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The Anti-Nazi League

The Anti-Nazi League is the largest and best-known anti-fascist
organisation in Britain. It’s placards and posters declare ‘no
platform for fascists’ and ‘by any means necessary.” The reality
is often different.

In this pamphlet, written by two active anti-fascists, the
record of the ANL between 1977 - 1981/2 is contrasted with its
record since it was re-launched in 1992.

Much of the material is centred on east London, looking
at the struggles against the National Front (NF) in the 1970’s
and the British National Party in the 80’s and 90’s.

The aim behind the pamphlet is to create discussion and
debate, leading to action against the fascists and the system
which helps to create them.

Comments, favourable or otherwise, can be sent to the
publishers of the pamphlet. The authors are both members of the
Colin Roach Centre.

Published by the Colin Roach Centre, S6 Clarence Road,
London ES 8HB. 0181 533 7111/ 0181 533 7116 (fax)

ANL 1977 - 1981/2 - written by Jim Kelly
ANL 1992 -1995 - written by Mark Metcalf.




This 1s a political account of the period 1977 to 1981/2 by an
active participant in the Anti-Nazi League (ANL). History is
often written by intellectual outsiders, safe in their armchairs,
away from the daily struggles being waged by working class
people. This account is an attempt to put such a perspective on
an important period in the struggle against fascism in the east
end of London and in Britain in general.

Introduction

The period of 1977 to 1981 and the history of anti-fascism

during t
group p

n1s period i1s mainly the history of the SWP. No other
ayed as vital a role in stopping the growth of fascism,

nationall

y and especially in East London. (This does not mean

ignoring locally based community groups. Hopefully, someone
will write an account of them in the near future.)

The period can be broken into three. The first would be the
period prior to the counter demonstration against the National
Front (NF) at Lewisham in August 1977. This was a period of
growth for the fascists, which initially met very little opposition.
Media scare stories about Ugandan Asian immigration, the
jailing of Robert Relf for advertising his house for sale to an
'English family only', and the strike by the Asian workers at
Imperial Typewriters where the white workers scabbed, helped
to create a respectability for racist ideas.
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By the mid 1970s the NF had adopted the old Mosleyite
strategy of building a stronghold in East London from which to
build national credibility. Webster, NF deputy leader, obtained
large votes in Bethnal Green. Many locals gave passive support.
On my council estate, off Globe Rd, NF graffiti and stickers
were everywhere. An old Mosleyite on my landing had regular
visits from local NF activists. Asian families moving to the
estate were attacked, not always by NF members, but by local
youths, who supported their ideas. NF members were regulars
in local pubs. The Left on the other hand were almost invisible
and usually perceived as outsiders.

[ joined the SWP in mid 1977, mainly because of their
attempts to confront the NF over the previous 12 months. Their
attempts to physically stop an NF march at Wood Green and
then launching an attack on NF paper sellers at Brick Lane
brought them a lot of local publicity. I saw them as the only
serious opposition to what was a very much greater threat than
today.

This period was one of a very low level of defensive action.
The NF were confident, talking of winning Parliamentary seats,
polling over 110,000 votes in the '76 GLC Election. In Bethnal
Green and Lewisham they began to attack left paper sales and
meetings. In the former they attacked individuals, once
attempting to sledge. hammer the front door of an SWP
members flat.

At Brick Lane the Left was very much on the defensive,
only selling papers in the Asian area around Truman’s Brewery.
The NF sold at 2 or 3 pitches in the market. The CP, with a
much larger paper membership played a sectarian role, calling
for ineffective, peaceful protests with vicars and bishops. The
anti-fascist forces were starting from a much weaker position
than we are in today. The individuals and local groups in East

London today have a much greater potential than we had prior to
August 1977.
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One team sells over 500 copies in a morning ...

Street sales boom for

NF members sell National Front News at Hoxton Market in the East End.
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THE MESSAGE from the East
End of London to sellers of
the NF paper National Front
News is: Take BIG teams out
onto the streets!

The Hackney and Islington
Branches of the National Front,
with activists from other areas,
recently chalked up a great
success by selling no less than
574 copies of NF News in a
single morning at Hoxton
Market in the East End.

About 30 activists joined
together on this great sales
drive — and by a few hours
work took the message of the
A National Front to probably
more than a thousand people.

