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[The times at the beginning of each paragraph refer to the approximate time elapsed since the 
start of the podcast.]

0:08 Introduction by Nacheal Catnott. All this week we've been looking back at events from Black 
British history. Today I'm your guest presenter and I'll be telling you a little known story about an 
anti-racist demonstration in a place where I grew up and how it crushed the biggest White 
supremacist group in Britain.

0:25 Jungle drums.

0:28 It's August 1977 and people in Lewisham in south-east London have heard that the racist 
National Front are planning a massive show of strength in their neighbourhood.

0:38 Lez Henry: You know the word on the street in Lewisham was that the National Front are 
gonna do the biggest march they've ever done...[background noise of crowd violence]... an' it was 
when we heard all the noise round the corner where the flares an' the smoke bombs were bein' 
thrown we kinda went roun' the corner so we could see what was happenin' . You could smell 
some of the fumes from the smoke bombs and the flares and all that. It was mayhem.

1:05 Presenter: Lez Henry turned 20 four days before what became known as the Battle of 
Lewisham. South London born and bred, he grew up experiencing racist abuse from the National 
Front thugs and some white people in his neighbourhood. [Sound of noise of indeterminate 
nature.] He was into reggae at the time, helping musicians like Josh Akar set up their massive 
sound systems.

1:29 Henry: On one particular Friday we helped him load his speakers into the van an' I was walkin'
up the road and all of a sudden all I heard was somethin' like [bleeped out] an' this white guy 
smashed me straight in the face wiv a bit of wood. He actually knocked at least one of my teeth 
out which I fink I swallowed but I remember that when I looked in the mirror the whole of the left 
hand side of my face was swollen and I have no clue what triggered that incident but that's what it 
was like.

1:58 Presenter: Did you feel protected by the police?



2:00 Henry: No. Absolutely not. No way, no way. Because loads of the police officers were [?] 
racists.

2:07 Presenter: Lez's parents had come over from Jamaica in the 1950s in the first big wave of 
immigration from the Carribean.

2:14 Henry: They are of the Windrush generation. Growin' up, there weren't that many black 
families on our road.

2:20 Presenter: Can you explain to me what Britain was like back then.

2:24 Henry: For us it was just a very hostile environment. You know, there were no-go areas for 
black people. It was quite commonplace for us to be abused on our way to school. It was just 
normal for people to call you a [bleep] or a [bleep] or the n word or whatever it was that they 
wanted to call you. I grew up wiv a lot of resentment for white people because I didn't really 
understand why they were so hostile to us.

2:50 Presenter: In 1977 the National Front seemed to be getting their racist message into the 
political mainstream. A year before, they had managed to win almost half the vote in a local 
election in Deptford, a neighbourhood [unclear]. They were familiar faces in Lewisham market, 
often insulting black passers-by and handing out racist propaganda.

3:11 Henry: If you went to Lewisham market, at the end of where them stalls would be you would 
get a line-up of members of the National Front. A lot of them were skinheads, you know, so they 
would be [unclear] German shirts they used to wear with Levis, you know, the rolled up Levis and 
the bovver boots and they would get away with it they knew that if they were confronted by black 
people and the police were round the police would actually come and defend them anyway so 
leadin' up to the Ba'le of Lewisham there was a lot of tension and the National Front became 
involved.

3:42 Presenter: Although there was an obvious danger of violence, the National Front march was 
allowed to go ahead in Lewisham on August 13th 1977. Suspecting the police would not defend 
them, community leaders advised black people to avoid the route.



3:55 Henry: A lot of these right wing racist groups they would go to these things they would be 
tooled up and they would be prepared because a lot of them were football fans and that's what a 
lot of the football fans used to do anyway. They would bring that kinda football thug mentali'y to 
these marches. We were basically told, "Stay away". An' there were loads an' loads of black people 
who were terrified of them.

4:22 Presenter: BUT the National Front would face a counter-demonstration from many anti-racist 
groups, including some anarchists.

