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This is a transcript of most of Episode 2 of this three-part series, broadcast on BBC Radio 4 on 
February 26th 2021. The programme lasted 27 minutes, 41 seconds, and I have recorded the time 
of each comment as best I can, but this is not necessarily completely accurate.

Note: Numbers in brackets refer to the Notes at the foot of this document, starting on page 8.

0:00 Start of programme.

0:15 Presenter: The National Front brings back the repulsive fascist tradition of the thirties.

0:22 Unnamed commentator: One of the reasons why the Mosely Movement was stopped was 
because 150,000 people went down to Cable Street and stood there and stopped the march, and 
everyone now looks back at those people and says, 'these people were heroes, wonderful'. Now, of
course, when we do it here in Lewisham, we're looked upon as the leaders of violence.

0:57 Presenter: When the British far-right National Front staged a controversial march through the 
South London Borough of Lewisham in August 1977 it was part of an ongoing strategy of 
provocative rallies intended to raise its profile and attract new recruits.

Or as the group's Activities Organiser, Martin Webster, once put it, to kick their way into the 
headlines.

I'm Camilla Schofield, a political historian, and in this series I've been tracing the threads of fascism
that have woven themselves into the British picture, a lineage of individuals, organisations and 
ideas that runs from the end of World War One to the present day.

But is 'fascism' still a useful term today? For some it's a term that only has meaning in Britain, and 
talking about the years before World War Two, the years in which the British Union of Fascists met 
with repeated failure. Oswald Moseley could call himself a fascist overtly, proudly, because it 
wasn't quite the dirty word it would become. But since then, people with similar ideas have mostly
had to avoid the label.

2:00 Background of mob chanting, "Seig heil, seig heil".

2:12 Presenter: For others, the real world threat they posed placed them outside the norms of 
liberal democracy. Like at Cable Street forty years earlier when a march through east London by 
the British Union of Fascists was physically blocked, they felt that a proper response was 
confrontation. Looking back at Lewisham shows us how the threads of facism were woven into 
popular politics in Britain in the 1970s. But it also shows us something of the consequences as 
well, for democracy, for free speech, and for those who were on the receiving end of the violence 
that followed.

2:41 Unnamed commentator: How after seeing the horrors of the holocaust, how could anyone 
see this and ... and still believe in fascism?



2:49 Presenter: In thinking about this programme, about fascism in Britain after World War Two, 
one question kept coming back to me as a starting point. Who on earth would be a fascist in Britain
after the holocaust? Joe Mulhall is the author of the book, British Fascism after the Holocaust.

3:0  Joe Mulhall: One of the key ways, of course, that people continue to be fascists after the 
Second World War is through the emergence of holocaust denial. In truth, their whole world view 
is built on a notion of anti-semitism, that Jews are all-powerful, that they secretly control the 
world. And that was fundamental to their whole politics. And so how can you have an all-powerful 
community or race like the Jewish people and then simultaneously have the holocaust? For some 
people that was just too large a contradiction. And so it was easier for them to believe that the 
holocaust didn't happen.

3:35 Presenter: Fascism is a series of ideas centred around the revolutionary ultra-nationalism, 
racial hierachy, a recapturing of a mythic past, and of authoritarian leadership. Some things might 
disappear from view - the uniforms, the straight-arm salute, even the word itself, but enough 
remains to recognise the threads of fascism.

4:00 Paul Jackson (historian and author of forthcoming book, Pride and Prejudice): We can see 
three areas of continuity in inter-war fascism in Britain. The first is the sort of Oswald Moseley 
tradition where we see the Union Movement emerge by the end of the 1940s and become a 
vehicle for Moseley to create a new type of fascist politics. It's very European. It's also linked to 
rekindling Empire. Then we have an anti-semitic conspiracy theory tradition. People like 
A.K.Chesterton and his League of Empire Loyalists. And then you have that tradition that is very 
influenced by Hitler's ideas in various ways. So here, er, you know, it's people like John Tyndall, 
Colin Jordan. And then finally I suppose you just have some broader things that also sit around this 
culture that again in some ways just help to sustain it. In particular, the Racial Preservation 
Societies are a very interesting group of the 1960s.

4:51 Presenter: It would be easy to see these organisations and individuals as a rag-bag of 
ultimately irrelevant extremists. But people were dealing with profound changes in post-war 
society, creating new forms of social anxiety, and reaction. Among far-right groups, national 
renewal through the re-assertion of Britain as a white man's country would see the return of 
traditional values. A return to certainty in a time of social and moral change. Racial nationalism 
would go hand in hand with economic nationalism and economic growth. These were the years of 
Professor Paul Gilroy's childhood

5:25 Professor Paul Gilroy: "We're indebted to some of the victims of Italian and Nazi fascism for 
their warning to us that, as fascism reappears in new clothing, in drag, if you like, it doesn't 
announce itself, it doesn't always come conveniently labeled, and those things were around in my 
own childhood as, you know, a black kid growing up in London in the late fifties and early sixties, 
and seventies too, and it's clear that those people were real fascists and that their presence was 
harder to label as such because they spoke the language of British Nationalism in its populist, 
violent form."

