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Author’s Note

Though rooted in certain factual events of 1978–83, White Riot is a work of fiction. Where possible, and in the context of a work of fiction, I have used or adapted the recorded words of real-life figures, in some instances weaving these into my own dialogues, though the interactions and situations they share with my characters are imagined. Acknowledgements follow the main text and include a comprehensive Bibliography of all sources consulted and a Notes section of all quoted material.

The Acknowledgements itemise instances where fact and fiction meet, what happened and what I have imagined; I provide information as to which is which – as far as that is possible in the context of a work of fiction – as well as where further information can be found. A guiding principle: the scenes in which real-life figures appear are fictionalised versions of real-life events, or fictional situations created to deliver factual information based on their testimony and footage. The police officers in the novel and their actions are entirely fictional. Whilst the bands, the music and the magazines in the text are real, my characters Suzi and Keith are fictional and therefore the portrayal of their work and their interactions with those real people and groups is wholly imagined. Other principal and minor characters and their associates, including Shahid Akhtar, Jon Davies and his family, Godfrey Heaven, Gideon, Dai Wyn, are fictional.

Throughout the text, factual quotations are attributed and referenced in the Notes section. Quotations from the speeches and writings of well-known and less well-known figures, and from other texts pertaining to them, are a matter of the historical record and also cited in the Notes section; any conversations or interactions they have with my characters are entirely invented.

This novel is dedicated to the memory of Altab Ali and Colin Roach, their families and friends, and all those who have worked, and continue to work, to fight injustice in Hackney.





‘The obligation of subjects to the sovereign is understood to last as long, and no longer, than the power lasteth by which he is able to protect them. For the right men have by nature to protect themselves, when none else can protect them, can by no covenant be relinquished.’

Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan

‘The past is a foreign country.’

L.P. Hartley, The Go-Between







‘I believe very strongly in fascism. The only way we can speed up the sort of liberalism that’s hanging foul in the air . . . is to speed up the progress of a right-wing totally dictatorial tyranny . . . Adolf Hitler was one of the first rock stars . . .’

David Bowie, interview, Playboy magazine, 1976

‘I think Enoch’s right, I think we should send them all back.’

Eric Clapton, onstage in Birmingham, 1976






Part One

Heroes

Shahid Akhtar is drunk.

He’s wearing a tracksuit, and he’s very drunk.

At eight o’clock in the evening he says goodbye to his wife and good night to his kids and leaves his council house on Mildenhall Road to go jogging.

But instead of going jogging, he delivers himself to the off-licence around the corner and buys the most expensive bottle of Scotch they offer: Bell’s.

Biggest-selling brand in Europe, the shopkeeper tells Shahid Akhtar, cheerfully. A million people can’t be wrong.

It is, Shahid Akhtar concedes, definitely working.

He doesn’t know where to go after making his purchase, so he walks his usual jogging route while drinking Europe’s favourite whisky and thinking things over.

Now, he finds himself on a bench on the towpath next to the canal, just beyond the busy Lea Bridge Road, just beyond the bridge itself.

Cars are passing above him, North Millfields Park is behind, and he is looking across at the deserted building merchants’ yard, and it is dark.

It is very dark, Shahid Akhtar notes, his head spinning.

Really dark.

He can see, if he turns and cranes his neck, the lights on at the Prince of Wales and Ship Aground pubs, and there is a moment where he thinks he might just stroll over there and walk in and have a few in the public bar and see if anyone has any ideas regarding the pickle he is in.

But the Prince of Wales intimidates Shahid Akhtar with its saloon rules and its faux-gentility, and the Ship Aground has a strict ‘No Asians’ door policy, so that’s out.

Shahid Akhtar laughs loudly at these thoughts.

That it’s come to this: alone in the dark, drunk, and not knowing what on earth he should do.

He has certainly made things worse this evening.

Earlier, from the phone box on Fletching Road, he had called his mistress, a woman called Dawn.

A few days before, Dawn, a white woman, had told Shahid Akhtar that she is pregnant with his child.

In the urine-heavy air of the phone box, Shahid Akhtar offered Dawn a sum of money.

Blackmail, she called it.

It was a fairly large sum of money, he reflects now, bitterly.

He’s got a fair bit of money, Shahid Akhtar, what with his business interests in Brick Lane, and his community-minded leadership of the place. Not a lot of produce passes into the Brick Lane area without Shahid Akhtar having something to do with it.

He was surprised at Dawn’s reluctance to accept this sum of money.

He was surprised, too, when she told him that tomorrow, the very next day, she is planning to march round to Shahid’s council house – that’s what she said she’d do, march round there – and tell Shahid’s wife and three children exactly what’s been going on between them.

It’s a pickle, he thinks again.

He really messed it up, that phone call.

He wonders if he should call one or other of his contacts at Whitechapel police station. It’s likely a bad idea, he reasons, they’ll only laugh at him getting into trouble like this or use it as leverage. Either way, he owes them after last weekend, the march and the concert, keeping his interests – their interests – safe and well protected.

He finishes his whisky and tosses the bottle into the canal. It makes a satisfying noise as it hits the water and sinks.

He thinks about all he’s done for Dawn; all he’s given her.

Insurance, he told her, if you ever need it.

I don’t understand, she said to that.

He remembers smiling then, giving her a wink, saying, If you ever need it, love, you will.

It is very dark, and Shahid Akhtar is very drunk, and he should go home, not least because it’s not long until chucking-out time, and one of the pubs round here, well, he thinks, he doesn’t want to be walking past when it’s chucking-out time.

