman talks about Wood Green 

The National Front’s policy - I mean it didn’t work, but what they were obviously 

trying to do was to sort of claim those streets for themselves And they weren’t able 

to do so, they weren’t allowed to do so. So that was very heartening … Wood 

Green I do remember actually, cos I was all in my punky attire, and um, I had this 

black plastic jacket… it was like a leather jacket, only it was made of plastic. And I 

had lots of little badges and everything, cos we all used to be festooned with about 

85 badges, erm, and my hair just sort of stood up on end. And um, I can’t 

remember who I was going with, but I had to ring the doorbell of somebody who I 

didn’t know, because that’s where we were assembling, and, and they opened the 

door to me and they sort of um, sort of jumped back cos they thought I was a 

fascist [LAUGHS]. I didn’t look like a fascist, but erm, but err, you know, it’s just 

cos everybody was so tense, you know. But then on that march, yes, there was 

everybody. So loads of people just from the, from the local community, so loads 

and loads of Afro-Caribbean people of all ages. And erm, lots of punks. And then, 

you know, people from the, the trade unions and traditional lefties basically. So 

quite a nice mix actually.  

John Sorrell on the Battle of Lewisham 

I went, me dad went, and my two brothers. Unfortunately my brother who was a 

punk rocker had been hit by a, er…by a teddy boy, I think, the night before, so he 

had a massive swollen jaw. Er my other brother, who was a bit of a womaniser, 

had - there was a bit of a catfight on the bus because there were two women who 
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thought they were going out with him … So we started the journey to Lewisham 

and the police had said look you shouldn’t go there, we don’t want any thing, the 

National Front are marching um et cetera, we don’t want any opposition. So we got 

on the coach and unbeknown to us the SWP people who’d booked the coach - there 

was about forty on it, so it was nearly full - they hadn’t actually told the driver 

where we were going until we got on, and he didn’t realise, going to New Cross 

was where the National Front were marching. So he never took us south of the 

river, he dropped us off at Whitechapel and we had to make our own way, by train 

um over to Lewisham. … We got there and I’d say there was about…low estimate 

five thousand, maybe ten thousand, I don’t know, um pretty militant people who, 

who were determined to see that the National Front wouldn’t march. Um we were 

about two hundred metres from Clifton Rise, er which is New Cross, it’s between 

New Cross Gate and New Cross stations.  … Er  we knew the National Front were 

down the bottom of Clifton Rise, er and maybe when they did come up there was 

maybe five hundred to a thousand of them, I’d guess. Um but the police tried to 

baton charge the road, um they used horses to get us out of the road. Er my dad 

said in the old days we used to roll marbles at the horses so that they, they fell 

over. Um and if we had had used marbles then that would have been a good thing 

to do. Um the police were treating us like scum, you know none of you are 

working - normal shit they give people who are committed against fascism or the 

state. You haven’t got a job, you’re out of work, you smell, they were quite 

abusive to us. Um the police tried to move us with the horse charge, they couldn’t, 

and I think at that point - they couldn’t get up Clifton Rise so I think at that point 

they decided that they would bring them up the next street on. Um, which as it 

turned out was right where we were standing, coz we couldn’t get to Clifton Rise 

coz it was so crowded. I remember the house above us, there was a sound system 

out there and it was booming out - I think a Bob Marley song, but I can’t 
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remember which one it was. But it was quite a defiant one. And in those days, as 

with all immigrants that come to the country, um when they arrive, because of the 

way they’re treated, and they generally tend to be working class, um they’re treated 

like the outsiders and there was a lot of black people  there that day, and a lot of 

militant black people. … Um, and the march was broken in a couple of places. 

They were cowering up against the shop windows, we were chucking everything 

we could at them. Um as I say, physically attacked them, assaulted a couple of 

people. Um, and then that was it. It was gone. Um the next thing we heard was that 

they’d gone down to Lewisham, so we then, I think we ran down Lewisham Way. 