4:30 Henry: We knew there would be enough anti-racists there. Because to be honest people were
gettin' fed up of the National Front in places like Lewisham, but we didn't expect there to be 
fasands of white people I was actually in shock when I saw how many white people were there, 
you know, as anti-racists we said, you know what, we're just gonna let the white man dem fight the
white man. Let them fight each ovver.

4:52 Presenter: On the day of the march, Lez and his twin brother watched the situation unfold 
from a safe position outside the local college. [Sound of mob chanting.] From the start it was clear 
that the racists were massively outnumbered. When about five hundred National Front members 
reached the outskirts of Lewisham they were met by thousands of counter-demonstrators.

5:15 Henry: You had loads of anti-fascists who were there an' ready to fight. I saw people chucking 
stuff. I'm sure it was red and blue flares they were chucking at the National Front but it was 
tangible and the fear from them was palpable you could actually feel it an'....black boys we just 
laughed.

5:35 Unnamed radio/TV reporter: ...stones and bottles being thrown...

5:39 Henry: We just thought look these are the people who go around terrorising people cowering 
and hiding behind the police.

5:45 Mob chanting, "We're out to get the Nazis. We're out to get the Nazis."

5:47 Unnamed radio/TV reporter: Again the police move in to make snatch arrests. It seems that 
the police have effectively stopped the counter-demonstration from reaching the National Front 
marchers.



6:02 Henry: The police crea'ed a cordon aroun' the National Front that no-one could really get to 
this (sic).

6:05 Presenter: Did you witness any violence?

6:07 Henry: I saw that National Front people bein' dragged outta the crowd. I fink that most o' 
what I witnessed was when the police actually star'ed to disperse the National Front some of the 
anarchists started to attack members of the National Front.

6:20 Presenter: There were 4,000 police officers on duty at Lewisham. They escorted the National 
Front racists out of Lewisham and onto busses and trains out of London. The far right had been 
prevented from holding their march. But at that point the situation took another violent turn. In 
the confusion a false rumour spread that the National Front were heading into Lewisham town 
centre. Some of the black community - not Lez, but a few of his friends - went there to confront 
them.

6:55 Henry: That's when some skirmishes kicked off between the black boys and the police, and 
that's when they got the riot shields out for the first time in UK mainland history that the police 
used riot shields against members of the communi'y so I know that these were the fings used in 
Northern Ireland I believe at the time but they did that in Lewisham an' I believe that the police 
were also charging at people with their horses.

7:18 Unnamed radio/TV reporter: Under grey skies this morning the local people at Lewisham 
went down to the high street to have a look for themselves at the scene of yesterday's battling 
between demonstrators and police.

7:27 Presenter: In total, 214 people were arrested that day and over a hundred injured, half of 
them police officers. For the National Front it was a humiliation, and the battle was now seen as 
having halted the rise of the far right in Britain.

7:41 Henry: The National Front died that day. They fort that more ordinary white people would 
come out and support them but for me impor'an'ly ordinary people got to see that basically they 
were a bunch of cowards, and why would you be afraid of cowards? So the terror that they 
wielded in places like Lewisham died that day. Their credibili'y went to zero. They basically 
vanished.



8:10 Presenter: How do think the Ba''le of Lewisham relates to today? Do you feel like real change 
came of it?

8:17 Henry: It's kinda bi''er-sweet really for me because on the one hand the over-racist presence 
vanished but I fink it became replaced by something far more insidious, which is what we 
experience now. In some ways it was easier for us as black youf then we had an identifiable enemy 
wheveer they were dressed up as skinheads or whatever oh you could tell by their looks, you could
tell by their a''i'tude but now it's more covert so I actually fink it's probably a more worrying time.

8:52 Presenter: Lez Henry is now a Professor of Criminology. He was talking to me, Nicole Katna (?),
for that edition of Witness to History.

8:59 Ends.
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