6:35 Presenter: [Of AK Chesterton] he was a fascist and a committed anti-semite.

6:45 Unnamed voice: "And his policies of the National Front, racial superiority, the financial 
conspiracy of Wall Street, the 'Britain for the British' cry, all mirror the dead policies of the 
European dictators."



7:52 Presenter: "... infamous 'rivers of blood' speech" [referring to Enoch Powell's April 1968 
speech]. Refers to Powell's "reframing of the meaning of World War Two, when he presented it, 
not as a victory against fascism, or hyper-nationalism, or anti-semitism, but as a defensive war for 
the nation."

9:30 Unnamed commentator: "The National Front, it's important to understand, they are the direct
descendants of classical fascism. This is the racial nationalist party. For them the idea of nation was
indivisible from race and racism. And at its core is a very specific and evisceral anti-semitism. But 
what they attempt to do is to convert racial populists... who are angry about immigration and to 
try to turn them into fascists."

10:05 Presenter: "... it wasn't the threat of the ballot box that was most potent for many Lewisham
residents ... but the threat on the street."

10:07 Professor 'Lez' Henry: "For me, the most important thing is, if we're going to present these 
things historically and accurately then we have to use the language at the time, because if we don't
then we distort the whole moment." Presenter: "He describes them as organised and militaristic. It
wasn't random. He's careful and [unclear] other words as well. Racist language that many people 
find offensive, but which, to him is essential to fully convey the violence of the time."

10:46 Professor 'Lez' Henry again: "The staple of the fascist when I was growing up - nigger-huntin',
paki-bashin' an' queer bashin'. How am I gonna have a conversation if I say, oh, we can't use the n-
word, we can't use the p-word, we can't use the q-word? So how's it gonna make sense 
historically? Growin' up in Lewisham, we were actually terrorised. Once myself, my brover and 
some of our friends, we were playing in the local park when we were surrounded by about eight 
white boys, but they were much older than us. But what they did was, you know, they started to 
[...] the monkey chants and started insulting us, you know, callin' us nigger and coon and spade, 
spear chucker, those kind of fings, an' one of them kicked the hell out of my twin brover. They 
literally held us an' made us watch while one of them kicked the hell out of my twin brover. We 
were eleven or twelve years old and these guys were late teens early twenties. That was not an 
isolated incident. That was just what used to happen to us as black youth in the London Borough of
Lewisham. An' not just in Lewisham. Y'know, across the UK."

Unnamed commentator: This is the moment, of course, where they had begun to emphasise the 
lurid dangerous figure of the young black man, you know, as the primary, predatory object of their, 
you know, the salvaging of Britain. I mean, you can look actually at the placards they carried on 
these demonstrations, these, sort of, monstrous figures with dreadlocks with a kind of golliwog 
face on the front, with the slogan, 'This is your last chance'. So that image of a kind of predatory, 
violent, black, youthful male monster in absolute counterpoint with the kind of imagery that 
Powell had created in the 'rivers of blood' speech. This is the moment when the National Front pick
up all those things and really do try to put fuel in their populist aspirations of that overtly racist 
kind.

12:59 Professor 'Lez' Henry again: Lewisham used to have a market, and, guaranteed, every single 
Sa'urday you would have members of the National Front selling the Bulldog magasine openly. I'd 
be walking past, and they'd be like, "Oi! Oi! Oi! Nig-nog. You want one of these? Here y'are. Y'know
what? I ain't even gonna charge you for it, son, I ain't even gonna charge you. Have some of this, 
mate, and you can learn a bit about yourself." An' on the front of the Bulldog magasine it has those



images, you know, where you go from a primate to a cave-man, an' then you'd have a picture of an
African wiv these overly distor'ed features. Very similar to what the Nazis did in their depictions of 
the Jewish communi'ies, you know when they distort their images an' make them look sub-human,
or less than human. An' they would give them to us. It was normal. It was normalised. It wasn't a 
big deal.

13:56 Unnamed commentator: The area around New Cross Station looks like it had been hit by a 
bomb anyway, and its great areas of dereliction and decay seem almost an appropriate place for a 
battle.

14:03 Presenter: In the weeks before the march in Lewisham, the National Front advertised it with 
the slogan, 'Clear the muggers off the streets'. Attempts to have it banned were unsuccessful, and 
like at Cable Street many years before, protestors sought other means of opposition.

14:17 Counter-protest organiser (unnamed): We intend to occupy Cliffton Rise.

Interviewer (unnamed): In what way? When you say occupy, what do you mean?