Um obviously me dad, my dad would have been fifty-three, virtually the same age 

as I am now. Um so he couldn’t run down to Lewisham Way and into Lewisham 

High Street as quickly as we could, um so I, I stayed with him and didn’t go as 

fast. When we got there, um it’s like everything in life, there’s always rumours 

about different things. They said the National Front were here, they were this, they 

were that – well, they’d gone. They’d been shipped out. Um so there was a lot of 

frustrated, upset people in Lewisham High Street. Um a lot of black people who’d 

had loads of problems with the police, they’d been stopped and searched, the 

police were absolutely horrible to the black residents of Lewisham, and in fact to 

most black um areas within London, and they wanted to take their revenge on the 

police. Um at this point my situation was, I couldn’t really see the point in 

attacking the police. Um course I don’t like them, but I couldn’t see the point in 

confronting the police, so we left at that time. Um...I can’t remember where we 

walked to, but we...we might have...not sure. Not sure where we walked to. But I 

remember - I remember walking by and the police cowering with their dustbin lids 

as all sorts of stuff was being thrown at them, and er I just couldn’t see the point of 

it. But if I was a black youth in that situation I would have been throwing the 

bricks at them as well. But for me, I hadn’t had that experience with the police that 
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bad, so er that was it, we left and felt we’d um had a victory, er and a good day 

thrown in.  

Lucy Whitman on working with Rock Against Racism 

It was very enjoyable. And I think the reason it was effective was that um fun was 

at its heart, so whereas you know, political meetings would be awfully dreary 

affairs with minutes and committees and chairpersons and what have you, you 

know, deadly dull, this was much more anarchic and, and you know, just like 

having a party really. So um, so I think it was sort of, it was enjoyable to be 

involved in, but also, um, it made it more appealing to um, apolitical people. So I 

do think it reached out to a lot of people who would’ve just been fairly… wouldn’t 

have, you know… wouldn’t have bothered one way or the other. 

Syd Shelton on Jimmy Pursey and RAR 

Sham 69 were a fantastic band, but they had attracted a racist skinhead following 

who tried very much to make Sham 69 their cheerleaders, as it were. Fortunately 

for us, Jimmy Pursey, the lead singer in particular, and the band, were not racist 

and were opposed to these guys. But the night before - I’m pretty sure it was the 

night before, but I have to check the dates. We put on a fundraiser, really, more 

than anything, for the carnival. Because we were, you know, as I say, none of us 

had any money. We’re not wealthy people in any way, at all. And, at Central 

London Polytechnic, which is now probably something like University of 

Westminster or- and we heard, through the grapevine as it were, that um - and this 

was with, um, Misty in Roots and Sham 69, who were due to play the Carnival the 

next week or the next day, I’m not entirely sure - Um, that the NFers and the 

skinheads would try and get into the gig and trash the gig. And the, we put on 

heavyweight security. I mean, when I say heavyweight security, it was our people, 
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you know, our friends and people who supported Rock Against Racism. But we 

did our best to - and they got in, they did get into the gig, about, I’d say forty of 

em, through a disused, or…a lift shaft. Somehow they didn’t come in through the 

main door, the front door, that’s for sure. They got in through some back door in a 

lift. But we were prepared, and Misty in particular, and The Ruts, organised a 

posse of people from Southall um who literally covered the whole of the front of 

the stage. And these guys were tooled up. I mean, they were ready for a serious 

fight. Um and there was more than the odd um machete in there. Um, and the 

skinheads saw that and they couldn’t get - our, our maxim at that time was ‘Defend 

the stage.’ And the microphone must never fall in the hands of these racist loonies. 

Their idea was to get on the stage and to get Jimmy, to an extent. Um they didn’t, 

they failed miserably, and we out-muscled them on that occasion. Um and it was 

literally as simple as that. But also - I wonder if we didn’t actually make some 

converts, because the irony was that Jimmy Pursey ended up singing The Israelites 

with Misty in Roots, and it was - oh also, I’ll show you a picture, I’ve got a picture 

of that gig. Um, Tony James from Generation X jammed with it as well. And it 

was a fantastic gig, but the downside of it all was the, we got news - I can’t even 

tell you for the life of me how we, where we got this news from, but we were told, 

and Jimmy was told, that if they played the carnival the next day they’d kill him. 

Um, and we talked about it and listened to Jimmy, and everybody agreed that this 

was a serious threat, that they weren’t talking about um, you know, maybe we’ll 

beat him up. They were talking about killing him. And um, so Jimmy pulled out of 

the carnival on our advice, really, or on our agreement. We all agreed, we talked to 

him late into the night, I remember. But one of the interesting things - and again, I 

remember, for this, is that at the carnival - and I think Stiff Little Fingers stepped 

in at the last minute, I don’t think they were originally on the bill, if I remember 

right. Aswad were, but not Stiff Little Fingers. And after Aswad did their set, um it 
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was almost like a compound where the backstage was. Somebody came rushing in 

and up the steps, and I was on the stage taking photographs, um and brushed past 

me, and it was Jimmy Pursey. And he went straight to the mic, and um and he said 

that he’d um, he’d had this threat, and he said when he was going home - and he 

lived in Plaistow, er which is South-East London - and when he was on his way 

home, at the tube station, this little kid came up to him and said ‘you’re not playing 

the carnival now, are you, coz you’ve got no bottle?’ Um and he said it had preyed 

on his mind ever since. And so he said here I am, but he said I’m here to say one 

thing: that I’m here because I support Rock Against Racism. And he turned round - 

