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Sound Systems: Rock Against Racism 

Full transcript 

[SOUND SYSTEM AT CARNIVAL] 

 

NARRATOR: 

Carnival was first introduced to London as a response to the Notting Hill race riots 

of 1958 - and has since established itself as an event that attracts and unites 

Londoners of all races.  

 

In the late 1970s, the campaign group Rock Against Racism used this new culture 

of carnival to help turn popular opinion against the National Front. This is the story 

of how they succeeded, told in their own words, with audio excerpts drawn from 

the audio archive at Eastside Community Heritage.   

 

First up, Syd Shelton who was a founding member and official photographer for 

Rock Against Racism. 

 

SYD SHELTON: 

We had this mad idea, that we wanted to do a carnival. Because we’d all always 

gone to Carnival, and the police had always attacked Carnival, and Carnival was 

something which… we loved reggae, we loved erm the sound systems at Carnival, 

we loved erm, but we also loved this new music which was emerging from places 

like Notting Hill. Bands like The Clash, The Sex Pistols, and new punk movement 

which tuned in exactly with what our thinking was. You know, when they asked 

The Clash what they stood for they said ‘we stand against the National Front’. 

When bands like Tom Robinson Band, who was singing songs against racism, 

against homophobia, against sexism, and we think, we went… and we were lucky 

in the sense that if you were to do such a thing now, you’d have to force it. We 

didn’t have to force it, the chemistry all fell together. Here were photographers, 

artists, musicians, erm, and fashion designers and writers all coming together into 

this melting pot, which produced this explosion. And it really wasn’t something 

which, in retrospect, you can tell yes, we decided that ‘punk was progressive, 

reggae was progressive, we’ll bring the two together’ – we didn’t, it happened 

almost by accident, but it happened because we also recognised that black bands 
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played largely to black audiences, white bands played largely to white audiences. 

We wanted to change that. So we did. We put on bands like Misty in Roots and 

Aswad who were two of the great stalwarts. They did more gigs than practically 

everyone else. And Steel Pulse of course, who did lots of gigs aswell. And um, and 

we wanted to fuse them on the stage, and to create this new, new idea of what a gig 

could be. So our idea was to… having leafleted, photographed Notting Hill 

Carnival, we decided we’d do a carnival. 

 

NARRATOR: 

So, how did Rock Against Racism start, and who did it aim to reach? We asked 

another founding member, Roger Huddle, a designer who worked in the Socialist 

Worker’s Party print shop, where many of RAR’s iconic images were produced:  

 

ROGER HUDDLE: 

There’s a very strong argument in the revolutionary left that you don’t let an 

argument pass at work. Sometimes you’re unpopular, but you don’t, you don’t let 

the, the use of the word ‘wog’ go by, or you don’t let something say about ‘oh 

yeah, they’re all taking our, talking our jobs’ or ‘all taking over all of the jobs err, 

queue’ or ‘they’re taking all the dole money’ or whatever all the… whatever of 

these little things come out, which are com-, I call common-sense racism. It comes 

from The Sun, and The Mirror, and the media, and people just say it, and err, it’s 

only when they be-, it becomes a belief, err, a dominant belief structure and people 

begin to organise around it, then it becomes dangerous and it moves in towards 

um, what we you know, fascist or Nazi organisation when your nationalism or 

racism is the means with which you organise, erm, so it didn’t… they just… it’s 

just their soft-racism that I got peed off about. And they would say something. It’s 

a bit like the racism of erm, Eric Clapton during the Rock Against Racism era. 

When he stands up at Birmingham and says that Enoch Powell is right. And Enoch 

Powell at that time was the, was the flag-carrier for the racist right. There’s 

absolutely no doubt about it. So to say that he was correct is a gross, um, act of err, 

err, stupidity on the one hand, and also a kind of racism that allows people to 

organise around. Erm, I’m not saying that my friends were like Clapton, cos I think 

that Clapton was a racist, and is a racist still. Um, but I think the… it was just these 

little things they would say, um, and because we was listening to the music and 

everything it… it seemed contradictory to me. You know? That you can’t go to a 
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blues party in a flat and play, and dance to reggae all night amongst the black 

community, and then say something stupid about ‘they’re taking the houses’. You 

know what I mean? It’s like that kind of what I call common-sense… they don’t 

even realise that they’re doing it. It’s just the, it’s the way that institutionalised 

racism under capitalism seeps into people’s heads. 

