
Billy, who sailed between London and Bilbao where his girl
friend Melchita lived.

He had been taught amateur boxing and sectarian politics
in Glasgow by Frank Leech, a Lancashire man who had set-
tled in Clydeside in a newsagent shop on his Royal Navy pen-
sion and was the mainstay of the Glasgow Anarchists. Frank
had introduced him to hard line Anarchism of the traditional
class struggle type, from which he never varied, but it was
strengthened in him by Melchita having introduced him to the
seafarers’ syndicate of the CNT (the National Confederation
of Labour) in which those principles were about to storm the
heavens in the mid-thirties.

So it was I came to accept the principles of Anarchism
through the principles learned from the long tradition of
Anarchism in Glasgow and the Spanish connection. I suppose
I can boast of consistency, said to be the virtue of fools, but
from strict adherence to these principles I never varied for
sixty further years, and it’s got a bit late to change now.

The Prince of Wales had a few years earlier gone to South
America and exhorted England to wake up, with a view to cap-
turing the South American market. As a result Spanish was
being taught in schools, even though it was considered a bit of
a poor relation. I made the best progress of my class in Spanish
battling against indifferent teaching of the language — so that
I could be fit and ready to pass it on to Billy, who was eager
to acquire it. I was doing my best to translate articles for him
from the libertarian press, not to mention his love letters, when
I was still on Selected Texts from Don Quixote, and while still
reeling from the voluntary punishment I took in the ring from
which he did his best to dissuade me. Between my teaching
him Spanish at second-hand and him teaching me Anarchism
we formed a friendship which lasted on his side until his early
death and I feel until this day.
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did some donkeywork historical research in my spare time for
a proposed book of theirs, were quite indignant at the incident,
and that may have been the reason for his hesitation, which is
a better thought than that he might have been apprehensive at
caning a strapping fifteen year old who had lessons from Andy
Newton and Johnny Hicks.

Andy never picked me very difficult opponents. He said as
I went to a grammar school it wouldn’t have been right for me
to take a beating from an elementary school type (more likely
it was because I wasn’t really very good). However, Johnny, ei-
ther because he wanted to test me or got fed up with my obsti-
nacy in argument, eventually picked me a first class opponent,
partly by mistake, who ultimately demolished both his hopes
(not to mention myself in the second round).

Billy Campbell was a tough young seaman from Glasgow,
who packed a punch like a sledgehammer, and had the keenest
brain I have ever met. He danced around me in the ring and
all I could do was to take my punishment while the audience
of boys, most of whom never came into the ring themselves,
roared with delight at seeing yet another big guy being clob-
bered (it seemed less funny to me at the time I admit, but I
regained my sense of humour when it happened to someone
else).

Afterwards, while I was still dizzy and trying to invent ex-
cuses to take home to say how I came by the bruises, he came
and apologised, and was full of remorse when he found I was
Joseph Meltzer’s grandson.

His grandmother Euphemia had often told him of how,
when a young servant girl, her employer had confiscated her
box and all she had and the old gentleman had recovered it for
her, and his lady had found her a job just when she thought
she was stranded homeless and penniless in a strange town.
She had married and returned to Scotland, but her English
daughter-in-law, now widowed, lived in Edmonton along with
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pro-Communist Party, which long before the Molotov Pact or
the tanks in the streets of Hungary I never could be. I worked
out a strain of stateless communism for myself and was sur-
prised when I later found I wasn’t the first. The one who ar-
gued withmemost, trying to makeme a better boxer and also a
Marxist, was the “assistant professor” Johnny Hicks. A cabinet
maker and professional boxer, Johnny divided his rare leisure
between listening to the speeches at Hyde Park and training at
the gym. He was a poet as well as a boxer, and, though inclined
to the Communist Party, an admirer of its trenchant socialist
critic F.A. Ridley.

Frank Ridley often came with his wife (a former Tiller girl)
to the gym to watch the boxers after his Hyde Park meetings,
a year or so before I met him in Charlie Lahr’s bookshop. The
coincidence made us friends, though we had many differences
of opinion, ever since.

When Johnny Hicks opened his own establishment in
North London, I went there. I gave out leaflets advertising
it at school, which earned me a lecture from the Deputy
Headmaster, Mr Champion, who asked me where I got my
ideas about boxing being any sort of sport, and I produced a
history of boxing from the school library which I had on me.
He abruptly changed the subject to saying that the objection
was to the distribution of commercial leaflets in school hours,
which was just as well as the book was stamped as presented
to the school Library by the Headmaster himself and to crown
it, was called “Champions of the Ring”.

The “commercial leaflets” were for free lessons, but for once
I did not argue. With most of my teachers I got on well (I hope
I wasn’t a creep) but on one occasion after that a master sent
me to Mr Champion to be thrashed. I forget what it was for but
I probably deserved it, though I don’t suppose I thought so at
the time. He was quite apologetic before bringing out the cane,
and explained it was obligatory on him to act on a request from
a colleague. I was told other members of the staff, for whom I
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(and which was immortalised in “David Copperfield”). Later
Mr Newton trained well-to-do students but also members of
youth clubs, and the social mixture kept the venture financially
afloat. Occasionally he found, trained and managed a rising
professional, but that was a bonus.

It proved harder to get into Andy Newton’s club than to be
baptised. Bruises, unlike water, showed and I had to convince
my parents I was doing weight training.

They too shared the aversion to boxing, but didn’t mind my
trying to lose a bit of weight. Andy’s courage was infectious.
Many who never learned to fight in the ring came away from
the classes able to handle themselves in the street. Contrary
to the fashionable Summerskill teaching that pugilism would
teach them to be aggressive — a philosophy which has flour-
ished in post-war periods, while football has been glorified and
produces all the tearaways until they gave that too a bad image
— I found a tolerant atmosphere, contrasting with the bitchi-
ness and spite of the academic circles I later discovered. We
were able to walk tall and be respected for the mere knowledge
of being one ofMr Newton’s youngmen. It meant youwere left
severely alone by the jeering and accosting crew, who dreaded
being individually challenged with fists, even when they were
in gangs, for fear of disgrace.

This also applied to girls who took self-defence classes, then
more disapproved than being a victim of rape. Boys who might
have otherwise drifted to street gangs themselves never did af-
ter taking boxing lessons; while even those who drifted into
smalltime crime never mixed it with anti-social violence. They
might have a go at the police, but mugging as it evolved after
the war was unknown, at any rate in our neck of the woods.

Most of those I mixed with in the boxing world were on
the left, because the natural enemy was the upper middle class
fromwhich the fascists then came, though they recruited hooli-
gans in the working class sector, gradually taking the place of
the old street gangs. The boxers, including Andy were often
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illusions, some for life, not a few because their illusions killed
them.

My decision to go the road of sectarian politics was taken in
1935 at the age of 15, as an immediate result of my taking box-
ing lessons. The school most certainly didn’t encourage box-
ing, though it did every other sport, and I suppose this was on
grounds of principle. Also, Edmonton had a prospective Labour
MP Dr Edith Summerskill, who like many young hopefuls was
waiting forMr Broad, the sitting Labour incumbent, to die. As a
doctor she must have known he couldn’t have far to go, but he
clung on till after the war. In the end she got impatient and left
to fight a hotly-contested by-election largely on the peace issue.
During the war she became Home Secretary and afterwards
Minister of Health, so she had perforce to abandon her pacifist
campaign to be able to conscript people for the Army with a
clear conscience, and to support the use of the A-Bomb. She
sublimated her pacifism to campaign against boxing, but even
in the thirties her influence against it was very strong, and in-
dependent grammar schools dared not go against her influence.
But then the governors didn’t have to go through the streets of
Edmonton and face the jeering gangs who could never forgive
one being overweight or in any way unusual, even if only by
way of a grammar school cap.

My first boxing “professor” Andrew Newton had been
British amateur lightweight champion as far back as the 1880s.
He turned professional and never lost a fight. When he lost
an eye and retired from the ring he opened a gymnasium
in the Edgware Road, not far from Marble Arch. He was
passionately devoted to the art of boxing and to the training
of young hopefuls. I understand that originally he specialised
in training “Red Coat Boys”, or bootblacks (a long vanished
species) who looked on the profession as the one way out
of a cul de sac. They were employed by the firm where the
young Charles Dickens went to stick labels on shoe blacking
bottles when his father went to the Marshalsea Prison for debt
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for a mug next time”. Coming out of Armistice Day anniver-
saries every November 11th and parading past the Roll of Re-
membrance, someone would be sure to say, “I suppose it’ll be
us there next time” and someone else replied “It certainly won’t
be me”. It didn’t take a decade to prove the first right and the
second wrong for most of them.

Kids were offered bright hopes in schools like the Latymer
School, Edmonton, which was perhaps of the best of its kind,
and taught hitherto middle class values to the sons and daugh-
ters of the working class. Most of them would move into te-
diousminor office jobs.Wewere taught of a bright and civilised
future for a League of Nations similar to our Commonwealth
of Nations if only one learned not to be aggressive. Ultimately
I suppose what was meant by being unaggressive was as a col-
lective part of the nation and as an individual going obediently
in response to a mere slip of paper calling them to report for
military service.

In due course thousands unaggressively joined the regi-
ments that perished in the Dunkirk evacuation; the brightest
and boldest went into the RAF and fell in the Battle of Britain.
All those who did so, I suppose, are there on the self same Roll
of Honour which I have never had the heart to go back and
see. Millions died who had never lived.

Pacifism and the League of Nations had its effect too on the
scientific intelligentsia. In their pursuit of a non-violent way of
solving problems they were to devote their attention to devel-
oping the atom bomb which would ultimately make war, and
no doubt the human race too, obsolete, but that was still in
the future. The choice appeared to many of the thirties genera-
tion to be between first peace and war, and secondly between
fascism and communism. It never seemed anything but odd
to me that so many of the “greatest” minds of our generation
and the one before should have fallen for either or the cause
of mediocrity, some until one thing or the other dispelled their
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though I recall my Aunt Alice assuring my mother, who wor-
ried I was getting mixed up in politics, that quite a good career
could be made that way.

I was never cut out to be in the market place and it is idle
to speculate what, if anything, the price might have been if I’d
been for sale.

Paradise Lost and Regained

My religious waverings had been speedily dispersed by the
age of thirteen, when I began to read, alongside the Bible, the
classics of rationalism, Paine, Ingersoll and the like, as well as
being influenced by freethought writers like Shaw and Wells.
At an age when it seems some of today’s kids are just get-
ting into Superman I was almost into Nietzsche, at any rate at
second-hand via Shaw. I wasn’t precocious — I certainly wasn’t
different from anyone else so far as any other study or activ-
ity went, and behind in anything practical. I was introduced
to freethought by some socialist minded friends at school and
never found it got much opposition from our generation, who
were all sliding out of established religions if not into clarified
rejection of it as well as having a cynical attitude to any of the
sentiments and sediments left over from before the twenties,
especially patriotism and war.

Most of the younger generation, and particularly the imag-
inative, were sick and tired of hearing about World War I. All
we’d known of it was old soldiers standing in the gutter singing
“Keep the home fires burning” and saying “spare a copper for
an ex-serviceman”. There was a popular saying, “Coming the
old soldier”. The potential officer class, the undergraduates of
Oxford, came round to passing a resolution that they would
not fight for King and Country (not realising that the slogans
would be changed the second time around) but potential squad-
dies down to the 13 year olds were saying “They won’t take me
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offender the option of joining the armed services or going to
jail.

Alan Albon, son of the Mayor, wavered from the Labour
Party, though always pacifist. I knew him fairly well when we
were at neighbouring schools, in later years more so when he
became one of the first liberal pacifists of a now familiar type
to describe himself as an anarchist. When James Maxton, the
Clydeside agitator who led the ILP and was a brilliant dema-
gogue, came to Edmonton Town Hall to speak he persuaded
many of us youngsters to learn more of the ILP. The CP was
abandoning the United Front, after uniting with the ILP (and
leaving it decimated), and was turning to the Popular Front,
in which they wanted to include Conservatives, Liberals and
Labour — they had a few Conservatives, some Liberals and
some of the Socialist League but the ILP was against it. Its pro-
gramme was more advanced than its membership, as I soon
found out when I attended an ILP Guild of Youth weekend
school.

Jennie Lee — wife of Aneurin Bevan — was still in the ILP
(like most of the ILP careerists, she eventually went over to the
mainstream). She and Fenner Brockway addressed the semi-
nar but she was by far the more dynamic. Typically, both fin-
ished not just in the Labour Party but in the House of Lords. I
was not the youngest at the meeting (even at fifteen) but sev-
eral of us felt, despite its apparent revolutionary commitment,
it was letting the CP set the agenda, just trying to modify it
to British (or more specifically Scottish) socialism, while the
adult membership were largely nostalgic for the old ILP and
wanted to justify its continued existence. Afterwards Alan Al-
bon joined the ILP though its pure-pacifist membership, later
to dominate it, was then a minority. I had meanwhile discov-
ered anarchism (and thought I was the first to do so, at any
rate of those living). Oddly I came to it partly through reading
Upton Sinclair’s “Boston” on the Sacco-Vanzetti case. Not all
politics, it seemed, was about power, advancement or money,
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pupil at the County School, who made his way in the local
League of Youth and became a county councillor (and a gov-
ernor of his old school only a few years after he had left it —
a fine start for an ambitious man, but that was his highspot).
He was for a time engaged to the sister of a schoolfriend, Peter,
who introduced me to socialism a year before I came to reject
parliamentary socialism by the unlikely route of my boxing
lessons.

The Labour League of Youth was then torn between fac-
tions, one of which supported its parent body the Labour Party
— a similar problem everywhere led to the disbandment by the
Party of its youth section. There seemed to be three factions
— those who admired Stalinism and finally went over to the
Communist Party, those who thought a “revolutionary line”
could be achieved within the Labour Party and flirted with the
Independent Labour Party (then still a force in Glasgow, and
with a lingering influence all over Great Britain), and finally
the Pacifists.The “revolutionary liners” were for a United Front
between the CP, the ILP and Stafford Cripps’s Socialist League.
Even at 14 years of age I saw through it but the veterans of the
ILP swallowed the line until it swallowed them. Most of the
ILP disappeared. The Pacifists were strongly for the League of
Nations Union but later for the Peace Pledge Union when it
started (many great intellects such as Einstein supported both,
not realising that they were contradictory).

Labour Party pacifism was fairly solid among veteran older
members of the Labour Party who had been World War I con-
scientious objectors — and who had been quite isolated from
the majority of people for years, partly I suspect because of
the ‘holier than thou’ approach adopted for life by people like
the Mayor, Councillor Albon, whose pacifism did not prevent
them from being reactionary in every other respect. The fact
they had gone to prison for not joining the armed forces did
not prevent the occasional magistrate in their midst giving an
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equated the Pope with the Whore of Babylon, being their MP.
(For some time I thought a whore was something like a Shah
and was perplexed to hear grandmother Shelly complaining,
when grandfather took my brother and I to the pantomime,
about exposing us at a tender age to the wiles of Drury Lane
Whores.)

Edmonton became a safe Labour seat, and as Mr Broad was
getting on, many local Labour hopefuls waited eagerly for him
to retire. Edith Summerskill was well known as a local doctor,
who finally gave up in despair and started a new national trend
by becoming elected for Fulham in a sensational by-election.
Other young hopefuls were not so successful. One or two with
their eyes on the constituency “nursed” the succession for
years and, despite early successes in municipal politics, never
achieved success in the parliamentary lottery. When in 1945
Mr Broad finally retired, threatened by Party HQ (it was said)
that if he tried to carry on any longer the Party would have
to put him in the House of Lords to finish off the last year or
two of his life, the seat went to a carpet-bagger from national
politics.

Though by 1932 I was again living in Tottenham, I did not
want to change my school where I had been a year and be-
ing backed by the independent grammar school (probably on
account of some early promise I never fulfilled) the education
authorities gave way. Because of this I associated with Edmon-
ton youth activities until 1935. When I started to take boxing
lessons at that time my colleagues were Tottenham based and
most of my Tottenham associations were later to become in-
volved in petty crime.

The Tottenham Communists (most of whom lived near me,
but whom I only met when they penetrated Edmonton meet-
ings) included TedWillis (who like many East End communists
used its Unity Theatre to advance himself, becoming a play-
wright and later a lord after democratic socialist governments
were electable). One of the Edmonton hopefuls was a former
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exchange for a sizeable sum, our MP must have reasoned, and
he dutifully did so.

Unfortunately for our MP’s political career, the Jehovah’s
Witnesses had started activity in England and chosen as one
of their first meeting places Edmonton Green. “Spouters’
Corners” (afterwards confined to Hyde Park) were then a
centre of public life and a place where all the neighhbourhood
came to listen, which flourished until the cinemas opened on
Sunday. That and the growth of motor traffic killed public
meetings stone dead.The JW’s message was that millions now
living would never die and of those who heard and believed,
some gave up their entire possessions in immediate expecta-
tion of the Kingdom. There may be a handful still living in
hope of blissful eternity if present penury. The meetings were
addressed by loudspeaker recordings of the earthly founder of
the sect, Judge Rutherford, since neither Jehovah God nor his
son were available.

It was natural that when the familiar name Chalmers did
not come up at the election (the only time he showed up in
the constituency) and the electorate thought itself faced with a
nutcase Rutherford who believed that the end of the world was
nigh, and members of all other religious sects were going to be
thrown into darkness, the Edmonton folk reversed the national
trend and elected the Labour MP Broad. He stayed in Parlia-
ment almost to the end of his life casting poor Mr Rutherford
Chalmers into outer darkness, wondering what had come over
local people asking him such absurd questions as to whether
he really thought the Pope was anti-Christ and accusing him
of speaking differently before the election, as if he ever spoke
at all.

Most of the lads at St Edmund’s went round that election
chanting “Vote vote vote for Mr Broad, Chuck old Chalmers
out the door”, more aware than their Catholic teachers as to
whom the MP was. The staff, though in the main Tories, re-
garded with abhorrence the idea of a man like Rutherford, who
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in those far off days) wages were slashed, it would have been
sheer philanthropy to work on the roads self-employed so low
were rates cut (plus the fact that a driver often had to pay for
his own van boy in order to get through the deliveries in time
— there was no shortage of school leavers at five shillings i.e.
25p per week each, to go on the scrap heap at 18). The drivers
finally agreed on the number of miles to (say) Birmingham, al-
lowing for new roads, and the employers tended to check with
other drivers rather than send out their own surveyors. And
it’s remarkable how many hours were lost — i.e. put on wage
sheets — owing to roadworks. Otherwise drivers would have
gone under.

As it was they tended to be among the aristocracy of work-
ers during the pre-war depression, particularly in London. But
somehow many managed to have a strong inferiority complex
when faced with clerical workers earning perhaps a quarter of
what they did, but dressing formally to do so. As with many
other things, I was told I would understand better when I got
older, but I never did.

Lost Millions

When he came out of the Army after World War I, my
father felt liberated from such dead-end jobs as free-lance
photography, and moved from Tottenham to open a second-
hand clothing store in Edmonton. This failed in the depression
when we moved back to Tottenham, and he took up lorry
driving. Edmonton was once a reasonably safe Conservative
seat though with a growing working-class population, which
gradually pushed out the would-be middle class to Bush Hill
Park and Enfield. It was represented in Parliament by a man
named Chalmers, who was left a legacy by a maiden aunt
named Rutherford on condition he perpetuated her name.
Adding Rutherford to Chalmers seemed no great hardship in
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The war saved him. He took to cars and afterwards to driving
lorries.

He hated to be called a lorry driver. He was a self-employed
motor contractor, which is to say he bought his van onHP, paid
for petrol, oil, maintenance, repairs, insurance or pension, got
no paid holidays or sick pay and in theory worked for himself
— in practice, for one firm Barker & Dobson for 25 years, until
they told him one week he would be too old for them the next.

There were many self-employed van drivers in those days,
all busy cutting up one another until a road magazine was
started which started them thinking on organised lines though
the official Transport and General Workers Union was largely
uninterested in the “cowboys”. I seem to recall the magazine
was called “Headlight” and was published on Islington Green.
It listed overnight lodgings and transport caffs (long before the
motorways, one really had to know the roads and could get
well puzzled for overnight stays). A lot of caffs advertised them-
selves as a “good pull up for carmen” (Spaniards and opera
lovers never misunderstood). During the war they provided
much better meals than the restaurants and in larger quantities
than the average ration book family could provide. Because the
magazine got people together — it never pretended to unionise
them — boycotts could be very effective.

There were Blackpool landladies, for instance, who charged
the earth for “rooms” (more likely three in a bed) in the winter
to lorry drivers, yet in the summer didn’t want to know them.
Drivers put up with a lot on the road — in those days men were
generally less inhibited about sharing a bed, but in any case
“hot beds” (paid by the hour) were not uncommon. It lasted a
long time until the boycott system brought in standards. It was
an eye-opener to me at an early age.

As self-employed drivers couldn’t push up wages by strike
action, they tended towork out agreed rates among themselves.
The employers could argue on “profits” (wages) but not on
hours or miles. When during the depression (they had them
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00 Foreword by Stuart
Christie

In spite of the self-effacing sub-title, the life of Albert
Meltzer has been far from “commonplace”. It is a witty ac-
count of the never-ending and tireless struggle — sometimes
Herculean, sometimes Schvejkian — against the hydra-headed
nonentities who seek to impose their order and their certain-
ties on the universe.

Since his schooldays, throughout his working life and now
in “retirement”, anarchism has been the guiding star which has
fuelled Albert’s thankfully incurable and infectious optimism
and faith in the ultimate common sense of humanity. He is a
worker, was active in trade unionism, a tireless but unpaid ed-
itor, a traveller, a public speaker and a challenger of humbug.
His character, ideas, good humour (mostly) and generosity of
spirit have touched and influenced many people in many lands
during the past sixty years. I am grateful to have been one of
those links in the chain. Others, some of themany younger peo-
ple Albert continues to inspire, will undoubtedly be the torch-
bearers of anarchism— a vision of a free, just and self-managed
society — into the twenty-first century.

However did Albert Meltzer get to be one of themost endur-
ing figures in the active international anarchist movement in
the second half of the twentieth century? How did his commit-
ment to anarchism survive the destruction of the Revolution
and defeat in the Civil War in Spain? How did it survive the
Second World War? What was the anarchist contribution to
the revolutionary impetus of the 1960s and 1970s? How did it
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respond to the more demanding reactionary challenges of the
1980s and 1990s?These are important questionswith a valuable
bearing on the human condition in this century. “I Couldn’t
Paint Golden Angels” does not provide any easy answers but
it does provide sharp and invaluable insights into how anar-
chists are formed and sustained — unpretentious, without illu-
sions, prepared for everything and forgetting nothing.

14

was talking about that scoundrel, Oscar Wilde!” he shouted,
“Such people shouldn’t be allowed on public transport where
there’s children!” He grabbed his stick and rushed to the bus de-
pot to complain — I still don’t knowwhat they could have done
— while we besieged poor grandmother with excited questions
as to who Oscar Wilde was, cowboy, gangster, murderer or
what. I don’t know whether she knew but found it hard to ex-
plain, or just said the worst thing she could think of. She whis-
pered to me “He was an anti-semite”. I did not know what it
was, but I was duly horrified and for years quite unjustly be-
lieved that about Wilde, even after I knew his story,

As for poor Oscar, to whom I secretly imparted the thrilling
but incomprehensible accusation, hemust have heard the word
many times afterwards inGermany, andmay have been equally
confused. His father incidentally was under suspicion with the
Nazis for a time — I never learned why — but managed to clear
himself, which was disastrous as if he had not done so his son
might not have been accepted by the forces. He died on the
Russian front twelve years later defending a regime he and his
entire family detested.

In the Van

My father, Sid, had originally wanted to be a printer, and
thought he was about to commence work at 14 on a free ap-
prenticeship when the father he had presumed dead returned
after a dozen or so years absence to take command of the fam-
ily and raise more children. For years Sid had thought himself
an orphan. His mother had taken in mangling and raised three
boys. Now he was told he was 15 (Nellie couldn’t count), a free
year couldn’t be spared and working for newspapers was out
on religious grounds (it meant working weekends). Joe put him
to woodworking though incapability of carpentry was heredi-
tary in the family and Sid turned to odd jobs like photography.

35



What ultimately put me off the healthy sanitised version of
Christianity offered by the Church of England was the fact of
finding it too had feet of clay, though in this case one should
say feelings of flesh. The curate had enthusiastically espoused
my case and offered to take me for baptism classes and even
stand as godfather. I could not understand why my school-
mates grinned over his interest and put it down to cynicism at
religious enthusiasm. When I ran into the curate in the street
one day he was with one of the few Catholic boys who had
made their way to my new school — most went on to the Je-
suit grammar school if not too poor, as usually the St Edmunds
boys and girls were unable to be committed to stay at school
longer than 14. He was a very good-looking boy, far too beau-
tiful for his own good, but I thought it was his soul the curate
was after. When I learned otherwise, and even then it had to
be explained to me, I was disgusted. In my defence I can only
say the world was sixty years younger then as well.

As I didn’t go to an upper-class school, though Latymer was
reckoned so locally, I had only once more encountered that ap-
proach in my boyhood. Upstairs on a bus (of the old open-top
style) with a German boy, Oscar, my age, about ten at the time.
a visiting grandson of an old friend of my grandfather, very
blue-eyed and Aryan, a gentleman leered at us and asked his
name. The name Oscar set him smiling curiously, his hands
movingmysteriously beneath the wet-weather tarpaulin cover:
“And you’re Alfred, I suppose?” he asked me. “Oscar and his lit-
tle friend Alfred —well, well.” “No, not Alfred, Albert,” I replied,
but he seemed to take no notice.

“Oscar is a very important name in this country,” he said, re-
peating with enthusiasm, “Oscar and Alfred”. I got quite heated
trying to correct him but we had to get off at our destination,
clearly to his disappointment, and we rushed to ask my grand-
father who this great Oscar was.

He banged the table in rage and Nellie asked him why he
was in one of his “Kaiser Williams”, as she termed them. “He
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00 Introduction by Philip
Ruff

“A person is strong only when he stands upon his
own truth, when he speaks and acts with his deep-
est convictions. Then, whatever the situation he
may be in, he always knows what he must say and
do. He may fall, but he cannot bring shame upon
himself or his cause. If we seek the liberation of
the people by means of a lie, we will surely grow
confused, go astray, and lose sight of our objective,
and if we have any influence at all on the people
we will lead them astray as well — in other words,
we will be acting in the spirit of reaction and to its
benefit.”
(Michael Bakunin — Statism and Anarchy, 1873)

Two tactics of Communism (Marxist and Anarchist) have
existed ever since Marx and Bakunin clashed in the First In-
ternational of the 1860s, over the question of the State. Both
agreed that the goal of Communism should be a classless soci-
ety which had no need of the state; their differences were only
on how to reach it. The Bakuninists favoured an immediate, to-
tal destruction of the bourgeois state, and its replacement with
a federal, decentralised system of free communes and labour or-
ganisations. The Marxists, whilst agreeing that the bourgeois
state should be destroyed, believed that a new type of state ma-
chine, the dictatorship of the proletariat, was needed in order
to oversee the dismantling of the old class system during a pe-

15



riod of transition to full Communism. This temporary dictator-
ship would, of necessity, be strictly centralised. Marx attacked
the ideas of Bakunin as ‘Utopian’ and unworkable. Bakunin, in
turn, pointed to the dangers of a new class of ‘Savants’ (intel-
lectuals) being created, in whose hands all power of decision
making would be concentrated, leading inevitably to the emas-
culation of the revolution and a new form of slavery for the
people.

The International was strongest in those countries where
the workers’ movement was more deeply imbued with the
libertarian principles of federalism, decentralisation and
antipathy to state control. When the International split, and
a separate anarchist movement came into existence, it was
natural that Anarchism should prosper best among the work-
ing class of those countries which had been most resistant to
the ideas of Marx: Italy, Switzerland, France and Spain. Spain,
more than anywhere else in Europe, proved to be the testing
ground for anarchism in action. In the sixty years between the
death of Bakunin (1876) and the start of the Spanish Civil War
(1936), uninterrupted capitalist repression and unrelenting
anarchist activity (“tyranny tempered by assassination”, as
someone once described Russia under the Tsar) combined to
produce a working class anarchist movement that not only re-
sisted Franco’s military assault on the Republic, but conducted
a social revolution that went much further than anything that
had taken place before it in Russia. It was this example of a
libertarian revolution that had no need of Marxist leadership,
and was outside of Comintern control, which moved Stalin to
act against it in Spain.

The tradition of working class anarchism in England,
though never as organisationally successful as in Spain, went
back just as far. So too did its internationalism. The anar-
chist movement in England welcomed fraternal exiles from
everywhere in the world; some, like the Italians, Russians
and Jews formed sizeable colonies, others achieved lasting
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opposite to ask Father John about my answer. That afternoon
I swelled with pride as it was explained I was absolutely right
and she had stopped the class because of the laughter. Jews cal-
culated the world’s date since the Creation, the way Christians
did from the birth of Jesus. Unfortunately for my religious en-
thusiasms, that was the year (whatever it was of the universe,
but 1931 of the usual calendar) when I passed the examination,
whatever they called it then, and went into the secular gram-
mar school. It so happened that at our first science lesson we
were asked the age of the world. This time my answer, gleaned
from occasional attendances at Hebrew school, failed dismally,
and we were given some extraordinary story of it being incal-
culable millions of years old. I protested, but the damage was
done, and doubt was sown in the young mind.

At eleven I had spotted a fatal flaw in two religions. Being
influenced by what seemed the much more reasonable beliefs
of my new schoolfellows at the grammar school, and having
picked up a certain amount of the Arthurian nonsense lying
around my maternal grandmother’s house, I decided to strike
out for a third.

It greatly distressed the Church of England vicar when a se-
rious minded 12 year old called on him and asked for a belated
baptism. He had never heard of such a thing before — that’s
to say, he’d heard of baptism but the demand for it was usu-
ally from parents clutching infants. He doubted if it were legal
and said he might get into serious trouble. So might I, I said, if
my parents found out. In fact, when I finally decided to confide
in my father, he was more concerned as to what would hap-
pen if my grandparents found out. Couldn’t he have advanced
his career and not just had to drive lorries if he’d chosen the
easy way out that I was seeking so young, but he had refrained
out of respect for older people who took these things seriously.
And (illogically) hadn’t my mother changed her religion out of
love for him, and how would it look to her? Anyway when I
was older I would be mature enough to make up my own mind.
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The desperate poverty of the local Irish population in what
was comparatively a well-off working class neighbourhood
generally, was due to the fact that they were refugees who
had been chased out of their homes which were burned with
all their possessions. Most of them were children of Catholic
Loyalists, not wanted by the Republicans and not welcomed
in Protestant areas either. Their past associations had been
service to the Crown in the forces in one degree or another,
and their world vanished with the Free State. Not all thought
themselves English perhaps but British certainly, and woe
betide any who denied it. Those of my young contemporaries
whose families had settled locally before the war regarded
themselves English, as I did. They rather looked down on the
newly arrived, most of whom had settled in the same few
back streets by the tram depot, close to the building fields. The
school fervently preached subservience to King and Empire,
despite (or because of) the creation of the Irish Free State,
Only on the subject of Guy Fawkes did it waver a little from
its Englishness. Boys who had been discovered going around
with a guy were severely admonished, it being made plain
that poor old Fawkes was utterly wrong but he shouldn’t
have been pushed to the limit he was, which however was
a long time ago, like the rebellion in Ireland all of ten years
before, and need no longer be discussed. It was difficult to
teach history with this approach, and we never got beyond
Kings and Queens ending with the young Victoria in her
nightdress saying ‘I will be good’ when she was told her uncle
the sovereign was dead.

How much more was science treated with suspicion lest it
lead young minds to heresy. One day the class was asked how
old the world was — I have no idea even now what answer was
expected — I shot up my hand and answered brightly, “Five
thousand’” plus whatever it was. There was a laugh and we
were told severely to go on to something else and resume that
afternoon. I suppose the mistress popped over to the church
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notoriety through episodes of resistance which, in the case of
the Latvians, culminated in the “Siege of Sidney Street” (1911).

The movement in England (and Scotland and Wales)
received its strength from being solidly working class. Only
under the decimating impact of the First World War, and the
fatal attraction of Soviet Communism, did the anarchist move-
ment go into decline. But by the mid-1930s the experience of
class struggle anarchism was still sufficiently recent, and there
were still enough survivors of the ‘old’ movement, to pass on
the fighting tradition to a likely young rebel from Tottenham
who was coming to anarchism for the first time. And the news
from Spain was all of revolution.

The Russian revolutionist Emma Goldman possessed many
sterling qualities, but her scathing dismissal of the 17 year-old
Albert Meltzer as a “hooligan”, in 1937, proved only that being
a good judge of character was not one of them. An officer in the
Special Branch came closer to the mark in 1977, with a back-
handed compliment made as an aside to Black Cross members
raided in Huddersfield, referring to Albert as “the doyen of the
British anarchist movement”. After knowing Albert for some-
thing over twenty years, I confess that I have never met a more
reliable or dependable man. If anyone could be said to qualify
as a senior Ambassador of Anarchism, it is Albert Meltzer.

Albert is best known internationally for his championing
of the Spanish Resistance during the Franco years, but there
can barely be a country in the world where someone does not
owe him a debt of thanks for his unassuming solidarity and un-
ceasing commitment in sixty years of activity for the anarchist
cause. This is not revolutionary rhetoric. The struggles Albert
has been part of have all been real. To my own knowledge, he
has never run away from a fight, even when it has not been
of his choosing, and all too often he has had to suffer the un-
wanted, if not unwarranted, attentions of various police forces
because of the derring-do or stupidity of others.

17



Albert has skimmed the surface of his long association with
anarchism before, in The Anarchists in London 1935–1955 (Cien-
fuegos Press, 1976), but this is the first time the story has been
told in full and brought up to date. It is a unique account of
working class rebellion.

One of the great things about writing history is that it can
only be done after the event, but it can only be understood by
keeping an eye on the future. Unlike the Canadian Professor
GeorgeWoodcock, who ignored the possibility that libertarian
ideas were primed to detonate a fresh explosion of revolution-
ary struggle when he wrote off the anarchist movement as fin-
ished in 1962, Albert Meltzer writes about the past ever hopeful
that the final chapter of anarchist history is still to come. He
should know. He, more than most, inspired the generation that
passed Woodcock by and embraced revolutionary anarchism
in the 1960s.

The restructuring of the Spanish Resistance on an inter-
national level in 1962 was instrumental in reviving anarchist
movements throughout Western Europe and beyond. The
“British Connection” was first highlighted by the arrest of
Stuart Christie in 1964, during an abortive attempt to assas-
sinate the Spanish dictator, but many more anarchists from
these islands made their contribution over the years. Through
the Anarchist Black Cross, formed after Christie’s return
from Spain in 1967, Albert helped to turn the defence of class
struggle prisoners into a springboard to action by others.
And he was the driving force behind Black Flag, launched in
1970 when the Bulletin of the Anarchist Black Cross changed
its name. From these modest but very practical endeavours
came a new Anarchist International that defined its existence
through activity, not organisational affiliation. The target for
intense police reaction, including the murder of three of its
Secretaries (Giuseppi Pinelli in Milan, Tommy Weissbecker
and Georg Von Rauch in Germany) and the arrest again of
Christie in London, the Black Cross scored an impressive
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became acceptable — it never, I suppose, entered their wildest
dreams.

Henry had a nodding acquaintance with a large number of
the lesser luminaries of the Edwardian music hall, if one could
call them that. He had known the mothers of both Edgar Wal-
lace and Charlie Chaplin, and got up collections for both in
their impoverished days which were before Chaplin rose from
the gutter to become rich and famous, and after Wallace did.

In view of their common non-Catholic background, it might
seem strange that Sid and Rose sent their two sons, of whom
I was the youngest, to a Roman Catholic school — I never un-
derstood why. The troubles were on in Ireland and nearly all
my fellow schoolmates were Irish, recent arrivals or first gen-
eration in England, whose parents were attracted to the brick-
fields of the new suburbs. There were about half-a-dozen non-
Catholics, mostly Irish Protestants. We had certain privileges
— for instance, most of us got Thursday afternoon off — when
self-employed people with cars used to take half-holidays. The
headmistress seemed to accept the idea that this was a non-
Catholic observance. She obligingly switched hermain religion
classes toThursday afternoon to avoid disruption. In return we
were frequently summoned by the headmistress for an emer-
gency Monday morning conference. “There’s a boy just come
from Ireland without any shoes, I’ll give you a note for your
mother to ask if you’ve any old shoes and you can go home
five minutes early when we’re having prayers”,

My mother used to be amazed and amused with the fre-
quency of these notes. “That woman must think we run a shoe
shop,” she said, until one day she put down the notemurmuring
“I don’t believe it — there’s a boy turned up without trousers”.
His mother had made him a makeshift covering out of an old
skirt, which she claimed was an Irish kilt. Poor lad, he never
lived it down in all the years I knew him, though for the next
five years wearing my prematurely discarded short trousers
too long and wide for him.
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part of their ancestry was gypsy, they certainly denied that
even before the Reformation they had ever been Catholic.
They talked of the Celtic Church coming first and passing on
the message direct from Glastonbury despite Rome.

Their exclusiveness did not extend to them objecting in the
slightest to Rose marrying and entering the Jewish faith. The
objections were all, as usual, on the other side. For them, Jews
had their own religion, to which they were entitled, Catholics
were merely anti-Christ. Didn’t they acknowledge it by calling
themselves Roman Catholics, thus admitting they followed the
Pope of Rome, when everyone knew he was anti-Christ and
wore red socks?

Henry went along with a lot of this but was less convinced
about the iniquity of drink. He claimed he could drink any
paddy under the table and it had never taken him on the road to
priestcraft — on the contrary, he would say with a wink, you’d
never find those fellas in the places where he said mass. He
worked as a master craftsman at the Royal Agricultural Hall,
where every Saturday afternoon Maria would stand and wait
for her housekeeping money after he got paid as she would
never enter the doors of the music hall-tavern opposite, where
he spent the weekend evenings in the ‘pulpit’ where he ‘said
the mass’ — that’s to say, in the chair announcing the turns
and calling for order and orders.

