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Half the Battle: Women Against Racism 

Full transcript 

CAROL GRIMES: 

And I, you know, I fight as much for, as I do for, um, rights for, for, for the 

oppressed or the disenfranchised, and women are in that, still. They still are… I 

know we are better off now than we were back in the sixties, seventies and even 

the early eighties, but there still is, when you look at erm, for instance just that 

event, how few women on that bill there were. And I really don’t think that’s right, 

because we were there. And you can so easily, when you’re not a celebrity, and 

you’re not a big international star, it’s very easy - because you don’t have what I 

call a barker. That’s somebody who represents you and does all your bad cop, 

while you can be the good cop in the corner. You can get written out of history so 

easily. 

NARRATOR: 

East London has a strong heritage of anti-racist campaigning, and whether 

opposing Oswald Mosley’s Blackshirts on Cable Street in the 1930s, fighting the 

National Front in Lewisham in the 1970s, or beating the BNP at the ballot box in 

the 90s, women’s roles have always been crucial to East London’s fight against 

racism. So, in this episode of our London Against Racism podcast series, we’ll be 

sharing stories of women who have fought racism through law courts, in concerts, 

in schools and on street protests. The singer Carol Grimes opened this episode, and 

here she talks about playing the first concert for the campaign group Rock Against 

Racism at the Princess Alice pub in East London in 1976. 

CAROL GRIMES: 

It was making a stand in an area which if I remember rightly at that time was pretty 



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

national front-ish, that part of London… 

And it wasn’t until we were on the way over there that Dee, who was my friend 

who cooked in the Mangrove said, hmm ‘I’m gonna stick by you tonight’. And I 

said ‘but you always do’ [LAUGHS]. Cos he was that kind of guy. And he said 

‘No I’m, I’m a bit worried’. He was worried, as a black man, he was a bit worried 

going to an area which he had remembered as a pretty, pretty heavy duty working-

class racist white area. He was concerned. I didn’t think about it, at all…  

Often friends of mine who weren’t in the music business would say ‘Carol, you do 

take risks, and you are a single parent with no back family, and a child’. And 

sometimes I used to think ‘hmm, yes’. So I didn’t take Sam with me. He often 

came to gigs, but I didn’t, to that one.  

NARRATOR: 

And in that same year, in 1976, workers at Grunwick film processing laboratories - 

mostly women of East African origin - all went out on strike. The dispute showed 

the power of women workers, and challenged labour groups to show solidarity for 

non-white workers as well. Jenny Bourne from the Institute of Race Relations 

visited Grunwick at the time, to show her solidarity. 

 

JENNY BOURNE: 

We used to have different days down at the picket. You know, sort of gays would 

go, women would go, this would go, that would go, it was all organised. And so I 

think a lot of women became involved in anti-racism through going down to 

support the Grunwick women, mainly women workers. And those same women 

then decided that they also wanted to oppose the fascists.  

NARRATOR:  

Now in the 1970s fascism returned with the rise of the far-right National Front 
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party, and they regularly targeted East London. They sold racist newspapers on 

Brick Lane, kept headquarters on Great Eastern Street and intimidated black and 

Asian locals in the area. 

At the Battle of Lewisham, on the 13
th
 of August 1977, East Londoners took to the 

streets to prevent the National Front from marching through their area. And Jenny 

Bourne stewarded on that day for Women Against Racism and Fascism. 

JENNY BOURNE: 

We mobilised magnificently for Lewisham. I mean loads of women. Far more than 

was in Women against Racism and Fascism. Lewisham really got a hell of a lot of 

women out. And we were… we were very organised, and we were every obedient. 

So, in the sense, because we were so organised we also became, in the end, the 

ones that the police really beat up. 

The NF had sort of organised on this side street, and they were trying to walk down 

into the centre of Lewisham. And because we were an organised group, and 

because there was quite a lot of us… I can’t remember how many hundred… we 

were asked to block that… block their way, so we all sat down. Erm… And the 

police on horseback had decided that they had to give the NF the right to march, 

and because we didn’t move we all got quite badly beaten. ‘Cos they just sort of 

beat a… a line through, through the group.  

