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T h is  is a co n tro v ersia l book . It has to  be. I t  is ab o u t 
co n troversia l issues th a t still re so n a te  today. B eating the Fascists 
is an  ac co u n t from  one p o in t o f  view, a lb e it one  at th e  h e a rt o f 

th e  strugg le. H ow ever, th o u san d s  o f  o th e rs  also to o k  p a r t  in 
th a t s trugg le  an d  inev itab ly  som e will d isag ree  w ith  th e  views 
an d  co nc lusions expressed  here . We th in k  th e  h is to rica l value 

o f  th is n arra tiv e  ou tw eighs th e  risk  o f  re -o p en in g  sec ta rian  
d iffe rences, b u t we u n d e rs ta n d  th a t som e p eo p le  involved m ay 

feel th a t  th e ir  s to ry  has n o t b een  to ld .
We h o p e  th a t th is b o o k  will en co u rag e  o th e r  h is to ries , o pen  

the  d eb a te  an d  u ltim ate ly  s tren g th en  the  figh t ag a in st fascism .





"The fascists, backed up by Loyalist elements, were still rubbing their 
wounds after an abortive attempt to invade an Irish meeting at Conway 

Hall two nights before the march. Richard Edmonds o f the BNP led the 
attack, and the attackers included members o f the Fields' family from 

Islington and the mad bomber, Tony Lecomber But despite having nearly 

100 'fighting men', they were soundly beaten o ff." 
Searchlight magazine, December 1988

"We have to advertise our gigs by word o f mouth. If they get to hear 
about it they want to turn it into a blood bath . "

Ian Stuart, lead singer o f Far Right band Skrewdriver, London Evening 
Standard's ES magazine, April  7 989

"Remembering the outrageous unlawful violence used by the BNP 
members to attack an anti-apartheid meeting in Blackburn in March, it is 

obvious that the party has standards and policies that decent people are 
happy to condemn. But they prefer their condemnation to be confined 
within the scope o f law and order and the ballot box. A nd that is what 

these anti-fascist thugs must learn, or be tarred with the same brush. It is 
a mad policy that sets out to smash the opposition and ends up being

likened to it. "

Lancashire Evening Telegraph, 1992

. .  the total failure o f the authorities to take any measure against this group, 
or others involved in attacks on BNP members during the May election 

campaign, suggests that state security agencies which are supposed to act 
in defence o f democracy are not doing their jobs very efficiently "

BNP leader John Tyndall, Spearhead magazine, July 1994





"I started to become actively involved against the National Front in the middle of 
1974... we carried on a campaign 'till the end of the 70s. By then the National Front 
had splintered and broken off. I suppose the most significant part of that was the 
actual demonstration in Lewisham where they were literally smashed. They got a 
terrible pounding, literally a pounding on the streets. Their whole philosophy did 
seem to be working... it was the philosophy of one Adolf Hitler: controlling and 
ruling the streets.

"The National Front became very aggressive. It started off by the obvious thing, 
people selling newspapers in the streets. Not only Socialist Workers Party; they 
attacked people selling the Morning Star. They attacked people selling Militant... 
and we decided that we'd have to stop it.

"We formed a system where people would have a telephone and we used to be 
waiting and if there was a presence of NF either in Barking, Stratford, Upton Park, 
East Ham, between ten or twelve of us used to go over there and try to, if you like, 
remedy the situation.

"I'll be perfectly honest with you, I was very surprised when we started coming into 
physical contact, and I mean physical contact, with these people. I was very, very 
apprehensive at first. Most of 'em used to look very, very aggressive. Some of 'em 
used to wear military uniforms which don't mean nothing... none of 'em was ever 
in the military. To use an East End terminology, they weren't very good on the pavement 
and we started getting a bit more confident. These people were not supermen, you 
know what I mean? In our opinion they were putting forward poison. They were 
putting forward ideas about people's colour. Racist stuff that was poisonous and if 
people like that are allowed to do as they please, then they become acceptable.

"So we've gone then from a situation of complete defence to being in front by 
having a demonstration that went right through the middle of their heartland and 
wasn't attacked. We considered that we were in front and it was then that the idea 
[from the opposition] came across about having a big march by the National Front to 
counteract that balance.

"They were losing their momentum. They were smashed to pieces and 
unfortunately a lot of people in the Left side of politics thought it was a disposable 
item. That the issue had gone away. It might have gone away for them in particular 
but it certainly didn't go away for Asian families in Brick Lane or in Cannon Street 
Road, or even around here [Bow, East London].

"It's all very well saying that people have got a right to express their own opinions. 
Altab Ali, a young Asian worker, was coming down the bottom of Brick Lane. He was 
stabbed to death by two skinheads for no apparent reason. Just because he was 
Asian, and if you allow those people to sell that sort of muck, that is the end result."

Interview with anti-fascist veteran, Micky Fenn, 
for BBC2 documentary on AFA, May 1992
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IN T R O D U C T IO N

Beating the Fascists 15

Sensing a th reat to the pohtical status quo, som ething approaching hysteria touched 
sections of the press in the ru n -u p  to the local elections in M ay 2002. Scream ing 
front-page headlines, even denuncia tory  editorials in The Sun  new spaper, were not 
uncom m on as the B N P sought the endorsem en t o f neglected sections o f the 
population , particularly  w ithin the form er mill tow ns in the n o rth  west o f England. 
Even the Daily Express,* w ith a po rnog rapher as a p roprieto r, tem porarily 
suspended  its cam paign against refugees to concentrate  on dem onising the an ti
im m igrant B N P  instead.

A fterw ards, the B N P b reak through  was restric ted  to single figures, and  to just one 
tow n, Burnley. T h e  m edia sm ear cam paign (which included  widely broadcast 
allegations o f rape against a B N P ‘ch ie f’, w ho was in reality a fringe m em ber, while 
the conviction was m ore than  25 years old), was publicly lauded  a trium ph  by the 
architects.

B ack-slapping replaced hand-w ringing as the Far Right, and  the form er mill 
tow ns they had targeted , instantly  becam e yesterday’s news. A nd w ith the crisis 
deem ed to be over, the state o f com placen t invulnerability exhibited by the liberal 
establishm ent for the two previous decades re tu rned . W ithin  m onths one left o f 
centre colum nist was lauding the cam paign as “a near total victory for Searchlight 
and  the A N L ” (N ick C ohen , Observer, 13th O ctober 2002).

B ut just three m onths dow n the line he and  his liberal contem poraries were again 
filled w ith dread. Guardian co lum nist D avid A aronovitch no ted  tha t “ all over the 
place now  you find people discussing a possible vote for the BNP. Perhaps in the 
past it w ould have been  the Conservatives, b u t now  they discuss the B N P  and what 
it could do as they m ight discuss the p lo t o f a H ollyw ood m ovie. O h yes, politics is 
alive and  ex c itin g .T h a t’s the bad  new s” {Guardian, 29th  January  2003).

In the lndependent,Y3Lsmm  A libhai-B row n, while continu ing  to describe the B N P 
as “pitifu l”, nonetheless felt th a t B ritain  was now  “a m ore hate-filled place than  it 
was du ring  the days of Enoch Powell” (Independent, 27 th  January  2003). A year on, 
even w ith the cap ture  o f an additional 13 council seats by the BNP, anti-nazis were 
again congratu lating  each o ther for “having corralled the B N P  at the eastern  end  of 
the M 6 5 ” (Guardian, 10th iVIay 2003).

* A survey the following year (2003) revealed that in one 3 1-day period the Daily Express “ran 
22 front page leads about asylum-seekers, becoming fixated on the so-called ‘crisis’ with 
alarmist stories, many of which rested on statistics from unofficial sources that were no more 
than  guesstimates” (Guardian, 30th May 2005).



H owever, w hen yet m ore seats fell to the B N P in a n u m b er o f hotly  con tested  
council by-elections, even the H om e Secretary D avid B lunkett w arned  against 
liberal com placency: “In  this country  there is a tendency to dism iss these [Far 
Right] trends as continental politics, far rem oved from  the tolerance and  diversity 
w hich has characterised U K  society and always ensured the B N P has rem ained  a 
fringe party. B ut we should have no truck w ith com placency. L ast week a report 
show ed that the p roportion  o f people w ho regard them selves as racist has risen for 
the first tim e in 20 years to 31 per cen t” (Observer, 14th D ecem ber 2003).

Following the general election in 2005 this no te  o f caution  had  again been  cast 
aside, w ith com placency or its approxim ate again becom ing the o rder o f the day. 
W hen the B N P -  w ith 224 fewer candidates than the N F  -  surpassed  the total vote 
accrued  by the N F  in 1979, the lead headline in the anti-fascist m agazine 
Searchlight read “H opeless” .

W ith in  days o f E uropean  election results in 2009 one-tim e film actress and  
L abour M P  G lenda Jackson announced that the election o f N ick G riffin and form er 
N F  chair A ndrew  Brons to the E uropean Parliam ent was, con trary  to appearances, 
“ no t the break through  tha t G riffin craved and  m any o f us feared” . It was ra ther yet 
ano ther trium ph  for Searchlight “for w ithout their cam paign, the n ightm are o f  a 
dozen B N P victories could have becom e reality” {Independent 9 .06 .09).

T rue  to  form , w hen in the following year’s general election the B N P vote actually 
clim bed threefold, from  192,746 in 2005 to 563,743, outpacing bo th  the G reens 
and  the Scottish N ational Party  in the process, Weyman B ennett, joint secretary  of 
U n ite  A gainst Fascism  (U A F), nevertheless insisted the B N P re tu rn  was “pa ltry ”, 
and  tha t “the party  has gone backw ards” (BBC N ews, 7 th  M ay 2010).

T h is  book then  has a num ber o f purposes. It is on one level a straightforw ard 
histo ry  o f  m ilitant anti-fascism  from  the late 1970s up to  the presen t day. But 
w ithin tha t story there is the explanation for why the B N P is now  in a position  to 
profit from  the p a tte rn  discernible across m uch  o f m ainland E urope, w here, for a 
second tim e in u nder a hund red  years, reactionary forces are once again driving the 
political centre rem orselessly to the right.

Today, as was the case in the 1920s and  1930s, the nature  o f the th rea t from  the 
Far R ight is either totally m isunderstood or wilfully m isrepresented. F rom  the early 
1980s to the late 1990s political analysts in B ritain, w ith encouragem ent from  m any 
so-called anti-racist and anti-fascist experts, arrived at a fateful and fundam ental 
m iscalculation, w hich led them  to believe that the political potential o f the Far 
Right could be gauged m ost accurately by keeping an eye on the num bers o f actual 
card-carrying m em bers. T h is m isconstruction  reached its zenith  w ith H om e Office 
M inister M ike O ’B rien’s claim that tough new  m easures to  tackle racial violence 
w ould “send ou t an unequivocal message to racist groups such as C om bat 18”, 
thereby im plying that the tens o f thousands o f race attacks a year could reasonably
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be laid at the door o f a group that never reached m ore than  a h u n d red  m em bers. 
Reality was less reassuring.

For, as the experience o f bo th  A ustria and  Italy has dem onstra ted , the F ar R ight 
has risen, albeit to  be junior partners in governm ent. So the real po tency o f the 
fascist renaissance across E urope is far b e tte r judged by how easily its appearance 
on a national stage can first panic, and  then  stam pede, an  erstw hile political centre 
to  the right. It is also w orth  noting  tha t a fascist organisation  does no t have to  be 
large to do this. G one is the need  for a private arm y, as ‘streng th  on the stree t’ is no 
longer obligatory. U nlike its 1930s forbears, w hat characterises fascism  today is no t 
the ‘pu tsch ’ b u t w hat anti-fascists have referred to  as ‘the drift’.

A case in po in t is D enm ark. C ourtesy  o f the baleful influence o f a small u ltra-right 
party  w ielding just over 10% o f the national vote, D enm ark  has the harshest 
im m igration laws in E urope. W ith  absolu te conviction these la tter day fascists can 
declare: “we are satisfied -  for the tim e being” in  the know ledge that, w hen push 
nex t com es to  shove, o ther principles previously held  to be inviolate by the centre 
m ay be abandoned  as well.

In  B ritain the election o f just three B N P  councillors in 2002 was enough for the 
L ab o u r H om e S ecre tary  to  self-consciously  ap p ro p ria te  the to tem ic  te rm  
‘sw am ping’ in a vain a ttem p t to assuage popu lar d isenchan tm en t w ith governm ent 
policy. Five years later ano ther cab inet m inister, M argaret H odge, once no torious 
for flying the red  flag from  Islington Tow n H all, w ent further. In  an article in the 
Observer she called for “indigenous fam ilies” to  have priority  in housing. Tellingly, 
H odge drew  praise from  o ther C ab ine t colleagues -  as well as the B N P -  for daring 
to “raise a taboo issue" (Observer, 27 th  M ay 2007). Shortly  after being installed as 
Prim e M inister, G ordon  B row n appropriated  a fo rm er N F  slogan in calling for 
‘B ritish jobs for B ritish w orkers’, while a senior T ory spokesperson declared that 
“B N P  voters have som e very legitim ate views” . O n 5th O ctober 2007, a senior 
governm ent m inister, G eoff H oon , legitim ised the party  itself w hen he addressed  a 
m eeting in his constituency chaired and  organised by a B N P  councillor. Totally 
squaring  the circle, T revor Phillips, the fo rm er head  o f the C om m ission for Racial 
Equality, even urged m inisters to  positively discrim inate in favour o f “young 
w hites” . A failure to  do so w ould see B ritain “ end  up w ith the sam e kind o f conflict 
as we have seen in A ustria, Belgium  and  H olland  w here an ti-im m igran t parties get 
a big b o o st” {Daily M ail, 28 th  O ctober 2008).

Evidently, ‘ignore them  and  they will go away’, the estab lishm en t’s tru s ted  m an tra  
for the best p a rt o f 30 years, no longer seem s such sound  advice. W ith  the all- 
pervading com placency dispelled, it does seem  a good tim e to review the influence 
on events o f fascism ’s d irect opponents. It is necessary to  take on board  why the 
B N P  break th rough  did no t happen  earlier, n o t only for reasons o f historical 
accuracy b u t in o rder to rem edy w hat has gone wrong.
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In  M arch 1994, seemingly totally ou t o f the blue, the largest British fascist party, 
the B N P, took everyone by surprise w hen it called a press conference to  announce 
its abandonm en t o f the ‘politics o f the p u nch -up ’. T he  Left did no t know w hat to 
m ake o f it. B ut alm ost from  that m om ent, their rise to national prom inence has by 
their own standards been m eteoric. It is a clim b crystallised by the n ine votes a 
B N P  candidate took in B urnley in 1993 at the height o f the conflict w ith m ilitant 
anti-fascism , and a near 10,000 differential there less than  a decade later. All in the 
teeth , it should  be stressed, o f concerted  efforts from  the m ajor political parties, 
m any o f the ‘red tops’ and  o f course, legal anti-fascism.

N onetheless w hen com pared to ou r E uropean  neighbours -  F rance , H olland , 
A ustria, N orway, D enm ark, Sweden, G erm any and Sw itzerland -  pund its  continue 
to insist B ritain rem ains a veritable paradigm  o f tolerance. B ut if, as the H om e 
Secretary  seem s to believe, ‘tolerance and diversity’ were always w hat had 
previously forced the Far Right to the fringes, then  why, at a tim e w hen the U K  has 
never been m ore self-conscious in p rom oting diversity, does the B N P  tax 
governm ent strategists at all? N o doub t m any o f them  w ould have subscribed to  the 
view that the British had  largely been inoculated against the Far R ight by cross
party  sym pathy for the continual pressure from  an anti-racist lobby th a t sought to 
fo reground race at every opportunity . It is alm ost inevitable, therefore, th a t they 
visibly struggled to explain this apparen t ou tbreak o f extrem ism  at a po in t w hen, as 
far as they could see, the econom y rem ained healthy. B ut it is precisely because the 
B N P  success seem s inexplicable, th a t it becom es unexp lainab le  and  thus 
untreatable. T h e  politically m otivated a ttem pt to prosecute B N P  leader N ick 
G riffin, no t once b u t twice, illustrates the lack o f establishm ent understand ing  o f 
the challenge posed.

It is, perhaps, fortu itous tha t there is a straightforw ard explanation, though  
adm ittedly  no t one tha t m any w ho m ight otherwise genuinely express an antipathy 
to  fascism  will probably find palatable. For, as we explain in the book, B ritish 
nationalism  was sidelined for alm ost a quarte r o f a century  no t by to lerance and  
diversity, b u t by the insurrectionary  strategy pursued  by fascist g roups and the 
cold-eyed counter-m easures adopted  by their direct opponents. Basically, from  the 
1970s onw ards, while race awareness took the plaudits, it was a strikingly illiberal 
m ilitant anti-fascism  that did all the heavy lifting. O r pu tting  it ano ther way, the 
essentially  conservative a rg u m en t, th a t c ro ss-party  su p p o r t for all th ings 
m ulticultural supplied so unbreachable a dam  of tolerance that it all bu t drove 
fascism out o f business, is clearly phoney.

T hough  form ed in 1982, the B N P up until the m id-1990s was steadfast and loyal 
to  the Oswald M osley strategy com m only known as ‘m arch and  grow ’. D istilled, it 
was in essence the sam e im patient, and even insurrectionary, argum ent for a 
popular political uprising against the political elite, ‘the O ld G ang ’.
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Indicative o f the im patience o f m any right-w ing activists during  this period was 
their fondness for arm y surplus trappings, a param ilitary  trend  th a t was, we can 
assum e, no t wholly d ictated  by fashion. “A state o f w ar” was exactly how B N P 
leader John Tyndall described the relationship w ith his d irect opponents in 1991 
{Sunday Express, 7 th  July 1991).

N evertheless, right up  until January  1993, the B N P  sought to  a ttrac t recruits 
precisely on the basis th a t “it m ust first win pow er on the streets if it is to  achieve 
pow er at the ballot box.” It m ain tained  the “advantage o f greater m anpow er” w ould 
have “ a positive effect on the m orale” o f the passive su p p o rt o f the m ovem ent. 
Large num bers o f “disciplined cam paigners on the stree ts” in  add ition  to  providing 
hope w ould encourage a “tru s t” th a t w ould be “reflected” in  votes for “the Party” 
at elections (B N P recru itm en t leaflet).

Perhaps. B ut if this analysis was ever true  then  the obverse m ust carry  equal 
weight; hum iliation on the streets w ould have a d isproportionately  negative effect 
on the m orale o f activists and  supporters , and  this too w ould be reflected in support 
for party  policies at elections.

In 1992 while straining all sinews to  ‘win pow er on the stree ts’ the B N P took a 
pitiful 7 ,000 votes in the general election. B attered  and  bew ildered, the B N P  began 
describing its m ih tan t opponents as ‘te rro rists’ and  even ‘s to rm -troopers’.

In  M arch 1994 the B N P leadership blinked w hen it confessed to bo th  its own 
supporters and the general public tha t the insurrectionary  approach  had  failed. 
T h e ir  inability to ‘out-v io lence’ m ilitant anti-fascism  had  in essence caused the 
m ore d irect rou te  to  pow er and influence favoured by fascists since the 1930s to  be 
cast aside in favour of a m ore circuitous pathw ay to  their objectives. A nd w ith the 
adoption o f this ‘b e tte r way’ the previous strategy was p u t in to  com plete reverse. 
N ow, rather than  seek confrontation , it was to be avoided at all costs.

T h e  first o f w hat w ould be a n u m b er o f dow n paym ents cam e in the council 
elections in  2002 w hen, along w ith  the three council seats w on in Burnley, the B N P 
cam e w ithin one place of being elected in seven o ther w ards, and  overall the party  
collected votes from  28%  o f the electorate there. In  O ldham , four ou t o f five o f the 
B N P candidates cam e second and the party  took 27.3%  in the seats con tested . In  
one w ard it cam e w ithin 90 votes o f overturning a huge L ib -D em  majority. In  Stoke 
a B N P  candidate cam e w ithin 70 votes o f being elected. In  ano ther six w ards the 
B N P secured  the vote of one in five voting. L ater th a t year the sam e candidate  took
8.000 votes in the m ayoral election there. N o t long after, the  party  took council 
seats in  B lackburn  and  Halifax. In  M ay 2003 it added  a fu rth er 11 council seats, as 
well as taking 14% across 25 w ards in Sunderland . In  June 2004 the B N P  took  over
800.000  votes in the E uropean  elections. M ore im portantly , steady pressure from  
the B N P  inched the m ainstream  fu rther to  the right. “H aving receded  as a decisive 
electoral issue for the best p a rt o f a q u arte r o f a century, ‘im m igration  is back’. In
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a Populus T racker poll in The Times last week im m igration and  asylum em erged as 
the fou rth  m ost likely issue to influence votes. A t the sam e stage in the elections o f 
2001 and  1997 it d id  no t rank at all” (G aryY ounge, Guardian, 25th  A pril 2005).

O ther supporting  data, plus a series o f high profile by-election victories by the 
B N P  since 2002, seemingly convinced Tory Party  strategists tha t their rou te  to 
pow er lay in  m aking im m igration-related subjects their prim ary  policy, o r as som e 
com plained, their only policy in the 2005 general election. W ith  U K IP  and  Veritas 
also thum ping  the sam e tub , the effect was to  steal votes from  the B N P  at the cost 
o f legitim ising them . By 2006 the B N P had  doubled its intake o f councillors to 55. 
N ow, instead o f gauging B N P potential in term s o f card-carry ing m em bers, it is 
being calculated by focusing solely on the actual num ber o f B N P  councillors. All in 
all, unless som e evidence is p roduced  tha t the B N P has peaked, th en  B ritain  can  no 
longer credibly claim to be im m une to the ‘E uropean  disease’.

U nsurprisingly for liberal dem ocracy the lessons are disturbing. F or the best p art 
o f tw enty years it has tu rned  its face from  the problem  and  now, th rough  force o f 
circum stances, w hen it can identify the problem  it finds it lacks a rem edy. By and 
large it has responded  to  the situation w ith a pout.

U p  until the B N P clam bered on to  the national stage, the liberal consensus was 
th a t rigorous anti-racism , and  in particu lar the British take on m ulticulturalism , 
was the faultless foil, w ith aggressive anti-racist legislation acclaim ed in som e 
quarters as the epitom e o f anti-fascism .

D ecades o f this type o f wishful th inking, culm inating  in 1999 w ith the 
estab lishm ent’s public em brace of the notion  of ‘institu tional racism ’, convinced 
m any that a co rner had  been tu rn ed  in race relations. Such was the sense of 
euphoria tha t from  w ithin the heart o f the M acpherson  inquiry there was w ild talk 
o f finding ways to outlaw  ‘racist thinking’.

To a large degree this reckless self-assuredness was based on the u tte r  folly o f 
believing that, in a E urope driven by the agenda of the nationalist right, B ritain  was, 
and w ould rem ain , im m une. In  addition , and paradoxically, B ritish politicians of 
L eft and  Right had  som ehow  come to regard m ulticulturalism  as a un iquely  B ritish 
panacea, “a small reason for national p ride” as one colum nist p u t it. “B ritain  is 
be tter than  m ost E U  countries. T hey  vote neo-fascist. We d o n ’t.” Even the acting 
head o f the C R E  (C om m ission for Racial Equality), w ho one m ight have 
im agined had  a duty  to  be less self-congratulatory, announced  just four m onths 
after the B N P signalled a breakthrough th a t w hen looking “ at N o rth  A m erica and  
all parts o f E urope, the U K  is way ahead of any society” ^Evening Standard, 19 th  
Septem ber 2002).

Such bellicosity is especially m ysterious as, th roughout the 1990s, repeated  
surveys had exposed the chauvinism  behind the boasting. F or instance, in 1997 a 
E uropean  survey described B ritain as being responsible for rearing the m ost “ racist
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y o u th ” (alm ost 30%  disagreed tha t all races were equal) o f any coun try  {Guardian, 
6 th  February  1997).

T ogether w ith a deep loathing for all things liberal, com plem entary  data showed 
a B ritain w ith race attacks on a par w ith G erm any, w here neo-nazi skinheads were 
n um bered  in tens o f thousands. A year earlier an IC M  poll for the Daily Express 
found  tha t the “creation o f a party  supporting  repatria tion  and  a ‘whites first’ policy 
w ould be on course to  becom ing B rita in’s top  political force ahead o f the L iberals” 
{Daily Express, 8 th  A ugust 1996).

B ut w ithout this antipathy  taking tangible political form , few apart from  the 
m ilitants took m uch  heed. R ight up  un til B N P  leader N ick G riffm  grabbed the 
highest vote ever recorded  for a F ar R ight candidate  in June 2001, the political 
invisibility o f fascism  seem ed to  justify liberal self-righteousness and  m iddle-of-the- 
road indifference. A certain  responsibility for such sm ugness lies w ith the scholars, 
described in Anti-Fascism in Britain  by au tho r N igel C opsey as “disinterested 
h isto rians” . D isin terested  n o t in h istory  as such b u t in the extent to  w hich an ti
fascism shaped it. N o tw ithstanding  the huge num bers w ho, over the generations, 
have rallied to  the banner o f anti-fascism  (far m ore, incidentally, than  either fascism 
o r com m unism ), it is indeed striking th a t C opsey’s own research, w hich traces an ti
fascism from  the early 1920s to  the late 1990s, is the first and  only book ever 
published w here anti-fascism  as a m ass m ovem ent is stud ied  for its own sake. In  the 
m any hundreds o f books devoted to  either fascism  or com m unism , anti-fascism  
w here it in truded  at all invariably appeared  as a footnote. W hat o ther historical 
lite ra tu re  on  an ti-fa sc ism  th ere  is, is re s tr ic ted  to  several local stud ies, 
autobiographical accounts w ritten  by form er anti-fascist activists and  specific 
chapters in books w here the radicals on the Left or R ight rem ain  the m ain issue 
u nder consideration. In  o ther w ords, it is an area tha t is fatefully under-researched, 
a scholarly lapse tha t has caused opinion form ers to  conclude tha t anti-fascism  can 
have been of little historic im portance.

So over the years prejudice has continued to grow. Som e historians, like Lewis and 
Thurlow , w hen they deign to  address the issue, only grudgingly allow anti-fascism  any 
influence in the marginalising of British fascism at all. O thers, such as Roger Griffin, 
go further in divesting anti-fascism  o f any im pact whatsoever, insisting: “w hat 
marginalises fascism, then, is the irreducible pluralism  o f m odern  society, and  no t the 
strength of liberalism as such, let alone the concerted opposition of anti-fascists.”

Safe to say tha t it was widely felt the trium ph  o f liberal values had also inoculated 
the less educated lower orders against any possibility o f nationalist o r racist infection.

“T h ere  has som etim es been  an assum ption, albeit explicit in som e cases, tha t the 
indigenous population  has been , o r is, characterised  by the extent to w hich it has 
im bued  ‘liberal’ values. So from  this perspective the prim ary  reason for fascism ’s
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failure to take roo t has been/is the pervasive tolerance and forbearance o f the 
B ritish population . T his approach although com forting is clearly inadequate  and  
o ther factors have undoubted ly  had a m ore significant effect... it w ould be a 
m istake to  accept uncritically the no tion  o f British exceptionahsm ” (D r M ark  
H ayes, Soundings, issue 14, spring 2000).

P rom inen t am ong those “ others factors” are the activities o f fascism ’s d irect 
opponents. So as well as assessing the im pact o f the physical force trad ition  on the 
grow th o f B ritish fascism , Copsey also foregrounds the “overarching divide betw een 
‘radical anti-fascism ’ -  w ith its em phasis on physical confron tation  -  and  ‘legal’ 
form s o f anti-fascism , a tactical division betw een, b u t also w ithin, those forces 
actively engaged in opposing British fascism ” . G enuinely w elcom e though  the 
C opsey study  m ust be, there is also a need for a certain  caution , for while in  relative 
term s he allows ‘radical anti-fascism ’ a fair crack o f the w hip, his objectivity is 
seriously com prom ised by a conclusion tha t loftily dismisses the radical anti-fascist 
analysis from  1995 onwards. By so doing, he lays him self open to the charge o f  an 
ipso facto  rationalisation. In  addition , while assum ing to  speak as an au thority  on the 
overall efficacy o f physical force anti-fascism  th roughou t the 1980s and  1990s, he 
never once consulted  the activists themselves. A lthough it is true  L ondon  A nti- 
Fascist A ction (AFA) is given som e recognition, he fails to  take into consideration  
extensive AFA activity stretching from  O xford to  E dinburgh  w here the im pact on 
the F ar R ight (due to  the sm aller num bers involved) could som etim es be seen w ith 
greater clarity. Overall, however, C opsey’s greatest e rro r is his absolute rejection o f 
the m ilitant prognosis w hich, a full seven years prior to  the election o f councillors 
in Burnley, forecast the b reakthrough as inevitable -  and  began to  plan  accordingly.

In  the final paragraph this loss o f objectivity steers C opsey tow ard w hat m ust now 
seem  an em barrassingly upbeat conclusion: “As the 1990s draw s to a close, barring  
an im probable reversal in fortunes at the E uropean  elections, the B N P ’s b id  for 
electoral credibility looks alm ost certain  to have ended in com prehensive failure.” 
W ith literally his last w ord he goes even further, questioning w hether “the pub lic’s 
ever w ider acceptance o f m ulticulturalism ” m ight in tim e “m arginalise fascism  to 
the po in t that the need for anti-fascist activity will eventually d isappear altogether?”

As a historian, it is C opsey’s m isfortune tha t his book was published p rio r to  the 
1999 E uropean  elections he refers to, because by taking over 100,000 votes in  a 
20%  tu rn o u t it represented for the B N P a b reakthrough o f sorts. T hough  
representative o f a voter base o f less than  half a m illion nationally, it was 
nonetheless a near fifteen-fold increase on their vote in the general election in 1992, 
w hich ought really to have caused C opsey pause for thought.

B ut if the ill tim ing of the publication is p u t to one side, w hat the sum m ary says 
about Copsey him self is also revealing. For while m ost definitely a very ‘in terested
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h isto rian ’, his wildly optim istic final chap te r m erely reflects the sam e tru st in the 
self-correcting ability o f the political system  that obviously serves to  sustain the 
indifference o f his contem poraries. T h is is n o t to try  and  argue th a t physical force 
anti-fascism  has no lim itations. V iolence o f the first resort can never be anything bu t 
an artificial and  tem porary  rem edy, b u t there are reasons o ther than  m ere activity 
tha t serve to m ake its validation provocative and  com pelling.

As early as 1995 AFA began to  publicly w arn th a t electoral penetra tion  by the Far 
R ight was som ething tha t could be expected and ought really to be prepared for. 
N eedless to  say, it was an analysis th a t was widely disparaged, and yet the m ilitants 
had  com e to realise tha t the extrem e lengths they were forced to  go to  in order to 
p revent the b reak through  happening earlier had  exposed som e startling  and  as yet 
unspoken tru th s w hich are applicable bo th  to  B ritain and  to m ainland Europe. 
T hese  are:

1) M ulticultural argum ents tha t place race and  identity  over class are being 
appropriated  by euro-nationalism  to devastating effect b o th  here and  in 
Europe.

2) Legal anti-fascism  is im po ten t in dealing w ith the new  Right.

3) If  the absence o f any Far Right electoral presence betw een 1977-2002 m ade 
Britain appear un ique in E urope, it was chiefly because the application of 
m ilitant anti-fascism  was for m uch  of the period  also unique in Europe.

I f  only half true, as unsettling  as things m ight appear at presen t, we may actually be 
in  a lot m ore trouble  than  we th ink we are, w hich is why in w riting this book we set 
o u t to m ake the case for m ilitan t anti-fascism  w ithout apology. Indeed  w hen doing 
the research our original argum ent was tha t the preparedness o f anti-fascists to  use 
violence was no t only historically legitim ate b u t was largely unrecognised as one 
vital com ponent in the dem ocratic arm oury. B ut given the o ther factors usually 
cited, the m edia, m ainstream  political opposition  and  m ass dem onstrations have 
proved to  be im po ten t against a la tter day BNP, so it can be argued tha t physical 
force played the m ore decisive role.

O f course we are happy to  acknow ledge th a t the im pact m ade by anti-fascism , 
even ou trigh t victory, is often objectively hard  to  quantify, largely because it is 
a ttem pting  to prove a negative. D am ning  anti-fascism  w ith faint praise has all too 
often been  the result.

I t is therefore fo rtu itous tha t, in the period  we study, such a dodge is hardly 
possible, as it is only after the m ilitan t foot is rem oved from  the fascist neck th a t the 
la tter bloom s politically. T h a t is to  say, the au thority  previously exerted  by m ilitant 
anti-fascism  on events becom es tha t m uch  clearer by w hat happens after it is no 
longer the forem ost influence. Perhaps the key to  fully unders tand ing  how we have
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arrived at w here we are is to  see the conflict betw een fascism and anti-fascism  from 
the 1970s to  the present day no t as a series o f victories and  defeats, b u t as a 
con tinuum . So instead of representing  one era m arked by victories or defeats, the 
decades actually bleed into one another.

F rom  this perspective the Far Right renaissance can be traced back n o t to  2001 
b u t to  1981 w hen, w ith the electoral th reat from the N F  fended off, the victorious 
A N L  was uncerem oniously dum ped  by the L abour Party  w ithout any trace of 
g ratitude or sentim entality. T h e  response o f the SW P/A N L  leadership was panic. 
O vernight the strategy o f open confrontation  that had  served anti-fascism  so well 
previously was d itched. T hereafter w hen either the N F  or the even m ore violent 
B ritish M ovem ent announced  a dem onstration , the A N L  coun tered  by holding a 
parallel p ro test bu t alm ost always in a geographically d istan t p a r t o f tow n -  and, 
w here the p ro test was m obile, invariably in the opposite direction.

Invigorated  and  em boldened , a vengeful R ight freed from  all electoral restra in t 
stepped  up  the pressure. R ace attacks spiralled. To som e it had  all the  hallm arks o f 
the W eim ar R epublic w rit small. F o r at this stage capitu lation  on the streets w ould 
w ithou t d o u b t have g ran ted  the F ar Right the ‘free ru n ’ den ied  them  only a couple 
o f years earlier. T h a t it never happened  in this way is dow n to the m ilitan t an ti
fascists in the shape o f A nti-Fascist A ction (AFA) w ho picked up  the baton  
d ropped  by the A nti-N azi League in 1982. F rom  1985 to 1997 AFA fought the 
en tire  F a r R ight including the N F , B lood & H onour, C om bat 18, and  d ie  B N P  to 
a b loody standstill.

N o t too surprisingly, outside o f the m em bership, AFA ’s hard-nosed  m ethods won 
it respect, b u t few friends. U niquely the organisation was routinely condem ned  by 
b o th  Left and  R ight as excessively violent. In  1993 a World in Action ‘expose’ 
denounced  the organisation as “param ilitary”, while B N P leader John  Tyndall 
condem ned  M I5 “ ineffectiveness” against w hat he described as “a crim inal 
conspiracy” . M ore extraordinarily  a Times editorial called for “pre-em ptive ac tion” 
against m ilitan t anti-fascists “ even if this m eans restricting rights o f free assem bly” 
{The Times, 18th O ctober 1993). W hen asked by a World In Action journalist if AFA 
condoned  the use o f violence, “N o .. .” cam e the laconic reply from  the m ilitant 
representative, " .. .  we d o n ’t condone violence we -  promote it.”

It goes w ithout saying that even the m ost just o f causes are never entirely 
innocent. B ut w ith characteristic single-m indedness the m ilitants ignored bo th  the 
brickbats and  bouquets and p loughed on.

O n 17th M arch 1994 the BNP, by now  the largest Far R ight party, controversially 
b u t decisively, tu rned  its back on all form s of param ilitary activity and fully 
em braced electoral w ork as the way forward instead.

Today the B N P is ‘sexy’. In term s o f latent electoral support the Far R ight is back 
to  at least the level o f popularity  the N ational F ro n t enjoyed w hen it briefly
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th rea tened  to  becom e the th ird  biggest political party  ahead o f the Liberals in the 
m id 1970s. A nd while it m ight be true  th a t the vestiges o f ‘Pow ellite’-style racism , 
sym bolised by the call for forced repatria tion , appear to  have abated , for the tim e 
being at least, the essential fairness previously identified w ith the anti-racist cause 
has suffered from  slippage too. W ith large sections o f the population  unconvinced 
by the logic o f ‘equal o ppo rtun ities’ and  flum m oxed by argum ents fashionable in 
liberal circles th a t condem ned  any form  o f assim ilation or in tegration  as ‘racist’, 
racism  was always going to  reappear in one electoral form  or ano ther, once offered 
a credible opportun ity  to  do so.

By the early 1990s som e in the B N P  leadership began to unders tand  that, to 
appear credible to  the electorate, the battle  for the streets w ould have to be 
transform ed into a battle for hearts and m inds. A nd yet they hesitated  to  broach the 
subject openly for the sim ple reason tha t here was a political strategy reversal so 
com plete it could only com e abou t w here the B N P  tacitly adm itted , to  itself first o f 
all, that the physical struggle had  becom e counter-productive; a lost cause.

B ut if lost cause it was deem ed to  be , this was in  no sm all m easure a result o f the 
pressure p u t on  the B N P  by AFA. T h is  in tu rn  raises an in teresting  question: in 
forcing the F a r R ight to abandon  violence, did the m ilitan ts also force the F ar 
R ight to  find ‘a b e tte r  w ay’? Well, yes and  no. As ev idenced by developm ents, the 
B N P is now  tapp ing  in to  the ‘reservoir o f reac tio n ’ m ilitants long argued existed, 
a theo ry  substantially  su ppo rted  by the ability o f the B N P  to take on  all com ers, 
even in by-elections and w ith a m em bersh ip  (by no  m eans all o f them  active) 
to talling  just 3 ,487 in  2 0 0 2 .To be able to com pete  and  win against the m ainstream  
parties up  and  dow n the coun try  despite such  a handicap  indicates the level o f 
su p p o rt for F ar R ight solutions being generated  is way beyond the capacity o f 
party  activists alone.

W ith the benefit o f hindsight, there are probably very few w ho w ould now  argue 
tha t such a pool o f suppo rt does no t exist. A  view endorsed  by D agenham  M P  Jon 
C ruddas w ho after the B N P vote w ent up by a fu rther 20%  in the local elections in 
2007 said: “We have to  accept th a t som ething palpable is happen ing  here. T h e  B N P 
is tapp ing  into people’s la ten t fears and  d isillusionm ent w ith the m ainstream  
parties. T h e  fact tha t the B N P achieved these levels o f suppo rt despite the fact that 
the vast m ajority  were paper candidates who did n o t p u t ou t a single leaflet or 
knock on a single doo r is particularly  w orrying.”

B ut as we try  to  dem onstra te  th roughou t the book, to  fully un d ers tan d  each stage 
o f developm ent it needs to  be fully taken on board  th a t the B N P  d id  no t actually 
create such a reservoir. All the evidence points to this la ten t suppo rt pre-existing 
the B N P reversal o f strategy in 1994.

To a large extent the existence o f such a reservoir was long accepted  by bo th  sides. 
Very likely it was only on this m atte r tha t there w ould be any genuine m eeting o f

Beating the Fascists 25



m inds. As such, it goes som e distance to explaining the m otivation and  level o f 
com m itm en t displayed by the individuals recru ited  to one side o r the other. 
C on tra ry  to  the im age of serial braw lers, this was always politics by o ther m eans. 
O r, as one AFA architect p u t it w ith it a straight face; “I never had  any problem  w ith 
the use o f political violence, it was the fighting  I d id n ’t like.” In  o ther w ords, it was 
the political objective, no t the m ethodology tha t excited.

A t bo ttom  w hat the m ilitants achieved by taldng up cudgels against the likes o f the 
N F , BNP, C l 8 and B lood & H onour was to buy tim e for everyone else, by denying 
the Right the opportun ity  to properly tap into this reservoir five, ten , o r even tw enty 
years earlier. T h a t they fought alone and their warnings were ignored is p a rt and 
parcel o f the m ilitant’s story and another reason for writing this book. It is a first 
hand  account o f w hat was largely a clandestine, alm ost sub terranean, conflict that 
began as a holding operation tha t lasted for m ore than  15 years. H ad  the action been 
concentrated  into a m ore lim ited tim e span (as was the case w ith the 43 G roup  or 
the A N L  M ark 1) the battle for the streets could hardly have been ignored.

R em arkably too, unlike the 43 G roup  or the A nti-N azi League w ho enjoyed tacit 
su p p o rt from  the Jewish com m unity  and T rade U nion  m ovem ent, AFA often had  
no th ing  m ore to anchor it than  the sense of political responsibility draw n from  its 
own analysis.

T h is  sense o f isolation could never have been m ore keenly felt than  w hen three o f 
their n u m b er were sentenced to a total o f 11 years im prisonm ent in 1990, and  the 
m ilitan t appeals to  the Socialist, L abour and T rade U nion  m ovem ents o f  the tim e 
raised less than  £ 1 0  for those jailed, their families and  dependants. Yet the m ilitants 
fought on, for and w ith each o ther, for the next five years, because they believed in 
the correctness o f the cause, because they did no t w ant to let anyone dow n, because 
they were aware o f the price o f failure and, if all else failed, ou t o f sheer personal 
contrariness. I f  the level o f resolve m ight seem  scarcely believable today, it m ust be 
rem em bered  th a t Britain in the 1970s, 80s and early 90s was a very different place. 
It was an era o f industrial decline, flying pickets, insurrection  in Ireland, the C old 
W ar, state sanctioned killings, corrup tion  am ongst the police, conspiracies by the 
security  services against the elected governm ent, along w ith m em bers o f  the 
establishm ent, retired generals and industrialists, allegedly considering try ing to 
seize pow er in a coup. It was against diis high-stakes backdrop tha t the fight for 
dom inion o f the streets was fought out.

W hat we try to do in this book is to convey the political thinking o f som e o f the 
m ain anti-fascist players who, as late as 1996, cu rren t B N P  leader N ick G riffin 
believed m ight need to  be ‘taken o u t’ if new  nationalism  was to  prosper. T he  
qualities he feared were a preparedness to ba tde  against the odds, an impressive 
stam ina, un ique vision, an  ability to th ink the unth inkable and , on m ore than  one 
occasion, to  do the unthinkable.
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In  the telling o f their story, although their nam es have had  to be abridged or 
altered (one pseudonym  is used  th roughou t) for all the obvious reasons, the voices 
o f the activists em erge unalterably  authentic. By any standards it is an astonishing 
tale tha t is, w ithout doub t, o f legitim ate historical interest. B ut it is also m ore than 
that. In tru th , w hen looking at the confused im potence o f anti-fascism  across m uch 
o f E urope, their story has a w ider function , as it clearly has as m uch  to say about 
the fu ture as it has the past and , un til the past is fully unders tood , the fu ture will 
continue to  be uncertain .
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A lthough AFA was form ed in the sum m er o f 1985, the roots o f the organisation can 
be traced back to the anti-fascist squads of the late 1970s. T h e  squads were in effect 
the all im portan t physical force arm  o f the A nti-N azi L eague (A N L ), launched  in 
1977 to  coun ter the grow ing th rea t from  the N ational F ro n t (N F).

T h e  N F, itself form ed ten  years previously, had  m anaged to bring  together a 
nu m b er o f sm all N ational Socialist g roups alongside extrem e right-w ing Tories. T he  
central p lank o f the party , w hich it m ade no a ttem p t ever to  deny, was openly racist: 
the repatria tion  of all Black and A sian im m igrants from  B ritain. In the m ain , these 
were people who had  been recru ited  to overcom e the labour shortage after the 
Second W orld War.

W hile previous attem pts at post-w ar organisation by the fascists had  been  
decisively sm ashed by the 43 G roup  and  subsequently  the 62 G roup , the N F  
proved to be a m ore robust opponen t. A nd by linking up  w ith, and  recru iting  from, 
existing com m unity-based  anti-im m igration  groups, as well as exploiting the 
electoral experience o f disillusioned ex-Tories, the N F  began to acquire public 
support. O n  the streets, too, the fascists m ade their presence felt and  gained 
publicity th rough  m arches and  m eetings. As the post-w ar econom ic boom  bust, the 
N F  broke into the political m ainstream , appealing to  the m iddle classes w ith a 
traditional ‘law and  o rder’ m essage on the one hand , and the w orking classes on the 
o ther by casting the b lam e for grow ing levels o f unem ploym ent onto  im m igrant 
com m unities.

A nd while the Left sought to  dep ict fascism  as an entirely ‘petit bourgeois’ 
m ovem ent, m ade up o f and  su ppo rted  by the lower m iddle classes, the reality is the 
N F  had  inroads into the w hite w orking class, and in m any areas had  m ore suppo rt 
in these com m unities th an  the self-styled ‘revolutionary  L eft’ could  ever d ream  of. 
F or instance, in 1974 the N F  T rade  U nionists A ssociation was launched  and 
im m ediately becam e active in  a nu m b er o f industrial disputes. N eedless to say, the 
grow ing evidence o f suppo rt for the fascists am ongst the w hite w orking class caused 
concern  for L abour, w ho were w orried about losing votes to  the N F , w hich in  tu rn  
led to  increased opposition  from  Left g roups and  the T rade  U nion  m ovem ent. T h en  
in 1976 w hen the N ational Party, a split-off from  the N F , secured two council seats 
in  B lackburn, the scene was set for m ilitant anti-fascism  to m ake its en trance.

T h e  Socialist W orkers Party  (SW P) in particu lar played a key role in the 
developm ent o f counter-gangs equipped  to confron t the burgeoning N F. A long



w ith the N F  they too began to a ttract trade union m ilitants disillusioned by the 
L abour governm ent, and th rough  o ther fronts like the Right to W ork C am paign 
and , later, Rock A gainst Racism  also attracted  young working class people w ith an 
instinctive hostility to  fascism. T h is com bination  no t only form ed the backbone o f 
a reorganised anti-fascist m ovem ent, bu t also m eant from  then  on the fascists could 
expect to be challenged at work and on the streets. As the N F  was to find ou t, the 
honeym oon period it had  enjoyed up to about 1974 was definitely over.
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L E W IS H A M , 1977
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F or m any the tu rn ing  po in t cam e in 1977, w hen the N F  sought perm ission to 
m arch th rough  Lew isham  in sou th  L ondon  w ith the idea o f provoking a response 
from  the large West Ind ian  com m unity  settled there. T h is was to  a background  o f 
an escalating conflict locally betw een sections o f tha t com m unity  and  the pohce.

“In  the early hours one m orn ing , a large nu m b er o f police, in a full-scale p lanned  
operation , descended upon  a num ber o f hom es and  arrested  eighteen black youths. 
T hey  were all charged u n d er the no to rious conspiracy laws, conspiring to  com m it 
crim es unknow n w ith persons unknow n. T h e  code nam e for the police operation  
was P .N .H .20 , w hich was repu ted  to stand  for Police N igger H u n t 20. Friends and 
associates o f the accused im m ediately set up a defence cam paign to  assist them  and 
publicise the case. A m ongst o ther activities they started  holding public m eetings in 
Lew isham  H igh Street. Very soon m em bers and  supporters o f the N ational F ro n t 
were subjecting these m eetings to  organised attacks.

“ ... A num ber o f organised retaliatory raids were carried  ou t upon  the F ro n t 
m em bers involved, and large-scale stew arding operations were organised to pro tect 
D efence C am paign m eetings and  dem onstrations. In  an effort to  coun ter this 
challenge to  their ability to contro l the streets, the F ro n t announced  their in ten tion  
o f holding a national m arch and dem onstra tion  in Lew isham  H igh Street.

“T h e  SW P im m ediately called a coun ter-dem onstra tion , calling upon  their 
m em bers to  occupy the F ro n t’s p roposed assem bly po in t a couple o f hours before 
they were due to assem ble there ... O n  the day som e five or six thousand  an ti
fascists tu rn ed  out, m aking it the  largest anti-fascist dem onstra tion  seen in this 
coun try  since the war. A series o f p itched  battles followed as the police tried  to  force 
a path  th rough  the anti-fascists... Eventually, after m anaging to  m arch  just a couple 
o f h u nd red  yards, the F ro n t were forced to abandon  their plans. T h e  coun te r
dem onstra tion  had  been  a com plete success” (Red Action, issue 35).

T h e  m edia ou tcry  after Lew isham , the first tim e th a t rio t shields had  been  used 
in E ngland, was deafening; the Sunday Times asserted  th a t “it was a frightening and 
tragic sight to see on a L ondon  street one group  o f extrem ists, backed by an 
artillery o f bo ttles, bricks, rocks, staves and tins, advance on their rivals w ith such 
vicious in ten tions” . M eanw hile the Daily Telegraph appeared  to back the fascists by 
suggesting there should be a ban  on “m arches by the Socialist W orkers Party, 
C om m unist Party  and  several sections of the L abou r m ovem ent. N o r can native- 
b o rn  E nglishm en properly be denied  the right to  m arch th rough  a p a rt o f their
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capital city m erely because it is settled by im m igrants.” F or the Daily M ail, it was 
the police who were innocent victims: “In  defending the right o f the repellent 
N ational F ro n t to m arch through the racially sensitive areas o f  Lew isham  and 
D eptford , they presen ted  ± em selves as the prim e target for the R ed storm  troopers 
o f the Left. B ut it w asn’t bags o f flour and placards and jeers they had to face this 
tim e. I t was blinding am m onia and caustic soda.”

W hile large an ti-fascist m obilisations du ring  1976 m arked  an  im p o rtan t 
w atershed in the anti-fascist struggle, it was the events at Lew isham  tha t really 
b rough t m atters to a head. Soon afterw ards, on the back o f this successful event, 
the A nti-N azi League (ANL) was launched.

Anti-racists in New Cross Road block the route o f the National Front as they try to 
march from New Cross to Lewisham on 13th August 1977.
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T H E  A N T I -N A Z I  L E A G U E  M A R K  1, 
1 9 7 7 -1 9 8 2

T he official launch o f the A nti-N azi League in early N ovem ber 1977 was no t 
actually the first a ttem pt to  pull things together. Local and  regional anti-fascist 
com m ittees were already up  and  runn ing  th roughou t the coun try  at this tim e, 
linked up th rough  an um brella organisation called the national A nti-R acist A nti- 
Fascist C o-ord inating  C om m ittee (A R A FC C ). T hough  loosely s truc tu red  it had 
b rough t significant im provem ents in intelligence gathering and  also provided som e 
insight into the fascists’ overall strategic and  tactical outlook. H owever, by the tim e 
it was decided to “ create a national body to  co-ordinate the A F/A R  w ork” at a 
conference in June 1978, “ to wage and help co-ordinate a struggle against racism  
and  fascism in all their aspects,” and  to  build  “m ass m obilisations against the racists 
and fascists,” the m ore dynam ic A N L  was already setting the pace.

In addition , “ com ing as it d id  at a tim e o f the escalation o f the struggle and  the 
relatively recent en try  into it o f w om en, gays, black organisations and trade 
unionists ... v irtually everyone had  different reasons for being there, and  this 
proved to be m ore im p o rtan t than  w hat we had  in com m on. G iven all these 
conflicts it is no t surprising  tha t this a ttem p t to build  a unified and  dem ocratic 
organisation failed.” (‘T h e  Past A gainst O ur F u tu re , F ighting  R acism  and Fascism ’,
1980, Big Flame) I t is in teresting  to  no te  at this early stage how  die national 
A R A F C C , an  em bryon ic  an ti-fa sc is t o rg an isa tion , was h am p ered  in its 
developm ent by sectarian in-fighting, a scenario tha t AFA w ould later be m ade 
fam iliar w ith, b u t just as interestingly, overcom e.

Right from  the beginning the driving force beh ind  the A N L  was the SWP, 
bu ttressed  as it was by p rom inen t figures in the L ab o u r and  T rade  U nion  
m ovem ent and  o ther L eft groups. Popular bands, sporting  celebrities and  o ther 
individuals w ith a high profile were also used  to  endorse the anti-fascist message, 
ensuring  tha t this had  a far w ider appeal than  typical left-w ing cam paigns, while the 
A N L  strategy o f im aginative p ropaganda and physical opposition  con tribu ted  to 
tu rn in g  it in to  a genuine m ass m ovem ent.

In  a widely d is tribu ted  A N L  leaflet. D on’t Be Conned B y  N F  Lies, the  Sex P isto ls’ 
Johnny R otten  said: “I deplore them . H ow  could anyone vote for som ething so 
ridiculously inhum ane?” N o ttingham  Forest m anager, B rian C lough, added: “T h e  
F ro n t are scum  -  scum  of the earth . If  you step in som ething dirty, you d o n ’t just



say ‘how  nasty!’ -  you wipe away every trace o f that d irt. We m ust fight the F ro n t 
m enace in every way tha t we possibly can!”

U sing slogans like ‘N F ; N o F reedom , N o F un , N o F u tu re ’, hund reds o f 
thousands of leaflets were d istribu ted , badges sold, stickers and posters p u t up. T he 
m essage was simple: the N F=N azis. In the B ritain o f the 1970s this sim ple message 
proved devastatingly effective. O f course the Second W orld W ar had  only ended  30 
years previously, w hich helped. As well as this, Britain was alm ost alone in E urope 
m  having to deal w ith Left/R ight violence, as elsewhere on m ainland E urope fascist 
g roups were num erically weak and politically isolated. M ost could only d ream  o f 
reaching the level o f support that the N F  had  achieved in Britain. Indeed  the 
F rench  F N , led by Le Pen, actually sent activists over to B ritain  to study the modus 
operandi em ployed by their English coun terparts, w hich they subsequently , w ith 
som e im portan t refinem ents, p u t to  good use at hom e.

W hile accepting that A N L  propaganda was central to pinning the nazi tail on the 
N F  donkey, it w ould never have been enough on its own, given the popular support 
enjoyed by the N F , particularly within sections o f the working class. It thus fell to the 
A N L  squads to provide the A N L  with the cutting edge, by em phasising tha t fascism 
w ould no t only be fought, bu t that die hard  m en of the Right could be beaten. T he  
squads are rarely m entioned now, for reasons we will go into later, bu t at the time 
were integral to the credibility o f the anti-fascist counter offensive. Officially 
sanctioned by the SW P leadership, diey were tightly organised groups o f anti-fascists 
w hose job was to attack N F  initiatives, as well as defend and-fascist events.

O ne form er squad m em ber, Jim  Kelly, recalls that p rio r to their em ergence, “ the 
SW P had been systematically attacked on their paper sales. John D eason, a SW P 
C entral C om m ittee  m em ber organised stewards to defend local activities. T h is led 
to  a partial re treat by the N F T h is  was d ie beginning o f the infam ous ‘squads’, the 
‘squadists’ as they were affectionately know n, groups o f party  m em bers organised 
to  p ro tec t SW P activities. T h e  success o f this specialisation was later to becom e one 
o f die m ost controversial issues w ithin the party.” F or Kelly, it was, no te , the very 
‘success’ o f the policy of counter-terrorism  d iat later caused it to be so controversial.

“T h e  acknow ledged leader w idiin inner east L ondon was a PE  teacher from 
H ackney, John W. Micky Fenn, a T G W U  shop stew ard from  the Royal G roup  o f 
D ocks, led the ou ter east L ondon  squad, whose core was a group o f fellow dockers. 
M icky Fenn  stood out; he was an excellent organiser and a w onderful public 
speaker totally com m itted  to  the struggle.” A nother and separate group led by a 
second-generation Irish bricklayer, M ick O ’ Farrell, Kelly describes as “legendary” 
{A nti-N azi League: A  Critical Examination  by Jim  Kelly and  M ark M etcalf).

Inevitably clashes w ith the N F  led to  confrontations w ith the police. O n one 
occasion Micky Fenn ended up in the O ld Bailey charged w ith grievous bodily 
harm  w ith in ten t, after a fascist suffered a broken leg, jaw and arm  following a
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chance altercation in N ew ham  H igh S treet. K now ing he w ould eventually be 
identified, F enn  took the unusual step o f actually tu rn ing  h im self in and m aking a 
statem ent. B ut w hen the trial cam e to  co u rt he p leaded ‘N o t G uilty ’, pointing  ou t 
to  the jury that as he, F enn , stood at about 5ft Sin and the alleged victim  at 6ft 7in 
was alm ost a foot taller, he no t unreasonably  feared for his life and  fought back in 
self-defence. T h e  strategy w orked and  F enn , a thoroughly engaging character, was 
acquitted.*

T h e  squads em erged against a backdrop o f  deepening econom ic crisis. D esperate 
to be perceived by the electorate as a ‘party  o f ac tion ’, the N F  set ou t to  physically 
disable the Left, and thereby prevent socialists offering any political alternative, 
e ither to the m ainstream  parties or to  them selves. H ence, left-w ing paper sales were 
attacked, public m eetings sm ashed up, and  dem onstrations harassed as a m atter o f 
routine. In  M anchester, for exam ple, it was a joint fascist and Loyalist attack  on a 
N ational C ouncil for Civil L iberties m eeting on Ireland held at U M IS T  (U niversity 
o f M anchester Institu te  o f Science and  Technology) w hich dem onstrated  the urgent 
need for anti-fascists to organise effective stew arding and , all im portantly , take the 
offensive w hen the opportun ity  presen ted  itself.

Denis: “H ere John P. was the catalyst. H e pulled together no t just A N17SW P 
m em bers w ho were ‘up  for it’, bu t also recru ited  from rival Left groups. A longside 
them  were a useful num ber o f street fighters from  outside the organised Left w ho 
cam e to the fore du ring  this period. W ithin a sho rt period  o f  tim e ‘the S quad ’s’ 
reputation  im pacted on the confidence o f bo th  sides.”

Between 1977 and  the general election in 1979, the A N L  squads systematically 
tu rn ed  the situation around  by launching retributive attacks on fascist paper sales, 
m eetings and m arches. Micky Fenn operated  m ostly in his own borough of 
N ew ham  and , if the opportun ity  presen ted  itself, w ent ‘skirm ishing’ in Barking. T he  
success o f his outfit in these boroughs m eant that w hen the SW P cam e under

* During the making of the AFA docum entary in 1991, Fenn stunned the BBC crew 
arranging his interview when he recounted an incident that occurred after his acquittal. He 
started to receive threatening phone calls late at night: “You’re a hard m an Micky, you’re a 
dead man Mick>’.” M ore worryingly, the caller revealed certain information about his work 
on the docks that could only have resulted from fairly determ ined surveillance. All the calls 
came through at about 11.30pm. Eventually, Fenn m ade a guess at the identity of the caller. 
He rang Albert Cham bers, a leading m em ber of the British Movement. His wife answered. 
“Is Albert there?” he inquired. “No,” the wife replied “he’s in bed.” “T h a t’s okay, don’t wake 
him, but get a pen and paper -  I have a recipe for him. First, you’ll need a bottle, a milk bottle 
would be good but any bottle will do. T hen you’ll need a cupful o f sugar or detergent, 
followed by a half-pint of flammable liquid and some kind of a rag. Tell A lbert... tell him 
Micky rang.” T he recipe was for a Molotov cocktail.'fhere were no more calls.

Beating the Fascists 37



pressure in Lewisham  in south  L ondon it was from east L ondon  that the pohtical 
leadership sought advice.

“A problem  arose then  in Lewisham  w hich was very, very serious and  one o f the 
C entral C om m ittee ... John D eason, cam e round  my house w ith ano ther m em ber 
o f them  and  asked us w hat we should do. So we had to go over there, literally as 
advisers. N ow  at the tim e I’d already been arrested  on fairly serious charges, so all 
I could  do was go and tell them , you know, w hat we thought. A nd we had  to  go to 
a pub  called the O xford A rm s in Southw ark. W hen we got there the branch  was 
upstairs. It was, I think, the Friday, before the actual operation , no t the Friday 
before, b u t the Friday before that -  they had a week to  organise in o ther words. A nd 
we to ld  them  that we th ink they should [continue to] sell their papers. W hat had 
actually happened  in Lew isham  was that they were standing outside Lew isham  
S tation , abou t four o r five people -  a couple o f  girls and a young black kid and 
som ebody else -  and  about fifteen thugs had com e ou t o f the pub  all dressed in 
m ilitary un iform  and attacked them  and seriously had them  up. T he  week after tha t 
there was a coun ter-dem onstration  by the people in that area against this behaviour. 
T h a t was im m ediately attacked by the N ational F ront. T hey  slung bo tdes o f 
paraqua t poison at them , slung bricks at them , iron bars at them  and  the w hole o f 
that area o f SW P was literally in a state o f disintegration. T hey  were very, very 
w orried, very frightened and rightly so. If I ’d been in the sam e position as them  I 
w ould have been very frightened. But we tried to calm  them  dow n and said we 
w ould have to  do som ething.

“N ow  w hat we proposed doing to counter-attack was this. We got five groups, as I ’ve 
already pointed ou t we used to operate in groups o f five. We got one group from inner 
east L ondon, one group from outer east London and one group fi-om n o rth  L ondon 
and the o ther two which I d o n ’t know where they cam e fi-om; one cam e from west 
L ondon and the o ther come fi'om... sort o f round B erm ondsey area, and the only way 
we could do it was to get som eone that knew all o f them . Now  these people w ould be 
fighting, there would be four people who all knew each o ther bu t might no t know the 
o ther four, o r the o ther four, or the o ther four, which could cause a trem endous 
am ount o f conflision (giggling). So what we did then was we got a fellow to co
ordinate the whole thing who knew all, who knew at least one fi'om all the five groups. 
H is nam e was John W. and he was particularly good. H e was very good in that sort o f 
anti-fascist work. A nd I d idn ’t attend bu t I was listening to  w hat was going on. N ow  
we pulled ou t the best group we had in N ew ham , who were very, to use a cockney 
phrase -  w arm , very warm on the stones. And apparendy what happened was this: 
they, these five groups, went to the station. Each one o f them  identified... the leader 
identified him self to John W. who was controlling the co-ordination o f it and waited 
in the crowd outside Lewisham Station looking in the shop windows, etc. And these 
four or five reasonably brave people got up and started selling Socialist Worker.
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“Sure enough after tw enty m inutes, like the genie ou t o f the bon le , out com e the 
fascists. A nd as far as I was told, fifteen, twelve, fifteen o f them  -  all in military 
uniform  -  and im m ediately w ent to  set about the paper sellers. T hey were 
im m ediately attacked by the group I used to be involved with in N ew ham ... [and] 
were supported  by the second group. In fac t... only two groups got involved. In 
o ther w ords only eight people got involved. But, because they attacked so fast and 
knew w hat they were doing, I think about six o r seven o f the fascists went to the 
pavem ent and got serious, serious treatm ent. A nd the others dispersed, in o ther 
words, ran away. A bout four weeks after that we were in a dem onstration  right 
through the m iddle o f H oxton, and H oxton w asn’t a very nice place to be 
dem onstrating  at the tim e. A nd sure enough w ho was on the corner o f Pitfield 
Street -  there’s a roundabou t -  b u t this little group. T hey  were about fifteen-handed. 
Still in their m ilitary uniform s and still carrying, literally, scars and black eyes and 
everything. So we stopped  and said to them , ‘D id n ’t you have enough three weeks 
ago?’ O nce again I shouldn’t have been there bu t I was. And they d idn ’t do anything, 
they d id n ’t do anything. T hey ’d had one dose o f it and  they d id n ’t do anything.

“ So the next week after that, the Socialist W orkers Party organised a dem onstration  
in Lewisham  where a lot o f people tu rned  up, no t SW P, because the SW P cou ldn’t 
pull ou t the crowds. We relied, everyone relied on o ther people. L abour Party, etc., 
and they had  a m arch through Lewisham . It was very ho t and we pu t over a hundred 
and fifty people there w ho’d stirred it. A very simple operation. In groups o f ten, in 
blocks going dow n along the back o f the dem onstration , along the sides. Just to 
p ro tect the m arch. N o t to attack anybody because we cou ldn ’t see anybody there 
that was going to attack. T h e  m arch w ent off, it was very successful, right, and that 
was the end o f it. We were very pleased. T here  w asn’t no trouble. T here  were a few 
people who com e ou t o f pubs, shouting and hollering, you know, ‘N igger lovers’, 
etc., the usual sort o f stuff. B ut noth ing actually occurred. We were told by our south 
L ondon organiser about three o r four weeks after that that the N ational F ron t sent 
over a hundred  people to attack  the m arch. B ut because they could see there was 
discipline and order, and because they could see there were people no t on the 
dem onstration  -  we never w ent on the dem onstrations -  on the pavem ents and 
behind, they could see they were going to be am bushed  and  they withdrew.

“So we’ve gone from a situation o f com plete defence, com plete defence, you know, 
in fact being devastated, to  stabilisation, right, with the fighting outside the station 
when they were selling papers, to being in front. By ha\Tng a dem onstration, it went 
right through the ir... their heartland and it w asn’t attacked. So we considered we were 
in front. A nd it was then that the idea cam e across about having a big m arch by the 
N ational F ront to counteract, to balance. T he  N ational F ron t obviously had  to, they 
could see, I m ean people like Tyndall and W ebster could see exactly w hat was going 
on. They were losing m om entum . So they decided, they had this big m arch, to
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counteract the balance and I think everybody... knows what happened. T hey  were 
sm ashed to pieces” (Interview with Micky Fenn, BBC transcripts, Open Space, 1991).

In  this way the dam age inflicted on the N F  reputation  and  m orale at Lew isham , 
and earlier at W ood G reen, was systematically reproduced around  the coun try  w ith 
confrontations in Leicester and B irm ingham  m aking headlines. A m ost im portan t, 
b u t largely unnoticed , consequence was the d isproportionate  im pact on m iddle 
class supporters o f the N F, who no longer felt com fortable tu rn ing  ou t for m arches 
o r public m eetings, w ith fem ale supporters and the less physically robust regarding 
it as increasingly risky to  a ttend  public or private N F  activity o f any kind.

R obert Taylor was Sheffield organiser for the N F  at the tim e o f  Enoch Powell’s 
speech in 1968. T h e  speech legitimised the N F  to the extent tha t he was able to 
build  a b ranch  on the back of it with encouraging signs o f suppo rt for the first tim e 
from  the m ainstream  Right. “ Before Powell spoke, we were getting only cranks and 
perverts. A fter his speeches we began to attract, in a secret sort o f  way, the right- 
wing o f the T ory organisations” (Socialist W orker pam phlet, The Case Against 
Immigration Controls). N eedless to  say, for the m ore tim orous recruits, the  level o f 
anti-fascist violence being visited on supporters o f the party  o r even those who 
m ade con tac t w ith it, no m atter how discreet, presented an an enorm ous 
psychological hurdle. T hey  retreated.

A m ongst the m ore com bat ready N F  recruits, anti-fascist victories caused a 
th inn ing  o f  the ranks there as well. In this way the N F  was gradually, bu t 
perceptibly, reduced to a physical and political hardcore w ith, eventually, the 
skinhead cult com ing to be regarded as no t just the physical, b u t even the cultural 
vanguard. To com pensate for this turnover, along with recruiting  directly from  the 
football terraces, ano ther area o f working class culture the N F  sought to dom inate  
was the m usic scene. Large gangs o f fascist skinheads w ould frequently  tu rn  up at 
gigs to  influence, recruit and intim idate. A Rock Against Racism leaflet provides an 
indication  o f  the flavour and scale o f the offensive:

“Looks like the w onder youth o f the N ational F ron t and the British M ovem ent 
have suddenly discovered the joys o f music. I t’s no t so long ago that Fuehrer Tyndall 
& Co. were preaching against the evil o f those naughty ‘jungle ry thum m s’ and 
‘degenerate’ rock music. N ow we’ve got the m aster race perform ing its own strange 
rituals in dens o f degeneracy like the Rainbow and H am m ersm ith  Palais ... C losing 
dow n S H A M ’s last stand with a bit o f m ilitary form ation dancing onstage, tufty club 
salutes to Stiff Little Fingers at the Palais, thrusting  dirty bits o f paper in yer hand 
in the bogs at the Electric Ballroom, having a go at the Ruts at the Nashville, getting 
well tu rned  over by the U pstarts’ roadies and bottling a few innocent faces at 
Conway Hall. All good clean fun for real m en. W hen Jimmy P. told the audience at 
the Rainbow that he did it for them  and all they w anted to  do was fight, he was 
WTong. All right he was pissed off and w ith good reason. Sham  was shu t dow n by the
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sam e B M /N F  m usic lovers that have been doing their SS intim idation bit at gigs 
recently. A nd they are doing their best to send the SU BS, R E JE C T S , U PSTA R TS, 
SLF, R U T S , etc., the sam e way. O NLY  IT  W O N ’T  BE SO  EASY!”

“M y first sighting o f  fascists in action ,” journalist M ark  Steel recalled, “was when 
a punk  band  called T h e  Lurkers played at T ham es Polytechnic in W oolwich. T here  
was no th ing  especially political abou t the event until som e 50 fascists took their 
shirts off, revealing T -shirts displaying the British M ovem ent logo. ‘Sieg H eil’, they 
chanted , and  set abou t attacking everybody in the room . T h e  band  was attacked, 
and  dozens o f people were pum m elled , left to  he in a co rner scream ing for help. 
S tun ts like this were com m on, and  a lesson in the tactics o f fascism . O ne argum ent 
was that the way to defeat diese people was by m aking their argum ents look stupid. 
But it was doubtfu l w hether it w ould have m ade m uch  im pact, as a 16-stone 
skinhead ram m ed his fist into your eyeball, to  po in t ou t that he may well be 
descended from  a R om an.” (^Independent Review, 20th  M arch 2001)

Instructively, there was no call to arm s by the Left as a whole. But when a relatively 
small gang o f fascists, num bering no m ore than a 100 or so, led to the abandonm ent 
o f an 8,000 strong anti-racist carnival in Brixton in 1979, elem ents in the rank and file 
again concluded that ‘making their argum ents look stupid’ was probably insufficient.

C ounter-gangs were organised to  take the fascists on at their own game; 
intim idation. Popular venues like the Electric Ballroom  in C am den  and T he  
G reyhound in Fulham  played host to  the politically m otivated m ayhem . T h e  sense 
of dismay and incom prehension o f onlookers caught up  in such encounters is vividly 
captured in an account o f one such clash carried in an anarchist m agazine called The 
Leveller. So mixed are the em otions in this article, it could read as a parable for a 
strata o f the Left w ho m ade it plain they considered the cure to be at least on a par 
w ith the disease. Certainly, w hen considering w hat The Leveller honestly adm its was 
already happening prior to the intervention o f the small group o f ‘squadists’, the 
sneering condescension and  political am bivalence is still pretty  extraordinary.

T h e  title o f the piece is ‘C rass -  “heavy m ob invade” ‘. Perversely the ‘heavy m ob’ 
reference is no t to draw  atten tion  “to  the danger o f the new  fascist tactic o f breaking 
up rock concerts” bu t to “ a group  o f heavies claim ing to be from  the SW P ” -  who 
confron ted  them . Patently, even w ith each side so graphically pain ted , for m any on 
the liberal Left, to  be properly anti-fascist it was necessary to  be som ething o ther 
than  w orking class. So, w ith the anti-fascists being described as looking like a 
‘football gang’ in dress and dem eanour, it m ade it alm ost im possible for som e, it 
seem s, no t to  regard them  w ith d istaste and  suspicion. T h ere  is a noticeable tone of 
satisfaction as the au thors record that a com plain t from  The Leveller to  the SW P had  
triggered “an in ternal inquiry in to  the evening’s events” .

For physical force anti-fascists, this ill-concealed hostility w ould prove a recurring  
them e. T h e  concert benefit had been organised as a fund-raiser for the defendants
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in the celebrated ‘Persons U nknow n’ trial, w hen a num ber o f people were arrested  
and  charged u nder Kafkaesque conspiracy an ti-terrorist legislation. O ne o f those 
on charges o f ‘conspiring w ith persons unknow n’ was the au thor R onan B ennett. 
Previously he had  served a year on rem and, charged w ith the shooting  dead  o f an 
R U C  sergeant in Belfast. H e was acquitted . A nother was Vince S., w ho was actually 
hospitalised in exchanges at Conway Hall, bu t w ould a decade later, as a leading 
m em ber in the D irect A ction M ovem ent (D A M ), play a pivotal role in anarchists 
getting  beh ind  the AFA re-launch in 1989. Just as crucially, w hen a move to  create 
an anarchist-only AFA em erged, he com m ited to staying in it.

“T he  gig featured Crass, Poison Girls and T he Rondos. It had been widely 
publicised and by nine o ’clock diere were about 500 people in the Conway H all.T he 
atm osphere was repressive and brooding, strangely quiet, too, for a rock gig, as 
d iough the pun ters knew som ething was going to  happen. T here  was no security  at 
the door and the organisers had abandoned any thought o f taking money. Perhaps 
30 o r 40 identifiably N ational F ron t o r British M ovem ent youths m arauded  through 
the audience, som e of them  wearing N F  T-shirts, swastikas, and, in one noticeable 
case, an U lster Volunteer Force badge. T he  fascists seem ed to  move in organised 
groups, congregating in the bar, the foyer and the body o f the hall.”

If  indeed the fascists visibly congregated in three areas o f the hall at the sam e tim e 
It does suggest that larger num bers were involved than indicated. A nti-fascists 
actually involved in the fighting pu t the figure at around  80.

“T h e  violence started  early w ith the fascist groups picking on people. In  one 
inciden t a black youth was surrounded  and  beaten and  kicked until he ran  ou t o f 
the hall. A nd a group o f skinheads took over the m en’s toilets and  beat up 
unsuspecting  visitors ... the  police were called to  the hall at abou t n ine to 
investigate com plaints about noise bu t left after the organisers assured them  they 
could handle  the situation.” Plainly, whatever else they did, the one th ing  organisers 
did no t do was ‘handle the situation’.

“ Shordy  after the Poison Girls cam e to the end o f their set, the atm osphere 
deterio rated  noticeably: two o f the organisers left the hall, o thers were drink ing  in 
a nearby pub.” Bizarrely, given the circum stances, the excuse given was tha t the 
“ fascists were in such a m inority  that the rest o f the audience w ould either ignore 
them  or deal w ith them .” Given that there had been no security to begin w ith, the 
‘ignore them /spontaneously deal w ith them ’ disclaim er is one tha t w ould becom e 
very fam iliar to m ilitants, employed as it usually was to  cover a m ultitude o f 
personal and organisational weaknesses.

“T h e  real violence started  at about ten w ith a confusing series o f incidents. In one, 
a youth, said by one witness to be a ‘real n u tte r’, ran into the hall and shouted , 
‘C om e and get m e’ at a group o f skins. A fter a shouting m atch they all w ent for him . 
Scuffles broke ou t in the darkened body o f the hall, bottles and cans were throw n
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and  a num ber o f  people h u rt. In a separate incident, w hich started  at the door, 
eyewitnesses described a group  o f  betw een ten and  fifteen youths claim ing to be 
SW P m em bers, som e o f w ho were w earing Rock A gainst Racism badges. O ther 
w itnesses said they thought they were a football gang.”

“T hey  cam e in shouting  ‘Fuck T h e  F ro n t’ and there was bo ther at the door. 
Som eone hit a kid w earing a U n ion  Jack badge and then  they all piled in on him .” 
A nother w itness said: “T h e  SW P gave a U nion  Jack guy a right beating  b u t he was 
nothing to  do w ith the British M ovem ent. O ne o f them  had a knife out. T hey  said 
they were the SW P -  they w eren’t skins o r punks, they looked fairly ordinary. T h e ir 
leader was Scots. H aving dealt w ith the youth , this group  then  m arauded  into the 
hall and joined the general m elee.” W hile the intensity o f  com m itm en t displayed by 
the anti-fascists caused som e o f the fans to  ru n  away from  the hall, o thers evidently 
inspired by the resistance, instead “ran  to  join in the m elee”, leaving “ the floor o f 
the hall and corridors covered w ith broken glass and there were at least six separate 
pools o f b lood.”

N eedless to say the ‘heavies’ were indeed attached in one way or the other, if no t all 
actually m em bers, to the SWP. It is highly probable the ‘Scot’ identified as the leader 
was in fact M ick O ’Farrell, who hailed from a working class satellite town outside 
L ondon called Hatfield. T hough  second generation Irish, rather than Scottish, 
dressed as he invariably was in faded W rangler jacket and jeans, and w ith an unruly 
ginger m op o f hair and tradem ark m oustache, save possibly for the ever-present 
M anchester U nited scarf knotted at his throat, he m ight easily have passed m uster as 
an archetypal stocky and combative Glaswegian. H e enjoyed personal notoriety 
am ongst the F ar Right, w ho christened him  ‘Red M ick’. In one encounter in 
H am m ersm ith , at a m usic venue called T h e  G reyhound, he was drinking in the bar 
w hen word circulated of his presence. A large m uscular skinhead stripped naked to 
the waist em erged from  the crowd and stepped up to his table. ‘Is this him ?’ he 
inquired o f a lackey. O ’Farrell, meanwhile, was eagerly trying to catch the eye of his 
com panions variously playing pool or otherw'ise engaged in the packed bar. ‘Are we 
ready here?’ he called out, as brawny arm s pulled him  from his seat. As he adm its, the 
next he rem em bers is finding a broken beer tum bler in his hand and the fascist slowly 
sliding dow n his legs. T he  usual pandem onium  ensued. A fascist who lost part o f an 
ear ran around scream ing inconsolably: ‘L ook w hat the com m ies did to  m e, Patrick!’

O ’Farrell’s repu tation  was cem ented  w hen he had  organised and  led a full-frontal, 
h u n d red -strong  a ttack  on fascist su p p o rte rs  du ring  a M adness gig at the 
Polytechnic in his hom etow n o f H atfield in the spring o f 1979. T h e  attackers 
sm ashed their way th rough  a glass d o o r to  get in. W hile there were m any casualties, 
there were only ten  arrests, w hich inevitably included O ’Farrell.

F rom  late afternoon , as unw ary groups o f N F  suppo rters alighted from  the train 
at H atfield  B ritish Rail station , they cam e u nder a ttack  from  as m any as a hund red
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locals in the tow n centre. O ne skinhead was slashed across the buttocks w ith a cu t
th roat razor as he tried to escape over a fence. D uring  the gig, and afterw ards too, 
as they m ade their way back through the darkened streets -  the local council kept 
public lighting to  a m inim um  in o rder to  keep dow n the rates -  even though 
accom panied by a police escort, the visitors suffered repeated assaults en  rou te  to 
the train  station. Two youths wielding a heavy garden chain em erged from  a 
darkened  alley to im pact on the convoy like grapeshot.

Suggs, the lead singer o f M adness, publicly condem ned w hat he saw as anti-fascist 
excesses. In news item s and in radio phone-in  program m es later, band  m em bers 
and  right-w ingers alike expressed dismay at the level o f aggression on display. 
Socialist Worker, however, felt sufficiently sure-footed to capitalise on the grow ing 
A N L  reputation  for lawlessness, by publishing a centre-spread interview  w ith M ick 
O ’Farrell in w hich, am ong others things, he explained the attractions o f football 
hooliganism  for working class youngsters to  its readership. A nd w ith m ore than 
th irty  hooligan-related convictions to his credit he was m ore than  qualified to  do 
so. W riting from  Brixton prison, while on rem and on charges relating to the 1981 
riots, O ’Farrell com m ented  on the period:

“Two years ago, the nazis conducted  a large scale drive around  the m usic circuit. 
It w ent from  strength  to strength , the high w ater po in t being the d isrup tion  and 
abandonm en t o f the anti-racist carnival at Brixton attended  by 8 ,000 people. A 
group  o f socialists organised together and in three sharp encounters opposed them  
on the basis they had been building on. T he ir com m itted  supporters were beaten , 
bu t far m ore im portantly  the Left had proved to the nazis’ periphery  tha t they could 
be beaten on their own g round , and no t merely proved w rong to  a m eeting  o f 20 
people. T h e  two results o f these initiatives were tha t the nazi activity at gigs alm ost 
ceased, yet the people who brought this about were unanim ously derided  by the 
SW P leadership” (The News Socialist Worker Forgot, 1981).

O thers  who, like him , w ould go on to becom e founding m em bers o f  AFA, 
learned  their trade during  this period , understand ing  perfectly how  forceful a 
com bination  o f m ass p ropaganda, carnivals and physical confron ta tion  could  be. 
H ow ever, w hen the Tories w on the 1979 general election, w ith no litde  help  from  
T h a tc h e r’s anti-im m igran t ‘sw am ping’ speech, the principle political casualty  was 
the N F , whose vote and entire electoral strategy collapsed, causing the political 
situation  on the g round  to alter dram atically overnight. P re-existing fissures in the 
N F  leadership led to recrim inations and organisational splits. All im portantly , as 
we will see, this was no t quite the sam e as total ideological rejection, w hich liberal 
anti-fascism  w ould pass it off as later. In  the m eantim e, for m ilitan t anti-fascists 
on the streets, it was very m uch business as usual. For, freed from  the constrain ts 
o f respectability, the N F , supplem ented  by a hard-line British M ovem ent, was ou t 
for revenge.
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1.4

T H E  M A N C H E S T E R  S Q U A D
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So determ ined  was the onslaught from  the F ar R ight that by late 1980 the A N L  in 
M anchester, w hich had been w ound dow n by the SW P, was re-launched by rank 
and file anti-fascists con trary  to  the wishes o f the leadership. T h e  reform ed A N L  
contained m any o f the anti-fascist street activists o f  the late 1970s who had now 
em braced the concept o f political organisation as well as street activity. W hen the 
N F  in M anchester set up its own football team , ‘T h e  Lily W hites’, they were quite 
literally kicked ou t o f  the park, and ou t o f the league, by tough-tackling an ti
fascists.

In response to increasing and  virtually unchallenged attacks on left-wing paper 
sales and m eetings by the N F , the M anchester Squad had  been b rough t together in 
1977 u nder the stew ardship o f SW P m em ber John P. Initially the m em bership  was 
draw n entirely from the orbit o f the SW P, along w ith individuals from  o ther Left 
and  anti-fascist groupings, including Searchlight. In the early days the squad were 
driven to  operating  in secret, m eeting only in safe areas like H ulm e w here, because 
o f the Irish and black population , its m em bers were unlikely to  run  into any un 
catered for opposition. T h e  existence o f the squad was talked abou t in SW P circles; 
however, the likes o f Denis C . only cam e to  their a tten tion  following an  attack  by 
him  and o thers on an N F  paper sale outside C helsea G irl. T h is, on a day w hen the 
squad, following their stew arding o f an Irish event w hich had  earlier been 
th reatened  by the N F , failed to confront them  in the tow n centre.

Denis: “A team  o f lads from  H ulm e m ade their own way in, slipping past the 
police cordon w hich had discouraged the rest o f the Left. Bobby, a black lad, and 
m yself found ourselves to the fore and m ade a ru n  for them , only to  see police 
runn ing  straight for us, w hich p rom p ted  a quick re-rou te  as we b o th  ran th rough  
the doors o f D ebenham s. U nfortunately  for us m ore police were parked in the side 
street and  we proved to be their easiest nicking o f  the day as we were chased right 
into the back o f an open Black M aria!”

T h e  squad  operated  w ith John P. as strategic p lanner and undispu ted  leader. 
A round him  a core o f SW P m em bers like Roy M ac, M ick B., Phil Pyatt (R IP), Ian 
M ackintosh (R IP), Steve Tilzey, Paul B., C hris W. and Steve C . were the business 
end of the unit. O utside o f these a w ider circle o f operatives draw n from  o ther groups 
on the Left provided the squad w ith the capacity to  m obilise up to 50 fighters w hen 
required. T he  squad was a p roduct o f the Left and represented  the in tent by the Left 
to physically confront fascism. As a consequence all left-wing activity took courage



from the ability o f the squad to underw rite the staging o f public m eetings and  o ther 
events w ithout undue concern o f attacks from the Far Right.

B ut also, by introducing a new dynamic into the political equation, it drew  respect 
from  a section of working class youth that would no t norm ally be motivated by left- 
wing rhetoric, m uch less get in line to join the Party. Nevertheless, from their own 
experience they identified totally with the need to  use violence against a violent party 
like the NF. T he  street capability these tough working class recruits b rought w ith 
them  was o f obvious benefit in itself. Both broadening the squad’s capability and 
am bition bu t, as well as that, copper-fastening its operational independence by subtly 
shifting the support base from itinerant Left groups to  the geographical areas 
inhabited by these same militants. And in the same way they had been exploited by 
the Far Right in o ther areas in the past, the sudden emergence o f local ‘faces’ as key 
anti-fascists secured the allegiance and reputation o f neighbourhoods alm ost 
overnight. T his, plus the network of contacts established through Borstal o r football 
gangs, opened up the possibility for militants to extend their area o f operations from 
the city centre to m ost o f working class M anchester. W ith no ‘no-go areas’ for anti
fascists, there could be no fascist strongholds either; defence quickly becam e offence.

A no ther significant addition  to  the polarisation in M anchester was the im pact o f 
the H Block H unger Strikes in 1981. In tandem  w ith the battle o f wills inside L ong 
K esh, the resurrected  M anchester H unger Strike C om m ittee  organised public 
m eetings and street protests that inevitably a ttracted  violent Loyalist/fascist 
opposition. T h e  issue o f Irish nationalism  has always proved a great m otivator for 
the fascists in M anchester, especially after 1974 w hen they had  been successful in 
violently driving the historic M anchester M artyrs C om m em oration  off the streets 
am id m uch anti-Irish hysteria in the afterm ath  o f the B irm ingham  pub  bom bings. 
A nd as m uch as fascists lined up with anti-republicans, worryingly for the SW P, 
physical force anti-fascists just as enthusiastically m ade com m on cause w ith the 
pro-republicans. As events over a decade later w ould dram atically  illustrate, this 
crossover w ould indeed prove both  enduring  and com bustible.

D enis: “N ow, as well as draw ing anti-fascists tow ard R epublicanism , the events o f 
1981, to  the dism ay o f the Far Right, also drew  m any second generation  Irish into 
the orb it o f anti-fascism . Lads like Dessie N oonan* and Paddy Logan, whose 
legendary street-fighting reputations, even back then , were fully justified, threw  in 
their lot w ith us. Hugely charism atic, Dessie had the delivery and tim ing o f a
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* An estimated 15,000 attended the funeral o f Dessie’s younger brother, Damian. W hen, in 
curn, Dessie died prematurely in July 2005, after being stabbed in a street fight, his funeral 
featured on Channel Five News. “A powerful teenager,” was how Michael Showers, head of 
the Toxteth based crime family who met Dessie on the remand wing of Walton Jail in about 
1980, remembered him.



professional com edian. H e was larger than  life and  everyone in M anchester knew 
him , o r knew of him.

“W ithout fail every event organised, from  prison pickets at Strangeways to black 
flag rallies, to m eetings w ith Sinn Fein speakers w ould see the F ar Right tu rnou t, 
so there was no shortage o f action. Sinn Fein speakers were such a guaranteed  
attraction , at one stage there was talk o f  setting up a m eeting  just for their benefit!”

Initially John P. was understandably  concerned  tha t som e o f the larger than life 
characters, such as N oonan , w ould prove a destabilising effect. It says m uch for the 
ru th less efficacy o f the m ore overtly political leadership tha t characters like N oonan  
were easily assim ilated and  happy to w ork u n d er existing com m and  structures 
throughout. Yet ano ther arena o f  conflict cen tred  on football. Ironically it was City, 
whose hom e g round  was in the m ainly black area o f  M oss Side, that had  the hard 
core N F  group within its hooligan elem ent. John Scott, B rian Slater and M ickey 
C arr were all well-known N F  activists and C ity hooligans. At U nited  it was very 
different. But ‘Reds against the N azis’ was set up  anyway to p re-em pt any similar 
initiative getting off the g round . T housands o f leaflets were p rin ted  and form er 
Celtic and  M anchester U n ited  favourite Pat C rerand  threw  his weight behind the 
cam paign.

D enis: “We were looking for m axim um  publicity for the launch, so we approached 
Piccadilly Radio w ho agreed to  run  a story  in the ru n  up to  the gam e. I agreed to 
do an interview  and  for obvious reasons I asked them  no t to  broadcast my nam e. 
‘N o problem ’, they say. A couple o f hours later som eone rings m e up to tell me they 
had heard me on the radio. ‘H ow  did you know it was m e?’ I ask. It tu rn ed  ou t they 
had run the interview  uncut! T h e  leaflets were well received by U nited  fans, bu t less 
so by police who sought to move us off the fo recourt into W arwick Road. Pat 
C rerand  intervened to  rem ind them  that they were on private p roperty  and stopped 
them  taking us onto  the street w here it was likely the obstruction  charges could be 
be tte r applied.”

T h e  N F  was routinely leafleting supporters at M anchester C ity’s g round . A nd 
w hen ‘Blues A gainst the N azis’ was set up, the anti-fascists were im m ediately 
attacked. O ne N F  m em ber, K arl H eald , was arrested  after attacking a w om an an ti
fascist. H e was less com bative w hen squadists tu rned  up for his cou rt appearance. 
A nd even less so w hen they found  ou t w here he worked.

D enis: “We received a tip-off tha t he was working at the G ran d  H otel in 
M anchester. We go take a look and there he is beh ind  reception . We abou t tu rn  and 
leave, n o t sure w h eth er the recogn ition  was a reciprocal experience , b u t 
nevertheless we did no t w ant him  to know for sure tha t we knew w here he was 
working. T h e  following week, ano ther m em ber o f staff shows us a side d o o r round  
the back tha t led to the staff kitchens. So as no t to arouse suspicion, two o f  us w ould 
go in and help ourselves to  the food on offer, and sit dow n for lunch. O ur target did
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n o t com e in while we had lunch. U npertu rbed  we attended  every o ther day for two 
weeks, all to  no avail. T h e  food was great, bu t ou r target was definitely off his food.” 

A t the next hom e gam e w hen a confident N F  attacked again, they were coun te r
attacked by a black gang also aligned to City, known as the ‘Kool K ats’. O ne N F  
m em ber was chased into the club’s souvenir shop and severely beaten. M anchester 
C ity C hairm an , Peter Swales, later declined an invitation from  the A N L  to publicly 
condem n racism  and fascism , citing the souvenir shop incident as p ro o f tha t ‘one 
lot was as bad  as the o ther’. N evertheless, when faced w ith the prospect o f 
in ternecine conflict w ith C ity’s black hooligans, the N F ’s am bitions at C ity were 
p u t on hold. T h is did no t m ean that the Far Right identification w ith C ity 
evaporated; it was thereafter so low-key, the crossover in the city betw een political 
and football loyalty becam e alm ost indivisible. O n  one occasion som e years later, 
200 ‘b lues’ m arched from Rusholm e and launched a full-frontal attack  on T he  
W halley H otel w here a num ber o f M anchester U nited  fans irrevocably linked w ith 
AFA boasted  they w ould be drinking prior to the game. T h e  revenge attack  was as 
a result o f  injured pride following an incident six m onths previously w hen just half- 
a-dozen well-known political/football hybrids walked into the sam e pub  w hen it was 
packed w ith C ity fans.

D enis. “T h e  sudden  silence as we walked in told us we were recognised as Reds 
im mediately. C raig was at the bar and w hen 1 told him  the City N F  boys were in 
he d id n ’t believe m e, until he looked round  and saw M ickey C arr standing  next to 
h im  at the bar. O ne o f ou r boys started  laughing; ‘You can tell it’s h im , h e ’s still 
w earing the scars from  w hen it kicked off in the C yprus Tavern!’ C arr said nothing. 
H e acted  as if we w eren’t there. We took o u r beers and had a good look ro u n d  and 
began to move outside where we w ould have m ore room  to m anoeuvre if things 
tu rn ed  nasty. O n the way ou t I was approached by Daffy, one o f  C ity’s boys. ‘Are 
they who I think they are?’ I asked him , indicating the m ain group contain ing the 
N F. ‘Yes’, he replies, ‘bu t they d o n ’t w ant any trouble with you lot.’ T h e ir  body 
language bore this ou t bu t, as m ore and m ore City fans began tu rn ing  up, we pulled 
ou t anyway rather than overstay our welcome. O ne of the lads n ipped in to  a shop 
doorw ay while the rest o f us carried on. Ten seconds later there was a m uffled shriek 
as the spo tter they had sent after us was plucked from the street and given a crash 
course in counter-espionage techniques.”

W hen six m onths on City cam e for revenge, their targets had been and gone. 
S tartled  locals and ordinary ‘scarfers’ were forced into m ounting  a heroic defence 
using tables and chairs to hold the door. T h e  front page o f the Manchester Evening 
News carried the story. P roof o f the confusion o f loyalties as well as bragging rights 
is evident from  the account o f the sam e incident in the football hooligan book, 
Guvnors by M ick Francis. Francis is mixed race and yet, in his version, it is tw enty 
heroic Blues defending T he  Whalley from  200 ram paging Reds!
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N o t long after the ’81 riots in M oss Side, w ord reached the squad  tha t the N F  
were again using a pub  called T h e  Pack H orse in D eansgate in the city centre for 
meetings. Previously w hen the N F  had  m et there a bugging device had  been used 
to  record  their m eetings. H owever, anti-fascists also needed to establish if the 
inform ation com ing through was correct. So, just after opening tim e one Sunday 
evening, three anti-fascists d rifted  in.

D enis: “T h e  dow nstairs layout was such tha t until you w ent in to  the back room , 
you co u ld n ’t see w ho was there. We bough t o u r bo ttles o f coke, old style, thick 
glass, in the front bar, m oved into the back  room , picked up the pool cues and 
casually played pool. Five N F  w ere already in , bu t only noticeable once you had 
walked into the room . T h e  three o f us arm ed  w ith pool cues and  coke bottles, 
carried  on w ith o u r gam e o f  pool, as we surrep titiously  observed the daw ning 
acknow ledgem ent o f the N F  con tingen t tha t three m em bers o f the squad  were 
playing pool righ t in front o f them . As two m ore N F  arrived it was clear to  us, 
ap a rt from  the grow ing odds against us, that the m eet was definitely on. We 
breezed o u t to a chorus o f u n d er b rea th  curses from  o u r friends in the N F. W ithout 
saying as m uch , bo th  sides knew  round  two w ould follow very shortly  and , as we 
set o ff to round  up the troops, the N F  faced a d ilem m a. We w ent back to  H ulm e, 
knocked up a few lads, to ld them  to m eet ou tside the Royce in 20 m inu tes to go 
and  sm ash the m eeting . O u t o f now here M ikey W. tu rn ed  up  w ith a crew o f tw enty 
lads. W ithin  the h o u r we had  added  ten m ore and  set o ff for T h e  Pack H orse 
th rough  the back o f H ulm e. W hen we go t there the N F , fearing the w orst, had 
‘done o n e’, bu t the landlord , sm elling the fear on them , had  already rung  the 
police anyway. H oping  to  catch  som e late arrivals, we set o ff to do  a to u r o f the 
area. T h en  the police rio t vans appeared . As they closed in , a large am oun t o f 
w eaponry was despatched  on to w asteland beh ind  us. A gam e o f  cat and  m ouse 
ensued , w ith a rather anxious post-rio t G rea te r M anchester Police shadow ing w hat 
was a m ainly black gang w hose p lan seem ed to change from  try ing  to shake off the 
police to  draw ing them  ever nearer the m iddle  o f H ulm e before d ispersing  in to  the 
labyrin th  o f underpasses and connecting  high level walkways.”

After such a close shave the N F  could hardly book T h e  Pack H orse w ith any 
confidence in the fu ture , no t least because the landlord  w ould have had  the w ind 
up. Slowly the licence to legally operate was being revoked and  w ith that the life was 
being squeezed o u t o f  the N F  in the city. Yet up to the early 1980s there had been 
a determ ined  N F  a ttem pt to  establish and  sustain  a weekly paper sale in the city 
centre. N aturally  this becam e a focal po in t for the squadists. A ttack followed attack, 
w ith a near fatal blow  delivered w hen the entire N F  group  was am bushed  at their 
m eeting  point.

D enis: “A num ber o f set piece confrontations outside C helsea G irl had  led to 
‘nickings’ on o u r side, m ainly as a result o f the police backing up the ‘legitim ate’
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paper sale by the NF. F or their part the N F  tu rned  up m ob-handed  to secure the 
p itch  regular as clockwork. It was this knowledge o f their reliability tha t allowed us 
the opportun ity  to am bush them  en route and away from  the w atchful eyes o f the 
police.

“T h e  squad  split into groups and took up position along Piccadilly. T h e  idea was 
tha t as the N F  passed the first group and were in the im m ediate proxim ity o f the 
second group, that w ould be the signal to  attack. However, as it tu rn ed  ou t, a 
couple o f them  had spotted  a couple o f ou r lads and , suspecting som ething was 
afoot, advised tha t they split up into two groups. T h e ir vanguard passed o u r forward 
group  w ithout incident, bu t ten paces on the am bush was sp rung , anyway. H it from 
bo th  sides by our lads equipped with chair legs and carefully w rapped iron bars, the 
N Fers scattered  into the road in disarray. As anticipated, their rearguard , w hich 
contained the organiser, A nthony Jones, failed to engage, preferring as they later 
p u t it to ‘stand  their g round ’! A num ber o f N F  supporters were hospitalised, 
including, according to the Manchester Evening News, a ‘G erm an  soldier on leave 
from  N A TO  du ties’. An N F  m em ber, C harles Allen, defected to the SW P soon 
after and provided a graphic account o f the near total collapse o f N F  m orale as a 
result.”

T h e  SW P had organised a coach to a ttend  a p rotest m arch against unem ploym ent 
in Glasgow. A m ong all the regular Left travellers on board , one in teresting  new  face 
sat near the back. O ne o f the SW P took a leading squad m em ber to one side and 
advised him  there was som eone purporting  to be ex -N F  on board . H e was left alone 
for the day and casually observed: w hom  he m ade contac t w ith, his m annerism s, 
and general dem eanour. At the next G orton  SW P m eeting the following week, two 
squadists tu rn ed  up and discreetly extricated young C harles to the snug for a quiet 
chat abou t ‘old tim es’.

D enis: “C harlie was very forthcom ing and helpful about his past life, as he had  
undergone som e kind o f D am ascene conversion. Fuck knows why. H e was show n 
the m ug shots, including som e o f him self attending N F  activities; he p u t nam es to 
faces, som e we knew, som e we d id n ’t. T h a t C harles’s departu re  cam e after the 
Piccadilly am bush was hardly surprising, and his version o f events on tha t day 
provided us w ith an am using insight into how effective ou r d irect action had proved 
to  be. Charley-boy confirm ed that the N F  had actually spo tted  one o f the two an ti
fascist team s lying in wait for them . As a counter-m easure, the N F  split in to  two 
groups so as to am bush the squad. However, their little bit o f  intelligence proved to 
be their undoing.”

A psychological profile o f C harles Allen at this tim e w ould probably have 
concluded that here was an insecure, em otionally neglected individual in great need 
o f  a tten tion  with a desire to feel w anted and  im portan t. Initially the N F  had 
provided him  w ith this bu t the effect wore off, just as the risk to his health  from
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attending their events grew. C harles was a short, ro tund  individual, w ho w ould be 
runn ing  w ith a h igher risk o f cap ture , so to speak. T h e  Piccadilly am bush 
dem onstrated  to  him  w hat w ould happen  if, o r ra ther w hen, his luck ran out.

In the early days following his change o f allegiance, C harlie  was m ade to  feel 
im portan t by the atten tion  he got, bo th  from  the squad for intelligence purposes, 
and from  the SW P as trophy value. H e relocated to the fashionable left-w ing suburb  
o f H ulm e, w ith som e SW P m em bers w ho were kind enough to  share their hab ita t 
w ith him .

W hat triggered his eventual alienation occurred  w hen news o f a ra ther dodgy Oi 
band  appearing at M anchester Poly, du ring  the bu ild -up  to the Leeds A N L  
carnival, p rom p ted  a squad  response. T h e  arrival o f a n u m b er o f key players for a 
hastily convened m eet proved o f  great in terest to young C harles. H is despair at 
being excluded was undisguised. As his star faded, his disillusionm ent w ith H ulm e 
and the SW P grew  in line w ith his newly acquired  taste for am phetam ines and 
various o ther herbal rem edies. H e needed a way o u t o f  H ulm e, b u t his only 
guarantee o f safety back in Levenshulm e was by m aking peace w ith his enem ies in 
the N F  and to  do so he w ould need to buy his safety w ith inform ation  on the Left.

Ambush in Piccadilly: Squad members on right of photo. Denis nearest window.



D enis: “H e repaid Joan from the SW P who had pu t him  up by ripping her off for 
the ren t and  legging it w ith her address books and  diaries. T he  door was barely shu t 
beh ind  him  before the N F  were ringing Joan and o thers, variously gloating and 
m aking threats o f im m inent violent house calls. O ne night after repeated  phone 
threats were m ade to Joan in  the early hours, two o f the lads decided to  show the 
N F  we were m ore able than they were to carry ou t their kind o f threats. T h e  lads 
w ent round  to  Bryan N ylan’s house in Fallowfield (N ylan was on every N F  
com m ittee going right up to national level) and pu t all his w indows in.

“Ten m inutes later they rang him  to ask him  if he was in terested  in buying any 
double-glazing. N ylan scream ed about having 300 of ou r nam es and addresses. We 
told him  to pu t a stop to  the intim idating calls by his m em bers to w om en whose 
num bers were in the stolen address books, o r he w ould be w asting his tim e 
replacing the glass. N o t surprisingly the calls halted immediately. A fter this C harlie 
w ent to g round , bu t following the delivery of num erous unw anted services, 
including three tons o f ready-m ixed concrete, his own cover he found  w asn’t 
standing  up too well either!”

C om ing to term s with their inability to sustain a regular paper sale, the N F  adopted 
guerrilla tactics, turning up randomly, and dispersing early before any attack could be 
m ounted. T he  SW P in seeking to fill the void both in Piccadilly and outside Chelsea 
G irl merely presented themselves as targets for N F  attacks. T his led to  a variation on 
the old game o f cat and mouse: this time with one victim bu t two predators.

D enis: “TTie SWP, num bering  about 50 or 60, were being m onitored  by a useful 
looking N F  team  num bering  fifteen, which was in tu rn  being shadow ed by a five 
m an team  from  the squad. Just a car load; Roy M ac,T ilzey, Steve C , D oug  R and 
myself. ‘L ittle Roy’, who had been doing ‘obs’ on the picket itself joined us later. We 
had  taken up position in Piccadilly G ardens in readiness to  attack  the N F  from 
behind , after they attacked the SW P outside C helsea G irl, w hich all h inged on the 
SW P staying in position. O n spotting the N F  boys, the SW P vacated the p itch  and 
sheepishly sloped away. T h e  N F  clocked their move, divert th rough  Piccadilly 
G ardens to  head off the SWP, which forces us to vacate ou r position. We m ake a 
quick exit next to  Lewis’s, and slip into the back o f the SW P flock. As the N F  cut 
across Piccadilly G ardens we are making our way up through the body o f the SW P 
supporters , appearing on w hat was now the front line just as the fascists charge 
across the road to m eet us head on in Piccadilly Plaza in w hat they thought was a 
textbook am bush.

“T h e  fracas that followed was captured  by a handy pho tographer w ho carried  on 
snapping th roughout as the startled  diners stared open m outhed  from  ringside in 
the Plaza cafe. In anticipation o f an easy victory the N F , seem ingly in ten t on 
hum iliating the whole SW P group began by attacking the w om en first and  were 
psychologically unprepared  for the lip-sm acking relish o f the squadists w ho tore
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into their m ain m en. It was a catastrophe tha t accelerated the dow nw ard spiral o f 
the N F  in M anchester, whose only appearance in the city centre thereafter was the 
very occasional paper-selling cameo. An excellent set o f photos subsequently  
appeared w hich showed no t only the squad  in action, bu t also destroyed the 
reputation  o f well know n N F  and  M anchester C ity face, John Scott, who is p ictu red  
shouting the odds from across the road .”

O n a m ore regional level, the m ilitants using ‘M anchester A N L ’ as a nom  de 
guerre also threw  them selves in to  the cam paign against N F  C hairm an , A ndrew  
Brons, who was working as a lecturer at H arrogate  F u rth e r E ducation  College. 
A longside the o ther regular in terlopers -  a group  o f young Asians from  B radford -  
M anchester ‘A N L ’ left their m ark  on H arrogate  N F  on m ore than  one occasion. 
‘Civic recognition’ was finally bestow ed on an unfo rtunate  few w ith custodial 
sentences handed  dow n by H arrogate m agistrates after the British M ovem ent were 
again attacked in the town. So, at a tim e w hen the SW P was thinking o f w inding up 
the A N L, the high profile activities o f ‘M anchester A N L ’ were understandably  
regarded w ith irrita tion , em barrassm ent and trep idation  by the SW P leadership. 
W hen squadist trail blazing eventually led to eight o f their num ber being arrested  
on conspiracy and  kidnapping charges, the SW P was m ortified at the constant 
ra tcheting  up o f a struggle they desperately w anted shot of. However, one o f the 
strengths o f the squads was that, though organised by the SW P, m any cam e from 
outside o f the party. As w ith the set up in M anchester, the squadists from  H atfield, 
a working class tow n on the outskirts o f L ondon , were no t all SW P m em bers, and 
so did no t always have trem endous respect for the party  line o r notions o f political 
deco ru m .T h is , together w ith the reality that ‘squad ism ’ created a bond  betw een the 
working class elem ents at a rank and file level, evidently m ade m any w ithin the 
Party hierarchy fairly uneasy, probably  from  the very beginning.

As far back as the 1920s, anti-fascism  saw the em ploym ent o f  physical force as 
legitim ate, if no t entirely a m atte r o f routine. T h e  SW P initially followed in this 
trad ition  as well. W ith  the d ropping  by the L abou r Party o f  su p p o rt for the A N L  
shortly  after the 1979 election, the SW P leadership felt im m ediately isolated and 
vulnerable. R ather than acknow ledge the problem , they sought to  disguise their 
re treat by attem pting  to have this im portan t aspect o f the A N L  strategy effectively 
scratched from  the records. N o t only was the efficacy o f  the squads called into 
question , bu t the reasoning behind their deploym ent was, and  has been ever since, 
tu rned  on its head. In this at least the SW P leadership has proved to  be consistent. 
For over tw enty years the line has rem ained steadfast: physical force anti-fascism  is 
a dangerous and  seditious diversion from  the true  line o f  m arch.

B ut as events since the m id-1990s indicate, the activity o f  the irregulars was at 
least as im portan t an  ingredient to the success o f the A N L  as the carnivals, the 
celebrities, and the propaganda w ork w ithin the media.
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U n d er the pressure o f the general election post m ortem , the N F  now splintered into 
three sm aller organisations, as the F ar R ight en tered  a period o f reorganisation. 
U nbeknow n to the rank and  file, the leadership o f the SW P also had  som e 
reorganising plans. T h ere  had been grow ing concern  am ong a section o f  the 
leadership that their contro l o f  the organisation had  been seriously d ilu ted  and 
there was now a need for som e prun ing  to  be done. A long w ith the punk  teno r o f 
Socialist Worker, o ther culprits deem ed to be responsible were a m yriad o f rank and 
file groups that had  sprung  up in the trade unions. All naturally  had  sectional 
publications and  leadership, none o f w hom , incidentally, ever had a hope o f being 
co-opted  on to the C entral C om m ittee . F or differing reasons, o ther offshoots such 
as W om en’s Voice and  the R ight to W ork C am paign also gave cause for concern. 
Ironically, it was this very decentralisation , typified by the likes o f  Rock Against 
Racism , that had caused m any m anual working class recruits to  feel they had a 
stake in the SW P/A N L  in the first place. But as far back as S eptem ber 1978, w hen 
the leadership refused to  deploy stew ards from  the second A N L  carnival to help 
supplem ent a coun ter-dem onstra tion  against an N F  m arch on the area o f Brick 
L ane, there had been a grow ing tension betw een the political priorities and 
perspectives o f the working class rank and  file and  a largely upper m iddle class 
leadership.

A m ong the latter there was a feeling the tail was wagging the dog. If reconciliation 
could not be brokered on their term s, a total c learout was considered the only 
solution. Som e in the rank and  file had begun to sense som e such th rea t in the body 
language o f the leadership.

Jim  Kelly recalls: “An event took place a few weeks after Blair’s funeral [a 
reference to an SW P m em ber who was killed in clashes w ith police du ring  an  an ti
fascist dem o in Southall, west L ondon , in M ay 1979] tha t sheds a little light on  the 
leadersh ip’s thinking. Som e local N F  sym pathisers th rea tened  a com rade who 
w orked in a pub  in B ethnal G reen. It was decided this had  to be m et head on. T h e  
following Saturday n ight com rades m et in T h e  A pproach Tavern in B ethnal G reen  
to  sort ou t the m atter. We then  found they were drinking in T h e  Rose and  C row n 
in C am bridge H eatli R oad. It was decided to pay it a visit... a fight broke ou t and 
the pub was w recked. A fter the following w eek’s b ranch  m eeting I was inform ed by 
leading SW P m em ber and  college lecturer, C olin  Sparks, that things were getting 
ou t o f hand . T h e  pub  was situated  around  the co rner from  the SW P prin t shop in



C orb ridge  C rescen t and  was used by various nonen tities on the C en tra l 
C om m ittee . As I rem em ber, his w ords were ‘I t’s too close to  hom e,’ w hich I took to 
m ean the C entral C om m ittee, n o t the p rin t works!”

F o r Kelly the death o f  Blair Peach was a defining m om ent for the Party. “ His 
death , and injuries deliberately inflicted on Asian, black people and anti-fascists 
tha t night had  a profound  effect on the Party. M any com rades were shattered  after 
alm ost two years on the front line.”

N ot too long after a leading m em ber o f the SWP, Alex Callinicos, cam e across an 
A N L  leafleting operation  at C hapel M arket in Islington w hich looked u nder 
im m inent danger o f an attack  by a larger group o f fascists m assing on the o ther side 
o f  the road. Recognised, he was duly invited to  stand  w ith his fellow m em bers. “N o t 
my role in the Party,” cam e the cu rt reply, and on he walked. T hough  a relatively 
m inor incident this d id  no t, it seem s, stop the leadership seeking to exploit it at a 
later date.* A t the extrem es, the gulf betw een the leadership and rank and  file 
m ilitan ts’ understand ing  about w hat was politically acceptable was divided to a 
barely believable degree.

Ron: “O ne day in late O ctober ’79, I was sat in T h e  A lbert w ith one o f the boys 
w hen J com es in. H e pulls us to one side. ‘T here  is som ething big going on ,’ he said, 
‘n o t the usual d iet o f  booting the opposition we were used to.’ We w ouldn’t be told 
the exact details until nearer the tim e. ‘Are you in o r out?’ I ’d  known J. for a few
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* A ‘leaked account o f events in Chapel Market in 1981 features in a grotesque and vicious 
little essay in a pamphlet entitled When this pub closes... In it, rank-and-file anti-fascists are 
accused of regarding “many Front members more honest than Labourites and Trotskyites,” 
and of being “good types really,” and states that tlie “street-fighters” themselves “now serve 
as an inspiration to the currently fashionable gay nazi artists Gilbert and George.”

Referring to Chapel Market specifically it went on: “In the early 1980s, as Tony Cliff was 
walking through Islington market, he stopped to watch some of his followers battling it out 
with the National Front, when something struck him as odd. His followers were on 
suspiciously good terms with the ‘enemy’ and the battle was obviously being conducted 
according to recognised rules. W hen the whistle blew for half-time, the antagonists bowed to 
each other and went to drink in the same pub (admittedly in separate bars). Cliff, a near 
teetotaller who genuinely detests fascists, ordered an inquiry ... it transpired that on a 
previous occasion, a rising young intellectual had been recognised by his own comrades and 
beaten up when he refused to join in the fun.”

T hat this kind of nonsense was published in 1988, three years after the ‘street-fighters’ had 
been instrumental in forming Anti-Fascist Action, and written by someone who advertised 
himself as a critic of the SWP, exposes the near pathological loathing of the working class 
male ( gangsters molls’ was the description for the female squadists) among sections of the 
orthodox Left that would disable, and then utterly destroy it, within a generation.



years and  had  becom e so rt o f his unofficial bodyguard  -  he was only a little bloke 
b u t lots o f bo ttle  -  so I said ‘I ’m  in.’ T h e  o th er lad looked from  one o f us to  the 
o ther and said ‘M e too.’

“ O n 4 th  N ovem ber we travelled to L ondon . We were to  book in to  a hotel under 
the nam e o f ‘M r B row n’s p arty ’. T h e  next day. Bonfire N igh t, we were sat in the TV  
room , just us, no  o ther guests, w hen a stranger com es in and  inquires, ‘M r B row n’s 
party?’ ‘Yep’, replies A. ‘Call m e D erek,’ said the stranger. H e then  produces photos 
o f a building on an industrial estate located som ew here betw een L ondon  and 
B righton. It was supposed to be a plastics factory bu t functioned as a p rin t shop 
and G H Q  for bod i the N F  and BM . It p rin ted  A 'F News and  a new  book D id Six  
Million Really Die?

“ D erek told us he w anted  o u r help to b reak  in and  destroy the operation . We 
were there , com m itted  and  in. We h ired  th ree cars and  fitted false n u m b er plates. 
D erek p u t a holdall in the boo t o f his car and  we set off. It was dark  by the tim e 
we got there. T h e re  was only one way on and  off the estate along a circu lar road. 
We left a sen try  w ith a walkie-talkie and  a car at the en trance to w arn  o f anyone 
com ing. Som e o f the o th er factories were lit up w orking n ight shift, so once we 
broke in we deliberately pu t all the lights on , too. We opened  up the loading bay 
doors, parking the two rem ain ing  cars there. N ear the prin ting  press w ere piles o f 
N F  News and copies o f the book. T h e  office was open. It was large and had filing 
cabinets all round  it. O pening  the filing cabinets, we cam e across nam es and  
addresses of fascists all over B ritain  and the con tinen t. We began  to  stu ff them  in 
bags and  loaded them  into the car. O n the far side o f the factory, the wall was lined 
w ith m etal lockers. We jem m ied open the doors. W liat we saw astonished us. 
H anging  up in the lockers were N azi un iform s, SS on the collars. T h e re  were guns, 
pistols in holsters and  m achine guns. We took them  all, except for a few. T h e  ones 
we left we hoped  m ight help incrim inate  the ow ners w hen discovered by 
investigating firem en. O nce the cars were loaded  we poured  petro l all over the 
place. D erek then  opens his holdall and  takes ou t som e devices, black boxes w ith 
tim ers on the top. ‘W hat have you got there?’ I ask. ‘A p resen t from  M ossad ,’ he 
replies w ith a grin . I d id n ’t know  if he was pulling  my leg or n o t, b u t it was a 
professional looking kit. D erek  p u t the devices in different places a round  the 
build ing. T h en  we closed the roller doors and  drove off. S uddenly  the walkie-talkie 
cracked in to  life. ‘Police car head ing  this way.’ ‘D o n ’t panic,’ said D erek. A bou t a 
m inu te  la ter it passes us. We drove on in silence. As we cam e over a sm all hill about 
a m ile away the sky beh ind  us is lit up. ‘T h a t’s the biggest fuck in’ fireworks they’ll 
have a ro und  here  ton igh t,’ laughs M r B.

A m on th  later we got sent a brow n envelope. Inside it was a photo  taken from  the 
air. It showed a large blackened and charred  patch  o f land. All tha t was left. O n the 
back o f  the photo , “Well done lads, thanks.” £ 5 0 ,0 0 0  was the estim ate o f  the

Beating the Fascists 57



dam age (the equivalent o f about £ 2 0 0 ,000  nowadays). A form er m em ber o f the 62 
G roup , M anny K arpel, was later arrested , charged and convicted for his role in the 
burn ing  o f  the p rin t works. H e refused to nam e any accom plices and got two and 
half years.

By N ovem ber 1980, w hen an 800-strong British M ovem ent m arch was held from 
M arble Arch to  Paddington, the m utual lack o f respect betw een th e  rival 
philosophies was naked and ill disguised. In w hat w ould later becom e a fam iliar 
scenario, the A N L  m obilisation had allowed itself to  be barricaded into an  alley by 
police. A fter the m arch had passed, som e squadists looking for ‘afters’ ran in to  a 
hund red  strong crow d o f  local youngsters, m ostly black, w ith sim ilar plans. T hey  
were delighted, as coupled with their know-how and the locals’ enthusiasm  they 
believed they form ed a very form idable crew. Expectations were high until a 
m em ber o f the C entral C om m ittee, Pete A lexander, a tall gangly, bespectacled, 
sports coat-w earing graduate, suddenly assum ed com m and and  sta rted  giving 
orders. Local black youngsters looked bem used, as all offers o f help with regard to 
directions were waved away while he short-sightedly pored over his A-Z in search 
o f  P addington Station. By accident or design, the unw anted in tervention  m eant 
tha t instead o f  the BM  being confronted, the only item  o f no te  tu rned  over on the 
day was an ice cream  vendor’s van. Small w onder afterw ards that som e o f  the 
m ilitants p resent began to  talk sedition w ith increasing fluency.

It was against this background that the leadership tentatively began to p u t the case 
that, with die collapse o f the N F  vote, SW P resources could safely be concentrated  
against the Tories; the ‘Tories were the real enem y’ and so on. B ut this done-and- 
dusted  optim ism  did no t tally w ith the experience of local activists. T hey  regarded a 
total anti-fascist victory as som ewhat less than com plete, and so there were 
im m ediate rum bles o f protest, particularly in Islington, just a few miles from B edinal 
G reen, w hich had becom e the centre o f anti-fascist activity in L ondon. M oreover, 
the splintering o f the N F  had brought w hat was described by Jim Kelly as “ a violent 
crim inal faction to  the fore,” who regarded Chapel M arket “as their pa tch” and who 
“enjoyed considerable local support on estates like the Packington, as well as in die 
large Post Office D istrict Sorting Office in U pper S treet.” W hen the grassroots 
activists, through die Regional SW P organiser, were instructed  to pull up  stum ps, 
there was outrage. A m ood o f defiance soon swept the Party, sparked by the appeal 
from the local A N L  organiser to pu t ou t an S.O.S. over the heads o f the leadership 
to anti-fascists generally, to make up for the deficit created by die SW P withdrawal. 
N o t only were SW P m em bers from outside o f the area drawn into die struggle, but, 
to the em barrassm ent o f the leadership, rival Trotskyist groups like M ilitant and  the 
Revolutionary C om m unist Party responded to the public appeal.

As Jim  Kelly recalls, the result was that “C hapel Street M arket becam e a violent 
batde ground on Saturday and  Sunday m ornings. S upport for the struggle cam e
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from  m any different Left g roups including L abou r Party  M ilitan t supporters. T he  
notable exception was the SWP. T h e  few principled SW F m em bers tha t tu rned  up 
to show suppo rt were soon th rea tened  w ith expulsion. T h e  local SW P leadership 
also began a cam paign o f ru m o u r m ongering, accusing one leading A N L  organiser 
o f being m entally unstable. T h is  m ethod  o f character assassination was increasingly 
used instead o f open and  honest debate on the changing tactics needed to m eet this 
m ore sinister new  phase” {A m i-N azi League: A  Critical Examination  by Jim  Kelly 
and M ark M etcalf).

In  the sum m er o f 1980, th irteen  SW P/A N L  suppo rters were charged with 
obstruction  in opposing the N F  there. T h e  defence fund gained considerable 
support locally. T h is  enabled the issue to be taken up in trade union branches. 
Eventually, all bu t one o f those charged was acquitted . Following weeks o f  pressure, 
one small and inaccurate report was carried  in Socialist Worker. T h e  fu rther arrests 
and  strip-searching o f two w om en activists, and  their subsequen t acquittal a couple 
o f m on ths later, were totally ignored by Socialist Worker. In a small pam phlet. The 
News Socialist Worker Forgot, p roduced  for d istribu tion  am ong Party m em bers, John 
N ew m an, a local shop stew ard, w rote: “Increasingly, the idea o f  a b road  m ovem ent 
against fascism has been falsely counterposed  to the idea o f  taking on the nazis in 
their chosen territo ry  -  the streets. T h e  w ords ‘m acho’ and  ‘squadists’ have been 
bandied  about to describe any anti-fascist activity w hich C C  [C entral C om m ittee] 
m em bers d id n ’t like o r cou ldn ’t contro l. Incredibly, the m ore slavish o f N o rth  
L ondon D istrict com rades have felt justified in attach ing  these labels to  activity at 
C hapel M arket -  w hich has included m ass leafleting o f  estates. R ight to Work and 
Save ou r H ospitals cam paign, and  two successful defence cam paigns. O n one 
week’s notice, the Islington A N L  ‘squadists’ organised a 400-strong rally in 
Islington G reen  ... w hich inc luded  C o m m u n is t Party , L ab o u r Party  and 
In ternational M arxist G roup  m em bers, and was four tim es as big as a N azi rally in 
Sm ithfield a week later.” (77;e News Socialist Worker Forgot, 198 1)

In w hat was starting  to  look em barrassingly like a m utiny gathering m om entum , 
the SW P leadership, in o rder to stigm atise the activists am ong the rest o f the SW P 
m em bersh ip  in particu lar, began also to define the d issidents as physical force 
‘specialists’ w ith a lim ited understand ing  of, o r fidelity to, w ider socialist goals. T h is 
pigeon-holing was in tended  to politically em asculate them , bu t at the sam e tim e for 
m any it was really only the ‘squadists’ who seem ed to  be taking the opposition  to 
fascism seriously.

M eanw hile, though  on a steadily dow nw ard curve electorally, the N F  con tinued  
w ith intense activity at street level, w ith a greater passion in their violent attacks on 
the ‘o p p o sitio n ’. A p art from  just chastising  political o p p o n en ts  they also 
m ain tained  high profile paper sales at popular working class m arkets like Brick 
L ane, East S treet and C hapel S treet in L ondon. T hough  sm aller in num ber.
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provocative dem onstrations also con tinued  to draw recruits from  am ong a seriously 
disillusioned young working class, as well as at football grounds and around  the 
punk/O i/ska m usic scene. A nd by m aintaining a high profile they provided both  
m otivation and political justification for the rapidly increasing level o f racist attacks. 
O n the o ther hand, situations as in M anchester and Islington provided the 
‘squadists’ w ith the argum ent that, no t only did the fascist gangs still exist, they 
could be confronted  and beaten, and on their own term s.

F or som e tim e the parting  of tlie ways was recognised by the SW P leadership as 
bo th  w elcom e and inevitable, and a relatively m inor incident at the annual SW P get 
together over the E aster Bank H oliday, at a m iners’ holiday cam p in Skegness in
1981, was considered opportun ity  enough for them  to show their hand . Following 
a scuffle late one night betw een m em bers and roadies o f a band called Oxy and the 
M orons, and  a couple o f people associated in the leadership’s m inds w ith ‘H atfield’, 
w hich was by now a pejorative term , the leadership w ent ou t o f  their way to 
maxim ise existing disagreem ents.

O ne p rom inen t ‘squadist’ from north  L ondon, who held his hands up to his 
involvem ent from  the beginning, was ordered to a m eeting w ith a couple o f C entral 
C om m ittee  m em bers the following m orning to  explain him self. T h e  accused was 
from  a m anual shop steward background, norm ally prized w ithin the Party, and  as 
such was m ore than  capable o f explaining his side o f the story. In addition , he was 
contrite  for w hat, w ith hindsight, he accepted m ight have been an  e rro r o f 
judgem ent on his part. But the leadership had no in tention  o f accepting a m ere 
apology. T h e  charges were listed and whenever he sought to correct various 
inaccuracies he was told to “Shut up!” F u rth e r attem pts to  clarify w hat occurred  
were greeted w ith a sim ilar response. Finally he was confronted  w ith an u ltim atum : 
“ S hu t up! -  O r you’re off the site!” By now thoroughly pissed off, he responded  
w ith a challenge o f his own. “So w ho’s going to make m e then?” Pete C lark, an 
upper m iddle class son o f an industrialist, who had been sitting on a w indow  sill 
w ith his arm s w'rapped around  his knees, w ondering bleakly, w hat ‘the m iners 
w ould say,’ looked up startled. Both he and  D eason exchanged w orried looks. 
C learly it had  never crossed their m inds that they m ight be personally expected to 
provide the escort.

A nd w ith sixty o f his com panions drinking in a bar nearby, calling for security  and 
thus forcing tlie issue was ou t o f the question. However once the an te  was upped, 
the leadership saw an advantage in escalating it for the duration  o f the w eekend, 
openly goading o ther squadists in o rder to net as m any as possible. Recognising it 
as the stratagem  it was, the squadists did no t rise to the provocation, b u t no t long 
afterw ards five, including M ick O ’ Farrell, who had no t been in the vicinity o f any 
o f  the incidents, were nam ed and suspended pending expulsion. T h e  appearance at 
the Leeds A N L  Carnival in July o f som e o f those m arked dow n for expulsion
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provided the leadership w ith due cause. T hose  targeted  for the purge were accused 
o f anything and  everything. Predictably, accusations o f sexism and  racism  featured 
prom inently. A letter from Leeds D istric t C om m ittee , dated  6 th  July 1981, accused:

“SW P m em bers and supporters from  H atfield w ho arrived in Leeds on 
Friday night, ostensibly to assist w ith security  (the invitation was from  a 
M anchester squadist yet to be disciplined) and then  proceeded  to conduct a 
d runken  ram page ...

A by no m eans com plete sum m ary o f their crim es is as follows:
• T hey  alarm ed, th reatened  and  insulted the existing security  team .
• T hey  attem pted  or th rea tened  to  do physical dam age to  SW P m em bers, 

including H olborrow , R udder, M arfleet, Parkin and Mulvey.
• T hey  subjected a section o f the Leeds security  team  to insults, including a 

m ulti-racial group  o f young people who had  slept on the stage every night.
• T hey  used grisly sexist profanities and m ost crim inally o f all, one o f them  

referred to o u r black com rades as ‘m onkeys’.
• Several o f the H atfield com rades were carry ing knives w hich they 

th reatened  to use on  us.”

W ith the fingerprints o f the leadership all over it, the party  political na tu re  o f the 
sum m ary rather gave the gam e away. “Clearly a very small m inority  o f SW P 
m em bers feel tha t the use o f violence and  individual terrorism  is a preferable 
m ethod  to  taking on the racists. T h e  experience o f m ass m ovem ents such as the 
C arnival seem  m erely to  offer an ou tle t for d runken  behaviour w hich in style differs 
little from  the m acho loutish style o f the nazis. We therefore call on the C C  to firmly 
state the case against the concept o f squads as a m eans o f opposing the nazis.” 

A fter that any pretence o f the accused ever being allowed a fair hearing was 
regarded as either pandering or superfluous. T h e  appeal was instan t, handled  by a 
five m an ‘control com m ission’, two o f w hom  were personally on the SW T C entral 
C om m ittee (one o f them , Pete C lark, had travelled the country  prior to  the m eeting, 
speaking at branch  m eetings, explaining the leadership’s view o f events) while the 
rest were appointed  by, and  directly accountable to it. Laughably the actual chair, 
one Peter Bane, had previously been accused by the defendants o f being directly 
involved in a ttem pting to  provoke at least one inciden t at Skegness himself.

D espite the m utual con tem pt now existing betw een leaders and led, the 
‘squadists’ were surprisingly no t p repared  to  go quietly. Instead , in the following 
m onths, bo th  they and  their supporters w ithin the A N L  con tinued  to  argue strongly 
that physical opposition  was a vital com ponen t o f any effective anti-fascist strategy, 
and  anything else was tan tam oun t to surrender. Inevitably there was considerable 
unease at the tu rn  o f events w ithin the party  generally. A decisive illustration o f  bo th  
the gulf betw een the two wings and their potential strength  had  been  dem onstra ted
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a m onth  earlier w hen the hard  line British M ovem ent called a m arch in Oxford. 
Im m ediately the A N L  responded by organising a p ro test several m iles away from 
the fascists, while two o f those u nder suspension travelled to O xford to help 
organise d irect confron tation  w ith the BM . W ith the help o f an A N L  flag they 
convinced sufficient num bers to  stay in the tow n centre and then  w ith the support 
o f a large num ber o f young locals, confronted  the fascists, causing a num ber of 
casualties and wrecking their pub  in the process.

