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Defeating Fascism  

Full transcript 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER:  

There’s still people I know who were part of that movement, but if I speak to 

anyone who weren’t, who wasn’t, they don’t understand what I’m talking about at 

all. It’s like completely… they go blank. It’s kind of… cos they. Nobody sort of 

knows about it. And my kids don’t seem to get the connection, you know, between 

some of the campaigns that happened then and what their position now is almost. 

It’s like there’s a sort of split and generation thing, I suppose. But it’s, it’s… they 

don’t kind of see the importance of what happened, and that’s what I mean. You 

know, they haven’t looked at those anti-fascist things and everything I’ve got 

because they have no significance to them. But I suppose that’s always true, you 

know, histories always like that. You know. It’s sort of assumed, these changes 

that… I don’t know… I sometimes think it was completely pointless and I don’t 

know what we were doing and we were all mad, you know, and then other times I 

think bloody hell, that was good [LAUGHS] 

NARRATOR: 

The activist Claire Hamburger there, being interviewed for Eastside Community 

Heritage in a café in Brick Lane. Since the Battle of Cable Street in the 1930’s, 

East London has developed a really strong heritage of anti-racist and anti-fascist 

activism, but is that heritage a hidden history? And are we doing enough to pass it 

on to a new generation?  

 

In this episode of our London Against Racism audio series, we’ll be sharing the 

stories of some of the people who campaigned against the racism and fascism of 

the National Front in the 1970s and the British National Party, or BNP, in the 

1990s.  

 

Several activists and local residents we spoke to talked about two distinct types of 

racism: one which operated at a political, or institutional level, and the other on the 

East London’s streets with racist intimidation, assaults and murders effectively 

turning places such as Canning Town into ‘no-go’ areas for black and Asian 

residents.  
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Shaukat Khan begins by talking about the relationship between these forms of 

racism in the 1960’s and 1970’s, beginning with reference to British MP Enoch 

Powell’s infamous Rivers of Blood speech. 

 

SHAUKAT KHAN:  

And that really, I think, legitimised many of people’s – like National Front, and 

others saying it – that, look, ‘we are-our culture is being polluted, we are seeing a 

different sea of these different colours coming in, and this will ruin our er literally 

saying well, we are a white country, these people are like black dots on us, and we 

can’t tolerate it, this will be a problem.’ 

 

If you feel the local community of black people are a threat to you, and I said to 

you ‘no, no. It’s not like that’ and so on, you would change, likely to change your 

view. But if I reinforce it, you know you’re right. You’re right. Two or three 

things- and people don’t look at, in that wider intellectual level. They look through 

emotions and feelings and so on. And that was the kind of thing, and I think that 

was er that’s how National Front was coming more and more in the fore, because 

they were exploiting that feeling. They were saying, you know, ‘we’ll tell you. If 

you’re unemployed, you can get a job. Get rid of that man. If you’re homeless, 

well you can get this house.’ It’s the same sort of tactics that, which in most of the 

nations people use whenever they want to get rid of a nation, and so on. 

NARRATOR: 

In the late 1960s, a new generation of political activists were emerging. Student sit-

ins and protests were happening around the country, and in London, anti-racist 

campaigners were bringing South African Apartheid system to the top of the 

political agenda.  

 

The decade saw the birth of an organised anti-racist movement. Ted Parker was a 

part of it, and here, he talks about its origins. 

 

TED PARKER: 

Sixty-eight, of course, um there was Powell’s River of Blood speech and then a 

huge bloody wave of support, particularly from London dockers. 

there was a march by this lot on Parliament, and we just decided we were gonna be 

there [COUGHS]. So we were standing in the path of this like tidal wave of 

‘Enoch is right’ with you know, our banners about anti-racism, and giving out 

leaflets, and the main thing we were promoting on those leaflets was er an official 

march of London print workers on May Day. Cos the print workers had habitually 
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had demos on May Day itself, and they did again. And that was our chance, if you 

like, to turn the tide to attach ourselves and attach the anti-racist movement to an 

official labour movement demo. Um and I guess from then on, so that’s going to 

sixty-eight and I’m talking about seventy-seven as being the turning point. I guess 

those, that decade really would be a decade in which the battle was on. 