He was a popular chairman in the heyday of Collins Music
Hall, and was treated to beer all night, which was expensive,
as he felt impelled to buy back rounds for every free drink and
his wages would disappear if Maria had not got to him first.

Nellie loved to slip away Friday evenings to the music hall
when her husband was at his communal devotions, and when
she came to know Henry through Rose she often slipped into
Collins’. Sometimes the two of them would talk over or even
sing the latest songs in her kitchen, whileMaria was discussing
the denunciations of Rome in the Old Testament with Joe in the
parlour. It was a pity they lived long before partner-swapping
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string of victories in bringing aid to revolutionaries impris-
oned around the world. Miguel Garcia and Juan-Jose Garcia
(Spain), Goliardio Fiaschi (Italy) and Martin Sostre (USA) are
among those who in some degree owed their release to the
ABC and to Albert Meltzer.

Albert’s appearance as a witness in the 1972 “Angry
Brigade” trial, one of his many calls to the witness box, but
for the prosecution (something they bitterly regretted), was
thereafter seized upon by the press, to cast him in the role of
benevolent anarchist “Godfather”, linked to every real or imag-
ined act of resistance during the 1970s. Police fears of a “new
Angry Brigade” culminated in the 1979 “Persons Unknown”
trial, at which Albert was also called to testify, this time for the
defence. State paranoia aside, police preoccupation with the
spectre of libertarian resistance does acknowledge that there
are anarchists who take anarchism seriously. In this respect,
Albert Meltzer stands among the “guilty”, and is proud of it.

The 1960s and 70s were the years of Albert’s outstanding
achievement, but he has donemuch, before and since, of lasting
merit. Many episodes in this book, particularly from Albert’s
early life, will be new even to people who know him. From the
attack by anarchists that destroyed a British fascist exhibition
about Franco, for which Albert was castigated by Emma Gold-
man in 1937, to the movement of soldiers’ councils in Egypt at
the end of the Second World War, Albert’s first-hand account
chronicles a period of working class anarchism ignored by aca-
demic historians.

Albert’s refusal to kowtow to the pacifist-liberal Mafia who
sought to re-invent anarchism in their own image after the war,
and his scepticism of the New Left in the 1960s, have earned
him a reputation for “sectarianism”. Paradoxically, it was the
discovery of class struggle anarchism through the “sectarian-
ism” of Black Flag under Albert’s editorship that convinced
so many anarchists of my generation to become active in the
movement.
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Where many younger people have felt content to withdraw
from activity, having “done their bit” (often very little) for anar-
chism, Albert has soldiered on past retirement age, through the
1980s and into the “post Cold War” era of the mid-1990s. De-
spite his age, he is still travelling the world as an Ambassador
of Anarchism, still publishing Black Flag, and still an inspira-
tion for those who believe that the ideal of liberation must be
fought for if it is to materialise. “Reasonable” people will al-
ways be slaves. Only the “hooligans” of this world will ever
live in freedom.

Philip Ruff
London, January 1995
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rallied round as many discontented elements as they could, in-
cluding my grandfather Joseph Meltzer, still a person of some
political consequence because of the Box affair, and with influ-
ence in the Liberal Party to which he then belonged and in the
local synagogue. He switched a vital balance of votes to them,
and the Tories went the way the Liberals had gone.

Roads to Salvation

Rose’s parents, Henry andMaria, had always lived in Isling-
ton, but out of London their roots were in Balllymena (they
were second cousins) and throughout their many moonlight
flittings through Islington and Hoxton, Maria clung to the ves-
tiges of respectable Ulster Orangery.

The youngest daughter’s husband Bob was the last of the
tradition. He never dreamed of leaving the house without his
bowler hat, and always carried a briefcase to work, though he
was not even a plumber but a plumber’s mate. Most of his Irish
Catholic workmates on the building sites always called him
sir, and he socialised to the extent of going to the pub with
them on tea breaks — partly at the insistence of the plumber,
who wanted to know where the staff was. There he opened
his briefcase and took out his bottle of milk and sandwiches.
No publican faced with the amount of custom from the thirsty
labourers would object — had he done so, they would all have
walked out. He looked rather as a prophet of old must have
seemed among the heathen, which he undoubtedly considered
a parallel.

Maria was a strong believer in the iniquity of drink, which
she held to be the road to Roman Catholicism. She was proud
that no member of the family had ever become a Roman
Catholic (though many had taken to drink). Had they married
Papists it was doubtful if she would have held the marriage
legal, and though nobody seemed to deny that somewhere

29



mornings, with the lights up and the cleaners busy, and hav-
ing done their duty by England, they showed their American
films for the paying public in the afternoon and evening, thus
preserving their reputation.

But a boom had been opened for cheap film makers, with
whose interests Doran was involved, and they began churn-
ing out films, two or three a week. Butcher’s films in Manch-
ester produced cheap comedies, mostly filmed stage versions
of artistes who happened to be in Lancashire and could pop
over on two or three afternoons when there were no matinees,
to roll off a film or two. Some of these incredibly bad films are
still around, to be picked up by television, such as some of the
better cheap ones of the ‘Old Mother Riley’ variety which have
become cult movies.

British films did not recover from the blow to their reputa-
tion for years. Actors such as Henry Kendall were sidetracked
into bad films and their reputations diminished. Others ran
off to Hollywood, one of the first being Victor McLaglen, and
once the films began to speak their stage experience and dic-
tion were in demand. Doran’s campaign fizzled out but he was
known locally as the man who tried to ban American films, the
biggest strike against him, and among a minority, as the man
who wanted to form a private army in case of another General
Strike (McLaglen, in Hollywood, actually did so) and also as an
anti-semite. A few years later he would have been dubbed a
fascist, and I believe he had some connection with the Imperial
Fascisti, which was formed as a strike-breaking outfit rather
than a political movement. It collapsed when one of its prin-
cipal members, Colonel Barker, was arrested on fraud charges
and was discovered not only to be a woman, but to have mar-
ried a naive Irish girl who suffered so much derision when it
came to public attention that she had married unknowingly to
the wrong sex that it filtered down to the school playground.

The two prospective Labour members for the constituency,
FredMesser and BobMorrison, saw their opportunity and they
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01 The Box Scandal; Gypsies
and Germans; The Film
Scandal; The Road to
Salvation: In the Van; Lost
Millions; Paradise Lost and
Regained

The Box Scandal

Nellie, who ten years later was to be my grandmother, sat
on the pavement in front of her house in a crumbling North
London suburb tossing crumbs to the squawking birds, hold-
ing court of the cottages around among her chirping friends.
Her husband Joe often remarked in reply to her complaints
of the time he spent on charitable committees that she ran a
more efficient advice centre and board of help than anything
the guardians of the parish did.

Sure as fate Mrs Noel brought her along a hard luck story,
a servant girl crying and holding her pinafore over her eyes
to conceal her shame. “Her master won’t let her have her box
because she leftwithout notice,” explainedMrs Noel, who faith-
fully found and put the lame ducks on proud display for Nellie
to get flying again. “She won’t be able to get another job with-
out a box and without a character. She’s got nothing but the
clothes she stands up in. What do you reckon we should do?”
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The initial answer was always the same. “Bring her in for
some chicken soup, then we can think.” They all gathered in
the little shop-parlour (the shop itself was never used as such,
it was always a sort of glory-hole as far as I could gather). Nel-
lie was used to problems: she had twenty-seven siblings — her
father had buried four wives in three different countries, hav-
ing had Victorian-sized families by each, and Nellie being the
eldest had looked after them all.

She could discover improbable relations everywhere, rang-
ing from a gentleman-farmer on Long Island, New York, to an
embarrassing Dutchwomanwho, when visiting London for the
first time and speaking no English but an excellent imitator,
lifted her skirt and shouted, to Nellie’s horror, “Stop the bus,
the horse is pissing” to the driver, explaining to Nellie this was
the way she’d observed English ladies boarding public vehicles.

“A character you have, you don’t have it given,” explained
Nellie to Effie, no longer weeping. “If you want it in writing,
we’ll soon find someone. The job, well, for the wage you were
getting, if you’d even have got it, doesn’t matter, they’re crying
out for girls. As for the box, my old man’s out totting, maybe
he can find you one, and we’ve always got plenty of clothes.
You can pay for them a penny a week, meanwhile finish your
soup.”

Effie had barely time to stutter her thanks let alone swallow
her soup, when Joe arrived and was told her story. “‘It’s odd,”
he said. “I got a box this morning. I haven’t even paid for it yet.
A gentleman stopped my trap and told me he wanted to get rid
of it. He asked two guineas but being a toff wanted to be paid
in gold. I said I’d have to come home first or pay for it in silver
— but he said he knew me from the hospital committee and I
could take it away and pay when I was passing.”

Effie stared at the box as it was brought in. “It’s full of
clothes,” explained Joe. “About your size, I reckon. There’s a
stroke of luck for you”.
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Of the two younger children, one was howling throughout
adding to the panic and the other was afterwards criticised for
sitting there reading, though there wasn’t much else she could
do, being only eleven, and her book did explain what to do in
times of civil commotion.

The affair collapsed suddenly, chiefly because the gypsies
felt surrounded, and not because of the eventual arrival of a
policeman on a bicycle. But afterwards a dignified statement
in the window, with photographs of Joe, and two sons in uni-
form, proclaimed: ‘Certain people passing through the neigh-
bourhood, without homes of their own’ — an obvious backhan-
der — ‘have put about the foul lie that I am a German, on the
contrary. My two sons are in His Majesty’s uniform. I myself
am a former sergeant major.’ He omitted to say his youthful
service was in the Austrian Army.

The Film Scandal

The film scandal happened some years later, when I was
about eight years old. Charles Doran was MP for Tottenham
and led a crusade on behalf of the film industry, in which he
had some sort of financial interest. In his crusade for more
British films to be shown and to cut out ‘alien’ (i.e. Jewish)
domination, he was aided by the actor Victor McLaglen, an ear-
lier John Wayne type, son of an Irish clergyman who made his
name playing Irish Republicans, whom he detested. The cru-
sade was primarily against American films since Continental
films were hardly ever shown before the war, except occasion-
ally at art houses and subject to curious restrictions.

The campaign successfully restricted the American films, at
least by law.TheQuota Act was passed, by which a proportion
of British films had to be screened for each American one. The
public was less convinced than Parliament that this was a good
idea. West End managements put on cheap British films in the
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saying the Kaiser is right!” she cried, and ran offwith her mack-
intosh and seaboots.

“And what have you been saying to upset this patriotic
lady?” asked a policeman, as the crowd muttered menacingly.
He told him. The mood changed, gypsies being perceived as a
more immediate threat than Germans, even in November 1915.
They still considered the war might end by Xmas, whereas
the gypsies might go on forever. That same evening the police
raided the gypsy encampment, and, being Friday, not only
found a lot of new loot but two drunken and naked sailors
who hadn’t yet been dumped on the highway. On Saturday
morning fifteen able-bodied gypsies armed with horsewhips
attacked my grandfather’s house shouting anti-German slo-
gans (it was reported in the local press as ‘Renewed Local
Anti-German Riots’).

Nobody could have been more indignant than Joe. Neither
he nor Nellie had ever even been in Germany, all the family
who hadn’t been born in London had been naturalised anyway,
except Sid —who had come over as a babe in arms, so although
his older brothers had been naturalised, it wasn’t thought he
counted and they had lost his birth certificate anyway. For this
offence he spent thirteen months in a prison ship at twenty
years old, amongst Germans who thought this Englishman had
been sent to spy on them. He got out of it by volunteering for
the Army.

Hewas on leave at the time of the raid, and he and his father
fought off the raiders, while Nellie poured water from the top
floor over all indiscriminately, Sid’s girlfriend Rose ran for the
police, Mrs Noel gave ineffectual whacks with her umbrella,
while Mrs Nathan next door on the other side persuaded the
neighbours not to join in as the police were coming — though
this was a mistake, as she thought the crowd were going to
help the gypsies, not having noticed Mrs Cummings running
around screaming “The gypsies are attacking the soldiers!”

26

“But it’s my box!” cried Effie. “Look. there’s my mum’s pic-
ture, and my letters, and everything. I never thought I’d see it
again. Are you sure you’ll take only a penny a week?”

“Not likely” roared husband and wife together, in accord for
once. “It’s your box,” explained Joe. “Take it. Good job I never
gave that man the two guineas, I’ll give him a piece of mymind
instead.”

“He’ll sue you,’” said Mrs Noel cheerfully. She always liked
to prophesy doom. “He’s a Justice of the Peace and the case will
come before him. You won’t stand a chance. Probably end up
in prison, all for a penny a week.”

“I don’t mind paying,” said Effie.
“I do.”
The gentleman listened sympathetically to the account next

day of how he had given the girl back her box. “Very commend-
able of you, I’m sure. However, you didn’t suffer the inconve-
nience of a girl leaving without notice. If that sort of thing be-
came common one could never sit down to dinner. However
we needn’t discuss the rights and wrongs of that, just give me
the two guineas we agreed on. I trusted you to come back, sup-
posing you to be an honest man.”

“I’m not a receiver to take your stolen goods,” began Joe
hotly but was interrupted.

“Have a care. I am not accustomed to being slandered or of
being deprived of what is justly mine, without seeking legal re-
dress. I am perfectly entitled to retain the property of someone
who broke her contract, and to sell it in lieu.”

“She says she had to go up ten flights of stairs with hot
water five times a day, and your son was always pinching her
bottom.”

“I do not relish either listening to criticism of my domestic
arrangements. As it happens, I do not possess kitchens on every
floor nor do I intend to carry up the hot water myself while I
pay servants their wages. As for my son, he is well over the age
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when he needs parental consent. So kindly either pay what due
or prepare to meet me in court.”

Mrs Noel proved wrong in one thing — he didn’t sit on his
own case, but pointedly left the bench just before. The other
JPs rallied to him. It was explained that whether or not he was
right in his opinion that he was entitled to retain Effie’s box, or
not, and that case was not before them, a contract to pay two
guineas had clearly been entered into, albeit verbally. Payment
and costs were allowed to the plaintiff.

It proved a Pyrrhic victory. In addition to being on the hos-
pital committee and a JP, the gentleman was also chairman of
the local Conservative Association, and it was the year of the
General Election. Whenever he stood up to address a meeting
in this hitherto Toryworking-class stronghold, therewas a cho-
rus of ‘Want any boxes, mister?’ and ‘Who stole the skivvy’s
clothes?’ The candidate himself never got a word in edgeways,
so great was public opinion against his chairship. Even when
they withdrew him from meetings, the public was shouting to
demand to know where he’d gone and if he’d given notice, or
if not, had his box been kept.

The Liberals romped in, even though their candidate ran a
pawnshop which was always retainingMrs Noel’s goods when
she couldn’t pay up. She wanted to knowwhat Nellie would do
about it, but all she could think of was raising the cash for the
present coat in hock.

Gypsies and Germans

Somewhere I read as a child that a gypsy woman stole two
bags from the Roman soldiers at the Crucifixion, containing
fifty nails intended for nailing Jesus to the cross, and ever since
gypsies have been allowed to steal fifty times a year; but pre-
sumably since their confusion with the tinkers and didecois
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and other travelling people they have ceased to count the ex-
act number.

In our time gypsies have been the subject of the most auda-
cious theft since Manhattan island was bought for a few mir-
rors.Thewhole gypsyway of life, as celebrated in the operettas,
its independence of money values, its preservation of tradition,
depended on two things: movement and gold. Not only move-
ment has been restricted until there is practically no place to
go but on and out, during the various gorgio economic crises of
the twenties gypsy camps all over the Continent were raided
and their gold confiscated. In return they got currency value-
less a few years later. Once the gypsies had to disgorge the loot
of centuries it was the end of burning caravans when people
died and setting up in them when they married. They had to
settle down in slums or as travellers become tramps on horse-
back — later traded in for old bangers of discarded cars.

By the outbreak of World War I there was a broken-down
gypsy encampment on the marshes near Joe’s house; the peo-
ple changed but the site remained until well after I, their third
grandchild was born. As he handled old clothes off and on, an
old gypsywoman used to come to sell him scarcely wornmen’s
clothing, which she claimed came from her brothers, cousins,
in-laws, until after a few months he came to wonder how she
had acquired so large a family who never seemed to wear out
their clothing. Most of them, too, seemed to be seamen.

One day Joe read in the newspaper how drunken seamen
were lured to out-of-the-way spots by the promise of sex by
gypsy women whose accomplices then knocked the punters
on the head and robbed them of everything, even their clothes.
He challenged the woman next time she came. She looked at
him with immediate horror.

“You’re a German”’ she screamed. “I always knew it! You’re
a Hun spy spreading pro-German propaganda.” A crowd gath-
ered. Someone had sent for a policeman. She became more vig-
orous in her assertions. “I’m not standing here listening to him
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Read, if not himself, as the leading anarchist of his day, though
Read never claimed this, any more than Kropotkin did. He ad-
dressed some meetings of Emma Goldman’s, and even one of
Cores’, but otherwise apart from writing one or two articles
took no part in activity, instead addressing the literary public
through his books on philosophical anarchism but not allow-
ing it to interfere with his position in the Establishment.

In contrast, an art critic with similar Establishment ties, and
with whom he often crossed literary and political swords, was
Anthony Blunt, active for the Communist Party and, as we now
know, recruited to the Soviet Intelligence network. He rose to
be Keeper of the Queen’s pictures, but was subsequently dis-
graced as a spy. Such an indiscretion would never have hap-
pened to Read but anyway he had no such adherence to a for-
eign State to tempt him.

The other notable “convert” to anarchism was painter Au-
gustus John, but I only once noted him intervening for us, in
unusual circumstances. Werner Droescher, who had returned
from Spain where he had fought with the German Anarcho-
Syndicalist battalion (DAS), was met by the police on arrival
with the information that he could not possibly stay in Britain
but need have no fear, he would merely be sent on to Holland.

On arrival in Holland he was met by the Dutch police who
brought him straight into Germany, and he was immediately
taken to a concentration camp. Droescher’s English girl friend,
a member of what is now known as the “Carrington set”, was
sitting for Augustus John. She wept the story to him. He had
the ear of Queen Mary, whom he was painting, and thus was
a captive audience. She only committed herself to saying she
would speak to Sir John Simon, the Home Secretary. Droescher,
to his surprise and I imagine of his fellow-prisoners too, was
taken a few days later out of the concentration camp and re-
turned to England, from whence he emigrated to New Zealand.
I met him by chance in Coptic Street on a return visit, thirty
years later.
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02 The Coasts of Bohemia;
Fighting Fascism; The Battle
of Cable Street; Schoolboy
Anarchist; Castles in Spain;
Frustration on Spain

The Coasts of Bohemia

The first Anarchist meeting I attended was at the old Na-
tional Trade Union Club in New Oxford Street. The speaker
was the well-known Emma Goldman, who was on that occa-
sion talking about arms manufacture, not Anarchism as such.
As I was the only stranger at the meeting, attention turned to
me when enquiries elicited the fact that I had never heard of
Emma Goldman andmore particularly when I had the temerity
to contradict her. I believe it was on the fallacy that as ‘aggres-
sion’ caused war, boxing, which I then esteemed highly, taught
aggression. I was overawed by my elders being surprised at my
audacity, and did not continue after her scornful dismissal of
the argument. She felt thereafter that she had brought me into
the movement from knowing nothing about Anarchism and
regretted my intransigence in it, which she never appreciated
was an integral part of it, for others as well as herself.

What was left of the Anarchist movement in 1935 was
the rump of what had once been an important factor in the
British working class movement. As it had not attracted any
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historically referrable persons according to the notions of
bourgeois intellectuals it had been overlooked by history,
which, along with the conventional English view that all
history appertains to the ruling monarch, works on the prin-
ciple that workers’ actions and opinions must be related to
the nearest respectably quotable person available, preferably
distinguished in other spheres, and for which purpose women,
other than the occasional token ‘name’, do not exist.

As a working class movement with a high proportion of
women activists Anarchism had been totally written off; and
so ultimately became in more recent times a virgin field for
scholars, when the mass production of theses in the booming
university industry has used up all the names associated with
Marxism and reformism, and those in search of original mate-
rial are forced to look round for others as near to the standard
criteria as possible.

Though I knew so far as Anarchism was concerned I was
backing a lost cause, it didn’t seem to matter as every other
cause had won at some time but that of the people themselves.
At least it threw so hard a light on any other political persua-
sion.

I never had any illusions about any of them. Years later
when the press deigned to take notice of us, if it was not by
shock horror but kindly condescension, which I always felt
came ill from people who fell for one absurdity after another,
whether from State communism, fascism, the prospects for cap-
italism, reformism, or whatever idol was going around for adu-
lation.

Billy and I did our best to extend the Glasgow Anarchists’
tradition of struggle to London, and even extend their work-
shop agitation there, though he was most of the time at sea
and I was still at school. The London Anarchists then were a
few veterans, and our appearance among them was somewhat
of a cultural shock for both sides. They called themselves the
London Freedom Group, met at the Trade Union Club, access

50

They started to collaborate with Spain and the World, a
paper which had been founded two years previously, edited
by Vernon Richards. It had been the brainchild of the Italian
Anarchist group who constituted the bulk of the Italian
anti-fascists in London. The daughter of an Anarchist militant
killed in Barcelona by Stalinists, Marie-Louise Berneri, had
settled in London and married Richards. It was her influence
that helped the ASU group, the youth groups, and even some
of the older members of the Freedom group (though not
Cores), not to mention myself, to merge and give support to
the paper.

She had the same vitality and determination as Emma Gold-
man, though after the murder of her father she had a more
publicly critical approach to the increasing compromises in the
Spanish struggle than either Emma, or indeed Richards. She
would certainly have made a great contribution to anarchist
theory had she had any work experience. Unfortunately she
had the same weakness for over-estimating the value of the
“intellectuals” as Emma, though she was so sympathetic an in-
dividual that if this was a fault, it was overlooked in apprecia-
tion of her goodness and energy.

It was around this time that some of the “progressive intel-
lectuals” were changing from Stalinism which had long dom-
inated the universities, though they seemed to most working
class anarchists to be people who as students had scabbed dur-
ing the General Strike and this suspicion died hard. But the
declaration in 1937 of Herbert Read, influential art and liter-
ary critic, poet and essayist, that he was an anarchist, led some
of his literary clique to say the same, though he had no other
influence.

Bourgeois historians always ascribe any theory to the near-
est literary or historically acceptable person by their standards,
and just a few years ago the National Archives had as its only
reference to anarchism the correspondence between Read and
the Catholic sculptor Eric Gill, while Woodcock of course cites
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the opposition was about. When she mispronounced a word,
in her strong Brooklyn-Russian accent, one fascist-minded
individual shouted to her to “go back to Russia”.

She paused dramatically, and pointed to the embarrassed
heckler. “You see the hypocrisy of the Stalinists,” she said.
“When a Russian bows down to Stalin, the Russians are great.
But if not — they say Go back to Russia! Yes, my friend, and
why do you want Emma Goldman to go back to Russia?
Because your friend Stalin will kill her!” Ethel Mannin was
whispering at the table that the man wasn’t a Stalinist at
all, but whether Emma knew or not, it quieted the fascist
opposition, at a loss for repartee.

The parson, from the floor, then said a few words about
Catholic repression in Spain. A communist interrupted to the
effect that the anarchists were guilty of atrocities against the
church. It was the current CP line that there were really such
outrages, but by the anarchists, not condoned by the Repub-
licans. Emma whaled into him too, denouncing “your friend
the gallant Christian gentleman Franco” and seizing on the
fact that he had mentioned a church burned down by the anar-
chists but omitting to say (he probably didn’t know) it was in
the middle of a garrison currently in arms against the people.
Being denounced as a fascist, and finding his friends looking
askance, the luckless Stalinist literally ran out of the hall. Ethel
was still trying to whisper that she’d again got her hecklers in
a twist. But what did it matter? Both sets of interruptions were
quashed.

Ray Nunn, a libertarian student (then rare) who was at the
meeting, felt we should try to re-group our scattered scene,
after experiencing Aldred’s obsession with propaganda that
never involved action, and came together with Ralph Sturgess,
who had succeededWilliam Farrer as secretary of the Anarcho-
Syndicalist Union, which had still not got off the ground. Partly
because it was totally committed to supporting the CNT line
in Spain, thick and thin, it collapsed well before the war.
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to which had been guaranteed by John Turner, editor of the pa-
per and trade union leader.They still spasmodically published a
paper “Freedom” which had been founded by Peter Kropotkin,
though lost to them a few years before when their printer Tom
Keell retired with the printing press and moveable assets to
Gloucestershire.

Since then the paper’s presumed history has become a mi-
nor historical cult with some historians selecting its contents
for backgroundmaterial. Some tend to think that the paper was
continuous from its foundation in 1886, and that the London
Freedom Group period did not exist. The editor John Turner,
a trade union secretary in his working hours, had died, and
the paper was being run by George Cores and a few others,
being printed on a clapped-out press in Chalk Farm by John
Humphrey, whose other interest was phrenology. Some old-
fashioned atheists then felt it had superseded religion, which
is the sort of thing I suppose that old reactionary G.K. Chester-
ton had in mind when he said that when you cease to believe
in God you don’t believe in nothing, but in anything.

I was sceptical of the value of most of the activities of the
London Freedom Group, which consisted of weekly lectures
and occasional dinners more in the nature of veterans’ unions,
and the struggles of years ago seemed to have no relevance.
Billy soon found it too much of a bore, but deputed me to go
along and see what turned up there.

One of the few who did his best to make it relevant was
Mat Kavanagh, who lived in Southend but often came up on a
Sunday to speak at Hyde Park, and whowasmy next mentor in
Anarchism. He had worked all his life as a labourer on building
sites, propagandising in the open air in his spare time. Later, in
his old age during the SecondWorldWar, he became a barber —
a pretty terrible one by all accounts. As he once shaved George
Orwell, whom he lectured (as barbers do) enough to impress
his client, his name has actually been preserved in some pro-
fessors’ books.
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Few of themany brilliant organisers and speakers that I met
in those pre-war days achieved so much! But among the odd
assortment of what was then London’s Bohemia (when Soho
was still ‘Sohobohemia’) who drifted past the London Freedom
Group like exotic birds of passage but found its regular meet-
ings irresistible, and came to explain that anarchism was all
wrong, many became famous and several of them passed into
world prominence.

The Bohemians thought the Anarchists were eccentric be-
cause they worked for a living and yet dissented from the State.
Of these were many who attained fame, if sometimes for five
minutes and not always that for what they would have pre-
ferred. For instance, there was Count de Potocki, who consid-
ered himself rightful King of Poland. In truth, though originally
a New Zealand milkman, he did have some sort of a claim to
be considered, if the Poles ever decided they would revert to
elective monarchy. He admitted though, the Pope would have
been surprised if they chose a declared Pagan, whose daugh-
ter was being brought up by her mother as a Unitarian, to rule
the Catholic kingdom. He now and again turned up to suggest
that monarchy, being the rule of but one, ought not be so ab-
horrent to Anarchists, as the rule of many. He thought them
the largest party in the country, as the group meetings were
often twice as big as the local Conservative and Labour par-
ties. He attended all meetings to try to sell his bonds against
payment by his court when established. He stopped coming
when it was decided he was too much of a bore, and someone
emptied half-a-pint of beer over him. He stormed out shout-
ing ‘Sans-culottism’ and started his own royalist party. During
the war he lived in the same house as a gentleman who consid-
ered himself Hitler’s U.K. representative.When they quarrelled
over women Potocki stripped him of all the titles he had con-
ferred on him, and in turn was listed for immediate internment
in a concentration camp. However he neither returned to his
kingdom in Poland nor went to Auschwitz. After the war, his
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Needless to say, when the 1930s and 1940s became a mem-
ory, the university thesis industry discovered Aldred, and what
escaped pulping can be sold at high prices but he himself has
been forgotten. For all Aldred’s inconsistencies, he was solidly
in an English and Scottish radical tradition and, as he said him-
self, if he had been better dealt with in his youth he would have
achieved much more. With his influence in some matters such
as counsel to those unable to afford legal advice, he pioneered
something taken up by many in recent years, and in acting as
a “barrack room lawyer” as well, dealing with cases legal ad-
vice couldn’t reach, he was far ahead of his time. It was one
great lesson I learned from him, notwithstanding his dreadful
inconsistencies brought about by exaggerated pacifism.

Early Days

During 1938/9 Emma Goldman hired the upper floors of
premises in Frith Street in Soho (even seedier then than now,
but central) to house the CNT-FAI Bureau and Spain and the
World. She hired the upper floors, the ground floor being a shop
and the basement, unknown to her at the time, a knocking shop.
It caused some problems with the respectable people she was
attracting. I remember one couple, both civil servants, who as-
sumed Emma’s offices would be in the basement and found
themselves in the middle of a scene of shame which caused
them to flee and never be seen again.

In the course of our activity in South London I had found
an Anglican vicar, anti-fascist and even more anti-Catholic,
who agreed to lend his church hall for a meeting on Spain.
Ethel Mannin organised it and subsequently incorporated
it into a couple of her novels. It was unusual for Emma
Goldman to face a large, hostile proletarian crowd as she
had become used to intellectuals of the CP heckling over
Russia. She stood up to the jeering but failed to identify what
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which was unidentifiable from the pacifist (“what they needed
was not arms, but a clearcut Marxist analysis”).

The Marquis became Duke of Bedford, and managed to
thwart his father’s intentions of leaving the money away
from him. After the war, he came to the conclusion that if
he died on a particular date, his son, then in the Army and
well integrated into the Establishment, would be burdened
with such heavy death duties it would then deprive him of
his inheritance. He therefore calmly killed himself on the
appropriate date. It proved to be a useless sacrifice, as the new
Duke decided against the advice of his accountants to give
Woburn Abbey to the National Trust and live on his rents,
but instead gave Bloomsbury to the Government. He decided
that as everyone hated landlords anyway and sooner or later
he would be likely to lose it, he might as well live in Woburn
Abbey like a traditional Duke and enjoy life, however much
he in turn would probably hate his own son.

Against professional opinion that he could not afford to pay
the upkeep, he had the then novel idea of making it a leisure
centre, game park, fair and tourist attraction. The idea caught
on around the aristocracy, though first scorned. The only ef-
fect of the pacifist Duke’s death, therefore, was to leave Aldred
in the cold, as he apparently completely forgot to make pro-
vision for him. Though Aldred continued to publish The Word
until his death, he attracted only spasmodic support from ec-
centric vicars and peers around the pacifist movement. Ethel
MacDonald and Jenny Patrick, always his strong supporters,
never deserted him, and continued to set the type as long as
they lived.

Some thirty years afterwards Aldred himself died leaving
one fervent apostle, John Caldwell, who had the melancholy
task of closing up the hall he had established, a solitary stand-
ing edifice amid a house clearance scheme, and giving away
the huge stocks of Aldred’s literature.
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poetasting failing, the last of the once feared Potockis returned
to his New Zealand milk round.

Potocki’s right wing lot had illusions no greater than some
on the left, like Jomo Kenyatta, who came to meetings — any
socialist meetings, not just ours — dressed in full tribal costume
complete with feathers and fly whisk — announcing he would
one day go back and become the Kikuyu chief in Kenya. Some
of us thought him another nutter like Potocki but he was so
convinced he was the great liberator of his country that when
he did indeed go back to Kenya after the war, the authorities
promptly interned him. The struggle for independence took
place while he was out of the way; but by then everyone took
him at face value, and when the government wanted to hand
over power to someone who had nothing to do with the Mau
Mau resistance, the alleged organisation for which they had im-
prisoned him, the Colonial Office naturally chose him, perhaps
being aware of the utter improbability of their courts having
dealt justice.

The one in the Freedom Group most in touch with Bohemia
was Charles Lahr, a German anarchist who had come to Lon-
don to avoid military service and stayed forty years. At first
there was a suspicion by the police that he had come to shoot
the Kaiser, who had unwittingly decided to pay England a visit
at the same time, though he did not stay so long. Charlie was
shadowed by Special Branch until one cold night he took pity
on the detective staying outside the bakery where he worked,
and came out to explain to him that the baker himself took suf-
ficient precautions to see none of his nightworkers got away
before time either to go playing cards or shoot visiting poten-
tates according to their taste. A few years later the war broke
out and he was interned in Alexandra Palace as an enemy alien
and was interviewed by the same detective. ‘You thought I’d
come to shoot the Kaiser,’ chuckled Charlie. ‘Pity you didn’t,’
said the detective in a decided change of position.
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In his Bloomsbury bookshop in the twenties and thirties,
Charlie had been a focus point for the literary set, a few of
whom lingered on when I first met him. Charles Duff was one
of them. I think he worked in the Foreign Office at the time but
he was an authority on the Castilian (and possibly the Catalan)
language, like Allison Peers. Both of them had written school
textbooks I was using. He was intrigued at my passing on my
Castilian lessons to Billy Campbell so he could talk with his
Basque girl friend in her own tongue without either of us real-
ising it was a separate language.

In those days newsbills used to announce the startling
events of the day more prominently than they do now and
they were mass printed. Charlie had a trick of slicing them
in the middle and sticking them together again — to make
up some such headline as Pope to Abdicate or The King to
Marry Mae West. On the 20th anniversary of the Zeppelin
shot down at Cuffley, there was to be a memorial service
to which distinguished local German residents were invited.
Some less than knowledgeable or perhaps cynical Embassy
official had sent an invitation to Charlie. He turned up as the
herrenvolk had solemnly entered the church, top hats on arms,
and set up a soapbox newsstand with a saucer full of coppers,
and the banner headline Hitler Assasinated — needless to
say, with no papers to back it.

As the procession solemnly came out, von Ribbentrop
among them, they looked at the bill and dashed helter skelter
for the railway station. When the train came in with the
evening paper every copy was grabbed by Embassy officials
to the protests of the station master, while indignant shouts
came from people pulled out of telephone booths by impatient
Nazis wanting to use the phone, but the news of that happy
event did not appear for another ten years or so.

The Bloomsbury Set was still in existence in 1935 and cen-
tred on Lahr’s bookshop in Red Lion Street, Holborn. I met
Mark Gertler (not until years after his death did I realise he was
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dred “for socialist and atheist propaganda”, illegal under Czech
law. There was a complicated legal case which ended as such
things usually do, with the money in the hands of the lawyers.
Aldred, used to defending his own cases personally and han-
dling courts with ease on matters of obstruction and sedition,
found himself outgunned among the moneyed lawyers.

Then yet another eccentric millionaire stepped in to save
him. The Marquis of Tavistock (later Duke of Bedford) came
from a family with a tradition of hating the eldest son. His fam-
ily ownedmost of Bloomsbury (Tavistock,Woburn and Russell
Squares being named after them) as well as Woburn Abbey,
which they had stolen from the Church at the time of the Ref-
ormation. He took on Aldred as one of his lame ducks, and cam-
paigned on a peace basis for him, establishing Guy’s monthly
The Word, at the same time as supporting Social Credit and an
obscure British People’s Party which after 1940 attracted the
rump of the non-interned and non-enlisted fascisti. All of this
made Aldred increasingly isolated as he became a prolific pub-
lisher, entirely of his own works, mostly bitter personal attacks
on the past and present records of prominent socialists, though
he always retained a few admirers.The Stone brothers, old time
anti-parliamentary communists, thought him the greatest man
in the world, like many of this old Hyde Park public, and said
so frequently.

The brand of anti-parliamentary communism espoused by
a few old-time socialists like the Stones who still stood up for
Aldred was unusual in that they did not seem to accept the the-
ory of workers councils, unlike most of the older veterans of
that theory. No anarchists now supported him, though he al-
ways insisted he was the one true anarchist. His support came
from some right-wing pacifists, as well, oddly enough, from
some Trotskyists, who were less concerned about Bedford and
thought the anarchist criticism of Guy was because he had de-
nounced the compromises, and everything else, in the Spanish
war, which was to them a justification of the Trotskyist line
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appearing before tribunals on housing matters. Even political
opponents in difficulties came to him for help with their prob-
lems.

He had possibly learned this from Rose Witcop, birth
control pioneer for working women centred in Hammersmith,
with whom he had lived in London. He married her in Glas-
gow long after they parted (either because married men were
temporarily exempt from conscription, or to save her from
deportation, whichever side you believe). She was Rudolf
Rocker’s sister-in-law, and extraordinary family feuds arose
out of this. Indeed. in 1938 Aldred published a one-off paper
Hyde Park devoted to their family squabbles which he put
forward as a critique of Anarchism.

When he came to London I had not expected that he relied
for support on collections, which were pitifully small since the
tradition of paid al fresco lectures had almost died out here.
I was now earning nothing and could not supplement him.
When Billy returned to London on his next trip, he smiled but
refrained from saying, as he might have, that he could have
told me what a handful I had taken on.

After the publication of Hyde Park in 1938 support for Al-
dred in London fell off and he had burned his bridges in London
and Glasgow, but then an extraordinary chance ended his days
of poverty. Sir Walter Strickland, a millionaire whose family
practically ownedMalta, had during the First WorldWar taken
to him and was disgusted with the British Government after
the Versailles Treaty. In acknowledgment of the newly created
State of Czechoslovakia, the first fruits of League of Nations
liberal idealism, Strickland became naturalised Czech, though
he never went to that country. In 1938 Strickland died and left
a fortune to Aldred, who promptly formed the Strickland Press,
bought a hall, bookshop and machinery and proceeded reprint-
ing all his old pamphlets, before actually getting the money.
Then the Strickland relatives brought a suit saying the will was
invalid. Strickland had said in his will he left the money to Al-
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a famous artist) who was passionately for the Spanish Revolu-
tion and said he would kill himself if it were defeated. When
Franco won, he committed suicide. So far as I know, no art his-
torian has recorded the reason.