I’ll show you the photo, coz it’s an important photograph, I think, um in terms of 

an historical event. And it’s one of those, one of those I’m not really an adherent of 

- adherent, is that the right word? - of the um Henri Cartier-Bresson maxim that 

um, about the decisive moment. That’s not really my approach to photography. But 

this particular picture is one of those decisive moments. And coz it - I was right 

behind him, and he’d made this speech and there was a hundred and fifty thousand 

people went berserk. And he turned round and his forehead was just like a mass of 

furrows, the tension, and his hands were shaking, and he just looked straight at me 

with this crowd going berserk behind him, and I just went [CLICKING NOISE] 

and I went ‘oh my God, I got that!’ You know, I knew I’d got the shot. 

Dan Jones on the death of Altab Ali 

We had a lad who used to live round the corner in Cannon Street Road called Altab 

Ali, a young machinist, a twenty-five-year-old, something like that. And er 

on…1978, on election night, when the National Front had I think a candidate in 

every single ward in the borough running, high tension on the streets and so on, um 

Altab Ali was coming home from work, and was walking across the park by - in 

Whitechapel, and was attacked and stabbed in the neck and killed. Um and there 
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was big um, extraordinary mobilisation and protest that we had. And thousands of 

people turned up. Mostly – but not entirely, not all by any means – mostly from the 

Bengali community, and did a march with his coffin in a hearse down to Downing 

Street.  

Julie Begum on growing up in Tower Hamlets in the 1970s 

So…with…there was like the physical threat of being attacked, but there was also 

sort of verbal abuse as well, in the streets and stuff. And I think the more 

vulnerable people were in terms of age or gender or whatever, the 

more…frightened people became. Because a lot of the time er people didn’t have 

the skills to fight back, sort of either verbally or in sort of like a physical way. So 

women and children were very much intimidated. And I think men got angry, but 

didn’t feel they could just fight back on their own. So um…yeah, it wasn’t great. I 

remember, cos it was mostly a male-dominated um experience, I think, in terms of 

the protests, demonstrations, so it wasn’t something that girls or women would 

have had much access to  in lots of ways. And also, cos of the kind of, the volatility 

of, of er, the environment, you know, it was still an un- it was a threatening 

environment, still. So I suppose girls and women weren’t really encouraged to be 

active in that kind of um that movement or protest or demonstrations. Although ten 

thousand people did march to Downing Street, er and, and that was a very sort of – 

that was a turning point for the Bangladeshi community, in terms of showing 

ourselves what was possible when we came together to er demonstrate, but also the 

outside communities as well, about what it was – you know, that we were a 

substantial um group of people that had rights as well. Um so I think that was a 

significant time for a lot of people, yeah. 

Syd Shelton on the Militant Entertainment Tour 
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Militant was the term then. So being the way we were, and taking on that punk 

ethos of turning things on their head, we decided we’d do a tour of the country 

called the Militant Entertainment Tour. … 

We’d stay at cheap hotels and um do this, well we did this massive tour round the 

country, and it was completely bonkers sometimes. I mean, remember we’re 

talking, mid, you know this is ’78, or seventy- yeah, ’78 I think it was, or late ’78 

was the tour, the Militant Entertainment Tour. Um, a lot of places that we’re going 

to had never seen Rastas, for example. Um, and I always remember going to, we 

went to the Holiday Inn in Leicester and one of the things we’d have to organise in 

advance was that Misty in Roots would only eat Ital food, cooked by an Ital chef, 

and they had their own chef. This guy who was the chef was six foot eight, and he 

was called Sinbar. And I always remember - because it was so funny - we were in 

the kitchen saying to the um staff in the kitchen, they’ll bring their own pots and 

everything. And the door - it was one of those sort of doors like in a hospital, 

where you hit it and it swings open - this door suddenly swung open, and in came 

this six foot eight man with dreadlocks down to his bum, with pans in every, both 

his arms, and just went ‘I, Sinbar!’ And these people just, their mouths just fell 

open. They went ‘what?!’ 

