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And it shall come to pass, that when they make a long blast with the ram’s horn, and when ye hear the sound of the trumpet, all the people shall shout with a great shout; and the wall of the city shall fall down flat, and the people shall ascend up every man straight before him.

Joshua 6:5


Are you gonna try to make this work

Or spend your days down in the dirt –

You see things CAN change –

YES an’ walls can come tumbling down!

Paul Weller
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Introduction: Poison In The Machine

On 5 August 1976, on stage at the Birmingham Odeon, a drunk Eric Clapton harangued an audience of 2,000 rock fans. He called for ‘fucking wogs’ and ‘Pakis’ not just to ‘leave the hall’, but to ‘leave the country’, before speaking in favour of the Conservative MP Enoch Powell, who eight years earlier had made his inflammatory ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, predicting, ‘In fifteen or twenty years’ time the black man will have the whip hand over the white man.’ Perhaps it was a coincidence that Powell’s address had been made in the Midland Hotel across the street from the Odeon but Clapton had no hesitation in echoing the former cabinet minister’s language, warning fans that the country was in danger of becoming a ‘black colony within ten years’. Clapton’s seven-piece band included the mixed-race Honolulu-born backing vocalist Yvonne Elliman and the percussionist Sergio Pastora Rodriguez, who were joined onstage by the evening’s special guest Van Morrison to perform Little Willie Littlefield’s R&B classic ‘Kansas City’. Birmingham was a multiracial city and, understandably, there was shock amongst the crowd. Clapton was not only an internationally renowned rock star, but, more astonishingly, one who had forged his musical identity through the blues: the music of the black man. His outburst, when reported, provoked indignation and was to become the starting point of a sixteen-year period in which music and politics would combine with unprecedented force and energy. A letter of response, written by Red Saunders – a cultural activist and freelance photographer for the Sunday Times – during a rehearsal with his left-wing agitprop theatre group, Kartoon Klowns, was published in all the national music papers. It called for ‘a rank and file movement against the racist poison in rock music’, and signed off with a PO Box address. The response was immediate. More than 200 letters of support were received within a week and Rock Against Racism was born.

Over the next five years, Rock Against Racism developed into a national campaign, later spawning groups across Europe and as far away as the United States of America. Its inaugural gig at the Princess Alice pub in the East End of London in November 1976, headlined by the blues singer Carol Grimes, took place less than five miles from where Oswald Mosley and the British Union of Fascists had marched and been confronted by anti-fascist demonstrators in the Battle of Cable Street forty years earlier. History was central to the ethos of Rock Against Racism and its resolve to fight prejudice in music, especially as it had identified an increase in right-wing political sympathizers in the younger generation. Support for the National Front strengthened alarmingly throughout the seventies, and, with candidates pledging to ‘Keep Britain White’, they polled progressively higher at both local and national elections. The music world responded. Johnny Rotten of the Sex Pistols sang of the poison in the machine, the Clash cried ‘White Riot’, and the Cimarons and Steel Pulse, and China Street, black and white reggae bands respectively, recorded tracks called ‘Rock Against Racism’.

In an atmosphere of mounting racial tension, the Anti-Nazi League was established in 1977, immediately forming an association with Rock Against Racism. Combining the Anti-Nazi League’s political focus – to defeat the National Front electorally – with Rock Against Racism’s drive to crush fascism through music and culture, this alliance had a pronounced influence on young people, culminating in the great Victoria Park Carnival of 30 April 1978. An estimated 80,000 people marched the seven miles from Trafalgar Square to Hackney to make a stand against racism and to be entertained by an array of bands including X-Ray Spex, the Clash, and Steel Pulse. The event showed that an unconventional grass-roots organization, in little over eighteen months, had attained nationwide recognition, generating front-page headlines and lead coverage in the national news. Yet behind the scenes, Rock Against Racism was made up of a relatively small circle of people, many of them coming from backgrounds shaped by the counterculture movements of the fifties and sixties. Their varied influences and experiences were crucial to Rock Against Racism’s thinking and informed the content of RAR’s propaganda periodical, Temporary Hoarding. The magazine, designed with a mixture of eye-catching graphics influenced by the punk Do It Yourself cut-and-paste style and pre-war montage techniques, addressed not only the threat of the National Front but also broader issues such as British troops in Northern Ireland and international concerns in Zimbabwe and South Africa.

The emergence of punk rock and British reggae in the mid-to-late seventies was vitally important to the success of Rock Against Racism. Through music, and through a general sense of disenfranchisement, both first-generation black British and disaffected white youth – often educated in integrated schools and socializing in the same pubs and clubs – began to recognize common grievances. It could be heard in Culture’s prophetic ‘Two Sevens Clash’, Bob Marley’s ‘Punky Reggae Party’ and the Clash’s ‘(White Man) In Hammersmith Palais’. And gradually, despite the very different rhythms of punk and reggae, there emerged a mutual platform of tolerance and acceptance shaped by issues of class, race and, to a lesser degree, gender and sexual identity struggles, exemplified by the Tom Robinson Band anthem ‘(Sing If You’re) Glad To Be Gay’.

