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Syd Shelton on growing up 
 

My dad was a postman and my mother stayed at home, and myself and my two 

brothers erm, were brought up in a terraced house, erm, in Pontefract. … It’s not 

true that it was a very white area, cos there were quite a few erm, erm, Afro-

Caribbean people and erm, people particularly from Pakistan and so… we had 

neighbours who were from Pakistan who were very nice and we all got on with 

very well. There was no… I, I was bought up without any knowledge of racism. It 

just didn’t occur to me. And it never occurred to my parents. You know, my dad as 

I said, had been in the war and had been in India and Burma. Erm, and, he had 

nothing but good to say about the people he’d met as he travelled around the 

world. And he loved Indian people, and he said so many times to me ‘if it weren’t 

for the Gurkhas, I wouldn’t be alive’. And he never forgot that. And so it, it was… 

I was not brought up in any way - Carol, who’s my wife, erm, was born in 

Doncaster, which is seven miles from Pontefract where I was born, and her father 

was a black miner, from um… he was born in Jamaica, but he worked as a miner 

and cer-… and there was a whole community of black miners in um, in Doncaster. 

And er… and ironically they all used to drink at the Polish club. So it was never… 

and we had a Polish club in Pontefract, and it was never…. The, the… it never 

occurred to us that um - in fact, I remember us being quite old and asking my 

parents ‘what is a Jew?’ when I heard this thing at, something about Jews, because 

I didn’t even know what a Jew was, I didn’t um… it was, you know, there’s sort 

of… racism is not something you’re born with, it’s something you learn, and if 

you’re in a community which doesn’t, it doesn’t occur to them that should behave 

as racists, then you don’t learn it. You’ve got, it doesn’t come from um, from 

nowhere, it comes from stupidity and prejudice and is taught. And it’s, it’s… and 

it’s all cranked up by people like the EDL and UKIP who constantly give this 

impression - I mean, their latest fear is the Romanian Gypsies. ‘They’re coming’. 

Y’know it’s, it’s like, where are they? Where are these four million Romanian 

Gypsies? I think the population of Romania is three and a half million. Erm, and 

it’s, it’s just incredibly the way the Daily Mail, UKIP, EDL, BNP, all of them crank 

up this notion of, of… that some people are more entitled than others to be here, 

and I really don’t believe that, and I never had believed that, and I think that multi-

culturalism and multi-racialism has been one of the greatest benefits to this country 

that we can ever imagine. 
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Syd Shelton on photographing demonstrations 

 

If you’re going on a demonstration like that and you’re going to take photographs, 

that’s what you have to do. Because you’ve gotta, firstly you’ve gotta protect your 

cameras, coz they’re easily nicked or smashed, especially when you get thrown on 

the floor with horses charging and there’s bricks being thrown, and - you’ve just 

got to look after yourself and you have to think, when you’re taking photographs 

you have to think differently than when you’re going along to enjoy a gig. And - 

for example, I photographed the first Carnival but I didn’t get any photographs of 

Steel Pulse because I had to have a break, and I went to go and listen to Steel Pulse 

because I love ‘em, and I’d never seen ‘em before. And, so I went out into the 

crowd and just enjoyed Steel Pulse, and then started again. Which I regret, because 

I wish - I really wanted, when they came out with the Ku Klux Klan outfits on, the 

sight was just absolutely - it was awe-inspiring, it was absolutely fantastic and I 

just wish I’d got that shot, through the crowd, with these guys in their white 

hooded tops, I mean whole Ku Klux Klan outfits. It was just an unforgettable 

minute but I didn’t get it. Because you - because you - it is exhausting, and you do 

have to think differently. When you’re working as a photographer you’re looking 

for images, and you’re, you’re a bit like an urban fox or something. You’re looking 

everywhere, all the time. Because you don’t know, it might be happening over 

there. Not just looking for action, you’re looking for what’s gonna make a picture. 

I’ve got a picture which was consciously taken of these three young people who 

got the braid off one of the honour guard of the National Front’s Union Jack, which 

was all, you know, gold braid round it. They’d ripped it off, and they were 

displaying it as a trophy. And you get more set up images like that, as well as 

things like horses coming towards you or a smoke bomb being thrown and the 

police, or Darcus Howe speaking, or the National Front cowering in the corner or 

people marching down the street. But all the time - or a motorbike on fire - all the 

time you’re looking for images and it’s very, very - it’s hard work, you’re working. 

You’re not - you’re being a demonstrator, but mostly you’re not, when you’re 

taking photographs, because you’ve got to pretend neutrality otherwise you’re just 

gonna get arrested, coz the police are always gonna take out the photographers, coz 

they don’t want - especially if they do anything, er, untoward.  

 