John Sorrell on the National Front in the 1970s 

My younger brother was a punk rocker. And when I say a punk rocker I mean the 

originals, um who wore, they were working class kids not like the Sex Pistols who 

were just a trademark and a money-making machine. Er and some of the other 

groups who were just arty, poppy type er more wealthy kids. Er he wore a donkey 

jacket, ripped his own doc - er ripped his own jeans, designed his own t-shirts, er 

and with his DMs he marched round town. He was a drummer with a punk rock 

group and um one of the guys had been on a demo in Wood Green against the 
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National Front and had a big scar down the centre of his forehead where he’d been 

hit by a brick with them. Um, that was the real first things I noticed. And also we 

went on holiday with my wife’s parents and they were all lined up um on 

Embankment, ready for a march. And I remember feeling really sick at seeing 

them all….Um…I was involved in that sort of thing seventy-seven to about 

seventy-nine. Um…they were bullies. They were bullies. There was…there was a 

number of murders of black people, er Asians, by white racists. Er the police - and 

it was really funny, you look at the police now and they say they’ve changed, this, 

that and the other, they haven’t changed at all because if you’ll look at the 

seventies, they were saying exactly the same thing. The police were saying exactly 

the same thing then as they are now. Um which is they’re non-racists, you know, 

they treat everyone the same. And they never have done, they never did, and they 

never will. Um because they’re part of the state um mechanism. The state 

mechanism is racist, in my opinion.  

Dave Welsh on setting up Rail Against the Nazis  

There was much more a climate by the mid-seventies where, where um you know, 

racism was on the defensive. Racists were on the defensive. And um, this was, this 

had filtered through into the unions as well, so unions were beginning to get the 

hang of the idea of having to be anti-racist. Um and not just passing pious 

resolutions as they had tended to do in the fifites and sixties, I think. And um...so 

the, the black and Asian workers who were particularly on the job, worked on the 

trains or on the platforms, I think were, were possibly experiencing less overt 

racism from their white colleagues. Um and, um one of the ways in which I think 

was manifested was that I was involved in something called Rail Against the 

Nazis, er which was part of the Anti-Nazi League. And I think we must have set it 

up about – I was involved in setting it up as a national thing in about 1978, I think, 
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around about that time, or ’79. And um...we, we proceeded to have, er we had, we 

had badges, bright green badges, and we would sell them, you know, on the depots, 

on stations whenever we could, and I would have my bag of badges and as a guard 

I would be out there – pull into a station, there might be a member of rail staff on 

the platform and you’d have your badge and you’d only have a, literally a minute, 

you know, because you’re-  because the train is about to go, and you’d say hey, 

how’re you doing? Have you seen this, Rail Against the Nazis, and on the whole, 

you know, black and white workers would, would buy a badge, you know, twenty-

five p. Er we did leafleting, er, in, in, in the depot. We um, and we, we knew of – I 

mean we knew there were pockets on, probably at many depots, of, of kind of NF, 

National Front. There was, something called the National Front Railwaymen’s 

Association had been set up. Um, mainly people on mainline, on British Rail. But 

we were, we knew that there were people like that around in depots, probably on 

stations, working on stations. And um...it was, I think, in my experience it was rare 

you kind of came into confrontation with them. Occasionally you did, and you 

know you would have, you know, big arguments in mess rooms and-  but I think 

the, the Anti-Nazi League, having a kind of organisation, and having that 

atmosphere around, at a national level, played a very important part in changing – 

in really kind of snuffing out those racist views. 

Liz Fekete on East London monitoring groups 

There was Newham Monitoring Project that had been set up, and at the time there 

was the GLC, the Greater London Council, and they had set up a police unit and an 

ethnic minorities unit, and they were giving a lot of funding to organisations on the 

ground which were police monitoring groups, or groups doing work around racist 

violence. So you had already this infrastructure of anti-racist organisation, set up 

and very much embedded in the community, and responsive to the community, but 
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the GLC started to sort of give money, so that they could, you know, 

professionalise and be part of the formal voluntary sector. And you know, at the 

same time many people were encouraged to set up smaller monitoring groups in 

different areas, so myself… I was living in Hackney, and myself and a number of 

people set up something called the Hackney Police Monitoring Group. Before that 

you’d had the death of Colin Roach… I think I would have gone on the marches 

around… I definitely went on the marches around Colin Roach, and I went to 

meetings. And Colin Roach again was a, a young black man who died in very 

mysterious circumstances. Nobody’s ever explained it. He died in the erm, the 

foyer of Stoke Newington police station. The police say he came into the police 

station, put a gun in his mouth and shot himself. But there was never any 

explanation really about why this thing, thing could happen, so there was a big 

campaign around Colin Roach. … But anyway, so we were active in Hackney. 