He decides to lie down for a moment and clear his head.

It feels good to lie down.

He breathes deeply and examines the sky, the stars, opens and shuts his eyes, one eye then the other, seeing stars, so many stars, flashing and spinning stars, and he tries to stand, but he doesn’t stand, and he slumps, and he trips, and he thinks, I must get home, but what on earth am I –

The pub lights glow, the traffic flows –

He hears that song by David Bowie, thinks, We can be heroes –

There are voices in the dark, whistles in the dark, laughter in the dark –

Shahid Akhtar sleeps.




1

Punky Reggae Party


The Weekend Before

30 April, 1978, Carnival Against Racism, Victoria Park



Gideon

They’ll accept you ’cos you’re one of them. You’re not too worried about going to the meeting, you’ll shape up. You might as well get stuck in, get straight in there. It’s what you want, after all. What you want is to show them that you are one of them. And you are one of them. You were born in Hackney Mothers’ Hospital on Lower Clapton Road. You lived on the Pembury Estate before it was overrun with Jamaican and Nigerian families. You went to Rushmore Infants’ School, then Juniors, then Hackney Downs. Then you didn’t know what to do. There was no chance of college, there was nothing doing business-wise. You were a bright enough lad. You had a bit of violence behind you, nicking car stereos, bit of receiving, but nothing that meant actual time. There was quite enough painters and decorators knocking about the borough, and you thought, what’s there for me exactly? Now: twenty-four years old and no job and some minor previous to go along with it. No one’s taking you on. There’s an old bloke called Harry who lives close by and he needs a pair of hands on a couple of building jobs, but it’s day by day, there ain’t a future. He’s just doing the old man a favour, truth be told. What you’re feeling is frustration. What you’re feeling is displacement. What you’re feeling, they’re telling you, is alienation, alienation ’cos of the government. What they’re telling you is every outsider, every foreigner, every illegal immigrant is doing better than you are ’cos that’s what the government wants – they want them to do better than you and at your expense. You hear this off your mate Phil who’s gone and shaved his nut and bought some boots. You hear this down the pub from the old geezers at the bar, drinking their benefit cheques in the mornings and scrounging scraps in the afternoons. You hear this from the kids on the estate, sniffing glue and spraying graffiti. You hear this in the bookies, in the job centre. You hear this at the football, West Ham. You hear this at the music, Sham 69. You hear this fucking everywhere, and you start to believe it and that’s when they get you and that’s when you decide, yeah, I’ll join, I’ll come to the meeting, yeah.

Locker room, West End Central police station.

Detective Constable Patrick Noble is kitting up for the day. He’s off to Victoria Park to have a look at this festival so he’s in his civvies. Seconded to Hackney –

Racist attacks and all hands on deck.

And this is what, Noble thinks, a fact-finding mission?

Giving up his Sunday.

The Clash are all right, he’s thinking, what Joe Strummer said the other day makes sense –

‘People ought to know we’re anti-fascist, we’re anti-violence, we’re anti-racism and we’re pro-creativity. We’re against ignorance.’

‘Oi, Noble.’ A yell from across the room. ‘You better pack your handkerchief, son.’

Noble turns. It’s Big Ron Robinson, Detective Constable and all-round ‘character’. A real charmer is Big Ron.

Noble says, ‘Leave it out, eh, Ron.’

‘And keep an eye on your wallet, too,’ Ron says.

‘What are you on about?’

Big Ron leers. ‘Punks and blacks, mate,’ he says. ‘At your little concert this afternoon.’

Noble shakes his head. Noble mutters, You wanker.

Big Ron leans in. ‘One’ll spit in your face and the other’ll lift your cash while he’s doing it.’

‘Fuck off, Ron.’

Noble closes his locker, heads for the door.

‘Be lucky, Chance, old son,’ Ron is laughing. ‘Be lucky, Paddy boy.’

Chance Noble: one small bit of good fortune, once, one lucky break, and the nickname stuck.

Doesn’t help his name’s Patrick –

Luck of the Irish ain’t a phrase you hear in a London nick.

*

Same day, a few hours earlier.

Suzi Scialfa’s at a squat party on Charing Cross Road.

At four in the morning, someone puts on Junior Murvin’s ‘Police and Thieves’.

The party ripples quiet. Reggae vibe.

Someone shouts, Isn’t this a Clash song? Everyone laughs.

Suzi’s looking out the window. There’s a procession, hundreds of people making their way down the road.

Suzi, quite drunk, leans out of the window. She calls out, ‘Where you guys headed?’

‘Where you from, love?’ someone yells back.

Laughter. Shouts: oi, oi!

Suzi laughs back, hams up that all-American drawl of hers. ‘New York, New York, darling.’

She takes her camera and snaps. ‘You’re not going to tell me where y’all are going?’

Another voice says, ‘Trafalgar Square, sweetheart. March against racism.’

Suzi goes, ‘Now? It’s four in the fucking morning.’

‘May as well get there early,’ someone else shouts.

Junior Murvin’s bass player rumbles through the night.

Someone puts on The Clash.

Suzi’s boyfriend joins her at the window. She points at the crowds.

Fucking hell, he says.

*

Mildenhall Road, Clapton, a little later.

Jon Davies lies in bed with his six-month-old son, Joe, his wife Jackie downstairs making the tea.

She calls up. ‘You going to want to go to the march, love? Or just the music?’

Jon’s been thinking about this for a few days. The march is Trafalgar Square to Victoria Park, a decent few miles. They’d be going a long way west to come back east again. What would the boy make of it all? Jon never knows what he’ll make of anything. He seems happy enough with whatever’s put in front of him, until he’s not.