One of the few who had an influence on me for a long time,
so far as religion was concerned, was the writer Frank Ridley,
whom I first met as a spectator at the boxing ring. We contin-
ued to be friends until his death at 92. He was a distinguished
if neglected socialist and freethought writer, totally unappre-
ciated by the literary establishment and only recognised by a
coterie on the socialist left. He spent five years on a book on
the Jesuits, for about five pounds in royalties, which became a
standard work of reference for dozens of other writers.

Years later when Jose Peirats was writing his works of ref-
erence on the Spanish struggle while earning his living sewing
trousers by candlelight, and dignified and overpaid professors
were quoting his works in their books written at public ex-
pense, I thought of Ridley. I have often regarded ‘op cit’ as
standing for oppressive plagiarism.

Perhaps influenced by so much literary talent around, I
started a small paper The Struggle in 1937, when I had just left
school, with Billy (writing under the name of McCullough,
his mother’s original name) and I contributing. But it didn’t
last long. The duplicator was re-possessed by the hirers. I did
not know then that being a minor I could have repudiated the
debt. I never learned that point of law until I was past 21, too
late make use of it.

Fighting Fascism

I lived in several compartmentalised worlds when I was fif-
teen. While still a fifth-former and studying for matriculation
I was going along to Andy’s gym and learning how to box
along with much older lads (though they accepted me as an
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equal), some of whom subsequently became pros. I was never
very good nor did it help my studies much. Languages and his-
tory were all I was interested in and I got on well with Span-
ish despite the total collapse of lessons when an incompetent
master resigned and went to work in a South American bank,
for which I hope he did not need Spanish. However I emerged
streets ahead of everyone in that language, perhaps because I
was using it to some purpose.

Once I entered schoolboy amateur boxing championships
and to the excitement of my friends at school I reached the
semi-finals. I was matched against the local Jesuit college — to
face to my dismay an enormous West Indian lad (rarely if ever
encountered then in our neck of the woods): Rod Strong (by
nature as well as name), a couple of years older than I was, and
solid muscle. He had furthermore the advantage of two Jesuit
priests in black dresses in his corner, clearly praying against me
— in contravention, I am sure, of the spirit of the Queensberry
Rules. It was like my clash with Billy Campbell all over again.

My usual technique when faced with an opponent I
couldn’t outbox (though subsequently it was impossible for
me to think of either Strong or Campbell as opponents) was to
stand and take punishment and then hit out with a wallop, but
with the first blow this time I was out cold to the consternation
of the referee and concern of my opponent. It was partly the
inevitable consequence of my skipping practice for political
meetings.

Delighted acquaintances told me how terrible I’d been, and
asked if I hadn’t heard them warning me of the blow com-
ing, how my best friends had been surreptitiously betting on
me and they hadn’t thought I’d have let them down, and simi-
lar words of consolation, while I was still reeling. Rod, who’d
knocked me down, helped me home (and invented a suitable al-
ibi, something about my having fallen downstairs, for the ben-
efit of my mother who disapproved of the noble art. She must
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“The Guy They All Dread”

That was a saying Guy Aldred liked to
quote — I suppose it was a quote. He was an old-fashioned

socialist agitator,
who stuck to Victorian-type knickerbockers (like Bernard

Shaw) rather than
trousers, and who early in life conceived his career as a pro-

fessional
street-corner speaker. It is something now inconceivable,

and reliance on
collections (which may now seem a little like begging, or at

any rate busking)
made for a hard struggle with poverty for most of his days

until about a year
after I first met him. Hewas a very clear speaker on religion,

having started
as a boy preacher before becoming an atheist, and could run

rings round any
orthodox Christian or neo-Humanist philosopher, but was

not a very deep thinker
on socialism, equating Marxism and Anarchism and scorn-

ing reformism, careerism,
parliamentarism yet equally any form of industrial action

or individual
resistance. There was very little left, but to him it was the

‘incessant work of
Propaganda’ which he felt would bring about the revolu-

tion.
A Londoner, he moved in the First World War to Glasgow

sensing it was by far the most revolutionary city. He was pop-
ular with workers not because of any industrial involvement,
of which he knew nothing, nor because of any theoretical un-
derstanding, in which they were more advanced than he, but
because of his pioneering conception of offering advice and
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in Northern Ireland, and he would have been at home in the
Army, which was his original background. Looking the part of
the retired English Captain, he could have mingled with any of
the Orange factions and any of the Republican groups.

He had a lot of experience in common with any of the
paramilitary forces and with some reconciliationists too.
For those who have a bourgeois conception of caricature-
Anarchism, White would only have been totally out of place
as an anarchist, but he was a sincere one, though out of his
element with either day-to-day run-of-the-mill, propaganda
activity or the work scene.

When our few months of adventure were over, and as Billy
was seldom in London having gone on the regular ‘potato run’
to Bilbao, I felt a bit deflated. I went to Glasgow to fix up some
matters for him, and while there contacted Frank Leech, but I
failed to appreciate his sterling worth at the time. Hewas by far
the most durable of the anarcho-syndicalists around: a former
Royal Navy seaman, ex-heavy-weight boxer, who had set up a
newsagents shop with his gratuity, he was a popular soapbox
speaker and attracted large crowds. But he was an unqualified
admirer of Emma Goldman and supporter of the paper Spain
and the World, and I was less than enthusiastic.

Everyone in Glasgow knew Guy Aldred. I met him in his
usual speaking pitch at Glasgow Green, and he helped me with
some official business I had regarding the Campbell family. He
had heard of me and was keen for me to invite him on a tour of
London, perhaps mistaking the amount of influence I had, and
it was very flattering to a youngster to have so well known a
man askingme if he could come along and help in anyway, and
I invited him to London promising the support of our group,
without quite realising what it was he expected which was
barely enough to live on. I am afraid it was beyond our means.
He felt he should be supported by a serious local group — he
was right, but mistaken as to how wealthy we were or indeed
how old I was.
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have thought me accident-prone, so often were such alibis nec-
essary).

Rod and I became friends, though he never took the same
interest in politics as Billy and myself. He always insisted on
my being his second and not going into the ring myself; I was
a bit disenchanted with it anyway after exciting so much deri-
sion even from kids who had never put a glove on and would
have preferred an embroidery class any day.

Going along to Hackney Stadium with Billy and Rod to a
match, we were quite unexpectedly attacked walking over the
marshes by a gang of some two dozen local fascists. At the
time Sir Oswald Mosley was supported around the periphery
of East London. I might have ignored taunts directed at me and
walked on, but my two friends held the opinion often voiced by
our boxing ‘professor’ Johnny Hicks, and to which I have since
subscribed, that in such circumstances that is the worst thing
to do. It is best to single out one or two of them and give ‘em
hell or take it. At worst they can only kill you and they would
do that anyway if they wanted to and could.

We gave a good account of ourselves and left a few noses
oozing blood and mouths spitting teeth, but in the end they all
ran away because a police car had arrived. I had the presence
of mind to take my grammar school cap from my pocket and
put it on my head, and to walk up casually to a policeman and
ask the way, while my two friends stood by respectfully. As a
result the police didn’t connect us with the brawl but asked me
impatiently if I’d seen it, and which way they went.

It is ironical that when I got home nursing a black eye this
was the first occasion my mother rebelled at my explanation
that the Blackshirts had attacked me, and insisted that I had
been going in for that dreadful sport in spite of her admoni-
tions. At least, though, I was spared the humiliation of having
to say afterwards, as some people did, that they were chased
round Hackney by the local fascisti. Fascists attracted those
gang-loving youths who liked bullying for its own sake but
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didn’t like being beaten up. Once you got known (however un-
justly) for being the sort of thug who’d hit back even if alone,
they respected you accordingly and warned others off.

There were other types of fascist than the Hackney variety.
The young men who came from the lower middle class, or at
least thought that they did, were quite a different lot: there
were one or two even at my school. They were prepared
to listen to argument, though in the finish they landed in
their natural home, the Conservative Party. In the country
generally they included that displaced minority, the Irish
Catholic Loyalist, unwanted by Republicans who thought of
them as Castle Catholics, or by Protestants to whom they
were Papists nonetheless. They were enthusiasts for General
Franco and stayed on in their morass until disillusioned by
their other hero Hitler. There were also a few lower middle
class homosexuals who were chasing the rough trade and
stuck to fascism in good days and bad. It was, after all, a more
congenial hunting ground than prison, and they would never
have scored in the Navy.

Mosley himself was an upper-class twit who wandered
into the Labour Party by accident after meeting working class
people for the first time when he was a WW1 officer, a role
for which like many of his type he still hankered. Though
he passed his days in high society, once he founded his
independent New Party and its cult of Youth with capital a
Y, he was easily bamboozled by Jeffrey Hamm into thinking
he could get the support of the working class with this tactic
rather than by pursuing his ‘the old men betrayed us’ theme
which he was still echoing in his seventies.

Hamm realised there were a few streets in Bethnal Green
which had been a no-go area for police until WWI, around
which Jewish immigration had circled but not dared enter.
It was isolated from the rest of the East End, and knowing
Jews only as landlords or employers in the sweatshops, was
intensely anti-semitic. After Mosley visited Hitler he was
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White, an anti-clerical but a Christian nevertheless, saw at
first hand. He supported the CNT-FAI and the “irresponsi-
bles” — those who would not agree to the compromises the
libertarian movement had officially made and were prepared
to resist Communist domination by force. White organised
a plan for sending arms which was quite ingenious — he set
up an official arms buying company registered as a proper
export company, from an impressive address used by a large
export company in Soho Square (actually it was the attic
workroom of a very active anarchist, tailor Alf Rosenbaum)
fromwhere it applied for licences to buy arms for Franco, from
Czechoslovakia. Though the Board of Trade refused licences
under the Non-Intervention Act, it did not seem to mind what
happened after it refused when the arms were destined for
Franco-occupied Spain. The goods were bought and boarded
ship at Hamburg under the eyes of the German authorities;
needless to say they were never landed at the designated port
though they got to Spain all right.

In the finish the German authorities discovered the
hoax and alerted their British colleagues to how the Non-
Intervention Act was being breached. They thought at first
we were engaged in a massive theft, but there was outrage
when it was discovered the arms had been legitimately bought.
It all ended with minor prosecutions, though as a footnote,
Rosenbaum actually earned a bonus for his sales abilities by
the Czech company, the news not having percolated through
the departments. With it he organised public showings of
a documentary film of collectivisation in Spain (which fifty
years later actually appeared on ITV incorporated in the series
The Civil War in Spain, so swift is democratic news gathering).

I enjoyed this, though my part was peripheral, consisting
of invoice typing and listening to White endlessly relating the
crimes of the Catholic Church, which I knew from my grand-
mother, in a strangely different context. It is odd to reflect that
today White would have easily mixed with any of the factions
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friends thought it was hardly a serious way to earn a living.
Nor did I. Some, like Tom Brown, who was a very lucid speaker
but inclined to generalise, thought it an integral part of the
capitalist system. He had never met the dejected performers
sitting stranded with their baggage several hundred miles
from home when the manager had absconded with their
salaries, and thought all music hall people went around in furs
and diamonds.

Brown, who had been a shipyard worker in Durham and
had drifted down south to work in aircraft, was a perceptive
comrade generally, and he gave a bit of life to the Anarcho-
Syndicalist Union into which he brought a breath of the work-
shops. He was one of several excellent speakers the ASU had at
the time. Another was Captain J.R. White. (Years later I wrote
up his life in a pamphlet, From Loyalism to Anarchism). White,
son of a British General (White of Ladysmith) had a strong
Protestant Irish background. He had resigned his own Army
commission to help train Connolly’s Citizen Army, but when
they fell out with the police in defending strikers from baton at-
tacks, they were considered less than respectable by the Irish
Volunteers. They originally declined to use them in the 1916
uprising for that reason but Connolly over-rode the objection.

White was in the Old IRA and a Communist Party sympa-
thiser, as well as being a fervent Orangeman. It was still possi-
ble.Though beset with personal problems with a running quar-
rel with his estranged Roman Catholic wife and her ecclesiastic
advisers who periodically kidnapped his daughter, he went to
Spain to train and lead the largely Old IRA column in the Con-
nolly section of the International Brigade, which incidentally
both on the boat and in the field clashed with the Irish brigade
led by General O’Duffy that went to fight for Franco.

White became totally disillusioned with the Communist
Party in Spain, and also with the cause of Irish nationalism.
O’Duffy had not only official government support but many
Republicans supported him in “the war for Christianity” which
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easily persuaded to play the anti-semitic card for trumps
and Hamm took him through the ‘East End’ — the same few
streets, night after night. Mosley never knew the difference.
He thought he was being acclaimed by the ‘East End workers’,
throwing open their windows and giving the heil. In a way he
was, but he thought it wider than it really was and it went to
his head.

He could have come to dominate the Conservative Party as
a right wing pressure politician, and with precious little oppo-
sition maybe have become Prime Minister. He sacrificed it to
become a ‘great national leader’ in his own right, little realising
he had turned everyone against him, from the working-class
even to the old-fashioned Tory. He plunged on thinking him-
self Adolf Hitler, and whenwar came that’s exactly who people
thought he was.

Steve, one of my mates at school who was going on to
university, rare then, to study political science, asked me once
to take him round the East End. Truth to tell, I didn’t know it
too well myself at the time, but gamely took him around what
I did know, the neighbourhood of Ridley Road (Dalston). We
ran by accident into a fascist demo. Seeing the way the Mosley
motorcade moved through the crowds like a conquering army,
though these were called fascist demonstrations, they were
really police demonstrations with a kernel of fascists in the
middle. Steve, a generous lad, was carried away by indignant
remarks around us by elderly market women who had been
roughly pushed aside.

He picked up a stone and threw it at Mosley as he passed,
hand in the air. It missed Sir Oswald and landed on the cheek of
a multi-braided police officer narrowly missing his eye. Steve
stood out in a fairly sallow and weedy East End crowd for
his height and shock of red hair. He was an excellent athlete,
whom I thought of as an accurate bowler until that day, and
ran. Fortunately he wasn’t caught. I didn’t attempt to flee, due
not to excess of courage but of weight, and discreetly entered
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a tobacconist, where I found a sympathetic Jewish lady behind
the counter prepared to let me out of the back way thinking
the lad with the school cap now back on his head was escaping
from the nazi hoodlums. She told me one had even tried to put
a police officer’s eye out with a brick.

I got away but it nearly ended in disaster for all when Steve
had feelings of guilt at having left me to face arrest on my
own and came back looking for me. As it happened he wasn’t
recognised by the police. He didn’t look the type who would at-
tack an innocent would-be dictator. He survived to confine his
feelings about fascism to such restrained outlets as piloting a
bomber plane, years later becoming chair of a major quango. If
he had been known to be a premature anti-fascist, and if he had
been convicted of a violent offence, he would never have been
accepted into the Royal Air Force, possibly failed to get into the
war against fascism and might have been anti-authoritarian to
this day.

The Battle of Cable Street

“Don’t forget to tell them about the battle of Cable Street!”
is a familiar exhortation to any labour old-timer about to speak
on an anti-fascist platform. Someone askedme eagerly only the
other day, “You were around then, weren’t you? Tell them how
we stopped the fascists marching through the East End”.

As in the mid-thirties the fascists marched through the East
End in greater or smaller number in days before and after “Ca-
ble Street”, it is hard to knowwhat the great victorywas, even if
the legend sounds as if it ought to be true. There was certainly
real local outrage over this particular march, billed as some-
thing special, mixed upwith and confused with news fromGer-
many. People the CP normally influenced panicked, and put
so much pressure on the local CP and YCL that the party can-
celled its ownmeeting in Trafalgar Square and urged everyone
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A rival newspaper astrologer failed once to take the advice
about not being specific and prophesied there would be no war,
which is what people wanted to hear. He came back the week
after this, when war had been declared, with the statement
that Hitler had been mad enough to defy the stars, and would
pay for it by losing the war, which it so happened was right.
But that was ahead; and meanwhile through 1937 I was im-
mersed in political activity outside working hours, and also to
a large extent inside, until at long last my long-suffering em-
ployers’ patience broke, perhaps also because they were cut-
ting staff owing to their losing battlewith theNews of theWorld,
to which they thought the answer was economy and my £3.10s
would help cut costs.

I did not really worry. I got through Christmas that year
quite well on a chance remark I heard in a pub about someone
looking as if he needed Bob Martin’s dog conditioner. I sold
it to a dozen panto comics and it appeared in so many pan-
tos, and subsequently entered a sort of panto common stock,
forcing the manufacturers to send a letter of complaint around
the music hall profession asking that derogatory remarks (not
that it was such) should not be made about their product. Not
all companies took that attitude: some soap powders actually
gave comics the odd few guineas to get their products plugged,
and freelance gagwriters were trying to find out how to get the
dame to mention the fact that she used Omo or whatever.

A caustic remark I overheard that someone was so broke
“she couldn’t even get a credit account in Woolworths”, which
I transmuted into a remark by Baron Hard-up in pantomime,
netted me quite a handsome profit. It might be a bit obscure
today when one thinks nothing of producing credit cards in
Woolworth’s, but they had up to then claimed they sold “noth-
ing over sixpence” and were still a sixpence and shilling (five
and ten cent) store.

I might have stumbled into the music hall profession,
though hardly as a performer, but for the fact that many of my
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MrHadley, who liked to be known as Uncle Cecil, explained
that I couldn’t have principles and be a reporter. If I became
as famous as Hannen Swaffer I could say what I liked and he
would be pleased to employ me, but he asked me to see reason
and admit the idea of a trainee deciding on ethical standards
was absurd. I agreed, to his delight (he hated being tough) but
was dismayed to find I had agreed only that the idea was ab-
surd, and I had given up my reporting career before it started.
I doubt if it was a great loss to the profession.

He couldn’t bear to give me the sack, however, so he sug-
gested I work in the general office as a copytaker. He pointed
out, which I discovered over the years to be true, that one could
earn just as much money as the run-of-the-mill reporter (in
later years much more). While one would never be anything
more, one could have the luxury of being utterly without re-
sponsibility for the product if that was what one wanted. One
was a cog, taking down copy over the telephone, all written
by others, and one was no more responsible for what was be-
ing written than a secretary or a telephonist, provided it was
spelled right and taken down accurately.

I also saw the added advantages that one could work at it,
leave it, and come back any time, and that as a printworker
rather than a journalist one was in a key position of industry;
and I reckoned the revolution was coming in a few months
anyway, so I accepted.

Before the war copytakers were much more versatile than
since, especially on Sunday papers. I translated, others wrote
up telegrams as stories, took telephoned advertisements or did
odd features. Another did secretarial work and was also given
the job of writing up the astrology column. She protested she
knew nothing of the stars but was given good advice such
as never being specific and always using a calendar. Having
learned those basics she subsequently became a prominent
soothsayer and national figure.
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to stop the blackshirts marching through the East End. A bar-
ricade was erected at Cable Street though it’s hard to say what
would have happened if Mosley had carried on with the march
— surrounded as he inevitably was with a huge police contin-
gent.

I was a few streets away at an open-air meeting, the first
one I ever spoke at, and my first time in the East End proper. In-
spired by the incident at Ridley Road, I hadn’t known about the
march. When I looked back at the three boxing club support-
ers I brought with me, I found they had all gone off to watch
the fun at Cable Street, and I had to make up my mind what
to do. I carried on until all the crowd vanished, whether at-
tracted by the noise or bored byme. Abandoning the attempt at
enlightenment, I walked up to Gardiner’s Corner where I saw
Fenner Brockway looking very excited. Later I learned he tele-
phoned the Home Secretary to warn him of possible bloodshed,
and the Home Secretary contacted the police and they called
the Mosley march off and they went back. No way would the
Mosleyites have proceeded without their police guard. The CP
version has passed into myth, but that was how Fenner Brock-
way stopped the police marching through the East End.

Matterswere somewhat different in Glasgow. I wasn’t there,
but apparently the police chief met Mosley at the station and
asked him to take his supporters back to London on the next
train. He had the station guarded off but said he could not take
the risk of letting him into the city as the crowd around would
have torn him apart and his officers faced mayhem.When I did
visit Glasgow I heard Frank Leech tell a meeting that Mosley
should be recommended for the Nobel Peace Prize, as he had
got the whole working class, for the first time, including the
Taig and Proddy street gangs, united as one to keep him out.
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Schoolboy Anarchist

Being streetwise, a no-hope amateur pugilist, and a bookish
schoolboy at a mixed grammar school made a curious cocktail
with being an anarchist at fifteen and sixteen, still at school. In
these present times the latter at least is quite common, when
sometimes entire fifth forms are anarchists, at any rate cheer-
fully accepting the name while lumping it with a whole range
of more or less contradictory concepts, though conscious anar-
chists are at any rate not unknown. In those days it was unique
for anyone to have come to anarchism without having inher-
ited it from family connections.

Anarchism had once been fairly widespread in the working
class movement; indeed, anarcho-syndicalism had been almost
an equal rival with State socialism at one time though never to
the extent it was in some countries but lack of sectarianism had
diminished its working class base. The miners were typical in
seeing no difference between the ultimate aims of either, many
supporting one or the other simultaneously, going for direct ac-
tion when it paid off, and electing MPs, usually out of retired
militants, for whatever crumbs it afforded. When the Commu-
nist Party came along, with the glamour value of the Russian
Revolution tagged on to it, it swept all aside: under the influ-
ence of Lenin’s vitriolic attacks on “Left Wing Communism”
many anarchist and syndicalist militants, in the Clyde, in Ty-
neside and in the coalfields, abandoned what they saw as the
bourgeois influence on anarchism and entered the Labour or
Communist Party, to finish in knee breeches and ceremonial
costumes as Privy Counsellors.

Further, the pool in which the Anarchists had swum had
now been drained: the First World War had isolated the whole
socialist movement from theworking class, except in the heavy
industrial areas where class struggle went on regardless of the
war. Many had chosen conscientious objection, then a hard op-
tion, but this, however admirable, left them isolated from the
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Though the Freedom Group buried Freedom on 1937 in or-
der to support Spain and the World, this was unacceptable to
Cores, and when Ralph Barr launched the Anarcho-Syndicalist
Union, Cores revived the Freedom Group with a determination
to publish Freedom once again.Wewere all a bit impatient with
both. The ASU wasn’t into direct action any more than the old
group and as is usual with young people (who are usually right
about it) we blamed the older people for being over-cautious.

Sutton tried mollifying us by offering Tom (“Paddy”) Burke
a job with Stepney Borough Council. He hadn’t worked since
he came to London two years before. It was a position as
bailif’s assistant and we were surprised he accepted it and
he thought our objection was to working for the council.
But people have to work at something. We did not realise he
thought a bailiff was a farm manager, never having heard
the term in Ireland in any other sense. One can imagine his
surprise when after sitting round in an office for a week,
possibly wondering how Stepney Council happened to have
a farm, he was asked to carry some family’s furniture from
premises from which they were being evicted. He promptly
upped and left the job and so lost his unemployment benefit,
cursing Sutton for thinking he would act as a bum-bailiff, and
asking why we hadn’t warned him.

My own stand on principle was similar but less dramatic. I
was asked to write up a knocking story on an actress — I for-
get what she was supposed to have done but we were losing
circulation to the News of the World with its salacious report-
ing, which was accounted a good enough reason. I declined but
one could get away with that on the Referee if it wasn’t too ob-
vious, and I was put on another knocking story about a bus
strike. When I wouldn’t do this either Cecil Hadley decided for
my own good I should be carpeted and I faced Mr Ostrer, who
listened to me astounded. He gave up and sent me back to Mr
Hadley to be instructed in the ways of journalism.
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Party fixed a rival fund-raising concert that same night when
they heard about Emma’s, but he had given hisword. Hewas by
no means subservient to Moscow at this time as the American
authorities years later pretended.

The Communist Party dared not discipline Robeson in view
of his importance to them as an international star and leading
Black singer, and Robeson appeared at the concert. In a back-
stage briefing just before the performance, Ethel Mannin was
addressing a group of Anarchist and ILP stewards who were
going to take the collection. I remember they included Kitty
Lamb and Patrick Monks (newly arrived from Dublin, whom I
met for the first time). Ethel stressed that it was most impor-
tant for us not to identify ourselves as she had managed to sell
loads of tickets to Quaker and pacifist organisations through
her husband, Reg Reynolds. She turned to Emma who had just
come in, a little upset by recent news from Spain and only for-
tified by gin, who snorted dangerously when told to be careful
what she said, but instead turned to Robeson.

“What do you think of your friend Stalin now?” she shouted
and began rating him though everyone tried to hush her, espe-
cially Ethel, and Robeson, towering above her, patted her shoul-
der sympathetically, It seemed a trifle tactless just before he
went on for a purely voluntary performance, especially since
he had turned down the rival Communist Party fund-raiser
that same night.

Worse was to come.
When at the interval she asked for a collection, and remem-

bering Ethel’s advice about the Quakers, remarked with bitter
sarcasm, “I am told that I cannot ask English people for money
to buy arms. Well, I am not going to do so. But there is a short-
age of writing paper and pencils, and people in the trenches
want money to enable them to write home”. She let this sink
in to the consternation of rich Quakers and earnest pacifists:
though I didn’t mind this myself, and somewhat enjoyed it, it
was hardly the way to get them to part with their money.

82

mass in the Army, though if they joined the Army they often
silently disappeared and it was thought they were lost in the
general casualty list.

Years later an old militant who had been in the anarchist
and shop stewards movements, Kate Sharpley, revealed to me
that every one of the Deptford Anarchist males disappeared
that way. She lost her boyfriend, brother and father in the War,
the former (an Anarchist) almost certainly by ‘disappearance’
rather than casualty, and she had thrown their medals when
presented in Queen Mary’s face.

Though possibly the Anarchists did not lose as great a num-
ber to other parties as is sometimes supposed, they rarely re-
cruited anyone in Britain either in the 1920s and early 30s; wax-
ing and waning according to birth and death like a doomed In-
dian tribe. Everyone in the old London Freedom Group (give
or take a few, usually second generation libertarians) was up
to fifty years old, or a lot over that. I was a rare exception, and
I must be given credit for durability if not for flexibility in that
I survived to the days when I am well over seventy, in associa-
tion with people in their early twenties.

Being a helpless male as far as practical matters were con-
cerned, I was lost when it came to repairs on a coat torn at
an open air meeting and some of the older women comrades,
like Molly Paul, were inclined to mother me. Matilda Green,
a German who had worked with Johann Most on the London
Freiheit before that international revolutionary went to Amer-
ica, often used to help me with my German homework, which
would have surprised the school if they’d known of it. Some-
one who had helped translate Most’s textbook of dynamite had
no difficulty in helping me struggle through “Lotte in Weimar”
or “Emil und die Detektive”, and could have done wonders for
me in chemistry if it had not been an alternative to modern
languages on the curriculum.

I think she was the only one among the anarchists, as well
as few of the boxing fraternity, who realised I was still at school.
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George Cores, in his Personal Recollections gives a comprehen-
sive account of supporters of the old Freedom Group, with
the occupation of every person he names, except mine. He
was probably genuinely puzzled, since I never let on that I
was still a schoolboy (we never called it being a student then).
Similarly, Leah Feldman (whose militancy went back as far as
Nestor Makhno’s army, which fought both Reds and Whites
in the Ukraine) could not understand why when we made ap-
peals among our friends for solidarity, she managed to collect
pounds but me only pence. It did not occur to her that while
shewas working as a furmachinist I was spendingmyworking
hours mixing with people whose income came from parental
pocketmoney or paper rounds. I have no idea now,when youth
is a lost asset, why I was ashamed to admit how young I was.

Solidarity appeals became an important part of our activity
as the Spanish war loomed: originally these were for political
prisoners, but when these were released in the spring of 1936
it was appreciated by many of these ordinary men and women
that stocks of clothing would be needed in the event of fight-
ing. From seeing the peoplewho called themselves intellectuals
and who helped mould public opinion, through the window of
the Freedom Group — it never ceased to amaze me how totally
ignorant they were.

For them only an idealised version of state communism or
in some cases of fascism existed; the press was still in the pro-
cess of thinking anarchism=shock horror bombs and things.
Even people like Charles Duff, who knew Spain inside out and
actually resigned his Foreign Office job when he realised how
the establishment was almost solidly pro-fascist and was pre-
pared to sacrifice not just Spain but Britain to fascism, had very
little clue as to the beliefs of what must have been the majority
of workers in that country.
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As one ofmy bosses seemed to be anti-fascist I triedmy luck
at asking him for a cheque for Emma’s Spanish Solidarity Fund.
She was adept at touching the consciences of the intellectual
bourgeoisie who never seemed very rich, and I thought I would
pleasantly surprise her for once with my netting a millionaire.
I spoke to him in his office while he carried on writing, as ty-
coons do, and to my surprise, at the end, he looked up and said,
“One has to support these causes” and handed me a cheque for
twenty-five guineas. I had never before seen so large a sum and
did not grasp at first the significance of the odd shillings and
pence.

I took it proudly along to Emma thinking maybe I might
even get a word of praise though there was no hope of get-
ting into her good books. She questioned me closely when she
found out the circumstances (he had been stranded in Spain
and rescued by CNTmilitia who escorted him to Gibraltar). She
tossed the cheque on the desk angrily. “The Spanish workers
saved his life and he gives a cheque for twenty-five guineas!”
she snorted. “Why didn’t you let me see him? This is what he
gives to a Jewish charity!” She was quite right, of course. She
could have got a lot more out of a bourgeois with a conscience
— if that’s what it was. But it was not encouraging for a young-
ster, however keen,

She treated everyone the same way, even Paul Robeson. He
was then at the peak of his fame, and a fellow-traveller of the
Communist Party, who idolised him. He also happened to be
a friend of Emma’s. When she held a concert (April 1937) at
the Victoria Palace in aid of the CNT-FAI and asked Robeson
to top the bill, it was quite an achievement. He was well aware
of Emma’s unpopularity with the Communists since her return
from Russia, and the Party line was to ignore the Anarchists, or
equate them with ‘Trotsky fascism’ in the world at large, while
in Spain maintaining a discreet formal alliance coupled with a
determination to knife them in the back at the first opportunity,
even at the cost of losing thewar. Added to that the Communist
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21/- a time for one joke was more profitable than working
a whole week for the then privately-owned gas company,
and only slightly less profitable for five minutes work than
a week’s work for J.T. Davies, with nobody worrying about
class consciousness or ethnic origin.

Becoming indifferent as to whether I had a job or not for
all the financial difference it made, and being put wise by Jack
Mason as to the ways of the Labour Exchange, I could pick and
choose jobs, and with that confidence landed a position as a
trainee reporter on the Sunday Refereewith references from the
Charlie Lahr circle. It was a free-and-easy atmosphere. Every-
body mucked in doing each other’s jobs. The boxing reporter
had actually seenme perform, and choseme to accompany him
to bouts, take down his copy and add bits of my own, allowing
me to go on my own to amateur and schoolboy matches. I was
less successful with other sports reporters, not having a very
clear idea of what on earth was going on in cricket, which I
had always dodged at school.

It tended throughout life to shock but wherever I worked,
people would come up to me when Test matches were on and
ask anxiously, “How are we getting on?” to my utter bewilder-
ment, which hardly went with sports reporting.

The sports editor Cecil Hadley also wrote a humorous col-
umn of political comment; but his problem was that he knew
nothing of politics, which in those days was a bar to writing
about them, and he used to corral lines from various junior and
other reporters for his column. I gave him a few anti-fascist
jokes and the proprietor complimented him upon them, which
lifted my stock enormously.

The firm was owned by Maurice Ostrer, whose brother
ran Gaumont British and Gainsborough, and whose daughter
Pamela starred in one of GB’s epics, receiving, unsurprisingly
enough, major praise in the Referee. She married her camera-
man Roy Kellino and later enjoyed temporary fame as Mrs
James Mason.
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Castles in Spain

In a book on his early life, misinformed as usual about
things out of his class or appertaining to struggle, Professor
George Woodcock, who established an academic niche by mis-
representing Anarchism, sneered at my being ‘self-educated’
(I would have thought it an undeserved compliment) and so
arrogant that I thought I knew more than he. I admit it still
seems to me I knew more than a great many fully-fledged
mandarins even at sixteen, so maybe for once he was well
informed.

John Langdon-Davies was a great authority on Catalan life
and literature. When the Spanish war broke out he published
a book on Catalonia (Behind the Spanish Barricades, London
1936) apologising for the anarchists in a patronising way. He
explained their naiveté in a somewhat more simplistic way
than Gerald Brenan, who put their beliefs down to disappoint-
ment with religion. When the course of events made the Com-
munist Party twist his arm to bemore condemnatory, Langdon-
Davies changed his views on them, but meanwhile, like some
other writers, treated them in the same manner as sections of
the English press now treats the Irish, all clowns and dynamite.

I read that ‘after calling for the burning of all churches and
cathedrals, for no greater reason than that the bishop might
be inside, the anarchist declares solemnly that he swears
vengeance on all clerics in the name of the Father, the Son
and the Holy Ghost.’ I knew better than these learned writers
on Spain even before I’d finished “Zalacain el Aventurero”
annotated for matric. If I was indeed arrogant, small wonder.
And unlike Langdon-Davies and other learned gentlemen I
never felt the need to revise my opinions on the Communist
Party.

I attended an Allison Peers lecture at the London Polytech-
nic soon after the 1936 uprising began. I already knew how the
Revolution had succeeded behind the war lines, and the work-
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ers had taken control, and thought it interesting to hear this as
a language student of Spanish. Peers only knew about atroc-
ities which he described as being committed by ‘Anarchists
with bloodstained overalls’ converging on the square where
the heroic army was defending itself against the unarmed pop-
ulation that provided its salary: I asked how they came to have
bloodstained overalls so soon in the fighting — was it their
own blood, were they supposed to have been cutting throats,
or what? He answered equally sarcastically that he presumed
it was not in the course of peaceful persuasion. It was not until
years later I learned from Miguel Garcia, a leading participant,
of how Peers might have been right about the bloodstained
overalls, even if, typical of his kind, wrong about the explana-
tion.

When the army rose, the Barcelona workers had rushed to
the nearest CNT union headquarters next to Columbus Square,
the Sindicato de Gastronomica, where the city abattoir workers
were holding an hastily-called emergency conference.They ob-
viously joined in, andwere prominent among the crowd, which
explained the bloody overalls; but the good professor never
found out, and to his death must have wept for the innocent
nuns and priests whose blood he thought it was.

BillymarriedMelchita in Bilbao in 1936 and they spent their
honeymoon in Paris. I went over on a weekend trip to greet
them, my first visit abroad, and met not only Edward VIII’s
newly acquired but unlikely subject Mrs Campbell, but many
Spanish comrades for the first time. A few came through all
the tribulations of the next four decades and survived. Many of
them had come with lorries, loading up with what arms they
could knowing of the coming coupwhich took the professional
politicians, Government agents, spies and skilled journalists by
surprise.

Among the CNT contingent was Miguel Garcia Garcia,
though we never met at the time. He was with a fruit lorry
which was taking back weapons of the type that could still be
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I tried a few more jobs without success. I did temporary
work on the tote at the Hackney Wick Stadium, being recom-
mended by my boxing contacts, as even with the depression
there were plenty of jobs of that sort around in London, and
then a regular job in the administration of the J.T. Davies pub
chain. The boss was a Sir Alfred somebody, who never went
near the place, was a Tory M.P, a super-patriot — who hated
Irishmen — an ungrateful attitude in a pub owner. He even
banned Irish bar staff, loathed all foreigners except Nazis, and
lived ten months of the year in the South of France, where pre-
sumably he could hate everyone.

I made themistake of giving proper references (the first and
last time I gave real ones), and the gas company gave me a rea-
sonably good references with just a mention of my ‘differing’
from them on union activities’. When Sir Alfred next visited
England on his parliamentary duties the manager showed him
the references of all those taken on since the last time he had
condescended to visit not just his constituency or his business
but the country itself. It may have been impolitic to show him
the accounts in view of the amount of fiddling. Next day I was
told I was sacked.

The manager, Mr Morgan, told me it was useless to com-
plain as Sir Alfred was dubious even about my name. “It sounds
German.” “So doesMorgan,” I told him. “Oh, it would be all right
being German if you weren’t a trouble maker or a refugee, pro-
vided you weren’t Irish, that is” he explained.

As the firm was in Russell Square, I had spent my lunch
hours popping round to Charlie Lahr’s bookshop in Red Lion
Street, where the last of the Bloomsbury set used to meet.
Charlie’s wit was infectious and verbal sparks flew, though
not many books were sold. After one lunch-time session at
which I managed to hold my own with the literati, Charles
Duff said I ought to write jokes for music hall comics. I have a
sneaking idea now he was being friendly-sarcastic but I took
him seriously at the time. I began freelancing jokes which at
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Off to Work

Meanwhile I had started work, not fit for anything much, at
the age of 17, for the gas company, who paid the magnificent
sum of 17/6 per week (75p in today’s coinage). Even so it was
reckoned to be a prize at a time when office jobs started at
around 12/6d per week. It’s no good saying things were a lot
less then; they weren’t, one simply had and did less. I had a
friend in the company, George Plume, who had started there
a year or so before. I had known him since I was 11, he was a
little older and had been a form or two higher at school, and
we had been friendly until he joined the Young Communist
League. Now we resumed contact, I finally wore him down on
Stalinism, and he joined the ILP. We tried to organise the gas
company: its fitters and engineers were unionised but not its
clerical staff.

Within a couple of months I was sacked. He survived a bit
longer, it being considered he was not the ringleader in the
conspiracy as it had begun when I joined, but as he persisted
he eventually got sacked for ‘disloyalty’. To get those wages
and be expected to be loyal was a bit much, but the company
took a different view.
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bought privately. The Grand Old Man of French Anarchism,
the orator Sebastien Faure, who had been fighting French and
Spanish obscurantism since the days of the Dreyfusards and
the trial of Francisco Ferrer, and was in his eighties still a
bonnie fighter, presented Miguel at a meeting with a revolver
that had some history. It probably had been used in the Paris
Commune of 1871, not that anything that could be bought
was of modern vintage. “Give this to Buenaventura Durruti,”
he said impressively. “Tell him to be sure this is the one he
carries with him into the glorious battle.” Durruti, a tough
railroad worker and guerrilla fighter, who became the Civil
War’s most famous General by sheer charisma, though he
never had a rank, had no false sentimentality. I was told
by Miguel that when he gave it to him and passed off the
message, Durruti took one look, and said “Pooh! It’s a toy!”
and tossed it aside. Fortunately Sebastien Faure, ever one for
the grand gesture, never knew, and possibly told with fervour
to many an audience that Durruti carried it until his death at
the Madrid front in November.