There was a lot of activism; there were a lot of demonstrations. And then I think 

you have the Newham 8 in Newham. So we were kind of like helping to mobilise 

for, for demonstrations in Newham. And there was kind of like an alliance between 

people, particularly in the Asian community around the Newham Monitoring 

Project, and people in the black community in Hackney, and people would sort of 

come and support each other’s demonstrations. So it was a very vibrant, vibrant 

period.  

Syd Shelton on RAR and People Unite  

The other thing that I think is really important about Rock Against Racism is that 

this was the first mass movement which black people in huge numbers got 

involved. Um, the first multiracial movement, I should say, that black people got 

involved with. I mean they were obviously involved in the civil rights movement 

in America and - I mean in this country. They had not been involved with white 
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people collectively in a movement. And that was absolutely brilliant thing to see, 

to see that mixture of people on demonstrations on, um, at gigs, enjoying 

themselves together. Having fun, having a laugh. Mucking around, getting stoned, 

you know, whatever. [LAUGHS] … 

I’ve got many photographs of, um, of that. That was always, one of the things we’d 

always like to do was do that mix, that jam at the end. And it almost always ended 

up reggae, coz it’s easier to jam to reggae. You can’t exactly er jam with punk 

songs, you know, so it was almost always a reggae song of some sort, and 

everybody joined in. But so many of the white bands played reggae, and I mean a, 

a lovely example of, I think of how RAR worked was Misty in Roots and The 

Ruts. They both, two bands, one white, one black, from Southall in um West 

London. And they um, they formed an organisation called People Unite, um, the 

two bands. And they had a building which they rented and…we, the police went in 

at one stage. And they put out records, and they, Misty taught um The Ruts how to 

play reggae, and they did, like, the famous song Babylon’s Burning, um which The 

Ruts learnt from Misty. And they worked together, and they put, they produced 

records together and they put out records together. And it was a symbol of how 

much the police hated Rock Against Racism and hated black and white people 

mixing, as well as hating young people in general, um that they went into People 

Unite headquarters [COUGHS] and smashed it up. And the people who were in 

there, were mostly Misty and their friends, had to run a gauntlet of police 

truncheons to get out of the building. 

Jasbir Singh on Newham housing policy 

Newham was the first borough in the whole country to adopt an anti-racist policy 

on housing. First borough ever. And I think the Newham Monitoring Project 
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contributed to that. So we actually sat up and wrote er a race policy for the council. 

It got to miniscule things – what do you mean by racism? What do you mean by a 

racist attack? Er and it was finding those things. I mean all that stuff was new to 

me at that point in time, and defining those things, and I learnt to understand. 

Eventually er we put together a document together with a lot of the senior 

management within the housing team, which was adopted by, by Newham council, 

where um white families, racist families who actually created, who perpetuated 

racist attacks, would be er kicked out of their houses and not be re-housed. And 

well if they’re not - if you kick somebody out of their houses you’re creating them 

homeless, and it’s the duty of the council to make sure that they’re re-housed. It 

became a kind of nonsensical thing. We wanted the council to be able to take steps 

to prosecute these people, you know? Er so we had to work through all of those. I 

don’t think we achieved everything that we wanted to, but at least it got the ball 

rolling in terms of it taking some kind of statute in the necessary books. I mean 

now you have loads and loads of councils who have er housing race policies and so 

on and so forth. But we, I think NMP at that point kick-started it with, in Newham, 

really. Which I today think is a huge achievement on our side.  