Under Rock Against Racism’s banner of ‘Black and White Unite and Fight’ and the Anti-Nazi League slogan ‘Stamp on a Nazi’, there followed a period of mass demonstrations, riots, concerts and anti-fascist carnivals in protest against increasingly frequent and violent attacks on black and Asian communities. Walls Come Tumbling Down documents these battles and argues that politics was at the heart of pop music for the first time in British musical history. The phenomenon culminated at the end of the eighties in a global television audience of 600,000,000 across sixty-seven countries watching a spectacular eleven-hour concert at Wembley Stadium demanding the release from prison of Nelson Mandela. In response, the final chapter of Walls Come Tumbling Down deals with the formation of Artists Against Apartheid and the events that led to that monumental concert. In doing so, it provides an uplifting conclusion to the cultural fight against racism that was first triggered by Eric Clapton’s deplorable comments a decade earlier.

Inspired, in part, by Rock Against Racism and by the philosophy of punk and reggae bands sharing the same stage, a Coventry musician, Jerry Dammers, founded a mixed-race band and a socialist record label as a way of making both a racial and an ethical statement. Dammers’ involvement in social politics at this juncture would be hugely influential in not only challenging bigoted music fans, but making anti-racism ‘hip’ by the late eighties. Red Saunders described Dammers’ band, the Specials, as being ‘like a dream come true’, and, by late 1979, the music of 2 Tone had swept the nation, replacing punk rock as a significant anti-establishment movement. And, although formed under a Labour government, 2 Tone bands – the Specials, the Selecter, Madness, the Beat, and the Bodysnatchers – would all come to prominence during Margaret Thatcher’s first term in office as prime minister, four years after she was elected leader of the Conservative Party.

The groups on the 2 Tone label were largely multicultural. This was the practical realization of the anti-discriminatory ambitions of Rock Against Racism: black and white musicians not just sharing a stage, but playing in the same bands. And, although it was not without precedent, never before had ethnically mixed groups made national news and dominated the British charts. 2 Tone records, including the Specials’ first two releases, ‘Gangsters’ and ‘A Message To You Rudy’ and the Beat’s debut, ‘Tears Of A Clown’, sold in the hundreds of thousands and the label’s first ten singles all made the top twenty national chart. What’s more, the music came with a message. Songs addressed the political issues of the day: racism, sexism, violence, unemployment, youth culture and, in the Bodysnatchers’ ‘Easy Life’ and ‘The Boiler’, gender equality and sexual violence, respectively. Yet, with an irony not lost on the artists, the bands involved also attracted the attention of right-wing activists. 2 Tone concerts were often infiltrated by National Front or British Movement sympathizers. Whereas previously, punk fashion had flirted with Nazi imagery, now 2 Tone bands were confronted by neo-fascists using their gigs to recruit impressionable youth and to cause maximum disruption. Madness, in particular, the only all-white band on the label, were singled out. Their first single, in 1979, was ‘The Prince’, named after and dedicated to the Jamaican singer, Prince Buster, but this was still not enough to deflect controversy. Madness initially kept their counsel, preferring to allow the fusion of reggae and Motown rhythms in their sound to speak for itself. Criticism mounted, not least with the easy comparison to be made with Eric Clapton’s apparent refusal to see any irony in his success with Bob Marley’s ‘I Shot The Sheriff’ whilst arguing for an ‘England for white people’. Madness listened to the criticism and, although they had been slow to speak out, categorically denied any racist philosophy; Clapton, on the other hand, continued to back Enoch Powell’s inflammatory views. Yet across 2 Tone – by definition an anti-racist movement – bands were forced to deal with the bizarre contradiction of black and white musicians who embraced the music and fashions of Jamaica playing to audiences which often included overtly racist elements. Similarly, the groups themselves – in some cases conceived as political statements – had to tackle their own prejudices towards each other. 2 Tone highlighted the question of whether black and white musicians could mix harmoniously; it called attention to the challenges of mixing different class and educational backgrounds, and to the role of women in music; it questioned the notion of a collectivist record label; and it demonstrated how the integrity of political ideals could be affected by the influence of money and success. While they may not have been conscious considerations, the realities of working and living as a 2 Tone band brought these issues to the fore, and they determined the behaviour and lifespan of many of the groups involved. In many ways, 2 Tone was an experiment that was fated to self-destruct. By the summer of 1981, whilst mainland Britain witnessed rioting across many cities, and with the Specials at the top of the charts with the prescient ‘Ghost Town’, 2 Tone imploded.