U n d er the headline ‘Pub Sm ashed By R ioters’, the Oxford M ail reported  on the 
fallout; “An anti-fascist dem o erup ted  into violence in O xford city centre. A pub  
was w recked, British M ovem ent supporters beaten  up, and St A ldate’s police 
station besieged ... T h e  attack  on the O ld G ate H ouse began as youths, m ost o f 
them  black, hurled  lum ps o f rock through the w indow s and  crashed th rough  the 
locked doo r of the pub , brandish ing  sticks. C ustom ers, including a group o f up to 
25 supporters o f the R ight-w ing British M ovem ent, fled for safety to  the back o f  the 
pub , b u t som e o f the BM  youths were caught, knocked to  the g round  and kicked” 
{Oxford M ail, 8 th  June 1981).

C on trary  to m edia reports, the anti-fascist attackers were m ade up o f two 
different groupings, each num bering  betw een eighty and  one h und red , w ho had 
assem bled separately, and m et quite by chance in the city centre. It was a m om ent 
o f high tension precisely because, while one half was alm ost all black, the o ther lot 
w ith few exceptions were all w hite.

Joe: “In  con trast to the official dem o, w hich had  headed ou t o f tow n, we had 
stayed in the city centre. We even had , I rem em ber, an A N L  banner w ith us. Slowly 
the crow d built up. T h en  news arrived that the BM  had  been  spotted . En route 
through the city centre we becam e aware of ano ther m ob walking in parallel to  us 
about 50 yards away. W hen we cam e to  the in tersec tion  there was a face-off. 
N aturally  we could see w ho they were; how ever, ou r p rob lem  was to quickly 
convince them  we were no t B M !”

As in troductions were being m ade and inform ation exchanged, scouts appeared 
w ith news tha t the BM  had been spotted . T h e  joint gang, now abou t 200-strong, 
set o ff on a run.

Joe: “ By the tim e we cam e around  the co rner the British M ovem ent had  already 
retrea ted  tow ards the O ld G ate  H ouse. I rem em ber one o f  the L ondon  lads, 
‘M acS qu irty ’, ho t on their heels, chuck a bottle at a w indow  w hich, instead o f  going 
th rough , h it the fram e and rebounded  w ith such ferocity tha t had  he n o t ducked he 
w ould have been the first recorded casualty o f ‘friendly fire’. Frankly, no t fancying 
going th rough  the front doo r we thought we w ould skip round  the back and 
surprise them . Jum ping  over a fence, M ick was low ering h im self dow n w hen a shou t 
a lerted  him  tha t he was abou t to p u t his D r M arten  right dow n the th roa t o f  an 
enorm ous A lsatian w aiting patiently  for him  at the bottom ! T h ere  was no th ing  for
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it bu t to  go through the front. W hen this inform ation was relayed, I personally  was 
delighted w hen a couple o f large black gentlem en stepped forward to  do  the 
honours. T h e  doo r practically flew off the hinges. C om ing through the doo r I was 
‘tw inned’ w ith this black kid who took ou t this massive m allet and , w ith me 
w atching his back, set ou t to  dem olish the pub. Everything in the pub that could be 
sm ashed was, including the optics. T hose British M ovem ent m em bers w ho had no t 
already taken refuge in the cellar and barricaded them selves in were swiftly dealt 
w ith. I often thought how they m ust have felt, with all the crashing and sm ashing 
going on overhead, particularly in view o f the fact that m any were black, w ith them  
trapped  as they were like rats.”

U nsurprisingly, despite threats to re tu rn  to  O xford, the British M ovem ent never 
did. Even had they done so, it is unlikely the O ld G ate H ouse o r any o ther pu b  in 
Oxford w ould have knowingly played host to  them . Lessons were being learned  all 
round . T h e  irony for the SW P leadership was that they had sanctioned  the purge 
precisely to avoid being outflanked by the rank and file o f  their own party.

F u rth e r stung  by the considerable criticism  from around  the coun try  that the 
sm ears against those u nder suspension were w ithout substance, and no t w ishing to 
fight on that particu lar g round  as a result, the SW P C entral C om m ittee , w ho had 
hoped the issue could be euphem istically dealt w ith through the disciplinary 
procedure, instead decided to com e clean. In an article in the pre-conference 1981 
bulletin  they outlined  their u tte r political opposition to the squadists in an article 
erroneously entitled ‘F ighting T h e  N azis’. In it they m ade clear to  all concerned  
that ‘fighting the nazis’ was exactly w hat the SW P m ust at all costs avoid from  
now on.

A nd in order to justiiy the volte-face, they m ade an adm ission w hich by their 
standards was rem arkably candid. In a com plete reversal o f SW P propaganda 
h itherto  (and since), it was argued on the one hand  that the battle for the streets had 
been com pleted, bu t contradictorily, if it continued, it was no t the N F , b u t the SW P 
w ho would likely be left facing organisational ruin. C om ing less than  two years after 
history tells us the N F  had been crushed for a generation, it was an astonishing 
confession that dem onstrated  how m uch the leadership felt was at stake.

A ccom panying this appeal for m oderation was an appeal to  a social snobbery  
within their m em bership, which as The Leveller report on the clash at C onw ay Hall 
illustrates, played well w ithin the w ider Left. Accordingly, the C entral C om m ittee 
(C C ) portrayed those w ho continued  to support direct action as largely lower class 
thugs, w ith lim ited political com m itm ent and m otivated purely by violence. In the 
process, the baby was throw n ou t w ith the bath  w ater, w ith the whole tradition  of 
m ilitant anti-fascism  being dism issed as both  gratu itous and incoherent: largely a 
m atter, according to the C C , o f “ chasing small groups o f nazis from  one street fight 
o r pub  brawl to another.” T here  was also reference to the m ilitants as ‘specialists’.
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although the squadists were often the best all-round  activists in their local b ranches, 
unlike m any w ho suppo rted  the leadership analysis.

By now openly opposed to  physical opposition in any form , the SW P leadership 
began to  argue that; “T hey  [nazis] have m ore, and  m ore eager, street fighters than 
we do. By setting up repeated  confron tations w ith them  -  even w hen we seem 
successful at first -  we feed their appetite  for violence as satisfying in itself, and  we 
help them  draw  in those tha t w ant a good punch  up, and for w hom  the Reds are as 
good a target as any ... C om rades will ask w hat practical applications these points 
have -  w hat for exam ple should we do in the face o f a fascist attack  on a regular 
paper sale?”

W hich was a very good question  in the circum stances. For, as far as m any in the 
rank and  file could see, the choice was straightforw ard bu t lim ited. A bandon the 
sales pitch to the N F , as they were recom m ending  for Islington, o r after striking a 
concordat, actually share the p itch  and sell Socialist Worker along side National Front 
News, as the leadership w ould endorse a little later in Leeds.

O n a w ider note if the C C  prognosis was believed to be accurate, why was it, 
m ilitants began to  ask, that an organisation like the N F , w ho were routinely 
p resented  as ‘petit-bourgeo is’, was also deem ed to  have the m ore ‘eager street- 
fighters’ than the self-proclaim ed vanguards o f the working class? A nd if indeed 
such an im balance existed, w ould tha t no t be exacerbated by the leadership plans 
to dispense w ith its own street-fighting elem ent? M oreover, w here was the evidence 
of the fascist appetite  for confron tation  being actually stim ulated  by losing?

T h e  answers to  such questions were n o t forthcom ing , bu t instead, pedantically, 
the C C  m apped  out the alternative to  ‘stand ing  your g ro u n d ’. Faced w ith fascist 
aggression SW P branches w ould be d irected  in fu ture to respond  only as follows: 
“ O rganise for the w idest possible leafleting o f the area -  estates, w orkplaces, and 
the shopping centre or H igh S treet w here the incidents have taken place. T h a t 
usually m eans w riting a good A N L  leaflet w hich spells ou t w hat fascist violence is 
all abou t, b u t also talks about local cuts and  closures, unem ploym ent and the Right 
to W ork, the Tories and  the bom b. We can ask w hat N F  or BM  policies are in 
relation to all these, we can connect the issue o f  the fascists to m ost peoples’ 
problem s, w ithout d irecting everything tow ards the question  o f the physical 
presence o f the fascists them selves. O f course there are fascist nu tte rs  who will have 
a go at any tim e, b u t if we are u n d er a ban n er calling for su p p o rt for the m arch on 
the T ory conference, som e o f them  m ight find it th a t bit m ore difficult.”

Im m ediately, m ilitants w ho regarded rem oving the ‘physical presence o f  the 
fascists’ as an ti-fascism ’s first and  prim ary  du ty  d enounced  the leadership  
declaration  as the self-serving abandonm en t o f principle it undeniably  was. 
Paradoxically w hen the SW P was forced to again correct its analysis ten years later, 
connecting  the issue of anti-fascism  to ‘m ost peoples p rob lem s’ was exactly w hat
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the A N L  w ould visibly fail to do. In tru th , w hat the SW P leadership was really 
prom ising, and banking on, was that if they tu rned  a blind eye to fascist initiatives, 
in a quid pro quo, the odd ‘n u tte r’ apart, the N F  w ould desist from  attacking them .

Now, ever since the 1920s it was broadly accepted within anti-fascist circles that 
a decisive com ponent in the arsenal o f their opponents was the securing o f 
unfettered  contro l o f the streets by force. If  this analysis was correct then  the 
equation  was a simple one: fascist violence had to be m et w ith anti-fascist violence. 
O f course, there was nothing original in the stance taken by the SW P leadership. 
T h e  argum ent for tu rn ing  the collective cheek away from  fascist aggression was 
heard  m any times before, even in 1930s G erm any. T h ere  were uncannily  sim ilar 
argum ents p u t forw ard by the Stalinist leadership to  K PD  (G erm an C om m unist 
Party) rank and file. O ne young com m unist m ilitan t com m ented: “We d o n ’t care 
for the idea that, if we are m urdered  by SA (Brow nshirt) m en , a small p a rt o f the 
working class will carry out a half-hour protest, w hich only m akes the N azis laugh 
for having got o ff so lightly.” Som e fifty years later ‘letting them  off lightly’ was no t 
som ething m ilitants were ever going to be im pressed by, either.

W hen the expulsions were rubber-stam ped in August 1981, quickly followed by 
the shutting  dow n o f com plete geographical branches like Cricklewood and  C lapton 
that were judged to  be irredeem able, there were few who expressed surprise. W hat 
opposition there was around the country mostly reflected itself in the tearing up o f 
the Party card. B ut if the leadership had im agined this w ould be the last they w ould 
hear o f the squadists they could no t have been m ore wrong. O pposition by the 
m ilitants had  never been restricted to m ere polemic. In the six m onths from  the 
period o f suspension to expulsion they had  increasingly been taking political 
responsibility for the conduct o f the struggle. O xford had been a b it o f a test case. 
N ow  their energies were directed toward stifling N F  potential at C hapel M arket.

U ndeniably  C hapel M arket, alongside the cleansing o f m etropolitan  M anchester, 
was a testing g round  for m uch that followed. W hen a follow up cam paign was 
m oun ted  against the fascist pitch in E ast S treet M arket in sou th  L ondon , the 
resolve o f the Far R ight totally collapsed -  a surprise attack  by a 30-strong Red 
A ction (RA) contingen t left alm ost all their paper-sellers needing hospital 
treatm ent. A nd though it w ould take alm ost a decade before the m ilitants worked 
their way around  to the national stronghold o f both  the N F  and B N P in Brick 
L ane, East L ondon, w hen that paper sale cam e in for the ‘specialist’ trea tm en t, it 
would prove only a little m ore resilient. T h e  particu lar circum stances perta in ing  on 
the ground aside, there was a growing suspicion by now am ong the ex-A N L 
squadists that, as well as being exposed tactically, the SW P leadership m ight no t 
have a leg to  stand  on theoretically, either.

For, as m uch as the SW P were fond o f quoting  Trotsky, his w ritings on fascism  
suddenly  seem ed to be largely a m ystery to them . In Fascism, WItat it is and  How to
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Fight it, T rotsky had observed “fighting squads m ust be created  ... nothing 
increases the insolence o f the fascists so m uch  as ‘flabby pacifism ’ on the p a rt o f 
the w orkers’ organ isations” and  he d enounced  the “political cow ardice” o f  those 
w ho argue “we need  m ass self-defence and  no t the m ilitia. W ithou t organised 
com bat de tachm ents , the m ost heroic m asses will be sm ashed  b it by b it by the 
fascist gangs.”

Joe: “ I rem em ber som eone giving me a copy o f the [Trotsky] essay ‘T h e  M ilitia 
and  its O pponen ts’. It was a critique o f the situation  in F rance in  1935 and a real 
eye-opener. T h e  core o f it dealt w ith the Stalinist critics o f  the m ilitants. Trotsky 
utterly dem olished the Stalinist stance. H owever fifty years on precisely the same 
argum ents were being used by the Trotskyite leadership -  against us. It was doubly 
ironic because none o f us were Trotskyites. Personally I felt em pow ered. I m ean, if 
we w ho were largely uneducated  politically could be so right, and they who 
im m ersed them selves like T alm udic scholars could be so w rong, m aybe there was 
m ore to  this d ispute than  m et the eye. Overall, their seedy behaviour certainly 
helped generate the suspicion that the d ispute m ay have a far w ider application 
beyond C hapel M arket o r indeed anti-fascism .”

T h is  political aw akening, so m uch  at odds w ith the caricature pain ted  by the SW P 
leadership o f the so-called ‘squadists’ as just m ere street-fighters for hire, w ould go 
on to  play a vital role in defining the m ore com prehensive political am bitions o f 
m ilitant anti-fascism  som e two decades later.

F rom  the m om ent they were set on  an independent course from  both the SW P and 
the w ider Left, the challenging o f the traditional b lueprin t for progressive social 
change was also unconsciously set in m otion . T h is  challenge was possibly 
acknow ledged by the SW P itself who, a couple o f years after the initial expulsions, 
in a shock move suspended rank and file dockers leader Micky F enn  for, o f all 
things, “crossing a picket line” . D uring  the original furore in the spring o f ’81, Fenn, 
while expressing political sym pathy w ith the argum ents o f his fellow squadists, m ade 
it plain he in tended to  ‘stick with the Party’ in order to see how  things tu rn ed  out. 
T rue  to  his w ord he im m ediately set ou t to  re-build  links w ith the b road  base o f the 
working class he felt were needed if the SW P was ever going to  fulfil its political 
potential. Slowly under his tutelage his branch . Bow, east L ondon, actually began to 
reflect in term s o f com position the working class com m unity  o f w hich it w anted to 
be a part. As such it was a refutation o f bo th  the analysis and  orientation  to the 
colleges offered by the leadership. H ad Micky Fenn been som eone o ther than  the 
charism atic figure he undoubtedly  was, this eccentricity m ight perhaps have been 
ignored. B ut for a leadership that was either paranoid  o r simply bid ing  its tim e, his 
enthusiasm  in attem pting  to recreate a working class base w ithin the Party, probably 
seen as a com plem ent to others building a working class alternative outside o f  it, was 
in itself deem ed a sufficient th reat to justify his effective expulsion through a p re
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em ptive strike. W hen the decision was delivered to the Bow branch, his shocked 
partn er had to  be restrained from doing the m essenger a serious m ischief w ith a 
heavy ashtray. Following his sudden death in 1996, an obituary  in the Guardian 
attem pted  to gloss over the circum stance o f his departu re  from the SW P, presenting 
the parting  o f the ways as “a m atter o f principle” (.Guardian 5th A ugust 1996), 
though principle had long been regarded by the hierarchy as ridiculously archaic.

In D ecem ber 1981 the growing rationale for the expellees politically striking ou t 
on their own was given im petus when just before C hristm as ‘TTie R ochdale 8 ’, as 
they had  been labelled, received sentences o f up to  fifteen m onths. (T he unlikely 
presence in the ranks o f the convicted o f a M anchester University professor, John 
P., caused a right wing conspiracy novelist, Ted Allenbury, a so rt o f poor m an ’s 
R obert L ud lum , at least in term s of popularity, to cite the incident in a novel as 
evidence o f the beginning o f the collapse o f western civilisation!)

T h e ir  initial arrests followed the abduction  by them  in broad  daylight o f a young 
skinhead from  a Rochdale street. E ight people were subsequently  charged w ith 
kidnap. Five o f the n ine were m em bers o f ‘T h e  S quad ’, w ith the rem ainder 
inexperienced students who had been com m andeered  from  the Poly Bar. T h e  
random  natu re  o f the recruiting  was unusual, to  say the least. W hat had  happened  
was th a t a fem ale studen t, the wonderfully nam ed M ichelle M ole, resident in 
R ochdale, approached Davey H ., an extrem ely large gregarious Scot, and high 
profile squad m em ber, w ith a plea for help. She claim ed to  be u n d er th reat from  the 
N F  in Rochdale and if expecting chivalry m ight no t be enough to  secure protection  
quickly, offered to  supply inform ation on the N F  in Rochdale in re tu rn . It so 
happened  tha t a large-scale activity involving anything up to fifty squad m em bers, 
designed to neutralise grow ing N F  activity in R ochdale, was already at an advanced 
p lanning stage. Because, o r in spite o f this, w hen news o f the ‘pro tec tion  versus 
in fo rm ation ’ trade off was relayed back to the squad, nothing happened . B ut no t 
long after she appeared tearful and bruised  at the Polytechnic, phone calls were 
m ade to  rendezvous there. H er story m ust have sounded  bo th  urgen t and 
convincing, as five experienced anti-fascists saw fit to im m ediately head off to 
R ochdale w ithout waiting for experienced back up, choosing instead to  press gang 
four un tested  students to make up the num bers. She claim ed to have been beaten 
up by N F  skins so the lads toured  the area looking for som eone she could 
recognise. Before long she fingered a young skinhead. H e was uncerem oniously 
dragged off the street into the van. Passers by reported  the m atter to  the police. T he  
police duly pulled the van b u t the skin, under duress, said nothing. Shortly 
afterw ards the skinhead was ejected. T h is tim e he called the police. All ten 
occupants were arrested along with a choice arm oury  o f weapons. Instandy  the 
aptly nam ed M ichelle M ole tu rned  Q ueen’s evidence, incrim inating all the others. 
T here  was understandable  suspicion that it was all a State sponsored op from  the
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outset, bu t noth ing could be proved. W hether they expected to  scoop even m ore 
rem ains a m atter o f conjecture. O ne way or the o ther, it took five key operators off 
the streets for the best p art o f  two years, having being confined to  desk duties on 
their arrest, followed by the 15 m onths served following conviction.

W ith the im prisonm ent o f J.P., the SW P seized the oppo rtun ity  to  purge their 
ranks o f  the squadists, be it those in jail, or still active on the out. As in L ondon , the 
expulsions o f w hat were regarded as ringleaders saw m any o thers leave in disgust. 
In  a fu rther a ttem p t to bring  M anchester back under operational contro l, the SW P 
installed a new  full-tim e organiser, Andy S trou thous, in o rder do the necessary 
hatchet work. Peripheral g roups such as W om en’s Voice, R ight to Work cam paign. 
T roops O u t M ovem ent, instantly  cam e u nder the axe, w ith the leadership talking 
o f ‘d ow n tu rns’ and the ‘batten ing  dow n o f  ha tches’. But consistent w ith the hard  
line those in jail represen ted , the R ochdale D efendants F u n d , w ith the suppo rt o f 
the families, underscored  the political division by asking for suppo rt only from 
those w ho fully endorsed  the actions o f the anti-fascists. T h is  stipulation  
notw ithstand ing , there were con tribu tions and donations from  trade un ion  groups, 
branches and shop stew ards’ com m ittees.

D enis: “O ne p articu la rly  successful fund ra ising  benefit b ro u g h t together 
M anchester’s top  three reggae bands and show cased M ick H ucknall as guest DJ, 
while the chart topping U B 40 donated  au tographed  LPs for the raffle. Initially the 
Polytechnic socials organiser, Elliot R ashm an, w ho w ent on to  m anage Sim ply Red, 
expressed scepticism  that the necessary n ine hund red  needed to  fill the hall could 
be found. But on hearing tha t H arlem  Spirit, T ribal, and D ivine Inspiration , had 
already agreed to  jointly headline -  for free -  he realised he was onto  a w inner and 
thereafter gave us every suppo rt to  ensure its success.”

If m ilitants were at all concerned  support from  the SW P m ight ta in t the cam paign, 
they need no t have bothered. F reed from any pretence of bi-partisanship, the SW P 
offered financial support to  just two o f the eight im prisoned. In their view, the 
activities o f the o thers could no t any longer be qualified as ‘political’. T h e  form er 
squadists no t unreasonably regarded the classification as the o ther way round .

B ut the SW P were no t the only ones to see an opportunity . Searchlight, led locally 
by M ike L uft and G raem e A tkinson, fairly blatantly  sought political contro l o f the 
squad . T h is  raised eyebrows because, ap a rt from  the Piccadilly am bush , w hich was 
a three-line whip, they personally  tended  to  steer clear o f  stree t work, focusing m ore 
on intelligence gathering. However John P., the acknow ledged squad  leader, had 
grow n chary o f the quality o f the Searchlight con tribu tion  on an intelligence level 
w hen, on m ore than  one occasion, it collided w ith the assessm ent o f w orking class 
recru its nearer the street.

D enis; “W hen I first got involved in 1978, I was in troduced  to M ike L uft, who 
invited m e to  scan a w hole batch  o f photos for faces. O ne guy was erroneously
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m arked dow n as G ed W illiams from  Salford. Pointing to  a different guy I said 
‘T h a t’s G ed  W illiam s’. ‘N o  it isn’t,’ declared L uft confidently. ‘Yes it is,’ I replied. ‘I 
should know. H e w ent to the sam e school as me. A nd th a t’s his b ro ther there ,’ 
indicating  ano ther photo. ‘N o  it isn’t!’ re to rted  Luft, face reddening. ‘H e lives in 
Fallowfield,’ I reply. ‘H is d a d ’s got a new sagent on H art R oad and he drinks in T h e  
Sherw ood. W hat m ore do you w ant to know?’ Luft was silent for a while before 
countering: ‘Well, there m ust be two of them  called G ed  W illiams then !’To date  the 
‘o th er’ G ed  W illiams is yet to pu t in an appearance.”

However, w ith John P. safely ou t o f the way, Luft and A tkinson now  sought to  fill 
the vacuum . M eetings were called and agendas set, b u t apart from  political 
briefings no th ing  by way o f action was forwarded. Inevitably those operating  from  
H ulm e took it upon themselves to  initiate events, successfully taking on the BM  in 
H arrow gate. After that the crunch was no t long in com ing. Searchlight d ispatched  
a m ini-van to go to Blackpool on the sam e day as a large N F  dem onstra tion  and  a 
prom ised counter-dem o by the A N L in the town. To the dismay o f the street 
operators, the Searchlight p lan, they found ou t, was no t to join up w ith squadists 
from  L ondon  bu t to scan the local library for background inform ation on  local N F  
activists -  on the sam e day as m any hundreds o f  fascists were m arching th rough  the 
tow n centre. Reconciliation was hardly boosted w hen it was discovered tha t 
L ondon , badly over-extended, had  had  their transport im pounded  and suffered a 
nu m b er o f arrests. T h e  sim m ering disconten t boiled over.

A devastating verbal critique at the next m eeting by D enis C . regarding 
Searchlight priorities and general know-how saw L uft and A tkinson retaliate by 
attem pting  to exclude him  from  further m eetings, and thus future activity. B ut for 
the absence o f  the m ore senior figures, decidedly less active since M ay 1979, this 
w ould have been a sensible tactic. As events w ould prove D enis C . was the very 
street leader they should have been keeping on side. T he  attem pt to sideline him  
saw the next ‘squad ’ m eeting boycotted by the squadists. T h is  was som ething John 
P., on his re tu rn  from jail, formally endorsed by draw ing up a letter, counter-signed  
by all o f  the squadists, w hich proscribed Searchlight from  future involvem ent in 
squad  activity.

Logic dem anded  that the m ilitants now set up their own organisations. W ithin the 
year. Red A ction and  T h e  Socialist Federation -  an um brella organisation set up  by 
John P., o f w hich RA was a part -  cam e into existence.
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1.6

E A R L Y  C O N F R O N T A T IO N S ;  
C H A P E L  M A R K E T ,  1981
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Joe: “W hen we assem bled we only had  about fifteen, w hich was just abou t enough 
for w hat we had p lanned. We’d had  a good look at the terrain  and  decided how  w e’d 
get there and , just as im portan t, how w e’d get away. O n the m orn ing  we arrived by 
van and pulled up at the back o f the shops. T h e  N F  was already on the paper sale 
across the road. We cam e ou t opposite them  and  sent a couple o f  w om en and  a few 
o f  the sm aller ones ahead to  encourage them . T hey  were terrifically encouraged. A 
couple o f them  nearly got knocked dow n runn ing  across the road to get into us!

“T hey  cam e onto  the pavem ent. We stepped ou t and  there was a m om entary  
pause; a b it o f a stand  off. It was a wide pavem ent. T h e  nearest N F  m em ber was a 
yard or two in front o f me. To my right was a display o f  goods outside a hardw are 
shop. As he looked to his left to  check his back-up  I reached into a bin, picked ou t 
a yard brush  and  just backhanded  him  across the head. It caught him  over the ear 
and  he collapsed into a load o f m etal bins w ith a satisfying crash.

“T h a t acted  like a signal and  it was off. We had  about the sam e num bers really, 
no t odds, to be fair, I w ould fancy norm ally. I saw J. fighting w ith a geezer by the 
cars. I broke the b room  handle over his head. A nother N F er in an a ttem p t to get 
away ran straight into a bus stop. A long w ith him  and  the two o thers already 
floored, I could see ano ther to  my right being boo ted  on  the pavem ent and  yet 
ano ther fascist lying flat on his back on  the road. I felt we had  m ade our point. B ut 
as we began the retreat back up the alley, d isaster struck. O u t o f  the b lue, this big 
old boy, probably in his late forties appeared  in the alley. Looking back on it he 
probably cam e ou t o f a back doo r from  the shop. As a n on -com batan t no  one paid 
h im  any heed. Suddenly, he launches a huge haym aker and  caught one o f the lads 
flush on the chin. H e slum ped against the wall and  slithered dow n on to  his knees. 
C lean  out. I co u ld n ’t believe it. T h e  fascists at the m ou th  o f the alley how led in 
anticipation . T here  could be no question  o f leaving him  to get help and the police 
were very likely on  the way. I choked dow n a rising panic. Just then  his assailant 
ben t dow n to pick him  up  by the collar. H e w anted  ‘seconds’. I was w earing light 
Pum a trainers and  I knew I had  to  pu t everything into that one shot. I caught him  
w ith my heel directly on the tem ple. H e threw  his hands to  face and fell back 
w ithout a sound. T h e  N F  just stood and  stared. I stared  back. T h en  along cam e a 
couple o f ou r people w ho just walked straight passed them . It was hard  to  believe



the fascists d id n ’t recognise them  as they had  been in the thick o f it. R eahsing that 
som ething was w rong, ano ther two cam e running  back from  the van. Betw een us, 
w ith me acting as back m arker, we picked up our colleague and carried  him  off, feet 
dragging on the floor, to  the van. We were half way to K ilburn  before he properly 
woke u p ” (K ingsbury, 22nd A ugust 1981).

It took just forty n ine weeks betw een the clash at K ingsbury on 22nd A ugust 
1981 to the final clash at the Angel on 1st A ugust 1982 for the form er squadists, 
now in the shape o f Red Action, to register their first trium ph, w hen a s tunned  N F  
were driven off their prestigious sales pitch at C hapel M arket in Islington. F rom  the 
early 1970s, C hapel M arket had been the scene of frequent clashes, initially 
betw een the SW P and the N F , and later betw een the A N L  and the N F. W hat w ould 
generally happen  is tha t the N F  w ould sell on one side o f the road, while the an ti
fascists occupied the o ther side. N o t unlike a bad m arriage, each to lerated  the 
existence o f the o ther -  m ost o f the time.

T h en  one brigh t sunny Sunday m orn ing  in July 1981, the N F  suddenly upped  the 
an te  at C hapel M arket, supplem enting their regular tu rn o u t w ith m em bers drafted  
in from  Brick Lane and  elsewhere. T h is 60-strong m ob led by Patrick H arring ton , 
a m em ber o f  the N F  N ational D irectorate, appeared suddenly at the bo ttom  of 
W hite Lion S treet, and taking up the full w idth o f the pavem ent advanced quickly 
on the far sm aller group o f unw ary anti-fascists.

Joe: “All I rem em ber is one o f ou r num ber leaning against a post box o r som ething 
w hen this N F er cam e over and punched  him  straight in the head. H e w ent dow n 
w ithout a sound. It had  the making o f an u tter rou t, bu t a few stood and  p u t up a 
fight. I had already vaulted into the road and was well away bu t w hat do I see 
looking back? J. and som e others making a fight o f it! M uttering  curses, I reluctantly  
m ade my way back and joined in. Right away I confronted a leading N F  m em ber. 
H e was arm ed w ith a broken placard handle. H e waved it in my face threaten ing  
‘to  take my eyes o u t’. I believed him . Som e m inor skirm ishing followed b u t for 
som e reason they did no t w ant to push hom e their advantage. Eventually the sheer 
weight o f num bers forced us to leg it up C hapel M arket. A m etal trad er’s trolley 
throw n into ou r N F  pursuers slowed them  dow n enough for m ost o f us to  get away. 
Still one o f ou r lads got badly done outside M arks and Spencer’s, and  though  we 
got away largely unscathed, we were far from happy.”

As the anti-fascists re-grouped at a corner. U nm esh  D. a ttem pted  to  m arshal the 
situation. H e was shouting the odds w hen som eone pulled him  up a bit sharpish 
poin ting  an accusatory finger, “You ran first!” “N o I d id n ’t,” he replied indignantly, 
“ I ran fourth !” which drew  snorts as well as am used grins.

W hen tem pers calm ed, the squadists realised this was a defining m om ent for 
them . U p until then , those who tu rned  up had done so as individuals in solidarity 
w ith the picket and acted m ore or less entirely in a supportive role. Now, however,
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everyone involved was uncom fortably  aware th a t after years o f  struggle the N F  were 
finally on the po in t o f securing C hapel M arket and , in the process, w inning a vital 
victory. Islington N F  was already one o f the strongest and  m ost no to rious b ranches 
anyw here in the country, and it is likely tha t, if a b ridgehead was established in 
Islington, they had  the potential to cu t a swathe th rough  the Left across the whole 
o f no rth  L ondon. A nother N F  sale had  recently been  established in K ingsbury near 
W embley and there had been reported  sightings in the weeks before o f yet ano ther 
N F  sale in W illesden, geographically situated  betw een Islington and Wembley. A 
‘squadist only’ m eeting was called to  w ork ou t a viable response.

Joe: “ It was forcibly pu t to  the m eeting  that the only possible way to recover the 
g round  lost was to  do a retaliatory ‘h it’ on the N F  -  and  as quickly as possible. It 
was argued that unless we d id  so the counter-p icket against their sale w ould prove 
unsustainable for the sim ple reason that, w ith their confidence so high, it was likely 
the tactic o f ‘blitzkrieg’ w ould be repeated  w henever the opportun ity  presen ted  
itself. To avoid this we felt we needed  to restore parity, and quickly.

“B ut due to the likelihood o f a heightened police presence in C hapel M arket in 
the im m ediate fu ture the prospect o f anything com ing off there had  also to be ruled 
out. It was then no ted  that several m em bers o f B rent N F  had  played a p art in the 
attack  at C hapel M arket and  so the idea was floated to attack  their recently 
established paper sale at K ingsbury in no rth -w est L ondon  in o rder to level the 
scores.”

N o t all were in agreem ent. A lready aware of a creeping isolation, som e felt that it 
m ight m ake m atters worse. A certain  nervous scoffing at the w ord ‘h it’ betrayed the 
feelings o f those w ho already felt ou t o f their dep th . T h e  m inority  eventually either 
drifted ou t o f politics altogether, o r re-engaged fully w ith the SWP. In  any event this 
w ould no t have any bearing on w hat was p lanned  for K ingsbury. In the two weeks 
p rio r the area was thoroughly scouted . N o one was aware o f it at the tim e, bu t a 
new  leadership o f the anti-fascist m ovem ent was in the process o f announcing  itself.

O n 22nd A ugust 1981, on the m orn ing  o f the C harity  Shield, the cu rta in  raiser to 
the football season, the anti-fascists m ade their move. Q uite by chance, one 
presum es, the presence o f a freelance pho tog rapher recorded the inciden t in 
considerable detail. A long w ith a nu m b er o f o ther papers in the region, the Harrow  
Observer gave the scoop a front-page splash. "T hese dram atic pho tographs show  the 
scenes o f hate and violence w hich shocked shoppers w hen N ational F ro n t m em bers 
were attacked and beaten  in a bloody w eekend clash. F our m en  were treated  at 
Edgw are G eneral H ospital after the clash in K ingsbury ... F ighting began just after 
1 I am  w hen about six N F  suppo rters arrived outside K ingsbury  underg round  
station  to  display copies o f the National From News. ”

G raham  John, the N ational F ro n t’s local organiser, claim ed, “T hey  ran  ou t from  
an alley and assaulted anyone in their way -  n o t just o u r people. It was a calculated
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and  indiscrim inate attack and  it developed to a poin t w here people were seriously 
in jured . T hey  could have killed one m an.” T h e  chairm an o f B rent N o rth  
C onstituency  L abour Party said he had no idea w ho the F ro n t’s opponen ts in the 
fight were. “W hoever they were, the people involved in the fight w ith the N F  had 
absolutely nothing to do w ith us. As m uch as we abhor the views and  politics o f the 
N F , we defend their right to stand in a public street and sell their lite ra tu re” 
(Harrcnv Observer, 28th  A ugust 1981).

Above and right, Innages from the 'Kingsbury massacre' on 22nd August 1981.
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National Front News, careful to avoid any speculation abou t the reasons for what 
was a retaliatory raid, feigned indignation. “A vicious attack  on a sm all group  o f N F  
News sellers was m oun ted  by a Red ‘hit sq u ad ’ in K ingsbury, N o rth  L ondon , on 
Saturday 22nd A ugust. T h e  N F  salesm en were assaulted w ith pickaxe handles, iron 
bars and shovels by the gang w ho suddenly  em erged from  an alley. Several N F  
salesm en were in jured , including M r G raham  John, N F  N o rth  and  W est L ondon 
Regional O rganiser. N F  H aringey O rganiser, Paul N ash , was hospitalised after 
his head  was gashed open and  one o f his hands slashed” {National From News, 
O ctober 1981).

W hatever the opinions o f the L abour Party, the local press and , o f course, the N F  
leadership, the squadists were cock-a-hoop. Psychologically the organisers felt they 
had tu rn ed  the tables. F or this was no t only a victory in its own right, som ething 
else o f great significance had  been spotted .

Joe: “W hat struck m e on the day and particularly  looking at the photographs later 
was the sight o f three or four young lads, probably  Y N F  [Young N F] fleeing as if 
for their very lives. T h is  clearly was no t w hat they had  been led to expect. Perhaps 
they had been to ld  all anti-fascists were like the local Labourites. If  so som ebody 
had  clearly been telling them  ‘porkies’. I f  prom ising young recruits som e action was 
custom  and practice w ithin the Far Right then  counter-violence delivered w ith a bit 
o f  panache was likely to have a d isp roportionate  effect on m orale.”

It proved a p resc ien t observa tion . W hat is m ore , the  unex p ec ted  raid , 
accom panied by crunching  aggression, w ould go on to becom e the soon to be 
form ed Red A ction tradem ark.

T h e  day  fo llo w in g  th e  ‘K in g s b u ry  
m assacre’ over one h u nd red  N F  tu rned  
up at C hapel M arket, including a heavily 
bandaged  B rent N F  organiser looking for 
revenge. T h e  anti-fascists w ho had  played 
leading roles in p lanning and  executing 
th e  ac tion , sough t cover in bus queues 
and w atched events from  a distance.

Joe: “ C oincidentally, that was the one 
day the R evolutionary C om m unist Party 
also tu rn ed  up, all sporting  flight jackets 
an d  looking very m uch  the business -  
fro m  a d is ta n c e  anyw ay. T h e y  w ere  
b a n g in g  th e i r  g loves to g e th e r  very  
business-like, dem anding  to  know where 
the fascists were, in com plete ignorance of 
w hat had  happened  24 hours previously.



o f course. Like the rest o f the lads, I was keeping a low profile w hen one o f them  
cam e up  to  m e and  goes all aggressive like, ‘So w here’s the nazis then?’ ‘Well,’ I say 
coolly, ‘there’s about a hund red  o f them  m obbed  up around  the co rner if you are 
really interested!’ H e m ust have had it checked, because a couple o f m inu tes later 
he w ent into a huddle  w ith som e others and, next thing you know, they are 
practically runn ing  for their cars. T hey  d id n ’t even offer us a lift! As it was just the 
few o f us versus the hund red-odd  N F  keen to settle the score we, sensibly in my 
view, adopted  a tactic that consisted entirely o f running  away.”

However as the squadists had  correctly calculated, w ith it now  considered ‘one all’ 
w ith each side recording a m ajor victory over the o ther in short o rder, som ething 
like norm ality  resum ed at the picket. But the m ilitants had  no in ten tion  o f settling 
for a re tu rn  to the status quo. It would take until N ovem ber som e three m onths 
later, w hen the N F  attem pted  to attack  an anti-racist conference at C axton  H ouse 
in Archway, that the N F  w ould receive their second m ajor lesson in stree t politics. 
W hy the m ilitants were particularly eager for contac t was a result o f an inciden t in 
the previous m on th  w hen a very popular m em ber o f the squad , a dim inutive 
G lasw egian, P. M cL. (nicknam e, ‘M cSquirty ’) was am bushed outside a benefit in 
C lerkenwell. S tabbed three tim es, once through the lung, had it no t been for a 
tra ined  nurse being in attendance, the probability is he w ould have drow ned in his 
own blood at the scene. A num ber o f fascists were later jailed, w ith one N F  
m em ber, K eith Rowley, receiving three years. As w ould be custom  and  practice over 
the following decade and a half o f conflict, m ilitant cooperation w ith the police was 
zero. T h e  sole concession to  convention was the provision o f a skeleton account 
o f  events from  the victim  in o rder to  qualify for injury com pensation . F rom  
a m ilitan t po in t o f view, C axton H ouse therefore presented an  ideal opportun ity  for 
a settling o f accounts.

Terry: “W hat happened  was, this conference was organised by, you know, the 
usual do-gooder types. T hey  m ade no direct con tac t w ith us at all and  probably did 
n o t even approve o f the picket o f the N F  paper sale at C hapel M arket on the 
grounds tha t it was too confrontational. Anyway we guessed that, being a local 
event, the N F  were alm ost duty  bound  to attack  it. We p lanned accordingly. We just 
never told them .”

T h e  anti-fascists figured that the N F  w ould appear shortly after closing tim e and 
w hen they did the anti-fascists w ould be waiting for them . As anticipated , at exacdy 
3.30pm  the N F  were spotted  on the move and  only then were the organisers o f  the 
anti-racist m eeting inform ed o f m ilitant intentions. W eapons, w hich had  already 
been sm uggled into the building with the connivance o f the caretaker, whose son 
was on the run  for bank robbery, were p roduced  and distribu ted , while the an ti
racist organisers stood and stared wide-eyed and slack-jawed.

Joe: “We were positioned directly inside the door. D irectly outside, the N F
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assem bled. I w atched them  approach  the door. T h e  doors open, and whack! T h e  
first one got h it w ith a variety o f im plem ents. [H e tu rned  ou t to  be a m em ber o f the 
L abour Party, a late arrival.] As we charged ou t, a sm oke bom b one o f the fash was 
carrying, w ent off which, o f course, only added  to the shock and confusion of the 
NF. For a m om ent they stood  their g round  until we got in am ongst them . T hen  
they were runn ing  everywhere. I rem em ber chasing after this particu lar fascist I had 
taken a particu lar dislike to , only to be challenged by ano ther w ho I liked even less! 
It m ust have been m utual because, unlike m e, he was unarm ed . I had  a particularly  
heavy club. I im m ediately hit him  over the head. I m ean , w hat did he expect me to 
do w ith it?”

U ndoubted ly  w hat saved the N F  from  heavier reprisals was the presence in their 
ranks o f a uniform ed police officer. A pparently  he had been ordered to  escort the 
N F  to the m eeting. O nce it kicked off he scream ed dow n his phone for assistance. 
D espite the subsequent police in tervention , the hard  m en o f Islington N F  looked 
shocked and m ortified. M eanw hile as the anti-fascists frantically sought the 
security  o f the building to  avoid arrest, they were m et w ith a standing  ovation from 
the anti-racists who, on w itnessing the contest, realised possibly for the first time 
w hat a narrow  shave they had  had.

At no tim e did it even cross the m inds o f those p lanning the coun ter-coup  to  alert 
even the organisers, m uch less the Left or the authorities. T h ere  was the stabbing, 
o f  course, bu t also the desire to  repeat and  build on the victory at K ingsbury was a 
definite strategic a ttraction . H ere then  was anti-fascism  stripped  dow n to the tactic 
o f  violence as a first resort. It was an outlook the N F  locally were clearly struggling 
to com e to term s with. U p until then , even for a branch  as no torious as Islington 
N F, their experience o f anti-fascism , even w hen it m anifested itself physically, 
w ould have been m ostly defensive in nature . So this level o f  devotion was largely an 
unknow n and  unpredictable quantity. A particularly  stressful aspect in the dealings 
w ith this new  breed was tlie fact tha t being ‘off d u ty ’ was no longer recognised or 
respected. All involved knew they were just as likely to  be attacked ou t shopping as 
w hen hawking National From News.

B ehind this approach lay a p rofound  im patience no t to say em barrassm en t at how 
‘their’ side, the Left, conducted  itself. In broad term s the rank and file anti-fascists 
believed socialism /com m unism  had  to  re tu rn  to  being the m oral, intellectual and , 
yes, the fascists’ physical superior: and quickly. A by-p roduct o f the increm ental 
gentrification o f  the F ar Left had , they believed, resulted  in the average m em ber 
being far too sensitised to the use o f violence to be o f m uch value on the streets.

In an essay on violence, au th o r M artin  Amis provides an in teresting  insight into 
w hat the p rospect o f violence can entail for the un in itia ted . C o n tra ry  to 
expectation , the adrenalin  surge tha t accom panies a recognised th rea t does no t 
always result in flight, m uch  less fight. M ore often than  no t, the ou tcom e is passivity
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and  near paralysis. “ In the m om ents leading up to  violence, the non-violent en te r a 
world d renched  w ith unfam iliar revulsions. T h e  violent know this. Essentially, they 
are taking you to where they feel at hom e. You are leaving your place and  going over 
to their place.” Now  the fight for the streets m eant a lot o f work at close quarters. 
Eyeball to  eyeball stuff. Any hesitation, the tiniest flicker, betraying either loss o f 
appetite  o r unfam iliarity with that terrain , is instantly and  gleefully sniffed out.

Accordingly, if the sort o f ‘scorched ea rth ’ approach recom m ended  by the 
em erging m ilitan t leaders was to  be applied , they them selves had  to  be 
psychologically equipped to pu t it into practice. “ H ow far are you p repared  to  go?” 
was the question posed m any years later by a World in Action reporter following the 
W elling rio t for w hich m ilitants were blam ed. “H ow  long is a piece o f  string?” cam e 
the unrufQed reply. O f course by 1993 the anti-fascists had  all b u t done for bo th  
the N ational F ron t and B lood & H onour, and had C 18 and the B N P in their sights. 
So a certain  sense o f com posure could be expected.

But in tru th  the foundation  was arguably in place from the beginning. O f the five 
‘squadists’ fingered in the first wave o f expulsions in the L ondon  area, all had 
already been through the courts. Before 1982 was ou t, all five (including 
incidentally a fem ale aged just 19), w ould have had  first-hand experience, if for 
som e only briefly on rem and, o f the prison system. Two p rom inen t m em bers from  
H atfield had been m arked absent at K ingsbury, due to already being in custody on 
charges of conspiracy to  rio t and arson arising ou t o f the 1981 riots. A nother two 
walked free from  a crown cou rt trial where the expectation o f a lengthy jail sentence 
was so strong bail was refiised on the grounds they m ight abscond. Affray, police 
assault, possession of an offensive w eapon and  grievous bodily harm  w ith in ten t, 
s tudded  the curricu lum  vitae o f the rem aining expellee. N o angels these then , and 
unlike the archetypal left-winger, they tended  to live and  operate w ithin a section 
o f  society w here no q uarte r being asked or given was regarded as som ething o f  a 
by-law.*

T h u s, while no t entirely identifying w ith the respectable working class, they had 
little tim e for ou t-and -ou t crim inals either, and their brushes w ith the authorities, 
though  fairly constan t, had m ore to do w ith rebelliousness and hell-raising than  
through any involvement in the system atic breaking o f the law for financial gain. 
A lthough hailing from  different parts o f L ondon, all were actively involved in the 
proceedings at C axton H ouse.

* On one occasion, a building sub-contractor defaulted on a payment to a Red Action 
building worker. He was beaten up on site and frogmarched to a cafe in Cam den in order to 
borrow the money, while the rest of his workforce were actually held hostage. So confident 
were the RA members of the impression made on him, the £45 balance was accepted in the 
form of a cheque.
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A case in point was Peter C ., w ho had  only been released on bail on the Friday 
p rio r to the C axton  H ouse m obilisation. A rm ed w ith a m eat tenderiser, he was in 
the thick o f it. A few celebratory drinks afterw ards and , w ith the good wishes from 
his fellow anti-fascists, he w ent back to  co u rt the following M onday  m orn ing  and 
got three years. Yet w ithin weeks o f his release he w ould becom e involved in a no 
holds barred  brawl that left his opponen t, a kick-boxing fellow parolee, nursing 
w ounds requiring  one h u n d red  and fifteen stitches. O ’Farrell we already know 
about, and it is hardly an exaggeration to say their M anchester com rades cam e from 
no less colourful stock. O ne leading activist had a b ro ther in the British M ovem ent 
w ho was later ‘lifed-off’ for a racist m urder.

A nother, D essie N oonan , w ould h im self be charged later w ith a capital offence, 
while a th ird  w ould be shot dead  by m ystery assailants. O ne o f the original 
M anchester Squad, D enis C ., apparently  m ade such an im pression on the collective 
consciousness o f the F ar Right du ring  this period  tha t the infam ous website 
R edw atch were still m aking inquiries as to his w hereabouts as late as 2003, using a 
photo  taken from  the last verified sighting available w hich was in 1986.

But perhaps the m ore representative anecdote that best illustrates the thorough 
disregard for the forces o f law and order is one that involves J. and G. In the sum m er 
of 1984 they were sharing a house in K ilburn Park in north-w est L ondon. M anaged 
by B rent C om m unity  H ousing, the ren t due to  lack o f repair was cursory, £1 a week, 
yet m uch o f the tim e the account was £ 2 0 0  in arrears. A nother who had a room  
there was Peter Davies. A villain o f the old school, he was a bear o f m an who, while 
only about 5ft 9ins in height, weighed over sixteen stone. H e had served tim e for 
arm ed  robbery in W andsw orth, and  been deported  as an undesirable from  N ew  
Zealand. Aged about fifty, his tattooed fram e was topped by a shaved head that, 
though m ore fashionable these days, was always likely to tu rn  heads back then. 
Occasionally employed as a chauffeur for the wife o f a N igerian gynaecologist, or 
‘pussy m echanic’ as Davies w ould respectfully describe h im , he was dropping her off 
near H arrods one day w hen he was cu t-up  by ano ther car. A dispute over parking 
space followed. A fter swearing profusely at bo th  Davies and his passenger, the driver 
locked his M ercedes Benz and  took a w indow seat in a restau ran t opposite. 
Em barrassed for his passenger, Davies clim bed ou t o f his car, walked slowly over to 
the front o f the M ercedes, pu t his right foot on the front bum per, hooked his fingers 
though the distinctive M ercedes badge on the bonnet and , w ith one savage yank, 
snapped the steel spring securing it. Putting  the badge in his pocket, w ithout fu rther 
w ord or gesture he strolled back to  his car and drove sedately away.

O ne evening D avies got in to  a d isag reem en t w ith som e local youths w ho had 
sto len  a n e ighbou r’s keys. W hile a ttem p ting  nego tia tions, he was sm ashed  over 
th e  head  w ith the edge o f a house  brick . A rm ed w ith a h am m er, he p u rsu ed  his 
a ttackers in to  a stairw ell o f a b lock o f flats w here he was again set upon  and
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beaten  w ith sew er rods and  m ilk bottles. A bou t 8 .30 the follow ing m orn ing  G ., 
re tu rn in g  from  his g irlfriend’s via K ilburn  H igh R oad, jum ped  ou t o f  his skin as 
a car pulled  up sharply in to  the kerb beside him . Inside w ere J. and  Davies. W ith  
the situa tion  explained, G. prom ised to  discover the iden tity  o f th e  attackers 
w ith in  the day. A ctually, he did a little b e tte r than  tha t, personally  con fron ting  the 
ring leader at ab o u t 11.30am  the sam e m orn ing . H e fled. T h e re  w ere no  fu rth e r 
sightings for the rest o f the day. B ut after closing tim e, as all th ree w ere re tu rn in g  
from  the pub , they walked in to  an am bush near the house. A local gang 
n um bering  up to  fifteen, w ho had  been hiding in the shadow s at the gable end  o f 
the  house, launched  a p re-em ptive strike. T hey  set ab o u t the th ree  w ith the 
regulation  asso rtm en t o f sticks, bricks, bars and  bottles. U nknow n to the two 
o thers, G . had  placed som e clubs just inside the door precisely for such  an 
em ergency. H e now  m ade a beeline for it. Spotting  h im , one you th  ran  to  cu t him  
off, scream ing , arm  pulled  fully back, a brick aim ed at his head . G . stepped  
betw een two cars, ducking only at the last possible second , causing the b rick  to 
w histle past his head  by inches. To the sound  o f  a car w indscreen sm ashing  
beh ind  h im , he im m ediately  stra igh tened , sp rin ting  for the door, all too  aware 
th a t any fum bling w ith key o r lock and  it was cu rta in s  for all o f them . To his 
deligh t the key slipped in to  the lock first tim e. A surge o f  ad renalin  coursed  
th rough  him . B ut, as he scram bled  in the darkened  hallway, he laughed to  h im self 
as the d o o r sw ung sh u t beh ind  h im , locking a disbelieving D avies and  J fighting 
for the ir lives in the pathw ay outside. A club in e ither h an d , he soon  re-jo ined  the 
fray w ith  co n sid e rab le  en th u s iasm . T h e  a tta ck e rs  sc a tte re d . O n ly  w hen  
con fron ted  by a youth  arm ed  w ith an  axe, and  fearing he m ight pan ic  and  throw  
it, d id  the counter-offensive com e to halt.

N ext m orn ing  at about 1 lam , as he and Davies headed off to  sign-on, he spies 
one o f the previous n igh t’s attackers walking jauntily tow ards them . G . nudges 
Davies, “T h e re ’s one o f them .” Before waiting for a response, he crosses the road 
and  fells the gang m em ber with a single blow. Davies hurries over and  begins to 
jum p up  and  dow n on the prone bu t still conscious and , by now, near hysterical 
victim . T h ere  is som e curiosity shown by occupants o f the local bookies bu t, 
d issuaded by a grim -faced G ., they th ink  better o f intervening. U naw are o f 
developm ents, including the fact that, am ong o ther m iscellaneous injuries, the 
nineteen-year-old had  suffered a broken leg, J. is enjoying a lie-in w hen the front 
doo r crashes in. T hrow ing on a dressing gown, he snatches a huge sharpened 
screwdriver (a nostalgic m em ento  from his teenage days) and bounds for the stairs 
just in tim e to  m eet a delegation from the night before led by ‘A xe-m an’. Battle is 
joined. W hen, at about 12.30, G. re turns, he finds J. still in his dressing gown sitting 
on the stairs, chin resting on the handle o f the screwdriver p lan ted  betw een bare 
feet. “Am I fucking glad to  see you,” he m utters. “ I bet,” G. replies, looking around
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at the evidence o f battle . T hey  b o th  now  knew they faced a serious problem . T hey  
could expect the house to be attacked once night fell and , to  m ake m atters worse, 
G . was due to fly to Belfast as p a rt o f the Red A ction delegation tha t evening. It was 
decided they w ould need to  get som e o f the boys in. “ If  the w orst com es to the 
w orst, save the leather jacket and  the C rom bie,” G. in structed  Davies, before 
departing . H e w ould no t get to  w ear e ither again.

A bout m idnight, a m ob o f abou t forty assem ble on a sm all green near the front o f 
the house. T he  first night attacks are beaten  off w ith relative ease b u t m ost knew 
worse was to  com e. T h e  following night, the back lights o f the police patro l car were 
still visible as it slowly cruised th rough  the shopping precinct w hen the attackers, 
reinforced by a black gang from  Paddington  and  now num bering  abou t sixty, began 
draw ing up crates o f milk bottles filled w ith petrol. T h e  battle lasted for hours. To 
the consternation  o f the attackers, as well as bom bs flying in the window s, petrol 
bom bs were also flying out. O ne black youth narrow ly escaped alm ost certain  death  
w hen, leaning back for greater velocity, a pair o f  garden shears hurled  from  an 
upstairs w indow  by Davies skim m ed his head and  buried  them selves in the tarm ac 
beh ind  him . T h e  petro l bom b he released w ent straight through a second floor 
w indow  and  landed in a w ardrobe w ithout exploding. Im m ediately it was hurled 
back ou t at the expense o f the net cu rta ins, w hich were set alight. D ow nstairs as the 
m ain doo r began to visibly d isin tegrate u nder a volley o f boots, Davies stood in the 
deliberately darkened  hall, a rm ed  w ith a hatchet p repared  to  razor sharpness. As 
one o f the attackers took a long run -up  in o rder to  sm ash w hat rem ained o f the 
lock, J., hanging precariously by one arm  from a first floor window, flung a brick 
w ith such b ru ta l force tha t it knocked the attacker clear over an adjacent fence, 
m issing no t only the door -  “b u t the w hole fuckin’ house!” as som eone gleefully 
recalled later. Before the n ight was over, o thers also ended up in em ergency in St 
M ary’s in P addington w ith serious ‘head  in juries’.

N ews o f the effective dem olition o f his hom e was brought to G . via a shout from  a 
window of a block o f flats in the Divis. “G ., your house has just been petrol bom bed!” 
As bem used local Republicans looked at him  inquiringly, “I told you this trip was just 
like a busm an’s holiday for me,” cam e the off-hand explanation. By Saturday 
m orning, concerned by the ferocity o f the resistance being pu t up by the ‘squatters’ 
who they might reasonably have expected to have been run  off som e tim e past, local 
detectives finally decided to investigate. W hat they discovered troubled  them  
sufficiently to  order a belated picket o f policem en that stretched across the park at the 
ft-ont o f the house. T he  m orale o f the attackers was utterly crushed w hen on M onday 
evening they were on hand  to wimess the re tu rn  o f G ., accom panied by a dozen 
unshaven desperados carrying gym bags. In actual fact, it was merely a de tour for 
som e of the RA delegation returning from Belfast, bu t to  local tearaways it m ust have 
looked like reinforcem ents ready to move in. In any event, the siege was over.
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L ater, the house in Princess Road served as a safe house for a couple o f  fugitives 
w ho arrived there after m idnight one Friday night, one still in handcuffs after an 
all-out braw l w ith the local constabulary at the H illtop pub  in H atfield , du ring  
w hich a police car was overturned  and a W PC  knocked out. O ne o f the visitors was 
hit by a Volvo in K ilburn High Road a few m onths later, and  left w ith perm anen t 
brain dam age.

H ardly  any surprise, then , that even by the early 1980s the kind o f w orking class 
self-sufficiency these form er SW P m em bers took pride in m ade them  unique and 
som ew hat controversial am ongst the contem porary  Left. A nd yet the hard-line 
approach tow ard fascism they fostered was no t w ithout precedent. H istorically, for 
m ilitan t anti-fascism  to follow a line o f attack that was often neither liberal no r legal 
was hardly unknow n. In  the 1930s the C om m unist Party  o f G reat B ritain 
m em bership  drew  their inspiration from  being involved in a worldw ide m ovem ent, 
a m ovem ent, as they saw it, o f destiny. A fter the war, for the largely Jewish 
param ilitary 43 G roup , the indignation o f having to  fight fascism all over again, 
even w ith the existence o f the death  cam ps being com m on knowledge, served as a 
considerable spur. In both  cases, objective circum stances created a clim ate w hereby 
the rule o f law, from an ethical standpoin t, was a m atter o f indifference. W ith the 
new  crop o f m ilitants, this essential dynam ic was instinctive as well as political. In 
o rder to guarantee m om entum , sim ple pragm atism  dem anded  m ilitants w ould 
continue to  be recruited from a social stra tum  where a disregard for legal niceties 
was a cultural standard .

In an  interview  w ith a national new spaper m any years later, the practice o f 
recruiting  ‘ready m ade street-fighters’ was explained in a m atter-of-fact way by Joe 
Reilly: “ If  they com e from  football they know how to deal w ith the police, they 
unders tand  the gang m entality, they know how to fight and unders tand  the 
psychology o f the o ther m ob” {Independent on Sunday, 25th  N ovem ber 1994). O r 
as a character in the acclaim ed film LA  Confidential p u t it, the sought after recruits 
were those who already understood  that “violence is an ad junct to  the job” .

Following the C axton H ouse debacle, spirits w ithin Islington N F  had  h it an  all 
tim e low. O ne wet blustery Sunday m orning, as anti-fascists took shelter in 
doorways, half a dozen N F  tu rned  up proudly sporting  sm art new  swastika 
arm bands. Shoppers gaped. A nd while it may have been in tended  as a show of 
defiance or to intim idate, it was alm ost im m ediately recognised by anti-fascists as a 
signal o f despair, and a m easure o f an ebbing o f  political discipline. W ith 
characteristic ruthlessness anti-fascists began to tu rn  the screw.

Joe: “W ithout fail we w ould tu rn  up every Sunday m orn ing , rain o r shine. It was 
always pretty  nervy and tense, as you cou ldn ’t really know w hat the opposition 
m ight have up their sleeve. But after C axton H ouse we knew we were in the 
ascendancy, and so w hat we worked into the act now was, if say, we were early
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enough or had superior num bers, then  instead o f politely staying on our, by now 
traditional, side o f the street, we m ight just go and take the N F  pitch. N o t always, 
o f course. But simply no t know ing w hat m ight happen , and  w hat they m ight have 
to cater for, we could see was w earing them  ou t.”

Alm ost a year to  the day since the N F  looked set to crush anti-fascist resistance 
for good cam e the th ird  and final clash, w hich saw the issue resolved alright, but 
not on term s anyone could have im agined twelve m onths previously. O n Sunday 
m orn ing , 1st A ugust, a round  11am , w hen Red A ction arrived in C hapel M arket 
they were confron ted  by a large group  o f  N F  activists, nearly all fresh faces, mainly 
shipped in from  outside the area, and  already in occupancy. As a m ark o f how 
valuable the N F  nationally regarded the p itch , deputy  chairm an Ian A nderson, was 
the hands-on  organiser.

If the num bers were no t so unusual, w hat im m ediately struck  anti-fascists as m ore 
than  a little odd  was the m arked absence o f  uniform ed police, as it was hardly as if 
the appearance o f e ither the N F  o r their opponen ts was som ething no t to  be catered 
for. So, as a priority, Red A ction scouts were sen t to  check the area for signs o f 
police, o r possibly fascists lying in wait nearby, aw aiting developm ents.

Terry: “We had been there for about ten  m inutes and  the N F , who had  heard  all 
the stories and  had expected the w orst, were just beginning to relax w hen the scouts 
re tu rned . O ne I rem em ber had just begun pu tting  his glasses back on. Possibly he 
saw no significance in the b rief conference tha t took place just yards from  them  on 
the wide pavem ent. A fter a few seconds the cluster broke and  Ian A nderson, who 
was deputy  C hairm an  o f the N F , was sent h u rd ing  to  the floor by a right-hook. H e 
was a boxing blue from C am bridge, o r so he claim ed, bu t he never got m uch o f a 
chance to display the finer aspects o f the noble art that day.”

W ithin seconds the visibly s tunned  fascists, w ho had been standing  in a line with 
their backs to  the shop front selling papers, were individually engaged: every m an 
for him self. A num ber were felled alm ost im m ediately. T hose  w ho could ran.

Joe: “A small group from Brick L ane in east L ondon  w ho had , in fact, escaped, 
saw a sm all group  o f likely looking lads, som e in param ilitary  type jackets, getting 
off a bus and understandab ly  assum ing they were local N F , beckoned them  over, 
and in near absolute despair -  took their second beating before breakfast tha t day.”

In total fourteen anti-fascists, m any o f  w hom  had  com e to  C hapel M arket directly 
from  an all-night party, w hich m ay have played a p art in a general lack o f  alertness 
in regard to  getting away, were arrested  leaving the scene. T h ree , O ’Farrell, O ’Shea 
and O ’R ourke, all personally  po in ted  ou t by Ian A nderson , were charged w ith 
affray and ABH . Interestingly, w hether ou t o f a wish no t to  get involved or o u t o f 
enm ity to the N F , no t one o f the m arket traders, m any in any case Jewish, were 
produced  by the prosecution . M ore surprisingly, no t a single one o f the literally 
hund reds o f w itnesses in the bustling m arket offered to give evidence on behalf o f
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the  p rosecution , either. T h is ra ther m arked failure m eant the p rosecu tion  was 
forced to rely entirely on the credibility o f A nderson and friends.

O n the m orn ing  o f the trial one o f the defending barristers, H elena K ennedy, 
from  a working class Glaswegian background (‘a poor m an ’s lawyer’ was how  her 
p roud  m um  presented  her success to neighbours), was seriously w ondering 
w hether she should ask the judge to clear the public gallery on the g rounds that 
‘w itnesses m ight be in tim idated’. Still in two m inds she decided to consult her 
clients. Sm iling apologetically, the defendants inform ed her tha t the adm ittedly 
unsavoury looking individuals packing the public gallery, including one Peter 
Davies resp lendent in a light blue suit and black shirt, were actually a ttend ing  at 
their invitation. A fter three days at Snaresbrook C row n C o u rt, two were acquitted  
ou trigh t, w ith the hung jury divided on M ick O ’Farrell.* O n the last day o f the trial, 
two dim inutive, wizened little old m en were spotted  in the public gallery studying 
events w ith a birdlike intensity.

W ith  O ’Farrell now facing the prospect o f a re-trial, w ord cam e through  an 
in term ediary  that, should the defence so wish, the prosecu tor, a Jewish O rthodox  
w om an, w ould be encouraged to stand  down. It was an extraord inary  bu t 
unnecessary  intervention as the prosecution decided no t to  proceed w ith the case. 
A conditional discharge was later offered and  gleefully accepted. N o t long after, 
Red A ction were tipped off by Searchlight that a ‘con trac t’ had  been p u t ou t on 
leading elem ents, including two of those acquitted. A pparently this initiative was to 
be m anaged by E ddy M orrison, a fairly notorious fascist from the Leeds area. 
N o torious am ong traditional left-wingers that is, for ‘glassing’ som eone in a studen t 
bar. N evertheless, the m ilitants took the th reat seriously enough to do  som ething 
abou t it.
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* After the initial trial, barrister Ian M acdonald spoke to his client, Mick O ’Farrell, in the 
corridor outside the court. He was convinced that the chasm between the sworn testimony of 
half a dozen prosecution witnesses, who repeatedly stressed his client had definitely struck 
the first blow, and the defence insistence that O ’Farrell had not struck anyone at all, had 
resulted in the hung jury rather than outright acquittal. “Perhaps, Michael, if you had said 
you may have put your hands up to defend yourself...?” “ But I d idn’t do it,” O ’Farrell 
protested. “I’m aware o f that, Michael, all I’m saying is ...” he gently berated. Again O ’Farrell 
declared his absolute innocence. The exchange continued along similar lines, with the 
barrister growing increasingly exasperated. TTien another voice interjected: “ But Mickey 
d idn’t do it,” -  a pause followed to allow M acdonald to focus on the speaker. “I did.” 
Macdonald looked round to see the slightly amused face of one of the two defendants who 
had, only moments earlier, been set free. A speechless M acdonald, his face visibly draining of 
colour, convinced his career was hanging by a thread, wheeled away and speedily pu t physical 
distance between himself and the guilty party.



Joe: “N o t know ing w hat they knew, e.g. possibly addresses and  so on, it was 
decided the best idea w ould be to let them  know we knew. A young skinhead was 
duly despatched to convey the message to the leadership. W hat he did was to  sidle 
up behind Patrick H arring ton  as the paper sale in Brick L ane broke up, and w hisper 
‘M orrison  is dead!’ All colour instantly  drains from  H arrin g to n ’s face. Presum ably, 
instead o f him  [H arrington] taking it as an indication  that they had  been rum bled , 
w hich w hen you th ink abou t it was bad  enough, he m ust have though t we had 
already done M orrision  in! [Laughs].” N o th ing  m ore ever cam e o f it, b u t it does 
give som e indication  o f how jittery and  unsettled , in a relatively sho rt period  of 
tim e, a battle hardened  N F  leadership had becom e. T h e  m ajor clashes at 
K ingsbury, Archway and C hapel M arket, along w ith consisten t and  disciplined 
activity m aintained on a weekly basis, unavoidably broke the back o f the paper sale 
and  the N F  in Islington.

In tandem  w ith the m ilitant offensive, m ilitant contro l was consolidated  when 
eight m em bers o f C am den  and Islington N F  were sent dow n for a w hole series o f 
arm ed robberies no t long after. (An estim ated £ 2 0 0 ,0 0 0  was raised purported ly  for 
the purpose o f political funding.) T h is was a body blow, swiftly followed by the 
jailing of three m em bers o f the sem i-crim inal F ields family, for an aggravated gang 
rape that included the use o f a b room  handle. O ne got eight years. By now, unable 
to  m aintain  w hat the N F  considered a sufficient presence consistently  (rem em ber, 
a team  o f over tw enty had  been  effortlessly tu rn ed  over), by the end o f 1982 
suppo rt for the sale had  entirely w ithered away. O perationally, it had  becom e 
unsustainable. N o t long after that the b ranch  itself effectively ceased to exist.

T h is crum pling  o f spirits there caused a dom ino effect right across n o rth  L ondon 
w ith the result tha t, w ithin a relatively lim ited period , the N F  ceased to have any 
organised presence in w hat for them , traditionally, had  been one o f their strongest 
areas o f support nationally. N o r was it lost on the m ilitan ts tha t they had achieved 
in a litde less than  twelve m onths w hat the w eight o f the SW P and  the A N L  had 
failed to  do in six years.

W ithout d o u b t events su rround ing  the cam paign at C hapel M arket had  set the 
tone for the developm ent o f m ilitant anti-fascism  in the years ahead. T h e  m ilitants 
had  dem onstra ted  th a t a violent party  like the N F  could  be taken head  on. T h e  an ti
fascists were well organised, disciplined and  able to ou t-th ink  and  out-violence the 
N F  at stree t level, an em phatic answ er to the SW P leadersh ip’s critique of 
‘squad ism ’. W here was the N F ’s ‘appetite  for violence’ now, was the inquiry?

A lthough clashes over the previous years were hardly uncom m on, these resulted 
largely from  fascist aggression, provocation, o r encroachm ent. W ith the exception 
o f som e squadist operations, the absolutist m indset the N F  now  faced was largely 
a m ystery to them . A nd, together w ith being prepared  to get stuck in at street level, 
there  was an am bition  and  determ ination  to  deliver results or, in salesm an parlance,
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to ‘close the deal’. Early on there was som e speculation am ong the F ar R ight as to 
the real political allegiances o f the opposition. U nable, o r possibly ideologically 
unw illing, to accept their opponents as o rdinary  left-w ingers, a recurring  train  o f 
though t w ould be that the m ilitarists were possibly fellow nationalists, albeit 
‘e thn ics’. A fter K ingsbury, the talk centred  on the ‘hit sq u ad ’ having possible 
‘Jew ish’ connections. A fter the arrests at C hapel M arket, ‘second generation  Irish 
w ith a chip on their shoulder’ becam e a favoured explanation. H owever, w hat may 
have been  a throwaway rem ark then was soon to  take organisational form .
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RED  A C T IO N  IS F O R M E D
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By early 1982, less than  three years after claim ing victory over the N F , the A N L  
existed in nam e only. It was by then  regarded by m ilitants as m ore o f an 
em barrassm ent than  anything else. W hat occasional activities it did organise were 
ineffectual and on the opposite p a rt o f tow n. W here effective action was still being 
organised, it was no t by the A N L , b u t by the now politically ‘independen t’ squads 
u n d er the d irection  o f Red Action.

O n the 24th  April 1982 the N ational F ron t held a St G eorge’s D ay m arch in 
Blackpool and  the A N L  organised w hat w ould prove to be its last counter- 
dem onstration  for an entire decade. “A very half-hearted  a ttem p t was m ade to 
organise an A nti-N azi L eague coun ter-dem onstra tion  w hich tu rn ed  ou t to be a 
depressing failure. U ltim ately a group  o f abou t 150 anti-racists held a short m arch 
around  the tow n and were grateful to have the police betw een them  and several 
hund red  aggressive and  confident fascists. A nd so the steady dem ise o f the A N L 
goes on and o n ” {Red Action, N o  4, 1982).

W hile this so rt o f non-confron tational activity had  little im pact on the fascists, 
o ther than  to raise their confidence, it also failed to  a ttrac t new  recruits to  the an ti
fascist m ovem ent. “ From  the heady days o f ’77, ’78 and ’79, w hen thousands 
tu rn ed  ou t in L ondon , Leicester, M anchester, e tc., and forced the F ro n t to be 
com pletely dependen t on the police to be able to  m arch at all, we now  see an ti
racists needing police protection  them selves. How  -  and why -  has this happened?

“T h e  A N L  was founded in late 1977 and was soon riding the crest o f  a popular 
wave. It succeeded in uniting  various shades o f political opinion u nder one banner. 
Its specific aim  was to  expose the N ational F ro n t (w ho, at the tim e, were attracting  
grow ing electoral su p p o rt), as a fascist organisation, run  by confirm ed nazis ... T he  
1979 election proved how successful the League had  been , w hen the F ro n t 
com pletely failed to  achieve their hoped  for b reak through , and  for a sho rt tim e 
retreated  in disarray, the respectable im age they were looking for firmly nailed. 
Since then  the League has slowly b u t surely slid closer to  oblivion, w hilst the F ro n t 
have re-em erged alongside the British M ovem ent w ith a m ore openly aggressive 
violent character. T he  A N L  leadership has totally failed to re-organise the League 
to  face this new  em ergence. N o-one w ould expect to  m aintain  the massive carnival 
tu rn o u ts  indefinitely, bu t there were still m any com m itted  anti-fascists up  and 
dow n the country , w ho have been left high and dry w ith little o r no d irection  or 
leadersh ip” {Red Action, N o  4, 1982).



Essentially w hat R ed A ction was arguing was that, instead  o f being w ound up , it 
was m ore pragm atic to w ind it dow n to a level appropriate to  the na tu re  o f the 
challenge now  being offered by the Far Right. But this argum ent was never going 
to  be addressed objectively. Instead the A N L  simply abandoned  the field to the NF. 
In  the absence o f anyone else w ith the know how or appetite to pick up  the baton , 
the political responsibility for confronting an increasingly aggressive F ar Right 
rested  w ith a relatively small num ber o f m anual w orkers who had never held rank 
in any party. A nd perhaps m ore instructively, were never likely to.

A gainst w hat was otherwise a ra ther ragged looking rearguard  they had  proved in 
the fifteen m onths from their suspension that there was m ore to  them  than  a rough- 
hew n instinct. B ut, if they d id n ’t know it already, an incident a t Blackpool rem inded  
them  o f the risks involved in taking the fight to the Far Right single-handed. A 
chance encoun ter w ith som e Islington N F  in Blackpool tow n centre led to a chase 
th rough  the coach station, w here one o f the fleeing N F  was felled by a blow  from  a 
tyre iron. T hose  in the queue for the coach were incensed by w hat they regarded as 
undue bru tality  and m ade moves to intervene before being w arned off. As two of 
the anti-fascists retreated , they were followed by a hue and  cry, only to em erge back 
on to  the m ain road to be greeted by betw een fifteen and tw enty skinheads looking 
for blood.

Joe: “To say it was a nasty situation was pu tting  it mildly. W ithout breaking stride 
we w heeled round  and  headed straight back the way we had  com e. As we sprin ted  
for the back o f  the station we could hear the shouts o f ou r original pu rsuers bu t 
screened by the coaches we slipped passed them . H appily the skinheads never took 
up  the chase. Perhaps hearing the hullabaloo m ade by the pursu ing  coach travellers 
b en t on securing a citizen’s arrest, they m istook them  for m ore o f us. Anyway, I 
though t we were hom e fi-ee w hen M acSquirty  pulls up. ‘I can ’t ru n  anym ore.’ T h e  
double  sprin t com ing so soon after the stabbing had  done him  in. H is b reath ing  was 
laboured  and  shallow. I knew that any second now the area was likely to  be flooded 
by police, arm ed  with ou r descriptions. We had to  get o ff the street. Just then  I saw 
a fish and  chip shop. I dived in w ith an ashen-faced M acSquirty  trailing beh ind . I 
could hardly believe it. It m ust have been the longest and narrow est res tau ran t in 
the world. A nd was entirely empty. We walked past the coun ter as if looking for a 
seat -  b u t just kept going straight ou t the fire exit! ‘I ’ll call the police,’ the outraged 
w om an behind the coun ter shouted  after us, rightly suspecting we were up to 
no  good.

“WTien we em erged we discovered to our huge delight that we had  traversed the 
entire block and were now on the sea front. T h e  tide was ou t and so we headed for 
the shoreline from w here, as we strolled, we could see police vehicles whizzing up 
and dow n, and  just occasionally the scream ing sirens carried on the w ind. We were 
safe for the m om ent. However, when after a num ber o f hours we m et up w ith som e
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others w ho had  escaped arrest, we found  ou t that pohce sentries had  been posted 
outside bo th  the coach and rail stations, an operation  tha t could  only work if they 
had  our descriptions. A fter lying low for a n u m b er o f  hours , we decided to  catch the 
night train  from  Glasgow  to E uston . T h is  m eant hiring  a cab to  P reston  for sixteen 
pounds. We later found ou t M ickey had been arrested . W hen  he was p u t in the line 
up, sensing he was abou t to be fitted up, he sw itched places w ith som eone who had 
just volunteered to  m ake up  the num bers. Funnily  enough it was actually the 
vo lunteer and  no t O ’Farrell that was picked ou t by w itnesses and  led away.”

W hile anti-fascism  was undeniably  a key elem ent o f the newly founded Red 
A ction, it was no t only on this issue tha t a radical departu re  from  w hat was h itherto  
regarded as custom  and practice could be discerned. In tru th , w hat fundam ental 
differences had  arisen  in this field were sym bolic o f a far w ider alienation that, 
from  the outset, caused the new grouping  to look for fresh m ethods, and  to 
dispense overnight w ith alm ost all conventional form s o f agit-prop and  recru itm en t 
along the way.

“ It m ust be poin ted  ou t tha t confrontations rarely occurred  as a result o f political 
agitation, paper sales, m arches, public m eetings by us (by and  large we hardly did 
any), bu t because we sought them  ou t for re tribu tion  ... O n som e occasions, for 
tactical reasons (w ariness o f  uniting  ou r enem ies), we neither claim ed responsibility 
n o r credit for these activities. T h e  success o f an operation  contained its own 
political rew ard. As an organisation, o u r safety lay in o u r anonym ity. T h ere  was little 
danger o f infiltration at this tim e due  to  the cam araderie and  intim acy tha t existed 
as a result o f the sem i-clandestine and security  conscious way the group operated. 
Individuals were forced to  rem ain  politically anonym ous at w ork and  in the 
com m unities in w hich they lived for fear o f identification and  retaliation  by fascists 
o r their sym pathisers. Practically our only o ther political activity at this tim e was 
taking p art in and  selling our paper, w hich was produced  in term ittently , at large 
left-wing dem onstrations. F or Irish or R epublican dem onstrations, we often 
provided stew ards and  helped w ith security, and  so, for this and  for the reasons 
outlined  above, we rarely ever m arched  behind  a Red A ction banner. We sought 
ne ither recognition nor recru its” (The M aking o f Red Actioti, 1988).

A ra tionale  th a t p erhaps explains why, w hile m ilitan t an ti-fa sc is ts  w ere 
increasingly successful at street level, they simply were no t equ ipped  w ith strategies 
for tackling at a m ore political level the causes o f su p p o rt for the N F. T herefore , 
w hen the fascists were violently rem oved from  a m usic venue, a paper sale, o r their 
m arches were attacked, there was no pro-active strategy to  fill the political vacuum  
tha t had  been fashioned. For the m ilitants ‘creating the space’ by driving ou t the 
fascists was rew ard in itself. Right up until 1994 m ilitan t anti-fascists genuinely 
believed tha t the political vacuum  created  by them  w ould be som ehow  or o ther 
filled by the w ider Left. As events show, they were m istaken. T h is  was n o t a case of
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them  being ‘too cynical o f the L eft’. R ather their mistake appears to  lie in  their no t 
being cynical enough.

In the m eantim e, by providing a political identity for working class activists, m any 
w ho had  never actually been m em bers o f the SW P despite their activity w ithin the 
‘squads’. Red A ction rapidly becam e a by-w ord for extrem ism  w ithin the F ar Right. 
H ow ever, while its reductive role allowed the group to ‘focus’, it also allowed others 
to  focus on RA. As early as 1983, w ithin a year o f being launched , RA personnel 
were inform ed by a Searchlight contac t that Special Branch were m aking inquiries 
in regard to the g roup ’s m otivation, com position, and modus operandi.

T his  did no t com e as a terrible surprise considering that, in one seven day period , 
RA had m oun ted  successfijl attacks on three separate right-w ing organisations, one 
o f w hich resulted in the ill-nam ed ‘N ational A ction Party’ (a brainchild  o f w ould- 
be assassin Eddy M orrison) collapsing on  the very day it was to  hold  its first 
national conference. Twenty years later when G erry  G able recalled the incident, he 
m istakenly attribu ted  the incident to AFA though it was an entirely RA operation . 
“W hen the assem bled N A P masses spotted  a large group o f m en walking tow ards 
them , M orrison  announced  that these were reinforcem ents. U nfortunately  for him , 
they were A nti-Fascist A ction supporters and M orrison’s troops spen t the rest o f 
the day in  the casualty un it o f the local hospital” {Searchlight, A pril 2003).

Joe: “M uch  as we m ight have w anted to boast o f ou r success, the fact is we simply 
cou ldn ’t afford to take the weight. H aving taken po in t duty, we were always 
conscious o f bo th  the scale o f the problem , and how utterly isolated we were, both  
physically and, as im portantly , politically.”

T h is political isolation did no t for the m om ent in trude on operational m atters. 
Red A ction had  the room  to simply pick their targets. A lm ost casually the fascist 
presence in E ast S treet M arket in south L ondon was irrevocably extinguished 
w hen, w ithout w arning or fanfare, the paper sellers were overw helm ed in less than  
five m inutes o f m ayhem . As the grim  faced anti-fascists m assed on the o ther side o f 
the busy road, waiting for an  opportune  m om ent to cross en masse, young m others, 
sensing danger, swept up their children while fascists stood seem ingly oblivious. As 
the fascists fled, a heavy glass door in a shoe shop snapped in two as they surged 
through seeking refuge. Som e hope. T hey  were pursued  into a storeroom , while 
o thers, trapped  am ong the displays, had a no-tolerance m essage literally ham m ered  
in to  their heads by stiletto-shoe-w ielding opponents. So stunning  had been the 
anti-fascist victory neither the N F  nor BM  ever re tu rned .

But where the physical force strategy was undeniably successful, the F ar Right 
continued to reorganise, and the alarm ing rise in racist attacks m ade it evident an ti
fascism w ould sooner o r later need to be pu t back on a w ider agenda. By early 1984 
m ilitan t anti-fascism  in the shape o f Red A ction was at a crossroads. W hile its ability 
to  win the battles it chose to  fight proved effective in pegging back the opposition
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in the areas in w hich it was operating  -  like, say, the gig scene -  a glance at the 
bigger p icture revealed the F a r R ight steadily inching forward. T h e  studied  
reluctance o f the w ider Left to take the th reat seriously m eant m ilitants were fully 
conscious of the danger o f e ither over-reaching or being outflanked. A m ore basic 
contradiction  arose from  the reality o f a socialist group  w orking full tim e as either 
the first o r last line o f anti-fascist defence. Two incidents, one in the sum m er o f 
1984 and the o ther at the beginning o f 1985, illustrated there was only one way 
forward, and , as tellingly, no way back.
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Poster advertising the free G LC festival in Jubilee Gardens. 10th June 1984.
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G LC ,  R E D S K IN S  A N D  H A R R O G A T E ,  1984
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O n 10th June 1984, in the m idst o f the M iners’ Strike, the G reater L ondon Council, 
led by K en Livingstone, hosted a free open-air concert in Jubilee G ardens as part o f 
a cam paign against both  unem ploym ent and Tory governm ent cuts. T housands 
attended, w ith family groups making up a large part o f the crowd. Halfway through 
the event, about 80 or m ore N F  suddenly m aterialised and im mediately set about the 
audience gathered around  the m ain stage where the Redskins were playing. T he 
boldness of the assault panicked the large left-wing gathering. N o t all were cowed. 
Some elem ents within the crowd, including som e striking m iners, regrouped, and 
after som e hand-to-hand  fighting in which one RA m em ber was slashed and another 
anti-fascist had  his jaw sm ashed, the right-wingers, m ostly skinheads, were driven off.

Peter: “I felt particularly  guilty because we had  spo tted  som e fairly obvious N F  
types earlier bu t because o f the size o f the crow d and  the fact they were youngish 
we decided to  leave them . T hey, o f course, were the spotters. All I rem em ber as we 
headed tow ard the stage area was the shocked looks on the faces o f w hat looked like 
thousands heading the o ther way.”

But the N F  had not finished. Again led by the 6ft 2in N icky C rane, w ho had just 
com pleted a four year sentence for a similarly indiscrim inate a ttack  on a queue of 
black cinem a goers, and  buoyed up by the im pact they had m ade on the many 
thousands o f the left-w ing enem y present, the ram paging right-w ingers re tu rned  to 
attack  the H ank W angford Band on stage at the o ther end o f the park. It proved to 
be a m ajor b lunder. W here the crow d had  been taken unaw ares the first tim e, news 
o f the second attack  saw RA in particu lar m ore than  eager for the unexpected 
chance o f a replay. A rm ed w ith cider bottles, and  anything else to hand , R ed A ction 
m em bers sp rin ted  tow ard the trouble. T h e ir  charge had the effect o f fu rther 
galvanising the crow d.

In attem pting  to m ake a getaway. C rane was felled by P eter C . and  only by using 
a young fem ale anti-fascist as a shield, survived the onslaught w ith cuts and  bruises. 
Less fo rtunate  was ano ther skinhead who, to  his evident relief, had been  rescued 
from  the crow d by two police officers w ho held off vengeful left-w ingers w ith 
batons. T he  stand-o ff ended  w hen a leading m ilitant stepped o u t o f the crow d and  
punched  one o f his benefactors full in the face. W hen the officer ben t to retrieve his 
helm et, he was bundled  headfirst in to  a concrete litter-bin. Terrified, the skinhead 
m ade a ru n  for it w ith just tim e, possibly, to  reflect on the shortcom ings o f huge 
steel toe-cap boots in such a situation , before being b rough t to earth  and  kicked



unm ercifully while the police, understandably  pu tting  their safety first, s tood  by 
and  w atched. N earby ano ther couple o f skinheads, one m ale and  one fem ale were 
bo th  booted  on the g round, w ith police again unwilling to  m ediate.

O ne particularly unlucky individual, who up to that time had escaped the pogrom  
being visited on his com patriots, was attem pting to leave the area o f im m ediate 
danger w hen the attention of a keen-eyed m em ber o f a m arauding RA crew, som e 
now bare-chested, paused to study a lone figure walking toward them  with eyes 
dow ncast and, though the day was w arm , H arrington jacket fully zipped up. 
C hallenged, he reluctantly revealed what it was he was anxious to conceal: a T-shirt 
bearing the legend ‘Nicky C rane’. Add another custom er for casualty. Events 
continued in this retributive fashion to the extent that the corridors o f the local 
casualty departm ent at St T hom as’s hospital becam e the scenes o f fu rther clashes as 
anti-fascists and an increasing num ber of fascists queued for treatm ent alongside each 
other. W hen the news reached Red Action, the entire squad, along with a considerable 
num ber o f fellow travellers, were dispatched to restore a m enacing sort o f order. For 
one young Redskin follower the arrival o f Red Action proved an inspiring m om ent.

Andy: “ I’d travelled up  w ith a small group prim arily to see the Redskins. W hile 
ou r sym pathies were obviously tow ards the Left and anti-fascist, none o f  us were 
involved w ith anything formally, although we knew a few o f the RA m em bers w ho 
w ould tu rn  up to  gigs at the time. T h e  day was a relaxed affair and we certainly 
d id n ’t anticipate any trouble bu t, just as the Redskins were getting  into their set, 
they were attacked by a large group of fascist skinheads. O ur small group  was near 
the front and , as this huge bonehead w ent to c lam ber onto  the stage, my m ate 
caught him  w ith a great punch , clean to the jaw. H e had always had a good ‘dig’ on 
h im  bu t this bonehead  just stopped, tu rned , looked at my m ate and  then  just 
carried  on. I can only guess that, as my m ate was also a skinhead,* he had  thought 
it was a mistake!

* It is important to point out that RA/'AFA was neither anti-skinhead, nor made the ignorant 
and lazy assumption many on the Left made; that skinhead equals fascist. In fact, militant 
anti-fascism always contained both skinheads and former-skinheads within its ranks 
throughout its existence. While it is used regularly throughout this book (mainly for the 
benefit of the casual reader), the term ‘skinhead’ was actually jettisoned from the language of 
AFA activists in favour o f ‘the boneheads’ or simply ‘the bones’.

This in itself was in recognition of the fact that by the late ’80s, and the emergence of the 
Blood & Honour movement, fascist skinheads had dropped traditional skinhead fashion in 
favour of a semi-paramilitary uniform of shaved head, black flight jacket, Blood & Honour 
T-shirt, black combat trousers and black, almost knee-high, boots. And, of course, the traditional 
skinhead purists also insisted that a working class cult that had its origins in West Indian music 
and culture could never be, by its very nature, home to the fascist activist or racist bigot.
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“ By now a gap had opened  up betw een the fash and  the huge crow d. W e’d all been 
caught on the hop, bu t this w asn’t a lot different to w hat we’d all experienced many 
tim es at football, as far as we were concerned. N ow  everyone had sussed w hat was 
going on it was just a case o f regrouping and  ‘steam ing-in’. We urged those around 
us forward bu t their reaction shocked us to  the core. H undreds o f ‘lefties’ were 
sim ply terrified and even m ore terrified o f the idea that we w anted them  to join 
battle. Five m inutes ago these people were sing-a-long-a-revolution w ith the 
Redskins, now they were quaking in their boots. As the boneheads started  backing 
off, we joined o ther g roups w ho were arriving from  all d irections and  gave chase. 
We thought that was it and were feeling pretty  dow n w hen a little later the fash 
anacked  once m ore. T h is tim e people quickly sw ung into action, we picked up 
em pty cider bottles and headed  tow ards the action. We were a m ixed bunch  o f ‘red 
sk inheads’, junior RA m em bers and ou traged m iners [the strike was on at the tim e 
and  m any o f them  were dow n w ith their fam ilies].

“As the crow d opened-up , we saw the boneheads and  im m ediately charged, 
catching som e o f them  on the walkway next to the river. A nu m b er o f them  w ent
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dow n b u t I prevented som e o f the ‘trendy lefties’ from pu tting  the boo t in as they 
lay on the floor. As far as I was concerned, they had forfeited tha t right by their 
display o f cow ardice earlier in the day. As the police intervened, we got w ord th a t a 
friend o f ours, a DJ and  fanzine editor, w ho was one of the least offensive people 
you’d ever m eet and certainly no t a ‘com batan t’, had nonetheless had  his jaw bust 
by the boneheads and  was up at nearby St T h o m as’s hospital. W hen we got to  the 
hospital it was pandem onium . Inside, two white males and a rather large black 
fem ale RA m em ber were kicking off w ith m em bers o f the C helsea H eadhun ters 
(including C hris ‘C hubby’ H enderson) who were them selves dem anding  th a t the 
black security guard  arrange taxis for them  so they could leave the area safely. A 
couple o f  young lads w earing Celtic football tops and  sporting  RA badges 
saun tered  into the hospital, sat dow n next to us and gave m e a wink.

“Just then  a large group o f boneheads, w ho had obviously been visiting their 
m ates, appeared from within the hospital. I was a bit w orried b u t the boneheads 
clearly had o ther things on their m ind. T h rough  the w indow  they could see a large 
group, a num ber of w hom  I vaguely recognised as senior RA people. O ne was doing 
press-ups on the steps as though he was w arm ing-up for the m ain event. O thers 
w ere pointing  and  laughing at the lead bonehead , debating  w hether he was the 
‘ugliest m an they’d ever seen’ and urging him  outside for closer inspection. 1 
recognised the bonehead in question as M atty  M organ, who had  a b it o f a 
repu ta tion  as a ‘psycho’ and was som eone I’d seen throw  his w eight a round  at 
skinhead gigs at first hand. W hile som e of the skinhead girls w ith him  encouraged 
him  to confron t those taunting  him , he simply looked petrified.

“It was like a scene from  the Asterix cartoon  books I ’d read as a kid. Instead  of 
being in tim idated  by the m ighty legions of the ‘m aster race’, the RA group  was in 
fact in high spirits, alm ost arguing who had  seen the boneheads first and  therefore 
had the right to  land the first blows! A fter years o f having to ‘keep our heads dow n’ 
in the presence o f the Far Right, this was an eye-opener to say the least. L ater on 
my small group  was approached by one o f the RA m em bers and  invited up to T h e  
A gricultural to continue the festivities. We declined. I think we’d all had  enough 
excitem ent for the day by that stage and decided to retire to  a nearby pub  instead. 
T h a t night, p in t in hand , I w atched John Barnes score his w onder goal for E ngland 
in the M aracana bu t my m ind w asn’t really on the gam e. T h e  day’s events had  given 
me m uch  to  think about. Obviously I d id n ’t realise it at the tim e, b u t tha t day was 
my first in over a decade o f involvement in front-line anti-fascism .”

T he  pub  in question was T he  A gricultural on Liverpool R oad in Islington. It had 
becom e a m eeting point for overtly nazi skinheads from  all over L ondon  -  and 
beyond. O ne wide-eyed visitor was a Belfast youth, Johnny A dair, later to be 
christened ‘M ad D og’ by the m edia for his role in the deaths of an estim ated 20 
C atholics in the battle betw een Loyalists and Republicans for hegem ony in the Six
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C ounties o f U lster. In  the im m ediate vicinity, attacks on blacks and  gays becam e 
com m onplace. A ccording to a biography o f A dair, ‘M ad D og’ him self, w hilst in 
Islington, was part o f a gang that “beat up and m ugged a black m an as they caught 
the tube [from the Angel) to E lephant & C astle w here they w ent drinking with 
ano ther nazi sym pathiser” (M ad Dog, by D avid L ister and H ugh Jordan , page 40). 
T h a t the black m an in question  had  his teeth kicked ou t in the attack  and  was 60 
years old was no t m entioned.

By coincidence, anti-fascists had begun to use an  Irish pu b  called T h e  W hite 
H orse, also on Liverpool R oad. It was ru n  by a fam ous T o ttenham  football hooligan 
called R onnie Parrish, and initially used  as a re trea t from  the stresses o f the weekly 
conflict at C hapel M arket. Heavy drinking played a p rom inen t p a rt in the de- 
stressing, though im bibing while on duty  was frow ned upon. (L ater on, although 
rare, it was no t unknow n for an individual to be stood dow n if considered under the 
influence p rio r to an operation .) W ith an RA centre for rest and  recuperation  in 
L ondon  sited only a hund red  yards away from  T h e  A gricultural, scuffles and 
am bushes becam e m ore or less weekly occurrences. O ccasionally som e incident, 
like w hen an RA m em ber slightly the worse for d rink  was kicked unconscious in 
b road  daylight, w ould trigger a m ore concerted  effort. T h e  response on that 
occasion was a full-frontal assault by about fifty anti-fascists, w hich led to  running  
battles involving over a hund red  people that lasted for alm ost ha lf an hour. O ne 
explanation for the tardiness o f the police response was tha t they were no keener on 
the skinhead influx every w eekend than  were the m ilitants. To repel one coun ter
attack, anti-fascists ripped  off a n ine-foot length of rusty  pavem ent railing. M errily 
a nearby building site was raided for bricks. Such was the ferocity o f the ensuing 
onslaught that no t only the window s, b u t also the actual w ooden window  frames in 
T h e  A gricultural were sm ashed.

A ttem pting to  rally the skinheads one shouted , “G et them , they are not English, 
they are Irish!” in a m arkedly foreign accent. W hen  arrested , he was fined and 
deported  back to  Belgium  the following M onday. Exploiting police antipathy. T he  
A gricultural suffered ano ther full frontal attack  abou t 7pm  on the evening o f 16th 
June. T hereafter, the  sounds o f sm ashing w indow s, nonchalantly  bu t nevertheless 
routinely broken , becam e a sound  the ow ners and their neighbours cam e to  be 
fam iliar w ith. A fter m on ths o f this unceasing hostility, the brew ery had little option  
b u t to  close dow n the pub  altogether.

M eanw hile, m edia publicity following the attack  on the G L C  festival created  the 
opening for Red A ction. A leaflet, w hich followed their basic analysis, was quickly 
draw n up  and  widely circulated. It drew  a w arm  welcome.

“T h e  A nti-N azi League was fo rm ed in 1977 to  a lert the public to the grow ing 
electoral th reat o f  the NF, Its successful expose of the neo-nazi past o f its leaders 
and  the m obilisation of huge num bers to  prevent the fascists m arching led to  the

Beating the Fascists 97



decline o f the F ront. T h e  election o f the Tory governm ent in 1979 was ano ther 
dam aging body blow. T h e ir policies on im m igration and law and  order were 
extrem e enough to satisfy the right-w ing nationalists on w hich the F ro n t had 
previously relied for their support. Since then , there have been significant changes 
in the F ar Right. TTie old ‘constitu tional’ nazis like Tyndall have gone, and  the N F  
is now  dom inated  by a new  group. T hey  believe that ‘controlling the stree ts’ (i.e. 
sm ashing all potential opposition) is vital if they are to regain political credibility. 
T hey  rely for their political and intellectual guidance on an Italian fascist terro rist 
group  called the T h ird  Position. T hey  recognise that, as ‘race w arrio rs’, the average 
N F  m em ber leaves a lot to be desired, hence the form ation of the In stan t R esponse 
G roup. In the n ine m onths since its form ation, the IR G  has been  build ing the 
m orale and experience o f its m em bers by attacking a series o f ‘soft’ targets: studen t 
discos. T roops O ut m eetings, paper sales, and savage attacks on individual asians, 
culm inating  in the well organised assault on 10 th  June [G L C ]. A nd they in tend  to 
continue these attacks th roughout the sum m er. By operating  in this way, they are 
aware that it will no t have any electoral appeal, bu t consider it necessary to ‘clear 
the way’ if they are going to re-em erge as a political force. In the m eantim e, they 
p resen t an im m ediate and  personal th reat to all left-wing activities. T hey  m ust be 
stopped.

“Red A ction has a credible record  in dealing w ith fascists, b u t for obvious 
reasons we are no t p repared  to be the police force for the Left. We do, however, 
regard  this ‘new ’ initiative as sufficiently serious to  launch this appeal to all 
unaligned anti-fascists and individual m em bers o f o ther g roups to co n tac t us 
th rough  this leaflet. O u r aim  is to help form  a m obile com bat squad  w ho w ould  be 
on call to  defend public m eetings, gigs, paper sales, e tc ., o f  any left-w ing 
organisation  u nder th reat o f im m inent attack. A nd to  take the offensive w hen 
necessary. We are convinced that, at the m om ent, this tactic is the best response 
and  the m ost effective way o f preventing the fascists achieving the ir u ltim ate aim , 
‘contro lling  the stree ts’.”

TTie leaflet struck a chord , and im m ediately generated debate  w ithin and  am ong 
otherw ise disparate groups, such as the R evolutionary C om m unist G roup , who 
m ounted  a 24-hour anti-apartheid  picket outside the South  African Em bassy and 
were under continual attack, and the likes o f the N ew ham  M onitoring Project, 
Class War and Searchlight.

If  Red Action m em bers had apparently  been left “ cursing ourselves for our 
reasonableness and m oderation” (Red Action, issue 13) following the G L C  attack, 
ano ther act o f aggression considerably closer to hom e rem inded  anyone irritated  by 
the one-dim ensional political profile the group  was earning tha t, w hatever the 
future, the possibility o f any re tu rn  to life as a conventional socialist grouping  was 
already past. F o r one th ing  the fascists were no t likely to ever let bygones be
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bygones and , equally, as there could be no retreat w ith credibility o r honou r, so for 
good or ill RA were now in it for the long haul.

H ard  choices were also facing the m ilitant irregulars in M anchester, som e aligned 
to  RA, som e no t. In p art the strains resulting from  the scenario ou tlined  in the 
previous paragraph led to a call by founding m em bers, John P. and P eter W. o f the 
Socialist Federation  -  o f w hich RA was a p a rt -  for Red A ction to fully throw  in 
their lot w ith the form er and  actually d isband. T h is cam e as a surprise , particularly  
to m ilitants in L ondon. Eyebrows were again raised w hen P eter W. and  Steve T. 
publicly sided w ith studen ts at M anchester Poly following the la tter being witness 
to a particularly  violent encoun te r betw een leading squadists led by D enis C . and 
a hardy team  o f fascists in a pub  in H arrogate. T h e  criticism  was no t well received, 
to pu t it mildly, particularly  as “bu t for ou r in tervention , they w ould still be in 
com as and w heelchairs to  this day,” as one p u t it.

D enis; “A pro test m arch th rough  H arrogate  by the s tu d en ts’ un ion  on an end o f 
M ay bank holiday offered a prom ising day out. H arrogate  had always proved to be 
a lively venue, as previous encoun ters against A ndrew  B rons and  Steve G au n t had 
show n, so the opportun ity  for the ‘boys’ to euphem istically  ‘show  su p p o rt’ for the 
studen t com rades o f H arrogate  was readily taken, accom panied w ith free travel 
facilities provided by M anchester Polytechnic! N eedless to  say, this support did no t 
involve actually going on the m arch. As soon as the studen ts began m arching 
through the tow n, we split off. T h e  p lan was to shadow  the m arch  th rough  the town 
and  see w ho cam e ou t to  oppose it. O u r team  was only six strong , w hich m eant we 
could  be quite m obile w ithout arousing too m uch  suspicion. We slipped away to 
have a few quiet drinks w hilst the m arch and  its supporters and detractors 
assem bled.

“Barely was the second p in t launched before one o f the M anchester students 
arrived to  say tha t they had spo tted  a fascist scout. ‘So w hat do you w ant us to do? 
All pile ou t and  show him  exactly w hat he’s there to  see? If it’s only one, go back 
and so rt him  ou t yourself’ was the gist o f the conversation p rio r to  him  leaving, tail 
betw een his legs. As the m arch set off, we am bled along beh ind  slowly, appearing 
alm ost casually d isinterested. As the studen ts m eander past one city centre hostelry, 
the fash, already alerted  by the approaching din , appear from  a local pub  ‘sieg- 
heiling’ and  effm g-off the studen ts. U tterly  confident in their ability to stand  their 
g round  against the studen t m asses, they challenge them  to com e and have a go.

“H owever, they fail to look the o ther way, and  by now  we are in am ongst them , 
expressing a strong in terest in taking up their challenge. A  m inor exchange o f blows 
takes place, p rom pting  the fash to re treat into the pub ; the police, now  alerted , head 
over, as we seek cover in the body o f  the m arch. An inspector shouts ou t to  his m en 
to  ‘grab the one in the denim  jacket’. M e. Im m ediately, the o ther lads begin to  swap 
jackets w ith m archers, b u t I am  told, ‘Fuck off, I ’m  no t getting nicked for you’ by
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som e studen t. A m id growls and threats, the police move tn and  pull three o f us. Still 
unsure as to w hat exactly happened , the inspector proceeds to give us a pep talk, 
w hereupon , one of the lads bu rst into a rant about how his dad  was killed in the 
w ar by the G erm ans, and the sight o f nazi salutes had triggered his em otions. 
N otw ithstand ing  the fact that the lad in his m iddle twenties w ould need to  be in his 
m iddle forties for this to be faintly realistic, and the sight o f som e onlookers 
spinning away, stifling giggles, the inspector sym pathised w ith ou r w ar o rphan , and 
tells him  no t to  let them  provoke him!

“T h e  rest o f the m arch passed off w ithout fu rther incident as we were u nder 
observation and had to  go w ith the flow. T here  were a few fash m illing around , no 
d o u b t holding back for easy pickings w ith the students. As people dispersed 
tow ards the coaches and the nearest pubs, we decided we w ould have one o r two 
before departing . We w ent into this pub whose nam e escapes m e, and no ted  there 
were about ha lf a dozen people off ou r coach in an alcove having a qu ie t drink , 
totally oblivious to  the fact that they were ou tnum bered  by m ore than  two to  one 
by a likely bunch  who had gathered on adjacent tables, and were lining them  up. 
We sussed them  the m inute we entered  bu t as their response to us was neutral, we 
knew they h ad n ’t sussed us. So we engage them  in a conversation tha t slowly bu t 
surely deteriorated .

“We are casually sat around  the edge o f their group, as they begin to p u t two and 
two together. Suddenly one o f them  stands up and declares, “ I’m  a fascist and 
p roud  o f it!” H e had a bottle in his hand. U nabashed and still sitting, Dessie 
N oonan  responds, ‘If  you’re thinking o f taking this outside, you better bring  that 
b o td e  w ith you -  ‘cos you’ll fuckin’ need it!’ At w hich po in t Roy M ac launches one 
o f your classic pub  glass ashtrays to your m an ’s head , w hich everyone took as the 
signal for hostilities to com m ence. T he  floor filled quicker than  a G len M iller 
com eback concert, as the fight set off at a belting pace. I was grappling w ith one lad 
w hen ano ther one grabs the back o f my denim  jacket and tries to pull it over my 
head , a m anoeuvre stopped abruptly  by a precisely delivered chair leg to  the head 
from  C raig, w hich sparked him  clean out.

“ Som e o f the in tended  targets sat in the alcove also cu t loose, and one fella, big 
C hris S., som ething o f a gentle giant, led the charge. Tables, chairs, glasses, bottles, 
fists and boots flew in a w onderful free for all as the lads stood toe to toe, w ith odds 
o f two against one, and  fought the fash to a standstill. Above the din, the inevitable 
sirens catch everyone’s atten tion , p rom pting  bo th  sides to professionally disengage 
and depart in a hurry.

“As the police com e through the front door, we are filing ou t past them  in the 
opposite direction, whilst the fash, arm ed w ith local knowledge depart through the 
back door. T h e  police grab who they can as bo th  sides disperse. We lose Roy M ac 
and the fash get two lads nicked as well. Fearing a nicking, as soon as the police
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arrive, D essie m akes a break for it and  heads dow n the road to m eet us back at the 
coach. It proves to be a m istake, as we regroup outside, do a headcoun t and make 
sure everyone is okay before we move off. U nbeknow nst to  D essie, the fash who 
had departed  via the back en trance  were now heading in the sam e direction , via the 
adjacent road. As he gets w ithin sight o f the coaches on the g reen, he glances to  his 
right to see about a dozen o f them  from  the pub  racing tow ards h im , one arm ed 
w ith a screwdriver. U nable  to  double back he heads for the coaches at speed, as we 
saun te r dow n the hill, unaw are o f D essie’s situation  -  a situation  rapidly 
deteriorating  as the driver deem s it unw ise to  open the coach door. Incredibly, som e 
o f the studen ts already on the coach, including Steve T ,  do their best to ignore his 
predicam ent. Som ehow  D essie m anages to  force his way on to  a coach and kick the 
doo r shu t as the first arrivals o f the m ob reach the coach. As the rest o f ou r lot 
appear heading tow ards the coaches, the fascists give up and  ru n  off.

“All that was left to  do now was rescue Roy. T h e  H arrogate  police kindly provided 
bed and breakfast and  booked him  in for an appearance at the m agistrates the 
following m orning. Two lads w ent over to collect Roy, w ho was happy to accept 
breach o f the peace on behalf o f  the team  for the previous day’s perform ance. Amid 
tense scenes in the cou rt lobby, Roy walked calm ly through his adversaries to leave 
the building, w hen one called ou t, ‘Hey, M ancheste r... d o n ’t com e back.’ Roy 
tu rned , sm iled and walked away.”

Now, no  one was p retend ing  tha t this chance encoun ter was a m ajor strategic 
victory, bu t it was well w ithin m ilitant guidelines o f engagem ent and  p a rt and parcel 
o f the ethos; ‘H it them  w herever you see th em ’. In addition , in their eyes, the 
participants had , judging by the natu re  o f the enemy, saved som e students from 
w hat w ould likely have been a very serious beating. So there was genuine 
a s to n ish m en t th a t, in s tead  o f  co n g ra tu la tio n s , they  w ere g ree ted  w ith 
condem nation  on their re tu rn  to  M anchester. T hey  were accused o f general 
indiscipline, leaving the m arch , drinking ‘on d u ty ’, o f using unnecessary and 
excessive violence and, w orst o f all, o f provoking, then  attacking, no t a gang of 
fascists up to no good, bu t a group  o f ord inary  football supporters. (T his was a 
variation on the type o f allegations tha t surfaced after the b loodbath  in C onw ay 
H all in L ondon  som e years earlier.)

T h a t colleagues like Steve T. and  Peter W., ne ither o f w hom  was involved on the 
day, saw fit to  be critical o f the level o f violence used left m any baffled. Backed by 
som e, bu t no t all, o f the studen ts actually p resen t they insisted: “the opposition  
were, in fact, football supporters and  no t fascists” . “W hat w ould football supporters 
be doing in H arrogate  on a bank holiday at the end o f M ay?” the m ilitants 
countered . “A nd, m oreover, if they were indeed football fans, you should  have no 
trouble  nam ing the team  they were supporting?” W ith no answers fo rthcom ing , the 
c lam our for the calling o f a m ore form al inquiry died. A t the tim e it was p u t dow n
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to  a couple o f form er com rades finally succum bing to the studen t lifestyle and  in 
pu rsu it o f studen t union office, bu t on a b roader level it also reflected  a general 
retreat from  the streets.
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R ED  A C T IO N  N A T I O N A L  M E E T IN G ,  1985
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T his  isolationist course was fu rth er confirm ed w hen in F ebruary  1985 RA, in an 
a ttem p t to  broaden  its appeal, announced  in issue 16 o f the paper the m eeting point 
and tim e o f the annual ‘R ed A ction N ational M eeting’. T h e  m eeting starts at 
10.30am , the advertisem ent announced  blandly. H owever, due to som e unw elcom e 
bu t hardly entirely unexpected  early arrivals, it kicked off a m ite earlier.

Joe: “ Som e o f us felt it was a little foolhardy and  an  opposition  response seem ed 
pretty  likely. So, to  be on the safe side, a couple o f us organised ‘tools’ to  be m ade 
available if needed. Shortly after 10am that m orn ing  I tu rn ed  up along w ith a few 
o f the lads. We clim bed the stairs to the m eeting. A t the end  o f  the co rridor I could 
see a queue o f people. ‘A good tu rn -o u t’, I rem em ber thinking. Suddenly  one of 
them  produced a large ham m er and sm ashed straight through the glass panel o f the 
doo r in w hich the m eeting was to  be held. Im m ediately, they were m et with 
resistance from w ithin, and so possibly w hen they saw us they thought we were an 
easier target and scream ed, ‘T h e re ’s m ore o f them !’ and  charged.

“ F or the briefest o f m om ents I though t about hold ing the door and trapping them  
in the corridor. T h en  it daw ned on m e that the glass panel in this door was likely to 
be just as vulnerable to a ham m er, as it was the sam e type as in the o ther door. 
Anyway, next th ing we were all running . In the crush  I actually got w edged on the 
narrow  stairwell shoulder to  shoulder w ith som eone else. L iterally stuck. It was 
alm ost funny, in a hysterical kind o f  way. Eventually we tum bled  dow n and  ducked 
back u nder the stairs and into the kitchen, looking for w eapons. T h e  fascists flashed 
past ou t o f the building. So, along w ith a young lad, E am onn, we picked up a few 
bits and  pieces, a b read knife and  som e milk bottles and  followed them . T hey  were 
gone abou t tw enty or th irty  yards dow n the road. W hen they saw us trailing them  
they stalled and then  stopped. Seeing there was only two o f us to  their dozen or so, 
one shouted: ‘L e t’s get these two cunts, anyway.’

“ Im m ediately, we began to  back off. T im e was on ou r side, I confidently  expected, 
if we could  stall them . Suddenly, E am onn  stepped forw ard and  launched  a bottle. 
M issed. Jesus! ‘F o r fuck’s sake, E am onn, keep the o ther one,’ I shout, a fraction of 
a second before he launches it. T hey  cam e at us then. I threw  a quick look over my 
shoulder. Sure enough to  my in tense delight, the boys were round ing  the co rner, on 
the run  and arm ed to  the teeth. So we stood our g round . Blows were exchanged. I 
took this trem endous punch  in the forehead. E am onn decked one o f  them ; 
everyone was hacking away, A large bald fascist right in front o f m e took an iron bar



straight over the nu t. H is whole face just w ent grey. F rac tu red  skull for sure, I 
thought. A nother one on his hands and  knees on the floor d ropped  his iron bar -  a 
great big silver thing w ith a screw through the top o f it -  and  began shouting , 
‘Enough! E noughl’You’lI be lucky, I thought, as blows rained down.

“People started  chasing the others over walls and through gardens. I think the van 
pulled away w ith only about ha lf o f them  in it. T h ree  were left in the m iddle o f the 
road. A taxi stopped, and a w om an got ou t, scream ing hysterically. Som eone pulled 
her back in. Everyone else ignored her.

“W ithout m uch discussion it was decided to  carry on w ith the m eeting. T hough  
it was unlikely they w ould com e back, I volunteered for sentry  duty outside, m ore 
to calm  m yself dow n than  anything else. O ne of the w om en who worked in the 
kitchen was carted  off in an am bulance w ith a suspected heart attack. So I ’m 
standing  there w hen L abour M P  Jeremy C orbyn opens the doo r o f the centre and 
peeps ou t. ‘Have they gone?’ he says. ‘Yeah,’ I say. ‘Were they here for you or m e?’ 
he says. ‘It was us,’ I reply. You could see the relief visible on his face. ‘O h, good!’ 
he rem arked cheerfully. T h en , with a quick look in bo th  d irections, he skipped off 
dow n the road. I rem em ber laughing at the tim e. How  ironic, I thought. H ere  we 
have a M em ber o f  Parliam ent, no less, having to skulk around  his own constituency 
for fear o f ram paging fascists everyone else seems determ ined  to deny exist.”

L ater in the day at about 5pm , just as the m eeting was concluding, the police 
tu rn ed  up  to  m ake som e casual inquiries. T here  were a nu m b er o f  m en in St 
T h o m as’s hospital in sou th  L ondon  w ith serious head injuries. D id anyone here 
know anything about it? N o t unexpectedly, a collective ‘N o ’ was the reply. 
A pparently  satisfied the police left, and so did RA. Twelve m onths later Jerem y 
C orbyn  w ould be installed as the honorary  president o f the newly launched  A nti- 
Fascist Action.
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T hough  the initial proposal by RA was, on the face o f it, lim ited to  security  only, in 
the discussions tha t resulted , a w ider num ber o f g roups and  individuals focused on 
the possibility o f the launch o f a new  anti-fascist organisation. W hen, in M ay 1981, 
Searchlight had  attem pted  to re-forge anti-fascism , it had proved an em barrassing 
flop, bu t tha t the call had  no t gone unheeded  this tim e indicated the perspectives 
and concerns o f Red A ction were no t exclusive to  the d o cu m en t’s authors. 
Eventually w hen a conference was called for the 28th  July 1985, 300 people 
representing  a wide range o f groups attended .

T h e  new  grouping that em erged com m itted  itself to a S tatem ent o f Aims: “TTiis 
conference sees the need to build an anti-fascist front o f groups willing to com bat 
fascist activity in this country. We see the need to  oppose racism and fascism 
physically, on the streets, and ideologically. We support the right o f  ethnic m inority 
groups and groups under threat to organise for their physical self defence and see the 
need for us to organise in their support. T h is  grouping should be organised on non
sectarian and dem ocratic lines w ith equal representation  for all groups involved.”

T hese  egalitarian principles no tw ithstand ing , w hen U nm esh  D esai proposed that 
Red A ction ought to be allowed two delegates in recognition o f their standing , it 
was the RA delegates w ho declined. T h is  may have been the cause o f som e regret 
later. For, acting on inform ation from  Searchlight th a t a fascist ‘com m ando u n it’ 
was planning to  attack  the conference, RA, two delegates apart, com m itted  the rest 
o f the m em bersh ip  exclusively to  stew ard ing  du ties. Sym bolically, as the 
organisation they had helped set up was founded , the m ilitan t w ing o f the new 
organisation were, for the m ost pa rt, physically outside o f the hall. F rom  the very 
ou tset, therefore, the political o rien tation  and  agenda o f the new  group  was open to 
be d ictated  by others; a basic m isreading o f the political chem istry  at work it w ould 
take m ore than  four years to rectify. A part from  groups like the D irect A ction 
M ovem ent (D A M ), Class W ar, and RA, the bulk o f suppo rt for the new  
organisation was com prised  o f elem ents draw n from  anti-racist g roups w ho, in the 
m ain, identified w ith the liberal left-w ing o f the L abour Party.

Joe: “To som e this was a worry. B ut active anti-fascists were greatly oum um bered  
by the fascists at this tim e and , from  Red A ction’s perspective, one o f the aim s o f 
this new  initiative was to a lert the Left as to the scale o f the tasks faced at street 
level, and to create a new organisation th a t w ould accom m odate new  layers o f 
activists. So we were prepared  to  be patien t.”



Political naivete also played a p art in their thinking as well, as the m ilitants 
assum ed, wrongly, tha t regardless o f w hat was decided in m eetings, everything 
could be rectified on the streets. After the m eeting w hen a B N P /N F  am bush  at 
K ing’s Cross station, led by Tony L ecom ber, was vigorously repulsed , w ith 
am bushers fleeing in all directions, this only helped firm  up the m ilitarist m indset. 
N o t for the last tim e RA showed an ability to ou t th ink their street opponents. 
A nticipating that the fascists would be thinking to am bush O ’Farrell and  Co. as 
they headed  back to H atfield, the entire stewards group, once everyone else had 
safely departed , were instructed  to travel to K ing’s Cross w here the H atfield boys 
were to  pick up their connection. Instead o f the am bushers having the odds o f up 
to  four to one in their favour, as they m ight reasonably have expected, the odds 
were now reversed. As the first half a dozen AFA stewards passed through the 
barriers and  began to m oun t the stairs, they were suddenly confronted  by a far 
larger group o f B N P m em bers led by Tony Lecom ber standing at the top  o f  the 
stairwell scream ing, “C ’m o n ... Red A ction!” A lerted by the shouts the rest o f the 
RA stew ards, m any still on the o ther side o f the barriers, began to  system atically 
d rop  and  unzip gym bags into w hich eager hands searched for weapons.

B ernard  O ’M ahoney, a young tough, who w ould later write a bestseller called 
Essex Boys,* was with the w ould-be am bushers. In  his autobiography he recalls the 
day bu t for som e reason he refers to RA/AFA as the ‘R A F’ (Red A rm y Faction), 
and also m istakenly believes RA were travelling from  a m arch in sou th  L ondon , 
ra ther than  a m eeting in north  L ondon. He reveals that, ra ther than  hole up in a 
pub  som ew here, as w ould have been the norm , the presum ably hand-p icked  crew 
had  actually gone to  the trouble o f booking a room  under a pseudonym  in the 
F riends M eeting H ouse in E uston  Road.

“A B N P ‘sp o tte r’ w ho was following them  from  south  L ondon  rang on a m obile 
phone to  say they’d just got on a train  heading to  K ing’s Cross. O ne group  headed 
over to the station . A skinhead with us p roduced  a flare gun and  p rom ised  to shoot 
a leading R A F m em ber w ith it. Flares are designed to  be used as distress signals 
o r to illum inate targets. I f  they hit som eone, the end result is horrific. A flare, 
unlike a bullet, doesn ’t sm ash its way through flesh and  bone -  it bu rn s its way 
through.

T here  was a real air o f m enace that day, perhaps generated in p a rt by the 
bloodlust speeches. Everyone felt som ething ‘big’ w ould happen. Instead o f the 
usual fisticuffs, we thought at least one o f the Reds would be seriously injured or 
even killed. T h e re ’d been a dram atic fall in the num ber o f people supporting  
extrem e right-w ing parties. T h e  feeling was that a ‘spectacular’ was needed to  th ru st

* Essex Boys, which told the story of three of his business associates shot to death in a Range 
Rover in 1996, was later turned into a movie, starring Sean Bean.
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‘the M ovem ent’ u nder the spotlight again and reawaken the public’s interest. A Red 
m aim ed or m urdered  in such horrific fashion w ould fit the bill.

“T h e  spo tter phoned  to  say they’d be in K ing’s C ross in 15 m inutes. We w ent 
dow n to the tube station to m eet them . T h e  ow ner o f  the flare gun  loaded it for us 
all to  see, before pu tting  it back in his pocket w ith a ‘now we shall see’ look. T here  
m ust have been about 20 o f us dow n near the ticket barrie r as the first Reds cam e 
up the stairs. As soon as they saw us, they tried  to tu rn  and go back dow n the stairs. 
We advanced tow ard the barrier shouting , ‘Fucking red  scum! C om e on! C om e on!’ 
Suddenly  from fu rther dow n the stairs cam e a great roar o f m anly voices. T he  Reds 
w ho’d been retreating were pushed back up tow ards us by the ones following. 
A bout 50 Reds were now advancing tow ards us. Everyone in our group was now 
shouting ‘Stand! S tand!’ bu t m ost were retreating  as they said it. A dolf began 
shouting at the m an w ith the flare gun: ‘Shoot the cunts! Shoot the cunts!’ But the 
m an just tu rned  and  ran. Tony L ecom ber was shouting , ‘Stand! S tand!’ too, bu t 
before long he was legging it as well. Only A dolf, S tan , myself, and  two others 
rem ained as the Reds began clam bering over the barriers to get at us. We looked 
around , looked at each o ther and  said, ‘F uck  this.’We legged it. O n  the stairs to the 
street A dolf stopped  and said, ‘We’ll hold them  here.’

“As the first Reds reached us, we began kicking and punching  them  b u t realised 
the space was too confined. As m ore R eds arrived, w e’d be pushed  back or, even 
w orse, over. We ran up the stairs into the street. A dolf and I ran  in to  the overground 
station. T h e  o ther two m en ran dow n the road. T h e  leading Reds took off in pu rsu it 
o f the o ther two. N o one cam e after us. We sat on a p latform  bench to get ou r breath  
back. A dolf then  began shouting  abuse: ‘We should  have fucking done the bastards. 
W hat happened  to the prick w ith the flare gun?’ S tan  looked at m e and  we both  
started  laughing. A dolf d id n ’t fm d it am using. H e stood up and  sto rm ed off, vowing 
to ‘do som e red bastard .’ T h a t evening in the pub , we learned that the two m en 
w ho’d been chased up the street had  been cap tured  in a car park  off the C aledonian 
Road. T h e  Reds had  kicked and  punched  them  to the g round , then  w hipped them  
w ith a car aerial. As a final act o f hum iliation , they’d pissed on th em ” {Haieland, 
pages 9 8 -9 9 , by M ainstream  Publishing).

W hether true  o r no t, as the fascists were prone to em bellishm ent, ‘pissing o n ’ the 
enem y in one way o r ano ther w ould prove to  be a feature o f  the newly founded 
organisation’s activity for m ore than  a decade o r m ore.

L ater on in 1985, Tony L ecom ber m ade the national news w hen a bom b he was 
ferrying exploded prem aturely  abou t “ 300 yards from  the Far Left W orkers 
R evolutionary Party ’s offices in south  L ondon ,” and  w hen “ Scotland Yard’s A nti- 
T errorist Squad  searched his hom e” they “discovered a deadly D IY  arsenal 
including hand  grenades, two petro l bom bs, de tonato rs, tim ing devices and 
dangerous chem icals” {Ilford Recorder, 17th M arch 1994).
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M eanw hile, for m any in RA, D A M  and C lass W ar, the AFA Secretariat, with 
U nm esh  D esai installed as public spokesm an, were regarded as individuals w ho 
w ould effectively deal w ith the day-to-day bureaucracy of the new  organisation: the 
people who w ould do the public relations w ork in the unions and  the colleges and 
generally help facilitate an influx o f new  blood, all o f w hich w ould help  progress 
and  provide a support base for the physical aspect o f the anti-fascist struggle. It was 
no t long before it becam e apparen t that w hat was thought o f as the su p p o rt netw ork 
saw their function  in altogether different term s, and , while being happy to  adm it to 
the general indispensability o f the stew arding wing, had d istinct am bitions and , as 
im portantly , politics o f their own.

So w ithin a m atte r o f m onths there were the first signs o f an unsta ted  political tug- 
of-w ar betw een the m ilitants, w ho aim ed to build a larger m ilitant pro-w orking class 
organisation, and the m ore liberal elem ent, who were working just as busily to  see 
AFA accepted  as a respectable lobby group, though ou t o f necessity p ro tec ted  by a 
disciplined security wing, w hich all im portantly  took orders only from  the 
executive. Yet, despite this inheren t contradiction , for the first tim e in over five 
years, it had  becom e possible to  confidently deploy large num bers in su p p o rt o f 
anti-fascist m obilisations and the new organisation quickly set about clocking up 
som e im pressive results.

110 Beating the Fascists



Beating the Fascists 111

2.2

R E M E M B R A N C E  DAY, N O V E M B E R  1985

T h e  first o f these m obilisations took place on 10th N ovem ber 1985, w hen a 
contingent from the newly form ed anti-fascist organisation, num bering  less than a 
hundred , insolently occupied the traditional assem bly po in t for the annual N F  
R em em brance D ay parade. T h ese  parades were an im p o rtan t p a rt in the 
N F  calendar, a ttracting  large num bers, an estim ated 2 ,000 in 1986 for exam ple, 
and generally providing an annual focal po in t for their suppo rters from  around  the 
country. T h e  national m edia coverage th a t inevitably follow ed was hardly 
unw elcom e, either. As the N F  organisers had grow n used to the absence of 
opposition , the response to the AFA challenge was no t long in coming.

T h e  AFA picket was in place for only about ten  m inutes w hen, led by Eddie 
W hicker, the eighty-strong In stan t Response G roup  rounded  the corner and 
approached  at pace. N o t unreasonably , they expected  to  run  the Lefties every
where. T h e  pace quickened as the im pact their arrival m ade appeared  to send a 
ripple through the anti-fascist ranks. W ith police nearby m aking it perfectly evident 
they were likely to rem ain neu tral, the sense o f an ticipation  reflected in the faces o f 
the N F ’s front line suddenly dissolved, as opponents o f the m ore determ ined , no t 
to say fam iliar, calibre stepped forward. Ian S tu art (p ictured  below ), lead singer in 
the skinhead band  Skrew driver, was am ong the first to falter, slowing, stopping, 
then  stand ing , before lining up  beh ind  
m em bers o f a bus queue. T h e  N F  front line 
slowed as well and finally halted altogether, 
now no m ore than  ten  yards away. T he  two 
groups o f approxim ately equal num bers, 
eyeball to  eyeball, indulged in som e near 
w hispered baiting, w ithout, though , any loss 
o f focus. W atching on w ith equally avid 
in terest, the police nonetheless stayed in 
their carriers. Im passe.

Eventually W hicker, after sizing up the 
situation  for som e m inutes, o rdered  the N F  
stew ards to  tu rn  on their heels and  re tu rn  
the way they had com e, no d oub t aware that 
the difficulty involved in dislodging the AFA 
picket w ould inevitably force the m ain body



o f m archers to assem ble som ew here else. T h is w ould result in confusion and  delay, 
no t to m ention  em barrassm ent for the N F , bu t there it was. B ut from  the new  
organisation it was an unequivocal m essage statem ent.

A lthough the larger left-wing organisations did no t join AFA, sm aller socialist and 
anarch ist groups, various organisations active within the race relations lobby, such 
as the Refugee Forum , Searchlight m agazine, and many non-aligned individuals 
w ere enthusiastic. In purely political term s AFA was, from  the beginning, a big ten t 
indeed. Initially the contrasting  and indeed com peting  agendas gelled. By the 
following year, L ondon  would see the biggest anti-fascist m obilisation since the 
1970s.
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IN T E R N A L  A FFA IR S :  

C L A S S  W A R  S U S P E N S IO N , 1986
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N otw ithstand ing  the poten tia l displayed at the R em em brance D ay counter-dem o, 
at the 1986 conference held in M anchester on Saturday 22nd  F ebruary , just three 
m on ths later, serious exchanges took place in w hat was set to  becom e a 
constitu tional w ar betw een the two cam ps tha t w ould last for the next three years. 
A b lun t m otion was tabled  at the instigation o f Searchlight to expel C lass War. T his 
initiative rested  on the unlikely and unsuppo rted  charge that Class War had fostered 
links w ith the NF. Som e m onths earlier at an AFA executive m eeting, w hen asked 
by an RA delegate if there was any p ro o f to  substantiate the claims. Searchlight’s 
Tony R obson struggled to convince. N onetheless, at the next executive m eeting the 
o rder suspending C lass W ar was passed. O n the m orn ing  o f the conference itself, 
E ast L ondon D irect A ction M ovem ent (E L D A M ), one o f the founding groups o f 
AFA, produced  a leaflet that drew  atten tion  to  the glaring absence o f proof.

“ O ur initial reaction , on reading a Guardian  expose on fascist infiltration o f the 
group Class W ar, was one o f am used con tem pt, and , know ing the article to be a 
tissue o f lies and  d isto rtions, we assum ed it to be the result o f an over-tired and 
em otional journalist w riting from  the dep ths o f  El Vinos. (We did no t know at that 
tim e that the story had been p lanted  by Searchlight.) O ur am usem ent tu rned  to 
shock w hen, at the following AFA delegate m eeting , it was announced  tha t Class 
War had  been suspended by the secretariat. T h is  was announced  in such a casual 
way tha t even delegates o f g roups no t known for their love o f Class W ar were forced 
to ask why ... A t the following delegate m eeting Searchlight p roduced  no t one shred 
o f evidence saying the Guardian legal dep a rtm en t had  mislaid it. Yet, despite the 
absence o f any verifiable evidence, the m eeting  voted in favour o f suspension by 14 
votes to  two, w ith three absten tions.”