Jasbir Singh on the Newham 7 campaign 

I was a campaigns worker with Newham Monitoring Project, this was 

eighty…yeah, ’83, er the second half of ’83 sometime. And I spent…was it…er, 

two, two and a half years, two and a half years at the Newham Monitoring Project 

as er…or was it three years? I forget now. Um so I moved to Newham and I spent 

the next three years working at the project. Non-stop, day and night, that was my 

life, basically … Um so I used to go round promoting the campaign, doing 

meetings up north about Newham Monitoring – about Newham 7 campaign. Just, 

what’s the story behind it, what our demands are, what we want you to do. And we 
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used to get coaches coming from all over er XXXX. And when we had the trial, we 

had a picket outside the trial every day. Every single day. It was packed. Every day 

we had a packed picket. Er I mean, about the campaign itself, so it was a full-time 

job, just raising awareness. You know, going around to every parliamentary 

constituency that you can think of, parliamentary wards, breaking down, we did all 

the meetings in the evening. So the evenings, every evening was taken up with 

something or another. And then the whole media strategy with regards to making 

sure that we actually get the kind of publicity, keeping tabs with various different 

groups. I mean, there was other work at the Monitoring Project as well. There was 

the whole issue about police harassment and racist attacks, monitoring that. 

Casework associated with that. Er we all shared with that work apart from just the 

sexy campaigning work, I mean which was really the sexy end of it. The casework 

was um an extremely difficult and time-consuming thing to do. I mean I would say 

I, the casework really impacted me significantly. I mean I still remember some of 

the cases. Especially – well, both, the police harassment cases - the XXXX case, 

where you had this African man being thrown down the stairs in front of his wife. 

Er I’m not doing it justice, it was more horrific than that, by police raiding his 

house and so on. And then another one, called XXXX living in – you know, there 

was a time, in Newham, south of the Barking Road was a no-go area. We never 

went south of the Barking Road. So to actually go through Canning Town or areas 

like that – I had an old, broken down Morris car, Austin, and I always thought, I 

hope it doesn’t break down here! [LAUGHS] Um, was, and seeing people living in 

council accommodation er and the council doing nothing with regard to some of 

the attacks that are taking place on their homes and so on, really er had an impact 

on me. So I think getting involved in casework was, was significant for me. 

Dave Welsh remembers working at the Greater London Council 



londonagainstracism.com    www.hidden-histories.org.uk 
 

I left London Transport and went to work at the GLC with Livingstone um in 

something called the Popular Planning Unit, which was run by Hillary Wainwright, 

you may have heard of her. Um and my, my remit was a transport campaigner, so I 

mean my job was to try and do, I think, what I’d been doing on the Underground 

alongside my job, but now do it full-time and, and try and bring about sort of 

changes in terms of passengers, in terms of improving workers’ conditions, um and 

um it’s there that I began to be aware of what we now call institutional racism on 

the Underground. Um because we were, we were asked by - there was someone 

called Merle Amory. Merle was a councillor, a lovely woman in Brent, black 

woman who had been put on to the London Transport board as an attempt to 

counteract ghastly goings on. And um through her I think we began to become 

aware - because her being on the London Transport board was unprecedented, I’m 

sure those guys on that board must have been terrified. Black woman? Pah, God. 

Militant? Labour? Oh, terrible!  

So er, but I think she was that kind of lightning conductor, and a number of people 

began to come to us at the GLC talking about, about racism and incidences of 

disciplinaries they’d faced or promotion that they couldn’t get, or-and so, at the 

GLC we formed something we, formed something called the London Transport 

Equal Opportunities Group, and it had people from the buses, from the tubes, and it 

was, it was women. It affected women too. It wasn’t, it was not simply about er 

racism. And er we, the GLC, because it had the money, supported that group. Um 

and it, it went on for about a year and a half, two years. And of course the 

interesting thing is that London Transport, in response, for the first time ever, 

realised that it had to have some um policies, you know. Equalities policies. It had 

never had them before! They’d never dreamed of it! So they formed something 

called the London Transport Equal Opportunities Unit, which was based at 55 

Broadway where the centre, the headquarters. And um…they appointed someone 
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to run it, and it was basically his job to write this policy. Er I don’t know what else 

they want- thought he was gonna do, or what they wanted him to do. Probably just 

write the policy and go away and die, you know. But of course then, as London 

Transport then began to be divided up, you know, buses, tubes, er engineering 

began to be split into what was called LRT, London Regional Transport, um we all 

felt - in preparation for privatisation, and in a sense we were right - this unit, which 

had had, which might have had some coherence, because if you’re an employer 

and you’re running a vast enterprise of some, like, sixty, eighty, seventy thousand 

people, you’ve got some chance of having a uniform policy, equal opportunities 

policy rolled out across the whole - well, of course, when you then split your 

organisation into three bits - finished. So, soon after that it just wound it up, it just 

disappeared. This unit disappeared. So in other words the first attempt by London 

Transport to kind of dip its toes into this kind of equalities was doomed. 

