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Racism

The interviewees discuss their memories and experiences of racism in London

1. Julie Begum: racist violence and intimidation in East London, 1970’s
2. Syd Shelton: racism in Australia and the rise of the National Front in 

London, 1970’s
3. Liz Fekete: ‘No-go areas’ for black and Asian people in East London, and 

the National Front rise in the1970’s
4. Jasbir Singh: Newham Monitoring Project support victims of racist attacks, 

and liaising with local police

Julie Begum

There was a lot of no-go areas for um, Bangladeshis. Even Brick Lane. I mean now it’s seen as, 
like, Banglatown, but there was a time when people got their heads kicked in just walking down 
the street. And so there was like lots of no-go areas. Parts of Bethnal Green, Globetown, Bow, 
definitely Isle of Dogs, Poplar, you know there’s lots of places that people felt unsafe. And so 
they didn’t really hang about if they didn’t have to, and would never go somewhere after dark.
People would be set upon. I remember my dad being sort of set upon lots of times coming home 
from work.… Lots of, yeah. 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… 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. And I don’t think it was just an East End thing either, I think it was probably 
apparent in other parts of the country. But you actually felt it, you know. Um having said that, 
there were good people too, and we had good neighbours, friends, um from different 
nationalities. Um teachers were good at school – you know, so there was the opposite, as well. 
But generally you didn’t feel, it wasn’t a very… it was a hostile environment for a lot of people, 
I think… It’s a very different landscape now.
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Syd Shelton
But I also wanted to see more of the world and I… I um went off on a slightly wild adventure 
with very little money to Australia, via South East Asia, and… there I worked for, I think four 
years, as a freelance photographer working for newspapers like The age, and a magazine-style 
newspaper called Nation Review, as well as Tribune, which was the newspaper of the communist 
party. Australia at that time, we’re talking early 70’s, was a very racist place, and people who 
had immigrated there… migrated there rather from, in particular two large communities: one was 
Greek, and the other was Italian, were caricatured by many of the white population. Obviously 
not all the white population, and certainly not members of the builder’s labourer’s federation. 
Um, but as ‘wogs’ and ‘dagos’ and the ‘wogs’ were the Italians. No, they were the Greeks. And 
they lived in ghettos as a result of this alienation. There was no inte-, no real integration at all. 
Large swathes of um, Sydney had ghettos of Greek people, ghettos of Italian people,
But when I did decide to come back to England in 1976 after losing interest in Australia and 
becoming I think, a bit bored with it, if anything. I came back and found that Britain had actually 
become a much more intolerant place than the place I’d left three of four years ago. And the 
National Front had grown beyond recognition in strength and in its support, and this was quite 
horrifying, and I was instantly moved to get involved with a campaign which was against the 
National Front, and anti-racist.

Liz Fekete
At that time in the 70’s the National Front had been very, very active in Newham… Infact I think 
they got, in Canning Town they got the highest vote that they did in the country. But then the 
demography began to change, and after the Newham 7 when the Asian kids had fought the… I 
mean I think this was a really big fight with iron bars and goodness knows what. Obviously, I 
didn’t see the fight, but the demonstration afterwards. I mean I think after the Newham 7 there 
was a sense that, that nobody, BNP, National Front… they weren’t going to be stupid enough to 
come into an Asian area and start a fight. Funnily enough the head of the National Front at that 
time, Ian Anderson, actually lived in East Ham. But the whole area of Canning Town, 
Silvertown, around that - these were no go areas for black people. So the Asian community, the 
Afro-Caribbean community tended to live around East Ham, West Ham, maybe Forest Gate, 
Manor House, the settlement wards, but not Canning Town. It was really incredibly dangerous. 
And it was very different from what it is now. I mean it’s unbelievable the transformation of the 
area. It was like a ghost town, you know, you wouldn’t wanna be walking around there late at 
night. You know, very, very… because I mean it was always very cut off, transport-wise, and 
there was a lot of…. There was always, I mean, they had the greatest proportion of social 
housing in the borough. I think my recollection is right that Newham was very heavily bombed 
during the Second World War because of the docks. So Canning Town, Silvertown being near 
the docks. They were… after the Second World War there was programme to build council 
housing. So some of the estates were really, really rough.
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Jasbir Singh

I think from- the police at that, the police was also undergoing a significant change, at that point 
in time. I think Newham Monitoring Project, we monitored the police really closely. We set up a 
24-hour emergency helpline, which still exists I believe. And we had volunteers manning that 
line, and really there were, I think at that point the police were very careful – if you had a call 
from Newham Monitoring Project, you needed to be, you needed to take it seriously because 
these guys really are a pain in the bum. You know? They know how to cause trouble, and they 
know the right channels to go down as well to cause trouble. So, I mean I’ve been on calls and I 
can still remember a racist attack taking place in Star Lane, in South Newham, just off the 
Barking Road, where there were three – a woman and her three children in there, and she’s 
called. I’m sitting on the phone at ten o’clock at night or something like that, and I got the police 
on the other line saying ‘it’s been three minutes now and you still haven’t got there!’ And he’s 
saying ‘well, we will be there in two minutes’ time. That’s not good enough! So we were very 
bold and very confident to be able to talk to them – it’s not that easy to talk to the police in that 
manner. And I think we developed that because we had lots of face-to-face meetings with the 
police. On every police harassment case we would go and have meetings with them, so we 
became a little bit more experienced, a little bit more confident in the way, what we can and 
cannot say and how we deal with a specific case and move it forward and so on. It became 
sometimes a little bit of a game with the police, as well. I think we got some wins, some very 
good responses, because of our position and sometimes, we… no doubt that the police actually 
treated us with utter disgust as troublemakers, as you know, not understanding what they’re 
trying to do.