Counter-protest organiser (unnamed): With the forces that we will be sending for the march.

Interviewer (unnamed): You hope to fill it with them and prevent the National Front from 
gathering there?

Counter-protest organiser (unnamed): That's right.

14:30: Presenter: What's the best response to disinformation, and racist propaganda? To the threat
of racist attacks, to hate speech framed as nationalist renewal, to a march through black 
neighbourhoods by a fascist organisation?

14:45 Interviewer (unnamed): You do presumably have the alternative of letting them get on with 
it and, er, letting everyone forget all about it?

Interviewee (unnamed): It's not an alternative for us, because we say if the National Front are 
allowed to march then they are allowed to spread the kind of racist propaganda to people in the 
street, people in their homes, and we are determined to stop that by whatever means we can.

15:00 Presenter: But we shouldn't present a simplified picture. In Lewisham the National Front 
was, in a sense, a unity, by definition all marching to the same beat. Those opposing the National 
Front, on the other hand, were representative of a range of different groups, individuals and 
backgrounds, prepared to go to different lengths to stop a movement which they connected 
directly to the horrors of World War Two. In one of those groups on that day was the activist Peter 
Hain, now Lord Hain of Neath.

15:29 Hain: By 1977 the National Front had been polling really well in elections, and they were on 
the march, literally on the streets, intimidating the predominantly black citizens but also the Jewish
citizens, so there was a sense of real threat, and a whole cross-section of opinion came together, 
and the feeling was that we had to make a stand.



15:59 Two annecdotes, one from Hain, about what these people did at Lewisham on the day. ("We 
marched around Lewisham for a while, and everyone felt okay about it"). Hain emphasises that he 
was present at the beginning of the march and "for some period afterwards, but I wasn't actually 
present when the Battle of Lewisham took place". He says, "It was a very important 
demonstration". One mentioned that there was a suggestion that they go to New Cross to 
"actually oppose the fascists on the street".

17:04: Presenter: There are different accounts of what became known as the Battle of Lewisham, 
and this is one of them.

17:09 Annonymous witness: There's a kind of confrontation that's pending, but the first kind of 
confrontation really is with the police. ... Then there's the moment when the police lead the 
fascists that they're trying to protect out onto New Cross Road, and my memory of that is that the 
police forces then charged into the crowd. They came round the corner, the fascists protected by 
the charge of the police forces, and a lot of the people in front of me were very brave and bold and
just, you know, went at them really. People were fighting, hand to hand, and gradually they moved 
past, and the fighting wound down. They marched off down the road, and, I mean, I didn't chase 
after them. I think people did, but I didn't. I was still shattered, actually, from what I had witnessed.

18:22 Unnamed commentator: So the National Front clearly represents a threat to what ordinary 
people accept as liberal democracy, and also a threat to law and order. But the kind of violence 
that has terrorised Lewisham has made some people think that the opponents of the National 
Front are as suspect as the Front itself, and that the impact of the National Front on the public has 
been emphasised by opposition.

18:46 Presenter: Scores of people were injured at Lewisham, including more than 50 police 
officers, and it was on that day that riot gear, including riot shields, were first used by police on the
British mainland. We can see from their magasine, 'Searchlight', that the National Front hailed 
what took place at Lewisham as a triumph. The headline read, 'Establishment conspirators and red 
mobs fail to stop the National Front advance'. But interpretations of that success differ.

19:12 Unnamed commentator: This is a pivotal moment. This confrontation shows them that they 
can't just march wherever they like into a black community to intimidate and harrass and 
represent symbolically the violence of their agenda. Lewisham says to them, "You're not going to 
be able to do that."

19:30 Professor 'Lez' Henry: That for me is why the National Front died that day. There were so 
many ordinary white people sayin', "You don't represent us," that made those racists realise that 
they don't have the support that they believed they had.

19:49 Unnamed commentator: Of course, it's out of the aftermath of Lewisham that the project of 
the Anti-Nazi League really begins to take shape.

19:58 Another unnamed commentator: The Battle of Lewisham led to the formation of the 
broadly-based Anti Nazi League, specifically to oppose the National Front.

20:06 Presenter: The campaigning group, the Anti Nazi League, came together in the month after 
Lewisham. Along with Rock Against Racism, which had formed the previous year, it harnessed 
popular culture to underpin its opposition to fascism. But it also treated fascism as an exception. 



As fundamentally antithetical to liberal democracy. Not something to be accommodated and 
debated, but, controversially, something to be physically confronted.

20:41 Hain: There was a very clear strategy adopted, that where the National Front marched, we 
would be there. And yes, that meant confronting them. On the one hand, it was obvious from the 
evidence that wherever they mobilised and marched on the streets, they chose areas of maximum 
sensitivity, then violent attacks followed on those citizens. And the other thing is they used it to 
recruit. Now the only way you could stop that was not just by holding up a placard, because that 
didn't affect them at all. They just sneered. What you had to do was physically stop them.