T h e  p rim ary  victim s o f the political attack. C lass W ar, also p roduced  a docum en t 
w hich they believed accurately profiled the political character o f  their accusers: “We 
believe there have been system atic a ttem pts to  spread d isinform ation ab o u t C lass 
War, quite probably in co-operation  w ith Special B ranch o r M I5. We do  no t think, 
however, tha t such a sim ple explanation is adequate . M any o f  those on the AFA 
secretariat (including G able) are p art o f the reform ist Left -  exem plified by the 
L abou r Party  and C om m unist Party -  w hich believes conditions can only be 
im proved via existing institutions; e.g. the state should pass m ore anti-racist laws,



the police should take firm er action against racists, the G L C  should set up  m ore 
anti-racist quangos. D irect action is anathem a to such people -  any action  should 
be left to the police, instead of us fighting the fascists. In Searchlight’s case, 
opposition  to the extrem ists o f the Right has opened the door for extrem ists o f  the 
C en tre , for w hom  Right and Left can be perceived as a th rea t to ‘dem ocracy’.” 

W ith the scene set, there was fu rther polarisation betw een the cam ps w hen during  
the conference young N ew ham  M onitoring Project (N M P) supporters were 
deployed to  cheerlead the Searchlight line. Led by U nm esh  D esai w ho shouted  
“ Searchlight is my Bible,” young Asians, none o f w hom  were actually in AFA, 
paraded  aggressively around  the hall in a b latan t effort to silence verbal dem ands 
for the evidence o f collusion against Class War to  be formally presented . N o n e  was 
forthcom ing and the expulsion o f Class War was ratified by the conference. 
Delegates from the D AM , by now the only rem aining anarchist affiliates, and  RA, 
led the walk ou t o f the conference in protest. In  light o f the controversy, an in ternal 
investigation was launched “ to investigate serious allegations m ade by a variety o f 
g roups and  individuals against the Class W ar grouping.”

Six m onths later, when an independent report was produced as a result o f  the 
investigation chaired by John P., it concluded that: “Searchlight’s role in the affair 
was far from  clear. T h e  original allegations against C lass W ar were contained  in two 
Guardian articles by journalist D avid Rose. M ost o f the inform ation  for these 
articles cam e from  the highly respected anti-fascist m agazine, Searchlight ... We 
received a surprisingly small am oun t o f w ritten evidence, considering the scale o f 
verbal o r non -a ttribu ted  accusations before and at the AFA conference. C lass War 
sen t us a lot o f m aterial. Som e o f the accusations against C lass War (C W ) were only 
m ade known to the com m ission via this C W  subm ission! D espite the leading role 
o f  Searchlight m agazine in the affair, and despite m any approaches to the m agazine 
for evidence, the sum  total o f m aterial from Searchlight to the enquiry  was nil. We 
are bem used  by Searchlight’s role in this affair.”

Years later in a letter to  a form er m em ber o f the AFA executive, Tony G reenstein , 
G able claim ed that he had given ‘a substantial dossier’ on Class W ar to U nm esh 
Desai. In his reply G reenstein  questioned the existence o f the docum ent. “ I am  in 
receipt o f a letter o f yours dated  11th Septem ber 1991 w hich m akes exacdy the 
sam e allegation. T h is is the sam e U nm esh D esai w ho persuaded  m e and  the 
B righton delegation to vote to uphold the Class War suspension at the 1986 
M anchester C onference, who described Searchlight as the ‘B ible’ o f  the m ovem ent. 
I asked U nm esh  about this allegation and he told m e that all he had ever received 
from you were a few photocopies o f existing new spaper articles, w hich AFA already 
had. Incidentally the journalist w ho broke the story in the Guardian, D avid Rose, 
also retracted  the allegations saying you had m isled h im ” (L etter from  Tony 
G reenstein , 16th July 1993).
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T he enquiry  recom m ended  the lifting o f C lass W ar’s suspension because the 
allegations “have no t been proven.” H owever, the dam age has been  done and  C lass 
W ar, along w ith the D irect A ction M ovem ent, refused to  re tu rn . Decisively, though, 
Red A ction did re tu rn . Even if  the overall class character o f the organisation lacked 
balance the unitary  m odel offered by AFA had already shown its potential and was 
definitely w orth  persevering with. It d id  no t go unno ticed , either, that du ring  their 
period o f self-suspension, AFA had  effectively been paralysed w ithout active 
direction  from  the security  wing. So, from  a RA standpo in t, it was all to play for. 
As if to  em phasise the po in t. Red A ction’s re tu rn  to the AFA fold coincided w ith 
two dram atic victories for AFA at opposite ends o f the country.
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By the mid 1980s Nick Griffin was already warning o f the threat posed by militant 
anti-fascism.



2 .4

BRIEF E N C O U N T E R S :  

S T O C K P O R T  A N D  B U R Y  ST  E D M U N D S
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As Red A ction had always in tended , low-level clashes were now beginning to  take 
place on a regular basis betw een fascists and anti-fascists around  the country. O n 
7 th  June 1986, AFA called a coun ter-dem onstra tion  against an N F  m arch in 
Liverpool. T h e  tu rn o u t from  M anchester and L ondon  was considered to  be 
im pressive b u t no c o n tac t was m ade w ith the o p p osition . Any sense of 
d isappoin tm ent was quickly forgotten w hen the N F  and AFA clashed in S tockport 
outside M anchester.

“T h e  SW P were strategically m assed beh ind  the police co rdon  outside the tow n 
hall, w hilst the N F  walked past waving banners. Two vans travelling in opposite 
directions pull alongside the nazis, w hereupon anti-fascists em erged from  the rear 
and engage in m eaningful dialogue w ith them . T h e  nazis and  the police re treat to 
the shelter o f the w aiting room  o f S tockport British Rail station. A line o f police 
moved in on the anti-fascists who, in tu rn , m oved tow ards them , w hereupon the 
police and dogs tu rn  and run! A ttem pts to  induce the nazis to  leave the waiting 
room  w ith the assistance o f sm oke bom bs proved unsuccessful. F ou r fascists 
arrived late in a shiny new  Saab (D addy’s?), and , on realising we w eren’t fascists, 
they drove off at high speed. T h e  car escaped b u t only to a set o f red lights, 
w hereupon anti-fascists tu rn ed  the car upside dow n com plete w ith occupants, and 
som e kind soul threw  in a sm oke bom b for good m easure” {Red Action, N o. 26). 
T h is  report it tu rn s  ou t was not entirely accurate: the car was no t actually tu rned  
over, though  there was a determ ined  a ttem p t to  do so.

D enis: “O n the day we had abou t tw enty fighters in two transit vans.T he plan was 
simple. E ach vanload was to  operate individually and  engage w ith w hatever fash 
they cam e across w hilst driving around  the area, and  then  disappear. H it and  run , 
h it and  run . As we drive up W ellington S treet, we see the SW P and  fellow travellers 
m assed around  a picket o f about two h u nd red  ban n er wavers. W ith the police 
cordoning off the picket w ith m ost o f their m anpow er, all we needed was the N F  to 
show. Suddenly, there they were; around  tw enty early arrivals, goading the Lefties 
-  four traffic lanes and  one police line away. By com plete coincidence, ou r two vans 
travelling in opposite d irections happen  on the scene at the sam e tim e. Pull up, 
em pty and head long  into the fash in seconds. Panicking, the N F  bolt for the train 
station. As they tu rn  a co rner som e pu t up a rearguard  action. O ne, arm ed  w ith a



b an n er pole swung at my head. I take the im pact on raised and crossed arm s instead 
and  dehver a boo t to his unpro tected  groin. H e resum es the retreat and  others 
follow his exam ple. B ehind us the police abandon their positions and give chase, 
followed by the SWP. Surreal. O ne fascist, decked by one o f ou r lads, is kicked into 
insensibility by the brave hearts o f the SW P following up. So th a t’s w hat they m ean 
by ‘m ass action’, I thought.”

Som ew hat overw helm ed by the unusual w ildness o f the assault, the N F  were 
driven back in to  the train  station, and then, for fu rther sanctuary, in to  a large 
w aiting room  on the platform . W ith the help o f a firem an’s axe snatched from  the 
wall, a wild-eyed Scouser, ably supported  by leading L ondon  N F  m em ber Eddie 
W hicker, defended the door. Eventually, both  were arrested. After trying to dislodge 
the N F  w ith som e sm oke bom bs aim ed at the vents, AFA pulled back to 
concentrate  on late N F  arrivals. M any years later, cu rren t B N P leader, N ick G riffin 
w ould recall the day as his ‘p roudest m om en t’.

D enis: “F our short haired young m en, including one known face, are spotted  
cruising the area in a Saab. A pproached, they do a rapid U -tu rn  and  speed off, only 
to  be forced to screech to a stop at a red light. A nother team  already in position at 
the lights on ‘snip ing’ duty  decide to intervene. In the ensuing melee one youngish 
police officer loses his helm et. It w ould end up as an auction  item  at a M anchester 
Mart>Ts fundraiser later in the year!”

N o less dram atic , bu t arguably the m ore far-reaching, success was no tched  w ithin 
a m atter o f weeks, when a N ational F ron t m arch in Bury St E dm unds, Suffolk, was 
attacked in the tow n centre. Originally alerted to N F  plans by a local anti-fascist, 
w ho had lost m ost o f his family in the concentration  cam ps, and whose adop ted  son 
was, alm ost unbelievably, a leading light in the N F  locally, AFA sent a delegation 
from  L ondon to Bury St E dm unds for the purposes o f reconnaissance.

O n re tu rn ing , the delegation gave the go-ahead to m obilise. At Sam sharp, the 
AFA stew ards assem bled outside K ing’s Cross Station on the day in question. 
Som e were relatively new recruits. O ne o f them  approached a senior stew ard and 
inquired  if there was “going to be trouble?” “ I should hope so,” cam e the relaxed 
reply, “otherw ise we will be m aking the trip for nothing.” T h e  recru it then  opened 
a bag. “So will we be needing these, then?” Inside, there was a firem an’s axe and  a 
m achete. “ I doub t it will be that rough!” the organiser chuckled. H e ordered the 
w eapons dum ped .

Joe: “T h e  arrangem ent was, we were to m eet o u r contac t at a junction  near Bury 
St E dm unds station. B ut w hen we pulled up in the van he could no t conceal his 
dismay on seeing there was only around  half a dozen of us in it. ‘Is this all o f you 
there is?’ he asked, crestfallen. ‘N o, no ’ I reassured him  ‘there are about sixty o f us 
in the p u b ’. H is face lit up. H e later described the resulting turm oil as one o f the 
best days in his life.”
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However, from  the N F ’s po in t o f view, the w hole affair was as em barrassing as it 
was unexpected . N F  supporters were attacked before, du ring , and  after the m arch. 
At one stage, a Red A ction led am bush from  a build ing site in a narrow  side street 
caused largely inexperienced police to  rush  forw ard, leaving the back o f the m arch 
unpro tected . T h e  resulting free-for-all lasted a couple o f m inutes du ring  w hich tim e 
the N F  lost a banner, and a lot o f their com posure. T h e  small m arket tow n o f  Bury 
St E dm unds could rem em ber no th ing  like it. Such was the level o f paranoia  tha t, 
shortly  after the anti-fascists appeared in co u rt weeks later, the discovery o f the 
‘m ark of the IC F  [In ter C ity F irm ]’, according to an over excited usher found 
scratched in to  the w ood in the dock, caused the m agistrate to  o rder the co u rt be 

cleared.
“T h e  day ended  on a high no te  w hen, while u n d er police escort to the edge of 

tow n, we cam e upon  a m em ber o f the F ro n t’s N ational D irectorate , and  a few of 
his lackeys on foot. As we sw ept past, to  the u tte r  aston ishm ent o f the local ‘p lod ’, 
one o f the political soldiers was felled by a cheeky denim  clad arm , swinging a b lun t 
instrum ent. T h e  m otorised  ‘cudgel carrier’ then  sped off, hotly pu rsued  by an 
ou traged O ld Bill, leaving cu rren t N F  chairm an, N ick  G riffin holding his hands in 
the air, as if appealing for divine in tervention” {Red Action, N o. 26).

In  all, just n ine anti-fascists were arrested  and  charged w ith public o rder offences. 
T h is  was a relatively low coun t, largely dow n to the local police sergeant having 
been kicked unconscious by the N F  in the tow n square the previous C hristm as, and 
thus understandably  eager to  see the fascists get their com euppance, W lien the 
runaw ay van was eventually stopped , there followed a ra ther surreal exchange:

Joe: “By that tim e everyone had  changed seats and the outraged local bobby 
dem anded  that die perpetra to r give h im self up. N o takers. ‘Everyone is under 
arrest!’ he announced . Just then  his sergeant arrived: ‘W hat appears to be the 
problem , officer?’ ‘W hat?’ sp lu ttered  plod. ‘Have you got a com plainant?’ his 
sergeant insisted, straight-faced. ‘H e’s in the d itch , s ir... back there, sir, pointing. 
T h e  sergeant leant th rough  the window, sm iling slightly, then , for his colleagues 
benefit, shouted: ‘R ight you lot, on your way. I never w ant to see you again!’ 

“A long w ith the ritual condem nation  in the local press by bo th  N F  and  L abour, 
a private endorsem en t from  a veteran anti-fascist, [this is a reference to the B ury St 
E dm onds AFA contac t w ho had  lost family m em bers in the N azi concenteration  
camps] w ho was h im self arrested  on the dem o, described the tactics and  a ttitudes 
o f the L ondon-based  anti-fascists as 'inspiring'. Sufficient vindication for anyone, I 
w ould im agine” (Red Action, N o. 26).

Shortly afterw ards there was even greater reason for self-congratu lation  w hen 
news trickled through that, as a resu lt o f the debacle, the N F  had  split. However, 
as N igel C opsey is careful to po in t ou t in his book, Anti-Fascism in Britain, this was 
in reality an organisation already beset “by ideological differences and  personal
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rivalries. As the head o f one faction, N ick Griffin had initially sought to  explain 
away his personal responsibility for the security disaster that had unfolded by rather 
im plausibly claim ing the attackers were no t actually anti-fascists, bu t m em bers o f 
the mythical ‘Red IC F ’,* who, he insisted, were secretly working for his rivals 
w ithin the N F. U nsurprisingly, there were few takers for the conspiracy fable. A nd 
the N F, w hich nationally still had a considerable following o f  thousands, split 
in to  two.

Ian  A nderson headed the conventional Flag grouping, while N ick G riffin becam e 
leader o f the ‘political soldier’ wing which, tellingly, stopped  holding public 
dem onstrations altogether. Later, in a pam phlet entitled Attempted M urder -  The 
StatelReactionary plot against the N F , Griffin justified the retreat from the streets in 
stating: “all the politics o f the punch-up  had achieved in tw enty years was to allow 
Red A ction’s influence to grow on the streets.”

T hough  adm ittedly o ther w ider differences were also at play, the AFA operation  
had , nevertheless, been the cause or pretext for provoking institu tionalised  division 
w ithin their opponents. A defeat w ith such reverberations had no t occurred  since 
1979 and  the m ilitants were heartened by the im plications.
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* Funnily enough, there was indeed an actual IC F  (Inter City Firm) angle. One leading 
m em ber o f the West Ham ICF, John H., had made his sympathies for RA/AFA known around 
this time. However, he had not travelled to Bury St Edmunds on the day and, apart from one 
other IC F fellow traveller, Russell T ,  who was responsible for the graffiti incident in the dock, 
that was about the depth of the connection.
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R E M E M B R A N C E  DAY, N O V E M B E R  1986
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O ne o f the m any legacies o f the w inding up o f the A N L  was that the N F  in 
particu lar was allowed to organise openly in m any parts  o f the country, virtually 
w ithout the th reat o f sanction. T h is im m unity  was reinforced annually  at their get- 
together on R em em brance Day, w hen an organisation know n to be violently racist 
could m arch through central L ondon , thousands strong, in packed ranks w ithout, 
literally, a m u rm u r o f  pro test from  anti-fascists. F or AFA it sym bolised all that was 
wrong. In in ternal discussions following the coun ter-dem onstra tion  in 1985, it was 
decided to draw  a tten tion  to this reality. B ut ra ther than  confron t the N F  -  and 
necessarily the police -  head on , as in 1985, it was decided AFA w ould call a 
national dem onstration  o f its own instead. To underscore and  draw  a tten tion  to the 
N F  m arching, it was decided tha t a w reath ‘in m em ory o f  the victim s o f fascist 
violence, yesterday and today’ w ould be laid at the C enotaph .

Over 2 ,000 people responded to  the AFA call, m aking it the biggest anti-fascist 
m obilisation seen since 1979. N o t all were so enthusiastic. “Sham e at the 
C eno taph” read  M onday’s Daily M ail front page. “L ast night, H om e Office 
M inister, D avid W addington, prom ised an im m ediate inquiry in to  the L ondon 
dem o, w hich happened  only hours after the Q ueen had laid a w reath on behalf o f 
the nation  ... N o  one could have im agined that, w hen the royal cerem ony was over, 
the nation  w ould be insulted as the precincts o f  the C eno taph  were defiled.” In  the 
type o f language sim ilar to w hat m ight be found in National Front News, it blam ed 
“a band  o f anarchists. C om m unists, hom osexuals and  s tu d en ts” for the insult 
{Daily M ail, 10th N ovem ber 1986).

AFA, on the o th er hand , was greatly encouraged. T h e  tu rn o u t had  been  better 
than  expected, and  any subsequen t controversy m erely helped, as they saw it, to 
place anti-fascism  back on the national agenda. F ront-page coverage in a national 
new spaper could only be regarded as a step forward and  fu rth er undersco red  the 
necessity for active resistance. A lthough the m arch itself was widely recognised as a 
tactical success, no t everything w ent exactly to plan. E lem ents at the open-air rally 
afterw ards, perhaps fired up w ith the idea o f physically confronting  the N F  on the 
day, circulated a ru m o u r am ong the crow d that an attack by fascists on the ever
p resen t an ti-apartheid  picket in T rafalgar Square was im m inent. T h is  led to 
p latform  speakers such as L abour M P  Jeremy C orbyn being heckled: shouts o f 
“We are the real anti-fascists,” em anated  from  supporters o f the R evolutionary 
C om m unist G roup  (R C G ). As the picket was a brainchild  o f the R C G , the buzz



may have been typical left-wing self-aggrandisem ent. B ut in any event the rally was 
d isrup ted  to an extent, w ith a section m arching off to ‘confron t’ the fascists. 
M ilitants were far from im pressed.

“A gainst the rum our o f som e possible fascist activity a couple o f miles away, you 
had the absolute certain ty  tha t a large num ber o f fascists knew exactly w here an 
AFA rally was taking place, and the general direction in w hich m ost o f those who 
had a ttended  it w ould have to travel when they left. In such a situation , a ‘real an ti
fascist’ doesn’t just run  off dow n the road shouting his/her head off. H e/she does 
the job they have taken on, w hich on this occasion was to ensure tha t all o f  those 
w ho had  attended  the AFA m obilisation had safe conduct away from  an area o f 
possible danger.

“A pparently, many o f those who did go back to T rafalgar Square found 
them selves confronted by large num bers o f fascists, and there were reports tha t a 
couple o f anti-fascists were stabbed. If this is the case, those individuals w ho were 
doing all o f the shouting at the rally, stirring up a lot o f people, m any o f them  young 
and  inexperienced, bear a heavy responsibility ... I w ould have to  say tha t the 
individuals w ho were making all the noise on this particu lar occasion did n o t strike 
m e as the so rt o f people to  strike fear into the hearts of, o r be any m atch  tactically 
o r physically for, the street-w ise working class gangs o f the N ational F ro n t” (Red  
Action, N o. 29).

L ater in the evening, one particu lar ‘gang’ o f N ational F ron t proved itself to be 
anything bu t street-w ise. F rustra ted  by the tu rn  o f events at the rally, a n u m b er o f 
AFA stew ards had  been on the prowl for a num ber o f hours, w ithout any significant 
contac t, and  found themselves in the area o f K ing’s Cross at around  six o ’clock.

Joe: “We were all thoroughly pissed off, to be frank. T hough  the day itself had 
been a success, the R C G  ruse had caused us to look like rabble. M oreover, the N F  
m arch had  dispersed safely. I was just in the process o f reluctantly  sending everyone 
hom e, w hen one o f the lads who form erly ran w ith the IC F  at W est H am  cam e 
flying back. ‘TTiey’re h e re lT h ey ’re here!’ ‘W here?’ I asked. ‘St Pancras S tation .’ A nd 
then  ‘How  many?’ ‘We can do ‘em !’ he replied desperately. ‘H ow  m any?’ 
I dem anded , knowing the form , you see. ‘A bout tw enty witli flags.’”

A quick head count revealed the odds of two to one satisfactorily in the anti-fascists 
favour. A part from the obvious value o f greater num bers in helping secure victory, 
greater num bers also helped ensure that victory would be swift w hich considerably 
reduced the possibility o f police intervention and arrest. T h e  forty-strong group o f 
anti-fascists headed directly for their prey. O n som e narrow, w inding stairs betw een 
K ing’s Cross and St Pancras stations, they cam e face to face with an impressively 
tall, heavily built m an in a camouflage jacket. M ilitants were also on the lookout, 
always w atching, never off duty. “We were forever,” as one p u t it, “ taking 
photographs in ou r heads.” T hus, once seen never forgotten. Sim ultaneously, a
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num ber o f stewards identified him  ft-om Trafalgar Square as the AFA m arch 
assem bled earlier in the day. A pause ensued as people exchanged looks.

Joe: “To begin w ith we were no t absolutely positive, bu t then  it was clear from  the 
look o f apprehension on his face, he recognised us too. T h is  confirm ed he was 
connected  b u t, as it was also unlikely we could do him  w ithout forew arning the 
actual N F  co lour party, we let him  go.”

T h e  scalp o f the colour party  was the m ore politically prestigious. Years later, the 
lucky right-w inger w ould com e to  national m edia a tten tion  as C 18 groupie and 
serial killer, C olin Ireland, referred to  later in R edw atch as the ‘fairy liqu idator’.* 

Joe: “W hat always sticks w ith m e is that, though just three o f us cam e dow n the 
steps, adm ittedly  fairly briskly, the boneheads assem bled com plete w ith flags 
outside the W im py just ‘knew ’ we were the casuals they had  been  w arned to  look 
ou t for. Even though  it was dark and  the w idth o f the E uston  Road separated us 
you could see they were nervy. T h en , obviously after som e discussion, they began 
to shufile into the restauran t. In doing so, they lost the advantage their bulk, no t to 
m ention  their b rass-tipped flagpoles, w ould have offered them  in a street-fight. 
D um b. O ften  w hen confron ted  w ith a situation  like this, you m ight leave one door 
unm anned: ‘a rat ru n ’ to  create the ‘p rospect’ o f escape, thereby setting  the scene 
w here som e w ould fight and  som e w ould run . T h is  tim e I in structed  the boys to  go 
through bo th  doors. I d id n ’t w ant any o f them  to get away. So in ten t was Russ, our 
IC F  recruit, to get into to them , I had  to grab the back o f  his jacket to  stop him 
runn ing  right u nder a bus.”

As the anti-fascists en tered  th rough  bo th  doors, the colour party  had  grouped in 
an uncertain  fashion near the coun ter, interm ingling w ith the custom ers. In 
anticipation  o f w hat was to com e, one anti-fascist sought to pick up a chair. “ Sorry, 
that one is taken,” cam e the prissy reply from  a m iddle-aged custom er, com pletely 
oblivious to w hat was about to  evolve. At close q u arte rs , it was a furious battle  w ith 
flagpoles, m etal trays and  even chip pans b rough t in to  use. C ustom ers and  staff fled 
as the rivals ba tded . A scout posted  outside to look ou t for police later tim ed the 
clash at a lengthy three m inutes. W hen AFA departed , a nu m b er o f nazi skinheads 
were left lying unconscious in front o f and beh ind  the counter.

Joe: “Even quite experienced activists w ithin AFA did no t always appreciate how 
dem oralising for the N F  as a w hole such a calam ity could be. N o t only were the

* “At the time of the killing the identity of the killer was a mystery to us. It was only after his 
arrest that we recognised the killer. Colin Ireland was an old N F  acquaintance who always 
tried to knock around with us. At the time of Com bat 18’s formation, he kept trying to get 
involved. We always thought he was a bit of a crank, so we kept him at arm ’s distance until 
last year, when, fed up with his pestering, we told him the only way to join C 18 was to kill a 
queer or a nigger or a jew, thinking tliat his bottle would go” {Combat 18, issue no. 3).
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colour party  taken apart, bu t also each and every one o f them  w ould know a dozen 
or m ore people intimately. So within hours, hundreds would probably know  o f their 
hum iliation. T hen  there are the personal and political recrim inations that w ould 
inevitably follow: who fucked up, w ho stood, w ho ran and  so on. Endless 
recrim inations and all so corrosive to the discipline and good com radeship  fascism 
set so m uch store by.”
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2.6

NF M E ET IN G :  

C H A R L T O N ,  S O U T H  E A S T  L O N D O N ,  1987
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AFA were again quickly ou t o f the traps in the N ew  Year w ith an em phatic victory 
over the N F  on 31st January  1987 in Sheffield. An attack by a large m ob o f N F  on 
the annual T roops O ut M ovem ent (T O M ) m arch was thw arted  w hen a sixty-strong 
AFA stew ards group  w restled the initiative from  them  by breaking from the m arch, 
evading police and scattering the w ould-be am bushers am ong the shoppers. A fter 
the initial encoun ter one N F  m em ber lay face dow n in the m iddle o f the road, as if 
com fortably asleep. C lashes con tinued  until nightfall. The S tar  reported , “T he  
dem onstration  itself, w hich was to be m arred  by violent clashes in the city centre 
leading to  19 arrests, and by b itte r feuds betw een the m archers them selves, started  
w ith an impressive tu rn o u t in brilliant sunshine. A bout 3,000 o f  them , behind an 
arm y o f flags and  accom panied by two pipe bands, set o ff u nder heavy police escort 
from  C ahorn  C o rner only m inutes beh ind  schedule. B ut as the procession reached 
the top o f H aym arket at abou t 1.45pm , a m ob o f  a round  100 skinheads unfurled 
U nion  Jacks, shouted  abuse and  then  attacked. O ne youth w'ith a U nion  Jack 
p inned  to  his back, charged headfirst scream ing in to  the dem onstrato rs; he was 
quickly knocked to the g round  and dragged off by the police. O thers threw  stones 
and  bottles and  shouted , ‘M urderers,’ before attacking again. F ights broke ou t as 
groups o f dem onstrato rs retaliated. F or about ten m inutes, s tunned  shoppers 
cow ered as the police battled  to  keep the two sides apart.”

Partly due to  the trouble, and  partly  due to the unthink ing  decision to place one 
band  bang in the m iddle o f the m arch (that literally m arched  to the sound  o f  their 
own d ru m ), the procession gradually began to  split in to  two. W ith the police 
concen tra ted  at the front, the N F  saw the opportun ity  b u t w ere thw arted  by a 
num ber o f Red A ction m em bers seeing the danger and  taking com m and  o f  the 
stew arding o f w hat was by now  alm ost a second  separate dem onstra tion . 
Instructions were then  sent to the T O M  leadership to halt the front o f  the m arch 
to allow the o th er p a rt to catch up. T hey  were ignored. W hen police, d irected  by 
plain clothes Special B ranch m en, began to send snatch  squads into the body o f  the 
m arch , dragging out and  arresting  the m ilitant stew ards, the unofficial RA 
leadership decided to stop the m arch in protest. To the u tte r aston ishm ent o f both  
organisers and  police, the m arch , all 3 ,000, suddenly g round  to  a halt in the m iddle 
o f the city centre. For tw enty m inutes the police and T O M  organisers p leaded and



th rea tened  in tu rn , b u t to no avail. D irect appeals to republican band  m em bers to  
lead off were m et w ith Glaswegian stubbornness. “We d o n ’t move until Red A ction 
gives the go ahead.” Eventually pragm atism  ruled , w ith the police officer in charge 
forced to  deal directly w ith a leading RA m em ber, who dem anded  an end  to  Special 
B ranch provocations as the price for the em bargo being lifted.

A fterwards, the T O M  organisers, w ith noses ou t o f joint, ordered  the L ondon  
coaches to leave w ithout waiting for those arrested  to be released. D utiful as ever, 
w hen the m archers were released, m ilitants were on hand offering bo th  security  and 
transport. As an added bonus an N F  contingent also from  L ondon  w ho had  tu rned  
up to do likewise, ended up doing neither. After being attacked in a dark  side street 
one leading N F  m em ber, Dave T hom as, from N ew ham  in east L ondon , fled into 
the night and  hid him self in the stairwell o f a local estate. L aughing AFA m em bers 
shou ted  dow n: “I t’s O K , Dave, they’ve gone, you can com e ou t now!” B ut less than 
a m on th  later he was afforded the chance for personal revenge.

W hen a by-election was called in C harlton , south east L ondon , the N F  pu t up Joe 
Pearce as a candidate. T his entitled them  to use public buildings for any m eetings 
they might wish to hold. T he only legal caveat was that the ‘public’ had to be allowed 
in. T hey  duly booked the local school for 21st February. O n the m orn ing , w ithin 
m inutes o f AFA arriving, there were clashes. Pearce, the candidate, resplendent in an 
outsize rosette, was chased down the road. A less fleet-footed m em ber o f his 
entourage was tossed into the road where a passing van m issed him  by inches. 
F u rth e r light skirmishing, in and outside the m eeting, led to o ther N F  m em bers 
taking second prize. Police were no t getting to grips w ith events. T h en , w hen the 
police com m ander announced that only ‘thirty m em bers o f the public’ were to be 
allowed in, no t unexpectedly the m ilitants were p rom pt in stepping forward.

However, N F  security arrangem ents inside the hall m eant the anti-fascists were 
forced to en te r the hall one by one. O f the first sixteen to  en ter, n ine were 
identifiably RA. A lready alarm ed, Dave T hom as, who was heading N F  security, 
decided tha t was as m any as he w ished to handle. Spotting fellow N ew ham  resident 
U nm esh  D esai, in the queue, he decided to  force a confirontation in the narrow  
corridor. T h is had  a dual effect. W ith the help o f  police, D esai and the o ther an ti
fascists w ere driven  o u t, w hile the an ti-fascis ts inside found  them selves 
oum um bered  three or four to  one. A nd so, at the precise m om ent the d isturbance 
began in the co rridor it sim ultaneously erup ted  inside the hall. H and -to -hand  
fighting involving about sixty people broke ou t in the low-ceilinged classroom .

Joe: “ Initially, I had  chosen to  sit in the front row. T h e  exit was at the back. In 
betw een, there were about fifty people fighting. I was already on my feet w hen I 
took a trem endous punch  high on the cheekbone from behind. I tu rn ed  tow ard the 
attacker. H e backed off, probably surprised I h ad n ’t gone dow n. To tell the tru th , I 
was a b it surprised  m yself But ra ther than  go after him , I decided it w ould be  m ore
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p ru d en t to begin m aking my way tow ard the door. T h e  instant I tu rned , I saw one 
o f o u r boys on the floor already bleeding, w ith a ‘F ro n te r’ trying to  inflict further 
dam age. I pulled back my arm  and sm ashed a full can o f beer on the back o f his 
head. H e slum ped. By now there were chairs flying everywhere. I got h it w ith one 
that even tore a hole th rough  a heavy leather coat. I d o n ’t th ink  anyone cam e out 
w ithout a w ound of som e form  o f ano ther, b u t it was w orth  it. ”

A distraught N F  leadership bitterly denounced  the police, later going as far as to 
lodge a formal com plaint. Aware the B N P were also holding an election m eeting 
nearby, AFA stewards were no t abou t to  rest on their laurels. A lerted to  w hat had 
happened down the road, police decided this tim e that, instead o f the nom inal thirty, 
a m ere dozen AFA w ould be allowed into the hall. T ogether w ith the reduced 
num bers, and taking into account w hat had happened earlier, the AFA chief steward 
responded by rejecting the idea o f calling for ‘volunteers’. As it had no t gone 
unnoticed that no t everyone had  been fully up for it previously, he decided to hand- 
pick the ‘volunteers’ personally. T h e  studied choice o f increasingly hefty looking 
characters draw n from the crowd left no one in any doub t o f w hat to expect.

Joe: “ I rem em ber these two coppers grabbed  a weedy protesting  photographer, 
pushed him  tow ard m e, and  said: ‘Right, th a t’s twelve.’ I im m ediately threw  him  
back and as he w ent he m ou thed , ‘T h an k  you, thank you,’ and re tu rned  to the

The National Front meeting in Charlton, south east London, on 21st February 1987.



safety o f the crowd. My first choice replacem ent was 6ft 4ins w ith a broken  nose, 
and  covered in blood as a result o f the earlier encoun te r w ith the F ron t. ‘M e, m e, 
m e,’ he gestured.

“T he  officer in charge looked at him  for a m om ent and then, in alarm , at the cut o f 
the o ther m ilitants that had been assem bled:‘Right, tha t’s it, none o f you are going in.’ 
‘But it’s a public m eeting,’ I protested. T hen  adding, ‘W hat about the R epresentation 
of the People Act?’ T he  police officer looked at me in the eye and said: ‘Fuck the 
R epresentation of the People Act!’T here was nothing you could do bu t laugh.”
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L ater in the sum m er, AFA tu rn ed  its a tten tion  to the grow ing visibility o f right- 
w ing skinhead gangs in and  a round  K ing’s C ross, in n o rth  L ondon . InteUigence 
indicated the fascists had  estabhshed a relationship w ith a pu b  at the back o f K ing’s 
C ross S tation. T h e  groom ing o f the landlord  by Ian S tu art m eant he saw T h e  Prince 
A lbert as a successor to  T h e  A gricultural. Before m aking their move, AFA security 
stew ards m ade sure they were aware o f all the possible perm utations. In order to 
carry  as little th rea t as possible, fem ale intelligence officers were d irected to 
frequent it. W hen eventually fascist suspicions were aroused , it was the cool 
dem eanour o f the two AFA operatives, b londe hair pulled back in business-like 
ponytails, w atchful eyes and no make up, that helped convince the organisers to 
allow them  to leave unscathed. N o t yet totally fam iliar w ith the nouveau working 
class m ilitants, the skinheads had  m istaken them  for p lain-clothes police. Still 
puzzling over how to deal w ith it, the strategists were unexpectedly  provided w ith 
w hat they saw as an ideal opening.

“A firebom b attack  w hich seriously dam aged tlie hom e o f a p rom inen t anti-fascist 
activist is being treated  as attem pted  m urder by police. T h ree  petrol bom bs 
exploded at the hom e o f M s A nna Sullivan, secretary o f A nti-Fascist A ction’s 
b ranch  in Islington, n o rth  L ondon , gutting  a room  w hich until a few weeks ago had 
been  used as a bedroom  ... H er son and  his girlfriend had been  w ith her in the 
house” {Guardian, 31st July 1987).

W ith the vicinity o f the pub  being little m ore than  a mile away from  the attack, 
AFA security  instantly  saw the chance to link the attack  and the pub. A public 
m eeting was called for 23rd  S ep tem ber tha t was to be used to  provide the m andate  
for a m arch or cam paign. Only later did it em erge the attack  in all likelihood was 
aim ed no t at A nna Sullivan at all, b u t at her son, w ho the attackers believed had 
been  a w itness to a m urder o f a relative at a party , bu t had  failed to give evidence. 
T h e  idea was for the public m eeting to lay the basis for the m arch. B ut a one-off 
public pro test, even w ith national m edia atten tion , w ould n o t, it was assum ed, be 
sufficient to see the fascists rem oved.

So a p lan was hatched for T h e  Prince A lbert to be attacked at 9am  the follow'ing 
m orning. In tru th , the entire purpose o f  the public cam paign, (the m eeting , m arch 
and  picket), was to  provide a plausible denial for the ‘usual suspects’ w ho lived in



the im m ediate vicinity, and whose doors would be the first on w hich the police 
w ould com e knocking, should anything untow ard happen. As w ould continue to  be 
the case th roughout, subterfuge was often the nam e o f the game.

A constan t by-product o f such a stratagem  was the tension betw een the hum an  
desire to  reveal, in term s o f positive propaganda, and the need to  conceal in order 
to  safeguard operational efficiency. Two young reporters happened  to be doing a 
profile on Red A ction for a m agazine called Bliiz at the tim e. In it, Joe Reilly, w ho 
was interview ed, along w ith others, is described as “tall and  lean w hose eyes stare 
confidently from  behind tin ted  glasses.” It so happens Reilly was one o f the 
architects beh ind  the m ulti-layered strategy to remove the N F  from  the K ing’s 
C ross area. So the coincidence would have afforded Red A ction, you m ight have 
though t, a perfect opportun ity  to p rom ote itself and  its m essage. B ut so 
circum spect and  oblique were the contributions from  RA, the Blirs reporters quite 
genuinely cast the m ilitants as gatecrashers on events they them selves had 
conceived and  organised. For, while describing Red A ction as physically to “the 
forefront” during  the picket o f T he  Prince A lbert, the conclusion reached was tha t 
“ they’re no t invited bu t they’re there.” Subsequently, this becam e the them e o f the 
article. Now, m isrepresentation by the m edia is nothing new, bu t here the m ilitants 
seem ingly deliberately m isled the reporters by playing dow n their influence, ra ther 
than  risk any fu ture operational efficacy. Red A ction had  m any critics b u t few 
w ould ever accuse them  o f unnecessary grandstanding. At an editorial level, self- 
effacem ent bordering on false m odesty was, rightly or wrongly, regarded as a 
desirable quality. T h is principal was taken to ra ther an absurd  level, w hen, a couple 
o f years later, a genuinely stunning  victory against an in ternational B lood & 
H on o u r initiative saw it w ritten  up in Red A ction in less than  a hund red  words.

A lthough, on the night o f the picket, Ian S tu art had  cannily ordered  a strategic 
w ithdraw al, causing the attack  p lanned for the following m orn ing  to  be abandoned , 
the skinheads soon re tu rned  -  bu t, inevitably, so did the m ilitants. O ne fu rther visit, 
at opening tim e on the do t (5 .30pm ), by about fifteen activists, conveniendy 
m aking them  the only custom ers, was enough to convince the landlord  tha t the loss 
o f the skinhead custom  which, in a conversation with two Special B ranch officers 
overheard by an AFA supporter, he claim ed was “w orth up to £ 5 0 ,0 0 0  a year” , was 
preferable to  the loss o f his business and possibly his hom e. However, his tacit 
su rrender did nothing for the nerves o f  the ow ner o f T he  Prince A lbert in 
neighbouring C am den, w ho continued to receive b lood-curdling  threats by phone 
at all times o f the day and night for m any m onths afterwards.

By the end o f 1987 those behind the strategy o f  tension em ployed against the Far 
Right had  every reason to be pleased. In a series o f set pieces: m arches, m eetings, 
paper-sales, AFA had show n itself able to dem olish N F  security. To avoid future 
fiascos, the N F  leadership had to spend an increasing am oun t o f effort in term s of

130 Beating the Fascists



logistics to  m oun t even the m ost sim ple o f events. T h is  a tten tion  to  detail now 
apphed to  every public outing. Every penetra tion  o f N F  security increased stress 
levels. AFA was fulfilling its prom ise. Evidently, no t all were nearly as im pressed, 
for at the next A G M  cam e the shocking call for AFA to be d isbanded.
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M ilitants approached the 1987 conference in B radford in upbeat m ood. B ut, as in 
1986, they were m et w ith yet ano ther de term ined  a ttem p t to  m ou ld  the 
organisation into an exclusive im age, one that w ould specifically exclude physical 
confrontation . O n this occasion the attack was led by B radford, w ho tabled  a 
p roposed nam e change for the organisation, and with it a new  set o f priorities. 
‘A nti-fascism ’, they argued, was too restrictive an im age, so ‘A nti-R acist A nti- 
Fascist A ction (ARAFA) was pu t on the table as the m ore fitting title. B ut m uch 
m ore than  a cosm etic nam e change was at stake. As was m ade clear from  the 
platform , the in tention  was a roo t-and-branch  transform ation, from  a group 
equipped , as it had dem onstrated , w ith a practical, som etim es physical, strategy that 
was m eeting w ith grow ing success, into a politically conventional lobbying group, 
in tim e hopefully gran t-funded  and , ou t o f necessity, both  law -abiding and state- 
friendly. “ Individual activists needed to concentrate m ore on  the racism  w ith in“ , 
the s tunned  and disbelieving m ilitants were inform ed. A nd consistent w ith the fairly 
outrageous an em p t at re-branding were the tactics employed to  achieve it.

O rchestrated  by G eoff R., a local teacher, the first vote on the B radford proposals 
was declared a victory by the w ould-be reform ers, until it was poin ted  ou t, ra ther 
politely in the circum stances, that only one side o f the hall had been counted . In  a 
second ballot the Bradford proposal lost decisively. T h a t should have been  that, 
except, to  grow ing dismay, the veracity o f this vote was also called into question  by 
the chair, G eoff R. So preparation  for the third vote took inspiration from  the 
m other o f  parliam ents, w ith delegates being held in the lobby and  coun ted  as they 
passed through the doors o f the conference hall. Significantly, th ird  tim e ro und , the 
vote against was overwhelming. D esperate tim es seemingly call for desperate 
m easures. D uring  the break for lunch, a fairly outrageous a ttem pt was m ade to 
provoke a particu lar m em ber o f Red A ction into some form  o f violent reaction that 
w ould no doub t have been im m ediately p resented  as a racially m otivated flare-up.

Joe: “ M aking my way to the canteen, I actually stum bled on the plot. T h e  idea was 
to  provoke an incident with J., no t exactly renow ned for his easy-going natu re , by 
having a Bradford Asian jostle him  in the d inner queue! I could hardly believe they 
were discussing this in the hall. Quickly, I got directions to the canteen and , sure 
enough, there was J. already engaged in an eyeball-to-eyeball confrontation  w ith a



thickset Asian, w ho was jabbing him  aggressively in the chest. I walked up to him  
and  vi’hispered, ‘Leave it, you’re being se t-up ’.”

Obviously, the p lo tters were working on the assum ption tha t, in any such incident, 
the w hite working class m ale w ould be the one u n d er suspicion w hich, they m ust 
have estim ated, w ould have been enough to  supply B radford  AFA w ith the 
necessary am m unition  to dem and  RA’s suspension/expulsion. I t was a desperate 
gam bit bu t, as so often w ithin the Left o f the political spectrum , w hen push com es 
to shove, reasoned argum ent and  dem ocracy are readily replaced w ith the grubbiest 
o f politics.

Sure enough, w ithin a couple o f weeks o f the conference, individuals identified as 
belonging to RA were duly accused o f d runkenness, in tim idation  and -  racism. 
M em orably, one o f the B radford tellers who happened  to  be black, had  supposedly 
been asked if he “could coun t bananas” . T h is was supposed to  have actually 
h appened  inside the conference itself. A t a su bsequen t N ational Steering 
C om m ittee  m eeting  called by B radford, w ith delegates afforded only a few days 
notice, a proposal by G eoff R. to suspend Red A ction was carried  by votes o f three 
branches to two. A nd, as w ith earlier m anoeuvres to expel C lass W ar the previous 
year, evidence to back up the allegations was regarded by the accusers as 
superfluous.

T hough  no t always exactly seeing eye to eye w ith m em bers o f the security wing 
on the w ider issue of political orien tation , groups like the N M P  (N ew ham  
M onitoring Project) and C A R F (C am paign A gainst Racism  and Fascism ), who had 
previously backed Searchlight over Class W ar, felt obliged in principle to  oppose 
such a blatantly  clum sy and flagrantly d ishonest effort to em asculate the working 
class base w ithin AFA. A nd, as m ight be expected, this alliance betw een them  and 
RA proved decisive.

A 1988 Red A ction in ternal docum ent assessed subsequent developm ents: “At 
the first N ational Steering C om m ittee  following the B radford conference Red 
A ction was suspended  pending  an  enquiry  in to  allegations o f  racism  and  
drunkenness by unnam ed m em bers at the conference. We did no t a ttend  the 
Steering C om m ittee  m eeting  as we were no t actually to ld  o f the m eeting  until three 
days before, and , as ou r delegates live in L ondon  and the m eeting was in B radford, 
we decided the notice was inadequate. R epresentatives o f 18 o th er organisations 
registered an official p ro test by letter and  did n o t a ttend  either. Five branches o f 
AFA were p resen t -  B radford, H ull, Islington, M anchester and L iverpool. T h e  last 
two abstained  from  any moves on suspension. A t no tim e were we inform ed o f the 
m otion  to suspend  us, or the result.

“We disregarded the suspension by this body as invalid and  lacking any authority , 
and  con tinued  as active m em bers o f AFA until the m eeting in Leicester in July to 
discuss the m atter. T he  allegations were again repeated  and  added  to, and  were
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rejected unanim ously by the delegates p resent for the following reasons: lack of 
detail, substance and  evidence; failure to  identify alleged perpetrato rs; com plete 
failure to  link alleged perpetrators to Red Action; only one eyewitness w hose 
w ritten  sta tem ent included all the weaknesses just m entioned; finally, and  m ost 
satisfying from  our point o f view, was the total lack o f credibility o f  the allegations 
in the eyes o f the delegates present -  largely due to the consistent w ork Red A ction 
m em bers have p u t in to  the anti-fascist struggle over the years. T hose  o f  us p resent 
saw it as a cheap and  incom peten t sm ear on Red A ction by those who, in presenting  
a non-negotiable docum ent, hoped to  bully the m ovem ent into accepting the 
policies that were largely rejected at the AFA conference. It was p resen ted  as an 
either/or scenario, e ither Red Action go or Bradford goes. T hey  com pletely 
m isjudged the situation and lost the gam ble emphatically. T hey  w andered off to 
form  their own organisation, and if we ever hear from  them  again it will be 
too soon.”

W hat occurred  at the in ternal AFA inquiry, and with only a passing reference in 
the final paragraph , was indeed extraordinary. Essentially, the charges laid against 
RA collapsed in ignom iny w hen the chair o f the inquiry, Liz F. from the Institu te  
o f Race R elations, p roduced  and read from  a personal letter to  her from  G eoff R., 
in w hich he lobbied individuals he believed supported  the effort to re-b rand  AFA, 
to  “nam e their political price for getting shot o f Red A ction” . Tellingly, the letter 
had been penned prio r to the allegations o f racism  m ade by him  at the B radford 
A G M . T hough  Liz F.’s public censure o f one of the architects behind the coup was 
m ost gratifying, RA m em bers present were in awe at the cold b looded way the 
personal reputation  o f G eoff R. had been stripped away. It also bears testim ony as 
to  the gravity o f the situation at street level that AFA was able to  survive in tact this 
second fairly desperate a ttem pt to derail it.

Having been thw arted , B radford ‘AFA’ departed , and, along w ith the Islington 
b ranch , set up A nti-Racist A nti-Fascist A ction (ARAFA) and prom ptly  d isappeared 
into obscurity. A t the tim e, a sta tem ent was issued explaining their departu re : “We 
believe there is a fundam ental political difference betw een those o f us w ho see state 
racism  and fascism as equal and com plem entary  threats, and those w ho only 
recognise the threat o f fascism in its organised form  o f  the B N P and NF. We believe 
the consequence o f this is that there is a failure by AFA nationally to build  
m em bership and support by and w ith the black com m unity. T h is failure, in tu rn , 
m eans an em phasis on ‘anti-fascist’ specialists and physical force alone, ra ther than  
a com plim entary  political cam paign to win support from  local com m unities.”

It is notew orthy that, in their condem nation o f AFA, the em phasis and  indeed 
language o f ARAFA is largely indistinguishable from  that o f the SWP. B ut, as Nigel 
Copsey is at pains to  point ou t, such tensions have proven to  be systemic in an ti
fascist circles; the sam e debate crops up  again and again, and has done from  the
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1930s onw ards. H ere again was a m anifestation o f the historic e ither/or divide. B ut 
w hat was slightly different on this occasion is that the d ispu te  betw een ‘radical an ti
fascism and its wholly legal c o u n te rp a rt’ was no t betw een, b u t w ithin an 
organisation, one m oreover wholly com m itted  from  its founding  only two years 
earlier to exactly the use o f physical confron tation  now being condem ned. W hat 
p art, it m ust be asked, o f the com m itm ent “ to confron t fascism physically and 
ideologically” did the w ould-be reform ers not understand? In o ther ways, it is an 
analysis that has echoes o f the Stalinist position o f the T h irties , w hereby fascism 
and  bourgeois dem ocracy were presen ted  as ‘tw ins’ w hich thus, in representing an 
equal danger, needed to be equally opposed. Like m any o ther u ltra-L eft poses, it is 
p resented  as the epitom e o f radical com m itm ent and  analysis, w hen in practice it is 
a cop-out m otivated m ainly by, according to  Trotsky him self, “political cow ardice” .

F rom  the m ilitant perspective, even if the theory  o f state racism  and fascism were 
to be regarded as ‘equal and com plem entary’, in practice they rem ained very 
different and required  different strategies. Fairly obviously, the tactics and , indeed, 
the type o f people required  for tackling w hat was condem ned as a racist 
bureaucracy were, on the whole, woefully ill equipped  w hen it cam e to directly 
confronting  a violent political party. W h a t’s m ore, in die arena o f the street where 
second place is now here, a thoroughly  professional approach  was required  merely 
to  avoid catastrophe against a num erically  superio r opponent.

M ilitants generally felt the liberal wing o f the anti-racist m ovem ent wilfully failed 
to  take this on board  and , as a result, often lacked bo th  the stom ach and stam ina 
to see things through. Funnily  enough, the failed coup in B radford was, in many 
ways, a precise expression o f the am ateu r bungling tha t so often set m ilitan ts’ teeth 
on edge w ith regard to their involvem ent on the street. In  addition , lobbying the 
state around  issues o f police brutality , deporta tions and  institu tional racism  was an 
area o f political w ork already extensively covered by the left-leaning liberals. “ If  
num erous organisations exist to  com bat state racism , including som e o f the 
sponsors o f AFA, why then does everyone seem  so convinced one m ore will make 
a difference w hen the g round  is already so well covered?” m ilitants w ould coun ter, 
mischievously.

N aturally , ARAFA (or indeed  the larger organisations w hich w ould follow them ) 
w ould fail to  address effectively w hat is referred  to as state racism , m uch  less 
recru it from  the black com m unity. By con trast, in the first two years o f A FA ’s 
existence, the o rganisation  had show n itself able to  m ake an im pact on  fascist 
initiatives and  had  also given the rising level o f racist attacks a high profile. 
A lthough a range o f tactics w ere exploited , the fact rem ains tha t, betw een 1980 
and  1996, B ritish fascism  was prim arily  a stree t-o rien ta ted  and  violent opp o n en t 
and , in opposing them , it was incum ben t on anti-fascism  to co u n te r-p u n ch , or 
‘abandon  the a ren a ’.
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As a com plem ent to  the intrigue em anating from inside, from  the o rthodox  Left 
outside there cam e a stud ied  indifference. Now, w hether o r no t at this early stage 
there was som e state encouragem ent in the various attem pts to  disable m ilitant 
anti-fascism  is a m atter o f conjecture. E ither way, for m ilitants the fact rem ained 
that, if AFA was to  stay on course, all stratagem s designed to  cripple the 
organisation needed to be politically pu t dow n, whatever the origin. It was always 
inevitable -  after first M anchester and then B radford -  that this apparen t need to 
m o u n t a political rearguard in perpetuity  against elem ents within the organisation 
w ould have given those at the coal-face pause for thought. T h e  principle o f  the ‘big 
ten t’ was proving m ore problem atic than m any had im agined. Som e began to 
w onder if an all-encom passing AFA aligned to a dem ocratic s truc tu re  was really 
w hat was required.

T h o u g h  later it would be alleged that the ‘hijack’ perpetrated  by RA and  o thers 
was som ehow  always likely to  happen, it was really no t until the beginning o f  1988 
th a t the exponents o f physical force, though resolute in their de term ination  to keep 
AFA true  to the founding statem ent, developed any am bition , m uch  less a thought 
ou t policy, in o rder to secure absolute political contro l o f the organisation for 
them selves. H itherto , their political developm ent had largely been  a step-by-step 
response to  events. B ut, com ing on top o f the evidence o f continu ing  political 
m anoeuvre behind the scenes, a num ber o f incidents betw een the w in ter o f 1987 
and  the spring o f 1988 w ould cause w hat had am ounted  to passive resistance to  be 
critically reviewed. T h e  result o f the discussions w ould see the m ilitants take the 
political offensive, w ith far-reaching consequences for bo th  Left and  Right.
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As 1987 drew  to a close, hoping  to  em ulate the success o f  the previous year, AFA 
again called for a m arch on R em em brance Day. As p art o f w hat had  becom e a ritual 
following the N F  m arch, a large con tingent o f fascists w ould m ake their way to 
T rafalgar Square in o rder to  attack  the non-stop  an ti-apartheid  picket outside 
South  Africa H ouse.

But on this occasion, at abou t noon , as large num bers o f anti-fascists were 
form ing in N orth u m b erlan d  Avenue just across the square from South  Africa 
H ouse, a section o f a no torious football hooligan gang called the Chelsea 
H eadhun te rs deserted  the N F  m obilisation in V ictoria, and launched  an attack  on 
the AFA m obilisation instead. T h e  back o f the m arch was m ade up alm ost entirely 
o f studen ts w ho, seem ingly w ithout m uch  hesitation , legged it. As the ripples spread 
it took on all the appearances o f an em barrassing rout. Security  stew ards, w ho had 
been  stationed all along the two thousand  m archers, instinctively responded. B ut in 
the seconds it took them  to get to  w here the trouble  had  erup ted , they were puzzled 
to find the attackers had fled. Equally puzzled, the police approaching from  the 
o ther d irection, took one look at the AFA stew ards and assum ed they had caused 
the problem . A sergeant grabbed  a leading RA m em ber w ho angrily shook him  off. 
“I ’m  the chief stew ard, you arsehole!” he snarled, po in ting  to  his arm band  that did 
indeed say ‘C h ief S tew ard’. Quickly identities were properly established. And 
though  about eighty H eadhun ters in all had  charged the m archers, there was little 
o r no evidence o f any dam age having been inflicted. B ut if physical dam age was 
indeed im perceptib le, the political fallout w ould no t prove so insignificant.

Inevitably the AFA post m ortem  p resen ted  an oppo rtun ity  for a consideration  of 
cu rren t strategy and tactics, in particu lar from  a m ilitant po in t o f  view, the AFA 
orien tation  and reliance on studen t unions for num bers for prestigious set pieces. 
Conversely, w ith differing degrees o f sincerity, sections o f the liberal wing took the 
opportun ity  to  try and sanction  the stew ards group for incom petence instead . It 
was suggested by som e “m ore stew ards were needed ,” while at tim es o thers insisted 
there were already “ far too m any who were far too m acho” and “m ore w om en 
stew ards” should be encouraged. A m ong the few no t to flee were two RA w om en 
who picked up  a discarded scaffold pole in o rder to  defend the m arch. T h is  was a 
repudiation  o f their analysis RA critics chose to overlook. A m ong the m ost
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vociferous o f detractors was a stunning  sixteen-year-old. Saffron B urroughs, now a 
Hollywood actress. O ne argum ent cited by her little group dem anded  tha t security 
should be fem inised on the curious grounds o f a male propensity  to d ither u nder 
pressure. Backing her up, a colleague spoke o f how she personally had  com e across 
“over 100 skinheads on the S trand” that m orning, and had duly b rough t news o f 
the threat to the attention  o f U nm esh D esai who, in tu rn , had  conveyed the 
inform ation directly to the chief steward. But the chief stew ard, she claim ed, 
“d id n ’t seem  to know w hat to  do about it.” W ith m ore than  a little w eariness, it was 
poin ted  ou t that, first o f all, the attackers were in the m ain no t skinheads, bu t 
C helsea football casuals. A nd secondly, and crushingly, U nm esh , having flown to 
India on the Friday, was no t even in attendance at the m arch. An increasing 
im patience w ith w hat RA saw as this endless m iddle class carping w ould no t be 
long in fm ding a political outlet.

Instructively, the im pact o f the Red A ction inquisition proved the m ore enduring . 
For all concerned , events surrounding  the R em em brance D ay m arch had  been 
som ething o f an eye opener. In effect, 2 ,000 anti-fascist dem onstra to rs had 
scattered  w hen confronted  by a relatively tiny force o f right-w ingers. S tuden ts, 
patently, could no t be relied upon. As one Red A ction m em ber pu t it, “W hat is the 
po in t o f organising anti-fascists who, on sight o f the enemy, abandon  n o t only their

position, but their principles and  banners 
as well?”

F urtherm ore , if the Far Right were to  be 
challenged politically for the w hite working 
class constituency, it was specifically w ithin 
the indigenous working class w here AFA 
needed to  set up stall. G enerally  it was 
agreed a far greater degree o f  working class 
involvement was required. H owever, it was 
also n o ted  th a t no sensible d iscussion 
around  the working ou t o f viable strategies 
for the organisation could take place in the 
political atm osphere that existed internally  
w ithin AFA at the tim e. For this to  happen 
structural changes w ould first need to be 
pu t in place.

But w hat finally signalled the end o f AFA 
‘M ark 1’ was a small incident on a little 
rem em bered AFA initiativ'e tha t took place 
on 23rd April 1988. U n d er the title ‘T he  
E uropean Day o f A ction A gainst Racism
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and  Fascism ’, the idea was tha t across E urope like-m inded anti-fascists w ould 
p ro test about the em ergence o f the N ew  Right. T h e  AFA dem o was sponsored  by 
the British L abour G roup  on the E uropean  Parliam ent, led by M E P  G lyn Ford , 
and  was designed to draw  atten tion  to  the grow th o f racism  and  fascism , specifically 
in France. T he  idea had been floated by Searchlight, and  to  announce the event 
AFA called a press conference. It was chaired by ano ther L ab o u r M P, Paul 
B oateng, who, in his victory speech after his election a year earlier, sought to 
estab lish  his radical creden tia ls  by shouting : ‘B ren t S ou th  today, Sow eto 
tom orrow !’ -  hoping thereby to draw  a parallel betw een his success as a black 
candidate in his constituency, N o rth  West L ondon , and  the struggle against 
apartheid  in South  Africa. Red A ction representatives scowled from  the wings.

Broadly the idea o f the m arch was for AFA to assem ble at Petty F rance and 
proceed to the F rench  Embassy, in p ro test at Le Pen’s partic ipation  in the French 
presidential elections due to  take place around  this tim e. In short it was the kind of 
unrem arkable gesture tha t w ould have found favour w ith m ost legal anti-racists. A 
thoroughly approving article in the Guardian claim ed tha t AFA expected to “ show 
its streng th” by partic ipating  in a E uropean  Day o f A ction. B ut, before the day was 
ou t, the fu ture o f the organisation was itself in d o u b t, w ith talks o f crisis and 
liquidation in the air.

Joe: “ It was all very w orthy, o f course. T h ere  was even E uropean  m oney behind 
the initiative. B ut at the sam e tim e, it was now  clear to  practically all that elem ents 
on the executive were in ten t on using AFA to fu rther very specific agendas o f their 
ow n, regardless o f the efficacy o f the organisation as a whole. So great was the 
d isenchantm ent on the m ilitan t w ing, by the tim e we got to the K nightsbridge end 
o f H yde Park leading stew ards simply walked off the m arch. T hey  had  had enough. 
T h e  die was cast.”

Beating the Fascists 139



140

An injured policewoman is carried away after clashes between the National Front 
and anti-fascists at the Cenotaph in London, November 1988.
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W ithin a m atter o f weeks, a set o f proposals were fo rm ulated  by Red A ction and put 
on the table. T h e  debate this docum en t ignited w ould rage internally  for the next 
eighteen m onths. T h e  basic argum ents outlined were as follows:

1. AFA had to recognise that fascism was a class problem  and  that a long term  
solution w ould no t be ob tained  th rough  prioritising state racism , and thereby 
appealing to  sectional interests: the black com m unity , im m igran t g roups and so 
on. Even w ithout the existence o f im m igran t com m unities, fascist groups w ould 
still prosper, w ith the ir a tten tion  focused on left-w ing, progressive and working 
class organisations -  their traditional enem ies. A ppealing to  good reason and 
conscience w ould never defeat the racism  inherent in the country. T h is  could 
only be achieved through gearing activities and propaganda tow ard assisting the 
w hite working class in reaching an  understand ing  tha t fighting fascism and 
racism  is p art o f a com m on struggle, the class struggle.

2. Propaganda should be aim ed at the majority, the w hite working class. T h is is the 
recruiting  g round  for fascism , and  AFA’s job w ould be either to  convince this 
constituency, th rough  activity and  propaganda, tha t fascism  w ould no t satisfy 
their short, m edium  or long term  interests, or, failing that, to defeat o r contain 
the com m itted  activists th rough  physical activity. A im ing p ropaganda, as 
suggested at the B radford conference, at the victim s o f fascism was m istaken and 
patronising.

3. To attain  any credibility, im m ediate and pragm atic help should  be offered to 
besieged m inorities to  help them  achieve, th rough  activity and p ropaganda, the 
isolation o f active racists and  fascists w ithin the com m unity.

In short, ‘state racism  and  fascism  were very different opponen ts and required  
different strategies.’ U niform ly, the liberal wing was appalled. For, despite the token 
socialist gesture, their politics were chiefly concerned  w ith nursing  and providing 
succour and su p p o rt to the victim s o f  racism  and  fascism. T h e  idea that AFA 
should try  and com pete w ith the N F  for hearts and m inds o f a section o f the 
population  w ith w hom  they had little sym pathy o r regard, and  who, as was com m on 
across the Left, were regarded as m ore problem  than  solution , seem ed to  them  
faintly ridiculous. B ut if a progressive cause lacks sym pathy for and  from p rom inen t



sections o f the working class poor, can it aspire to be anything m ore than  a deluded 
self-regarding caricature?

Tangled up in w hat was, in m any ways, fast becom ing an  ideological d ispu te  were 
the em erging differences over the tactics m ost suited to  R em em brance Day. 
A ccording to RA, w ith the m edia fast losing in terest, there was a danger o f the 
m arch  becom ing no th ing  m ore than  an annual pilgrim age, w ith little regard as to 
its actual im pact on either Left o r Right. F u rth erm o re , it was argued , the natu re  
o f  such a public event actually m ade it easier for police to  p revent confron tations 
w ith the fascists, e ither before o r after the event. H owever, for all the evident 
restiveness, the 1988 AFA m arch w ent ahead , b u t was engineered by leading 
stew ards to end at L incoln’s Inn  Fields ra ther than  across the river. T h is  was 
purely  in o rder to allow AFA street-fighters quicker access to  the area a round  
T rafalgar Square w here they knew the N F  hard-m en w ould head  directly  after 
the ir m arch  and  rally ended in Victoria.

So w hen the m arch ended, a 150-strong AFA force unobtrusively slipped back 
tow ard T rafalgar Square. A police officer on duty in a side street was startled  by the 
alm ost m agical appearance within yards o f him  o f a large and entirely silent m ob, 
and , all the m ore intim idating for it, obviously in ten t on mischief. A fter one 
disbelieving glance he took off at a run , shouting into his radio for assistance.

As if choreographed, the AFA arrival coincided w ith the H ead h u n te rs’ charge 
from  the opposite side o f the square. W hen AFA were spo tted , the w ar w hoops died 
and  the hooligans swung in a wide arc away from  the picket tow ard the S trand . N o t 
long afterw ards, the protagonists cam e face to face on the east p latform  o f 
E m bankm ent tube station. O stensibly, this was w hat the right-w ingers were there 
for: ‘to have a crack at the Reds.’ An ideal opportun ity  seem ed to  presen t itself w hen 
a leading m em ber o f RA, accom panied by less than half a dozen anti-fascists, was 
spo tted  fu rther dow n the platform . “ I t’s the I-R-A!” one right-w inger shouted . 
Som e o f the eighty-odd H eadhunters w ho had crow ded in the train  idling on the 
p latform  stuck their heads ou t o f the open doors to confirm  the sighting. C uriously, 
none sought to take advantage o f their huge num erical superiority, possibly because 
they could see it dim inishing by the second. As m ore anti-fascists arrived, they piled 
in behind the first line o f six, all rem aining entirely silent.

W hen sufficient num bers were m ustered , AFA attacked. Even though the train  
was still on a red light, the train guard quickly closed the doors. N o t convinced by 
the ability o f the toughened glass to w ithstand the pounding it was taking from  die 
base o f a fire extinguisher w renched from the wall, though the real ho rro r was 
reserved for an anti-fascist who was attem pting to  gain entry  using his forehead, 
awed right-w ingers began to clam ber over each o ther in o rder to escape into the 
next carriage. T h is  allowed som e anti-fascists w ho had  recklessly in serted  
themselves betw een the carriages to sm ash bottles on the heads that em erged.
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As night drew  in, the fascists suffered another, and final, hum iliation . Having just 
successfully attacked and beaten  unconscious one careless m em ber o f a sm aller 
group, they rounded  a co rner only to ru n  into the m ain AFA body standing  calmly 
on the o ther side o f the street.

Joe: “ I genuinely th ink they in tended  to walk past p retending  they h ad n ’t seen us. 
So, to  heighten their em barrassm ent, I w histled over. T h a t they could n o t ignore. 
A fter a m om en t’s uncertain ty , they roared  a challenge. As we strolled over to  them , 
gingerly clim bing over railings and  traffic, one o f  their nu m b er picked up a dustb in  
as if to throw  it, dancing ab o u t w ith it like a chim p, m anaging to tum ble the 
con ten ts on the heads o f  his fashion-conscious colleagues. W hen ou r boys charged, 
they cut and ran into Leicester Square and dispersed  in the back-alleys and side 
streets fringing Soho.

“ Particularly  as it was n ight, I d id n ’t fancy o u r fastest runners  dealing w ith knife 
m erchants in the back streets, so I pulled everyone up outside the O deon in 
Leicester Square. O ne character in particu lar took my eye. Ignoring the decision, 
he kept urging every one on. N o t recognising him , I challenged him . “W hat’s your 
gam e”? I asked casually. H e looked round , noticing hard  stares, and  altered his 
body language completely. “ I ’m  just following you,” he pleaded. “N o, you’re no t,”
I answ ered, “You’re leading us.” Just then  a police van screeched to a halt. H e was 
beckoned over. W ith som e m ock threats he was sent on his way. O r, in o ther words, 
his colleagues* w atched his back as he m ade his way ou t o f the area.”

T h e  clashes continued  into the evening. In K ing’s C ross, following a num ber of 
encounters, a Millwall hooligan w ho had been  seen w ith the H eadhun ters at 
T rafalgar Square was now  spo tted  on a crow ded bus. A nti-fascists barricaded  the 
road while negotiations began w ith the bus driver, who happened  to  be black. After 
a m om ent or two, he opened  the doo r and  a leading stew ard boarded  the bus to 
adm in ister a beating.

“Police arrested  34 people du ring  clashes betw een N ational F ron t m archers and 
an anti-fascist group  after the R em em brance Day cerem ony at the C eno taph  in 
W hitehall yesterday,” the Guardian  rep o rted  the follow ing day. A chance  
conversation over a cup  o f coffee betw een two young build ing  w orkers m ore 
realistically conveyed the flavour o f events. In a typical M onday m orn ing  ‘D o 
anything at the w eekend?’ type exchange, it quickly em erged they had , in fact, been

* During the 1980s and 1990s, the employment of police Special Branch/MI5 undercover 
agents was becoming increasingly apparent. Sometimes they were used as spies in the crowd, 
at other times to manipulate events to the satisfaction of unseen string pullers. T he Poll Tax 
riots, the M iners’ Strike and the Welling riot led to accusations that even military personnel 
had been used in such a capacity. Anti-fascist militants proved to be particularly skilled in 
sniffing them out.
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on opposite sides on the day, w ith the now form er H eadhun ter conceding: “We had  
been told  Red A ction were all old m en in sandals and duffle coats. I was never so 
frightened in my life.” U nderestim ating  an enem y is never to be recom m ended , yet 
the depiction o f m ilitant anti-fascists as effete and m iddle class proved o f enduring  
appeal w ithin fascist circles, right up to the tim e the now B N P leader adm itted  that 
‘stopping A FA ’ was the key to eventual nationalist victory.

144 Beating the Fascists



2 . 7 7

T H E  B A T T L E  O F  C O N W A Y  H A LL ,  
N O V E M B E R  1988

Beating the Fascists 14 5

“T h e  fascists, backed up by Loyalist elem ents, were still rubb ing  their w ounds after 
an abortive a ttem p t to  invade an Irish m eeting  at C onw ay Hall two nights before 
the [R em em brance Day] m arch. R ichard E dm onds o f  the B N P  led the attack, and 
the attackers included m em bers o f the Fields fam ily from  Islington and  the m ad 
bom ber Tony Lecom ber. B ut despite having nearly 100 ‘fighting m en ’ they were 
soundly beaten o ff” {Searchlight, D ecem ber 1988).

T h e  m eeting in question  was a rally organised by the T roops O u t M ovem ent and 
featured Irish republican and  form er M P, B ernadette  McAliskey, as guest speaker. 
T h e  AFA involvem ent was on the basis o f ‘inform ation  received’ from  a B N P 
m em ber called Alan T hom pson , w ho w ould later becom e a founding m em ber o f 
C l 8. Q uite inadvertently, his boasting  to a w ork colleague had alerted  AFA 
intelligence to the im pending attack.

As so often with AFA, the secret to success was the elem ent o f surprise. To 
m aintain the advantage for as long as possible, ra ther than tram p through H olborn  
station -  which was the nearest, easiest and m ost obvious route -  a T ottenham  C ourt 
Road m eeting point, w hich involved a tw enty-m inute walk under the cover o f the 
Friday night rush -hour crowds, was selected instead. As there had no t been an 
opportun ity  to extensively scout the area in advance, this m eant that, while AFA 
knew the ‘fash’ and ‘p lod ’ w ould be on duty, no one knew precisely where. F u rther 
to the plan to avoid con tac t w ith either for as long as possible, the AFA stewards 
decided to approach the venue via the back streets. Seemingly, the police had com e 
up with a sim ilar idea for, on rounding a corner, the sixty-strong AFA group walked 
sm ack bang into about a dozen police wagons parked end to  end in the ill-lit street. 
Being too late to  tu rn  back, it was decided to brazen it ou t, the only precaution  taken 
being to ‘dum p arm s’, which is to say, all w eaponry, bars, coshes and so on that 
could no t possibly be otherwise accounted for, were instantly dropped.

Joe: “T h e  racket -  C lang, B ang, Bing -  was unbelievable. I was convinced 
everyone was going to be lifted. Yet the police hardly raised an eyebrow. T hink ing  
about it afterw ards, and given w hat was to  occur on the n ight, they m ust simply 
have presum ed we were ‘fash’. So, instead o f arresting  the lot o f us for som ething 
o r o ther, we were escorted  the rest o f the way by a lone policem an, in case, 
presum ably, we got lost.”



As AFA approached the hall, they had their first confirm ed sightings o f fascists. 
Small gangs o f ‘snipers’ num bering  no m ore than  three o r four were lurking, on the 
look ou t for unw ary left-w ingers or republicans. O ne outfit, w ith Jam es Fields the 
fo rm er leading N F  street fighter from Islington prom inent, confronted  the larger 
AFA group. “You’re two bob, you lot,” he snarled as AFA strode past. A prom ising 
tirade cut short w hen he was casually backhanded in the face by an anti-fascist 
using a truncheon  w rapped up in a Daily Mirror. A confused police escort 
com forted  him , as AFA continued on their way.

O n arrival, an  unusually large num ber of left-wing paper sellers hovered around  
the entrance of Conway Hall. As AFA m erged w ith them , four m en walked up the 
dim ly lit street tow ards the hall. Excitedly, som eone suggested they were BNP. As 
the B N P still had  a distinctly lim ited political profile, even a leading figure like 
R ichard E dm onds would not necessarily have been known to m ilitants by sight. So 
as they tried to push  their way through the crow d, they were challenged. “Are you 
republicans?” a voice inquired.

Joe: “T h e  way they were dressed, car-coats and the like, they could  have passed 
for m iddle-aged republicans o f the m ore conservative variety. So I asked them  
again, ‘Are you republicans?’ O ne of them  responded, ‘I t’s a public m eeting , we 
d o n ’t have to  be’.”

T h ere  was a pause, and they m ust have thought he had got away w ith it, w hen a 
voice shouted: ‘You’re fucking R ichard E dm onds!’ Shoving the w eediest in his 
en tourage violently in the back, E dm onds attem pted  a long-legged getaway, w hich 
was abruptly  curtailed  after only a few yards w hen a m artial arts expert, w ho had 
been sum m oned  from M anchester for the event, dropkicked him  over som e 
hoardings. H is three com panions, including British Nationalist ed itor, John  M orse, 
and  D erek Beackon, later to becom e the B N P ’s first councillor on the Isle o f D ogs 
in 1993, if anything, fared worse. M orse, having been first tram pled in the rush  to 
get at E dm onds, was still p rone w hen the attackers re tu rned  from  chasing his 
com panions and gave him  a second going over. Eventually, he was rescued and 
delivered to hospital w here he was treated , along w ith his com rades, for a variety o f 
injuries, including gas inhalation and the odd  broken bone.

T h is display o f AFA efficiency was no t greeted w ith universal approval. O ne 
Socialist Worker seller w ent berserk, scream ing that AFA stew ards were ‘thugs’, while 
a T O M  organiser showed her g ratitude by denouncing  AFA as ‘dickheads’. It took 
the appearance o f a second and m uch larger wave of Loyalists and fascists moving 
tow ards the hall to  in terrup t the harangue. A strong AFA counter-attack  led to 
clashes in the darkness o f the square and the su rrounding  streets, with the right
w ingers again forced to  retreat. O ne leading B N P m em ber, Tony L ecom ber, ran 
straight through a hedge to  get away. Em erging from the o ther side o f  the park he 
m ust have thought he was hom e free. T h en , fi-om out o f now here, he was blinded
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by a blast o f heavy-duty CS gas and saved from m ore serious injury by the sudden 
appearance on the edge o f the action o f  som e plain-clothes police.

W hen a head count revealed that T O M  could m uste r the m eagre to tal o f six 
stew ards, AFA assum ed com m and. A nd, in the circum stances, there was nothing 
anyone w ished to say abou t it. AFA surm ised the original party  com prising 
E dm onds and  Co. had been  sent to infiltrate the m eeting w ith the in tention  o f 
creating a ruckus in front o f the m edia -  no t so m uch to  inflict physical violence bu t 
to  provoke trouble, by constantly  in terrup ting  until forcibly ejected by stewards. As 
well as feeding the B N P th irst for publicity, a rough-house expulsion w ould also 
trigger their ‘rescue’ by the 100-strong  fighting-force assem bled nearby. As the early 
encoun ter suggested, the police seem ed keen to  keep well ou t o f sight until serious 
trouble flared. In the in terim , if serious injuries were the result, w hat did it m atter? 
A fter all, had no t the likely victim s been described by the P rim e M inister, no less,

as suppo rte rs o f the ‘enem y 
w ith in’? A nd while the original 
plan had  been thw arted , it was 
th o u g h t ex trem ely  likely 
som eth ing  sim ilar w ould  be 
tried  again.

T erry : “ S oon  a la tecom er 
approached the entrance. W hen 
asked w ho he was looking for, 
he replied tha t he had com e for 
‘the m eeting’. ‘W hich m eeting 
m ate?’ ‘B ernadette ,’ he replied. 
U n d er the w atchful eyes o f the 
stew ards, he w alked straigh t 
past th e  en tran ce  to  the 
m eeting  and  headed  up the 
stairs to the toilets. W hen he 
reappeared , he tu rn ed  to  walk 
ou t th rough  the back door, bu t 
was blocked by visibly nervous 
T O M  stew ards. Ind ignant, he 
dem anded  to  be let o u t, b u t 
they told him  they were u nder 
in structions no t to  let anyone in 
o r o u t. ‘U n d e r  in s tru c tio n s  
from  w ho?’ he snarled. ‘F rom  
th e m ,’ the s tew ard  rep lied .
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poin ting  in an alm ost apologetic way to  a group o f about a dozen o r so stand ing  
placidly behind him .

“T h e  look on his face was one o f pure terror. It was no t helped by the Irish  accents 
o f  som e o f his captors. After a b rief interrogation, it becam e evident tha t he had  lost 
contro l o f his bowels. A nd then he started  to howl. A m em ber o f S inn Fein, being 
interview ed by a foreign journalist nearby, suggested they continue the interview  
elsewhere, m uch to  the relief o f the journalist, who was clearly alarm ed by this 
sudden  tu rn  o f events. W hen stewards from the hall said the ‘no ise’ could be heard  
inside the m eeting and was causing concern  -  some actually though t he was being 
tortured!

“D espite knowing w hat was going on, when police tu rn ed  up, following a report 
o f som eone being seen on the roof, a T O M  steward invited them  into the building. 
Luckily they were confronted  by a senior steward and sent packing, otherw ise we 
could  all have been done for kidnapping. It was then decided to  release the 
prisoner. U nfortunately  the prisoner did no t w ant to be released, convinced tha t his 
rem oval m eant som ething far m ore sinister was about to take place. W hen the back 
doors were opened and the stewards, considering his previous accident, ra ther 
carefully tried  to  rem ove him , he w ouldn’t go. T he  m ore the stew ards pushed , the 
m ore rigid he becam e, the howling intensified, and two policem en over the road, 
presum ably not relishing the paperw ork, looked the o ther way and  stro lled  off. 
Finally, although he h ad n ’t been physically harm ed in any way up to now, 
considerable force had  to be applied to get him  ou t o f the building. O nce ou t, the

door was bolted , the stew ards w ashed up, 
and people w ondered how he w ould explain 
the state he was in w hen he finally got hom e 
[Loughton in Essex], before undoubted ly  
having w ords w ith M r Jarvis, his B N P  
friend, w ho had told him  it w ould be a ‘piece 
o f piss’.”

A fter the m eeting, AFA stew ards had to 
escort the audience, m any o f them  Irish 
wom en, som e elderly, ou t the back door, 
away from  a very large, rough looking and 
vengeful m ob, including U lster Loyalists 
and British M ovem ent m em bers, tha t had  
gathered near H olborn  station, hoping for 
rich pickings as the m eeting broke up.

Joe: “As it was obvious to  all w hat was 
going to happen once ou t on the street, we 

AFA sticker. were faced by a dilem m a. O n the one hand .

FASCIST
ACTION
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the people at the m eeting could no t be abandoned ; on the o ther, I personally d id n ’t 
fancy walking into a sea of bottles and glasses com ing ou t o f  the night sky, while 
looking after som eone’s granny.”

An offer was m ade publicly from  the p latfo rm  to escort people to  safety. W hile 
m any o f the Left sneered and  departed  in ‘g roups’, the w orking class Irish present, 
bo th  young and old, perhaps m ore a ttuned  to the danger, readily accepted  the offer. 
A Belfast w om an w ho saw an AFA stew ard arm  him self w ith a ham m er com m ented  
approvingly: “TTiank fuck som eone knows w hat they’re doing.” A fter a brisk and 
nervy m arch to Russell Square tube , the crow d was advised to rem ove any badge 
o r item  o f clothing tha t m ight betray their allegiance, as it was n o t unknow n for the 
fascist gangs to  prowl the tube looking for victim s. “G ood luck, lads,” som eone said 
as the groups parted . Expecting the fascists no t to be far beh ind , AFA decided to 
m ake a stand in a nearby ‘lads’ pub. D esensitised to  the sense o f m enace they 
exuded, they pressed to  the bar eager to get dow n at least one p in t before battle was 
joined. M ost o f the locals were only too keen to  m ake way for them . Som e actually 
began to  leave, preferring  to stand  in a sullen hudd le  in the rain outside. A nother, 
unable to  deal w ith the tension, finally b lu rted  ou t, “Okay, Okay, I know you’re after 
m e -  bu t I d id n ’t do it!” T h e  stew ard to  w hom  the confession was mistakenly 
d irected , laughed before accepting the offer o f a pint.

M eanw hile, the T roops O u t organisers, having effectively ceded all political 
responsibility to AFA on the n ight, quickly left the area w ith the speakers in cars. 
T h e  following week, the local Camden and S t Pancras Chronicle led w ith an account 
o f how “Police in tervention  stopped  an ugly attack  by 100 fascist thugs on an  Irish 
civil rights m eeting on Friday night.” A nd, while a T O M  spokesw om an was quoted  
as saying tha t “there were enough people who looked like fascists at all the doors 
for ou r stew ards to be sufficiently a la rm ed” (17th  N ovem ber 1988), the rather 
dram atic goings-on thereafter w arran ted  no t even a single line in the next issue of 
Troops Out m agazine. Inform ally, however, the a ttendance o f Red A ction/AFA, 
rather than  the B N P/U D A /N F, was being identified as the problem .

In a letter, one o f the T O M  stew ards, M ark M ., w rote afterw ards: “S ubsequent 
reports on events have bordered  on the ludicrous. Perhaps the m ost stup id  is the 
claim  that violence pu ts people off a ttend ing  fu ture  m eetings. It is as if  R ed A ction 
and o thers like m yself were responsible for the violence. T h e  facts are tha t one 
h u nd red  fascists tu rn ed  up to  w reck a m eeting. A nu m b er o f people were ‘tooled 
u p ’ w ith iron bars, etc. In such a situation , how else can you ‘persu ad e’ people that 
they are no t welcome? By telling them  to go away? N o t bloody likely. It really is tim e 
tha t som e political activists began to  take seriously the activities o f the F ar Right. 
T h is  ostrich-like view that ‘they are no th rea t’ isn’t m uch use to  those black people 
w ho experience the attacks. It also isn ’t m uch use if we in tend  to  raise the issue o f 
the Irish struggle w herever we can.”
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Spearhead was by com parison unusually candid. B em oaning the fact th a t “ a 
strong  body o f  British N ationalists about 100 in num ber ... had  been unable  to 
confron t the subversives in one form ation,” it ruefully adm itted  one o f the sm aller 
groups had  been “set upon by 30 or 40 IRA supporters ... M essrs E dm onds and 
M orse sustained two black eyes each and  the latter also a broken w rist.” M ore in 
hope than expectation, the article concluded that the operation  “served to 
streng then  links betw een the B N P and various U lster Loyalist [param ilitary] 
groups who have agreed to  work m ore closely and regularly in the fu ture .” In  tru th , 
such was the scale o f the debacle, it would be ano ther five years before U lster 
Loyalists w ould dare to venture on the streets with the F ar Right again. A long with 
those in jured , a fu rther twelve were arrested for brawling w ith police after AFA had 
departed . T h e  landlord  o fT h e  Princess Louise pub  told the Camden and S i Pancras 
Chronicle: “We got infested w ith N ational F ron t types o r people who call them selves 
patrio tic bu t they were just football hooligans. It got a bit ou t o f hand w hen they 
s ta rted  singing nazi songs.”
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T H E  H U M B L IN G  O F  B L O O D  & H O N O U R :  
H Y D E  PA RK, M A Y  1989
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In the late 1970s, the N ational F ro n t’s W hite N oise C lub was set up  largely to 
coun ter the influence o f Rock A gainst Racism and , in addition , to p rom ote fascist 
bands. By the m id-80s ‘financial m ism anagem ent’ saw the bands break away from 
the N F  in order to  set up  the B lood & H o n o u r organisation (B&H) that w ould be 
controlled entirely by the bands them selves. By 1988, they had  established 
them selves in L o n d o n ’s W est E nd. Two shops, the M erc and C utdow n, just off 
C arnaby  S treet, stocked B&H m erchandise, and  a num ber o f pubs local to this area 
w ere used as m eeting venues.

A round this period the E uropean situation was changing rapidly, with the Far Right 
argum ents beginning to gain a staggering level o f electoral support across a range of 
countries. O n the continent and, to a lesser extent, in A m erica, the skinhead scene 
played an integral p art in selling the core nationalist message to working class 
youngsters. Li what would soon be form er C om m unist E urope, skinheads would also 
be used as shock troops in the political arena. Politically, as the skinheads were by far 
the m ost overt and visibly extrem e, any toleration o f their political existence m ade any 
m ore astute and politically am bitious right-wingers appear m oderate by com parison.

It was this perceived role as a stalking horse that caused Red Action  to describe the 
B&H phenom enon a shade colourfully as the “o u te r tentacles o f the beast” . W ithin 
the scene itself, in term s o f pulling pow er and prestige, Skrew driver’s Ian S tuart 
D onaldson  reigned suprem e. C onsequently , once S tu art had  set up cou rt in 
C arnaby  S treet, it was no t long before delegations o f  fascists from  E urope began to 
visit the area to  pay hom age.

N o t unexpectedly, AFA felt that B&H should be confronted . A leaflet d is tribu ted  
at the tim e outlined  the organ isation’s concerns: “T h e  shops openly sell nazi 
p ropaganda and  the pub is used as a m eeting  place for nazis from  all over the world 
(we’re n o t exaggerating). N azis com ing to  this coun try  know  w here they can rely on 
m eeting their British coun terparts  in the C arnaby  S treet area, so it has becom e 
m ore than  just a m eeting place, m ore like a political headquarte rs  w here nazi 
cam paigns can be p lanned. We are sick o f people such as shopkeepers, pub  
landlords, and  m usic p rom oters who, while claim ing no t to  be nazi sym pathisers, 
are happy to m ake m oney ou t o f them . As far as w e’re concerned , you are e ither for 
o r against them , and if you are against fascism then have no th ing  to do  w ith them .”



Politically, C arnaby  S treet was fast becom ing the centre o f  a grow ing Blood 
& H o n o u r netw ork, both  locally and internationally. O ne result was tha t Blood & 
H o n o u r supporters, em boldened by the situation on the con tinen t, began to launch 
a nu m b er o f attacks on bands that they considered to be legitim ate targets: the 
Pogues (Irish), D esm ond D ekker (black) and the U pstarts  (socialist). T h e  last 
a ttack  was captured  on video and, as well as showing a sea o f sieg-heils, it showed 
a sm all group  o f fascists, arm ed incredibly with an 20ft scaffold pole, try ing to  
sto rm  the stage.

Cleverly, AFA challenged the m edia to have a look for them selves, know ing that 
B&H propaganda w ould raise eyebrows even am ong the m ost hardened  o f hacks. 
T hey  were no t disappointed . T h is report in the M orning Star  conveyed a real sense 
o f astonishm ent: “Shops stock nazi paraphernalia including swastika flags, T-shirts, 
and  arm bands. T hey  sell SS rings, far-right fanzines, and records and  tapes o f bands 
like Skrew driver and  B rutal A ttack. O ne m agazine called 14 Up features race-hate 
cartoons showing a variety o f ways to assault black people, and pho tographs o f a 
w om an being internally  assaulted with a beer b o ttle” (M orning Star, 11 th January 
1989).

Evening Standard  reporter, K eith D ovkants, was just as taken aback: “It was 
noisom e stuff: cartoons depicting violence against blacks, records w ith songs 
extolling w hite power. P ictures o f youngsters making sieg-heil salutes. W alking ou t 
o f the shops w ith a copy o f Blood &  Honour, em blazoned w ith its sw astika-variant 
em blem  and bearing a p icture o f a skinhead joining hands with a ‘W izard’ o f  the 
K u K lux K lan, it was hard  to  believe that such ideas could take hold in a city that 
still bears the scars inflicted by the T h ird  Reich. But the evidence suggests Ian 
S tu art is sowing his seeds in fertile g round .” In the sam e article a senior m em ber of 
the Board o f  D eputies o f British Jews rem arked: “H e [Stuart] and  his m ovem ent 
are tu rn ing  L ondon  into a M ecca for neo-nazis and fascists from  all over the world. 
It is extrem ely w orrying” (April 1989).

O ne integral p a rt o f AFA’s cam paign against B lood & H onour was the setting up 
o f  C able S treet Beat (CSB) in O ctober 1988. As W hite N oise was set up to coun ter 
Rock A gainst Racism , so CSB was set up to coun ter B&H. It was the m ilitants in 
AFA who initiated CSB and , while the d ispute w ith the liberal wing was yet to be 
resolved, C SB ’s first leaflet nailed its m ilitant colours to the m ast. T h e  w ords o f the 
‘G hosts o f Cable S tree t’ by T h e  M en T hey C o u ldn ’t H ang left little room  for d oub t 
as to  the au tho rs’ political aims: “ So we learn from history / G enerations have to 
fight / And those who crave for m astery / M ust be faced dow n on sight / A nd if that 
m eans by words, by fists / By stones or by the gun / R em em ber those w ho stood 
and fought / For their daughters and their sons / So listen to  the sound  o f m arching 
feet / A nd the voices o f the ghosts o f Cable Street / W ith fists and stones and batons 
and the gun / W ith courage we shall beat those Blackshirts dow n.”
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AFA tended  to in terp re t the lyrics literally. O n 4th  O ctober 1988, CSB held its 
first m ajor gig to a sell ou t crow d celebrating the battle o f C able S treet at the 
E lectric Ballroom  in C am den. Battle o f C able S treet veteran, Solly Kaye, captivated 
the thousand-strong  audience w ith a rousing speech. As a result o f  positive coverage 
in the national m edia, AFA was presen ted  w ith the p latform  to highlight the Blood 
& H onour colonisation o f parts  o f C entral L ondon.

W ith m ilitant approval, the cam paign was actually launched  at a press conference 
in the H ouse o f C om m ons. A fter receiving a letter from  AFA, Cllr. M iles Young, 
chairm an  o f W estm inster’s E nvironm ent C om m ittee , replied; “ I share the concern  
about fascist activities in C arnaby  S treet and at the p reponderance  o f fascist 
m aterial on sale in the shops there. H owever, I am  afraid tha t, as far as direct action 
to  stop this is concerned , the C ity C ouncil had  no locus” (Westminster Times, 17th 
Janaury  1989). Listings m agazine Time Out was equally pessimistic: “T h e  success 
o f the cam paign will depend  on w hether the police and  W estm inster C ouncil 
consider there is a case for prosecution . Sim ilar approaches by the Board of 
D eputies o f British Jews to the D irec to r o f Public P rosecu tions and  Scotland Yard 
three years ago were unsuccessful.”

Shoulder shrugging o f a very different kind cam e from  the Daily Star, w ho w arned 
tha t the cam paign itself was “naive and  unnecessary” . “To trea t them  [Blood & 
H onour] as a serious th reat to society is just the kind o f recognition these tin-pot 
trouble  m akers are looking for.” Plainly the ‘see no evil, hear no evil, ignore them  
and they will go away’ solution will find a resonance w hatever the conditions.* But 
if the local council. Time Out, or the Daily S tar  though t the A FA -generated 
publicity was p itched  as a plea for the au thorities to in tervene, they did no t know 
m uch about AFA. A nd if the C ouncil felt it had  no ‘locus’, the m ilitants m ade sure 
there were points o f reference aplenty. So, w ith the prelim inary m edia/political 
p ropaganda beachhead established to their satisfaction, AFA im m ediately set about 
am eliorating the right-w ing presence through the use o f  a wide variety o f tactics.

A blizzard o f pickets, petitions and m eetings ensued  involving locals, including 
studen ts and  nurses. O ne pub  in particu lar, T h e  S tore, w hose land lord  m ade a 
small fo rtune  each Saturday fi-om his fascist clientele, was understandab ly  reluctan t 
to  lose so lucrative a trade and , having indicated as m uch publicly, becam e a natural 
target. O ne evening a large num ber o f fairly grim -faced custom ers, led by a be- 
su ited  black m an , walked in. Seventeen halves o f lager were o rdered  and  paid for 
w ith a £ 2 0  note. T he  group  then  d rank  in com plete silence and  left w ithout a word.

* In the same year that the BNP would see their first ever councillor elected, Melody M aker 
and otherwise trendy journalist, Simon Clark, wrote: “Fascism is the biggest invisible 
presence on Planet Rock 1993 ... so go on, AFA and ARA, end the phoney war ... term inate 
Britain’s 200 or so nazi skins.”
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Terry: “It was designed as a bit o f theatre. We w anted to  convey a sense o f m enace 
w ithout the necessity o f actually making any threats. We also knew once we left we 
w ould autom atically be the subject o f conversation. T h e  black m an as leader o f  an 
otherw ise all w hite crew gave it an added  touch o f the exotic, b u t the joke was that, 
while he was dressed like a city gent, crom bie and that, the £ 2 0  qu id  no te  was a 
sort o f prop, as he had  been forced to borrow  it from one o f ‘his m inders’ before we 
w ent in.”

In the hubbub  that ensued, two female undercover AFA operatives, dressed as if 
for a girly night out, were perfectly placed to gauge reaction to the stun t and , m ore 
im portantly , accrue w hat w ould prove to be vital inform ation. T h e ir  natural 
sym pathy for the patrons encouraged the governor and his wife to  reveal that he had 
been told to anticipate trouble. W ith the backing o f his lodgers and  the doorm en  of 
a n ight-club a few doors away, plus the fact that his b ro ther m anaged ano ther pub 
at the top  o f  the street, he was confident he could see off any threats. If  all else 
failed, there was also the recently installed panic b u n o n  to  the local police to  fall 
back on. A rm ed w ith this inform ation, AFA im m ediately decided to  trigger his 
security.

O ne evening no t long afterw ards, the m anager found his pub  su rrounded  by over 
20 pickets, busily inform ing w ould-be drinkers o f the type o f  clientele w ho were 
en terta ined  there at the weekends. N ot surprisingly many decided ano ther pub 
m ight be m ore ‘relaxing’. T hen  others, e ither in sym pathy w ith the leaflets being 
d istribu ted , o r just possibly intim idated by the rough looking p ro testors, began to 
walk ou t despite the m anager’s protestations. Im m ediately, the m anager pressed the 
panic bu tton . W ithin m inutes three vans o f police screeched to a halt and dozens o f 
obviously hyped-up police jum ped out. But, instead o f  the lines o f  m ilitan t 
enforcers they had been told were m enacing custom ers and staff, to their surprise 
and visible d isappoin tm ent, they found m ainly fem ale studen ts from  the local 
university. W ith them  was a solicitor who happily discussed the finer points o f 
picketing w ith the officer in charge, and after about tw enty m inutes the police 
departed , crestfallen. W ithin a m inute  o f the vans departu re , the AFA heavies 
reappeared. Realising he had been tricked, and now fearful o f  the consequences, the 
m anager acceded to the m ilitant dem ands to shut the pub  that Saturday, and  every 
Saturday thereafter. B&H had lost the first round.

R ound two arrived on 21st January, w hen an AFA picket o f the shops poured  over 
300 anti-fascists into a tiny side street off C arnaby Street. It had been called for
11 am. At one m inute to  eleven, AFA stew ards were now here to be seen and early- 
com ers were getting nervous as bands o f Far Right ‘casuals’ were loitering w ith 
in tent. O n the do t o f 11 am , heads swivelled as a body of m en, ten w ide, ten  deep 
suddenly em erged from the m ou th  o f a nearby alley. O ne female activist, a solicitor 
working as liaison w ith the m edia on the day, described the effect as like “a scene
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from  the 1930s” . T h e  effect o f the choreography w ould certainly no t have been 
accidental, as the m ore m uscular anti-fascism  o f previous generations clearly served 
as bo th  a validation and inspiration.

As p art o f the strategy on the day, it had  been decided tha t, in addition  to the 
in tim idating physical presence, a petition  o f the shops w ould be useful. T h e  purpose 
was three-fold: O ne, because the nazi paraphernalia was proving so lucrative that 
m any o ther shops, in addition  to  the skinhead shops, had  also begun to  stock it. 
Two, the picket w ould also have the effect o f isolating B&H from  o th er traders once 
the list was publicised. T h ree , it w ould serve as a w arning to  all o f the kind of 
pressure that could be b rough t to  bear should anyone be tem pted  to back-track.

Finally, the concern  being expressed by W estm inster C ouncil was m arshalled 
w hen a fairly self-effacing L abour councillor, Peter Bradley, w ho represented  
M illbank w ard, was invited to  fron t the petition. H e set abou t the task with 
considerable en thusiasm , bu t early results were disappointing . H e approached the 
chief stew ard a b it dow ncast. “People are refusing to sign it,” he said. “D o n ’t 
worry,” cam e the reply, “ I have a rem edy to  hand . W hat you need is a ‘delegation’ 
to accom pany you.” To the aston ishm ent and delight o f C ouncillo r Bradley, the 
im provem ent in response was bo th  instan t and dram atic.

Joe: “H ow  it worked was, along w ith ano ther half-dozen picked for their 
appearance, ‘H efty’ w ould en te r the shop slightly after the councillor and stand 
there in w atchful silence as the L abour councillor m ade his pitch. O nce convinced 
the ow ner had  ‘got the m essage’, they w ould slip ou t before the C ouncillor, 
unaw are o f their con tribu tion , had  finished his speech. It worked like a dream .”

All bu t one (an A rab w ho regarded anti-fascism  as being pro-Jewish) duly signed 
up. T h e  councillor was overjoyed at the d ram atic, alm ost D am ascene, change in 
a ttitude. In  order to ram  hom e the message fu rther, the sam e evening C able S treet 
Beat organised a gig featuring the U pstarts  at a m usic venue called the G eorge 
Robey in F insbury  Park. T h e  area was firmly in the region o f no rth  L ondon  which, 
from  the early 1980s, anti-fascists had contro lled  politically, and the pub  itself was 
considered ideal to  repulse a full-frontal assault. B&H had  organised the attack  on 
this band  while on stage at the A storia in M ay o f the previous year, and confidently 
p red ic ted  the U psta rts  “would never play in L ondon  again” . N o  one could be in 
any d o u b t tha t this was a ‘com e-on’ to the Far Right, b u t equally, from  a m ilitan t 
s tandpo in t, w hatever happened  it was designed as a ‘win w in’ situation.

Inside the packed venue the atm osphere was electric. O utside in a darkened  street 
w ith the w indow s o f the pub  boarded  up and  pain ted  black for the occasion it was 
all fairly forbidding. N aturally, everyone entering  was thoroughly  frisked. To help 
em phasise AFA strength  in dep th , it was decided to  allow in som e know n fascist 
sym pathisers. O ne small group were spotted  in the queue. M ensi, the U psta rts  lead 
singer, greeted them . T hey  responded  uncertainly. A stew ard nearby happily
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clarified the situation for them . “Okay, boys, this is the score, you’re w elcom e to 
com e in, bu t any stiff-arm  salutes and we’ll rip the arm  off and raffle it. Have a nice 
evening.” In  the event there was very little trouble. In p art this may have been 
because o f the exam ple m ade of one suicidal ‘sieg-heiler’, who was to rn  from  the 
body o f the crowd by security stewards and launched head long into and th rough  
the fire exit door (which was shu t at the tim e) and ou t into the street. H e travelled 
abou t ten feet through the air, hit an opposite wall and crum pled . T liere  were 
understandably  no repetitions.

A t one stage in the evening, the Red A ction battle cry “We are the R E D S!” ren t 
the air. In the relatively small venue, the hundreds that joined in m ade it a deafening 
chorus. T h e  six o r so bone-heads ‘on licence’ first swung round  in a panic, and then , 
w ith m ounting  horror, realised they were begirm ing to a ttrac t in terest sim ply by 
standing still. W ith fixed dea th ’s-head grins, they joined in the clenched fist 
celebration. If  B&H had ever regarded the U pstarts’ gig as an oppo rtun ity  to 
recover the considerable prestige lost earlier in the day, they clearly though t b e tte r 
o f it and never showed. T hey  had o ther plans.

T h e  full scale o f their am bition was revealed four m onths later. W ith the support 
o f  a Jewish businessm an w ho also acted as a front m an, C am den  Tow n H all was 
booked for 27 th  M ay by an outfit called ‘In ternational M usic E xchange’. T h e  
request for an £ 8 0 0  dow n paym ent was handed  over w ithout dem ur. B&H could 
well afford it. At £ 1 0  a head up-fron t and w ith spin-ofFs from  m erchandise on  the 
night, politics apart, it was a com m ercial venture w ith extrem ely lucrative potential. 
Seven bands from  across E urope were advertised. T hough  there was a ban on  overt 
publicity outside identifiable circles in Britain, AFA were tipped off six weeks earlier 
by a con tac t in Belgium.

Terry: “We knew the assembly point was Speakers’ C o rner in H yde Park, so we 
had  over a m on th  to  try  and find the venue. We also knew that B& H, in an attem pt 
to convince the punters that £ 1 0  up-front was a good investm ent, had  a little 
recklessly prom ised them  their m oney back if the gig was cancelled. Now, either 
they m ade good their prom ise or they defaulted. E ither way, if we could get to  the 
venue first, they w ould be faced with a choice o f losing financial o r political capital.”

A wide sweep o f  w hat were considered suitable venues in the su rround ing  area 
began at once. L etters were sent to all L ondon B oroughs’ race relations units, union 
officers, council leaders and booking offices. To m uch surprise, there were m ore 
than tw enty responses. So dogged and w idespread was the trawl that eventually the 
branch  secretary of C am den  N A L G O  discovered a booking on the day by an 
organisation called the ‘In ternational M usic Exchange’. “Was it possible one o f 
L ondon ’s politically trendiest councils was going to play host to  1,000 neo-nazis?” 
she w ondered. She rang Searchlight for confirm ation. T hough  still loosely involved 
in AFA at the tim e. Searchlight decided to conceal the inform ation from w hat was
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still the security wing. M ainly because a sting type operation  in co-operation  w ith 
the police had  been set up instead. W ith just 24 hours to  go, a m em ber o f the 
Institu te  o f Race Relations som ehow  got w ind o f it. She con tac ted  G erry  G able. H e 
tried  to convince her to  leave the m ilitants in the dark. She flatly refused and 
instantly  inform ed a leading m em ber o f RA.

Even w ith the cat ou t o f the bag and  the possibility o f extensive trouble, 
Searchlight and  the covert police un it apparently  continued  to  argue the gig should 
be allowed to go ahead. T h e  local police com m ander in the K ing’s C ross area was, 
however, having none o f it. O n police advice C am den  C ouncil banned  the use o f 
their prem ises on the day and , in gratitude for the political em barrassm ent saved, 
handed  the £ 8 0 0  deposit to Searchlight, who duly pocketed  it.

B&H supporters were instructed  to  m eet at S peakers’ C o rn e r betw een 5 and  6pm  
to be given the nam e o f the concert venue. T h e  flaw in the p lanning was that the 
supporters w ould them selves have to prove sufficiently confident and  num erous to 
stand  their g round , in o rder to  still be in place for the final instructions to be 
verbally delivered som etim e around  6pm .

Called for 4pm  at the fascists’ redirection  po in t, the AFA dem o pu t anti-fascists 
in the vicinity o f H yde Park  an h o u r before travellers from the con tinen t were 
o rdered to assemble. O ne D AM  m em ber recalls: “T h e  date  coincided w ith the 
three-day D AM  N ational C onference in W iltshire, bu t a m ini-bus load o f us cam e 
back to  L ondon  for the day. It was ano ther one o f those occasions w hen m ost o f us 
were convinced we were going to  be m assacred! Everyone knew that Blood & 
H onour could m uster several h u nd red  or even a thousand  bodies. If it was left to 
m e, I w ould probably have suggested that we all go hom e and  have a nice cup of 
tea. B ut fortunately  the ‘m overs and shakers’ w ithin AFA are m ore daring  than  me! 
A fterwards, we. Red A ction, and  various o ther anti-fascists headed  dow n to M arble 
Arch about 100 strong, and considerably m ore confident. A nd w hat a success it 
tu rned  ou t to be!” (Bash the Fash, Anti-Fascist Recollections, 1984-93, K. Bullstreet).

Even before the AFA security  wing arrived, scattered  confron tations had  begun to 
take place. O nce the AFA stew ards took centre stage, runn ing  batdes becam e the 
norm . A scene o f u tte r lawlessness was enhanced  by the coincidence o f a huge 
M uslim  dem onstration  against the au th o r Salm an R ushdie degenerating  in to  a rio t 
in Parliam ent Square at exactly the sam e tim e. W ith police overstretched, an ti
fascists had an alm ost entirely free hand. All around  the M arble A rch area, gangs of 
w ould be gig-goers, m any o f them  G erm an , were continually  confronted . O ne 
group  o f abou t ha lf a dozen were set upon  in a side street outside M arb le  A rch tube 
station. Two were floored. As they had no identifiable insignia, the anti-fascists 
paused  m om en tarily , aw aiting  fu r th e r in s tru c tio n s . P erhaps n o t fully 
com prehending  why they were being attacked, o r possibly m istaking the hesitancy 
for apology, one m em ber o f the group began to  berate the attackers in his own
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tongue: “T h ey ’re G eerrm aans!” an indignant Scouse voice accused, and  the an ti
fascists re tu rned  to the attaci^ w ith renewed vigour.

O ne event typified the day. A coach from Derby, paciced w ith expectan t si^inheads, 
arrived at Speaker’s C orner around 5 o ’cloclt. T h e  driver began slowing dow n w ith 
the in ten tion  o f allowing the fifty-odd skins to disem bark. B ut a section o f the 
crowd let up a joyous roar o f savage anticipation and charged tow ards them , 
effortlessly vaulting six-foot railings. T he  astonished driver accelerated away, just as 
a m etal bin sm ashed through a rear window. T h e  coach party  alm ost had  ano ther 
ru n  in w ith ‘R eds’ later in O xford Street, and then , to their u tter aston ishm ent, 
three hours later, as they were making their weary way hom e, the skinheads again 
cam e u nder g ratu itous attack from a group drinking outside a pub  near G reat 
Portland S treet station. T hey  could hardly be expected to know the attackers were 
p art o f the original AFA contingent from earlier in the day, now  on standby  for 
phase two of the B&H dem olition to be set in m otion.

Back at H yde Park, right-w ingers from practically every country  in E urope were 
rep resen ted .T hey  were hun ted  relentlessly for the two hours up to  six o ’clock w hen

A fascist gets taught a lesson at Speai<ers' Corner, Hyde Park. 27th May 1989.



police reinforcem ents arrived in  num bers. Such was the fierceness displayed on this 
occasion that one Red A ction m em ber, a Joe Pesci character, personally intervened 
to  bring  to  a halt a beating being dished ou t to one lone skinhead. To do otherw ise, 
he felt, ran  the risk o f it ending in a fatality. Inevitably, given the chaos, it was hardly 
a surprise that m any hundreds o f B&H supporters failed to reach the rearranged 
venue in K ent.

It was a rou t, bu t, for the m ore determ ined  anti-fascists, the day was far from  over. 
O nce the inevitable heavy-duty police influx m aterialised, the AFA stew ards, their 
job done, abandoned  the area bo th  to police and  tr ium phan t anti-fascists, and  went 
hun ting  for fresh quarry. W ith one eye on in ternal affairs w ithin AFA, the m ilitant 
leadership w anted very m uch  to  m axim ise their advantage, as well as im pressing on 
the foreign visitors that the days o f L ondon as the ‘cultural M ecca’ for the extrem e 
Right were over.

Exiting from  O xford C ircus, there was an  im m ediate clash w ith a group o f foreign 
skinheads. So swift and spectacular was the dem olition  tha t ha lf a dozen young 
black girls w atching from  across the road bu rst into spontaneous applause. In 
con trast to w hat had  gone before, w ithin m inutes, p lain-clothes police were re
deployed, bu t this too had  been catered for. A few m inutes afterw ards, to  the wry 
am usem ent o f the AFA organiser responsible, plain-clo thes police were heard 
desperately asking for instructions from  their contro llers as, w ith only a cursory 
consultation , the ‘stew ards’, still num bering  abou t one h u n d red  and fifty, ab rupdy  
splintered into four g roups and  headed off at pace in totally opposite directions. 
Surveillance had been  an ticipated  and had now been dum ped . E ach group  had a 
separate rendezvous. N ettin g  Hill, C am den  Town, etc. All the pubs selected were 
sited w ithin yards o f a tube station , bo th  for convenience and to  avoid attracting  
unnecessary atten tion  while on the streets. It was a level o f thoroughness never 
m atched  by the opposition  and rarely by the police.

L ater that evening, a B&H retail outlet in R iding H ouse S treet, off Oxford Street, 
which had  already been  forced to  move once from  C arnaby  S treet, was attacked. At 
9pm  exactly, locals em erged from  a nearby pub  to  w itness slack-jawed as a large 
and m enacing group  suddenly appeared  and  stood tensely silent at the co rner o f the 
street. T h en , ou t o f the crow d, em erged two m en w earing balaclavas and  carrying 
w hat, in the gathering  dusk, to the m ore im aginative may have looked like firearm s, 
bu t were in fact sledgeham m ers. Im m ediately, they set about dem olishing the shop 
front. Initially, som e o f the onlookers though t to  p ro test b u t apparen tly  though t 
be tte r o f  it. O nce the w indow s w ent in , figures seem ingly reckless o f their own 
safety leapt th rough  them . M uch o f  the stock was then  destroyed w ith acid.

W ithin a m atter o f weeks, B & H ’s essential vulnerability as a m oneym aking 
enterprise was exposed to an in ternational audience, and  the last o f their shops, 
w hich ironically had been ren ted  from  the fam ily o f one of the first B ritish doctors
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to en te r B ergen Belsen concentration  cam p after the war, was on the po in t o f 
closure. As p a rt o f  the cam paign, the family decided to take legal action to  get the 
neo-nazis out. W ithout question , the m ilitan t attack streng thened  their hand  and 
accelerated the B&H eviction considerably.

T h e  Sunday Telegraph o f 2nd  July reported: “O n M ay 27 th  C u tdow n becam e a 
gathering po in t for dozens o f skinheads and neo-nazis from  all over the world 
heading for an in ternational concert in G ravesend. T h a t night the shop was 
attacked by anti-fascists w ith sledgeham m ers. A fter a second attack  on  June 10, M r 
Coigly’s insurance com pany said his cover w ould be revoked unless he installed a 
w atchm an at a cost o f £ 1 0 0  a day” (Sunday Telegraph, 2nd  July 1989).
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2 . 13

S K R E W D R I V E R  S C R E W E D ,  1989

In  an  interview  w ith the Evening Standard, Ian S tu art gave a clear indication  o f the 
effect AFA were having: “We have to advertise ou r gigs by w ord o f m outh . If they 
(AFA) get to  hear about it they w ant to tu rn  it into a b loodbath .” A part from  the 
serious political d isappo in tm en t su rround ing  27 th  M ay and the financial loss o f the 
shops, he had  pressing problem s closer to hom e.

S tu art rented  a room  in a seedy hotel in Argyll Square in K ing’s C ross, where he 
routinely received visitors and gave interviews to the press. K ing’s Cross was 
in a p art o f a w ider n o rth  L ondon  area Red A ction had com e to regard as its own 
since the early ’80s w hen, as they saw it, it had  been  politically rinsed. 
U nderstandably , S tu a rt’s high m edia profile was an affront to  this sense o f territory  
conquered . S tu art felt u nder siege, a reality he did no t a ttem p t to conceal in an 
interview  w ith journalist K eith  D ovkants for the Evening Standard’s E S  M agazine 
in April 1989. “ It [the K ing’s C ross area] has now becom e difficult territo ry  for Ian 
S tuart. T h e  entrance to his tiny flat in a square near the station has been daubed 
w ith pink pain t, and  pickets have been organised by A nti-Fascist A ction at pubs 
w here he and his cronies drink. H e is appalled by this: ‘T h e  Reds talk about civil 
liberties? I can ’t go to the shop round  here because the com m unists have told the 
shopkeepers no t to  serve me. T h e  only ones w ho will serve m e anything are the 
A sian s ...’” U nderstandab ly  obsessive 
w ith regard to his personal security,
S tu art was by now patently  aware tha t 
personal catastrophe was often just a 
footstep away.

In the preceding m onths he had  been 
a ttack ed  an d  in ju red  by an  AFA 
scouting  party  while enjoying a pre-gig 
d rink  w ith m inders in a pub  in nearby 
Swiss C ottage. “T hey  found ou t we 
were doing a gig near Swiss C ottage 
and I was having a qu ie t d rink  w ith my 
m ates and about 15 o f them  cam e 
sto rm ing  in. T hey  had  baseball bats.
T hey  tried  to sm ash my elbows and 
knees w ith the bats. I got this cu t on my

Ian Stuart on stage at the Swiss 
Cottage Skrewdriver gig.



h e a d ...” H e was later photographed  on stage blood pouring copiously from  a head 
w ound tha t he claim ed “needed 26 stitches” (£ 5  M agazine, April 1989).

H is local in K ing’s C ross, T h e  Prince A lbert in which he used to hold court, had 
been m arched on and picketed. T he  police, invited by the m anagem ent to offer 
assurances in the event o f fu rther coercion, declined to do so. T h en , on  re tu rn ing  
from  an early evening jog, S tuart was spotted  at his front door by a passing RA 
m em ber and  coshed. Even m ore disquieting m ust have been the am bush o f  a group 
o f visiting foreign skinheads, who were beaten and  left lying unconscious, literally 
toe to toe, on the doorstep  o f his hotel in Argyll Square. In  tru th , this was a 
spontaneous retaliation for a near fatal race attack by skinheads at L ondon  Bridge 
on a M oroccan , w ho had lost a kidney as a result -  events British Nationalist 
reported  on w ith a sickening relish. In the search for suitable victim s, the pubs 
around  K ing’s Cross were picked by H efty who lived nearby, m ainly ou t o f 
convenience. B ut S tuart w ould have no reason no t to regard it personally.

H e had  an extrem ely narrow  escape w hen a private party  in his ho n o u r in H atfield 
in H ertfordsh ire  was gate-crashed at about 2am  by a th irty-strong force o f an ti
fascists w ho arrived just m inutes after S tuart had left. As S tu art was the real target, 
those in the house got off relatively lightly, though the sam e could no t be said for 
the house itself. N o t long afterw ards, open season was declared on his followers as 
well. Easily distinguished by the param ilitary style ‘un iform ’ o f head shaved bald, 
black flight jacket with black cargo pants and sixteen-hole D oc M artens, they cam e 
u nder attack  w ithout fanfare. Two were clubbed to  the g round  in broad  daylight in 
O xford Street. Som e others, having been in tim idated  into leaving a Ska gig in 
C am den  Tow n, were waylaid and beaten insensible outside. A round  the sam e tim e, 
D essie C larke, Skrew driver’s d rum m er, was enjoying d inner w ith friends in a cafe 
in Parkway in C am den , w hen he was set upon  by a group of AFA m ilitants w ho had 
d ropped  in for a meal. H it full in the face by a plate o f spaghetti and  gassed, C larke 
fled the scene leaving his com panions, one o f w hom  was stabbed  in the buttocks 
w ith a fork as he tried  to jum p through the serving hatch  into the kitchen, to  fend 
for themselves.

O n  ano ther occasion, fellow band  m em ber M artin  C ross, later to be convicted of 
m urder, was dragged into an alley in Swiss C ottage and  beaten  bloody. T h en , 
following a confrontation  outside a gig in H am m ersm ith , K en M cL ennan , lead 
singer o f the band  Brutal A ttack, was bottled . Less notable scalps were even m ore 
num erous. Travelling on the Piccadilly L ine, a day-dream ing B&H skin suddenly 
notices the person opposite reading a copy o f Red Action. A larm ed, he carefully 
scans the carriage for ‘R eds’, fervently hoping against hope he h ad n ’t been spotted . 
TTie journey continues w ithout incident and he begins to visibly relax. As the train  
pulls into Holloway Road tube, two noticeably large m en get up, bu t instead 
o f stepping onto  the platform  merely hold the doors. An attem pted  in tervention  by

162 Beating the Fascists



a G uard ian  Angel, com plete w ith beret, cou ldn ’t save the bonehead  from  a 
b ru ta l beating.

A week or so afterw ards, in  the sam e area, an  AFA scout car on o ther business 
spo tted  a Pizza delivery boy sporting  a Skrew driver T -shirt. W ith tyres scream ing 
the car U -tu rned . W ithout fu rth er ado the pizza boy fled, dispensing w ith bo th  pizza 
and  crash helm et to  aid his getaway. D esperately looking for sanctuary  he gate
crashed a w edding reception  in a nearby com m unity  centre and  hid u nder a table. 
I t is possible that in his panic he may not even have noticed tha t alm ost all o f the 
guests were black. Shortly  afterw ards w hen AFA cam e calling, som e initially offered 
him  p ro tection , b u t w hen the situation  was fully explained he was physically 
ejected, w ith even the best m an joining in the subsequen t battering .

Early one w inter evening, three m em bers o f n o rth  L ondon  Red A ction dropped 
in to  a curry  house in T h eb erto n  Street in Islington. H ardly  had  they sat dow n than  
they becam e aware the neighbouring  table was occupied by a couple o f B&H 
adm irers. A t the anti-fascist table a discussion began tha t cen tred  on w hen, ra ther 
than  if, the attack should be launched. T h e  choice was e ither before or after they 
had eaten! Suddenly, though quite unaw are o f their fate, the fascists upped and  left
-  w ithout paying the bill. O ne walked quickly on to  U p p er S treet expecting to  be 
swallowed up in the rush ho u r crow d. B ut alm ost literally on his heels the an ti
fascists im m ediately affected a citizen’s arrest. H e was frog-m arched back to the 
restaurant. Only w hen he had  paid up and  m ade to  apologise to the puzzled staff 
were his political affiliations challenged, A brawl ensued tha t spilled ou t on the 
street. A fter a suitable pound ing  he was let go on his way. His com patrio t, wary, bu t 
not exactly sure w hat had  occurred  w ith his buddy, cautiously approached the 
restauran t from  the o ther d irection. N o t suspecting  for a m om ent that there m ight 
have been a political d im ension to  the altercation  he had only half-w itnessed, he 
offered to make financial reparations for his earlier e rro r o f  judgem ent. Soothed  by 
the reassurances o f one the anti-fascists stand ing  outside, he re tu rned  to  the scene 
o f  crim e. In an instant he was b ludgeoned to  the g round  w ith a ha lf brick  taken 
from  a skip, while the astonished res tau ran t w orkers, including w aiters and  kitchen 
staff, peered  in w ide-eyed w onder over the n e t cu rta in  rail at the developm ents 
taking place on the pavem ent outside.

O n m any occasions the assaults were launched, as w ith the exam ple above, w ithout 
provocation, in tha t the right-w ingers were no t offering violence at the time. T his 
allowed the neo-nazis to cast them selves in the unlikely role o f victims. T h e  w riter o f 
a feature on subcultures that appeared in the Independent at the height o f the m ilitant 
offensive in 1989 m ust have been sufficiendy moved by the self-pitying stories to 
inform  her readers tha t Blood & H onour was “opposed, even hounded , by a group 
called Red A ction w hich has the opposite politics” {Independent, 23rd January  1989). 
T h e  article did no t e.xpand on w hat ‘opposite politics’ might m ean in practice.
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Inevitably, given the scale o f the offensive, no t all o f those challenged w ould have 
B&H, or even fascist, connections at all. T he  possibility o f e rro r was com plicated  by 
the fashion am ong som e gays to ape skinhead culture up to  the po in t o f  displaying 
nationalist badges and insignia. O n one occasion, a num ber o f  skinheads were 
challenged near K ing’s Cross station. So traum atised  was one by the rud im en tary  
bu t m enacing inquiry, he collapsed w ith an epileptic fit. Ironically, they were on 
their way to  T he  Prince A lbert which, having changed hands, was now  an 
exclusively gay nightspot. In C am den  Town, a couple o f skinheads bum ped  in to  an 
AFA patrol. Q uestioned as to  the political significance o f the St G eorge’s C ross 
p inned  to  his sleeve, the skin responded stoutly b u t unwisely that he was “a patrio t
-  w hat o f it?” H e was head-bu tted  and fell unconscious from  the blow. It was later 
discovered he was a research assistant to a L abour MP.

T h a t the m ilitants were on a roll was proved by a bizarre encoun te r that could  and 
should have been a m ajor own-goal, b u t instead ended up  being seen by the 
opposition as ano ther propaganda coup for the ‘R eds’. D rinking in the W est E nd 
one afternoon , a small num ber o f n o rth  L ondon Red A ction m em bers began a 
h igh-spirited pub-craw l that drew  back tow ard the Islington area. So, w hen they 
cam e across som e decidedly dodgy looking skinheads sitting outside a pu b  in 
Russell Square, it was instinctively identified as a situation that could only add  to 
the en terta inm en t. An opportun ity  to mix business w ith pleasure was an opening 
certainly no t to be m issed.

Terry: “We were messing about as we w ent th rough  the doo r and d id n ’t pay the 
slightest heed to the o ther punters. We were at the bar w hen one o f the lads com es 
up  to  m e and  m uttered , ‘S tu a rt’s here!’ It was only then that I took in that the pub  
was full o f fash boneheads -  about 40 o f them , plus abou t a dozen m ore 
rockabillies. To m ake it worse, the pub  seem ed to  have only one doo r and  they were 
gathered  around  it. Now, we knew S tuart w ould have recognised us from  countless 
clashes and , being the m ain m an, the onus was on him  to give a lead. D espite the 
bull-like build , S tuart, we knew, was no t really a street leader. You could see he 
d id n ’t really fancy it. B ut he had no option. T h a t or lose face. H alf-sm iling, he 
sauntered  across to one o f the lads called ‘Scouse’. N ow  Scouse was o f slight build , 
probably never m ore than ten stone, bu t was hard  as nails. ‘H aven’t I seen you 
around  K ing’s Cross?’ Totally unfazed, Scouse takes his tim e before replying ‘N o t 
m e... [pause] ... I t’s all d runks and prozzies round  there anyway, isn’t it m ate?’ 
W hatever the response S tuart was expecting, that w asn’t it. Looking uncertain  he 
re tu rned  to  his followers, who by now were all staring at us.

“We had  been served by now, w ith everyone having taken a sudden  fancy for a 
p in t o f light and bitter, and retreated into a suitable co rner seat w ith our backs to 
the wall. F u rth e r stocking up with all the heavy ash-trays we could lay our hands 
on, and even refusing to let bar staff clear away the em pties, we sat and  waited.
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T h ere  was no way ou t o f the pub , m obile phones were a th ing o f the future, we were 
ou tnum bered  ten -to-one , so, w hatever happened  it was going to be bad. Everyone 
was agreed that the first fascist to  make a move was to be bu tchered  -  then , G od 
help us. T h e  tension was unbearable. B ut the evening wore on and  nothing had 
happened . A small glim m er o f hope began to  appear. T h en  I noticed that the 
biggest lad w ith us appeared to  have fallen asleep (he later joked tha t he simply 
fainted). I d o n ’t know w hat the opposition  m ade o f it, bu t at tha t m om ent I 
probably h it as low a po in t as 1 have ever experienced.

“ C om e closing tim e and the fascists walk out. T h e  giant 6ft 7in skinhead barm an 
insisted they’d gone. ‘O h, really?’We sat tight. N o chance o f a cab as the pay phone 
was broken. Eventually, there was nothing for it bu t to leave ourselves -  w ith every 
bottle, ash-tray, and glass we could carry w ith us. T h e  pub  doo r was locked behind 
us. O utside was totally silent. We cautiously edged along the wall and peered round 
the corner. We fully expected an am bush o f som e sort. But the streets were very dark 
and m ore im portan t -  very empty. W ith the realisation that we m ight just have got 
away w ith it, the draining o f tension was incredible. Looking back on it later, we 
realised that, had it been anyone o ther than  S tuart in charge on the night -  som eone 
like N icky C rane say -  it w ould have been intensive care for all o f us -  or worse. T his 
theory was confirm ed by a chance encoun ter the following m orning. Travelling to 
work, an RA supporter found herself sitting across from  som e fascists. ‘D id you hear 
about the Red A ction fuckers w ho cam e into Blitz last night. T here  was only five of 
them . Flash bastards.’T hey  thought we had gone in there on purpose!”

A pparently  unable to  accept the encoun ter for w hat it was -  nam ely a rare but 
serious b lunder by the m ilitants -  B&H had , it seem s, convinced them selves the 
incursion was m otivated by sim ple bravado, o r alternatively could  all have been p art 
o f  som e elaborate trap  just waiting to be sprung.

S tu a rt’s personal breaking po in t cam e at 9am  one m orn ing , w hen he popped  ou t 
to the local shops for the paper and a p in t o f milk. Two stocky m en in their m id to 
late tw enties, one black, one w hite, passed him  heading in the opposite direction. 
As they did so, the w hite one reached in to  a litterb in , and w ith the next m ovem ent 
sm ashed a heavy w ine bottle  over S tu a r t’s head. W ithin  days, S tu art had  relocated 
to  D erby in the East M idlands. U nderstandably , he had had  enough o f  K ing’s 
Cross. However, he was n o t sim ply d isenchanted  w ith life in the capital. In  an 
interview  w ith journalist N ick Ryan, an associate called ‘S id ’ suggests S tu a rt was 
close to packing it all in. “Yeah, I got to  know Ian fairly well, especially after he 
cam e back up here to Derby. You know he had  his fingers fucked up  by AFA. Yeah. 
W ith a ham m er. H e d id n ’t w ant to  go th rough  tha t kind o f  th ing anym ore” 
{Homeland: Into a World O f Hate by N ick Ryan, page 86).

So generally aw e-inspiring were such displays o f m ilitan t ru th lessness tha t, w hen, 
a num ber o f years later, Ian S tuart D onaldson was fatally injured in a car accident,
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at least one fascist fanzine speculated that AFA might have been responsible. In 
w hat is, one presum es, an exam ple o f projection, C 18 w ent fu rther, in claim ing tha t 
“on the day o f his funeral, his father had to m ake the painful decision to crem ate 
his rem ains. T h is was because the Reds would defm itely dig up his body and  
desecrate the grave if he had been given a norm al burial. T h a t is the so rt o f  SC U M  
we are dealing with"(Combat 18, issue no 1).

By 1989, at street level, L ondon AFA was only getting in to  its stride. T h e  
com bative calibre o f the m any hundreds o f anti-fascists w ho rallied to  the AFA call 
on the 27th  M ay (to H yde Park C orner) was regarded by m ilitants as bearing  ou t 
their political analysis, w ith the scale o f the response serving to underscore the AFA 
shortcom ings they had  already identified. Simply pu t, the top-dow n executive 
s tructu re  was no t capable o f dem ocratically accom m odating such recruits on a day- 
to-day basis. By the sum m er o f 1989, w ith in ternal battle lines so firmly draw n, the 
two R ed A ction delegates were always outfought and always ou tgunned  at 
com m ittee level. It was no t at all unusual for L ondon AFA  m eetings to record  the 
vote as 24-2 for o r against. B ut after 27th  M ay som ething simply had  to  give. A nd 
it did.
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“T here  were two opinions am ongst the stewards: one, fuck ‘em , we d o n ’t need  this, 
w e’d be b e tte r off going it alone, and  two, fuck ‘em , its ou r organisation as m uch as 
theirs, we’ll fight for it even if we just end  up w ith the banner and no th ing  else.” 
Eventually the la tter sen tim ent prevailed and the m ilitants tu rn ed  their a ttention  to 
the task o f reshaping the organisation, and reshaping w hat was up to now a largely 
reactive strategy. “T h e  job for AFA is no t to  be con ten t w ith m erely confronting  the 
organised fascist gangs, bu t to cu t off their supply line o f renegade recruits at 
source: on the terraces, at the gigs, in the working class com m unities. We m ust bring 
the war hom e to the fascists” {Red Action, issue 54).

T hough  unarguably an am bitious and  indeed radical departu re  from  w hat was 
considered a sensible custom  and practice, it was no great surprise that the call for 
a new  o rien tation  had few sym pathisers w ithin the existing executive. B ut, for the 
incum bent m em bers o f the executive, their greatest political difficulty lay in 
establishing a rational and  convincing resistance to the call for an accountable and 
dem ocratic structure .