Challenging racism was the stated aim for both Rock Against Racism and 2 Tone, but as Margaret Thatcher’s ideological agenda began to shape British politics, working-class youth in particular was hit by the economic effects of her policies. These magnified the divide between the forces of capitalism and socialism, between the middle class and the working class, between the supporters of the peace movement and those of nuclear rearmament. The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), backed by most 2 Tone bands, reached the apex of its support in the early eighties. As an active pressure group, CND appealed to and brought together liberal-minded musicians, as it had previously done in the late fifties and sixties, and in doing so resurrected the popularity of political protest for a younger generation. In 1982 the Conservative Party took the decision to send a Task Force to defend British sovereignty over the Falkland Islands in response to an Argentinian invasion. As a move towards political awakening amongst young people saw increasing support for pacifism, the gulf between government militarism and opposition appeasement widened. It can be heard in Heaven 17’s breakthrough hit ‘(We Don’t Need This) Fascist Groove Thang’ or Clive Langer and Elvis Costello’s sublime ‘Shipbuilding’.

Nonetheless, Margaret Thatcher sailed to a second term of office in 1983 and celebrated by intensifying her assiduous assault on socialism. The trade union movement was specifically targeted by Thatcherite policy and when the National Union of Mineworkers went out on strike in March 1984, the left-wing musical community was galvanized in support of the miners, whose cause they viewed as a class war. Many musicians came together for benefits and rallies against the government, and in doing so shared ideas and defined their aspirations for a different and fairer Britain. A leading figure was former Jam frontman Paul Weller, and the second Style Council album, Our Favourite Shop, brims with rage and despair at the political landscape. Likewise, Billy Bragg, a relative newcomer to the world of pop success, sharpened his political conscience during the Miners’ Strike, resulting in the chart-bound Between The Wars EP. Weller and Bragg, committed socialists and declared opponents of the incumbent government, joined forces. And in the summer of 1985 Red Wedge was conceived. It was a loose collective of independent artists with a simple remit: to oust Margaret Thatcher from office, and by default to return the Labour Party to power, under the leadership of Neil Kinnock. Performers, musicians, actors, filmmakers and designers united and, with the catchphrase ‘Don’t Get Mad. Get Organized’, demanded influence on party policy. In return they offered national tours and, backed by a political unit, attempted to connect with marginalized youth and encourage first-time voters to register. Red Wedge debunked the myth of rock ’n’ rollers as outsiders and was a bold endeavour bringing pop stars of the day, including the Blow Monkeys, the Communards, Junior, Madness, and Tracey Thorn, into the mainstream of political campaigning. Never before had pop music directly aligned itself with a major political party, and Red Wedge carried the argument to the heart of parliamentary power and, symbolically, to the halls of the Palace of Westminster. And unlike Rock Against Racism and 2 Tone, both of which operated outside establishment parameters, Red Wedge embraced its historic opportunity to change society from within.

Red Wedge centred its energies on the 1987 general election, with a succession of tours of marginal constituencies headlined respectively by musicians, by comedians, and finally by an all-women bill including poets, raconteurs and songwriters. All the evening gigs were accompanied by groundbreaking Day Events pioneered by Red Wedge’s political leader, Annajoy David. In youth centres and town halls up and down the country, local and national politicians debated alongside musicians, and engaged audiences. Red Wedge was teaching the Labour Party how to listen and creating for the participants a new form of social and political encounter. However, in the wake of Margaret Thatcher’s victory in the general election which gave the Conservative Party a third successive term in office, Red Wedge was forced to redirect its ambitions. A little-remembered chapter of the Red Wedge story is its post-election activity and its attempt to secure political advancement. As a new decade loomed, the Labour Party’s freshly appointed director of communications, Peter Mandelson, pragmatically redefined the image of the Party whilst entertaining, albeit ambivalently, Red Wedge’s ambition to accomplish its founding objectives and to embed policy into the Party manifesto. The final years of Red Wedge’s existence would lay the cultural foundation for the New Labour victory of 1997 and the Tony Blair years.

With Red Wedge committed to working alongside the Labour Party, many artists remained sceptical about the union between music and party politics. But with the Prime Minister labelling the African National Congress, of which Nelson Mandela was Deputy President, a ‘typical terrorist organization’ and apparently endorsing white minority rule in South Africa, the cultural left united behind the establishment of Artists Against Apartheid. Often working alongside Red Wedge musicians, Jerry Dammers launched an initiative to make the British public aware of the plight of the banned ANC. Following the largest ever anti-apartheid protest in 1986, mounted on Clapham Common, the concert at Wembley Stadium, two years later, demonstrated how pop music could awaken the conscience of a generation.

The period from 1976 to 1992 was not only the last time cultural engagement would play a defining role in British politics but it would also coincide with three momentous world events: the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989;the release of Nelson Mandela after twenty-seven years in prison; and, in November 1990, Margaret Thatcher’s resignation. Even though Tony Blair’s 1997 general election triumph would become associated with politicians’ courting of Britpop artists like Damon Albarn and Noel Gallagher, the political engagement was now merely cosmetic.