It’s a hassle, the march, is what it is. But it’s Anti-Nazi League and the music’s Rock Against Racism, and Jon works for the council, so it might be diplomatic to do both –

As if anyone cares.

‘Just the music, love,’ he shouts downstairs. ‘I want to make sure we see Steel Pulse.’

‘Steel who?’ Jackie yells.

*

Noble knocks on DS Foreman’s door and goes in.

Foreman’s smiling. ‘Got your glad rags on, Chance, I see. Very trendy.’

‘Very funny, guv,’ Noble says.

‘At least you’ll fit in.’

Noble’s not sure how true that is.

Foreman says, ‘Take this.’ He hands Noble a piece of paper. ‘These are a few names to look out for.’

‘OK.’

‘This is a recon exercise, Chance, that’s all. You’re just there to observe.’

‘Yes, guv.’

‘And this –’ he hands Noble an envelope – ‘is some ready money and a backstage pass.’ Foreman smiles again. ‘We thought you’d like to knock boots with the glamour crowd.’

Noble nods.

‘We want you at Trafalgar Square, do the whole route. Get a sense of it, OK?’

Noble examines the piece of paper.

At the top, a title: PERSONS OF INTEREST ON THE LEFT

And a list of names:


Red Saunders, founding member Rock Against Racism [RAR]

Syd Shelton, central RAR committee member

David Widgery, central RAR committee member

Ruth Gregory, central RAR committee member

John Dennis, central RAR committee member

Wayne Minter, central RAR committee member

Kate Webb, central RAR committee member

Roger Huddle, Socialist Worker Party and central RAR committee member

Peter Hain, founding member, Anti-Nazi League

Paul Holborow, founding member, Anti-Nazi League



Halfway down, another heading: PERSONS OF INTEREST ON THE RIGHT

But there is no list of names.

‘Guv,’ Noble says. He gestures with the piece of paper. ‘What’s this?’

Foreman smiles. ‘You’re supposed to fill that in yourself, son, that’s what this is.’

Noble nods.

Foreman softens. He says, ‘You’ve got your skinheads and your head-bangers on one side, right? On the other –’ and here he raises his left hand – ‘you’ve got your subversives. Easy enough to keep an eye on the skinheads. They’re hooligans, end of.’

‘And the National Front?’ Noble says. ‘They’re not of interest, guv?’

‘They’re an official political party, DC Noble,’ Foreman says. ‘Legit.’

‘I thought, guv,’ Noble says, slowly, ‘that I was looking into racially aggravated assault, GBH, that kind of thing.’

‘You are, son.’ Foreman breathes out.

He’s all right, Foreman, Noble knows this, he’s just –

Well, he’s just more worried about his job than anything else.

Foreman says, ‘A word of advice, Chance.’

‘Go on.’

‘The skinheads won’t fancy this lefty mob marching straight through their patch, know what I mean?’

Noble nods. ‘Brick Lane.’

Foreman shakes his head. ‘That’s not a problem.’

‘No?’

‘You know Gardiner down at Whitechapel, don’t you?’

Noble nods.

‘He’ll be at the top of Brick Lane with the uniforms. Go and say hello.’

‘Right.’

‘And when you get close to Bethnal Green,’ Foreman says, ‘I’d get near the front, if I were you.’

‘In a manner of speaking,’ Noble says.

Foreman laughs. ‘Good one, Chance, clever boy. Arrivederci.’

*

Suzi’s half-listening to a man talking loudly about how the stage at Victoria Park has been occupied all week by some old-school dockers and like-minded West Ham fans, and it’s already been attacked three times by National Front thugs, but they were seen off no problem, sounds like it was a laugh –

Suzi turns to her fella. ‘What time is it?’

‘Six-thirty.’

‘Six-thirty? How did that happen?’

Her fella taps his nose, gives a big sniff. ‘How do you think, love. We better go soon, eh?’

Suzi nods that they should. They’ll both be working all day, after all.

She’s grinning and wired in a good way and checks her bag for camera equipment, notebook, pen.

Pats down her pockets for keys, money, fags. Check check check.

‘Let’s go,’ she says. ‘Let’s go!’

People are already leaving the squat and the stairwell echoes excited chatter and shouted slogans:

‘The National Front is a Nazi Front, Smash the National Front.’

People are singing in the street. They hear ‘London’s Burning’ by The Clash.

Suzi leans into her fella’s shoulder. She likes the word fella, makes her feel more English, somehow.

‘You excited, babe?’ she asks.

Keith, her fella, wraps his arm around her. ‘I am, love. It’s a big deal, today. You excited? You should be, girl.’

Suzi smiles, she noses her way further into Keith’s corner, the crook of his neck.

She can’t wait, truth be told.

There’s a dampness in the air – it’s rained three days solid – but the light’s bright and cuts through it, and the streets gleam, and there’s a bounce in everyone’s step. A West End Sunday morning is a bleak business, normally, Suzi thinks. The patches of vomit. The debris. Not today though. Today, it feels, they’re all on a mission.

Keith is the sound man for The Ruts, and The Ruts are set to perform on a truck the whole way from Trafalgar Square to Victoria Park, and Suzi is going to be on that truck, on assignment, taking photos for Temporary Hoarding magazine and making a few notes, getting a few quotes.

Someone’s bounding down Charing Cross Road yelling ‘here we go, here we go’.

They turn. It’s Syd Shelton, one of the organisers and the graphic designer for Temporary Hoarding, so, in a way, Suzi’s boss.