The most incredible misreporting followed the outbreak of
civil war on 19 July. What need to repeat it? Even the story
of how the workers prevented the army takeover and in many
places took over industry themselves and formed their own
militia, has been told, though much less often and without pen-
etrating popular knowledge to this day. But look to the contem-
porary press hard and long and you will find hardly a mention,
though some popular papers did seize on the interesting side-
line to workers control, that the prostitutes were running the
brothels themselves.

Whenever one told the academically qualified intellectual
moulders of opinion about the collectivisation and revolution
and the fact that Spain was not just the arena for a struggle be-
tween democracy and fascism, orMoscow barbarianism versus
Christianity, they dismissed everything one said as lies without
adducing a single real fact. They had taken sides.
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It can be imagined how the success of the CNT-FAI affected
every anarchist group in the world; everyone wanted to be in
on the act. We had by now in London a few youngsters around,
like Tom (Paddy) Burke, who came out of the Young Commu-
nist League disillusioned with state communism, and Scottish
anarchists drifting to London for employment in the south, like
Alec and Jessie White, Jim Murray and so on, which gave us a
small foothold in industry. But whereas in Barcelona they had
been able to rally in crisis to their union halls, all we had to
rally to was the London Freedom Group, and it was in a bad
way, age having caught up with it at last and its never-ending
weekly ‘lectures’ we thought a poor substitute for action.

An attempt to reform it fromwithin by Ralph Barr, who had
been a local National Unemployed Workers Movement secre-
tary in Hammersmith, led to George Cores, Leonard Harvey (a
speaker at street corners in the days when it was still possible
to earn a bare living at it) and John Humphrey breaking away.
Ralph Barr agreed to the suggestion that the paper Freedom
be wound up and incorporated with Frank Leech’s Glasgow
paper Fighting Call. Leah Feldman clinched the argument by
pointing out that the Italian group in London, whose most vig-
orous protagonist was Dr Galasso, had started a paper devoted
to the Spanish struggle called Spain and the World — edited by
Vero Recchioni, son of an old militant Emilio Recchioni, and it
was fair to give it a chance without another competitor in the
field, albeit with a circulation of hundreds only. As Recchioni
junior (who later changed his name to Vernon Richards) was
still at University, the paper was ostensibly published by Tom
Keell, which did not endear it to the old Freedom Group, who
were not told this was a legal fiction, and still resented Keell’s
apparent reappearance, after taking the physical assets in 1927
on retirement. Nor did it appreciate the sacrifice of Freedom
which one way and another had been published since 1886.

Meanwhile Ralph Barr, together with a German, Werner
Droescher who was on his way to join the DAS (German
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ian movement who had compromised with the government in
Spain; she was constantly attacked by irresponsibles, including
myself, for matters over which she had no control and which
she deplored, yet she tried to raise the matter with Spanish
comrades and give advice and was treated as irresponsible her-
self. Never the most patient of people, one can see how sorely
tried she was. But her administration of the CNT-FAI Bureau
was a total failure and a sheer waste of time and money. I hotly
criticised it and was denounced for my pains in her letters to
the propaganda bureau in Barcelona.

All my letters were carefully preserved and were actually
taken out of Spain after the defeat, with the presumed intention
of showing I had dared to criticise EG no less. Maybe they too
didn’t know how old I was.

No one was readier to say howwrong I was than Ethel Man-
nin, the novelist, who was Emma’s right hand all during the
Spanish campaign. Ethel was under the almost hypnotic influ-
ence of Emma. When the latter died, she wrote several books
taking exactly the same position that I had regarding themalad-
ministration under Emma and herself, except that she blamed
it all on Emma and Ralph Barr.
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ing an pro-Franco exhibition, and this was clearly designed to
give us a bad name, just when, after years, the press had laid
off us (indeed put a blanket of silence over our existence).

Ralph Barr, who was Emma’s secretary on the committee,
a former unemployed workers organiser, said it must be an
agent provocateur — he always blamed any action on them! —
but this was too much for me. I knew it was members of our
group, then calling itself the Revolutionary Youth Federation
— we kept changing the name — who were responsible. I could
have named them, but didn’t like to do so, so I boldly claimed
responsibility myself, knowing if it came to the attention of
the police I had a perfect alibi, the school register, I was naive
enough in those days to think that alibis counted.

Sutton went into a harangue about irresponsible elements,
saying he might be accused of being a Liberal but … I brought
out a Liberal Party handbill with his name on it and he became
silent. William Wess, a dear old man with a shock of white
hair, took up the refrain with a noble harangue about crafts-
men who lovingly built buildings which they never intended
people to burn down. Had it been constructed by me, what
would I have thought? You would have thought it was West-
minster Abbey rather than a hut and I always hated this phoney
pacifism. Emma referred to me as a young hooligan who knew
nothing about anarchism. Matilda Green was quite delighted
with the incident — she had never forgiven Emma for her own
youthful hooliganism in using a whip to Most, when in his old
age he denounced Alexander Berkman’s attack on the industri-
alist Frick.

It was decent of David Porter in Vision on Fire to refer to
my differences with Emma, though he seems not to have no-
ticed they occurred when I was a teenager and she was well
into her sixties, and I perhaps could be excused a little intoler-
ant impatience, yet omit the epithets she used such as ‘rascal’
and ‘hooligan’. Emma put herself in an impossible position by
being held responsible for the errors of people in the libertar-
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anarcho-syndicalist) Column in Spain, started the Anarcho-
Syndicalist Union, which at first received a large number
of younger supporters, thinking it was going to be a real
anarcho-syndicalist union, rather than a talking shop like the
Freedom Group. At the same time Barr announced that the
famous Emma Goldman was setting up a kind of embassy for
the Spanish libertarian movement, the CNT-FAI Bureau, and
we were welcome to support its work through the CNT-FAI
Committee.

This was exciting news, because just about that time the
International Brigade was starting up, and it was thought this
would be a version of the same thing. Few, if any, saw the In-
ternational Brigade in its real light: a propaganda gimmick by
the Communist Party —which it had not even thought up itself
— and subsequent hype has made it appear this was not just a
brigade, but a division, even an army. The myth resembled the
Easter Rising in 1916, which must have begun in the biggest
Post Office in the world, holding half a million Irishmen who
fought to the last beside Connolly and Pearse, to judge from
the testimony of people who for years afterwards announced
in pubs they were there, or the huge cast of “Casey’s Court”,
judging by the thousands of broken down music hall artists
one met in bars who gave Charlie Chaplin his first encourage-
ment and taught him his tricks, to be ignored by him later.

It really started with the alternative Olympics being held in
Barcelona (as a counter-blast to Berlin). Some East End CP-ers
stopped over, or went over specially, and volunteered to fight.
There were scarcely any Party members in Spain, and the Com-
intern quickly seized the opportunity of getting in on the act.
The rivalMarxist Party (POUM)was also recruiting foreign vol-
unteers, partly because it too was small, though much larger
than the Communist Party. The Independent Labour Party (af-
filiated to the POUM internationally) sent volunteers, and as
George Orwell joined the POUM militia and became famous
in an entirely different field years later, one might be forgiven
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today, going by scholastic hype, for thinking he was a major
military figure in an important part of the armed struggle.

Certainly we thought Emma Goldman had come over with
a mission to recruit for the armed struggle. The first meeting
of the CNT-FAI Committee at the Food Reform Restaurant in
Holborn, was, to the surprise of veterans had not seen such a
sight since the early days of the Russian Revolution, packed
with keen young enthusiasts all raring to pack a bag and be off
to Barcelona.

One of the reasons for our enthusiasm at that meeting was
that a friend of ours, Kitty Lamb, then in the ILP but an an-
archist as heart, as she later became, told us of a similar meet-
ing held by John McNair where he had appealed for volunteers
to match the International Brigade, specifically for the POUM
militia. Several had already enlisted, like Walter Padley (later
an MP), but the ILP had a revolutionary socialist programme
far beyond the grasp of most of its membership, which con-
sisted of the older type of sentimental socialist who had no real
difference with those who went into the Labour Party. There
were also the younger pacifists who were now coming into the
party, plus a handful of Trotskyists and a few independent so-
cialists who had no other home to which to go. After years of
‘united fronts’ with the Communist Party, the Socialist League
and finally the Trots, the party had gradually lost its vitality
and there were no takers at the meeting, until one middle-aged
man got up and said that he didn’t get on with his wife, and
he’d go.

We guffawed about this story, most thinking the ILP at that
stage a bit of a joke anyway. But it confirmed our belief that
EmmaGoldman, with her revolutionary background, would of-
fer a chance that quite a fewwould take. JackMason, a building
worker and a jack-of-all-trades, even turned up at the meeting
having given up his job, packed his bag and deposited it in Vic-
toria Station.
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Russia later. The people Emma mixed with were the rump of
those more concerned with their material advancement and
not really committed to anarchism even in their best days, who
by now were respectable business people in various parties
who liked occasionally to meet, when Emma was visiting, and
talk about the old days. She wondered why she could never get
them to do anything.

Typical among them were William Wess, formerly a union
organiser but long since in the Labour Party, who still liked to
call himself an anarchist, and his sister Doris Zhouk. They had
fallen out with the anarchist movement in World War One, but
Emma never realised it and they never liked it mentioned in
her presence. They were still going in WWII, after which they
were reduced to a small group with others such as Sam Dreen,
not only in the Labour Party but a Zionist to boot.

I fell out with Emma when at one of her early meetings
she was, to our group’s dismay, proposing to work with the
ILP officially. Though I quite liked some of the London rank-
and-file, who were good comrades, the Party was even then as
dead as mutton. Emma was dismissive of criticism, which we
didn’t mind taking from her, but she had in the chair a ‘com-
rade’ named Sutton, who whatever he may have been twenty
years before, was in the Liberal Party then. He went purple in
the face when I mentioned this, only because it was in front
of Emma, who didn’t believe it anyway, and asked what right
I had because he involved himself in trying to work for social
justice and whatever to speak of him as some sort of criminal.
I pointed out I had not, unless membership of the Liberal Party
was a criminal offence, which was less remote then than ever.

It so happened that the next time I confronted Emma Gold-
man at a meeting — Campbell liked to keep a kind of watch-
ing brief on what was going on for the benefit of the Glasgow
people, though it scarcely affected us. On this occasion Doris
Zhouk raised breathlessly the subject of someone purporting to
be an anarchist burning down a fascist centre which was hous-
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once, having read a declaration of Emma’s citing important
people who were backing her).

Emma’s idea of campaigning for the CNT-FAI was to be-
labour the workers in general for not coming to the support
of their Spanish counterparts, but to try to garner in as many
‘intellectuals’ as possible, in which category she included not
only novelists andmusicians but ILPMPs. It was amusing years
later for me to read in a book about Emma’s days in Britain
(Vision on Fire) by David Porter that she actually wrote a let-
ter rightly condemning people who wanted to call themselves
anarchists but with no intention of doing anything whatever
about it, and in the next paragraph welcoming Aldous Huxley
(a distinguished member of a ‘great libertarian family’ as she
said, betraying a lack of knowledge of the most distinguished
but decidedly authoritarianThomasHuxley) for calling himself
one (only once, as far as I could gather), who did precisely that.

Her idea of ‘the British character’ were based on observa-
tions of upper-class twits and the Russian Jewish circle which
she took to be the ‘English movement’ but which was in re-
ality the rump of what once had been a large Russian Jewish
emigrantmovement.Themales had gone back to Russia in 1917
(when it was possible to do so by joining the army), hoping to
bring their womenfolk over when the revolution was won —
which it wasn’t. The women subsequently intermingled with
dockers’ families, as a legacy of the German anarchist Rudolf
Rocker having successfully organised the Jewish tailors’ strike
in East London, and afterwards (realising this would dispel anti-
semitic feelings stirred up by marches of pauper aliens during
that strike), helping the dockers’ strike by arranging for dock-
ers’ children to be looked after by the families of tailors who
had won their strike.

The so-called Jewish (by virtue of language rather than race
or religion) anarchist movement disappeared long before my
time, though the women survivors largely kept in touch with
each other plus the males who were left, or managed to leave
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Themeeting was somewhat of a let down.We sat enthralled
while Emma eulogised the achievements of the Spanish work-
ers in the previousmonths, and how the banner of the CNT-FAI
was flying over Catalonia, but we were waiting for the nitty-
gritty. There were many anxious questions as to whether there
would be any more compromises or the mistakes of Russia (col-
laboration with the Communist Party) repeated. Emma was in
a difficult position there as, though a representative, she knew
no more than we did. Optimistically she denied there would be,
and when in fact in the space of a few weeks, there were, even
to the point of entering the Generalitat of Catalonia and ulti-
mately the Government itself, it was held against her, though
she was as opposed to it as much as anyone.

But what totally deflated the atmosphere was her an-
nouncement that the CNT was entirely opposed to foreign
volunteers. There was a chorus of indignation. Why not?
Everybody else was intervening and the most internationally-
minded of all were putting up a bar? Not so, said Emma, the
CNT-FAI was forming units of Germans and Italians forced
into exile and wanting to fight fascism. What they objected
to was depopulating the libertarians in countries where they
could put pressure on the government and otherwise support
the struggle to get arms which they did not have, merely to
swell numbers of fighting people which they did have. To
further questions, she answered that if anyone had World War
One experience, especially technical, and certainly air pilots,
they would be welcome, but not otherwise.

As I now see matters, this was understandable, but not
imaginative. The Communist Party made a great legend out
of its brigade; on a lesser scale (thanks to Orwell) so did
the POUM. The legend survived to this day and for many
has excused the inexcusable, while the anarcho-syndicalist
union movement which made the greatest contribution to
the struggle has been passed over in silence. The Communist
Party at the time, for all that, was not throwing its partisans
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into the fray without thought, despite the legend. When one
examines the composition of the Anglo-Saxon sections of the
brigade, for instance, again with the exception of a few mili-
tary specialists of WWI experience, we find no one in heavy
industry or with a background of industrial organisation: we
see mainly Oxford undergraduates, Jewish taxi drivers, and
long-term unemployed, amongst whom the CP was recruiting
disproportionately and felt it had enough to spare.

Not appreciating the fact that there was not much differ-
ence in the attitudes, and knowing quite a number of Young
Communists who were off to Spain, we felt humiliated at not
being able to go ourselves under our own denomination, but
one has to admit that all the YCL people who went were on the
periphery of industry.

Emma said that she too wanted to go to the front as a nurse,
but Mariano Vasquez, secretary of the CNT, had told her it
would be a waste; that with her reputation she would do won-
ders gaining support for them in England. But this was cer-
tainly an error. They thought Emma Goldman a well known
personality who would make press headlines, and this might
have been so in the United States, but in England she was virtu-
ally unknown, and anyway the press would not have reported
anything even if she had been. Her knowledge of Britain, for all
her visits, was essentially that of a Brooklyn tourist.This comes
out quite clearly in her books and published letters, with refer-
ences to ‘what is not done in England’, complaints about coffee
and weather, the coldness of the people and so on.

She is once more, certainly within feminist circles, being
presented as a great woman, as she undoubtedly regarded her-
self. Emma had made an immense reputation in the States as
a propagandist for Anarchism and for Free Love (rather than
for feminism as nowadays understood, and for which she has
become famous to a new generation in spite of herself), both
of which shocked the American bourgeoisie at the time. She
had been deported to Russia for opposing WWI, but soon saw
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through the Soviet regime, and was deported a second time,
this time to Germany, finally marrying Jim Colton. a Welsh
miner, who gave her British nationality and therefore the free-
dom to travel through Europe. Normally she lived in the South
of France, making lecture tours of the British Isles. These had
earlier led to criticism in anarchist circles in America, where
she travelled round the bourgeois women’s clubs and business-
men’s lunches, accompanied by a manager. Her desire to enter-
tain the bourgeoisie heavily detracted from her propagandist
credibility.

For years after her return from Russia she had spoken to
workers clubs on the subject of Russia, being sworn at and
attacked for daring to criticise the Soviet Union. Her bitter-
est critics in the labour movement at the time were not so
much the Communist Party, but fellow travelling Labourites
like George Lansbury (later to assume the prophetic robes of
a saintly pacifist) and Ernest Bevin (later to become the arch-
anti-Communist and destroyer of Lansbury).

As she saved all her letters, and wrote an extensive autobi-
ography up to 1935 (Living my Life), in which she didn’t spare
anyone, including herself, her character doesn’t have to be as-
sessed here. I was prejudiced against her before I met her hav-
ing read in her autobiography that at the time of the General
Strike in 1926 she ‘offered her services’ to the workers — quite
genuinely, though patently in the manner of the Great Revolu-
tionary — but her request to be allowed to help was addressed
to the TUC General Council, and as it obviously didn’t reply,
she flew off to the South of France (by plane, as no trains were
running), to where the wealthy intelligentsia appreciated her
and offered her a villa. She was the guest of the novelist Re-
becca West, the mistress of press baron Lord Beaverbrook and
the antithesis of what Emma stood for. I never found anyone
outside novel readers who had the foggiest notion of who Miss
West was (“Wasn’t she a character in Ibsen?” Cores asked me
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Naturally I assumed the Regent Street episode would be an-
other such incident, but to my surprise on this occasion they
said that I had not responded to my call up papers and was
technically a deserter. What call up papers? I had just spent
the larger part of the war arguing about why I hadn’t had any;
I had even tried volunteering at one point to force their hand.
The Ministry had been quite adamant before the Tottenham
magistrates that they had issued the requirement for agricul-
tural work because, for some reason they could not disclose in
court (I made great play of this) they could not call me up for
service.

Now I was told this was incorrect, that they had in fact
done so and I had ignored the call-up! It was also alleged I
had changed my address and not notified the authorities. I had,
it was true, been travelling around, but this was permitted as
long as one applied for the necessary ration book, which I had
always done. My home address had changed in that I was now
living with Rozzie, but my permanent address was still my par-
ents’ house and no call up papers had arrived there.

It was a trick such as I have never seen recorded, but which
was played on a number of people. To my knowledge alone,
there were five others in similar circumstances sentenced
around the same time as me. Later I met dozens and heard tell
of hundreds. For ‘non-reporting’ I was sentenced, as a civilian,
to twenty-one days imprisonment. My possessions vanished.
As Rozzie was away up North, the police took some things and
the landlady seized others. When I got word through to my
parents, they called on the landlady, who explained that she
had been afraid everything might have been stolen property,
as the police had taken some items, so being an honest woman
(as she explained) she had sold the rest!
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1938 was a frustrating year for me. At the end of it I was
on strike for three months. I had got a job as publicity assis-
tant for a fairground, which sounded grand but consisted of
putting up bills and arranging accommodation. I was in on the
first attempt (I suppose) of fairground workers to try industrial
action but by the very nature of their life, once on strike they
all drifted elsewhere to work. I was left stranded in Middles-
brough, which I found cold and unfriendly to strangers. To add
to my being sacked, I had been invited to speak to a meeting
on Spain but the organisers had not realised I was anti-CP and
I got a really hostile reception, after spending the last of my
available cash in getting there.

I had just enough to pay the landlady but next day had to
walk to Stockton, quite a distance away. I had not heard of
hitchhiking. Until the war made it universal, one thought of it
as begging. From Stockton I had a valid return to Leeds where
I switched to the London line, getting on without being asked
for a ticket. When the ticket inspector came round I explained
I had been sacked owing to the strike and promised to repay
the fare when I got home. He said he could not agree to that
and would have no alternative but to put me off at the next sta-
tion. My heart sank until he winked, when I remembered the
train was non-stop. Later the buffet staff brought coffee and
sandwiches gratis. I hadn’t eaten for 18 hours and that was the
best railway meal I ever tasted. I always seemed to fall in with
people like that when things were worst. Next time I visited
Middlesbrough, which wasn’t for another forty years, I made
the warmest of friends and wondered why I ever left it cursing
the town which has become a second home.

At home on the old political scene, Patrick Monks, who
had been a mainstay of our group ever since he arrived from
Dublin, went to sea, Billy Campbell finding him a job.What dis-
appointed me most was that my old friend Rod Strong decided
to join the Army. True, he had never been much interested in
anarchism, though he liked a good scrap against fascists. He
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was unable to get on even the bottom rung of the job ladder. I
don’t suppose his colour helped, but it was not a burning issue
in those days when there were so few Black citizens. With the
best brains and muscle I knew, of utter integrity, he had one
job in the years I knew him: a few months casual labour with a
backstreet rabbit skinning factory. For almost the whole time
I knew him, Billy and I put aside part of our pay to keep him
going, and he always intended to get himself straight when he
started work, but he never could. Enlisting was his answer. Af-
ter we said goodbye, he promised to keep in touch, and in fact
repaid the advances we had made him — not that we wanted
or expected him to do so. I saw him once or twice until the war
and then never saw or heard from him again, though I always
looked out for him in the years that followed.

When I think of the phoney intellectuals I met who were to
swan through Easy Street, none of whom, even those extolled
by thesis writers of a later generation, ever raised a blow in
anger for anarchism or socialism or against capitalism, I excuse
myself for being thought of as arrogant by them.

Ebbtide

Not unnaturally I suppose, after theMunich Agreement any
discussion of anarchism was at a low ebb. The press had long
since dropped the caricature William le Queux image of the
mad bomber (to be revived years later). Instead it had deliber-
ately censored news of the revolution during the Spanish War,
and Popular Frontist propaganda slandered all anti-Stalinist
revolutionaries as “Trotsky fascists” yet it is clear the Com-
intern was preparing for accommodation with the fascist pow-
ers.

Public opinion was only interested in Democracy v. Fas-
cism, or Communism v. Fascism, whichever way they chose to
interpret the world situation, though even without hindsight
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before, nothing was proposed or done for any underpaid
members. Except one. To my surprise, the comics who had
used me as a foil made a collection among themselves after-
wards. Ben Warriss, who sadly ended in a theatrical retired
home supported by a charity he had sponsored, handed me
an envelope, the only tip I ever had and the only time I ever
got paid for “union” activity. I did not open it until afterwards,
thinking it a letter of thanks, which it was but with what
amounted to about my month’s pay at the time. I might have
refused the generous gesture but for reasoning it was the
laughs they were appreciating. I consoled myself for waste of
time and loss of dignity with the thought I could forever after
claim I had appeared on stage with the cream of the variety
profession in Blackpool, and possibly England, and got the
biggest laugh of the morning.

When Rozzie’s tour came to an end in 1944 I returned to
London. I thought I would I wear down my secret blacklisters
in the end by taking the army medical in Preston instead of
London, though they had the last laugh. (‘Twas ever thus?) One
daymanymonths later some police officers came into a theatri-
cal agent in Regent Street (where I had arranged to meet Roz
Shepherd) and asked me to step outside. This was nothing new
to me as frequently police officers had questioned my being at
liberty and it was amusing to confront and confound them.

Once in Doncaster, the local police chief, a war-time spe-
cial namedThompson who owned the theatre we were visiting,
chortled with joy as he told my boss (whose playbills he ob-
jected to having displayed around the neighbouring villages for
his following week’s visit to Leeds, thus possibly prejudicing
that week’s takings) that he had got a special message through
to London and that would be the end of his publicity campaign
by eliminating me. However, whomever he contacted presum-
ably didn’t mind my going round placing adverts and address-
ing small meetings so long as I was out of their way.
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sion. But they had come to have a belief in the magic properties
of having a union without any clear notion of what it was sup-
posed to do.

In the course of time some of the lesser members of
troupes were members of Actors Equity, and there was a
certain amount of rivalry between them. Coupled to this was
the fact that in the last boom of prosperity of the music hall,
agents and managers were making fabulous sums, and only
the stars were keeping up with the situation. It was certainly
not clear at the meeting held at the Central Pier, at which
only the stars got up on the platform to speak while the
dancers and feeds held back shyly, what they were calling for
except that everyone had abuse for the agents and jokes about
theatrical landladies. The place sparkled with wit on the stage
and beauty in the stalls, but had little substance.

I had a dazed feeling I was in a madhouse, especially when
a popular local comic, DaveMorris, suddenly turned to where I
was trying to taking notes and whipped them out offmy hands,
shouting “A spy fromMoss Empires!” which brought the house
down, eclipsed when Ben Warriss explained “He’s taking min-
utes” and his stage partner Jimmy Jewell responded “He’s tak-
ing bloody hours!”

As a result of the cross-business that went with the patter,
I fell off the rickety chair on which I was perched, to tremen-
dous laughter. Billy Bennett (“Almost a Gentleman”) remarked
“None of this is rehearsed, you know”, a deadpan remark which
even to me sprawled on the floor sounded funny. Roy Bar-
bour came in with, “Why doesn’t he write these laughs in my
scripts?” As Jewell and Warriss were stage partners I am sure
they hadworked the gag out between them but the pratfall was
my own clumsiness.

Despite one serious speech by Wee Georgie Wood, the
midget comedian who hated his stage description and occupa-
tion, about how the stars of the old music hall had supported
the underpaid members during the Strike of thirty years
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it is obvious there were other alternatives. Meantime whatever
democracy there was shrank.

Though most of my contemporaries, and nearly but not
quite all the veterans of anarchist struggle, were giving up in
one degree or other of despair, worn down by either grinding
poverty or increasing family commitments, some streak of
obstinacy made me go on, though there seemed little hope of
success. It was a bit flattering that Special Branch chose to
visit me on one or two matters, even when I was only 18 and
still living with my parents who were utterly incredulous that
I was taken as seriously as that, or that there was a political
police at all.

It was possible for anarchists to work with the local ILPers
on some issues. For instance in East London ILPers and anar-
chists formed the tenants’ action committees, against increased
rents. It had the predictable result that the Communist Party in-
filtrated (and took over) and the less predictable but more wel-
come one that the local fascists totally discredited themselves
by opposing the largely successful rent strike, teaching an un-
intended if inevitable lesson in racism.

The fascists had previously attacked ‘Jewish landlords’ but
when it came to fighting landlords, and Jewish and non-Jewish
slum tenants alike joined in,Mosley prevented the fascists from
doing so and upsetting his impeccably Norman-blooded slum
landlord friends. It smashed the populism of his movement.

The Labour Party was divided between official Labour pol-
icy, then dominated by some trade union leaders, with Attlee
and Morrison as contenders for the leadership; the followers
of George Lansbury, its former leader, who had now become
an ultra-Pacifist; those who followed Ernest Bevin, and were
working towards a national war policy butwould have no truck
with either the Left Labourites following Stafford Cripps who
wanted to unite with ILP andCommunists (the ILP rejected this
eventually) and popular frontists whowanted to include Tories
as well; and the remnants of the older working class movement
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being imperceptibly but gradually edged out by the rising pro-
fessional class.

The Communist Party had an unofficial co-operation with
the Conservatives, some openly, like the Duchess of Atholl
(wife of a feudal laird, and herself a Tory MP, who later be-
came an intense anti-Communist), some surreptitiously, like
Viscount Mountbatten.The Trotskyists were obsessed with the
Moscow trials and the charges against Trotsky, and opposed ac-
tion in or on Spain or any other country against fascism, until
it reached the countries in which they were living, when they
called for defence of the Soviet Union and themselves.

Outside Spain, and inside too after the defeat, the anarchists
were internationally on the defensive in the two post-Munich
Agreement years rather than taking the attack. They seemed
to have lost both their constituency and consistency. Most op-
posed the coming war and fascism alike, supporting the strug-
gle in Spain but opposing the compromises made there, for
which they were blamed either way. The Stalinists, and their
many apologists, said the CNT-FAI did not co-operate with the
Government, the Trotskyists that they did, toomuch so. But lib-
eral elements were coming to the fore in the loss of the work-
ing class support, and the attitudes of almost all well-known
if not “leading” anarchists were decidedly ambiguous if not
downright paving the way for abandonment of their principles.

Attempts on Dictators

Jumping over the years, back and forward, I should record
there had been several abortive attempts on Mussolini’s life
by Italian anarchists in the 1920s and 30s. Now came the at-
tempts on Hitler’s life. Had any been successful, everybody
knew the show would still have gone on, but without the lead-
ing player, as happened in Spain. A few years before the Dutch
anti-parliamentary communist van der Lubbe had set fire to the
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ligence to let her get on with it. I guess that if this was the case,
they took the attitude that if a Jewess was prepared to risk go-
ing back to Germany, and she was a spy, there was no risk to
them. I understood from Olday it was done through Portugal.

Later Howard was travelling from Lisbon in a civilian plane
and was shot down by German aircraft. The official story was
that the slender, handsome film star was mistaken for Winston
Churchill. One can only assume the need for manpower led
Hitler to recruit deaf and blind agents in Portugal.

Blackpool Breezes

During 1941 to 1943 I was working in Blackpool for a while
for a likeable North Country comedian, Roy Barbour— the only
employer I ever had with whom I was friendly. He mentioned
he had heard about my attempt at organising circus hands, a
piece of gossip which travelled far and wide in provincial show
business circles for its audacity and lost nothing in the telling.
To my surprise, he wasn’t hostile but wanted me to help him
with tightening up the local branch of the Variety Artistes’ Fed-
eration, though adding quickly it was all in the name of help-
ing others and there wasn’t anything extra in the pay packet
for doing it.

I never did get paid anything for speaking or organising
bar problems so that was all right, but the set-up I encoun-
tered was weird and wonderful. The Variety Artistes Federa-
tion comprised the music hall profession, including stars and
others who, whether self employed, on the circuits or working
in shows, were in their own turn employers. They paid sup-
porting actors, feeds, chorus girls, property hands and so on.
Even some of their employees, lesser acts or troupe organis-
ers, were employers too. It was born of the famous Music Hall
strike when the stars of the profession came out in support of
the sweated, exploited and underpaid members of the profes-
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Workwise I did various jobs around the theatre, and be-
came a theatre shop steward in the West End when Rozzie
moved into town. The film extras, who once had been grossly
exploited, were, with the new demand for crowd scenes, des-
perately sought. Even stagehands and house electricians, not
to mention servicemen on leave, were roped in. Leslie Howard
was filming Pimpernel Smith, an anti-Nazi film that did not fol-
low the line of ‘victory’ but ‘revolution in Europe’ and the
script called for ‘communist prisoners’. By the time he came
to make it, in 1940 the Russians had invaded Finland, and the
script was changed to ‘anarchist prisoners’.

Howard, who like most actor-directors was very testy, ob-
jected to the actor scheduled to play the Nazi commandant. He
complained that “he sounds like my maiden aunt”, and hav-
ing successfully replaced him, turned his attention to the ‘an-
archists’. None of them seemed real, he said. The various ham-
ming up of stage-Anarchists failing, because the caricature had
long since replaced reality, someone suggested having real an-
archists, to whom Howard couldn’t object. It was mentioned
to me and that was how I came to a minor film role as a con-
centration camp inmate which many friends were playing for
real at the same time. Howard was intrigued as to what anar-
chismwas, evident from other parts of the script, as we seemed
fairly normal to him. I do not know what he expected us to
be. He invited me to tea and he asked me why, if anarchism
was supposed to be about assassination, we hadn’t had a go at
Hitler? I said it wasn’t, but we had. All efforts had been frus-
trated, partly by finance and partly by police, and not just Axis
ones either. Howard, though the public thought of him as the
archetypal Establishment Englishman, was Hungarian by ori-
gin and passionately anti-Nazi. He asked if he could help. I put
him in touch with Hilda Monte and the Birmingham people,
and they suggested an international resistance group located
in Lisbon. It is hard to know what came of it though I know he
managed Hilda Monte’s attempt and persuaded Military Intel-
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Reichstag in the hope it would spark off a rising of the German
Red Front, which had been trained in Moscow and paraded up
and down to popular acclaim until the Nazis took power and,
without a blow, it was overnight reduced to a few cowered peo-
ple hiding if not rounded up in concentration camps. The train-
ing wasn’t lost: some of the ‘generals’ they trained turned up
in Spain and sneered at the Spanish workers’ primitive ideas
of military resistance, such as fighting.

Following the attack on the German vice-consul in Paris,
not by an anarchist but by a personal victim of Nazism, there
were two or three such plots within Germany. Few details have
ever been available because theGerman Federal Republic chose
to publicise only the Junker plot at the very end of the war,
when Hitler would not admit Germany had lost, and was op-
posed by patriotic generals who had gone along with him in
conquest but were not prepared to do so in defeat.The attempts
on Mussolini are still looked on as the sort of thing that gives
the anarchists a bad name.

Even well-known figures in our movement, always cursed
by the personality cult, like Ruediger and Rocker, took this at-
titude in 1948 as regards the attempts on Hitler, and would not
co-operate in publicity about it though they had the documen-
tation at a time when the Bundesrepublik was almost canonis-
ing von Trott, whose part in the Generals’ Plot came only when
they knew there was no chance for victory.

There was one attempt on Hitler planned in 1938, in
which I was asked by a German anarchist resistance group,
“Schwarzrot”, using Birmingham as a base, to travel to Cologne
to pass over some documents to Willy Fritzenkotter. I stayed
with Willy Huppertz, miner and pioneer member of the FAUD.
It was safe in that I had a British passport, though I admit
once when I saw a big Nazi procession approaching and
everyone hailing Hitler, I felt queasy. I was faced with the
dilemma of doing the unthinkable and giving the salute or
facing who-knew-what, like Hitler himself at the time of the
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Munich Soviet. It would be no use the British Consul saying
afterwards they had exceeded their rights and must apologise,
so I did what Adolf may have done all those years before. I
disappeared into a public toilet partly to avoid saluting and
partly for necessity, where I found a large number of Germans
had the same idea or compulsion and the attendant grinning
all over his face.

I thought the documents related to emigration. A dozen
years later, I met Fritzenkotter again and he told me they re-
lated to the escape of the planned attacker, but the plot had
not come off. I did not meet him then — he had already been
deported to England. One of the other people on the periph-
ery was John Olday, who had been in contact with the Marxist
(non-CP) resistance, which included Hilda Monte whom I met
with Fritzenkotter.

Olday (properly August Wilhelm Oldag) was born of mixed
German and Scots-Canadian parentage, and though he had
lived in Germany all his life in very poor circumstances, was
a British subject and had been bullied at school in the First
World War as a consequence. He had married Hilda Monte
to give her nationality (he was homosexual, and they did not
live together). In England he wrote a moving book Kingdom
of Rags (1939) and contacted Ethel Mannin, who had the same
publisher (Jarrolds) but did not contact local anarchists until
he had been conscripted into the British Army.

Hilda Monte made another attempt on Hitler’s life, some-
one obtaining for her the unlikely financial backing of G.
N. Strauss M.P.(millionaire industrialist, later Father of the
House of Commons). Hilda, after an unsuccessful attempt,
went to England; I think, to help achieve her original plan,
though Strauss pulled out when the war finally came, perhaps
thinking he was being inveigled into a Nazi plot. When the
war broke out she was interned as the authorities were not
unnaturally suspicious of a German, recently married to a
British subject with whom she did not live, and did not know
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simply faded away, though with the rump of the money it
collected on its heyday it never completely disappeared.

The Trotskyists picked up the mantle of the Communist
Party in industry, and we hardly got a look in, partly due to
the insidious middle-class pacifist influence with which we had
to contend. However, with the absurd ‘revolutionary defeatist’
line preached though not practised, it was never popular in the
armed forces, where nobody was going to stick their neck out
even by talking about it. The Communist Party, especially af-
ter its turn-round to support the war and urge a Second Front
to aid Russia, was never popular in the Forces. Anarchist influ-
ence made an impact on the forces, not only following possibly
inevitable lines of skyverism or the cult of the Good Soldier Sv-
jek, but in actual political context. In the surreptitious publica-
tion ofWorkers in Uniform, at its height we had some four thou-
sand circulation, which was twice as high as the open publica-
tion War Commentary, published nominally by Freedom Press
but in fact the organ of the Anarchist Federation. The actual
existence of both the new AF and of WiU was kept a secret in
case of repression. This had organisationally disastrous conse-
quences.

The interest in anarchist ideas seemed confined to the
forces, and also to the liberal pacifist elements that persisted
in seeing them as relevant at least to their temporary situa-
tion. Despite the efforts above all of Tom Brown, it seemed
impossible to reach the industrial workers, except in Glasgow
where Frank Leech made headway. There was certainly an
element now nominally amongst us that had no direct interest
in reaching industrial workers.

I felt politically isolated and personally totally irrelevant,
despite speaking at numerous meetings everywhere and any-
where, from scattered meetings of three and four to a thousand
in Glasgow, and helping, despite some fundamental political
disagreements, to edit War Commentary.
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only a nominal fine. The local press waxed indignant at the un-
fathomable ways of bureaucrats.

During the period when I was out of London there was
a large intake of membership in the Anarchist Federation,
unfortunately an imbalance in that much of it came from
those we were guarding against, thinking that a constitution
barring pacifists would exclude them. What we were really
trying to guard against was a bourgeois ‘intellectual’ takeover.
This failed in that people like Fredrick Lohr, and in particular
George Woodcock, came in, signing but ignoring the con-
stitution. Woodcock’s attitude was careerist, something not
thought possible. How could we provide or further a career?
We had not reckoned how valuable an asset a press was for an
aspiring writer.

During that period of the war the activists of the anarchist
movement were steadily collecting arms, like many left groups,
though there was a marked difference with the pacifist ele-
ments that had come in under cover, especially when the In-
dependent Labour Party which had gathered them to its fold
began to blow hot and cold on the war issue. Fenner Brockway
managed to unite the two elements within the ILP, pacifist of
Maxton and pro-war of C. A. Smith, gradually losing the paci-
fists to an amorphous mish-mash of which we got some of the
spill while Common Wealth got others.