Jasbir Singh on printing in the 1980s 

I mean one of my biggest jobs was to – we had a, er, in our office, a printing – and 

we used to XXXX. And that machine used to go wrong all the time. And I used to 

be there until two, three in the morning, so many nights, sitting there, trying to 

print leaflets, trying to get the ink right, and trying to do, you know, all this stuff 

doesn’t happen now. We used to have XXXX typewriters to type it correct, er now 

with the way technology has gone it’s so super-duper, it’s so easy to do. In those 

days it was a chore, and it took up a significant amount of your time, to get stuff 

printed. We couldn’t always afford to go and get it printed professionally or 

whatever. And er…we’ve got time. So it was necessary for us to just do it on our 

own. Even if you look at the annual reports, which Newham Monitoring Project er 

brought up earlier on, I used to sit there day and night and I’d need to do it once a 

year. And everything was typed up and cut-and-paste and joined up, and the 
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pictures and all that…and eventually sent it to the printer’s to print books out of it. 

Um but it was an arduous task, and we just had to do it because it was important. 

Um…leaflets I can remember printing on loads and loads of occasions, leaflets. 

Banners, we used to make banners, all the banners, we made all of them ourselves. 

Placards, sitting there making placards the night before, er one by one. And now 

it’s so much easier, you get everything printed and you staple it on.  

Julie Begum remembers organising local women against the BNP in Tower 

Hamlets 

During that time, those sort of nine months, a year, it was frantic. You know, we 

would be on every single demonstration, attending different um meetings that were 

organised by lots of different organisations, trying to provide a perspective or give 

voice to women’s experiences. And we were quite – we wanted to be visible and 

heard, really, as a part of the greater, you know, sort of coalition of organisations 

and individuals who were fighting this sort of threat to, you know, our civic life 

and you know, our society really, in the East End. And everybody, men and 

women, were sort of all united, really, against the racism that was a threat to, you 

know, we felt that we didn’t want a racist councillor on our - on our council, really. 

He was around for a bit, but then he got deselected so – I mean, you know, voted 

out, so that was a great victory, and I think it showed us, yeah, that we were able to 

influence um…what was happening locally, and make a change, you know, for the 

positive, really.  

Kevin Blowe on challenges facing Newham Monitoring Project in the 1990s 

The Shiji Lapite case was really pivotal, because at that stage local authority were, 

who had been funding NMP for many years, since ’83 or ’84 I think it was, um had 

changed, they were looking to - they weren’t really looking at wanting to support 
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something that was deemed to be controversial. They were looking for an excuse 

to get rid of the organisation, I think. Or stop the funding. And because 

we’d...collected, we’d been collecting money to send Ibrahim Hussain’s body back 

to the Gambia. Um and I don’t think we’d been entire- although, although we 

actually got the money and it wasn’t coming out of council funds, there was 

perhaps a, I think we loaned some of our money and then paid it back. And they 

used that as an excuse to say you know what, um you need to, your finances need 

to be investigated. They then came in and they couldn’t really find anything was 

wrong, and they made up all kinds of bullshit stuff about y’know spending too 

much money on biscuits and stuff, it was ridiculous, and then cut the funding. Um 

and then whilst we were still in the process of battling about that, NMP’s offices 

on Catherine Road caught fire and burnt down. So for about two weeks NMP’s 

offices was my living room, cos it was just across the road. Um and then we 

moved to a horrible place on Plashet Grove for a short amount of time. Um but that 

was pretty desperate. So we didn’t have any money, we didn’t have a building, um 

all we had was this group of activists. Er and we gradually rebuilt it, you know, we 

got some money from some sort of left-leaning philanthropists as part of a thing 

called the directory - er, Network for Social Change who gave us a very small 

amount of money to get going. We got an office which was more like er a broom 

cupboard in um, in Stratford on Deanery Road. Um then got Big Lottery funding, 

um despite the council then interfering and trying to suggest that we shouldn’t be 

allowed to have it, but Big Lottery weren’t pushed around by that. We then moved 

into an office in um the centre of Stratford, um and things have been tight ever 

since in terms of money, but the issues that have been taken up have been similar 

ones, so still, there are still racist attacks in Newham and in East London.  