 

NARRATOR: 

So, 1977 was a real turning point in London’s battle against racism and fascism - 

but why?   

 

Well, on 13th August organised Anti-Racist groups, trade unions, and local 

residents united, and together, forced the National Front to abandon a planned 

march from New Cross to Catford. That day is remembered as ‘The Battle of 

Lewisham. Ted Parker was also there on the day....   

 

TED PARKER: 

The beginnings of it was er an anti-racist demonstration by an organisation called 

ALCARAF, All Lewisham Campaign Against Racism And Fascism, which was – I 

mean everyone could join but it was basically Communist Party-led, with kind of a 

support from the churches and Lewisham Council, or at least the Labour group. 

And they marched from Ladywell Fields, or whatever that park’s called, um and 

their intention was to go through Lewisham town centre then up Lewisham Way in 

the direction of New Cross, but expecting to be stopped at some point by a police 

line, and there they would disperse. So our tactic was to join that march, but to 

spend the whole journey with our big amplification equipment, not loudhailers, big 

loudspeakers, arguing that once we were stopped we should nevertheless get to 

New Cross by whatever means.  

And so from the moment we joined – and actually it’s fascinating in all kinds of 

ways, because um the next thing that happened was that as we, when gathered in 

Ladywell Fields (as I’m calling it, y’know, if I’ve got the right words) um, er it 

became, it became clear not a lot of people wanted to line up behind the SWP 

banner. Er but there was some other banner, and I can’t remember what it was, but 

basically an international Marxist group had got some cover organisation, some 

other name, and it suddenly came to me, I just said to people, if you don’t feel 

comfortable – but I knew they would join us in trying to get to New Cross – I said 
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if you don’t feel comfortable with marching behind an SWP banner, you can 

always join the – whatever this other kind, you know, umbrella group was called. 

And in a sense that became the key for the Anti-Nazi League later, because it 

became clear people didn’t want to identify with a narrow Trotskyist group called 

the SWP but they would join a broader group. 

NARRATOR: 

Whilst anti-racist campaigners succeeded at The Battle of Lewisham, and the 

National Front’s went into decline, there were still yet more victims of racist 

violence to come. On 4th May 1978, Altab Ali, at just 25 years old, was murdered 

in a racist attack by three teenage boys as he walked home from work in 

Whitechapel.  

 

Today, East Londoners are invited to remember him, along with other victims of 

racist killings, by visiting the Altab Ali Park on Adler Street, which was renamed 

on the twentieth anniversary of his death. 

 

[VOICES AND MARCHING AT THE WHITEHALL CENOTAPH]  

 

NARRATOR: 

Two soldiers, remonstrating with fascists from a far-right party as they march upon 

The Cenotaph on Remembrance Day.  

 

In 1982, the British National Party had been founded as a splinter group of the 

National Front.  

In the years that followed they attempted to seize upon nationalistic sentiment, and 

propel their far-right, anti-immigration agenda into the mainstream of British 

politics.  

 

One of our interviewees, Liz Fekete, from the Institute of Race Relations, tells us 

about early attempts to oppose them:  

 

LIZ FEKETE: 

At that stage, y’know, the BNP wasn’t in people’s sights. People were still worried 

about the National Front. And it took a long time for the anti-fascist movement to 

see that the real threat was coming from the British National Party. So, a number of 

different people ca-, came together to form Anti-Fascist Action. 
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At that stage the BNP were organising annual marches on Remembrance Day. 