Common Wealth had a run of political luck during the war.
The Communist Party was totally outdoing the Conservatives
in flagwaving and Churchill-praising after Russia came in
the war; the Labour Party was less uninhibited but being in
the Coalition bound to a war-time truce. In any by-elections
Labour and Conservative stood down, but Common Wealth
stepped in with some success and picked up the Labour vote.
Everyone then thought it either a fluke or a great surge for
Common Wealth but it was simply the foreshadowing of a
Labour victory at the post-war General Election, when CW
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or care she was far more anti-Hitler than they. However, she
not only got her release but was allowed by British Intelligence
to return to Germany as a saboteur because of an influential
intervention, with which I shall deal later.

She was captured by the Nazis. Her marriage was no longer
a protection and as a Jewess married to an “Aryan”, a revolu-
tionary, and a “foreign agent” her death was inevitable, and
doubtless gruesome.

The anarchist movement in Germany was unknown to the
world until the defeat of the Nazis, when the Americans seized
the police archives and opened them up to scholars. It had been
thought that it consisted of a few scholars. It is clear now a
large anarchist working-class had existed during the Kaiser’s
period and through the years of Weimar and Hitler. The FAUD
(a real anarcho-syndicalist union) was strongest in the Ruhr,
where the Nazis wisely left the coalminers alone in their opin-
ions provided that was all. It would perhaps have been easy for
them to act against the miners, but they still needed coal.

Willy Graf of Ulm discovered an ingenious way in which
the majority of other German comrades saved their lives. He
was arrested and placed in a concentration camp (of the orig-
inal type, actually a barracks). The commandant was pedantic
about properly classifying each prisoner in their proper cate-
gory. Graf found that the Jehovah’s Witnesses with whom he
was confined were almost as unbearable as the Nazis. It was
possible to apply to the commandant, who told him that among
the ‘real Germans’ he had only two anarchists, who had either
to go to the Communist section or the ‘Bible searchers’ section
whichever was more appropriate.

Graf replied that he was really a criminal prisoner, pointing
out a dictionary which stated anarchists were ‘bandits’ who
‘believed in disorder’. The commandant, a martinet of the old
school, was disturbed in his notions of justice, which he con-
fused with neatness, and examined the records, which said that
Graf had been involved in an attack on the Braunhaus in Mu-
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nich and been imprisoned for it under the Republic. He said
that Graf must then surely be a Communist and should leave
the JWs. But Graf, fearing the Stalinists might be as bad as the
jehovahs, said his gang was only after the treasury, whence the
satisfied commandant promptly re-classified him as a criminal.

Subsequently, when the war came, he was out, together
with other anarchists who had heard of the magic of the dic-
tionary on the grapevine, and learned that they had to be crim-
inals to be allowed to go free, sometimes to the indignation of
neighbours (“our boys are being called up and the red scum are
coming home”). Many of the older comrades had to work on
forced labour but we here did not learn about this until after
the war, and assumed all had been killed.

The other anarchist imprisoned with Graf, either because
he did not wish to pretend he was a criminal or out of a feel-
ing of solidarity, claimed falsely to the commandant he was
of Jewish origin and so was moved with the Jewish inmates
to wherever it was they went. His folly seems incredible now,
but it was inconceivable to most Germans then that race could
lead to anything more than deportation at worst. Like Graf, he
gambled in a game of Russian roulette but was unlucky.

One who followed Graf’s lead in Hamburg, Carl Langer,
was later a cause celebre. After years of forced labour and show-
ing signs of age, he had been directed towork as a bankmessen-
ger. During the last days of Nazi Hamburg, when they thought
the Russians were coming, the bank staff had fled and the bank
was looted. When order was restored, Carl retired from work,
bought a house and opened a hall and press for the re-created
anarchist movement. There followed a series of prosecutions
by the bank at which he asserted his legal right not to testify
against himself when the now officially denazified former di-
rectors tried to claim their lost treasures, amid general public
amusement.

Three years after the war, the taxi driver who took me from
the station to the Langer house laughed when I told him the
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Splitting the Atom

The Anarchist Federation, the second grouping to take the
name, got off to a good start in that it incorporated the Glas-
gow and London groups, and attracted many smaller groups of
industrial activists in different parts of the country, took over
War Commentary and appointed an editorial committee, which
was also responsible for Freedom Press (the ‘Distributors’ part
had been dropped), in no way then a separate group. The Glas-
gow end put its entire backing behind the publishing venture.
With difficulties in printing War Commentary, financial in the
case of the original printers C.A. Brock, and political nervous-
ness in the case of Narods, the next printer, a derelict press in
the East End of London (Express Printers) was purchased.

Such an asset (which increased with value over the years),
was a double-edged sword in view of the difficulties into which
themovement ran as a result of its increased support since once
the British anarchist movement had assets it was worth some-
one’s while getting hold of the property.

Meanwhile I was involved in a series of acrimonious ex-
changes with the Ministry of Labour which felt it had the ex-
clusive right to direct one to work but wouldn’t do so. There
was not much they could do in the event of my refusal to co-
operate since the normal alternative was sending people into
the Army and I decided, rightly or perversely, that was where
I ought to be. I suppose I ought to have just accepted the situa-
tion like a great many others did, Pat Monks for instance, and
they put it down to sinister motives or sheer cussedness, both
of which I suppose was true.

The faceless Ministry served me with a summons but when
I told the magistrates I preferred going into the services to go-
ing into some suggested dead-end job in agriculture (to the dis-
comfiture of our pacifist so-called allies). Without explaining
the political background, which the prosecution also failed to
do for its own reasons, they were sympathetic and gave me
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production. The anarchists vied with Common Wealth, a new
party grouping, for popularity amongst soldiers. Common
Wealth supported the war but opposed the government: it
was largely composed of officers and NCOs inside the Forces,
and middle class outside, who were taking over from the
Labour Party,. Bound as it was by the electoral truce, they
succeeded in making gains from Conservatives in seats which
the Socialists were not contesting.

The spreading of Anarchist propaganda through the lower
ranks was a return to working-class origins. Fay Stewart (as
secretary), myself and several soldiers and air force personnel
brought out a bulletinWorkers in Uniform andwe built up quite
a network. Olday had meanwhile deserted, and became a reg-
ular contributor both to War Commentary and Workers in Uni-
form. Among those we contacted was one in the Free French
forces, who later became secretary of the FrenchAnarchist Fed-
eration, and a couple in the Polish Army. The majority were
from towns all over Britain where the anarchist message had
not been heard for two decades.

I thought that at any time I would be called up and decided
to make as many contacts as I could while travelling around
in the North with the music-hall revue. I also had a more per-
sonal motive. I had always been too wrapped up in political
and industrial activity to have any sort of private life, not that
celibacy until the twenties was any rarity then. My first love
was Rosalind Shepherd. She was separated from her husband,
who was living with another woman on his leaves from the
Army. As she was in a touring chorus and did not want to
give it up we did not set up a home, believing optimistically
we would do so at the end of the war.
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address I wanted, and said Carl was the only man on forced
labour who had managed to save enough to retire comfortably
out of a wage of a pfennig a day and he only wished he had the
secret.

Around the Left

Returning to the two pre-war years, it was inevitable
I should meet persons on the parliamentary and extra-
parliamentary Left, among whom, with exceptions, I never felt
comfortable. That this attitude was shared by the bulk of the
working class movement was later made clear though while
my instinct and logic was to become more revolutionary than
they, many became instead as or more reactionary. I am glad
that I did not realise at the time that, little as I appreciated the
Old Left, the New Left when it came would be infinitely worse.
Even the old British CP was a paragon compared with most of
the later student Trots.

Jon Kimche was one of the left-wing of the ILP, whatever
the term meant in that context. He was associated with the
German section aided by the ILP before the war, quite contrary
to British and Labour Party foreign policy and quasis-illegal.
I believe Hilda Monte was also in touch with them. He also
ran the Socialist Bookshop at 35 St. Bride Street, just round
the corner from Ludgate Circus. I say “ran”, as it was thought
by most, including the ILP itself, to be the ILP bookshop. Their
headquarters was above and the extensive bookshop below. As
in the later case of Freedom Press and Vernon Richards, the
question of ownership became blurred, and it finished up as
his.

Kimche was Swiss-born but had quite a good knowledge
of German affairs though I doubt if he was as knowledgeable
about what Hitler was going to say to Goebbels next day as
his newspaper articles made out. Later during the war, when
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the bookshop was declining, he moved in on Fleet Street jour-
nalism as a German expert, encouraged to write on German
underground resistance to Hitler which up to a few months be-
fore would have been unthinkable. The papers would not have
printed it, and the police would have investigated if they had.

Like Dr C. A. Smith, a former Wood Green schoolteacher
and later WEA tutor who moved into professional politics, he
went from becoming an avid member of the presumed Left of
the ILP to move sharply right. Whereas Kimche went first into
journalism, turning his former knowledge to good account,
Smith, with whom I was well acquainted from Tottenham days
when I had attended his WEA classes, went into Common
Wealth during the war. During or after the war both became
converted to Zionism. Smith organised the Labour Friends
of Israel. I don’t know what moved him (he was not Jewish,
though his wife may have been) but Kimche went to Israel
and became part of the Intelligence Service. Whether his
Intelligence associations pre-dated his move from the ILP I
cannot say.

Both Smith and Kimche became very right wing in the
following years. I lost track of them. Smith, like John Mc-
Govern who has been vehemently anti-war, both an extreme
pacifist and hailed by Fenner Brockway as the “English Karl
Liebknecht”, became a fervent anti-Communist. It was odd
that McGovern joined his old opponent the Duchess of Atholl,
who had been the most fervent Communist supporter when
McGovern opposed them from a revolutionary angle in every
US Government backed activity during the Cold War.

Another person I remembered from the Tottenham days,
though I only saw him at meetings, was Ted Willis, a Young
Communist League organiser. He called me a “subjective sup-
porter of the ruling class” at one meeting. After the war he
wrote a play or two for the Communist-backed Unity Theatre
which introduced a number of ardent CPers and amateur ac-
tors to the professional stage. He seemed to catch on and is
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Communist Party for supporting the Allies, but he knew that
if left alone, the Trotskyists and the anarchists would certainly
ridicule this newfound flagwaving opponent of workers rights,
and the fact that they would puncture the Churchill myth pos-
sibly also gave him private pleasure, as there was no love lost
between the Prime Minister and his Home Secretary (later de-
scribed by Churchill as the Minister he was most glad to lose
when the Coalition broke up).

Therewas free speech forminorities, except for fascists, and
then only those actually interned, right until 1944, when it was
expedient for the anarchists and the Trots to be curbed and the
fascists let out, despite restrictions on the popular press. As
a result the post-war Communist Party was derisory. Though
it emerged with strength in Europe because it could never be
exposed when it was most vulnerable, only their right-wing
critics being vocal at the time, here it was under ultra-left at-
tack.

During 1941, though one could not say that support for the
war, or at any rate passive acceptance of it, lessened, the var-
ious dissident groupings increased their strength. The Trots,
more or less united for the first and last time, made inroads into
industry at the expense of the Communist Party. The Commu-
nist Party, despite its accession in numerical strength because
of its flagwaving for Russia and identification with ‘Uncle Joe’,
had become in effect a right wing party.The Trots had taken up
their former role in industry. It was a major disaster for the An-
archist movement that they were only organising industrially
in Glasgow; though attempts were made in Kingston (London)
to form a syndicalist union of bus personnel.

We did however make considerable progress within the
Armed Forces where many for the first time found themselves
up against the State in its elementary form. The Communists,
calling for the Second Front all the time, were naturally un-
popular among those who would have to be directly involved,
however much the overtime monarchs applauded them in
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Though for Home Guard training some British veterans of
the Spanish war were recruited as instructors, and Spanish
combatants were accepted in the Army, there must have been
some criterion as to who went where. Certainly, suspected ac-
tive support of the anti-fascist side seemed to mean exclusion
from the forces.

Before an industrial tribunal which wanted to know why I
declined their offer of going into agriculture, I found a repre-
sentative of some unnamed department on the platform. I was
told I did not have the right to challenge his identity for “secu-
rity reasons”! He made it clear I was not eligible for the forces
for reasons so secret that I was not even allowed to be told
what they were, to the surprise of the lay members of the tri-
bunal and the total consternation of the statutory trade union
representative.

In view of this attitude it was at first sight apparently con-
tradictory that the Spanish refugees in Britain did not suffer
discrimination, during the war at least. Most males were al-
lowed to stay unmolested providing they joined various forces.
Others could get jobs, including the BBC. I think this was due
to the fact that Sonia Clements had reported back to Morri-
son favourably. She had gained their confidence and found that
most of those in England believed there might be intervention
in the peninsula with the downfall of Franco, and they were ea-
ger to participate. This belief that the British Government was
anti-fascist because its main enemy was fascist fooled a great
many on the Continent too.

Herbert Morrison had another plan up his sleeve too. He
hated the Communist Party for political and personal reasons.
For years he had fought their penetration of the Labour Party
and built up an internal counter-infiltration system. Early in
the war he had banned the Daily Worker though after Rus-
sia came into the war he could not continue to justify it. As
a Coalition Home Secretary of a country which unexpectedly
came into alliance with Russia he could hardly denounce the
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now known as the “Dixon of Dock Green” creator glamouris-
ing the police force. He mellowed with the years, and moved
to the Labour Party. It can be done so easily in Britain — think
what American screen writers and actors who backed the Com-
munist Party had to go through! As he was made a Lord I am
entitled to assume he is not merely a subjective supporter of
the ruling class and if we ever mixed in the same social circles,
which I think unlikely, he could revise his judgment on me.

I never met any of the other Unity Theatre people, who
came from the East End, where the Communist Party was
growing and where I had virtually no contacts at the time.
Someone who seemed to be more or less in that milieu, though
of a later generation, was Bernard Kops, a playwright. When
I came across him in the forties or so he was selling second
hand books from a barrow in Cambridge Circus or at least
going through the motions, the stock being so uninteresting
it was left unattended for hours at a time. The local bookthief
clique (solidly Bohemian and CP), who formed a community
of their own, derisively referred to him as “Shakespeare”
because of his literary ambitions. As he came from the East
End I expect he had hung round Unity Theatre, actually in
King’s Cross. He frequented CP haunts and Soho cafes but I
certainly never heard of him as having anything whatever to
do with anarchists. Years later (1988) I read David Gillard’s
column in the Radio Times saying he had written a radio play
about the “anarchists” he had known in his youth. “They were
utterly broke but they had a wonderful vision of what they’d
do when things change. They’d even discuss the government
posts they’d have when they came to power”. Could one get a
radio play produced or write in the Radio Times knowing as
little as this pair about anything else but anarchism?

His play put anarchist words on to CP backgrounds — there
was the “Kafe Kropotkin” which the Radio Times thought real,
but it seemed like the Coffee An’ in St. Giles High Street where
the bookthieves hung out. It was really about East End Jew-
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ish Stalinists with a veneer of anarchist-sounding phases (“we
fought the commies in Spain” — “I thought the fascists were
the enemy” ; “Emma Goldman be with me” and so on).

But, as usual, I am letting myself get ahead of my story.
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Having time on my hands I had spent some time looking
after the bookshop in Red Lion Passage we had started. It was
burned down during the blitz and there was no chance of
getting down to industrial activity without a job. With indus-
try under such tight control, many forms of struggle became
counter-productive, and our sole activity was propagandist.
Even Tom Brown, a skilled engineer and a union-recognised
shop steward, found himself in an isolated position at work.
The Glasgow Anarchists, who now joined with us in forming
the Anarchist Federation, were able to overcome this isolation
which did not exist on the Clyde.

Aldred became an embarrassment to them. He was then in
the full flight of his pacifist kick, supported by eccentric aris-
tocrats and wholly disinterested in industrial matters. Though
he retained popularity in working-class localities through his
counselling it was not translated into political support or even
interest, and he made little impact on the anarchist influence
in Glasgow (except that they had to be always disowning his
later antics) and none on the places of work, which was a pity
as he could have been an exceptional figure in a British revolu-
tionary movement.

I went up once or twice to speak. I never lost a fixed
prejudice about accepting fares or money, which was just as
well, because I was never offered any, and found it a strain
in view of my economic situation. But I unexpectedly got the
chance to travel round the country with fares paid, by taking
up scriptwriting, advance publicity and secretarial duties to a
music hall revue. Many friends urged me to take it, though I
am sure some of them thought I needed to move around lest
I be “picked up”. Even in our circles few understood the situ-
ation, though there were dozens (to my personal knowledge,
and, as I since learned, hundreds) in the same position, some
taking it more philosophically than I did, though it was more
common with those with International Brigade experience.
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The Major was a leading figure on the Jewish community
and chair of an organisation concerned about the German Jew-
ish refugees and our idea seemed reasonable to him. Perhaps it
seemed to him it was a small thing for him to ask when he was
about to make the supreme parliamentary sacrifice. It could
hardly be refused by the Home Office without appearing to be
an offensive rebuff. They could not know whose idea it was.

Tom Brown had said very logically, between ourselves, that
they could not possibly agree or it would make nonsense of
the whole war propaganda to divide internees into fascists and
anti-fascists. It would probably give the latter the worst end of
it, but he agreed it might call into question the whole reason
for interning anti-fascists at all. What went on in Home Office
circles I do not know, but that weekend all the Southend anti-
fascists were out, while the fascists stayed in.

Matt, with his usual good humour, told us the IRA man,
who had served a conviction for bomb offences, had thought
he alone of the anti-fascists would be kept in among the fas-
cists, so they had agreed to let him claim he was in their anar-
chist group, deciding that alleged membership of the PPU or
even ILP would be stretching it too far. “That’s providing you
don’t disgrace us to by going to Mass in the meantime,” Matt
had admonished jocularly. He answered, ruefully, “We’re ex-
communicated anyway”.

It was a nice little victory, sweeter for being unexpected,
though unfortunately it did not help the Italian anti-fascists,
who had nobody influential to speak for them. Matt was un-
able to return to Southend, possibly for economic reasons, and
came to London where he worked as a barber, starting at the
age of sixty-odd. His gift of the gab impressed casual customer
George Orwell to write him up. Kavanagh had far more influ-
ence than Orwell in convincing workers of Stateless socialism
over the years, but “history” will accept Orwell’s patronising,
though not unkind, appraisal.

132

04 War Clouds; The Taste of
Defeat; War at Last;
Internment and
Discernment; Splitting the
Atom; Blackpool Breezes;
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War Clouds

Getting back to 1938, as it drew to a close I began to
work at a North London hospital. It was well paid for the
time — hospitals have slid back since like everything else in
local government but there was great competition for such
municipal and therefore presumed secure and pensionable
jobs. The nurses themselves were less well rewarded, then as
now being regarded as dedicated and expected to put up with
low pay and poor conditions. There was no possibility of my
getting into any trouble here, since the non-medical staff was
unionised but apathetic. This was a bit upsetting as I had a
seeming compulsion to bash my head on brick walls. Wages
were set according to national standards, and the non-nursing
medical staff were only interested in their careers.

Even when I started talking anarchism I couldn’t shake the
complacency around me. One pompous technician assured his
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assistants that they need not take me seriously as he knew my
family well andwas sure I would grow out of it. Over half a cen-
tury has gone by and I haven’t done so yet. But as his brother
used the same garage as my father, he felt himself an authority
on my future.

Political talk, apart from my trying to stir things up, cen-
tred around the coming war. There were one or two incredibly
soppy Christian Pacifist types, it being the last despairing days
of the Peace Pledge of Dick Sheppard. Their opinions ranged
from “Well, if the country really were in danger, we could prob-
ably be absolved from our pledge” to assertions that Mr Cham-
berlain, or in some cases Jesus, was trying to do his best, which
tended to arouse blasphemy, not to say obscenity, in the major-
ity.

Though I joined in the campaign against conscription like
everyone else in the Anarchist movement and evenmost on the
extra-parliamentary Left (all for differing reasons) it was self-
evident the workers were not prepared to resist it even though
they were not for war. If peace-time conscription came (as it
did, a few months before the war) it would be accepted (as in-
flation and unemployment were) with fatalism, almost as an
act of Nature, and resistance would be regarded as cranky.

The Peace Pledgers, along with League of Nations and
World Government types, had unwittingly ensured that, with
the incredulity their ideas provoked. Though to be sure their
belief that the superior power of non-violence would look after
matters was no more nonsense than other ideas going round,
such as that we had to fight a war every 25 years for each
generation to prove its manhood, or that the Jerries hadn’t
been properly taken care of last time, or that it was because
the government was spineless that we hadn’t smashed them
before. It was also sometimes whispered by a shamefaced
political minority that it was going to be a war for democracy.

The ‘old sweats’ whose opinions carried weight, comprised
most of the portering staff. The hospital had been an old work-
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What we thought we could do was to get a bit of logic into
the situation by persuading the authorities to separate the pris-
oners before there wasmajor trouble.Therewere already fights
every day. Fay, who was a nurse, and had been in my now dis-
banded group at the North Middlesex Hospital, had heard from
a fellow-nurse, a German Jewish refugee, that it was far worse
in internment camps for Germans, where Germans, Nazis, anti-
Nazis and Jewish refugees alike, were mixed together. Many
elderly people were beaten up regularly. Some were asking for
separate internment camps and Humphrey came upwith a bril-
liant if simplistic idea: why not ask them to put British, Ital-
ian and German anti-fascists together, and Nazis, Italian and
British fascists together? “They’d get on OK, it would be less
trouble for the authorities, cost no more and occupy only the
same amount of space.” he argued. “And that way we’d help
our Italian comrades too.”

We had thought to approach George Strauss, who had
helped Hilda Monte, now also interned which was very
humiliating for someone only wanting to go back to Germany
and kill Hitler. He couldn’t believe she wanted to get back
to Germany to kill Hitler, and declined to help further. So
for Matt we decided to approach Major Nathan, MP for
Wandsworth, with this barmy idea, never believing it would
be taken seriously. But he was Fay’s local MP, she seemed
respectable and he had been sympathetic to a delegation about
the fate of refugees deported to Australian camps, according
to the nurse working with Fay.

It was quite a lucky choice as Major Nathan just then hap-
pened to be one man Churchill was depending on politically.
The war cabinet needed Ernest Bevin as Minister of Labour.
Bevin was just the man to dragoon the workers into giving
up trade union rights they would never have surrendered to a
Tory. All that was needed was to find him a safe Labour seat in
the Commons. Someone had to be pushed upstairs to the Lords,
and Major Nathan was prepared to undertake the necessity.
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unwarned and less lucky. Captain Ramsay (Conservative
MP), having privileged access to secret sessions of the House
of Commons though believed to be a Nazi agent, went into
internment apparently to preserve his Parliamentary status
which prevented him from being excluded from debates.

We thought this must, judging by the Italian anarchist ex-
perience, herald a clamp down on British anti-fascists as had
happened in France. In fact only Southend was affected this
way. This was presumably considered a vital invasion point of
entry — close to London — and whether by orders from above
or by local police malice or ineptitude. All members of the lo-
cal anarchist groupwere arrested with the Independent Labour
Party, many members of the Peace Pledge Union, and a mem-
ber of the IRA but no British or British-naturalised Italian fas-
cists, though there were a sizeable few of both in Southend.

The anti-fascist internees had a voluble spokesperson in the
anarchistMattKavanagh, who protested vigorously to the com-
mandant at the internment centre at their being lumped with
fascists. They accepted imprisonent philosophically, thinking
this was a repetition of what happened in France, but that was
adding insult to injury. John Humphrey went to see Matt. A
retired railwayman, John had been the printer of Freedom, and
his house at Malden Crescent, Camden Town, was the HQ of
the old London Freedom Group. His advanced age and benign
appearance must have made him seem to be harmless enough
to let through. “I can’t think why you’re here among the fas-
cists,” he grumbled to Matt. “They think I’m an enemy of the
State.” he replied. “Well, so you are, and have been these last
forty years to my knowledge,” he said, correctly but, as there
were guards present, perhaps not too tactfully.

Afterwards he, Tom Brown, Fay Stewart (born Robertson)
and I discussed action. We thought there was nothing that
could be done about imprisonment as internment was under
emergency legislation, and we would probably all eventually
go the same way.
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house, converted in 1914 and remaining so after the war, tak-
ing on as portering staff and X-ray technicians many who had
worked their way up from patients. They gave assurances that
they ‘knew’ as they had been in this or that section of the
trenches in WWI, and young men couldn’t know what it was
all about until they had ‘served’ and conscientious objectors
were ‘syphilitic cowards’.

Some of these patriots were inclined to favour Hitler who
had been ‘in the trenches’ and was ‘for his own people’, while
‘our’ Prime Minister had gone to him ‘pleading’. This might be
thought a caricature, but it was not untypical. Radical thought
had got totally out of touch with the reality of working class
life. The ‘Left’, as distinct from the working class movement,
had moved in to take over the heritage of radical thought.
The end of the thirties was the start of the collapse of a long
tradition of which the anarchists were once the far-out wing
and finally the last survivors. The thirties was a period of
pop-frontism which was directed at the lower middle class
rather than at the workers, who gradually withdrew from
their own movement. I recall Eleanor Rathbone, an indignant
academic lady who was Independent MP for the Universities
and according to her own lights a sincere liberal, telling an em-
barrassed women’s co-op guild that in German concentration
camps there were distinguished professors, poets, scientists,
“people respected for their achievements all over the world”
— nobody else seemed to matter — and they were forced to
scrub floors. There was an embarrassed silence from ladies
who had done this all their lives as a matter of course rather
than as a punishment, but it was no doubt the worst thing
Miss Rathbone could think of.

The marriage between ‘the Left’ — which is to say the polit-
ically conscious ‘progressive’ middle class, and especially the
failed academics who saw themselves as ‘the intellectuals’ —
and the working class movement broke down in the thirties,
more especially when the ‘universities’ rallied to Communist
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pop-frontism but culminating with the middle-class takeover
of the Labour Party.

Though seeing the political scene clearly, and understand-
ing anarchism well enough to travel around to explain it in
almost every town in the country, always at my own expense,
I was not yet able to see clearly what we could do beyond the
creation of affinity groups that could withstand oppression cre-
ated by war or fascism.

In Birmingham I met one affinity group that had weathered
the storm, a group of German anarchists who had originally
jumped ship at Glasgow (and taken refuge with Frank Leech)
and now were forming, in the house of a sympathiser, the
‘Black and Red (Schwarzrot) Group’. They intended to launch a
counter-terror campaign in Germany and there were already
some German civil engineers working there forming an
anti-Nazi nucleus.

The sailors had close connections with Hamburg but were
wise enough to stay in an inland city rather than in Glasgow,
where they could more easily be traced. Several seafarers came
to this haven in Birmingham, among them Ernst Schneider, a
veteran of theWilhelmshaven revolt, amarkedman and unable
to return. Most of the others did go back. Thirty years later I
met one of them in East Berlin who told me of some attacks on
the regime that had taken place, but had ceased with the war
when resisters became totally isolated, if still alive.

There was a curious sequel in Birmingham nearly forty
years on (1977) when the local and national press, apparently
relying on German police information, suggested that local an-
archists were among those responsible for the kidnapping and
killing of Hans-Martin Schleyer, the employers’ leader (and
former SS officer), by the Red Army Fraction and named Peter
Le Mare of Birmingham as being connected. This caused some
surprise, to put it mildly, as Peter was an ultra-pacifist who
knew nothing of Germany but did run a little magazine called
“Red and Black”. Though he had not even been born forty
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treated me as protectively and affectionately as they would
have a kid brother. Wilson Campbell (he never liked using his
forename — he was born at the time of President Wilson’s
bringing America into the war) was every way an anarchist. I
don’t just say this because he was a dear friend, but now when
people ask which anarchist influenced me most, Bakunin or
Kropotkin or whoever, I just don’t talk their language when I
say Billy Campbell.

Internment and Discernment

After the fall of France new emergency regulations came
into force, in particular internment both of enemy aliens and
suspect natives. Press stories of “German soldiers dressed as
nuns” who had been parachuted into Belgium were meant to
inflame the situation, though most of the people I ever spoke
to dismissed this with obscene mirth.

Italy came into the war despite the long Tory friendship
and kinship with Mussolini. Military Intelligence had for some
time known local Fascist cells were leaking military informa-
tion through the Italian Embassy, via spy Tyler Kent, but it was
useful to them as a means of misleading the German Army.
Now the embassy was closed down, the Home Office was free
to arrest Kent and order the internment of fascist sympathisers
likely to act as spies, under Regulation 18b. The Labour mem-
bers were keen to get the British fascists.

On the weekend that the secret order was made law,
enforcement chiefs throughout the country, chief constables
and sheriffs were warning fascist gentlemen to join the army
quickly to avoid detention, and there was an influx of officers.
Only people as notorious as Oswald Mosley could not avail
themselves of the chance to “rejoin their regiments” and
were interned, some like Mosley with their families under
privileged conditions, though the ordinary punters were
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of 1940. I had thought of the merchant marine, about which I
knew nothing. Meanwhile it seemed odd he had not contacted
me with a postcard from some port or other, but I assumed it
might be difficult. He had ambitious ideas of how seamen could
be organised as they had been in the past: and how the revolu-
tion that would, we firmly believed, follow the war would be
composed of soldiers’, seamens’ and workers’ councils. There
was now a blank. I wondered if he had been imprisoned by one
or the other enemy, and finally went to enquire at his mother’s
house. It was an emotional meeting, the first time I met her. He
had been drowned when his ship was torpedoed.

That night a local boxing ring was short of a professional
boxer. He had been picked up that day for not answering his
calling up papers, and I stepped in. It was the only way I could
give vent to my feelings. I was out of training, hopelessly out-
classed, and not much good anyway and received the biggest
hiding of my life. The manager was afraid he would be brought
to book for letting an amateur step in but the crowd adored it.
Forty-odd years later when I wasworking in print, an old Satur-
day casual came up to me and recalled how great I was, which
shows how much my beating up was enjoyed, rather than any
ability. At the time all I heard was a sarcastic remark from the
crowd that if I was medically fit enough to stand up to that
sort of punishment, I was fit enough to be in the Army, which
was certainly true. But in the closing years of my working life
I heard every Saturday evening what a great career I had wan-
tonly thrown away.

I had bruises for the next few months, and a ringing in my
ears for the next couple of decades, but I had no other way
to express my grief. There was no sexual attraction of which
I was in any case ignorant, but I see my feelings in retrospect
as calf love with Rod Strong and Billy Campbell, none the less
deep. Both of them were invariably kind to me and at a period
when everyone else, even Special Branch which must have had
full documentation, assumed me to be years older than I was,
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years before, the German police (who had lost their records to
the Americans) may have tipped off a British journalist. There
was certainly a notorious Nazi named Schleyer (hardly that
one) scheduled for attack (I don’t know whether successfully
or not) by the Black and Red Group of 1938 and named in their
bulletin. The British police did not follow up the local paper’s
somewhat belated tip to uncover an anti-Nazi plot, possibly
knowing better. I dare say they would have been only too glad
to follow it up, true or false, in 1938.

The Taste of Defeat

With the defeat of the anti-fascist forces in Spain in the
Spring of 1939 it hardly seemed to many of those abroad,
who had pinned so many hopes on it, worthwhile carrying
on. Though the Spanish Revolution had been lost in 1937 and
most of what followed was defence against a fascist victory, it
came as a bitter disappointment.

It is still not appreciated that after his victory Franco killed
more Spanish people than Hitler killed German Jews, indeed
only a fraction less than there were Jews in Germany at all,
a remnant of whom perished from war, want, age and causes
other than Statemurder. Hitler had the rest of Europe to choose
his victims from, making the number he killed greater, which
must have made Franco envious. Despite my own family back-
ground, the Spanish experience affected me personally more
deeply than the subsequent Nazi Holocaust, and I knew many
involved in it. It spurred me on despite the prevailing feeling
of hopelessness at the triumph of both fascism and war.

In Glasgow the anarchist movement was flourishing more
than ever with its own hall and huge open air meetings at fac-
tory gates, carrying on a tradition of integration in the work-
ing class movement which was lost in England, where the old
movement had decayed. Such groups as there were in London,
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including Spain and the World collapsed. Almost the whole
working class support in places like Wales, a minority though
it was, disappeared. Cores in London continued virtually as a
one-person band, arranging for weekly ‘lectures’ from a wide
range of speakers, which was the last flicker of the old London
Freedom Group.

These were held at the Emily Davison Room. Frank Ridley
spoke there on occasion, the last time on the need to marry
anarchism and Marxism, the subject of which sparked off a de-
bate in the ILP paperControversy in which I was vociferous and
entirely negative.There were heated discussions among young
anarchists and radical socialists on what to do if war came. It
was taken for granted that complete dictatorship would clamp
down immediately, yet at the same timemanywere advocating
conscientious objection as the only alternative to “supporting
the war”, which supposed a situation like WWI.

I was convinced, assuming one were allowed the choice of
conscientious objection even under the difficult conditions of
WWI, that this had caused the gradual isolation of the work-
ing class ideals from the working class. Yet to enter the Army,
when one knew the upper class was going to seize the officer
positions and was fascistic in the bargain, was equally intoler-
able. It was a dilemma that was never resolved, and a price had
to be paid for striving to avoid either compromise.

Meantime the fragmentary groups of conscious anarchists
in London got together and formed the Anarchist Federation
of Britain, in reality a group declaring it would be the basis of
what would be a national organisation, and that it would pub-
lish a new paper, to be called Revolt! (early in 1939) under a
separate editorial committee. I was persuaded by Tom Brown,
and Billy Campbell, who was always pushing me forward on
thesematters, that I could hardly stand aside, though I had scep-
tical reservations. The Anarchist Federation set-up seemed to
me a formula for isolation.
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mentary had taken over the distribution of Keell’s stock and
called itself first Freedom Press Distributors, and then Freedom
Press. The Freedom Group was left reduced to George Cores,
too old and ill to do anything. In an unsuccessful attempt to
prevent the consequences of almost a mass “conversion” of
the Forward Group, the Anarchist Federation settled for a pro-
gramme based on two parts: the first an anarcho-syndicalist
programme, and a second part, excluding both those who sup-
ported the war and those who were pacifists. On this basis the
Glasgow Federation joined in.

The blitz came on while I was still idly lazing around High-
gate Ponds. I was a keen swimmer, and the Ponds seemed to
attract the swimmers and the skyvers both in war and peace.
There I scribbled stupid bits of music hall dialogue, and in the
evenings, when other people weren’t working, I attendedmeet-
ings. I volunteered to help around the bookshop and did some
unpaid work helping people move after they were blitzed, but
it was a frustrating period generally with little I could or was
allowed to relate to.

I discovered the unlisted headquarters of the Ministry of
Labour by reading my file upside down at the labour exchange
and vented my frustration on them, but all I could get out
of them was a vague statement that they would let me do
agricultural work “as if you’d been conditionally exempted”,
but that “as you’re a red hot anarchist we’re not putting you in
the army”. Or even, it seemed, anywhere else, even where my
presumed violent views were acceptable. Then another official
would some other time say that as I was liable to be called up
“any moment” they could not offer me a job but I was at liberty
meanwhile to find something temporary. Employers would
then ask the labour exchange if I could be employed and they
would give the same answer, which hardly commended me to
anyone.

I had always taken Billy Campbell’s advice in these matters,
but I had not met him for some months during the first half
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termined not to repeat the mistakes of the First WorldWar and
were looking at the consequences of the end of the war more
than they were at the waging of the war. I followed our agreed
procedure of signing on as a CO and making a provocative
statement they couldn’t possibly accept, but hadn’t counted on
the State then not doing anything about it.

I was sacked from the hospital for “industrial misconduct”,
as they didn’t believe I’d signed on, and the little industrial ac-
tion group I’d built up collapsed. They all, even my friend the
staff nurse, thought I was being victimised for the organising,
which would have pleased me in a way, but it wasn’t so. The
Ministry of Labour declined to pay me any dole for six weeks
though I appealed against this and won. Their claim that I had
not registeredwas shown to bemistaken. I was hardly to blame,
legally anyway, for their inaction, which also puzzled the in-
dustrial tribunal. Many subsequent experiences show that the
British secret political police, if not the worst in the world, are
the most secret. The writer C. S. Lewis says the greatest suc-
cess of the Devil is to persuade people he doesn’t exist, which
makes it easier to get them to obey him. I never had any ex-
perience of this, but it certainly applies to the secret political
police. Perhaps Lewis was understandably confusing the two.

For months I did not work at all and after a few weeks the
Labour Exchange stopped paying me. I mainly supported my-
self by my old trade, or racket, whatever you wish, scribbling
pieces of dialogue for variety people, whose profession was
booming as never before, but it seemed a terrible waste of en-
ergy in 1940. Perhaps I should have tried serious writing, but
it never appealed to me as a profession. What I wrote other-
wise I wrote from conviction not for cash. Jack Mason thought
I didn’t appreciate my luck, and Tom Brown urged me to take
advantage by holding meetings and writing the occasional po-
litical article.

The newly formed Anarchist Federation opened Freedom
Bookshop in Red Lion Passage: the editorial group ofWar Com-
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An editorial committee was elected, including Ralph
Sturgess, Tom Brown, Marie-Louise Berneri and Vernon
Richards, who it was hoped could bring some of the support
Spain and the World had, though in reality this had van-
ished. Its support had come from a wide range of groupings,
many conventionally anti-fascist rather than anarchist, some
generally leftish and even, in the case of the South African
supporters, Trotskyist. I was co-opted to help with circulation
and wrote a few articles. Richards was elected treasurer in
default of anyone else. Sixty years later he still regarded
himself as treasurer-for-life and proprietor of the accumulated
assets since 1886 by virtue of this decision. Both Sturgess
and Brown tried to bring the paper round to a class struggle
position but the paper only ran a few issues.