A dditional pressure cam e w hen a rally organised by Searchlight at F riends H ouse 
in E uston , on the 100th anniversary o f  H itler’s b irth , 24 th  April 1989, saw the Red 
A ction speaker use the occasion to  m ake the dem ands for dem ocratic reform  within 
AFA public, w ith a reference to the resen tm en t felt by delegates tha t proposals 
“could be ou tvoted  or ignored by individuals o r cliques o f individuals who, at the 
end o f the day, represented  nobody b u t them selves.” A m ong the m ore conservative 
m em bers o f the executive, there was fury and  em barrassm ent (one speaker opened 
his briefcase and  hid beh ind  the lid for the duration  o f the speech) at w hat they 
considered to  be an airing o f  d irty  linen. B ut RA patience had  ru n  ou t. By this stage 
the Red A ction proposals to revam p AFA were alm ost a year old and had  no t, as 
yet, been  seriously discussed. N o t discussing the docum ent now was obviously no 
longer an op tion , and so the liberal wing finally p u t pen to  paper on 1 1th July 1989. 
In  doing so, they sought to fight on the g round  o f their choosing -  race.

“T h e  individual/clique argum ent is an insult w hich belittles the political 
differences betw een us and avoids constructive debate . T h e  presen t crisis w ithin 
L ondon  AFA should m ore correctly  be described as one betw een black/anti-racist 
groups on the one hand , com ing from a trad ition  o f com m unity  politics and



independen t struggle outside the confines o f the Left, (who all too often try  to  
m anipulate struggles against racism  for their own ends), and  Red A ction on the 
o ther, operating  as a party, and com ing ou t o f the trad ition  o f revolutionary 
socialism ... T h e  real debate is no t the lack o f dem ocracy in AFA b u t w hat shape 
tha t dem ocracy will take.”

T h is  was a fairly b latan t a ttem pt to reshape the debate on fam iliar ‘black and 
w hite’ territory. A nd yet they could no t escape the reality tha t m any o f  the key 
players in L ondon AFA were by now m em bers of Red A ction, o r identified w ith its 
basic politics, and yet Red A ction’s role in the decision-m aking process could , and 
indeed had , for the last year, been reduced to that o f a bit player on  the steering 
com m ittee. W hile on the streets, RA influence and authority  was indisputable. So 
glaring was the disparity, the Secretariat felt obliged to concede tha t “ Red A ction 
are one o f  the few groups on the Left who we cannot accuse o f acting  in an 
opportun istic  m anner and this is why we have respected Red A ction and  worked 
w ith you for so long.”

B ut w ithout an alternative strategy to accom m odate new recruits, the executive 
was on the defensive. A ddressing the need for new  recruits, they asked: “W hy have 
old m em bers d ropped  out? O ne in terpretation  w ould no d oub t be tha t these people 
w ere non-confron tational anti-fascists who could no t take the heat o f physical battle 
... R ed A ction have to take responsibility for the fact that their delegates have 
adop ted  heavy-handed and in tim idatory  tactics to  isolate individuals and m ake 
them  feel that, because they d o n ’t ‘ru n ’ with Red A ction, they are w im ps.”

A m ore credible in terpre tation  m ight be tha t som e people were unhappy  at being 
pulled up for shoddy work. Red A ction also had m em bers w ho m ight be classed as 
non-com batan ts, bu t, as an organisation, constantly em phasised that w hat passed 
for acceptable standards on the liberal Left were in fact poor standards. C learly the 
fascists w ould no t be beaten if the anti-fascist organisers were indifferent or, worse, 
incom petent. RA argued that it had , from  the very beginning, been prepared  to 
collaborate w ith others in the anti-fascist cam p, bu t only on the basis tha t they were 
serious people who were prepared to m ake a serious com m itm ent to  the tasks at 
hand  -  w hich is to say, showed the sam e level o f com m itm ent and  expertise RA 
dem anded  o f themselves. U nable to com pete on those term s, the m oderates 
effectively prepared the grounds for their departure.

“ In Red A ction’s docum ent, reference is m ade to national and au tonom ous 
groups being given special privileges (autom atically allowed two delegates on a 
council body).T h is causes us som e concern. W hy should these groups (we presum e 
w hat is m eant is orthodox Left groups) have special privileges w hen they have 
con tribu ted  no t one iota to the struggle against racism. Q uite frankly, we are no t 
prepared to waste any m ore tim e debating w ith people who operate in a doctrinaire 
way, have no t related to the struggles o f the black working class in B ritain, refuse to
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recognise that the working class is changing, and are locked in the idea that, unless 
you are a w hite m ale m anual w orker, you are no t p a rt o f the w hite working class 
and , m ore likely than  no t, a m iddle class w anker.”

By coincidence, while RA was still digesting the im plications o f this critique of their 
proposals, they received a letter asking for their help w ith ‘stew arding’ a lobby of 
Bexley C ouncil on 19th July. T h is was in opposition to  plans by the council to offer 
p lanning perm ission to the B N P to set up a shop in Welling. “A t a previous m eeting, 
a num ber o f com rades were badly h u rt in an ill-prepared m eeting to protest.” T his 
was a reference to a m eeting organised on the 28 th  June by the L abour Party, 
according to L ondon ’s Evening Standard, w ho headlined the story: ‘Blackshirts on 
ram page’. “An anti-fascist m eeting organised by the L abour Parry erup ted  into 
violence last night w hen black-shirted opponents raided the building and attacked 
the audience. W om en dived for cover as m ore than  20 m en sto rm ed the m eeting and 
sm ashed chairs and  windows at the library building in Welling. Twelve people in the 
audience o f 60 were taken to hospital ... As fighting broke ou t, som e m em bers tried 
to flee by sm ashing a w indow  to a fire escape from  an upstairs room . T he  public 
m eeting, organised by Bexley L abour M ovem ent C am paign against Fascism, was 
abandoned after police said that only one officer could be provided to cover the 
rem ainder o f the m eeting” (Evening Standard, 29th  June 1989).

By pitching their appeal for help specifically to Red A ction, anti-racists in Bexley 
seem ed to be suggesting tha t AFA was no t up to  the job. Now, if even supporters 
o f the L abour Party though t AFA too respectable, then  the image re-vam p 
dem anded  by m ilitants was long overdue. In  tru th , by the tim e the re-orientation  
was aired in public, AFA was on its knees, b o th  in L ondon  and  nationally. A part 
from  tu rn ing  ou t on the day, no t a single m em ber o f the executive lifted a finger in 
term s o f organisation for 27th  M ay (B&H, H yde Park). All the p rio r political 
p lanning, research and  p ropaganda had  been  conducted  u nder the auspices o f the 
‘security stew ards’. A nd, inevitably, it was from  here the new  political leadership 
w ould em erge.

Red A ction issued a docum en t calling the m eeting for 5th S ep tem ber 1989 and 
on the day representatives from  abou t 15 groups and  organisations a ttended . F rom  
the p latform , m ilitant representatives stressed their suppo rt for the original 
founding  AFA statem ent, bu t also stressed that, as anti-fascists, they were no t, and 
could no t be seen to be, fighting fascism to m aintain  the political sta tus quo. 
T herefore, any strategy com m itted  to  the long haul needed  to be looked at through 
the prism  o f class ra ther than  race. F or them , this was the bo ttom  line.

“ In  recognition tha t it is the w hite working class youth w ho provide the fascists’ 
‘na tu ra l’ recruits, it is w ith them  in m ind  that AFA m ust aim  its p ropaganda. 
A ppealing to good reason or conscience will never defeat racist a ttitudes, especially 
in areas o f grinding poverty. It is only by dem onstrating  th rough  activity and
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propaganda, that blacks and Asians are being m ade scapegoats for the problem s o f 
the system , and that fascism /racism  is no t in the short o r long term  in terests o f  the 
w orking class, will significant and lasting progress be m ade. It is essential, therefore, 
tha t w hen appropriate, AFA propaganda musi contain a class message. O ne, to 
provide an answ er to  com m on prejudices; two, to avoid presenting  all w hite people 
as the enem y; and  m ost im portan t to negate the efforts by the fascists to present 
AFA as a bunch  o f m iddle class outsiders, p a rt and  parcel o f  the establishm ent, 
working in the long term  interests o f the status quo.”

As well as pointing  to the “escalating rise in race attacks” as p ro o f o f a 
deterio rating  situation, and the need for AFA to “pu t dow n roots in the 
com m unity,” RA speakers also called for the security w ing to  be afforded form al 
recognition w ithin the national decision-m aking structure. To m ake sense o f  this 
accom m odation  it was argued a “ standing stewards g roup” needed to be form ed to 
w hich, ideally, all organisations w ould contribu te . A part from  protecting  AFA 
initiatives, to collate and centralise inform ation, etc., it was argued it w ould also 
provide AFA w ith an alternative strategy to  organise quickly to coun ter fascist 
initiatives, “w here there isn’t tim e for a m ore traditional pro test, o r w here there isn’t 
sufficient inform ation  to  justify one. In addition  it will provide effective propaganda 
by im pressing people o f  o u r sincerity and  ability to  organise ourselves effectively, 
w ithout fear o f the fascists and w ithout relying on the police for p ro tec tion .”

In the m eeting , the N ew ham  M onitoring Project (N M P) con tinued  w ith the line 
o f  argum ent tha t a distinction  betw een ‘com m unity /grassroots’ g roups and 
‘political’ g roups had to be recognised: ‘grassroots good, political b a d ’ was the 
m antra . T h is was the prerequisite and the only basis for valid anti-racist/fascist 
work, it argued. O f course, in real term s the N M P  and their associates were no less 
‘political’ than  their adversaries; they simply represented a different type o f politics. 
So, w hen a com m unity  activist from Broadw ater Farm , in troduced  by the N M P  to 
showcase their argum ents, found him self in sym pathy w ith the analysis being 
offered by his w hite working class coun terparts, the battle for the soul o f  an ti
fascism was as good as over, for the tim e being at least. I t later em erged that the 
N M P  and their political associates had secretly set up an organisation called the 
‘L ondon  Alliance Against Racism and Fascism ’ (LAARF) w ith the in ten tion  of 
rivalling or replacing AFA if the conference proved to  be a success. B ut, like 
ARAFA before it, LAA RF w ould never seriously get off the ground.

M eanw hile, arm ed w ith the new  strategy and a constitu tion  specifically designed 
and  equipped to accom m odate individual unaligned recruits, m ilitant anti-fascism  
in the capital was fu rther boosted by the form al re tu rn  o f the D irect Action 
M ovem ent (D A M ) to the fold. A nother group, the orthodox Trotskyist ‘W orkers 
Pow er’, also threw  their weight behind the new  strategy. T h is m eant there were now 
three national organisations involved w ith AFA, each equipped w ith their own

170 Beating the Fascists



publications and  w ith a netw ork o f branches a round  the country. As well as new 
m em bers, AFA was now  well equipped  to publicise the need for an active an ti
fascist resistance, and by so doing a ttrac t and influence w ider left-w ing opinion.

In L ondon , AFA branches were set up to  accom m odate  activists and  a struc tu re  
im plem ented tha t saw the organisation for the first tim e ru n  from  the b o ttom  up: 
in o ther words, controlled by the activists. F o r the first tim e, AFA was being 
dem ocratically run  and working tow ards a m utually  agreed strategic objective. All 
im portantly , and possibly uniquely, the political and street leadership had  been 
am algam ated. It m eant that, as well as being confron ted  w ith finding practical 
solutions to day-to-day issues, there was ano ther reason for scrupulous atten tion  to 
detail. F rom  now  on, those doing the hatch ing  w ould invariably im plem ent any 
plan  o f action.

Joe; “T h e  fact tha t the strategists were invariably ‘first th rough  the do o r’ had  a 
nu m b er o f benefits. O ne obvious one was tha t no one was asked to do anything we 
w ouldn’t do ourselves. T h is  obviously was extrem ely good for m orale generally. 
Because o f this, the leadership on the g round  was trusted , w hich m eant tha t on the 
day quite com plicated  m anoeuvres could be im plem ented  w ithout the necessity o f 
everyone being constan tly  in fo rm ed  at every tu rn . W hich m ade for great 
operational flexibility. It also m ade the task o f effective infiltration that m uch m ore 
difficult. Finally, because the political and  technical were in tandem , even the m ost 
adventurist activity alm ost always had  a w ider political dividend in m ind .”
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O rganised on the technical/political leadership paradigm , the L ondon  AFA m odel 
w ould eventually serve as the proto type for m uch o f the rest o f the country. To 
accom pany the new structu re , the next step would be to  expand A FA ’s field o f 
operations nationally. A lthough there were o ther ‘A FA ’ groups around  the country, 
the only contacts outside L ondon  that had a capacity to  operate unilaterally on the 
street were all in M anchester. W hereas groups in Tyne and  W ear and  Leeds had 
local profiles, and  though both  identified w ith the AFA nam e, any com m on g round  
w ith the new  leadership m ore or less ended there.

Besides, both  these groups were politically d irected by Searchlight, who, as events 
w ould later dem onstrate , always had a precise agenda o f their own. W here they were 
active it was generally for the purposes of gathering intelligence. A nd, while their 
new sletters were aim ed at exposing individual local fascists to em ployers, 
neighbours and  landlords, invariably w hen it cam e to  confronting the F ar R ight, the 
local authorities and police were invited to take action. F u rtherm ore  in N ew castle, 
Tyne & W ear A nti-Fascist A ssociation’s (TW AFA) funding cam e directly from  the 
local council. If  this ever restricted  the scope o f the b ran ch ’s activity, it was never a 
relationship they felt m otivated to change.

A nd while the F ar Left spen t m ost o f the ’80s calling on the working class to  ‘kick 
ou t the T ories’, it was, m ilitants accepted, largely the Far Right th a t show ed the 
potential to  a ttract support am ong a disenfranchised working class. T h u s  the first 
step in trying to build  any progressive working class m ovem ent was to  rem ove the 
fascists from any areas, be it cultural (football o r m usic) or geographical, w here they 
m ight enjoy influence. As any form  o f co-existence was a non -starter, it was only 
w ith the space vacated the Left could a ttem pt to ‘fill the vacuum ’, m ilitants would 
argue. By and large this was a doom sday analysis rejected by all the g roups outside 
AFA w ho still saw anti-fascism  as a distraction from  the real struggle. A dd to this a 
habitual reluctance on the p art o f others to  take practical steps, even to defend 
initiatives o f their own, and AFA in assum ing overall responsibility had a busy 
schedule. For the new rank and file recruits it was a testing tim e. Involved as they 
were in violent and illegal confrontations w ith fascists on a habitual basis, a sense 
o f cam araderie or esprit de corps developed quite naturally.

By contrast to  the routine o f b ranch m eeting, paper sale, petition , fam ihar on the 
Left, the street activity pursued  by AFA in this period  often rested  on a tightly 
disciplined outfit, where physical reliance on each o ther was param oun t. Self-



evidently, the consequences o f people no t tu rn ing  up for activities w hen expected 
and  a weakened outfit appearing on the streets were perfectly obvious to all. W hile 
no t always literally a life o r death  situation , it was som ething tha t could  no t be 
totally d iscounted either, and thus proved a tough schooling for new  m em bers. 
W hich m eant tha t, while an increasingly hardened  layer o f  activists developed, 
o thers w ould appear for a single activity never to  be seen again.

Increasingly, too, AFA was aware it was conducting  business to a background  of 
neo-fascism  grow ing in influence th roughou t E urope; som eth ing  even by the m id- 
80s Red A ction in p a rticu la r was po in ting  to as a w arn ing  against com placency in 
B ritain. In particu lar it took issue w ith an article in Living M arxism , an organ of 
the R evolutionary  C om m un ist Party, because o f  its explicit a ttack  on  anti-fascism . 
“T h e  d istu rb ing  th ing  today is tha t no m atte r how  obscure the fascists becom e 
m any on the L eft will w aste tim e and energy chasing  them  ... [We] ough t to let the 
m iniscule Right ro t and get on w ith the job o f  opposing the governm ent w hich has 
rendered  it im po ten t for a decade” {Living M arxism , N o  7). R ed A ction coun tered  
w ith an argum ent tha t w ould be used repeatedly afterw ards. “ If  g roups like the N F  
o r Blood & H o n o u r are no t confron ted , how can they be beaten? If you cannot 
beat them  w hen they are weak, how  can you hope to  defeat them  w hen they are 
strong?” A nd “if  the Left is no t strong  enough  o r d e te rm ined  enough to  defeat 
them , how  is it even possible to  even talk o f confron ting  the S tate?” {Red Action, 
issue 52).

P rior to AFA bursting  on the scene the preferred  anti-fascist strategy m eant that, 
w hen confron ted  w ith an electoral challenge from  the Far Right, a vigorous 
cam paign in defence o f the usual L abour incum ben t was m oun ted . Sadly, those 
cham pioned as ‘anti-fascist’ were often the very people w ho were responsible for 
w orking class alienation from  the Left to  begin w ith. Years o f  incom petence, 
indifference and pursu it o f anti-w orking class policies had  begun to fatally erode 
working class faith  no t only in L abour b u t also in socialism  itself. By way of 
response, from  the early 1990s AFA increasingly began to stress the im portance  o f 
creating an independen t working class alternative to  bo th  the B N P and , crucially. 
L abour. A lthough it w ould be som e years before it w ould be fully articu lated , its 
eventual m aterialisation was entirely consistent w ith the need to ‘o rien tate  to  the 
working class’ and does perhaps help sum m arise the often unspoken  tensions and 
contrad ictions tha t existed in the 1985-89 period .

Too often it is assum ed tha t the decisive difference betw een the liberal and 
m ilitant factions revolved around  the use o f physical force. But for the m ilitants the 
central issue revolved around  w hat, and possibly who, AFA was fighting ‘for’. Post- 
1989, the politics were p resented  m ore and m ore in term s o f m ilitan t anti-fascism  
being a holding operation  in expectation o f a m ore favourable political m om ent, 
and  w ith it a general working class renaissance.
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IN T E R N A L  A F F A IR S  R E V IS ITE D  -  

S E A R C H L IG H T  B R E A K S  R A N K S
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W ithin weeks o f the re-launch in Septem ber, the nature o f the m obilisation around  
R em em brance Day tha t N ovem ber would serve to highlight the size o f  the 
strategical breach that now existed w ithin the w ider anti-fascist m ovem ent. 
Searchlight in particu lar was adam ant the m arch to the C eno taph  should  take place 
as p lanned. F or som e tim e Red A ction had no t been convinced a p ro test m arch  was 
m aking the best use o f resources, or that anti-fascism  generally was getting  the type 
o f re tu rn  com m ensurate with the level o f investm ent dem anded . In Anti-Fascism in 
Britain, N igel C opsey records that the “in ternal disagreem ents becam e especially 
heated  w ith unity  w ithin AFA collapsing,” In poin t o f fact, by this tim e L ondon  
AFA was now totally unified on the issue, any public falling ou t having already 
occurred  two m onths earlier w ith the re-launch in Septem ber.

“T h e  m ilitant wing insisted tha t the AFA C enotaph  m arch should no t be repeated 
because m arches in 1987 and  1988 had seen num bers o f partic ipan ts fall, had  
generated  no useful publicity and had failed to stop fascists from  m arching. T h e  
only positive aspect to  these m arches, A FA ’s m ilitants argued, was the m obilisation 
o f  AFA ‘defence squads’ which after the m arch w ould defend the an ti-apartheid  
picket outside the South  A frican em bassy in Trafalgar Square from  attack  by 
fascists.” Again C opsey rather presents the m ilitant position in caricature. In fact 
w hat m ilitants were actually arguing was that the activity should  be judged 
prim arily  in regard to w hat actual effect it had on the N F  m obilisation, and w arned 
o f a dim inishing political re tu rn  if it continued to  descend into an annual parade.

W ith m ilitants m aking it plain they favoured a re tu rn  to a m ore d irect approach , 
traditionalists led by G erry  G able and E uro  M E P  Glyn Ford , along w ith the N U S , 
U nion o f Jewish S tudents, and  Islington ARAFA, m arched to the C enotaph  as 
usual. A fterwards Searchlight, m ore than  a little optimistically, described the 
m archers as “delegates, representing m illions o f workers and studen ts.” In C opsey’s 
estim ate it had actually attracted  betw een 150 and 300. N o t happy w ith merely 
cham pioning their own m arch. Searchlight also sought to underm ine  AFA generally 
by claim ing w ith breathtaking revisionism that the “only regrettable feature” of 
AFA-led dem onstrations in the previous years “has been the narrow  and often 
sectarian nature o f the event. T h is year Searchlight, in joining together w ith 
Islington ARAFA, has broken that m ou ld” .



Well if the m ould  had  indeed been  broken, the result could n o t be said to be 
entirely positive, so a considerable rew riting o f  recent h istory  was required . In  its 
original descrip tion  o f  the 1987 m arch in w hich it had taken part, Searchlight had 
w ritten: “L ast year AFA decided it should m oun t its own parade and lay its own 
w reaths to rem em ber those w ho fell fighting fascism and the victim s o f fascism and 
racism  since W orld W ar Two. O ver 2 ,000  people assem bled for the m arch ... [0 ]u r  
m arch had been well disciplined and  orderly  and , despite an  early a ttem pt by the 
fascists to attack  us, had  shown restrain t and  dignity because o f  the nature  o f the 
occasion.”

‘D iscipline, restrain t, and dignity’ was to be re-in te rpreted  as ‘sectarian’ two years 
later. “Tw isted logic,” was the opinion of Rajiv M ., representing  LA A RF who, in a 
le tter to Searchlight, rem inded  them  that it was their failure to  “h onou r a previous 
agreem ent w ith AFA that the two dem onstra tions... w ould pass o ff w ith the full and 
com radely cooperation  o f the organisers o f bo th  events. Searchlight’s refusal to 
cover the AFA event has unfortunate ly  led to  unnecessary  and  unproductive ill- 
feeling” (L etter to Searchlight, 16th N ovem ber 1989). Indeed , so incensed were 
LA A RF that both  it and the Refugee F orum  w ithdrew  their sponsorship o f the 
Searchlight initiative.

O f course, it was the know ledge that the N F  w ould be fully engaged by the 
m ilitants at V ictoria tha t gave th e  political p re tenders for the leadership  o f  an ti
fascism the confidence to  m arch  at all. In the following year, w hen they were 
unab le  to second-guess AFA in ten tio n s , Search ligh t itse lf ab an d o n ed  the 
C eno taph  coun ter-dem o as too risky, and  called instead on anti-fascists to  travel 
to  York to  suppo rt a p ro test organised  by the U niversity  o f York S tuden ts U n ion , 
at the sam e tim e as AFA was p lann ing  to  m arch  th rough  the fascist heartland  o f 
B ethnal G reen.

T h a t bright, crisp R em em brance Sunday m orn ing  in 1989 saw a fighting force 
tha t grew to in the region o f 500 arrive in V ictoria and take over the fascists’ 
assem bly po in t by 1 lam . W hen pubs in the vicinity opened  they were effectively 
com m andeered , thereby allowing AFA to contro l the su rround ing  streets from  then 
onw ards. In all the years the N F  had  been m arching at R em em brance Day, there 
never had  been an a ttem pt to actually physically stop them  form ing up. In 
provocatively occupying Shakes pub, norm ally a rendezvous po in t for the C helsea 
H eadhun te rs , the presence in  the area o f a large num ber o f AFA stew ards led to a 
series o f  b rie f encoun ters w ith the assem bling and understandably  unnerved  N F, 
delaying the start o f their m arch for several hours.

C opsey adm its the AFA tactic “so clearly rattled  the fascist con tingen t there was 
no subsequent attack  on the an ti-apartheid  picket.” M ore than  that, it proved to be 
a body blow to N F  m orale from  w hich it never recovered. T h e  figures tell the story 
o f  decline. Only three years previously in 1986, the N F  assem bled an impressive
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2,000 m archers. But by 1990 the tu rn o u t had  w ithered to  nearer 200. W ith 
num bers like that, it was only possible to m arch w ith conspicuous police p ro tection  
and  everyone knew it: all the custom ary swagger was gone. Som etim e later, R ichard 
E dm onds justified the decision of the m uch sm aller B N P n o t to  take p a rt in the 
annual right-w ing get-together in V ictoria w ith a pointed  reference to  the “area 
being full o f Reds.” By 1991, having dispensed w ith the N F  as an unw orthy 
opponen t, AFA chose to m ark R em em brance Day by m arching th rough  B ethnal 
G reen in opposition to  the em ergence o f support for the B N P in British fascism ’s 
historic heartland. O nce again m ilitants had  stepped up to the p late and  this tim e 
the entire Left, including the SWP, would be obliged to follow them .

If anything characterises m ilitant thinking around  this period, it is the m arked 
absence o f a b lueprin t. A nd, while this m ade AFA tactically flexible and 
unpred ictab le , it also m eant every single m obilisation had a very specific, if no t 
always strategic, purpose. By no m eans were all events physical in character, bu t 
m ilitants were always working tow ards a precise goal. To the irritation  o f o rthodox  
anti-racism , AFA never expected the state intervention to  be benign. M oreover, in 
accepting tha t political responsibility for ‘rem edying the situation’ had  been left to 
them , there cam e w ith it an im patience w ith o thers w ho failed to  appreciate the full 
gravity o f  the situation the Left in general had created for itself. T h u s  by 1990, w ith 
the focus switched to B ethnal G reen, AFA was determ ined  to m ake progress at 
street level, regardless o f how this was perceived by the m edia o r anyone else. A nd, 
w hile the liberal agenda called for protests against fascist violence, for m ore police 
involvem ent, and for the state to deal with the problem  o f an aggressive F a r Right, 
the m ilitants were in ten t on developing a strategy that w ould stop the fascists being 
able to operate openly w ithin the white working class per se. W hat’s m ore, ra ther 
than  orien tating  to the victims o f fascism, the m ilitant strategy was increasingly 
d irected  at fascism ’s potential recruits.
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Previous page: The Met's finest prepare to confront anti-fascists at the entrance to 
the underpass on Theobald's Road, London, 1996.
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1990, 'R IG H T S  FO R  W H IT E S '  A N D  
T H E  BNP C O M E  T O  T H E  FO R E
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In the Spring o f  1990, w ithin m on ths o f  the AFA re-launch , the B N P initiated their 
Rights For W hites cam paign in L o n d o n ’s E ast E nd. W hen in January  1990 a gang 
of young Asians stabbed a 15-year-old schoolboy called John S toner in a racist 
attack, they saw their opportunity . As far as the AFA leadership was concerned , the 
tim ing was also fortu itous. F or one th ing , the tu rn o u t by N F  supporters for their 
R em em brance D ay showpiece did genuinely reflect the low state o f m orale in the 
organisation as a w hole nationally. A nd while B&H w ould re-surface at a later date, 
it was at this tim e still licking its w ounds after the 27th  M ay debacle in H yde Park. 
All this m eant AFA could tu rn  full beam  on the B N P in the E ast E nd , w ithout the 
distraction  o f having to con tain  different organisations on o ther fronts.

In  February  the BNP, although keeping a relatively low profile at the request o f 
organisers, took p art in a 300-strong pro test m arch against the attack  on John 
Stoner. A m id considerable press and  m edia coverage, the fascists, as m ight be 
expected, received a favourable response to  their p ropaganda am ong the local white 
population . T h en  som e young Asians stabbed  ano ther w hite m an  on the day o f the 
m arch. T erry Sw inney was actually re tu rn ing  from  the S toner m arch w hen his car 
was bricked. A ccording to  a rep o rt in the H ackney Gazette, Sw inney had  been 
su rrounded  by a group  o f abou t 20 Asians. “H e was punched  and  kicked, beaten 
w ith iron bars, a tree branch  and  a baseball bat, and  repeatedly stabbed” (Hackney 
Gazette, 30th  N ovem ber 1990). W ith one youth charged w ith attem pted  m urder (by 
coincidence he was the b ro ther o f  M ac w ho w ould later becom e the p rim ary  Asian 
con tac t for AFA in the E ast E nd) feelings were runn ing  high w hen the B N P 
organised a m arch u nder their own nam e on 11th M arch. In  effect, this was the 
official launch o f the B N P ’s ‘Rights for W hites’ cam paign.

British Nationalist, April 1990, reported : “ In response to requests from  m any E ast 
E nders, the British N ational Party decided to  help launch the ‘Rights for W hites’ 
cam paign, the purpose o f w hich was to  give the w hite com m unity  a real voice -  
after all the o ther supposed ‘com m unity ’ leaders had  b latantly  sided w ith the 
Asians. In  o rder to  channel the anger o f the w hite com m unity  in a constructive 
d irection , it was decided that a second m arch should  take place. T h is  m arch , 
however, w ould have a m uch  m ore overt political flavour than  the previous one, 
w ith the B N P no t, as before, adopting a low p ro file ...”



180 Beating the Fascists

Press statem ents were released and thousands of special leaflets were delivered 
th roughou t the East E nd , w ith others going ou t in B erm ondsey and  C hingford , as 
well as at West H am  and C helsea football grounds. “ O ur team s o f  leafletters were 
received like a liberation arm y in the beleaguered council estates o f B ethnal G reen, 
S tepney and  M ile End. G radually  the m edia began to realise tha t the B N P was, 
w ithout apology, heavily involved in the ‘Rights for W hites’ cam p a ig n ...”

“T h e  East London Advertiser had  greeted the news o f possible B N P involvem ent 
in the first m arch w ith the glaring headline ‘Fascists bid to  hi-jack m arch’.T h is  tim e 
the paper, while still disapproving, was a little m ore polite tow ards us, and  its p re
m arch coverage recognised the B N P as the legitim ate cham pion o f the w hite 
com m unity. Sunday, 11 th M arch cam e. H undreds o f E ast E nders tu rn ed  ou t, 
including m em bers o f the families o f the victims of recent Asian attacks, along w ith 
abou t 120 (m osdy local) B N P m em bers. Together we form ed up and  m arched 
som e 400-strong  through the heart o f Bethnal G reen , w ith flags waving and 
banners aloft. As the colum n m arched through the streets, passers-by cheered and 
clapped. A small crow d o f reds congregated at Bethnal G reenT ow n H all, fresh from

Weavers Field, 1990 -  a moment's calm before kick-off.



their rioting in H ackney and still clinging to  their anti-poll tax placards, bu t they 
kept well ou t o f ou r way!”

Soon the cam paign was extended to o ther parts  o f the country , w ith specific focus 
on the conditions experienced by a w hite working class largely abandoned  or 
sidelined by the m ainstream  parties. T h e  B N P were now  w orking in local areas, 
dealing w ith local issues, and by A ugust 1990 they had w on 25%  o f  the w hite vote 
in a local by-election in the E ast E nd. W hat this revealed was n o t only the dep th  o f 
B N P am bition b u t also their ability to  quickly change strategy and  tactics, 
som ething alien and  incom prehensib le to  a thoroughly orthodox  Left. Copsey 
rem arks that AFA m ust have found the result “depressing” w hen in reality, faced 
w ith a Left stubborn ly  blind-sided to  the B N P potential, it was actually AFA who 
first drew  attention  to the racial dem ographics in the w ard. It was very m uch in the 
m ilitants’ in terest to  draw  atten tion  to  the electoral g round  the B N P was capable of 
m aking if allowed. By underscoring  that one ou t o f  every two households in the 
ward was Asian, AFA effectively doubled  the B N P percentage from  the otherwise 
fairly unrem arkable 12.5% officially recorded.

Alongside the electoral strategy, the fascists con tinued  w ith the ‘m arch and grow ’ 
line o f attack, w ith confrontational rallies, m arches, and m eetings p rom inent, all 
self-consciously calculated to depict the B N P as a ‘party  o f pow er’. Paradoxically, 
it was this very strategy tha t enabled AFA to w reak havoc am ong their activists on 
the g round . Before long the B N P hierarchy was adm itting  in private tha t the 
negative im pact o f the m ilitants’ in terventions extended well beyond the physical 
dam age caused to  individual B N P activists. For w hen it cam e dow n to it, to rem ain 
credible in the eyes o f their w orking class supporters , hum iliation at street level had 
to  be avoided at all costs. A nd for a relatively sm all organisation, a ttem pting  to 
provide such a guarantee inevitably pu t trem endous pressure on the B N P 
logistically. W hat’s m ore, the scrupulous atten tion  to  security necessary did also run  
coun ter to B N P propaganda o f  every recru it being m orally staunch  and physically 
robust. Aware o f the contradictions and  the subsequen t vulnerabilities, AFA w ould 
seek o u t the B N P w henever circum stances perm itted . T h e  first significant 
opportun ity  to  test the prem ise cam e w ith the B N P announcem en t tha t it in tended  
to con test a by-election in B ethnal G reen  in April 1990.

As p a rt o f the overall cam paign, the B N P also gave w arning it in tended  holding 
an election m eeting at W eavers Field School in the heart o f Bethnal G reen. L ondon  
AFA duly m obilised in order to  m ake an in tervention  and early efforts w ere m ade 
to  try and  coord inate  activity w ith o ther g roups on the Left w ho in tended  to 
protest. To this end , the east L ondon  branch  organised a sem i-public m eeting w ith 
the in ten tion  o f explaining the likely AFA tactics on the day, b u t ne ither the SW P 
nor the R evolutionary C om m unist Party, w ho had been specifically invited, tu rn ed  
up. U n p ertu rb ed , the decision to  physically confron t the B N P on the day, ‘to get
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in to  tliem ’ was agreed nonetheless. Som e m em bers ofW orkers Power later adm itted  
their shock w hen w hat they had assum ed was m ere ‘rheto ric’ w’as in terp re ted  so 
literally. T h e  events around  the Weavers Field School were an eye opener for o thers, 
too. It was a very public debu t for the new APA and, because o f this, helped shape 
the natu re  o f  the cam paign against the B N P up and  dow n the coun try  for the next 
four years.
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W E A V E R S  FIELD, 1990
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O n 21st A pril 1990 at abou t 3pm , som e sixty AFA stew ards assem bled at an 
in tersection  near the school, and were on hand  as the second forty-strong B N P 
contingent, led by leading B N P-er Tony L ecom ber, approached. F or many 
m ilitants it was their first serious look at the B N P  close up. T h e  street was narrow  
and , because the police presence was sm all, a decision on how to respond had  to be 
m ade in an instant. H appily for the AFA chief stew ard, the police took the m atter 
ou t o f his hands.

Joe: “We had just arrived on the scene.To o u r left about 50 yards away, were an 
additional th irty  B N P w ith banners and  placards. N earby, separated  by a five-foot 
railing, were about 100 SW P /L abour types. T h e  appearance o f L ecom ber’s crew 
obviously posed a dilem m a. F or one th ing, we knew this was a fraction o f w hat was 
available, on the o ther hand it was a narrow  street and  they were walking right into 
us.”

T h e  apparen t indifference o f police to  the potential for serious d isorder was 
explained w hen the officer in charge approached  w hat he obviously assum ed were 
B N P fellow travellers and  o rdered  them  to join the B N P contingent! F rom  an 
operational perspective he had  seem ingly decided he w anted w hat looked like all 
the ‘bad eggs’ in the sam e basket.

Joe: “By now the B N P were only yards away, and som e o f the lads, eager to  take 
advantage o f police confusion, had begun stepping into the road ready to get into the 
opposition. B ut I could also see the tactical advantage in obeying the law, at least for 
the tim e being, so on instruction  AFA joined the back o f the B N P  contingent.”

To any onlookers it m ust have appeared the B N P ranks had  swelled from  about 
forty to  over a hundred . N o t unnaturally  the th irty-plus B N P suppo rters w ho had 
defied the anti-racists by gathering at the school gates earlier were overjoyed at the 
tables being tu rn ed  and vented their rage on the SWP. In the verbal exchanges 
betw een the m archers and  the anti-racist p ro testo rs it was noticeable tha t the AFA 
squad , having been m istakenly targeted for abuse, were happy to  give back as good 
as they got.

N o t all, however, were as convinced as the liberal Left o f the bone /ides o f the new  
arrivals. O ne fem ale rockabilly, w ith a ttendan t b londe bouffan t, sensing som ething 
was awry, asked her boyfriend: “W hat is it? Are they N ational F ron t, then?” “Just 
sh u t it and  keep walking,” cam e the terse reply from ou t o f the co rner o f  his m outh . 
Som eone else w ho surely m ust have guessed the identity o f his latest ‘rec ru its’ kept



strangely silent. Even w hen the B N P and ‘guests’ reached the school gates, w hich 
were still locked, forcing everyone to stop and  mingle, Tony L ecom ber was still 
searching for the right w ords to explain the situation to his followers. F or the an ti
fascists it was a surreal m om ent, as well.

Joe: “ I found m yself positioned behind this big bloke in a council donkey jacket 
and  w earing Ray Ban sunglasses w ho was pum ping L ecom ber’s hand as if he had 
lifted the siege o f  Mafeking! W earing a cu t-th roa t smile, D enis, w ho had  only 
recently moved to L ondon  from  M anchester, sidled up: ‘Well, are we going to  do 
it, then?’ I just nodded . A right hook from D en caught ‘Ray B ans’ beh ind  the ear 
and  he took a couple o f m ore shots o f sim ilar quality before nose-diving in to  the 
floor.”

Instinctively, the anti-fascist fighters had  m ostly stationed them selves on the 
periphery  o f  the crow d, w hich added to  the fascists’ u tte r  confusion as diey 
appeared  to  be u nder attack from  all sides. Lecom ber was one o f the first to  go 
dow n, having been crow ned by a heavy G rolsch bo tde purchased especially for the 
occasion. In the m idst o f the hand-to -hand  fighting, one burly character w ith 
cropped  hair and w earing a th ree-quarter length m ac approached a sm allish group 
o f B N P supporters who, up till then , had been largely involved in shouting  
encouragem ent from  the sidelines. D espite everything they had  w itnessed, they 
nonetheless assum ed he was ‘one o f us’. It took a powerful headbu tt tha t knocked 
one instantly  to  the g round , w ith the o ther two collapsing u nder h im , to disabuse 
them . F ighting w ould pause as if people had com e to their senses and then  s ta rt up 
again. Initially the only people m ore bew ildered than  the B N P were the police. 
G radually, however, by concentrating  on the aggressors, they began to  noticeably 
th in  AFA ranks. Simply to avoid arrest some were forced to flee the scene. O ne, an 
am ateu r rugby player, executed a hand-off in the face to  a diving sergeant that was 
so technically exquisite it w ould have had  his coach purring  had it been em ployed 
in m ore conventional circum stances.

Andy: “W hen it kicked-off I was standing next to Lecom ber. I im m ediately pulled 
ou t a large beer bottie and hit him  over the head three, m aybe four tim es before it 
broke. I ’d chosen a G rolsch bottle because the glass was particularly thick and  heavy 
and, by the tim e it sm ashed, Lecom ber was no t only bleeding from the head, bu t 
alm ost unconscious as well. O ut o f the corner o f my eye I spotted a copper com ing 
for m e and  I just m anaged to hand him off as I got up speed. I was then confronted 
by a large police sergeant who was trying to block my way. Instinctively I gave him  
a full ‘straight-arm ’ and he flew backwards through the air. All that w ent th rough  my 
m ind was: ‘Fuck, if I get nicked now, not only will it be affray and assault on a 
copper, bu t that sergeant is bound  to arrange a right good kicking for m e.’

“ I legged it as fast as I could w ith a couple o f constables in hot p u rsu it bu t luckily 
m anaged to ou trun  them . As soon as they gave up the chase, I stopped runn ing  and
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began walking as we’d all been  taught to  do, w hich was just as well because, straight 
after, a squad car appeared round  the co rner and , if I ’d been less professional, I 
w ould have been nicked for certain . I decided to  em ploy ano ther principle from  the 
textbook and get m yself o ff the street. I ducked in to  this pub , w hich was your 
typical E ast E nd  local boozer. T hey  were still com m on back then , as the 
gentrification o f the area h ad n ’t started  to kick-in yet. I w ent up to the bar and 
ordered  a p in t. I got a few sideways glances from  the pun ters and the girl serving 
me looked a little bit ou t o f sorts, bu t 1 just pu t it dow n to m e no t being a regular; 
you know how cliquey those places could be. Just then  I spo tted  one o f the DAM  
m em bers lurking in the co rner w ho I guessed m ust have had to  do a ru n n e r as well. 
I acknow ledged h im , bu t he began frantically po in ting  to his forehead and 
indicating  w ith his thum b  that I should retire to  the gents. W hen I looked in the 
m irro r I could see the reason for his anxiety. M y face was studded  w ith tiny 
fragm ents o f green glass and  gently oozing claret. A fter tidying up, I safely m ade my 
way to  a nearby British Rail station and ou t o f the area.

“L ater that year, however, I was arrested  at nearby Brick L ane and  charged with 
‘Affray and V iolent D iso rder’. I ’d been w earing the sam e jacket tha t day and the 
coppers m ade a clear beeline for m e. It m ade me w onder if tha t sergeant I had  felled

Tony Lecomber taking second prize at Weavers Field, London, 1990.



was getting  his own back. W ho knows? E ither way the result was I landed  up  in the 
dock alongside my old friend M r L ecom ber!”

O rder was only finally restored when police hastily ushered the 70 or m ore B N P 
inside the school, leaving a depleted AFA, tem porarily victorious, on the o ther side 
o f  the gate. By diis tim e betw een 150 and 200 Left activists had assem bled in the 
park and  positioned them selves behind a 5ft metal railing separating them  from 
bo th  AFA and the BNP. N um erically  weakened, with som e o f the m ost able 
arrested  or literally ‘on the ru n ’, the rem aining m ilitants, num bering  by now around  
forty, were confronted by a second B N P outfit o f sim ilar size to the first. As they 
cam e around  the co rner hurling threats they m ade as if to charge. AFA stood firm 
and , in con trast to  the snarling BNP, rem ained totally silent.

Terry: “ M aybe this unnerved them  because, w hen still abou t th irty  yards away, 
they allowed them selves to be corralled by a lone policem an. Personally, I was 
delighted as they were all individually a large and ugly bunch  -  m any later signed 
up  for C 18 -  and it was sure to have been a bloody encounter.”

N oticeably, even w ith the political identities no longer in doub t, w ith the notable 
exception o f com edian Lee H u rst who scaled the fence, none o f the hund reds o f 
anti-racists p resent m ade any attem pt to  assist their fellow anti-fascists. T he  
im plications w ould not be lost on the AFA leadership.

Terry: “ From  tha t m om ent on, we knew that w hen it cam e dow n to it we were 
entirely on o u r own. T h is m eant that for possibly the first tim e we were aware that 
w hatever happened  the political responsibility to shape events rested  entirely on our 
shoulders. N o t only did others no t w ant to help us w in, it later becam e perfectly 
obvious for a variety o f self-serving reasons they w ould prefer to  see us lose.”

Even though  the incident received w idespread coverage on the IT N  evening new s, 
there were no arrests resulting from  the footage and , to the delight o f those already 
charged, the case was treated  ‘apolitically’ by the m agistrates w ith everyone getting 
off w ith a sum m ary £ 5 0  fine. Being treated apolitically w ould no t be the case for 
the m ilitants for very m uch longer. W ith over 500 police at his disposal, C h ief 
S uperin tenden t G rieve was quoted  in the H ackney G azette as calling the operation  
“ a tr ium ph  for dem ocracy” {Hackney Gazette, 27 .4 .90) b u t the B N P  were 
understandably  less enthused. N o t for the last tim e policing arrangem ents on the 
day were b lam ed for the physical dam age caused by AFA’s intervention.

“ In negotiations w ith the police in the run -up  to the East E nd rally on April 21 st, 
B N P officials secured a firm  com m itm ent concerning the pre-rally assembly. T his 
was that party  supporters w ould be perm itted  to rendezvous by B ethnal G reen 
U nderg round  and then proceed in one single body to the rally location. T h is  was 
for the purposes o f security. Left-w ing opposition was expected, and  it was known 
that this w ould be violent if the leftists were given any opportun ity  to  pick on B N P 
people in ones and  twos or in small groups; on the o ther hand , if all B N P personnel
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stuck together in one solid phalanx, the leftists w ould no t dare to  attack them .
“ However, w hen the final day cam e and it was tim e for B N P personnel to proceed 

from  their rendezvous to  the hall, the police officer in charge insisted that they do 
so in small g roups som e distance apart. T h is was a decision o f the m ost 
m onum ental stupidity  (or w orse). In  that event the Left w ould be presented w ith 
easy targets for attack -  unless o f  course there was sufficient o f a police presence all 
along the route to  ensure tha t these small B N P groups w ould be protected . T he  
latter proved no t to  be the case. Police num bers along the route were woefully 
inadequate, and at som e points non-existent. T h e  Left did exactly as anticipated: 
they m ade several attacks in sectors w here they were able to  pick on the B N P in 
tiny num bers. A  n u m b er o f B N P supporters suffered injuries, one o f them  an 
elderly pensioner. A nother received a hairline fracture o f  the skull and  had to  be 
taken to hospital. A nd this was no t all. In  som e cases w here B N P  m en defended 
them selves vigorously against the left, despite being ou tnum bered , they [the BNP] 
were arrested for ‘breaches o f the peace’.

“A fter the rally had  ended , the police, seem ing to have recognised their folly of 
earlier in  the day, allowed the B N P contingent to p roceed as one solid m ass from 
the hall to  a place outside the area. T h is  body looked form idable indeed, consisting 
o f  100-200 people, m any o f them  hefty young m en well able to  deal w ith trouble. 
T h e  reds w ouldn’t have stood a hope if they had  tried  to rush  this body. T hey 
conten ted  them selves w ith hurling abuse from  behind  an iron fence and w ith plenty 
o f police (who had  been strangely absen t earlier) to p ro tect them ” (British 
Nationalist, M ay/June 1990).

T h e  inference tha t m ilitan t victory could  only be secured w hen the B N P  were 
hopelessly ou t-m anned  was a recurring  them e that was w orn like a com fort blanket 
for the du ra tion  o f the cam paign. In  public at least, all inadequacies could be 
explained away by citing either police or anti-fascist treachery. T h e  strategic 
im portance o f such self-deceptive propaganda was illustrated by ano ther incident 
no t long after, w hen a th irty -strong  AFA group  had  clashed w ith the B N P outside 
a pub  in the area. A local teacher later inform ed AFA tha t it had  caused a buzz in 
the school for the rest o f  the week. Red Action  used the inciden t to  draw  atten tion  
no t just to  the value o f physical force generally on B N P  supporters , bu t also to  the 
negative im pact it had  on their suppo rt base.

“T h e  correctness o f this strategy was endorsed  by a local teacher, w ho expressed 
his support for the tactic o f confron tation , purely for the p ropaganda fall-out that 
resulted  from  a sim ilar clash betw een the B N P and AFA three weeks earlier. O n 
tha t occasion a group  o f about 30 fascists were challenged by AFA outside one of 
their pubs. T h e  m ajority ran. T h e  ones tha t stood  their g round  [including Tony 
L ecom ber] got w hacked. T h e  effect on the young onlookers, som e his own pupils, 
was electric. T hey  talked, he said, o f little else all week. T h e  so-called ‘hard  m en ’
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had  been run , effortlessly. T hey  cou ldn’t believe it. T hey  had  evidently never seen 
tha t happen  before. In the battle for hearts and m inds the first po in t was scored in 
the propaganda w ar” {Red Action, issue 56).

As well as defining its relationship w ith the BNP, events on this day also defined 
A FA ’s relationship to the Far Left. A num ber o f groups, including the SW P and the 
RCP, had been approached in a fraternal m anner p rio r to the event and  again on 
the day itself. So, as far as AFA was concerned , every attem pt had been m ade by 
them  to m axim ise the effect o f the anti-fascists’ activity. A nd, although the day 
proved a success, it begged the question as to how m uch m ore could have been 
achieved had the Left forces com bined their efforts? AFA concluded that w ith a 
m odicum  o f  co-ordination  it w ould have been possible to  stop the B N P m eeting 
altogether. As always the m ilitant outlook was essentially practical. T h is  was in 
con trast to a Left who, w hen it cam e dow n to it, looked to its own im m ediate 
in terests first, and  w ould rem ain com m itted  in the decade that followed to  the tactic 
o f  bustling activity largely devoid of end p roduct o r w ider strategic consideration. 
W hen, eventually, it was em barrassed into responding to the B N P challenge, those 
tha t could, the num erically bigger organisations like M ilitant, the SW P and to  a

An AFA supporter arrested at Weavers Field in 1990.



lesser extent the C om m unist Party, each p u t their weight beh ind  rival organisations 
w ho had one thing in com m on: a m utual loathing o f the p latform  the m ilitants 
espoused.

As dam aging as such antics w ould be to  the image of an already discredited Left, 
o f  greater concern  to m ilitants at the tim e was the em erging evidence which 
suggested tha t B N P progress am ong w hite working class com m unities was often 
assisted, albeit unintentionally , by the activities o f local authorities. Tower H am lets 
C ouncil, in particu lar, seem ed to have developed a knack for this. T im e and  again, 
the B N P were able to  highlight ill though t-ou t policies o r decisions that seemingly 
disenfranchised the w hite working class, while at the sam e tim e appeared to favour 
im m igrant com m unities. Regardless o f w hether the local au thority  was guilty or 
no t, perception  in politics is everything, and the B N P  were no t slow to milk the 
opportunity .

R eporting  on a by-election in Park w ard. Bow, in July, British Nationalist (August/ 
Septem ber 1990) com m ented: “Early on in the cam paign we heard  through the 
grapevine that the council was p lanning to  cu t o ff funding to an all-white nursery, 
while still giving m oney away to  various B angladeshi, Som ali and C hinese youth 
groups. We knew that the w hite m others were up in arm s abou t this and were 
p lanning to  picket the next m eeting o f  the E ducation  D epartm en t, w hich was 
responsible for the allocation o f such funds. At short notice, we p roduced  a special 
leaflet and also tu rn ed  up at the Tow n Hall w ith a tw enty-strong team  carrying 
placards and flags.

“T h e  m others w elcom ed us and  began chan ting  o u r ‘Rights for W hites’ slogan. 
Soon after, however, the nu rsery  teachers arrived. T hey  were obvious leftists, and 
they brow beat the m others into m oving away from  o u r dem onstration . O nce 
everyone was inside the Town H all, the m others allowed a L iberal councillor to 
insult them  by telling them  to rem ove their children from  the public gallery. W hen 
the council m em bers announced  the allocation o f fiinds to  various Bangladeshi 
g roups, the m eeting was in te rru p ted  by a chorus o f disapproval from  the B N P 
contingent and  the council cham ber was flooded w ith ou r leaflets. As we left the 
Town H all, m any o f the m others were waiting outside w ith their children. O u t o f 
the clutches o f the leftist teachers, they gave us the thum bs up sign!”

M uch  o f the m aterial carried  in the British Nationalist at this tim e was in the sam e 
vein: detailed  reports o f the fascists’ in tervention  at a local level and  particularly  in 
the E ast E nd  o f L ondon. A rticles also considered the local political terrain , 
including dem ographics, and  the conditions experienced by the w hite working class 
constituency in w hich the B N P were busily m aking inroads. “ Park w ard has 
probably  the sm allest im m igrant population  o f any w ard in Tow er H am lets: around  
10 percent. T herefore, am azingly as it m ight seem , m any people d id  n o t feel 
threatened. T h e  ward also has a good social infrastructure . A lthough it consists
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overwhelm ingly o f  council estates, nearly every property  has double-glazing and 
central heating. M ost flats have security en try  phones and  new lifts. T h e  area is 
ado rned  w ith gentrified lam p posts and litterbins, and it bo rders the p leasant tree- 
lined open spaces o f V ictoria Park. Som e o f the tow er blocks have concierges: 
24 -hou r po rters, always black, w ho are supposed to  look after the blocks. T h ere  is 
a high p roportion  o f old people’s hom es in the w ard, and  the L abour Party  has the 
votes in such places virtually sewn up.”

Yet, despite a w idespread belief am ong the Left that L abou r had the w hole area 
‘sewn u p ’, this was exactly the type o f political intelligence, followed by well 
p lanned  activity, tha t eventually enabled the B N P to attrac t suppo rt am ongst 
sections o f the w hite working class com m unity in Tower H am lets. C om pared  to  the 
Left, the relative sophistication, aligned to the clum siness o f the local authority , 
cu lm inated  in the shock breakthrough for the F ar Right w ith the election o f  D erek 
B eackon in O ctober 1993.
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3.3

T H E  E N F IE L D  'STING',  1990
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If the B N P had cause to  regard the m ilitants w ith growing anxiety, behind the scenes 
the authorities had also begun to display signs o f  concern. As the driving force behind 
L ondon AFA, Red Action was, as they say, already ‘known to the police’. D uring 
negotiations for the first R em em brance D ay m arch in 1986, when the AFA 
negotiators m ade it clear that they w anted to m arch and lay a w reath at the C enotaph, 
the police com m ander was candid about his concerns: “W hat if, w hen we let you get 
there [the C enotaph) you decide you w ant to stay there? W hat do we do then?”

T h e  com m ander accepted sincere reassurances from the genuinely law-abiding 
elem ents on the AFA negotiating team  that they w ould never conceive o f doing 
anything so underhand , bu t then  asked, “C an  any o f you speak for Red Action? It is, 
as I understand  it, their sworn duty  to try  and rip the heads off their opponents 
whenever they see them ?” N o  d oub t w hat was in the m ind o f police strategists was 
a possible repeat o f the rio t at Red L ion Square in June 1974 w hen, unwisely, police 
had allowed a N ational F ron t and  an  anti-V ietnam  war dem onstration  to converge, 
w ith fatal results for dem onstrato r Kevin Gately w ho was killed in the ideological 
collision. So, as far as police were concerned, bo th  AFA and  the N F  assem bling at 
the C enotaph  was ou t o f the question. M oreover, to avoid any possible clash with 
the N F  approaching from Victoria, AFA was forced to  rally on the o ther side o f the 
river as well. Any w reath laying could be carried ou t by a lone AFA representative, 
police insisted. However, w hen police im plied AFA m ight also have to  m arch behind 
the Peace Pledge U nion  at about 4pm , even though  the call was to assemble at noon, 
the Red Action fundam entalist reputation  was fully exploited, this tim e to the benefit 
o f the AFA side. N ow  it was the anti-fascists tu rn  to  play hardball.

“If  you [police] insist on being unreasonable, there is the possibility dem onstrators 
might be re-directed or lured by m ilitant elem ents (a.k.a. ‘Red A ction’) away fi-om 
Trafalgar Square to where the N F  would be assem bling in Victoria. If  this was to 
happen the responsibility w ould rest with you.” T his was no t so im plausible a vista 
that the police could afford to ignore it. Indeed, this is m ore o r less exactiy w hat w ould 
happen three years later, anyway. So after a brief recess, police negotiators re turned  
w ithout dem ur to the business o f properly accom m odating AFA within the schedule.

T h is fundam entalist character a ttribu ted  exclusively to RA in 1986 w ould, w ithin 
a year o f the 1989 re-launch , be extended to  include L ondon  AFA as a whole. A nd, 
even while fully aware and  accepting o f  the creeping surveillance tha t cam e w ith it, 
leading ‘players’ were nonetheless taken aback by the elaborate na tu re  o f the plot



m ounted  against them  prio r to  a p lanned N F  m arch in Enfield, n o rth  L ondon  on 
18th A ugust 1990.

In the run up AFA, already conscious o f N F  plans bu t not too concerned, were 
contacted through an interm ediary and invited to a planning m eeting called by the 
local Labour Party. At the meeting the AFA representatives listened politely to what 
was being said. Throughout, the emphasis on there being ‘no violence on the day’ 
preceded or ended every single contribution by both L abour Party and SW P 
mem bers. Wholly in line with this pacifist approach the SW P publicly declared their 
intention to assemble, no t at the train station the N F  were expected to exit from, bu t 
at another one, two miles down the line. At this, an AFA m em ber pointed ou t that such 
a plan would concede the initiative entirely to the N F: “Tactically is it no t far better, 
surely, to assemble the counter-dem o an hour or more prior to the m arch at the station 
the N F  are to exit from, if the intention is to disrupt the m arch?” T here were no takers. 
As the atm osphere at the meeting was anything bu t cordial, the AFA representatives 
left, quite mystified as to why they had been invited in the first place. N otw ithstanding 
the reception, militants decided to mobilise anyway, with T he Silver Bullet pub, outside 
Finsbury Park station in north  London, selected as the AFA re-direction point.

T h e  pub  being firmly within w hat AFA regarded as its dom ain  (a m ere 30-m inute  
train  ride from  Enfield) and , given the short tim e limit betw een the decision to 
organise and the day itself, there was thought to  be little risk o f plans being leaked 
w hich m ight result in chance encounters w ith the opposition. B ut, despite this, the 
usual precautions were taken. As the m ilitants began to assem ble, reports began to 
trickle in from  scouts o f a certain  am oun t o f suspect characters being spo tted  in the 
vicinity. W ithin m inutes it was evident to  the organisers that som ething untow ard 
was going on , bu t what? Before long the instinct o f the AFA scouts was thoroughly 
vindicated.

Joe; “I was outside the pub making some final arrangem ents when som eone brushed 
passed me. I thought he looked familiar bu t couldn’t place him. As he cam e back out 
it suddenly dawned on me he had been at the m eeting in Enfield. I first called ou t to 
him  but he ignored me so I signalled to stewards to stop him. H e was grabbed 
immediately. Someone else who appeared to be with him  just kept walking as if 
nothing had happened. Obviously som ething was badly amiss. T he  other one now 
being held by the scrufif of the neck and visibly nervous first tried to deny ever being 
at the Enfield meeting and generally tried to bluff his way out. Realising in mid-blufif, 
so to speak, he was digging him self deeper, he m ade a sudden a break for it, with such 
desperation he stepped clean out o f his jacket one of the lads had been holding him  up 
by. At that very m om ent the train pulled in, so we had a decision to make: either give 
chase, catch the train, or abort the operation. A little troubled, we got on the train.”

O n arrival in Enfield, AFA stayed well w ithin the station confines w aiting to  see if 
o thers would show their hand. T hey  did no t have long to wait. A part from  the an ti
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fascists, the station  was totally deserted  w hen a b londe w om an in her m id-th irties 
walked through the crow d as if to  get to  the platform .

Joe: “ I w atched her go and  nex t thing I saw her re-em erge and walk tow ards the 
exit. She looked anxious and  edgy. I did no t d iscount the possibility she m ight just 
have been in tim idated  by the appearance o f o u r lot hanging around . B ut I p u t a tail 
on her just in case. It was no great surprise w hen the rep o rt cam e back th a t she had 
disappeared  into a nearby tim ber yard to  be greeted there by a m an , probably 
police, clearly waiting for her to re tu rn .”

Shortly  after, the first police vans arrived outside the station. AFA now  knew the 
identity  o f the ‘operatives’ at T h e  Silver Bullet. (T his was confirm ed later w hen a 
van that had taken on passengers at T h e  Silver Bullet was stopped  and searched on 
the motorway.) W ith the cover blow n it was decided to  abandon  the station and 
head  for the tow n. Eyebrows were fu rther raised w hen along the way a contingent 
o f B N P (including leading B N P  activist R obert Jarvis) were spo tted  lurking in a 
pub  doorway. O dder still, w hen AFA got to the tow n centre, it was noticed tha t the 
SW P counter-dem o, in addition  to m obilising m ore than  a mile away, had also 
selected a cul-de-sac for their assem bly point. F o r the m ilitants this m eant any 
advantage o f m ingling w ithin a larger gathering to  avoid draw ing undue  attention  
was ou t o f the question. For, once in there, there was no way out. Looking, then, 
to  set up a base o f operations and get off the street at least tem porarily, the an ti
fascists moved to  a pub , bu t were hardly inside the doo r before being inform ed the 
“pub  was open to locals only.” T h e  sam e scenario was acted  ou t in o ther pubs in 
the area. Evidently, a degree o f forw'ard planning had been m oun ted  to keep AFA 
on the streets and  visible. B ut to w hat end , activists w ondered?

A nd, if T h e  Silver Bullet had been ‘busy’, the area the m ilitants now  found 
them selves in was alive w ith intrigue. A cam era m oun ted  on a tripod  was spo tted  
through a second floor w indow  o f an auctioneer’s office, while a m iddle-aged 
couple m ost people w ouldn’t norm ally take a second look at, h im  com plete w ith 
sporting  blazer and  badge crest, were seen com m unicating  by radio. W orse still, 
m ore obvious players in sm all groups, w hether police o r fascist sym pathisers -  and  
anti-fascists co u ld n ’t tell w hich -  seem ed to be everywhere. T h e  m ore obvious had 
been  confron ted  and even photographed  by AFA intelligence officers. T h e ir  
resulting nervousness m ade the m ilitants all the m ore uneasy. Television crew s were 
also in evidence. B ut w hat were they doing here w hen the N F  m arch  was 
assem bling elsewhere, organisers w ondered?

O ne cam eram an blatantly  film ing AFA personnel was challenged. “W ho are you 
working for m ate?” “ M etropolitan  Police,” he replied calmly. T h e n  the chief stew ard 
was inform ed the crew from  IT N  had  been  overheard discussing the im m inent 
possibility o f ‘troub le ’, at a tim e w hen AFA knew the N F  had  no t even fully 
assem bled, and were still m ore than  a couple o f m iles away. All suddenly  becam e
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clear w hen, u nder the noses o f outw ardly unconcerned  police lounging in carriers, 
the small gang o f B N P w ho had been spotted  earlier suddenly reappeared  and , led 
by Jarvis, brazenly m arched dow n the m iddle o f the road against the traffic and 
direcdy tow ard the m uch larger anti-fascist grouping. Im m ediately responding  to 
the challenge som e AFA stewards began to advance tow ard them .

Joe: “ Suddenly the appearance of Jarvis and the B N P m ade sense. H is role 
seem ed to be to  provide police with the pretext to  wade in once battle was joined. 
W hich m eant everything w ould conveniently be captured  on cam era. To coun ter 
this I im m ediately ordered  everyone to step back into the m arket square, right 
am ong the shoppers and stalls, w hich w ould provide us w ith som e cover. At least if 
it kicked off in here it could no t be recorded on video. A nd then , in  the confusion, 
w ho could say w ith any accuracy w hat had happened? Sure enough, as soon as we 
pulled  back, Jarvis, seeing our in tent, halted.”

A fterwards it em erged the N F  had been d irected by police to m arch in the 
opposite d irection, and so to  m ilitants it was blindingly obvious the com plex police 
undercover m obilisation in the town centre was nothing to do w ith ‘law and  o rd e r’ 
and  everything to  do w ith en trapm ent. AFA were the target, the N F /B N P  m ere 
bait. How  m uch collusion there had been betw een the organisers o f  the m eeting  to 
w hich AFA was invited and the police operation was also a concern . In  addition  to 
the initial incident, Jarvis was also overheard suggesting tha t “we can get in to  them  
now if you d o n ’t nick u s” to a police officer, w ho laughed. T h e  order was given for 
AFA to pull out. O ne activist described it later as “like stepping ou t from  u n d er a 
noose.” W ithin m inutes o f the AFA w ithdrawal being confirm ed, fascists attacked 
the rem aining anti-racists including the SWP.

T h e  M et had  announced  their arrival as the new kids on the block. F rom  now on, 
as well as dealing w ith violent parties like the N F, BNP, and B lood & H onour, AFA 
had yet ano ther adversary to deal with. T he  price for failing to deal adequately  w ith 
the new  arrivals becam e clear a m onth  to the day o f the failed sting in Enfield, as 
explained in the next chapter.

R eturn ing  to  w hat was by now m ore fam iliar terrain, AFA again attacked the B N P 
during  a by-election m eeting in Weavers Field on W ednesday night, 22nd A ugust. 
T h o u g h  bo th  the B N P and police were better p repared this tim e, AFA still m ade 
its presence felt, both  before and after the m eeting. T he  subsequent reports o f 
d isorder led Bow and Poplar M P, M ildred G ordon , to observe that B N P m eetings 
could hardly be regarded as legitim ate ‘public’ events, as “police have to escort 
them  [BNP] to their private m eetings” {Dockland’s Recorder, 30th A ugust 1990).

Local fascists were particularly  appalled to discover m ilitants loitering in the 
vicinity o f Bethnal G reen R oad and  casually drinking outside the nearest B N P  pub , 
T h e  Sun. A lm ost as p u t ou t were som e local youngsters. “Wait until the B N P tu rn  
up,” they threatened. “W e’re here,” cam e the am used reply, “bu t w here are they?”
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T H E  A U T H O R IT IE S  S H O W  T H E IR  H A N D ,  

1990
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N icolas V incenzio ‘N icky’ C rane, a 6ft 2in heavily built and  ta ttooed  bonehead , 
began his career as a front-line fascist in the late 1970s as a m em ber o f the British 
M ovem ent. H e first cam e to  prom inence in 1978 w hen he led an attack  by 200 
skinheads on the Asian com m unity  around  Brick Lane. In 1980 he was b randed  as 
“w orse than  an an im al” by a judge at the O ld Bailey w hen sentencing him  to 12 
m onths for an unprovoked attack  w ith a bottle  on a black family w aiting at a bus 
stop. D uring  the 1980s C rane  served two fu rther prison term s for politically 
m otivated and violent offences. D uring  one four-year sentence for organising an 
attack  by up  to  one h u nd red  skinheads on a largely black cinem a queue in 
W oolwich, he lost any possibility o f rem ission after he attacked and badly injured a 
num ber o f prison officers w ith a m etal tray. In betw een prison term s, he had served 
on the L eader G uard  o f the B ritish M ovem ent, was a key N ational F ron t activist, 
and later Ian S tu a r t’s righ t-hand  m an as head o f security  for the B&H organisation. 
By appearance and  repu tation  he was the epitom e o f right-w ing idealism: fascist 
icon and  poster boy.

So, no t surprisingly, w hen he was spo tted  by som e AFA m em bers in the vicinity 
o f the annual Bloody Sunday com m em oration  rally, an event routinely targeted  by 
the R ight, they autom atically  assum ed he was up to no good. H e was im m ediately 
confron ted  b u t, after a b rie f scuffle, m anaged to  get away. T h a t m ight have been 
that, b u t no t long afterw ards he was again spo tted  in the back o f a black cab, and 
all im portan tly  heading back in to  the area. It being a Saturday afternoon , aligned 
to  the d isrup tion  caused by the m archers, traffic in K ilburn  H igh R oad, w hich was 
bad at the best o f tim es, was near gridlock. W ithin seconds the cab was su rrounded , 
and the driver was ordered  to open the back doors. D espite pu tting  up a fierce 
resistance. C rane  was overw helm ed and  dragged ou t. By the tim e police in tervened 
he was already unconscious. Identified by a nu m b er o f  eyew itnesses, three AFA 
m em bers were arrested  at the scene. O n M onday 18th S eptem ber 1990, at W ood 
G reen  C row n C o u rt, in spite o f the adm ission o f perjury by one police officer, they 
were jailed for a total o f eleven years.

In  her sum m ing up, the judge, w ho incidentally was Jewish, p u t C ran e’s own 
record  totally to  one side, stating tha t, in her opin ion, the actions o f the defendants 
did m ost dam age to  the rule o f law and  as a consequence carried  the g reater



potential th reat to the status quo. “T hough  we m ight find the political a ttitudes of 
M r C rane repellent, nevertheless it is your actions tha t will cause them  to w in, and 
then  we have anarchy.” T h e  real gravity o f the offence in the eyes o f  the judge, as 
she m ade clear, was no t the physical dam age inflicted on C rane, w ho had  alm ost 
im m ediately discharged him self from hospital, bu t the political single-m indedness 
o f the attackers, who attacked with such disregard for the law tha t the scenes, as 
dam ningly described by witnesses (w hich included an off duty  soldier) carried the 
stam p o f a latter-day lynching. T hose jailed included a tw enty-one year old Irish 
build ing w orker w ith no previous convictions who got three years, while an 
unem ployed tw enty-tw o year old and a hospital po rter aged tw enty-four were bo th  
sen tenced to serve four years each. As Red A ction no ted  at the tim e, the an ti
fascists collectively got five m ore years than the six-year sentence handed  dow n in 
the sam e week to  a pim p convicted of repeatedly beating a w om an around  the head 
w ith a ham m er.

Tellingly, as w ith the convictions in Rochdale, the official AFA sta tem en t appealed 
no t for clem ency bu t for solidarity: “T h e  prisoners m ade no apology for their 
actions then  nor do they do so now. W hat they do need, and w hat we ask on their 
behalf, is for your support, political, m oral, and financial. Financial suppo rt in cases 
o f this kind is o f course m andatory  and som ething tha t at the end o f the day we in 
AFA guarantee. All donations to help them  or their family are gratefully received. 
W hat is perhaps even m ore im portan t in the long run , with the fascists once again 
lim bering up across E urope, is that they receive your political support, are seen to 
get it, and  tha t you and  your organisation are seen to be willing to give it.”

A n AFA Welfare F und  was im m ediately established to offer financial and  m oral 
support to the activists on the inside, w ith a ‘welfare officer’ appoin ted  to fund
raise, coordinate visits and handle the p risoners’ affairs on the outside, as required . 
A le tter w ritten from  gaol by one o f the AFA prisoners, Tony D ., explained the 
im portance o f this work: “As a person currently  serving a four-year prison sentence 
for anti-fascist activity, I w ould like to  let people know the need and im portance  of 
an effective support group. People w ho suffer at the hands o f  the courts, w hether in 
the form  o f a fine or im prisonm ent, m ust be supported  w ith bo th  m oral and 
financial support. F rom  personal experience, I can let people know how im portan t 
this support is to those w ho find themselves im prisoned. S upport com es in m any 
form s, through the letters and cards sent in, through to the financial suppo rt w hich 
allows m e prison luxuries such as radio, books, daily new spapers and toiletries. It 
m ay no t sound  like a lot to som eone w ho has never served a prison sentence, b u t 
to  a prisoner it makes life bearable. So I w ould like to thank those w ho have show n 
support for m e in whatever form . I would also like to appeal to  people to  help the 
support group in w hatever way they can. N o t just for m e, bu t for anybody 
who com es before the courts through anti-fascist activities.” Im m ediately on his
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release, Tony got re-involved. H e w ould later go on to  becom e the organiser for the 
L ondon  area.

If  it h ad n ’t been obvious before, then it was certainly obvious now, tha t AFA could 
expect little sym pathy from  the Left. A lthough, w ithin less than  18 m onths o f  the 
m ilitants’ conviction, the A N L  w ould re-launch, and in the wake o f that the entire 
Left w ould rally to the anti-fascist cause, it is rem arkable tha t at the tim e n o t a 
single organisation, publicly o r privately, offered political or financial su p p o rt to  the 
prisoners o r their families. Indeed , w hen the m atte r was raised by an  AFA 
sym pathiser du ring  a T roops O u t M ovem ent b ranch  m eeting in K ilburn , he was left 
s tunned  w hen w hat concerns were expressed focused on the recovery, and  general 
w ell-being o f N icolas Crane!

T h ere  can be little d oub t tha t the longest sentences handed  dow n for anti-fascist 
activity were in tended  to  serve as bo th  w arning and deterren t. T h e  judge’s ra ther 
ex traordinary  sum m ing up d id  little to  disguise the political elem ent in the 
sentencing. T h is  tacit declaration  o f hostilities, coupled w ith the experience in 
Enfield, was no t likely to  be som ething the m ilitan t leadership w ould, o r could 
afford to, ignore. In tru th , if sentences o f this m agnitude were now to be considered 
the no rm , then far greater care w ould have to be taken a) to  avoid arrest, b) to 
ensure each activist had  d ru m m ed  into them  the im portance  o f no t co-operating in 
any fashion once arrested , and  c) the m anagem ent o f the defence cases w ould need 
to be politically supervised, p rio r to them  being placed in the hands o f professional 
advocates.

T h is m eant that following alm ost every arrest thereafter, a senior AFA m em ber 
w ould be designated to supervise, politically, the runn ing  o f the cam paign for 
acquittal, unbeknow n to legal team s, solicitors and barristers w ith w hom  the 
defendants were supposedly w orking in tandem . A m ong o ther things, this involved 
the establishm ent o f the correct ‘facts’, the procuring  o f w itnesses to suppo rt the 
appropriate  o rder o f events plus the coaching o f said w im esses, som etim es p rio r to 
any statem ents being m ade to  a defence solicitor. Even on  a m inor charge, in o rder 
to avoid a valued activist clocking up a series o f convictions tha t m ight eventually 
lead to jail o r im pede the g ranting  o f bail, som e form  or o ther o f the process w ould 
be im plem ented.

As it happens, the p rototype for such a level o f interference in judicial m atters had  
been established two years earlier w hen a Blaggers gig in T elford in the West 
M idlands was infiltrated by a large num ber o f B lood & H on o u r boneheads. T h e ir 
leader, it was repo rted , was seen brandishing a knife. A lready heavily ou tnum bered , 
the stew ards decided to  initiate the action while they still had  the chance. As the 
leading skinhead re-entered  the gig, a senior stew ard snatched  the b lade from  his 
back pocket. In the m elee tha t followed, the ow ner o f  the knife was stabbed  a 
n u m b er o f  tim es in the face w ith his own w eapon. H is com panion  was also h u rt.
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Police descended on the gig and a large num bers o f arrests followed. A  staggering 
forty w itness statem ents were collected. It also quickly becam e clear that, together 
w ith those supplied by m em bers o f the public and B&H supporters , a num ber o f 
com prom ising statem ents by peripheral AFA supporters had been accum ulated  by 
the police, w ith one m ilitant in particu lar being fingered for the stabbing.

A cutely alert to the consequences, the L ondon AFA leadership prom ptly  offered 
an am nesty to  anyone who may have co-operated in any fashion w ith police to  allow 
AFA officers access to identical evidence that they had provided to  police. M ore 
than  anything, w hat they w anted was to  gauge how the case against the accused 
looked from  a prosecution  standpoint. To general astonishm ent, the m ost dam aging 
sta tem ent by far was by the stew ard’s own brother.

Joe: “From  a prosecution viewpoint his sta tem ent w ould, we knew, be regarded as 
invaluable by the investigating officers in the M idlands, once they had a chance to  
assess the case. A nd they w ould also realise, if they could force him  to m ake a 
sta tem en t, it was just as likely others could force him  to retract it. So the chances 
w ere they w ould try and m ake the statem ent w atertight o r m aybe even pu t him  in 
som e form  o f protective custody until the trial. So, on the M onday n ight, he was 
inform ed he w ould no t be re turn ing  to his flat in n o rth  L ondon , as alternative 
accom m odation  had been provided for him  south o f the river. Som eone else w ould 
pick up his stuff, he was told. I t proved to  be a prescient m anoeuvre. O n W ednesday 
m orn ing  at Tam, at the request o f their colleagues in the M idlands, the M et cam e 
calling, only to  find the p rosecu tion’s principle w itness had  vanished. A nd, in spite 
o f the huge num ber of o ther eyewitness accounts, so successfully thereafter did 
AFA m uddy the w aters, even when the suspect was actually arrested  tha t O ctober, 
the case against him  and two others never m ade it to  trial.”

A subtle variation in the coaching o f w itnesses for the defence cam e in 1992, w hen 
AFA w ent fu rther by supplying w itnesses for the prosecution. In M arch 1992 the 
trial o f the ‘Brick Lane F our’ collapsed on day one at Southw ark C row n C o u rt. Just 
a m on th  later, one o f the defendants, a p rom inent RA lieu tenan t, was charged w ith 
G B H  w ith in ten t. T he  charges followed an incident in a pub  in H ertfo rdsh ire  
rum oured  to have been used by the BNP. ‘A’ was chatting  w ith colleagues w hen he 
was subject to an unprovoked attack from behind by one o f the bouncers working 
the door. T h e  melee that followed cost the bouncer m ost o f his teeth and  a £ 5 ,0 0 0  
bill for reconstructive dental surgery. Police were on the scene so quickly it was 
concluded they m ust have been on their way before the attack was launched. 
Im m ediate  coun ter-m easures w ere called for. Investigating detectives were 
delighted w hen a num ber o f eyewitnesses stepped forward to offer an unusually 
articulate and lucid account o f events. It was only w hen the C PS carefully studied  
the transcrip ts did problem s em erge that proved im possible to ignore: the m ost 
persuasive and cohesive account thoroughly exonerated the two AFA m em bers
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police had already charged. T h e  case never m ade it to co u rt and  all charges were 
d ropped  in A ugust 1992.

As such, the overall effectiveness o f the AFA anti-crim inalisation  m easures can be 
gauged by the high ratio o f acquittals thereafter, m ore often than  no t as a result o f 
the defence being b e tte r p repared  than  die p rosecution . O ne AFA m em ber in 
particu lar tu rn ed  the tactic o f  perverting  the course o f justice alm ost in to  an art 
form . W ell-built and handsom e, o f m ixed race and  a one-tim e (junior) m em ber o f 
the A m erican Black P anther Party, he no t only secured his own acquittals on 
num erous occasions bu t also lent his expertise to  others. To those w ho knew  him 
his appearance in the w itness box, dressed m aybe in a roll neck pullover under 
denim  dungarees, looking for all the w orld, as one pu t it, “ Mike som e p resen ter off 
o f Blue Peter,'” could be cringe making. B ut like a good m ethod  actor, he adap ted  to 
each twist and  tu rn  in the trial entirely in character.

O n one m em orable occasion in C row n C o u rt, diis tim e on charges o f allegedly 
bashing a bus inspector w ho had had the tem erity  to  rip dow n an AFA poster, he 
becam e involved in a battle o f wits w ith the prosecutor. T he  latter, knowing tha t a 
verdict was unlikely w ithout his cracking the facade o f open-eyed w onder, p roduced  
the lovingly handcrafted  cosh: “Have you seen this before, M r J?” “N o , sir, I have 
no t,” cam e the reply. “W ould you take it in your hand  for a m om ent?” offering C. 
the w eapon. N ow  the p rosecu tor w ould, no do u b t, have been privy to his adversary 
being ‘know n to the police’ and was striving to see this side o f  the defendan t’s 
character surface by creating the pretext for the jury to  see the defendant arm ed 
w ith a cosh in hand . Instantly  recognising the ploy bu t unable  to refuse outrigh t, C. 
took hold  o f the w eapon as instructed , no t by the handle as the p rosecu tor had 
an ticipated , bu t by the base. It was akin to a build ing  labourer picking up a shovel 
by the blade. “G enius, pure genius,” som eone chuckled in the public gallery. It 
resulted in yet ano ther ‘n o t guilty’ to  add to his already extensive cu rricu lum  vitae. 
W hen  the law did catch  up w ith h im  eventually in the late 1990s, the judge all bu t 
apologised to  him  for having to  send him  dow n, convinced as he was tha t he had  
‘been  led astray’ by others!

Perhaps, though , the u ltim ate  illustration  o f m ilitan t ingenuity  and  ru th lessness 
in dealing w ith the au thorities is the cu rious case o f  Dave H ann . O riginally  hailing 
from  B ristol, and  a one-tim e associate o f the Bristol C ity  football firm , he 
con tac ted  Red A ction soon after falling foul o f the C helsea H ead h u n ters  a ttack  on 
the R em em brance D ay m arch in 1987. A p lasterer by profession, he was quickly 
ch ristened  ‘Dave C ap ’, because o f the perennial headgear, a vain a ttem p t to 
conceal a th inn ing  pate. O nce he divested h im self o f  the cap he was, w ith 
characteristic  sensitivity, re-ch ris tened  ‘B aldy’. G enerally  he took the ribb ing  w ith 
good natu re  and  slotted sm oothly into the hard -d rink ing  lifestyle o f R ed A ction 
m em bers in the no rth  L ondon  area.
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As a result o f a rom antic en tanglem ent that began on the annual RA trip  to 
Belfast, H ann  moved up north . O n one o f his first outings he alm ost lost an  eye in 
a gouging incident w hen, along with som e o ther security stewards at a M anchester 
M artyrs social, he was sucked into an im m ense brawl involving an entire w edding 
party  w hich was taking place dow nstairs at the sam e venue. T h is som ew hat com ical 
situation resulted from  M atty, the com bustible lead singer o f  T h e  Blaggers, 
m istaking one event for the other. O n his being refused entry  he exchanged insults, 
then punches, w ith those working the door. C ue reinforcem ents from  upstairs.

A long w ith G erry  M . and John H ., H ann  w ent on to form  p art o f  the trium virate 
that ran RA in M anchester and was hugely influential w ithin the AFA N o rth e rn  
N etw ork.

A call one m orning in early April 1995 set the alarm  bells ringing for AFA 
intelligence. Dave H ann  was on a charge o f robbery and  was expecting to  go down. 
H e had  been arrested  a year previously, bu t had concealed it from  nearly everyone, 
and  particularly  from the de facto leadership in L ondon. Only w ith tim e runn ing  ou t 
and  im plications o f doing serious jail tim e to the forefront o f his m ind did he decide 
to  com e clean, confessing all to  his M anchester co-organiser G erry  M . As G erry  
told it: “You could see the fear in his eyes, he knew he was going to jail.” A lthough 
D. had been operating  in the South  East firom the early 1990s, for many, including 
the F ar Right, he continued  to  be regarded as the city’s forem ost anti-fascist, and  it 
was to him  that G erry  tu rned  to for advice. It was an alarm ing story. N o t only had  
H ann  been arrested and charged with street robbery, the actual trial was due 
shortly. A hefty sentence apart, w hat m ade the affair even m ore politically toxic was 
tha t the victim  o f the robbery was probably gay. O r, in o ther words, a m em ber o f  a 
m inority  ordinarily targeted by bigots and fascists, the very people anti-fascism  was 
ostensibly there to protect. S hort o f being accused o f Jew -baiting, ‘Paki-bashing’ or 
w ife-beating, this was about as bad as it could get.

H ann , G erry  believed, had belatedly com e clean in the expectation that the 
inform ation w ould be passed on to L ondon, and that the ‘dark a rts ’ em ployed so 
successfully to  get others off the hook would now be used to save his neck. 
T hrow m g h im self at Red A ction’s m ercy was a fairly desperate ploy, b u t as it 
happened  H ann  had the devil’s own luck.

In the m onths prio r to the H ann  disclosure, a num ber o f reports indicating a 
specific m terest in the anti-fascist scene in M anchester had  been picked up by AFA 
intelligence. Taken individually, each incident w ould have been regarded as a 
curiosity and  nothing m ore. B ut when judged against the light o f  the m ost recent 
disclosure, a pa ttern  began to reveal itself. First off, there was the letter to  form er 
AFA front-line fighter L iam  H effernan, then serving a 23-year sentence in Long 
K esh for conspiracy to cause explosions, m em bership  o f  die IN L A  and  o ther 
offences. A M anchester-based journalist, Peter Walsh, fully aware o f  H effernan ’s
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political lineage, was inviting him  ‘to tell his side o f the sto ry ’. N o t too  surprising 
on  the face o f it. But w hat created  the first tingle o f suspicion was tha t W alsh’s real 
in terest, as he m ade plain, was no t in exploring how an English working class lad 
had  ended  up in Long K esh, sharing a wing in the high security  prison w ith some 
o f the m ost dangerous political prisoners in E urope, b u t ra ther the political journey 
tha t led to his involvem ent w ith them  to begin w ith. Som ew hat perversely from  a 
journalistic po in t o f  view, it was the M anchester/L ondon  anti-fascist, ra ther than 
the M anchester/L ong K esh R epublican angle, he expressed the greater in terest in 
picking over. Instantly  suspicious, H effernan passed on the in troducto ry  le tter to 
AFA, and  within an h o u r o f receiving it AFA intelligence was aware th a t Peter Walsh 
was widely regarded in police circles as an asset.

O n the back o f  this nugget o f inform ation AFA intelligence then  got a tip-off from  
independent researcher L arry  O ’H ara. A ru m o u r was going a round  the BBC that 
Panorama were p reparing to  ‘do a n u m b er’ on Red Action. “ D o you know anything 
about it?” O ’H ara inquired. A week later, an Asian BBC researcher and long-tim e 
AFA sym pathiser confirm ed the existence o f the rum our. Feeling hum iliated  and 
possibly betrayed by the high profile arrest o f Pat H ayes, G erry  G able had  been 
heard to  declare his am bition to ‘get Red A ction’. Following the call to  D ., all these 
apparently  abstract bits o f intelligence were now being pulled  together.

T h ere  was som ething else tha t only now seem ed to  m ake sense. In  N ovem ber 
1994, Dave H ann  had conducted  an interview  w ith the BBC N ew s outside Old 
Trafford football g round . H is appearance was as a result o f his involvem ent in a 
football/anti-fascist fanzine called Red Attitude, sponsored by AFA. However, 
am ong fellow anti-fascists, the interview  raised eyebrows for a nu m b er o f reasons. 
For any AFA activist to agree to  a face-to-cam era interview  was inexplicable. It 
jeopardised any fu ture  street w ork in w hich he m ight be involved, no t to  m ention 
runn ing  the possibility o f being identified retrospectively for operations he m ight 
previously have been engaged in. In addition , the subject m atte r was regarded as 
p retty  th in , and certainly no t com m ensura te  w ith the level o f personal risk it 
involved. B ut thin story or no t, H ann  had apparently  been  convinced it was 
w orthw hile and  the com m issioning ed ito r seem ingly had  sufficient clou t for the 
interview  to feature on the BBC N ine O ’Clock News.

An investigation into the chronology beh ind  H an n ’s television deb u t was now 
ordered . Again w ithin a m atte r o f hou rs AFA knew the identity  o f  the BBC contac t. 
It tu rn ed  ou t to  be one o f the original ‘S q u ad ’, Steve Tilzey. T hough  once popular, 
he had over the years slithered dow n the food chain and  was by now held  in the 
sam e esteem  as any o ther lowly Searchlight factotum .

After som e further digging it em erged that in the initial arrangem ent w ith the BBC, 
Tilzey was to do the interview himself, bu t for som e reason o r o ther pulled ou t at the 
very last m om ent. And so, sporting a silly Russian fur hat com plete with earflaps.
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H ann , already on bail for robbery, was deputised by Tilzey in his stead. For people 
w ho had learned no t to believe in coincidences, swift conclusions were drawn.

Instantly, AFA intelligence saw the N ovem ber BBC interview  as pivotal. T h is  was 
because, as a result o f it, Dave H ann had been elevated to  the position o f  AFA 
national spokesperson. In  the absence o f o ther contenders, for all the obvious 
reasons, he was now effectively the organisation’s public face. F rom  there it w ould 
only be a sho rt step and jum p to in troduce him as ‘AFA leader’. (And by a curious 
coincidence ‘leader’ was a position H ann  would award h im self in his autobiography 
a decade later.*)

By now  it was accepted that som e so rt o f m edia attack on m ilitan t anti-fascism  as 
a w hole was looking likely. I f  so, the obvious dam age lim itation form ula tha t m ight 
have been available to AFA -  reducing H ann to  the ranks retrospectively -  had 
already been closed off. T h e  Tilzey/BBC ploy had seen to  that. M oreover, it very 
m uch  looked like H ann , o r to pu t it m ore accurately his anticipated conviction, was

* In a book called No Retreat, co-written with Steve Tilzey (and published in 2004), Hann 
deliberately glossed over when he actually joined RA and prevaricated about his reasons for 
leaving, implying his expulsion was based on his principled opposition to calls for AFA to 
adopt a new approach. In an interview to promote the book, he shamelessly allowed himself 
to be presented as an ‘AFA founder mem ber’, accusing the real founders o f being cowards 
who had ‘betrayed the anti-fascist m ovement’. “I strongly believe that several senior RA 
m em bers were no longer up for the physical side of things anymore, and as a result steered 
AFA in a less confrontational direction. Hence the formation of the IWCA [Independent 
Working Class Association].” (Interview ww'w.fullfrontalrecordings.co.uk)

As might be expected, this self-serving alibi cum epitaph does not stand up to m uch scrutiny. 
As our chronology demonstrates, it was not AFA but the BNP that abandoned the fight for 
dominion of the streets in early 1994. As a result, by 1996 there was hardly anyone left to fight. 
IWCA pilot schemes meanwhile did not become operational until 1997. In Newtown in 
Birmingham, a nascent IWCA branch, spearheaded by front-line AFA fighters in the Midlands 
region, grabbed media headlines with the launch of an anti-mugging campaign, while in 
Hatfield in Hertfordshire a former AFA activist D.P. shook New Labour by snatching 1,100 
votes {50% of their total), in a county council election. And it was not until 1998, a full four 
years after the BNP threw in the towel, that similar IWCA schemes were formed in London. 
However, it is certainly true that in the mid-1990s, when discussions about the need for militant 
anti-fascism to adopt a more holistic outlook were first mooted, speculation as to the real 
motivation of the sponsors was rife in some circles. AFA appeared to be on the crest o f a wave 
at the time, and many could not accept the BNP had decisively changed strategy and, even if 
they had, that it would amount to much in terms of votes. Consequendy, outside of the militant 
anti-fascist core, the forecast that they would swiftly become ‘the radical alternative’ was widely 
derided. But there are few serious commentators who doubt their potential to do so toda}’.
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to  play the role o f anchoring the m edia offensive. W ith  H ann  likely jailed, for 
‘m ugging gays’ no less, the street orien tated  modus operandi o f AFA and  Red A ction 
could be cast in an altogether different light: no t just politically extrem e (H ayes, 
H effernan) bu t crim inally deviant (H ann , N oonan). Should  they pull it off 
Panorama w ould have m anaged som ething World in Action  had  tried  and  failed to 
do two years earlier. W hich is to  say, sterilise AFA ’s grow ing influence and  place the 
entire m ilitant netw ork in political quarantine.

M eanw hile, by concealing his arrest, from  bo th  RA and AFA, H ann  w ould have 
know n he had com m itted  a sackable offence.

Any contac t w ith the authorities, no m atter how  trivial, was to  be passed on to a 
superior. T h e  thinking beh ind  the general o rder was an a ttem pt to  avoid precisely 
the situation H ann  had pu t h im self in: an activist leaving him  o r herself open to 
m anipulation , and the entire organisation com prom ised as a result. G uilty as 
charged was the only possible reason to  conceal so serious a risk to his liberty from 
com rades. N or did it help H an n ’s case w hen it cam e to light tha t his co-accused, 
M ark, a shadow y figure on the AFA periphery , had  seem ingly developed a fondness 
for m ugging students. A no ther ru m o u r o f  a serious assault in a bar called T he  
Salutation in w hich a studen t was stabbed  in the neck w ith a broken bo ttle  and lost 
p a rt o f an ear, and in w hich H ann  was involved, was also looked at in a new light. 
O ne way or the o ther, H ann  was finished politically, regardless o f the outcom e of 
the tr ia l.T h e  prim ary  concern  was to  avoid having his undoub ted  guilt being hung 
around  the neck o f  the entire anti-fascist m ovem ent. T h e  question  AFA intelligence 
was faced w ith was this: if his conviction is indeed w hat Panorama is relying on, 
w ould they still have a w orthw hile story if he was acquitted?

O n W ednesday 5th April 1995, w ithin 48 hours o f the phone call to D ., three 
senior AFA m em bers travelled to M anchester and before the journey was over the 
broad outlines o f a solution had been agreed. In the car there was a constan t buzz 
o f  questions being asked, ideas traded , and curses m uttered  as the w orst suspicions 
were confirm ed. B ut apart from  letting off steam  the venting was actually serving a 
purpose: the known facts were going th rough  a process o f being sifted. O u t o f  the 
exchanges, a small and seem ingly irrelevant detail suddenly  cam e to  light. F rom  the 
inform ation to  hand  it em erged tha t tlie victim , in m aking the com plain t o f robbery, 
om itted  any m en tion  w hatsoever o f the role his sexuality m ight have played in his 
selection by the robbers. But w hen the m ugging took place it seem s he was head ing  
to  or from , or at least in the vicinity of, a gay pub  or club. If  he was a red-blooded 
heterosexual was he no t som ew hat off the beaten  track? O r did it m ean he was in 
the closet? So far so good, they though t, bu t it was no t nearly enough. T h en  ou t o f 
now here cam e tha t intuitive sparkle wealthy clients, especially the guilty ones, hire 
top  end  lawyers to provide. T h e  AFA m em bers exchanged looks. T h ere  was an 
im m ediate sense they were on to  som ething.
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In  the rem aining h o u r o f  the journey all they had to do  was pull the fragm ents 
together into a sufficiently plausible picture to prevent Searchlight/Pa«oraw;a 
pu tting  m ilitan t anti-fascism  as a whole in the dock.

W hen they arrived in M anchester, no one bothered  to  b rief H ann , already persona 
non grata, on the political backdrop that prevented his im m ediate suspension, 
though the body language o f his interrogators spoke volumes. H e was in trouble, 
and  so, because o f  him , were they. D uring  a tense question and answ er session it 
em erged that his ‘no t guilty’ plea had h itherto  rested on a thoroughly im becilic 
claim  o f  m istaken identity. (N ot only had he been arrested  w ithin a h u nd red  yards 
o f the scene on the basis o f the descriptions given by the victim  to a passing 
m otorcycle cop, to top it off, som e personal item s belonging to the victim  were 
actually found in H an n ’s possession.)

Originally, the prosecution had every reason to be optim istic. C ould  it have been 
m ore cut and  d ried?T he  victim had given a p inpoint descrip tion  o f the two robbers. 
Both had been arrested  alm ost im m ediately in the vicinity from  the precise 
descrip tions he had  given o f them . W hen searched H ann was found to have a 
M anchester U niversity library card belonging to  the victim  in his back pocket. T he  
m oney was, however, no t recovered. O n top of all tha t, neither he n o r his 
co-defendant had  offered any explanation for w hat happened — until the trial.

S tanding 6ft 2ins in the dock, with his guardsm an’s build, b rush  m oustache and 
Hollyw ood leading m an jaw-line, M ark had the look o f an extra from  Village 
People; that alm ost exaggerated m asculinity that causes a certain  type o f w om an or, 
m ore critically, a certain  type o f m an to go weak at the knees. In short, the 
archetypical stud , o r w hat the gay com m unity would describe as ‘rough trad e’. 
W hen the lightly-built victim , a m edical studen t, took the stand  his accoun t was 
straightforw ard. H e had been accosted by the accused and  identified M ark  as the 
one that had shoved a broken bottle to his face and dem anded  m oney w ith 
m enaces. H e had then flagged dow n a m otorcycle cop, provided their descrip tions 
and  the culprits were detained within m inutes. U ntil the defence barrister stood up 
to cross-exam ine, guilty verdicts looked an absolute given. H e began w ith a nu m b er 
o f innocuous questions and then w ent for the jugular: ‘Are you m arried?’ ‘Were you 
at the club?’ A nd finally, ‘Are you gay?’ W hen the answ er to two and three was in 
the affirmative the hook was in. It was then pu t to him  that it was he who had 
propositioned M ark for sex. W hen M ark nam ed his price and the m oney was 
produced , it was snatched and M ark and H ann simply took off. It was the perfect 
legal ‘am bush’ (which incidentally the law has since been am ended to try and 
prevent) and the prosecution knew it. As anticipated by the architects, the 
alternative scenario had in troduced  the critical elem ent o f ‘d o u b t’ into w hat was an 
otherwise open and shut case. In a deal w ith the prosecution M ark agreed to plead 
guilty to a lesser charge, in re tu rn  for a hefty fine, while H ann  skated w ithout a stain
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on his character, in the eyes o f the law at least.* T h e  p lanned Panorama ‘expose’ was 
never m ade.

In the late 1990s two leading AFA m em bers travelled to  eastern  G erm any to 
address an anti-fascist sem inar held in the grounds o f the form er concentration  
cam p in Buchenwald. O ver the w eekend, the AFA representatives outlined the basic 
‘hit them  w henever you see th em ’ strategy to the audience. An extensive question 
and  answer session followed. “W hy are you not all in jail?” one sceptic inquired. As 
m artyrdom  held no appeal, the real skill, it was explained, lay no t only in the ability 
to im plem ent this or that p lan, b u t also in getting away w ith it. T h is, in tu rn , was a 
m atte r o f a tten tion  to detail as m uch  as anything. By and large, at least as m uch

Beating the Fascists 205

* Following a relatively m inor disagreement over an article in Red Attitude, Hann suddenly 
volunteered his resignation from Red Action in the spring of 1996. But, protected as he saw 
it by his ‘not guilty’ verdict, he let it be known via the internal newsletter that he still expected 
a bright future for himself within AFA. As the whole affair still came under the banner of 
intelligence, everything had been conducted on a ‘need to know’ basis. Which m eant that, 
outside of the half a dozen or so directly involved in the shaping of his defence, no one else 
in either Red Action or AFA even knew Hann had been to court. But where Hann badly 
overreached was when he then announced that he intended to privatise the Red Attitude 
fanzine. As Red Action and the fanzine shared a Post Office box address that he had opened 
in his own name, “Red Action,” he told an intermediary, “had better get a new box num ber.”

“Tell Baldy,” came back the furious reply, “there will be a new box -  and he will be fucking 
in it!” T he implication was clear.

Though livid, the Red Action leadership knew it was a situation that still needed delicate 
handling. Manifestly, it was not acceptable that Hann be allowed to continue in AFA. The 
expectation had been that after the trial he would retire into private life. That was the quid pro quo. 
He was now reneging on that tacit agreement, yet the finger could not be publicly pointed without 
the whole story unravelling. A meeting under the auspices of AFA was called in Manchester to 
resolve the impasse, and Hann was summoned to e.\plain himself. Attending were London AFA 
organiser,Tony D., ‘Terry Mitchell’, the editor of Fighting Talk, and Nadir, a highly respeaed anti
fascist in the city. From the outset it was made clear that there was going to be no compromise 
and Hann was to step down from his role within AFA forthwith. But, guessing correctly that the 
real story behind his acquinal would still not be used against him publicly, Hann was initially 
sullen and stubborn. “W hat’s in it for me?” he demanded sulkily. “I felt like hitting him,” Nadir 
commented later. Shortly after the meeting he was given a three-day deadline to hand over the 
fanzine intact. Having complied, he followed Mark out of Manchester, never to return, h  is telling 
that, in spite of his book and coundess sympathetic interviews in the fifteen years following the 
trial, Hann never once felt moved to shed light on why he was identified, arrested and charged 
with a street robbery, much less what happened in the alley or the critical role AFA intelligence 
played in securing his acquittal in court.



tim e and effort w ent into planning the getaway (which som etim es even included  the 
construction  o f a thorough defence, should charges follow arrest) as w ent in to  any 
m ajor operation . As a consequence o f this m ore professional approach , the savage 
sentencing o f the three L ondon  AFA m em bers in 1990 proved to be a w aterm ark. 
T hereafter, in spite o f an escalation o f the conflict and the increased atten tion  of 
the au thorities, no m ore than  a handful o f AFA activists anyw here in the country  
were incarcerated  as a result o f political activity.
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T H E  B A T T L E  FO R B R IC K  LA N E ,  

1 9 9 0 - 1 9 9 3

Beating the Fascists 207

A t 10am on Sunday m orn ing  5th O ctober 1990, the m ih tan ts took everyone by 
surprise w hen a fifty-strong stew ards group occupied the joint B N P /N F  pitch at 
Brick Lane in the heart o f the E ast E nd . T h e  last tim e the fascist paper sale had 
been contested  was by the A N L  in late 1979.

Instinctively, the local police and  fascists alike reacted indignantly  to w hat they 
regarded as anti-fascist provocation. Shoppers and  m arket traders were m ore 
bem used than  resentful. O ne little old lady on taking a leaflet m istakenly 
congratu lated  the AFA contingent, “Well done boys, there’s m ore o f you here every 
week!” Asian passers-by were also taken aback to  be politely handed  leaflets by 
individuals they believed to be racial opponents. By contrast, a tough looking 
m arket trader w ho seem ed to  know exactly who AFA were, sm iled, and  drew  his 
finger across his th roat in eager anticipation  o f the arrival o f the ‘real’ N F/B N P. 
Som ew hat less gung-ho was the B N P ’s D erek B eackon, w ho jum ped  on a bus and 
headed back tow ard B ethnal G reen station  in order to a lert his colleagues. N ot 
realising he had already been spo tted , he was taking his place on the upper deck 
w hen, to  his evident fury, a choreographed  wave from  the m ilitant line-up m ocked 
him  as he passed.

To the chief stew ard, the arrival o f a van-load of police served as a w arning o f an 
im m inent attack. Suddenly, the two small g roups o f  AFA m em bers on the opposite 
corners o f the road looked vulnerable. H is fear was that they w ould be attacked: 
first blood to  the enemy. W orse, the obligation to  com e to  their aid w ould pu t the 
larger group , forced to  cross heavy traffic, at a serious disadvantage. Shouted 
instructions to  outlying AFA m em bers o rdered  them  to cross over. N o t a m om ent 
too soon either. W ithin seconds, a joint force o f forty B N P and  N F  fighters 
m aterialised on the opposite side o f  the street. In  com m and, R ichard E dm onds 
tried  for a C hurchillian-type pose. A rm s aloft, he shouted , “ R ight, gentlem en!” T h is 
served to steady the attackers, allowing them  to form  in to  ranks before the mass 
charge th rough  the traffic. Just as they reached the white line the anti-fascists, who 
had  been deliberately held back, exploded ou t o f the blocks and  tore in to  them . If 
the w atching police thought it w ould be a walkover, they were b itterly  d isappointed . 
W ithin  a m atter o f seconds it was evident w ho was gaining the upper hand , bu t it 
was only w hen the attackers were effectively repulsed that the police decided to
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intervene, m aking a num ber o f arrests on both  sides. A pproaching the AFA chief 
stew ard, the sergeant shouted: “ Right! Now, you lot. Fuck offl”

In draw ing up their plans, m ilitant strategists had anticipated that, in the event 
AFA em erged victorious in the confrontation they felt was inevitable, the police 
w ould m ore likely than  no t respond in such a fashion. It also being accepted  there 
was no way AFA could be seen to then  walk away w ithout everyone assum ing they 
had  been in tim idated , it was agreed that a ‘mass arrest’ was preferable to  apparen t 
m ass surrender. Literally nose-to-nose, the bull-like sergeant and  AFA chief 
stew ard squared up. “You lot are just here for trouble. You heard  me! Fuck  off -  or 
the lot o f you are nicked!” “G o on, then!” cam e the snarled reply. “You sat there 
and  saw w hat happened  -  w e’re going fucking now here!” A fter a pause he followed 
up w ith, “You fu ck  qff\” G enuinely flabbergasted, bu t faced w ith odds o f at least 
four to one. Sergeant Daly may have felt they had little option  bu t to  w ithdraw, 
along w ith the equally chastened right-w ingers. Just as stunned  were local 
bystanders, in particu lar the m arket trader who had been m aking gestures earlier
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The NF join the BNP to attack AFA on Brick Lane.



and  was now hurriedly  piling his stock o f um brellas into boxes. “W hat are 
you do in ’, mate? R unning  a closing dow n sale?” an anti-fascist heckled. Guffaws 
all round .

Now, it may well have been the case that the B N P  leadership realised that this was 
just AFA pu tting  dow n a m arker w hich said: ‘B ethnal G reen  is now a contested 
a rea’ -  bu t they cou ldn ’t be sure. W hat they cou ldn ’t do was ignore it -  the very last 
th ing  they w anted was for Brick L ane to  develop into a second C hapel M arket. A nd 
so, by 9am  the following Sunday m orn ing , betw een sixty and  eighty B N P /N F  hard 
liners were already in position to defend the pitch. O f course, AFA never showed. 
A nd never had  any in ten tion  o f doing so. T h e  strategy was to p u t the B N P under 
pressure w ithout the necessity o f even getting ou t o f bed. All the B N P  could 
m anage by way o f reply was to throw  a crude hom em ade device over the wall o f  the 
D avenent C entre  in  W hitechapel as AFA was holding a public m eeting there a 
m onth  later. It exploded at the back o f  the build ing and there were no injuries. 
Elsew here, in the sam e m onth , B N P leader John Tyndall narrow ly escaped a DAM  
am bush in N orw ich.

Joe: “Every week AFA w ould scout the area, partly  as an aid to  intelligence- 
gathering in general, bu t also to  assess the B N P m indset specifically. T h e  body 
language was particularly  interesting. All the tim e they were constantly  on the look 
ou t for signs o f a hit. Even w hen leaving the paper sale en  rou te  to  the pub  they 
w ould be constantly  checking over the shoulder for som ething un tow ard or 
unpleasan t. O n one occasion, I was in an  AFA car trailing a large group  and , rather 
than  be forced to  pass them , we decided to pull in to the kerb to allow a greater 
distance to develop. It took a m om ent before we realised the car we had pulled in 
behind was also shadow ing the B N P b u t -  on their behalfl H aving spo tted  us first, 
bu t thinking they were about to get done, they w ent literally rigid w ith anxiety. O f 
course, as we were ou tnum bered  anyway, the very m om ent a gap appeared in the 
traffic we were m ore than  happy to slip past. T h o u g h  a small inciden t, it reinforced 
my belief tha t we were getting  to them  psychologically as well as logistically. T h is  
m eant that, to  m aintain  their level o f  expectancy, it was actually beneficial every 
now  and  again to  let them  know they were u n d er surveillance.”

O n Sunday 17th M arch 1991, AFA re tu rned  to Brick L ane, the in ten tion  to  do 
so being publicly advertised in advance. O ver three hund red  anti-fascists responded  
to the call. W ith the police knowing that AFA was com ing, they too  flooded the 
area. N onetheless, though  no t as definitive as the first encoun ter, the num bers and 
publicity generated  helped keep the B N P firmly on the back foot. H ow  on the 
defensive the B N P leadership really were was dem onstra ted  by the public call to 
‘D efend Brick L ane!’ in British Nationalist, in answ er to the announcem ent o f yet 
ano ther AFA picket on 20th O ctober. By accident o r design, the anti-fascist 
dem onstration  was tim ed for the day after the B N P A G M , so h und reds o f
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supporters on bo th  sides (“ about 300 each” according to  the Independent, 21st 
O ctober 1991), plus equal num bers o f police, descended on the m arket area.

F rom  an AFA perspective, the show o f strength from the B N P  was alm ost as 
im p o rtan t as the num bers they m obilised them selves, as their underlying m essage 
was, as always, to try and draw  attention  to the level o f th reat they believed the B N P 
represented . T h is is no t to adm it to som e form  o f  sym biotic relationship betw een 
the two, bu t ra ther a resen tm ent at the still s tubborn  refusal by the w ider Left to 
even acknow ledge a problem . O n the day itself, the anti-fascists used the 
m obilisation to good effect w hen it placed T h e  Sun pub , w hich AFA intelligence 
indicated was probably the p rim ary B N P operational base in east L ondon , under 
the m edia and anti-fascist spotlight.

T h e  Sun was particularly im portan t to  the BNP, sited as it was less than  a 
m inu te ’s walk from  the nearest tube and thus easily found. A nother advantage, 
though unadvertised , was that it was in spitting distance o f the local police station , 
w hich m ade any type o f full-frontal assault by opponents, in term s o f arrests and  so 
forth  an obvious non-starter. So, as well as inflicting the loss o f prestige tha t w ould 
result from  losing ‘the ir’ pub , AFA was keen to  separate the B N P from  the 
proxim ity o f  the police station and the p rotection  this afforded to  the com ing and 
going o f  their activists.

Joe; “O perationally, w hat we really w anted was them  off B ethnal G reen  Road 
altogether. F o r ou r purposes, them  being tucked away in an obscure back street 
would be ideal. So the idea was to  sort o f gradually bounce them  off the m ain  strip  
altogether. T h is, in addition  to having to defend the paper sale, w ould pile fiirther 
pressure on their rank and file in w hat, rem em ber, was the heartland  o f the F ar 
Right nationally.”

F u rth e r anguish for the B N P leadership cam e later that Sim day w hen N ational 
O rganiser R ichard E dm onds, already ou t on bail on charges o f affray and  
possession o f a m achete, was am bushed by an AFA contingent at K ing’s C ross in 
n o rth  L ondon  as he was dropping colleagues off at the station. N otw ithstand ing  the 
im m ediate m edical a ttention  that he received from  “a passing doctor,” according to 
the Jewish Chronicle, it was recom m ended bo th  he and his fem ale colleague seek 
fu rther treatm en t at a hospital. But when police who a ttended  the scene searched 
the van they discovered two cu t-th roa t razors on the floor. T h is led E dm onds, along 
w ith the eight o ther occupants in it, to  be arrested.

A nd if the governor o f T he  Sun thought he had  seen the last o f the m ilitants, just 
four days later they were back w hen a ‘flash picket’ o f  about forty stewards 
surrounded  the entrance to the pub. Two AFA stewards, one black, one w hite, 
entered and openly bu t politely confronted the bar staff as to the true nature  o f their 
custom ers. A photo  o f leading B N P m em ber Tony L ecom ber was p roduced  and  
placed on the bar. “T his is one o f your regulars. Are you aware he has a conviction
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for bom b-m aking?” M om entarily  taken aback the m iddle-aged w om an in charge 
nonetheless responded  defiantly: “W hat’s that to m e?” “You d o n ’t m ind  if race 
attackers use your pub  then?” the AFA m em bers asked. “Speaking for m yself -  no.” 
After a pause, the w hite stew ard replied, “G ood. T h a t’s all we w anted to  know,” and 
w ith a wink, tu rned  away from  the bar and walked out. F or the nex t h a lf hour, all 
her regulars were regaled w ith the story  o f the exchange w ith the 6ft-plus strangers. 
T h a t is until, as the young couple sitting unobtrusively at the bar reported  later, she 
got a m ost unw elcom e rejoinder. H aving politely listened to the story, ‘John’ the 
regular replied deadpan: “O h, that will be the R eds,” and  pointedly  walking to  a far 
co rner o f the bar, he added , w ithout tu rn ing  his head , “You’re in trouble now.” Jaw 
visibly agape, the bar lady stared  after him . A nd, as w ith pub-ow ners before, her 
defiance proved short-lived. W hen the B N P sellers tu rn ed  up the following Sunday 
m orn ing , they were politely bu t firmly, and  m aybe a little apologetically, inform ed 
they were no longer welcome. As if instinctively aware o f the AFA aim , rather than 
find ano ther pub o f com parative size elsewhere, as w ould have been logical, they 
op ted  for two sm aller pubs instead, one directly beside the police station , the o ther 
one m ore or less directly opposite it.

T h e  AFA picket was a prelude to  w hat tu rn ed  ou t to be one o f the biggest an ti
fascist dem onstrations since the 1970s, and right th rough  B ethnal G reen , to  boot. 
It says everything abou t the w earing dow n o f  B N P m orale that on tha t day the 
‘party  o f  pow er’ was now here to  be seen. F or the B N P it was a grow ing paradox.

The BNP mobilise to defend paper sale in Brick Lane, March 1991.



Just as there were signs of gaining ground in electoral term s, they were losing 
g round  on the street. T h is was troubling for, according to M osleyite edict, 
controlling the streets was prerequisite to  controlling the local council. Indeed , 
preferable to  it. A lm ost exactly two years to  the day, the B N P ’s resolve to  hold on 
to the pitch finally cracked w hen, following the election o f the B N P ’s first 
councillor, an im prom ptu  protest by anti-fascist forces descended on the Brick 
L ane area. Initially, there was a stand off, until “ a small group o f young m en cam e 
walking dow n the street singing the national an them  and  ‘Rule B ritannia’. 
A ssum ing they were right-w ingers, the police allowed the baseball cap-w earing 
group  behind the barriers and tow ards an increasingly nervous B N P contingent. By 
the tim e everyone realised they were anti-fascists, it was too late; the police were 
trapped  behind the barricades while the B N P contingent felt the full weight o f 
bottles and  punches. T h e  A nti-N azi League, m assed on the o ther side o f the road, 
cheered as the B N P ran in every d irection” {White Riot, page 52).

T h e  Daily S tar  was no t nearly so im pressed. “ C ops cou ldn ’t tell the difference 
betw een Lefties and Fascists slugging it ou t in a street battle yesterday. Yobbos on 
bo th  sides looked identical in to rn  jeans and tattered  bom ber jackets. Police had to 
rely on tasteless tattoos and barm y badges to decide who was who. A t first it was 
easy. O n one side o f the Brick L ane, in L ondon ’s east end , stood how ling an ti
fascists. O n the o ther scream ed British N ational Party supporters. T h e n  the two 
sides w ent for each o ther and to police it was one g runting  m ass o f confused 
thuggery. A bem used PC  said later: “N obody could tell the difference betw een a 
nazi o r a m ilitant* bu t it m ade no difference, we nicked them  as necessary” {Daily 
Star, 20 th  Sep tem ber 1993).

Sky TV, no d oub t a lerted  by the A N L, beam ed the fracas on live TV, a fact tha t 
no d oub t led to  the B N P leadership finally abandoning the historic Brick L ane 
p itch  for good. T hough  perhaps the m ore salient reason behind the re trea t was that 
elem ents in the B N P leadership were already set on a decidedly different approach.
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As m uch as the fight against the N F /B & H /B N P  was ideological, it was also very 
m uch  geographical. For, m ore than  anyone, the AFA leadership  knew  how  diS icult 
it was to operate  effectively in any area once it was politically con tested . O nce 
again the experience in Islington in the early 1980s was proving an invaluable 
lesson. A nd from  the u n d ers tand ing  gained th rough  the crush ing  o f the N F  a 
decade earlier, m ilitants were absolutely resolute in denying the F ar R ight even the 
tiniest foothold  in any previously conquered  territory. W ith  such  a m indset, it was 
perhaps pred ictab le  the two possibly b loodiest encoun ters in the entire cam paign 
w ould incu r in the AFA heartland  o f Islington. T h e  first occurred  in the sum m er 
o f  1986 w hen a m ob o f sk inheads confron ted  a pool player in a pub  on U pper 
S treet. H is crim e was w earing a C eltic sh irt, w hich they regarded as evidence of 
IRA sym pathies. Funnily  enough , though  no d o u b t p rom p ted  by bigotry, their 
targeting  was spot on , as the football fan in question  was indeed  a card-carry ing 
R ed A ction stalw art. W ith  the situation  in the pub  getting  ugly, w ord quickly 
reached  the nearby W hite H orse pub , packed w ith S aturday night revellers from 
bo th  RA and also from  D A M . O n receiving the new s, ab o u t forty  instantly 
volun teered  to affect a rescue.

So ferocious was the resulting tear up involving bo th  fascist skinheads and som e 
local youngsters, it triggered an ‘all M etropolitan  police a le rt’. In  the m inutes it 
took police to  arrive, m any o f the skinheads had been seriously h u rt, and others 
suffered from just cuts and head  w ounds. A pub  they had fled into for sanctuary  
had  had a m etal table throw n through the window. (T he pub closed on the night 
never to  re-open. M arking, ironically, the beginning o f the gentrification o f U p p er 
S treet.) A couple o f R ed A ction m em bers were also badly beaten . O ne had his nose, 
cheekbone and hand broken as well as losing som e teeth  and  received twenty 
stitches in a head w ound. T h e  dam age had  no t been inflicted by fascists bu t by 
police. So ferocious and  lengthy was the assault that horrified  police officers later 
testified to b lood spraying from  the back o f the van on to the w indscreen o f  the van 
a W PC  was driving, eventually forcing it to stop.

Terry: “ I was in the U pper S treet police station  foyer w aiting to be processed .T h is 
character was b rough t in d renched  in blood. H is ha ir was m atted  w ith the stu ff and 
I cou ldn’t see his features. I assum ed it was an old tram p  th a t had  been battered  
by ano ther wino or som ething. It was only w hen he winked at m e that I realised it 
was M ickey.”



A fter som e lengthy persuasion by the officers from  the in ternal affairs division of 
the M et, w ho appeared to genuinely believe the officer involved was psychopathic 
and  desperately w anted him  off the streets, M ick O ’Farrell pressed charges: “ I 
d o n ’t w ant him  to be able to do it to anyone else.” To say there was a healthy 
scepticism  w ithin m ilitant ranks at the w isdom  o f the move was p u ttin g  it mildly. 
F o r one, the prim ary  civilian eyewitness to testify for the p rosecu tion  was no t only 
a leading RA m em ber bu t, to  top  it off, he had  just finished a six -m onth  sentence 
for breaking a police constab le’s nose! T h is, p lus O ’F arre ll’s hooligan background  
and  political leanings, tu rned  the trial into the farce m any in RA had  suspected  it 
w ould be.

F rom  the very outset, it was no t the defendant bu t the w im esses for the 
p rosecution  that were on trial. Basically, the strategy o f the defence was to question 
them  on everything bar the events on the night in question , while the actual 
prosecu tor, w hose heart clearly was no t in it, tw iddled his thum bs and  looked at his 
desk. If O ’Farrell’s own considerable CV was no t enough to blacken his character, 
the defence lawyer in troduced a long tim e acquaintance called Billy Lacey w ho, he 
duly inform ed the jury, was “a well known b rigand” ! T h en  the police officer took 
the stand  and sought to explain why, although he had been off-duty at the tim e, he 
was nonetheless arm ed with a baton. A far from convincing w itness, he alm ost 
m ade som e on  the jury gag w hen he explained that “ the only o ther tim e he had 
cause to  draw  his baton was to pu t a cat ou t o f its misery after it had  been  h it by a 
car.” Even w ith the dam ning evidence o f o ther serving police officers against him , 
predictably  enough he was acquitted.

Sm aller, b u t m ore savage, was an AFA am bush in Holloway R oad tube  sta tion  in 
A ugust 1990, following an Irish F reedom  M ovem ent m arch th rough  the district. 
T h is  was a particularly  daring  anti-fascist attack  m ounted  in broad daylight alm ost 
literally u nder the noses o f hundreds o f police prim ed to prevent just such an 
outbreak. In  anticipation o f trouble, m ilitants had arranged for two carloads o f 
w eapons to be parked at opposite ends o f a mile long stretch  o f road w here the 
trouble  had generally occurred  in the past. O n this occasion the victim s were a 
rough looking crew thought to be from  south L ondon , who had confidently 
travelled into the Islington area specifically w ith the in tention  o f ‘getting the IR A ’. 
N o t realising they were already under surveillance, their final act before heading 
hom e was to attack an Irish youngster with a Celtic top unlucky enough to 
cross their path. H e was left bloodied and  shaken as they swaggered tow ards the 
train  station.

Joe: “As our cars passed on the o ther side o f the road, som e o f  them  were lounging 
on the railings oblivious. Sharp  instructions were issued no t even to  look at them . 
We w anted this to be a surprise. We pulled into a side road about 30 yards away. It 
so happened  the second car (police had rum bled  the first one) containing the tools
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had  been parked just yards from  Holloway tube. T h e  gym bag was opened and 
people began to rum m age in it for their w eapon o f  choice. T h a t usually m eant 
som ething they w ould be happy to use, ra ther than  w hat looked the m ost 
‘m edieval’. A rm ed, we tu rn ed  into the m ain drag  and sprin ted  back tow ard the 
tube. T h e  m ain concern  was th a t a train  m ight arrive before we did. W ith w eapons 
concealed beneath  jackets this, if anything, m ight have m ade us look m ore 
m enacing bu t it co u ld n ’t be helped. T h e  visibly alarm ed shoppers standing at the 
bus stop m ight have thought we were arm ed , o r tha t we were police, o r it was all a 
scene for a movie. E ither way, we en tered  the station  and thundered  dow n the 
em ergency stairs. It m ust have sounded  like a troop  o f heavy cavalry crossing a 
m etal bridge. H earing  the racket, one o f  the gang popped  his head around  the 
co rner just in tim e to catch  an axe handle on the napper.”

M om ents after entering  Holloway R oad tube, m ost the rest o f  the gang were 
dispatched in a similarly b ru ta l m anner. W ith ham m ers and  pickaxe handles being 
em ployed, som e right-w ingers p referred  the risk o f being electrocuted  or worse by 
runn ing  into the tunnel. O ne anti-fascist ended up on the w rong platform . “W here 
is everybody else,” he thought. H e took four o r five punches to  the face from a 
fascist lurking there before backhanding the attacker across the forehead w ith a 
club. O n the adjacent p latform  a pensioner sitting on a seat on the p latform  calmly 
w atched w ithout moving as ano ther right-w inger suffered a beating next to  him . 
Even w hen a w ristw atch on the fascist’s arm  shattered  near his face, he merely 
com m ented ; “You’ll kill him , you know.” Even though  the num bers had started  
about even, the attrition  rate  m eant that w ithin a very sho rt period the anti-fascists 
were doubling o r tripling up on their opponents. TTie last m an standing had  backed 
alm ost to  the tunnel wall before defiantly adopting a boxer stance, tattooed  arm s 
up, chin tucked in. T hough  the anti-fascists adm ired his p luck he was show n no 
mercy, losing consciousness w ithin seconds u nder a hail o f blows. T h e  arrival o f  a 
train  b rought the attack to  an end. H orn  blaring  it screeched to  a halt halfway dow n 
the p latform , w ith the final victim  alm ost gratefully slum ping against it ra ther than  
tum bling  to his probable death  on the track.

Andy: “T hey  were h it w ith everything, bars, ham m ers, baseball bats. Yes, it was 
savage enough, I suppose, bu t no t gratu itous. We were taking the oppo rtun ity  to 
send them  all a message. T h e  th ing  was, we knew that if they ever felt com fortable 
in n o rth  L ondon , if they began to  do to  us w hat we were doing to  them  in B ethnal 
G reen , then  the gam e was up. R em em ber, by and large, though  we concealed it 
fairly well, we were heavily oum um bered . Politically, too, we were totally on our 
own and  already way ou t on a lim b.”

So w ith the isolation cam e resolve, and  w ith the resolve cam e an inevitable 
callousness. Sirens were already scream ing hysterically as the anti-fascists rapidly 
exited the tube. W eapons were abandoned  and  jackets sw itched in cursory  exchange
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as the attackers m ade their getaway. Aware that the police w ould be on the scene in 
massive num bers w ithin a m atter o f seconds, the in struction  was to  split up , bu t 
only to  get as far away from the scene as possible so as to avoid being fingered by 
any eye-witness in the im m ediate vicinity, then  im m ediately to go to  g round . T h is 
was a sim ple enough tactic, bu t one that m ade it near im possible for police to  affect 
the all-im portan t scene-of-the-crim e arrests. As am bulances and  police sirens vied 
w ith each o ther for a ttention  all the perpetrators had to do was hold their nerve and 
hope for the absence o f resolute eyewitnesses. O ne group, in a fairly typical ‘so far, 
so good’ m ode, had  sought sanctuary  in a pub, bu t stiffened perceptibly on realising 
the neighbouring tables were occupied by garrulous and  d runken  m em bers o f the 
N ational F ront.

In  the investigation conducted  by the T ransport Police in the weeks afterw ards, a 
num ber o f likely suspects seem  to have been provided by an unusually  helpful 
security  service. T h is  led to  a num ber of prom ising early arrests w ith, on at least one 
occasion, a door literally being kicked in, bu t sufficient evidence was never am assed 
to  bring  any charges, chiefly because the individuals targeted were never involved. 
To a m an, all were either extrem ely peripheral or ex-m em bers o f  AFA or RA. It 
leads to  the suspicion that the investigation was deliberately given a bum  steer by 
spooks that w ould perhaps no t have taken the T ransport Police too  seriously and 
w ere in any case no torious for hoarding inform ation and sources.

I t is a theory  supported  by the curious arrest o f two young bro thers who, 
coincidentally, shared the surnam e o f an AFA stalw art whose file was produced  
during  the in terrogation  o f others and who had in fact been present. T hese  two 
unfo rtunates were in the hat simply because, though  they had travelled over 
separately w ith T roops O ut, they had later been seen in the com pany o f  the RA 
delegation in Belfast the previous A ugust. T h is em phasises the level o f scrutiny the 
m ilitants were under as a m atter o f routine and , o f course, the incongruity  o f the 
individuals fingered by the SB/M15 as being the architects o f w hat was a m ost 
expertly executed hit. T he  brothers hardly helped them selves w hen they readily 
adm itted  to having being in the vicinity, to having inexplicably walked off the m arch 
around  the tim e o f the incident, w hich m eant they could no t have been  in any 
police video footage o f  the m archers thereafter, and that they did so w ithin fifty 
yards o f where the attack  took place. A nd, having pu t this circum stantial noose 
around  their necks, they topped it all off with the kind o f m eaningless alibi often 
found in cases o f miscarriages o f justice: they had ‘gone drinking in C am den  w here 
they m et two b londes’ w hose nam es or addresses or descriptions they could no t for 
the life o f them  rem em ber! T horoughly  chastened no doub t by the consequences o f 
their flirtation w ith the rougher end o f the political m arket, they were eventually 
released w ithout charge and  were never heard of again.
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W hat was deem ed neutral te rrito ry  or ‘non-fascist’ te rrito ry  was w atched over with 
only m arginally less zeal. In A pril 1991, w hen AFA activists in H atfield responded 
to  a call for assistance from  local anti-fascists in H em el H em pstead , leading 
L ondon  AFA activists responded  energetically as well. As they saw it, here was 
ano ther opportun ity  to  p u t their unm istakeable ‘no t w elcom e’ stam p on  yet ano ther 
p a rt o f L ondon  and  su rround ing  area.

O n Saturday 13th April a local p rim ary  school was selected as the venue for an 
N F  pre-election rally. As expected, the local SW P m oun ted  a thoroughly ineffective 
picket at the school gates, lollipops and copies o f Socialist Worker prom inent. By 
contrast, leading elem ents w ithin L ondon  AFA, w ith H erts m em bers as guides, had 
been  ou t prow ling the area and  had  already encoun te red  the local N F  leadership 
en route to the m eeting. A m em ber o f the N F  en tourage was Paul N ash, w ho had 
been badly beaten  at K ingsbury a decade earlier. In the style widely copied bu t 
pa ten ted  by RA, it was repo rted  as follows: “A pre-election  m eeting w ith the N F  
candidate  John M cC auley was requested , and m uch  to  his surprise gran ted  ... T he  
w ould-be councillor ended  face dow n in the road along w ith two o ther well known 
N F  faces and was in no condition  to continue. O ne o f his m inders ended  up in a 
hedge and refused to  com e ou t!” {Red Action, issue 59).

In good heart the anti-fascists m ade their way to the school, verbally chastising a 
couple o f young N F  recruits en route. O n arriving at the school gates the th irty - to 
forty-strong group was greeted  by police and a very vocal SW P picket, bo th  o f 
w hom  decided the approaching anti-fascists, if appearances were anything to go by, 
simply had to be N F  reinforcem ents. W ith the screeches ‘N azis O u t!’ ringing in 
their ears, police on  duty  obligingly opened the gates and  AFA swept in.

Andy: “A t once we recognised fam iliar faces from  the N F  leadership, including 
A nderson , and  W hicker w ith a video recorder. M ick O ’Farrell, w ho had  been 
charged w ith assaulting A nderson in C hapel M arket ten years earlier, hailed him: 
‘Ian , long tim e no see.’ A nderson, relying on the judgm ent o f bo th  pickets and 
police that the late arrivals were indeed ‘fellow travellers’, stepped forw ard, hand  
ou ts tre tched , and  offered a very polite ‘H ow  very nice to see you again’ greeting. A 
right hook  p lan ted  A nderson in the geranium s.”

A lerted , the N F  inside, m ostly youngsters, ru shed  ou t to get the ‘L efties’. Possibly 
encouraged by the fact that som e o f  the M ilitant m em bers at the back fled, the 
young N F  confidently joined battle  and  took a bit o f a pasting. A fterwards there



were fu rther scuffles as the m eeting broke up. “T h e  Lxjndon N F  contingent, 
including the ‘leaders’ needless to say, cram m ed into their team  coach and were 
driven away u nder heavy police escort. T h is left the locals and  those w ho had 
thoughtlessly parked their cars outside the pub  to fend for them selves. A nd believe 
you m e, they d id n ’t look too happy about it,” was how the local H erts AFA bulletin  
repo rted  the N F  departure.