Walls Come Tumbling Down charts the battle for the musical and political terrain of Great Britain: when youth culture demanded a voice; when counterculture became national news; when politicians campaigned alongside contemporary pop stars; and when the political persuasion of musicians was as important as the songs they sang. The sixteen-year period between 1976 and 1992 was characterized by badge-wearing, flag-waving, rioting, marching and partisan alliances. Political activism brought a young electorate to an understanding of the ideological struggle; it brought them to protesting on the streets, to free festivals, to concert halls, to rallies, to comedy gigs across the country, and finally it brought those ideas to Parliament. The revolutionary spirit was that of People Unity: Governments crack and systems fall . . . lights go out – walls come tumbling down!

•

Walls Come Tumbling Down is an oral history told by the key protagonists in Rock Against Racism, 2 Tone and Red Wedge. The text brings together a unique cross-section of contributors, ranging from parliamentarians and political activists to musicians and cultural campaigners, and embracing a broad spectrum of race, gender and class. The process of preparing the text involved interviewing over 100 people and as a result the manuscript offers an exclusive, if not exhaustive, history of the period. That said, a handful of the contributions are not as a result of direct conversations. Paul Weller, for example, declined my invitation to revisit the past. Having given his blessing to the use of his song title for this book, Paul also granted permission to use anything he had previously said on this subject, believing it would give a more accurate historical perspective. David Widgery, a key architect of Rock Against Racism, died in 1992, but it was essential that his voice should be present, so Walls Come Tumbling Down draws heavily on his own account of the period, Beating Time, written in 1986. Two important cultural and political events of the period, albeit covered by the text, are largely absent. Whilst the staging of Live Aid was obviously of enormous humanitarian significance, the event is recorded more thoroughly elsewhere by books dedicated solely to the subject. Likewise, the history of CND and the political consequence of the Falklands crisis are alluded to rather than examined in detail.

Collating an oral history poses many challenges, not least the reliability of memory. Time plays havoc with the sequence and exact detail of the past. I have researched and cross-checked facts from the period but remain frustrated by a number of small, inconclusive details. For example, there is confusion as to which bands played on the back of the flatbed trucks at either of the two London Rock Against Racism Carnivals, or whether a particular disturbance at a 2 Tone or Red Wedge night happened in Bradford or Liverpool. I trust these inconsistencies will not hamper readers’ enjoyment of the book and that they will make allowance for any errors in detail that may subsequently come to light.

Lastly, a project of the magnitude of Walls Come Tumbling Down calls for a great deal of cooperation and help. I would like to take the opportunity to acknowledge my gratitude to all the people I have spoken to and who contributed to the work. Many of them have offered support and friendship way beyond my expectation. My special thanks to Richard Boon, Billy Bragg, Jerry Dammers, Annajoy David, Tiny Fennimore, Lucy Hooberman, Mushi Jenner, Steve Rapport, Neil Spencer, Karen Walter, Kate Webb, Bernie Wilcox and Juliet de Valero Wills.

Many more people behind the scenes have helped with the progress of the project, and I am incredibly grateful to Steve Blackwell, Judy Paskell, Emma Burns, Sebastian Cody, Don Coutts, Lizzie Evans, John O’Farrell, Katrina Fallon, Linda Jenks, Chip Hamer, Zoë Hood, Richard Howe, Rod Ireland, Jonathan Kyte, Roland Link, Juliet Matthews, Claire Moon, Conrad Murray, Victoria Schofield, Jamie Spencer, Christine Staple, Darren Treadwell and Jo Wiser.

Walls Come Tumbling Down features over one hundred images and I would like to extend my immense gratitude to all the photographers who have helped to make this such a visually exciting book. They are: Adrian Boot, David Corio, Kevin Cummins, Chalkie Davies, Hunt Emerson, Jill Furmanovsky, Robert Golden, Tony Mottram, Bob Perry, Steve Rapport, Tom Sheehan, Syd Shelton, Pennie Smith, Ray Stevenson and Virginia Turbett.

In the publishing world, Paul Baggaley, who commissioned Walls Come Tumbling Down, has been a positive and integral force from the outset, guiding and honing the finished piece. My gratitude extends to Dusty Miller for offering key introductions, Rachel Wright for copy-editing the book and her incredible eye for detail, Stuart Wilson for his cover artwork, Wilf Dickie for the inside layout and Nuzha Nuseibeh for coordinating the final stages. I would also like to express special thanks to the author Travis Elborough, who creatively helped to shape and structure the second draft of the book. My agent, Carrie Kania, who also read and recommended important changes to the first draft and has continued to offer precious support and friendship.