Tom Brown, though a Geordie by origin, was living with
his wife and daughters in Paddington and working in aircraft.
Ray Nunn, Jack Mason and I would go round to his flat to dis-
cuss how we could go ahead in the case of war. Tom had clear
ideas of getting into industry and organising there but younger
people could not do so. Ray was entirely for making a stand
by conscientious objection and Jack, who remarked jocularly
that he would be certain to do well as his latest job was en-
graving tombstones, was cheerfully all for what was shortly to
be nicknamed the debrouillard position. It was later translated
generally to the more homely ‘skyver’, which implies more or
less wangling one’s way through everything somewhat in the
manner theGood Soldier Svejk (the first, heavily cut, translation
was at last available). I never made up my mind what position
to adopt until a decision was forced on me.

Sturgess dropped out of activity with the collapse of the
paper. Like a great many others who had been very active in
the movement, he felt then that it was finished, and perhaps
like a great many others in the working class movement, was
washed away with the pressures, not the passions, of war.
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Yet our feelings of failure were not to be compared to others.
I recall the arguments I used to have with a young woman at
work who worked in X-rays and who resented my criticisms
of the Communist Party. She insisted I must have a personal
reason for disliking Soviet Russia, but restrained her rage to a
muttered “Lies — all reckless lies”, the typical response of the
bewildered idealist. Onemorning I looked in her office and told
herMolotov, for Stalin, had just signed a treatywithHitler. Had
I known, it was not the most tactful time to break the news. She
had been on night shift, was tired, and had not heard the radio.
She flew into a temper and I retreated before her wrath with
unused X-ray plates flying at me. Later I thought she might
have cooled down and the news was in the papers anyway. I
looked in her office to find her in floods of tears. I guess many
pop-frontists felt that way then.

One mature staff nurse at the North Middlesex was an old-
fashioned Ulster Tory. She had been a Queen Alexandra nurse
in WWI and still dressed in the starched collar tradition, com-
pletely defying the modern style introduced by the radical (but
boorish) Medical Superintendent, a very competent surgeon
named Ivor Lewis. They carried on a feud by giving contra-
dictory instructions to the younger nurses, complicated by the
fact that, despite being a large overbearing man, he seemed shy
to face up to her, and she always spoke hermind outright. How-
ever, she was my greatest ally in the place, partly because she
liked to see someone standing up to the management even for
totally different reasons and also because she too loathed the
Franco regime. I suppose this was because of its Catholicism.
She even asked me if “my lot” wanted someone to train nurses
for the refugee camps in France. I don’t know how serious she
was but I introduced her to Emma Goldman and they clashed
immediately.

One young doctor, very upper class, who had been tongue-
lashed by her on several occasions after hesitatingly reminding
her of a new and unnecessary ruling by Mr Lewis, found her
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twenty-five years later he was still remembered by old-timers
for having come in as a war-time substitute and then scabbed
during a dispute.

Others included Lawrie Hislam, not distinguished for much
other than throwing tennis balls at No. 10 Downing Street as
a protest against war, who endeavoured, after John Hewetson
went over to us, to get the whole ForwardMovement to declare
themselves “anarchists” and thus began the infiltration of bour-
geois pacifism into anarchism, which altered the character of
the movement and led to its distortion for years. This is why
ProfessorWoodcock (one of that periphery), in the first edition
of his Penguin Anarchism makes an otherwise inexplicable ref-
erence to Hislam as having been the bridge between “the old
anarchism and the new”.

It soon became apparent to all working class anarchists
that they were going to be faced with a major influx of middle
class pacifists, who had themselves increased beyond measure.
Though that class generally had become patriotic as never
before, bourgeois pacifism flourished, no doubt because of the
changed State attitude to conscientious objection.

There was a vast difference between the treatment of objec-
tors to military service in WWI and WWII. In the First World
War many suffered, some even more than if they’d joined the
Army, being taken to the front and given No.1 Field Punish-
ment and even shot. In the second world war, anyone articu-
late and knowledgeable enough to give a fluent case, preferably
a Christian pacifist one though they’d sometimes settle for a
secular pacifist one, could get total exemption, provided they
didn’t make any slips ups. Christian cases sometimes ended in
conditional exemption if the appellant hadn’t done his home-
work. Jehovah’s Witnesses only needed to produce a member-
ship card.

There was more opposition to the State involved in joining
the Army, and trying to work for soldiers councils. The State
saw that too, something we never reckoned on. They were de-
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remained of the production team. With the support of Jack
Mason, who obtained an accommodation address at Newbury
Street and designed the logo, we were off. By the second issue
we were able to print it, and for a few issues got articles from a
number of people from the anti-imperialist groupings more or
less around the left of the ILP — Ethel Mannin, Reg Reynolds,
John Ballard, George Padmore, Dinah Stock. The rest included
KrishnaMenon and JomoKenyatta, though they normally took
a hostile attitude to us, being already conscious of their coming
destiny as world statesmen, and clung to the Fenner Brockway
line within the ILP.

During that winter M.L. Berneri and I organised a series
of discussions on the events of the Spanish Revolution, partly
in Enfield and partly in Holborn, to which some members of
the ForwardMovement Group of the Peace Pledge Union came.
The PPU was moving in various ways but the Forward Move-
ment looked for radical non-violent solutions. Indeed some of
the Forward Movement had gone with other COs to the Chan-
nel Islands, to spend the war in agricultural work, which they
thought of as opposing it. When the Germans invaded they
joined the British volunteers for the Nazi army, the Legion of
St. George, which in its way was non-violent enough as all it
did was to strut around towns to show the German workers
there were actually soldiers in Nazi uniformwith British shoul-
der straps.

Most in the ForwardMovementwere put off by this tactic of
the PPU, at any rate with hindsight, and followed John Hewet-
son, a medical doctor who came first to our meetings and then
into association with the anarchist movement. The guru of the
Forwards, Frederick Lohr, who was at heart a German Catholic
Nationalist though a pacifist of British nationality, and might
well have followed the Channel Islands lot, was by profession
a horse trainer with a fairly upper-class background (either by
origin or his horsey interests). During the war he became a
copytaker at the Daily Telegraph. When I took the same job
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amicably arguing with me, I suppose about Spain, and he face-
tiously remarked, “I hope, staff, you’re not going to become
another anarchist.” She vehemently retorted “No, sir, I am a
King and Country woman and my service proves it — but I
do detest damned smug complacent upper class young English
Conservative twits”. “I suppose that squashesme,” he remarked
mildly.

I once got her to a meeting addressed by Jack White. She
somewhat put White out by saying afterwards she hadn’t en-
tirely agreed with him, but she had served in South Africa as
a young nurse under his father General White so she knew
his heart must be in the right place. White had drilled Con-
nolly’s Citizens Army, and his activity in Spain would hardly
have commended itself to his staunch Imperialist father who
had in the Boer War defended (or it may have been relieved)
Ladysmith, but he only smiled.

That must have been one of the last meetings held by the
CNT-FAI committee. It transformed itself into SIA (Solidaridad
Internacional Antifascista), a worldwide aid organisation for
the refugees now flocking from Spain. However too much of
the CNT-FAI committee had centred on Emma Goldman, and
as she went to Canada that spring, it collapsed despite Ethel
Mannin’s attempts to keep it going. It was in a way quite a sat-
isfying personal end to Emma’s last period of life. In London
she had been unknown, had desperately sought publicity but
was ignored by the press and public. In Canada, where the in-
fluential newspaper publisher Pierre van Paassen had been an
admirer, she got immediate press publicity from the start. She
was still known everywhere from her years in America, which
meant nothing in England.

Though she only spent a few months in Canada before her
death the finale was as she would have liked, She had daily
press headlines, packed meetings, and a new campaign (to save
some Italian anarchists from deportation and certain death —
one of them I met over forty years later). She was finally al-
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lowed back into the USA after her death and is buried at Wald-
heim Cemetery, Chicago, a union-funded site of the graves of
many anarchist pioneers in America. Renewed personal inter-
est in her came decades after her death, and the place where
she died is almost a radical women’s shrine.They built a monu-
ment to her near the Chicago Anarchist Martyrs, though unfor-
tunately the graves of leading Communist Party apparatchiks
like William Z. Foster are now all around.

Marie-Louise Berneri had the same force and energy, with a
greater theoretical grasp, as Emma Goldman. She had the same
naive belief in “the intellectuals” as Emma, but she had no il-
lusions of her own personal “greatness” and worked with the
movement in a manner inconceivable to Emma, who had been
conditioned by the American lecture circuit’s star system. M.L.
was always prepared to come to meetings at factory gates or
distribute literature in the streets. After her death, Ethel Man-
nin, obviously thinking of the contrast with Emma Goldman,
whom she had also known, said there were many more pre-
pared to die for the revolution than to scrub floors for it. It was
an unfortunate comparison (thinking of Eleanor Rathbone) but
I take the point intended.

The influx of Spanish political refugees, from immediately
after the civil war had ended until the world war began,
meant there was plenty of metaphorical and some literal
floor-scrubbing to do. The great post-Franco exodus had
begun, It took years before the complete picture could be
known (and only parts are recorded). Elsewhere the treatment
of the refugees was shameful. They were herded into concen-
tration camps in the South of France and later delivered to the
Nazis or to Franco unless their own resistance prevented the
democratic French government from doing so.

An irony was that the majority who went that way were
Catalans escaping into the part of Catalonia previously seized
by France, and they were treated like criminal invaders or at
best, if released, as an alien rabble come to take the bread out
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as conscientious objectors, making as defiant a statement of
principles as possible, and then entering the armed forces. This
seemed the closest one could get to making a stand for one’s
principles without adopting the ultra-pacifist stand which
meant very little, isolating oneself from the workers.

The first of our circle who adopted it was Ralph Mills, who
was unconditionally exempted but medically rejected when he
‘volunteered’. The second was Ray Nunn, unconditionally ex-
empted and then volunteering, being accepted in the army. He
still got isolated from the forces, as he was promptly made
an officer, having been at an OCTU. George Plume, who was
in the ILP, got unconditionally exempted on purely ‘political’
grounds on the strength of his unequivocal socialistic state-
ment, but the Ministry appealed against the decision, and he
was deemed to have enlisted, so he went missing. I never quite
understood why: if it were a question of not wanting to join,
he had only not to take the medical.

In my case and that of several others, though we were not
exempted, the Ministry then refused to call us up nor was it
possible to enlist for anyone who wished to do so. Most waited
for their calling up papers like the entire nation did, but in my
case it was not four days or four weeks but four years. I have
no idea how many were in this position but I was certainly
not alone. For four years of the war we were in this state of
limbo. The Ministry of Labour was actually calling on me to
register for other forms of civilian labour, which I declined, and
when I spoke at meetings the police sometimes turned up and
demanded to see my identity card. When I produced it I left
them baffled. This was by no means unique. The Government
was determined to “avoid the mistakes of last time” and was
content to let us stew in our own juice.

The other private, but in its small way historic, meeting
was a private one, again with Tom Brown, and M.L. Berneri,
Vernon Richards and myself. We decided to publish a bulletin,
War Commentary, as Revolt! had collapsed and we were all that
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victims and opponents of fascism suffered the humiliation
of internment and many were drowned on the “Arandora
Star” — even the veteran Dr Galasso, doyen of the resistance
in Italy and indefatigable worker for the under-privileged of
Clerkenwell and Soho, particularly but not exclusively among
the Italian community.

War at Last

In September 1939, after twenty years’ talk of war, it finally
broke out in time for routine protests on a Sunday. Though ev-
eryone thought there would be immediate bombing raids, large
crowds gathered at Hyde Park to listen to the empty bombast
against it. Hyde Park was then still a serious political forum
though it had its comic turns, but these gave way to the pas-
sionate speakers that day. As what they were saying was “Stop
the war” the crowds listened intently. The best speaker of all
was Tony Turner of the then oratorically active though tiny
Socialist Party of Great Britain who spoke for some ten hours,
long after night fell, ignoring closing time. He outspoke every-
one that day, and in true SPGB style gave a history and analysis
of capitalist economics.

It was a scene repeated in many other towns. There were
occasional patriotic cheering crowds but unlike World War I,
they were few. The only result was that at the end of the day
the park keepers, or in other squares the police, herded the
reluctant crowds home, and they peacefully went to war. I’ve
never thought much of mass meetings since.

Within the first week I was at two smaller meetings. One
was at Tom Brown’s house where there was a gathering of
some anarchists and sympathisers affected or about to be
affected by conscription. He personally was in a reserved
occupation, and I suppose over military age anyway. We deter-
mined on a plan to show our opposition to war by registering
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of the mouths of citizens. Having fought against tyranny and
been told they were the front line for democracy, so-called
democracy put them behind barbed wire on sandy beaches,
with no sanitation and little provisions. Today, those sandy
beaches are pleasure resorts, and at the formerly notorious but
now delightful Saint-Cyprien-Plage one can now see a rare
monument to the gallant Spaniards, if in a manner that might
lead the unwary visitor to suppose that this was an atrocity of
the invaders, or at least of the collaborationists.

Some families managed to escape, to live three families to
a room (for which they gave thanks); other males volunteered
for the Foreign Legion to get themselves or their families freed,
some were subsequently returned to Franco by force; some
handed over to Hitler for forced labour or the concentration
camp. A sizeable number managed to break away during the
war andwere the first to create theMaquis resistance.That was
a springboard to the post-war Franco resistance, with whom I
later became well acquainted.

The Spanish Libertarian Movement (MLE), to use the term
it used in exile to cover and cover up the whole anarchist spec-
trum, was overwhelmed by the calamity that had fallen on
them. It was remarkable though, over the years how cohesive
they remained almost like a vast scattered family, although
there were considerable differences as to what had gone before
and how to respond in the future.

In the main the Spanish movement was divided between
those who had entered the various government posts (the Min-
istries were only the tip of the iceberg) in whose view the Allies
had now taken up the anti-fascist struggle and at least were bet-
ter than the Communists, and those who had been actively in
opposition in the May Days of 1937 and after, and who deter-
mined somehow to go on fighting, placing no hopes on any
governments.

There were also a large number, especially with large fam-
ilies, who were destroyed, if not physically so, by the whole

119



tragedy and were fighting for survival in exile, but who still re-
mained loyal to their principles. Of those who originally came
to England most seemed to be in the third category.

Those who had been integrated into one bureaucracy now
tried to integrate into another, and soon found jobs with the
BBC and so on. Those who were struggling to survive got jobs
in industry or joined the Army. They were luckier than those
in France, where people were still herded into concentration
camps right up to the German victory, when many were deliv-
ered over to Franco or the Nazis. Others lived in abject poverty,
some entering the Foreign Legion in despair. Many of those
who came to Britain formed a tight little ethnic community un-
til Franco diedwhen in amass exodusmanywent back, some as
entire families, and with British or French old age pensions one
could livewell in Spain.Thosewho had stayed on and struggled
lived in beggary after years of prison, no pensions being paid
to the defeated even when a socialist government succeeded
Franco.

Though the Spanish exiles presented no threat to internal
stability until the wave of international resistance in the sixties,
and then only a handful, it was natural that the secret police
would like to keep an eye on them, if only bearing in mind the
reputation of Barcelona anarchism. Yet they had to go carefully
as most people on the Left still rightly suspected the Govern-
ment of being lenient to fascism and hostile to anti-fascism.

One of the people who took an immediate interest in the
Spanish CNT refugees was Sonia (Edelman) Clements, the
daughter of John and Rachelle Edelmann, American libertar-
ians of the old school. Her interest may have been sincere
enough. She had worked with “Spain and the World”, lending
her name at one time as publisher, though she wasn’t. She was
in the Labour Party and a friend of its main strategist Herbert
Morrison. She certainly clashed with Jack White and others
in the Anarcho-Syndicalist Union which led to its demise,
and had a knack of being able to get support in committee
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from people who otherwise took no part in its activities, a
tactic familiar in political parties. Her arguments were all for
involvement with the Labour Party or at least no criticism of
it.

When Herbert Morrison later became Home Secretary, he
had a highly evolved technique of using people in key positions
in political movements as his informants. He used the tech-
nique for years successfully to defend the Labour Party against
Communist infiltration. After years of non-involvement with
anything but the Labour Party, Sonia Clements returned first to
Spain and the World and then to infiltrate the Spanish refugees.
It so happened, given the circumstances in London, they were
clean from a security point of view — only interested in the
downfall of Franco who, though courted, was viewed as a po-
tential threat and was at that period openly anti-British. Her in-
tervention, therefore, was useful in this instance, which might
have eased her conscience. A different state of affairs was seen
four years later when the role of Morrison’s agent had uglier
implications.

For the moment, the Spanish exiles enjoyed freedom from
persecution in stark contrast to the Italian exiles of twenty
or more years standing. For years the Italian anarchists
had been noted as “Dangerous” by the police force of both
countries. However many years they were here, they were
denied naturalisation and always subject to surveillance.
The fascists though loyal to Mussolini could easily obtain
naturalisation papers if they wished. When in the following
year Italy declared war, fascists went unscathed because of
the prudent spate of naturalisation in 1939 denied to anti-
fascists. Consular officials went on shopping sprees before
returning home and wealthy restaurateurs were spared the
worst excesses of internment, though a few unnaturalised
patriots were detained. Anti-fascists, most of them anarchists,
were bitterly hounded. No excuse of anti-fascism sufficed. This
was what Churchill meant when he said “Collar the lot!” The
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eye and one arm lost in battle. Shortly afterwards, as might be
expected, Unamuno died suddenly.

One Spanish lady came up to me at the reception, as one of
the few non-Spanish present after the language students had
gone, and showed me her infant sons. “What do you think of
my little Englishmen?” she said proudly, offering them for an
embrace. I kissed one of them dutifully. In later years I had
an uneasy feeling the mother might have been senora Portillo,
and the baby I kissed her son Michael, who grew up to come
to a bad end. Fortunately it wasn’t, as it would never do for
the reputation of either of us if the Sun, say, got hold of the
story that I kissed a Tory Minister. It would certainly make me
a celebrity for a fewminutes, though I doubt to popular acclaim.
Mrs Portillo, who was English, did not come to the meeting.
Fortunately Gomez later assured me the proud Spanish lady
was the wife of one of the other gentlemen playing at being
Ministers, or family history would have repeated itself.

When my grandfather was in his 80s he woke up one night
with a start and remembered that once as a youth in Vienna
his father gave him, to throw in the bin, a long greasy coat
discarded by a beggar to whom great-grandpa gave his own
old coat. Instead he had given the coat to a charity collector,
who had turned up its nose at the smelly rags at first. Sixty
years later he read that Hitler as a young man in poverty had
been handed just such a coat from that very charity, and it oc-
curred to himwith a shock that it might have been the identical
coat that saved Hitler’s life that winter, and what seemed a mi-
nor good deed at the time cost millions of lives. He was not to
be consoled by my grandmother working out, for all that she
could not count, that this must have been at least twenty years
before Hitler turned up in the city of song. Coats like that, he,
he said mournfully, never seem to get scrapped but are con-
stantly exchanged for newer ones.

Mr Portillo has not in the interim turned out as bad as Hitler,
though one must give him time. Somemothers do have ‘em but
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Prison

Brixton prison had been transformed into a centre point for
18B (mostly fascist) detainees earlier in the war, but the grow-
ing prison population had obliged the authorities to remove
these to the Isle of Man, the woman’s prison at Holloway and
some council estates in the North, and restore Brixton to crim-
inals like me. I had been taken from a theatrical agent’s office
to Bow Street magistrates court and sentenced to six weeks
imprisonment on a charge I have yet to understand. I was said
not to have notified my change of address for six weeks. But
my permanent address was the same as it had always been,
and my absences had been for regular periods of a few weeks
only for four years. Naturally I smelt a rat, indeed several, with
pinstriped suits, bowler hats and umbrellas.

I met one or two coster acquaintances from the boxing fra-
ternitywhowere petty thieves.They looked atmy joining them
in jail with flattering disbelief, feeling I and others like me jus-
tified their own predicament. There were several other prison-
ers of blameless lives and of whom one might have thought
any country would be proud. One or two were in my posi-
tion, having been prevented from joining the armed forces for
years, but were now told papers had been served on them, of
which they knew nothing. It mademe realise it was a deliberate
Ministry of Labour ploy introduced around that time. Granted
some of these might have received and not responded to their
calling up papers, but it seemed odd that in very few cases had
they changed their addresses even nominally. Two had been
arrested at their own breakfast tables.

Prisoners included not only politicals but people who had
fallen foul of innumerable regulations especially in industry,
and a few in the Services, as some commanding officers seemed
to let offenders go to the civil courts and so serve sentences in
civil clothes, rather than have their regiments represented in
Army jails.
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There were also a few conscientious objectors, though noth-
ing like as many as in the First World War. These had not been
exempted by legal tribunals. Most articulate persons could pass
their tribunals if not the first time, in which case they got a
year’s imprisonment, then at least the second time. Few got
back for a third term, though there were two I met, inarticu-
late and scarcely literate who had gone back to jail again and
again from barracks, though unquestionably genuine in their
pacifism, for the crime of not being able to express their ideas
in court.

All the spivs, black marketeers and burglars I met seemed
to think the non-criminal element raised their tone. On one
occasion awarderwas shouting out “You’re thick, the lot of you
— born stupid!” because some order had not been obeyed. I was
standing at the back with a peace-time schoolmaster sentenced
to six weeks jail for taking a week’s unofficial paternity leave
from an engineering factory, a job he hated, as he was trying
to get in the forces. All eyes turned to us, there were grins on
every face, and the screw actually blushed.

With being regarded as a scholar, at least among the illiter-
ate, and being accepted as ‘one of us’ being supposed to having
been in the fight game (which was exaggerated by my pugilist
friends), I spent almost the entire twenty-one days writing let-
ters and petitions for people, and tended to enjoy the stay. Ol-
day was in another wing: he was depressed and in virtual iso-
lation, writing despairingly of conditions, even of torture, to
mutual friends outside. This contrasted with my cheerful re-
marks not unnaturally baffled them, especially when he wrote
to say somebody had told him how well I had stuck out a ter-
rible beating-up. This referred to my last fight, long before the
prison fortnight, but he misinterpreted it.

He had been arrested before me, for carrying a portable
typewriter in the blackout, which was regarded as suspicious.
Taken to the police station, hewas found to have a identity card
someone had lost, though the owner of the typewriter came
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When a young ticket collector came in, he said excitedly,
“Cliff Richard is next door”.

“Really,” she remarked but I broke in, “For God’s sake don’t
tell him we’re here”.

“Oh, no, sir, of course not,” said the collector, who must
have wondered who I was (I felt that way too sometimes). He
seemed pleased at having two celebrities in one day and I later
explained to Evie I had a friendly feeling for ticket collectors
and inspectors ever since my Stockton to London journey all
those years ago, so I never disillusioned him by saying he had
but one. She riposted, “Cliff Richard’s quite famous, too, in his
own way”.

The pop star had an enormous and excited crowdwaiting at
Liverpool. He and his companions stayed in their seats while
we walked out and I acknowledged the cheers of the crowd
at least one of whom waved back, Gomez. The singer and his
entourage slipped out of the coach on the other side and made
a dash for a waiting van which some fans pursued screaming
as he scuttled off like a criminal. Such is fame.

We all went off to our respective appointments — Evie, I and
Francisco to our hotel, and Cliff Richard and his group to theirs.
We went to the Stork, where I met Republican exiles, as dis-
tinct from confederals, for the first time in any number. One of
themwas Luis Portillo, a socialist. He spoke on the philosopher
Miguel de Unamuno, and mentioned in passing his famous last
lecture. He had written it in Spanish and we reproduced it as a
pamphlet in English, though it was not exactly our line. The el-
derly philosopher had spoken on Columbus Day at Salamanca
University, in the company of senora Franco, shortly after the
outbreak of civil war, and movingly defied the interruptions
and outcries against Catalans and Basques by his audience. He
publicly told the ferocious GeneralMillan de Astray, whose bat-
tle cry was “Long live death”, among other things that he was
a necrophiliac; that he could conquer but not convince; and
that he would make Spain a war cripple like himself, with one
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anyone having access to the air, the way anyone has access
to a printing press providing one can pay the bill (a heavy
obstacle, agreed) — as distinct from owning the works — was
too wildly democratic. Anyway, the Committee decided to
keep the stations limited, and make the most of commercial
advertising.

Like many seemingly wild ideas, freedom of the air with-
ered on the legal vine. But twenty years or so later the restric-
tions on broadcasting were challenged when the technical pos-
sibilities proved even simpler. Pirate radios challenged the law,
some operated by commercialised music, some by the new sub-
culture, even one or two by anarchists. To meet the challenge
of the pirates, many more than Pye’s modest 100 stations now
operate legally in the British Isles though there are still illegal
ones. The latest notion is that if you can claim an “ethnic need”
you might get one. They order these things better in France,
where Radio Libertaire, doyen of free radios, is still flourishing
without the least commercial backing.

Three Minute Celebrity

There was a very good Spanish Society in Liverpool, run
by a Republican exile, situated in the modern languages school
in Tithebarn Street. Purely for social purposes I went up there
once at the invitation of Gomez. As usual, I had no idea what
he was up to but he wanted me to cover for him. It was a lit-
erary occasion at which a number of the Spanish community
was present, and politics tactfully ignored. My cherished friend
Evie was due at a fashion showing at the Stork Hotel on the
same night so we went up together by train, first class, enter-
ing it on her expenses. The carriage was empty but for us and
the next compartment though it was standing room only in the
rest of the train.

190

forward to explain he had lent it to him and it was quite legit-
imate. As he refused to speak in court about the identity card
he went from one court to another. By the time he reached the
Old Bailey in 1944, they knew his identity but as he was still
silent he got a huge sentence, in years instead of months, for
this minor offence.

Therewas one little tailor in jail who had been sentenced for
some trade offence or other, who was quite bewildered at what
had happened to him. He had however learned the warders re-
ceived (I forget the exact amount) maybe fifty shillings a week.
It shocked him. As the warders shouted and raged at him, or
anyone else, he muttered to himself, or to anyone standing
nearby, “Tt-tt, to be such a bastard for fifty shillings.” By the
time I came to leave, he had merely to shrug his shoulders and
mutter “For fifty shillings, I ask you” to make it known that he,
or someone, was in trouble again.

Six weeks went and I was supposed to be released. I was de-
tained in a communal cell ‘awaiting escort’. “Your unit is com-
ing to pick you up,” explained a warder.Therewas a slight hitch
because there were several escorts turning up and they asked
me, I suppose from the prison point of view not unreasonably,
which my unit was. Unit? I did not even know which regiment.
They could not believe it. “How can you desert from a unit and
not even knowwhich one?” I was asked. I replied that it seemed
evident one could.

One warder explained, thinking me stupid, that if I hadn’t
reported for duty, the unit would be the one mentioned on the
calling-up papers. What calling up papers? They accused me
of being deliberately obstructive but when it transpired there
were several in the same predicament and several escorts wait-
ing to take prisoners to differing destinations, they saw the
light. There was a lot of frantic telephoning before we were all
sorted out and taken to our respective railway stations, some of
which happened to be the wrong ones though not in my case.
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It was a stroke of luck that the corporal in charge of the es-
cort knewme by repute. He had a friend who receivedWorkers
in Uniform though he was not himself in agreement. We spent
the seemingly interminable train journey to North Wales by
an ever-halting train amicably arguing. He took the cuffs off
me and at a couple of stops sent the other soldier with him
to bring coffee and sandwiches. He was a bit shaken by the
way I had been treated and quite unnecessarily apologised for
whatever part I might suppose he had to play in it. Orders, he
explained apologetically, but it was before the Nazi trials made
this a cliche.

The corporal was on compassionate posting in Prestatyn,
but the private, a Liverpool Irishman, was from the Pioneer
Corps located there, into which I was deemed enlisted. The
camp itself was ‘a bit cushy’, he told me — nobody gave a damn
about anything, though it was run by a mad colonel, Green-
wood, whowas supposed to have the VC.The joke went it must
have been for learning how to run. He was anti-Irish and was
supposed to have served in the Troubles. It was best not to run
up against him, particularly for Irish soldiers.When the private
had been on a charge the colonel asked his name, and when he
replied it was Flanagan, was told that was a black mark from
the start.

The Pioneers did not have the military ‘cream’ of the Irish
like the Irish Fusiliers but Colonel Greenwood was a curious
choice as commanding officer for a unit which had something
like thirty per cent Irish and fifty per cent Liverpool or Glasgow
Irish.

The Pioneers had originally been intended as a labour
corps and possibly a non-combatant one. It had then become
a fighting unit but with non-combatant and labour units
attached. There were German and Spanish refugee units from
which people had moved into fighting units. There was also
an attached corps for conditionally registered conscientious
objectors. Then some time in the war it had been transformed
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Ruling the Waves

While the idea of a successful TV Times, least of all financed
by peanuts, did not impress me, I was somewhat more inter-
ested in the announcement in 1961, I think it was, by Pye of
Cambridge that they were now in a position to build a hundred
or so radio stations, which could be operated inexpensively.
They submitted plans to the Pilkington Committee, set up to de-
liberate on the British Broadcasting Corporation’s monopoly.

Tories jumped at the idea of commercialised radio and tele-
vision. Large advertisers could be guaranteed to preserve their
domination of the waves. Most liberal and socialist people de-
murred at the idea, preferring the quasi-State monopoly. No-
body had considered the question of freedom of the airwaves.
I reasoned that if broadcasting had been invented before print-
ing, struggles for Freedom of the Airwaveswould have ensured
it became the sacred cow of liberal thought and there would
have been an established British Publishing Corporation. The
idea of extending this to printing would have been regarded as
“revolutionary”.

True, the profit motive counted in print as much as any-
where else. But at least one could get a word in edgeways. Not
in British radio. Yet in America everyone and anyone could buy
time for any commercial, religious or political cause whatever,
without necessarily owning a radio station. When one wanted
a book printed here, one did not have to own a printing press.
A publisher could apply to a printer, but the law prevented a
radio producer buying time on a station.

Unfortunately, when I submitted my arguments to the Pilk-
ington Committee, the unfortunate reference to America put
everyone off, since American radio and television were held in
such low esteem. But were they worse than British journalism?

I formed the short lived campaign group, the Radio Free-
dom League, supported by the rationalist J. M. Alexander
and Kitty Lamb. We got nowhere, I am afraid, The idea of
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to be fooled when he began collecting subscriptions from back
street East End tailors to place a deposit on a battleship. The
idea was that having paid a small deposit, it would be sold to
the Czechs, whose sole buying agency would deal with him (he
insisted) as a still loyal Communist, as distinct from a normal
trader. He had pointed out to all there was only one per cent
commission — but on several million pounds. It is incredible
that successful, but semi-literate, punters fell for this.

I have no idea from what port they thought the Czechs
would operate their fleet, but in the course of his looking for
backers, he had stumbled across Will Owen MP secretary of
the Master Ladies Tailors Organisation, who had listened sym-
pathetically. An old miners’ union official, in the Morpeth par-
liamentary seat as Buggins’ turn but a political and commercial
innocent, he let himself be a sponsor. The Czech trading Con-
sul approached with the bizarre scheme, dismissed it instantly
but Czech Intelligence was attracted by the MP (it’s just possi-
ble they confused him with Dr Owen, the Foreign Secretary).
For the next fifteen years they invited him to dinners, flattered
him, gave him expense accounts forwrite-ups from trademaga-
zines. Thus poor Mr Owen fell foul of British Intelligence. “De-
nounced” by a dodgy defector from Czech Intelligence, Josef
Frolik, as a spy, though he had not even the chance of spying
on anything or anybody, they brought a prosecution.The press
thought him a left-winger, though he had always been well to
the right if anything. He was an unsophisticated participant in
someone else’s fantasy, as became clear in court. He was ac-
quitted though disgraced and resigned his seat.

Meanwhile Levene had suddenly dropped dead in his thir-
ties of a genuine asthmatic seizure, thus disproving everyone
who had thought his attacks over-dramatised.
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into a fighting unit but with people deemed of lower physical
or supposedly mental (in fact, educational) capacity. This
made membership of the Pioneer Corps a ‘disgrace’. Men who
didn’t feel any resentment at the fact of an officer class felt
embittered at being not considered good enough even for the
infantry.

This attitude was seized on by the Army and when officers
despaired of handing out punishments to recalcitrants or did
not wish to have the slur of recalcitrancy on the good name of
their regiment, they transferred offenders to the Pioneer Corps
using it as an oubliette. By the time I arrived it was a disci-
plinary regiment on the lines of those reported in the French
Army in 1939/40, but different in application.

The British ruling class differs from the French or German.
The offspring of the French ruling class got transferred to units
far from the battle, and the crack German soldiers swaggered
round Prague showing their uniforms while the politicals and
criminals were sent to the front. It was not a good idea tacti-
cally as the front not unnaturally collapsed when it was expe-
dient to do so. The British ruling class, brought up in the pub-
lic school tradition, thought dying for their country an honour,
and dashed over the lines shouting “Followme”. Now and again
nobody did. It wasn’t unknown for the occasional unpopular
one to be shot from behind. The disciplinary units were kept
away from combat, deprived of the chance to die for the empire
until a last desperate stand was needed.

It was these attitudes that caused the exodus from county
regiments to the Pioneer Corps, and embittered regular offi-
cers like Colonel Greenwood were given a ragbag assortment
of officers who had been Army bandsmen, civilian policemen
or talented refugees from various countries, all commissioned
tomeet a need. He took his disappointment out on the Irish. He
wasn’t too fond of Scots either, not liking anyone much, but he
had the whole camp at Prestatyn wakened with a Highlands
piper every morning at dawn. Someone said it was an excuse
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to make a regular sarcastic remark to his orderly officer, an
Austrian Jew, in front of the assembled troop, of how it should
stir his Highland blood.

I should add as a note that the Pioneer Corps had a happy
ending from a military point of view, after it had fulfilled its
latter-day role as a penal battalion while conscription lasted. In
peace-time and after conscription ended, under its new title of
Royal Pioneer Corps no less, it changed its image and became
a normal service corps.

Division

During 1944, prior to my arrest, there had been a clamp-
ing down on the whole extra-parliamentary opposition, which
had been tolerated even during the blackest days of the war.
One could see the hand of Herbert Morrison. The anarchists
and Trotskyists had played their part in weakening the Stalin-
ists and so helped make the British Communist Party a neg-
ligible force in the post-war period, which incidentally helped
the Labour Party politically. It also weakened the Tories. At the
Election of 1945, the C.P. was to be their unlikely ally, support-
ing Churchill for Prime Minister, but of a Labour Government.
The CP then won only two Parliamentary seats, a Scottish min-
ers seat they’d had for years (which 25 years before had been
an anarchist stronghold), the other a temporary hold on a van-
ishing seat in Whitechapel Mile End.The only other place they
might have had credibility was Morrison’s own seat in Hack-
ney, which he prudently swapped in time for Lewisham, which
had lost its former middle-class status.

So in 1944 the government proceeded to attack both an-
archists and Trotskyists without much resistance. Both were
first weakened by what appeared to be internal dissent engi-
neered by Labour Party moles. The divisions had to be there,
of course, but they were accentuated so far as the anarchists
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Acharya died suddenly. The Indian authorities blocked the ex-
port of Magda’s paintings and stated they had been claimed
by Acharya’s legal widow, whom he had married at fifteen by
parental arrangement and not seen for fifty odd years, and who
thought she had come into unexpected treasure. So they van-
ished from sight.

Within eighteen months of my leaving Reuters I was going
around without the price of a cup of coffee in my pocket at any
one time, yet everyone I knew thought I was making a fortune.
Why, I was managing editor of two papers. I had even a mem-
ber of staff, Gomez, paid just for writing one article a month.
I attracted unpublished writers like a magnet. As commercial
television was about to start, one nutcase freelance tried to per-
suade me to start a magazine to cater for its audiences, with its
programmes which he had learned the Radio Times wouldn’t
carry. He was hesitant — yet insistent — on revealing his won-
derful idea to me lest I start it and exclude him, as he knew it
would be a money-spinner.

Indeed it proved to be so when, the following week, the TV
Times came out — financed by somewhat more money than I
carried round in my pocket — and this idiot felt I must have
betrayed his confidence as nobody else could have thought of
such an original idea, and if he’s still alive the poor sap prob-
ably thinks I still compete successfully with the Radio Times,
and the fact that for years millions knew their Channel 3 and
4 programmes was due to his unfairly stolen brainwave.

Meanwhile I was visiting the county court regularly. Some-
times I had never heard of the creditor concerned, but Lev-
ene had run up debts in my name. Confronted with any re-
proach, he had an asthmatic seizure. It always occurred when
confronted with reality — he was not conscious of defrauding
anyone and lived in a fantasy world and always insisted he was
trying to do his best for me.

I cut my losses and made a break with him though he never
gave up popping back with fantastic schemes. Even I was not
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We started a trade paper, based on his financial castle in
the air. It was built on kite-flying, which is arranging with the
bank to clear cheques immediately instead of waiting, and then
swopping cheques with someone else who probably had noth-
ing in the bank either but whose cheque would be honoured
if another piece of paper could be found to cover it. This way
two trade papers actually got off the ground but meanwhile I
found that all the money coming in, such as it was, was going
to him and only a fraction of my supposed salary going to me.
I was being made responsible without realising it for all the
gradually mounting debts.

Meanwhile he was letting out various rooms there, includ-
ing the Movement for Colonial Freedom, many of whose sup-
porters became important figures within independence strug-
gles, much asmany of Cores’s old FreedomGroup speakers and
habitues — George Padmore, Jomo Kenyatta, Krishna Menon —
had done before. Some of the more sincere of this wave found
themselves sidetracked, like Joseph Murumbi, or imprisoned
likemany others once national freedom had been achieved. An-
other was Abdul Rahman Babu, who zealously worked the du-
plicator. When he returned to Dar-es-Salaam it was as a Minis-
ter of State but not for long. He soon found himself in President
Nyerere’s prisons.

As therewere a number of Spanish emigre supporters of the
MCF through Fenner Brockway, its chair, Gomez preserved his
cover by claiming to be writing for the trade mags to explain
his presence in the building. Levene suddenly discovered of
himself — or so he said— that he had beenmade bankrupt years
before and was thus illegally obtaining and living on credit, so
he took the opportunity of my saying that I was Gomez’s em-
ployer by holdingme out to his creditors as owner of the whole
enterprise, and finally switched the lease to me.