He slaps Keith on the back and gives Suzi a big kiss.

‘All right, Sweetheart,’ he says, grinning.

So many people called Suzi sweetheart when she first arrived on the scene as a seventeen-year-old, she took it as an official nickname, half-ironic. Suzi ‘Sweetheart’ Scialfa. Co-opting it, is what she said she was doing. It stuck.

They do that, nicknames, they stick.

Keith says, ‘You’re up early.’

‘Couldn’t sleep.’ Syd winks at Suzi. ‘You Suze, you lose, get it?’

‘I’m American, Syd, I’m not stupid,’ she says. ‘I’ve lived here all my life – man.’

Syd laughs.

‘You’re looking very pleased with yourself, Syd, if I may,’ says Keith.

‘Hear that?’ Syd stops them, cocks an ear, puts a hand to it.

They’re halfway down to Leicester Square and it’s too late – or early – for any Soho carousers, and the tourists are still tucked up, but there is a lot of noise coming from somewhere.

Suzi says, ‘That sounds like a crowd.’

‘There’s about ten thousand here already, we reckon,’ Syd says. ‘Coach loads from Scotland, Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield, Middlesbrough, South Wales, all over. They wanted to beat the traffic,’ he deadpans.

‘Ten thousand?’ Keith whistles. ‘Well, we shouldn’t have any problems today then.’

‘Unlikely, mate,’ Syd says. ‘I just chatted to a load of punks from Aberystwyth. They’re rugby players, most Sundays.’

They laugh.

Suzi feels a touch of relief. She wouldn’t admit it, but she was a little bit concerned about the possibility of trouble. Sham 69 are playing later – well, Jimmy Pursey is rumoured to be doing something – and there’s been a lot of it, trouble, she thinks, at their gigs. National Front skins at Middlesex Poly causing a ruckus was the worst of it.

Suzi’s been thinking that the truck on the march might come in for a little attention. But ten thousand already? They’ll be dandy.

‘It’s not just punks,’ Syd adds. ‘There’s all sorts. Young, gifted and black, white, brown. Teds, mods, bikers, punks, greasers, disco kids. All ages. The reggae sound systems are setting up in the east. And it’s not even seven.’

‘Fucking hell,’ Keith says.

‘Look,’ Syd says, ‘I need to get a wriggle on. See you on the truck, my lovelies.’

They watch Syd fly down the road.

‘Where the fuck is Aberystwyth?’ Suzi says.

‘Babe –’ Keith ignores her – ‘I don’t know about you, but I fancy a cup of tea and a bacon sandwich before all the fun begins.’

Suzi squeezes Keith’s arm. ‘Lead on, squire,’ she says.

Keith takes her hand and they swerve right into Chinatown.

Suzi makes a face, confused. ‘Love?’ she says.

Keith grins. ‘I know a place.’

‘Course you do, love.’

*

Jon Davis is sitting in his big brown chair by the window watching the football highlights, balancing a cup of tea and small plate on the arm, and the boy in his lap.

The boy’s wriggling about a bit, his tiny hand crammed into his mouth. Jon Davis is slurping tea and taking quick bites out of his bacon sandwich. The brown sauce adds a lovely tang.

Jackie’s downstairs making more sandwiches to take to the carnival.

‘Ham and cheese do you, Jon?’ she yells up the stairs.

Jon Davis yells back, ‘Lovely, love, thank you!’

One thing about moving out of a flat and investing all your money in a small, terraced house, Jon thinks, is how much more shouting you do, up and down the stairs.

The football highlights are grim. Jon’s team, West Ham, have lost away to Liverpool, conceding goals from McDermott in the thirty-eighth minute, and then Fairclough in the sixty-sixth. Liverpool appear to have made fairly easy work of West Ham. Relegation beckons, Jon thinks.

He says to the boy, ‘You’ve a lot to look forward to, son.’

The boy gurgles and smiles.

Jon fancies taking the boy to Upton Park. Six months old and the lad’s already in his claret-and-blue sleepsuit. Jon’s been West Ham all his life, but still, where else is he going to go? Arsenal? Fucking Spurs? Don’t even think about Chelsea.

They put on a bit of show at the Boleyn, he’ll give them that.

Charming, the fans, some of them. It’s a minority, he reckons, and he’ll just about put up with some of it, but it’s not all good fun. There’s your naughty boys, they’re all right, they’re on the North Bank or the Chicken Run, and they’ll only go after like-minded. Whatever floats your boat, is Jon’s feeling.

No, it’s the geezers in the main stand Jon doesn’t like. The catcalls. The brazenness of it all. A few of them making their feelings known quite openly. Go on, Clyde, they’d yell, until Clyde left the club a season or two ago.

Go on, Clyde, go on. Kick their coon.

A stylish man, Clyde Best. Handsome devil. Good on the ball. A worker.

One of Jon’s neighbours, a fairly sexy woman of about his age, claims to have bedded Clyde Best, West Ham’s first ever black player.

‘More tea, love?’ Jackie yells.

‘No thanks!’ Jon yells back.

The boy chews his hand, thoughtfully, Jon thinks.

*

Trafalgar Square is heaving. Noble is impressed. He’s listening to some ponce barking into a microphone. Some bloke called Tom Robinson, Noble’s worked out. A lefty singer, on later, the Tom Robinson Band. Good name, Noble thinks, spitefully.

This Tom Robinson is talking a lot about positivity but the sound’s a bit crackly and Noble only really gets this bit:

‘The message of this carnival, not only to the loonies of the National Front but all bigots everywhere, is hands off our people: black, white, together, tonight forever.’