In relative term s, w hat was a ra ther m inor incident, which was treated alm ost as 
‘friendly’ by veterans, showed how malign m ilitant activity could be to right-w ing 
fortunes. H ere we had w hat would have proved a run  o f the mill encoun ter played 
ou t betw een N F, police, and SW P being dram atically transform ed by the m ilitant 
tactic o f violence as a first resort. And, bu t for this intervention by the m ilitants, it is 
undoubtedly  the N F  who would have been physically dom inant, w ith the Left taking 
the casualties and withdrawing under police protection instead. W hat’s m ore, the 
seem ingly graceful nature of the trium ph successfully encouraged local Left activists 
in to  play. O ff the back o f the activity, H erts Anti-Fascist C om m ittee, w ith contacts 
in St A lbans, H ertfo rd , Bishop Stortford, H itchin, and Stevenage, cam e into being.

U nder the headline ‘F ront See O ff Labour T hugs’, the N F  told an unrecognisably 
different tale. “T here  were smiles and waves from the people o f Hemel H em pstead as 
the N F  loudspeaker van cruised through the town on Saturday 13th April. T he  van was 
bedecked with U nion Jack Flags and election posters with the public address system 
playing patriotic music ... At 3 .30pm the election m eeting was held at C haulden Junior 
School and, despite a picket o f 30 Labour Party supporters, attracted the interest o f a 
dozen or so m em bers o f the public who came in to see w hat the N F  had to say. W ith 
the m eeting well under way, 25 Labour thugs tried to disrupt it bu t were com petently 
dealt with by the N F  stewards on duty ... T he  day was a great victory for freedom  of 
speech, with the N ational F ron t standing firm in defence o f its dem ocratic rights and 
refusing to be intim idated by blatant Labour Party thuggery.”

B ut as it turned  ou t there could be no real pretence o f two enemy cam ps m eeting 
in a violent clash; the fascists had been intim idated and outclassed. O ne M ilitant 
m em ber, m ore than a little over-awed, nevertheless found him self inquiring if the 
m otivation of the working class street-fighters could be considered to be “really 
political?” T hough a throwaway com m ent, it does go some way to exposing the 
m am m oth gulf that existed between AFA and the orthodox Left even as late as 1991. 
W hat retaliation did come from the F ront came in the form o f anonym ous calls to  the 
hom es o f those arrested. T hese included death threats m ade to children. This 
evidence of ruthless degeneracy aside, the N F  lacked the courage to contest the 
G eneral Election in the area in 1992, and when they did finally re turn  to support N F  
candidates contesting the county council elections in 1993, despite the talk o f ‘Labour 
thugs being com petendy dealt w ith’, C hairm an Ian A nderson formally requested that 
riot police actually steward the N F  m eeting to allow it to take place at all.
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Already heavily com m itted  in and a round  B ethnal G reen , following the racist 
m urder o f a black youngster, AFA opened a new  theatre  o f operations in south  east 
L ondon. For a m ultitude  o f reasons this proved very difficult terrain . G eography, 
and  long stretches o f suburban  sprawl, proved very different from  the inner city 
landscape w here m ilitan t h it and  ru n  tactics had been honed . A dditionally, w hat is 
known as ‘w hite flight’ m eant a latent fascist sen tim ent existed am ongst sections of 
the local population  tha t m ade the possibility o f unobtrusively m ingling for the 
purposes o f intelligence practically im possible: ra ther bizarrely, de facto colour 
bars, for instance, still existed in som e pubs and  T rades and  L abour clubs. Taken 
together w ith the usual hostility from  w hat were ostensibly anti-fascist allies (the 
only consistent con tac t AFA had in the area was a council funded m onitoring  group 
in G reenw ich) and  the sheer physical d istance from  inner L ondon , this m eant that 
m ilitants were forced to m o u n t incursions in to  w hat was by any definition alien 
territory. Inevitably results were m ixed. A nd AFA had to  dig deep.

In early 1991 a racist attack  in T ham esm ead , sou th  east L ondon , led to the 
m urder o f a 16-year old black youth called R olan A dam s. A lm ost im m ediately the 
nascen t B N P ‘Rights F o r W hites’ cam paign sought to cash in on the tensions that 
resulted. In order to  try and ratchet up existing divisions, the B N P  applied for a 
m arch  through T ham esm ead . W ith calculated callousness, they dem anded  the right 
to rally directly outside the H aw ksm oor Youth C entre  w here Rolan A dam s had 
com e from  on the evening he was m urdered . It was patently  provocative bu t agreed 
to  by the authorities, nonetheless.

Talk o f  the need  for a counter-rally  am ong a n u m b er o f anti-racist g roups began 
at once. AFA were invited by local anti-racist cam paigners to  send representatives 
to  the p lanning m eetings p rio r to the m arch. A t the final m eeting  on the W ednesday 
before the m arch , a wide cross-spectrum  o f  ethnic and political interests were in 
attendance , including black M P Bernie G ran t*  at the request o f the A dam s family. 
As can easily be im agined, opinion was harshly divided on w hat those p resen t

* Following the Broadwater Farm riots in the mid-eighties, in which PC Blakelock was cut 
down by a mob, Bernie G rant became a controversial figure when he publicly defended the 
rioters and claimed that “police got a bloody good hiding.”



considered w ould be the m ost appropriate response. In  accord  w ith the situation, 
the AFA advice was to  keep it simple. “T h e  rally should assem ble outside the youth 
centre. I f  it is ever considered necessary to move at all, it should only ever move in 
the d irection o f the BNP.” After hours o f haggling and shadow -boxing, a consensus 
was finally reached, w ith this tactically undem anding strategy o f a static coun ter- 
dem onstration  adopted  for the day. W hat helped clinch the argum ent in the 
m ilitants’ favour was when a black nationalist, w ho had originally been openly 
hostile on the grounds tha t all b ar one in the AFA delegation were w hite, finally 
agreed the plan was the m ost sensible. H e fu rther recom m ended th a t it should  be 
suppo rted  by the m eeting, and , m oreover, AFA stew ards should be given “a free 
hand  on the day.” A dding, to  som e nervous laughter, “ I do n ’t even w ant to  know 
w hat they’re up to!” Visibly uneasy from the outset, Bernie G ran t stood up at this 
po in t, and w ithout a w ord, abruptly  left the m eeting.

By m idday an impressive 2,000 anti-racists had already assem bled. H owever, the 
basic p lan, ham m ered  out and agreed after hours o f  argum ent to keep the coun te r
dem o static, was im m ediately cast aside. N o t by the usual sinister ou tsiders beloved 
o f the tabloids, bu t by self-appointed com m unity leader, Lee Jasper,* form er race 
adviser to L ondon  M ayor K en Livingstone who, w ith fulsom e police backing, 
im posed a d ik tat o f  his own. As m ight be expected the police/Jasper so lu tion  was 
the polar opposite o f the AFA recom m endation. P u t simply, the anti-racists were to 
vacate the area to m ake way for the BNP. By the tim e the m ilitants arrived at the 
scene, partly  as a result o f being delayed by an exceptionally violent clash w ith som e 
fascists near Abbey W ood station, the dye was cast.

A lready alerted to the way the w ind was blowing and sensing duplicity, AFA 
stew ards took the p recaution  o f placing a physical distance betw een them selves and 
the m ain contingent. By no t mingling w ith the m ain body o f pro testo rs, although it 
denied  them  the opportun ity  to influence o thers, they gam bled it w ould help them  
retain  sufficient forces to move to Plan B. N ews o f the AFA arrival coincided w ith 
a m yriad o f rum ours o f supposed B N P plans and sightings that cam e swirling 
around  the easily identifiable m ilitant contingent.

Joe: “It was very strange. As soon as we arrived we were bom barded  w ith all sorts 
o f ‘helpful’ inform ation. Even local kids on bikes seem ed to  know w ho we were. 
Interestingly, all o f the inform ation necessitated us m oving som ew here o ther than 
w here we were. N othing could be verified. So we sat tight.T o top it all an IT N  news 
team  com plete w ith cam era tu rned  up for -  an interview!” R epeatedly w arned off, 
the cam era crew eventually retreated  after being subject to a hail o f stones. L ater in

* Lee Jasper was forced to resign from his position following an investigation by London’s 
Evening Standard in relation to a sum of £3  million in grants to friends and associates for 
which there was no audit trail.

220 Beating the Fascists



Beating the Fascists 221

the  day, w ith tem pers short, ano ther cam eram an, having ignored requests to stop 
film ing, was head -bu tted  and  his cam era throw n in the river. M uch  o f the coun ter
rally, now a m arch, was already ou t o f sight w hen the first B N P flags were sighted 
on  the horizon. T h e  tail end  o f the m arch , judged by the m ilitants to be retreating, 
guiltily trudged  past, seem ingly indifferent to  the abuse hurled  in their direction.

Joe: “ IVlost just kept their heads dow n. O thers looked entirely uncom prehending. 
O ne strode over to  confront me. H e pushed his face into m ine and shouted , ‘How 
did you know w here the fascists are?’ O f course I d id n ’t know. B ut w hat I said was: 
‘L ook, if this lot are heading that way, it’s a fair bet the B N P are heading this way!’ 
W ith that a roar w ent up and  we bo th  looked up to  see the first ranks o f U nion  Jacks 
appear over the trees. H e stared  at m e in aston ishm ent. It was a pure Hollywood 
m om ent. T h en  he just tu rned  on his heel and rejoined the m arch .”

M ore in hope than  expectation, AFA m essengers were d ispatched  to inform  the 
front o f the m arch o f the B N P arrival. In the m eantim e, w ith just the back up of 
som e local kids from the estate willing to  lend a hand , AFA decided to  confront the 
B N P anyway. In  order to  do so, they had to  evade the rio t police first. By staying 
off the m ain roads and crossing som e w aste g round  som e m ilitants got near enough 
to bom bard  the m arch w ith a volley o f rocks. It was an unexpected  show o f

In Thamesmead, south east London, the BNP attempt to walk by the spot where 
Rolan Adams was murdered in a racist attack.



resistance sufficient to  convince the police officer in charge, S uperinden t M ellish, 
later described by British Nationalist Qune 1991) as a “quivering jellyfish”, to  o rder 
the B N P to tu rn  back.

M ilitan t disgust at w hat it described uncom prom isingly as ‘betrayal’ was hardly 
m ollified, particularly  when the m archers who had ducked confron tation  w ith the 
B N P later got draw n into a straightforw ard brawl w ith police. T h e  B N P  m eanw hile 
were jubilant. “Saturday, M ay 25th  w itnessed the biggest nationalist m arch  in south  
L ondon  for m ore than a decade. M illions o f viewers w atching all 3 T V  channels saw 
a forest o f U nion  Jacks -  a solid phalanx o f m archers on national T V  news, 
m arching for rights for w hites” {British Nationalist, June 1991).

In tu rn  a docum ent p resented  to the Rolan A dam s Family C am paign outlined  the 
AFA criticism s. “ From  the tim e that the B N P m arch was rum oured  to be taking 
place, th rough  w hen it was known to be taking place, to the actual m arch  itself, 
AFA m ade every attem pt to be kept in touch with plans, bo th  th rough  G CA R A  
(G reenw ich C am paign A gainst Racist A ttacks) and through the R olan A dam s 
Fam ily C am paign. However, it was only through our own perseverance tha t we 
discovered the tim e and venue of the series o f meetings p rio r to the 25 th  M ay, this 
despite the fact that AFA is an affiliated organisation to the cam paign.

“D uring  the week p rio r to  the dem onstration  there was a m eeting every night. 
T hese  m eetings were only significant insofar as they underlined and highlighted the 
infighting and  the cynical m anipulation o f groups allegedly keen to oppose the 
fascist m arch. T hese  m eetings ranged from the sublim e to  the ridiculous; from  
instances w here it was suggested that white anti-racists be excluded and  Asian an ti
racists be restricted  in representation , through to m eetings where the m ain agenda 
item  was how the m eeting itself could have been m ore effectively built -  and  this in 
the week o f the proposed mass mobilisation.

“T h e  planning m eeting, which occurred  on T hursday  23rd  M ay, was an 
unm itigated  fa ilu re .T he m eeting seem ed to be open to  anyone w ho cared to  a ttend , 
regardless o f his o r her experience and regardless o f w hat they had  to  offer. T h is 
m eeting should have been the last opportun ity  to tie dow n and  confirm  details for 
stew arding, security, and  legal cover. In fact it was a brainstorm ing  session w here it 
becam e apparen t that few, if any, people -  o ther than  the AFA delegates -  had  pu t 
any thought into  w hat the objectives were for the day, w hat the plans for the day 
were to  be, w hat strategies and  tactics were to  be employed.

“N o  sooner was the anti-fascist m arch ou t o f sight than the B N P m arch was 
spotted . W ho organised the anti-fascist m arch? Was it the police, or was it cynical 
political m anipulators a ttem pting to gain recruits or brow nie points from  their high 
profile on the day? W hoever took the decision was responsible for the fascists’ 
success. W hoever was responsible should be in the dock facing charges, n o t those 
who were arrested  whilst actually opposing fascism , or those whose anger and
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frustration , deliberately built up by the organisers’ p re-dem o hype and  rhetoric , was 
vented  uselessly on the forces o f the state. It seem s probable tha t it was in tended  
tha t the B N P w ould m arch through the estate and finish at the H aw ksm oor Youth 
Club. N o t only had the hijackers o f the anti-fascists abandoned  all a ttem pts at 
princip led  opposition , no t only had  they betrayed the tru s t o f the m ih tan t 
pro testo rs, b u t they had  also abandoned  their rallying po in t, their vehicles, their 
sound system  and  their credibility to the fascists.

“T he  speeches from the truck provide the final denuncia tion  o f the anti-fascist 
dem onstration  and illustrate the Toytown m entality o f those involved. It was 
declared that the fascists had been defeated on the day. It was declared that the anti
fascist rally had been a success. It was declared that the fascists and racists had been 
shown they were unw elcom e inT ham esm ead . W hen were the fascists defeated? How 
can a large num ber o f anti-fascists m arching away from a m arch celebrating white 
suprem acy and rejoicing in racist m urder and racist attacks be considered a success? 
W ho has show n that the fascists are unw elcom e in Tham esm ead?

AFA suggest tha t none o f  these targets were reached. T h e  next weeks and  m onths 
will only too vividly show that the fascists and  racists have been streng thened  by the 
events o f the afternoon o f the 25th  May.”

It was no surprise, however, that A FA ’s hard-edged  criticism  received a frosty 
reception  at the post m ortem . Lee Jasper, w ho had been the arch itect o f w hat AFA 
referred to bluntly  as a “betrayal”, blatantly  sought to  deflect a tten tion  from  him self 
by playing the race card; accusing AFA reps o f being m otivated by racism , at which 
an already tense m eeting th rea tened  to  slip into actual fisticuffs. However, the AFA 
delegates -  w ho were responsible for tactically linking the m urder o f R olan A dam s 
to the B N P H Q  in nearby Welling in the first place (resulting in the first o f a 
num ber o f large pro test m arches against the prem ises) -  already decided p rio r to 
the m eeting that fu rther a ttem pts to rescue the cam paign were likely to  be futile. 
H ad  they no t, violence w ould m ore than  likely have e rup ted  at som e stage.

As it was, w hen the black fem ale chair asked the head  o f the AFA delegation if he 
though t he o r his “organisation m ight possibly benefit from  w atching a race 
aw areness video,” he responded  by beginning to  gather together his papers. 
Replying as he did so, “F or w hat it’s w orth , I th ink  the suggestion is a disgrace, 
you’re a disgrace for asking it, and  the conduct o f this m eeting  as a w hole is a 
disgrace.” A t this he and the rest o f AFA delegation walked ou t to a backdrop of 
com plete silence. W ith in  weeks, as AFA had forecast, Lee Jasper m oved the Rolan 
A dam s m eetings from  T ham esm ead  to  his B rixton stronghold , and  that effectively 
was the last anyone ever heard  o f the Rolan A dam s C am paign. T h a t, however, was 
n o t the last o f the B N P o r racist m urders in the area.

In April 1991, following ano ther anti-racist m arch against the B N P H Q , an article 
in Red Action m ade a chillingly prescient w arning. “A pro test m arch once a year,” it
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argued, “will no t cause the shop [B N P H Q ] to close. I f  the entire anti-fascist 
m ovem ent accepts the challenge, we m ust be seen to finish the job this tim e. I f  we 
fail again, the price will be high. F or if the fascist influence in south  east L ondon  is 
confron ted  bu t no t crushed, it will as a result be strengthened. T h e ir  m orale will be 
strengthened. T h e  race attacks will multiply. N ext year o r the year after, there  will 
be o ther m arches because there will be o ther funerals. T h is is how the road  ru n s” 
{Red Action, issue 59, June/July 1991).

Twelve m onths later, in July 1992, R ohit Duggal was stabbed to death  in an 
unprovoked racist attack. A nother year on and Steven Law rence w ould m eet his 
death  in a near identical incident in the sam e area. M ore m arches did follow as a 
result o f m ore m urders. T h e  RA forecast was being played out.

A com m em orative m arch on 7th N ovem ber 1992 by the R ohit D uggal Family 
C am paign drew  atten tion  to  the in terconnection  betw een the rise in racist attacks 
and the resulting brazenness o f the F ar Right activists in the sou th  L ondon  area. 
Because the Duggal family were no t p repared to  allow the m arch to  be hijacked by 
the likes o f the A nti-Racist Alliance or the SWP, as they had seen happen  w ith the 
R o lan  A dam s C am paign , these g roups sen t only nom inal rep resen ta tio n . 
U nfortunately , the hands-off approach by the family also extended to  an  extent to 
AFA, even though relations betw een AFA representatives and family m em bers were 
perfectly cordial. Accordingly, it was only w hen the six h u nd red  anti-racist 
m archers tu rned  into E ltham  H igh Street that the dangers in keeping it a family 
affair h it hom e. W aiting there for the m archers was an exceptionally volatile and 
ugly crow d, com prising 300 fascist street fighters and local thugs, w ith a sprinkling 
o f  C l 8 faces very m uch to  the fore.

Terry: “U nlike the recent clashes in o ther parts  o f L ondon you could tell their 
confidence was high. T h e  Duggal family were subjected to  vicious and  sustained 
abuse. AFA activists were poin ted  ou t as we passed. As we got to  the park  for the 
rally, police were struggling to hold back the mob. A t the rally the AFA speaker 
abandoned  his p repared speech. T h is was no t the tim e for rousing speeches. An 
event called to  rem em ber a young life taken by racists and to be a show o f  strength  
against them  was already a nightm are. T he  priority now was tha t as m any m archers 
as possible would leave the area in one piece.”

W hile it was no t im possible tha t there w ould still be an  attack on the rally, the real 
potential for serious if no t fatal injury was after the rally w hen sm aller g roups m ade 
their way to the train  station. AFA stewards assum ed contro l, o rdering the coaches, 
m ini-buses and  cars to take extra passengers out o f the im m ediate area. W hen som e 
coach drivers objected to people sitting in the aisle, stressing they w ould be 
breaking the law, which was technically correct, the police com m ander who saw 
w hat was happening, and could also see the alternative scenario, briskly ordered the 
drivers to allow the m archers on board . A round half a dozen AFA stewards

224 Beating the Fascists



rem ained to the last. D espite relations w ith Searchlight being frosty at the tim e, 
G erry  G able cam e to  the rescue, piling the rem aining m ilitants into his own car 
before leaving the area at speed.

Terry: “All the m archers w ho followed our instructions got ou t safely. O thers, o f 
course, knew better. Som e m em bers o f ARA and the SW P insisted on walking back 
to the station on foot. T hey  were m et by a fascist am bush. A num ber were 
hospitalised, som e w ith fairly serious injuries. T hese  are the people w ho like to call 
the fascists ‘s tup id ’ by the way. T h e  soft targets had  boosted  fascist confidence and 
their activities con tinued  well in to  the evening, attacking a local left-w ing pub, 
taking ou t som eone’s eye in the process, proving once again tha t the groups that 
only play at anti-fascism  often have serious consequences for o thers than 
them selves.”

T h e  lessons o f the hom icidal cycle were n o t lost on everyone. R olan’s father, 
R ichard A dam s, w ould later reflect on how AFA projections had  been treated . In 
July 1993 he travelled to B irm ingham  to m ake an appearance on  the BBC series 
Nation, hosted at the tim e by T revor Phillips. T h e  item  u nder discussion was the 
continu ing  escalation in racial violence. A fterw ards in the lobby A dam s bum ped  
into AFA representative G ary  O ’Shea. B rushing aside som e faw ning a tten d an t an ti
racist careerists, he gripped the offer o f an ou tstre tched  hand  firmly, com m enting: 
“You boys were right all along.”

But R ichard A dam s was very m uch  in the m inority. D ifferences over tactics 
w ithstanding, Lee Jasper’s deep loathing o f AFA cam e in p art from  his personal 
belief that w hites, and  working class w hites in particu lar, were inherently and 
hopelessly racist. “T h e  w hite Left has recently been viewed w ith a high degree of 
cynicism by som e black people b u t this was no t always the case. D uring  the 40s, 
50s and 60s, black people joined the L abour m ovem ent and  C om m unist Party  in 
large num bers, w here they spen t m ore tim e educating  the ir com rades o u t o f their 
racism  than addressing real issues. B ut black people realised they had to  rely on 
them selves w hen the w hite Left sta ted  tha t the w hite w orking class were o u r natural 
allies -  although the w hite working class were in the m ain perpetra to rs o f  the racism 
and  violence unleashed tow ard black people.” D raw ing on the m em ory o f the AFA 
w alkout from  the m eeting in T ham esm ead  he w ent on to inform  readers o f the 
leading black com m unity  paper. The Vbice, th a t anti-b lack feeling was ingrained 
w ithin m ilitan t anti-fascism . “ L ondon  m em bers o f A nti-Fascist A ction (AFA) 
reported ly  a ttended  a ‘race aw areness’ course recently  ru n  by A FA ’s one black 
m em ber” he crow ed (The Voice, 27 th  O ctober 1992).

T h is  insidiously debilitating idea that racism  was in “w hite peoples’ genes”, 
according to a N ational Black C aucus speaker (Black Flag, issue 203, au tum n  
1993), gained influence in the 1980s w hen it form ed the basis f o r ‘racial aw areness 
tra in in g ’ (RA T) m ainly used in the public  sector. RAT was theoretically
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underp inned  by the w ritings o f an A m erican academ ic, Jud ith  K atz. She beheved 
racism  is “a psychological disorder ... deeply em bedded in w hite people from  a very 
early age, on both  a conscious and unconscious level” and tha t “being w hite ... 
im plies being racist” (‘Racism  M yths and Realities’, International Socialism  95, 
sum m er 2002).

F rom  tha t perspective even the slightest h in t o f resistance served only to  confirm  
the original prognosis. F or liberals who subscribed to  the K atz theory, m em bers o f 
the working class needed to  prostrate themselves com pletely simply in o rder to be 
to lerated . In this world-view, the highest h onou r any w hite working class activist 
could expect would be to  qualify, after serving a considerable tim e on probation , as 
a sort o f ‘racist anti-racist’. N o t too surprisingly, m ilitant body language was never 
going to  be sufficiently hum ble to pass m uster. N o r was Jasper’s a ttitude  so 
uncom m on. A nother Voice colum nist, Tony Sewell, also took AFA to task for being 
“predom inately  white and m ale.” Clearly it never crossed his m ind to consider w hat 
effect the com m on or garden prejudices regularly displayed by him  and  his fellow 
colum nist may have had in discouraging black youth from  doing their b it, thus 
ensuring  groups like AFA rem ained predom inately ‘w hite m an ’s business’. Instead 
o f any real insight, he offered up som e cod psychology. “T h e ir [AFA] desire to  m eet 
violence w ith violence on behalf o f oppressed black people is only an  excuse for 
w hite m en to  have a good ruck. T h is type o f rivalry has becom e a kind o f  w ar gam e, 
w here racism  is the red rag for m en to test their m asculinity” {The Voice, 28th  
F ebruary  1995).

O f course, in one way he w’as right. Because, for the vast m ajority  o f m ilitants, the 
idea o f AFA fighting “on behalf o f oppressed black people” w ould certain ly  have 
been regarded as u tte r nonsense. A nd while the casual racist com m ents in the 
presence o f  any AFA activist at the tim e rarely w ent unchecked, w ith physical 
re tribu tion  no t being an uncom m on response, as an organisation AFA was at pains 
to  m ake clear the underp inn ing  for their ‘w ar’, as they saw, it had  very little to do 
w ith race, and absolutely everything to do with class.
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Even allowing for the underlying tensions identified, the overall m ilitant analysis, 
dem eanour, and  ‘can -d o ’ a ttitude  served to m ake a favourable im pression on 
R ichard A dam s, and also o th er elem ents involved in the R olan A dam s C am paign 
who, for a variety o f  reasons, w ould norm ally have been wary o f the ‘w hite Left’. A 
num ber o f inform al discussions took place as to how  best they m ight help tilt the 
balance against the B N P in south  east L ondon . T h e  coun ter-dem o against the 
BNP, on TTiamesmead on 25di M ay 1991, prom ised to be an ideal backdrop 
against w hich to gauge how  co-operation  m ight w ork in practice.

It was agreed to m eet in T h e  A bbey A rm s, ad jacent to  Abbey W ood station , at 1pm 
on the day. AFA organisers expected a 30-strong, m ainly black local firm , led by a 
cousin o f Rolan A dam s, to m eet them  there. At 12.40pm  AFA alighted from the 
train and headed tow ards the pub. T hough  it was thought likely the B N P w ould be 
using o ther stations, as an added  insurance, AFA scouts had  been sent ahead by car 
to verify the supposition  to be correct. O n arrival at A bbey W ood railway station, 
there was som e slight unease tha t the scouts were n o t on hand  to  report as 
arranged. B ut the bored  m iddle-aged police m anning the exit helped reassure AFA 
everything was as it should be. T h is  was not an unreasonable assum ption in the 
circum stances. But it was also very wrong.

T h e  Abbey A rm s was a large, o ld-fashioned boozer, all red carpet and  dark 
m ahogany. Because o f its proxim ity to the railway station , it had  been  used a 
num ber o f times before by AFA delegates travelling to and  from  m id-w eek m eetings 
in T ham esem ead . T h e  m ain entrance was through a single d o o r at the side o f the 
pub , rather than  through the front. Inside the single doo r was a frosted glass 
partition  to  screen drinkers from  any casual survey, m eaning it w ould be necessary 
to  actually be in the pub , before you could take stock o f the occupants.

Joe: “We were only feet inside the door, when we spotted a group near the back of 
the pub sporting English rugby tops. T here  were about a dozen or so, all in their early 
thirties, none o f them  known to us, bu t all the antennae pointed to them  being players, 
and m em bers o f the opposition. A nd even though we did no t know any of them , their 
tense reaction suggested they had probably guessed who we were too. We paused. Now  
we had the num bers. N o problem  there. But if we kicked it off we w ould have to 
abandon the rendezvous, as police were already posted outside the pub. ‘T h ere ’s only 
a dozen o f them , let them  sweat,’ we thought and I headed for the middle o f the long 
bar. T he  others had begun to funnel through the narrow doorway behind me.



“1 had  just o rdered w hen Russell, one of the lads, cam e walking back tow ard m e, 
w earing a wry grin. K nowing his dem eanour, I knew that w hat he w ould have to 
reveal was going to  be interesting to say the least. ‘I t’s m obbed ,’ he said. ‘T h e  pub  
is a dog-leg. T h e re ’s about ano ther forty o f them  around  the back.’ It em erged 
afterw ards that som e fascists had actually tried to escape via the beer garden bu t 
found the door was locked. T here  was no chance to relay the new s, as the 
opposition suddenly seized the initiative. T he  m ain m an  snatched up one o f  those 
heavy wood tables w ith w rought iron legs and , w ith the help from  a couple o f others 
led a scream ing charge headlong into the anti-fascists near the door.

“ I had just ordered  a p in t w hen suddenly the roar w ent up and  the barm aid  fled. 
I quickly leant over and grabbed two p int-pots from  the shelf u n dernea th  the 
counter. I launched the first, the base o f it catching an 18 stone bru iser high on the 
forehead. It bounced  off. H e kept coming. T h e  second, throw n from a d istance o f 
only about six to  eight feet, sm ashed on the upper chest o f the one next to h im  and  
exploded. T h en  they were into us.”

U sing the heavy table as a battering  ram  the fascists slam m ed in to  the small 
num ber o f AFA grouped  just inside the door. Im m ediately a num ber w ent dow n. 
Vicious hand -to -hand  fighting broke ou t in the confined space. C ustom ers fled in 
panic. O ne o f the attackers took a beer bottle flush in the face. A nother had  an arm  
broken. An ill-aim ed projectile sent shards from the plate glass w indow  tum bling 
into the street outside. C aught up in the m elee, a wheel chair was over-tu rned , 
tossing its scream ing occupant on to  the floor. F rom  entering  the pub  to  ‘kick-off’, 
the dozen or so m ilitants had had no opportun ity  to move away from  the door. 
Because they were heavily ou t-num bered , they were now being driven back, 
blocking any outside from getting in through the narrow  doorway.

Joe; “Because I was standing at the bar, the initial charge tow ard the door swept 
past m e. I had  recovered ano ther glass. A heavy-set bloke w ith a close-cropped 
ginger beard cam e at me in a kind o f crouch. I now had  my back to  the bar, and 
wiggled the glass in my right hand  and winked at him  by way o f invitation. I had 
been  maybe ten feet in advance o f ou r lot w hen it kicked off. So I h a d n ’t had  tim e 
to assess the situation from  kick-off, bu t assum ed from the racket tha t we were at 
least holding our own. But stealing a quick glance, all I could see now  were three 
or four rows o f them , betw een a dozen and fifteen, and all betw een the narrow  exit 
and me. Luckily for m e the ‘beard ’ h ad n ’t twigged my dilem m a. Basically, if  I 
moved too early he w ould be able to grab m e from behind as I passed. If  I waited 
too long to  make my move, the others at the door would tu rn  and see me. W hether 
o r no t he saw or sensed som e change in my dem eanour, he suddenly lunged in, 
clawing for a hold, w ith m e swerving back to avoid him . Like a boxer on  the ropes 
I leant back over the counter, m anaging to evade him  for a second tim e. K nowing 
it was now o r never I swung w ith my right hand , down and across in an arc. T he
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tum bler m ust have connected  satisfactorily enough to  m atter, bu t by then  I was 
already on my way, in too m uch o f a dash  for the door to  w orry about it. M ost of 
the ‘fash’ were still facing the o ther way o r just on the poin t o f tu rn ing  w hen I cam e 
sm ashing into them . T h ere  were shouts o f alarm  and curses. I could feel hands 
grabbing at me. T h en  a beer bo ttle  shattered  against my tem ple. Just as suddenly I 
was through the doo r and  out. I was b leeding from  a head-w ound bu t that d id n ’t 
bo ther me in the least at the tim e. It had been a close shave all round  and  we all 
knew it.”

A m ong  the less expe rien ced  an ti-fa sc is ts  g ro u p ed  o u ts id e , the sight o f 
experienced AFA stew ards being driven back was unknow n territo ry  and the 
beginnings o f panic were fully evident. H ad  the attackers been  m ore courageous in 
seeking to capitalise on the initial charge, they could have m ade a serious nam e for 
them selves. B ut, by the tim e they had m ustered  sufficient p luck to venture ou t, a 
couple of senior stew ards, arm ed  w ith bottles and one b leeding, had posted
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them selves im m ediately outside the narrow  door. T h e ir snarled defiance proved just 
enough to discourage fu rther adventures. M aking her getaway, a m iddle-aged Asian 
fem ale, w ho had  travelled w ith Islington ARAFA and who, entirely by accident, had 
alighted from  tlie sam e train as AFA, drew  wry smiles as she sniffed, “ Isn ’t it 
terrib le , you can ’t even com e to a m arch w ithout som ething like this happening!” -  
seem ing to forget that a spiteful m urder o f a child was the reason she was there in 
the first place.

C om posure recovered, AFA were m ore determ ined  than  ever to  keep to  the 
original rendezvous and so moved the m ain body to a pub  less than  100 yards away 
and  in the sam e street to allow them  to keep an eye on developm ents. (Ironically 
the appo in tm en t would no t be kept, as the prom ise o f support from  the black 
com m unity  failed to m aterialise.) T he  large police presence tha t had  been  so 
conspicuous by its absence earlier prom ptly swung into action and  o rdered  th a t pub 
closed. AFA were then  instructed  to get on buses ou t o f the area -  o r face 
im m ediate m ass arrest. C uriously, though m ilitants were being th rea tened  with 
arrest for resisting police orders, w ith regard to  w hat by any standards had been an 
extrem ely violent brawl m om ents earlier, basic police inquiries were no t even 
forthcom ing. Particularly as, according to  the officer in charge, there were “six 
people seriously injured in T he  Abbey A rm s.”

“W ell, th a t’s som eth in g , I suppose ,” an AFA m em b er acknow ledged  
conversationally. T here  was som ething else that bo thered  leading stew ards. AFA 
had  been instructed  to get on buses ou t o f the area bu t this m ean t heading back 
tow ards T h e  A bbey Arms where the fascists had  re-grouped.

Joe: “T h e  whole thing sm elled to high heaven. F or instance, even though  police 
posted  outside m ust have known fascists were in the pub they did no th ing  to  stop 
us going in. T h en  we are kicked ou t o f ‘ou r’ pub  bu t the B N P are allowed to  stay in 
theirs. W orse, police then  forced us under pain of arrest to m arch back past the 
scene o f the original clash. As we retraced our steps back tow ard T h e  A bbey A rm s 
we could see the m ob outside. A nother sm aller outfit was gathering outside the 
bookies and on o u r side o f the road. I was puzzled as to  how police w ere going to  
handle  it w hen the answer was provided. T he  police were no t going to handle  it. 
A bruptly, the police escort was w ithdraw n. We were on o u r ow n.”

Feeling that even the sm allest sign o f hesitation could prove fatal, senior m ilitants 
realised there was nothing for it bu t to  ‘front it o u t’.

Joe: “Tw enty yards from the bookies the litde m ob gathered there suddenly 
vanished as if  they had been ‘hoovered’ inside. Im m ediately, I shouted  to ou r boys 
to step off the pavem ent into the road, fully in ten t on crossing tow ard the pub. 
T hough  we num bered  about sixty, many were untried  and , as well as that, the 
opposition had the advantage o f an unlim ited supply o f bottles, glasses, pool cues, 
e tc., while we were unarm ed. Everyone looked extrem ely tense. N o t only for the
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fact that ‘round  tw o’ was likely to  be rougher than  round  one, the police were 
allowing it to happen , w ith all the obvious im plications. W ith less than  forty yards 
separating us I could see som e m ovem ent by the pub  door. “Fuck!” 1 thought 
“T h e re ’s m ore o f them  com ing ou t.” We kept going, anyway. T h en  it seem ed to me 
the crow d was actually thinning. By now I could pick the m onster I had tagged with 
the p in t pot; still bleeding and , encouragingly, looking pretty  apprehensive. T hen , 
suddenly he was gone and the rest deserted  the doorw ay just as quickly. Even 
allowing for w hat happened , we m ust have m ade a bigger im pression on them  than 
they had on us.”

British Nationalist later praised the occupants o f  T h e  A bbey A rm s for being a 
“particularly  tough bunch o f pa trio ts” . T h is  suggests the occupants were likely to 
have been m em bers o f  the British M ovem ent, known to have a base in the area. It 
later em erged that a gangster w ith the unlikely nam e o f Johnny S tarbuck ow ned T he  
A bbey Arms. H e was said to  be less than  pleased w ith the day’s events.

O ne o f the B N P casualties on the day was afterw ards identified to AFA 
intelligence. It tu rned  ou t he was a highly vocal B N P su p p o rte r in his local pub  in 
C harlton , bu t had  re tu rned  there w ith a broken arm  after the fracas at T h e  Abbey 
Arms. E ighteen m onths later, w hen fully recovered and thus back on ‘active 
service’, he suffered a head w ound requ iring  tw enty stitches a t ‘T h e  Battle o f 
W aterloo’. T he  thoroughly  negative im pression on potential recru its in his 
periphery  can easily be im agined. W hen you consider tha t no t dissim ilar scenarios 
were likely to have been repeated  hund reds o f tim es up  and dow n the country  
th roughou t the ten year cam paign, it bears testim ony to  the com petence o f the 
m ilitant strategy in thinning ou t and  w earing dow n the opposition.

T h a t afternoon , having breached  police lines to confron t the B N P m arch, forcing 
it to tu rn  back, AFA im m ediately regrouped  and  set o ff at a brisk pace across 
L ondon to K ensington. A League o f St G eorge sym posium , involving a wide 
spectrum  o f  the F ar Right, was to take place at 7pm  tha t evening. Jeffrey H am m , 
Oswald M osley’s secretary, was dow n as guest speaker. Searchlight had  p u t plans 
in place to have a team  take over the hall p rio r to  the arrival o f the fascist security. 
T hey  w ould, however, need considerable AFA back up to be in place by 6pm  at the 
latest if the operation  was to succeed. AFA was determ ined  to m ake the deadline.

C oinciding w ith the arrival o f L ondon  AFA, a small b u t physically form idable 
looking, m ainly Jewish outfit led by Searchlight’s S teveTilzey appeared. O ne blond , 
crop-haired  and  tattooed  M anchester m artial arts expert, looking every inch the 
neo-nazi, was appo in ted , along w ith a great bear o f a m an  w earing tin ted  glasses, to  
take their place (the original stew ards having been bund led  uncerem oniously  
inside) at the m ain entrance. So thoroughly relaxed was their perform ance th a t a 
raw rookie cop, oblivious to w hat was happening  dow nstairs, chattered  excitedly to 
them  like a teenager on a first date.

Beating the Fascists 231



M eanw hile, the sym posium  organisers sat grimly at the front o f  the hall in  the 
com pany o f  the m ain body of anti-fascists, while unsuspecting  fascists, many 
elderly, con tinued  to trickle in. O nce inside, they were o rdered to  sit at the front 
and  keep their eyes on the stage. All com phed w ithout m uch fuss. T h e ir  m ood was 
no t helped w hen som e o f the crowd broke into a rendition o f ‘Always look on the 
brigh t side o f life ...’ D espite the fairly jovial atm osphere, it began to daw n on 
m ilitants tha t this w ould no t prove a protracted  affair. Unavoidably, on en tering  the 
dow nstairs foyer, one group o f  fascists accom panying Jeffrey H am m  did sense 
som ething amiss. Peering into  the hall the sight o f his com patrio ts occupying the 
front rows only and sitting unnaturally  stiff and silent caused him  to trigger the 
alarm . “ I t’s a trap. G et out! G et out!” he scream ed and  tu rn ed  to  flee. H e was 
b ludgeoned to  the ground. T hough  otherwise unharm ed in the m elee tha t ensued, 
H am m  lost his spectacles. A search to find them  was ordered. B leeding profusely, 
som e o thers were m eanw hile locked in the projection room . T h e  rest were o rdered 
to behave and  sit w ith their increasingly grim -faced colleagues. Clearly, w ith m ore 
and  m ore fascists arriving there was the recognition that the anti-fascists’ ability to 
retain  contro l o f the crowd w ould dim inish.

N o r was it entirely apparen t to AFA organisers w hat the endgam e was to  be. 
Terrified by the possibilities unfolding, som e young Class W ar studen t supporters 
from  Leeds, near to tears, dem anded  they be allowed to leave. W alt W hitm an once 
said that every life needed “one brief hour o f  m adness and joy.” E videndy the 
studen ts had just experienced their hou r o f m adness and now  w anted out. N o t too 
long afterw ards following a b rief consultation AFA too decided to  pull the plug. But 
as the m ain body o f AFA exited, they clashed w ith ano ther group o f fascists at the 
top  o f the stairs. Finally a lerted , the lone policem an tried  to  intervene and  make 
arrests b u t was shoved aside. T he  anti-fascists now poured  th rough  the doors. A 
group  o f  skinheads were left in an unconscious heap in the stam pede. B ut, despite 
reaching K ensington High Street in a m atter o f seconds, the anti-fascists found  the 
im m ediate area flooded by police. A lthough the vast m ajority m ade good their 
escape in the confusion, a total o f seventeen were arrested at the scene. N one m ade 
statem ents and eventually all were released on police bail, pending  fu rther 
inquiries. T h e  Kensington News led w ith a front-page headline: ‘M ayhem  At Right 
W ing M eeting’.T h e  article quoted  police who referred to victim s w ith “severe head 
w ounds” being taken to  C haring  Cross H ospital. Police also reported  “a search o f 
the building revealed a bag full o f concrete blocks and  m etal pipes,” though it was 
no t m ade clear who they thought they belonged to.

All to ld , the political fall-out from the day’s events w ould be far-reaching for all 
concerned. W ithin AFA, W orkers Power, who had up until then retained the hope 
that the w ider Left would be b rought on board , began to revise their opinion 
following the events both  before and after the T ham esm ead  m arch. F or AFA
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strategists, the ra ther bizarre behaviour o f the police at A bbey W ood, together with 
their suspiciously p rom pt arrival at K ensington, was a serious cause for concern. It 
appeared to them  that police at a fairly senior level were working to a political 
agenda that had  little to do w ith the m ain tenance o f law and  order pure and  simple. 
T h e  question taxing all involved was, to  w hat specific end?

W lien it em erged later, du ring  a subsequent crim inal trial at Southw ark C row n 
C o u rt, that the call tha t triggered the massive police response at K ensington had 
no t com e from  the young officer on du ty  at K ensington library, as was originally 
claim ed by the p rosecution , it begged the question: if there was no phone call, who 
a lerted  the police? T he  belief in AFA leadership circles was tha t shadowy forces 
were at work. So, no tw ithstand ing  the quiet satisfaction afforded by the no t 
insignificant d isrup tion  to  the fascists at opposite ends o f  L ondon  in one day, there 
was pause for m uch personal reflection, as the isolation o f m ilitants could hardly 
have been less am biguous.

N ever a fee-paying party , AFA always a ttracted  a ‘fly-by-night’ periphery 
m otivated mainly by the sense o f excitem ent and  adventure. Very m uch an ou ter 
layer, they never took p art in b ranch  m eetings b u t w ould be expected to tu rn  ou t 
only at activities publicly announced  well in advance. A t best cam p followers, they 
nonetheless helped m ake up the num bers, bu t no one was in any doub t tha t their 
loyalty to  AFA rested  entirely on the ability o f those w ho took the prim ary 
responsibility to deliver victory. G enerally, while the AFA rank and file p roper had 
show n itself to  be o f far superio r pedigree, one form er M ilitan t m em ber, M ick H. 
firom C anning  Tow n, later confessed he h im self had  often advertised the benefits o f 
joining AFA to a colleague on d ie  g rounds tha t “ I t’s easy. All you do is wait for the 
big boys to  p u t them  dow n and  you kick them  w hen they’re on the floor.”

N ow  w ith the full political im plications o f  the encoun te rs at A bbey W ood, 
T ham esm ead  and  K ensing ton  sinking in, m any o rd inary  m em bers, including 
ra th er extraordinarily  the en tire  AFA m em bersh ip  from  H ackney, were beginning 
to  display the first signs o f  uncertain ty . Even w ith the m ilitants still w inning, there 
was a creeping feeling o f vulnerability, w ith the realisation  o f just how  politically 
cu t o ff AFA actually  was. H ackney AFA in p a rticu la r seem ed to  have been  h it by 
a collective loss o f  nerve. “ U nless things changed ,” a sen ior RA m em ber P eter C. 
was inform ed by M ark M ., “m any in H ackney w ould leave.” B ut if he had  
im agined the o ff the record  th rea t o f resignation  w ould lead to  a reappraisal o f  the 
tung sten -tipped  a ttitude , it was a serious m isreading o f the m otivations o f  a h a rd 
line leadership.

Senior m em bers o f  RA in particu lar had already been at the coal-face for a 
decade, even d iscounting tim e served in the A N L. It was hardly  likely they w ould 
swerve away from  the goal o f driving the fascists from  the streets just w hen the 
possibility o f it actually happening was beginning to  take tangible form , and  on a
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national basis. M oreover, their analysis from  the beginning was based on the 
understand ing  tha t it was a case of either/or: either socialism or barbarism . (O f 
course, w hat socialism w ould come to represent was also m oot, as the m odel o f 
obsessive party  building adhered to by the post-w ar L eninist form ations had 
already been thoroughly exposed in their eyes as no t being fit for pu rpose .) Because 
it was an analysis that left little room  for m anoeuvre, there was an acceptance that 
personal risk was, and  had to be, p art and parcel o f the struggle. In their eyes, it 
followed tha t dem ocratic structures w ould only work if the princip le o f this 
acceptance o f risk applied to everyone directly involved. T h u s any caterw auling in 
the ranks was a signal o f a retreat from  the principle that m ade physical force an ti
fascism dynam ic and, therefore, invariably regarded as the thin end o f the wedge. 
O r as one RA m em ber pu t it w hen hearing o f the H ackney u ltim atum ; “ If  th a t’s the 
a ttitude  w hen we’re w inning, im agine w hat they’d be like if we were losing!” 

Tellingly, it was evidently a tim e for reappraisal on the F ar R ight as well. 
Im m ediately after 25th  May, the prelim inary discussions around  the need for som e 
form  o f  a ‘super stew ards’ group would take place. C om bat 18 was abou t to en ter 
the arena.
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By the sum m er o f 1991 AFA was spreading the message up country. T h e  AFA 
N o rth e rn  N etw ork had com e into being in the previous eighteen m onths and was 
involved in engaging the B N P head-on  in the satellite tow ns su rrounding  
M anchester; R ochdale, O ldham , Burnley, P reston and  so on. At the sam e tim e as 
the anti-poll tax m ovem ent was grow ing in working class com m unities in Scodand, 
ano ther sm aller, b u t probably no less significant, political developm ent was also 
taking place, largely unnoticed  by m ost on the Left. T h is  was the grow th and 
developm ent o f the BNP. AFA’s cam paign in Scotland was launched at a public 
m eeting held on Friday 21st June in 1991 as a d irect response to  this developm ent. 
A nd th e ir im pac t on the em erg ing  B N P  in S co tland  w ould  prove bo th  
instantaneous and long lasting. Indeed , to  the presen t day it could be argued that 
no rth  o f bo rder the B N P have never properly recovered at all.

Initially, the B N P focused their efforts alm ost exclusively on young Glasgow 
Rangers fans w ith paper sales at Ibrox, hom e g round  o f Rangers, through 
identifying them selves as suppo rters o f U lster Loyalism.

H aving developed ou t o f the rem nan ts o f the old N F , the early leadership o f the 
B N P in Scotland was m ade up o f those w ho had  previously been  seen as the best 
o f the N F ’s youth wing. People like Eric B rand and  G us M cL eod had been 
Loyalist-leaning recruits to  the N F  who had gone to  university and em erged as 
educated  young leaders o f a burgeoning  BNP. Y ounger m en  like S tephen  
C artw right, Scott M cL ean and Ian M cM illan  had also joined the BNP, liking the 
rhetoric o f  B N P paper sellers outside Ibrox. C artw righ t and  M cM illan  were making 
nam es for them selves w ith the local m edia, constantly  seeking publicity  for 
them selves and  the BNP. T h is  culm inated  in a front-page story  detailing the p a rty ’s 
g row th  in S co tland  and  fea tu red  p h o to g rap h s  o f  the G lasgow  organ iser, 
C artw righ t, and  the Scottish Youth O rganiser, M cM illan. T h e  la tter lived in 
D enn istoun  and  was associated w ith the Rangers hooligan firm , the ICF.

Stevie: “T h e  first tim e tha t we cam e across the B N P in our own area was as 
m em bers o f ou r local anti-poll tax un ion  in the east end  o f Glasgow. Leafieting in 
D uke S treet w ould often be in te rrup ted  by som e o f the younger fascists from  the 
area com ing past calling us ‘IRA b astard s’ and generally m aking th reats against us. 
We were then  passed inform ation  tha t local Loyalists and fascists were seriously 
discussing the possibility o f violence against som e o f o u r activists. Very quickly we 
m oved from  the need to be inform ally aware o f w hat the B N P were p lanning  to  the



need  to  be politically and  physically prepared to defend ourselves against them .
“A t an anti-poll tax dem o in Glasgow, the B N P ’s three m ain organisers in 

Scotland, C artw right, M cL ean and M cM illan, were spo tted  a round  its edges. 
M em bers o f ou r local group from D ennistoun , along w ith a few m em bers o f  an ti
poll tax groups from Sighthill, Possil and Pollockshields were p repared  to confront 
them  physically bu t were dissuaded from doing so by the chief stew ard and  o ther 
M ilitant m em bers who felt that to  confront them  physically w ould be a d istraction  
from  the real purpose o f the dem onstration  against the local council’s collusion in 
the im plem entation  o f the poll tax. We agreed to this as long as the stew ards m ade 
it clear to  the fascists that if they tried to join the m arch o r even follow it they w ould 
be  confron ted .”

T h e  annual St A ndrew ’s D ay M arch against Racism and  Fascism  through 
G lasgow had becom e a regular pilgrim age for the fascists. T hey  w ould tu rn  up at 
the m arch, som etim es at its starting  point, freely m ixing w ith and  abusing the 
m archers. L ater, as the m arch m ade its way through the streets, they w ould arrive 
at a point in the city centre singing Rule B ritannia and m aking nazi salutes. As they 
d ispersed , supporters o f the m arch w ould be picked off. Recognising tha t the 
w eakness o f the Left was bo th  physical and political, the fascists felt confident 
enough to  tu rn  up each year and behave in this m anner w ithout fear o f  reprisals, 
even w hen vastly ou tnum bered .

T h is  increasing confidence inevitably resulted in attacks on o ther Left events. 
A fter a m eeting in D ennistoun  supporting  striking am bulance w orkers, local B N P 
m em bers led by Ian M cM illan attacked one o f those who had a ttended  w ith C S gas 
spray and batons as he was leaving. T he  in tended  targets had been SW P m em bers. 
T h e  fascists did no t bank on attacking a working class activist w ho had links to 
those who were to form  Glasgow AFA. Less than  two weeks after this attack, 
G lasgow  and Edinburgh B N P m em bers com bined to attack an SW P public 
m eeting  as it dispersed.

Stevie: “Two SW P m em bers were hospitalised, as was Eric B rand, the B N P ’s 
Scottish organiser at the tim e, who was allegedly stabbed  up the arse by one o f  his 
own over-enthusiastic gang.”

T h e  SW P relied com pletely upon the police to take action against their assailants. 
Even when fascists intim idated witnesses and their families, the SW P were m ore 
concerned  w ith defusing any violent reaction from the m ilitants, than in protecting  
and  defending their own m em bers. Four B N P m em bers subsequently  received 
tw elve-m onth prison sentences for their role in the attacks. O ne o f them  was the 
youth organiser, Ian ‘C razy’ M cM illan.

In addition  to  the Met sleeping dogs lie’ attitude of the SW P leadership, physical 
force anti-fascism  also had to contend w ith the a ttitude o f  M ilitant itself. Form ally, 
M ilitant simply did no t regard the fascists as in any way threatening politically.
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Indeed , so confident were they tha t they could deal w ith the fascists purely from  a 
political po in t o f view that, at one point, th rough  T om m y Sheridan, one time 
m em ber o f the Scottish parliam ent, they actually offered the B N P ‘a p latfo rm ’ to 
prom ote debate in Pollock. T h is  obviously ran  coun te r to their widely stated 
position o f ‘N o P latform ’, bu t the B N P in any case refused the offer. A fterwards, 
M ilitan t argued that this was in fact all p a rt o f a cunning  plan  to lull the B N P back 
in to  the area and for them  to be physically dealt w ith. N eedless to  say, this 
explanation did no t entirely convince AFA in Glasgow.

Som e m onths later, M ilitant got their com euppance w hen all those p resen t at a 
m eeting  they had  organised in suppo rt o f their council candidate  for Penilee, 
Tom m y Sheridan, were forced to negotiate a way ou t o f the area after the B N P 
m obilised the local youth  against th em .T h e  B N P leaders, C artw righ t and  M cLean, 
were no t only allowed into that m eeting , com plete w ith entourage, b u t were allowed 
to  participate in the debate w ith the people who had  felt so confiden t in Pollock but 
w ho appeared very m eek w hen the B N P tu rned  the tables on them  in Penilee.

Q uite clearly, M ilitant had underestim ated  the streng th  o f the B N P in this area 
and  had  also seriously overestim ated the ability o f  their own forces to  physically 
stand  up to a fascist group  that had been blooding its m em bers on the streets and 
in football hooligan gangs for som e tim e. Besides, the lads that M ilitant b rought 
over from Pollock were effectively seen as m em bers o f a rival gang from  another 
schem e and , as a result, the B N P were able to  m obilise on a parochial as well as a 
political basis in o rder to  oppose them . After the show o f  strength , the B N P was 
firm ed up  as a significant political force to  be reckoned w ith in the area, to  the 
extent tha t m any years later, in 1997, an AFA leafleting team  cam e u nder attack 
from  too led-up  fascists w hen leafleting in Penilee.

W hile the B N P was moving on from  just selling papers at Ibrox to  building links 
w ith young people in the Loyalist flute bands, by 1991 they also began to  show an 
am bition  to break ou t o f their self-im posed recru itm en t ghetto  o f Loyalist- 
supporting  Rangers fans. As a consequence the m ilitant strategy was initially one of 
con tainm ent; to keep them  confm ed to  trad itional strongholds, repel their 
increasingly violent attacks on the Left, and to  take the fight to them  w here 
possible. RA activists then set ou t, as had previously been done in L ondon , to  build  
alliances w ith o thers on the Left w ho understood  the dangers posed to  all 
progressive w orking class activists by the fascists. N o t unnaturally , given the history 
o f co-operation  sou th  o f the bo rder, the D A M  was the first p o rt o f call. Indeed  it 
was the D A M  that initiated the contact.

Stevie: “ Initially, this organisation was called G lasgow  A nti-Fascists [GAF] and 
was constitu ted  m uch  along the lines of an AFA branch . However, increasingly, the 
anarchists seem ed m ore in ten t upon  using G A F to p rom ote  their b rand  o f 
anarchism , ra ther than p rom oting  anti-fascism  as an activity bo rne  ou t o f political
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necessity ra ther than political ideology. In one discussion betw een a rank-and-file 
G A F  m em ber and a m em ber o f the D AM , the DAM  m em ber described G A F  as 
essentially being a b ranch o f AFA, to which the m em ber then argued tha t if “we 
were effectively an AFA branch  anyway, why w eren’t we calling ourselves A nti- 
Fascist A ction and applying to affiliate to  the national body?” T h is  idea was rejected 
by the D A M  in favour o f 'build ing our own local identity first and  then  later 
deciding w hich national bodies if any we w ould participate in .’”

Increasingly im patient with such subdeties, RA broke away from  G AF, effectively 
rendering  it politically useless, and set ou t to form  AFA proper in Glasgow. Initially, 
the Glasgow branch  o f AFA found support from  Red A ction, C lass W ar, the D irect 
A ction M ovem ent, W orkers Party Scotland, Scottish A nti-Racist M ovem ent and 
the R epublican Bands Alliance. Sixty people attended  Glasgow A FA ’s first public 
m eeting at D ennistoun  in June o f 1991. T h is is an area w ith a large Loyalist 
presence and as such was being targeted by the B N P for recru itm en t at this tim e. 
O n the night o f the AFA launch Ian ‘Crazy’ M cM illan proved to be anything but. 
C onfron ted  by a large body o f anti-fascists arm ed w ith a variety o f w eapons, “he 
m ade a fast exit from the area and persuaded the 25 boneheads and  o ther 
assortm ents o f the m aster race who had been m obihsed to ‘sm ash the red s’, tha t the 
only sm ashing that night w ould have been their own heads on the pavem ent. A bout 
25 new  contacts for AFA signed up on the n igh t” {Red Action, issue 60).

O utside o f  the im m ediate sponsors, the response from  o thers on the Left was 
predictably som ew hat less than  enthusiastic. F or exam ple, w hen an SW P paper sale 
in the city centre on the sam e weekend becam e the target for the fascists w ho took 
photos o f the paper sellers and gave ou t leaflets w ithout response, the SW P sought 
to  place the blam e on AFA and Red Action ‘squadists’ for w hipping up the fascists 
in an area w here, according to their local com rades, “ there is no significant fascist 
activity!” T h is followed an  allegation that AFA had deliberately left fascist graffiti in 
o rder to  perpetuate  ‘a m yth o f a B N P presence’ w hich was a step away from  simply 
accusing AFA outrigh t o f being responsible for the graffiti. In  tru th , in G lasgow  as 
elsewhere, the SW P had no real interest in orientating  their largely studen t 
m em bersh ip  to m ilitant anti-fascist activity. U nrem arkably, M ilitant also ignored 
the public m eeting despite having been involved in recent m obilisations against 
fascists in Glasgow and D undee.

“G roups like M ilitant and the SWP, at leadership level, had  long settled dow n to 
the task o f building the vanguard revolutionary party. A nything that in terrup ted  
that process, a cold dose o f reality for exam ple, was just simply annoying. Indeed, 
a d istraction  from  the tasks faced by the leading cadres o f the international 
p roletarian  revolution. Fascism  could be so distracting that it was probably best 
no t to  m ention it at all, even w hen it walked right up and kicked you, or m ore 
accurately your rank and  file m em ber, in the head. R ather than adm it that their
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m em bers basically a ren ’t up to  it, they construct a cock-and-bull story tha t there 
are hardly any fascists anyway! T h e  result for them  last F ebruary  was tha t the B N P 
attacked one o f their public m eetings and  hospitalised one o f their m em bers. N o t 
one single w ord about this attack ever appeared in any o f the S W P ’s publications, 
even after four B N P m em bers were jailed for the attack!” {Fighting Talk, issue 1, 
1991).

M eanw hile, w ithin G lasgow  AFA tactics were discussed in order to find a strategy 
that w ould allow the m ilitants to cause dam age to  B N P m orale, and  also expose the 
lack o f integrity  o f the liberal Left. By this tim e Glasgow  city centre was visibly 
dom inated  by the BNP. As well as attacks on Left paper sellers, boneheads in full 
param ilitary regalia w ould parade w ith im punity  on Saturday afternoons. Together 
w ith the targeting o f left-wing m eetings and individual anti-poll tax activists, B N P 
gangs had  ensured  fascism was feared as a physical force. N o t unrelated , and  in 
parallel with this aggression, there em erged the additionally  grow ing problem  of 
racism  and racist attacks across Glasgow.

Faced w ith this m ulti-faceted  problem  the instinct o f the m ilitants was to simplify 
m atters by taking the fight to the fascists. W hat this m eant in practice was that a 
policy o f  ‘zero to lerance’ w ould be im plem ented  against them , starting  w ith the 
clear-out o f the city centre. As one AFA m em ber at the tim e explained: “ I t’s time 
tha t the B N P were forced to s ta rt looking over their shoulders. L e t’s see how they 
like it w hen it’s them  and  no t the Asians who d o n ’t know w here the next attack  is 
com ing from !”

T his policy took the form  o f small squads o f AFA m em bers touring  the city centre 
on the look ou t for fascists in the vicinity o f w ell-known haunts. O n being positively 
identified the fascists w ould, w ithout any provocation on  their p a rt o r even any 
w arning, be physically attacked. Totally unused  to such tactics the intensity  o f  an ti
fascist com m itm ent caused evident disarray w ithin B N P ranks in a m atte r o f 
m onths.

M any well-known ‘faces’ w ho them selves had  previously instilled fear were now 
them selves being in tim idated  from  stepping into parts  o f the city centre. L eading 
‘stree t’ elem ents like Ian ‘C razy’ M cM illan , w ho had earned  the n icknam e after 
distinguishing h im self in a particularly  vicious brawl in a U V F pub , becam e a 
particu lar AFA target. O n one occasion, after he becam e the m ain suspect for the 
spray pain ting  o f an anti-fascist’s flat, m asked m en visited his house and  he was 
forced to  barricade his door to p revent them  getting in. O n leaving the close they 
spo tted  his m otorbike. It was kicked over in  o rder to  spill petrol from  the tank. T h en  
as local urchins stood  and gaped, they set fire to it before strolling off in to  the 
G lasgow  night.

A lready utterly  paranoid  and beginning to suspect he was possibly ou t o f his 
d ep th , his m orale  could  n o t have im proved w hen a ru m o u r su rfaced  in
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fascist/Loyalist circles tha t the infirm ity o f the one-eyed Glasgow AFA organiser 
was the result o f  him  surviving a shotgun blast to the face. T hough  it d id  indeed 
have the effect o f lending an otherwise even-featured face a ra ther m enacing 
appearance, it was in actual fact the result o f an accident at work th a t occurred  
while he was serving an apprenticeship as an  engineer. B ut for ‘C razy’ this 
un founded  rum our may possibly have been a tipping point. In any event n o t long 
afterw ards the B N P youth organiser for Scotland announced  his re tirem en t from  
all political activity at the ripe old age o f 22. A nother p rom inen t B N P  m em ber, 
C um bernau ld  organiser, S tu a rt M cL ean , was beaten  w ith ham m ers in an 
apparently  disproportionately  violent attack after he and B N P N ational D irectorate  
m em ber, R ichard Fawcus, had growled at a couple o f ‘h ip-hop boys’ in C entral 
S tation . T h e  ‘h ip-hop boys’ in question were, in fact, key AFA activists D. and  C. 
w ho were involved in the business o f conducting  their own to u r o f  duty  a round  the 
train  stations. T h e  specific purpose of this was to in tercep t B N P m em bers com ing 
back from their annual St A ndrew ’s Day outing.

By now, w henever the fascists a ttem pted  to  rally they were, and  expected to  be, 
m et w ith large m obilisations and firm resistance from AFA. In E d inburgh , D undee 
and  G lasgow their activities were severely d isrup ted  in violent dem onstrations 
against them . O f these encounters, the largest and possibly m ost devastating cam e

in the run -up  to C hristm as on 1st 
D ecem b er 1991 w hen  an  AFA 
m obilisation com pletely closed dow n 
the B N P ’s annual Scottish rally. John 
Tyndall and  o th e r B N P  leaders in 
attendance were w itness to a rou t in 
w hat, up till then , thay had  hailed as 
their “m ost im portan t area outside of 
L ondon” .

O n the day the m ilitant operation  
surpassed all expectations. A benefit gig 
held just the night before was used to 
organise a substantial tu rn o u t for the 
next m orn ing’s event. O ther elem ents 
from the Left were approached for 
su p p o rt b u t only M ilitan t and  the 
anarchists responded. O ne SW P fijll 
tim er who did show up seem ed con ten t 
to play the role o f liaising w ith the 

police and was reported  to have been 
advising d em o n stra to rs  n o t to  get

fuck the fascists
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involved in the ‘m adness’. A nd to  m any w itnesses m adness it m ust have appeared 
to be. O rganised fighting squads repeatedly confronted  small g roups o f fascists on 
the way to the m eeting. A long w ith this, a large and  noisy Left presence hem m ed 
in those already at the initial fascist m eeting po in t, w hich included  B N P  leader, 
John Tyndall, who, w ith abou t tw enty o thers, was holed  up in a pub  in Argyle 
Street. Plainly, bo th  police and  the fascists had been taken com pletely unaw ares by 
the size and  com plexity o f  the AFA operation.

Having being forced to reassem ble at ano ther pub  near C entral S tation , the B N P 
found tha t this pub  was also su rrounded . T h e  Daily Record gave the scenes a true  
tabloid flavour: “W om en shoppers scream ed in te rro r as an angry m ob o f abou t 130 
anti-fascists -  som e w ith their faces covered -  laid siege to  the G allery Bar at 
C entral Station ... [A |s the chanting  youths barricaded  the two en trances to the 
pub  fighting broke ou t ... S tartled  shoppers and  tiny children  were pushed aside as 
the angry m ob spilled on to  the busy road and o thers tried  to force their way into 
the bar. A round 50 police officers ... w ith draw n batons ... in tervened bu t were 
attacked as they tried  to bundle  youths into police vans.”

S training to pu t a positive spin on events, the B N P ’s low-key response failed to 
conceal the pervading sense o f gloom . H aving been driven there in “police vans” , 
British Nationalist explained, one “B N P con tingent w aited in ano ther pub  while 
a ttem pts were m ade to find an alternative m eeting  room  nearby and  to  locate the 
o ther groups o f party  supporters in the city w ith w hom  contac t had  been lost. In 
fact neither proved possible. In the end  a short rally was held  in a nearby park  in 
the gathering dusk” (British Nationalist, D ecem ber 1991). In an interview  w ith the 
Daily Record Tyndall rem ained defiant bu t the ‘backs to  the wall’-style language 
betrayed a p rofound dismay. “ O ur recru itm en t cam paign in Scotland will continue. 
We will no t give in. Scotland is o u r best recru itm en t g round . We have a better 
p roportion  o f ou r m em bers in Scotland than  anyw here else in the U K .” T h a t 
Tyndall needed to be escorted  dow n “ to the pub  cellar and  a tim nel to safety” 
underscored  the scale o f the disaster. Aware o f the political sym bolism . Red Action  
op ted  to  describe the ‘tu n n e l’ as a ‘sew er’.

U p to  1st D ecem ber 1991, if  Scotland had genuinely been  held to  be the best 
recru itm en t g round  for the Far Right generally, that certainly w ould no t have been 
the case afterw ards. T hough  the clashes con tinued  unabated , it was conducted  from  
then  on w ith m ilitant anti-fascism  as the prim ary  aggressor. A nd in seeking to 
m aintain  the loyalty o f the hardcore hooligan elem ent, the B N P  profile as a political 
party  was largely abandoned . In fact, in m any ways, this stripped-dow n approach  
was following the AFA m odel, for it was in Scotland, arguably m ore than  anyw here 
else, that m ilitants had  reduced  anti-fascism  to physical te rro r, pu re  and  sim ple. It 
was a form  o f confron tation  tha t in theory  ought to  have been  m eat and  drink  to 
B N P recruits, bu t in fact they struggled to cope and the entire B N P political
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operation  was driven underground  as a result. To date, if com pared  to  o ther 
regions, they have no t as yet visibly recovered.

“T h e  Scottish branch o f fascism has been under extreme pressure from m ilitant 
anti-fascists for the last three years and is now unable to guarantee the safety o f 
visiting dignitaries from south of the border. T he B N P ’s isolation in Scodand was 
epitom ised by the fact that they brought their 1992 rally forward by three m onths and 
moved the venue to  a rem ote outpost in Lanarkshire. T h e  m ain reason for the change 
of date and move away from rallying either in Edinburgh or Glasgow was no t because 
‘the police disrupted last year’s rally’, as they claimed in British Nationalist, bu t was, 
in fact, due to the fact that their 1991 Scottish rally was physically sm ashed by a 
m ilitant anti-fascist mobilisation organised by Glasgow AFA.

“In add ition , several incidents during 1992 served notice tha t the B N P  were 
literally ‘u nder the cosh’. Fascists have found that even their safest w atering holes 
are no t im m une from attack. Two B N P m em bers were am bushed while ou t 
stickering and  pursued  into their pub , where further m eaningful ‘d eba te ’ took 
place. Such was the terro r created by this incident tha t o ther fascists in the pub  sat 
quietly w atching one o f their m ates taking a beating, w hilst the barm an  vaulted the 
bar and  fled up the street never to be seen again. In ano ther inciden t in G lasgow 
city centre, six fascists had to barricade themselves in a pub  w hen they cam e u nder 
a ttack  from three anti-fascists! In o ther incidents, boneheads from the sticks, ou t 
for the day in the big city, have been advised to dress m ore carefully as a result o f 
m eeting irate m em bers o f  the public, keen to  display their ha tred  o f  nazis. T he  
biggest public hum iliation for the fascists in Scodand cam e at the end o f 1992 w hen 
anti-fascists clashed w ith B N P m em bers before, during and  after the annual m arch 
against racism  and fascism in Glasgow. In all, seven B N P m em bers required  
hospital treatm ent -  the m ost notable being R ichard Faw cus, one o f the B N P ’s 
English leadership, and  S tuart M cL ean, a local B N P organiser. T h e  political 
equivalent o f shooting grouse ou t o f season?” {Red Action, 1994).

T h e  m ilitant operations were far from confined to  Glasgow. E d inburgh  AFA too 
began as it m eant to go on.

Euan: “AFA had just got off the g round  in Edinburgh and  I suppose we were 
eager to  get into the action, so to speak. O ur debut cam e after a long-standing 
m em ber o f M ilitant who had  attended som e o f the initial AFA m eetings and  had 
been tu rned  over by the local B N P asked us for som e back up on the day o f the 
trial, in case the B N P tu rned  up m ob-handed. So at about 9am  we m et in H un ter 
Square, just off the H igh Street. W ith us was a lad from a conventional anti-racist 
group from the north  o f the city. I think he was expecting to take p art in a 
traditional left-wing dem o with placards, bu t about a m inute after we moved off, to 
our surprise and delight, who did we walk into b u t the B N P branch  organiser, G .R ., 
and a colleague. O ne o f the boys w ent up to him  and said: ‘You know w ho we are.
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eh?’ Both o f them  took off, w ith us in pursu it. O ne o f them  tripped  right in front o f 
m e, so I im m ediately p u t the boo t in. A nother w ho had  spo tted  the trouble and 
com e back to help, p u t m e on the floor. H e had  hold o f my hair all the  tim e som e 
o f the AFA lads were beating  him  senseless. Eventually I got to  my feet, the groups 
p a rted , they going one way, we the other. T h en  one o f  the fascists shou ted  ‘You Red 
bastards!’We all started  laughing as the three o f them  looked in a really bad way.” 

Indeed , w hen the B N P got to the cou rt the SW P picket were reportedly  so 
shocked at their ba ttered  appearance, they stopped  chanting. It later em erged one 
o f  the B N P defendants was nursing  a broken arm . To com plete their misery the 
Sheriff h in ted  that if they ever appeared  in front o f him  as shabbily dressed he 
w ould have them  done for con tem pt o f court!
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T h ree  m on ths after the tactical debacle tha t was the an ti-racist co u n te r
dem onstration  a tT ham esm ead , elem ents o f the N ational Black C aucus, led by Lee 
Jasper, unilaterally announced it was holding a m arch th rough  B erm ondsey in 
o rder to  prove ‘racism  existed in the area’. Only a few miles from  T ham esm ead , 
Berm ondsey enjoyed a lively reputation . Millwall was the local team  and , after the 
fashion o f the archetypal am ateur, the m arch was called on the day o f a hom e 
m atch, Saturday 24th  A ugust. O n top o f this, no a ttem pt was m ade to conduct any 
research on the ground. T h e  prim ary  function o f the endeavour was no t to  win 
‘hearts and m inds’, bu t had far m ore to  do with securing a financial g ran t through 
proving ‘racism  ex isted’. It follows th a t such casualness was n o t entirely  
inconsistent w ith the objective. Im m ediately sensing the glaring weaknesses 
su rround ing  the m otivation and planning, the BNP, in the weeks leading up  to  the 
day, were busy knocking on doors, cleverly calling on locals to  resist the p lanned 
‘invasion o f B erm ondsey’.

B ut by m idday on 24th  A ugust no m ore than  300 m archers assem bled at Oval 
S tation  for the ‘invasion’. T h e  calculated rum ours o f  mass support from  the black 
com m unity  in the su rrounding  areas had  predictably com e to nothing. AFA, who 
anticipated  trouble, decided to a ttend  the m arch, anyway, as the only way to w itness 
first hand  the sham bles it expected w ould unfold. As the m arch progressed it was 
accom panied by the constan t buzz o f sightings o f B N P  and racists w aiting on the 
O ld K ent Road. However, on tu rn ing  into the estates it was instantly  apparen t the 
level o f opposition had been grossly underestim ated. T he  streets were alive, w ith 
num erous groupings o f as m any as sixty voicing an extrem ely belligerent opposition 
to the m arch. O n reaching Southw ark Park, the m arch was confi-onted by alm ost 
the entire population  o f the surrounding  estates leaning from balconies and lining 
the streets, com plete w ith U nion Jack flags, shouting abuse at the ‘invaders’.

Fighting Talk: “As we started  to  enter the park, fu rther progress was prevented by 
a wave o f som e 300 racists storm ing across the park tow ards us. T h is  was bad , bu t 
worse was to  com e, as two further waves o f  about the sam e num bers also charged 
across to join their com patriots. Fortunately  they did not attack  ... however there is 
no doub t that the vast m ajority ... were willing and able to physically oppose the 
dem onstration . Equally ... the vast majority o f the dem onstrators were bo th  
unw illing and unable to defend them selves. As the th reat becam e m ore apparen t, 
the m arch stew ards form ed up holding hands, w ith their backs to  the racists, and



faced the dem onstrato rs -  see no evil and there is no evil! T h e  organisers began 
dem anding  that the racists be rem oved from  the park, claim ing tha t the police had 
reneged on their prom ises. H ow  can they seriously expect those tha t they p u rp o rt 
to  oppose to either m ake prom ises in good faith o r to  ho n o u r those prom ises once 
things begin to go w rong -  particularly  given tha t the m ost consistent chan t on the 
m arch was ‘W ho are the racists? -  the police are the racists!’”

A nother eyewitness account from  Socialist Organiser confirm s the AFA account 
was no exaggeration. “Suddenly there was a huge roar from  the park. I saw a large 
crow d o f fascists runn ing  across the park  to attack  the m arch. It was very 
frightening; we were ou tnum bered  two to  one by the fascists, and  in danger o f being 
crushed  against the park railings. T h e  police drove back the m ob in the park bu t the 
lull was soon broken. In the m iddle o f  a group  o f SW P placards, som eone started  
to bu rn  the U n ion  Jack -  an act o f great stupidity  in the circum stances. T h e  B N P 
redoubled  their efforts to get at u s . . .” M eanw hile, two leading AFA security 
stew ards on serious charges from  previous encounters, though wary o f joining the 
m arch, were nonetheless keen to assess the situation  on the g round  for themselves.

Joe: “We had been dropped  off by a car at the o ther end  o f  the park from  where 
it was expected the m arch w ould be confronted . F rom  w here we were we could see 
m any hundreds o f  B N P supporters near the gate, clearly determ ined  to  prevent the 
m archers entering. O ne old boy was walking his dog and  stopped  near us. ‘W hat’s 
tha t about?’ I asked. ‘T h ey ’re ou t to  get the wogs,’ he replied amiably. A m om ent 
later we becam e aware o f a grow ing hubbub  behind  us. We sw ung round  in tim e to 
see a huge num ber o f BNP, hund reds o f them , w ith the lanky R ichard E dm onds 
p rom inen t, sweep in to  the park. If we could recognise him  from  tha t d istance, it 
struck  m e instantly, he could  recognise us. Just then  the shou t w ent up: ‘T h ere  they 
are!’ followed by a b lood-curdling  roar as three h u nd red  fascists charged. 
Instinctively, I stepped behind  a hedge and beckoned A ndy to me so tha t we were 
at least concealed before m aking a b reak  for it. In  som e situations adrenalin  can 
actually work against you. W ithin seconds o f taking off I could hear my feet slap 
against the tarm ac like a couple o f wet dishcloths.

“We sw ung right and away from  them  and  then  right again along a pathw ay 
fringing a small pond . T h o u g h  concealed by som e sm all trees and  bushes we were 
runn ing  parallel to them  b u t also back tow ard the gate they were still charging 
through. We bo th  knew that if anyone o f them  spo tted  us, o r the old boy inform ed 
on  us, they only had  to stand their g round  to  cu t us off. If  so, the chances o f  getting 
ou t o f this situation  in any reasonable shape were about slim to zero. Every one o f 
them  w ould w ant to  get in at least one good kick.”

As the B N P poured  into the park along one path , the AFA scouts could see them  
through  the trees. It was also obvious the B N P were still com ing th rough  the exit 
they were heading for. Panting , they stopped , trapped.

Beating the Fascists 245



246 Beating the Fascists

Andy: “O nly then  did we realise to ou r unim aginable relief tha t the ‘they’ they 
w ere after was no t us b u t the 300-strong m ob o f their supporters occupying the 
park w ho the B N P had  charged thinking they were m archers! L ater as we left the 
area by car, knots o f B N P 20-strong seem ed to be on every corner. Travelling in the 
car at about 40m ph we were still pointed ou t at least twice. I can rem em ber one 
scene w here Jarvis was addressing a m ixed group. S tanding at the back were a 
young boy and an old m an. T he  placards they were carrying read ‘T om orrow  
belongs to u s’. We certainly were in no position to argue.”

Racist rioting lasted several hours after the m archers had  escaped from  the 
neighbourhood. T he  B N P had been gifted an opportun ity  for a show o f force the 
like o f w hich had been unknow n since the heyday o f the 1970s, and  they grabbed 
it. Race relations were probably set back a decade. L ecom ber w ould later claim  that 
in  the region of 800 had  responded to the B N P call, bu t to m ilitants p resen t on the 
day this tally was if anything a little on the conservative side. By con trast, a leaflet 
p u t ou t by the SW P at the tim e rather bizarrely refers to the B N P operation , the 
biggest show o f strength  by any Far R ight party  since the heyday o f the N F , as a 
“m inor victory” for the BNP, while conversely the counter-dem o in T ham esm ead  
was pronounced  a success, on the basis that nazi attem pts to  m obilise had  been 
“ thw arted” . T his, despite the fact that w ithin just three m onths, the odds o f  ten to 
one in the anti-fascists favour at T ham esm ead  had  been resoundingly reversed in 
Berm ondsey. N aturally, neither could be presented  w ith any sense o f objectivity 
because, as far as the SW P leadership was concerned, fascism was no t an issue. But

Bermondsey 199 /, one o f only two occasions when the BNP could be said to have 
'controlled the streets'.



this may merely have been  the public face. F or beh ind  the scenes the sam e SW P 
leadership was already toying w ith the idea o f re-launching  the A N L.

Searchlight may well have had the B erm ondsey adventure in m ind  w hen its 
Community Handbook, contain ing inform ation and advice on how best to respond 
to  fascism and racism  at a grass-roots com m unity  level, was published in 1995. 
C on tem porary  anti-fascism  sim ply had  to be roo ted  in the com m unity, it 
p ronounced . W ith national anti-fascist organisations, such as the A N L  and 
presum ably AFA, the handbook  concludes, the principle p roblem  is their inability 
to  p u t dow n local roots. “All too often they are seen by local people as ‘parachu ting ’ 
into areas w ith serious problem s o f racial violence, gaining som e publicity and 
m oving on again.” In suppo rt o f  the p roposition , C opsey quotes anti-racist legend 
A. Sivanandan w ho denounces w hat he describes as ‘floating’ anti-fascism , whose 
“actions tend  to be reactive and  follow a pre-set fo rm ula, organising around  a 
specific eventuality  o r th rea t. B ut such  floating anti-fascism  renders local 
com m unities m ere venues for d isconnected  actions and  prey to the fascist backlash 
once the m archers have gone.”

In the first place, it should be po in ted  ou t this criticism  o f ‘parachu ting ’ was 
hardly original o r uncom m on, certainly n o t by 1995. Such argum ents were often 
em ployed by conservative anti-racist organisations in o rder to  underm ine  support 
for any type o f  direct action o f  w hich they did no t approve, particularly  actions that 
m ight involve or invite violence. But differences over tactics aside the Searchlight/ 
C opsey/S ivanandan evaluation contains three fundam ental theoretical b lunders.

O f these the m ost glaring is the criticism  o f anti-fascism  being ‘reactive’ ra ther 
than  proactive. By definition anti-fascism  is reactive. It is at heart a coun ter
m easure and it can do no o ther than  organise against som e “ specific eventuality or 
th rea t” . Indeed, d irecting forces against som e ‘specific th rea t’ is essentially what 
anti-fascism  is designed to do. It does no t and has never contained  w ithin itself, as 
som e m istakenly believe, the basis for a political solution per se. It is a wholly 
defensive form ation: a consequence o f progressive forces having already b lundered  
and  lost som e fairly basic argum ents along the way.

W hich directs us to ano ther principle flaw in the Searchlight/C opsey/Sivanandan 
rem edy: the notion  that racial justice could ever take roo t in predom inately white 
w orking class areas, w ithout being ‘connected ’ to the w ider question  o f social justice 
is delusional. A nd if, quite properly, the anti-racist elem ent is indeed tied into the 
w ider question  o f social justice, then  surely sooner or later the rem edy it proposes 
w ould be obliged to  take electoral form . A scenario that w ould im m ediately pose a 
contradiction  for council-funded bodies like the N M P  orT W A FA  for w hom  C opsey 
repeatedly expresses adm iration, as the onus w ould be on them  to support, tacitly or 
otherwise, the candidates o f the party  that pay their wages — m ost likely the very 
people w ho carry the responsibility for the grow th o f the Far R ight to begin with.
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T hirdly , there  is the proposition  tha t any anti-fascist in terven tion  alm ost 
autom atically  “renders” the host com m unity “prey to a fascist backlash once the 
m archers have gone.” Q uite apart from  it being a guideline that if  followed w ould 
lead to u tte r passivity, it is fatally blind to  the vital question  o f w ho em erges 
victorious from  the encounter.

Joe: “ Crucially, in the event it kicks off, w hat decides m atters is -  w ho wins. It is 
necessary to  understand  the fascist psyche. T h e  ‘backlash’ becom es a possibility 
only w hen, as in Berm ondsey, they win. A resounding defeat m eans they will be 
m ore concerned  w ith licking their w ounds and  working ou t how to avoid a replay 
to  have tim e to bo ther anyone else. T h a t has always been our experience.”

Tellingly, the B N P never m ade the political inroads it m ight have expected to in 
Berm ondsey. At the tim e the candidate, Steve Tyler, an articulate  local organiser, 
was considered a leading light in the BNP. P art o f his skill in organising leafleting 
and  canvassing was to have his troops assem ble outside Surrey Q uays tube  station. 
O ne Saturday m orn ing  the canvassing team  was attacked in b road daylight. Tyler 
and  W hite (from  the B N P H Q ) were singled out, knocked to the g round  and  beaten 
unconscious. T im  H epple, Searchlight mole w ithin the B N P w ould later a ttribu te  
this “bad  beating” to  “unknow n assailants” , while Searchlight itself hin ted  it m ight 
have been dow n to rivalry w ith the NF. Such head scratching was, to say the least, 
d isingenuous, as the m ilitan t modus operandi had  by 1991 been in vogue for well 
over a decade. T liough  Tyler did recover physically, he left the B N P for good shortly 
afterw ards, and  the B N P operation in the B erm ondsey locality w ould never recover 
politically. H ere then , considering the ‘floating an ti-racism ’ that p receded it, was a 
m odel o f ‘parachu ting’ in no genuine anti-fascist could honestly  condem n.
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3. 12

T H E  L IB E R A L  'LEFT '
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From  early in 1991 the intensity o f  fascist and anti-fascist activity was increasing, 
and no t just in L ondon . T h e  BNP, w ho had  now com pletely overtaken the N F  as 
the dom inan t fascist party , were active from  E d inburgh  to  S ou tham pton . Together 
w ith their itinerary o f m eetings, m arches and  paper sales were added  attacks on left- 
wing activities, especially SW P paper sales. As a visibly soft target, the SW P suffered 
badly at the hands of fascist hit squads. A t first the SW P leadership adopted  a 
policy o f denial, w ith no m ention  o f  these activities in Socialist Worker, bu t the 
dam aging effect tha t these attacks were having on the m orale o f the rank and file 
m ean t that this censorship could no t hope to be sustained indefinitely.

T ogether w ith these difficulties, the rising level o f race attacks, as well as the 
heightened m edia profile o f the F ar Right at hom e and ab road , no t to  m ention  the 
increasing num bers being draw n tow ard AFA, m eant tha t anti-fascism , if only for 
reasons o f  good business, could no t afford to be ignored for too m uch longer.

T he  m ilitants were fully aware o f a possible U -tu rn  b u t were unclear as to  exactly 
how it w ould com e abou t, o r the best way to  deal w ith it w hen it happened . T h e ir 
prim ary  concern  was tha t AFA structu res could be sw am ped by organisations such 
as the SW P, or possibly M ilitant, politically encouraging their m em bers to  join the 
existing branches en masse. A lternatively, they could set up new  branches, even 
possibly create entirely new  regions. U n d er the dem ocratic s truc tu re  tha t existed, 
the im plications were om inous. A nd having m ade the m istake o f allowing the 
m ilitants to  be ou tm anoeuvred  and  excluded from  decision-m aking in their own 
organisation betw een 1985 and 1989, they were determ ined  on only one thing: it 
w ould no t happen  again.

T hese reservations aside, AFA also felt com pelled, w henever the opportun ity  
afforded itself, to approach the Left w ith a view to cooperation. W ith the w ider 
num bers available to these groups, by working to  an  agreed plan , m ilitants could pu t 
the fascists under fu rther pressure, and , less selflessly, the involvem ent o f greater 
num bers w ould also provide cover for leading ‘players’ against being targeted and 
picked off by the authorities. However, in the tim e honoured  fashion, the AFA olive 
b ranch  was generally rejected ou t o f hand. Yet by the au tum n o f 1991 the m ilitants 
were by now utterly convinced by their own analysis, and  had an  increasing faith in 
their own ability to deliver. W ith o r w ithout the support o f the w ider Left, this inner 
confidence led AFA to m oun t its m ost am bitious cam paign in the east end of 
L ondon  w hich was now also officially a national priority for the BNP.



O n 8th S eptem ber that year, AFA had surprised everyone by organising the 
biggest anti-fascist event for over a decade, draw ing 10,000 people to the U nity 
C arnival on H ackney Downs. Supported  by a wide range o f organisations, from  the 
H ackney Joint Shop Stew ards C om m ittee to the Fire Brigades U nion , the Carnival 
p rogram m e again drew  attention  to rising levels o f  race attacks and urged people to 
becom e pro-active. “We have organised today’s event to  draw  atten tion  to  the 
grow ing num ber o f racist attacks, especially in east L ondon. T h e  fact tha t som e 
sections o f the com m unity virtually live under siege is unacceptable and  we hope 
you are prepared  to  do m ore than  just com e to  this symbolic show o f unity. S upport 
the activities on the back o f this p rogram m e to get organised and  do som ething to 
stop the racist attacks.”

O riginally, it had been in tended  that the event should be held in B ethnal G reen , 
bu t perm ission from Tower H am lets C ouncil had been w ithheld on security 
grounds. B ut even in neighbouring Hackney, AFA knew that in organising such a 
large event, it was nonetheless very m uch putting  itself on offer. A ccordingly, 
security was very tight w ith eighty security stewards, arm ed w ith a variety o f coshes, 
bars and  baseball bats, on duty  and in position from  Sam that m orning. It is 
perhaps instructive, given the chaos AFA had shown itself capable o f causing to 
opposition  set pieces, tha t the m arshalling and discipline was so com m anding  
th roughou t the day there was not one single arrest. O ne St John ’s am bulance 
w orker com m ented  afterw ards that it was the “best organised event he had  ever 
a ttended .” W hile dem onstrating  an increasing wariness o f the m ilitants, the B N P 
did continue to  vent their frustration  on the w ider Left, w ith an attack  on a Class 
W ar conference in Stoke N ew ington, for instance, on 28th  Septem ber.

Two weeks later on 12 th  O ctober, AFA staged a rally in W hitechapel ded ica ted  to 
“the lessons o f C able S tree t” and, less than a fortn ight later, led a 300-strong 
dem onstration  against the fascist paper sale at Brick Lane. Im m ediately following 
the carnival, their focus tu rned  to p u n ing  the final touches to  a m ajor national 
dem onstration  against racist attacks on R em em brance Sunday, 10th N ovem ber. 
N o t dow n W hitehall this tm ie bu t instead through Bethnal G reen , the very locale 
B ritish fascism considered its historic heardand . Against a backdrop o f  a pho to  o f 
the battle o f Cable S treet, posters advertising the event read: ‘Beating the Fascists: 
a great East E nd tradition .’ T hough  this was in p art a deliberate provocation, the 
dem onstration  had a m ore serious message: to draw  attention  to the connection  
betw een the political potential o f the B N P and a rising level o f race attacks w hich 
had for so long crystallised m ilitant concerns.

“We have chosen the East E nd because o f the high incidence o f  racist attacks in 
d iat area. But increasingly the fascists and racists are active all over the country , and 
a national m arch will be an im portan t dem onstration  o f working class opposition  to 
diem . T h e  increase in racist violence has been widely reported . N ationw ide, it is
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estim ated that there is an attack  every 26 m inutes, and  east L ondon  has the highest 
level o f attacks in the country. T h e  fascist British N ational Party (B N P) have m ade 
their w ork in east L ondon  a national priority. T hey  held three m arches and stood 
five candidates in local elections in 1990. In the St P eter’s w ard election (Bethnal 
G reen , A ugust 1990), the B N P ’s one-in-eight vote rep resen ted , in a w ard evenly 
divided along racial lines, som e 25%  o f the disillusioned w hite working class vote” 
(AFA leaflet).

U p to that po in t, AFA apart, the Left was un ited  in denying there was a problem . 
But by any standards an anti-fascist m arch m obilising in the region o f 4 ,000 people 
and attracting  w idespread m edia coverage nationally  sim ply had to  leave an 
im prin t. A nd it d id . Just as instructive, the unsw erving w ork AFA had pu t in over 
the previous twelve m onths caused bo th  the B N P and  N F  to duck the calculated 
m ilitant challenge on the day. As it was alm ost unheard  o f for any m ajor left-wing 
initiative no t to a ttract fascist opposition , for AFA here was p ro o f tha t m ilitant an ti
fascism could ‘neu tralise’ any area, even one as no to rious as B ethnal G reen. Indeed, 
so daun ting  was the AFA repu ta tion , tha t no t only had  the organised Right 
abandoned  B ethnal G reen , the
local working class population  on 
w hom  the B N P and  N F  relied on 
for suppo rt appeared to be just as 
intim idated.

T racey: “As we w en t dow n 
Bethnal G reen  R oad there was 
practically no one on the streets. 
Even the area outside pubs w here 
the B N P were know n to drink  
was d ese rted . You cou ld  see 
people stand ing  on seats inside 
w atching the m arch go by, b u t in 
total silence. It was alm ost eerie. 
T h ro u g h o u t the m arch the sole 
gesture o f defiance was restricted  
to  two doddery  old m en , and 
som eone waving a w hite hanky 
from  a balcony. But w hen we got 
in to  W hitech ap e l, A sian kids 
greeted us like a liberating army. 
T h e  co n tra s t w ith  the n ear 
n ightm are in B erm ondsey could 
no t be m ore m arked.”

BEATING TH E FASCISTS

An old East End tradition
NATIONAL DEMONSTRATION 
AGAINST RACIST ATTACKS

l U i p n .  . f  Lj .
/v-yjra*:! r i .  .'m x n M

a n ti-fa s c is t  a c t io n

Flyer advertising the AFA national 
demonstration on Wth November 1991.



A nother notable sign o f progress was the appearance on the back o f the m arch of 
several h u nd red  SWP. A fter a decade o f studiously m aintain ing  the ‘fascists were 
tiny’, the SW P were no t only heavily represented on the m arch, bu t w ith routine 
duplicity  had  even claim ed in a radio interview  that it was, in fact, an SW P rather 
than  an AFA initiative. T h u s , w hen denied speaking rights at the pre-m arch  rally on 
the grounds tha t the SW P had  no t publicly sponsored the m arch, SW P full-tim er 
Julie W aterston responded by heckling the female Red A ction speaker. “ L e t’s hear 
w hat shite you’re gonna com e ou t w ith!” H er screeching was halted w hen, w ithout 
cerem ony, she was taken by the th roat by a senior AFA stew ard and lifted kicking 
and  screeching ou t o f earshot, w ith an outraged bu t ineffectual SW P train  in tow. 
It was a small incident, bu t one that am ply illustrates the level o f scorn  felt in AFA 
ranks for the Left as a whole, and the SW P leadership in particular. A nd while it 
was still som e weeks before the im pact o f the AFA initiative on the L eft’s position 
becam e fully apparen t, AFA ended  1991 buoyant and self-confident.

A fu rth er indication o f AFA’s political developm ent had been the launch o f the 
m agazine Fighting Talk in Septem ber 1991. Previously, anti-fascists had relied on 
Searchlight for inform ation as well as publicity for activities, b u t over the years this 
relationship had , to  say the least, becom e strained. Searchlight’s w illingness to 
collaborate w ith everyone and anyone, and their ever-changing a ttitude to AFA -  
som etim es for, som etim es against -  m ade the AFA decision to  publish  its own 
m agazine a necessity. For the first tim e m ilitant anti-fascists had their ow n voice. It 
can surely have been one o f the very few left-wing publications o f  its size to 
uniform ly tu rn  a profit.

C entral to AFA’s strategy in the East E nd at this tim e was to  try and encourage the 
involvement and support o f groups and individuals ft-om within the black and  Asian 
com m unities who were under attack. As always, tactical advantage intertw ined with 
w hat m ight otherwise only have sounded like high-sounding principle. Exactly w hat 
AFA had  in m ind was laid ou t at a public m eeting in W hitechapel.

“Tow er H am lets has the highest ratio o f race attacks in a coun try  w here it is 
estim ated an attack occurs every 26 and a half m inutes. It is only in this area o f 
L ondon  that the B N P /N F  are allowed to operate openly. It is no t a coincidence ... 
at the m om ent m any areas o f Tower H am lets are divided along racial lines. To 
transform  this situation and isolate the BNP, we m ust first destroy the conditions 
and clim ate in w hich they prosper, by polarising the entire com m unity  on political 
lines. T herefore ou r first job is no t to unite people b u t to divide them  ... betw een 
fascist and  anti-fascist, racist and non-racist, m ilitant and m oderate, the passive and 
the active. It is ou r in tention  to sm ash the existing [racial] status quo, so it is no t to 
coalitions we look bu t to  co-insurgents” {Red Action, issue 58, spring 1991).

O vertures to the local Asian youth began prom isingly enough, particularly  w hen 
contac t was established with one individual. M ac M ., whose family had been
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involved in a conscious fight against the racists and  fascists for over a decade. A 
photo  o f his b ro ther, w ho had been slashed by racists from  the nape o f his neck to 
his lower back often featured on anti-racist leaflets. M ac, having already sam pled 
w hat the Left had to  offer in the shape ofW orkers A gainst Racism , a propaganda 
offshoot o f the R evolutionary C om m unist Party, judged the m ilitan t modus operandi 
the m ore realistic and dow n to earth . In tu rn , in M ac the AFA leadership saw a 
potentially invaluable condu it and  am bassador betw een them selves and local Asian 
youth. He had already dem onstra ted  his influence w hen his p rom p t intercession 
served to prevent a m isunderstand ing  betw een a large group o f young Asians and 
som e AFA m em bers, w ho had  been m istaken for B N P in terlopers, from  turn ing  
ugly. But if the m ilitants could see the vast potential, they were no t the only ones 
involved w ho were alert to  the possible political fall-out.

A fter a nu m b er of m eetings w ith leading AFA m em bers, M ac agreed to publicly 
com e ou t as an AFA supporter. B ut just before he did so, events took a sinister tu rn , 
w hen Special Branch officers called at his hom e and , w ithout m incing words, 
calmly sta ted  tha t unless all con tac t w ith the m ilitants ceased w ith im m ediate effect, 
they w ould “fit him  u p ” .

Joe: “ Obviously bo th  SB and  ourselves knew how valuable to  us he w ould be. 
H ere was a leader o f local Asian youth  in B ethnal G reen  w ho was prepared to 
publicly throw  in his lot w ith m ilitant anti-fascism . As dynam ic as this w ould be in 
tipping the balance locally, the repercussions w ould be felt outside o f  Bethnal

m

AFA march in the East End, 1991.



G reen  and , o f  course, m ight no t be restricted to the single issue o f anti-fascism , 
either. Because o f  all tha t we knew, a fit-up was far from inconceivable, and  w hen 
he said he was going to have to  drop ou t, hand on heart, we had no convincing 
argum ents to  persuade him  otherwise.”

Strangely, despite securing his acquiescence. Special B ranch seem ingly decided to 
m ake good their threat anyway. F or at 9am  on C hristm as m orn ing  in 1991, a 
seriously hung-over Joe Reilly was woken by a call from a hysterical and , to  him , 
alm ost unintelligible Asian w om an. I t tu rned  ou t to  be M ac’s m other. M ac had 
given her his num ber. She was phoning from the police station. H er entire family, 
including children as young as n ine, had been arrested in the night and  were at that 
tim e sdll held in custody. Police claim ed “a shotgun had been found on  the roof.” 
Reilly som ehow  found a sym pathetic solicitor and  the family were released w ithin 
a m atter o f hours, pending fu rther inquires.

At the W hitechapel m eeting M ac was to address, the chair, a W orkers Power 
m em ber, so over-indulged the SW P present it degenerated into a polem ic betw een 
the SW P and  m em bers o f the audience. To the disgust o f Red A ction, the young 
Asians p resen t were allowed to  drift ou t and away. T hereafter, the AFA strategy lost 
m om en tum . Special B ranch apart, political e lem ents, includ ing  individuals 
associated w ith the N M P, were working hard  beh ind  the scenes to tu rn  young 
Asians away from  AFA. C onsiderably less discreet was Tower H am lets councillor, 
Jalal U dd in , w ho told the Docklands Recorder that; “Asians could  stand  up to  racists 
and  d id n ’t need any help from  people like A nti-Fascist A ction” {Docklands Recorder, 
22nd  N ovem ber 1990).

G iven the level o f  opposition, it is hardly a surprise that the AFA hard-liners never 
m anaged  to overcom e the loss o f  im petus resulting  from  Special B ranch 
in tim idation . Today, w hen considering the state o f ‘separate developm ent’, officially 
labelled the ‘p rom otion o f diversity’ in w hich a separatist B N P thrives, the 
opportun ity  lost in 1991 was arguably no t just a set-back for anti-fascist m ilitancy 
b u t for the cause of anti-racism /anti-fascism  as a whole.

254 Beating the Fascists



3. 13

T H E  N O R T H E R N  N E T W O R K ,  1991

Beating the Fascists 255

From  about the m id-1980s fascist activity in the north -w est o f England had  been 
largely confined to the mill tow ns su rround ing  the city o f M anchester. Places such 
as R ochdale, B olton,W igan, B lackburn, Burnley and  O ldham . Having been literally 
kicked off the streets o f  M anchester by the ‘squadists’, the N F  had  no t m ade a 
determ ined  or sustained a ttem p t to  operate politically w ithin the city boundaries 
for a decade. For the BNP, too, every a ttem p t to  p u t dow n sustainable roots in the 
city ended  in near catastrophe. T h e  first issue o f Fighting Talk th a t appeared  in 
Septem ber 1991 analysed the state o f play:

“ M anchester B N P has suffered several set-backs over the past year. Firstly, their 
a ttem pt to  organise a rally in B lackburn ended  in d isaster w hen they found  they 
cou ldn ’t a ttrac t sufficient local suppo rt, and  had to  cancel the event. T h e  few 
unw itting fascists w ho did tu rn  up found them selves unwillingly involved in som e 
im prom ptu  ‘street theatre’ and  received an escort o u t o f tow n by the local 
constabulary.

“T h e  prestigious ‘F riends o f Oswald M osley’ m eeting, w hich was organised by the 
local b ranch , and for which they were to provide stew ards, was cancelled w hen the 
true  natu re  o f  the event was revealed to  the ow ners o f the hotel in w hich the 
m eeting was to be held. T h is  was followed a couple o f  weeks later by ano ther ‘secret’ 
m eeting ending in chaos, w hen the m anagem ent o f Parker’s H otel in the city 
refused entry  to  John Tyndall and  his handful o f  followers. T h is  led to  the F uehrer 
addressing the m asses on a patch  o f waste g round  beh ind  a railway station. 
U nfortunately  for the ded ica ted  few, som e o f the w asteland ended  up on them!

“ In  N ovem ber 1990, a clash betw een anti-fascists and  fascists outside M other 
M ac’s, a pub  in the city centre, left two fascists needing hospital treatm ent. T h e  pub  
had  been  used by the B N P for b ranch  m eetings and had  been u nder surveillance 
for som e tim e .T h e  irony was tha t on several occasions they could  be heard  boasting  
tha t the ‘R eds’ w ould never suspect them  to be holding m eetings in a pub  m anaged 
by an Irish land lord .”

Perhaps the m ost d ram atic illustration o f the und im m ed  resolve o f M anchester 
anti-fascists had  occurred  the previous year following the annual M anchester 
M artyrs C om m em oration  m arch  th rough  the city. Traditionally , this event had  been 
violently opposed by fascists and  Loyalists. O f the latter, by far the largest and  m ost 
m ilitan t con tingen t travelled in coaches from  L iverpool, organised  by the 
Independen t Loyal O range Lodge (IL O L ), a m ilitant break-away from  the



m ainstream  O range O rder, w hich liked to  boast o f  a d irect connection  to  the U V F 
death-squads. O n average at least two fifty-seater coaches, plus cars w ould travel 
from  Liverpool and then  join up by pre-arrangem ent w ith local Loyalists and  N F  
supporters som ew here on the route about twelve noon. As usual, by the tim e the 
m arch rallied in a local Pakistani centre at about 4pm , it was nearly dark, and  so, 
aware o f the danger o f  loitering in the vicinity, the coun ter-dem onstra to rs w ho had 
harried  the m arch th roughout the day liked to m ake tracks.

For som e tim e the level o f support com ing from  Liverpool had  been a concern  to 
the organisers and to anti-fascists. N o t only did the additional num bers o f fighters 
considerably em bolden the N F , bu t perhaps m ore than that, the M anchester police 
were publicly beginning to tinker w ith the idea o f em ploying the spectre o f 
‘Loyalist’ violence in order to justify banning the m arch altogether. C h ief C onstable 
Jam es A nderton  had  publicly said as m uch. N eedless to  say, any such ban  w ould be 
greeted  by the N F  no t just as a m ajor m oral victory in itself, bu t w ould also be 
presen ted  as a vindication o f fascist tactics o f in tim idation generally. A fter toying 
w ith som e ideas, including staging a breakdow n o f a van on the m otorw ay 
decorated  w ith T ricolours and o ther paraphernalia as an en ticem ent to  the 
retu rn ing  Loyalists to  stop their coaches, it was finally agreed som ething requiring  
considerably less personnel w ould have to suffice.

O n the m orn ing  o f the m arch, stewards travelled into L ongsight to take contro l o f 
the m arket and  the surrounding  access roads. F our vanloads em ptied  on to  the 
m arket, while the police m ade the short hop from Longsight police station  to take 
up their positions. Suddenly, a different m ob o f about forty casuals appeared  at the 
top  o f D ickinson Road, and instead o f heading for the parade o f  shops w here the 
Loyalists and  fascists, who had yet to  appear, w ould norm ally congregate, they 
began to  drift tow ard the assembly point. R um ours had reached the organisers tha t 
th e  C helsea  H ead h u n te rs  w ere m obilising  to su p p lem en t the c o u n te r
dem onstrato rs. Was this them ?

Denis: “We pulled eight lads together and slipped away from the m arket. O n the 
way D essie goes to N adir, ‘You’d b e tte r stay back otherwise they’ll suss us.’ ‘T h a t’s 
d iscrim ination ,’ N ad ir replies and ignores him  as we cross over D ickinson R oad and 
walk right into the back o f them . Two m ounted  police are on either side o f this 
group as we begin to mingle. A couple o f ou r lads speaking in soft low tones 
in troduce themselves and explain the level o f violence they could expect as the day 
wore on. T he  wolves were in the herd and they knew it. U nsure  w hat was going to 
happen or w hat to  do, they tried to edge away bu t as we were in the m iddle o f them  
it m ade it difficult for them  to pull away and  re-group. T h e  tension and unease 
em anating from them  transm itted  itself to the horses w ho began tw itching, 
neighing and  backing up, announcing to  their riders that som ething was awry. T he  
police responded by urging their horses into the m iddle o f the group  forcing an
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opening. We stood  our g round  b u t o u r friends moved alm ost as a flock to  place 
them selves on the o ther side o f the horses, away from  us. T hey  then  pulled further 
back to S tockport Road and  headed back into tow n. T hey  were no t seen again that 
day.”

A day tha t began badly for the Loyalist supporters was destined to  end 
disastrously. As n ight drew  in, w ith the m eeting  just starting , a packed van, 
noticeably low on it axles, edged slowly ou t o f  the car park  ad jacen t to  the hall. 
Police probably assum ed it con tained  m archers innocently  head ing  for hom e. But 
inside were anti-fascist heavies -  in m ore ways than  one. Bar the driver, alm ost 
everyone was either 6ft o r over, and  built accordingly. A nam e check of the 
occupants w ould have revealed som e o f the m ost hard-line anti-fascists in the 
country. A ccom panying ‘the L ondon  lo t’ were forceful ‘M anes’*, som e o f w hom  
w orked the doors in the burgeoning club scene in the city at the tim e. T h e ir  target 
was no t just any old right-w ing stragglers, b u t w hat anti-fascist intelligence had  
identified as the m ain IL O L  ‘string-pu llers’. Q uite  unaw are they had  been under 
surveillance from  the m om ent they arrived by car in M anchester tha t m orn ing , the 
Loyalists nevertheless walked briskly in  a tight group  to  the cars they had parked in 
R usholm e. It was a cold w intry Sunday evening about 5 .30pm . It had rained earlier 
and the streets were quiet w ith very little activity.

H ad  the Loyalists been arm ed  w ith a little m ore street savvy the sight o f a van 
cruising past, only to  re tu rn  m om ents later heading in the opposite d irection , would 
have been enough to  send hackles rising. B ut no such collective instinct seemingly 
existed. T hese  were n o t street-figh ting  m en  b u t m ore w hite-collar m iddle 
m anagem ent.

Suddenly  the van swerved into the kerb and  pulled up sharply alongside them , 
causing the sliding doors to  crash back so suddenly  one o f  the bulky occupants who 
had  been crouching near the doo r was catapulted  on to  the pavem ent. Q uickly he 
scram bled on to all fours b u t rather than  lose the elem ent o f surprise the others 
used his b road  16-stone fram e as a springboard  for the assault. “ Go! Go! G o!” 
Identifiable boo t-p rin ts were found  on his light-coloured bom ber jacket afterw ards.

Joe: “T h ere  were no w eapons, bu t none were needed. T h e  attack was so swift, no t 
one of them  got away. O ne, I rem em ber, was w hacked so hard  he travelled three or 
four feet through the air before h itting a fence post and  crum pling. A nother trying 
to  fight o ff a black lad from L ondon  soon resem bled a rag-doll. W ithin less than  a 
m inute half a dozen bodies were prone and  unmoving. T h e  unluckiest was the one 
w ho had  m ingled w’ith a bus queue and so avoided the first wave, only to  be caught 
in the backw ash as everyone pu t in at least one boot as they headed back tow ard the
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van. As the first Loyalist w ent dow n, two m iddle-aged w om en com plete w ith U nion 
Jack um brellas instinctively sought to  raise the alarm , bu t, possibly recognising in the 
dem eanour of the attackers a risk to themselves, walked off into the night, no t once 
daring to look back. As had rightly been anticipated, the ‘Rusholm e m assacre’ ended  
for good Loyalist am bitions with regard to M anchester.”

To ou tsiders it may well have looked as if the city was sewn up, b u t privately those 
occupying the top table were fully aware o f how hard -earned  was their suprem acy 
and correspondingly, now the bar was raised to  such a ruthless standard , any small 
lapse in concentration  on their side w ould invite calam ity to com e calling.

It was early in 1989 w hen the idea o f doing a gig in M anchester was floated w ith 
a view to building on the public bond  that had developed betw een the Angelic 
U pstarts  and AFA in L ondon; Dave H ann  volunteered to check for a venue, 
arrange publicity, security, and so on. W hether it was dow n to inexperience, 
w hether he w anted the plaudits o r possibly he genuinely beheved the fascists 
w ou ldn’t dare try anything in M anchester, outside o f a small circle, senior an ti
fascists in the city were never fully tied into the plan.

U nbeknow n to H ann , in som e o f the mill towns su rrounding  M anchester, the 
news o f  the m uch-hated  M ensi’s pending arrival created a trem endous buzz o f 
excitem ent, especially am ong the neo-nazi skinhead elem ent who im m ediately 
began to m ake preparations. Such was the intensity tha t, in the weeks ru nn ing  up 
to  it, one p rom inen t anti-fascist in the city. N adir, picked up rum ours from  
sym pathetic barrow  boys in the local m arket o f plans by Rochdale skins to  tu rn  over 
a gig in M anchester. K nowing little o f the politics o f that particu lar subcu ltu re  and 
their obsession w ith M ensi, widely regarded by them  as a renegade, he was m ore 
puzzled than  alarm ed, as he had no reason to connect the rum our w ith the AFA 
fundraiser. C om e the night in question and T he  Swinging Sporran , slap bang  in the 
m iddle o f M anchester, is ram m ed w ith neo-nazi boneheads “ like fucking beans on 
toast,” as one awed gig-goer pu t it later.

Denis; “ I tu rn ed  up w ith Hefty, G erry and N ads. We had catered for enough to 
m an the door and a bit o f chucking out, if required. Instantly, from  the num bers we 
could see som ething else was going to be needed. N o t exactly panicking we decide 
to  look round  to try and take proper stock o f the situation. W hen we reconvene. 
N adir offers the opinion that ‘It isn’t too bad, I counted  about thirty  o r so.’ ‘T h ere ’s 
far m ore than that,’ H efty replies. After a brief exchange it becom es apparen t that, 
whereas H efty’s total was based entirely on the venue area upstairs, N ad ’s count was 
restricted solely to the dow nstairs bar! A round eighty all told. A quick assessm ent o f 
the situation indicated that as long as we d id n ’t allow any m ore upstairs, which was 
the gig venue, we could buy ourselves tim e to get proper backup up in place. T he  
view was that the skins w eren’t likely to properly kick off until the gig was well under 
way and they were nicely liquored. We began to draw up a shortlist, and  m e. Hefty
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and N ads set off to round  them  up. Dave was to stay behind. Before departing  it was 
fully understood that on no account was anyone to be let into the gig area until we 
returned  with the necessary security to  contro l the door.”

Less than  an hour, later an impressive un it o f a dozen plus, suitably arm ed w ith 
claw ham m ers and sim ilar im plem ents o f destruction , assem bled outside T he  
S porran , the plan being to first take contro l o f the door, prevent any m ore com ing 
in, and then begin w eeding ou t the undesirables. H owever, upon  entering  the 
dow nstairs bar it was im m ediately apparen t there w ould need to be a change of 
p lan, as 30 or so neo-nazis who had previously been dow nstairs had , in the 
m eantim e, joined the 50 or so already upstairs. “W ho the fuck let them  in?” an irate 
D essie N oonan  inquires. “ It was that o r the m anager said he w ould pull the gig,” 
H ann  explains. “W hat does the m anager th ink  is going to happen  now?” N ad ir asks, 
all innocence.

At 6ft 4ins and weighing in at a round  18 stone, the knife-scarred visage of 
N oonan  autom atically becam e the focus for the suddenly apprehensive skins as he 
surveyed the venue. H e beckons H ann  to him : “ G et on stage and  tell them  they will 
have to leave.” Over the mike the challenge is laid dow n. “T h is  is an anti-fascist 
benefit, any right-w ingers should be advised to leave now ... o r ... they’re getting it.” 
By now the rest o f the team  are spread around  the room , p rim ed  to  respond to the 
slightest h in t o f resistance. But there is little reaction w ith each and every skin 
individually m ulling over the proposition. Each o f them  w ondering, ‘D o they m ean 
m e?’ In the absence o f a natural leader com ing to  the fore, the collective response 
is to keep the head dow n, avoid eye con tac t and  hope no t to be noticed. As one 
fascist a ttem p ts  to  roll dow n his sh irts leeves in o rd e r  to  conceal som e 
com prom ising tattoos. H efty m akes his m ove, grabbing the right-w inger and 
hustling him  tow ard the stairs. In seconds the bar begins to  clear as o thers eagerly 
join the exodus. N o heroes here. In as little as three m inutes the neo-nazis have 
been  herded  dow n the narrow  stairs, th rough  the bar and  into the night. A part from 
a b rie f scuffle at the doo r and  a few small stones throw n at the w indow s, the 
prospect o f violence o f potentially  medieval p roportions being unleashed had 
caused the neo-nazi strike to fold w ithout a real punch  being throw n.

It was from  this unforgiving tem plate tha t M anchester AFA w ould form ally be re
launched in N ovem ber 1991. W ith John P. having been  blacklisted and  eventually 
d ropping  ou t o f activity in the late ’80s, and  D enis C . m oving to  L ondon  in  1990, 
a political vacuum  now existed in M anchester. It was quickly filled by a trium virate, 
m ade up  o f G erry  M ., a recently  arrived G lasw egian, C arol W , a w ell-respected 
ten-year veteran o f activity in the city, and Dave H ann.

Previously the centre o f activity for AFA in the N o rth  had  cen tred  on Leeds. 
T h ere , G ordon  L unn , a b lu ff trades council activist who a ttended  m eetings in a 
sports jacket and  cardigan, pulled the strings and  largely set the political tone  for
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anti-fascism  in the north-w est region as well. F rom  the ou tset, along w ith G eoff 
R obinson from  B radford, he was a political foe and vocal opponen t o f the m ilitant 
delegates, particularly  from L ondon. At one AFA Secretariat m eeting, he described 
a Guardian photograph that depicted a female AFA m em ber being physically 
assau lted  by a police officer in a clash ou ts ide  S ou th  A frica H ouse  on 
R em em brance Day as counter-productive. O n ano ther occasion, he insisted, “N azis 
in Leeds were harder than  nazis in L ondon .” Privately, the L ondon  leadership 
regarded him  and his cronies with derision, describing them  as ‘L unn ites’. W ith  the 
fo rm al in teg ra tio n  o f  M an ch es te r in to  the new  AFA reg ional s tru c tu re s  
com plem enting  the signing up o f a particularly m uscular D A M  branch  in Liverpool 
to  the N o rth e rn  N etw ork, the centre o f political influence shifted from  Leeds 
w estw ard. W ith M anchester-born  form er M ilitant full-tim er, John H . joining Red 
A ction no t long afterw ards, the new  centre o f AFA operations in the N o rth  West 
was consolidated.

U nable to  organise in M anchester proper, by the early 1990s the B N P  focused on 
the satellite tow ns in the su rrounding  hills -  O ldham , B urnley, R ochdale, 
B lackburn and  Pendle. So rather than sit back and await the inevitable ‘invasion’ o f 
M anchester, it was decided AFA should confront this em bryonic grow th at source. 
W hile it proved a critical decision strategically over the longer te rm , on the very first 
outing  o f the ‘new ’ AFA absolute catastrophe was only narrowly avoided. Just.

Jon: “F rom  the very start AFA in the north-w est knew it was up against it. T h e  
fascists always had  fighters there , they had  always had  co n n ec tio n s and  
unfortunate ly  they always had a certain  electoral base. T h e  first day ou t for the 
newly relatm ched M anchester b ranch was in Rochdale and showed how  things 
were going to  be. T h e  B N P had a fair few likely lads, maybe about forty plus, and 
had  never been up against AFA before. O n the o ther hand the AFA stew ards’ group 
was only a few days old, and w ith the exception o f Red A ction, had  no real 
experience. W ith abou t even num bers the B N P cam e charging at us. It was make 
o r break tim e. People looked at each o ther uncertain  on how it was going to  go -  
fight o r flight? T h en  the two leading RA people stepped forward and  broke bottles 
o ff the wall. Instantly  people rallied, the fascists slowed, then stopped , uncertainly. 
N ex t thing we were into them . For many, that day set the tone for the five-year 
cam paign that followed. H ad  it gone the o ther way, who knows?”

Before long, Tyndall, aware o f the dam age being inflicted on w hat was otherwise 
resonant terrain , decided to shore up m orale by encouraging m em bers from o ther 
areas, including L ondon, to stiffen B N P resolve in the region. T h is influx now 
posed a problem  for AFA w ho faced the prospect o f being seriously oum um bered  
for the first tim e. G erry  m ade an approach to a senior m em ber o f Red A ction 
pointing  ou t that, as the B N P were sending coaches up , shouldn’t L ondon AFA do 
likewise? “N o way!” was the unequivocal response. “I f  we tried  to  m atch them  m an
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for m an , AFA w ould be ban k ru p t in a m onth . In any case, if they are dem anding 
national m obilisations -  this is only p ro o f you are doing your job, isn’t it?” he said 
sm iling and  w ent to  walk off. “Well, w hat abou t a carload o f ‘advisers’ then?” G erry  
pleaded. “N o t necessary either,” cam e the reply. “Just m ake sure you pick a position 
on the day where you feel you canno t lose and  if conditions perm it, build on it.” 
T hough  the briefest o f exchanges, it does reveal no t only the h it-and -run  nature  o f 
the operation b u t the essentially guerrilla m indset that cam e w ith it.

Denis: “How  it w ould w ork is tha t, say the B N P m obilise two hund red  and we 
only have forty -  knowing w here they are likely to m ob up, the very first th ing  is to 
mobilise your own outfit a sufficient distance from  them  to avoid crossing swords 
w ith them  early on in the day w here their superior num bers could be decisive. T hen  
by assessing intelligence from  scouts you begin to edge nearer as the day progresses. 
Essentially w hat you are looking at all the tim e is intelligence to  allow you to  second 
guess them , b u t also for any apparen t loss o f  concen tration  w hereby a section o f 
theirs is left beh ind , breaks away or, for w hatever reason, m om entarily  hands the 
superiority  in num bers to us. Five to one was a favoured ratio  because, apart from 
taking any elem ent o f contest ou t o f the clash, it also m eant m axim um  dam age 
could be done in seconds so th a t by the tim e police arrived we were long gone, 
w ithout any prospect o f  arrests and w ith m orale high, looking for fresh quarry. Two 
or three hits like tha t over a day w ould give a far health ier re tu rn  in term s o f 
d isrup tion , dam age to m orale, and general loss o f face than  any one big set-piece 
confrontation  requiring  at the 
very least five tim es the 
num bers. T h is is one reason 
we always punched  far above 
our weight.”

O n the eve o f  w hat was 
likely to be a m ajor clash with 
the B N P in R ochdale in the 
ru n -u p  to  the G enera l 
E lection on 4 th  April 1992,
G erry  an d  D ave w ere 
a rrested  in R ochdale. Red 
Action stickers were found in 
the ir possession. Follow ing 
th e ir  a rre s ts , po lice  also 
obtained  w arran ts allowing a 
search o f their hom es. T hey  
w ere kep t in overn igh t, 
probably in the hope the AFA BNP founder John Tyndall.



dem onstration  m ight be called off or d isrupted . However, such contingencies had 
long been catered for w ith plans for the day carried ou t by able deputies. L ater, 
b o th  activists were released w ithout charge. By this stage the authorities, having 
w orked to a plan of targeting key players across the AFA netw ork, had  begun  to 
realise it was no t working effectively, largely due to an inability to secure convictions 
w hen charges could be laid. So the strategy was largely abandoned  in favour o f 
setting  ou t to ‘crim inalise’ the organisation as a whole.

In accordance w ith the Tyndall edict, and as two firm devotees o f the B N P  as a 
‘party  o f pow er’ anyway, leading B N P figures like R ichard E dm onds firom L ondon  
and  John Peacock from  Leicester routinely m ade their way to  R ochdale in o rder to 
beef up the cam paign o f their candidate, ex-squaddie and ex-Tory, K en H enderson . 
T h e  N o rth e rn  N etw ork rose to the challenge.

“AFA m obilised over 200 people to oppose the B N P rally. We even successfully 
m anaged  to persuade the A N L  to join a dem onstration  at the fascists’ redirection 
po in t, ra ther than  simply give ou t leaflets miles away from  them  ... Having 
occupied their first redirection po in t and driven away a num ber o f B N P thugs who 
were being bussed in for the rally, AFA learnt that the m ain fascist force had moved 
to  ano ther pub. Im m ediately, we argued that the dem onstration  should  follow 
tliem ” {Fighting Talk, issue 3).

AFA m ade their way to the pub  and im m ediately fighting broke out. T h e  B N P 
were driven back. Fighting Talk continues: “We left them  cow ering inside, aw aiting 
police protection . W hen the bulk o f the o ther coun ter-dem onstrato rs arrived we 
sim ply su rrounded  the pub, w ithstood police attem pts to  clear us off and  kept the 
fascists p inned  dow n for alm ost three hours. Finally, instead o f  a rally, the fascists 
were escorted  ou t o f tow n by the police.”

T h ree  weeks later on 25th  April, 120 anti-fascist fighters from  “ all over the n o rth ” 
were m obilised to  confront a B N P leafieting operation  in R ochdale. A gain AFA 
were successful in spoiling the fascist activity.

“A th ird  a ttem p t to  rally by the B N P a couple o f weeks later was cancelled at the 
last m om ent w hen a suitable venue could  n o t be found. AFA still m obilised, 
anyway. We had  no sooner started  to  leaflet one o f the areas they were stand ing  in 
w hen w ord reached us tha t the fascists had  been  spo tted  in a pub  on the o ther side 
o f  tow n. A flying colum n o f anti-fascists was despatched  to  the pub  in w hich the 
B N P m em bers had h idden  them selves. N o sooner had the anti-fascists arrived 
than  the pub  doors were locked and  bolted. At this m om ent the B N P ’s m inibus 
was spo tted  at the rear o f the pub. I t was set on w ith glee, and  h und reds o f  pounds 
w orth  o f dam age was done to the van while the m aster race cow ered inside the 
pub. O ne anti-fascist w ho re tu rn ed  incognito to the pub in the evening was told 
tha t the landlord , fearing for the safety o f  his pub , had  considered throw ing the 
fascists ou t in to  the baying m ob, until two o f the boneheads bu rst in to  tears, and
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ano ther disgraced him self in a som ew hat smeUier m an n er” {Red Action, issue 63).
A week later the B N P did m anage to hold a rally on the steps o f the Town Hall. 

T h e  success o f this operation  was entirely dow n to a last m inute  change o f plans, 
and , o f  course, a considerable police presence. A B N P rally in D ew sbury on 29th 
June saw fu rther clashes w ith three AFA m em bers arrested . A t the beginning of 
1993 news o f a threat to the AFA band  T h e  Blaggers saw a large m obilisation of 
over one hund red  stew ards travel to Blackpool to secure the venue and vicinity. A 
large num bers o f fascists were spo tted  lurking along the m otorw ay services, “ too 
frightened to en te r the venue,” according to Melody M aker  (27 th  January  1993).

T h e  next notable rendezvous betw een AFA and the B N P in the N o rth  West cam e 
in the tiny tow n o f C olne in June w hen the latter pu t up a candidate  in a council 
by-election there. An election m eeting was arranged  for the final Saturday before 
polling day, bu t ra ther than  con test the tow n centre, the venue selected by B N P 
organisers was a com m unity  centre in the m iddle o f a park, on the edge o f town. If 
they had  thought such a display of self-effacem ent m ight see m ilitants dow ngrade 
their own response they were wrong. Bright and  early, an 80-strong m ilitant task 
force arrived to occupy the entrance to the hall. N o t for the first tim e the police 
convinced them selves they were B N P and w hen abou t 30 genuine BNP, com plete 
w ith flags, appeared on the o ther side o f the park, police duly herded  the not 
unw illing m ilitants in their direction. E ntering  into the spirit o f  things “AFA 
m em bers cheered and  ‘Sieg-H eiled’, hoping  to entice the fascists in to  the park” 
{Manchester Red Action, Bulletin N o  6).

D espite, or because of, this encouragem ent the right-w ingers began to edge 
nervously back tow ard the park  perim eter, and  so AFA charged. Only the 
in tervention  o f police dog handlers prevented a total rou t. H aving re-grouped , the 
B N P organisers were m ore than  happy in the circum stances to settle for a m eeting 
in a co rner o f a field. But it was an  arrangem ent tha t did som e late and befuddled 
B N P arrivals few favours w hen they “ended up  on  the w rong side o f police lines 
and  paid heavily for it.” M eanw hile, the A nti-N azi League w ho had  inevitably op ted  
for a leafleting session in C olne tow n cen tre , “were in a q u an d ary ” . T hey  were 
unsure if they should condem n A FA ’s actions o r claim  credit for them . In the end 
they ignored the con trad iction  and tried  to  do both . “T hey  condem ned  AFA to the 
press, and  claim ed the credit for stopping the B N P to their own su p p o rte rs” 
{Manchester Red Action, Bulletin N o  6). “We have the sam e aim s as the A nti-Fascist 
Alliance [sic] b u t d o n ’t necessarily approve o f their m ore d irect m ethods,” an A N L  
spokesm an told the local press.

A by-election in T odm orden  later the sam e m on th  m ean t it w itnessed an action 
replay. O nce again the A N L  played it safe by leafleting in d irect su p p o rt o f 
the L abour candidate , C arole G ilbraith , while AFA sought ou t the B N P  by 
direct m ethods.
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“A nti-fascist m ilitants storm ed a pub where British N ational Party m em bers were 
gathering. A bout 20 m en burst into T he  H are and H ounds in Burnley R oad, 
T odm orden , sm ashing windows and over turning tables.” T he  B N P present, who 
were p reparing for a leafleting cam paign, “threw  chairs at the attackers and  fled ou t 
o f  the back o f  the pub  to safety. T he  attackers wrecked their Ford  van before making 
their getaway.” L ater that day som e 100 B N P m em bers travelled to the S toops area 
o f Burnley where once again w ith depressing inevitability AFA was waiting for them .

“T h e  S toops estate gained nationw ide notoriety  last year w hen it e rup ted  in a 
wave o f anti-police riots. T h e  candidate on this occasion, baby-faced Scott 
O ’Sullivan, obviously wary o f local opinion and the estate’s repu ta tion , a ttem pted  
to  play dow n the ‘law and  o rder’ aspect o f B N P policy. T his tactic failed w hen, p rio r 
to a m ass leafleting o f the estate, the B N P were am bushed at their re-d irection  
point. T h is  forced the B N P to invite the police to accom pany them  on to  an estate 
w ith a long-standing hatred  o f the forces o f law and order. F or the rest o f  the 
afternoon , the B N P provided the police w ith an ideal opportun ity  to m o u n t a show 
o f strength  on the estate. T his lack of respect for local feelings and  the fact tha t the 
police were visibly protecting the B N P from  the anti-fascists no d oub t con tribu ted  
to  their feeble show ing in the polls. A m iserable 53 votes provided a clear thum bs 
dow n for the forces o f law and  order” {Fighting Talk, issue 6).

If  the voters were no t im pressed by the party  o f law and order the local press was 
increasingly condem natory  o f anti-fascism . A lthough often critical o f  the BNP, this 
editorial in the Lancashire Evening Telegraph was hardly any m ore sym pathetic to the 
activities o f the m ilitants: “L et us be frank. T h e  British N ational Party  is a noxious 
organisation, peddling  racism  under the cloak of patriotism . B ut it has an 
undeniable right to do so -  w ithin the confines o f the law. So w hen its m em bers, 
gathering in a pub  before a leafleting cam paign in support o f their candidate  in next 
TTiursday’s county  by-election at Burnley, are set upon  by a gang o f anti-fascist 
m ilitants, sm ashing windows and overturning tables, w hat cause is prom oted? 
C ertainly, it is no t that o f anti-fascism . Indeed, the B N P m ay even benefit if its 
opponen ts are perceived as lawless thugs. A nd, even if this is no t the case, those w ho 
seek to defeat the B N P  w ith violence will be seen as being no b e tte r than  the BNP. 
R em em bering the outrageous, unlawful violence used by B N P m em bers to  attack 
an anti-apartheid  m eeting in Blackburn in M arch, it is obvious that the party  has 
standards, as well as policies, that decent people are happy to condem n. B ut they 
prefer their condem nation to be confm ed w ithin the scope o f law and o rder and  the 
ballot box. A nd that is w hat these anti-fascist thugs m ust learn or be tarred  w ith the 
sam e brush. It is a m ad policy that sets ou t to sm ash the opposition and ends up 
being likened to it. We do n ’t w ant these punch-up  m erchants. T h e  real m uscle in 
British politics lies no t in pub  fights betw een extrem ist hooligans, bu t w ith the 
electorate, which is quite capable o f seeing off the repellent, hate-inspired
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organisations w hich crop up  -  be they far-R ight o r far-Left. A nd if in the interim , 
they break the law, they m ust be caught and punished .”