Lastly, when I remember that love and life are more than just music and politics, I have the cast-iron support of Susie, who has patiently and lovingly shared my passion. Lily, Eleanor and Lottie – I hope you are inspired.
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BOOK ONE

ROCK AGAINST RACISM


1. WHO SHOT THE SHERIFF?


MAKE WAY FOR THE HOMO SUPERIOR

Eric Clapton. Black Britain. David Bowie

DAVID ‘RED’ SAUNDERS Everything begins with the letter. It was 1976. There were one and a half million on the dole, belts tightened, cuts biting, prices soaring, wages frozen, the government looking for someone to blame and the loony fascists cashing in by stirring up hate. Three Asians killed in London. Notting Hill Carnival attacked by the police. The right-wing activist Robert Relf doing his house for sale – ‘to an English family only’ – bit. Enoch Powell ranting about ‘alien wedges’ in our culture and predicting a racial war in Britain. It was in this climate that I read a review in Sounds about an Eric Clapton gig in Birmingham on 5 August:


. . . he shambled on stage and began warning us all about ‘foreigners’ and the need to vote for Enoch Powell whom Eric described as ‘a prophet’ and the danger of the country ‘being a colony within ten years’ and of how Eric was thinking of retiring to become an MP . . .



DAVE WAKELING I was at the gig. Here’s this bloke singing Bob Marley songs telling everybody to get the ‘wogs out’. It seemed like he had had a few, so some of the speech was more gargling than pontificating but the thrust of it was ‘Enoch was right’ and that ‘we should all vote for him’ and that ‘England was a white country’ and then a lot of saying ‘wogs’ and ‘get ’em out.’

DAVID CORIO I was fifteen or sixteen at the time and I remember him coming on stage and being obviously drunk and saying something about how there were so many Pakis in Birmingham. He sounded like some bad, old racist stand-up comedian.

DAVE WAKELING And then there was a bit about Arabs annoying him in Harrods and that’s what piqued our interest: ‘Oh, hang on a minute. He’s just an aggrieved toff. He doesn’t give a sod about Birmingham.’ It was like, ‘Come on. We gave you the steam engine. Isn’t that enough?’ It didn’t seem to us that he had any particular knowledge of our city other than that he knew the Enoch Powell ‘Birmingham speech’, as we called it, had been made over the road. I don’t remember it all happening in one go. There were two or three episodes of it and he had a bit of a recap towards the end. But from the first rant there was a conversation going on in our area, down on the floor, and all you could hear was, ‘What a bleeding nerve’. And that carried on as we came out in the foyer.

RED SAUNDERS This was when David Bowie was prattling on about Hitler being ‘the first superstar’ and Rod Stewart decided Britain was too overcrowded for him. It just made me sick with disappointment, but then fucking pissed off. I was an activist on the left and I’d been involved in Vietnam solidarity and street demonstrations but I wasn’t a great believer in writing letters. So it was a letter of anger. It wasn’t difficult to write. I whacked it off quite quickly. I was in a theatre rehearsal and we all signed it because I wanted it to be a group of people. The next day I phoned round friends and said, ‘I’ve written this thing.’

ROGER HUDDLE Red phoned me up and said, ‘I’ve composed a letter about Eric Clapton to send to all the music papers.’ He read it to me over the phone and said, ‘Would you sign it?’


When I read about Eric Clapton’s Birmingham concert when he urged support for Enoch Powell, we nearly puked.

What’s going on, Eric? You’ve got a touch of brain damage. So you’re going to stand for MP and you think we’re being colonized by black people. Come on . . . you’ve been taking too much of that Daily Express stuff, you know you can’t handle it.

Own up, half your music is black. You’re rock music’s biggest colonist. You’re a good musician but where would you be without the blues and R&B?

You’ve got to fight the racist poison, otherwise you degenerate into the sewer with the rats and all the money men who ripped off rock culture with their chequebooks and plastic crap.

Rock was and still can be a real progressive culture, not a package mail-order stick-on nightmare of mediocre garbage.

We want to organize a rank-and-file movement against the racist poison in rock music – we urge support – all those interested please write to: ROCK AGAINST RACISM, Box M, 8 Cotton Gardens, London E2 8DN

PS. ‘Who shot the sheriff,’ Eric? It sure as hell wasn’t you!

Signed: Peter Bruno, Angela Follett, Red Saunders, Jo Wreford, Dave Courts, Roger Huddle, Mike Stadler, etc.



RED SAUNDERS I was a fan of Clapton. I had his albums and had seen Cream. I had a part-time job in the evenings at the Marquee Club in Oxford Street. I was a mod. I had to clear up the ashtrays and Coke bottles. This was the early sixties. I was seeing the Who when they were the High Numbers and Cyril Davies – who looked like a bald middle-aged schoolteacher – and the All-Stars. He got Mick Jagger up on stage. That was the first time I saw the Rolling Stones and the first time that I’d got consciously into the root of serious music. I’d gone beyond pop. Every now and again they’d have black American blues artists down there. I remember buying a pint for Sonny Boy Williamson in the pub up the road. All of us gathered round him in awe and he was giving us small renditions of mouth-organ music. The root of all this music was the blues and rhythm and blues and slave music, and then to hear Clapton, that’s what provoked not just massive disappointment but anger.

RUTH GREGORY ‘Who shot the sheriff, Eric? It sure as hell wasn’t you!’ That is so Red! You could have written a letter like that at any point in history and it wouldn’t have had the same effect. I was a fan of Clapton. Who wasn’t? If he had been a musician that nobody liked then nobody would have given a shit. He was one of the greatest guitarists of all time.