Kevin Blowe on the Macpherson Inquiry 
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It was an incredibly exciting time. I mean at that stage, we can forget now, but we 

genuinely didn’t know how, which way the Inquiry was gonna go. There was a 

great  deal of skepticism about Lord - Sir William McPhearson and what he was 

gonna do, whether there might be a whitewash, um and then the whole stuff about 

the suspects coming into court, into the Inquiry, we didn’t know how that was 

gonna pan out. So - and the revelations that came up from that drove that process, 

you know. I think it helps keep people together. I mean the biggest asset that NMP 

had at the stage where it lost its funding, where most groups would fold, was just 

the people that it had. You know, there was twenty, thirty plus people that were 

actively involved in the project. And that was enough to keep it going through that, 

what was a very difficult period, you know. So... yeah, I think the Lawrence 

Inquiry was key to getting over a particularly difficult period in the late nineties.  

Shaukat Khan reflects on the EDL in East London 

I think I wasn’t surprised. I wasn’t surprised. I think that they will come again and 

again. They will look at fertile ground, and er they will target East London 

particularly, but Waltham Forest because there’s a large Pakistani, Asian 

community, er they see that the er, this is an area where people are more likely to 

probably respond to them. So I wasn’t surprised. I was surprised it took them so 

long. But maybe that was a success, that they felt they were not getting support. 

But my fear is, sometime, is that this could be a trend, where one person can turn 

round and say ‘Look, we’re coming there, we’re coming there.’ And then you, 

hundreds of people, everybody sort of putting a wall up there. And er I mean, 

ideally, I mean I, for me it would be that if somebody marches through this street, I 

have two options. One is to make sure that they never turn up. The second is to 

expose them, and say ‘Let’s see how many people you bring.’ And let everyone 

here expose them and say ‘We are not of part of you.’ Either we counter that by 
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having our own march and saying ‘Look, this is what we are,’ or we say ‘Okay, 

twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, how many are you? Why are you creating this fear that 

they are an army of racists and fascists and so on?’ I think that if put in that 

position, they may think about it. Yes, part of me thinking, you see, sometime you 

know, that people say ‘Oh, this is coming, the line is coming, everybody shut the 

doors and so on, we’ll put barracks and so on,’ and they see, okay, we created a 

fear. And um so to counter that we’re saying, well why do we need to be spending 

so much energy, spending, go, all this thing, and saying look, this is like watching 

a Western movie that you see, that oh, Groucho or somebody or coming, and then 

everybody, and so on, and you say, well, let’s confront them. Let’s say, okay, you 

want to have a march? Let’s see how many people are there. Who are those 

people? Let’s see whether there are ten, fifteen, twenty. They’re not thousands. 

And um, so I want to move myself from that era, where we were living in fear, to 

an era where we are in strength. And it’s also looking at um, so we’re not looking 

at being on the defensive. I mean, it’s a good thing that they’ve done it, it’s a good 

thing, I love that, but I, looking in deeper I’m saying, are we just going to be sitting 

down and waiting for the next time? When somebody says we are coming, and 

then we start saying oh, God, yes, everybody must start, run to the police,  run to 

this one. Or we’re saying well, okay, let’s come. Let’s see. Who are you, and what 

you are, and what you’re capable of.  

Ulrike Schmidt remembers opposing the EDL on September 1st 

The great thing was that it was a real um…yeah, a cross-cut through, through the 

community. You know, there were people from all parts of the community. And 

um it was the first time, really, that the Council of Mosques had been calling for 

the demonstration together with us. Um so at Friday prayers, at all the mosques, 

they had been calling people to come. And er I had a very good working 
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relationship with um, with, with Ghulam from the Council of Mosques and Irfan. 

Ghulam and me, we were organising the stewarding together. He was organising 

um five teams of, of um stewards, of, you know, ten in each team, and I was 

organising another five teams. And then on the day we were matching our teams 

up, and they were just working wonderfully together. Originally we were sort of 

given an area um outside the town hall where we were supposed to walk to and 

assemble, and the EDL would have been facing us. Um but we felt that was a little 

bit too potentially dangerous, because we did want to avoid um, we did want to 

avoid violent clashes. Um so instead we, we blocked the junction at Forest Road, 

which was, which was wonderful and um prevented the EDL from marching up 

Forest Road. Um the police didn’t march them round the backstreets, though, and 

once we found that out some um - about, maybe like two or three hundred - sort of 

went to occupy the area, the space where the EDL was planning to assemble. 

Um…I actually didn’t, didn’t notice that until I got, got a text message from my 

daughter! [LAUGHS] Saying, er, I’m outside the town hall, where are you? I 

thought, pardon? Town hall? [LAUGHS]  