He did findme an art gallery prepared to stage an exhibition
of Magda Nachman’s paintings. It was things like that which
made it hard to break off connections with him. Unfortunately,
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were concerned by Woodcock’s literary clique and partly by
Sonia Clements’ machinations.

The Anarchist Federation as then constituted was anarcho-
syndicalist and endeavoured to exclude pacifists, supporters of
the war, and non-syndicalists, though this did not always work
out. But there was by now a major difference as to what An-
archism was all about. Either it was a marble effigy of utopian
ideals, to be admired and defined and even lived up to by some
chosen individuals within the framework of a repressive soci-
ety, or it was a fighting creed with a programme for breaking
down repression.

Berneri and Hewetson seemed to take the first point of
view but as they were activists in their own way it could be
passed over as a mild difference. But the crux came when
Woodcock, admired by them as an aspiring intellectual,
wanted to use Read’s influence and the movement’s assets to
build his own literary clique by means of a magazine (Now).
At least one of the people he referred to as a libertarian was in
fact a Trotskyist (Julian Symons), and at least one other (Adam
de Hegedus) even some sort of fascist, but all of them were on
the make in literary terms and their politics nebulous. Tom
Brown wanted the press used for its proper purpose, industrial
agitation. There was no doubt as to the press being a collective
one, belonging to the Federation, but Berneri, Hewetson and
others working on it full time though voluntarily, had effective
control, Richards had the accumulated assets in his name and
they created a new grouping calling it the Freedom Press
Group, saying they had not taken over the press by doing so.

Brown and one or two others had a scufflewith them, amus-
ingly exaggerated in some subsequent books, but were out-
flanked in the actual manoeuvres, and Richards took over. He
had a small group around him, and they soon claimed they
were not just the new Freedom Press Group but the old Free-
dom Press itself.
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Brown’s group accepting Sonia Clements, whom many
realised was a mole, caused a division with most anarchists,
though it got them the support of the group of Spanish exiles
not into Resistance, with whom she was associated. Brown
was unquestionably right on his analysis of the situation, and
proven so by subsequent events. War Commentary had been
re-named “Freedom”, though it was specifically said this was
not the old Freedom. Within a few months of their taking
over, totally unconstitutionally, and denying they were doing
so, they were speaking as if they were the same people who
owned the same paper ever since 1886.

As the official clampdown came more or less at the same
time, and many in the old movement were facing one sort of
harassment or another, the argument raged only between a
couple of dozen people in London, and its conclusion became
a fait accompli. What prejudiced most anarchists was the to-
tally coincidental factor that the scuffle (in some accounts pub-
lished since greatly magnified, especially by Woodcock, who
even suggests the IRA was involved!) happened at the same
time that the police were about to prosecute for sedition.

The police had already raided Fay Stewart’s flat for Workers
in Uniform. Her dog bit a policeman who had come in through
the window, and while she was bandaging him she slipped the
address list in the fire. A few months later she was killed cy-
cling home in the black-out. There is no way one can say it
was not accidental, especially as her death was known at the
time only to her own family, who had no reason to suspect
otherwise.

The police then raided War Commentary going through its
files for the whole of the wars, saying it showed it was calling
on soldiers to lay down their arms, though this was nowhere
stated and many articles in War Commentary, which was not a
pacifist paper, would have shown clearly this was not exactly
Anarchism. Perhaps picking up their arms and using them ap-
propriately would have been much more abhorrent.
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The lessee who had taken over the lease when the mon-
eylender had ceased business and the building had become va-
cant was entertaining, plausible and shady. For what it was
worth he totally took me and a great many others in, though
he never did very well out of it. He had been working for the
type of space-selling trade directory in which a small business
is persuaded to part with cash for an entry in a trades directory
and the seller and publisher get half each. There is no salary or
other contract. [The publisher gets half of each sale, even if the
salesperson doesn’t make enough sales to cover bus fares, and
doesn’t publish until they have enough revenue (some not at
all).] The value to the client, who often forgets ever putting in
an ‘entry’, is nil.

The publisher can’t lose, but Levene had been a successful
salesman, with a technique based on straining people’s polite-
ness till they either threw him out or gave in. The company
offered to take him on salary. He felt this a trick as indeed it
was. He was earning too much for their liking, and he tried
throttling the managing director, which strained his relation-
ship with the firm, and he therefore set up in his own. This is
what pushed him into dubious dealing — he had never done so
before. He produced dummy copies of directories and papers
that never appeared and to cover the rent of the building let
out the top floor to a business lady who was somewhat coy as
to what her business was.

I told him I wouldn’t stay in the same building once her
clients, though respectable enough in their bowler hats and
suits, made it quite clear to me what the business was. He per-
suaded me to come into publication with him when he had got
her out. I am afraid I was a sitting duck. I produced a dummy
fashion trade magazine, not that I knew anything about fash-
ion. My girl friend Evie did and she persuaded me into the ven-
ture. He offered me twice as much as I was earning at Reuters
to work for him. I gave up my job accordingly.

185



famous Exhibition of Decadent Art when they moved to Bom-
bay. Starting again from scratch, she had specialised in Indian
subjects. Acharya wrote me despairingly he could not bear to
think she would be forgotten and asked me to arrange an exhi-
bition in London.

I knew the art world wouldn’t be impressed by a letter from
me in furnished rooms. But simultaneously I was asked to open
an office as a front for the Spanish Resistance by Francisco
Gomez. He had some connection with the campaign that fol-
lowed the smashing of the Tallion Group in Spain after Sabater
was killed and many arrested, Miguel Garcia among others be-
ing sentenced to death (commuted to twenty years as the result
of pressure).

On two counts I had, therefore, to open an office. It was then
impossible to get a house or flat, at least with the nil resources
I had, but business premises posed no problem. I took a couple
of office rooms at 374 Grays Inn Road: it is worth commenting
on the building, which had played an important part in Dissi-
dent London since the early thirties. Over a milk bar almost
facing Kings Cross Station there was quite a warren of small
rooms all suitable for letting out. It had housed a moneylen-
der on the first floor, but above that had been the offices of a
variety of left-wing causes, from the embryonic Unity Theatre
to the International Brigade Association, various Indian prison-
ers associations (all rival), peace groups and breakaway unions.
Later there were also the Connolly Association, the Militant
Tendency and the Oehlerites, until it finally passed into the
hands of Time Out. Some rightist commentators later thought
there was some sinister connection between them all. But it
was quite fortuitous. It was simply cheap and run-down.

The owners were a railway excess properties trust, headed
by Sir Bernard Docker, which enables me to say misleadingly
thatwhen I finally became the superior lessee, the famous inter-
national socialite of the Sixties, Lady Docker was my landlady.
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As named proprietors Richards, Hewetson and Berneri
were charged with conspiracy, though they had not written
the articles under complaint, as was Philip Sansom who
happened to be in the office when the police called. As the law
then stood, Berneri was acquitted when the case came on in
1945, because a husband could not conspire with his own wife.
The others received two years. Woodcock, for whose sake
they had made themselves registered proprietors, announced
publicly that while he was not concerned and did not agree
with them he would defend to the death, etc.

The prosecution, which everyone thought would have
produced more drastic sentences, undoubtedly deterred others
from pointing out that these were not the proprietors, only
two were editors, and the main responsibility was collective.
The argument “why go forward and be a martyr, you only
add one more hostage” was made by many, including those
charged.

We thought the time had come to go underground, but after
the trial everything proceeded as before, with the same type of
article and the same type of activity. It happened with the Trots
too, to the indignation only of the Communist Party.

Military detention

It was naive of me to think that having been ‘deemed en-
listed’, and served a sentence for not knowing it, that would be
the end of harassment. They had gone to some pains to get me
in even if I had been neglected so long. Other people ‘deemed
enlisted’ at the same time as me went straight into training. I
was to be court-martialled for desertion, after being taken from
prison having been convicted of the offence of neglecting to
notify change of address, which only a civilian could commit.

At a preliminary interview to the court martial, I was told
the prison sentence should never have been imposed, but that
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was no concern of theirs. Fortunately I was able to convince
them that not only had I never served in the Army and been
excluded bymysterious command, but would be able to demon-
strate that at the time of the alleged serving of call-up papers
by the Ministry of Labour, they were prosecuting me for de-
clining agricultural work. The officer briefed to prosecute me
said ruefully, “If that’s so, there’s no desertion case for you to
answer” which proved to be the case. They therefore switched
the charge to absence without leave, which was equally absurd.

The less than impartial court-martial had an anonymous ob-
server to whom the court martial judge, Captain Le Strange,
held I had no right to object and to whom I otherwise would
not have known there was a clear objection. The judge then
explained carefully to me, before hearing a word of evidence,
how important it was to make an example of someone like my-
self who might give a lead to others. He proceeded to dismiss
my evidence as irrelevant and awarded me two years impris-
onment for absence without leave, exactly the same sentence
they were handing out for desertion.

It may be remarked in parenthesis that there was a marked
contrast between the punishments handed out in World War
One and those in the Second World War and immediately
after. Undoubtedly the Labour Party influence was responsible.
Death sentences were no longer freely handed out as in the
Reign of Terror run by the military in 1914–18 and subse-
quently. The Labourites might want to preserve conscription
to boost their egos, but they had less blood lust than the
old Liberal-Tory coalition in the first war. At the front five
minutes absence meant the firing squad in WWI but never,
I think, in WWII. Three years for desertion or whatever was
given or off the field two years imprisonment, and sometimes
that got suspended after a few months. Perhaps that is why
civil servants felt free to engage in artful political connivance.

I was taken from Prestatyn (a converted Butlin’s holiday
camp) with a chained gang of prisoners to Stakehill military
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ment that was not tied to the SWF though it might at a later
stage be able to co-operate. To produce it we sought the co-
operation of Freedom Press. I still hadn’t learned my lesson,
and supposed it still to belong to the anarchist movement, if
in practice under the control of Richards. They still, however,
recognised some sort of obligation and it was printed free at
their printing press by Philip Sansom who also contributed
some articles. He fancied himself a successor to Tom Brown in
writing syndicalist articles for Freedom, though he had never
worked outside Freedom Press and freelance art, and indeed
later echoed the belief that working for a capitalist boss was
some sort of shameful compromise, which didn’t say much for
his interest in syndicalist organisation.

After a year’s run, Sansom announced the paper was to
close because it was costing too much. Had it appeared twenty
years earlier or twenty later it might have made an impact, but
given the period, it passed without a ripple.

Although I gave up much hope after that of achieving any-
thing, at least with them, I formed a private tenants sector in
St. Pancras and we had some minor rent strikes but this fizzled
out as people got rehoused. I carried on with some meetings,
tried with some flagging interest in various libertarian groups
and wrote a few articles. I had not realised that the Freedom
Press Group, since it had broken away from the old Anarchist
Federation, was degenerating into a privately owned publish-
ing house. Any venture like The Syndicalist only boosted their
credibility. Articles in Freedom, however they opposed its pol-
icy, did the same.

Suddenly I got a request by Acharya to stage an art exhibi-
tion of the works of his companion Magda Nachman, who had
just died. She had joined him in Moscow in the early Twenties,
when he had been in the Comintern as a fervent young Indian
nationalist until he lost his illusions in State Communism.They
had moved to Berlin and had shared the problems of exile. She
was making a name as an artist, and was featured in Hitler’s
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gowmeetings of it, and assured it was in the Sunday Record, he
said, “Blethers, I dinna believe what it says there — wait until
Freedom comes out next week and we’ll hear the truth”. When
he read that not only had Read accepted the knighthood but
the Freedom editors offered ‘explanations’ and apologies, this
great fighter dropped dead of apoplexy. It may have had no
connection but I saw the warning: either I decreased my blood
pressure or ceased effective collaboration with those liable to
cause it to rise alarmingly.

Any remaining confidence I had in them vanished. I still
wrote a few articles for Freedom here and there, seeking some
new contacts, became secretary of this or that group and fresh
attempt at an organisation with some purpose but knew it was
a waste of time. A lot of my friends in the Labour Party felt the
same way about electoral activity.

Ch’en Chang, a doctor in China — whom I had met in Lon-
don in 1938 when he had been a medical student — was in con-
tact with me from China where despite incredible problems,
the rump of the once vast anarchist movement was struggling
on. From India, Mohandas P. T. Acharya was still striving on
his own in the whole sub-continent to establish a movement.
Melchita from Spain, who was in touch with the Resistance,
was now a regular correspondent.

I felt quite ashamed that, with no problems, there was no
movement here to support them, and everything had gone
down the drain. I formed an Asian prisoners aid committee,
with support of some friends at work, to give some aid to
Ch’en Chang to pass on, but it was woefully small. There was
only one thing to do — try to re-structure the movement at
least to give some solidarity back-up abroad.

The first attempt to do this, though it lasted a year (1953)
and was a publishing success, was a failure in practical results.
With Albert Grace, an old docker friend, and one or two oth-
ers, we published The Syndicalist, a monthly paper which, it
was hoped, would be the basis for an anarcho-syndicalist move-

182

detention camp, which then had the most notorious reputation
in England. I confess to being despondent, especially when we
changed trains at Bradford and I saw a playbill for Rozzie’s
troupe playing locally, but felt I had to keep spirits up. When
the sergeant in charge of the convoy asked me how I managed
to get in the situation in which I found myself, I answered “Eas-
ily enough”.

Stakehill had hit the news because a prisoner had been
found dead. The Church of England chaplain is usually in
such circumstances a minor administration official but in this
particular case an enthusiastic young parson objected to the
guards declining to take their peaked hats off when escorting
prisoners in church. Without their cheesecutter hats they had
a human-like appearance and they weren’t going to take them
off out of misguided respect for the divine presence.

He had protested but to no avail.Then one day hewas down
in the detention cells and heard cries. He rushed in to find that
twowarders had just hit a manwhowas lying on the floor. One
of themwas saying to the other, with heavy sick sarcasm.,”Kick
him staff, he’s still breathing”. When the horrified padre asked
what had happened, the other staff sergeant said, with an equal
heavy attempt at jocularity, “Don’t mind him, sir, he’s always
lying on the floor crying.”

Unfortunately the man had hit his head when falling and
was dead, and the staff sergeant was a Welsh Calvinist and
not to the liking of a High Churchman. The story unfolded
at the subsequent enquiry, when the chaplain told of the ter-
rible death of “a man to whom I only that Sunday given Holy
Communion”.The country, which had just been given the facts
about Belsen and Buchenwald, compared it to them. One acci-
dental death in six years, even if during rough handling, was
hardly the same but Stakehill acquired a dreadful reputation
because of a sick joke taken at face value. Even one of the in-
coming prisoners who had served time at HMP Dartmoor said
he dreaded it.
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Once inside we found it seething with incipient mutiny and
the officers and staff were doing their best to mollify every-
one. It is strange to reflect that all the boon companions I met
in that converted mill were regarded as convicted criminals.
Stakehill was called a detention barracks camp rather than a
military prison. Shepton Mallet qualified for that description
though it never got a quarter the notoriety of Stakehill. But
prison it was.There may have been a few there guilty of crimes
against society, but not many, as these went to civil jails. The
overwhelming majority were a credit to the nation, though the
State treated them as a debit.These were fine people who could
have been, and many who had been or subsequently were, use-
ful to the community. Yet for someminor infraction of absurdly
imposed regulations or breach of discipline, and sometimes not
even as much, we were kept in cages. It was Brixton Gaol all
over again but more so.

I was treated with immense kindness by fellow prisoners,
or soldiers under sentence, as the preferred phrase was. There
was a general belief I had been treated shabbily though I don’t
suppose I had been treated worse than anyone else. It was from
a personal point of view a considerable downgrading when, af-
ter Christmas (needless to say celebrated in captivity) the estab-
lishment was closed down and everyone transferred. I went to
Sowerby Bridge, a hell in comparison to the much-maligned
Stakehill, though it is conceivable Stakehill had been as bad be-
fore the tragedy. It was on my birthday that January (listening
to different ‘cases’) I determined some day I would do whatever
lay in my power to help political prisoners and those unjustly
or unfairly convicted. I hope I kept that promise.

The staff at Sowerby Bridge had been told that the incoming
prisoners from Stakehill were near mutiny. They were told we
had been pampered and needed to be treated with brutality.
The truth is at no time would there have been actual mutiny.
It needed only a few rumoured buzzwords like ‘Amnesty by
Christmas’, such as visiting VIPs liked to spread, plus a few
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explosives, at least possibly indicative of their presence, was
when one came back to England, where dissenting literature
had been freely and legally printed and distributed for 150 un-
broken years.

The 374 Monster

Since the split of 1944 I had been somewhat a lonewolf even
in the few soi-disant anarchist groups. True, the majority of the
remaining anarchists took the same position that I did, which
was that neither of the two factions involved in the personal-
ity clash were viable groupings. The older workers were dying
off and the younger dropping out of activity as everyday com-
mitments grabbed them and the possibility of real achievement
became remote.

A part of the majority section of the Anarchist Federation
had become the Syndicalist Workers Federation and was fairly
alive to industrial action. It was obstinacy on my part that I
could not be reconciled with them owing to their domination
by the Spanish exile group which supported the Toulouse cen-
tred organisation and opposed the Resistance, with which I felt
personal ties.

On the other hand, the Freedom Press Group, which I never
joined because of their lack of interest in class struggle and in-
creasing fixation with academia, especially after the death at
thirty-one years of age of M. L. Berneri in 1949, became quietis-
tic up to the point when it even offered apologies for Herbert
Read’s accepting a knighthood four years later.

Frank Leech was typical of many who, though unwilling to
accept that Freedom Press had become Richards’ fief and was
no longer owned by the anarchist movement, thought it was
fantasy to say that Read, this lucid writer on anarchist philoso-
phy, had taken a knighthood fromChurchill. When told of it by
a member of a factory gate audience at one of his outdoor Glas-

181



countless thousands have done since, the Civil Guard assumed
it was the head of an invading force of guerrillas coming over
the border and shot the entire family down.They later blaming
Sabater, who wasn’t even in the country at the time.

Gradually the Franco regime adapted itself to tourism.
Even the Church had to give up its insistence on the police
maintaining a strict watch on beaches, not fearing invasion but
too-revealing bathing costumes. Grim-faced Civil Guards, who
had carried out mass murders in the post-war genocide were
detailed to order ladies back to the huts to put on approved
bathing costumes. Meeting my contact Francisco Gomez with
some papers I had brought from London, we decided the best
place to meet was on the beach at San Sebastian. I panicked
when the Civil Guard approached almost directly before I
met him, but it was just that my London-bought trunks were
not ‘sufficiently ample’ and threatened the morality of the
Christian State. Strange to think my bodily charms, never
before or since the subject of flattering comment, imperilled
the vile regime!

Within a year or so the entire atmosphere changed. The
tourist invasion with its huge spending broke down the dress
restrictions, and police gave up supervising foreigners alto-
gether. When I came in, first on charter flights and buses, often
with football crowds, I was ignored by Spanish Immigration
and Customs control. Later, when I came by car, I was waved
through unquestioned, not even the passport, let alone the
baggage, being checked. Even the occasional Spaniard in
the car, whom we explained away if passports were actually
requested as being a guide or interpreter, only impressed the
Customs officer with the importance of tourists who could
afford such luxuries. But usually an English number plate
meant no questions asked.

Strange that the only place where searching questions were
asked; cars and baggage searched; delays made up to two or
three hours; dissident literature regarded if not equivalent to
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‘suspended sentences’ with soldiers released and returned to
their units or even discharged, to restore normality. and quell
incipient riots.

There was more dismay among some soldiers to find they’d
been released but transferred to the ‘chunkies’ — the Pioneer
Corps — than among those staying on in their third year of
captivity.

Pack drill ‘at the double’ was the norm at Sowerby Bridge,
though this form of punishment did not go as far as it did in
most countries, and in the British Army too in previous (and I
suppose later) years. If one simply declined to go ‘on the double’
there was nothing whatever the staff did or could do. There
were insults, but few if any beatings up. Occasionally people
became violent under persistent insults and assaulted a guard,
and were knocked down by a few staff ganging together; even
so the guards were very careful after the Stakehill incident.

In the main the people prepared to ‘skive’ and not go on
the double were in the Pioneer Corps already, or did not mind
being transferred to it on release, whereas the others were un-
der psychological pressure to show they were good soldiers.
There were exceptions, such as a few old soldiers (some who
had WWI experience) or some who felt they were on the way
out. But some had been in the army for years and lost the bene-
fits of their past service, whether pensions or discharge money,
for some drunken spree, and were hoping to regain it by good
behaviour.

One RAF ground staff prisoner from the British West In-
dies, was persistently racially insulted by the staff and unused
to such taunts as he might have been today. At that time Afro-
Caribbean troops were popular among the public and their ar-
rival in Britain from the boats greeted with huge applause. He
went berserk under the verbal pressure and was taken to the
punishment cells, where we could hear his roars of pain. There
were shouts of protest that could not be quelled from every
one of the mass cages, and had the warders dared to unlock
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the doors for parades outside there would possibly have been
mass mutiny. Afterwards things did ease a little. I did not see
the Jamaican again but was told he had been transferred.

On one occasion Marie Louise Berneri was visiting some
Spanish soldiers stationed nearby, and came to Sowerby Bridge
to see me and John Olday. Visitors were absolutely forbidden.
But she was allowed in, partly because the commanding officer
was intrigued at the situation. Here was a beautiful foreigner
calling in casually asking to see two entirely different prisoners,
neither of them related! He detected a spy drama, and picked
up the word ‘anarchist’. God knows what it meant to him.

To my surprise I was ushered in to a pleasant chat with her,
but surrounded by screws, one or two even carrying sidearms.
One shorthand writer, trying to look inconspicuous, was fran-
tically trying to keep up with us while the others were trying
to understand the plot; or at least the jargon. At one point she
was politely asked “keep the conversation in English, please”,
having used some undoubtedly French word like ‘bourgeois’
and there was no interpreter available.

Meanwhile Olday, who had been plucked from a different
cage, was outside waiting his turn under an equally formidable
guard, and having seen me go in, was wondering just what
was going on. The only phrase dropped in his earshot was an
ominous ‘attempted international anarchist intervention’.

This proved to be the only social visit I had. When I ap-
plied for compassionate leave on hearing from Rozzie that she
was to have a child, it was greeted with derision, though as we
weren’t married it probably would have been rejected anyway.
Eventually an entirely unexpected situation brought about my
release after some fourteen months. I had persuaded a lot of
my colleagues that we should make common cause with the
Jamaican RAF personnel, pointing out that when the staff got
away with insulting them, they felt safer in abusing us.

I did not feel myself making much headway until one day,
a staff sergeant shouted on a strenuous parade, “Okay, the two
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Though the British Embassy had made full use of the anti-Nazi
activists in Spain, it had no intention of giving any reward.

In the action group of Barcelona I kept hearing about ‘la
inglesa’ from Bilbao who was their contact with Andalucia,
where she now lived. Catalans are fond of nicknames and
they are not always accurate (I hope — I became known
as ‘el gordo’). When I was due to meet ‘la inglesa’ I found
that, though Basque, she had British nationality and used the
access it gave her to maintain foreign contacts and to travel
around freely, even in the days when others were in French
concentration camps. I met her — and, to my surprise, she was
Melchita, widow of my friend and mentor Wilson Campbell.

We made an appointment in the gardens of the Alcazar,
Seville, and I recalled bathetically the first time I had met Billy
was at the Alcazar, Edmonton.

The Spanish Resistance

From then on I got hooked into the Spanish Resistance. The
quietistic bunch of exiles in London had not made much im-
pression on me up to then. I subsequently found there were
much better comrades than I thought amongst them but it is un-
derstandable that many had got settled into English ways and
exile politics, with no idea as to the way ahead. Inside Spain,
those who were not in prison were either into action groups
which I did not then meet myself, as it would have been unfair
to expect them to blow their cover, or trying to rebuild their
unionisation structure.

It was very slow work for them as the police were every-
where, swarming over the country as if it were a conquered
province, as indeed it was. So tight was the security that when,
with the first wave of tourism, a London doctor came down into
Catalonia by road in a touring caravan, his family camping out
in the picturesque scenery and enjoying the sun and fresh air as
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I quite enjoyed the atmosphere at Reuters, which at that
time was fairly free-and-easy for copytakers. Unionwise it was
fairly tightly sewn up. Later Reuters declined in comparative
organisation and wages, and as far as copytakers were con-
cerned became a place where they started in Fleet Street and
then, having learned the trade, moved on.

Around that time, visiting Spain, I had met some of the vet-
erans of the anarcho-syndicalist CNT. Abroad, the emigration
kept itself intact, almost an extended family. The exile group in
London was moribund. It followed the quietistic lead of the os-
sified organisation in Toulouse, now unwilling to call itself by
its own name (and referring to itself as the MLE — Spanish Lib-
ertarianMovement). It gave no help to the CNT-FAI Resistance
within Spain. It was years before anyone outside learned much
about the Resistance which was then at its peak. The harsh sit-
uation in which the exiles found themselves meant they could
not mount a challenge to the Toulouse-centred organisation,
but within Spain the syndicalist union was painfully being re-
constructed despite the genocide.

There had long been an illusion in Spain that ‘the democ-
racies’ would not allow Franco to get away with it. It was
painful for them when one argued against this illusion, still
going strong up to ten years after the war. The Allied powers
had not gone to war to ‘preserve democracy’: they had gone
to war to preserve themselves. The enemy in the second world
war was totalitarian just as in WWI German militarism and
monarchy was the enemy in the first. But in no case did any
Power go to war for ideology, neither to smash totalitarianism,
nor monarchy, nor militarism nor capitalism nor imperialism
or any other ideology, nor did saying so serve any purpose
other than propaganda. The only exception in the warring
powers was Hitler, who did allow ideological considerations
to override commonsense. Russian State Communism had
allied itself with Nazism, then with the capitalist West, but
it was thinking of national boundaries and State interests.
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coons fall out and let me see how the rest of you manage”, par-
ticularly uncalled for as the problem was that the two West
Indian aircraftsmen were doing the drill well, and the purpose
of having them fall out was to correct the others.Quite sponta-
neously, sixty out of seventyWhites fell out.The staff was livid,
and (though I wasn’t present) one of the informers, of whom
there were always a few, claimed afterwards it was due to my
urging as indeed I hope it was.

I was being accused of planning mutiny before I even knew
what had happened, and the unexpected punishment was that
I was put on the next batch of suspended sentences, and out of
the place within twenty-four hours.

It was so sudden that I was taken to a King’s Royal Rifle
Corps depot and told I was to accompany their unit to Greece,
which as it was in revolutionary turmoil at the time seemed
inconsistent, though I didn’t object. The commandant seemed
determined to get me out of the country come what may. I had
no time to get kit, not even a cap, and did the journey in a steel
helmet and what I stood up in.

Once again I was lucky in that the KRRC corporal escort-
ing me to the Dover Castle asked permission of the young of-
ficer to let me off handcuffs, and enabled me to phone home
and arrange for my parents to meet me on the platform when
we changed trains at London. They gave me some cash, which
I lived on for the next three weeks. When we stopped over in
Dover others on sentences, only suspended once at sea, arrived
in handcuffs and were locked up for the night. They had no
money and no pay day for three weeks. I however could go out
for a drink with the KRRC. Once again I had found a friendly
corporal who said to me, “I don’t know how you got into de-
tention with such nice parents”, thinking of it, as some do of
prison, as the result of neglected upbringing.
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05 On ‘Active’ Service; the
Marquis and the Maquis; the
Cairo Mutiny; Bounty on the
Mutiny

On ‘Active’ Service

We crossed the Channel in early 1946 and took a train, so
packed that men were even sleeping on the luggage racks,
across France to Marseilles. Our only contact with the outside
world was with the dispirited people we saw at stations,
and the main thing they were interested in was cigarettes.
‘Liberation’ had worn off a few months earlier; now, when
anyone stole anything, they referred to it as ‘being liberated’.

We stopped over a day in Marseilles. Most of the draft,
young men out of England for the first time, went off looking
for the brothels. A couple of KRs attached themselves to me
thinking I, with my knowledge of French, might lead them
to a good time, but in the first bar we entered I discovered a
Catalan railwayman with connections with the local Maquis.
He invited me to meet his family and told how the Spanish
anarchist exiles had been the originators of the underground
Maquis, and the first to march into both Toulouse and Paris.

I felt humble having little to tell but an exercise in futility,
and enjoyed the news and the hospitality. I wish I could say
the same of my two companions, whom I had taken to a politi-
cal discussion they could not understand, rather than sex, and
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Hell hath no fury like employers thus scorned by ungrateful
scoundrels treacherously conspiring to raise their wages, espe-
cially when the dangerous reds from the Board of Trade said
there was no case for prosecution. This for them was socialism
red in tooth and claw and anything more would have caused
spontaneous combustion. The only remedy they had was to
appeal to staff that the Labour Government blessed their ef-
forts at the export trade; and when that didn’t work, to raise
wages. Mine had trebled until one day I came into work to find
the door locked against me with a message that I was sacked
— I was handed a coat I had left, and got a fortnight’s wages
in lieu of notice on my threatening to sue. Apparently some-
one seeking advancement had mentioned my name, as well as
others elsewhere. It didn’t do the firm any good — within two
months most of the staff, other than the faithful secretary, had
departed. Though the effect of years under minor tyranny was
they gave notice when the hectoring managing director was
on an extended sales trip, preferring to face his meek partner
with intimation of their disloyalty in leaving.

I translated a couple of books to keep the pot boiling, but
I did not do too well on translations financially. On the first
the advance was paid to someone else who had originally con-
tracted to do it and I was leftwith the remaining royalties. Even
so the publisher, Arthur Barker, brought out a paperback edi-
tion without informing me, and complained bitterly when I dis-
covered it inadvertently. On the second, after I had typed and
re-typed it, I was persuaded by the publishers to pay a profes-
sional typist for the finished job, which meant she got more
for typing one draft than I did for typing two and translating
as well. It was hardly economic, so I joined Reuters as a trans-
lator, to find I could earn as much as a copytaker, and do a lot
less work. I gave up translating for copytaking.The translators,
then at any rate, cut each others throats while the copytakers
organised with others in the print.
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They ordered stock and by the time the mills had completed
their order, it was worth many times as much as the merchants
had contracted to pay, and there was a shrinking supply and
growing demand on top.Themills could not be bothered to sell
to the tailor in smaller qualities, and the emphasis on export
meant the home market was glad to pay any price. Those were
still the days when the tailor still boomed: everyone wore
suits and even the poorest had a best suit, even if it spent a
lot of its life in the pawnshop. Yet while profits were soaring,
wages were still low and hours needlessly long.

The smallish firm for which I worked was not the worst for
wages in Golden Square, headquarters of the wholesale textile
merchants, but the managing director would spend hours in
the morning holding up work, in one-sided conversations with
his meek partner. He’d then go on until three in the afternoon
haranguing different members of the staff in turn, and then ex-
pect them to work until all hours to finish their long-delayed
day’s work. Even the office staff worked every Saturday morn-
ing, but as his habit was more or less the same on that day
too, some of them, especially his long-suffering and devoted
secretary, stayed until four and regarded those who did not as
disloyal clock-watchers. They had been working there twenty
years or so and put the firm first.

Trying to organise a small staff like that, and one accus-
tomed to bullying in the bargain, was a herculean task, espe-
cially as all were of different trades and there was no union in-
terested. I tried to link upwith some other firms around Golden
Square and as strike actionwaswell-nigh impossible, with only
two or three per house prepared even to talk about it, I adopted
a tactic well in accord, one would have thought, with Conser-
vative principles. As there was a labour shortage, I persuaded
people I contacted in the local lunch bars to exchange notes on
the ‘market’ state of wages and conditions. Some firms were
not too bad, others utterly deplorable, and all were prepared to
grab one another’s skilled staff.
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whose contribution could not go beyond “Tell him he has a
beautiful daughter.” Neither spoke French though one of them
had spent five school years ‘learning’ French and had probably
passed examinations in it, but his oral best was to produce end-
less cigarettes saying, “Tres bon, cigarette, tres bon.” The other
could only repeat the inevitable “wee wee wee”. They boasted
afterwards of having had a good meal with ‘some locals’ but I
suspect they would have preferred an evening in the brothels
like the rest.

The Marquis and the Maquis

Perhaps I should insert the anecdote of the Franco-Spanish
Marquis here, though I was told it some years later, by Paco
Gomez, and later had it confirmed byMiguel Garcia. It was one
of the lighter ways in which the Spanish and Hispano-French
Resistance maintained itself during those difficult years,

A Spanish conde of the old school, arrogant and vindictive
like most of the kind but not wanting to risk his own life, had
sat out the civil war in the comfort of Biarritz and fallen in love
with the French way of life as experienced by the upper classes.
He settled in a Paris chateau and, like many a rich French-
man, discovered how pleasantly Nazi occupation changed life
for them by crushing the working class completely. The only
thing to mar his pleasure was the absence of cheap domestic
service in plenty owing to the exigencies of war, and he sent,
naturally enough, for Spaniards. El conde failed to consider the
only workers wanting to get into Nazi-occupied France were
those wanting to get out of Franco’s Spain.

Thewhole staff from butler to chambermaid were his sworn
enemies but the poor fool probably was proud to be among
Spaniards who had been taught their place. After a few weeks
domestic bliss, the noble pair attended a function one night in
1940.The Polish opera singer and film star in (pre-1939) London
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and Berlin, Jan Kiepura, was giving a charity concert to which
all society was present.

After the glittering occasion, and a bafflingly slow ride
home, the marquis and marquesa returned to find their
chateau stripped from top to bottom, the staff gone, every
stick of furniture and all their possessions bar what they stood
up in ransacked, down to the wine cellar (I said to Miguel, who
liked his bevvy, “I bet I know who had that”). As they stood at
the door stupefied in their furs and diamonds, the chauffeur
drove off forever with the car. Hopefully it was raining and
there was an air raid at the time, but that I don’t know.

The Cairo Mutiny

Well, talking of spoiling the Egyptians, I duly arrived in
Egypt. We were taken to the camp of Heliopolis, just outside
Cairo. The KRRC draft went from there to Greece, but I was de-
tached to go to a transit camp ‘to await my own unit’. This was
another of the Army’s games. The KRRC shoved its ‘trouble-
makers’ into the Pioneer Corps, and it wasn’t having the re-
verse apply. The Pioneer Corps, having no other corps in turn
in which to shove people they didn’t want, sent their unwanted
overseas, and ‘lost’ them in a transit camp. In the so-called
‘transit’ camp in Abbassia, to which I was transferred, some
had been waiting for a posting for years.

Four Irish lads in the Pioneers permanently ‘awaiting post-
ing’ had actually got posted the week I arrived despite Republi-
can associations.They had been flown down as reinforcements
to guard an internment camp for Jewish terrorists from Pales-
tine in Kenya. The first day they were there, a break-out had
occurred through one omitting to lock the gates, and the com-
mandant had asked sarcastically if they realised what a prison
was.
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Any enthusiasm for the Labour Party among the working
class had waned considerably though the more vociferously
the media attacked it, the more it retained some credibility.
What was left of the old working class movement was steadily
being taken over by outsiders, a process which had begun dur-
ing the war when defending class seemed less relevant than
opposing war.

I had been discharged from the Army in much better con-
dition than a great many, certainly physically, but I had no
gratuity — just enough to live on for two or three weeks, no
possessions, and a then incomprehensible blank wall against
getting employment though there was plenty of work about.

In addition, Rozzie decided to return to her husband, whose
companion had died or been deserted. He offered better secu-
rity for her old age which was a long way off — she was only
twenty-six at the time. It is ironic that he died forty years later
leaving her penniless, and I paid the funeral expenses for old
time’s sake.

My parents were supportive, but I didn’t want to live off
them and they couldn’t have borne to see me sink. At pains
I got a job, but it meant false references and a slight change
of identity (I juggled with my forenames) which would seem
an unnecessary price to pay for indifferent warehouse employ-
ment. It would seem, though illegal, one way to beat the secret
compilers of blacklists, presumably the Economic League.

Notwithstanding the glowing references I had givenmyself,
there was the usual humiliation of a job interview — how I
loathed that process of selling oneself! I was asked what inter-
est I had in the textile trade. Some people might be interested
in the textile trade at that end of it, but most surely would only
be doing it for what cash it brought in. That was considered a
dreadful confession only counter-balanced by the brilliant abil-
ity and experience conveyed by the references.

It was the heyday of the textile trade, when clothes ra-
tioning meant woollen merchants could not put a foot wrong,

175



06 Back in the Old Routine;
The Spanish Resistance; The
374 Monster; Ruling the
Waves; Three Minute
Celebrity

Back in the old routine

I was now at the break in life routine and at the age when
enthusiasm tends to wane, and if one carries on any longer
one becomes known as a ‘veteran’. Stubbornness carried the
day against the advice that it was certainly now ‘high time to
settle down’ asmy family and friends said in principle andmost
of my contemporaries were doing in practice. Any pretence
of there being an anarchist movement had collapsed with the
effects of the ‘split’.

Most of my previous political colleagues had gone into
purely trade union activity rather despairing of any chance of
other activity in the drab era we were facing. When Orwell
wrote of the bleak world of 1984 he was satirising 1948,
not prophesying, but the learned critics misunderstood his
message. In the same way, when he wrote Animal Farm he
was attacking the Communist Party from a left wing angle,
but this time he was too clever by half and the right wing
enthused.
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“We should do,” one answered laconically. “We’ve done
enough bird ourselves”. The commandant, a military man of
the old school, was so indignant that GHQ Cairo had sent him
people with a ‘bad record’ he flew them back next day. Their
trip cost a small fortune at a time when at home austerity
was being rigidly enforced, but anything goes in the sacred
name of Defence. Someone who had said goodbye to the lads
on Tuesday in Cairo met them on the Friday and asked if the
plane had been delayed!