DENNIS BOVELL It’s very hard to believe that someone who was supposed to be an intelligent man and an accomplished musician would utter such dross.

KATE WEBB That a man who had made his living playing the blues could think like that was extraordinary. It was the inherent contradiction. And astonishing for who Clapton was and where his heart had been. He clearly understood the blues.

PAULINE BLACK If you’re a creative of any kind you assume that people maybe have looked at the world with a bit of a leftish understanding. And suddenly some idiot, who may well be the king of playing the guitar, turns round and reckons that Enoch Powell – a former Conservative cabinet minister – is a prophet. It just seemed incredible.

DAVID HINDS Clapton was hailed as a god because of the Yardbirds and then Cream, but I thought ‘I Shot The Sheriff’ was utter rubbish. It was nowhere on a par to Marley’s version: Sheriff John Brown always hated me . . . every time I plant a seed he said, ‘Kill it before it grow.’ You could hear the suffering and frustration in Marley’s voice, but he did an interview saying all kinds of positive things about Clapton’s version. I was saying, ‘Is Bob crazy? What’s he talking about?’ Then it dawned on me: ‘Why wouldn’t he? He’s raking in the money for it.’ Reggae had different ways of being born to the public and if it took Clapton for other people to start listening to reggae, so be it.

MYKAELL RILEY Bob Marley was being marketed as a rock act. Rock bands were looking at reggae and looking how they could get some of that focus, and that’s where Clapton comes in because – after ‘Layla’ two years earlier, his career hadn’t been doing that well – he took on ‘I Shot The Sheriff’ and it went to number one in America and top ten here. So for a while we were going, ‘Yeah, reggae’s on the up,’ and being recognized by international rock stars. And what was good for reggae was good for us.

DAVID HINDS My parents came over to England from Jamaica in the fifties and had very thick Jamaican accents. They were already in their thirties and were very set in their ways. They came trying to survive in a country that promised them that the streets would be paved with milk and honey. So there I am raised as Jamaican, speaking as Jamaican, eating Jamaican food, and then all of a sudden I’m thrown into school and exposed to racism: ‘Get back on the banana boat.’ ‘Wog’s the matter?’ ‘You’re browned off.’ ‘Nigger mind.’ ‘You all white?’ My parents were very strict: ‘We want you to be a lawyer or a doctor,’ but then in school I’m being kicked in the rear and clapped around the ear. And they would be coming home and moaning about how they’d been treated by the hierarchies in the workplace.

DENNIS BOVELL Linton Kwesi Johnson wrote Inglan is a bitch / Dere’s no escaping it. It described how hard it was for our parents’ generation to survive and to hold their dignity while being subjected to all kinds of abuse. They had families to feed and they couldn’t just down tools and walk off the job. They had to bite their lips and swallow unscrupulous behaviour: Yu haffi know how fi survive in it.

MYKAELL RILEY I’m part of the first-generation British-born Caribbean community, but the issue is we’re not aware we have a dual identity. We assume we’re Jamaicans because we’re brought up in a Jamaican community. Handsworth in Birmingham was as close to Jamaica as you could get whilst living in England, but there was still very much a focus of ‘Everything we’re doing here is to purchase a property back in the Caribbean and to move back home.’

ANGELA BARTON I remember having serious conversations in school when we moved to Putney with people making out, ‘You should go back to the jungle.’ I’d say, ‘There’s no jungle in Birmingham where I was born. Where do you want me to go?’ I was challenging conversations with people and saying things like, ‘I’ve got probably got more lineage to the Queen than you have, mate, because you’re blond and probably came from Sweden.’

WILLIAM SIMON I knew people with great brains who were academics in the Caribbean but here they worked in the post office or on the buses because their teaching qualification meant nothing in England.

LYNVAL GOLDING I didn’t realize how painful it was for my mother when I had to leave her in Jamaica to come and live with my father and stepmother. There was an outside toilet and I locked myself in it and cried. I was eleven years of age. It was the same year that Jamaica got independence: 1962. It was incredible – ska, ska, ska, Jamaica ska. At school they gave you little cups and flags. I brought all that sort of vibe with me to England when I went to school in Gloucester. Then I became aware of racism when this guy spit in my face and called me ‘golliwog’. I got mad and smashed his face in. I was one of about ten black kids. I couldn’t understand why this teacher was picking on me all the time.

NICKY SUMMERS There were a few black girls at school but the groups separated outside, so socially black people hung around black people. There would be black music and black people would follow that and there would be white music and white people followed that. It was rare for cultures to mix.

