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Ted Parker on his early life 

My dad actually died when I was very young, when I was six, and he was about 

thirty-two, in 1950. But my mum was always full of his tales about how he went 

across with the invasion forces and y’know they came across concentration camps, 

and that kind of horror of, of of that stuff I think probably gave me er an attitude 

that’s lasted for life about opposition to racism. But it also sort of tied into a funny 

sort of patriotism, if that doesn’t sound too contradictory, because um er I kind of 

in my mind I identified opposing the Nazis with um er y’know with opposing 

racism in general. And so I joined the Air Force er and did the three-year 

apprenticeship, but at the end of that period um I became involved um in the 

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, which again sounds like a contradiction and 

indeed it was, because um I was actually being trained to service the V-bomber 

fleet, doing the electronics on the V-bombers that carried our nuclear weapons. 

And so when someone, after months of argument, persuaded me that Britain didn’t 

need the nuclear weapons, it brought me into conflict – me and him – into conflict 

with the Air Force, as a result of which we were both um court-martialed and 

sentenced initially to eight months in the military prison in Shepton Mallet in 

Somerset, and then an MP raised the question in Parliament and it was halved to 

four months, what was called detention. Um so that produced a sudden change in 

my life plans by the time I was nineteen. In fact, the date we’re speaking now was 

pretty much the date I was er coming up for court-martial. Er fifty years ago. And 

um so that left me at the age of nineteen, you know, coming out of the Air Force 

without much notion of what I was to do in life. Um the other chap I think was I 

think probably much more astute than me, and he’d already worked out at the 

beginning of this whole process that what was likely to happen to him, and 

incidentally it happened to me as well, and he decided he wanted to go to 

university. So um he found his way to London School of Economics, and in 

staying in touch with him I decided that the same route might be applicable to me, 

it never struck me before. But that led me to London School of Economics, where I 

ended up in 1966.  
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Ted Parker on going undercover to South Africa 

Um but what happened was having been involved in the LSE demo, sit-in, um er I 

was approached by this guy Ronnie Kasrils, who said um you’ve always been very 

vocal about opposition to racism, would you be prepared to go undercover to South 

Africa? And I said, um, instantly said yes. We both had suitcases them um had 

false bottoms in them, and there was a sort of pattern to the suitcase, such that if 

someone opened it up you hoped their eye would be confused by the criss-cross 

pattern and they wouldn’t get to the fact that there was a false bottom in it. In the 

false bottom there was loads and loads of leaflets which were, on reflection, quite 

insurrectionary. I hadn’t really worried about what they were, but that’s what they 

would have been. And there were these ANC flags made out of a kind of nylon, so 

they were lightweight, which this Ronnie Kasrils explained was green for the land, 

black for the people, gold for the wealth. Um and um timing devices, so that you 

could do drops of leaflets and the way we ended up doing it was getting, when we 

were there buying poles for the banners and then wrapping the leaflets round them 

and using the timing device to drop down. … Then um obviously we got through 

and then linked up again, and we decided to rent two rooms in a, just to find 

somewhere we could rent two rooms, which we then did. And um er then um, um 

again all the awareness of um everything to do with racism, buses which were 

whites-only/non-whites, seats in um in the parks, which were white/non-white, 

toilet blocks which always had four toilets, so: men, women, divided into black 

and white. Um and everything about it – restaurants, all the menial work done by 

um black people. Whites being treated like Gods. Um so that was the scenery, and 

um then our mission was to find somewhere to drop these leaflets, and – well, first 

of all, the post out on the envelopes that we’d already got in these, part of the 

consignment, I think two hundred leaflets go out to um sympathisers of the ANC. 

But then to find somewhere to drop these leaflets, we had the intention of dropping 

two lots but only one worked. … Um so what we did was assemble the kind of 

leaflet and banner package, um tie round it um er some string and then a thread, 

and the tread would get cut by this little timing device which has gone click-click-

click-click-click and then – it was made up of a parking meter timer, and then we 

attached to it a Schick razor blade which we bought. Um and this would cut it, and 

blah blah blah. Down they’d all come. The other place was to be um an apartment 

block, and the flat at the end, which was a bit secluded. Um what went wrong there 
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was that um, oh so this was all wrapped up in a brown paper bag, um brown paper, 

do you’d tear the paper at the last minute, stuff it in your pocket and walk away. 

But as I began, as I sort of settled down to do that, someone came out of the flat 

and said yes? And I just, I didn’t wanna speak because er that would betray that, 

you know, that I was English and I didn’t wanna do that. So I just went urgh! in a 

sort of funny way, and ambled off like some lunatic. But the um, and dumped it, 

just dumped it. Um but the one, what happened with the one that worked was that I 

went up to the top, did all this thing about unwrapping it, tying it, putting it over 

the edge, setting the timer, blah blah blah. … The whole picture throughout South 

Africa was that there were several drops, and um it had a big – he claims it had a 

big impact on the government, who thought they’d smashed the African National 

Congress, either by exile or imprisonment in Robben Island and suchlike places. 

So it was a real blow to them, and then this got repeated periodically and gradually 

escalated to the point where eventually you were talking about armed shipments 

and the guerrillas, and the ANC might y’know reasonably claim, therefore, to um 

have had a continuing presence, er us being keeping the flag flying when you 

couldn’t do anything. 

 