21:18 Unnamed commentator: Fascism and the wider extreme right are fundamentally 
underpinned by perspectives that are racist and beyond the democratic processes, and if you look 
at the internal material of the National Front and that's what it wanted to take Britain beyond as 
well, so in that sense they're really quite differnet things. You need to dig deeper into what these 
organisations are doing and not just take a superficial perspective of, "well, they're all fighting in 
the streets, they're all as bad as each other".

21:42 Hain: And there were all sorts of arguments about denial of free speech, but with freedom 
of speech comes freedom of responsibility, and you cannot have free speech which then results in 
incitement to violence, to breaking the law, to race hate on a vast scale. And there are historic 
parallels when in the battle for Cable Street in 1936 when Moseley's fascists were on the rampage 
through the Jewish East End communities.

22:13 Presenter: Cable Street again. Is the Battle of Lewisham the same thing as the Battle of Cable
Street? Should we view them essentially as equivalent, methogolised counter demonstrations 
driven to extreme lengths by the evisceral threat of fascism? In part, it's what came afterwards, the
horrors of World War Two, that justifies what took place at Cable Street. For what came after 
Lewisham?

22:35 Extracts from people who said they were going to vote NF.

22:44 Presenter: In the 1979 General Election the National Front stood more candidates than ever 
before. They had party political broadcasts on peak time television, as they did through the 1970s 
and into the 1980s. The National Front was a fascist political party, and they were mainstream, or 
wanted to be.

23:03 Unnamed commentator: In the immediate term they couldn't be mainstream because they 
didn't know how to break through, and once they were being targeted and described as fascists 
again, that was always a bit of a burden for them, especially when they were, you know, dressing 
up in Nazi uniforms and crawling around in the woods celebrating Hitler's birthday. You could 
produce the photographs of that and say, well you see you think they are just patriots but we really
can show you that they're in fact Nazis in disguise. And that's a great strategy while it works but 
after a while, you know, you can't keep flourishing that ace all the time because people are, they 
get habituated to the idea. There's a bigger struggle involved in how you name these things, how 
you classify them. I mean one person's neo Nazi is someone else's, you know, glorious patriot. And 
that's in some ways still a struggle.

23:54 Tape of Martin Webster addressing NF supporters and members at an election rally.



24:07 Presenter: Popular opposition to extremist violence and the Front's Nazi associations 
ensured that it was wiped out at the 1979 Election, a result that was aided by the incoming 
Conservative government's adoption of tough language on immigration. [Tape of Margaret 
Thatcher's famous 'becoming swamped' speech] If Enoch Powell cleared a path for the National 
Front, Margaret Thatcher blocked it off again by reflecting their nationalist concerns.

24:35 Unnamed commentator: So there's different ways you can kind of spin this, aren't there? 
You can talk about the ways in which a more mainstream party was able to take forward a more 
extreme political agenda, or there's the sense that ultimately a small upstart party campaigning on 
these issues wasn't able to get very far in the final analysis, and it shows the strength of 
democracy, so there's different ways, I think, of thinking about what this tells us.

25:00 [Weird 'music' designed to turn impressionable minds against the subject matter of the 
programme, i.e. racial nationalism]

25:06 Presenter: It also tells us again, that, as in the pre-war years, a fascist party was only ever 
able to get so far. There's an unbroken thread of fascism in Britain, but there's also an unbroken 
thread of fascist failure. We shouldn't lose sight of that. And the people motivated to confront 
fascists, at Cable Street, at Lewisham, what part did they play in that failure? The moment of the 
election in 1979 might also highlight a weakness in the term, 'fascism'. To say someone or 
something is 'fascist' is to box up a bundle of anti-democratic, racist, anti-social ideas, allowing 
them to be dismissed as possessed only by those on the extremes. By fascists, and therefore 
nothing to do with decent society. When the truth is that many of the issues the National Front 
campaigned on, and the language they used, were actually quite popular with quite a lot of people
across the political spectrum receptive to simple solutions to complex problems.

26:08 Professor 'Lez' Henry: When people speak about you have a right to assemble, you have a 
right to free speech, yeah, fine, but where is the balance, where are the alternatives? Where were 
the alternatives for, you know, the mainstream media, especially through the red-top newspapers, 
endorsing that idea that blacks are the muggers, they're the ones who are more likely to go out 
attackin' people.

26:32 Presenter: The story of fascism in Britain is also the story of its opposition, the way that 
ordinary individuals time and time again en masse reject it. But there's more to it than that, and 
we're not doing ourselves any favours if we leave it there as a flattering and uncomplicated British 
story of defeating fascism.

26:54 [more weird 'music']

27:41 Ends.
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