All NF Branches and Regional
Jrganisers should take note of this
uccess. The way to sell our paper is

indoubtedly for large numbers of
«ctivists from several Branches to

centrate on one particular area.
They can then move on to the area
Sf ancth ., Bilach for thc next saies
drive the following weekend - so
that the same team eventually covers

combine into big teams and con-
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a whole Region. THOUSAND copies in

Another bonus of size is as a through a system of do
deterrent for the Communist riff- promotion. Through sale
raff who are prone to violent apop- the National Front mess:
lexy at the sight of NF members ing more people in Brit
selling a patriotic newspaper. At ever been achieved by
Bolton and Rochdale recently. paper since the war.
groups of blacks egged on by com- We realise that r
munists have tried to prevent the Branches can achieve tl
sale of NF News. Don’t let them get local sales, and not a
away with it. sell the paper en masse «

The sale of National Front News basis. But they can TR’
is booming nationwide. Over four build what is now the .
thousand copies alone are sold in lation nationalist paper
North and East London, and ise now, and remembe
Leicester Branch of the National team can reach tk
Front now sell no less than SIX readers.
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The Hackney and Islington team - over 500 copies sols




The first big breakthrough came at Lewisham. The SWP
had been attacked on their paper sales. John Deason, a Central
Committee member, organised stewards groups to defend our
activities. This was the beginning of the infamous "squads”
specialist groups that were later demonised by the leadership.

The NF tried to take the initiative by organising an "anti-
black muggers" march from New Cross to Lewisham. The SWP
put all it's energy into organising a counter demo. The east
London district of the SWP was to be the spearhead of the
counter demo. The situation that morning was a mixture of
nervous tension and tremendous determination and expectation.

The NF march was surrounded by large numbers of police
and as the march turned out of Clifton Rise it was met by a hail
of bricks and bottles, but it was managing to continue on its
route. At this point none of the comrades with me knew what to
do next, including myself! There's no doubt in my mind that the
police were still, at this point, in control and disciplined enough
to drag the cowering nazi's to their destination.

It was at this point that the whole situation was transformed,
one act of individual courage by Peter Chapell; who launched
himself into the front of the march. The sight of the Union Jacks
shooting into the air, nazis scattering broke the impasse.
Chapell was quickly followed by a small group of his mates.

Within seconds our group of SWP members linked arms
and moved across the road to support Chapell and his friends.
We broke the march just behind the 'Honour Guard." There
followed a few minutes of vicious fighting, the fascists were left
battered and bruised, many were clearly terrified of what had
just taken place. The march disintegrated, with fascists running
around in blind panic. Most ran away, a few stood their ground
and got overwhelmed by the sheer weight of anti-fascists. These
, included many local Afro-Caribbean’s who had turned out.

This victory changed the momentum of the struggle at a
national level and it produced a tremendous feeling of elation on
the part of the anti-fascists involved. Without the political

commitment of Peter Chapell the next few years would have
been a lot harder and dangerous.

The next day at Brick Lane in Bethnal Green we took the
initiative and moved our paper sellers up into the market,
meeting only verbal resistance from the nazi’s who turned up. I
would estimate that we sold around 400 copies of 'Socialist
Worker.! Jim Nicholl, a central committee member was
interviewed on the front cover of the 'News of the World' in
which he said that the SWP 'had done it and would do it again.’

Second period--ANL Mk. 1

The political momentum of the Lewisham victory led within a
short space of time to the launch of the ANL . The image of
aggressive, confrontational street politics which the SWP
leadership encouraged led to a massive influx of young working
class males and females.

These new recruits found it difficult to relate to the older,
more conservative middle class people who had been party
members since their student days. Many left because of the
arrogance and political snobbery of these self-proclaimed
professional revolutionaries. Others began to organise with
experienced working class militants and began to develop a
more aggressive anti-fascist agenda. This meant we cleared the
fascists off the streets of East London, attacking paper sales and
members.

This new offensive tactic increasingly worried the SWP
leadership. A split developed between the leaderships empty
rhetoric and reality.

In fact, the launch of the ANL signalled a move to the right
by the SWP leadership, who increasingly developed strategy of
working with pop stars, actors and actresses and mainstream
politicians, especially those Labour politicians who were under




















