As the tone o f the Telegraph editorial indicates, the activities o f the N orthern  
N etw ork was capable o f upsetting  m ore than  the BNP. A nd while nationally AFA 
had by now begun to physically d ism antle the B N P operation  across the country, 
the 620 votes accrued by H enderson  in a parliam entary  seat in R ochdale gave 
activists in the N o rth  W est pause for reflection. A considerable am oun t o f w ork had 
been done by the M anchester b ranch  in  R ochdale bu t following the election result, 
though m oderate  by today’s standards, the N o rth e rn  N etw ork priority  thereafter 
was to  try  and build  a hom e grow n anti-fascist presence in the tow n o f Rochdale 
itself. C o incidence or o therw ise, n o t too long afterw ards K en H enderson  
announced  his re tirem ent from  political activity altogether.

In  spite o f w hat was indisputably  a series o f reverses, the B N P  w ith impressive 
stam ina opened up w ith a new  front in east Lancashire. T h e re , in the m onths 
betw een M ay and S eptem ber they contested  four by-elections, three attem pted  
rallies, and reported  new  units in C olne, N elson, B urnley and B lackburn.

D ogged determ ination  aside, the ceaseless AFA harrying could no t fail to draw 
a ttention  to  the irreducible contradiction  in the B N P strategy at this tim e. For 
although as a party  the B N P was street o rientated  and had at least the am bition, if 
not always the m eans, to  challenge for control o f the streets, by degrees AFA had 
begun to force the B N P to focus their efforts on avoiding contact with the anti
fascist opposition at alm ost any cost. As well as this, the fascists also desired electoral 
respectability, bu t n o t only w ere they forced to  devise e laborate logistical 
arrangem ents for any public activity including re-direction points, the ‘party  o f 
pow er’ was patently obviously reliant on police for security. Such elem entary 
contradictions could no t fail to  im pact negatively on the public, and consequently 
on m em bership self-esteem. Events in Burnley two m onths later were illustrative o f 
the general dem oralisation that had developed in the B N P ranks as a result o f the 
m ilitant cam paign. An article in Fighting Talk sum m ed up the state o f play as follows:

“ Clearly unable to  take a h in t, the B N P  announced  tha t they w ould be standing  
a fu rther two candidates in B urnley during  local elections in Septem ber. T hey  also 
announced  plans for a m ajor m arch and  rally in the tow n on S aturday 28 th  A ugust. 
D espite being forew arned o f possible trouble , the police seem ed determ ined  to 
allow the m arch to  go ahead. T h is  decision seem s even m ore rem arkable 
considering  th a t B urnley F C  was playing at hom e that day. O n the m orn ing  o f  the 
28 th , 150 AFA activists arrived at Burnley C entral S tation. A lthough we were 
unable to  avoid detec tion  by the police surveillance operation , we were at least in 
the area in w hich the B N P in tended  to  m arch. T h is  in itself rep resen ted  an 
achievem ent, considering the m anner in w hich the police had  kept us o ff the S toops 
in June.
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“T h e  presence o f this large group also attracted  the atten tion  o f a sm all section o f 
B urnley fans, who having been w ound up by five o r six local B N P  m em bers, 
a ttem pted  to  attack  the AFA contingent. T his attack failed, and  the assailants were 
chased off. AFA has no quarrel with fans o f  any football club, and had  at first 
ignored attem pts by these fans to start trouble. However, w hen this bunch  started  
throw ing bottles at anti-fascists, then the course o f action was never in d oub t ... 
AFA m em bers later m et ‘spokesm en’ from the m ain Burnley firm , w ho declared 
them selves im partial, and announced  that they would attack  w hoever was in tow n 
after the gam e, although they were not too pleased at the way the B N P had tried  to 
m anipulate B urnley fans.

“ If it was the in tention  o f the B N P to use Burnley fans against AFA, then  the plan 
back-fired, because the police refused to  allow the B N P to leave their re-d irection  
po in t, due to ‘serious public d isorder’ in Burnley. T h is sparked a furious row 
betw een local activists and party  leader John Tyndall, who meekly com plied w ith 
police orders no t to travel into Burnley. A few locals defied the police and ventured 
in to  tow n anyway, where irate Burnley fans slapped them  around .

“T h e ir  plans thw arted , the B N P tu rned  on each other. O ne o f the candidates, 
D avid M cN ee, w ithdrew  from  the election declaring  th a t he was ‘to tally  
disillusioned w ith the BNP.’ O thers started  fighting am ongst them selves, while 
m ost just bem oaned  Tyndall’s lack o f bottle. In  the end the B N P m ustered  a pitiful 
32 votes for the candidate w ho withdrew, and  a m agnificent n ine votes for the 
candidate  w ho stayed the course. In a ttem pting to sell a tough streetw ise im age to 
white working class youth, while still attem pting  to win over respectable voters, the 
B N P  have m anaged to do neither.”

As a result o f the setbacks Burnley B N P split with the dissidents operating  u nder 
the title o f the ‘A nti-M arxist L eague’. In a leaflet p roduced  by the group  it was 
argued that: “the patrio tic cause in this area was given a blow on at least two 
occasions this year. T h is was courtesy o f their egoist, m edia-seeking Tory regional 
leadership. T h e  breaking point for m any patrio ts in this area w ith the B N P cam e 
w hen this organisation failed to  organise a sim ple rally -  let alone a m arch -  in 
B urnley on 23rd  A ugust 1993 in support o f two candidates ... T hey  totally ignored 
them  and were con ten t to  hold the rally in a public house well outside o f Burnley. 
By doing so ... they had  allowed the reds to  rule the roost.”

N otw ithstanding these victories and the dism al showing o f the B N P in the polls, 
the AFA N orthern  N etw ork leadership w arned against com placency, insisting that 
these setbacks were likely to  prove only tem porary. As proof, a ttention  was draw n 
to the announcem ent o f new B N P units in Bury, Bolton, B roughton and Tam eside.

So by Septem ber 1993 the puzzle for AFA was that as soon as they pu t dow n the 
B N P in one area they sprang up in another. C oupled to the B N P success in the by- 
election in Millwall in east L ondon , som e m ilitants for the first tim e began to look
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at influences o ther than  the political efforts o f the B N P itself, for its enduring 
political appeal am ong sections o f w orking class youth. Before the end o f the 
decade AFA w ould be am ong the first to denounce the ‘my tribe, first o r only’* 
ethos espoused by official m ulticulturalism  w hich for som e in the leadership was 
one the key reasons beh ind  the B N P resonance and resilience.

A nd if there were any illusions w ith regard to B N P am bition  in the region, these 
were thoroughly dispelled by the announcem ent in British Nationalist o f a new 
contac t po in t in sou th  M anchester itself, considered by M anchester AFA to be its 
heartland . W ithin a day AFA intelligence had  traced the P O  Box to two previously 
unknow n and evidently new  B N P recru its called ‘N o lan ’ and  ‘R ed’. In a ttem pting 
to avoid detection  they had  used a false address, w hich sim ply allowed AFA 
personnel to obtain a duplicate card allowing access to  contac ts w riting to  the PO 
Box. T hereafter began an assessm ent o f the com petence o f the B N P m en who had 
unw ittingly placed them selves in the firing line.

Jon: “S traight off' we realised ‘R ed’ was a real ‘no -m ark ’ w ho we w ould have been 
m ore than  happy to have left in charge, confident they could never develop and w ith 
an eye to  gaining an insight in to  the w ider B N P operation  in the N o rth  West. 
‘N o lan ’ was different. As well as appearing a fairly norm al sort -  his wife was a 
teacher, I th ink  -  he h im self already had  lots o f contacts th rough  his job as a taxi 
driver. Besides, he was operating  from  south M anchester, the heart o f the AFA 
m anor, so apart from anything else an exam ple w ould have to be m ade.”

‘R ed’, who lived w ith his paren ts, was the first to  realise he had been rum bled  
w hen the house was h it late one night. A follow up call left his paren ts in no doubts 
as to the determ ination  o f the callers. N olan  was next. F irst the house, then  his 
livelihood, the taxi, was dam aged to the cost o f thousands o f pounds. M oreover,

* A decade before mainstream party leaders like Tony Blair and David Cameron began to 
m outh carefully calibrated reservations at the evident consequences of m ulticultural excesses, 
militants had begun to publicly argue that the underlying thesis behind m ulticulturalism vi'as 
not merely fatally flawed but wrongheaded, reactionary and anti-working class.

“W hat is clear throughout is that by failing to address the factor o f class the anti-racist 
initiatives, whether well-intentioned or cynical, inevitably leaves race as the prime motivator. 
The implied obligation for black and white alike is that you identify with people of your own 
race first. O r only. One consequence o f the strategy is that individuals are encouraged or 
forced to think along nauonalist lines politically. W hat do we get out of it? M eaning my tribe 
rather than my class. Alternatively, if you identify along racial lines from the standpoint of a 
race or culture other than your own, see it from the other point of view, from an anti-racist 
perspective, such a sentim ent immediately registers as m ealy-mouthed, weak or ambiguous. 
To actually act on such a principle means thereafter to be regarded as a renegade whose views 
will always be suspect” (‘Cruel Britannia’, Fighting Talk, issue 20, August 1998).
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neighbours puzzled by the m otivation o f  those behind the cam paign, began to 
w onder if he had  “raped som eone” .

Jon: “Eventually, we cam e for him  personally. T here  was a com ical scene w hen 
one o f o u r m ost experienced operators, instead o f cutting  the phone line, 
m istakenly snipped the wire for the doorbell! But realising he had had a narrow  
escape N olan then  im m ediately m ade contac t w ith AFA.”

A m eeting was set up in a bar in Oxford Road. Suspicions were instandy raised when 
neither N olan nor Tilzey, who as intelligence officer for AFA had been acting as 
liaison, turned  up at the meeting. A cursory investigation drew the conclusion that 
Tilzey, a Searchlight operative, was probably trying to hi-jack the AFA operation. W ith 
a direct contact between N olan and him self established he was now attem pting to 
sever any link between N olan and AFA. This proved hugely em barrassing to the 
organisers in the city, not least Dave Harm, who had personally cham pioned Tilzey’s 
re-instatem ent within AFA.* As far as AFA was concerned,T ilzey was really finished 
this tim e bu t the N olan situation itself rem ained unresolved. G erry tu rned  to Denis 
C ., now living in Hatfield, for advice on how to recover the situation .T he conversation 
went as follows. “W hat did you do to bring N olan to the table?” “Pressure,” comes the 
reply. “Is N olan still under pressure?” “No.” “T here’s your answer.”

Im m ediately, the cam paign against N olan resum ed. In the m eantim e, D enis rings 
T ilzey asking him  w hat he is playing at. Tilzey adm its he pulled the m eeting, b u t on 
the g rounds tha t he was no t convinced the AFA people could handle the situation; 
“clum sy questioning,” he felt, m ight cause N olan to  clam up, and if tha t happened , 
“violence could result.” H e was told to  re-schedule the m eeting for the following 
Saturday and that D enis w ould be in attendance. In the m eantim e, G erry  had 
D essie N oonan  and a couple o f lads tou r the pubs in  C horlton , letting  it be known 
they were looking for M ike N olan. By coincidence, a m ate o f D essie’s w orked for 
the sam e taxi firm as N olan. H e in tu rn  relayed a story to N olan  o f picking up 
three blokes o f M iddle E astern  appearance w ho were also asking serious questions 
about him?
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* Having separated from his partner,Tilzey came to suspect she was having an affair. He just 
d idn’t know who it was. Meanwhile his ‘ex’ reported receiving threatening phone calls from 
fascists at home. But even when the authorities in the school where she worked were notified 
that she was a ‘supporter of the IRA’, Tilzey was su-angely relaxed. Smelling a rat, a leading 
anti-fascist directed a colleague to phone her at home when he knew Tilzey would also be 
present. On hearing the blood curdling threats a panicky Tilzey immediately contacted the 
same anti-fascist demanding ‘something be done’. T he ruse had worked. T he Tilzey phone 
call had confirmed AFA suspicions that Tilzey himself had been behind the initial calls. 
Within days Searchlight was duly notified by the M anchester Martyrs Committee that ‘his 
[Tilzey’s] safety could not be guaranteed’ should he appear at the campaign events.
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O n the m orn ing  o f the p lanned  m eet, T ilzey rings H ann  w ith som e bad  news: 
“N olan has pulled the m eeting and there’s no th ing  I can do  abou t it ... I feel as let 
dow n as you do ” are his closing com m ents. D enis gets N o lan ’s n u m b er and  rings 
him  direct. “ M ike, I understand  you have pulled ou t o f the m eeting  w ith us.” “N o, 
I have arranged no  m eeting w ith anyone.” Pause. “W ho are you?” “T h is  is AFA, 1 
believe you have been speaking to Tilzey?” “Yes.” “A nd you’re still having 
problem s?” “Yes.” “Looks like you’re talking to  the w rong people.” “Yes, I realise 
tha t.” “W hen can we m eet?” “ In an hour?” “W here?” “ In T h e  W halley.” U p  to  this 
tim e N olan  may have though t he was actually dealing w ith AFA, or if no t, that 
Searchlight were e ither the senior p a rtn e r o r a surrogate. H e began to suspect 
otherw ise w hen, despite the assurances from  Steve Tilzey, his house continued to 
com e under attack. A lm ost as a last resort, N olan  even tu rn ed  to the B N P for 
advice, spelling ou t the seriousness o f his predicam ent. “G iven the circum stances 
I ’m surprised  you’re still alive,” was the regional organiser’s reported  reply, before 
pu tting  dow n the phone.

Jon: “ A t the m eeting , w hich at his insistence was held  in a public  place, N o lan  
proved very helpful, n o t disguising his o u t and  ou t anger at the way his now 
fo rm er com rades opera ting  from  the relative safety o f  the mill tow ns had  d ropped  
him  in it. At the sam e tim e, he was only going to  reveal as m uch  as he had  to  ou t 
o f  concern  o f reta lia tion  by them . A ttem p ting  to  fu r th e r increase his bargaining 
position , in hushed  tones he in form ed us th a t one o f  the fellas in the b a r has “ just 
recen tly  been  acqu itted  o f  m u rd e r ... I’ve h eard  he w ants to  speak to  m e, to o ” . 
“A ctually h e ’s w ith us,” G erry  responds nonchalantly . D essie then  walks over to 
the table  in form ing  N olan  in a voice loud enough  to  be heard  in the public  bar 
and  beyond to  co -operate  fully w ith the AFA de-briefing  or he w ould regret it. 
D essie re tu rn s to  the bar, leaving the pub  ten  m inu tes later. A th ree-hou r 
q u estio n  and  answ er session  e n d ed  w ith  N o lan  posing  us a q u es tio n , “ Is he 
still here?” ------------- -----------------------------------------------

Partly to  find ou t how far 
T i lz e y /S e a rc h l ig h t  w ere  
prepared to go in upsetting  
A FA , an d  p a rtly  o u t o f 
m isch ie f, D en is  in s is ted  
that pressure be kept on 
T ilz e y  to  d e liv e r  o n  th e  
p ro m ise  o f  th e  m e e tin g  
b e tw een  A FA  an d  N o lan .
E v en tu a lly  N o lan  possib ly  
tired o f playing ‘piggy in the 
m idd le ’, ex trac ted  h im self Manchester AFA sticker.



from  the situation , by stubborn ly  refusing to  pay som e m inor fines and was 
im prisoned.

Tyndall who had doggedly pu t great store in ‘set-pieces’ (where nationalism , 
through sheer physical pow er would chasten all opposition), was facing a m om ent 
o f tru th . W hile few w ould deny the ‘set-piece’ scenario as described was w orking, it 
was the N o rth e rn  N etw ork no t the B N P w hich was repeatedly show n to be m asters 
at seizing the m om ent. F or B N P organisers this was a harsh reality. Seeing a b ranch  
thriving for six m onths o r m ore, steadily building up support and m em bersh ip  until 
the day daw ned for them  to fly the flag in public, only to w itness the painstaking 
m onths o f m orale building effectively vaporise on con tac t w ith a m ore experienced 
and  ruthless enemy. L ittie w onder tiiat, as early as 1992, som e senior B N P 
strategists like B utler and  Lecom ber were beginning to question  w hat nationalism  
m ight achieve w ithout the advertised ‘com e and have a go if you th ink you’re hard  
enough’ routine dem anded  by the Tyndall hubris.
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1992, A N L  R E - L A U N C H
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At face value 1992 began w ith a m ajor strategic victory for AFA. Since 1985 a large 
slice o f AFA propaganda had been  taken up in w arning the Left o f the latent appeal 
o f the F ar Right. As a consequence, the announcem en t on 15 th January  1992 o f the 
re-launch o f the A nti-N azi League by Peter H ain M P, E rn ie  R oberts , a form er 
L abour M P, and  Paul H olborow  o f the Socialist W orkers Party, who had all been 
party  to  the original launch fifteen years earlier, was the m ost public confirm ation 
o f their analysis m ilitants could  have w ished for.

T h ere  w ould, o f course, be no adm ission of the AFA role in ‘holding the line’ in 
w hat Searchlight described as “ the increasingly violent years o f  the last decade” ; 
instead, in w hat was seen by m any as a calculated snub , Paul H olborow  stated  that 
the A N L  M ark 2 was “no t interested  in the politics o f the punch  up.” “AFA w on’t 
like that,” Lee Jasper w hispered to a crony. But w ith G lenys K innock and  H arold 
W alker, deputy  speaker o f  the C om m ons, three un ion  leaders, and  the Scottish 
N ational Party  leader Alex Salm ond, p lus scores o f M Ps, sports and m edia 
personalities all offering the A N L  their support, H olborow  could hardly afford to 
say anything else.

D espite the enorm ous left-of-centre establishm ent backing, arch rivals to  the 
SWP, M ilitant, retaliated im m ediately by setting up Youth A gainst Racism in 
E urope (YRE) as a d irect rival. Just two m onths previously in N ovem ber 1991 the 
A nti-Racist Alliance, w ith suppo rt from M Ps K en L ivingstone and  D iane A bbot, 
had also throw n its hat into the ring. C hair M ark W adsw orth declared the ARA 
rem it to be lim ited to  “ com m unity  action and legal rem edies.” A num ber o f years 
later K en L ivingstone m ade the rather absurd  claim  that the “only reason the A N L  
reform ed was because o f ARA’s success.”

H ow ever Fighting Talk, o ther than  to pointedly ask “W hy now?”, responded  in a 
low key fashion to  the various announcem ents o f w hat were, in effect, m eant to  be 
rivals. Searchlight, w hich had  no t been consu lted , m uch  less invited to  sponsor any 
o f the new  groupings reacted  to  the repeated  snubs w ith fury, declaring that “ Over 
the last couple o f  m on ths the anti-racist and  anti-fascist m ovem ent has m ade an ass 
o f itself.” In  ano ther acid attack  it described the SW P and  the “politics o f  deceit 
being practised [by it] as beyond the pale” and fu rther blistered it for “closing dow n 
the original A N L  in the early 80s and the m ass expulsions o f anti-fascist activists at 
a round  the sam e tim e.” By M arch the editorial tone had  hardly softened, 
w ith Searchlight claim ing it had  “stripped  bare the lies o f the Socialist W orkers



Party,” causing “m any people who had got involved w ith the A N L  to th ink  again.”
“T h e  A N L ’s m ass leafleting o f R ochdale in late February,” it fu lm inated , 

“ dem onstrates its overall weakness: only Asian estates were leafleted; do Asians 
really need  to  be told about the BNP? T he  A N L  totally avoided the w hite estates 
tha t were often ho tbeds o f racism and the B N P ’s m ain recruiting  g round .” By 
con trast, it argued AFA was “growing daily in to  a m uch m ore nationally based 
organisation and m any different groups and com m unities are looking for it to  give 
a lead. It m ust take up this challenge and give activists against racism  and fascism 
a decen t organisation to  work w ith ... Last year AFA had 10,000 people at its 
carnival and 4 ,000 m archers in east L ondon on R em em brance Sunday. N ow  is the 
tim e to lead the m ovem ent by example and Searchlight will be m arching right along 
side” (.Searchlight, M arch 1992).

By now thoroughly fam iliar w ith Searchlight’s opportun ism , the AFA leadership 
took the endorsem ent lightly: lessons had indeed been learned and the type o f  top 
dow n, cross-class, state-friendly, ‘decent organisation’ Searchlight craved was never 
likely to  m aterialise if they had anything to do w ith it.

O f greater concern  was the effect the A N L  re-launch had on political differences 
w ithin AFA itself. For W orkers Power, in particular, the A N L  re-launch was seen as 
a lifeline, a chance for AFA to com e in from  the cold, and w ith honour. So they 
were eager to seize the opportun ity  as, in o ther ways too, it su ited  their ow n agenda 
to  do so. Having sprung  from the SW P m ore or less fully form ed in the early 1970s, 
W orkers Pow er had  since then m aintained a parasitic relationship w ith the paren t 
body. In a transparen t a ttem pt to m im ic that set-up, it began to  argue AFA should 
either join the A N L  outrigh t or, failing that, to  be sensitive to  the A N L  agenda. 
W hile the advantage o f being less exposed to the authorities th rough  the 
involvem ent o f greater num bers on a day-to-day basis m ight have had  som e appeal 
to the streetfighters, in term s o f ‘realpolitik’ it was always an im probable confection. 
Particularly  as, in gauging the sincerity o f the SWP, w hich until the final few 
m onths o f 1991 continued to insist the fight against fascism was a ‘d istraction  from  
the real struggle’, influential figures w ithin m ilitant anti-fascism  had becom e even 
m ore jaundiced as to the positives, publicity apart, the A N L  could possibly bring to 
the struggle.

Besides, from  1982 onw ards they had been allowed to shoulder total political 
responsibility for the conduct o f the struggle; now, as was clear to everyone, the 
A N L  was re-form ing to  displace, no t buttress, the m ilitants. A nd even supposing 
the A N L  was no t regarded as a threat in that way, there was a legitim ate concern  
the political body language o f the A N L  m ight undo  m uch o f the w ork AFA had  by 
now com pleted, in the East E nd in particular.

Given the scale o f the misgivings, the A N L’s first outing  in B ethnal G reen  did 
little to  set m ilitant m inds at rest. In  planning an extensive leaflet d rop  around  the
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W hitechapel area, the A N L  m obilised in A ltab Ali Park. But so lax was security 
that, w hen two leading AFA m em bers w andered over to  study the rou te  m ap for the 
day’s events, they w ent unchallenged .T he m edia present im m ediately assum ed they 
were BNP, even asking them  for a quote. E xchanging looks, they decided to  identify 
them selves to  the m ain A N L  organiser. “A large force o f  B N P  were in the Blue 
A nchor pub  less than  fifty yards away,” they told him . W ithou t offering any thanks, 
the A N L  organiser haughtily tu rned  his back on them , instructing  the h u nd red  or 
so A N L  to “ stick together in g roups o f ten .” D isgusted , the AFA m em bers strolled 
off w ithout ano ther word.

Given the fighting calibre o f the opposing groups, in reality two groups o f fifty 
m ight no t have prevented  the A N L  taking a beating. As it was, tidy ‘groups o f ten ’ 
were an  added  convenience for the arm ed and  lurking fascists. L iterally w ithin five 
m inutes o f setting ou t the A N L  groups were am bushed. T im  H epple, a Searchlight 
mole within the BNP, later recorded: “We trailed them  at a discreet distance, bu t 
once they were on the estate we ran th em .T h ere  was no shouting  o r threats; a whole 
gang o f nazi skins just swept over them , kicking, punching , and , as if p rearranged, 
driving them  in the d irection o f two narrow  exits from  the flats. F or those who 
m anaged to escape the first wave o f skinheads, ano ther g roup  was w aiting nearby.

A demonstration after the racist murder o f Altab A li in May / 978. The park in 
Whitechapel where he was randomly attacked is now  known as Altab A li Park.



TTie only available exits for the A nti-N azi League supporters were concrete subways 
connecting  the estate to  the nearby roads. H ere, h idden in the shadow s, were 
dozens o f o ther nazis, this tim e no t skinheads or bootboys bu t older, m ore hardened  
extrem ists. As the left-wing activists fled in te rro r they were m et w ith baseball bats, 
iron bars, heavy spanners and bo ttles” {White Riot, page 14), A good nu m b er were 
hospitalised, w ith at least two suffering from knife wounds. T h ree  B N P  m em bers 
were later charged w ith grievously bodily harm .

Andy: “ It may seem  harsh bu t the preparation  was so am ateur and com placent -  
and  deliberately so -  that as far as I could see they only got w hat they deserved. 
T ru th  be told, we were rather pleased. We felt vindicated. Just prior to  the leafleting, 
this m iddle class w om an was overheard exclaiming her ‘shock’ at the news o f an 
attack  the previous day on an SW P paper sale in Ealing. “In broad  daylight! I d id n ’t 
th ink  they w ould be so brazen.” T he  A N L  approach was m ore like am ateur 
dram atics than  anything else. We d id n ’t know w hether to laugh or cry. B ut their 
feigned disinterest in security, all the shoulder-shrugging and  eyeball-rolling, to us, 
trivialised the struggle. So there was little sym pathy from m ilitants. Frankly from  
tha t very first day they were regarded as an em barrassm ent -  at best.”

Som ew hat m ore generously, C opsey pu ts the “ill-preparedness” dem onstrated  
dow n to the fact o f an SW P not having “ seriously m onitored  fascism for m any 
years.” But if ignorance or ring-rustiness was really the reason, one m ight have 
expected a significantly altered attitude thereafter. But no change o f plan  was ever 
forthcom ing; fast-forward seven m onths to August 1992 and  Brick L ane M arket. 
“T hey  d id n ’t seem  so bo thered  at first,” rem em bers reform ed N F  m em ber 
M atthew  C ollins, w ho was ou t w ith C 18 on the day. “T hey  seem ed to th ink  they 
w ere dealing w ith the usual shouting and  slanging m atch there is som etim es 
betw een u s ...th en  it just went. We ploughed into them . We used bottles, bricks, we 
hit them  with everything we could. T urned  their stalls over. K icked them  senseless, 
really. O ne particu lar bloke took it really bad in the head.”

T h e  victim , local school-teacher Paul W illiams, later adm itted  to World in Action 
that the SW P failure to  anticipate such an occurrence was because: “ It was a very 
busy day so we d id n ’t realise straight away that they [C 18] w ould com e and  attack  
us.” N o t long after being approached and th reatened in his local school, he left the 
A N L  and crossed over to East L ondon AFA. D espite a rash o f such attacks on their 
m em bers all over the country  for the next two years, the SW P refused to be 
‘provoked’. T hey  could do little else, for even if the will existed, the ‘street-fighters’, 
as they had been forced to  adm it a decade earlier, did not. So they did nothing. To 
adm it their concern  was to adm it to their inadequacy. I f  it carried any report at all. 
Socialist Worker w ould use the catch-all term  ‘socialists’ to refer to the victims. O n 
occasion, if news leaked ou t, the SW P leadership would do its best to play down 
the level o f personal injury, where it could.
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T h e  ‘see no evil’ edict was no accident. F or exam ple, at the beginning o f 1990 an 
eyewitness report o f an attack  on the SW P in G lasgow  was carried  in Red Action. A 
group  o f about sixty SW P m em bers were attacked leaving a m eeting. A le tter from  
a reader was sent to  a left-w ing regional publication , the Somerset Clarion, 
expressing d isquiet at the im plications. Im m ediately the SW P denounced  the entire 
story as a Red A ction invention.

L eading SW P m em ber Eddie Provost wrote: “ I have checked w ith my com rades 
in Scotland and  on the C entral C om m ittee  and no one has ever heard  o f the 
incident.” To the in tense em barrassm ent o f bo th  Provost and  the SW P, Red A ction 
responded  by producing  a copy o f the Glasgow Evening Times tha t had  ru n  the 
subsequent jailing o f the attackers on its front page u nder the scream ing headline, 
‘N eo-N azis Jailed: Sheriff slams thugs w ho attack  rivals’. O ne o f  the SW P victims, 
“M r Brown, a w elder, was taken to hospital w here 13 stitches were p u t in his head 
w ounds. O ne o f his fingers was b roken” {Evening Times, 24th  O ctober 1990). 
Replying for the SW P, A ndrew  N ew m an simply denounced  the Somerset Clarion as 
a “sectarian gossip sheet.” In tru th  it was no t only the leadership tha t was in denial. 
O ne Saturday lunchtim e, as an in ternal AFA m eeting in O xford H ouse in B ethnal 
G reen  was breaking for lunch, an SW P paper sale cam e u nder violent a ttack  from  
a num ber o f youths. W itnessing w hat proved to be the back end o f a b rief bu t 
vicious assault, the m ilitants raced to the rescue.

Terry: “ Initially the SW P though t we were a second wave, and  apart from  one 
loud m iddle class w om an, all visibly cow ered. A fter identifying ourselves, we asked 
w here they had  gone, w hat they looked like, and  so forth , bu t co-operation  was no t 
forthcom ing. ‘I t’s alright, it’s alright,’ this o ther w om an kept insisting, while a few 
feet away her colleague was stre tched  ou t unconscious on the pavem ent. T h is  was 
no t the politics o f  the Lenin they always w ent on about: this was the politics o f 
G andhi. We just shook o u r heads and  walked away.”

O n a w ider political level the con trad iction  was even m ore pronounced . H ere was 
an organisation that em ployed H olocaust iconography to dem onise its opponents , 
routinely called for the B N P to be ‘sm ashed’, and  yet still expressed incredulity  
w hen its m em bers were assaulted. A t the sam e tim e, even the tiniest nod  tow ard the 
need for som e form  o f self-defence was likely to be dism issed as unw arran ted , or 
denounced  as m ilitarism .

It is, o f course, possible the largely academ ic SW P leadership m ay have believed 
an image o f near total passivity by their party  w ould soothe fascist rage, b u t if  so 
they d id n ’t know  their enemy. In tru th , the m ore inert the SW P body language, the 
greater the fury o f their opponents , and the greater the nu m b er and  intensity  o f the 
attacks. O n one celebrated occasion, a fo rm er British A rm y squaddie , Dave 
H a***nd, w'ho at the tim e ran  a tidy little operation  (against ‘the badd ies’ as he 
called them ) in south  east L ondon  bum ped  into a fem ale SW P full-tim er he knew:

Beating the Fascists 275



276 Beating the Fascists

“To my knowledge you [SWP] have been attacked six tim es in the last m on th  
w ithout reply. W hen are you going to  do som ething about it?” “O h,” cam e the reply 
“You m ean B arnet?” “Well th a t’s seven, then!” he said, laughing.

O utside o f L ondon things were little better. O ne o f the areas o f m ost concerted  
violence was in West Yorkshire. A snapshot o f w hat everyday life was like for the 
SW P/A N L  rank and file in the early 1990s is provided in White Riov. “Tw o weeks 
after anti-fascists prevented a B N P election m eeting in m id-M arch  1994, a group 
o f Leeds-based nazis attacked a Socialist W orkers Party paper sale in the city centre. 
A week later the SW P were attacked again. In  protest against the grow ing right- 
wing violence, an A N L -organised dem onstration  was held a fortn igh t later. T his, 
too, was attacked, w ith one nazi brandishing a m achete .T w o m ore C l 8 attacks on 
the SW P cam e that sum m er” {White Riot, page 137).

Even to the leadership, the inadequacies o f the party  for street confrontation  may 
have appeared unsustainable, and in his book, Fascism: Theory and Practice, Dave 
R enton , a m em ber o f the SW P, attem pts to m easure real anti-fascism , no t by w hat 
d isrup tion  it is capable of inflicting, bu t m ore by w hat it is p repared  to endure. “For 
anti-fascists,” R enton writes, “violence is no t p art o f their world view, they do  no t 
seek to  create a society w here violence is natural o r com m onplace, violence is no t 
som ething w hich anti-fascists can glorify. For these reasons physical confrontation  
against fascism has to involve large num bers, m ust be prim arily non-violent and 
should involve layers greater than any professional anti-fascists in o rder to build  a

truly m ass opposition .” T h is, 
no te , was the sam e th eo ry  
e x p o u n d e d  by  th e  S W P  
leadership w ith regard to the 
N F  in a particu lar period in 
the early 1980s, bu t R en ton ’s 
a rg u m e n t is th a t  it h a s  a 
universal application.

L eaving aside the reality  
tha t anti-fascism  as a negative 
cannot be in the business o f 
‘c rea tin g ’ any th ing , if ever 
there was any concern  am ong 
th e  S W P  h ie r a r c h y  th a t  
rev is io n ism  o f  th is  c a lib re  
sa iled  c lose  to  w h a t th e ir  
m e n t o r ,  T r o t s k y ,  h a d  
c o n d e m n e d  o v e r  h a l f  a 
century  previously as “ flabbyAFA Sticker.



pacifism that arouses only disgust and loathing,” it was no t forthcom ing. A nd if, as 
a consequence, the SW P/A N L  had  becom e fascism ’s ‘unconscious helpers’, as 
m ilitants accused, then  as the 1990s wore on , m any o f the SW P rank and file were 
unconscious in m ore ways than  one.

Joe: “To be honest I always though t it was only going to be a m atte r o f tim e before 
one o f them  was killed. W hat was increasingly happening  was tha t AFA was getting 
stuck in to  the BNP, and the B N P in re tu rn  were getting stuck into the SWP. H ad  
the B N P retaliation been visited on innocent m em bers o f the ethnic com m unities 
there w ould have been  sym pathy from  m ilitants b u t m ost likely the response w ould 
have been  to hit the B N P  even harder. As it was, politically the A N L  was seen to be 
very m uch p a rt o f the problem . Looked at from  a w ider ethical angle, the attitude 
of the leadership tow ard its own m em bership  was frankly im m oral.”

A t the beginning o f 1992, one Fighting Talk editorial openly inquired  if the 
SW P/A N L  tactics were cynically designed to create “a new  m arty r in the anti-racist 
cause for the 1990s?” {Fighting Talk, spring 1992). As com m itted  advocates o f the 
Roosevelt doctrine: “Talk quietly and  carry  a big stick”, the safety o f recru its always 
had prim acy w ithin AFA. M oreover, for all the gung-ho repu tation , AFA rarely if 
ever subscribed to  the principle o f  taking a punch  to  land one. L iberal critics might 
sneer tha t the m ilitant stance on security  was close to ‘obsessive’ bu t from  early on, 
first RA, and then AFA, recognised the pow erful param ilitary  cachet a ttached to  its 
near om nipo ten t repu ta tion  on the street, and so risks, w hen taken, were invariably 
calculated. M oreover for the AFA activists who were in it for the long haul, there 
was the recognition that it m ight well end either w ith a lengthy sentence or w ith the 
decks awash and guns blazing. T h is  m ade them  determ ined  to approach  every 
operation  w ith practised cau tion , and a som etim e fastidious atten tion  to  detail, 
w hich they hoped  and had  reason to expect w ould p u t off the day o f reckoning for 
as long as possible.

Andy: “ Right from  w hen I got involved the first lesson I was taught was tha t an ti
fascism was only about ‘w inning’. To seek to  engage the enem y and  then  lose was 
seen as crim inal stupidity. To avoid this there was alm ost always a Plan B and 
usually a P lan C . As little as possible was left to  chance. Som etim es operations were 
so carefully p lo tted  ou t to  the extent that how the initial approach  m ight play w ith 
a jury at a later date w ould even be factored  in. If  things w eren’t felt to  be right, 
though  it d id n ’t happen  too often, the operation  w ould be cancelled.”

Joe: “People m ight im agine that giving the go-ahead for an operation  w ith un to ld  
consequences for all involved (jail, serious injury and  so on) was difficult, bu t in fact 
cancelling one w ith everyone prim ed was always the m ore troubling. T h is  was 
because you had  to  balance the circum stances against how you m ight be feeling 
yourself, your personal instinct, against w hat appeared  to be objective reality to 
o thers, and often weigh this up in a split second.”
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G iven the safety-first m indset, quite m undane events such as leafleting sessions 
were loaded w ith logistical difTiculties. For exam ple, in February  1992 w hen AFA 
m oun ted  a m ass leafleting cam paign in the Bethnal G reen area involving tens o f 
thousands o f leaflets being delivered door to door, it was -  unlike w ith the A N L , 
say -  no sim ple m atter o f getting enough people to do the leafleting. O f param oun t 
m iportance  was that those doing the leafleting were adequately p ro tected  while 
carrying it out. T h is em phasis m eant that on m ore than  one occasion the num bers 
involved in security w ould heavily ou tnum ber, som etim es up to  five to  one (the 
apparen t im balance cam e from the recognition that w hen leafleting tow er blocks, 
for instance, it was often the unit on the g round that was the m ore vulnerable), the 
m em bership  proactively involved in prom oting  the political message. A gainst this, 
AFA felt that being visibly able to d istribute on predom inately w hite estates w ithout 
challenge was a propaganda victory in itself. A nd w hat’s m ore, w ith security  always 
at a prem ium , an alm ost m ilitary discipline was dem anded  from  the m em bersh ip  in 
o rder for AFA to be able to  m aintain an unbeaten  record. All told, as one activist’s 
d iary  from  tha t period illustrates, the volum e o f activity and the subsequent level o f 
com m itm en t dem anded  was intense. (T he diary actually belonged to  one o f  the 
Brick L ane Four.)

Jan  25 — Bloody Sunday demonstration: 'stewarding’.
Jan  29 -  ‘Defend the Brick Lane 4 ’meeting, 7.30, Hackney.
Jan  31 -  AFA ptM ic fundraising benefit. Stoke Neivington Town Hall.
Feb 3 -  Leafleting Bethnal Green, 6.30.
Feb 4 -  North London AF A  branch meeting.
Feb 5 -  Leafleting Bethnal Green, 6.30.
Feb 10 -  Leafleting Bethnal Green, 6.30.
Feb 13. -  A F A  public meeting, 8.00, Davenant Centre (Whitechapel).
Feb 22 -  South London demo.
Feb 23 -  10am picket o f B N P  paper sale at Brick Lane.
March 2 -  First day o f Brick Lane 4 trial at Southwark Crown Court.

As if confronting the B N P was no t enough, by now AFA was addressing the 
differing problem s posed by both  police and political rivals on the Left. In F ebruary  
a m eeting called to discuss anti-fascist strategy was inevitably boycotted by 
the ANL.

T h e  following m onth  an AFA contingent on an anti-racist m arch through 
C am den  was targeted by police with a selected num ber o f ‘faces’ forced off the 
m arch. By coincidence, it would be in C am den five years later that the policy of 
crim inalisation would come to full m aturity , with the public banning  o f an 
in ternational conference to be hosted by AFA, on the instructions o f  that by-w ord
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for equal opportun ities, L abou r-run  C am den C ouncil. C am den  Irish C entre, 
w hich had hosted previous AFA events and  w ho receive a g ran t from  the council, 
claim ed their funding was th rea tened  if they com plied w ith the AFA booking. A 
M ail on Sunday  article on 28th  Septem ber 1997, entitled: ‘IRA link m ilitants plan 
L ondon  recruiting rally’, had  triggered the backlash. Interestingly, m any years later, 
in M arch 2005, the journalist responsible, D aniel Foggo, w ould be referred to by 
N ick G riffin on the B N P w ebsite as an “alleged M IS linkm an.”

Initially, C am den  C ouncil “vigorously den ied” any involvem ent. AFA then 
p roduced  a copy o f a fax from C am den  C ouncil V oluntary Sector to  the Irish 
C en tre , that featured a copy o f  the original AFA press release w ith specific w ords 
o r sections circled and com m ented  on by the sender. It had  been sent exactly five 
m inutes before the m anagem ent o f the Irish C en tre  rang AFA to say the booking 
had been pulled. Ironically, the principal them e o f the conference, scheduled to 
take place in the first week o f  O ctober, was to address the ‘grow ing crim inalisation’ 
o f anti-fascism  in E urope.

In a letter to  AFA, L abour leader R ichard A rthur, while continu ing  to deny any 
interference by the C ouncil, stated: “T h e  C am den  Irish C en tre  appear to  be well 
w ithin its rights in refusing your organisation to  hold m eetings at the centre.” H e 
received the backing o f a gleeful B N P  w ho publicly praised the council on its 
website. C om m ent in the Irish press was m ixed. In one letter a prom inent 
su p p o r te r  o f the ‘Irish  in B rita in  R ep resen ta tio n  G ro u p ’ co m p ared  the 
sensationalist coverage in the Irish World to the w orst o f  the British tabloids. “N o r 
does the group  [AFA] deserve the felon-setting in w hich D am ien  G afney [Irish 
Wbrld editor] indulged him self, w ith references to the arrests and  conviction by the 
British police and judiciary. If tha t is the basis on w hich w e’re to  condem n people, 
then  w e’d have to condem n m ost o f ou r leaders in history, as well as m any others, 
such as the B irm ingham  Six, the G uildford  F our and  F rank  Johnson. Fascists and 
fascism  have to be fought at every level and  m ore pow er to AFA for striving to do 
th a t” {Irish World, 10th O ctober 1997).

It was m any m onths afterw ards that AFA decided to take the Irish C en tre  to 
court. Even then  it had  as m uch  to do w ith the fu ture  as the past. As ‘Joe Reilly’ 
told Time Out: “We are concerned  tha t C am den  banning  o u r m eetings could  have 
a snow ball effect and  o ther councils could ban us too. T h is  is p a rt o f a w hole drift 
to  the right. It w ou ldn’t have happened  ten  years ago.” Even while in strictly 
financial term s the m atte r was concluded  to  A FA ’s satisfaction, w ith a four figure 
ou t o f  co u rt settlem ent, in political term s AFA had never been  m ore isolated, w ith 
m ajority liberal opin ion com fortable w ith the im plications o f the ban  and the quasi- 
legal parity  m ilitants now shared w ith the BNP. W hile suppo rt was forthcom ing 
from  the Jewish Socialist G roup , neither Searchlight no r the A N L  saw cause for 
even com m ent.
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In  a final irony it em erged that the assistant m anager o f the Irish  C en tre , Ian 
W akefield, had  had  a previous connection w ith AFA. In 1991 he had  been  the 
landlord  o fT h e  Sun pub  in B ethnal G reen that at the tim e AFA had  regarded  as 
the centre o f operations for the B N P across east L ondon.
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' L E G A L  V E R S U S  IL L E G A L '  R E V IS ITE D
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O n 26th  April 1992 the first form al national AFA A G M  since the re-launch alm ost 
three years earlier was held in L ondon . In the interim  AFA had  branches in all of 
the m ajor m etropolitan  centres across the country. As in L ondon , AFA nationally 
was ru n  on regional lines, w hereby  the affiliated g roups and  individuals 
collaborated on geographical ra ther than  on a ‘p a rty ’ diktat basis. T h u s , as well as 
serving as a general appraisal o f strengths and w eaknesses, the purpose o f the 
m eeting  was also to test if a basis existed for the developm ent and linking of these 
regional structures nationally.

But com ing as it d id  just three m on ths after the A N L  launch, together w ith plans 
for the stepping up o f the pace. W orkers Pow er (W P) chose to  in troduce a line o f 
argum ent that w ithin six m onths w ould see them  denounce m ilitan t anti-fascism  as 
an “obstacle” to effective anti-fascism . T h e ir journey began w ith a call for AFA to 
begin to  re-orientate  back tow ards the Left. T h is was followed by a dem and  for a 
centralised organisation, w ith a nationally elected leadership that w ould begin the 
process o f unifying anti-fascist forces, presum ably u nder their political guidance. 
R ather than  debate the efficacy o f existing m ilitant strategies. W orkers Power m ade 
it clear their preference was for a discussion on the issues o f political leadership and 
w hat tha t entailed, w ith specific reference to  w hat they regarded as the ‘w rong 
leadership’. A nd so w hat C opsey refers to as the “overarching historical divide 
betw een m ilitant and constitu tional anti-fascism ” was again revisited.

W hat the W P leadership seem ed to be after m ore than  anything was the 
dism antling o f  the ‘technical/political’ working class leadership that had  served to 
m ake AFA uniquely dem ocratic and  refreshingly forceful. To re tu rn  to a m ore 
conventional, w hich is to say, failed, form ula was never going to earn  an easy 
acceptance, especially w hen delegates from  RA and D A M  did  little to  conceal their 
antipathy to the W orkers Power recipe. O ne RA m em ber pu t it b luntly: “W hether 
o r no t the tim e is right to  attack  a ‘fash’ pub  in Burnley will n o t be decided by som e 
fuckin’ pencil-neck in L ondon .”

Bearing in m ind  the intensity  o f the street battles taking place a round  the country  
at this tim e, RA argued the unity  o f the m ilitants was absolutely crucial if AFA were 
to  con tinue  to  be anti-fascism ’s cutting  edge. F u rth e rm o re , w ith the m ilitants 
com ing ft-om a num ber o f different political backgrounds, the quickest way to 
destroy this precious unity at street level w ould be the im position o f  a top  dow n 
national leadership. W hen it cam e to a vote, delegates overwhelm ingly voted in



favour o f a national co-ordinating com m ittee, which was entirely consisten t w ith 
existing structu res at b ranch and  regional level.

L ater RA spelled out its trenchan t opposition to the W P b lueprin t: “APA is about 
effective, m ilitant anti-fascism  on the ground. It is about m aking a difference. T he  
activists are in local areas who m eet in local branches, the local b ranches co
ordinate their actions in regions to do this; the regions m eet nationally at the 
national co-ordinating  com m ittee: in o ther w ords from the bo ttom  up. If  we haven’t 
got the strength  on the g round , it is totally irrelevant w hat som e national leadership 
m ight say or dem and. Workers Pow er’s idea o f this national leadership was rejected 
because it is nonsense.”

A lthough som e W P rank and file understood  the im portance o f  m aintain ing 
A FA ’s organisational and political independence, tlieir leadership was tired  o f this 
‘radical experim ent’. R ather than  continue to  look outw ards and  to draw  in new  
forces to the anti-fascist m ovem ent, the Left presented a m ore inviting and  safer 
option  for them . M oreover, earlier attem pts to  draw  sm aller Trotskyite g roups into 
L ondon  AFA in particular, in a transparen t attem pt to again provide them  w ith a 
stronger Trotskyite bloc against w hat they saw at the tim e as an RA/DA M  axis, had 
been  openly ridiculed. T he  tactic o f im proving Trotskyite voting pow er was finally 
abandoned  w hen a leading m em ber o f the D A M , M ick P. threw  a delegate from  the 
R IL  (R evolutionary In ternationalist League) bodily ou t o f  a b ranch  m eeting in 
n o rth  L ondon.

From  its inception in the m id-1970s. W orkers Power had  orien tated  to  the SWP. 
It was understandable  therefore tha t the appearance o f  the A N L  m ade the 
leadership a bit giddy. H ere was a rem edy for years o f hum iliation , if only AFA 
could  be m ade to m im ic the relationship w ith the A N L  that W P ‘enjoyed’ w ith the 
SWP. A fter the R em em brance Day m arch in B ethnal G reen in 1991, a leading W P 
m em ber M ark  H . confessed that perhaps the greatest satisfaction he had  ever had 
in  politics was “ instructing  the SW P to assem ble at the back o f the m arch, knowing 
tha t the m uscle was there to  force them  to do so.” T here  was ano ther reason as well. 
For a tim e, while revelling in the prestige o f runn ing  w ith the ‘hard  m en ’ the strain  
on  individual activists had begun to tell. Even by m id -1991 w hen it was decided 
AFA w ould  m arch  th ro u g h  B ethnal G reen , W P had  begun  to  shed  its 
responsibilities. A leading W P m em ber had been selected to do som e prelim inary 
organisation for the event. At the following m eeting over a m onth  later, w hen asked 
to supply a progress report he replied, “ M arch, w hat m arch?”

By O ctober 1992, just six m onths after the national m eeting, W P was visibly 
looking for a doo r m arked ‘E xit’. T h e ir effective resignation was contained within 
the set o f proposals to  the annual L ondon conference they m ust have known would 
be rejected. O ne Workers Power m otion called for an “orientation  to  the workers 
m ovem ent”, w hich m ight have sounded radical to  an un trained  ear, bu t was in
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reality an appeal to essentially w hite-collar trade unions w here the orthodox Left 
and  specifically the SW P coagulated. F u rth er, in the interests o f ‘un ity ’ AFA would 
be required to  address “ the m ilitants m obilised by the A N L , ARA and o ther self- 
proclaim ed anti-fascist organisations, intervening in them  to defeat their pacifist 
and  cross-class o rientation  and overcom ing their organisational sectarianism . T his 
m eans: (1) F or every event it initiates, L ondon  AFA will form ally propose a joint 
m obilisation w ith the A N L , ARA, etc. (2) AFA will a ttem p t to m obilise for every 
anti-fascist event, regardless o f w ho organised it. O u r aim  in m obilising for 
A N L 'A R A -called events is to  tu rn  passive dem onstrations in to  active attem pts to 
‘N o  P latform  the Fascists’ [sic].”

O nce again the idea tha t the average A N L  or ARA suppo rte r was straining a t the 
leash b u t being held back by a pacifist and  sectarian leadership was far from 
convincing. By now there were very few in those circles tha t did no t know what 
AFA stood for. In lining up  beh ind  organisations tha t loudly proclaim ed the need 
to  follow a non-confron tational constitu tional path it is reasonable to assum e 
individuals were doing so no t th rough  any lack o f  aw areness bu t th rough  choice.

M ore telling is that these proposals were subm itted  to  the conference less than  one 
m onth  after the Battle ofW aterloo, an indisputably pivotal m om ent in the history of 
anti-fascism . To all intents and  purposes, this was boycotted by the very forces the 
W P leadership now dem anded  AFA should cou rt w ith the specific aim o f setting up 
‘joint defence squads’. W aterloo aside, AFA had m ade num erous attem pts to work 
w ith the o ther Left groups, none o f w'hich had borne fruit. If  m ilitants were a litde 
dubious, to say the least, as to  the value o f collaboration w ith the Left, it was only to 
be expected. A nd o f course, w hat was being proposed here was that AFA should 
su rrender operational and political independence to join up w ith w hat was, in 
m ilitant eyes, at best a union o f shirkers, dilettantes and incom petents. I f  nothing 
else, tim ing alone m ade the W P  proposal a com plete non-starter.

Terry: “T here  was ano ther yawning credibility gap in the proposals. If  these 
organisations -  the SW P, M ilitan t and so on -  were the answ er, w hat was the 
question? In reality the type o f  anti-fascism  the A RA /Y R E/A N L represen ted  was 
m osdy a com pound  o f  all the tactical b lunders tha t had  got the Left in to  trouble  to 
begin with. F u rth erm o re  by this tim e we had com e to realise tha t the rise o f  the F ar 
Right, no t just here bu t across E urope, was the consequence no t the cause o f the 
L eft’s fa ilu re .T he  fact tha t there was som ething fundam entally  w rong w ith the Left 
was the rock W orkers Power dare no t tu rn  over.”

It seems fairly certain  that the W P sponsors realised they had very little prospect o f 
any o f  their ideas being accepted by AFA, m uch less by the A N L, YRE or ARA w ho, 
while loathing AFA, were equally dismissive o f each other. M ore galling for W orkers 
Power, now that the Left had  been alerted to the potential o f the extrem e Right and 
had  organised in a m yriad o f organisations, such as the A N L, YRE, ARA, and C A FE
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[C am paign against Fascism in E urope), m ilitants on a national basis increasingly 
looked tow ards unilateral and militarist solutions. T hus, in N ovem ber 1992, W orkers 
Pow er publicly denounced AFA for operating “a separate party-like organisation of 
those com m itted to physical force alone” which they proclaim ed was “an obstacle to 
the construction  of the united front” (Workers Power, N ovem ber 1992).

W hen W orkers Power joined AFA in 1989, the group had  m ade a positive 
contribu tion  to raising the profile o f anti-fascism  in general, and  m ilitan t an ti
fascism  in particu lar, w ithin sections o f the orthodox T rotskyist Left RA or D AM  
could no t hope to reach. Yet, alm ost from  day one they appeared re luctan t to  take 
on any real responsibility w ithin the organisation, seeing it as a tem porary  m easure 
required  to bring  pressure to  bear on the forces they were really in terested  in. 
Copsey offers the suggestion that the W P desertion  was one o f the reasons “AFA 
lost its grip  in east L ondon during  1992-3,” bu t this is no t suppo rted  by any 
evidence and in tru th , by the tim e W P defected, their departu re  was hardly noticed.

O n 18th M ay 1992 the B B C 2’s Open Space slot screened a p rogram m e called 
‘F ighting Talk’, w hich had been largely w ritten , p roduced  and d irected  by two 
leading AFA m em bers. It proved fairly controversial, particularly for a slot that 
m ore often than  no t ran program m es on radical gardening. So incensed was the 
Daily M ail it dem anded  the BBC grant the B N P ‘a right o f  reply’. “A m ost serious 
erro r o f judgem ent appears to have been m ade last night by the BBC in offering air 
tim e to a group  w hich unasham edly advocates the use o f political violence ,.. T he  
people w ho spoke last night for a group called A nti-Fascist A ction astonishingly 
were allowed to p u t the case for physically opposing their right-w ing opponen ts ... 
H ow  can it now  w ith equity resist dem and from the B N P for the right to  reply?” In 
The Sun, colum nist G ary  Bushell who, during  the early 1980s had  no th ing  b u t nice 
things to  say about RA bu t later swung right, insisted the BBC slot “had  been given 
over to ugly Red thugs who glory in violence.”

In its review Republican News called the program m e “refreshing” and noted that by 
organising “street carnivals, public meetings, lectures, concerts, etc.” AFA effectively 
belied “the thuggish image some of its opponents would attem pt to give it” {Republican 
News, 21 st M ay 1992). While the endorsem ent was no doubt warmly welcomed by 
som e, in tru th , with the entire Left now thoroughly engaged, die ‘carnivals, meetings, 
lectures, concerts and m arches’ policy, which had been employed to force the Left to 
re-orientate, had served its purpose. By the spring o f 1992 the Left was as engaged as 
m uch as it was ever going to be. So, with the exception o f a hugely successful 10,000- 
strong Unity Carnival in Newcastle that same year, this area o f propaganda was 
effectively abandoned. A further irony was, with the larger Left organisations crowding 
into the arena, it was the physical force image that so decisively distinguished AFA 
from the competition. And under the cover o f liberal calls for fascism to be smashed, 
AFA was by now looking alm ost entirely to a militarist solution.
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O P E R A T IO N  B L A C K S H IR T
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In  July 1992 the trial o f G ary  O ’Shea o f AFA, and  G erry  G able, ed ito r o f 
Searchlight, opened at Southw ark C row n C ourt. T h e  charges had followed the 
d isrup tion  o f the Far Right sym posium  in K ensington library in N ovem ber 1991. 
Initially, even though seventeen anti-fascists were arrested  in the vicinity, only 
O ’Shea was charged. R ather bizarrely, in addition  to  theft and  charges o f assaulting 
a police officer, he alone was also charged w ith ‘conspiracy’ to  cause grievous bodily 
harm . A ttem pts by police to  coerce those arrested  into m aking statem ents, by 
im plying that one fascist was on ‘life su p p o rt’ and  ano ther had  ‘lost an eye’, proved 
futile. All op ted , as the investigating D C I rem arked m ore than  a litde bitterly, for 
the ‘professional no com m en t’. T hough  no t arrested  at the scene, and indeed not 
charged w ith ‘incitem ent to  violence’ until ten weeks after the incident. G able 
nevertheless appeared in cou rt as O ’Shea’s co-defendant.

W hy only O ’Shea faced conspiracy charges with ‘persons unknow n’, when sharing 
the dock with G able, who had no t been charged with conspiracy, left many a 
prosecutor fumbling for an explanation in pre-trial hearings in m agistrates courts. At 
one of the hearings, it was explained to the puzzled m agistrate that O ’Shea and G able 
enjoyed a relationship analogous to “a G eneral and his Field C om m ander” . “ I felt like 
saluting,” G able later joked. Eventually, the state w ould resolve this contradiction 
betw een the alleged plot and the form al charges by dropping the charge o f conspiracy 
against O ’Shea and that o f incitem ent to violence against Gable. Instead, both  m en 
were charged with a variety o f com plem entary charges. T h is did little to dim inish the 
seriousness for the defendants if found guilty, for lengthy periods o f incarceration 
were predicted -  up to seven years in relation to O ’Shea.

However, from  start to finish the trial left a trail o f unansw ered questions and , as 
events w ould show, traces o f security  service interference were in evidence 
th roughout. C ertainly, afterw ards G able w ould go on record  in claim ing as m uch. 
In add ition , the judgm ent o f the C row n Prosecu tion  Service in regard to  the 
selection o f prosecu tion  w itnesses, in tandem  w ith the behaviour o f som e police 
officers during  the trial, left the objectivity o f the proceedings very m uch  open to 
question . In ord inary  crim inal cases, the C row n Prosecution  Service norm ally gives 
the go-ahead to  proceed w ith a case only w here it is considered a 51 per cent 
chance exists o f a conviction. All the m ore rem arkable, then , that G able was 
acquitted  w ithout even the necessity o f taking the stand  th roughou t the four days, 
and  the case collapsed w ithout O ’Shea’s nam e once being m entioned .



A rather m em orable eyewitness account o f the farcical opening day was carried  in 
the next issue o f Red Action. “O n the opening day o f the trial at Southw ark C row n 
C o u rt, the by now fam iliar b lend o f malice and  laughable incom petence w hich had 
dogged the proceedings th roughout was given tangible form. It first m aterialised in 
the shape o f M r Jam es K eogh, a chief prosecution witness. A large m an, over six 
feet tall, in his late 40s, he had a m ilitary air about him  as he bustled  purposefully  
outside the court.

“ H e attracted  curious glances as a result o f wearing a w hite ‘C asab lanca’ type 
m ac, several sizes too small. In addition , it was so tightly belted natural m ovem ent 
was restricted. T h e  im pression created was o f som e type o f  foundation  garm en t, or 
corset, being w orn over a suit. A t 10.15am  he m ade his move. H e threw  open the 
doo r o f the cou rt and declared to the clerk that he was ‘C ounsel for O ’Shea’! W hen 
it was poin ted  ou t to  him  that the defendant already had a barrister, he p ro tested  
until he was led away by an usher who conversed w ith him  in low and  reassuring 
tones. T h e  behaviour o f M ark Taha, ano ther prosecution witness, was only slightly 
less bizarre. Particularly seedy, he haun ted  the corridors o f the co u rt trailing a 
plastic bag or gibbered incessantly to  him self in the canteen. O n one occasion he 
caught the eye o f  som e tough-looking custom ers sitting at an adjoining table. ‘Look 
at the fucking nonce!’ one snarled alm ost in disbelief.

“T h e  principle w itness for the prosecution was K eith T hom pson . It was he who 
had  organised w hat he described as a ‘sym posium ’ on 25th  May. In all, he spen t -  
served m ight be m ore accurate -  m ore than  eight hours in the w itness box, seven 
o f those under cross-exam ination. By the end o f his testim ony, bo th  his and  the 
integrity o f the p rosecu tion’s case were in tatters. Even the relatively sim ple m atte r 
o f sw earing on oath  landed him  in trouble. H e swore on the bible b u t was forced to 
adm it tha t he had once been an O dinist. H e insisted that this was no longer the 
case. T h e  defence responded with the inquiry: ‘Tell us, M r.T hom pson , w hen did 
Valhalla cease to play an  im portan t p art in your life?’ T he  cou rt e rup ted .

“To the visible astonishm ent o f the jury, he adm itted that he would have been, if he 
had been unem ployed in G erm any in the 1930s, a N ational Socialist. H e denied the 
existence of the H olocaust and the gas cham bers; insisted that the m urder o f millions 
was simply a m atter o f philosophy; m aintained that he was no t o f the hard right, bu t 
preferred to think of him self as ‘hard centre’. T hom pson  while doing everything to 
ingratiate him self with Judge Eugene C oltran (a light skinned black m an originally 
fi'om the Caym an Islands), suddenly realised he was deep in H olocaust denial mode. 
Asked to explain how those who perished in the cam ps died T hom pson  insisted it was 
not deliberate Nazi policy, but resulted from ‘starvation and diseases such as typhoid’. 
At which Judge C oltran inquired dryly: ‘Was tliat better, then?’

“By 4 .20pm  on Tuesday, having been the object o f the m ost gruelling cross- 
exam ination for over seven hours, he stum bled from  the w itness box looking
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physically and em otionally exhausted. Just before he stepped dow n, he was 
challenged to explain yet ano ther con trad iction  in his evidence. H e attem pted  to 
acknow ledge the erro r bu t instead stu ttered , ‘It was a m istake’ -  a confession for 
w hich there appeared  to  be only unanim ous ag reem ent” {Red Action, issue 64).

T h e  calibre o f  p rosecution  w itnesses did no t im prove as the trial progressed. T he 
credibility o f one w itness was all bu t destroyed before u ttering  a single word. 
In troducing  h im self to  the co u rt he gave his nam e, age and  profession as chef. 
Leaning over, the judge w ho W’as taking notes inquired: “ D id you say chef?” “Yes, 
your H onour,” the w itness replied, bobbing his head. “O h,” rem arked the Judge 
dryly, “ I thought you said ‘C h ie f’!” Both the jury and  public gallery chuckled 
appreciatively. S tephen Vallance, w ho was in charge o f security  on the day and 
probably felt he had som ething to prove, w asn’t going to be in tim idated . H e ad- 
libbed outrageously, w ith little regard for his previous sta tem en t to police, the latter 
just about on a nodding  acquain tance w ith reality.

G able’s barrister, w ho had clearly enjoyed h im self up to this, seem ed to  slaver in 
anticipation. TTie expected opportun ity  to cross-exam ine, however, was to be 
denied. F or Vallance, perhaps sensing the need to  make up for g round  lost by o ther 
w itnesses, com m itted  a fatal b lunder. In his sta tem ent to police 14 m onths earlier 
he had  told them  that, after G ab le’s speech, ano ther m an addressed the crowd. 
A ccording to his sta tem ent, this individual had said, “ O n behalf o f ‘R e d ...’ -  
ano ther word I d id n ’t hear -  thank you all for taking part. We will be leaving 
shortly.” In co u rt he affixed the w ord ‘A ction’ to the w ord ‘R ed ’. It was to  prove to 
be an ad-lib too far. U p  to that po in t, the p rosecution  had  m ain tained  that G able 
was singularly responsible for everything that happened , that he, in the w ords of 
T hom pson , was “runn ing  the show ” .

Judge C oltran  pounced . “If  w hat you say is true, then  this m an represented  a 
source o f authority  o ther than  G able. If so, could it no t have been the case that 
G able led the journalists in first, and  perhaps Red A ction led the m ob in later?”

It was at this juncture that the charge against G able was thrown out. W hen the court 
resum ed, the prosecutor also announced that the charges o f violent disorder, police 
assault and theft were being dropped  against O ’Shea. W ith regard to the alleged 
assault, he conceded that the PC  had  reported  no injury at the time. T h e  theft o f the 
flag, which O ’Shea also denied, was in any case, the judge decided, “only a technical 
m atter ... akin to w inning the enemy colours and had only been used to tie him  into 
the case.” It was on this rem arkably candid admission that the case for the 
prosecution ended in anti-climax. Both defendants were ^ q u i t te d  and aw arded costs.

If  AFA activists had  been u nder any illusion tha t their activities were regarded 
e ither benignly or w ith indifference, this case w ould have d isabused them . As it 
happens, the conduct o f the trial was seen by the m ilitant leadership as p a rt o f  an 
escalating and  organised response from the state to crim inalise m ilitant anti-fascism
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no t simply as an organisation, bu t as a political entity. A range o f incidents involving 
AFA m em bers occurred  during  this period. In  som e cases activists were arrested  
and  charged, only for the subsequent trial to be abandoned  by C row n prosecu tors, 
o r for charges to be d ropped  w ithout explanation. H om es were burgled and  key 
activists were subject to  overt surveillance when involved in all street level activity. 
In  the m ost serious o f these developm ents, three AFA m em bers were tried  and 
sen tenced to a total o f eleven years in prison after being involved in a confron tation  
w ith infam ous fascist street fighter, N icky Crane.

However, ‘O peration  B lackshirt’ differed from  m ost o thers, no t just in te rm s o f 
possible sentences, b u t also m ore particularly  in term s o f security  service 
involvem ent. For one thing, O ’Shea had been arrested at the scene on the basis o f 
an alleged com plain t from a police officer. Yet, though all such calls are recorded, 
no transcrip t o f the description that led to O ’Shea’s arrest was presen ted  as 
p rosecution  evidence, no r indeed was it m ade available to the defence w hen asked 
for. It, therefore, seem s safe to conclude that no such call was ever m ade. Yet an 
o rder over the police radio was heard by a num ber o f AFA activists “ to  hold him  
[O ’Shea] on suspicion o f police assault,” indicating that som eone o ther than  the 
alleged victim had provided a precise description. Perhaps as om inous was the 
confirm ation  o f ‘spook’ involvement during and after the trial.

Tracy: “ O ne m orn ing  on the way to  the trial, my eye was attracted  to a w om an in 
her m id to late 20s standing near the exit from  L ondon Bridge station. It was about 
9.15 rush  hou r bu t I cou ldn’t help adm iring an expensive looking polka do t num ber 
she was w earing. It was a ‘w om an th ing’. E ight hours later as we were exiting the 
tube on the o ther side o f L ondon , who was in the sam e queue for the lift bu t ‘polka 
d o t’ -  instinct alone told m e she was at it.”

F u rth e r scrutiny o f her extraordinary activity that evening left no  one in any doub t 
tha t the defendants were under surveillance by ‘persons unknow n’. Followed from 
the station, ‘polka d o t’ entered U pper Street and m et a m uscular m an there clearly 
by p rio r arrangem ent. T hey  chatted briefly and then she re tu rned  past the pub  
w here the anti-fascists were enjoying refreshm ents. She sat at a nearby bus stop. She 
got up and  joined the queue as the bus arrived. But never got on it. T h is  was 
replayed at least once m ore. Finally a m otorbike pulled up. She jum ped on the back 
as it accelerated at speed into the rush hour traffic. T he  guess was the police or 
som e branch o f the security services was looking for evidence o f the defendants 
briefing witnesses.

Even m ore bizarre was the experience of a partner o f ano ther AFA activist. M onths 
after the trial, she was travelling along Finchley Road in no rth  L ondon w hen she was 
flagged down by a uniform ed traffic cop. D uring routine questioning he claim ed 
that, according to the register at Swansea, her car was no t registered in her nam e at 
all, but in the nam e of her partner, Peter C ., a leading m em ber o f RA. N ow  a car.
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sim ilar to the one he was registered as ow ning, had been m entioned  in a succession 
o f prosecution wimess statem ents. H ad ‘his’ car been United to the anti-fascist 
operation the charge of ‘conspiracy’ w ould have been strengthened considerably. 
H ad  som eone altered the registration to im prove the link? But Peter C. had the 
perfect alibi in any case. By the tim e the clashes took place in K ensington he was 
already in custody, having been arrested during clashes in sou th  east L ondon. O n 
searching the car, the police officer cam e across som e copies o f Red Action  in the 
boot. He asked for one. But passed w hen told he w ould have to pay for it.

A couple o f weeks after the trial, six m asked m en, led (AFA later discovered) by 
an A ustralian right-w inger going by the nam e G ary  Johnson, arrived at the address 
in Wembley O ’Shea had given in co u rt as his place o f residence. H esitation  am ong 
the attackers allowed the athletic young w om an, a fitness in structo r, w ho initially 
answ ered the door to  slam it in their faces. Because she was o fT u rk ish  descent, a 
d isgruntled  C 18 later referred to  her as “ a M u d ” . As was custom ary in political 
cases, the W embley address had been w ithheld from being broadcast in open court, 
so there was a suspicion tha t it m ay have been passed on by a senior detective, who 
was judged to  be unduly  sym pathetic to the p rosecu tion  w itnesses during the trial.

O n  w hat proved to  be the last day, in an ex traordinary  professional lapse, the D C I 
had publicly exhorted  police w itnesses to finish the job, w ithin earshot o f an AFA 
supporter, who, ra ther than  go the canteen w ith everyone else, was sitting outside 
the court, reading. Ruefully adm itting  tha t G able had  probably  slipped the net, the 
detective told the assem bled police w itnesses du ring  a break for lunch that if “you 
do your job we can still nail O ’Shea.” D ue to the disastrous con tribu tion  of 
Vallance, the p rosecution  case was already in serious trouble. H ad  it no t been, the 
D C I’s ou tbu rst w ould surely have seen w hat rem ained o f the case throw n out.

M any activists w ould have been in accord w ith the conclusion draw n in Red 
Action. “W hile there were never any grounds to  show that the accused conspired 
together w ith persons unknow n, it is no t im plausible to suggest they m ight have 
been conspired against by persons unknow n.” G erry  G able told the Guardian th a t 
the case should never have been b rough t claim ing he was being victim ised for 
investigating the security  services. “ If  som ebody ou t there has got such an elitist 
view o f  this world they th ink  they can silence the w ork o f  Searchlight by rem oving 
its ed ito r, they are w rong” (Guardian, 24th  July 1992).

C onsis ten t w ith his dem eanour th roughou t, O ’Shea slipped away w ithout 
co m m en t. L a te r , som e, in c lud ing  in d e p e n d e n t re sea rch e r L arry  O ’H ara , 
m ain tained  tha t G able  was p a rt o f som e plo t to en trap  m ilitants. But as one leading 
RA m em ber p u t it afterw ards, “ If  his (G able’s) tears on  acquittal were no t genuine, 
then  G erry  is indeed a great loss to the theatre .”
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UNSCREW SKREWDRIVER!

Assemble:
S a tu rd a y  12th  S e p te m b e r  1992 a t  4 .30pm  

W ate rlo o  BR
(Bring a Travelcard)

A n t i - F a s c i s t  A c t i o n  

BIVI B o x  1 7 3 4  

L o n d o n  W C 1 N  3 X X

The leaflet that launched a thousand anti-fascists detemined to cause the maximum 
disruption.
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T H E  B A T T L E  O F  W A T E R L O O
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Across the country  the level o f m ilitant activity con tinued  during  the rest o f 1992 
w ith num erous clashes up and  dow n the country. O verwhelm ingly, AFA was 
em erging victorious in confrontations that were increasingly as m uch psychological 
as physical. A fairly typical exam ple o f m ilitant one-upm anship  cam e w hen the 
BNP, buoyant after a successful m eeting in the prestigious York H all in B ethnal 
G reen despite an A N L  counter-dem o, em erged only to  discover a 70-strong  AFA 
stew ards group  using their pub. Initially w ith only a dozen o r so AFA visible 
outside, a hund red  or so B N P charged dow n the g rad ien t tow ard T h e  W eaver’s 
A rms. A large num ber o f rio t police, ready and prim ed for action , quickly 
b lockaded the road. But they did so by lining up abou t th irty  yards to the right o f 
the pub  w hen over a hundred  B N P were m ounting  an attack  on it from  the left. Bar 
joining in the attack, there was little the police could have done to make their 
partiality  m ore noticeable.

B ut, the nearer the B N P m ob got, the larger the num bers o f m ilitants ready to 
greet them  grew. A nd w ith fam iliar ‘faces’ in com m and , any prospect o f  a walkover 
faded away. Eventually, a visibly deflated B N P  filed past on the opposite side o f the 
road in alm ost total silence. A nu m b er o f  anti-fascists were lifted for possession of 
offensive w eapons on leaving the area. T h a t n ight on R adio Five Live the pub 
governor w ent ou t o f his way to  m ake clear to listeners that it was the “A nti-Fascist 
League (sic) who were the ones looking for trouble.” W hen they “ left m y pub  it was 
stripped  o f everything they could throw: glasses, bottles, pool balls, even darts,” he 
alleged. “T h e  B N P regularly used his pub  and caused no trouble  at all,” he added 
naively. T h e  next day every single w indow  in his pub  crashed in.

O n 12th S eptem ber 1992, central L ondon  w itnessed the largest and m ost bloody 
head-to -head  battle betw een the F ar Right and  anti-fascists since K evin G ateley 
was killed in Red L ion Square in 1974. In w hat was dubbed  the ‘Battle ofW aterloo’, 
AFA took on a revam ped Blood & H on o u r in a public show dow n that, at the height 
o f  the fighting, caused traffic chaos. It also caused the closure o f bo th  C haring  
C ross and W aterloo BR stations, p lus half a dozen tube stations on either side o f the 
T ham es. A ccording to  police estim ates abou t 2 ,000 people were involved in  the 
clashes tha t began at a round  3.30pm  and  did no t abate until a round  7pm .

W ith B&H and the B N P working fairly closely at the tim e, a successful gig, 
publicly advertised and  secured  by a large m obilisation o f fascists w ould, they 
hoped , enable B&H to operate m ore openly tliereafter. T h ree  years earlier, in an
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interview w ith the Evening Standard’s E S  Magazine (April 1989), S tuart had  claim ed 
that he “could fill the A lbert H all w ith supporters if we were able to  hold a concert 
w ithout interference from the ‘com m ies’.” T h is theory  was now to be p u t to  the test.

Joe: “R um our had it that a p rom inent m usic prom oter, John K urt, was interested  
in looking at the whole B&H scene from a purely com m ercial angle as a result o f 
w itnessing Skrew driver’s pulling pow er in E urope, where audiences o f  3 ,000-plus 
for underg round  gigs in form er East G erm any were no t uncom m on. W aterloo 
appeared to be designed as a kind of show down. A way o f estim ating w hat level o f 
public support the band could expect from wide-scale publicity, including national 
press which they had always avoided for security reasons, and , as im portantly , w hat 
level o f suppo rt the ‘R eds’ w ould draw.”

Terry: “ In the run -up  we were extremely sceptical. Bogus gigs had been called 
before. A nd even prior to the ‘M ain E vent’ in ’89, the m ain concern  o f B lood & 
H on o u r at all tim es had been to keep everything w ord o f m outh , and  hush-hush. 
For the ‘M ain E vent’ it had been ticket only w ith applications to  be m ade by post. 
Twelve hund red  tickets had been sold th roughout E urope in advance and  a prom ise 
was m ade by B&H: ‘M oney back if no t delighted’. We d id n ’t know at the tim e about 
a ttem pts to m ake things ‘legit’, so initially it was treated  w ith cau tion .”

W ith only a couple o f weeks to go and w ith W aterloo station being selected as the 
re-direction  point, it began to  daw n on AFA that B&H were going for it. N ew s of

Some members o f the BNP on their way to York Hall, Bethnal Green, in August 7 992 
(Charlie Sargent o f Combat 18 is seen in the foreground).



posters advertising the event were phoned  in from as far away as N ewcastle and 
Edinburgh. Besides the possibility o f  an elaborate hoax, ano ther reason for AFA 
caution  was that, if indeed the Far Right were after a show dow n, AFA knew from 
experience no t to count on suppo rt, fraternal o r otherw ise, from  rival anti-fascists. 
So in m aking their calculations the AFA leadership knew that on the day it was 
likely they w ould be on their own -  which, in effect, m ean t ru nn ing  the risk o f being 
heavily outnum bered .

T h ere  was, however, an ace up the m ilitan t sleeve. T h e  second AFA U nity 
C arnival was due to take place on 6th Septem ber, the Sunday before, which m eant 
AFA w ould have direct access to m any thousands o f m ilitant sym pathisers. 
Regional organisers were canvassed around  the coun try  and  AFA decided to go for 
it. 15,000 leaflets were p rin ted . O n the m orn ing  o f the carnival it began to  rain and 
rained steadily th roughou t the day. D espite this, the thousands attending were 
alerted  to the im portance o f opposing the event. To fu rther m axim ise the sense of 
occasion, AFA breached its own protocol by advertising the face-off w ith a press 
release two days before.

“We will be a ttem pting  to cause as m uch disrup tion  as possible to the Blood & 
H onour gig on Saturday. We hope to be able to do this peacefully, if we are allowed 
to, bu t we are undaun ted  at the prospect o f a physical confron tation , and in the end 
it m ay well be like the Battle o f W aterloo.”

Im m ediately the A N L  announced  in the Soiirli London Press that it hoped “to 
mobilise a large enough presence to stop them  [B&H] giving venue details” and “do 
it peacefully” (South London Press, 11th S eptem ber 1992). B ut in reality the A N L  
had no in ten tion  o f  being there at all. For as soon as the m ilitants picked up the 
gauntle t, tlie SW P ordered the A N L  to m obilise in support o f a m arch in T h o rn to n  
H eath  on the extrem e outskirts o f  sou th  L ondon. A fterw ards, to  the m ocking 
laughter o f m uch o f the Left, the SW P w ould lay claim  to W aterloo as an A N L  
victory.

M eanw hile, w ith B lood & H onour organiser N eil Parish publicly boasting  he 
w ould be “available for interviews on the concourse” from 4 .30pm , the AFA 
coun ter-dem o was scheduled for the W aterloo concourse at 4pm . Sky N ew s team s 
were on full a lert and the possibility o f serious trouble  surfaced in red top  tabloids 
like the Daily Star. Even The Scotsman sent a reporter. Boldly approach ing  a rough 
looking crew standing  in the m iddle o f the forecourt, he inquired  as to the 
w hereabouts o f N eil Parish and was visibly taken aback w hen inform ed he was 
addressing m em bers o f the opposition.

If the m edia were expectant, the police seem ed unduly  relaxed, if n o t dow nright 
com placent. N orm ally, an a ttem pt to  gauge the scale o f  w hat was being p lanned  
w ould be assessed via tapped phones and  general intelligence, bu t on this occasion 
phone traffic betw een key AFA players was proving m inim al to non-existent.
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Possibly this led Special Branch to conclude it w ould, despite all the publicity, prove 
low-key. An alternative scenario is that, w ith British T ranspo rt Police ra ther than  the 
M et being form ally in charge, relevant inform ation may deliberately no t have been 
passed on. For intelligence to be intentionally w ithheld from a security service rival 
is hardly unknow n. C ertainly w hen C hief Inspector Davison from  the British 
T ran sp o rt Police at W aterloo told the press tha t, “I t’s difficult to  say exactly w hat 
ou r tactics will be on the day itself bu t we in tend to isolate those responsible for the 
concert and keep the two sides apart,” he obviously had little idea o f w ho he was 
dealing with. If  the police w eren’t sure o f their tactics the AFA leadership knew 
exactly w hat was required  o f them : create as m uch chaos as possible. (This 
deliberate abandonm ent o f orthodox  form s o f dem onstrations, w ith stew ards in 
bibs issuing m egaphone directions and so on, w ould later be attacked by left-wing 
adversaries as ‘crim inal stupidity’!)

O n the m orn ing  of the carnival, over 100 key security personnel were sum m oned  
to  the stew ards ten t and  inform ed o f the tim e and  the re-direction po in t and  w hat 
was expected o f them  on the day. All were instructed  to keep the inform ation  to 
them selves. It is this face-to-face m eeting that explains the absence o f phone play, 
A large Irish pub  in K ilburn had been selected as the rendezvous. F irst, because it 
allowed direct access to W aterloo via the Bakerloo Line, bu t also partly  because, due 
to  its location (at a busy junction w ith a row o f single story shops opposite), it was 
thought it w ould prove problem atic for police to  properly observe it w ithout being 
spo tted . T h e  AFA leadership had very good reasons to keep a close w atch on their 
own assem bly point.

Tracey: “By this stage leading ‘players’ were being directly targeted by police. For 
the type o f event p lanned , given the pre-publicity, we needed to  know if conspiracy 
charges w ould follow. Key to this was to  find ou t w hether o r no t the tim ing and re
direction po in t had  ‘leaked’. I f  it had , plans w ould be adapted  accordingly. So I was 
d irected  to handpick  a team  o f six to pu t ou r own re-d irection  po in t u nder 
surveillance at 12pm , two hours before the m ain outfit was expected to be in 
position at 2pm . I’d been in the gam e for a num ber o f years now  and  I was 
confident that if anything untow ard was going on in the area, I w ould pick it up.”

Publicly, AFA was scheduled to arrive at W aterloo at 4 .30 pm , w ith the bulk of 
B&H expected at around  5pm . At 3.20pm , over an hour ahead o f  schedule, when 
an advance party  o f about 150 AFA security stewards m aterialised on the 
concourse at W aterloo, it took everyone by surprise.

Joe: “From  scouts in the area we were aware that a large contingent o f early B&H 
arrivals were drinking in a bar on the station. It was our in tention on the day to 
deny them  access to the concourse. To do that, we had to hold the station. T h a t 
m eant tha t the boneheads in the station had to be cleared out. Now, attacking a 
pub , even w ith superior num bers, is no t to be recom m ended, particularly  in an area
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th a t is ‘cam era-ed’ up. O ne p lan hatched  en rou te  was to  drive them  from the pub 
in terio r by bom barding them  w ith a m ixture o f  crow -scarers and sm oke bom bs. 
T h e  noise w ould have been deafening and the sm oke w ould have caused confusion 
and  provided cover from the cam eras. T h a t was the p lan, anyway!”

W ithin seconds o f h itting  the concourse it was learned the skinheads had already 
been moved on. F or the ch ief stew ard, this was potentially disastrous. H e was 
counting on the boneheads providing an im m ediate focus. A quick victory would 
set the tone for the day. T h e  last thing he w anted was for the stew ards to mill 
a round  aimlessly. Just then news cam e th rough  that ano ther sm aller group had 
been spotted  in ano ther pub  on the station. ‘T h ey ’ll do,’ he thought. W ithin seconds 
AFA had storm ed the pub. D ism ayed skinheads fled as if for their lives. O ne 
jum ped over the bar, holding off his assailants by chucking glasses and even full 
bottles o f spirits, then  ducking back under the bar as the anti-fascists replied in 
kind. T h is show o f  defiance ended  abruptly  w hen one stew ard assem bled a dozen 
heavy d inner plates from  the counter, took careful aim , and dropped  them  directly 
on to  his head. At 3 .25pm  two am bulances, w hich had been on standby, drove onto 
the concourse to collect their first custom ers o f the day, three ‘boneheads’, one o f 
them  rum oured  to be a plain-clothes police officer, having been ‘glassed’. So m uch 
for British T ranspo rt Police assurances o f “keeping the sides ap a rt” . AFA had 
arrived. A nd the Battle ofW aterloo had  begun.

In an attem pt to  restore order, police im m ediately began m aking huge sweeps 
across the station w ith lines o f police, arm s linked, herd ing  m ilitants, elderly 
passengers, foreign tourists, and inevitably fascists tow ards the exits. O nce outside, 
the B&H supporters were instantly  attacked. T h is  forced police to leave the station 
to  intervene, thus leaving gaps in the ‘thin b lue line’ tha t were artfully negotiated by 
anti-fascists who, tim e and  again re tu rned  to  m ass on the concourse. As 
im portantly , as every m inu te  passed they were being reinforced by dozens of an ti
fascists com ing to W aterloo by bus and  tube.

By 4pm  the AFA objective o f  occupying the station  had been  secured. T h e  tricky 
p art now was being able to con tinue  to do so. So long as AFA ‘h e ld ’ the station  it 
w ould be the natural rallying po in t for the anti-fascist forces, while autom atically  
rendering  it useless as a redirection po in t for the opposition. C onsis ten t w ith the 
strategic im portance  o f holding the station , a decision had  been taken no t to try  and 
im pose any o rder on the w ilder anarchist elem ents. F o r one, they were reckoned to 
be largely uncontrollable, and AFA strategists actually saw the benefit in allowing 
the ‘crusties’ to  run  wild. Siren calls from o thers in the station , including one 
individual waving a black flag, to ‘ignore the stew ards’ and join the m elee outside 
were silenced, following a few w ell-chosen w ords from leading AFA stewards.

So by 5pm , instead o f being d ispersed , there were anything up to a 1,000 an ti
fascists on the station concourse. Brawls broke ou t, peaked and subsided all over
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the  station area, inside and  out. Pretty  clearly police were no t in control. Sky TV, 
m eanw hile, was relaying events ‘live’. A small group o f black youngsters repeatedly 
m issed their train  rather than miss the action. Q uoted  in the News o f the World 
afterw ards, a police officer described the scene as like “C u ste r’s last s tan d ” . O ne 
British Rail official said: “ I saw a g iant o f a m an grab two policem en and  sm ash 
their heads together. It took anotlier six policem en to  hold him  dow n. It was 
d readfu l” {News o f the World, 13th S eptem ber 1992). Shortly after 5pm , W aterloo 
was shut dow n at the request o f the station manager. Police S u p erin tenden t M ike 
Joyce explained that the decision “to evacuate” was “to keep the two groups ap a rt” 
{M ail on Sunday, 13th Septem ber 1992). It w ould in fact produce exactly the 
opposite result.

F reed  from  political responsibility, and any inhibitions the existence o f security 
cam eras on the station may have had on their behaviour, large groups o f  an ti
fascists, 100-strong, ram paged gleefully through the side streets, b lending and 
splintering as the situation dem anded. O ne 50-strong group o f m ainly right-w ing 
casuals was trapped  beneath  a footbridge. S urrounded  by dozens o f police, they 
were nonetheless faced w ith a full-frontal assault. As bricks and bottles rained dow n 
on them  firom the advancing attackers, som e fascists at the back tried  to m ake a 
b reak for it. A policem an scream ed a w arning: “If  you run , we’re fucking runn ing  
w ith you!”

Andy: “A group  o f us were driven ou t o f the station and we im m ediately becam e 
concerned  that we were going to get corralled-in by the police so we exited the area. 
As it was, the atten tion  we were receiving simply m eant that o thers were able to  by
pass the boys in blue and filter back into the station. U sing a fam iliar AFA tactic we 
w ent to g round , sipping orange juices in the C harlie C haplin , E lephant & C astle, 
for a b rief period before re-em erging ready to engage targets w henever and 
w herever we could.

“As we approached Waterloo again, we could see a large group in front o f us who 
had spotted us at the same time. It turned  out that they were anti-fascists and our 
ranks swelled considerably. At the rear o f the station there was a large procession of 
vehicles backed-up all the way into the road. In the m iddle were two boneheads sitting 
calmly in the traffic, presumably oblivious to the mayhem occurring just yards away.

T hey  gave the distinct im pression o f having borrow ed daddy’s car for their big day 
ou t, fingers d rum m ing  the steering wheel, im patient for the fun to start. A nd start 
it did. Im m ediately, concrete slabs were launched through the front and rear 
w indscreens, followed by anything else people could get their hands on. T he  
boneheads sat bolt upright, staring straight ahead as missiles cam e flying through 
the glass and I can only guess that they’d gone into shock. I moved to  the side o f 
the car w ith the in tention  o f pu tting  my arm  through one o f the broken window s 
and  pulling up the locks so we could get the doors open and  drag them  out.
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Just then ano ther lum p o f  concrete was launched into the car, show ering m e with 
glass. It m ade me stop and think. T h ere  were quite a few undisciplined elem ents 
w ith us now and  all o f a sudden  I had visions o f the infam ous ‘two corporals’* 
incident being replayed in south  L ondon. I changed my m ind and  instead we got 
people to tu rn  their a tten tions tow ards the num erous battles taking place all around  
the station .”

O n the perim eters o f the sta tion , individuals and sm aller g roups o f fascists, some 
on foot, som e m obile, were being picked off expeditiously. O ne right-w inger, having 
been thw arted  from  leaving the im m ediate area by roam ing anti-fascists, sought to 
m ake h im self less conspicuous by joining a bus queue. It was his considerable 
m isfortune that he stood in front o f a p rom inen t m ilitan t w ho was having a little 
tim e ou t after being involved in a recen t altercation. A half-brick to the head settled 
the m atter. By this tim e, four o ther stations in the im m ediate vicinity had been 
“ closed” , according to a chalked notice board  “due to  rio ts” .

A nother large num ber o f boneheads arrived on foot via the footbridge and  swelled 
the fascists’ num bers by ano ther 150. But by now, everyw here you looked there was 
pandem onium . H ooligan elem ents, from  A rsenal, Q PR , C helsea and Millwall, 
m any w earing team  shirts, supp lem ented  one side o r the o ther according to their 
political convictions. To prevent even m ore flooding into the area, police ordered  
C haring  Cross BR station to  close as well.

A couple o f anti-fascists, G erry  and Russell, who had actually been involved with 
the N F  and BM  as teenagers, infiltrated the opposition , m ingled cheerfully and 
‘sieg-heiled’ w ith gusto. Skirm ishes were frequent, bottles and bricks were lobbed 
into the fascisl/police crow d w ith custom ary  disregard. T h e  police were visibly 
pertu rbed . T hey  w anted desperately to be rid o f their ‘esco rts’, b u t the stations were 
all closed and the fascists them selves had  no idea w here the venue was. It transpired 
later that the actual organisers, including C l 8, had  p ruden tly  arranged an 
alternative redirection po in t for them selves in V ictoria.

By now, the en trapped  fascists were dem anding  they either be rescued -  or 
en tru sted  w ith details. B oth requests were repeatedly den ied , the standard  reply 
being: “ R ather than  us com e to W aterloo, you should com e to V ictoria.” B ut with 
the station  now  closed and traffic jam m ed, the only op tion  was to try to  cross the 
river on foot. B ut instead  o f bringing them  over the bridge, the police tried  to 
sm uggle them  ou t via the arches at the rear o f the South  B ank com plex, dow n 
C oncert H all A pproach. T h is particu lar retreat from  W aterloo was cu t off by the 
arrival o f  400  an ti-fasc is ts  at the ju n c tio n  o f B elvedere R oad . F irs t the

* In 1988 during the funeral o f IRA mem ber Caoim hin M acBradaigh, two undercover 
soldiers Corporals Wood and Howes, were mistaken for Loyalist assassins, dragged from their 
car by m ourners and executed by the IRA.
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police/fascists stopped  dead and  simply stared as the anti-fascists slowly advanced 
in alm ost com plete silence. Suddenly a black youngster, a recent recru it to  the 
security  stew ards, appeared in the m outh  o f a tunnel ad jacent to w here the 
opposition  had grouped, and w ithout a m om en t’s hesitation began trading blows 
w ith those nearest to  him . T h e  fascists recoiled, horrified. Seizing the m om ent, the 
anti-fascists charged.

A large chunk o f pavem ent slab flew through the air as a skip was p lundered . 
R ight-w ingers, as well as policem en and their dogs, fled in all directions. Jack 
Sham ash for the Weekly Journal reported: “W ithin seconds the scene was m ayhem . 
I saw police h itting ou t in blind confusion w ith truncheons, som etim es h itting  each 
o ther by mistake. Protestors from both  sides spat at police. A rain o f bottles and 
broken m asonry  fell dow n, the bottles shattering  and sending splinters everywhere. 
A t one po in t I saw police and protestors recoiling from a canister, w hich split open 
to release clouds o f noxious gas. As I ran trying to avoid being h it, two people 
beh ind  m e were struck  by flying glass. People had blood stream ing dow n their 
faces. A nd I saw a policem an being led away, holding his face w hich appeared  to 
have been struck by a m issile” {Weekly Journal, 17th Septem ber 1992).

A nother reporter from Select m agazine, who had been d irected by his ed ito r to 
join the fascists to satisfy his readers’ prurience, unexpectedly found h im self am ong 
those doing the ‘ru nn ing ’, and duly w rote from that perspective: “E ach tim e,” he 
w rote, “ there was always one o r rwo psychos shouting ‘S tand , stand ,’ bu t no one 
takes any notice.” Fam ously, during these exchanges one o f the M illwall ‘psychos’, 
called ‘Tags’, actually collapsed w ith a heart attack.

“T hey  run , som e with jackets over their heads to  pro tect them  from the barrage, 
dow n back streets and through startled  traffic. You quickly learn tha t the best way 
to  ru n  is looking backw ards at the sky. O nce, 1 duck and jerk my arm s over my head 
to  p ro tect it from a brick, only to  discover it’s just a frightened pigeon. L ooking up, 
I find a young T im  Roth look-alike next to m e has done the sam e. We grin at each 
o ther sheepishly. I t’s a weird m om ent. Several o f the skins are injured by now. O ne, 
a sharp-faced boy, has blood stream ing dow n his face from  a head w ound ... 
Som eone else, holding a dazed dem onstrator by the arm  w anders past, shouting  
‘A m bulance, am bulance’. It was a vile scene.” {Select m agazine)

T h e  still ab le-bodied , m ostly skinheads, had com e to an indecisive halt at the 
base o f W aterloo Bridge. F or a tim e rio t police form ed a protective barrier, bu t 
after five m inutes and w ithout any w arning they suddenly  seem ed to vanish. In 
panic, hundreds o f fascists bolted  dow n the ram p parallel to W aterloo station. 
Halfway dow n, they shuddered  to a halt and  then reversed at speed w hen they m et 
300 ‘R eds’ on the way up. Exploding back onto  the pavem ent, they ran in to  
scattered  groups o f anti-fascists w ho had optim istically given chase w hen they fled, 
and now found them selves ou tnum bered  by ten to  one. F or the briefest o f
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m om ents the tables had been  tu rn ed . T ru e  to  fo rm , it was the footage o f fascists 
apparently  in the ascendancy tha t was selected by BBC ed ito rs as the m ost 
politically appropriate  m etapho r to  illustrate events on the day. T h is  was no 
acciden t, as it was designed to prove tha t, despite  the evidence, it was the fascists 
w ho were the m ore violently aggressive. Political cam ouflage such as this was 
hardly new.*

Large num bers o f  fascists had by now been shepherded  on to  W aterloo Bridge, 
stopping both  lanes o f traffic, while hund reds o f anti-fascists in groups o f 50 and 
60 were corralled by police beneath  it.

Joe: “F or m e the abiding m em ory o f the day, one tha t sum m ed up police 
befuddlem ent th roughout, was the sight o f  fifty police w ith batons and shields 
wearily trudging  up the hill in Ind ian  file, heads dow n, oblivious o r by now possibly 
indifferent to , sim ilar num bers o f ‘A narchos’ and ‘R eds’ filing past them  in the 
opposite d irection, conspicuously in ho t pu rsu it o f fu rth er prey. C on tact was m ade 
alm ost instantly. A small group  o f bones w andered into their path . T hey  were 
devoured. O ne particu lar un fo rtunate  d isappeared  under a scrum . It looked like he 
was being to rn  lim b from  limb. T h en  som ething flew into the air. F or a crazy 
m om en t it looked like an arm . B ut was just the sleeve o f his flight jacket. It was like 
a Bugs Bunny cartoon .”

Eventually, u nder cover o f darkness, the police escorted  the crestfallen fascists to 
Tem ple tube where a train  was com m andeered . Less than  500 B lood & H onour 
m ade it to  the Yorkshire G rey in E ltham , sou th  east L ondon. N o t w ishing to be seen 
to  lick their w ounds in public, the previously publicity hungry  B&H organisers 
excluded the press. T he  M ail on Sunday  repo rted  “ at least 44 arrests” w ith, 
according to the Guardian, “seven policem en” injured, although B&H supporters 
bore the b ru n t o f the hospital casualties overall. For AFA it was a crushing victory, 
w ith no possible am biguity abou t the outcom e: a near-fatal blow  to B lood & 
H onour in B ritain, and the sheer scale o f it sending trem ors th rough  the Far Right. 
O ne fascist fanzine, called The Raven, claim ed it as “a m oral victory” on the 
g rounds that headlines did no t read ‘N azis killed at W aterloo’ the following day.

* “T he British U nion of Fascists’ use of force in the 1930s always appeared to be more 
calculated, visible, more obviously organised than that of its opponents. In fact, the 
comm unists organised just as thoroughly with as much military precision, as did the fascists. 
But their use o f force was largely concealed: they were the guerrilla army; the fascists the 
traditional army ... [A]t the time these things were shrouded in darkness, a darkness partly 
induced by such left-wing bodies as the Council for Civil Liberties. ‘It is fashionable to allege 
that we were starry-eyed idealists, but we certainly knew where to put the razor blades in the 
potato when it came to a fight,’ says the veteran of many battles, C laud C ockburn” {Osivald 
Mosley, by Robert Skidelsky, Chapter 18, ‘T he politics of confrontation’)
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O n the Left, alongside those like the A N L  who tried  to  claim  the credit for it, 
there were others w ho deliberately poured  cold w ater on the victory in o rder to 
allow them  to ignore the political im plications for them selves. The Leninist 
described W aterloo as only a “relative success” (m im icking the ‘m oderate  success’ 
o f the B N P in B erm ondsey according to  the SW P), while com plaining that though 
“ there was a divide on the day betw een fighters and non-fighters, it was difficult to 
tell w ho was who.” W hich was o f course precisely die point. If  they co u ld n ’t do so, 
ne ith e r cou ld  the police. T h e  R evolutionary  In te rna tiona lis t L eague w ent 
considerably further. W hile forced to concede that “ this m obilisation was radically 
different from  anything we have seen in Britain for m any years ... W aterloo showed 
us the m ilitancy and  potential o f anti-fascist forces w ho tu rned  up in great nu m b er 
on the one hand , and  the u tte r incom petence, stupidity  and crim inal neglect o f the 
anti-fascist organisation leaders. At W aterloo, AFA offered no leadership or 
organisation to the m asses o f anti-fascists who tu rned  up to stop the nazis. C learly 
it w as necessary  to  have (iden tified  o r un iden tified ) stew ards w ho w ere 
com m unicating  w ith the crow ds directing them  in the m ost effective d irection .” 
A ccording to  the RIL, this “ lack of organisation” m eant the anti-fascists were 
effectively paralysed by m uch fewer bu t be tter organised police.” N o t a conclusion 
British Rail m anagem ent, police strategists, o r indeed B&H organisers were likely

Abandoned fash looking a bit lost around Waterloo, 1992.



to  have m uch sym pathy w ith. O ddball sectarianism  apart, the R IL  were plainly 
unnerved by the AFA ‘chaos theo ry ’ and  hankered  after the safety o f m ore orthodox  
form ations with placards, m egaphones, and friends and foe instantly  identifiable.

Small w onder that the AFA press release was d irected  no t at the vanquished Right 
bu t at the liberal Left: “T h e  tactics favoured by the A nti-N azi League and o ther 
liberal anti-racist groups have been eclipsed by yesterday’s victory. U nlike them  we 
d o n ’t believe in token dem onstrations or in calling for state bans ... I f  the an ti
fascist m ovem ent in E urope had  im plem ented  a policy o f N o P latform  F or Fascists 
w ith the sam e com m itm ent as we did yesterday, R ostock w ould still be just a little 
tow n in G erm any.”

T h e  Copsey verdict on the AFA perform ance was altogether m ore generous. But, 
in conceding it was “a m ajor victory” , he adopts a different line o f attack. Stressing 
tha t it was “Blood & H onour and  no t the B N P that got sm ashed.” T h e  B N P taking 
20%  in a by-election on the Isle o f D ogs a m on th  later, he offered as the reason for 
a certain  reserve. In his view AFA had allowed itself to  be “diverted from 
concentrating  efforts on M illwall” by the B&H attem pts to “ re-establish itself in 
L ondon.” O nce again this charge o f a m isallocation of resources by m ilitants does 
no t hold up  for an instant. F or one th ing , W aterloo, though  spectacular, am ounted 
to little m ore than  a couple o f  weeks’ work from sta rt to finish. As for the Copsey 
juxtaposition o f the B&H versus BNP, they were in reality know n to be working 
m ore or less in tandem  at the tim e. Indeed , such was the extent o f the collaboration, 
had  this fairly outrageous push  by B&H to go legit been  even partially successful 
there was the strong possibility it w ould have opened  up a by no m eans 
insubstantial funding for the BNP. Even w ith the setback in B ritain, B&H in 
E urope w ould go on to becom e a m ulti-m illion pound  industry. W hich probably 
explains why even m ainstream  m usic p rom oters considered it so potentially 
lucrative.

Finally, o f course, had AFA no t dealt w ith B& H, there was no one else on the Left 
equipped to do so. A nd had B&H am bitions no t been crushed , considering a B N P 
election break through  was already being flagged by AFA, this w ould have resulted  
in m ilitants fighting on at least two fronts; confronting  a ‘respectab le’ B N P  euro- 
nationalism  on the one hand and the com m ercialisation o f neo-nazism  on the other. 
W hile C opsey is seem ingly ignorant o f the im plications o f anti-fascism  no t w inning, 
he does concede W aterloo represented  a victory for AFA for ano ther reason: “ it 
finally established AFA’s claim  to the radical anti-fascist trad ition .” T ru th  be toldj 
save for the scale and unpreceden ted  advance publicity, W aterloo, in term s o f 
intensity was probably indistinguishable from  countless encoun ters stretching back 
for over ten years.

H ow  critical the U nity  C arnival had been  to  the num bers m obilised for W aterloo 
was proved to good effect just six weeks later w hen, on 26th  O ctober, AFA called a
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coun ter-dem onstra tion  in response to  the B N P publicising a re-direction  po in t at 
E uston  Station for their A GM . Pre-w arned by W aterloo, the M et dom inated  
th roughou t, and even though AFA could no t physically dam age the B N P  too  m uch 
on  the day, the simple threat o f m ilitants m obilising was enough to  see num bers for 
the B N P A G M  halve -  from the previous year -  the precise opposite o f B N P 
expectations w ho had hoped to double num bers attending th rough  the advance 
publicity.

O nce again the m ilitant call was boycotted by the A N L, ARA, and  Y RE, bu t 
w hereas at W aterloo, where the sheer size o f the tu rn o u t cam ouflaged their 
duplicity, there was no disguising it this time. To working class elem ents in 
organisations like M ilitant, increasingly restive at the party ’s hands-off approach , 
the leadership w ould caution: “You can ’t w ork w ith AFA, they’re psychopaths.” 
A nd while the C opsey allegation that AFA had allowed itself to be ‘d iverted ’ is 
easily refuted , nevertheless the corollary o f the B N P being able to go ‘abou t their 
business unh indered ’ in Millwall would m ake headlines across the world witliin 
twelve m onths.
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Even though AFA had  been in nom inal existence in the W est M idlands since late 
1991, following a 200-strong  launch m eeting held at C a rr’s L ane C en tre  in south 
B irm ingham , it arguably only becam e properly ‘opera tional’ in  m ilitan t term s in 
early 1993. For unlike AFA in the N o rth  W est and  Scotland w here the structures 
and leadership reflected the priorities originally set ou t by L ondon , similar 
elem ents in the West M idlands had  yet to  com e to the fore. As neither Red Action 
nor D AM  had  any branches in the vicinity, this m ean t that as late as Spring 1993 
the M idlands was widely regarded as a safe haven for w hite nationalists. To the 
extent that an organisation like the N F , w hich otherw ise hardly dare p u t its head 
over the parapet elsewhere in the country, still had  a pow er base in the area. U p 
until th en , the o rth o d o x  T ro tsky ite  W orkers Pow er h ad  the w h ip -hand  
organisationally w ithin AFA there, b u t, partly  inspired by W aterloo, in O ctober 
1992 younger working class m ilitants now m ade it their business to  reshape the 
organisation in the West M idlands from  w ithin.

M artin : “ After W aterloo, W orkers Power were eclipsed by youngsters, who had cut 
their teeth  in clashes from L ondon to  M anchester, and  w anted to  apply the 
techniques learned in o u r own backyard. As far as we could see, all the old school 
in the A rran  Isle jum pers and rusting  ‘Coal n o t D ole’ bu ttons seem ed to w ant to 
do was talk about standing around  braziers picketing Saltley gates in 1972.”

Paul: “We d id n ’t initially set ou t for a coup, bloodless o r otherwise. Som e of us 
had been working alongside W orkers Power for som e tim e. People were sent to  talk 
w ith them  about ‘stepping it u p ’. B ut, while som e tried  to  appear diplom atic, the 
m ain m an  from  W orkers Power refused to  recognise the delegation. It was an offer 
tha t w asn’t going to be m ade tw ice.”

Aware o f the em erging th reat, W orkers Power sought to try  and  control events 
bureaucratically. R ather than  encourage open political discussion to decide on 
priorities as was the no rm  elsewhere. W orkers Power in B irm ingham  sought to  cede 
pow er to  an  executive style ‘com m ittee’ to  w hich only those w ho had their political 
approval were allowed access. Such a form al hierarchical s truc tu re  was anathem a to 
the likes o f the D A M  and  RA, ironically th a t it was an a ttem p t to m ain tain  their 
status and fend off the young Turks that w ould prove W P ’s undoing. O n finding ou t 
from  W P  colleagues in L ondon  that an operation  m oun ted  by the newly form ed 
W olverham pton AFA had gone awry, and  as a consequence had a ttrac ted  the 
a tten tion  of the L ondon  leadership, W P in the M idlands sought to capitalise on



som e tactical errors m ade on the day by arranging for a disciplinary m eeting w ith 
reps from  L ondon  in attendance, w herein W olverham pton AFA w ould be form ally 
called to  account. By putting  m anners on these upstarts w ith L o n d o n ’s blessing, 
W P w ould, they believed, be in position to politically control the developm ent o f 
AFA across the West M idlands -  and m oreover do so entirely from  B irm ingham . It 
was to  prove a spectacular m isreading o f both  the extant situation  and  o f the 
instincts o f the L ondon leadership. In fact, by the end  o f the m eeting , W est 
M idlands AFA had an entirely new leadership itself.

O riginally stung into action by tales o f alleged anarchist and h u n t sabo teur 
incom petence, a delegation from L ondon AFA did travel up to B irm ingham  
determ ined  to knock heads. However, alm ost as an afterthough t they decided to 
take a sounding  from a tough young Red A ction suppo rte r in the city, D am ian , who 
though having only recently signed up was highly regarded, no t least by Patrick 
H ayes, the L ondon  AFA organiser.

Joe: “ N o t really knowing w hat was going on up there, we decided to  pay him  a 
visit. H is insight into the real motives for the m eeting and personalities involved 
threw  a totally different light on events. It was an alm ost chance encoun te r b u t one 
tha t w ould seal the fate no t only o fW P  in AFA b u t the Far R ight in the M idlands. 
W hat really pu t the tin hat on it for m any o f us was w hen before the m eeting  he was 
brusquely  inform ed that it was ‘an executive only m eeting and he w ould have to 
wait in the b a r’. T h e  looks on the faces o f my colleagues said it all. H aving been 
treated  by m any a m artinet like this them selves, over the years, no way were they 
going to  tolerate working class recruits being treated like this in their own 
organisation.”

So, after confidently outlining the situation as they saw it, the collective jaw o f the 
W orkers Power delegation dropped, w hen the w rath they had  so artfully cultivated 
was tu rn ed  away from  the sole female representative from W olverham pton and  -  
on to  them . A statem ent from  the deposed W P faction, form erly the ‘executive’, now 
calling itself A nti-Fascist Alliance, sum m ed up in an unw ittingly com ic m anner the 
differing priorities o f the rivals thereafter.

“It is okay to  get m ilitants to take on the fascists in a few spectacular events like 
the ‘Battle o f W aterloo’, bu t though such events are correct they are no t enough. 
T h a t m eans, unfortunately  for som e, getting their hands dirty and  arguing [our 
emphasis] w ith reform ist workers and  o ther anti-fascist groups” {Birmingham A n ti-  
Fascist Alliance Bulletin, 12th July 1994).

M artin ; “W hat quickly em erged was that like a ttracted  like. O ur suppo rt cam e 
from  the football and Irish clubs and those who had walked ou t or been expelled 
from  the lefty cults; we figured if the Left d id n ’t w ant them , they were probably 
sound! So, in the tim e the form er ‘executive com m ittee’ took to  com e up w ith a 
draft sta tem ent to condem n whatever, ou r people had been involved in attacking
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fascists in the streets, and  m ost im portantly  build ing a database o f active fascists 
from  scratch.”

As w ith o ther areas o f the country , m any o f the AFA m ilitants had  been through 
the mill politically, were disillusioned w ith the Left bu t, unlike m any on the Left, 
were solidly working class and all too  aware o f the dangers posed by m iddle class 
intrusion.

M artin : “ For m any o f us, it was a case o f AFA being seen as the last po rt before 
the storm . D isillusionm ent w ith an increasingly m arginalised Left was a com m on 
experience, so from  the outset ou r M .O . \itiodiis operandi\ was as m uch a case o f 
knowing w hat no t to do, as knowing w hat to do. F or exam ple, a rigorous vetting 
procedure was in troduced  to insure the basic character o f M idlands AFA w ould 
rem ain  a working class one. T h is was a deliberate move to p ro tec t AFA from 
opportun ism  and  any dilution o f its working class character. All o u r success up to 
this was because o f  a tight-knit b u t dem ocratic approach  to  organising. Regular 
b ranch  m eetings and m uch pro trac ted  discussion w ithin the group ironed ou t the 
overall form ula.”

In the early 1990s there was plenty o f fascism  to con tend  w ith in the West 
M idlands, bo th  from the B N P and the NF. T h e  B N P at this tim e were attem pting 
to gain a foothold in the K ingstanding and  O scott areas o f n o rth  B irm ingham , 
while the N F  were active in the Black C oun try , w here they had  consistently 
pursued  an electoral strategy, largely unopposed , since the 1970s. In addition , B&H 
and  C 18 were also present and  active.

Im m ediately the issue o f leadership was clarified, AFA took the physical 
com ponent o f the struggle to  the fascists w ith vigour. O n 12th February  1993, a 
packed gig at M ansfield L abour C lub announced  the change o f m anagem ent. “ In 
the week previous to the gig, the organiser had a bu rn ing  cross p lan ted  in his garden 
and  the B N P announced  that they w ould no t allow the gig to  go ahead. O n the 
n ig h t itself, th e  B N P  very 
wisely kept their distance as 
m ore than 100 stew ards waited 
patien tly  for the ‘inev itab le’ 
fascist offensive. T h e  single 
scout w ho did venture too near 
... w as la s t  se e n  d r iv in g  
recklessly th rough  two sets o f 
red lights w ith his rear w ind
screen m issing” {Fighting Talk, 
issue 4).

T h e re a f te r ,  s tre e t  ac tiv ity  
v a r i e d  f r o m  s m a l l - s c a l e

E X T E R M IN A T E
§

2 THE NAZI PEST!
Wolves Anti Fascist Action PO BOX 85 

Balsall Heath Birmingham B12



opportun istic  attacks through to larger scale, high profile m obilisations. Such set 
pieces were required  to  m atch similarly high profile opposition events, w here 
‘controlling the streets’ was regarded as quintessential to the fascist strategy. In such 
cases, A FA ’s aim  was to reverse the equation and to be perceived by both  observers 
and fascists as being clever and ‘bad enough’ to be able to tu rn  the tables.

System atic and  intensive intelligence gathering was one o f the key things tha t gave 
AFA the upper hand regionally. From  a standing s ta rt AFA quickly becam e very 
fam iliar w ith the enemy. Individual activists, street activities and  branch  m eetings 
were all m onitored  routinely. T he  latest in technical gadgetry was used to stay ahead 
o f the gam e -  two way A M  radios, CBs and scanners to pick up on the police and 
listen ou t for m obiles, cam eras and traces. In  m any ways the ‘know your enem y’ 
d ictum  was being taken to a higher level. Everything was collated w ith a view to 
fu ture  reference and research. From  a sim ple car registration m ilitants could 
quickly find ou t som eone’s nam e, date o f b irth , job and work address, plus details 
o f relatives. Lone fascists were picked off in the street, som etim es m erely to  display 
ruthlessness, on o ther occasions the motive might be the appropriation  o f sensitive 
paperw ork. ‘O u ting ’ posters were pu t up in areas w here the fascists lived.

T h e  fascist response was one o f bew ilderm ent and im potence. A fter the hom e o f 
one fascist was repeatedly targeted by way o f retaliation, threats were even m ade 
against the SW P paper selling pitches in B irm ingham  city centre and delivered to 
the m ilitants via Searchlight! U nderstandably , anonym ity was highly prized by 
m ilitants. U nknow n to the fascists, two key AFA m em bers had  actually appeared  in 
a copy o f Redwaich bu t were mistakenly identified as belonging to un-associated  
groups. A later issue o f Redzvatch hardly helped m atters w hen it claim ed a left-wing 
cafe, called ‘C afe/R esource C en tre ’ in east B irm ingham , was the nerve centre for 
m ilitants in the West M idlands. A portion  o f  chips bought from  there, was m ore 
often than  not, it was alleged, “w rapped in [a copy of) Red Action,” they inform ed 
their readership. M ilitants just laughed.

O n Sunday 12th Septem ber 1993, m ilitants in the M idlands were involved in a 
public show dow n w ith the N F  who had called their A G M  in B irm ingham . T h e  
lobby o f N ew  S treet station was picked as a re-direction point. AFA deployed 
around  fifty security stewards in and around  the station area. An early casualty was 
the leader o f the N F , A ndy C arm ichael, who was beaten to the floor until rescued 
by British T ranspo rt police. A fterwards, he confessed to  the Evening M ail tha t the 
re-direction points and the booking o f the hotel under the nam e ‘H eritage 
F oundation ’ were necessary, because otherwise “ there w ould have been the sam e 
kind o f scenes at Coleshill as there were at N ew  S tree t” {Evening M ail, 13th 
Septem ber 1993). F our years later, C arm ichael w ent to the press w ith a confession 
o f a ra ther different sort. A nnouncing in the Sunday Times (27th  July 1997) tha t he 
had for a considerable tim e been working directly u nder M I5 instruction .
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T hough  encouraged by the rate o f their success in p inn ing  the fascists dow n, the 
relative failure o f an AFA attack  just a m on th  later in O ctober 1993 on the 
T h a tch ed  H ouse Tavern, in w hat was regarded as the right-w ing stronghold  of 
Bloxwich, caused an overall review, and  led to a decisive upping  o f the ante in the 
West M idlands. By now AFA were expert in operating  in relatively sm all team s, bu t 
if the right-w ingers were to  be killed off politically it w ould require the routine 
deploym ent o f large num bers o f  stew ards on to  the streets. W hen the discussion 
reached a national level, instead o f  continu ing  to chip away, M idlands AFA got the 
green light to  begin to th ink in term s o f  an endgam e.

O ne key player on the F ar R ight at this tim e, called D uane ‘E dd ie ’ M arlowe, 
headed  up B & H /C 18 activity in the Bloxwich area o f the City. M arlow e had taken 
a bad  beating in D igbeth  in B irm ingham  in 1993, w hen he accidentally crossed 
paths w ith a leading AFA player. But perhaps the critical po in t in his political 
dem ise cam e on 12th N ovem ber 1994, w hen a fascist counter-m obilisation  led by 
him  against a T rades C ouncil m arch through Bloxwich was rou ted  by a large group 
o f AFA stewards. T h e  B N P gathered to oppose this m arch on a regular basis in w hat 
they had  com e to consider their territory. AFA seized the initiative by forcibly 
m oving in on two fascist p u b s ,T h e  C him neys, and T h e  C row n and Sceptre. O n the 
day, over fifty m ilitant anti-fascists gathered in the centre o f Bloxwich in the 
m orn ing , w ith the aim  o f  the day being to  prove to  the w ider com m unity, the Left 
and , m ost im portantly , the fascists, th a t w hen confron ted  by m ilitant anti-fascists 
these Aryan W arriors are no t all they’re cracked up to  be.

“TTie AFA contingent set abou t visiting w atering-holes that D uane Eddie and  his 
M erry  M en are known to frequent. T h e  first pub we hit (forgive the pun) was one 
o f M arlow e’s locals. T h e  landlord  greeted us w arm ly and  asked us if we were there 
to m eet D uane, assum ing we were fascists! O u r intelligence then  led us to the 
infam ous C him neys public house, as seen on T V  picketed by the A N L  on a num ber 
o f occasions, and reputed  to have hosted  m onthly  fascist m eetings. T h e  AFA crew 
clashed w ith fascists just outside the p ub , enabling those inside to  do  a ru n n e r and 
jum p the fence to  safety, indifferent to  their com rades’ fate. We soon discovered on 
entering  the pub  th a t M arlow e had m ade a phone call to  the police saying, ‘T h e re ’s 
a large num ber o f N F  (!) in T h e  C him neys, tooled up w ith knives, iron bars and  CS 
gas!’ Presum ably  M arlow e’s paranoia led him  to believe tha t th e  police w ould be 
m ore likely to react to a fascist gang than  to an AFA one.

“A fter one or two fu rther altercations, AFA regrouped  in T h e  Q ueen ’s H ead , near 
the rally. W ord got to  the police tha t the N F  were steadily arriving there -  and  we 
were soon joined by a Branch m an w ho told us in no uncerta in  term s tha t seeing 
as we were there to  m eet D uane it was ‘no p rob lem ’, for if we were all like D uane 
we were as good as gold! H e had no  qualm s abou t o u r m ock nazi salutes, and  
agreed w ith o u r m ock patrio tic overtones! D espite seeing o u r black and  Asian
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com rades, this clever chap never cottoned  on. Only after tro tting  off to  talk  to  
D uane  did he realise the true identity o f the fifty o r so ‘skinhead types’ w aiting in a 
nearby pub. Less friendly on his re tu rn , he greeted us w ith, ‘You lying fat Reds!’

“N ext we tu rn ed  our a ttentions to T he  C row n and  Sceptre, as scouts had  earlier 
reported  a gathering o f fascists there, drinking safely ou t o f the way. Local fash, Big 
N ige, was last seen clam bering over the bar and  through the back fence. H is m ates, 
sporting  a variety o f Rangers and Loyalist regalia, m ade an equally m ad  dash 
th rough  the front. T he  fascists were visibly shaken, M arlowe was last seen re- 
em erging on the H igh Street, hood up, head dow n, scurrying like a rat. O n this 
crucial day for the fascists, AFA controlled the area, w hich rendered  their 
previously com placent strategy inoperable” {Red Acton, issue 70).

M ark: “It had  taken twelve m onths and one day exactly to  snuff the B lood & 
H on o u r operation  in the Black C ountry. Twelve m onths m eticulous research, 
followed by one day’s shrewd m anoeuvring o f a solid group o f  disciplined and 
com m itted  anti-fascists and that was that.”

1994 was the tu rn ing  po in t for the West M idlands cam paign. A t this tim e, sm all, 
m edium  and large-scale fascist activities were being regularly confron ted  by well 
organised, disciplined, intelligence-led stewarding. A n early m orn ing  phone call on 
St G eorges Day in April had sent three AFA scouts to  K ingstanding, n o rth  
B irm ingham , to  investigate reports o f a B N P election team  leafleting and 
canvassing the area.

John : “W hen we got there, about ha lf a dozen B N P were parad ing  beh ind  a flag 
o f  St G eorge w ith a load o f near hysterical lefties in tow. It was em barrassing. Even 
though  there were only three o f us, as they cam e around  the co rner we decided to 
get stuck into them  anyway. T he  flag bearer suddenly found h im self being soundly 
beaten  across the head w ith his own pole. T h en  one o f our boys, a form er cham pion 
kick boxer, was floored by two BNP. W hen he regained his footing there was 
carnage w ith one o f them  appearing to  be left w ith no t just one, b u t bo th  legs 
broken .”

If  even by the standards o f  the tim e this was pretty  savage, no t long afterw ards 
AFA w ould be collectively rem inded o f the high price they m ight all pay if arrested . 
O ne AFA operation  in N ew  S treet station against B lood & H onour becam e 
entangled in a fatal stabbing w hen police linked the AFA presence to  the m urder.

John: “O ne Saturday we were forced to abo rt an attack  on a group o f Blood & 
H onour who were waiting to  get picked up by coach to  go to a large gig in the East 
M idlands. O n our way ou t o f the station a couple o f the lads, a little frustrated  
maybe, began to beat the living daylights ou t o f  a B&H scout w ho had  been 
clocking us for an hour. T h is was all happening right in the m iddle o f a crow d o f 
shoppers. Two old dears m ade an a ttem pt to  save him , then  one o f the chaps says, 
“Look ... H e’s a nazi!” they go, “O h?” and sniff a bit, as if to  say, ‘Well you should
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have said,’ and walked off. We all re tu rned  safely to base only to find ou t ano ther 
B&H m em ber had been stabbed  to death  just a couple o f h u nd red  yards from  the 
attack  on the scout. In  their appeal for info, the police, perhaps understandably , 
were quick to publicly link the attacks. Even though we knew  none o f us had done 
it, we all instantly  felt ripe for a fit up.”

If things were being m ade rough  for the B N P and  B lood & H onour, the N F  were 
no t faring any better. In late O ctober, having previously surveyed the situation , AFA 
dispatched a squad to  deal w ith w hat was fast becom ing a regular N F  paper sale in 
S tourbridge.

M ark; “ I th ink the N F  thought o f S tourbridge as a sleepy backw ater where they’d 
be safe from  AFA m arauders. We ran  them  all over the place -  one unwittingly 
triggered the security shu tters in a bank such was his furious haste to get behind 
the counter. A nother couple jum ped the coun te r at M cD onalds, while another 
sprin ted  straight for the cop shop. A passer-by w ent to  intervene as a scream ing 
‘N F e r’ was dragged dow n an alley by a couple o f AFA stewards. ‘D o n ’t w orry about 
him  -  it’s his stag do!’ cam e the reassuring reply.”

T h e  N F  knew b e tte r than  to  re tu rn . T h en , on D ecem ber 15th, du ring  an election 
count in Brierly Hill in B irm ingham , unsubstan tia ted  sightings o f an AFA crew 
m aking their way to the coun t were enough for the N F  candidate and  entourage to 
flee though  the back door. Such a reaction was by now perfectly understandab le , as 
the respective leaderships o f the N F , B N P  and Blood & H o n o u r had all learned the 
price o f no t treating  this ‘new  L eft’ w ith sufficient respect.

D am ian: “By the end of 1994 you could really see the difference. AFA tu rned  
their perception  o f the Left from  a laughing stock in to  a serious and  som ew hat 
sinister inevitability.”

As well as w hat m ight be described as routine m ilitan t activities, tha t M idlands 
AFA sanctioned a ‘h it’ on at least one p rom inen t B N P organiser, K eith  Axon, at his 
hom e was a sign o f grow ing confidence. Overall, the level o f activity in w hat was 
considered a type o f reserve for British N ationalists up  until then , w ould prove to 
have a very p rofound  effect on how the B N P w ould operate nationally in the future.

Beating the Fascists 309



3. 19

'C O U N C IL L O R  B E A C K O N '
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Back in L ondon , the annual T roops O u t M ovem ent m arch on 30th January  1993 
drew  the biggest fascist/Loyalist counter-dem onstration  seen since the 1970s. Such 
was the police alarm  at the num bers m obilised, it was only considered safe for the 
m arch  to go ahead after the m ass arrest o f som e 400 hardcore anti-republicans. 
T h is  was the first tim e Loyalists had confidently operated w ith m ainland fascists 
since the debacle at C onway H all in N ovem ber 1988, and the poten tia l in the 
partnersh ip  was visible for all to see.

O n Tuesday 2nd M arch, the photo  o f L ondon AFA organiser Patrick Hayes was 
b roadcast on the m idday news in connection  w ith IRA activities in the capital. T h e  
Left was stunned . T h a t evening, after leaving an AFA branch  m eeting, two RA 
m em bers were forced to the g round  and had guns pu t to their heads by arm ed 
police on the p latform  o f C am den  Road station before arrest. A nother was picked 
up  later. F u rth e r arrests o f RA m em bers were m ade in D ublin . Hayes, a Red A ction 
m em ber, had  becom e involved in AFA after the M ain Event in H yde Park in 1989. 
H is organising abilities quickly saw him  take on the role o f organiser for the L ondon 
area. As well as acting as a liaison betw een AFA, the A N L , and  Searchlight, he had 
also sat dow n for ‘tea and biscuits’ w ith senior police officers in his role as chief 
stew ard for the successful AFA m arch though Bethnal G reen.

T h is  undoub ted  crisis was accentuated  by the arrest in Bristol two m onths earlier 
o f a previously prom inent L ondon AFA m em ber, L iam  H effernan, and  his resulting 
charge o f a conspiracy to cause explosions, and m em bership  o f the IN LA . 
A ccording to The Sun, M I5 inform er Patrick Daly (who was responsible for 
H effernan’s arrest), was given a “£400 ,0 0 0  new  s ta rt” for his undercover work. 
Feeling hugely vindicated, the BNP, am ong others, called for AFA to be proscribed.

W hile not going quite that far. Searchlight was nonetheless extrem ely keen to pu t 
d istance betw een itself and Red Action. A t the next m eeting of the N o rth e rn  
N etw ork, Paul B., a delegate from  Leeds AFA acting as a Searchlight surrogate, 
recom m ended a ‘cosm etic sp lit’ betw een AFA and RA m ight be p ruden t. It was the 
Bolton delegates who were first to  react, condem ning the suggestion in the 
strongest o f term s. T h e  proposal illustrated Searchlight’s extrem e apprehension and 
acute em barrassm ent, bu t the angry rejection by non-R A  elem ents at this clum sy 
m anoeuvre m eant it was prom pdy dropped. However, the on/off relationship 
betw een AFA and Searchlight never recovered. Searchlight, w hich at the tim e 
advertised all AFA branch  addresses on the back o f the m agazine, at once began to



weed ou t those they believed had overt RA connections -  L ondon, M anchester, 
B irm ingham  and  Glasgow, w ho form ed the m ilitant spine, were airbrushed ou t 
w ithout delay. T h e  purge con tinued  unabated  until, quite ludicrously, just seven 
AFA branches deem ed to be un ta in ted  rem ained. Eventually, any reference to  AFA 
was entirely deleted.

M eanw hile, the anarchist D A M , w ho RA had  w orked closely w ith years prior to 
the AFA launch in 1985, took it particularly  badly. Som e argued tha t AFA security 
had been com prom ised, m aking the ra ther ludicrous claim  in the circum stances 
tha t the arrests had caused AFA “records and  addresses” to  fall into the “hands of 
the police” . It probably d id n ’t help th a t leading RA m em bers appeared insouciant 
ra ther than  either fearful o r contrite . For exam ple, som e D A M  m em bers in Bristol 
appeared totally gob-sm acked w hen, just four days after H ayes’ arrest, two leading 
RA m em bers known to be friends and  associates o f  Hayes tu rn ed  up as delegates 
a t the S ou thern  Region AFA m eeting in Bristol, a m eeting  Hayes h im self w ould 
norm ally have a ttended , and  presen ted  a very m uch ‘business as usual’ attitude. 
W liile the driving force behind AFA, Red A ction, held their nerve in public 
th roughout, the inescapable reality was tha t, if m ilitant anti-fascism  had  been 
regarded w ith increasing concern  by the authorities p rio r to  the arrests, the hard- 
boiled activities o f the organisation indeed cast it in an  even m ore sinister light.

If that was a point in need o f em phasis, the sum m ary arrest o f thirty RA supporters 
w ithin m inutes o f their arrival in Edinburgh at 9 .30am  illustrated the authorities’ 
intent. Red Action had travelled to Edinburgh to  support a Jam es Connolly m arch 
th a t had  been  b an n ed  by the local L ab o u r C ouncil. T h e  objective was 
straightforward: to  defy the authorities and break the ban. Forew arned, the police 
in tended to in tercept the coach en route bu t were thw arted  w hen, anticipating a 
roadblock o f som e sort, the m ilitants abandoned  their coach at Falkirk and travelled 
the rest o f the journey by train. Initially ou t-though t, the police swooped w hen a 
m em ber o f the James Connolly Society excitedly announced  the RA arrival to a 
colleague by mobile phone tha t had been tapped by police.