 

NARRATOR: 

On 30th April 1978, Rock Against Racism and the Anti-Nazi League held a 

‘Carnival Against The Nazis’.  

 

The event bought 100,000 people to East London’s Victoria Park, with many 

marching from Trafalgar Square, protesting together against the racism and 

fascism of the National Front. Once they arrived in Victoria Park, they were treated 

to a cultural soundtrack of bands including The Tom Robinson Band, X-Ray Spex, 

and The Clash.  

 

Syd Shelton was there on that day, and he describes the atmosphere on the ground.  

 

SYD SHELTON: 

That day, obviously, and anybody who was involved in that day will never forget 

it. And that is just as a regular punter, or whatever level of involvement you had. 

But, as I said, I lived in Charing Cross Road, in a squat, in Sandringham Flats. And 

being in charge of the square, I was, I was nervous the night before. I thought 

maybe, you know, what if, what if it is only five thousand people. And we were 

hoping for twenty thousand, you know, we wanted to make a big statement, to 

make this um, to make this event really something special. And, but, as the night 

went through, and I couldn’t sleep, I could hear people coming down Charing 

Cross Road singing like Clash songs and banging er drums, and I kept thinking oh, 

what is going on out there? I mean I’d lived there for quite some time, so it wasn’t 

a normal um evening’s activity. And I, I couldn’t sleep so I went down to the 

square at seven o’clock in the morning and there was already ten thousand people 

in Trafalgar Square. Um, and we knew, I stayed there and didn’t go back. I just 

stayed and talked to people and hung around until we left, I think at eleven o’clock. 

And um, and I didn’t really - I went back and got my cameras, I didn’t take 

photographs in the square at that time because I hadn’t taken my cameras down. I 
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went back up to Charing Cross Road and then went on the march and um, with my 

cameras. And um…and, and when, by the time we got to the park, to Victoria Park 

- and as I say, it was seven miles long, and there were things you’ll never forget on 

the route, you know, there’s a few National Front around a pub near Brick Lane, 

and they had - I mean, this march went on for four hours. They had to stand there 

and see people, clowns on stilts and bands on the back - you know, bands like The 

Ruts on the back of lorries, going past for four hours. Um, there was a lovely 

Jewish lady called Mrs. Greer - I doubt if she’s still alive - who used to have a 

newsagents where I used to buy cigarettes in Bethnal Green. And I remember 

spotting her clapping, and she apparently clapped for the whole four hours. 

 

NARRATOR: 

Roger Huddle spent the day stage-managing the event, and describes the view from 

Victoria Park.  

 

ROGER HUDDLE: 

The Hackney and Tower Hamlets SWP on rota had to guard the stage for the four 

days before the gig against NF attacks and they got… they had three or four 

attacks… so the whole thing was in a, was in a, w-w-, battle situation and right in 

the heart of the East End, in Hackney. And err, the very, very important thing is, I 

came on at twelve noon, err, to introduce the first band which was X-Ray Spex, 

and there was, infront of me there was a bloke on a bike, err a couple of kids on 

their bikes, and a man with a dog, and that was it. There was no-one else in 

Victoria Park. And um, err, X-Ray Poly Styrene, god bless her, she died last year, 

she was wonderful. Um, Poly Styrene kicked off, and about halfway through her 

second song the demonstration from err, Trafalgar Square arrived. Eighty-four 

thousand. Cos people say ‘oh, the f-  k-, you know…. Rock against Ra-… the kids 

were only there for the music’… well, they marched.  