Some other geezer follows. Corduroy and hair.

Noble notes the name: Peter Hain. Noble notes the face: this Peter Hain is on his list.

Peter Hain says something like, ‘We’re building a people’s movement to defeat the Nazis.’

Nazis? Noble scoffs. He surreptitiously checks his piece of paper. Peter Hain, Anti-Nazi League.

Well, that explains it then.

Noble’s edging through the crowd, keeping his head down and his fake smile wide –

‘Smash the National Front!’

And so on. It’s a sentiment he is sympathetic towards.

At the corner of the square, at the top end of Whitehall, Noble clocks a distinguished-looking bloke with a notebook and a press card. Telegraph. Now that’s a surprise, Noble thinks.

The crowd sways and sings. Music roars into life on one of the flatbed trucks parked and ready to go.

Noble recognises the song, but not this reggae-version bollocks. ‘Police and Thieves.’ He smiles. We’re all at it today, he thinks.

‘Didn’t think your lot would turn up for this,’ Noble says to the reporter.

The distinguished gentleman thrusts his notebook at Noble. ‘This is what I’ve written,’ he says. ‘Have a good look.’

‘Why don’t you read it to me?’ Noble says.

‘I will.’ He glares at Noble, nods down the road. ‘I was only here to cover a veterans’ event.’

‘Well, go on then,’ Noble says. ‘Read it.’

The gentleman flips a page: ‘This is the most despicable group of miscreants from every lowest dregs of society that you’ve ever seen,’ he reads. He snaps the notebook shut. ‘I’m talking about you, young man.’

Noble smiles. ‘Look around you,’ he says. His arm sweeps. ‘I don’t think you’re talking about anyone.’

‘That’s not what it’ll say in the paper tomorrow, lad.’

*

Tom Robinson hops aboard The Ruts’ float. The band are setting up, Keith conducting.

Suzi’s watching Tom Robinson bounce about.

The fucking numbers, he’s saying to the band. There must be tens of thousands. What a feeling! Solidarity and strength, boys. The sheer fucking numbers!

With her camera, Suzi snaps away.

She hears another chant.

‘We’re black, we’re white, we’re dynamite.’

Suzi spots David Widgery, a Temporary Hoarding colleague. He’s waving a placard with words from his first editorial, his manifesto:


WE WANT REBEL MUSIC, STREET MUSIC, MUSIC THAT BREAKS DOWN PEOPLE’S FEAR OF ONE ANOTHER. CRISIS MUSIC. NOW MUSIC. MUSIC THAT KNOWS WHO THE REAL ENEMY IS. ROCK AGAINST RACISM. LOVE MUSIC HATE RACISM.



He approaches the side of the truck, smiles at her, yells, Read this! and hands her his notebook.

Suzi reads:

‘Trafalgar Square raked with colour. Yellow ANL roundels, punk-pink Rock Against Racism stars, DayGlo flags oscillating in approval to the speeches.’

Suzi thinks: spot on.

*

‘What time do you think we should leave then, love?’

Jackie is yelling again.

Jon, carrying the boy down the stairs, says, ‘I reckon it’ll start quite early. Say, ten-thirty? We can walk along the canal.’

‘Good idea, love.’

*

Noble eases his way back into the crowd as it disperses, begins its long walk to Victoria Park. He snakes towards the stage. There, he spots one of top brass, the deputy chief constable, in uniform, speaking to one of the organisers. Noble gets closer, thinks, Hang about –

Brass is saying, Thank God everyone wanted to march off in a hurry because we couldn’t have contained the situation.

The bloke brass is talking to says, This is not a crowd in the mood for confrontation, officer.

Noble thinks it’s time to get to the head of the thing and he turns –

*

The Ruts’ float is about a third of the way back from the head of the march. Misty in Roots are playing further forward and Suzi can feel their bass-heavy reggae throb. Keith gives the signal: louder, louder.

The band are screaming along through their set and Keith’s got a great big grin plastered across his beautiful face –

Punky reggae party! Keith’s yelling.

They do ‘Dope for Guns’, ‘Jah War’, ‘Savage Circle’, ‘Human Punk’, ‘Something that I Said’ –

The Ruts’ crowd are a mix of kids and adults. Glue sniffers and socialist activists.

Suzi’s taking photos. Everyone dancing and walking, singing and chanting. Her idea to talk to a few people and get a few quotes is a non-starter, she realises. The noise. There are, she gathers, something like ten thousand whistles being blown all at once. Tom Robinson, before he hopped off, was bragging about getting them from the head of EMI, making everyone laugh.

They reach Bethnal Green Road and Suzi feels a little edge creep up.

The sink estates that flank the road further down, that overlook the main drag, set back a little, ominous, are notorious Front breeding grounds and if there is going to be anything like a response to the enormous cheek – the face – of marching thousands of people through a right-wing hinterland, then it’s going to happen here.

She focuses her camera on a placard, clicks:

QUEER JEW-BOY SOCIALIST SEEKS A BETTER WORLD

*

The canal is quiet. It’s lovely, actually, Jon thinks, as they walk towards Homerton and then Hackney Wick and then across and up into the park.

Millfields Park is bleak, the grass full of fag ends and dog shit. The pylons hum and buzz. They rear up over the trees. Jon thinks of War of the Worlds, of Day of the Triffids.

The water’s not especially lovely.

They’re playing a game they’ve played for years, ever since they were courting teenagers. Shopping trolley, traffic cone, fishing rod, TV, deckchair, tyre –

They’re pointing at the water as they walk.