A politically m ore sophisticated a ttem p t to isolate AFA cam e no t long afterw ards, 
w ith sections o f the m edia, including a World in Action docum entary , po inting  the 
finger at m ilitan ts for w hat it is now widely accepted  was a po lice-planned rio t in 
Welling in south  east L ondon  in O ctober 1993. N otw ithstand ing  the furore, AFA 
con tinued  to m oun t operations w ith ex traordinary  single-m indedness and , w ith the 
scent o f victory in their nostrils, actually began to step up the pace.

O n 24 th  April AFA seriously d isrup ted  an N F  m eeting in H em el H em pstead . 
R iot police and  dogs had  foiled an a ttem p ted  am bush by AFA o f the N F  en rou te  
b u t, after reg rouping , AFA headed  directly  for the venue, M o u n tb a tten  School. In 
‘G roundhog  D ay’ m ode, the S W P/A N L  picket greeted  the arrival o f  the eighty 
m ilitants exactly as they had done in 1990 w ith shrill cries o f “N azi Scum! N azi
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Scum !” B u t if  they were still confused, neither the police n o r N F  was to  be taken 
in this tim e. H ow ever, custom  and  practice is that police do no t en te r any political 
m eeting , alm ost regardless o f w hat m ight be happening  inside, unless invited by 
the organisers to do so. B ut as the AFA team  slowly began to filter in to  the hall, 
N F  leader Ian A nderson lost his nerve entirely, w ith the result tha t the m eeting  
began  w ith rio t police lining the walls, effectively stew arding the m eeting on beha lf 
o f  the N F

As the H erts AFA Bulletin pu t it; “After the shortest speech o f his life, A nderson 
attem pted  to rouse his edgy troops in a chorus o f the N ational A nthem . It was cu t 
sh o rt by a volley o f chairs from the back o f the hall as scuffles broke ou t. T h e  
m eeting was routed . Regrettably, two arrests were m ade. Pushed ou t by the police, 
the anti-fascists covered bo th  exits from the school. A lm ost two hours passed. R iot 
vans were called in  and the fascists, huddled  inside, were driven away to  safety.”

N o t everyone was so lucky. An article in the Watford Observer carried a curious 
story: “A 26 year-old m an from South  Oxhey was viciously attacked while on a 
shopping trip  for being in the w rong place w ith the w rong shirt. Police claim  the 
m an was attacked by anti-racist p rotestors who were in the tow n centre to 
dem onstra te  against the N ational F ron t rally there. T hey  th ink the m an was 
assaulted because he was wearing a Springboks rugby shirt and may have appeared 
to  su p p o rt the South  African regim e o f apartheid .” T he  victim was taken to  hospital 
w here, it was reported , “he received about a dozen stitches.” T h e  ‘w rong place, 
w rong sh irt’ them e received w idespread coverage in the local papers.

However, in the following m onth  Fighting Talk (issue 5) nam ed the ‘innocent 
victim ’ as a p rom inen t m em ber o f South  Oxhey BNP. Interestingly, in the trial that 
followed the fracas w ith the N F , Fighting Talk deputy  ed ito r M ick P. was jailed. T h is  
illustrates tha t, four years after its in troduction , the continuing attachm en t w ithin 
AFA to the im portance o f m aintaining a ‘technical/political’ leadership, despite the 
evidence o f targeting by police and o ther security services, was as strong  as ever.

A fterw ards, N ational F ro n t organiser M ichael S tonem an  explained how  the N F  
w ere able to  d ifferentiate betw een AFA and  A N L  activists: “T h e  A N L , you see, 
th ey ’re all teachers and  m ad professors -  you know, social w orker types. We 
w eren’t w orried  ab o u t them , they’re en titled  to their op in ion , the sam e as w e’re 
en titled  to  ours.” B ut AFA, “we know w ho they are, they d o n ’t wave lollipops — 
they throw  chairs.”

T h is was a rare adm ission. For even by 1993 a public confession by a leading 
fascist that som e d istinct social and physical delineation existed betw een the 
average AFA and A N L  m em ber was regarded as alm ost treasonable w ithin right- 
wing circles. N o t least because physical prowess had always been highly prized by 
N ational Socialism: ‘healthy body, healthy m ind’ being the m axim . In  the interests 
o f political sym m etry, fascism preferred its opponents to adhere to som e opposite
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physical stereotype. M uch  store was invested in proving this to be case. H ere is a 
pretty  standard  offering from  British Nationalist following the AFA versus B N P 
clash at Weavers Field in A pril 1990:

“Looking at the two sides, one was struck, as often in the past, by the vividly 
contrasting  calibre o f  the types present: am ong the nationalists an  abundance o f fit, 
hefty and powerful looking young m en well able to cope w ith trouble; on the 
opposition side a collection o f m ainly weedy studen ts and  social d rop-ou ts, som e 
obviously on drugs.”

Eddy Butler, a first class political th inker credited  w ith being the architect behind 
the B N P victory on the Isle o f D ogs, was no t averse to  public display o f the sam e 
phobia. However, in w riting u nder his pen nam e Jack T ru m an , in Patriot, five years 
later, B utler w ould allow him self to  be far m ore candid  w ith regard to  AFA’s 
capability.

“F or the m ost p art the AFA people are all talk. All they can ever do is attack 
nationalists w hen the laner are on their own and  can be heavily ou tnum bered . 
W hen m ore than  a handful o f nationalists are together, the brave ‘m en ’ o f AFA 
always keep their distance. AFA ’s addiction  to violence is only an expression o f its 
people’s w im pishness and cow ardice. T hey  could no t resist using their p rogram m e 
to pu ff ou t their puny chests and  brag over w hat they fantasise abou t do ing” 
{Spearhead, ]une  1992).

Predictably the question  every one on the F ar R ight chose to avoid was why som e 
‘iiber-nazi’ outfit was ever needed to thw art opponen ts described as ‘w im ps’? It

BNP supporters celebrate Derek Beackon's local election victory on the Isle o f  Dogs.



w ould never be honestly addressed and , for reasons we will go in to  later. C l 8 
tended  to  go to even greater pathological extrem es in dealing w ith the core 
contradiction .

“M ost people who have been involved in the struggle for a few years will be aware 
o f  this tiny group  o f m ugs, misfits and cowards who call them selves R ed A ction. We 
at C 18  w ho have m onito red  this bunch  o f no good fucking queers just regard them  
as one big joke, w hich gets funnier every tim e we hear it. T he  im age they try  and  
p u t over is that o f a m ob w ho’ve had enough and just w ant it w ith the fascists at 
every opportunity . In reality they are a bunch of 4 0 -5 0  w ankers w ho w ould never 
m ake it in any football firm  in this country. T h e ir  claim to fam e is that they have 
beaten  up a few skinheads, pensioners and  w om en on their way to right-w ing events 
... they w ouldn’t dare venture near ou r m ob and stand .”

T h is, needless to say, was not a description the m ainstream  m edia o r the m ilitants’ 
many detractors on the Left would be in accord with. “Big boys who are going to 
com e around  and crack a few heads,” according to  Blitz magazine. “ Burly Bill and 
Joe,” w ho look like “conspicuously large football casuals with a physical presence 
that goes beyond m ere self-assurance” was the view o f a reporter for the Independent 
on Sunday. “G ran t M itchell look-a-likes” was Green Anarchist’s preferred stereotype.

W hile C 18 tended  to present the conflict as a rivalry betw een gangs, and m ilitants 
for the m ost p art saw it as a clash betw een philosophies, it hardly needs po in ting  
ou t tha t reedy philosophy students were rather thin on the ground . A nd, o f course, 
the neurosis behind this consistent need to portray the enem y as ‘weedy, w im pish, 
puny-chested  queers’, makes it fairly easy to  im agine the deep traum a in the ranks 
should  so inadequate  a foe ever dare ‘s tan d ’.

Joe: “We actually  loved all the b luff and b luster and  their chest-thum ping . It 
m ade o u r job tha t m uch easier. Im agine being recru ited  on th a t basis, an d  the 
shock on being confi-onted w ith the reality for the first tim e. A lm ost as bad  as the 
panic is the sense o f  betrayal from having been lied to tha t com es w ith it. F o r the 
m ore experienced the problem  was the opposite. Fully aware tha t AFA always did 
its hom ew ork and  rarely left things to  chance, w henever we cam e in to  view, even 
w hen they were m obbed-up , you w ould alm ost always see the d o u b t, w ith them  
thinking: ‘Is there som ething I d o n ’t know? Is there som ething I m issed?’ In the 
la tter stages they were often beaten  before the first punch  was throw n. Personally 
this su ited  m e fine. I had  no problem  w ith the use o f political violence; it was the 
fighting I d id n ’t like.”

N ow black propaganda, it is generally agreed, ‘is fair in love and w ar’. B ut there 
com es a point w hen it can rebound on the purveyor. T h is is w hen he either com es 
to believe it him self, or having convinced others that it is so, feels com pelled to  act 
as if he did. By 1993 this was precisely the debilitating quandary  in w hich British 
fascism  found itself. U nable to seriously move forward because o f the enemy.
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neither could they back dow n from  ‘a no-good bunch  o f fucking m isfits’. W orse, for 
the thinking fascist like L ecom ber, was the recognition that such vainglorious 
posturing  was no t even sustainable, as by now, w ith the upping  o f  the ante in the 
M idlands, the B N P were struggling to  hold their ow n anyw here in the country. 
Som ething dram atic w ould be needed to break the pattern . A spectacular change 
in fortunes w ould be requ ired  to allow for a strategic w ithdraw al by the B N P with 
ho n o u r (or an approxim ate o f it) intact. W hen it cam e, it took alm ost everyone by 
surprise -  including the BNP.

A t 10.30pm  on T hu rsday  16th S ep tem ber 1993, B N P stalw art D erek Beackon 
was elected to  public office in east L ondon , taking the Millwall seat situated on the 
Isle o f D ogs from the L abour Party  by a m ere seven votes. Now, no t since 1976 had 
the F ar Right com e anyw here near being elected, and am ong liberals generally there 
was palpable shock. T h e  front page o f  the Daily Mirror ran a cap tion , along w ith a 
photo  o f Beackon tha t read: “ Sieg H eil... and  now  h e ’s a B ritish councillor” . 
“Votes, fists and boots for the B N P ” was the com plem entary  headline in L ondon ’s 
Evening Standard.

Yet for AFA, w ho had  w arned o f the potential o f the F ar R ight since 1985, there 
was no panic, m ore a sense o f ‘told you so’ satisfaction. “M ost o f the Left see the 
B N P as an arm y o f racist thugs, skinheads w ith m is-spelled Skrew driver tattoos. 
Refusing to take the ideas o f the F ar R ight seriously allows the Left to  escape the 
responsibility o f having to challenge those ideas ideologically, o r head on .. .T he 
B N P have succeeded in p resenting  them selves as a radical alternative to  the ills o f 
capitalist society. T h e  failure o f the Left, constitu ted  alm ost entirely from  outside 
the class, has left the radicalism  o f the Right unchallenged by an equivalent political 
force on the F ar L eft” (Red Action, issue 67, spring 1994). Interestingly, as far as we 
can discover, this is the first public reference to  the need for physical force an ti
fascism to be m arried  to a viable political alternative.

N o t all w ould see it that way then , o r since. For exam ple, ra ther than  accept the 
B N P success for w hat it was, Copsey, ra ther perversely, sought instead to  place the 
blam e on m ilitant tactics for failing to rem edy the prob lem  it alone had  identified. 
A nd while conceding the m ilitants had  indeed been  first to flag the political latency 
o f the BNP, particularly  in east L ondon , he stubborn ly  m aintains, “despite 
opposing the B N P ’s ‘Rights F or W hites’ cam paign from  the very beginning, an ti
fascist m ilitants had no t rem oved B N P influence from the area. In  tru th , qu ite  the 
reverse happened; in S ep tem ber 1992, a B N P candidate  polled 20 percen t o f the 
vote in a local election in Millwall, and  it was in M illwall the following year tha t the 
B N P w on its first ever council seat.”

R ather strangely, C opsey never thinks to ask, why Millwall? O r for tha t m atter, 
why no t in the w hole ofT ow er H am lets, only ever Millwall? Instead , he com pounds 
the original e rro r by gliding over the com pelling reasons tha t explained why
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Millwall was the exception to the general rule. “W riting in Septem ber 1991, AFA 
believed that through its application the British N ational Party  had  been  denied  a 
foothold in Tower H am lets and was hopeful that the “fascists’ slow retreat in 
L o n d o n ” could be tu rned  “ into a national rou t.” In  the spring o f 1992, AFA 
rem ained confident that it had recorded an impressive num ber o f successes, 
particularly  in east L ondon. As it tu rned  out, however, AFA had got it entirely 
w rong.” For while m ilitants “can undoubtedly  disable the street operations o f 
fascist groups, a problem  obviously arises w hen adversaries change tactics and 
adopt cam paigning m ethods that avoid the possibility o f confron tation  ... [T ]he 
potential weakness o f m ilitant anti-fascism  clearly em erged from  the experience o f 
M illwall.”

B ut had “AFA,” as C opsey charges “got it entirely w rong”? Patently, if a party  
previously com m itted  to controlling the streets suddenly sets ou t to  avoid all 
confrontation , there would inevitably need to  be som e read justm ents by their 
physical force opponents. If  AFA had  got it so ‘w rong’, why was the B N P  at this 
juncture  ‘retreating’ from the tactic o f ‘confirontation’? A nd why were the w ider 
im plications o f  the enforced ‘change o f tactics’ only ever taken on board  by the 
m ilitan t strategists whose analysis he scorns? M ore dam ning, in stressing the 
lim itations o f physical force anti-fascism , C opsey seems blind to  the reality o f this 
‘w eakness’ applying to anti-fascism  per se.

A fu rther unwillingness to differentiate betw een die B N P as an organisation and 
the extant political situation on the g round  causes the C opsey study to  fu rther b lur 
cause and effect. T h is encourages him  to conclude that AFA alone was culpable in 
n o t preventing the Far R ight being seen as the radical and acceptable alternative by 
a large section o f the working class in w hat was historically a L abour w ard. B ut on 
looking back, the real message from  Millwall was just how intoxicating radical 
nationalism  could be, once the AFA sanction had been lifted. T h is  was certainly a 
conclusion the B N P would com e to.

N o t Copsey, though. In ignoring the evidence he does no t pause to consider why 
the electoral advance on the Isle o f D ogs dovetailed w ith the tucking in  o f  ho rns by 
the B N P in the rest o f east L ondon as well as the rest o f the country. N o, because 
for Copsey, B N P influence was the prim ary cause o f racist division on the Isle o f 
D ogs, w hen in fact it was a sym ptom  o f the underlying tensions, provoked in p art 
by the council’s own policy o f ‘equal opportun ity ’. Now, it is no t denied  that the 
existence o f a p ronounced  racial divide on the Isle o f D ogs a ttracted  B N P atten tion  
to  begin with. As a racist party, it was only natural they w ished to bo th  w iden and 
m ake political capital from it. But, at bo ttom , the B N P was no t the root cause of 
the tension. H ere, as elsewhere, the attitudes and polices adopted  by w hat can 
loosely be defined as the liberal Left proved to  be of great benefit to radical 
nationalism .
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In the early 1990s Tow er H am lets was, and still is, am ong the very poorest and 
run  dow n inner city areas in the country. A strategy to  m arry  equal opportunities 
to resources saw the local authority  fall into the trap  o f allocating these resources 
along racial lines and , fatally, being perceived to  do so. “ It takes som e doing to  be 
suspected o f being anti-B engali by the Bengalis and  anti-w hite by the whites, bu t 
the council seem s to have m anaged it. N o  d o u b t it will claim  that it is the 
councillors’ a ttem pts to be even-handed that have led to  the criticism s from  both  
sides, bu t the form  of the com plaints suggests this is m ore a m atte r o f bias, or 
w orse, in one d irection  o r an o th e r” {Evening Standard  ed ito rial, following 
publication of an independen t inquiry in to  the runn ing  ofT ow er H am lets council, 
7th  N ovem ber 1998). B oth inside and outside the L abour Party  the Left w orked to 
a strategy that saw the need  for the w hite working class to  be subdued  for socialism 
and anti-racism  to take root. A m indset tha t saw the w hite w orking class as the 
enemy, a tendency AFA consistently and  bitterly  w arned against, w ould reluctantly 
be identified as the m ajor factor beh ind  the m ore substantial B N P  breakthrough in 
the N o rth  West a decade later.

In F ebruary  1994 the New Statesman published an article that provides a peek at 
the contradictions dom inating  political discourse w ithin the local L abour Party at 
the tim e, w hich inevitably had  reverberations in the public dom ain . Two local 
working class w om en, Sandra Ireland and  K athy M cTasney, w ho had respectively 
been C hair and Secretary o f  the L abour Party  in Millwall up to the beginning of 
1994, resigned, due to w hat they considered the d isp roportionate  role that race 
played in housing priorities and provision. As one o f them  explained to the New  
Statesman, it was the struggle for dom inance betw een the local working class and 
the ‘new  L ondon  L eft’ w ithin the L abour Party  tha t form ed the background  to the 
w om en’s departure .

“W hen K athy and I seek to  press for a b e tte r deal for local people, we are 
im m ediately accused, w ithout a shred  o f evidence, o f being ‘racists and  gangsters’.” 
She hit ou t particularly  atYve A m or, the still-sitting councillor (whose husband  was 
a fu ll-tim er for M ilitant, incidentally), and  two hard -L eft councillors from  
neighbouring Blackwall, C hristine Shaw croft and  Dave Law rence. “We have told 
you, as we have told  the d eb rie f com m ittee , tha t at a m eeting  w hen K athy and  I 
a ttem pted  to  press for a p roper deal for the ‘hom eless at hom e’, C hristine 
Shaw croft said tha t neither she, no r A m or, n o r Law rence w ould house the hom eless 
at hom e ‘because they were p redom inately  w hite’.” C ertain ly  w hen challenged by 
a World in Action  repo rte r. C ouncillor Shaw croft did little to conceal her distaste for 
her w hite w orking class constituents. W hen the interview er p u t it to  her tha t 
“Islanders believed L abou r councillors like her just d id n ’t listen,” she replied, 
“L istening was all very w ell...” b u t w hat she actually took notice o f depended  “ ... 
on w hat they’re saying.” “I f  they’re saying we voted B N P because we d o n ’t like
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black people living h e re .. .” “ I know w hat the B N P are saying -  they’re telling lies. 
We have consultation  m eetings regularly w ith local people. I have faced m ore 
public m eetings ftill o f baying racists than  you’ve had  ho t d inners. You can ’t 
in tim idate m e!”

Bad enough, you m ight think, for such racial fault-lines to em erge w ithin an 
ostensibly socialist L abour branch, bu t the perceptions o f bias in favour o f  Asians 
extended far w ider than local whites. In Learning from the Conflict, local vicar 
N icholas H oltham , who was prom inent in the cam paign against the BNP, vouches 
for the highly racialised atm osphere, exacerbated by council policy, and  perceptions 
o f it.

“ O n the day after the by-election, journalists were around  from  6 .30am  to 9pm . 
An interview er for Nezvsnight in Millwall Park saw m e w ith a m ixed race child whose 
black m other had just told me privately that she voted for the B N P because she 
‘cou ldn ’t stand the Pakis!’ {Learningfrom the Conflict, page 11).

T h is  evidence o f  in ter-ethnic antipathy,* never adm itted  by the Left, goes som e 
way to  explaining the otherw ise inexplicable sight o f a Som ali-looking youngster 
w hooping it up w ith B N P supporters following the announcem ent o f B eackon’s 
election. A gainst this background, all that was tactically required  o f the B N P was to 
appropriate  the argum ents o f the ‘new  L ondon L eft’ -  and reverse them . It follows 
tha t the case for ‘Rights for W hites’ was being m ade, no t by the B N P  b u t by their 
self-styled ‘hard -L eft’ opponents.

T h e  dislocation betw een Left L abour and the working class was no t by any m eans 
restricted  to the Isle o f Dogs. As one local resident p u t it ra ther m em orably, the 
‘new  L ondon L eft’ generally knew m ore about “C uba than  C uba S tree t” -  a well- 
know n street on the Isle o f Dogs. L abour was no t the only party  at odds w ith itself. 
O n  17th D ecem ber 1993, the Guardian reported  that in Tower H am lets an in ternal 
inquiry in to  racism  by the Lib D em s (who B N P activists had described  as 
‘L o n d o n ’s secret racist p arty ’), “voted yesterday to recom m end th a t three 
m em bers, including form er m ayor Jeremy Shaw, be expelled from  the local party  ... 
local party  m em bers claim ed that up to 10 councillors could resign in pro test at the 
report, form  an independen t party  and deprive the Liberal D em ocrats o f  contro l o f 
the council” {Guardian, 17th D ecem ber 1993).

* An original and authoritative study, The New East End: Kinship, Race and Conflict, published 
by the Runnymeade Trust in 2006, underwrote the conclusions the AFA leadership had 
arrived at more than a decade earlier. In elections in May of that year George Galloway’s 
party, Respect, with a dom inant Muslim influence and orientation, compounded the growing 
Balkanisation of the area by becoming the official opposition in Tower Hamlets Council. The 
first to congratulate the party was the BNP, for in their eyes the success of Respect legitimised 
their own stance in promoting the exclusive interests of the indigenous white population.
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It was against this background  that AFA had  set ou t to physically neutralise the 
B N P th rea t in 1990. By late 1991, they believed they had  gone a long way to 
achieving that goal. W ithout question , due to the w ork p u t in betw een 1990-91 the 
East E nd had certainly been re-established as the ‘contested  a rea’ it was in the 
1970s. T h e  absence o f any B N P /N F  opposition , o r indeed any opposition of 
consequence, to bo th  the U nity  C arnival and the AFA dem onstration  through 
B ethnal G reen , strongly supports the AFA  con ten tion  that the B N P was indeed in 
‘slow re trea t’. T h e  unansw ered question  is, if indeed the m ilitan t form ula was 
proving so successful elsewhere, why had it failed on the Isle o f Dogs? H appily the 
answ er is a sim ple one. For reasons we will go into, the physical force rem edy was 
never applied there at all. G iven tha t AFA had m ade east L ondon  a priority, and 
could no t have been unaw are o f  B N P am bitions, how is the aberration  explained?

Joe: “T h e  fact is, as well as having a close-knit com m unity, the Isle o f D ogs was 
alm ost an island in that there was just one or two ways on or off. T h is m eant that 
the arrival o f a large body could never hope to  be a surprise. N o t un im portan t. As 
significant as there being one or two ways on, it was the sam e one or two ways off. 
So, say there was a serious inciden t, w hich is to say we had  achieved w hat we had 
set ou t to  do, all the police w ould need  to do in tu rn  was m an the exits and  wait for 
the perpetrato rs to  be ra tted  ou t by a w orking class alm ost totally alienated by 
L abou r’s runn ing  o f the tow n hall. W orse, in the eighteen m onths o f the B N P 
cam paign, AFA could never find a legitim ate reason to  be on there, w hich w ould 
have left us open to  sum m ary arrest.”

U nfavourable circum stances notw ithstand ing , it is still a little startling  to discover 
tha t from O ctober 1992 to M ay 1994, AFA did no t p u t ou t a single leaflet on the 
‘Island’. Even if unaw are o f this, the C opsey analysis opts to lay the blam e on the 
one organisation that, because o f its absence, m ust be considered blam eless. All 
to ld , w hether it was by accident o r design, the B N P could no t have selected a better 
location to experim ent w ith the new  strategy. Because w hat the Isle o f Dogs 
represented  for the B N P was a haven o f  calm: the one area in  the country, even w ith 
AFA aware o f their activity, w here they could  go abou t their business unchecked. 
N o t tha t they took any chances. Canvassing team s norm ally am oun ting  to  no m ore 
than  a dozen often tu rn ed  ou t over 100-strong. N one o f this is to  say tha t the w ider 
‘change of tactics’ did no t play a significant p a rt in the B N P victory, bu t in the sho rt 
te rm  the  physical landscape  was arguab ly  as im p o rta n t in ac ting  as a 
counterbalance.

F or if, say, the B N P had secured 20%  in any o ther p art o f  the country , there is 
little doub t that their canvassers w ould have been just as vulnerable to  AFA squads 
as their m eetings, pubs, and  paper sales had  been  show n to be elsewhere, if no t 
m ore so. W hatever their new -found electoral sophistication, it w ould have offered 
scant protection  against the abiding appetite  for street w arfare o f their opponents.
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B ut for all that, m ilitants were the very first to acknowledge the political dangers 
M illwall represen ted . M ore than  anybody they knew how  im m obilising to 
conventional B N P operations and am bition AFA had  been up to  then. A nd even if 
AFA, for the reasons relayed, was seriously inhibited on the Isle o f D ogs, they at 
least knew the B N P was active there, even if they cou ldn’t quite get to  them .

N otw ithstanding  the brouhaha generated by the likes o f Searchlight and  the A N L , 
often the m ost reliable inform ation on B N P in tentions cam e from  a distillation of 
w hat the B N P them selves were saying o f their own plans. So for tactical reasons, 
should they ever avoid forecasting, as happened in nearby N ew ham  no t long after 
w hen the B N P cam e within 30 votes o f taking ano ther L abour seat, AFA was 
denied  its m ost verifiable source o f intelligence. A nd if the B N P were active w ithout 
AFA know ing, w hat value the hands-on approach then?

Joe: “W hat was beginning to  nag was if the B N P continued  w ith this publicity- 
free, low-key, non-confrontational m ethod  outside o f the ‘Island’, the likelihood 
was we w ould never really know how well or badly they were doing in this o r that 
street, estate o r w ard until after the vote cam e in. Even worse, from  o u r po in t o f 
view, though  the A N L  and  Searchlight, taking their lead fi-om the national m edia, 
con tinued  to  portray  the B N P as a ‘crim inal conspiracy’, we knew by then  they 
w ere beginning to  operate as a conventional political party, w ith all the dangers tha t 
invoked.”

A nd if tha t political message needed ram m ing hom e, AFA activists in east L ondon  
had  begun to  report being increasingly asked, “Okay, so you’re against the BNP, b u t 
w hat are you for?” Invariably they were stuck for an im m ediate reply, since to  be 
true  to itself as a political negative, anti-fascism  could hope to  be no th ing  m ore than  
‘against’. If  the AFA leadership puzzled over how best to  respond , the A N L  as 
representatives o f legal anti-fascism  decided from the outset the ideal so lu tion  was 
a L abou r victory, so there was no conundrum . T h e  revam ped ‘Islanders A gainst the 
N azis’ proceeded  to work for the L abour vote in the forthcom ing local elections due 
in M ay 1994. B ut ra ther than  consider challenging the B N P for the disaffected 
w orking class vote, liberal anti-fascism  instinctively backed the status quo.

As a result, no a ttem pt was ever m ade to address the political issues tha t the B N P 
were exploiting, or to get involved in the day-to-day problem s experienced by 
working class people on the Island. Worse, the m om ent it was deem ed decent, the 
A N L  Steering C om m ittee , in reality the C entral C om m ittee o f the SWP, shifted the 
focus away from  the Isle o f Dogs, away from the root o f the problem  and declared 
the ‘U nity m arch’ on the B N P ’s H Q  in Welling, south east L ondon, to be the “best 
response possible” to the B N P ’s election success on the o ther side o f the river. T he  
Welling m arch and  w hat followed merely confirm ed for m ilitants just how  far the 
state was prepared  to go to shape the batde  for the streets in its own political 
interests.
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3.20

W E L L IN G  RIOT:  
'R O U N D  UP T H E  U S U A L  S U S P E C T S '
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O n 16th O ctober 1993, a m on th  to  the day after the electoral break through  by the 
BNP, the A N L , w ith the physical backing o f the entire Left, m obilised an estim ated 
60,000 to m arch on the B N P H Q  situated  in Welling. As an event it served to  bring 
to  the fore the enorm ous gulf betw een the com peting  anti-fascist strategies and, 
m ore im portantly , w hich o f them  the political establishm ent regarded as the m ore 
threatening. H ardly had  the A N L  m arch been  announced  than  the A nti-Racist 
Alliance (ARA), publicly suppo rted  by the Guardian new spaper, called a rival 
m arch in central L ondon for the sam e day. A nd while the Youth against Racism in 
E urope (YRE) weighed in beh ind  the A N L , AFA refused to  sponsor either event on 
the grounds that im m ensely difficult issues, such as the increasing level o f race 
attacks, could no t hope to  be solved by yet ano ther m arch on the B N P H Q . As well 
as 27 lobbies o f the local council, there had already been over half a dozen m arches 
designed to close dow n the H Q , all to no avail.

F u rth e rm o re , AFA argued  th a t the B N P  profile locally had  grow n, no t as a 
consequence o f the B N P  bookshop , “b u t from  an ability o f  the ir activists to  exist 
anonym ously  and  opera te  w ith im pun ity” w ith in  th e  local com m unity. T h u s , 
while regarding the A N L  initiative as pu re  thea tre , the opp o rtu n ity  th a t the 
m obilisation  w ould afford m ilitan t an ti-fascism  to p rom o te  its own analysis was 
no t scorned . A glossy gatefold leaflet was d is trib u ted  from  early in the day, 
announcing  a public  m eeting  to  discuss the role o f  the B N P  in the escalating 
n u m b er o f race attacks in the area. A nd tha t m ight have been  tha t, except there 
was an o th e r p arty  w ho also w ished to  exploit the op p o rtu n itie s  the m obilisation  
afforded -  the state.

Terry: “ C onsidering  w hat was to  happen  afterw ards, the reality is we had  no 
political in terest in the m arch as such. A nd once reports cam e through  o f  C 18 
activity at Abbey W ood, ou r prim ary  in ten tion  was to confron t them  there , as they 
had obviously gathered to pick off lefties m aking their way hom e afterw ards. So we 
sat tight. H owever, long after the crow d had passed to  join the m arch , p lain-clothes 
police were still loitering in the vicinity o f the pub  we were in. Eventually, w hen we 
decided to leave, uniform ed police stopped  us from  using P lum stead  station , w hich 
w ould have taken us ou t o f the area, and  m ore o r less frogm arched us on to  the back 
o f  the m arch instead.”



W hy they w anted AFA there only becam e apparen t later. A long w ith the closing 
off o f the local railway stations to anyone w ho m ight w ant to leave, all the side 
streets off the rou te  o f the m arch were guarded  by riot police. E xcept, tha t is, for 
the street tha t led directly to the B N P H Q  which, pointedly, was m anned  by one 
“ line o f  police officers in everyday uniform ,” including one W PC . It looked like an 
invitation for trouble, and it was. T he  night before, on South-East News, a police 
com m ander had  actually predicted  this precise spot as the ‘flash p o in t’. As the 
Evening Standard  rem arked later, “Rarely can a rio t have been so perfectly forecast; 
bo th  sides knew exactly w hat was going to happen, precisely w here it w ould 
happen , and  give or take ten  m inutes, at w hat tim e” (^Evening Standard, 18th 
O ctober 1993). W hen trouble began in the tightly packed street it was alm ost 
im possible to escape.

Andy: “At this stage an  AFA contingent o f over 100 security  stew ards was to  the 
m iddle o r back of the m arch. You could hardly move forward or back. A fter a quick 
consu ltation  we reverted to Plan A: that is, to  engage C l 8 at A bbey W ood. W ith the 
streets blocked off the only outlet was over a high wall and  th rough  a park. After 
abou t tw enty m inutes we found ourselves back on the road and  headed off at a 
brisk pace tow ards Abbey W ood. As we cam e over the brow o f a steep hill, we could 
actually see them  in the beer garden about ha lf a mile away. G iven the d istance and 
w hat was occurring  elsewhere, they had no difficulty recognising us, either! We 
could see them  pointing , running  into the pub and runn ing  back ou t again like 
headless chickens. I think we were all quite looking forward to it.”

Tony: “ I was in position as back-m arker, w hich is to  say, m aking sure the end  o f 
the colum n stayed in tune  w ith the head of the colum n. L ook ou t for strays and 
generally m anage the back o f the AFA contingent in the sam e way as the chief 
stew ard in the front. Anyway, m ost o f the boys had  already left -  there was still 
abou t tw enty o f  us waiting to get over the wall w hen we were approached by typical 
looking lefties. “Q uick, quick, the fascists are at the front o f the m arch!” Som e took 
the bait bu t I m anaged to head them  off. However, in the confusion som e o f the 
‘ou t o f tow ners’ broke ranks. T he  next tim e I next saw one o f  the lads from  
Leicester he was in The Sun  w ith a price on his head!”

A pparently  the police had  not been so preoccupied  that the AFA departu re  passed 
them  unnoticed. Literally w ithin yards o f the pub, AFA found them selves being 
in tercepted  by rio t police w ho im m ediately cordoned it off. A part from  lobbing a 
few beer botdes over the wall, C 18, for all their fearsom e m edia reputation , m ade 
no a ttem pt to com e out. Instead a veritable 6ft 7in g iant called ‘Jacko’ successfully 
wedged him self in die doorway to prevent police getting in to  the pub. So ap a rt from 
som e heckling d irected at one C 18 m em ber who, in the previous week, had  been 
gassed after imwisely stopping off for a p in t in T h e  A gricultural in Islington, there 
was little m ore to be done.
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T h a t night the A nti-N azi League rio t dom inated  the news. B ut by Sunday 
m orning there was a subtle ad justm en t w ith regard to w hom  exactly the authorities 
deem ed to be responsible. W hereas it was the A N L  getting the b lam e in the Sunday 
papers p rin ted  on Saturday night, by Sunday m orn ing , in an  interview  on Radio 
Five Live, an ti-terro rist expert Professor Paul W ilkinson had effectively exonerated 
the A N L , and  by inference the police, by pointing  the finger at Red A ction instead. 
In his opinion Red A ction were to blam e. A nd how had the em inent professor 
arrived at such a contrary  deduction  in so sho rt a space o f time? Well, we’ll never 
know, because in spite o f it being a fairly rud im en tary  question , it was never asked. 
B ut the W ilkinson rew rite proved a foretaste o f w hat was to  com e. To begin w ith, 
the greatest con trast was draw n, as The Times p u t it, betw een ARA who had 
followed the tradition  o f the “Jarrow  m arch rather than  the G ordon  riots,” and the 
A N L. W riting for New Statesman and Society, Steve P latt, w ho had  a th u m b  broken 
by a police riot shield, identified why the hold ing o f two separate dem onstrations, 
one confrontational and one peaceful, allowed for the “dem onisation  o f those who 
chose to  go to  Welling rather than  Trafalgar Square; and this, as m uch as anything, 
was w hat sowed the seeds for such a disastrous and  b ru ta l policing operation .”

By the M onday the ‘dem onisa tion ’ becam e even m ore targeted  w hen the L ondon  
Evening Standard, a regional stable m ate o f the right-w ing Daily M ail, confidently 
predicted  arrests w ithin hours. “Police are today p lanning a series o f swoops on the 
hom es o f  ringleaders o f the m ilitant g roups beh ind  the w orst violence on the streets 
o f L ondon since the Poll Tax riots ... [T ]he m ost significant arrests are to com e in the 
next few days including a hard core o f extremists involved in two militant organisations. 
Pan ther U K , and  R ed A ction” (Evening Standard, 18th S eptem ber 1993)

For the A N L  leadership, w ith the sensitivities o f a large num bers o f M Ps to 
assuage, there m ust have been som e relief at finding itself off the hook. A m ong 
m ilitants there was som e am usem en t bu t m ostly puzzlem ent at the fingering o f 
Pan ther U K , a little know n group  w ith an exclusively black m em bership  bu t 
absolutely no track record  to  speak of. All w ould becom e clear quickly enough.

F or just as C 18, w ith Searchlight connivance, was being built up in the m edia as 
a fully-fledged param ilitary  group  w ith, it m ust be said, the co-operation  o f the C 18 
leadership w ho gloried in the infamy, a fairly de term ined  a ttem p t was being 
m oun ted  by the sam e ‘team ’ to prepare for AFA’s proscrip tion  on identical 
grounds. T h a t M onday an editorial in The Times actually called for the bann ing  o f 
the right to  assem bly by anti-fascist m ilitants by draw ing a very d irect equivalence. 
C iting  the arrest o f a gang o f C 18 in ten t on attacking an A N L  dem o at Brick L ane, 
it argued: “Last m on th  the police arrested  57 suspected  B N P m em bers believed to  
be planning the d isrup tion  of a dem onstration . Equally firm pre-em ptive action is 
clearly needed to  stop the m ilitan t troublem akers hi-jacking fu ture pro tests , even if 
this m eans restricting  the rights o f free assem bly in a handful o f cases.”
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Everyone, no t least the m ilitants them selves, knew just who the ‘hand fu l’ being 
referred to  were. By W ednesday it was being argued that, as well as hijacking the 
m arch , Red A ction had hi-jacked AFA. “ Form ed as a legitim ate pro test g roup  in 
1985 by U nm esh  Desai o f the N ew ham  M onitoring Project (N M P ) to  oppose far- 
R ight groups,” AFA, under RA direction, had adopted such violent “m ethods even 
the SW P did no t w ant to know them .” N eedless to say, the “new  style AFA has 
appalled N M P,” w hich had condem ned  its “ intensely paranoid , alm ost param ilitary  
tactics” {Evening Standard, 20th  Septem ber 1993). Following the jailing o f L iam  
H effernan for 23 years for conspiracy to com m it explosions, The Sun  reported  
H effernan as “a dedicated terrorist who belonged to  the Red A ction extrem e Left- 
w ing g ro u p ” {The Sun, 17th D ecem ber 1993). By now it was as i f ‘te rro ris t’ and 
‘R ed A ction’ had becom e alm ost indivisible, to  the extent that fu rther expansion o r 
clarification was deem ed unnecessary. An article on Red A ction in the Independent 
on Sunday  was entitled “T h e  N ew  Red Brigades” . W hile a News o f the World follow- 
up d ispensed w ith bo th  caveats and m etaphors, w ith leading repo rte r G ary  Jones 
referring  to  Red A ction as a “L ondon-based param ilitary g roup ... b lam ed for two 
bom bings on the L ondon  U n d erg round” [News o f the World, 30th  January  1994).

The Sun  had  in the m eantim e popped up w ith an offer o f £ 1 ,0 0 0  to anyone 
providing inform ation on the rioters. W hile a sim ilar process o f offering m oney for 
inform ation was followed after the Poll Tax riot, in this instance it is w orth  
rem em bering the official hue and cry was being m ounted  against a political group
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who had played no p art in the violence w hatsoever. How  this was m anaged, and the 
d irect con tribu tion  o f W ilkinson in instigating it, does all po in t to som e spook 
involvem ent at a m ore rarefied level. N orm ally  in troduced  at the tim e as an em inent 
‘Professor o f In ternational R elations’ who worked as a ‘consu ltan t’ to  IT N , 
W ilkinson was, in tru th , m ore a C old W ar w arrior for hire. A form er RAF officer, 
he worked on a sub-con trac t basis for a variety o f agencies and causes. For exam ple, 
he becam e em broiled in w hat undoub ted ly  was a state-inspired  disinform ation 
cam paign su rround ing  w histleblow er C olin W allace, w ho had  m ade allegations o f 
governm ent involvem ent w ith Loyalist death squads in the n o rth  o f Ireland, and 
was later convicted o f m urder in highly controversial circum stances, before 
subsequently  having the conviction quashed.

W ith W allace’s eventual release and acquittal, and  w ith state security  possibly 
w ary o f fu rther revelations, he becam e the subject o f fu rther sm earing. A 
particularly  successful p art o f the operation , according to investigative journalist 
Paul Foot, was the labelling ofW allace by sections o f the m edia as a “W alter M itty 
character” {Guardian, 2nd O ctober 2002). A pparently  up to  his neck in this 
particu lar intrigue, W ilkinson was seriously com prom ised w hen a letter from  him 
contain ing bogus inform ation found  its way to  W allace w ho com plained to 
A berdeen U niversity, w here W ilkinson was em ployed, and W ilkinson had  to 
apologise. Subsequently, he lost his job as ‘co n su ltan t’ to IT N  as a result. Worse was 
to follow w hen on 10th N ovem ber 1996 the M ail on Sunday  ran  a piece headlined 
“T errorist expert in college cash ridd le” . W ilkinson, the story  w ent, had been forced 
to stand dow n as head o f S t A ndrew ’s U niversity School o f H istory  and 
In ternational Relations “am id allegations o f financial losses” . It appears the School 
had ru n  up  a deficit “ close to  £ 1 8 0 ,0 0 0 ” . W ilkinson, it added , was “believed to 
work for the British security services and  the C IA ” {M ail on Sunday, 10th 
N ovem ber 1996).

G iven W ilkinson’s background , it seem s safe to assum e his invitation to  appear on 
R adio Five Live the m orn ing  after the W elling rio t was no t dow n to chance, and  tha t 
he w ent there arm ed  w ith the singular b rie f to  finger Red A ction. In this sam e 
conspiratorial con tex t the fram ing o f  P an ther U K  by the Evening Standard  can  also 
be explained. A necdotal evidence from  the day suggests the trigger for the trouble 
at the site, designated by the police com m anders as the likely ‘flash-po in t’, was a 
group  o f  abou t ha lf a dozen black m en. A n obvious advantage in using people o f 
colour is two-fold: one, they will no t readily be suspected  o f being police; and 
second, there is the awe in w hich they w ould likely be held by the average left
w inger w ho w ould thus be unlikely to interfere w ith them  in any way, regardless o f 
any suspicions as to  their m otivation. N ow  it m ay have been felt their involvem ent 
could no t credibly be a ttribu ted  to  involvem ent w ith RA, notoriously, as we have 
seen, alm ost all w hite, so P an ther U K  was w heeled ou t instead. I f  this is considered
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a little too elaborate, it should be rem em bered that the Evening Standard  article had 
boasted  o f  the “ undercover w ork carried ou t by M I5 and Special B ranch” on the 
day, in w hat it sta ted  “was the biggest intelligence operation ever carried  o u t for a 
dem o.” So, all in all, it seem s to  po in t to  a higher level o f secret service subterfuge 
and  sophistication than  m ilitant anti-fascists o f previous generations m ight possibly 
have had  to p u t up with.

At the tim e, if there was any lingering scepticism  am ong anti-fascists o f  the 
existence o f enem ies in high places, a World in Action {W IA) ‘expose’, com m issioned 
to  extend the blam e for the violence to AFA, left few doubters. T h e  in tervention  of 
W IA  is especially interesting because, despite the extensive ‘body m app ing’ o f  AFA 
m em bers p rio r to the m arch, and  50 hours o f video footage shot by police on the 
day, no t one single AFA m em ber had even been arrested, m uch less successfully 
p rosecu ted  by the tim e the program m e w ent ou t, a gaping hole in the construct, 
one w ould have thought. N evertheless, in the WIA  docum entary , AFA was labelled 
“sin ister” and  accused o f  operating “cell s truc tu res” .

W hile C opsey is prepared to concede to the existence o f a political agenda to 
isolate AFA, he does adm it to puzzlem ent over the involvement o f W IA , because of 
a previous distinguished service record in the cause o f anti-fascism . Yet, he adm its 
“ despite a record o f anti-fascist investigative reporting , w hich had  been revisited 
earlier in the year when C om bat 18, a shady neo-nazi group, had  been exposed, 
World in Action  gave fu rther credence to the line that a hard core o f extrem ists had 
m anipulated  the Welling dem onstration . In a subsequent docum entary  it tu rn ed  on 
anti-fascist m ilitancy, presented AFA as a param ilitary conspiracy and  screened 
footage o f violence at the Bethnal G reen m arch to im ply that AFA had deliberately 
p lanned  disorder. T h e  underlying m essage from  the program m e was tha t the an ti
fascist m ovem ent and especially AFA should be avoided.”

W hat C opsey does no t consider is that the inform ation supplied to  W IA  for the 
‘expose’ o f C l 8 cam e alm ost entirely from Searchlight. So far as the AFA 
leadership was concerned  it is no t a coincidence the sam e W IA  ‘team ’ was now 
em ployed to  ta r ‘extrem ists’ at the opposite end o f the spectrum . F rom  w here they 
stood it was patently  obvious som eone, som ew here, w anted to  repackage RA/AFA 
and C l 8 /B N P as terrorist ‘tw ins’. T h e  C opsey reference to  the violence at the AFA 
R em em brance D ay m arch through Bethnal G reen is also o f interest. Again there 
was, indeed, evidence o f ‘p lanned d isorder’, and  again no t by the organisers bu t by 
police. T rouble began w hen a lone pensioner visually heckled the m arch by waving 
a white handkerch ief from  his balcony on the sixth floor o f a tow er block. As if 
responding to  a signal, som e erup ted  in the section where the m ost visible 
anarchists were grouped. Just as quickly and seemingly over the heads of the officer 
in charge on the g round , vanloads o f T S G  were deployed. Seeing the danger, 
Patrick Hayes countered  by directing AFA stewards tow ard the trouble spot, bu t

326 Beating the Fascists



crucially lined them  up to face the police. As a result w hen police arrived, instead 
o f the rabble they expected, they found  they were faced by double-banked  rows of 
disciplined stewards. T h e  police looked at each o ther -  ‘W hat now?’ Aware o f the 
television cam eras and robbed  o f their excuse, a visibly puzzled T S G , after som e 
m o m en ta ry  h esita tion , w ere fo rced  to  w ithdraw . A fterw ards, an ebu llien t 
C om m ander C rooks offered his hand  to  the AFA ch ief stew ard by way of 
congratulations. “N o t a bad  day. Only five arrested . T h ree  o f yours, and  two of 
ours.” N o ting  the droll expression that greeted  his unguarded  adm ission he looked 
rueful, adding; “Perhaps I shou ldn ’t have said th a t” {Red Action, issue 61).

If indeed the security services had used provocateurs to justify the T S G  
in tervention  at the AFA m arch , then  later em ployed that footage to hang the blam e 
on AFA for w hat happened  at W elling, it is no t hard  to im agine som eone, 
som ew here, getting a huge kick ou t o f being able to make such econom ic use o f the 
m aterial. But then  by 1993 cynicism was very m uch  in vogue. For exam ple, in the 
twelve m onths from O ctober 1992-93 , in addition  to the considerable opprobrium  
heaped on it by its traditional foes on Left and  R ight and  in the m edia, AFA had 
been denounced  by form er confederates W orkers Power as an “obstacle” to an ti
fascism , p lo tted  against by Searchlight, and been denounced  as “param ilitary” by 
the N M P. All too typically, w hen AFA called a public m eeting on 6th N ovem ber in 
W oolwich to outline a strategy to  com bat the d ram atic rise in race attacks in the 
area, the support o f the G reenw ich C am paign A gainst Racist A ttacks (GCARA) 
and  public backing from  the Indian  W orkers Association did no t prevent it being 
boycotted by every o ther anti-racist grouping, b a r none. N o t only did the SWP, 
A N L , M ilitant, Y RE, ARA, W orkers Power, N M P  or Searchlight no t support it in 
any official capacity, m ilitants no ted  wryly, they did n o t even send the usual paper 
sellers. Rarely can a group  w ith such a high m edia profile at the sam e tim e have 
been so utterly  isolated.

In such circum stances, if the strain had begun to show, it m ight have been 
understandable . B ut then again, for the leadership, isolation was no th ing  new. N or 
w ould it have been unexpected . Six m onths earlier, w hen Red A ction m ade national 
headlines following the arrest o f  Patrick Hayes in relation to  a bom b left outside 
H arrods, w hat public solidarity there was cam e from an obscure o rthodox  T ro t 
group called W orkers Press who, in the process o f offering su ppo rt, d id  so in such 
a back-handed  m anner as to  be classically com ic. “L ast Sunday’s so-called quality  
press launched  a crude w itch -hun t against the involvem ent o f Trotskyists in the 
recen t bom bing  by the IRA ... Red A ction is charged w ith being ‘an extrem ist 
T rotskyist organ isation’. In fact, Red A ction have never claim ed to be T rotskyists” 
{Workers Press, 3rd M arch 1993).

W hat caused m any to clam ber for distance was ironically also w hat allowed Red 
A ction to endure. F or ten years Red A ction had been runn ing  trips to  Belfast. T h e
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attractions were many. Like anti-fascism , that the Irish struggle had long ceased to 
be fashionable am ong the liberal Left only added to its appeal. In the British 
establishm ent there was also o f course a com m on enemy. But possibly the enduring  
appeal was that in places like Belfast they found revolutionaries aplenty, and  
w orking class ones at that. If  they h ad n ’t previously realised, these exchanges helped 
confirm  a num ber o f  things. In confronting state interests, vilification and  worse 
was the nam e o f the game. A nd a genuine adherence to revolutionary principle was 
dangerous. O ver the years RA m em bers had  taken  p a r t in m any illegal 
dem onstrations and  saw first hand how the British state really looks w ith the gloves 
off. Leading players were standing literally yards from  an unarm ed  Sean D ow nes 
w hen he was shot dead  at po in t blank range after the R U C  opened fire w ith plastic 
bullets on a Sinn Fein rally. T h e  authorities blandly denied responsibility until a 
C anad ian  m edia un it released footage o f the m urder.

In  1987-88  RA took political sides in a feud inside the Irish R epublican Socialist 
M ovem ent, w hich left th irteen  dead. O ne individual regarded as a friend and 
political ally, at the tim e deputy  president o f the Irish R epublican Socialist Party, 
K evin ‘B ap’ M cQ uillan, escaped assassination literally by inches, w hen gunm en 
broke in to  his hom e. T hough  only yards from  an arm y barracks it was hou rs before 
troops arrived to  investigate. It was through this harsh prism  tha t they largely 
regarded the world, them selves and others -  a fram e o f reference definitely m ore 
Irish R epublican than  British L abour m ovem ent. And if it was this adherence to  a 
tem plate  tha t for a variety o f reasons was responsible for their notoriety , it also 
m ean t m ore often than  n o t they were tactically at least one step ahead o f  their 
opponents: in their eyes, a satisfactory trade off. It also explains why, following the 
jailing o f Patrick  Hayes and L iam  H effernan for a total o f 53 years, papers like The 
Times w ould  refer to  them  as having “g rad u a ted  from  being  w eekend  
revolutionaries” {The Times, 14th M ay 1994). W hile Red A ction representatives, 
w hen interview ed by the Independent on Sunday, insisted no such “qu an tu m  leap” 
had actually been required  {Independent on Sunday, 25th  January 1995).

Joe: “As we saw it we were in w hat we described as a ‘three co rner fight’. T h ere  
was the ‘fash’, there was ‘u s’, and there was the ‘sta te’. By this stage no th ing  w ould 
have surprised us. C ertain ly  Searchlight’s behaviour did no t raise any eyebrows, 
while the A N L, bo th  in relation to L abour and their constan t calls endorsing the 
state against the Right, m any saw not as a m istaken tactic bu t as o u t-and -ou t 
collaboration. Also, as m uch ou t o f self-respect as anything, given the propensity  for 
infiltration, inform ation was released on a ‘need to know ’ basis. N one o f  us w anted 
to  be m ade to look like m ugs.”

‘N o t w anting  to look like m ugs’ naturally  resu lted  in co n stan t tactical 
adjustm ents. For instance, w ithin AFA, while the political structures rem ained open 
and transparen t, by now the parallel structures responsible for security m atters
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were, and had been for som e tim e, d irected  entirely from  the top dow n. For the 
leading security stew ards one and  one no longer m ade two, it m eant eleven. 
C onsequently , in operational term s, ‘W ho, w hat, why, w here, and  w hen,’ was for the 
m ost p a rt an entirely closed shop. It also m eant activists w ho were considered 
vulnerable to  security service m anipulation  for reasons o f personality, drink  or d rug 
issues were sum m arily  stood dow n. All this helped m inim ise security  leaks bu t 
could not eradicate the possibility o f deliberate infiltration.

N otw ithstanding  the con tinued  AFA success, this increasing lack o f operational 
transparency did inevitably create tension and d issent at a rank-and-file level. It 
created scope for elem ents w ho m ay have disagreed w ith aspects o f  strategy, who 
resented  the Red A ction authority , w ho m ight have preferred  AFA to seek ou t 
calm er waters, o r w ho m ay have deliberately infiltrated AFA on orders o f the state 
o r Searchlight, no t forgetting the F ar R ight, w ith the express in tention  o f m aking 
political m ischief. G iven th a t a covert Searchlight operation  w ithin AFA  was 
uncovered in Leeds in 1997, and  a form er m em ber o f AFA in H ackney called 
L aurence R ustem  actually stood as a candidate  for the B N P in 2000, 2004 and 
2005, it is no t entirely im probable tha t AFA was penetra ted  by o ther agencies as 
well. In 2006 R ustem  was finally elected as one o f a dozen B N P councillors in 
Barking and  D agenham . R ustem , w ho was half-Turkish, had joined AFA in 1991.

At the tim e o f his application , he stated  tha t he had  thrice w ritten  to  Red Action, 
b u t had never received a reply. W hen this inform ation was relayed it was discovered 
tha t on each occasion he had  failed to  supply a re tu rn  address. Slight in stature, he 
proved an unexceptional recruit. L ater w hen he appeared as a candidate for the 
B N P there was aston ishm ent in the east L ondon  branch  w here he had been a 
m em ber. Checks revealed him  to be fairly im m ature and  no t in the least inquisitive. 
In 2004 w hen challenged by an undercover rep o rte r working for the Evening 
Standard  as to  “how he could represen t a party  tha t rejects ha lf o f him ,” R ustem ’s 
reply was enigm atic; “L e t’s just say my entry  into the party  was un ique” and refused 
to discuss it fu rther (Evening Standard, 6 th  O ctober 2004).

It is a reply tha t points to  h im  joining the B N P as a result o f som e d isenchan tm en t 
w ith AFA, ra ther than  som eone having been in the B N P and  sent to infiltrate from  
the outset. M oreover, there never once was the kind o f suspicious security  leak p rio r 
to  1994 to  justify in ternal security  m ounting  a w itch -hun t inside the organisation. 
T h a t is no t to  say tha t the m ilitan t leadership was no t open to  the possibility o f 
infiltration b u t ra ther than  allow activities to  be restric ted  by u ndue  paranoia, the 
th inking was tha t, as long as AFA kept w inning, their room  for political m anoeuvre 
w ould prove m arginal, at w orst. A nd AFA was winning.

As even C opsey adm its, the public ou tcry  caused no lasting dam age to  the AFA 
reputation . “T h e  po in t m ade in the [W lA] program m e was tha t racist violence 
could be effectively m anaged by bo th  legislation and the police; thus anti-fascism
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was no t necessary. A nd since violent anti-fascism  did no th ing  to  stop racist 
violence, anti-fascism  was also said to be counter-productive. B ut if the aim  o f  the 
p rogram m e was to  expose the ‘sinister’ side o f anti-fascism  and  thereby d iscredit 
the anti-fascist m ovem ent, it failed dismally ... [T ]he m ilitan t wing o f the an ti
fascist m ovem ent did no t suffer from  Wbrld in Action's treatm en t -  AFA expanded 
to over 30 branches in 1994, rising to over 40 in 1995.” Im pressed by b o th  the 
m ilitan ts’ defiance and  analysis, working class elem ents from o ther parties and from 
no parties were throw ing their weight behind w hat, for the o rthodox  Left, had 
becom e near untouchables. But far from m ending their ways, AFA was going for 
the political kill. Just three m onths after Welling, it took a significant scalp, causing 
such a loss o f face for the hard  m en on the Far Right that the repercussions are 
arguably still being felt at the highest level o f governm ent m ore than  a decade and  
a ha lf later.
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Early in 1994, w hen w ord filtered through that B lood & H onour were planning a 
com eback, m ilitant ears w ent up in to  little tufted  points. H ere, som e sensed, was an 
o p p o rtu n ity  to  deliver the  coup de grace to  an a lready  to tte r in g  C l 8. 
N otw ithstand ing  the m utual loathing that existed betw een AFA and the A N L, an 
ever-pragm atic m ilitan t leadership offered bo th  the A N L  and YRE an olive branch. 
D espite the constan t calls for ‘un ity ’, it says m uch  that this was the first and only 
tim e representatives o f the three organisations had  ever sat dow n together to  discuss 
business since AFA was launched alm ost ten  years previously. Even though AFA 
had  arranged the m eeting , the A N L  representatives nonetheless acted in w hat was 
considered to  be a snotty, h igh-handed  m anner, evidently bristling  at the notion  o f 
being considered subordinates. D espite a palpable lack o f goodwill, business was 
concluded to the satisfaction of the m ilitants.

Saturday 15th January  was the date , and  O ld S treet tube  station was to  be the 
m ain B&H re-direction  po in t for the day, the Y R E /A N L  delegates were told. 
Offering as it d id  easy access to  east L ondon , it was certainly plausible. In any case, 
this is w here the A N L  and YRE were advised to mobilise. But AFA itself never 
tu rn ed  up there. O n the day, w ith the A N L  and a large presence o f  police in place 
at O ld S treet station, AFA opted  to stand  off. U n d er police surveillance, they 
gathered near the Angel tube, just one stop away on the N o rth e rn  Line. T h en , just 
before 5pm , news cam e through  that the m ain C 18 security  team  had been located 
by AFA scouts, no t near O ld S treet, b u t in Bow in the hea rt o f the E ast End.

After a b rie f consultation  w ith close colleagues, the AFA chief stew'ard decided to 
act on the in fo rm a tio n .T h e  C IS  pu b  was to be hit. O nce the decision was taken, 
w ith a speed tha t caught police on the hop, the entire AFA stew ards group , now 
num bering  150, sim ultaneously em erged from  two ad jacent pubs and  prom ptly  
d isappeared  into the tube netw ork. O f all the anti-fascists, as few as six knew o f the 
destination , w hich created problem s w hen they alighted, unexpectedly re-em erging 
ou t o f Bow Road tube sta tion , and headed directly for T h e  L ittle D river pub.

Joe: “By now  a recu rring  problem  was you never knew w ho was w ith you. In a 
sense, in a m obilisation like this at night, it w ould be very easy for a couple o f plain 
clothes police to  attach  them selves to a large group  travelling on public tran spo rt, 
w ithout the fear o f ever being challenged. T h e  concern  was no t so m uch  tha t they



could alert the authorities to  ou r in tentions in advance, bu t they could provide 
dam ning  evidence o f  conspiracy -  by dem onstrating  som e foreknowledge by the 
organisers at a crim inal trial at a later date. In term s o f severity o f  sentence, 
conspiracy was often m ore dangerous than the act itself. So here we were, abou t to 
attack  T h e  Little D river pub , the C 18 nerve centre on the day, packed to  the rafters 
w ith desperados and there was nothing we could say about it! In stead , we had  to 
lead by exam ple. Luckily, as we cam e ou t o f the tube  there were som e scouts on 
duty, w hich we im m ediately got into. T h is legitim ised, if you like, o u r need for 
‘re ta lia tion’, as well as sending the signal back dow n the line o f  the need to  prepare 
for attack.”

A lerted  by the shouted  w arning from  scouts. C l 8 poured  ou t o f the pub  to do 
battle . In the dim ly lit street, all they could possibly m ake ou t was that, ten abreast 
and  at least ten deep, in tight form ation, was the m uch hated  enem y advancing 
tow ards them . A custom ised Z ulu  chant rum bled  ou t from  the attackers. It is likely 
the January  gloom  considerably enhanced die sense o f m enace exuded. W hile to  the 
u n tu to red  shopper, it m ust have been an extraordinary sight, for C IS  it m ust surely 
have carried the hallm arks o f a nightm are. So w hen a distress flare flashed ou t from  
w ithin the AFA ranks, hit an overhead bridge and scream ed back over the heads o f 
the fast approaching anti-fascists, like indom itable British infantry  o f yore, they 
never flinched. C 18 did. As m ore cam e ou t o f the pub , o thers broke and  ran.

Suddenly, w ith the AFA front lines less than  tw enty yards from  the p ub , police 
poured  from  a neighbouring police station to try and head off the anti-fascist 
attack. C augh t by surprise by the num bers, the anti-fascist front line had  a split 
second to  m ake a decision; confront the police, o r evade capture and  regroup. As 
the n ight was young, they instinctively opted  for the conservative option.

D enis: “Looking back on the police intervention now, w ho were obviously on 
standby to  deal w ith any trouble from  C 18, ironically, though  annoying at the tim e, 
it was probably fortunate . TTiey probably did us a favour. Given the history o f  the 
organisations, together w ith a situation where C IS  were already being driven back 
in to  the pub , clam bering over each o ther to get as far away from  the door as they 
could , bu t still trapped , it w ould no t have been surprising in the carnage th a t w ould 
have followed if som eone was killed.”

Joe: “ Police vans had already pulled across the road, blocking off ou r boys. M any 
o f  the lads were already corralled, anyway. I was on the opposite side o f  the road. 
Suddenly, this fat wobbly figure em erged from  betw een the police vans as if to carry 
the fight to all 150 o f us. It was Charlie Sargent. H e was simply throw ing a shape 
thinking everyone was captured  by the plod. W hen he saw us his jaw dropped , he 
s tu ttered  to  a halt and scam pered back. You had to  laugh. W hat an idiot.

“W ith every m an for him self, 16-stone boxer ‘Big Phil’ Edw ards, fresh from 
escaping an attem pted  m urder charge, sought protection  by diving into the back of
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a police car. Only eighteen m onths earlier, C 18 had effectively seized control o f the 
lucrative B&H m ovem ent, on the g rounds tha t only w ith sovereign contro l o f the 
organisation could it provide it w ith p roper ‘p ro tec tion ’. Yet here it now was, itself 
u nder the cosh. W ho now was to p ro tect the ‘p ro tec to rs’?”

A fterwards, uncensored com m ents in neo-nazi fanzines like Rampage and  British 
O i conveyed a real sense o f dismay. “T h e  ow ners o f the back-up hall got scared at 
the reports o f a rio t and  refused us access, m eanw hile two Red gangs were allowed 
to  roam  L ondon attacking our people. At Bow R oad, the m ain re-direction  point, 
200 Reds clashed with C 18  and  100 British skins. T h is  led to  riot-police attacking 
nationalists, no t the Reds. A sim ilar thing happened  at W aterloo w ith rio t police 
attacking hundreds o f skinheads enjoying a quiet drink .” A nd, “By nightfall, 
L ondon  is estim ated to  have had  about 2 ,000 nationalists there for a gig w hich is 
very surprising  as the venue w ould have only held 800 at a squeeze. It is said a gang 
o f too led-up  thugs were am bushing unsuspecting  little m obs o f skins in full view o f 
our lawmen. Also, the ren t-a-m ob rabble of the IRA, Red A ction, were milling 
about w ith balaclavas on , w ith such item s as ham m ers, e tc., on them selves. W H Y  
W E R E N ’T  T H E Y  N IC K E D ?” it w hined.

T h e  reference to  ‘two gangs’ in the Rampage fanzine is possibly explained by the 
fact tha t the m ain AFA team , having been corralled and then  herded  on to a train

Riot police outside The Little Driver pub in Bow after the AFA attack on C l  8 in 1994.



specially com m andeered  for the purpose, were dispatched to  Earls C o u rt in west 
L ondon  as far from  their opponents as geographically possible. W hen passengers 
asked police w hat was going on, die explanation provided for the d isrup tion  to the 
trains was tha t it was ‘football related’.

A ccording to police, that should have been that. However, w ith the im m ediate 
danger past, leading C l 8 m em ber N icky C ooper drew  breath. A pparently  eager to 
im press som e wide-eyed young females who had  sought ou t and  engaged him  and 
o ther C 18 activists in conversation outside T h e  Little D river, C ooper, w ith an eye 
no  d oub t to a rom antic rendezvous, provided them  w ith details o f  C 1 S’s p lan. At 
Earls C o u rt, AFA organisers (having been briefed by the AFA intelligence officers 
o f  C 1 8 ’s plans to re-assem ble at W aterloo), p resented  every appearance to  w atching 
police o f  having called it a day. Even w hen news reached them  tha t hund reds o f 
A N L  supporters w ho had also been shanghaied on the sam e train  and  had rather 
unwisely baited the rio t police, were now taking a bit o f a hiding as a result, the 
m ilitants expressed indifference. Police seem ed reassured. Yet the m om ent police 
lost concentration  AFA slipped away into the night. A police com m ander later 
adm itted , the ability o f the groups ‘to  find each o ther was uncanny’.

At W aterloo things quickly w ent from  bad to  worse for the F ar Right. T h e  
apparen t ‘glassing’ o f a W PC  was an excuse for rio t police to  launch a full-scale 
attack  on  the pub. Joe: “ Police just sm ashed their way through the doors. T h e  level 
o f noise, o f  sm ashing, crashing, scream s was genuinely awesome. Frankly, police 
seem ed out o f  control. Skinheads were being dragged ou t horizontally w ith coppers 
hold ing bo th  legs and  arm s, and dropped  face first on the pavem ent: seriously over 
the top.” In  the m idst o f such hysteria, the sight o f two AFA ‘faces’ leaning on a 
railing apparently  coolly surveying events was the last straw.

Andy: “ By this tim e it was 9pm , the Bow attack had taken place about four hours 
earlier. N either C IS  nor the police would have expected to see us again. A couple o f 
us on reconnaissance were standing in the shadow o f a bridge, bu t even in the m idst 
o f all the turm oil som eone picked us out am ong a small crowd stood watching. 
Suddenly, over the din there was an outraged shriek from a m ob stood about thirty 
yards away. Gradually, m ore and m ore right-wingers were being alerted , as others 
grabbed them  and pointed over. T he  level o f anxiety at this po in t was such tha t it 
took them  w hat seem ed like a couple o f m inutes to  assemble a force to confront just 
the two o f us. As they approached, we walked slowly away dow n a dark and narrow  
passage. Deliberately, we never looked back. As they got to the m ou th  o f the alley a 
girl widi them  began scream ing hysterically, “ It’s a trap. I t’s a trap.” She repeated it 
over and over again. T his m ust have totally spooked diem  as they stopped dead in 
their tracks as if they had just been w arned the alleyway was m ined!”

U nlike the Left (although Searchlight d id  feature a photo  of the scene outside T he  
Little D river on the cover o f  their m agazine), the Netu M usical Express o f 22nd
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January  1994 seem ed to recognise the significance o f the m ilitan t achievem ent; “A 
m em orial concert for Ian S tu a rt, the singer w ith skinhead band  Skrew driver, was 
cancelled on Saturday following a string o f clashes betw een anti-fascists, police and 
nazis across L ondon . A nti-Fascist A ction said the w eekend’s events were a com plete 
victory for their protesters, w ho dogged the nazis’ m ovem ents th roughou t the day. 
T h e  anti-fascists’ p ro tests began near Bow R oad underg round  station  in east 
L ondon, w here they successfully d isrup ted  B lood & H o n o u r’s re-direction  poin t. A 
group of AFA supporters cam e w ithin inches o f reaching T h e  L ittle D river pub  
w here the fascists were assem bling, before being forced to re trea t by large num bers 
o f m oun ted  and rio t police.” M eanw hile Searchlight, even w hen condem ning  AFA 
for “sectarian obstinacy” for going it alone, was forced to  adm it T h e  Little D river 
had  been “a m ajor defeat for C 18 and B lood & H onour.”

Joe: “Personally I always felt, ‘that was it’ for them . In term s o f lost credibility, 
particularly  on the Right, there could be no com ing back for them  after that. Worse 
than  being cowardly, they had  been show n up as am ateurs. U nlike them  we m ade 
it ou r business, you see, to ‘know your enem y’. We w ould p lo t ou t w hat they w ould 
do, by looking at w hat we w ould do given the sam e circum stances. O ur only error 
was to occasionally overestim ate them . B ut we could always find them  by tracking 
back from  w here we though t they really ought to be -  to w here they actually were.” 

An arrangem ent three years later, in January  1997, to  post a parcel bom b from 
D enm ark  to the L ondon  AFA address was the nearest C 18 ever cam e to  retaliation. 
It was in tercepted  at source as a result o f an in form ant, and a D anish  neo-nazi and 
C l 8 suppo rter, T hom as N abka, was arrested  and sen tenced to  eight years. W hile 
the resulting  publicity briefly re tu rn ed  C 18 to  the headlines, in tru th  the m ilitant 
attack by AFA on T h e  L itde D river had destroyed the credibility o f C 18, n o t just 
in the eyes o f anti-fascists and  B N P m em bers, b u t m ore significantly, in the eyes o f 
the supporters o f C l 8 itself.
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To fully understand  the concept o f the ‘th ree-cornered  fight’ in w hich m ilitants 
believed them selves to  be involved, it is necessary to first take on board  tha t no t 
everything was as it seem ed on the surface. For exam ple, while the re-launch o f the 
A N L  in early 1992 saw Left and  Right again assum e form al battle  positions, a re
ru n  o f the historic struggle w ith fascists on one side and anti-fascists on the o ther, 
w ith the authorities som ew here in the m iddle struggling to keep the sides apart, 
m eant fraternisation was no t uncom m on. A cursory  study o f  the trajectory followed 
by C l 8, its initial relationship w ith the BNP, then Searchlight, no t forgetting the 
now  proven links betw een various sections o f the security services all keen to  ou tdo  
each other, points to a shadowy world o f shifting alliances w here double-dealing  
was regarded as currency.

C l 8 was originally conceived and sold to the Right as the appropriate  riposte to 
R ed Action. Its job, as it saw it, was to destroy or neutralise the physical force 
opponen ts o f the BNP. A straightforw ard and understandable  enough objective, 
one w ould have thought. But there never was any sustained a ttem pt to achieve the 
declared goal. Instead, w ithin a year o f its inception as the pro-active security wing 
o f the BNP, decapitating  the leadership o f the paren t body becam e the aim.

Searchlight, too, began to exhibit similarly contradictory  and  schizoid behaviour. 
Im placably opposed to C 18, it was at the sam e tim e alm ost entirely responsible, via 
exclusive news stories and no less than  three docum entaries, for bringing the 
existence o f  the group to the notice o f the public. T h is exposure was justified on the 
grounds tha t C 18 was, as Searchlight p u t it, a terrorist-crim inal conspiracy. 
However, the terrorist conspiracy allegation w ould be sw apped in term itten tly  w ith 
the declaration that C IS  had  from  the beginning been set up as a honey trap  to 
ensnare extrem ists by M IS. An addition to the general intrigue was tha t, by early 
1993, C IS , Searchlight (m ortified by the arrest o f Patrick Hayes) and the security 
services found in AFA an enem y in com m on. G erry  G able had im m ediately 
o rdered the m agazine to  begin disassociating itself from the branches they believed 
were controlled by RA. Following the fatal stabbing o f an  associate w hich brought 
the sim m ering feud within C 18 into the public light, the finger-pointing intensified, 
w ith each side accusing the o ther o f working for either Searchlight o r the state. In 
this, at least, bo th  parties appear to have well founded grounds for suspicion.

W hile standing trial for m urder at the O ld Bailey, C harlie Sargent was ou ted  as 
an inform ant for Special Branch. In a World in Action p rogram m e that w ent ou t in



1998, an undercover policem an who infiltrated C 18 says he believed Sargent 
worked for Special Branch. “I w ould get a call [from the police]; ‘C an  you confirm  
this?’T h is  was before I p u t any reports in. Som eone was getting intelligence to them  
before I could. I was in no d oub t it had  to be som eone in the top  two or th ree .T h en  
I concluded  it had  to be Sargent him self, it had  to be h im ” (Observer, 5 th  April 
1998)

Actually, it d id n ’t. For, ra ther rem arkably Sargent was far from  the only one at 
leadership level w ith dubious connections. In 1998 the Daily Mirror described 
ano ther m em ber o f the leading trium virate, D arren  Wells, as “ a lethal hybrid o f 
football hooligan and  fascist thug” {Daily Mirror, 12th January  1998). H e too , it 
later em erged, was w orking w ith Searchlight and  possibly M IS all along.

T h e  final m em ber o f the C 18 trium virate, lynchpin W ilf ‘T h e  B east’ Brow ning, 
w ho was routinely portrayed by Searchlight as an irreconcilable national socialist, 
som ew hat inconsistently volunteered  to  take the w itness stand  against Sargent in 
court, on behalf o f w hat C 18 referred to as the ‘Z ionist O ccupation  G overnm en t’ 
(routinely referred to  as ‘Z .O .G .’). A ccording to  Steve Sargent, C harlie’s b ro ther, 
he had also adm itted  to  sitting dow n w ith G able for m eetings in “ a hotel at the back 
o f E uston  station .” Was this just black propaganda by an em bittered  opponent? 
Perhaps, except intriguingly it was also in a hotel, the Ibis hotel at the back of 
E uston  station, tha t Pat Hayes and o ther leading AFA m em bers w ould m eet with 
G able to  discuss developm ents p rio r to  H ayes’ arrest in A pril 1993. Som eone else 
to pu t a question  m ark against Brow ning was Tony L ecom ber. A fter one clash w ith 
AFA in east L ondon  in 1990 in w hich he, L ecom ber, took a “nasty beating”, he 
condem ned Brow ning for deserting  him , and accused him  o f being an ou t-and-ou t 
“ cow ard” {White Riot, page 58).

Following the traum atic  events at K ensington library, in late 1991, C 18 was 
b rough t into existence to assem ble u nder one leadership a ready m ade corps o f 
‘hard  m en ’ to  pro tect B N P activities, and  proactively confron t their AFA/RA 
nem esis on a regular basis. N ick Ryan, a freelance journalist w ho had  rigorously 
interview ed C 18 activists for a num ber o f  feature stories, explained in a later 
interview  w hat their thinking was at the time: “T hey  felt th a t talking was no t 
enough and  w anted action, this was the end o f  1991 -  beginning o f 1992, a tim e 
w hen the B N P and  o ther extrem ists were being successfully targeted  at public 
m eetings by anti-fascist groups. T h ere  were m any street confron tations w ith a 
group  called AFA and  its paren t organisation R ed A ction, an extrem e left-w ing 
group. It was a dangerous tim e to be on the R ight.”

W ith m atchless prose Sargent explained to  N ick Ryan the circum stances in w hich 
C 18 cam e into being. “T h e  R eds were going around  and  they were beating  the 
daylights ou t o f the right-w ing. T hey  were kicking in doors, petro l-bom bing  people, 
and  beating old m en  w ith ham m ers [a reference to  an attack  by anti-fascists on a
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right-w ing m eeting in K ensington library during 1992]. Red A ction were absolutely 
battering  the Right,” recalled C harlie, “We decided we w eren’t having tha t and  we 
thought we w ould do som ething about it.” W hich m eant? “We fuckin’ ba ttered  ‘em  
w herever we m et until there was no fucker left standing ... now, we d o n ’t see them  
anym ore” (^Independent on Sunday, 1st February  1998).

Like m uch o f  C 1 8 ’s p ropaganda ou tpu t his statem ent and objective reality had 
no th ing  in com m on. Far from ‘battering  the Reds until there was no fucker left 
s tanding’ the sim ple fact is tha t in the five years betw een 1992 and  1997 the two 
sides had  only m et head-on  on just four occasions in L ondon, w ith C 18  taking a 
very poor second prize in three ou t o f four.

It is an undistinguished record that goes som e way to explaining why, from  the 
outset, AFA saw no evidence to consider C l 8 as significant, either politically or 
physically. T h is is in spite o f the staggering am ount o f publicity afforded C 18 by 
Searchlight, w hich caused C 18 to briefly becom e a household nam e. O ne o f  the 
m ain reasons for such scepticism  was the p ronounced  lack o f calibre at leadership 
level w ithin C l 8. O f the m ain C IS  ‘faces’, none had any track record  to  speak of. 
B oth Brow ning and  Wells, for instance, were total im know ns and , just as 
significantly, w ould rem ain so th roughout the five-year cam paign.

C harlie Sargent, on the o ther hand , was a nam e that was far from  unfam iliar. Back 
in the early 1980s, while a m em ber o f the N F, Sargent fell foul o f som e tough young 
Red A ction m em bers living in the Finchley area. Invariably, w henever their paths 
crossed, the Reds m ade a po in t o f giving the chubby C harlie a slap. So hum iliated 
was the fu ture C 18 leader by the treatm ent, he chose to  abandon  w atching his local 
team , B arnet F C , ra ther than  run  the risk o f bum ping  into the RA m em bers. I t is 
true  tha t som e years later C harlie did develop a reputation  as som ething o f  a ‘knife 
m erchan t’ bu t, as one opponent pu t it, “ the only m uscle he ever had , he recru ited .” 
So no t unnaturally, w hen Sargent was paraded  as the m asterm ind  behind  C IS , 
m ilitants were deeply unconvinced; “H ow  could som eone like that be taken 
seriously by anyone?” they asked each other.

N onetheless L ondon AFA chose to approach the new  form ation  w ith practised 
caution . T h u s  in July 1992, when C 18 was announced  as security  for a public 
m eeting in the G reat Portland  Street area hosted by controversial historian  D avid 
Irving, the m ilitan ts, to  the chagrin  o f o th er an ti-racist g roups includ ing  
Searchlight, refused to mobilise, preferring to view things from  afar. W ithin a m atte r 
o f weeks, som e leading m em bers had a chance to have a far closer study o f the new  
kids on the block than they m ight have liked.

As the clash occurred  in Islington, too, it was m ore o r less inevitable it w ould 
instantly pass into C 18 legend. C oupled  with ano ther ‘ferocious’ encounter, also in 
Islington no t long after, it looked to  m any on the Right like the tu rn ing  o f the tide. 
A nd it was, in the term s it was presented. B ut just how C IS  found itself facing
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leading m em bers o f AFA w ith odds o f five to  one in their favour on the day is an 
interesting story in itself, w hich we will com e back to.

Target was trium phan t. “ A superb  b it o f intelligence-gathering by pro-fascists led 
to an extrem ely painful experience for IRA supporting  Red A ction terrorists 
recently. O n Saturday 8th o f A ugust, the day o f the IR A ’s annual ‘T roops O u t’ 
m arch in no rth  L ondon , several p rom inen t m em bers o f Red A ction were placed 
u nder surveillance and were eventually followed to  their m eeting  place at the Enkel 
A rm s pub  in Seven Sisters R oad, Islington. A bout 12 m em bers were having a 
pleasant drink  w hen they suffered a full-scale attack  by persons unknow n. RA’s 
no torious ‘hard  m an ’ was spotted  cow ering u nder a table as broken glass from  the 
w indow s of the pub  cam e in around  him . T h e  pub  landlord , a fat Irishm an, cam e 
outside to  fight, b u t a well-aim ed bo ttle  persuaded  h im  it was perhaps m arginally 
safer u nder the table w ith Gary. N o arrests were m ade, and  the following day the 
pub  strongly resem bled a derelict bu ild ing” {Target m agazine, sum m er 1992).

B ut far from the hit being the result o f ‘superb  intelligence gathering’ it was, as 
Steve Sargent later adm itted , a purely chance encounter. “T h a t one was m em orable 
because it w asn’t p lanned. We w ent up there to photograph  the m arch bu t w hen we 
was in the pub  there was som e squaddies in there so we started  talking to them . 
T hey  said they were up for it. We were all really pissed up. W hen the m arch cam e 
we cam e ou t o f the pub, giving it to them , and a few o f them  tried  to get over bu t 
the old Bill got in the m iddle. T h en  a group  o f N F  tu rned  up  and a m ob o f Chelsea. 
N o  one knew w hat was going to  happen. T here  were abou t fifty o f us. T he  geezer 
was taking photos, well he was going hom e, bu t he re tu rned  saying: “T h ey ’re all 
around  the co rner in the Enkel A rm s.” T h ere  was a m arket there. We ran ou t o f 
things to  throw  and there was this bloke selling potatoes so we got hold o f them  and 
began throw ing them  at the Paddies. T h e re  was no actual fisticuffs, it was all glasses 
and bottles. A few o f the soldiers tried  to get into the pub , kicking the doo r and 
trying to  w hack them  w ith pool cues, so it was nearly all just throw ing bottles.” It 
is notew orthy tha t, even by their own accounts w ith odds o f five to  one In their 
favour, C 18 did no t m ake any serious a ttem p t, apart from  the efforts o f som e 
squaddies, to get in to  the pub  and  do real dam age.

“T hose  inside the pub ,” White Riot explains, “included  som e o f  A FA ’s top 
fighters. T hey, and  m ore particularly  the com batan ts o f R ed A ction, were viewed 
w ith som e trep idation  by m any on the Right.” In consequence, while C 18 were no t 
able to take the pub , or even get close enough to exchange punches, their football 
m entality  o f ‘taking liberties’ in their opponen ts’ m ano r saw the day rem em bered 
as a great victory. AFA saw the day differently  as, despite  being heavily 
ou tnum bered , they held the pub  in the face o f the onslaught. Even Steve Sargent 
adm ired  their defiance. “You knew w ith Red A ction, w ith G ary  O ’Shea and  
O ’Farrell, th a t they w ould have a tear up. I rem em ber tha t G ary  O ’Shea just
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standing there in the pub  throw ing pool balls. Give him  his due, gam e geezer” 
(W ^ile Riot: the violent rise and fa ll o f o f Combat 18, by N ick Lowles).

Joe: “ If  tru th  be told the whole day was a balls up. W hat actually happened  was a 
small group o f AFA were leafleting the M adness gig in  F insbury  Park. A fterw ards 
we decided to have a look to  see if any o f the opposition had tu rn ed  up to oppose 
the Irish F reedom  M arch taking place at the sam e tim e around  a mile away. T h e  
thinking was we m ight even pick off a few strays. N orm ally  AFA w ould have 
mobilised for it properly, bu t since the hiding the opposition took at H olloway Rd 
tube a couple o f  years previously they were distincdy chary o f com ing into no rth  
L ondon at all. A long w ith half a dozen from D AM , we num bered  no m ore than  
fifteen. A fter the leafleting, it was agreed with the D AM  we w ould m eet up  in a pub  
called T h e  Enkel A rm s situated on the left o f Seven Sisters R oad, just o ff the 
Holloway R oad, and  the route o f the m arch.

“B ut for reasons best known to themselves they w ent in to  a pub  on Holloway 
Road itself instead. W hen a m ob o f B lood & H onour skins walked in they were 
forced to  leave a bit sharpish. T h e ir next pub  o f choice tu rned  ou t to  be full o f  C l  8! 
M eanw hile directly across the road in T h e  Holloway, Ian A nderson  stood w ith 
abou t 60 N F, including w hat looked like som e off duty military. W hen  one o f our 
scout cars cam e across them , we could see the D AM  contingent on foot had 
m anaged to a ttrac t the a tten tion  o f the fascists from bo th  pubs. As there was no t 
enough room  in the car we told them  to m ake their way to T h e  Enkel.”

“W hen they arrived a couple were m uttering  that ‘we should take them ’ -  
m eaning C l 8. T hey  w ent on to such an extent that Pat even asked m e if it was a 
realistic possibility. So I filled him  in on the latest intelligence sightings that po in ted  
to  us being ou t-num bered  by about twelve to  one. A nd that was no t even counting  
B lood & H onour. U n d er norm al circum stances we w ould have decam ped , it was 
the right thing to do. But I was so pissed off with the a ttitude o f som e o f the D A M  
I never gave the order. “Fuck it,” I thought, “ let them  see w hat really happens if 
everyone acts like them .” It was a busy m arket day. C arl was posted  on the co rner 
as lookout, just in case. Som e o f the o ther lads were sitting in the sunshine outside 
the pub. Suddenly  C arl shouts: “We’re getting it! We’re getting it!” I ran to  the 
co rner and could see the bobbing heads com ing through the crow d o f shoppers. 
Everyone started  runn ing  around , picking up bonles. O ne o f the boys, M ick F., 
thought it was a form  o f street theatre staged for his benefit and was laughing good- 
naturedly until he was uncerem oniously tram pled as we dashed for the pub  door. 
H e had barely got him self inside as a huge m ob o f them  cam e flying around  the 
corner. H e was still as white as a sheet about half an hour later, thinking about w hat 
w ould have happened  had  he been caught outside.

“N aturally, as we cam e crashing through the door, all eyes were on us. T h ere  was 
a row o f old Irish boys sitting right u nder one o f the massive windows. I could  see
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w hat was going to happen. ‘Move! M ove!’ I shouted , ‘T h e  windows are com ing in!’ 
T hey  were still considering it w hen a heavy m arket trad e r’s barrow  cam e crashing 
through the w indow alm ost on to  their tab le .T hey  d id n ’t need to be told twice. O ne 
of the lads swore he saw one simply vault the table! T h en  the o ther w indow 
exploded w ith a crash. C arl had  one door covered. A crate o f beer bottles lay at his 
feet and as a shadow  appeared in the doorw ay he let them  have it. T here  was now 
a full-scale assault on the m ain  double door bu t as they tried  to  com e through, Carl 
po tted  them  through the glass. You could kind o f hear them  groan. ‘M arvellous,’ I 
thought, and then nearly had a heart attack  w hen I realised the o th er door on the 
opposite side o f the pub  was com pleted  unm anned . T hey  could just walk in. 
‘Stevie!’ I scream ed, ‘G et the fucking shu tter!’ H e jum ped to  it and  m anaged to pull 
it h a lf way dow n before it stuck. ‘G ood  enough,’ I thought. A fter all, w ho is going 
to get on his hands and  knees to  clim b under it in the circum stances? A brush was 
then  sm ashed into the glass in the doo r and left stuck  there. By now  Stevie had a 
hand  covering his one good eye in case he was h it in it and  blinded for good.

“We began re tu rn ing  fire, so to  speak, from  inside: anything tha t cam e to  hand  -  
bottles, glasses, ashtrays. O ne Irish lad, a boxer on his first day ou t, started  
shouting: ‘I, I, IRA! I, I, IRA!’T h en  a tiny little po t m an, naked to the waist, began 
adm onishing us in a thick brogue: ‘Ah, com e on, boys! You’re just enticing them  
now !’ Just as he was standing there a bo ttle  sm ashed ou t a large portion  o f w indow 
-  from  the inside. T h en  ano ther h it a pillar and  sm ashed, again from  inside the pub. 
‘AAA-H! C ’-M -O -N  N O W !’ he berated . T h en  they were gone. C onsidering the 
num ber o f  missiles and flying glass abou t, no one appeared  to  be too badly hurt, 
though the pub  genuinely looked like a small device had  gone off. W hen the 
landlady, who had  scream ed at the top  o f her voice all the  way through the 
excitem ent, looked in our d irection and  com m ented  to one her regulars, ‘I think 
them  fellahs m ight have had som ething to  do  w ith it,’ we smiled.

“ By now a large crow d had gathered, so as police arrived we slipped ou t and 
m ingled. M ick F. w ho, along w ith som e o f  the D A M , had  spen t m uch  o f the tim e 
in the pool-room  breaking up  pool cues (w hat good they w ould have done us if they 
had got in the pub  was anyone’s guess) was the subject o f fairly w ounding ban te r 
afterw ards. B ut though the D A M  contingent had hardly d istinguished itself on the 
day, they had  long been our best allies, and so in the interests o f d iplom acy nothing 
was ever said. T h e  real lesson for m e was the difference betw een the fascists and  us. 
If  you include the N F  and  boneheads, they had  anything betw een 100 and  140 at 
their disposal and they m essed up. We w ould never have squandered  such an 
opportun ity .”

O ne o f the reasons that AFA was so effective was tha t it could apparently  
accom m odate recruits from  all ideologies and  none. B eginning w ith the re-launch 
in 1989, alongside Red A ction was the o rthodox  Trotskyist group  W orkers Power,
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plus the anarcho-syndicalist D irect A ction M ovem ent (D A M ). T hey  were later 
joined by the avowedly Stalinist, C om m unist A ction G roup , w ho despite b itte r 
ideological differences with the larger C om m unist Party o f G reat B ritain (C P G B ) 
w orked happily alongside a contingent from  the C PG B  at branch  level. Elsew here 
h u n t saboteurs rubbed  shoulders w ith Irish R epublicans, w ho in tu rn  enjoyed the 
backing o f som e P ro testan t-born  m em bers o f the Para Territorial Arm y reserve; add  
in the hundreds o f individual m em bers w ithout any party  affiliation and  it is 
patchw ork quilt that is alm ost certainly unique. Toss on top the stressful na tu re  o f 
the work, and  it is genuinely rem arkable that p ronounced  political divisions d id  no t 
e ru p t m ore often. But as dam aging to political unity as any d ispute could be, the 
incident involving C l 8 dem onstrates w hat disasters lay in store should the rivalries 
ever be allowed to m anifest operationally, as it did  then.

T h ere  is, for exam ple, a wholly different account o f events at T h e  Enkel A rm s to 
the official one. It was published in 2001 in the personal m em oirs o f a D A M  activist 
w riting u nder the nam e ‘K. B ullstreet’. E ntitled Bash the Fash, it is all the  m ore 
in triguing because the au thor, as he m akes clear th roughout the pam phlet, held RA 
activists in the highest esteem .

B ut he was no t p resent on the day and  so had to rely on a hearsay report from  one 
o r two in the D AM  who were. Looked at objectively it is a fairly im plausible story 
from  the get go. A claim  is m ade that ‘AFA m obilised’ and  there is ano ther 
reference  to  ‘ga thering  the tro o p s’ a lthough  the fascists, n o t know n for 
understa tem en t, p u t the AFA total involved on the day at just abou t ‘a dozen’. T h e  
following recollection reflects how one o r two o f the D A M  m em bers chose to recall 
events to their colleagues, and exposes the type o f fault-lines AFA always needed  to 
guard  against.

“ In  about 1992 M adness were playing a gig in F insbury  Park, n o rth  L ondon. 
A lthough they are a kosher band , they had one m em ber who was ex-N F, so fascists 
liked to  go to their gigs for a little dance. O r maybe the fascists do have som e good 
taste in m usic, despite being silly arseholes in every o ther departm en t. E ither way, 
AFA m obilised because the ‘fash’ were expected to be there. Red A ction, D AM  and 
a few o thers were holed up in a pub, the Enkel Arms. Som e D A M  m em bers w ent 
scouting and  found the fascists in ano ther pub  nearby. T hey  n ipped  back to  the 
Enkel A rm s to  ‘gather the troops’. U nfortunately, there was a lot o f d ithering  by 
certain  people and before you could say ‘F reedom  for T ooting’, the fascists had  
found the Enkel Arms. In no tim e bricks were flying through the windows. 
U ncharacteristically, m ost o f Red A ction ran into the back room , leaving the 
anarchists to defend the place using pool cues, fu rn itu re , and those heavy pub  
ashtrays. In fact our heroes probably sm ashed m ore of the pub  windows w ith those 
ashtrays than  the fascists did! T here  was one hilarious m om ent w hen a certain  
D AM  com rade fulfilled a lifetime am bition and  used the bar as a springboard  just
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like in those W ild West movies. T h e  cops were there pretty  quick just as the 
anarchists were getting in to  their stride, bu t nobody was arrested  fortunately.” 
(Bash the Fash -  Anti-Fascist Recollections, 1984-93, K. B ullstreet, 2001)

By 2001 w hen this account was published the D A M  had long since been w ound 
up. B ut in 1989 w hen AFA was re-launched the D A M  was by far the largest group 
nationally, and  there was som e resen tm en t at Red A ction for seem ing to hog the 
limelight. T h is  antipathy was sum m ed up in a throw-away rem ark by a veteran 
anarchist, A lbert M eltzer, in his autobiography I  Coiddn’t Paint Golden Angels, in 
w hich he states: “As typical T ro ts they [RA] had taken [the] key posts in AFA” .

U ndeniably, there was a feeling tha t in playing too p rom inen t a role RA had 
u su rped  w hat ought to have been the anarch ists’ natural authority , especially 
considering w hat the D A M  had  b rough t to AFA in term s o f num bers, no t to 
m ention the pull they exerted by re-legitim ising AFA (following the Class War 
fiasco) in eyes o f the w ider anarchist m ovem ent.

G ently  bubbling  u nder the surface m ost o f the tim e, it only th reatened  to seriously 
boil over on just one occasion, as a result o f  a falling ou t betw een anarchists and the 
newly form ed RA branch  in Glasgow. For the m ore paranoid  this was history 
repeating itself, w ith the betrayal o f the revolution by ‘Stalinists’ in the Spanish 
Civil W ar the reference point. Such em otions led to  wild talk o f ‘a w ar on two fronts’ 
(against bo th  the B N P and  Red A ction), and on a m ore practical level to  a proposal 
to create ‘an anarchist only AFA’. It was o f course an a ttem pt to  im plem ent that 
plan at a b ranch  level in G lasgow that had resulted  in the fisticuffs to begin with. 
Luckily w ithin the D AM  nationally w iser heads prevailed. Following discussions 
betw een the respective leaderships in L ondon , w ith the highly respected Vince S. 
(who had  always had a soft spot for RA) heading the D AM  delegation, any 
m isunderstandings were pu t to bed and  the a ll-im portan t operational unity 
m aintained. F or precisely the sam e reason, the events tha t led to  the attack  on T he  
Enkel A rm s were pu t dow n to ‘a bad day at the office’ and never again m entioned.

O utside o f the Far R ight, the audience m ost likely to have been  fascinated by the 
descrip tion  o f  w hat really happened  at T h e  Enkel A rm s were the fellow pupils o f 
eight-year-old, K ieran H . H e had  been present w ith his fa ther th roughout. O n the 
following M onday, u n d er the w orking title ‘W hat I did at the w eekend’, the teacher 
had  invited his fellow pupils to tell the class o f their adventures. M ostly  this involved 
an outing  to  the zoo or a trip  to  the cinem a or som e such.

W hen it cam e to K ieran’s tu rn  he too recoun ted  his day ou t w ith his D ad  -  from 
sta rt to finish -  and w ith a w ar rep o rte r’s eye for the hair-raising detail!

T h ere  is no d oub t that in the early days C 18 enjoyed a huge am oun t o f goodwill, 
w ith  alm ost everyone on the F ar Right eager for them  to do well. A nother clash near 
O ld S treet station , on the bo rder o f H ackney and  Islington, this tim e betw een a 
small C l 8 band up against w hat was believed to be a num erically superior Red
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A ction, briefly surpassed T h e  Enkel in term s o f acclaim . In  full C hurchillian  m ode, 
one right-w ing journal declared the C l 8 victory to be their “finest h o u r” .

“A rguably the m ost ferocious encoun te r during this period was a street fight 
betw een tw enty C 18 followers and thirty  anti-fascists near O ld S treet, following an 
Irish  F reedom  M ovem ent m arch in south L ondon. A fter the m arch anti-fascists 
and  Irish republicans m ade their way back into the city for a social event that 
evening: so too did a group o f C l 8, w ho had been prevented from  reaching the 
m arch by a heavy cordon  of police ... D uring  the evening the two groups m et and, 
though ou tnum bered , the C 18 contingent em erged from a pub  arm ed  w ith pool 
cues, bottles, glasses and  chairs and steam ed into the anti-fascists, forcing them  
back dow n the street. A ten-m inute  battle was fought w ith a variety o f  m akeshift 
w eapons in the com plete absence o f the police. A group o f anarchists arrived a short 
tim e after b u t they too were beaten off. O ne anti-fascist was caught in the tube 
station  by half a dozen C l 8 thugs and hit repeatedly w ith concrete slabs” (^Whire 
Riot, page 5).

T h e  report in Target, w hich described itself as “ the quarterly  bulletin  o f  Pro- 
Fascist A ction,” carried a sim ilar description bu t w ith one decisive and  all- 
im portan t alteration. T h e  vanquished were portrayed no t as a m otley crew o f 
republicans and  anarchists bu t as senior Red A ction com batants. A nd it was 
precisely because it was leading “m em bers o f Red A ction who received a severe 
beating ,” even w ith an estim ated odds o f two to one in their favour, tha t ed ito r 
K eith  T h om pson  w rote, no doub t w ith genuine pride, tha t “from  a N ationalist 
po in t o f view there is little doub t this was their finest hour.”

It was som ething o f a b ru ta l irony that those on the receiving end  were n o t, in fact, 
the no to rious R ed A ction bu t renegade AFA m em bers from  H ackney w ho after the 
clash in T h e  Abbey A rm s, and the arrests at K ensington L ibrary in 1991, seem ingly 
felt it safer to strike ou t as independents. A nd it was also o f course the overall review 
o f nationalist security that took place after the d isrup tion  o f  the K eith  T h om pson  
sym posium  in K ensington that gave rise to  C l 8. G iven th a t experience, little 
w onder T hom pson  was initially overjoyed.

B ut, though  thoroughly vicious w hen allowed, C 18 m em bers were very far from  
being the ‘uber-nazis’ bo th  T hom pson  and possibly Searchlight w anted and needed 
them  to be. From  the very beginning and th roughout, the C 18 modus operandi was 
always m ore ‘football hooligan’ than  ‘political te rro rist’-related. In White Riot, Steve 
Sargent provides a fairly typical scenario: “You’d go into a pub  and have a beer, 
obviously it would be centred  around  som ething, if the B N P were doing som ething 
or the Reds were doing som ething, you’d pick a pub  in the area and  just take it from 
there. We never had  spo tte rs .T he  Reds d id , bu t we d id n ’t. We always lagged behind 
them  in things like intelligence. T h e  Reds always were b e tte r at that so rt o f  th ing” 
{White Riot, 17).
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‘Better at tha t so rt o f th ing ’ was som ething o f  an understa tem en t. Professional 
versus am ateur m ight have been nearer the m ark. By now, alongside a w ariness on 
the Left o f w hat C l  8 was really about, there was a co rresponding  suspicion on the 
Right. Som e in the B N P began openly to w onder w hether C 18  was actually 
em ployed  by S ta te  secu rity  specifically  to  destab ilise  its ow n opera tion . 
Im m ediately following B eackon’s election in S ep tem ber 1993, C IS  supporters 
began to  rail against the supposed ‘sell-out’, and alarm  bells began to ring. 
M oreover, the strategy represented  by C IS ’s open suppo rt for increased violence 
was com pletely at odds w ith the political analysis o f the B N P  leadership in waiting. 
B ut fearing the possibility o f being ‘out-nazified’,T yndall h im self rem ained largely 
silent until an anonym ous gloves-off publication  called sim ply Combat 18 caused 
him  to realise his group was playing host to  a fully grow n parasite  and rival.

In D ecem ber 1993, a special m em bers’ bulletin  publicly p roscribed C IS . “ It has 
com e to  ou r notice that representatives o f the organisation [C IS] have been 
exploiting their contacts w ith B N P m em bers and  supporters in a deliberate drive 
to underm ine the la tte r’s loyalty to  the BNP. T h e  m ethods used to this purpose have 
included no t only cheap and  nasty ‘tittle ta ttle ’ against B N P  personnel, bu t 
dow nright a ttem pted  physical violence. In addition  to  this, C om bat 18 seem s to 
have assum ed the right to  set itself up  as the disciplinary enforcem ent apparatus of 
the BNP, picking upon  party  m em bers w ho for one reason or ano ther have incurred  
its dislike, and  condem ning  them  for acts o f ‘treachery ’ against the nationalist 
cause, then  adm inistering ‘p u n ish m en t’ to them  by random  beatings-up.

“ M any o f those w ho have read this m aterial and listened to  the talk o f C om bat 18 
spokesm en say their language bears a close resem blance to  the ‘class w ar’ rhetoric 
o f the extrem e Left, a ttem pting  constantly  to divide nationalist from  nationalist by 
exploiting differences o f social and  educational background . T hese disruptive 
tactics have no place in the nationalist m ovem ent. T h ings have now  reached a pitch 
at w hich the B N P is no  longer p repared  to tolerate this divisive behaviour, and it is 
hereby issuing a notice o f  com plete repudiation  o f  C om bat 18 and  declaring that 
g roup  to  be a hostile organisation. All B N P m em bers w ho have h itherto  m aintained 
links w ith bo th  sides should be inform ed tha t henceforth  and  w ith effect fi-om now 
they m ust decide w here their loyalties lie. I f  they wish to rem ain  in the B N P they 
m ust sever all connections w ith C om bat 18. If they wish to rem ain  w ith C om bat 18 
they m ust consider them selves no longer m em bers o f  the BNP.”

Combat 18 publicly invited readers to  ask them selves the question  m any had been 
asking them selves in private: “w hether C harlie and  Steve Sargent are M I5 agents o r 
just poisonous shit-stirrers and  com pletely fucking stupid?” A dding: “C harlie 
breaks a w indow  and expects you to kill (a million] wogs.” A nd while w ashing their 
hands of responsibility for its publication , the political tendency  led by L ecom ber 
and B utler was understandably  gleeful.
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F or although over the years C 18 had  been responsible for a nu m b er o f attacks on 
individuals and occasionally m anaged to  push over the odd A N L  stall, they never 
m anaged to do the business as a stewards group at street level on  any sustained 
basis. Yet to  be effective on the street was the declared reason for their existence. 
But as the B N P leadership knew all too well, despite the hard  sell by b o th  C 18 and 
the m edia, neither had ever been able to report a single C IS  success, specifically 
against those they were set up to crush. It was w ith bitterness and  regret tha t B N P 
leader John Tyndall w ould refer to this elem entary failure. Even though  he had 
p roscribed C IS  in D ecem ber 1993, tim e had  done nothing to dim inish T yndall’s 
sense o f personal betrayal. E ighteen m onths after the expulsion o f C IS , no t least 
due to the ever-increasing physical pressure his organisation and  by extension he as 
leader was under, Tyndall increasingly sought succour in denouncing  C IS ’s 
‘inaction against the enem ies o f nationalism ’.

“W hen three p rom inent B N P m en were seriously injured in savage terrorist 
a ttacks in the spring o f 1994, the tim e had surely com e for the ‘d irect ac tion ’ 
brigade to show their m ettle in the way o f retaliatory response. In the event their 
response was pathetic -  inaction was the order o f the day” {Spearhead, January  
1995). A nd again: “ If  ever there was a tim e for C om bat 1S to dem onstrate  its m ettle 
and translate its big talk into deeds, this was the time. H ad  it been  true  to its 
professed policies, its activists w ould have carried ou t retaliatory attacks on selected 
left-w ing terrorists o r preachers o f terrorism , o f which there are am ple num ber. 
W hether o r no t they actually are proven to have taken p art in assaults on the B N P 
m en. But C IS  just did nothing.”

T h e  anonym ous au thor o f the an ti-C IS  pam phlet pu t the sam e accusation  in a 
coarser way. “C IS  achievem ents so far: niggers, Jews, Pakis/other scum  sent hom e 
in body bags -  nil; M ain AFA/RA agitators attacked in revenge for attacks on 
nationalists -  nil; A ttacks on Searchlight/G able -  nil. A ttacks on ‘w im m in’ -  two 
(L ondon & Halifax); attacks on old Jew-boys w indows -  one (by the great m an 
him self, C harlie Sargent). Pathetic isn’t it? I f  C harlie and Steve Sargent are so 
bloody great and  C 18 u nder there [sic] com m and as good as all there [sic] big talk, 
then  how com e w hen a B N P candidate in east L ondon lost an eye tha t C IS  did 
fuck all? W here was the retaliation? W hy d id n ’t C IS  wipe out AFA/Red Action? 
C o u ld n ’t they even get O N E  o f them ?”

D espite such credibility problem s. Searchlight rem ained steadfast and strangely 
loyal to how C IS  liked to see itself. In January 1994 it w arned: “WTiile the anti
fascist m ovem ent may be able to hold its own against the nazis on the streets, we 
cannot deal with bom bings and terrorist acts.” And its com m itm ent to continuing to 
sell precisely that image to  the public was just as unswerving, bu t no t w ithout cost.

H eedless o f the dam age to their reputation  am ong com m itted  anti-fascists, at 
every conceivable opportun ity  Searchlight saw to it that C IS  were relentlessly
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hyped, no t only in the pages o f their own m agazine bu t also through the 
m ainstream  press and  television. A m ong the highlights, there were two prim etim e 
and heavily flagged World in Action  docum entaries in April 1993 and  M arch 1995, 
separated  by a Dispatches offering in O ctober 1994 tha t followed the sam e 
breathless form at. A propaganda blitz possibly only superseded  by having C l 8 as 
the lead story and /o r centre-page spread in Sunday’s best-selling tabloid , the News 
o f the World, for m ost o f F ebruary  1995. T h is  was a m ost im pressive portfolio, 
considering the unexceptional raw m aterial they w orked w ith. C lient/agent was how 
Red A ction saw the com bination . “T hough  they may on the surface be b itter 
enem ies the de facto relationship rem ains for the m om ent m ore like agent and 
client. Searchlight have established exclusive rights to  the C 18  story and so 
naturally  are in terested  in p rom oting  the notoriety  o f the ir protege ... [T ]hat is why 
G erry  G able is playing M ax Clifford to C harlie S argent’s A ntonia de Sancha”* 
(RedAction, issue 71, sum m er 1995). A nd even though  it ran  con trary  to  everything 
else it had said as to the nature o f C IS , Searchlight was no t totally averse to  co
opting the rum ours o f state involvement if it added  frisson. Ray Hill, at one tim e a 
leading British M ovem ent organiser, w ho had  been tu rn ed  by Searchlight, opened 
the batting: “To those even m ore cynical than  m e and the Searchlight team , I pose 
the question: is C om bat 18 being allowed to  exist to  service som e m ad schem e by 
irresponsible officers in ou r security  services? Sit in a dark  room  and th ink  about 
it” (Searchlight, S ep tem ber 1994).

In April 1995 it w ent m uch further, explaining in a m atter o f fact fashion w hat M I5 
m ight have been thinking w hen it created C 18 as a pseudo gang: “T he  reasons for 
M15 w anting to establish ano ther ‘honey trap ’ on the Far Right are understandable 
and possibly justifiable at the tim e C 18 was created. Stella R im ington had just taken 
over as director o f M I5. W ith the job cam e the responsibility for w atching U lster 
Loyalist param ilitaries in m ainland Britain, w hom  Special B ranch had neglected in 
recent years. It was in these years that som e sections o f the loyalist U D A  and UVF, 
and their respective killer squads, had started  to cooperate w ith fascists in Britain. 
C learly M I5 needed to  know the extent o f such joint operations. So C om bat 18 
cam e into existence” (Searchlight, A p n \ 1995).

If this were true , why is it tha t only a m on th  earlier Searchlight had  been calling 
for a co-ord inated  m ulti-agency response in o rder to bring  C 18 activities to  a halt? 
“All the fears Searchlight and  o thers have expressed to the au thorities over the past 
three years abou t C om bat 18’s potential for violence and  m ayhem  were realised 
w hen C om bat 18 nazis orchestrated  the rio t at the E ngland versus Ireland football 
m atch  in D ublin  on 15th February. C om bat 18 no t only advocates serious violence
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b u t has the arm s w ith w hich to carry it ou t ... [I] f la w  and  order is to  prevail, the 
police and  prosecuting  authorities m ust recognise that C om bat 18 is an organised 
crim inal gang, and  needs a coordinated  national response to  halt it.”

T h e ir  absurd insistence tha t ‘law and o rder’ was on the poin t o f collapse resulted 
from  the violence at an international football m atch betw een Ireland and  England 
in D ublin  in February  1995 w hich caused the m atch to be abandoned  after tw enty 
m inutes. A Searchlight suggestion that the riot may have been p lanned  and  tha t a 
call to  arm s had  been issued in the C l 8 fanzine Putsch two weeks p rio r to the gam e 
ensured  a conspiracy o f in ternational proportions.

“As the evening wore on, the T V  channels sought to explain the con tex t o f  and 
background  to  the mayhem  ... with M iriam  O ’Callaghan interview ing Rogan 
Taylor o f  Liverpool University and  G erry  G able o f Searchlight m agazine about 
C om bat 18 ... the Einsatzgruppe o f the N ational F ront. ‘You really m ean  this is 
abou t politics?’ said M iriam  w ith bourgeois incredulity. Well, yes they assured her, 
it was abou t politics o f a sort. T he  neo-nazis support the N o rth ’s Loyalists and  they 
had  com e to D ublin  to ‘try  and wreck the peace process’” {Irish Times, 18th 
February  1995).

Afterw ards, Searchlight crowed, it was “deluged by over 200 m edia requests for 
help and in form ation” on C 18 as a result o f this m anipulation. B ut, as N ick Lowles 
the ed ito r o f Searchlight would later adm it in his book White Riot, n o t a single 
m em ber o f C 18 was actually present. It can be assum ed tha t Searchlight knew o f 
this w hen they had been lobbying for M I5 to  be given the job o f  dealing w ith 
C om bat 18. T h en  after it em erged that it was an M I5 operation  all along, 
Searchlight prom ptly  w arned o f the th rea t to dem ocracy “ if faceless unansw erable 
bodies such as M IS are allowed to run  such operations.”

Inevitably the m ilitants were scathing. For them  the affair asked as m any 
questions o f Searchlight’s bona fides as it d id  of C 1 8 ’s. “ E ither they [Searchlight] 
were prom oting  MIS in com plete ignorance o f the C l 8 connection , o r they were 
prom oting  C 18 in blissful ignorance o f its MIS origins” {Red Action, issue 71, 
sum m er 1995).

So just a few weeks after L andsdow ne R oad, w ith C l 8 organising the stew arding 
for a Loyalist m arch in central L ondon, Searchlight may have felt it had  no  choice 
bu t to seek to m aintain the C l 8 ‘super-terrorist’ facade. Later, explaining its failure 
to notify anti-fascist groups o f the m arch, it said it did  so “because o f the danger o f 
serious violence.” In real term s, while the C l 8 reputation  was by now in ta tters on 
e ither side o f the spectrum , the Searchlight synopsis may still have retained  som e 
plausibility am ong the readership o f its m agazine. O ne unforeseen consequence o f 
the Searchlight w eeding ou t o f the m ost m ilitant AFA branches from  the back o f 
their m agazine was that their replacem ents were w orthy bu t decidedly un-dynam ic 
anti-racist groupings w hich presented a dismayingly false p icture o f anti-fascist

348 Beating the Fascists



incapacity. T he  AFA leadership, in L ondon  in particu lar, were livid w hen the m arch 
w ent unopposed  as a result o f the Searchlight sleight o f  hand , w ith C 18 stewards 
detouring  to  attack a L abour Party gathering, w ith a tten d an t publicity.

Andy: “F or us the idea o f an em asculated anti-fascism  was sending ou t all the 
w rong messages. By now we realised we were probably going to  have to go through 
a period  o f strategic re-evaluation so it was very m uch  in our interests tha t it 
appeared ‘business as usual’ publicly.”

Exactly twelve m onths later, having m ade certa in  o f their own intelligence, the 
m ilitants took their revenge. W hen the English A m algam ated A pprentice Boys of 
L ondonderry  (EAABL), along w ith a Loyalist band  from  G ovan and supporters, 
backed up by C 18 security, duly assem bled in H o lborn , central L ondon , a large 
AFA group  travelled from  Islington to m eet them .

Joe: “We knew that the police w ould be m obbed  up at H o lbo rn  station so we 
opted  for Russell Square, w hich though just one stop dow n w ould, all im portantly , 
allow us access to ou r target from  the opposite side to the police. T h e  basic plan of 
attack had  already been worked out. H owever, on the day there was a problem  that 
had  been overlooked b u t was obvious once o u r people were ou t o f the tube. Russell 
Square station is deeper than  m any in L ondon. T h e  m axim um  the lift carried  was 
probably about forty. We had  three tim es as many. T im e was o f  the essence so there 
was no way we could w ait to  ferry everyone up. T h ere  was no th ing  for it bu t the 
stairs. T here  m ust have been about 200 steps and  the heftier ‘B rum m ies’ m oaned 
at every one o f them . D espite the tension it m ade som e people smile. As the first o f 
us em erged ou t o f Russell Square tube  station we were tagged at once by a couple 
o f plainclothes police spotters. O ne actually ran oif, presum ably to inform  his 
superiors. W hat an am ateur! By the tim e he cam e back w ith reinforcem ents, all 120 
o f us were gone. You see, we had  already plo tted  ou t the rou te  beforehand and as 
‘p lod ’ were looking for us in the m ain drag of S ou tham pton  Row, we were 
approaching our target on T h eo b a ld ’s R oad, via O ld G loucester S treet, a narrow  
side street, parallel to it. T h ere  was som ething else as well. Police w ould have 
p resum ed we were heading for C IS  at H o lbo rn  b u t we had , in fact, p icked a 
different target. T h e  attack  was ‘called in ’ by a senior AFA m em ber in the vicinity 
w ho had  been doing a c ircuit o f  the area in a car.”

T h e  AFA stew ards com m unicated  by m obile phone: “W here are they? How  
many? C an we take them ?” T h e  final answ er was in the affirmative.

Terry: “ I was in charge o f surveillance on the day. F rom  early on, the im m ediate 
area su rround ing  H olborn  tube  was saturated  w ith police. T h e  m ain  body of 
fascists were in a pub  called T h e  Princess Louise w ithin spitting  distance o f  them . 
N o chance there. As we were touring  the area by car, we suddenly  spo tted  ano ther 
likely looking crew  outside a pub  on T h eo b a ld ’s R oad. E ncouragingly there were no 
obvious signs o f police. I im m ediately contac ted  the chief stew ard and alerted  him
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to  the opportunity . As this m ight be the best chance we w ould have all day, it was 
decided to  go for it.

“ B ut no sooner had the m ain body o f stewards set o ff from  Hollow ay R oad 
station , than  two vans o f police pulled up in a side street around  the corner. D id 
this m ean  the m essage had been intercepted? T here  was no way to  alert the boys 
im m ediately, as they were travelling on the underground . I knew it was im perative 
con tac t was established the second they surfaced. It looked like we w ould need to 
abort. We were still circling the area checking both  pub  and  police. T h e  stew ards 
w ould be arriving any second. T h en  two things happened at once. F irst the police 
drove off. h  was back on. In  the same second the phone was answ ered. ‘G O !’

“We had pulled into a side street, leading onto  Q ueens Square. We were just in 
tim e to see the boys arrive: about 120-strong. T hey  were m arching swiftly tow ard 
the pub , w ith no t a w ord being said, and  w ith everyone looking very determ ined . It 
was a sight I will personally never forget.”

W ith 300 police on duty in the area (the average police a ttendance for a 
P rem iership  football m atch), specifically to prevent such an occurrence, speed and 
surprise were o f the essence. Pouring into the side street the AFA group , ten  and

The Met's finest prepare to confront anti-fascists at the entrance to the underpass 
on Theobald's Road, London, 1996.



twelve deep, m oved swiftly b u t silently tow ard their target. W ith 50 yards still to  go, 
som e young Glasgow Rangers casuals spo tted  their approach. A ssum ing this was 
the infam ous, C l 8 these young ’uns bu rst into spontaneous and  excited applause. 
By the tim e they reviewed their decision and screeched a w arning it was too late. 
Exactly two m inutes after leaving Russell Square tube  the AFA stew ards group 
attacked the L oyalist/C IS  overspill in and around  the crow ded W liite H art pub  on 
T h eo b a ld ’s R oad.

A stonished bandsm en (“ they seem ed to com e ou t o f  now here,” one told IT N  
later) found them selves on the defensive as anti-fascists, one using a large sandw ich 
board  as cover, tried to batter their way into the pub. O thers were picked off in the 
vicinity o f the pub. Terrified C 18 casuals were seen to sprin t to safety. Loyalist 
bandsm en em ployed their standards as spears, while som e o thers p roduced  steak 
knives. T hough  inevitably b rief due to the proxim ity o f police, it was still fairly 
bloody. A num ber o f AFA activists were w ounded in the exchange bu t were spirited 
away to  hospitals outside o f the area before police arrived. “ F ou r people were 
arrested  after violent clashes before a Loyalist parade through central L ondon on 
Saturday. Before the m arch got u nder way, a nu m b er o f anti-nazi p ro testers were 
involved in scuffles w ith Loyalists in H olborn .T w o m en were taken to hospital after 
a fight in a pub, w hich left one w ith a cu t to his head  and  ano ther w ith a stom ach 
w ound” {Irish World, 3rd M ay 1996).

“A bom b scare caused by a suspect vehicle delayed the m arch in setting off from 
L incoln’s Inn  Field , and Pride o f G ovan band m em bers required  a police escort 
after being attacked. An estim ated 100 coun ter-dem onstra to rs were cordoned off in 
H olborn  to prevent fu rther clashes” {Irish Post, 3rd M ay 1996).

D espite AFA ‘claim ing responsibility’, the Observer referred to the Loyalist/fascist 
casualties w ithout offering any explanation as to w ho m ight have been responsible. 
“ O ne m an was stabbed and three o thers injured in a brawl before the m arch.” To 
fu rther add to any initial m isunderstand ing  it w ent on to p rin t an A N L  call for 
police to ban ‘fascists’ from  m arching: “Allowing nazis to  m arch  gives them  
confidence, and  confident nazis go ou t and attack  people and  com m it m urders like 
that o f S tephen Law rence” (Observer, 28th  April 1996).

M eanw hile, anything bu t confident, the Loyalists com plained bitterly  to  anybody 
that w ould listen. W illiam M oore, G eneral Secretary  o f the A pprentice Boys of 
D erry , spoke to the m edia: “We are here today as British citizens m arching in a 
British city. O ur Loyalty is to the C row n ... I th ink these people do no t understand  
w hat we are about. T h is organisation is no t racially biased and  we w elcom e anyone 
into our ranks.” By the end  o f  the day, however, th a t ‘anyone’ did no t appear to 
include C l 8. A nother m em ber who did no t w ant to be nam ed condem ned  the 
W hite H a rt attack  as “deplorable” b u t significantly also insisted fascists “are no t 
w elcom e anvw here near us.”
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Even if it eluded the Observer, the Loyalists had at least got the m essage, as did 
Searchlight if its trucu len t com m ent later is anything to go by: “T h e  only casualties 
at this year’s Loyalist parade ... were som e Loyalist bandsm en from  Scotland who 
were drinking w ith their families in a different pub  from  the one the nazis were 
using.”

Terry: “A fter their sta tem ent the previous year. Searchlight was trying to  suggest 
we hit the w rong pub. T he  whole point, o f course, was that C 18 were m ean t to  be 
offering security. By dam aging those who they were m eant to  be p ro tecting , we 
showed them  up. A part from  that, evading 300 police and  attacking a pu b  packed 
w ith Loyalist Glaswegians in broad daylight sent a powerful m essage to  those 
w atching, including the BNP, that ‘we hadn ’t gone away, you know ’.”

Two weeks previously in B olton, a sim ilar a ttem pt by the EAAB17C18 m ob  to 
m arch th rough  the town centre was cancelled by G reater M anchester police 
following a violent confrontation  betw een N orthern  N etw ork AFA and  C 18 
stewards. Again, far from  preventing trouble, C 18 were show n to be a m agnet for 
it. All b u t washed up as any kind o f param ilitary force, before long the C 18 
leadership had devoted their attentions to  making money.

In Septem ber 1993, w hen Ian S tuart D onaldson, founder and leader o f  the Blood 
& H onour organisation was killed in a car crash, this unexpected  opening at 
m anagem ent level saw C 18 m ake their move. T hey  quickly established exclusive 
contro l o f the organisation’s security and political control o f the associated m usic 
fanzines. M ost im portandy, they gained control o f the B&H purse strings. It was 
claim ed tha t C harlie Sargent and W ilf Brow ning d ipped in to  the organ isation’s 
finances from the off. R um our has it that C harlie m anaged to filter off a figure 
approaching £ 8 0 ,0 0 0  while the ever m odest ‘Beast’ was con ten t w ith only half as 
m uch. T hese  shenanigans soon led to general unrest and  certainly did no t go dow n 
well w ith fellow fascists. T he  British H am m erskins described C 1 8 ’s b rand  o f 
N ational Socialism as “nothing m ore than  b latant capitalism !” T hey  successfully 
ripped off a w hole num ber o f people: Skrew driver album s were bootlegged in 
A m erica and  sold as im ports while over 10,000 w orth  o f C D s were appropriated  
from  Viking Sounds in H olland.

In 1994 the N ational Socialist Alliance was created in order to unite a nu m b er of 
small, openly nazi groups like the K K K , British M ovem ent, B& H, etc., all under 
the supervision of C l 8. At the sam e tim e international links were established w ith 
like-m inded groups in E urope and N o rth  Am erica. T h is created a virtual C 18 
m onopoly o f the nazi m usic scene, a m onopoly that was, m oreover, potentially 
extrem ely lucrative. For a b rief period, due to control o f  the purse strings, their 
political influence and incom e within the F ar R ight was considerable, bu t 
inevitably, given the lack o f calibre at leadership level, things soon began to fall 
apart. By 1996 the d isconten t created through co rrup t activity, com bined w ith
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attacks on fellow fascists, pooled w ith their pow erlessness against ‘the R eds’, 
e rup ted  into  open rebellion. T h e  influential Resistance and  Nordland  m agazines 
cam e ou t against C 18 and  the floodgates opened. O ften  quo ted , the m ost dam ning 
ind ictm ent cam e from  D avid L ane, then  serving a life sentence for involvem ent in 
A m erican param ilitary group  T h e  O rder, “T lie  leadership o f C 18 are obviously 
Z ionist agents o r they are so ignorant they m ight as well be. It can  no longer be 
tolerated. At the appropriate  tim e the enem y am ongst us will face a night o f the 
long knives.”

Rapidly, com petition  internally for contro l o f the C D  operation  developed into a 
contest for contro l o f C l 8 itself, th a t did appropriately end  in m urder by ‘a long 
knife’. O n 10th F ebruary  1996 M artin  C ross, a form er d ru m m er w ith Skrewdriver, 
and  Sargent lackey, p lunged a knife into the back o f fellow C 18 m em ber C hris 
C astle, killing him  on the spot. W hen M ichael John H eath , the pathologist, gave 
evidence in the trial, he to ld  the cou rt the knife w ound was two centim etres deeper 
than  the actual blade length, w hich, despite C astle’s heavy leather jacket, led him  
to conclude “ severe force” was used in the killing. C astle had  been acting as an 
in term ediary  betw een rival factions in the organisation , one o f w hich was headed 
by the Sargents, and the o ther by W ilf B row ning, previously C harlie’s aide de camp.

W hat little credibility C IS  retained by 1998 was lost entirely w ith the jailing for 
life o f  Sargent in January  tha t year, along w ith revelations th a t em erged during the 
trial that he had been ‘tou ting ’ for Special B ranch, thereby ending any prospect o f 
C l 8 being held together, even as a business. N o r could it be denied tha t the 
relationship betw een elem ents o f the state and C IS  was pretty  murky. A Sunday  
Times journalist called H en ry  M cD onald , evidently w ith close ties to  that 
sub terranean  w orld, ‘exposed’ Sargent as a Special B ranch inform er. Interestingly, 
in 1994 the sam e journalist had  claim ed “ Red A ction were ru n  by British 
Intelligence” (Irish World, 3rd June 1994). As w ith the in ten tion  o f the World in 
Action  docum entary , the underlying m essage was tha t, as C opsey had observed, 
m ilitant anti-fascism  “should be avoided” . B ut as independen t researcher L arry  
O ’H ara  p u t it in his book, Turning up the H eat, “T h ere  is a world o f difference 
betw een being the subject o f heavy M I5 a tten tion  and  actually  being ru n  by them .”

All in all, if  the early ’90s was “a dangerous tim e to be on the R ight,” as N ick Ryan 
claim s, then , if for only m arginally different reasons, as events have dem onstra ted , 
it was at least as dangerous to be on the Left.
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By January 1995 the BNP nationally had had enough, and the policy o f  ‘street 
warfare' was ditched.
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'N O  M O R E  M A R C H E S ,  M E E T IN G S,  

P U N C H -U P S '
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In political/param ilitary term s, if the C 18 dem ise can  be traced back to  the evems 
o f January 1994, the shock, dismay, and  no little delight at their loss o f face caused 
reverberations outside the circles o f their own supporters. A cross the Far Right, if 
there were a few w ho felt m ortified , they were m ore than  m atched  by those w ho felt 
politically, and  personally, vindicated. F orem ost am ong them  were the architects o f 
the B N P  victory on the Isle o f D ogs, w ho now saw a w indow  o f opportun ity  to 
change the course o f nationalist history, and jum ped th rough  it w ithout hesitation.

Alm ost im m ediately after B eackon’s election in O ctober 1993, the two chiefly 
responsible for designing the B N P  electoral strategy, Eddy B utler and  Tony 
L ecom ber, had com e u nder increased political, personal and  even physical attacks 
from  C l 8 w ho rather bizarrely accused them  o f ‘selling o u t’. W hile there was m ore 
than  a trace o f suspicion at the tim e that the C 18 m otivation was state d irected , the 
entire affair had  an extrem ely debilitating effect on the B N P as an  organisation, 
particularly  in L ondon , w ith w hole branches falling for the C 18 b rand  o f political 
nihilism . So, w hat b e tte r chance to cu t all ties w ith the past, they m ust have 
thought, than  at the very m om ent their m ilitant de tractors, those w ho styled 
them selves as the conscience o f nationalism , were at their least prestigious?

O f course, it may have been a coincidence b u t on T uesday 15th M arch  1994, 
exactly two m onths to the day after the sham ing o f  C 18  at T h e  L ittle  D river, Tony 
L ecom ber, w ho in 1991 was described by a judge as “ a dangerous m an ”, addressed 
a B N P  m eeting in N ew ham  to w hich the Press were invited. “T h e  days o f  street 
w arfare were over,” L ecom ber told London Tonight. T h e re  w ould be “no m ore 
m arches, m eetings, punch-ups.” F or fascists and anti-fascists alike it was a defining 
m om ent. N o t th a t you w ould know  it.

Searchlight, for exam ple, im m ediately dism issed it as a m ere ploy by the B N P  to 
try  and  appear respectable in the ru n -u p  to the local elections the following m onth . 
F or them , the ‘N o  m arches, m eetings, pu n ch -u p s’ strategy w ould no t likely survive 
the end  of the election cam paign. “T h e  B ritish N ational Party ’s claim  that it is 
m oving away from  its thuggish street gang im age has been slam m ed as ‘hollow ’ and 
‘obviously u n tru e ’ by anti-fascist cam paigners. Peter B righton, from  anti-fascist 
organisation Searchlight, said A nthony L ecom ber has ‘a proven track record  for 
violence.’ T h e  Searchlight spokesm an continued: ‘A nd he is typical o f  B N P
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m em bers. T hey  stoke up violence in die streets and then  try to  reap the benefits in 
the ballo t box, claim ing a m ulti-racial world doesn ’t w ork’” {Ilford Recorder, 17th 
M arch  1994).

W ith  characteristic lack o f precision, liberal anti-fascism , possibly because it had 
so little to do w ith causing the about face by the BNP, was still unw illing to  com e 
to  term s w ith the historic im plications o f the Lecom ber p ronouncem ent a decade 
later. A chronic inability to ‘know your enem y’ is reflected by Copsey, w ho also 
skates over the im plications, going as far as to suggest the B N P absence on L ondon  
streets thereafter could be p u t dow n to rank and file ‘dem oralisation’ following the 
failure o f  the party  to  make an electoral breakthrough in the local elections that 
May. A nd if the M arch 1994 declaration is ever alluded to by the A N L  propaganda 
d epartm en t at all, it is solely in term s o f w hen ‘they’, w ho had been  kicked from  
pillar to  post by B N P gangs for the previous four years, had  p u t the B N P to the 
sword.

Tellingly, the AFA leadership were far m ore circum spect. W here o thers saw reason 
for self-congratulation, m ilitant anti-fascism  saw mainly m enace, to  the extent that 
w ithin just a m atter o f m onths the L ondon AFA leadership had privately concluded 
tha t, to rem ain  effective, m ilitant anti-fascism  w ould need to im plem ent a hairp in  
tu rn  o f its own. T h u s , in M ay 1995, w hen L ondon  AFA form ally adop ted  the ‘filling 
the vacuum ’ strategy, it accepted that physical force anti-fascism  had  becom e 
redundan t. It m eant that if m ilitant anti-fascism  was going to continue to  play a 
decisive role the overall AFA strategy needed to change tack just as decisively as had

the BNP. All th a t was now 
required  was tha t L ondon  
convince everyone else.