The police were just incredibly violent. So I… I was just standing there and they 

picked me up on a, on a riot shield and threw me across the road, and I landed on 

my back.  

It was just very, very frightening because you-you-you had a violent police force 

out of control, an area you didn’t know, you weren’t with your mates, and you 

couldn’t get away. So that, that was, that was Lewisham. 
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NARRATOR: 

In the 1980s, a series of organisations were established to defend and empower 

women, and these included Southall Black Sisters, Newham Asian Women’s 

Project, and Newham Monitoring Project, or NMP, which established a support 

line for people suffering racial or police harassment. Liz Fekete from the Institute 

of Race Relations remembers demonstrating in support of the Newham 7, who 

were young Asian friends who were arrested by police for defending themselves 

against a violent racist attack. 

LIZ FEKETE: 

And in those days like a demonstration was, everybody in the community came 

out. Young, and the old, the, you know, the mothers… everybody was on this 

demonstration… 

And we were marching down Romford Road, and we got to the police station. At 

Forest Gate there’s a police station on the corner of, it’s called Katharine Road. 

And for some reason, it was getting really stressful with the police, and we all sat 

down outside the police station. The riot police were actually congregating in the 

side roads, and because of the whole experience with the, the miners where they’d 

been fighting with the miners, and they were coming back to London and they 

were really tanked up, and they wanted a fight. You could tell that they wanted the 

fight. And I can remember it very, very clearly. There was a little girl who was 

sitting on the ledge of the police station, and all of a sudden some police officers 

just really, really, really brutally started to drag her off the… where she was seated, 

so of course a lot of kids, erm, you know, she’s a young Afro-Caribbean girl and a 

lot of kids got really angry, and they erm… they jumped to her defence, so the 

fighting started, and then all the police came from the side roads, and they literally 

just were like a kind of Coriolanus style fighting machine, chop-chop-chop, and 
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chopped us all up in the middle, and sent us all flying, were very, very brutal. I 

mean, they dragged me, they got me by the hair. And it was awful because I… I’ll 

never forget this… cos I was wearing a skirt with buttons all up the front, and all 

the buttons popped off, and I literally only had two buttons left at the top, holding 

the skirt on, so yeah, they just cleared us off the streets and it was very brutal. So 

obviously, the local hatred towards the, the police really escalated aft-, af-, after 

that.  

NARRATOR: 

So, what role did gender play in the anti-racist movement itself? Lucy Whitman 

wrote for a Rock Against Racism zine called Temporary Hoarding, and also 

founded Rock Against Sexism, which started to challenge the attitudes the attitudes 

within rock music, pop culture and the audiences that the music influenced. 

LUCY WHITMAN: 

It’s hard to realise now but 1976, 1977 a lot of people didn’t understand what the 

word sexism meant. And I’m not joking. When Rock Against Sexism started up, 

erm, various people said to me ‘well, what, what, what is that? Are you against 

sex?’ And erm, it just wasn’t common currency, and so y’know, we may not have 

achieved everything, but we have achieved some things, because at least people 

now understand what you mean if you say the word sexism! So a lot of people on 

the traditional left, and within the anti-racist movement were very sexist, and they 

just hadn’t thought about it before. So one of the things within Rock Against 

Racism was that um, it was a big consciousness raising thing for everybody, 

because err, the kind of traditional lefties and anti-racists were trying to raise the 

consciousness of youth about racism and fascism, and then erm, feminists within 

Rock Against Racism were saying, were trying to raise everybody’s consciousness 

about, about sexism as well. 
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NARRATOR: 

Liz Fekete talking about working with Anti-Fascist Action: 

LIZ FEKETE: 

I mean the thing for me is I don’t look like a sort of typical anti-fascist, so I can 

sometimes sort of get away with um… in fact when, when we were in Anti-Fascist 

Action, Red Action always used to send me to sit in a pub where they’d be 

[LAUGHS] to find out what was going on, because y’know, I didn’t look like, 

y’know, this would happen quite often. I’d be the kind. I was sort of the 

respectable wing. I’d often be pushed to liaise with the police, or to sort of wander 

into a pub, with a sort of gentleman who looked like my husband, to sit around 

while they were, were drinking. Cos I don’t look like your typical anti-fascist. I 

look a bit like a housewife I guess. 