MYKAELL RILEY At school there was a constant stream of new kids with proper Jamaican accents and real Jamaican history. You gravitated towards these individuals because they had authenticity. They made you more Jamaican. You polished up your accent and you polished up your sense of history and relationship to this place that you’d never visited. Then immigration policies made it more and more difficult for Caribbeans to come and then almost impossible: suddenly your grandmother had to be born in the UK. It was very calculated; it was how local politicians were appealing to the white community; the notion that the black community was taking away white jobs. It was political hype. The black and Asian communities were actually quite closely knit but we felt as though we were being oppressed and targeted. You would be stopped by the police on the way to school. Your parents would say, ‘Don’t go out alone . . . where are you going . . .’ for the simple reason some of the kids didn’t come back. It was not uncommon for a group of us to say, ‘We’ll meet you at eight o’clock at the club,’ and for a member of that group not to turn up. The first place we’d go was the local police station to check if they’d been arrested.

LINTON KWESI JOHNSON There was quite a significant amount of socializing between black and white kids. As bad as things were in this country, we didn’t grow up in an apartheid state. We went to the same schools, grew up in the same neighbourhoods, played football and rugby and cricket together and all the rest of it. It wasn’t as though we were alien to each other.

KEITH HARRIS My mum was a founder nurse in the NHS and my dad was a doctor, so yes, my parents were immigrants but they had contributed to British society. And I was born in Newcastle. I have black skin but everything else about me is British: my accent; my education; my upbringing; my friends. When we moved to the appropriately named Whitehaven in Cumberland we were the only black family in the town, and years later I went back to my infant school. I was looking over the wall and this old woman came up and politely said, ‘What brings you up here, then?’ I said, ‘I used to go to school here back in the fifties.’ She said, ‘I was your dinner lady. You must be one of Dr Harris’s children.’

NORMAN ‘JUNIOR’ GISCOMBE There were six black people in the whole of my primary school. It was common to be called ‘sunshine’ or ‘golliwog’. ‘Can I touch your hair?’

BERNIE WILCOX When you lived on the council estates, words like ‘wog’, ‘Paki’ and ‘nigger’ were used day in, day out at pubs and bus stops. Manchester was as racist as anywhere else.

LYNVAL GOLDING Some of the TV sitcoms that were around then couldn’t be broadcast today. They’d have people calling a black person ‘coon’.

DAVE RUFFY When the sitcom Till Death Us Do Part was on telly, some viewers, my nan included, who was a nice old lady, thought Alf Garnett was speaking for people. But they weren’t really racist. You’ve got to remember that people went through the war and they were promised a better life and they didn’t really get a lot.

JOHN JENNINGS There was a thin line between Alf Garnett and Enoch Powell. People were ignorant. It was very easy to say, ‘Look at all these people coming over here. They’ve got all that and you haven’t got anything. You fought for this country?’ And everyone was, ‘Yeah, you’re bloody right.’

SYD SHELTON I firmly believe you have to learn to be racist. It was cranked in you by papers like the Daily Mail and the Daily Express and the Sun and all those racist jokes on TV and The Black and White Minstrel Show; all that history that we were taught about. You never saw a black policeman. You didn’t see any black politicians. There were no black judges. There were no black TV presenters.

TIM WELLS Older generations did have different attitudes about race and a lot of the time the children didn’t share that. When I was a young kid you could sit in a pub and tell a racist joke and most people would be, ‘Yeah, whatever.’ That’s why music is important. If the culture is, this is acceptable and it’s OK to strut around Sieg-Heiling and putting shit through letter boxes, then it’s, ‘Oh, that’s what we’ll do.’ But if it’s, ‘Nah, mate, that’s wrong,’ then they’ll stand against it.

BRINSLEY FORDE Scenario: one-thirty in the morning. You have got to go down this dark alley and on one side you can see a lot of black guys with hoods playing reggae music and on the other side there’s white guys. Which side of the street do you choose to walk on? You walk where you think you’re going to be safer. Racism is a security measure. All you need is someone to trigger it to start that fear. That’s what Hitler did. It was an economic situation so they used it. I remember when Aswad played in Liverpool. After, Tony and I went to this club with a couple of girls. It was like a massive house with all these different rooms and we were probably the only black guys in there. We could make out these boys who were checking us out. Suddenly, the group got bigger and bigger. I said, ‘Tony, we’re going to get a kicking. Let’s go to the bar, get a drink and get something to defend ourselves.’ It seemed like the longest time and my heart was beating really fast. Suddenly I saw one of them. I said, ‘Here they come.’ The guy walks up to us and says, ‘Are you guys in Aswad?’ I said, ‘Yeah.’ He said to his mates, ‘I told you.’ We might have struck out at those people just out of fear.

LESLEY WOODS Enoch Powell had made his ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech: ‘Thirty additional immigrant children are arriving from overseas in Wolverhampton alone every week.’ Black people who wanted to get housing were discriminated against. And at school we were learning about the Berlin Wall and apartheid. I was saying, ‘How can people put a wall up between people? How can you stop a white person sitting with a black person on a bus? That can’t be right. Mum, you just can’t do that.’