A cross the S ou th  East, 
the B N P response to  the 
‘no m ore pu n ch -u p s’ edict 
w as n o th in g  less  th a n  
im m ediate, b u t a round  the 
country  the response to the 
o rder to ‘stand  dow n’ was 
initially less than  uniform . 
In  th e  N o r th  W est, fo r 
instance, it seem ed to  be 
v e ry  m u c h  b u s in e s s  as 
u su a l. B u t as th e  b o d y  
language o f  the com peting 
groups dem onstrated during 
an extraordinary  clash on



th e  step s o f  R ochda le  T ow n H all on  th e  n ig h t o f  th e  local e lec tio n s on  5 th  
M ay 1994, the m ilitants now had  the w hip-hand , and everyone, police included, 
knew it.

T h e  local elections in R ochdale had been a m ajor push for the BNP. D espite that, 
they dared no t risk calling any m eetings, m arches, o r rallies, and  had  relied instead 
on a leafleting and letter-w riting cam paign to  local papers, particularly  the Rochdale 
Observer. For AFA, the ru n -u p  was m uch the sam e as usual; d is tribu ting  anti-fascist 
propaganda, coupled w ith a determ ination  to  prevent the B N P  doing the sam e 
am ong the w indsw ept housing estates in the hills a round  the tow n centre. In the 
weeks leading up to the election, “a B N P leafleting team  narrow ly avoided 
annihilation at the hands o f an AFA Stew ards G ro u p ” and “no B N P leaflets were 
d istribu ted  in Rochdale tha t day” {Manchester Red Action, Bulletin N o 9).

O n polling day itself AFA was on the prowl fi-om 1 lam . Yet, though no fascists 
were spo tted , the A N L  tem porarily  fled the area a round  the polling station in the 
early evening anyway. A t 6 .30pm  AFA was reinforced by som e fresh arrivals that 
had  expectantly taken up position at a pub  near the Tow n Hall. B ut four and  a half 
hours later the B N P still had  no t show n their faces, w hich encouraged the A N L  to 
com e back, while the three B N P candidates were sm uggled in to  the coun t in the 
back o f a police van. T h a t looked to be tha t, and AFA w ithdrew  -  o r gave the 
appearance o f doing so. “O n cue the B N P  ... m arched  boldly up the Town Hall 
steps. T h e  A N L  response was to  meekly step  aside and  wave their stup id  yellow 
lollipops. A t this m om ent the [80-strong] AFA contingent re tu rned . T h e  B N P fled 
before the AFA charge, w ith half o f  them  fighting w ith police in a panic stricken 
rush  to squeeze through a single doo r into the safety o f the Town Hall itself, while 
the o ther ha lf scattered into the ranks o f the A N L. T h e  affect o f  this was to  cause 
the A N L  to scatter before the retreating  fascists and police in a sort o f dom ino 
effect” {Manchester Red Action, Bulletin N o 9).

Jon: “ Rochdale Town H all was probably one o f  those defining m om ents for a lot 
o f people involved on bo th  sides. It had  been a long day for the core AFA group, 
betw een looking for B N P canvass team s and  try ing  to  in tercep t candidates in the 
late afternoon  at their hom e addresses. T h ere  was even an a ttem p t to force ou r way 
into [B N P candidate] C hristian  Jackson’s hom e, such was the frustration! A fter 
news cam e through that the candidates had  been sm uggled in to  the Tow n H all we 
had  abou t 60 o f ou r m ob w ho we co u ld n ’t justify keeping ou t any longer. We piled 
into the tran spo rt and we were off. W ithin  a m inu te  o r two we got phoned  tha t the 
fash had surfaced at last: back to  the Town H all. T h e re  was a m ob o f  them . T h is  was 
it and  everyone knew it. AFA arrived from three sides. O ne o f  the O ldham  boys 
called Priestly says to them , ‘T h is  is it boys. Are we gonna stand  or w hat?’ while 
beh ind  him  his m ates were already busy fighting the police -  w ho were having none 
o f it -  in o rder to  get in to  the hall. T h e  police could see the m ayhem , flying bottles
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and  so on, and  so were determ ined  to lock it all out. Priestly go t w hacked .T he B N P 
got a bit o f a beating bu t it was B N P m orale that really got kicked into the d irt. AFA 
then  pulled back, taking one o r two arrests.”

A police spokesm an explained to the Rochdale Observer that, as a result o f two 
police officers being injured after “bottles were throw n,” police o rdered the doors 
“to  be kept sh u t” w hich he adm itted  “were only reopened” w hen AFA w ithdrew  
“after 20 m inutes.” Typically an AFA spokesm an offered no apologises: “As far as 
we are concerned  the operation  was a com plete success” {Rochdale Observer, 7 th 
M ay 1994).

An Asian gang w ho initially had joined the noisier and m ore visible A N L  picket 
w ere m uch taken by the m ilitan t’s sw ashbuckling approach: “R espect to  AFA.” 
L ater in an interview  w ith the New Musical Express, R ochdale rap band  K aliphz 
echoed the sen tim ent bu t w ent considerably further. “You have to  do  w hat AFA do: 
find the nazis and  sort them  ou t ... AFA are the only organisation tha t goes ou t 
there and does som ething. T hey  m ake it physically hard  for the nazis to  move in this 
coun try  ...T h is  is the one E uropean  country  where the nazis d o n ’t have a firm  
foothold , and th a t’s because o f AFA.”

F u rth e r clashes in  the first six m onths o f 1995, w hich encapsulated  the AFA 
dom inance in M anchester and fu rther afield, seem ed to  confirm  for m any B N P 
m em bers the innate w isdom  o f the L ondon B N P leadership decision a year earlier. 
Possibly in tribu te  to the stranglehold m ilitants in M anchester had established in 
the city and  the N o rth  West generally, the T roops O u t M ovem ent organisers, 
following the shock o f  the huge tu rn o u t by Loyalists and  fascists in L ondon  in 
1993, had  decided for the first tim e in tw enty years to hold their annual Bloody 
Sunday com m em oration  in M anchester. T h is was a p ru d en t move b u t unforeseen 
events appeared alm ost to  conspire against them . It so happened  the date o f the 
m arch, 28th  January, coincided w ith the fifth round  o f the FA C up , w ith the city’s 
two football team s. U n ited  and City, quite unusually bo th  being draw n at hom e. 
T h is  m eant tha t m ore than  double the norm al num bers o f police w ould be required  
to  police these m atches, w ith the result that, instead o f the hund reds o f police the 
T O M  organisers m ight norm ally have expected, all that was on offer was w hat 
M anchester police felt it could afford -  a couple o f dozen special constables!

Initially, for the BNP, w ho had  also flooded in to  M anchester from  the 
su rrounding  tow ns like Burnley, R ochdale, and M iddleton , it m ust have seem ed as 
if C hristm as had com e early. Reflecting this buoyancy, a group  o f  about forty had 
gathered in T he  C larence pub, less than  150 yards from  the m archers’ assembly 
point. In  w hat proved to be a significant fascist counter-m obilisation, o thers had 
m obbed up along the route. Fatefiilly, AFA had  also m obilised significant num bers 
in expectation o f trouble. A fter assessing the scene the chief stewards for the day 
drew  up a battle plan.
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Jon: “T h e  basic gam e plan draw n up by m yself and the o ther chief stew ard, D enis, 
was to move into  the area o f the m arch, taking a pub  on the pivotal crossroads 
opposite P latt L ane Fields from  w here the m arch was taking off. We then  divided 
the 140 or so stew ards in to  three groups, one w alking ahead o f  the m arch by a 
h u nd red  yards o r so, one to  the rear and a group  o f abou t 30 ‘on to u r’ scouting 
likely spots in the vicinity. W hile the lead stew ards group  filed past T h e  C larence in 
a disciplined m anner, the B N P congregated  there rem ained silent. B ut w hen the 
actual m arch cam e level, thinking the lead AFA group  had  gone, they gustily 
opened up w ith ‘Rule B ritann ia’. Instead o f carrying on, the lead group , unnoticed , 
had U -tu rn ed  and  were now covertly th read ing  their way th rough  the body o f the 
m arch directly back to T h e  C larence. Two bars o f ‘Rule B ritannia’ in, the AFA 
stew ards bringing up the rear suddenly appear on their left. E m erging from  the 
m arch I shouted , ‘G am e O n!’ and  attacked the fascist nearest to  m e. O ur people 
w ent straight into them . H it by a p incer m ovem ent, w ith the m arch directly in front 
and a narrow  pub doo r beh ind , they never stood a chance.”

As som e fled pulling the door shu t beh ind  them , thus locking the less fortunate 
outside, others fled through the pub  in to  the car park  w ith m ilitants in ho t pursuit. 
T h e  initial encounter, though thunderous, w ith p u b  w indow s being sm ashed from  
the inside, had taken less than  h a lf a m inute. T h en  the o rder was given to disengage 
and  move off in anticipation  o f  police intervening. B ut, unbelievably, as the police 
and  the m arch con tinued  as if no th ing  had  happened , so it was decided to  attack 
again through a rear door. In  w hat m ust have been  slightly surreal and terrifying 
experience for the B N P  inside, the AFA offensive was accom panied by the rousing 
m usic o f a R epublican flute band  w hich had  stopped  outside as the m ain body o f 
the m arch continued!

W ith AFA again dispersed in to  sm aller groups, there were fu rther clashes along 
O xford Road. W ith police reinforcem ents deployed from  the m atches, AFA 
re tu rned  to the m ore fam iliar gam e o f cat and  m ouse. O ne B N P outfit was still 
trailing the m arch. As a R epublican bandsm an  p u t it, “ It was sim ply a case of 
looking at my w atch and thinking -  any second now.” To his delight, the  B N P  were 
then  am bushed  from  a side street by the th ird  AFA scouting party.

Jon: “By now  fascists were sham elessly identifying their assailants to  the police. 
O ne in particu lar was po inting  m e out to  the senior officer w ho had just arrived to  
take charge o f the m ess and  I only evaded cap ture , even w ith a change o f jacket and 
cap, by ducking in to  the body o f  the m arch. As we en tered  from  the H ulm e side, I 
had  rejoined the rest o f  the AFA group  in a pub  near O xford R oad Station. 
Im m ediately I noticed  two m ore join ou r num ber. W hen it was po in ted  ou t they 
were Special B ranch, it was necessary for m e to  vanish again.”

As the m arch arrived at A lbert Square to be addressed by Sinn F e in ’s M artin  
M cG uinness, fascists again sought to  infiltrate the crow d. O ne proudly  announced
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he was there “ to get into the R eds” and p roduced  a St G eorge’s flag. A photo  of 
him  d raped  in the flag, b u t lying senseless, was later described by the Manchester 
Evening News as “ chilling” (17 th  A pril 1995). F rom  his b ird ’s eye view, 
M cG uinness could see police moving in on the suspects. “Som eone should  tell 
those boys they’re going to be lifted,” he said.

C om m enting  on the day’s events, the Loyalist m agazine. New Ulster Defender, an 
organ o f the param ilitary U lster D efence Association, described the activities o f 
“ R ed A ction” as m ost “sinister” . F or them  there was am usem ent tha t “ an  Irish pub , 
(yes, an Irish p u b )” had been wrecked in an attack by w hat it described as “local 
M anchester C ity fans believed to be anti-IR A .” L ater that evening the landlord  of 
T h e  C larence was interviewed on M anchester radio, where he claim ed over 
£ 1 0 ,0 0 0  w orth  o f dam age had been inflicted during  the fracas.

Jon: “T h e  pub  was a m ess, though m uch o f the dam age was incurred  from  ‘inside 
ou t,’ so to  speak. I still felt bad, though , as I had been drinking there m yself every 
Sunday for years -  it was actually my local!”

Two m onths later, on 28th  April, it was the tu rn  o f the B N P in the M idlands to 
suffer u tte r  hum iliation at AFA hands. By this tim e K irkby in Ashfield was regarded 
as the last stronghold o f the B N P in the East M idlands. A mass leafting/canvassing 
was in tended  to  consolidate B N P support on the C oxm ore E state there. Sensing 
overall victory, the m ilitants were determ ined  to crush the life ou t o f any attem pted  
B N P resurgence. O n sight o f an 80-strong AFA stewards group, B N P  scouts 
situated  in the local H igh S treet simply fled, leading AFA directly to  the m ain body 
o f the BNP. It was later suspected this may have been a police ploy for, on tu rn ing  
a co rner, a substantially larger force o f police im m ediately confron ted  AFA, som e 
m oun ted , others w ith dogs. A brief stand-off ensued. T h en , w ithout any a ttem p t at 
negotiation , the anti-fascists were sum m arily ordered  to  disperse. Before an 
appropriate response could be considered, police charged w ith batons draw n. A 
n u m b er w ent dow n, w ith one lad from N ottingham  being set upon by a police dog, 
and  eventually left w ith a leg broken in five places.

By now, thoroughly alarm ed by the consequences for them selves o f a vengeful 
AFA breaking through, the w atching B N P simply abandoned their position , in full 
view o f the w atching residents they had been hoping to  impress. U n d er heavy police 
escort, AFA was then  forced to  the very edge o f the estate. News tha t the B N P were 
leafleting the H igh Street led to  yet ano ther determ ined  a ttem pt by AFA to break 
ou t, w hich in tu rn , sparked ano ther ba ton  charge and fiorther injuries. W hen the 
furore subsided, the anti-fascists were corralled in the m iddle o f  the road, totally 
blocking the thoroughfare for an hour.

D am ian: “Even allowing for the police providing security, the B N P were visibly 
twitchy and seem ed eager to get shot o f the leaflets and just get away. O nce they left 
the H igh S treet there were no sightings o f them  for the rest o f the day.”
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A fu rther indication o f tlie increasing m ilitan t self-belief cam e within days, when 
a B N P candidate  was attacked in his hom e. F or som e weeks p rio r to  the local 
council elections, AFA team s, w ho had been ou t leafleting in the K ingstanding area 
o f  B irm ingham , were inform ed by a num ber o f sym pathisers o f the relatively high 
profile local B N P candidate  Keitli A xon had  begun to  adopt, w hich in tu rn  caused 
those w ho shared his views to becom e ever bolder. A t 1 1.20pm  on the night o f the 
coun t, according to the Birmingham Evening M ail, “ a gang arm ed  w ith a knuckle 
duster and ham m er handle  b u rs t in to  A xon’s hom e.” A colleague w ith him  “who 
was struck  w ith the ham m er handle  suffered a one-and-a-half inch cu t to his 
forehead.” T h e  attackers also “caused extensive dam age to the flat.” Both m en were 
believed to  be have been hospitalised. A police spokesm an said: “We will be looking 
to see if the attack was politically m otivated” {Birmingham Evening M ail, 5 th  M ay 
1995).

A few m onths earlier, D evon police were also left w ondering if a sim ilar attack  on 
a high profile right-w inger was also “politically m otivated” . T h e  victim  on this 
occasion was a 34-year old N F  veteran and Loyalist sym pathiser, M ark  Cotterill,* 
w ho had  m ade headlines in national new spapers the previous year w hen it was 
revealed he had  been accepted  as a m em ber o f Torbay Conservatives. In 1992 he 
had urged F ar R ight activists to adop t an entry ist strategy w ithin the Tory Party. 
A ccording to  a new spaper for the region, “T h e  inciden t happened  shortly before 
7pm , w hen two m en forced their way into M r C o tterill’s hom e in St Jam es Road, 
Torquay, and attacked him  w ith an iron bar and  a knife. H e was rushed  to  Torbay 
H ospital w ith severe head injuries, and a police spokesm an said he w ould be in 
hospital for a considerable tim e.” Two local AFA m em bers were charged with 
unlawful w ounding.

If there was any confusion am ong police as to  w ho m ight have been beh ind  the 
attacks, the B N P leadership w ould never have been in any doub t. A nd even though 
relatively m inor incidents in them selves, ‘hom e visits’ were an indication  o f a 
grow ing confidence am ongst the enemy. W hen, no t long after, R ichard E dm unds 
was m ugged in the street and  his personal diary contain ing  nam es and  addresses o f 
key B N P  m em bers was taken , persona l security  w ould  likely have been  
considerably stepped up across the coun try  as a result. F or B N P  m odern isers like 
L ecom ber and , to  a lesser degree, G riffin, there m ust have been a qu ie t satisfaction 
in the m isfortune o f o thers, as it bore  ou t their prophecy that activity in the physical 
sphere was “no use”, and had  becom e a political dead-end .

F rom  E dinburgh and G lasgow as well, the tone o f reports em erging from  early ’94 
to late ’95 very m uch conveyed a sense o f  anti-fascists m opping  up. In tru th , the
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B N P  in Scotland had never properly recovered from  the catastrophe o f the Tyndall 
visit and  the prospects o f a physical force revival were no t helped w hen som e 
leading football casuals from  both  E dinburgh and Glasgow threw  in their lot w ith 
the m ilitants. TTiis ra ther unusual alliance had  a lot to do w ith the particu lar 
circum stances in Scotland w here, largely as a result o f R ed A ction influence, anti- 
fascist/R epublican and BN P/Loyalist battle lines were cem ented. A G lasgow  C eltic 
football fanzine w ith w hich RA was connected  and w hich was no torious in m edia 
circles for its suppo rt for the IRA regularly sold 5,000 copies outside the g round. 
In  it, opposition to  fascism was m ade synonym ous w ith support for republicanism . 
All o f  this added  to the pressure the B N P leadership and m em bers were already 
under.

“A nti-fascist influence also extended to links with H ibs casuals w ho, in their own 
inim itable way, sm ashed up T he  Trees pub, favourite drinking den o f the B N P  and 
H earts casuals. As a result o f this incident, the brew ery sacked the m anagem ent o f 
the pub  and  the bar staff who had been exhibiting sym pathy for the fascists. H ibs 
football fans also stum bled upon  a B N P leadership m eeting in Glasgow, as they 
passed th rough  the city on their way back to Edinburgh after a H ibs m atch against 
M otherw ell. T h e  B N P contingent included Steve C artw right, Scott M cL ean  and  
W arren B ennett (all leading organisers in Scotland), as well as visitors from 
L ondon. T hey  were im m ediately set upon and ended up barricading them selves in 
the p u b ’s kitchen before being given a police escort to safety. T h e  sam e group  o f 
football supporters were involved in clashes with fascist skins and  casuals at the 
M adness concert in Livingstone in January. Initial reports in the press claim ed that 
the violence was indiscrim inate; however, eyewimesses claim tha t several g roups of 
casuals and  skinheads had united  u nder the B N P ’s leadership in o rder to  cause as 
m uch  d isrup tion  to the gig as possible and to take on the H ibs casuals. A source 
close to the action tells us that all hell let loose at the gig w ith the H ibs boys com ing 
ou t well on to p ” {Red Action, issue 65).

T h is  tilting o f the balance seem ed to  force the authorities, w hich w ould have had  
no reason to  look kindly on the new alliance, into som e ra ther unconventional 
m anoeuvres. In June 1995, w hen AFA mobilised to confront B N P  and Loyalist 
counter-dem onstrators assem bling to  attack  the Jam es C onnolly m arch, “one group 
(H ibs C asuals) were surrounded  early in the m orning as they left a flat” w hich 
caused the H ibs’ intervention to  be “effectively neutralised” . H ouse arrest is 
ano ther nam e for it. L ater in the day there was, if anything, an even m ore bizarre 
encoun ter w hen an AFA contingent was “ attacked by at least a dozen casually 
dressed young m en -  som e o f them  sporting skinheads -  as they m ade their way to 
the m arch. By the casual nature  o f their dress and  their aggressive a ttitude it was 
assum ed th a t they m ust be fascists. T h e  an ti-fascists, therefore, defended  
them selves against the attack. It was only when the tables were tu rn ed  on the
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attackers that they apparently  decided to ‘break cover’ and  identify them selves as 
police officers. A ccording to the press reports, four police officers were hospitalised 
as a result o f this incident. T h e  ten anti-fascists arrested  and  detained  for the rest 
o f the w eekend at S t L eo n ard ’s police station , were all subsequently  charged under 
the C rim inal Justice and Public O rder Act. A m ong the charges were ‘police assault’ 
and  ‘resisting arrest’” {Red Action, issue 72).

Red Action  drew  som e obvious conclusions: “ It is obvious w hich side the forces of 
law and  order are on. Indeed , on past evidence o f  the JC S m arch and  events, the 
police have never been neu tral. Instead they have taken a pro-active role, harassing 
individual organisers and  those publicans w ho are still p repared to  provide them  
w ith venues for m eetings ... [T ]he attem pts to  crim inalise AFA are nothing new. It 
appears that the police in Scotland are now  catching up w ith (their) English 
coun terparts .”

Police partisanship  notw ithstanding , the steady upping  o f the ante by the m ilitants 
across Britain left those B N P regions n o t yet entirely sold on the idea o f an 
exclusively political ‘kam pf’ feeling increasingly isolated. U nsurprisingly, by the end 
o f 1995, one by one they began to fall in line w ith the L ondon  directive. It would 
be w rong to  pretend  that m ilitants in Scotland had  it all their own way. O ne AFA 
m em ber from E dinburgh was stabbed  w hen passing a pu b  full o f  Rangers casuals, 
sim ply because his colleague, also an AFA m em ber, was black. O ne o f the nearest

Bloodied and bowed, a right-winger at the Bloody Sunday Commemoration in 
Manchester on 28th January 1996.



times AFA nationally cam e to suffering a fatality, happened  w hen a G lasgow  AFA 
m em ber, D ., was viciously beaten after being set upon by a gang o f B N P supporters 
as he left the pub. N o t realising how seriously injured he was, he m ade his way 
hom e, before collapsing. H is m other was woken by the sounds o f  him  drow ning in 
his own blood. A few m onths later, after return ing  to the AFA ranks, he was again 
am bushed. T his tim e his skull was fractured. A m etal plate was inserted  to  repair 
the dam age. Wary of boosting opposition m orale, AFA never m ade anything o f the 
incidents at the time.
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A dding to this overall sense o f a need  for a re-evaluation o f strategy and  tactics had 
been  the loss o f D erek B eackon’s seat to  L abour in the m unicipal elections in M ay 
1994. B ut while the L abou r victory saw the A N L  popping cham pagne corks outside 
the count, in w ider term s it was far from  being so clear-cut. Firstly, despite, o r as 
som e saw it, because of, the A N L  cam paign, the B N P vote leapt by over 30% ; and 
secondly, while this un ited  front saw the L ab o u r Party  re tu rned  to  pow er, it was the 
L abou r Party  w hose often palpable con tem pt for the working class they claim ed to 
represen t, had  laid the g round  for the fascist b reak through  in the first place.

B ut w hat concen tra ted  m ilitants’ m inds m ore than  anything was the fact that, 
despite the vast scale o f the operation  to unseat the BNP, w hite working class voters 
on the Isle o f D ogs had not been  convinced by the anti-fascist argum ents, w ith even 
the vicar o f C hrist C hu rch  on the Island com m enting  tha t the A N L ’s tactics had 
been “extrem ely destructive” . F or according to the vicar, “ like the BNP, they 
b rough t in large num bers o f people from  outside this w ell-boundaried  and insular 
com m unity  to canvass door to door. O n w eekends near to  the M ay elections there 
were runn ing  battles betw een rival groups. Islanders ha ted  it, and  the A N L  got the 
reputation  o f being worse than  the BNP, w ho had  done their best th roughou t to 
seem  respectable and to appear as a party  o f law and order.”

Predictably, Copsey sees these com m ents as in teresting , “no t least because they 
reinforce the claim  tha t confrontational anti-fascism  can backfire and  alienate an ti
fascists from  the w ider com m unity.” H owever, apart from  the vicar, there is little 
else to  support the notion  o f  ‘ru nn ing  battles’. It is far m ore likely that the 
undeniable hostility the A N L  provoked am ong locals was dow n to their hab it o f 
dism issing genuine concerns in regard to housing allocation as ‘irra tional’. A nd for 
a tough working class com m unity  their striden t dem and  for the B N P to be 
‘sm ashed’, w ithout e ither the capability o r in ten tion  o f doing so w ould have been 
equally irksome.

Back in S eptem ber 1993, w hen D erek Beackon won the council seat o f Millwall 
w ith alm ost 1,500 votes, the priority  for the entire Left becam e the unseating  o f the 
BNP, w ithout ever grasping the significance o f the fascists’ victory, m uch  less the 
reasons behind it. In  1992 w hen the B N P secured 20%  o f the vote there , it was a 
heavy h in t som ething had  gone awry. B ut noth ing was done. Instead  the fascists 
con tinued  to  m ake headway. For instance, there was noticeable anger at the massive 
investm ent being poured  into the Is land’s business in frastructure  w ithout any



working class inpu t o r consultation. It was a ready-m ade opportun ity  to  pro ject 
‘/iscening nationalism ’ as the com m on sense alternative, w hich is w hat happened . 
As the local vicar adm itted , “M any people talked about the vote for the B N P  being 
a p ro test vote. People felt their needs were ignored. H ousing was the m ain issue. It 
could just as easily have been schools.” His analysis again points to  a reality Red 
A ction never tired o f spelling out: “T he  rise o f the Far R ight across E urope is no t 
the cause o f the L eft’s failure bu t the consequence o f it.” T h rough  m ilitant eyes, this 
initial failing was merely com pounded  w hen ‘anti-nazism ’ lined up  beh ind  the 
political status quo. As a result, w hen a rum our circulated tha t M ilitant, w ho were 
active on the Isle o f D ogs, m ight be standing against the B N P and , o f  course. 
L abour, the AFA leadership were m ore than  interested.

Terry: “T h e  advantage to  us o f supporting  and  being identified w ith candidates in 
w hatever capacity m eant we w ould legitimately have had a reason to  be on  the 
Island. A nd from  a M ilitant po in t o f view, only we could supply the type o f  m uscle 
needed to  p ro tect their canvassers. Anyway, for one reason or ano ther. M ilitant 
bottled  it. It was a fateful decision as to how m ilitant anti-fascism  w ould develop 
politically from  there on.”

Post-M ay  1994, w ith the A N L  and  S earch ligh t ce leb ra ting  th e  L ab o u r 
accom plishm ent, leading L ondon m ilitants envisioned the im plicit th rea t in the 
new  B N P strategy and began to consider the need for som e form  o f  political 
response o f their own. Officially, however, while the war on the streets outside 
L ondon  still raged, such considerations stayed on the back burner. O f forem ost 
im portance was the unity  o f the organisation, and the concentration  on the ‘single 
issue’. D ue to  the wildly diverse political com position o f AFA, even m inor 
tam pering  could fatally b lun t the m uch-prized  cutting  edge. T h a t said, in the 
absence o f any organisation moving into these areas to challenge the B N P 
politically, L ondon  m ade it clear that m ilitant anti-fascism  w ould need  to adjust by 
confronting  fascism ‘ideologically’. T h e  largely forgotten undertak ing  from  the 
founding sta tem ent w ould need to be dusted  dow n, if fairly basic anti-fascist 
objectives were to be fulfilled. To that end L ondon AFA began to  prepare the 
g round  by launching a hard-h itting  public attack on constitu tional anti-fascism  and 
the lim itations o f single-issue anti-fascism  per se.

“T h e  L eft’s sense o f trium phalism  after the recent elections is no t only m isplaced, 
it is perverse. It is also predictable. W hen the B N P first received 20%  o f the vote in 
O ctober ’92 it was, the A N L  insisted, entirely due ‘to a low tu rn  o u t’. T h e ir 
subsequent victory only m onths later, was p u t dow n to ‘special conditions’ on the 
Isle o f Dogs.

“O n M ay 5th this year the tu rn  ou t was 70% , m ore than  might be expected for a 
general election, and  B eackon’s vote w ent up by 560, an increase o f 30%  -  so m uch 
for the ‘low tu rn  o u t’ theory. N ow  we are told that the L abour victory on the Isle
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o f D ogs m eans that the A N L  ‘has tu rn ed  the tide.’ O nce again reality says 
otherwise. In the St Jam es’ w ard o f B ethnal G reen  the B N P candidate  polled 653, 
a 700%  increase on  the last election. In  nearby St P eter’s w ard they got 889 to 
L abou r’s 2 ,000. In the borough o f N ew ham  two B N P candidates collectively polled 
906, the equivalent o f 80%  o f the total L abour vote. So m uch  for the theory o f 
‘special conditions’ peddled  by sections o f  the m edia and  the Left.

“P rio r to B eackon’s election Socialist Worker had  boasted , ‘T h e  nazis are on the run  
... the A N L  have done a brilliant job.’ T h e  B N P vote w ent up again this tim e by 
800. Later, this B N P victory was described as a ‘b lip ’. Som e m onths p rio r to the 
launch o f the A N L  in 1992, its SW P sponsors had dism issed the F ar R ight ‘as no 
m ore than  a hard  core o f extrem ely isolated fanatics.’ Today, little m ore than  two 
years later, 10,000 votes for the B N P across L ondon is being described by the A N L  
as ‘tu rn ing  the tid e’. U npalatab le  though it may be for som e, the tru th  is that 
suppo rt for the F ar Right is grow ing steadily and  there is little the m iddle class Left 
can do about it. T h ere  have been  too  m any lies, and  as a result the working class is 
largely im m une to their p ropaganda. In  m any areas their tactics sim ply m ake them  
an irrelevance, in o ther areas the only im pact is to  undo  good w ork previously done 
by others. T h e ir  politics have little resonance in w orking class areas and the SW P 
knows it, otherwise, instead o f being m ere cheerleaders for L abour, they w ould 
stand  candidates them selves.

“As a result o f the A N L/Y R E (‘If  you d o n ’t w ant a fascist for a neighbour, vote 
L abou r’) strategy, the B N P is now  nationally regarded as the radical, and  only, 
alternative to  the establishm ent parties. T h e  A N L  cam paign has m ade a difference: 
it has increased the L abour vote, bu t crucially not at the expense o f the BNP. T he  
politics o f  the A N L  is the politics o f the SW P, and  the politics o f the SW P is still 
the shrill ‘60s cam pus style p rotest: slogans, placards, and  dem onstrations. In 
sim ple term s, the SW P/A N L  com bination  has been proved a failure; despite 
endless m edia p rom otion  and  seem ingly unlim ited  resources it has no t even curbed 
the influence o f the BNP.

“T h e  B N P can be stopped , and  on m any occasions up and dow n the coun try  AFA 
has physically stopped  them . H owever, we are no t b lind  to  the fact th a t the fight is 
ideological and  accept tha t the re-em ergence o f su p p o rt for the F ar R ight is a 
sym ptom  o f a deeper m alaise. We do no t see it as o u r job to  cam paign for Labour. 
It is no t A FA ’s role to argue tha t change is no t needed. T h e  function  o f anti-fascism  
is no t to  see the electoral th reat from  the F ar R ight beaten  back so that, as happened  
betw een 1982-92 , L abou r and  the m iddle class Left can tu rn  their backs on bo th  
the social causes and  their own collaboration in the political betrayals that gave rise 
to  the N F  and the B N P in the first place.

“T h e  am bition  o f m ilitant anti-fascism  is no t simply to  see the Far R ight defeated 
and  rem oved from  working class areas; the u ltim ate solution is to see them  replaced
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there. T h e  B N P ’s attack on L abour is from  the R ight and  is racist, u ltra
conservative and anti-w orking class. O ur p rim ary  role is to  guaran tee tha t a 
successful challenge to L abour com es only from the L eft” (AFA leaflet, 1994).

Som etim e later w hen it was publicly acknow ledged that AFA could n o t now  hope 
to  stop the B N P entering  the political m ainstream , this m ilitan t guaran tee w ould be 
revised. R ather than fight to  ensure ‘a successful challenge to L abou r com es only 
from  the L eft’, the task, as m ilitants now saw it, was to  ‘ensure a successful 
challenge does no t com e only from the R ight’.
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From  the early 1990s AFA had been w orking to  the principle th a t it was involved 
in ‘a th ree-cornered  fight’ involving the radical R ight and  the state, b u t a 
conservative Left n o t quite enemy, no t quite friend, providing ano ther com ponent. 
T he  dam age, from a m ilitant perspective, tha t the A N L  had  inflicted on an ti
fascism has already been detailed. A nd while AFA had  m ade scath ing  criticism s o f 
the A N L/A R A A 'R E, etc., in Fighting Talk, the A N L  as an organisation, its 
initiatives, and m ost o f all its m em bers were largely ignored. B ut in 1994 w hen the 
A N L  began to  claim  responsibility in their propaganda for high-profile AFA 
victories, such as W aterloo, it was high tim e for AFA to set the record  straight. But 
there was m ore at stake than  reputation . Publicity-w ise, and  in term s o f trade union 
branch  sponsorship and  fundraising generally, it was adm itted  the A N L  were 
cleaning up. Equally, in term s o f  benefits and  gigs, the A N L  were proving 
effortlessly superior. Tactically this was no t a situation  AFA could  alter by stepping 
up the fight against the F ar Right. M oreover, A N L  propaganda was increasingly 
judged pro-state; m ore an ti-extrem ist than  strictly anti-fascist. All in all, the 
enduring  quarrel w ith the A N L  was no t sim ply abou t due recognition, for, as far as 
m ilitants were concerned , the very soul o f anti-fascism  was at stake.

“T h e  A N L  are no t ou r enem ies bu t they are political opponents. R ather than 
ignore them , as has been our practice, it is tim e they were treated  as such: the A N L  
needs to be exposed to  the A N L .T h e  anti-fascist struggle isn’t only the fight against 
fascism  bu t also involves the fight FO R  anti-fascism .”

In the sam e in ternal docum ent, the advantages o f highlighting the systemic 
failures in the A N L  to a specifically A N L  audience were outlined . “T h e  A N L  has 
failed. T hey  have exhausted their entire reperto ire  from  the ’70s -  m arches, 
carnivals, etc. -  and the fascists are still com ing. T h e ir  m em bersh ip  is ba ttered , 
baffled and dem oralised. If we can estim ate tha t we hear o f 50%  o f the attacks, then  
the A N L /SW P are being tu rn ed  over on  an average o f once a week som ew here in 
the country. T h e  only strategy available to the leadership is to  conceal it ft-om the 
m em bersh ip  in an effort to  avoid m ass hysteria w ithin the ranks. T h e ir  passive 
com pliance brings the w hole anti-fascist m ovem ent into disrepute.

“T h e  m edia profile and expensive cam paigns and m ega-m arches are designed 
only w ith  the in ten tion  o f creating an anti-fascist franchise. To create the im pression 
tha t anti-fascism  and the A NIV SW P are synonym ous and  tha t everything and 
everybody else is im itative, second rate and counterfeit. We know from  the



experience o f the last two years that the A N L  cam paign against the BNP, though 
public, does noth ing  to dam age fascism. T h e ir anti-fascism  is seen to be ineffective. 
In too many areas the unleashing of the A N L  provokes sym pathy for the B N P in 
direct p roportion  to the efforts o f the ANL. T h is antipathy is based directly  on class 
hatred . T h e  m ore striden t the cam paign, the m ore working class alienation, the 
m ore dam age to  the cause o f anti-fascism . Because the A N L  is seen to be the 
proto type, everybody is tarred  w ith the sam e brush. T h e  L eft and  the m edia accept 
this analysis and regard AFA’s tactics as excessive, the strategy as deviant and 
counter-productive. U p to now only the F ar Right and the police have a m ore 
sophisticated insight. Both they and AFA supporters know that the reverse is the 
case. T h e  A N L  are deviant because you are only properly anti-fascist if you are, 
from  the outset, determ ined  to  be effective.”

U n d er the title ‘D o n ’t Believe T h e  H ype’, the m ilitan ts’ blistering  expose o f the 
A N L  record  was d istribu ted  outside a huge A N L  C arnival in B rix ton, to  the 
chagrin  o f the SW P leadership, and later at the SW P annual get together, M arxism  
1994. At Brockwell Park, A N L  stew ards in bibs unw isely a ttem p ted  to  screen  ou t 
AFA leafleters from  C arnival-goers by physically stand ing  in front o f them . W ithin  
seconds o f  the entirely  p red ictab le  fracas erup ting , the tactic  was hastily 
abandoned  by a now seriously p lacatory  SWP. O ne SW P full-tim er found  herse lf 
in the awkward position of desperately p leading w ith police no t to  arrest an AFA 
m em ber w ho they, the police, believed had th reatened  her and  an o th e r SW P 
m em ber, and  w ho now threatened  them . “ It was all my fau lt,” she repeatedly  
p leaded. Safe to  say, had the AFA m em ber no t been black and  the A N L  carnival 
been  som ew here o ther than  B rixton, such a public display o f solidarity  w ould  no t 
have been  forthcom ing.

G enerally, the AFA allegations m ade uncom fortable reading for A N L  supporters. 
F or instance, o f the th irteen  victories the A N L  listed in their full co lour ‘C arnival 
against the nazis’ program m e, all bu t one were either im aginary o r dow n to efforts 
o f o ther groups, according to AFA forensics:

“ Folkestone 17/09/92 -  T h e  counter-dem o was organised by K en t AFA and 
supported  by M ilitant and L ondon AFA and the ANL. M ilitan t and AFA were the 
only groups involved in confrontations on the day. B econtree 15/01/94 -  G ig 
cancelled by police after dem onstration . C onfrontations on the day involved only 
YRE and  AFA. AFA attacked 150 C 18 and  Blood & H onour skins in T h e  Little 
D river in Bow. T here  were also clashes involving AFA later in the evening at 
W aterloo. T h e  Battle o f W aterloo 12/09/92 -  AFA ’s m ost fam ous victory. 15,000 
leaflets were d istributed  the week before at a rain soaked U nity  Carnival. Two days 
before the event an AFA press release predicted  ‘m axim um  disrup tion  ... it will be 
done peacefiilly if we are allowed, bu t we are undaun ted  by the prospect o f physical
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confrontation  and  in the end  it may be like the B atde o f W ate rloo ...’ A t one stage 
five central L ondon  stations including C haring  C ross and  W aterloo were closed 
‘due to  rio ts’. T here  were 44 arrests. T h e  A N L ?T he  A N L  held a m arch in T h o rn to n  
H eath  in South  L ondon. T h e  E uropean Aryan Festival D erby -  Festival closed by 
the council, beer confiscated by police. C am den  30/04/94 -  A 40-strong  w edding 
reception  featuring fascist band  N o  Rem orse. T h e  A N L , having been on ano ther 
wild goose chase (on this occasion they had  m obilised to  stop ano ther B lood & 
H onour gig in B rixton, no less!), s tum bled  upon  the event w hen an SW P m em ber 
w ent to the pub  for a drink. Police were called and the publican closed the pub  -  
locking the fascists in!

“Against the B N P -  the A N L  claim  they’ve stopped  rallies in B edsw orth, Angel 
tube, Stoke on T ren t, Bloxwich, a B N P m arch in central L ondon  and the B N P 
paper sale in Brick Lane. B edsw orth -Y R E  counter-dem o. A N L  present. N o  B N P 
sighted. Angel tube -  A N L  counter-dem o, supported  by RCP, e tc., prevented a 
small group o f fascists exiting from station. B N P rallied at O ld S treet instead. Stoke 
on T ren t -  A N L  dem o against the N F. N o  fascists sighted. Bloxwich -  B N P 
stronghold; no t even AFA has d isrup ted  fascist activities there. B N P  m arch -  
despite 2 ,000 A N L  in vicinity o f V ictoria sta tion , 300 B N P assem bled on the 
concourse and m arched  to Pim lico w here a rally was held. T hey  then dispersed 
w ithout incident. Brick L ane -  it is com m on knowledge tha t it was the YRE rather 
than  the A N L  w ho did the business at Brick L ane.”

T h is  un ex p ec ted  A FA  p ro p ag an d a  offensive, de libera te ly  ta rge ting  A N L  
supporters , together w ith the boiling dow n o f the carefully nu rtu red  bu t largely 
bogus A N L  CV, h it hom e. In  the 1994 Pre-C onference B ulletin, under the title 
‘Fighting R acism ’ the SW P C entral C om m ittee launched a counter-offensive:

“ In the past w henever the nazis a ttem pts to  build  a m ass base have fallen apart, 
they have tu rned  to  terrorist tactics in o rder to  consolidate their core cadre of thugs. 
So in the late 1970s after the A N L  devastated the N F , they tu rn ed  to vicious attacks 
on black people and  w hite anti-racists -  w ith attacks on sellers in places like C hapel 
M arket in Islington, and  Leeds. T h e  firebom bing o f  the hom e o f o u r organiser in 
N ew castle, the driving o f a bu rn ing  car (contain ing a m urdered  Asian w om an in the 
boot) into the w indow  o f our bookshop in B irm ingham . T h ere  are signs o f a sim ilar 
tu rn  to  vicious thuggery now. In the L eeds/B radford area there have been  a spate 
o f  attacks on the hom es and  cars o f ou r com rades, plus an increase in race attacks 
on blacks and  Asians.

“ It is very im portan t we know how to react to such attacks. We canno t simply ignore 
them .T o  do so w ould be to allow the nazi thugs to gain increasing confidence, while 
creating  a clim ate in w hich m any socialist and black activists felt in tim idated  from
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resisting racism . N o r can we deal effectively w ith them  by small g roups o f ou r 
supporters getting involved in physical fights w ith small g roups o f  theirs. In  the late 
’70s and  early ’80s som e m em bers o f the A N L  and the SW P m ade the m istake of 
following such a strategy. Small squads o f them  w ould cruise the streets in cars 
looking for individual nazis or w ould try  to attack nazis in their hom es o r pubs. T h e  
results o f such an approach were disastrous. T h is ‘squadism ’ fragm ented the anti- 
nazi forces, creating the im pression that you had  to have param ilitary train ing and 
operate in an underground  m anner to resist the nazis, and narrow ing right down 
the num bers involved in anti-nazi activity. At the sam e tim e they created the 
im pression am ong w ider num bers o f working class people that the fight was simply 
betw een two rival gangs, one from the Right and one fi-om the Left. T h is  isolated 
us as m uch as the nazis and it provided the police w ith an excuse to clam p dow n 
on us m ore than on them . T h e  end  result was often the abandonm ent o f o u r street 
sales and the setting back o f socialist organisation in the area for a n u m b er o f years. 
In the end , those who followed these tactics broke w ith the SW P and  the A N L  to 
form  groups like AFA and  Red A ction, who abstain from any socialist activity while 
engaging in a m ore or less purely clandestine opposition to  the nazis. It is no t an 
experience supporters o f the A N L  or the SW P anywhere w ant to  repeat.”

Read in purely political term s it was an unrem arkable docum ent, for the m ost a 
reiteration  o f ANIVSW P custom  and practice. However, the rationalisation for 
sticking to the line is nonetheless breathtakingly dishonest in term s o f propaganda 
and  unerringly flawed in term s o f projection. F rom  a purely analytical po in t o f view, 
it seem ed to be prom ising a ‘re tu rn  to  thuggery’ by the B N P at tim e w hen British 
fascism , u nder SW P noses, had  just undergone a 180-degree tu rn  in  term s of 
strategy. O n the propaganda front, the citing o f the intervention by the squadists at 
C hapel M arket as ‘d isastrous’ is equally risible, especially as the squadists’ 
involvement cam e about directly as a result o f the SW P C entral C om m ittee  
ordering  the local b ranch to su rrender the patch  to  the NF.

Just as clum sy was the depiction of m ilitant anti-fascism  as purely ‘c landestine’ 
w hen, in organising three consecutive U nity  Carnivals betw een 1991-93 , the 
m ilitants had mobilised approxim ately 25,000 people through these events alone. 
R epeated m arches on R em em brance Day drew  in a fu rther and  arguably different 
layer. All to ld , AFA m obilisations from  1985 onw ards b rough t possibly as m any as 
40 ,000 people onto the streets. T h is, at a tim e, rem em ber, w hen the sam e SW P 
leadership, along w ith m uch o f the Left, was insistent neither fascist violence nor 
race attacks were issues w orth bothering  about. A nd formally this rem ained very 
m uch  the line right up until a m ilitant show of strength  in Bethnal G reen on 
R em em brance Day, N ovem ber 1991. Two m onths later the sam e leadership 
approved the re-launch of the ANL.
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Obviously it was hoped the existence o f  the A N L  w ould either co-opt or nullify the 
m ilitants. Instead, to  their dismay, AFA was the standard  against which the A N L  was 
instantly judged. As galling, SW P leadership p ronouncem ents were openly m ocked 
by everyone from Class W ar to Searchlight. U nder these conditions it was inevitable 
that anti-A FA  propaganda w ould grow increasingly shrill. Sure enough within a 
m atter o f m onths, AFA slipped from  being depicted as ‘clandestine and param ilitary’ 
b u t probably genuinely m otivated, to “ these people” who, because o f their cloak and 
dagger existence, have becom e dangerously “depoliticised and  som etim es anti- 
working class” Qulie W aterston,* Socialist Worker, 19th N ovem ber 1994).

C entral C om m ittee  m em ber, C hris B am bery, took the dem onisation  a stage 
fiarther w hen, in a ro u n d ab o u t way, he drew  a m oral and  political equivalence 
betw een the ‘working class param ilitaries’ on bo th  sides. U sing the failures o f the 
G erm an  C om m unist Party (K PD ) in the 1930s as a backdrop, he attacked the 
supposed propensity  am ong the K P D  rank and  file for the use o f ‘individual te rro r’, 
w hich according to  B am bery served to  reduce the struggle “no t just simply to the 
m inority  o f w orkers g rouped around  the C om m unist Party bu t to the young 
‘h ard m en ’. T here  were constan t problem s w ith these ‘squad ists’ w ho glorified a 
‘laddish’ lifestyle. T h ere  were reports o f bullying w ithin the ‘R PB ’ [Red F ron t 
F ighters League]. In one instance, R osenhaft describes RFB fighters inviting SA 
m en into their tavern to join them  for beers at C hristm as tim e. Som e ‘squadists’ 
even w ent over to the SA w hen the K P D  tried  to modify its line” {International 
Socialism, au tum n  1993). N aturally  it w ould no t have served B am bery’s purpose if 
he had explained that the invitation to the SA was likely to have been a ruse all 
along and  that it resulted in a beer glass brawl du ring  w hich one o f the SA was 
fatally stabbed. So he om itted  it.

G iven the em ploym ent o f the ‘ladd ish’ analogy, there was little d oub t as to either 
the target o r the reasoning beh ind  the parable: m ilitan t nationalism  and m ilitant 
anti-fascism  were historically  unprincip led , generally un tru stw orthy  and on 
occasion indistinguishable from  each other. M arxist jargon aside, such pontificating 
was hardly original. R ight-w ing revisionists such as the G erm an , E rnest N o lte , had 
draw n a sim ilar conclusion years previously. “Scum  versus S lim ebags” was T he  
Daily Star's m em orably succinct take on the clash betw een philosophies (Daily Star, 
20th  S ep tem ber 1993).

In  Socialist Reviezv in A pril 1995 there cam e the first and  only public 
acknow ledgem ent o f AFA ’s existence, albeit followed by the allegation th a t ARA

Beating the Fascists 373

* In the afterm ath of the local election in May 2004, the ANL’s main organiser, Julie 
W aterston, was apparently stood down. This followed an embarrassing outburst during an 
interview with Weekly Worker in which she appeared to suggest that “only the scum on estates 
vote BNP” {Weekly Worker, May 2005).



and AFA were flip sides o f the sam e coin. “T h e  election o f D erek Beackon p u t the 
anti-racist m ovem ent to  the test. Both AFA and ARA drew  the sam e conclusions 
from  the rise o f racism . T hey  bo th  believed that the white working class is racist and 
has no  role to play in the struggle against the nazis.” A nd, as readers were again 
rem inded , “sm all groups o f street-fighters have never defeated the nazis, as the 
exam ple o f  the 1930s and 1970s dem onstrate .”

It says everything about the uncertain ty  at the leadership level o f the SW P that it 
was felt necessary to re tu rn  to the ‘violence is futile’ argum ent, in troduced  in o rder 
to explain away SW P passivity in the face o f the N F  ‘tu rn  to te rro r’ fifteen years 
earlier. For them  to use it again in a m uch-changed situation w here it was the ‘nazis’ 
who were being ‘out-violenced’, and by the very sam e forces the SW P con tinued  to 
insist were ‘apolitical and anti-w orking class’, piled on the contradictions. “ In reality 
A FA ’s position was m ore carefully thought ou t,” as C opsey concedes. “A ccording 
to  AFA’s class-based analysis, support for fascism was said to  com e from  the 
disillusioned white working class betrayed by a m ediocre L abour Party  tha t had 
ditched  socialism. So w ithout a credible alternative, the working class had  no choice 
b u t to  tu rn  to  popu lar racism  by default: ‘In the absence o f class, race; in the 
absence o f  socialism , nationalism ’.”

In w hat way did  the AFA analysis square w ith the SW P charge o f m ilitan t an ti
fascism having ‘w ritten  off the working class’? W hen this allegation was show n to be 
redundan t, AFA were in tu rn  accused o f ‘pandering’ to the sam e w hite working 
class it had years earlier supposedly w ritten  off. A nd while it m ight well be argued 
tha t physical force alone could never hope to  defeat fascism , it is equally true  that 
m ass organisations have repeatedly failed for w ant o f  a cu tting  edge. Indeed  the 
recipe tha t saw the driving back o f fascism in Britain in the 1930s and 1970s was 
the holistic approach that by this tim e was achieving a sim ilar result in the 1990s.
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In w hatever the context the SW P charge tha t AFA had ‘given up on the white 
working class’ m ight have been m ade, it was n o t sustainable for a m om ent. O f the 
m ultitude o f anti-racist, anti-fascist initiatives launched in the 1980s and  1990s it 
was the m ilitants alone w ho took the issue o f w hite w orking class d isenchantm ent 
seriously. M ore than  that, at the very tim e the accusation was being m ade, far from 
abandoning  the w orking class, AFA was exploring ways in w hich anti-fascism  could 
be m ade to reflect con tem porary  w hite working class interests.

For instance, w hen B N P  leader John  Tyndall s tood  in an east L ondon  
parliam entary  by-election in July 1994, AFA cam paigned w ith a leaflet entitled 
Time For Change? In it, traditional nam e-calling was eschew ed. Instead there was 
the beginning o f a process to try to  re-define fascism and anti-fascism  in purely 
class term s, and , unlike the A N L , in purely m odern-day  term s. T h e  goal was to  re
package anti-fascism  as som ething m ore than  the exclusively ‘p ro-m inority ’ 
stereotype w hich, am ong o ther things, m ilitants saw as being responsible for 
w hipping up white working class suppo rt for the B N P on the Isle o f D ogs a couple 
o f m onths earlier. T h u s  B N P policy on race and im m igration  was ignored, with 
their policies on  housing and welfare spotlighted  instead.

“U n d er this C onservative governm ent, £3 2 8 ,0 0 0 ,0 0 0 , has been  raised by the sale 
o f  council houses. At the sam e tim e, subsidies to local councils for repairs and new 
housing have been system atically cu t year by year. T h is  policy has condem ned 
hundreds o f thousands o f w orking class fam ilies, black and w hite, to live in run 
dow n, o r tem porary  accom m odation .T he  B N P ’s solution? ‘P roperty  ow ners should 
be given [financial] incentives to  let ... council housing subsidies should  be 
elim inated’.

“T h e  C onservatives are d ism antling  the Welfare S tate. T h e  B N P w ould like to  see 
this process accelerate. W hile M ajor w onders abou t ‘requiring  activity in re tu rn  for 
unem ploym ent benefit,’ the B N P have no hesitation. T h e  unem ployed should  be 
m ade to w ork for their dole. ‘Social services should  no t be regarded as an absolute 
righ t -  social welfare should  be ea rn ed ’.”

By dissecting the B N P  m anifesto in this way, AFA hoped to show that, far from  
being dangerous and  thus g lam orous an ti-E stab lishm ent rebels, s tripped  dow n, the 
philosophy was fundam entally  an ‘ultra-conservative’ one. T h a tch e r’s ra ther than  
H itler’s children , if you like. W ith  Tories in Flight Jackets, the title o f  the follow up 
leaflet, here again was propaganda explicitly devised for w hite w orking class



consum ption. At the sam e tim e, from the perspective o f a single-issue organisation , 
‘anti-fascism ’ was by now being stretched as far as it w ould go. T h a t this 
p ropaganda drive was being im plem ented as early as July 1994, alm ost a full year 
before the B N P retreat from the streets w ould be widely accepted  as p erm anen t 
even by m ilitants in L ondon, does indicate that the leadership were already looking 
to Plan B. It w ould, o f course, take m any years for Plan B to  take physical form . But 
the L abour team  contesting the parliam entary by-election in Barking w ere given the 
first indication as to w ho m ilitants regarded as the real culprits. A fter an a ttem p t by 
AFA to leaflet som e estates was foiled by police in tervention , leading to a num ber 
to arrests for obstruction , the m ain group o f m ilitants re tu rned  to  the tow n centre.

A ttracting the a tten tion  o f the L abour Party candidate, M argaret H odge, she 
initially thanked them  for their support before adding smugly, “You’re no t really 
needed here , you know.” T h e  sm iling reply from a leading m ilitan t was equally 
polite b u t just as cutting: “T h is may surprise you, bu t, w e’re no t actually here to 
su ppo rt you, either.”*

In the m eantim e, it was still business as usual. W hen reports o f foreign neo-nazi 
skinheads in and around  C arnaby S treet reached the anti-fascists in D agenham  
they decided that it was an opportun ity  no t to  be wasted. Police, however, by now 
m ore used to the AFA tactic o f partial retreat before appearing again w hen 
unsuspected , decided to take no chances. U niform ed officers accom panied  them  
back into L ondon  on the train , while Tactical S upport G roup  officers followed in 
vans. D espite the m onitoring o f mobile phones o f the m ilitants, up to  50 activists 
evaded police attem pts to  in tercept them . “Two m en, believed to be F rench  tourists 
were h u rt yesterday w hen 60 skinheads ran am ok in L ondon ’s C arnaby  S treet,” the 
Independent on Sunday  reported  the following m orn ing  (5th June 1994).

T h e  so-called ‘F rench  tou rists’ were very probably the F N  (F ron t N ational) 
supporting  skinheads described in Red A ction as “needing the help o f a w heelchair 
and  stre tcher to  get to the am bulance” {Red Action, issue 69, au tum n  1994). W lien 
Searchlight, too, reported  the clashes as neo-nazi initiated, anti-fascists were m ost 
am used. “ R eports o f skinheads runn ing  rio t in C arnaby  Street in the W est E nd 
cam e as no  surprise. Shopkeepers were injured and prem ises dam aged during  
d isturbances in w hich the nazi strength was p u t at about 50” {Searchlight, issue 229, 
June 1994).
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As m uch as sections o f the Left were show n to have had  a vested in terest in denying 
the real motives for the M arch 1994 bom bshell, the B N P  leadership, in particular 
those who cham pioned the retreat from  the street, brid led  at any h in t o f m ilitant 
coercion in their reaching such a historic decision. T im e and tim e again, Tony 
L ecom ber, a B N P veteran o f tw enty years, took it upon h im self to reassure the rank 
and  file o f the correctness o f the departu re  from the old ways. A nd as he repeatedly 
m ade clear there could never be any ‘tu rn ing  back’.

In 1997, in o rder to boost the profile o f  the ‘political tendency’ w ithin the party 
o f w hich he was an integral part, L ecom ber launched  a new  full colour glossy 
theoretical m agazine called Patriot. Instantly, and  correctly, it was seen by m any as 
a rival and alternative voice to  Spearhead w hich was edited and  indeed ow ned by 
John Tyndall. A couple o f years earlier, Tyndall had pulled  a m ajor surprise him self 
by placing N F  stalw art b u t new B N P recru it, N ick  G riffin, in the Spearhead 
editorial chair. As Tyndall may have envisaged, L ecom ber and  GrifFm crossed 
swords alm ost im m ediately, o r at least appeared  to  do so. In early 1996 Griffin 
w rote, “ Building a nationalist organisation w ith the ability to take advantage o f  the 
uncertain ties o f the uncharted  econom ic, social and  political w aters ahead will, like 
the developm ents o f a new  spirit o f  the age, be a long process. It will only be slowed 
by looking for shortcu ts , by seeking instant popularity , by trim m ing policies, 
proscribing ‘provocative’ street activities, by try ing  to p re tend  tha t the H olohoax is 
nothing to do w ith us. By denying our ideological deb t to  anti-egalitarian  pro-w hite 
thinkers and  heroes o f the past, by cutting  ourselves off from our roots and from 
the lads in boots. We m ust never forget tha t at the m om ent it is m ore im portan t to 
contro l the streets o f a city than  its council cham ber” {Spearhead, February  1996).

L ecom ber’s reply the following m on th  was w ithering. “W hat a rran t nonsense! For 
w hat purpose? If for publicity, to make a nam e, then  the B N P  has already done tha t 
years ago. All tha t kind o f talk does is keep the B N P  a sm all isolated sect 
w orshipping a long dead  G od , using long dead invocations and  rituals, and , o f 
course, the m ore that people reject such a stance m erely confirm s how right the 
party  is to keep them  at arm s length! It is a self-sustaining cycle o f rejection -  it has 
got no th ing  to do w ith politics or w ith a so lu tion  to  B rita in’s p resen t problem s. 
Being able to  defend party  activities, though , is entirely a different m atte r and 
everyone should  agree w ith th a t” {Spearhead, M arch 1996). Tyndall took an 
obvious delight in playing the role o f eminence grise', ste rn  and affectionate in tu rn .



m etaphorically  patting  the heads o f his proteges, for being ‘a little un fa ir’ here, or 
for failing to  choose w ords m ore ‘precisely’ there, while, as he clearly saw it, they 
squabbled harm lessly on a tier safely below himself.

“ H e [Tony Lecom ber] has at the sam e tim e w arned tha t ou r activists m ust 
nevertheless be able to defend themselves on the streets. I w ould wish to underline 
that w arning. We are on the streets w hen we are putting  ou t ou r leaflets, selling our 
new spapers and canvassing for elections -  that m uch has no t changed. Also on the 
streets are o thers w ho will m ost certainly seek to prevent us from carrying ou t these 
functions -  that m uch has no t changed either. We m ust be able to  ensure th a t their 
in tim idation  and  violence do no t succeed .T his m eans that we m ust have present in 
close proxim ity the Tit young m en’ to w hom  Tony L ecom ber refers. T h is  is w hat I 
th ink N ick G riffin had  in m ind w hen he spoke in his article last m on th  o f 
controlling the streets o f a town. I think therefore that Tony L xcom ber’s criticism  
o f him  here is a little unfair -  although I will adm it that the w ords used by M r. 
G riffin could have been chosen a bit m ore precisely. T h e  reality is we canno t control 
the council cham bers o f any British towns and so it is a waste o f  tim e debating  the 
m erits o f ou r doing so. O n the o ther hand , we can hope to control the streets o f 
such  tow ns -  to the extent that is necessary for ou r activists to go about their work 
unm olested . It is vital that we should aspire at least to tha t degree o f contro l, for if 
we fail to achieve it there will be many activists w ho will no t wish to venture  ou t 
on to  the streets for fear that we cannot ensure their safety. Tony L ecom ber is right 
in his conc lu s io n ...” and so on.

O f course, like m any an old tyrant, by the tim e he realised that in private 
discussions G riffin and  L ecom ber had reached agreem ent, no t just on strategy bu t 
on how the B N P itself m ight be re-shaped, he was already on his way out. W hen 
N ick G riffin was form ally elected as leader in 1999 this p u t the political tendency 
firmly in contro l, and so the project o f which Patriot was a vital p art was w ound up, 
w ith the final edition com ing ou t in the sum m er o f  2000. In it, L ecom ber takes the 
opportun ity  to chart the developm ent o f the B N P and his considerable role in it, 
from  the early 1980s onw ard. W ith evident fondness, he recalls tha t, in the old days, 
“w henever the party  w ould m eet up in L ondon for activity, a casual observer could 
be forgiven for mistakenly identifying the B N P assembly as a football firm. 
Exclusively m ale, early 20s to m id-30s, casually dressed, hard  looking, no 
passengers. Only the experienced observer would w onder why he cou ldn ’t see a 
single black face. T h is was the B N P ’s ‘firm ’. A nd tru th  to  tell, w hen needed, it did 
the ‘business’. W hile the m ilitant violent Left scored the odd  ‘success’ against the 
sm aller N F  or the m ore ill-disciplined skinheads, at no  tim e did they ever best the 
BNP, at least in L ondon .”

“At least in L ondon” is as near as Lecom ber w ould com e to adm itting  the level 
o f  m isfortune tha t had  befallen his racial com rades in the M idlands, the N o rth
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W est, and Scotland. As evidence o f the indom itable  L ondon  B N P he cites an attack  
on a public anti-racist m eeting  in W elling, south  east L ondon , in June 1989 which 
was, in L ecom ber’s own w ords, p u t dow n w ith the “ u tm ost bru tality  ... People 
attend ing  were reported  to have jum ped ou t o f the first floor w indow s to escape 
violence.”

Events in B erm ondsey in 1991 are also chronicled  in extravagant detail, while the 
T roops O ut m arch from  M arble A rch in 1993, w hen 400 B N P/U lster Loyalists 
w ere arrested , is recalled w ith puffed-chest satisfaction. Pride o f place in the roll o f 
honour, however, is reserved for the attack  on a public m eeting  at F riends H ouse 
in April 1993, w hich featured controversial black A m erican preacher and  one tim e 
A m erican presidential candidate , A1 S harp ton . “W alking in to  the H ouse, the B N P 
m en were the only w hite people p resen t before m arching boldly in to  the m ain hall. 
S h arp ton ’s m uch-vaunted  bodyguards retreated  in the face o f this determ ined  
advance.”

L ecom ber then  quotes directly from  British Nationalist: “ Inside the patrio ts found 
them selves oum um bered  3 0 -to - l. B ut this did no t trouble  them . It was a settling of 
accounts. Before anything else could happen , a sm oke bom b was hurled  into the 
hall.” British Nationalist again: “ M ass hysteria im m ediately broke ou t am ong the 
packed hall. Only after the patrio ts had left the build ing  did a section of the m ob 
rediscover their courage to p o u r ou t in pursu it. G reat heroism  and raw courage was 
displayed by a num ber o f  the patrio ts w ho helped each o ther in the face of 
overw helm ing odds. In the end , everyone got ou t none the worse for w ear ... A full 
blow n riot developed in the B N P m en ’s wake ... W hile this occurred  at the front of 
the building, two escape exits were flung open at the rear, as a large p art o f the 
audience fled, eyes rolling and faces grey w ith fear.” In  conclusion he writes: “Let 
there be no mistake. W hile we beat the ‘R eds’ and the party  proved itself on the 
street, the battle was in error. T h e  strategy was m is tak en ...T h e  m acho prestige 
involved in controlling the streets appealed to  those w ho favoured the ‘strong’, no t 
to say ‘fascist’, approach  to  politics w hich was why this confron tational strategy was 
persevered w ith for so long.”

Wary o f pain ting  a fascist idyll w here the B N P  are ever tr iu m p h an t -  ‘at least in 
L o n d o n ’ -  lest “ it m ight provoke a hankering [am ong new  recruits] for a tim e they 
never experienced, I w ondered  abou t the w isdom  o f  pu tting  these w ords in p rin t 
lest the excitable w ant to  relive those tim es. I felt I had  to, however, for otherw ise 
the reader new  to the party  now  w ould no t fully unders tand  the p arty ’s h is to ry  -  
and  the errors m ade along the way. T h e  errors have to  be recognised so as to  avoid 
the sam e m istakes, o r ever drifting back to  those confrontational days.”

F or the m ost part, his recall in regard to the exam ples o f B N P derring-do cannot 
be faulted, particularly as he probably played a pivotal role in their com ing about. 
B ut these, rem em ber, are specifically listed by him  as evidence o f the B N P  firm
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‘beating the R eds’, when in actual fact, o f the victories recorded, no t a single one was 
actually against the ‘R eds’ -  which is to say, against either AFA or RA. Indeed , o f  the 
incidents to  which L ecom ber refers, AFA was present at just one, and then  in small 
and reluctant num bers. B erm ondsey was an unequivocal disaster, and no bones 
were m ade about it at the tim e or since. However, at each o f the o ther incidents, 
m ilitant anti-fascism was quite deliberately no t consulted, o r simply shu t out.

T hus, quite unwittingly, w hat L ecom ber’s careful selection achieves is to bring  
into sharp  focus the degree o f aggression the B N P was capable o f -  w hen m ilitant 
anti-fascism  was deem ed not to be a tactical consideration. Pu t ano ther way, the 
L ondon  B N P ‘firm ’ had learned the hard  way to cu t loose only w hen AFA was no t 
in position to  exact retribu tion . All told, it is no t too hard to  im agine w hat effect on 
the extra-parliam entary  political o rder the F ar Right w ould have had in a L ondon  
that was indeed m ilitant free. An attack in b road  daylight on the m any-thousand- 
strong G L C  Festival in 1984 by about a hundred  skinheads is a guide to  how 
brazen British fascism could be w hen allowed. In circum stances w here there was no 
organised opposition, the entire Left would have no alternative bu t to  hide.

In deliberately highlighting the potency o f the B N P ‘firm ’ (the hard  m en o f the 
party ), L ecom ber m anages to suggest the existence o f a w ider, m ore inclusive 
political m ovem ent o r ‘nationalist fam ily’ from  which the ‘firm ’ g raduated  and 
w hich, in tu rn , could expect to com e u nder the protection  o f the ‘firm ’. T h is  may 
well have been the case w ith the early N ational F ron t bu t, alm ost from  the 
beginning, ‘hard-looking m ales’ in their ‘early 20s to m id-30s’ were, and had  to  be, 
the m ake up o f  alm ost the entire activist base of the B N P from  its b irth  in 1982 and 
certainly from  w hen it sought to  make inroads in east L ondon  in 1990.

T h is  was a result o f the m ixture o f  the ideology o f the B N P and  the m ilitant 
tactics AFA personified, a com bination  tha t m eant tha t, to all in ten ts  and 
purposes, anyone incapable o f fight o r flight was, and indeed had  to  be regarded 
by the F ar Right, as ‘a passenger’. T h u s  ‘passengers’ cam e to  be derided  b o th  for 
being a danger to them selves and, by slowing it dow n, to  the entire ‘firm ’. In  o rder 
to  avoid presen ting  a soft target, alm ost uniform ly a B N P recru itm en t process had  
to  begin w ith alm ost all w om en, and  m ales u nder 20 or over 40 being w eeded out. 
In  real term s, too, there was little o r no place for those w ho cam e w ithin the 
approved 20-40 age range, bu t were from  a m iddle class o r o rthodox  intellectual 
background.

How  the rem ainder w ould be assessed was on the basis o f how steady they proved 
u nder fire. M uch o f the tim e this m eant accepting the risk o f ending up in hospital 
o r jail. As a consequence, for the average B N P activist, being a regular visitor to 
casualty or m agistrate’s courts was understood  from  the beginning to be all p art 
and parcel o f everyday B N P political com m erce. A nd even w ithout this pitiless 
thinning ou t in the field -  a m ortality  rate tha t would have im pressed a W orld War
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Two infantry battalion  -  just how debilitating the ‘no passengers’ m axim  was, is best 
understood  by considering the im pact if the sam e restrictions w ere applied to, say, 
a 70 ,000-strong  m ainstream  party  like the L iberal D em ocrats.*

So how  very m uch m ore disabling m ust it have been for a fringe party  like the 
BNP, particularly  as the process o f filing dow n in o rder to  m eet the singular 
requ irem ent o f w inning on the streets had to begin prior to  the enem y being 
engaged. “T h e  physiological im portance o f the streng th  factor canno t be stated 
w ith enough em phasis. M r and M rs Joe Public, before they will suppo rt som ething, 
w ant to feel assured tha t it is a real F O R C E ” (^British Nationalist, January  1992). 
N ow  there is som e tru th  in the sta tem ent that people generally only throw  their 
suppo rt beh ind , o r ultim ately vote for, those w ith w hom  they are in agreem ent, 
once convinced they will m ake a difference. B ut w hat the B N P m eant by ‘force’ was 
invariably prefixed by the w ord ‘b ru te ’. Everything about the BNP, including 
recruits, in ternal m orale, the reten tion  o f recruits, electoral perform ance, as well as 
its very reason for being, was pred icated  on Joe P ub lic’s acceptance o f the B N P as 
a party  o f ‘pow er’. If  the B N P ‘firm ’ could  paralyse, terrorise, o r b a tte r a way though 
the opposition , then  it was expected  all o f the above w ould fall in to  place. B ut o f 
course, if Joe Public is im pressed only by candidates w ith genuine prospects, then 
the obverse m ust also apply.

H ow  destructive the correlation really was is illustrated by com paring the 
following sets o f figures. A Searchlight m ole, T im  H epple, w ho w orked at the B N P 
H Q  betw een 1991 and 92, no ted  that on average B N P staff sen t off about “ 30 to 
4 0 ” enquiry  packs nationw ide “a day” (A tW arw ith  5ocier>’, June 1993, page 23). By 
the standards o f m any on the Left, a level o f in terest approxim ating two hundred  
potential recruits from  the general public per week w ould have been regarded as 
extraordinary. Following the show ing o f the Fighting Talk p rogram m e on BBC2, 
AFA, for instance, got around  seventy inquiries. H owever, for the BNP, any gain in 
volum e was offset by everything being sacrificed to  the ‘w ar effort’. T h e  level o f 
debilitation is fairly startling. In 1992 the B N P dealt w ith 10,000 inquiries. In the 
general election in the sam e year the total vote for party  candidates nationally cam e 
in at around  7,000. It is by any standards a fairly rem arkable statistical w arp, and
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one that m ore than  anything else gives the lie to the L ecom ber claim  th a t the B N P 
firm  did ‘the business’.

For, so low was B N P stock in its heartland areas where it, and  inevitably AFA, was 
active, tha t even die-hard  racists there were no t convinced tha t ticking ‘B N P ’ was 
worthw hile. Equally, as L ecom ber insists, had  the B N P been a ‘real force’ and  thus 
all conquering, a revision o f the ‘m arches, m eetings, p u nch -ups’ strategy could 
never have arisen, as it w ould never have needed to  -  m uch less be so publicly 
accepted as ‘a m istake’. N or w ould ‘errors m ade along the way’ in term s o f political 
p resentation  and  so on, ever have com e to  be regarded as im portan t, as there w ould 
never be anything to  gauge them  against, and because o f that could no t have had 
the rem otest chance of being rectified.

In a clim ate w here the B N P was ram pant, it is hardly outrageous to  suggest it 
w ould no t have stopped until the very last flicker o f resistance was p u t dow n w ith 
the ‘u tm ost b ru ta lity ’. In such a clim ate anything approaching a w hite flag w ould 
have been regarded as nothing bu t an outrageous betrayal o f ‘fascist’ principle. Safe 
to  say, the announcem ent o f 15th M arch 1994 was delivered to no such trium phan t 
backdrop. It was no t, and could no t have been countenanced  at all had  the situation 
on the g round  n o t been considered so politically grave. F o r by then  the ‘fascist 
approach’ was being persevered with by Tyndall, no t as a tactic bu t as a m atte r o f 
faith.

T h ere  is evidence tha t som e in the ‘old guard ’, Tyndall and  E dm onds am ong 
them , may genuinely have believed the 1994 announcem ent was just to  earn  som e 
respite; a chance to regroup. C ertainly, w hen Tyndall suggested retu rn ing  to  the 
streets to oppose the Bloody Sunday m arch in Leicester in January  1996, the 
‘young T urks’ L ecom ber and Griffin were so horrified a leadership challenge was 
im m ediately posted. Only a hum iliating climb dow n by Tyndall forestalled his 
im m ediate departu re . To add to Tyndall’s isolation, o thers in the leadership, like 
press officer M ichael N ew land, publicly backed the ‘political tendency’, insisting 
the adoption  o f the new  strategy was critical no t just to the survival o f the B N P  bu t 
also to British nationalism  itself. T hough  no t all that m uch younger tha t Tyndall, 
N ew land was openly con tem ptuous o f w hat he referred to as T yndall’s “w artim e 
m indset,” a m indset that he claim ed worked on the “assum ption tha t the prospect 
o f being attacked would stiffen the sinews o f our sturdy British folk. In  reality m ost 
run  a mile.”

Veteran nationalist, ‘Jack T ru m an ’ (a.k.a. Eddy B utler), was hardly less scathing: 
“ It is noticeable tha t those w ho m ost strongly advocate ‘red b looded’ activism are 
usually those w ho live furthest from the likely scenes o f  the activity. O ne o f  the 
m any harm ful effects o f sending our activists ou t on this type o f activity is that it 
leads to  a high rate o f attrition. It is hard  enough being a nationalist w ithout inviting 
all sorts o f o ther trouble upon the heads o f young keen activists. H ow  m any people
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around  today have been active solidly for five years? W hy is this? Is it, as som e w ould 
have it, that those w ho d rop  ou t are o f weak m oral fibre? Are they unsteady u nder 
fire? O r are we asking the im possible? H ow  m any good units have fallen by the 
wayside due to  the young keen organiser going in at the deep end  once too often? 
We m ust n u rtu re  our ta len t no t b u rn  it out. T h e  idea o f  British nationalism  that it 
should continue to send its troops ou t over the top for one m ore push under the 
com m and o f som e unseen staff officer giving orders from  far beh ind  the lines is like 
the analogy o f F irst W orld W ar m ilitary doctrine , w ith its stupidity  and  disregard for 
lives o f its own troops, just plain w rong” (Patriot, w inter 1997).

O ne w ho was ideally placed to gauge the im pact o f the ‘high rate o f a ttrition ’ on 
rank and file m orale was T im  H epple. O ne encoun ter, he recalls, occurred  at 
Southw ark C row n C o u rt in M arch 1992 w hen all seven -  four AFA, and  three B N P 
m em bers -  arrested  after the clashes in Brick L ane, tu rn ed  up in court w ith their 
respective entourages. T h e  widely held view o f the B N P  leadership was that w ithin 
the confines o f the co u rt even AFA “w ould no t try  to  do anything.”

Relatively new to L ondon , H epple adm its he “d id n ’t really know w hat to expect. 
B ut if any o f the stories o f Red A ction were true , I felt that we were a bit 
underm anned . As we stepped ou t o f the transit van I rem em ber feeling distinctly 
uneasy and scared even though  there were no visible signs o f  red  opposition. 
Everybody was confident and we were no t tooled  up. I had  to ld  som e people no t to 
tu rn  up and help us ou t on the advice o f E dm onds and  W hite. We got into the 
building and  w ent to  find the waiting room  outside the courtroom . P resent were 
Sim on Biggs, Jim  W hite, Alan T hom pson , w ho braved the Red m ob w hen he 
arrived late, Paul W illiams, Peter, B utler’s m ate from  the A N L  attack, myself, 
D arren  Parker, Dave Blezzard, E dm onds, and  M ilton  Ellis the m ad  postm an. 
D erek Beackon had  taken the van and  driven to  K en W alsh’s flat in east L ondon. 
We were on the verge o f falling asleep outside the courtroom  w hen the first group 
o f left-w ingers tu rn ed  up. T hese  were no t very im pressive physically, consisting o f 
various people b randishing copies o f crap papers like The Leninist. M arvellous, we 
though t, just a rabble o f w im py Reds. T h e  next m om en t the sm iles tu rn ed  to  looks 
of ho rro r as quite a different group  o f a round  tw enty large characters tu rn ed  up. I 
found this ra ther am using to say the least, bu t I was also rather w orried. I 
rem em bered  none o f these w ould know tha t I was on their side. I d o n ’t know 
w hether o r no t this was the m uch-feared  Red A ction, b u t I supposed th a t it was. 
T h is  was the only tim e I saw the B N P thugs terrified. T hey  all looked pale and 
w orried and  were m uttering  abou t the need for reinforcem ents.”

N o r were the rank and  file the only ones to fret. Even a dyed-in-the-w ool, old- 
school M osleyite like Tyndall was, by 1994, frantically signalling for the au thorities 
to  do ‘som eth ing’. D escribing Red A ction as a “ crim inal conspiracy” he lam basted  
“the total failure o f the authorities to  take any m easure against this group  or o thers
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involved in attacks on B N P m em bers during  the M ay election cam paign, [which] 
suggests that the state security agencies w hich are supposed to  act in defence o f 
dem ocracy are no t doing their job very efficiently” (Spearhead, July 1994).

R ather unusually, the type of incident to w hich Tyndall alluded was identified in 
an article in the Guardian on 5th May: “Two weeks ago, M ichael N ew land , the 
B N P press officer, was attacked in his no rth  L ondon  hom e by three m en , and 
suffered a broken hand  and fractured ankles and knees. T h ree  weeks ago Eddy 
Butler, the B N P ’s national elections officer, was slashed across the face. Two 
candidates and three party  workers were also attacked in N ew ham , east L ondon , 
and  B N P candidate M ichael Davison lost an eye.”

A strikingly sim ilar report in The Blackshirt alm ost exactly 60 years earlier conveys 
the quality o f  pressure the far sm aller B N P m ust have been under. “W ithin  the last 
m on th  a B lackshirt at Edinburgh has lost the sight o f an eye, following a cu t from  
glass caused by a brick through a bus window. A Blackshirt who was at a m eeting  
in D erby is in grave danger o f losing the sight o f one of his eyes. A t N ew castle two 
m en were so seriously injured that they had  to  receive m edical a tten tion  for over a 
w eek” {Oswald Mosley, by R obert Skidelsky, C haper 19, ‘T h e  Beast U n ch a in ed ’).

W hile the Guardian w ent on to suggest, under Searchlight p rom pting  no doub t, 
tha t “som e attacks were dow n to C om bat 18,” the B N P spokesperson was insistent 
that all the attacks were “probably the work o f a left-wing group  called A nti-Fascist 
A ction.” M ore im portantly , in providing a snapshot o f m orale w ithin the B N P  in 
the late-1993/early-1994 period, who did w hat to  w hom  is largely im m aterial, 
because w hat em erges is a p icture that dem olishes L ecom ber’s fond recollection o f 
an all-conquering BNP.

Indeed, as early as 1992 with the emergence o f AFA proper in the M idlands, it may 
well have begun to dawn on some in the leadership that m ilitant anti-fascism was 
capable of extending no t merely the scope bu t the duration  o f the contest to near 
perpetuity. Taking Weavers Field as the starting point, by April 1994 the B N P had 
been on the receiving end for a full four years w ithout a break, and w ith AFA 
continuing to expand there was no end in sight. And though no B N P m em bers were 
ever killed, the wearing ou t o f the best o f their young m ilitants in the weekly 
exchanges killed their appetite for the physical struggle. Now, for the old style 
leadership, street confrontation, as well as being a political act, was also expected to 
be the m eans through which the political object desired by the B N P would be 
delivered. But long before M arch 1994, street warfare, the ‘m eans’, was recognised by 
som e as counter to the political ‘object’. In the end it was a simple choice: an abiding 
loyalty to M osleyite principles, and with it in time, a straightforward generational 
defeat as had  occurred in the ’30s, ’40s, ’60s and ’70s; or the acceptance that if the 
enemy could not be ‘out-terrorised’, and because of this, if ‘the streets cannot be 
controlled’, the ends may be better served by avoiding such an enemy.
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W hat true  fascist could sincerely argue w ith tha t if, th rough  the adoption  o f  an 
alternative euro-nationalist strategy, m ore cautious, circuitous and  less im patient, 
nationalism  em erged substantially  nearer its political goals? B ut for m ore than  a few 
the dilem m a rem ained that the ‘m eans’ were as attractive as the ‘en d s’, and thus 
w hat the head knew, the heart con trad icted . H ow  psychologically traum atic the 
‘pow er for princip les’ trade-o ff actually was is dem onstra ted  by N ick G riffin’s own 
uncom prom ising 1997 sta tem en t that “it is m ore im portan t to  contro l a city’s 
streets than  its council cham ber.” Eventually, w hen G riffm , too, becam e politically 
reborn , he readily accepted , and was no t shy o f  rem inding any rem aining doubters, 
how m am m oth  the ‘peace d iv idend’ had  proved. “In 1993 a B N P candidate  took 
nine votes in a by-election in Burnley; in M ay we got 10,000 votes in Burnley.”
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3 .2 8

FILL IN G  T H E  V A C U U M

Beating the Fascists 3 8 7

It is hardly a surprise w hen taking into account the level o f traum a caused by 
physical force anti-fascism  that, years after the B N P  abandoned  the streets, this 
preoccupation  w ith the opposition  o f  the m ore violent kind w ould rem ain. 
Instructively, too, it w ould be the ‘m odern isers’ w ho w ould spend  the next decade 
periodically looking over their shoulder to scan the horizon for signs o f  the 
opposition. Between 1994 and  2004 the B N P leadership w ould obsessively re tu rn  
to the spectre o f m ilitan t anti-fascism .

In 1996 at the annual N ational Rally, cu rren t B N P leader N ick  G riffin, in w hat 
m ay have been the beg inn ing  o f his election cam paign, ripped  up a copy o f Red  
Action  on stage. H e got a stand ing  ovation. T h e  acclaim  was hardly  surprising  as 
Red A ction activists were regarded  as “ the w orst o f the lot, to tal scum ,” or as a 
m em ber o f  B N P G H Q  staff once p u t it: “W hen you b um p  in to  them , you know 
it’s a fight for survival: som e o f them  are even skinheads!” (A t War with Society, 
1993).

L ater in the sam e year, in Spearhead, G riffm  advanced a m ore reasoned argum ent 
for how  the electoral th reat being offered by AFA, in the shape o f the newly 
em ergent Independen t W orking Class A ssociation (IW C A ), m ight be extinguished: 
“T h e  public does n o t have the slightest reason to  be w orried about Red Action. 
Im m ediately after their crushing defeat in Southw ark, the papers o f  the m ain 
M arxist p roponents o f physical confron tation  w ith nationalists were full o f alarm  
over the way in w hich the B N P h ad  been able to  m obilise popu lar working class 
anger against im m igration  and  those w ho suppo rt it. M ore recently, a different 
p roblem  has been exercising their strategists, in papers such as Fighting Talk and 
even m ore so in the in ternal position papers o f A nti-Fascist A ction. T h e ir  com plain t 
is tha t, having driven the fascists o ff the streets and  on to  the estates, the resulting 
lack o f exciting punch-ups is leading their supporters to  drift away and  their 
organisation to  atrophy. T h e ir  solution to  this is to  plan to form  a political wing to 
contest seats in council elections so as to provide disillusioned L abou r voters w ith 
a ‘socialist a lternative’ and  so stop them  voting BNP. W hile they are d ream ing  their 
p ipe-dream , nationalists will note tha t such a move will expose their key personnel, 
m aking it very easy for small g roups o f dedicated  patrio ts to  con tac t them  
personally , and  th rough  intensive d iscussions persu ad e  them  to  leave o u r 
candidates, canvassers and leafletters in peace which is all we need to win" (our 
italics).



Predictably, the prim ary architect o f the new  strategy, Tony L ecom ber, was also at 
pains to  stress publicly, alm ost as if needing to convince h im self m ost o f all, that 
AFA had  “no answ er” to “new  nationalism .” In an article entitled  ‘Red F ro n t — 
S p en t  F o rce’ p roduced  in 1997, he found it necessary to first em ploy a quo te  from 
Fighting Talk in o rder to back up the self-assurance in the title, and  then  trim  it to  
such a degree that the original proposition was reversed. “We [AFA] cannot 
actually  prevent them  [BNP] attem pting  to en ter the m ainstream ” was how the 
sta tem en t read , following L ecom ber’s careful editing. C om ing from  som eone like 
L ecom ber w ho had specifically prom ised just such a rew ard, this was on the face o f 
it an adm ission so satisfyingly succinct as to gladden the heart. E xcept tha t w hen 
n o t trunca ted , the full sentence signalled som ething altogether different: “We 
cannot actually prevent them  attem pting  to  enter the m ainstream , but we can still 
deny them  [BNP] their just reward for doing so by entering the mainstream ourselves.”

After a grudging adm ission that “on the strength  o f it, they [AFA] have the right 
idea in standing for elections in order to offer disillusioned voters a radical 
alternative o ther than  the BNP,” in practice, o f course, L ecom ber was quick to 
reassure, “T h e  likely result w ould be to  split the socialist vote and let us in -  w hich 
is why the rest o f the Red rabble rem ain cheerleaders for Labour. T h e  em bryonic 
IW C A  justify this developm ent since L abour doesn’t do the w orking class any 
favours anyway. Even so, nothing is likely to  com e of it because AFA, and  therefore 
the IW CA , is too small to  have any im pact on any election anyw here” {Spearhead, 
D ecem ber 1997).

W riting in Patriot in 1999, u nder the subtitle ‘Red D istress’, he again re tu rn ed  to 
the them e o f  the AFA ‘dem ise’. A m ong o ther things he forecast “ a w elcom e and 
fully-blown split” in the m ilitant cam p, betw een those “who w ant to  try and  tu rn  
up at public nationalist [exclusively N F] activities to  attack them  and  those who 
wish to  follow the B N P into the m ainstream ” {Patriot, au tum n  1999).

For rival cam ps that saw an opportun ity  to grow on the streets at the B N P ’s 
expense, he dispensed som e fatherly advice. “In the later 1980s and  1990s the B N P 
encoun tered  stiff opposition from these Reds, bu t was able to  carry on  because of 
the determ ination  o f B N P adherents and  the num bers that could be m obilised. 
Today, however aggressive its m em bers, the N F  have no such num bers, w ith 
m arches attracting  betw een 30-60  and these buoyed up from  o ther organisations. 
T h e  F ron t tactic o f going on the street has also split it internally, w ith its chairm an 
realising that it is only a m atter o f tim e before the dim inutive F ro n t com es badly 
unstuck. It is also known that N o rth  L ondon  AFA have tu rned  up at several o f these 
m arches hoping for an easy target.”

L ecom ber does no t, however, acknowledge that this was a m irro r im age o f the 
problem s tha t had beset the B N P itself five years earlier. W ith ano ther disingenuous 
flourish, he signed off; “W hat w ould they [Reds] offer if they did tu rn  their hands
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to  politics? T h a t it’s w onderful to  be ethnically cleansed? T h a t it’s progressive to 
m ake w om en w ear veils?” Inevitably, this fixation w ith w hat the m ilitants had  been 
capable o f infected the B N P as a whole. In 2000 after taking on the guise o f a 
s tuden t, Guardian journalist M erope Mills joined the Young BNP. She reported  
they were living in “perpetual fear o f being am bushed  by its b itte r rivals on the far 
L eft” {Guardiau supplem ent, 18th July 2000). N o prizes for guessing the identity o f 
the b itte r rivals to  w hom  she referred.

R ather rem arkably, w ithin a few m onths o f  m aking history  as the m ost successful 
fascist candidate o f all tim e, the centrepiece o f N ick G riffin’s keynote speech at the 
B N P  ‘Red W hite and  B lue’ rally in 2001 was the alleged failure o f  AFA to “fill the 
space” created by N ew  L abour. “W e’ve got Red A ction and  people like tha t saying 
they are going to  fill it, bu t we d o n ’t see them  on the streets, we d o n ’t see them  in 
the estates, we d o n ’t see them  helping people on the estates ... we are there and Red 
A ction and AFA and the rest o f them  are no t there. We are the ones filling the space 
to the left o f L abour, w here the working class have been neglected for th irty  years.” 

In 2004, on alm ost exactly the 10th anniversary o f the B N P retreat from  the 
streets, G riffin, in a leading article, w arned all B N P  m em bers “ of a sinister game 
being played to  stop the B N P breaking th rough  in  June .” A ccording to G riffin, the 
publication o f  a book called N o Retreat by an ex-AFA m em ber, Dave H arm , and 
Searchlight organiser in M anchester, Steve Tilzey, was no th ing  less than  a training 
m anual for neo-squadists. “W hile superficially little m ore than  the m em oirs o f a 
pair o f none too brigh t hooligans, this publication  is in fact a train ing m anual in 
how to operate ‘squads’ o f an ti-B N P  thugs. T h e  hope is clearly tha t the know-how 
in the book will inspire a new  generation  o f leftist street thugs to  gear them selves 
up  for vicious attacks on o u r activities and  personnel, as p art o f a bigger overall 
drive to stop us breaking th rough  in June.”

H e w ent on to  describe “ so-called A nti-Fascist A ction -  now effectively a defunct 
sem i-terrorist organisation w hich used a decade or m ore ago to  specialise in 
attacking heavily ou tnum bered  nationalists w ith iron bars.” H e im m ediately sought 
to calm  any resulting nerves by explaining why a re tu rn  to tha t level violence was 
“unIikely.” T h ere  were, he felt, “ three key problem s tha t the shadow y figures behind 
this a ttem pt to  revive political violence in B ritain have to overcom e. T h e  first is that 
the ranks o f  the F ar Left are now  so drastically dim inished tha t they m ay well no t 
have the pool o f  suppo rt from  w hich an effective direct action gang can em erge or 
be sustained. T h e  second is tha t C C T V  facilities and D N A  testing technology have 
expanded so massively over recen t years tha t there has never been a less prom ising 
tim e for an am ateu r left-wing terro rist gang to  try to get established.”

In m aking the th ird  po in t, he quo ted  directly from  the AFA ‘Filling the V acuum ’ 
strategy docum ent draw n up alm ost a decade earlier, em phasising tha t “ It takes two 
to  tango,” and  in a rare m om ent o f candou r acknow ledged tha t “one o f  the reasons
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for the collapse o f the first AFA was the British N ational Party ’s decision to move 
on from  street confrontation .”

By 1994 the m ilitant leadership had  seen AFA grow effectively from  a single 
b ranch  in L ondon to  over forty across the country, bu t w hen faced w ith the 
possibility that the B N P m ight indeed be ‘m oving on from  street confron ta tion ’ the 
task o f overhauling the existing strategy began. Even w ith AFA apparently  at the 
peak o f its powers, there was a keen awareness w ithin the L ondon  leadership that 
“all o u r good w ork in the last decade could be undone by the Isle o f D ogs scenario 
being repeated  on a national scale.” T hese and  o ther concerns were raised in a 
sem inal docum ent entitled ‘Filling TTie V acuum ’ (‘F T V ’) d istribu ted  in early 1995 
and outside o f L ondon no t long afterwards. A m ong a num ber o f  observations was 
the recognition tha t “the election o f L abour will be a massive shot in the arm  for 
the F ar R ight” and that “ the im petus o f the C lause F our controversy will cause a 
realignm ent on the Left.”

It was also argued tha t “AFA has long recognised that once the F ar R ight is 
allowed to mobilise, is allowed to  set the agenda, and has passed a certa in  point, 
they begin to contro l their own destinies -  and their opponen ts’. O nce th a t po in t is 
reached it w ould be useless and possibly counter-productive to  rely on a purely 
anti-fascist stance, prim arily because people look to politics for solutions. It m ight 
be clear w hat you stand  against, though their understand ing  o f w hat you stand  for 
will effectively determ ine their overall response ... [A]n anti-fascist parable, a 
sim ple re fu ta tio n  o f  the ‘rad ica l’ in na tionalism  will on its ow n prove 
unsatisfactory.” T hus, in early 1995, L ondon AFA reached the conclusion tha t the 
‘new  B N P ’ already had  the potential ‘to  control its own destiny’ w hen very few in 
the B N P  believed it did.

‘F T V ’: “In straightforw ard language, it is the politics o f the L abou r Party  tha t has 
created  the BNP. So, by acting as cam paign m anagers for L abour, the A N I^Y R E  
are p rostitu ting  anti-fascism  and, instead o f being identified w ith a radical p ro 
w orking class position, anti-fascism  is seen to  be defending the status quo, thereby 
practically forcing people who w ant change to  vote B N P ou t o f sheer desperation . 
T hey  are literally driving people into the arm s of the BNP. U p  to now it’s entirely 
due to the cutting  edge o f AFA tha t the passive [BNP] support has rem ained just 
that. B ut it is unrealistic to  expect the vacuum  to be m aintained indefinitely ... in 
the absence o f o ther suitable candidates it is incum bent on the anti-fascist m ilitants 
to fill the vacuum  them selves.”

“Ultim ately,” it concluded, “the challenge for AFA is no t only to  destroy the B N P 
in working class areas bu t to replace them  there ... bu t to  replace them  we m ust not 
only out-violence them , we m ust also out-radicalise them .”

Intriguingly, at a tim e L ondon  was busily prom oting  the notion that politics m ust 
have prim acy for anti-fascism  to rem ain po ten t, it was no t itself placing all the
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proverbial eggs in the sam e basket. C oncerned  at the potential for early electoral 
incursions by the B N P into areas such as n o rth  and  west L ondon , previously 
regarded w ith good reason as genuinely fascist free zones, the leadership sanctioned 
‘O peration  Zero T olerance’ in  late 1996. T h is involved the setting up of, arguably 
for the first tim e, param ilitary  style units w ith the specific pu rpose o f persuading 
individual B N P activists against the idea o f pu tting  their heads over the parapet. In 
p a rt it was designed to dull B N P am bition  in a general way, b u t also to ensure that 
the burgeoning o f any progressive alternative w ould n o t be com prom ised or 
d istracted  by suddenly waking up one fine m orn ing  to find the B N P literally on  its 
doorstep. A target o f one o f the units was Alan G ou ld , a B N P  candidate  living in 
C hingford on the very edge o f o u te r no rth  L ondon.

G o u ld ’s g round  floor flat was m on ito red  for m any hours , over days, weeks and 
then  m onths. H is p aren ts’ house was w atched. P ubs were visited. AFA loitered in 
dark corners and parked cars, tram ped  for m iles a round  the area, night after night. 
M any schem es were hatched  o r investigated. O ver the m onths the work becam e 
routine in character. A couple o f hours m ight be spent m onitoring  the flat from  a 
variety o f positions on the estate.

All the tim e the AFA team  had only a very poor photograph  taken from  a local 
paper. T h en  in A pril 1997 G ould  appeared on television, film ed at som e B N P 
event. T h is was recorded and  a good video still obtained. Rem arkably, though he 
had  been u nder surveillance on and off for five m onths, the only tim e he was 
actually seen in the flesh during  the entire period  was the day he was attacked. O n 
the m orn ing  the AFA team  caught up w ith h im , his paren ts’ house was u nder close 
w atch and he was seen visiting a paper shop before em barking on the journey hom e 
by pedal bike.

It was the w eekend before the M ay elections in 1997. A t 7 .45am  the area was very 
quiet. T h e  anti-fascists were in position near the estate. A fter a few m inutes he 
em erged from  his flat on foot. H e was confron ted , knocked to  the g round  and 
beaten  until he lost consciousness. As the in ten tion  was to  in tim idate ra ther than  
m aim , he was no t badly hurt.

P rio r to this, very early one m orn ing  a gloved hand  had  retrieved m ail from  
G o u ld ’s letterbox. It included a proxy vote form  revealing the nam e and  address o f 
a B N P suppo rte r living nearby. Just before the election the w indow s were crashed 
in. ‘B N P S C U M ’ was daubed  on the wall for added  em phasis. T h e  hom e o f ano ther 
suppo rte r was spared on the g rounds that it was a house-share. Bricks then  bu rst 
th rough  the glass front door o f his paren ts’ house. As a result o f the cam paign 
G ould  appeared  to  d rop  o u t o f the BNP, certainly at a public level, w hich satisfied 
the AFA criteria.

As a holding operation  for a particu lar neighbourhood  the tactic had  its uses. B ut, 
albeit sim ilar types o f operations in o ther areas like H ackney took considerably less
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tim e, any notion  o f rolling ou t such a cam paign across the coun try  against a party  
w ith thousands of m em bers tha t w ould in the no t too d istan t fu ture, as the AFA 
analysis had  correctly anticipated, be pu tting  up hundreds o f  candidates all over the 
country  at the sam e tim e, was dem onstratrably  im practical.
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IF N O T  T H IS  W AY, H O W ?  

IF N O T  US, W H O ?  

IF N O T  N O W , W H E N ?
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N eedless to  say, w hat ‘ou t-radicalising’ w ould m ean in the con tex t o f w hat had  gone 
before was always likely to  be controversial. As pressing for the L ondon  leadership 
was the business o f ‘selling’ the new  analysis to  the m em bersh ip  nationally. O ne 
indication  o f the sense o f urgency felt was tha t w ork began at once. W ith  Red A ction 
acting as a bridge betw een m ilitant anti-fascism  and  the form ally an ti-L abour Left, 
and  L ondon  AFA taking responsibility for pu tting  the argum ent to  the o ther 
regions, m eetings were in itiated  th a t w ould con tinue th rough  the sum m er. O ne 
glaring handicap  was that, in m any cases, the representatives o f  bo th  L ondon  AFA 
and  RA were som etim es one and  the sam e. A nd w ith bo th  W orkers Power and the 
D A M , the signatories to  the re-launch  in 1989, having departed  (W orkers Power 
finding sanctuary  w ithin the A N L, while the D A M  had dissolved u nder the weight 
o f in ternal disputes), this m ean t that outside o f Red A ction there  was no o ther 
netw ork w ith a national reach that could proselytise am ong the individual m em bers 
in the forty-plus b ranches and beyond.

So, unlike the situation  after the 1989 re-launch, the call for a radical sw itch cam e 
to  be solely identified w ith RA, a factor tha t encouraged opponents o f e ither the 
strategy and/or Red A ction to  im ply the m otivation beh ind  it was self-serving. 
A lm ost as great a difficukly was in addressing the m any individual m ilitants lacking 
any ideological com pass, w hich m ean t each had  to be convinced on a personal 
basis. A m ong them  were anarchists w ho opposed ou trigh t any form  o f electoral 
strategy, as well as m em bers o f organisations like the C om m un ist Party  o f B ritain 
w ho rem ained steadfastly loyal to  N ew  L abour. A nd w hereas the m ilitarist-type 
focus on the single issue may have been critical in holding things together while the 
fight was physical, it had  given b ir th  to  a type o f apolitical stubbornness, w ary o f 
argum ents from  w hatever q u a rte r th a t th reatened  any deviation from  the ‘up  and  at 
‘em ’ m ilitant signature. In addition , outside o f the AFA perim eter. T rotskyism  to a 
m an backed L abour. So w hat rem ained in term s o f  num bers and  influence was very 
sparse indeed. To com plicate m atters fu rther, am ong the an ti-L abou r contingent 
there was no t an awful lot o f affection for m ilitant anti-fascism , either.

N onetheless, in the absence o f o ther options, a m eeting was called in June 1995



to  w hich the m ost prom ising groups were invited. In  all, n ine groups including the 
hosts held a five-hour m eeting revolving around  the core p roposition . In  all, sim ilar 
discussions con tinued  for the next six m onths. L ondon AFA representatives, who, 
in the m eantim e, were travelling up and  dow n the country  to  address AFA 
branches, were also running  into considerable opposition. Ironically, in con trast to 
the ‘political tendency’ w ithin the BNP, w ho for years had to  convince the 
m em bership  that it had lost the battle bu t could win the war, the political tendency  
w ithin anti-fascism  in presenting exactly the opposite argum ent, faced as least as 
m any sceptics.

Som e simply could not com e to  term s w ith the notion  tha t the B N P had  or ever 
w ould abandon  violence as a tactic: “L et’s wait and see.” O thers argued forcibly 
that “politics should be kept ou t o f the m ovem ent” , “ there was a danger o f  AFA 
m oving away from  its core w ork and principles” and “our role is to  m aintain  the 
vacuum , n o t sit in judgem ent and  decide w ho is to fill it.” Liverpool AFA, while 
agreeing the “vacuum  m ust be filled,” nonetheless argued that for “AFA to becom e 
a ‘physical w ing’ or an  official p a rt o f any particu lar party/organisation ... isn ’t the 
way to  go about it.” In E dinburgh, anarchists, to  the em barrassm ent and  annoyance 
o f the local organiser, im plem ented a last m inute boycott o f  a face-to-face m eeting 
w ith a leading L ondon  organiser.

In  recognition o f a growing resistance, three p rom inent AFA m em bers travelled 
from  L ondon  to Sheffield on 23rd Septem ber 1995 to address, face-to-face, 
delegates fi-om all nine N o rth e rn  N etw ork branches. Over the three h o u r long 
m eeting the sam e points surfaced, w ith the m ost outspoken criticism  being 
articu lated  by a Leeds organiser, Sim on J. N o t long afterw ards two docum ents were 
d is tribu ted  am ong all AFA branches nationally. T hey  advertised som e con trad ic to ry  
doub ts and  grievances against the call for ‘a political w ing’, and were signed by 
H uddersfield  AFA, though L ondon  suspected the au tho r was actually Sim on J.

T h is affair could be sum m ed up w ith the w arning: “T h ro u g h o u t E urope the old 
Left is in m eltdow n. In France the F N  is now the biggest working class party. We 
can prevent the sam e happening here, bu t there is also a possibility to pu t the w hole 
process into reverse. At the end o f the day, it is up to  each individual to decide 
precisely w hat we in tend to do about it. T he  presum ption tha t we can carry  on as 
before, can survive and rem ain effective w ithout this ‘d is traction’ from  the ‘real 
w ork’ is an illusion. An illusion that has substance only because, up to  now, we have 
been, all o f  us, alm ost always on the winning side. W here will the unity o f purpose, 
m otivation and  recruits spring from  if AFA begins to  sustain a fi-action o f the 
defeats and setbacks sustained by the BNP? Tactically, AFA has always been a step 
ahead; now would be a bad tim e to start believing our own propaganda ... T h e  
IW CA  which has taken twelve m onths to pu t together is specifically designed to 
threaten  no one and  include everyone ... if we are agreed the vacuum  needs to be
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filled, then  the following are the only questions tha t rem ain: If no t this way, how? If 
no t us, who? If no t now, w hen?”

Just before C hristm as 1996, two senior L ondon  AFA m em bers sat in on a 
N o rth e rn  N etw ork m eeting chaired by S im on J. A fterw ards the pair go t in the car 
and  headed straight back to  L ondon. N either spoke for ten  m inutes. Looking 
across, the passenger posed the question . “Well, w hat did you m ake o f that?” “H e ’s 
ben t,” cam e the reply.

Following an  intensive eigh teen-m onth  in ternal investigation H uddersfield  and 
L eeds branches found  them selves suspended by the national co-ordinating  body. 
T h e  problem  em erged w hen Sim on tried to  rope the newly installed AFA organiser 
in M anchester, John H ., in to  m obilising im m ediately for an activity in Leeds in 
1996. U nconvinced by the argum ents, he dem anded  m ore inform ation, including 
the identity o f a journalist said to have volunteered  the inform ation  and deem ed to 
be central to its success. Inexplicably in the circum stances the Leeds organiser flatly 
refused, citing ‘security reasons’. Before long AFA investigators had  becom e 
convinced that the initial schem e had been p art o f  som e Searchlight sting, with 
AFA personnel in the role o f unw itting  extras. A t a crunch  m eeting in H uddersfield  
in Yorkshire in July 1997, core individuals from  the region cam e face to  face with 
two o f their accusers. A fter a num ber o f hours to the consternation  o f their 
supporters, Leeds activists Sim on J. and  Paul B. publicly broke dow n u nder cross
questioning, w ith S im on J. astonishing everyone by adopting  a foetal position while 
still sitting on a chair. B oth adm itted  they had  been  working to ‘a Searchlight 
agenda’ in order, the official report concluded , ‘to m anipu late  AFA fi-om w ith in’, 
w hich included am ong o ther things deliberately leading an 80-strong N orthern  
N etw ork stewards group  away from  confi'ontation w ith the B N P in Leeds in 1995, 
simply because having the B N P  publicly d ism antled  at that tim e did no t quite fit 
w ith a different Searchlight gam e plan.

A greeably from  a L ondon  view po in t, considering it was it they w ho had  initiated 
the inquiry, the clinching, and  up  to  then  elusive, piece o f evidence was volunteered  
by the highly respected  D oncaster-based  D A M  organiser, M alcolm  A. In the early 
1990s he had  had  a personal falling ou t w ith a Sheffield based Searchlight 
operative, also active in the region. N o t long afterw ards M alcolm  A. was publicly 
identified in the Searchlight m agazine as a security risk. T h e  individual beh ind  the 
‘bad-jacketing’ was Searchlight journalist N ick Lowles. A nd N ick Lowles was, as 
M alcolm  A. revealed to the m eeting , the sam e individual w hose identity  the Leeds 
organisers had  sacrificed their own reputations to  p rotect.

Following a m eeting o f the AFA N ational C oord inating  C om m ittee  tha t pulled 
together delegates from  all the regions, it was decided  to  suspend  n o t just the 
individuals involved b u t bo th  Leeds and  H uddersfie ld  branches. Individual 
m em bers were invited to  re-apply on an individual basis. N o  m ore th an  a handful
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responded. T h is led to subsequent accusations that L ondon  had  been  heavy- 
handed , and had basically sunk the ship to get rid  o f the rats. In tru th , w ithout an 
enem y to directly engage, the N o rth e rn  N etw ork was already lacking focus. A nd, 
for the m ost part, in rejecting the political analysis forw arded by L ondon , it had 
already served redundancy papers on itself. By the tim e the B N P broke th rough  in 
B urnley in the local elections in 2002 the N N  was defunct. Paradoxically, 
Searchlight, who had spent the following decade busily shoring up the right o f 
centre from the increasing electoral incursions by the BNP, concluded  in June 2008 
tha t a political ra ther than  technical/legal solution was indeed the only answer. “O f 
course on a w ider level the B N P needs to  be defeated politically. W hile m uch  o f  this 
is outside the rem it and capability o f Searchlight we will strive to  argue tha t the rise 
o f  the B N P  is the consequence of the shift to the centre o f  all the m ainstream  
parties. T h ere  can be no disguising this fact” (Searchlight, June  2008).

T h ere  can be no disguising either that Searchlight’s trenchan t opposition  to this 
exact view point m ore than  a decade earlier had fractured the organisational 
poten tia l o f the nascen t IW CA , and, in dem olishing the m ilitant operation , led 
directly to the B N P getting a free pass across the entire N o rth  West. N ever the type 
to  look a gift horse in the m outh , the fascists duly tu rned  the region in to  the first 
genuine B N P heartland . A fact ham m ered hom e w ith the election o f  bo th  N ick 
G riffin and form er N F  chairm an, A ndrew  Brons, to  the E uropean  Parliam ent in 
2009.

Exactly th irty  years ago the N ational F ron t collapsed as a viable electoral entity  
following a woeful perform ance in the 1979 general election. D espite being a 
household  nam e and d istributing  m illions o f leaflets, the N F ’s electoral strategy 
eschew ed canvassing doo r to  door and  consequently  it failed to  pu t dow n any roots. 
T h e  strategy was a disaster and the B N P eventually heeded the lessons. O ddly, the 
Searchlight strategy played ou t through the national ‘H ope no t H a te ’ cam paign is 
hardly  less prim itive. W ith the help o f com pliant trade unionists and  the backing o f 
the M irror new sgroup, it too claims to  have d istribu ted  m illions o f leaflets, b u t as it 
stands no candidates, the only household nam e to w hich it draws atten tion  is o f 
course that o f  the BNP. A nd, while claim ing to recognise “at a local level, the 
grievances and insecurities that are giving rise to the B N P in the first place,” the 
only way Searchlight can address the root causes behind the B N P advances is, 
according to cu rren t editor N ick Lowles, to “strive to  argue” w ith its m ainstream  
backers for the critical step change in approach.

‘Strive to  argue’ is a curious little phrase. It brings to  m ind a m em orable line from 
the film The Outlaw Josey Wales, where the character played by C hief D an  G eorge 
m entions travelling w ith a delegation o f Red Indian chiefs to W ashington to directly 
air their “grievances and insecurities.” T he  advice they were offered by the white 
m an was to “endeavour to persevere.”
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“We thought abou t it for a long tim e -  ‘endeavour to persevere’. A nd w hen we had 
thought about it long enough, we declared w ar on the U n ion .”

Sooner ra ther than  later a progressive left will have to declare ou trigh t w ar on 
conservative anti-fascism  too.
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It used  to be received w isdom  th a t in c ircum stances w here a co u n try ’s 
parliam entary  Right was v ibrant, the F ar Right could n o t hope to  prosper, and 
could thus be safely ignored. If  such pund itry  was ever justifiable, it no longer holds 
true  in Europe. In Italy, for exam ple, B erlusconi’s populist Forza Italia com fortably 
found accom m odation at m inisterial level for representatives o f bo th  the F ar Right 
N ational Alliance, and the even m ore flam boyant reactionary  Lega N ord . In 
A ustria, it was the conservative R ight and  the Far Right in the shape o f  the 
F reedom  Party  w ho shared pow er at the expense o f the Social D em ocrats. In 
F rance, it was Le Pen w ho, at the expense o f the Socialists, cam e second to Jacques 
C hirac, a G aullist, in the ru n  off for President in 2002.

Only if these signals are utterly  d isregarded can conventional conservatism  be 
regarded as a reliable bulw ark against extrem ism . For, as is evident from  even 
recent history, if circum stances prove judicious, it can as easily becom e an ally. 
G iven the history of the pre-w ar years this may n o t be m uch  o f a revelation but, 
nevertheless, it does m ean  ano ther canon o f constitu tional anti-fascism  needs 
revising: fascism can m ean som ething o ther than  an  exclusively violent reaction to 
social dem ocratic ascendancy.

Even now it is still fashionable to  see the em ergence o f  this new  fascism as a 
backlash against m ulticultural success, ra ther than  the result o f  unalloyed socialist 
failure. Such w rong-headedness, naturally  enough , is accom panied by com placent 
propaganda, w hich still presen ts the E uro-nationalist as the opposite o f the popular 
will, and crim inal, anti-dem ocratic  and  anti-social by nature . It is necessary for 
those w ho hold this view to be incontrovertible to close their eyes to the 
discom fiting actuality tha t m uch o f  the vote for fascism across E urope has com e 
from  the previous constituency o f the Left. In  F rance, in w hat was know n as the 
‘R ed B elt’, w here suppo rt for a post-w ar C om m un ist Party  seem ed inborn , the vote 
goes just as doggedly to  the F ron t N ational.

T h e  contrad ictions d o n ’t end  there. In  the F rench  presidential elections in June 
2002, it was no t the R ight b u t 1.5 m illion organised by the L eft, w ho took to the 
streets in p ro test at finding them selves losing ou t in the dem ocratic argum ent. T h is  
was an im pressive tu rn -o u t by any standards, and  was widely hailed alm ost 
im m ediately as a truer reflection o f the popular will than  the four tim es as m any 
w ho ticked F N  in the election. Such self-delusion is bad enough b u t arguably w hat 
is even w orse is that the show o f force was a substitu te  for the type o f  day-to-day 
cam paigning on im poverished estates tha t was once a benchm ark  o f  the Left and  is 
now  p a rt and  parcel o f E uro-nationalism  everywhere. “W e’re on the landings and



no one else is,” is how one F N  supporter p u t it. A sta tem en t AFA recognised from  
the late 19 90’s w ould soon apply in Britain too.

In Burnley in M ay 2002 this scenario was played ou t on a sm aller scale w hen an 
80-strong A N L  picket outside the Town H all denounced the B N P  and  the 10,000 
voting for it inside as ‘undem ocratic’. T h a t the party  w ith the closest ties to  the 
A N L  had roughly the sam e level o f support in Burnley as the A N L  had activists, 
m erely reinforced the feeling o f a liberal Left floundering. In o rder to  highlight the 
inconsistency, the B N P launched the Pro-D em ocracy League in 2004 , hoping  to 
coun ter the propaganda o f the A nti-N azi League. N o t long afterw ards the A N L  was 
w ound up.

Plainly this ability to  outflank the liberal Left did no t happen overnight bu t is a 
result o f a p ro tracted  series o f alm ost unim aginable b lunders stre tch ing  back 
decades. T h e  result is that today, where the liberal Left continues to ignore working 
class concerns and  has priorities o ther than  im m ediate working class interests, 
E uro-nationalism  is capable and  m ore than  happy to ‘fill the vacuum ’. A nd in the 
scenario described, where it is the radical Right that com es to  be accepted  as the 
an ti-establishm ent alternative, anti-fascism  cannot, and canno t be expected to, 
deliver accep tab le  an ti-fascist so lu tions. A fter all, if  th rough  a feeling o f 
abandonm en t the bo ttom  40%  o f society are w on to the argum ents o f the Far 
Right, w ho can be relied upon to fight fascism w ith any conviction? TTie state? T he  
m edia? L iberal anti-fascism?

H ardly, as to  a large extent the state/m edia/m ulticultural/liberal com bination  has 
already failed, no t just in Britain. F rance, A ustria, Italy and H olland and  a host o f 
o ther countries bear w itness to the im potence o f  that consensus. A nd while the 
con tinued  dem onisation  o f the nationalist Right can certainly re tard , if only to  a 
lim ited degree, w hat it canno t do is p retend  to represent a political rem edy. N o r is 
it the case tha t the anti-extrem ist poultice in w hich the strategy is w rapped  is in 
itself safe o r benign. A m ong a m ultitude o f sins there are the inheren t errors o f 
exaggeration, one-sidedness, and outright lies. All o f which, to  a population  already 
deeply alienated by the m ainstream  parties, risks casting the target in a positive 
light.

T h e  m ain danger in over-reaching is the risk o f converting those that are no  m ore 
than  sym pathisers into a world-view -accepting hard-core, a pa ten t already evident 
from the A N L  cam paign on the Isle o f D ogs in 1994 tha t caused a 30%  rise in 
electoral support for the B N P there in just six m onths. B ut even w here striden t 
counter-propaganda leaves negative residue, as the trajectory o f the E uropean  Right 
illustrates, and as Searchlight adm its, unvarying vilification is doom ed to  the law o f 
d im inishing returns. W hich is probably why Nigel C opsey in his sum m ing up  calls 
for a period  o f ‘reflection’ by anti-fascism  in Britain. H e poses the questions as 
follows: “W hat happens if an extrem e-Right party  em erges like the F ron t N ational
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in the 1980s, that im m unises itself against charges o f nazism? Even if a h idden  core 
o f fascism can be exposed, w hat happens w hen, w ith generational shift, the streng th  
o f anti-nazi feeling and  the m em ory  o f war fades?”

Ironically, by the tim e he posed  the question in 1999 his p red iction  had  already 
com e to pass. H e just d id n ’t see it, w hich is why the “practical lesson” he 
recom m ends all anti-fascists to take on board  (“Any collective response m ust be 
roo ted  firmly in the local com m unity  along the lines o f Tyne & W ear A nti-Fascist 
A ssociation”) looked pitifully inadequate just a couple o f years later. A reality 
forcefully b rough t hom e in 2003, w hen to  the background  o f claim s of victory from 
TW AFA  the B N P took 14% o f votes across S underland . U ltim ately, for the an ti
racist projects cham pioned by C opsey to have political purchase w ould require the 
B N P to restric t itself to  contesting  seats in those areas inhabited  by a substantial 
num ber o f ethnic m inorities. N o t unexpectedly, their electoral strategy is exactly the 
opposite.

A nother factor not often taken into consideration  is that, in total, ethnic 
m inorities m ake up  substantially less than  10% o f  the U K  population , so w hat 
possible relevance could the N M P  and  TW AFA , or schem es m odelled  on it, have 
for the rest o r -  as the F ar R ight w ould have it -  the opposing 90%  o f Britons? It is 
exactly this b lind-spot that dam ns the Searchlight analysis too. It is surely now 
evident that E uro-nationalism  will no t be stopped  by consensus-friendly cross-class 
and, all im portantly , apolitical half-m easures. If the battle  for w orking class hearts 
and m inds is to  be w on, E uro-nationalism  will need  to be challenged head-on  by 
just as com pelling and  grand a narrative. Surely this should  be an inescapable 
reality by now. “T h e  B N P does no t get votes because it is especially gifted at 
articulating the fears o f  w hite, working class and  lower class B ritons; it gets them  
because it is the only party  th a t specifically targets tha t g roup” {Observer editorial, 
23rd  April 2006).

B ut by and  large this particu lar penny has yet to  drop. W hen B N P potential first 
em erged in O ldham  in 2001, m any pund its , unw illing to  com e to term s w ith the 
nature and  scale o f  the problem , prom ptly  dem anded  N ew  L abou r 're focus’. T hey  
addressed  the th rea t as if it was all a m atte r o f political will, while closing their eyes 
to  the absence o f an activist base by w hich to deliver the non-ex isten t N ew  L abour 
program m e for working class com m unities to begin with.

T horoughly  w rong-footed by the unexpected  tu rn s o f events, a un ited  L eft, w ith 
the blessings o f the A N L , first though t to p resen t a ‘socialist a lternative’. H ow ever 
the entire electoral im pact o f the Socialist A lliance w ould be lim ited to  just one seat 
in Burnley in 2002 w here, th rough  taking a few dozen votes, it caused ano ther 
council seat to go to  the BNP. T hereafter, the A N L  largely reverted  to backing 
L abour, o r failing tha t, the  Liberal D em ocrats: a policy that inevitably ended  in 
calls for anti-fascists to vote Tory. “People should realise tha t in som e places the
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m ost effective way to get the B N P out is for people to  vote Tory. T h e  Tories 
them selves m ust pu t up a fight [there] even if they d o n ’t th ink  they can w in” 
(Trevor Phillips, chairm an o f the C om m ission for Racial Equality, 16 th  Septem ber 
2003).

In  due course this m arriage o f convenience m ust too end in divorce. T h is is 
because a conspicuous contradiction  in tail-ending the m ainstream  ‘an ti-nazi’ 
parties is the tendency for the political centre w hen under pressure to tack  to  the 
right, thereby seeking to assimilate all that is radical in the extrem ist agenda at the 
expense o f moving rightw ards itself. For instance, a m ajor factor in the election o f 
F rench  P resident Sarkozy in 2007 was a result o f his brazen appeal to  u ltra-righ t 
voters. B ut, as has long been identified in o ther parts  o f m ainland E urope, such a 
ploy is no t always even a short-term  success, w ith voters showing a con tinued  
preference for ‘the original over the copy’.

So barring  an im plosion, does this m ean the B N P will have a free run? Well, yes 
and  no. As we have seen since 1994, their climb to prom inence has been a near 
vertical one, w ith the negative, anti-extrem ist parable exemplified by legal an ti
fascism , in the shape o f first the A N L  and then ‘U nite  against Fascism ’, lacking 
both  resonance and credibility as an electoral deterren t. T h u s , it follows, if the 
‘d rift’ is to  be anchored it will be achieved only by a counter-analysis and 
philosophy -  targeting exactly the sam e constituency w here the B N P has greatest 
appeal. As said, the F N  once boasted , “We’re on the landings and no one else is.” 
T h is sim ple lesson has been staring the E uropean Left in the face since the 
em ergence of the F N  as a truly national force in 1985, and  it has uniform ly and 
wilfully refused to act on it.

In 2002 a num ber of the pilot schem es set up by the IW CA  broke surface w ith 
candidates appearing in disparate areas such as H avering in Essex, H ackney in east 
L ondon , O xford, south Islington and inner city Glasgow. An average re tu rn  overall 
o f  25 per cent o f  the vote, plus the actual election of the first FWCA councillor 
caused a sharp  intake o f breath am ongst the orthodox  Left. T hough  w elcom ed in 
som e quarters, it was widely regarded in others as an im pertinen t display and  a 
rebuke to  the feeble efforts o f far larger and better funded groupings, such as 
A rthu r Scargill’s Socialist L abour Party or the Socialist Alliance who, despite 
standing m any hundreds of candidates, m anaged double figures on only the very 
odd  occasion. Logically, it ought to have given pause for thought, b u t w ithin just a 
m atter o f days the secretary of the Socialist Alliance announced , “We have nothing 
to  learn from  the IW CA .”

W ith the B N P taking three seats in Burnley in the sam e election the ratio  betw een 
the rivals stood  at three to one in favour o f the BNP. In  2004 w hen the IW CA  
candidate received the backing o f  50,000 voters in the L ondon M ayoral election, it 
bore reasonable com parison to die 80,000 the B N P had attracted  w hen it too first
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stood  in 2000. B ut the B N P was not stand ing  still e ither as the 50%  increase in its 
own vote dem onstrated .

A nd so by 2006 w hen the IW C A  had am assed four councillors, the B N P  had 
som ething like 54 and  the sm aller organisation was fast d isappearing  in the B N P 
wing m irrors. O n  top o f this, the aggregate tu rn o u t o f around  60%  in the general 
elections in 2001 and  2005 points to  the alarm ing scale of, in particu lar, working 
class political disaffection  in 21st cen tu ry  B ritain . A m ongst m any p o o rer 
neighbourhoods this loss o f faith is no t only in the m ainstream  parties, bu t also in 
the value o f representative politics altogether. A ccordingly, w ith the m ainstream  
parties increasingly clubbing together in the neo-liberal cen tre , the greater the 
potential legroom  for radical elem ents on their flanks. W hich is one o f the principle 
reasons for deep establishm ent unease. “As the W estm inster parties cluster ever 
closer together, there’s a rum ble in the m argins from  right and left, which has all 
the signs o f  getting louder and  m ore troub lesom e” (Red Pepper, issue 156, O ct/N ov 
2007).

Eventually, this now undeniab le  electoral void, first flagged by AFA in 1995, will 
o f course be filled. A nd shaping the fu ture is the prize for w hoever achieves it. W ith 
an annual expenditure o f around  £ 7 5 0 ,0 0 0  by 2008 (even p rio r to the £ 5  m illion 
expenses w indfall from  the E uropean  U nion), the national profile enjoyed by the 
B N P pu ts it in pole position. In their w ildest d ream s the IW CA  could never have 
hoped  to  m atch such resources. Crucially, however, a strategy for challenging the 
B N P on even the m eanest o f landings is now in place. A nd as a study by the radical 
left m agazine Red Pepper, in to  the success o f the p arty ’s m ethods on the vast and 
troubled  Blackbird Leys estate, p u t it: “Take no te  o f the IW C A  -  it is as good a 
place as any to s ta rt thinking about possible ou tcom es” (Red Pepper, issue 156, 
O ct/N ov 2007).

O ne possible outcom e is that the B N P continue their advance. A nother possible 
outcom e is that the w ider left, trade unionists and  even straightforw ard dem ocrats 
reach the sam e conclusion as the m ilitants, and  finally set about the task o f bringing 
the m arginalised working class in from  the political cold.TTiis is w hat the m ilitants 
believe m ust now  happen . A nd, as we have show n at critical junctures, they have 
been proved right before.

But w ith nationalist prerogative d ictating  across m uch  o f  the con tinen t already, 
the very natu re  o f  dem ocracy, no t just in Britain b u t also in E urope, may depend  
on them  being righ t again.
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AFA Anti Fascist A ction

A N L A nti N azi League

A N L M K l A nti N azi League 1977-1982

A N LM K 2 A nti N azi League 1992-2003

A RA  A nti Racist Alliance

A R A FA  A nti-Racist A nti-Fascist A ction

A R A F C C  A nti-Racist, A nti-Fascist C o-ord inating  C om m ittee  

B & H  Blood and H onour 

B N P  British N ational Party 

C l 8 C om bat 18

C P G B  C om m unist Party  o f G reat Britain 

C S B  C able S treet Beat 

C W  Class War

D AM  D irect A ction M ovem ent

G C A R A  G reenw ich C am paign A gainst Racist A ttacks

G L C  G reater L ondon  C ouncil

IC F  In te r C ity F irm  (West H am  football hooligans)

IL O L  Independen t Loyal O range Lodge 

IW C A  Independen t Working C lass Association 

N F  N ational F ron t 

N M P  N ew ham  M onito ring  Project 

RA  Red A ction

R C P  R evolutionary C om m unist Party 

S W P  Socialist W orkers Party 

T O M  T roops O u t M ovem ent 

T S G  T erritorial S u p p o rt G roup  

U D A  U lster D efence Association 

WTA W orld in A ction 

W P  W orkers Power 

Y R E  Youth against Racism  in E urope
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A N A R C H IS T S  IN  T H E  S P A N IS H  R E V O L U T IO N  
by Jose Pei rats

This is the most comprehensive history of the Spanish Civil War 
(1936-39) and the role played by the CNT-FAI, anarcho-syndicalists and 
anarchists. Included is a brief survey of the v^orking class movement in 
Spain, and the political struggles which v̂ êre a prelude to the Civil War 
£11.95 (including postage and packing) ISB N  0 900 3 8 4  53 0

A B O U T  A N A R C H IS M  by N icolas W alter

The case for anarchism as a pragmatic political philosophy is explained 
in this classic work by Nicolas Walter, who was a writer, journalist and 
active protester against the power of the state. It has often been 
reprinted and translated into many languages, including Japanese, Serbo- 
Croat, Chinese, Polish and Russian. Introduction by Natasha Walter. 
£3.50  (including postage and packing) ISBN  0 9003 8 4  90  5

T H f  May D ays 
BARLftONA 1937

M A Y  DAYS; B A R C E L O N A  1937 by Augustin Souchy, 
Jose Peirats, Burnett Bolloten and Em m a Goldm an

Eyewitness reports of the crushing counter-revolution from Augustin 
Souchy, Jose Peirats, Burnett Bolloten and Emma Goldman.This‘minor' 
incident in the Spanish Civil War claimed more casualties than in the 
first week of the military uprising in Barcelona in July 1936.
£5.95 (including postage and packing) ISB N  0 9 0 0 3 8 4  3 9  5

A N A R C H IS T  Q U IZ  B O O K  by Martin Howard  
illustrated by Paul Petard

Some say that it should not be the highest priority of a revolutionary 
movement to ask itself obscure questions, but it is fun, and if it 
encourages an inquiring mind to find out more, then all the better. So 
agitate, educate and organise, all in a handy question and answer format! 
£5.00 (including postage and packing) ISBN  I 904491 07 3

ANARCHIST 
QUIZ BOOK

A N A R C H Y  IN  A C T IO N  by Colin W ard

Not a book for those who have spent a lifetime pondering the problems 
of anarchism, but for those who either had no idea of what the word 
implied or knew exactly what it implied and rejected it, considering that 
it had no relevance for the modern world. It is about the many ways in 
which people organise themselves in any kind of human society.
£7.50 (including postage and packing) ISBN  0 9 0 0 3 8 4  20  4



A B C  O F  A N A R C H IS M  by A lexander Berkm an

"Government remains strong because people think political authority 
and legal compulsion necessary. Capitalism will continue as long as such 
an economic system is considered adequate and just ... progress 
consists of abolishing what man has outlived and substituting in its place 
a more suitable environment."
£6.00 (including postage and packing) ISB N  0 900 3 8 4  03 4

Z A P A T A  O F  M E X IC O  by Peter E. Newell

Zapata fought for the rights of local communities and became the 
purest embodiment of the Mexican Revolution. Today the indigenous 
rebel army in Chiapas, the Zapatista Army of National Liberation 
(EZLN), continue the struggle against the same social ills that Zapata 
fought, and take their inspiration from his life and struggle.
£9.S0  (including postage and packing) ISB N  I 9004491  05 7

H IST O R Y  O F  T H E  M A K H N O V IS T  M O V E M E N T  
by Peter Arshinov
During the Russian Revolution the old order was swept away, but the 
Bolsheviks were developing their own brutal repression. Makhno’s struggle 
with both the old and the new oppressors is as significant now as it was 
then, and this is undoubtedly the most important source work available. 
£9.90 (including postage and packing) ISB N  I 9 0 0 3 8 4  40  9

A  S U M M E R  IN  T H E  P A R K  by Tony Allen

“What stuns is Tony’s enthusiasm to pick himself and his art apart, to 
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Hyde Park orator, and in so doing he throws up more insights into the 
performer’s art than any other book I know... I plead we get more 
summers” (Ken Campbell)
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A T T H E  C A F E : C O N V E R S A T IO N S  O N  A N A R C H IS M  a t ^ T H ^  C A F E  

by Errlco Malatesta
While Malatesta was hiding from the police he took the risk of regularly 
visiting a cafe in Ancona, Italy The conversations he had there became 
the basis for this book. In this first English translation, he analyses the 
arguments for and against anarchism in his usual commonsense style.
£7.50 (including postage and packing) ISB N  I 904491 06 5
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