 

They did the three-mile march with err, banners, tambourines, whistles 

And what was really great, by all accounts from people again, um, coming down 

into the East End the Nazis were at some of the pubs at the front, but they were just 

driven out, just by the weight of numbers, and the screams and the shouts. And 

they were pushed, back into their pubs and whatever. Um, so it was a… a 
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wonderful sight that, and I think from that point onwards, we had the Nazis on the 

back foot. 

 

NARRATOR: 

Rock Against Racism also has its own magazine, Temporary Hoarding, to help 

inform Carnival-goers and readers about racism, and how they could oppose it 

through - for example - staging gigs and concerts of their own.  

Lucy Whitman was a regular writer for Temporary Hoarding and also set up Rock 

Against Sexism - here she describes the Carnival in ‘78 and how RAR followed it 

up and kept the momentum with the Alien Kulture tour.  

 

LUCY WHITMAN: 

So that was so exciting y’know, that we had, erm, we had won over all these 

people. Y’know? And err, also we took over Alexandra Palace as well, a little bit 

later. About a year later. Well that was the um… the Alien Culture tour. Cos you 

know Thatcher made this statement about how people feel a bit swamped by an 

alien culture. So erm, so… a tour went all round the country and it, it, it finished 

off at Ally Pally, and …yeah it was a year after the Victoria Park carnival, because 

it was just before the election. The '79 election. And um, had big banner…. first 

thing you saw when you came in, which said ‘Hi, it’s all your alien culture!’ 

[LAUGHS] and err, and then there were kind of… y’know, there were lots of 

bands on, and lots of stalls from different, different leftie and anti-racist 

organisations and that.  

The music papers had loads and loads of stuff about Rock Against Racism all the 

time. So anybody who, who was the sort of person who would go to gigs or would 

read the music press couldn’t not know it was going on. Um, it was… so it did 

reach out to all sorts of people who were not, basically very political. So that was, 

that was its strength. Um, and it reached out to them by saying ‘well look, you like 

this kind of music don’t you… erm, well you know, if the National Front were in 

power, we wouldn’t be able to… we wouldn’t be able to have this kind of music!’ 

and things like that.  

NARRATOR 

So, Rock Against Racism had bought together photographers, artists, musicians, 
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fashion designers, and writers: together their talents created a culture that helped 

unite different strands of the anti-racist movement.  

Many of the activists we spoke to mentioned Rock Against Racism’s impact, and 

one of those was Claire Hamburger, who met us in Brick Lane - an area which, in 

the late 1970’s, had faced and fended off intimidation, violence, and racism.  

 

INTERVIEWER: 

So how about this whole time in the anti-racist movement… did you feel like there 

was a scene, in terms of the culture and the music and stuff? 

 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: 

Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah. I mean 

INTERVIEWER: 

Did you embrace that? 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: 

Yeah, I was involved with that. I’m actually a musician as well, but um, and so 

yes… the Rock Against Racism thing, and the Rock Against Sexism thing, both I 

was interested in. I was in a women’s band, err, at the beginning of the eighties 

but… So that was when there was the Rock Against Sexism thing going on which, 

again had quite an impact actually on the music business I think, you know? Well 

not huge, huge… but a bit, you know. And again the Rock Against Racism thing 

certainly did. Certainly. But yeah, I went to see all those bands and stuff. I went to 

all the benefits, like Misty in Roots, and ASWAD and all those bands that came 

out of kind of the London anti-racist scene really. I was, you know, well, well into 

those bands, you know. 

INTERVIEWER: 

Yeah. D’you feel like they’ve really… d’you feel like they’ve made an impact in 

terms of changing… 

CLAIRE HAMBURGER: 

Yeah, definitely, definitely… and actually the whole sort of reggae thing was 

very… reggae and ska I suppose, but they were very influential on a lot of people 

at the time, you know, very. Yeah.  
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NARRATOR: 

Thanks for listening.  

 

For films, 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 lastly, the background music featured in this episode was Channel One Sound 

System at Notting Hill Carnival in 2008, which is available courtesy of the London 

Sound Survey which you’ll find over at soundsurvey.org.uk  
 

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