DAVE WAKELING My dad could recite the Enoch Powell speech. He was his hero. That’s when the trouble started. It was bad enough watching Alf Garnett on TV, without your dad doing impressions of it. It was against everything you’d ever been taught at primary school about share and play nice. I knew from being on the swimming team at school that you won by everybody working together.

LYNVAL GOLDING Powell’s speech was aimed at us. He said, ‘In fifteen or twenty years’ time the black man will have the whip hand over the white man,’ and then the famous line, ‘Like the Roman, I seem to see “ the River Tiber foaming with much blood”.’ We understood the hatred that he was drumming up was directed towards blacks and Asians and Indians. Jamaicans had been invited by Sir Winston Churchill to come and rebuild the mother country. That’s why my father came. It’s not like they could go back home every year for a holiday. It might take five years before they could afford to go back, because of the cheap labour.

CLARE SHORT People say when the American soldiers were here in the Second World War white and black soldiers were segregated and British people were shocked at how badly they treated their black soldiers. Birmingham had been a city of inward migration since the thirties because there were jobs. And then from the Powell days when people came to work from the Caribbean and the Indian subcontinent we saw racism increase.

DOTUN ADEBAYO I remember saying to my best friend at school, ‘I don’t know how long I’m going to be here.’ I thought I was going to be asked to leave the country and go to Nigeria.

BRINSLEY FORDE Enoch Powell initiated the influx of people from the West Indies to work on the transport and then suddenly he was saying, ‘I made a right fuck-up.’ But I much prefer a person to be outspoken about what they believe. A lot of the rock artists were not really working class so their ideology came out when they were in a position to say what they really and truthfully felt. To progress they had to appeal to the working class.

GERED MANKOWITZ Clapton did everybody a favour by bringing to the fore what was being said backstage by musicians.

KATE WEBB A month after the Birmingham gig Clapton wrote a handwritten apology of sorts to Sounds.



[image: image]




Eric Clapton handwritten letter, Melody Maker, 11 September 1976.



RED SAUNDERS Clapton has never really ever apologized. His interview with Melody Maker two years after the Birmingham rant was equally shocking:


I think Enoch is a prophet. He’s not a racist – I don’t think he cares about colour of any kind. I think his whole idea is for us to stop being unfair to immigrants, because it’s getting out of hand. The government is being incredibly unfair to people abroad to lure them to the Promised Land where there is actually no work. The racist business starts when white guys see immigrants getting jobs and they’re not. The whole thing about me talking about Enoch was that it occurred to me that he was the only bloke telling the truth, for the good of the country. I believe Enoch is a very religious man. And you can’t be religious and racist at the same time. The two things are incompatible.



PAUL FURNESS I’ve never trusted Clapton since. If that had happened to me, I’d be grovelling to explain it.

•

RED SAUNDERS The phrase ‘rock against racism’ just came straight out of my head. No one was using music to fight racism so a group of rock fans and musicians thought it was high time we stood up to be counted. What a simple fantastic idea. I had a studio. I was a functioning photographer. I had all the accoutrements – an electric typewriter – so we could write out several letters. Jackie, who used to work with me, did all that, and the letter appeared in everything we sent it to.

JOHN DENNIS ‘Rock against racism’ was an important slogan because it was ‘against’ racism. To be ‘against’ something is a political expression.

JOHN JENNINGS A lot of people said, ‘You can’t mix music with politics.’ I’m sorry, but Clapton just had. He laid the gauntlet down.

ROGER HUDDLE At the end of Red’s letter it said, ‘All those interested please write to . . .’ but we had no way of doing anything, so before sending it out me and Red went and saw a man called Chris Harman who was the editor of the Socialist Worker. We said, ‘Can we use your PO Box?’ Within two weeks there were 500 letters. It gave us real hope.

TOM ROBINSON I read NME religiously, and Melody Maker and Sounds. It was a way to keep track of the music scene and what was happening. That’s why I saw the letter. It was under the heading, ‘Enoch Clapton?’ I wrote to Rock Against Racism [RAR] and said, ‘I’m in this band and we’d like to be part of it. How can we join?’

DAVID WIDGERY Clapton was not the only musician coming out with this garbage. David Bowie told a Playboy interviewer of his sympathy with fascism, which he rightly defined as ‘a very extreme form of nationalism’, and staged a Nazi-style return to Victoria Station with Mercedes limousine, outriders and salutes which chillingly mixed rock-star megalomania with Third Reich references.1

SYD SHELTON David Bowie said in Playboy, ‘Adolf Hitler was one of the first rock stars.’ The journalist said, ‘How so?’ And Bowie riffed off:


Think about it. Look at some of his films and see how he moved. I think he was quite as good as Jagger. It’s astounding. And boy, when he hit that stage, he worked an audience. Good God! He was no politician. He was a media artist. He used politics and theatrics and created this thing that governed and controlled the show for twelve years. The world will never see his like again. People aren’t very bright, you know? They say they want freedom, but when they get the chance, they pass up Nietzsche and choose Hitler because he would march into a room to speak and music and lights would come on at strategic
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