They’d march to the Cenotaph and put a wreath down, for people who died in the 

Second World War, which obviously is just sick really, considering that they were 

fascists. But this had been allowed to happen for you know, a couple of years, and 

it was getting bigger and bigger, and nobody was doing anything about it. So I 

think the first thing that Anti-Fascist Action was really formed for was to mobilise 

erm, a bigger counter protest. So that we, I mean the idea was that they shouldn’t 

feel free to have a big demonstration in central London and lay a wreath at cen-, at 

the Cenotaph. So that was one of the first things we did. We organised for two 

years a big demonstration, and I think there were probably one, one and a half 

thousand anti-fascists came, and they were quite lively, because you had the 

fascists marching. And they had us, and obviously the police wanted to keep 

everyone apart 

I can’t remember too much around the Cenotaph. I don’t think there was a big 

problem with the police. Um, at the Cenotaph demonstrations. You know there 

may have been a kind of a certain feeling that the police, that they might have felt 

it wasn’t a good idea for the fascists to be marching to the Cenotaph, and also you 

know, how it would have upset a lot of the veterans. 

[SPEAKER AT LOVE MUSIC HATE RACISM] 

NARRATOR: 

Anti-racism campaigners gathered at a Love Music Hate Racism carnival, recorded 

at Trafalgar Square on June 21
st
 2008. The organisers of that event, Unite Against 

Fascism, also campaigned against the BNP’s attempts to hold an annual festival in 

Codnor, Derbyshire. 

[SPEAKER AT LOVE MUSIC HATE RACISM] 

NARRATOR: 

Protesters from around the country travelled there and blocked the route, to prevent 

racist speakers from around the world from getting to the site. One of our 

interviewees, Ulrike Schmidt, was there on that day and shares her memory. 

 

ULRIKE SCHMIDT: 

I joined, yeah, in, in 2009, basically. Um…the first action I, I did was um, I went, I 

went onto, on the coach, you know with Unite Against Fascism, to um to protest 
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against the, the BNP party in Codnor. So the BNP had been um, had been sort of er 

holding their annual festival of sorts um in Codnor, and they’d invited um you 

know, fascists and racists from all over the place, including a leader of the Ku Klux 

Klan and er the fascist leader from Italy, and what got me particularly, um 

particularly er annoyed or - also the fascist, you know, Jobbik, Jobbik party leader 

from, from Hungary. And um so I was - I was in the group that was um, ended up 

blocking the road.  

Um it was a really, really, lovely experience. For six hours we were blocking that 

road and stopping the fascists from getting to their party, which was just absolutely 

fantastic. Um they had sort of police either side. The police, I think, thought that 

we wanted to storm the festival. We definitely didn’t want to do that, we didn’t 

want to commit suicide. We wanted to be exactly there. And um, but er you know, 

with the police either side we were, we were basically kettled in right where we 

wanted to be. Um and it was great, it was a, it was a great um…yeah, day of 

solidarity, really. Really, everybody held their nerve. Um nobody rose to any 

provocations, and we just stayed put with arms linked. Um…and the most 

beautiful thing about it was that um next day I heard that…I don’t quite know 

which fascist leader it was, but one of those fascist leaders had been complaining 

bitterly, saying that Nick Griffin can’t even organise a party. And, and er that was 

of course, that was wonderful, you know? So um on that day I joined the local 

Unite Against Fascism group in Waltham Forest, and stayed with them ever since.  

NARRATOR: 

Thank you for listening.  

 

For films featuring some of the interviewees from this episode, themed podcasts, 

educational resources and more on the history of anti-racist activism, please visit 

londonagainstracism.com 

 

All of the interview clips from this episode are from the Eastside Community 

Heritage archive - to find out more about our work, please visit hidden-

histories.org.uk/wordpress 

 

And finally, the additional audio clips featured in this episode are available from 

soundsurvey.org.uk and archive.org 

http://www.eastlondonagainstracism.wordpress.com/
http://www.hidden-histories.org.uk/wordpress
http://www.hidden-histories.org.uk/wordpress
http://www.soundsurvey.org.uk/
http://www.archive.org/