‘What’s that?’ Jon says.

‘Where?’

‘There, look.’ Jon points at the murk. ‘There, just below the surface.’

They peer into the murk.

‘Looks like a car stereo,’ Jackie says. ‘You should jump in and fetch it, love. We need a new one, after all.’

Jackie takes the boy down the pool at Hackney Downs school every Monday afternoon for mummy–baby swimming. About once a month, the car window is put in and the stereo nicked.

Jon’s had it with paying for these swimming lessons.

Jon nods. He examines towpath graffiti. Rain falls.

The boy sleeps in his buggy. It’s lovely, Jon thinks.

*

Everyone’s moving slowly, so it doesn’t take Noble long to get to the head of the march. They’re fast this lot, he thinks, for a bunch of hippies and layabouts.

It’s a scruffy crowd, he sees. A lot of punks, sure, but a lot of others too. A lot of second-hand clothes and long hair, a lot of leather. A lot of sharp-suited types, belts and braces, girls and boys. Wide lapels and trousers that fall just short of the ankle. School-uniform chic. A lot of corduroy. A lot of denim. Flares and boots. Funny how many of them could pass for football hooligans, Noble thinks. Even the soft-looking ones have a lairy swagger in their apparel. The odd heavy-knit fisherman’s jumper. A fair few hats about the place. And a lot of Asians, a lot of brown faces. This, Noble thinks, is the first time he’s seen so many Asians among the blacks and whites. He thinks this might mean something.

At the top of Brick Lane there are uniforms and mounted police.

It’s an impressive show in a very specific place: the shops and businesses of Brick Lane have long been targeted by National Front foot soldiers, and Noble’s thinking there might be a few of these about, not taking kindly to the opposition’s presence. It’s a message, Noble thinks, if word gets back.

Noble spots Gardiner, nods at him, slips through the line of uniforms out of sight of the crowd. They shake hands.

‘Foreman told me you were coming,’ Gardiner says.

Noble gestures at the horses. ‘You didn’t fancy any riot shields then?’

‘Yeah, well.’ Gardiner shrugs. He nods down the road. ‘We’re helping out.’

‘Helping out who?’

Gardiner smiles, shakes his head. ‘None of my beeswax.’

‘Leave it out, eh.’

Gardiner points at a group of Asian men standing not far away. ‘Community leaders had a word with someone who had a word with me. The gist is nothing happens today in Brick Lane.’

‘Just today?’

‘Like I said, none of my beeswax.’

Noble nods. ‘Conflict of interest, I expect.’

Gardiner snorts. ‘More like my enemy’s enemy is my friend.’

‘Very profound.’

‘Cowboys and Indians, mate, is what it is.’

Noble nods at the group of Asian men. ‘Make a donation, did they, to the retirement fund?’

‘Something like that.’

Noble narrows his eyes. ‘You know any names?’

Gardiner nods again at the Asian men. ‘The friendly one’s called Shahid Akhtar, a businessman.’

‘Legit?’

‘Semi.’

‘And this little show is for the Front, is it? Keep out?’

‘Have a look at the faces on some of them uniforms, son,’ Gardiner winks. ‘Like bulldogs chewing on wasps they are, itching to have a pop.’

Noble smiles. ‘I’ll be seeing more of you then.’

‘You will. Stay safe.’

Noble heads back through the line of uniforms and into the crowd.

Staying safe isn’t a problem today, he thinks.

That brass in Trafalgar Square had it right: it’s not a confrontational mood.

He thinks about what Gardiner has just told him – or not told him.

What Gardiner’s saying, or not saying, he thinks, is that there’s some relationship between Brick Lane and Whitechapel nick, but that he’s not part of it.

More than that even: not everyone is about stopping the National Front terrorise Brick Lane and the surrounding area.

Back in the thick mess of the crowd, Noble examines the flags and banners. Yellow and black Anti-Nazi League placards, red everywhere. Socialist Worker Party signs and your Marxist slogans and the odd Anarchist black. Pinned to just about every lapel, every collar, some sort of right-on badge.

It’s kids, mainly, larking about. A lot of kids, a lot of young people.

Older Rastas with their dreadlocks and spliffs, that stoic look to them, inscrutable, unconcerned, nodding to a band on the first float in the queue, Misty in Roots, Noble has learned. British reggae: looks like a tasty scene, he thinks.

He’s more a punk man, Noble. He enjoyed The Ruts as he passed. It’s the energy he likes, that and the seriousness, the intent. They’re an earnest bunch, the punks. Noble admires that, the politics.

The march turns down Bethnal Green Road and Noble keeps his eyes peeled –

Ahead: the Blade Bone.

A National Front pub.

Skinheads and sixteen-hole boots on the troops. Nasty racist scumbags in cheap suits directing operations from the back, stirring them up with who’s taking our jobs and who’s stealing our women and we want England back –

There ain’t no black in the Union Jack.

Noble lets the crowd drift a little further ahead of him. He gets himself across the road, same side as the Blade Bone.

*

From her vantage point on the truck, Suzi hears chanting –

‘Sieg heil, sieg heil, red scum.’

She rubbernecks, gets on her toes and sees a few dozen evil-looking thugs standing outside the Blade Bone giving Nazi salutes and spraying the marchers with lager.

There’s jeering and V-signs flying around, taunts of get a job and go back to where you came from.

There’s a single line of police –

Suzi tenses.