NARRATOR: 

Protesting against the far right was often dangerous, and in most cases women 

protestors face the same dangers as men. In some cases, though, they face 

additional pressures. Claire Hamburger is an anti-fascist and anti-racist protestor 

from South London. 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: 

There was quite a lot of scary times, and there was some other demo where I was 

in a car with some people and the fascists all came and surrounded the car and tried 

to turn the car over. I don’t know what demo that was, I just remember the event 

again, you know. Cos I think a lot of these things stick in my mind ’cos in real 

terms they were quite traumatic really, you know, but at the time I suppose I just… 

it was just part of what you did, you know? If that makes sense? So I mean… but 

when I look back it’s like [DRAWS BREATH IN] yeah.  
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INTERVIEWER: 

Did you feel like you had a lot of support to deal with that kind of thing? 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: 

No. No. I mean that was always. That was always a problem, actually, in my 

opinion. On the left when people got arrested or something, or hurt, there wasn’t 

much support. That’s my own opinion about that. And I went on a demo when I 

was six months pregnant with my second daughter. Erm, just before I left London 

in fact, and erm, that was another anti-fascist demo. But again I can’t. That must… 

I would’ve been, hell… twenty four years ago, so I can’t think what one it was, 

now. I can’t think. And everyone sort of said to me ‘you shouldn’t go’ and I was 

very, very worried cos I was six months pregnant, and I didn’t actually know 

anyone on the demo or anything, and I didn’t even know who were the fascists and 

who weren’t sort of thing, you know. And erm… and then I met a friend of my 

sister’s and he said ‘you shouldn’t be here’ blah blah, ‘you’re pregnant’ blah 

blah… And then I , I think I went home before any sort of trouble could ensue, but 

I was worried about being on the tube even, you know, because you could be 

identified as anti-fascists if you… obviously if you were wearing a badge or 

something, and on that particular day, you know, there was a risk attached. 

NARRATOR: 

So, how do you counter the challenges faced by women in East London’s fight 

against racism? We asked Julie Begum, an activist from Tower Hamlets who 

organised a women’s campaign against the British National Party in the 1990s. 

JULIE BEGUM: 

The ones who were very angry about this looked at what was going on around us, 

and we saw that a lot of the sort of anti-racist organisations and movements were 



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

very male-dominated, and sort of very egotistical, and it was all about who could 

you know shout the loudest, and get the platform, and make a, you know, draw 

attention to themselves. And it wasn’t very – I don’t think it was a very sort of 

encouraging or supportive environment for women. The meetings weren’t held at 

times or places where women could really attend. Um women weren’t given a 

platform to speak, usually, their experiences weren’t really recognised as being 

valid, or anything that needed to be accounted for. So as a group of women from 

different nationalities and different backgrounds, we decided to form an 

organisation ourselves. And we came together as a group called Women Unite 

Against Racism.  

Two women from the group spoke at er a massive TUC rally that was held in 

Welling where thousands of people attended, and they were asked to er speak on 

that platform with other sort of anti-racist sort of speakers. Um so, and there was 

lots of other situations where, you know, I think it was important to get that 

perspective, really, and have that representation. So I’m not sure if these 

organisations have um become more aware of um being more representative, but I 

think they are, you know, all organisations um have an appeal, you know. Whether 

you want to join a communist organisation or an anarchist organisation or a trade 

unionist – it appeals to people on an individual level, about their own interests. So I 

think people need to decide what is their priority in terms of um what they’re 

fighting for. And I think for us it was about making sure women’s um 

representation was at the heart of the anti-racist struggle, and not something that 

was marginalised.  

NARRATOR: 

Thanks for listening.  
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For films, podcasts, archive images 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 
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