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Liz Fekete on Newham in the 1970s and 80s 

In the seventies the National Front had been very, very active in Newham. In fact 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. So the council 

was having difficulty moving homeless or… people on the waiting list if they were 

from an immigrant background, or they were Asian, or - but particularly, you 

know, colour of the skin being a marker of being a new arrival in those days. 
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Liz Fekete on her parents 

My parents came from a completely different generation. They were from Eastern 

Europe. They were from Hungary. And they were young people at a time when 

people didn’t really understand what fascism was. You know, you found out after 

the Second World War. I remember my mum saying to me, you know, at the point, 

I mean she spent… I think she spent six weeks on a train sleeping on the top of a 

bunk…She spent five or six years living in a refugee camp in Austria after the war 

before she was re-allocated a place. And my dad lived through a time where the 

iron curtain was coming down, and all this, so they lived at a time when there was 

a lot of anti-communist attitudes, anti-left attitudes. I remember my mum saying to 

me ‘we just wanted to be rescued’. You know, first they want Britain oh, Britain 

come and rescue us, when Britain … They didn’t care who rescued them, so I 

don’t think my… I don’t think my parents had strong anti-fascist views. They… 

like all um, immigrants, you see this in a pattern. You can even see it now, it’s very 

depressing that… once the sort of new arrivals, they establish themselves, then 

there’s somebody underneath them, and so y’know, they would’ve reacted the 

same as other white people in the area when the first settlers came in, and colour 

was something that you know, they hadn’t experienced before. So I wouldn’t say 

that they were overjoyed [LAUGHS] in terms of, of the work that, that I got 

involved in. My dad was very suspicious at the start with… I mean, and through 

stuff that I’ve learnt later about his life, he was very worried about me getting 

involved in street politics, because he’d had a bad experience himself. I mean he’d 

been beaten up by the police. I only found that out later. So he’d always be very, 

very nervous, and I’d never understand why. But infact, he was, but he was always 

quite… he was always proud of me, and he was always very interested in history, 

so he was proud of me. Yeah, and I suppose my sort of mum, mum likes the fact 

that I’ve written a book. But there was… there hasn’t been a simple journey in my 

family background from the politics of my parents, to my politics. What there has 

been is a…almost like an emotional trajectory that you can see. From them being 

displaced people, refugees, having to stop, you know, it’s very, very difficult. 

You’ve got no money, you have to start life again. Working really hard and all 

these things, and emotionally I think they were always outsiders. Certainly my 

father, neither my father or my mother really… would you say fully integrated in 

this soc-… I would say they probably both still have a bit of an outsider status.  