As their float approaches, The Ruts break into their biggest song, ‘Babylon’s Burning’. Keith presses a button and winks at Suzi and the sound of a siren pours out of the speakers just like on the record but louder – louder! – and then the ascending descending guitar line and there’s a roar and a measured sort of pogoing starts up –

Singalong. Arms waving, yelling about burning in the street, burning in your houses, Noble thinks, something about anxiety –

The Nazi salutes falter.

They haven’t got the legs! someone shouts.

Suzi thinks: that’s right. They can’t keep it up for two hours, and it’ll take that long for fifty thousand people to file past.

Someone else yells, Use your right arm for wanking, you cunts!

That gets a laugh.

An old boy pulling a shopping basket is swearing about something, gesturing at the crowd.

The crowd cheers him on.

Suzi focuses her camera on a blue plaque, the Corporation of The City of London, the St George’s Cross smack in the middle of the logo.

Beneath, multitudes throng.

*

Jon, Jackie, and the boy reach Victoria Park. They come in at the southeast entrance and struggle through the mud with the buggy. The stage, when they see it, makes Jon smile.

Above, across the top, white lettering on a red banner that stretches from one end of it to the other proclaims:

CARNIVAL AGAINST THE NAZIS

There’s something charming, something amateur about the capitalisation, Jon thinks.

Beneath that, another banner, in black letters on white:

ANTI-NAZI LEAGUE

It looks, Jon thinks, like a school project.

Lower down, behind where the bands will play:

ROCK AGAINST RACISM

They pause for a moment, the three of them. They’re some distance from the stage but they can see someone on it, they can hear something.

There is a smattering of people, at best. A few hundred and spread out.

‘Looks like we’re early, love,’ Jackie says.

Jon, distracted, nods.

‘Who is this?’ Jackie asks.

Jon’s not impressed with the PA, but he knows who it is.

‘X-Ray Spex,’ he says. ‘The singer’s called Poly Styrene.’

‘She looks nice,’ Jackie says.

‘Where is everyone?’ Jon says.

*

Noble is one of the first into the park.

He left the flatbed truck behind just as it went the wrong way down a one-way street and got stuck on a central reservation trying to reverse. The band, Noble noted with some pleasure, played on.

They’re all piling into the park and heading east where the stage is set up. Kids screaming and laughing, there must be a thousand already.

Some bird in a turban is onstage yelling into the microphone about bondage and up yours and little girls should be seen and not heard –

Noble’s smiling. Not such a bad Sunday, after all. Not that he’s made any progress, work-wise. He thinks about what he could put in a report, not sure he even has to write one. He pulls his backstage pass, or what these amateurs consider one to be, and arrows towards a side entrance, just to the right of where the band are spitting through their repertoire.

He’ll have a nose-around; he’s pretty sure he’s not going to find any right-wing persons of interest, but it’ll be helpful to put a few faces to names –

*

Oh, fucking nice one, that’s just fucking great.

This is John Jennings – Segs – having a moan. The Ruts’ bass player is pissed off. Suzi can see why: the truck is stuck.

Segs – this is Dave Ruffy, the drummer, yelling – the driver can’t hear you, you muppet!

Suzi’s half-listening. Keith, she sees, has a wry smile on his lovely face.

He always does, she thinks.

The gears crunch and the truck lurches. The narrow roads around Bethnal Green are proving a bit of a bugger to get through. Council estates are grey, forbidding.

Suzi can see the crowd filing in through the main gate of the park.

From her vantage point, she sees thousands of people.

The truck chunters along behind. The crowd divides. Like the Red Sea! someone yells and waves them through.

Someone else is brandishing some kind of radio telephone. No signal! he’s yelling. Can’t get through. Useless fucking pongos.

On Victoria Park Road they’re trying to manoeuvre the truck through the north gate, right by the Hemingway pub. Kids perch on the estate walls, taking the piss, throwing stones, flicking V-signs. All good-humoured, Suzi grins at them, waves. Someone shouts, Get out of it, you mouthy little tykes!

The gate is locked – at least the bottom bit of it is. There is some debate about this.

Then Syd Sheldon’s bounding over again.

The bloke who’s supposed to let us in is fucking stoned! he’s laughing. We gave him a bottle of Johnnie Walker this morning and he’s been off with the Steel Pulse cooks ever since.

The band, taking a break, laugh at this.

Here, Syd says. He couldn’t find the keys, but he gave me this.

He hands the driver a sledgehammer. The driver smashes the lock.

There are cheers. The air is charged, Suzi feels, with some righteous energy.

They enter the park; Suzi climbs onto a speaker.

‘Careful, love!’ Keith calls out.

Suzi grins and waves.

Trees sway and drip. The sun is out now. The wind soft.

In the distance, she sees a band taking to the stage –

The Clash.

She waves again at Keith, mouths I’m off, mimes taking photos and legs it across the park, round the eighty-thousand crowd, the heaving crowd, to the side entrance at the right of the stage, and climbs the steps just as Jimmy Pursey –

*

‘The state of the crowd,’ Jon says. ‘From nowhere!’

Jackie nudges Jon. ‘The state of the band.’

‘All right, easy on, Jacks,’ Jon says, grinning. ‘They’re good, they’re serious musicians, political.’

‘Very,’ Jackie says. ‘They look very serious.’

Jon is grateful they’re so far back.

*

Noble wriggles his way to the side of the stage as The Clash rip into ‘London’s Burning’.

They look good, The Clash, Noble gives them that. Strummer’s in a red T-shirt and white rude-boy jeans. Simonon’s in a blue jacket, studded belt around leather trousers, platform boots. Jones is all in black, menace and chains –

The crowd erupts. It looks messy down there, Noble thinks, the charge to the front a crush of bodies, flailing.

Noble clocks Jimmy Pursey from Sham 69 standing not too far away. Noble knows all about Sham 69 and their nasty skinhead following. He clocks a little group of skins near the front throwing bottles.

The crowd, alive, surge at this nasty little group. They’re swallowed up, eaten, spat out.

There’s tension stage left and Noble feels it. Arguments about how long The Clash are supposed to play. Some flash cunt in a red shirt squaring up to a long-haired Scot. They’ve pulled the plug, someone’s yelling.

Noble’s jaw is set and he lurks.

Tower blocks across the park shimmer through the trees.

Then Pursey’s bouncing on in a striped red-and-white T-shirt, very French, and braces and boots. Shouting white riot into a microphone that someone promptly switches off.

The pogoing. The fists punching the air. The crush.

Strummer’s singing into Simonon’s mic.

I wanna riot, the crowd sing back. I wanna riot.

Then it’s all over and the band file off stage, looking like rock stars, not punks.

Noble edges forward.

Red Shirt has pushed some wanker in a leather jacket swigging Special Brew onto the stage, and this wanker’s yelling More, more Clash, more Clash into the microphone, and the Scot shouts Get this idiot off the stage, and Leather Jacket is smirking, and Noble does not like the cut of this lad’s jib, so Noble steps out, sees the crowd beneath him, banners and whistles, Mohicans and safety pins, and he grabs Leather Jacket by the lapel and he pulls him back and he says, right in this wanker’s face, he says, Get the fuck off the stage, you try-hard cunt, you understand? and the bloke looks at Noble and he sees, Noble sees, that Noble is serious, that Noble is not someone to mess about and Leather Jacket shrinks, nods, and Red Shirt’s giving it the all right, calm down, and then Noble’s off, down the steps, and he feels a hand on his jacket and he turns –

*

‘That was pretty cool,’ Suzi says to this fella who just helped clear the stage of The Clash’s idiot road crew.

The fella shrugs. ‘A real heartbreaker, that lad in the leather.’

Suzi smiles. ‘Ray Gange.’

‘Eh?’

‘His name. Ray Gange. He’s an actor, sort of. They’re making a film about The Clash and he’s playing a member of their road crew.’

‘How very clever of them,’ the fella says.

‘Rude Boy is what the film’s supposed to be called.’

‘Well, the pair of them were certainly that.’

‘Can I take your photo?’ Suzi asks, twitching her finger. ‘Click click.’

‘No, sorry, love,’ the fella says. ‘I look like a criminal in photos.’

Suzi watches him walk away into the crowd. She snaps two pictures of his retreating figure.

She climbs back up the steps and waits for Steel Pulse.

*

‘A lot of families here, aren’t there, Jon?’ Jackie says.

‘Carnival atmosphere,’ Jon says. ‘It’s a bloody circus.’

Jackie laughs. ‘I expect that lot from playgroup are in the thick of things.’

It’s Jon’s turn to laugh. ‘I expect they are. Hippies, eh?’

They’re eating their sandwiches. They’ve found a quiet bench just back from the crowd, a little further east of the stage, and Jackie’s feeding the boy while they eat their lunch.

Jon’s looking out at the old swimming pool, the tennis courts in a bit of a state, an adventure playground that’s seen better days. The lake, he remembers, has a sign on it that reads something like:

NO FISHING, NO SWIMMING, NO BOATS

A fun lake, he’s always thought.

Better than some of the graffiti he’s seen.

‘Makes a change, love,’ Jackie says, ‘from our usual Sunday.’

Jon nods. He checks his watch. ‘Steel Pulse up next,’ he says.

He’s excited, to be fair. The Clash were quite something, that ‘White Riot’ a real moment, true. But British reggae: pure class.

Their Sundays have been the same since the Queensdown Road days, their first flat –

Jackie sticks a chicken in the oven, dead low, and they cross Millfields Park and have a drink in the Prince of Wales on the canal, right next to Lea Bridge Road. They can’t take the boy in, so Jackie waits outside while Jon orders in the saloon bar: a pint of ordinary, a glass of white wine and a couple of bags of plain crisps in his pockets. He nods and smiles at Harry, his next-door neighbour, an old lad, a builder not far off retirement, who drinks in the public bar on the other side, where there’s sawdust on the floor and men standing, their pints sunk and mugs refilled at quite a lick.

It’s all right, the Prince. There’s one of those seafood stalls outside and Jackie likes a pot of cockles, a tray of prawns. She likes the vinegar. She drinks the stuff left over, slurps it down.

There are a few blokes fishing; a few kids climbing the pipe that runs across the water. There’s a sort of lock gate on the other side that Jon doesn’t understand but it looks pretty, and there’s a little house that may or may not belong to a lock keeper or whatever they’re called, and that always seems to Jon like an idyllic sort of life when you’re down the canal on a weekend.

Yeah, it’s all right, the Prince. Sometimes they’ll wander further up the canal, cross at the footbridge, have a gander at some Sunday League, at the fishermen hunkered down with more kit, pulling carp, saying nothing, then keep going, watch the rowers at the bottom of Springfield Park – rowers? Jon always thinks, in Hackney? – cross back and have their pint of ordinary and their wine and their crisps in the Robin Hood with its sorry-looking playground, or outside the Anchor and Hope, a pub with no tables, no women, no kids.

Yes, they like the Prince.

They used to go to the pub next door, the Ship Aground, from time to time. Strange one, that is. A concrete block with a concrete patio. Not quite the pub at the bottom of an
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