Everyone was looking forward to demob. The magic words
were being uttered ‘Demob by Christmas’, which had a famil-
iar ring. Yet the actual conditions of this type of existence, es-
pecially compared with detention, were hardly onerous when
one thinks of how other armies treated their malcontents.

One could take a tram into Cairo, even spend weeks in pri-
vate houses and wear civilian clothes, and provided one kept in
touch ‘to see if a posting came up on the board’, no regulation
was infringed or if it did no one gave a damn; whereas hang-
ing about the camp dutifully and aimlessly meant one could
always be called upon for routine tasks.

The people in charge were the camp police, and as our
mail had to be picked up from their guard room they knew
we hadn’t gone over the hill. They were just unpaid lance-
corporals who had got stuck in transit themselves, sometimes
because the unit to which they were attached had moved on
while they were in hospital. There were always one or two
ready to oblige by notifying the few who had ‘gone private’ if
we were wanted. One would even arrange to pick up the pay
for people in return for the odd favour.

I was among rare exceptions in ‘going private’ — or ‘going
wog’ as they put it (two or three others who did so were locally
recruited people who had homes in Cairo). It seemed to me in-
credible, and still does, that the overwhelming majority would
not even leave the barracks, when they would have discovered
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other soldiers walking about freely. They believed themselves
under siege.

To walk out into the street and mingle with the crowds
seemed to them the height of foolhardiness. I was regarded as
mad because I would leave the main gate of the barracks and
disappear down a sinister dark alleyway opposite, the short cut
to the tramway. Everyone expected me to get my throat cut
gratuitously. Some might go in a pick-up truck to a Services
canteen but only twice did I persuade a few, really daring, to
go to a downtown cinemawith me (it was “TheAl Jolson Story”
that did the trick) as opposed to the camp cinema. Even so, they
wouldn’t take the tram and preferred a taxi and only then be-
cause we were four passengers to the driver, one of us was a
particularly tough character and I was reckoned to be in the
know as to what was going on in the town, which indeed I was
— it was tranquil.

People lounging round in such circumstances, living an ut-
terly pointless existence just because somebody in Whitehall
thought someone might run off with the Suez Canal, and with
an indeterminate date of service, become bored. A lot sought
out jobs around the transit camp, for instance in the cookhouse,
for the sake of something to do. When the war had been on,
people could be persuaded that staying in the army was in-
evitable or even worthwhile. Even that consolation had been
deprived the minority held back from the front by policy; now
the forced time-wasters were in the majority. Under the slogan
‘Roll on demob’ rather than anything high-falutin, the back-
ground developed for Soldiers Councils.

I digress, to show how things get distorted. Forty years later
a Richard Kisch was writing a book (The Years of the Good Sol-
diers) purporting to show how brave the British Communists
were in war and how valiant in resisting conscription in peace.
To attempt to prove this crap, he phoned me out of the blue.
I had never heard of him but it transpired subsequently he
was the father-in-law of a minor journalist who closely collab-
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ists, and to be also attacking State Communism, yet trying to
differentiate oneself from the Establishment. I was a voice lit-
erally in the wilderness. It was the more humiliating because
one could do nothing else and some officers thought the rank
of corporal might be having its effect. Fortunately, as National
Service was beginning, my services and those of almost all in
my position were no longer required.They did not want us cor-
rupting a new start.

National Service, for a fixed term of two years applying to
all eighteen year olds, was now in effect, though demobilisa-
tion of the old conscripts had not been completed. The first
peace-time conscription was the militia call-up in 1939, which
had brought in the twenty year olds allegedly for a definite
period, in practice for six or seven years, and had been super-
seded by the indefinite all-round call-up. But National Service
did not last, unlike on the Continent. The Labour politicians
loved standing in civilian clothes and getting saluted and felt
it would be unpatriotic to abolish it though the Service chiefs
felt it was more trouble than it was worth. Finally, the Tories
abolished it and reverted to the skilled professional army.

I sailed on the “Otranto” from Alexandria to Southampton,
and was demobilised at Aldershot with a good character refer-
ence. It had been upped from ‘Fair’, which is almost the low-
est category and had been static for years, when the company
commander realised this was a nonsensical grading for some-
one upped to acting sergeant, and cast an unfavourable light
on the commanding officer. Not that it ever mattered in the
slightest.
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my promotion (I jumped lance-corporal) was for soldierly qual-
ities or loyal service, unless perhaps someone saw something
I missed. It seemed it was, like the time I got released from
Stakehill, a case of bounty on the mutiny.

The Army was in a virtual state of war with the Jews in
Palestinewhen Ernest Bevin, having stated firmly hewas deter-
mined to hold on to the colonial mandate, suddenly abandoned
it in the face of terroristic attacks by a section of Zionists. The
forces, who had no real interest and no ideological excuse for
being there, were totally disillusioned with the whole set-up.
There were anti-semitic songs going round about ‘The holy but
now hostile land’. It did not affect us, now in Moascar, except
that a group of deserters known as the Schofield Gang were
active buying and selling arms, while in Cairo itself many lo-
cal Jewish agents were buying arms from Egyptian and British
soldiers alike and smuggling them over.

I did my best to persuade people not to become involved.
For a few quid it wasn’t worth it, though very tempting for sol-
diers who had been rebuffed for years or whose services had
been devalued by detention. One elderly civilian I had often
met in town, known as Weizmann though this may have been
an alias (he was not the Jewish leader, later President), in the
local newspaper offices and in Groppi’s (a centre for ice cream
and intrigue), proved to be one such agent. He was sentenced
to twenty years in a desert fortress. Though old and frail he es-
caped after a week, it was said by overpowering his guards and
making his escape through the desert into Israeli-held territory.
I can only assume that he had suddenly produced a cheque
book which made his guards helpless. Soldiers, though, were
less likely to be so agile.

What was making headway now amongst soldiers was the
Communist Party. The cold war was beginning, sympathies
switched to them. Troops coming back from Greece were par-
ticularly susceptible. It was hard for me to be both cautioning
people against getting involved with arms trafficking to Zion-
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orated with a bitter opponent of mine. He asked me if I had
ever met Brendan Behan. I said I had met the novelist once, in
company of many others, when he was released from prison
for his involvement in an IRA bombing campaign but knew
nothing more about him. He asked if I had anything to do with
the Cairo Parliament. Many so-called researchers confused the
‘Parliament’, a debating forum, with the much later strikes and
councils. I explained I hadn’t — it had happened before I was
ever in Cairo and probably not one of the people concerned
remained in Cairo by the time I was there. That was all I said.

On the strength of this information he wrote his account,
audaciously thanking me, “an Anarchist writer” (he wouldn’t
mention my paid occupation, that was for “real workers” i.e.
CPers) for my help, in an introduction. He wrote that I had
been involved in an IRA bombing campaign; gone to prison
but been released on condition of joining the Army; had sought
political refuge in CommonWealth (about the unkindest cut of
all) which had formed the ‘Parliament’, and had tried to form
soldiers councils to sabotage the war effort ‘the way the An-
archists did in Catalonia’ (real Stalinist malice). This farrago
of nonsense was later supported by Philip Sansom, whom he
seemed to have consulted, and was presumably deliberate dis-
tortion. I asked the publishers to retract, but they would not
without a solicitor’s letter. The wretched Kisch went missing
when he feared a libel action, which someone had previously
assured him I would not bring. Nicolas Walter, the managing
director of the Rationalist Press Association, and Sansom and
his cronies crowed derisively how I hadmuzzled poorMr Kisch
and so much for my belief in free speech.

The issues debated by the much earlier Cairo ‘Parliament’
foreshadowed the coming event of a Labour Government,
when Common Wealth (which ran it) melted away overnight
in its sun (though the Tory-Fascist GHQ had thought it danger-
ous). It had nothing to do with the situation that developed in
1946 throughout the Middle East, when Labour Government
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was in power at Westminster. What happened in 1946 was a
wave of strikes, not a debating society on political issues.

The UK newspapers gave little prominence to the strikes for
demob. So far as I know, only a couple of paragraphs appeared
in the home press, though anybody with cursory knowledge of
how the Army worked must have known, as officers insisted,
that there was in the military sense no such thing as the word
‘strikes’ in the industrial sense: it was mutiny.

The mutiny, if that is really how one should describe it was
triggered off in an atmosphere some years in time and light
years in atmosphere from the optimistic and loyal Cairo ‘Par-
liament’ which was concerned with the better life after the war
socialism would bring about. It was now 1946 and supposedly
the better years after the war with socialism in power! Every-
body was sick and tired of the Army and excuses for being in it
had run out. Those who had been held back from actual partic-
ipation in the fighting were even more bitter than those who
had been fighting and were due for earlier demob and none too
happy when told they should think themselves lucky.

This was especially so as the majority of people in such a
position had been strong anti-fascists, and the Army officers in
Cairo at the time appeared to be fascists.Thismay be accounted
partly by the fact that the professionals, who had served in
Palestine, were anti-semitic and pro-Arab as far as rich Arabs
went but despised ‘wogs’.They also hated the new Labour Gov-
ernment, and looked down on the ‘common soldiers’, contrast-
ing them with the well-disciplined German prisoners of war.
Almost the only exceptions were among the non-career offi-
cers.

When there was an announcement that fewer boats could
be spared for demobilisation purposes, and that it had to be
slowed down anyway because of resettlement difficulties at
home, an unofficial meeting in Ezbekiah Gardens in the cen-
tre of Cairo, which even got transit camp soldiers out into the
open. We decided to send a respectful enquiry to GHQ at Kasr-
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Bounty on the Mutiny

When I returned from home leave in 1947, which followed
on the additional local leave I had previously had, I found I was
posted to a regular Pioneer Corps unit that had arrived in the
Canal Zone near Ismailia, and for the first time was expected to
take up regular Army duties. It was somewhat of a climax after
the heady days of soldiers councils, for others as well as me,
but ‘normal service had been resumed’, or as far as we were
concerned, started.

While home, Roz had begged me to finish off normally
without getting into any more trouble. I had already faced two
court-martials, and she felt I would I never get out. There was,
however, one more incident in which I lost my temper with a
fairly obnoxious garrison major and hit him. In for a penny,
in for a pound: I also put the boot in. I had been several times
unjustly convicted but on this occasion I was acquitted, so I
can fairly say justice was done. I therefore decided to play it a
bit cooler, though I became what is known as a barrack room
lawyer.

Professional officers sneer at a soldier who takes up the
problems and wrongs of his comrades.They think these should
be referred to the welfare officer or the padre, and sometimes
one or the other can actually help, but usually even then not
unless the soldier has been told what to say and how to say it.
It is something like being a shop steward, though one can only
go so far. Nobody has ever paid them tribute yet it was not the
qualified lawyers from the Inns of Temple, but the so-called
barrack room lawyers who kept the flame of liberty alight in
the Services through its darkest years.

All that happened to me as the result of constantly taking
up cases, sometimes as ‘soldiers’ friend’, and playing a fairly ac-
tive part in the councils when they existed, was that I wasmade
a corporal. Majors did not want to disgrace court-martial offi-
cers by having to deal with a smart-alec private. I do not think
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dozen NCOs and an unknown number of squaddies were ar-
rested and charged, but in Cairo the strike went on.

It was finally ended by Garrison HQ in Kasr-el-Nil assuring
us all that release dates would be restored. I don’t know if there
was any pressure outside theMiddle East but that was themain
demand. They explained that National Service was going to be
introduced in which 18 year olds would serve for a fixed period
of time.Meanwhile demobilisationwould proceed according to
numbers to be issued.They hotly denied anyone had spoken of
‘riffraf’, saying we had misheard “RAF”.

Many units went home for demob right away. Even those
of us on the outcast list were assured that we would go into
normal units immediately and all service taken into account,
which had never been expected. Entitlements of leave and de-
mob when due would be restored.

The soldiers councils only lasted two months. It was exhil-
arating while it lasted — almost a foretaste of workers power.
One can see why it has been glossed over by journalists and
distorted by historians, even confused with the debating soci-
ety of a few years before. There were no martyrs in Cairo so
far as I know, though it is true the Army has ways of hushing
these things up. Some of the RAF were charged and received
enormous sentences but in almost all cases they were not con-
firmed, or cut drastically.

It was decided a policy of forget and forgive was the
most expedient. There was no victimisation in the Army. An
adjutant at Kasr-ele-Nil looked into ‘individual grievances’
which he conceded, but was unable to rectify. As a result
of my grievance I was even granted a month’s local leave
in Palestine, others receiving similar douceurs. I think they
thought we were being mollified. It was an unusual ending
for something that had been described as mutiny, and a great
feeling to find the awe in which we were held when there was
nothing more we could do anyway!
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el-Nil, composed of a few soldiers making legitimate enquiries
of welfare officers before any protest action was taken.

A sympathetic non-career officer explained that front-line
service was still needed in Greece, Palestine and Malaysia, as
well as holding down liberated territories against the Russians,
and that was why demob was held up. It wasn’t a question
of punitive action, except perhaps against the sort of riffraff
that had been shipped out to the transit camps. They would
be kept out of England for some time, but all decent soldiers
could reckon the Government would get them home as soon
as replacements came.

This, conveyed back to the next Saturday meeting at
Ezbekiah Gardens, caused an uproar. One after another got up
to call for action. Those in the ‘decent’ category protested at
the idea they were going into battle again, hardly to oppose
Nazism which they were supposed to have been enlisted to
fight. I got up on behalf of the ‘riffraf’ to say if this was how
a ‘sympathetic’ officer viewed us, one could hazard a shrewd
guess at what the fascist type thought of us. Were we out here
to be transported slaves? I got carried away with my own
rhetoric, but that’s an occupational hazard of speaking and
never did any harm.

There was still hesitation as to what to do and when some-
one put forward a resolution about writing to MPs and it got
carried I started a separate group, making no secret of my own
position. One of the active fighters in this groupwas a squaddie
named ‘Ginger’ Foran (it must have related to his verve, not his
hair), formerly a Republican (De Valera brand) who later em-
igrated to Australia. Another in the group, Mick O’Callaghan,
was someonewho had come along to one of the campmeetings
I used to have with the intention of disruption, but, though I
never was much of an orator, stayed to agree with every word.
He became the first to raise the question of Soldiers Councils.

We learned that Royal Air Force personnel in the Canal
Zone and in other parts of the Middle East had stopped work
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in protest at the same news conveyed even more tactlessly to
them (the reference to ‘riff raf’ was misheard as ‘RAF’). We
had no contact with the airmen, who were in isolated airfields.
I suppose it was confined to ground staff but without them the
planes could not move. We convened another meeting and this
time a strike was agreed on. Mick put forward the plan of a
meeting to co-ordinate activities, composed of councils from
every unit serving in Cairo and the Canal Zone. Though it was
agreed to suspend all drill, rosters and work, we could not get
the majority to agree not to do guard duties. They were under
the impression that the Egyptians would break into garrisons
and kill them if they did so.

Therewas considerable unrest in themain cities but nobody
outside our small groupwould listen to the idea of making com-
mon cause with Egyptian civilians. Any deficiencies in aims
or organisation were made up by the type of enthusiasm un-
leashed by VE and VJ days, the feeling that the years of war
were at last really over and the type of joy in liberation shown
in Europe. Our tyrants had been blander, partly because they
had been forced to be, but they were not loved better for that.

For weeks formerly arrogant young officers found them-
selves insulted and even attacked, and some took to going
round the streets only by car at the expense of H.M. Gov-
ernment, rather than be observed in Army jeeps. GHQ was
scared out of its wits fearing revolution, though with no
civilian backing it was not on the cards. Staff officers even
condescended to address us, largely on the theme of how
‘our’ Labour Government was threatened by our actions, and
though we were letting it down, surely we did not suppose
that it was going to let us down. A few did fall for this line.
Another, more convincingly, told us, “‘You don’t suppose it’s
us so-called militarists who want you in the Army? It’s a
bad time for us as well as you — we want to get back to real
discipline and to the ways we’re accustomed. The damned
socialist bureaucrats make us take you, and have you, but if
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it were left to us we’d send you home tomorrow and good
riddance”.

Though few believed this, he proved to be speaking the
truth, as ultimately peace-time conscription was ended once
the Tories were back in power and there was no need for
Labour reformers to ‘prove’ their patriotism. The ‘so-called
militarists’ reverted to the skilled militarist professional army.
The German POWs were in an anomalous position. By this
time they had been put into regular slave labour units, often
controlled by the Pioneer Corps. Even more than the British
soldiers they longed for repatriation, but they felt hardly in
a position to go on strike, and they had no orders as to what
to do if nobody turned up to guard them. So their own NCOs
took command and they carried on their duties, even driving
trucks through the town in a disciplined manner that won the
admiration of the officer class. As a result, it was more than
ever determined not to part with them a moment too soon.

In November 1946 there were stoppages in Tel-el-Kebir
followed by Port Said, Suez, Abbasia and Cairo. From being
Saturday-only strikes — when the meetings were held — they
had become general. Still there was no attempt to get local
support, while at home the House of Commons was put off
with vague statements: ‘everything was again normal.’

There was no real contact with the RAF where the strike
was soon led by a group of Communist Party members, espe-
cially Aircraftsman Cymbalist. I ran him into him years later,
running a small buckle manufacturers, a bit shaken by his ex-
periences. They had more difficulties than we. It was easy for
the Army to threaten detention or the dreaded transfer to the
chunkies, or to appeal to tradition.The RAF could neither trans-
fer nor use other deterrents bar discharge or severe penalties.
They proposed instead to move base, a move prevented by the
Tel-el-Kebir disturbances. The combined RAF and Army came
down heavily on the strikers at Tel-el-Kebir and Suez. Several
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10The Spy, the Royalist and a
Last Farewell; The Freedom
of the Press; Admonition;
Old Flame and New Floods

The Spy, the Royalist and a Last Farewell

When I walked away from the remnants of my bookshop
venture I was head over heels in debt and somewhat inclined to
curse, like Thenardier, the wretched place ‘where they all had
such royal sprees and I devoured my all like a fool’, not that
the All came to very much, and I had enjoyed myself at times. I
had never been able to shake off the legacy of the 374 Monster
and by the time I had paid off its debts those of the bookshop
had mounted.

For months I had been stunned by the tragic death of Evie,
with whom I had a long association. She crashed her car in
Wales returning from a trade show in Manchester, after the
usual hospitality that goes with such affairs.

Some ten years later, I met her last boss by chance at a filling
station. He got out of his chauffeur-driven Bentley and came
across to me, reproaching me for never going to see him or his
wife after Evie’s death, assuring me howmuch everyone in the
trade appreciated her and how keenly they felt her loss. In the
true, sincere and authentic voice of fashion business, he told
me how they missed her, “You can’t begin to think how much
money she made for us”, he assured me, tragically.
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I wish they wouldn’t offer them in their arms for strangers to
kiss. I wonder how the other infants turned out, but it couldn’t
be as badly.
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07 Bookselling; TheThetford
Pain; Bookselling, the Lack
of; Tales of the Housing Acts;
The New Left; Squatting;
International Spy

Bookselling

In the course of eighteen months the premises on the up-
per floors of 374 Grays Inn Road had become increasingly grot-
tier. It had needed total re-wiring when the finance company
moved out. The next sub-lessees, Levene and his original part-
ner Bush, who had since disappeared, had not a shilling’sworth
of capital between them. Even the structure of the building was
unsound, which was one of the reasons commercial firms were
not interested in the vacant offices available for sub-letting.The
council was, not unreasonably, pressing for something to be
done by the next lessee in line, whoever he might be, and to
my surprise it was supposed to be myself.

During the period of trade paper publication, Levene had
passed over worthless shares in the company to me in lieu of
wages, and I discovered I was presumed to be the new lessee
in place of Bush. I did not know how to disembarrass myself
of the situation, and alterations made to the lease at the time
of signing were so great only the solicitor who drew it up, Mr
Harraway, could understand it. Just at the weekend he decided
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gle against Labour bureaucracy, and an associate of his wrote
to the leader of the Liberal Party on his behalf. It was then
engaged in trying to establish its liberal credentials against
the Labour Government. It may be the Party staff was full of
well-intentioned ladies and gentlemenwho had never done any
work in their lives, and could not be blamed for putting things
in the wrong envelopes, but at all events Sid Senior got back a
copy with a note saying, “Dear Mr Walsh: Can you let us have
your usual report on this matter?” signed by the Leader.

A frantic JW Walsh, but not our JW Walsh, turned up at
my bookshop, the address given by the sender, to reclaim it.
The envelope he received contained a note to say the matter
was being investigated. He proved to be a so-called “Catholic
Anarchist” who had hung around dockers’ and lightermen’s
meetings, sending in reports to the Liberal Party. They in turn,
like other responsible parties, kept Special Branch informed.

At least some learned the lesson that the Liberal Party was
no more to be trusted than any other. The last Liberal Govern-
ment was the most undemocratic this century, with more ad-
mittedly political prisoners than any other, with a record lack
of civil rights including the torture of women political prison-
ers, as well as using the military for police duties, bringing
warships into ports to crush strikes, and finally plunging into
world war. Liberals need more than adding that much-abused
word ‘Democrat’ to their name to change their ways.
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docks in the early morning. It was free, with a run of some
thousand and was subsidised by printing greetings cards (re-
productions of Tenniell as an alternative to Father Christmas)
and ephemera on the same machine, largely thanks to Anna
Blume. Though the daily distribution could not be sustained
more than a month, it marked a major revival in what could at
last be called anarcho-syndicalist activism.

Twenty-five years later, Woodcock in his Penguin Anar-
chism thought the daily Ludd was still appearing, but of course
not a patch on Freedom then coming out monthly with all of a
few hundred copies. ‘Research’ often means looking up dated
reference books, and passing it off as knowledge.

It was the association of Ludd with the dockers that
brought me, with others, into the bitter resistance of dockers
and lightermen against their being thrown on the scrapheap.
It was broken by a faction fight, contrived by people who
spoke about us being outside the industry when they were
outside the class, or as Albert Grace put it, “outside bleeding
humanity altogether”. By dividing it broke down resistance
to the closure of the entire industry. The lightermen were
marginalised, then the dockers whose struggles had gone
on for years. The once-flourishing London Docks became a
wilderness and its only use for years was for film makers
needing bombsites.

We did our best to support the fight and help our col-
leagues establish unity. Joe Thomas and “Digger” Walsh, an
anarcho-syndicalist, knew the background much more than I
did. One of the organisers who was the first to be isolated and
out-manouevred by both the Trade Union bureaucracy and
the Dock Labour Board, was Sid Senior.

Internal contacts in the offices of the Dock Labour Board
told us disturbingly of official reports coming in from one John
WilliamWalsh, which was the name of our friend “Digger”. We
did not believe it. However Sid Senior, we found, was under
some illusion that the Liberal Party might help him in his strug-
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to go to court he went on legal business to a Guy Fawkes party
at film star Diana Dors’ Thames-side bungalow and a drunken
reveller threw a lightedmatch at the glamorous film star’s stack
of fireworks, burning the house down and the only sedate and
sober partygoer to death.

I was asked by his firm to produce the lease which he had
taken to study with papers relating to her divorce pending
court hearings, as all had gone up in flames, including himself.
I gave themmy version of the original draft, with a remarkably
lenient transfer clause, declining to part with the lease which
I never had.

I knew casually Ted Grant, the ageing Young Socialist
organiser, one of the Trotskyists who had come over from
South Africa before the war to replace the Anglo-Catholic
priests who made up the original Trots.They called themselves
railway clerks, the nearest they could reasonably get to sky
pilots, and Trotskyist histories omit the prefix ‘Father’ to
their names. Meeting him by chance in a cafe, he asked if I
could help his Militant Group to get premises. It was an ideal
chance for me so I transferred the lease for nothing and got
myself the name of a woolly-minded philanthropist which, I
reflected, might be an insurance against some Siberia one of
these not-so-fine days, more unlikely than ever now. I read
years later in one of those academic know-all books that they
got the lease through ‘a sympathiser’.

Later the 374 Monster overwhelmed them too, when the
landlords insisted that repairs be carried out and that I had
left the premises in impeccable condition. I could have testified
otherwise but the notion of county court action was too much
for them. As they now had subsidies from their wealthy Cey-
lonese supporters, they took over premises round the corner
from the defunct London ILP, and finally moved into Hackney,
in a derelict Labour Party hall more suitable of reconstruction.

Ultimately Time Out, at first a radical chic magazine but
with substantial capital, took over the monster and spent the
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necessary sums to make it habitable. Gomez was no longer
able to stay in England, and I was free of the 374 Monster,
but I had horrendous debts which made me a regular visitor
to the county court. I obstinately refused the easy option of
bankruptcy and countered with a series of manoeuvres, which
experience enabled me to write a Debtors Guide. There were
many handy guides advising the creditor, but none advising
the debtor. Notwithstanding the debtor being asked to swear
his testimony on a bookwhich states that debtors should be for-
given and recommends the practice of dishonest debt or long-
firm fraud (the parable of the unjust steward), non-fraudulent
debtors got harassed and treated like criminals for want of
lack of money and knowledge. Most people I met in the courts
thought the ‘Dickensian’ laws still in existence (they weren’t
when Dickens wrote about them). My booklet went like wild-
fire locally, though duplicated — much later I could have af-
forded to print an up-to-date version, but the laws had changed
and I was no longer learning the laws of debt by experience.

I decided to return to industry, but could not understand
why I found so many jobs blocked. I eventually uncovered the
source of the industrial discrimination. One prospective em-
ployer told me of my ‘prison record’, and said he had been
given it over dinner with a police inspector. It is possible, but
with what motive? Now I know the Economic League was re-
sponsible.

I couldn’t settle for a badly paid job, with so many debts to
pay off and having an expensive flat which I had moved into
with Evie. However difficult houses were, it was still easy to
get a shop without having to pay anything until next quarter,
and I found one just around the corner in Gray’s Inn Road. At
the same time, the stock of Simpkin Marshall was being liq-
uidated. Shareholders of the old-established book wholesalers
had made Captain Robert Maxwell managing director in what
they thought a rescue bid. The main asset, the building passed
into the hands of one of his other companies, the only multi-
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tance’ story. Instead they concocted a bizarre one of their own.
Meanwhile the Glasgow Sunday Express did their dirty story of
‘Sobbing granny waits in vain’. Unluckily for them, the truth
about that story came out in a leaflet in their own paper in-
serted by their own distributive workers, a flagrant example of
interference with the sacred rights of the freedom of the press.

The rest of the media made up their own stories and could
not help but bring up everything they could think of to suggest
the anarchists were discountenanced. None of them imagined
for a moment that what had happened was that a young en-
thusiast had gone out and the dictatorship had sent back a rev-
olutionary hardened in discussions with the best of the Resis-
tance. Miguel Garcia commented later that in this young Scot,
the British people had sent a worthier Ambassador than their
government usually did. I was more pleased with the fact that
we had got back another Wilson Campbell.

How the Thames Was Lost

It was during the Christie-Carballo campaign that Ted Ka-
vanagh, an Australian Anarchist who worked for a time in my
bookshop, had the idea that we could do something else with
the grouping at our disposal. The dockers strike afforded an
ideal opportunity to do something to help the strike and per-
haps to advance anarcho-syndicalism.We started a strike sheet
Ludd (1967), a daily paper no less! With recollections of The
Syndcalist, we made sure that Freedom didn’t print it, and it
was run off on the Gestelith I had. Bill Christopher and Pete
Turner, from Freedom, participated as well as people from the
SWF and other anarchist and councillist groupings. The main
inspiration was Joe Thomas, a print union militant who be-
came a long-time friend. The paper was typeset and laid out
in the early evenings, rushed off on my offset press, and Albert
Grace, ‘Digger’ Walsh and others were handing it around the
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Stuart’s case was being handled by a British solicitor, Bene-
dict Birnberg, and he flew out to Madrid with Mrs Christie.The
Glasgow Daily Express were on board and they persuaded her
with celebratory drinks to get her son to grant them an ‘ex-
clusive’, since all the papers were clamouring for the story as
to how he had abjured ‘terrorism’ and become a good citizen.
They would pre-empt his acceptance by transferring him from
the incoming plane to another Glasgow-bound. Mr Birnberg
remained silent, and when they got to Madrid told Stuart what
the Sunday Express were planning. Stuart telephoned a friend
in London who told us, perhaps too strongly, the Express were
planning to kidnap him at Heathrow and whisk him to Glas-
gow.

About half-a-dozen activists went to the airport to meet
him. In the arrival lounge were dozens of reporters whom we
thought were the Express, while they thought we were. But the
Express team was on the tarmac waiting to take him to the
Glasgow-bound plane, threatening a ‘dirty story’ if he didn’t ac-
quiesce. He pushed them aside (the BBC News said ‘he pushed
the Anarchists waiting to meet him aside’) and came out at the
arrival lounge, when we surrounded him. There was a punch
up with the press.

As cameras went flying I heard the plaintive cry “How
dare the Express behave in this manner to fellow-journalists?”
The Daily Mirror team had a private punch up with a group
of French hippies who were waiting for another flight and
thought a VIP had arrived. The Mirror knew Stuart had
turned down their rivals and assumed from their own slanted
perceptions the hippies must be the anarchists.

As we piled into a couple of taxis a plaintive woman re-
porter added the final touch of comedy by banging on the cab
door and calling, “Let me in, I’m not a journalist, I’m in the
Anarchist Party too”, getting her shibboleths in a twist.

Later that evening while we were celebrating, an ‘exclusive’
deal was struck with the People, who agreed not to do a ‘repen-
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national which happened to see it advertised in the pages of
an obscure local paper. The company was wound up and the
firm left stranded, while the book stock was sold to an auc-
tioneer. The latter had already sold everything of value when I
walked in but he persuasively managed to sell me everything
else, which made up in quantity what it lacked in discriminate
choice, but had the inducement of very delayed payment.

Being a bit carried away by events, I entered into an agree-
ment and was able to open a bookshop, indeed, several book-
shops at different times in the next five years, on a net capital
of zilch.

The bookshop in Grays Inn Road lumbered on for some
years with debts being paid off by incurring others. It took
years to settle the auctioneer and removed any conceivable pos-
sible profit for him or me however well I did. His son is now
a multi-millionaire playboy though I don’t think I contributed
to the family fortunes.

What is ironic is that as a result of being obliged to take
the bookshop, I incurred gradually increasing debts to some
of the very people who probably subscribed to the Economic
League, something which one sees more often in the building
trade, where people regarded as agitators are blacklisted, start
cowboy outfits and eventually have to walk away from large
debts to those who could have employed them for a fraction of
what them cost in the long run.

One of the minor curiosities I found when bookselling
was that one was constantly asked for tarot cards. For years
these had been illegal — the ‘devil’s bible’ — and imports were
banned. Any pretext that it was ‘only a game’ was dismissed
by Customs. Tarot readers lined up at Bow Street every
Monday, to be fined with the prostitutes, palm readers and
graphologists (the latter have since blossomed out as forensic
scientists). Then the post-war Labour Government abolished
the Witchcraft Act in 1946. It was a favour to the journalist
Hannen Swaffer who had campaigned in the mainstream
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press for the Labour Party for years but refused an offer of
the Lords. He merely asked for political relief to be given to
the spiritualists. They were banned under the Witchcraft Act,
and it was such medieval nonsense one could not amend it
so it was abolished and so incidentally dream interpreters,
psychics, tarot readers and soothsayers were legalised. Thus
Britain emerged officially from the Dark Ages.

They kept the Blasphemy Act, though, which thirty years
later caused a problem when Muslims felt it unfair racial dis-
crimination that people could be fined for blaspheming against
Christianity yet not executed for blaspheming against the Ko-
ran.

It was in order, therefore, to import Tarot cards but they
were taxed ‘as a game’. For years it had been insisted they
were not a game. If they were religious appurtenances even
of witchcraft, now legal, or at least not illegal, they could not
incur tax. I tried fighting the Customs on this, but with no suc-
cess. I could never afford to sue them, but tried to persuade
the main importers, John Waddington, to do so. They, how-
ever, preferred paying tax and having it kept as a ‘game’. It
is curious how this nonsense upset the police. The bookshop
was actually raided to see if I had imported Tarot cards and
not paid tax on them.The police were quite apologetic. When I
explained about the Witchcraft Act they were not sure if I was
being sarcastic or not. Neither was I.

The Thetford Pain

Blasphemy and treason, somewhat belated, beset my offi-
cial invitation from the Mayor of Thetford, Councillor Richard
Easten to attend the unveiling of the statue of Thomas Paine,
in the presence of the French and American ambassadors.
I am sure Cllr Easten didn’t realise what it was about. The
grandly-sounding Thomas Paine Foundation had decided to
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The idea of sending postal orders or food parcels to pris-
oners serving a sentence was strange, but once it was found
to be acceptable to the authorities, we got a lot of people do-
ing it. I certainly did not realise how many until after Franco’s
death, when people spoke more freely and dozens of Spaniards,
not just in Resistance circles, told me about it. Miguel Garcia
later jokingly complained I was guilty of the introduction of
Tetley’s tea bags to Spain, since most included this handy item.
If this be true, and I have never had a thank-you from the Tet-
ley firm, I can only plead the cultivated wine palate of the Span-
ish never stopped Captain Morgan’s rum from getting off the
ground (with Coca Cola it’s called ‘Cuba libre’). Miguel himself
later became an aficionado of Guinness.

To add to the unwelcome publicity forced on Franco, there
were also a series of attacks on Spanish official institutions, in-
cluding one on the London Embassy. When attacks extended
to American institutions as well they decided to throw in the
towel. They did not release Carballo, a Spaniard charged with
the same offence, as the official reason was a plea from Stuart’s
mother. This was regarded cynically by anti-fascists, since not
only were pleas by Spanish mothers, even against the death
sentence, for their sons and daughters disregarded, but in the
earlier post-civil-war days had led to their own imprisonment
if they made their pleas at a police or Civil Guard barracks. If
unwise enough to plead directly with the Falange, who prob-
ably made the charge, they faced having their heads shaved,
given a liberal dose of castor oil, and being forced to run down
the street with bullets dancing at their feet.

The British press made the most of the dictator’s clemency,
and the Spanish press, which at least had an excuse for grov-
elling to the Caudillo, said exultantly that ‘England’ had sent
a terrorist and Spain had returned a good citizen, a premature
assumption from their point of view in the light of what was
to come.
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rebuffs and slights I got in this, as in the later Angry Brigade de-
fence, were from liberal-minded politicos and reformist trade
union officials. On the other hand, eminent Church of England
churchmen I contacted were invariably polite, at least to the ex-
tent of offering sherry and biscuits and promising to look into
the matter, afterwards assuring me that I was mistaken and
they feared the young man was guilty, as if that had anything
to do with it.

It was good copy for the British press and they elevated
Stuart to five minutes of fame as the unlucky Innocent Abroad.
It was bad all-round publicity for the tourist industry of the
Franco regime and triggered off slackening interest in its mis-
deeds. So far as the anarchist movement was concerned it was
historic. It brought Christie into contact with anarchist prison-
ers like Juan Busquets, Miguel Garcia, and Luis Edo and awak-
ened international co-operation. People started sending him
food parcels, which he shared among his colleagues, which had
a knock-on effect. It gave me an idea nobody had suggested be-
fore. We could get food parcels sent into Spanish prisons, alle-
viating need. The contact with resistance fighters also had the
effect of encouraging resistance abroad, and not only to Franco.

Most countries have a sort of state-socialism in prison —
you work as ordered and get what is allowed — families out-
side look after themselves as they can, or in some countries are
looked after by the State. In Spain they had free-market type
jails (it has changed only slightly). Prisoners worked for con-
tractors in a semi-privatised jail system.They spent their wages
on themselves or sent money to their families outside.The fam-
ilies starved unless they worked themselves. As a punishment,
work was denied and the prisoner could only do cleaning type
jobs for bare rations, thus being unable to contribute to fam-
ily support and indeed being dependent on them. Hence the
perennial interest in prisoners welfare by the Spanish libertar-
ian movement.
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start putting into effect the words of Ralph Ingersoll that a
statue of gold should be erected to Thomas Paine in every city
where freedom was cherished, or something like that.

A slick Brooklyn go-getter, Joseph Lewis, had started the
Foundation and raised cash for building statues of Paine, al-
ready succeeded in getting one in America, and had got an-
other erected in Paine’s birthplace, Thetford. He had invited
all Freethinkers of any prominence plus the local US troops,
the Deputy Mayor, Cllr the Lord Fisher and any local digni-
taries who cared to come, as well as the two unsuspecting am-
bassadors and the local MP. But the plans had encountered a
snag.

The statue had been due to face Paine’s birthplace but it
was now occupied by the British Legion, who protested indig-
nantly that Paine had fought for the Americans and French
against the British, which made him a traitor, and they weren’t
having him looking at them even in gold (it turned out to be
brass). This was in accord with aristocratic Tory tradition. En-
glish gentlemen like Washington, Franklin, Jefferson, Hamil-
tonwere not ‘traitors’ but historically justified rebels and in ret-
rospect gallant opponents. Cart construction worker still plain
‘Tom’, however, who subverted the folks at home, they could
not forgive after 200 years.

The statue had therefore been built outside the parish
church and I went along with some stalwarts of the National
Secular Society invited as an old friend of their prophet F.
A. Ridley. The NSS was still in its proletarian god-bashing
period, as the days of the new Humanism, when new academic
became old cleric writ large, had come but not yet conquered.
The American gentleman was determined to cash in on the
academic boom and had prepared a lengthy address, to be
published “as read at the Thetford unveiling”. It rained buck-
etsful in heavenly disapproval of the event, as it was seriously
stated locally, while he droned on in a Brooklyn Jewish accent
remarking “I guess if you folks can take this weather, I can”.

199



Their excellencies the ambassadors were drenched, as they sat
in the places of honour while the small crowd took refuge in
doorways. Finally the local Tory MP came to speak and said
no more than “Rain stops play” and pulled the strings that
unveiled the statue, to the gasps of horror of all bar the atheists
as it was decorated with decidedly anti-Christian quotations
from The Age of Reason. None was more astounded than the
good Lord Fisher unless perhaps it was another and more
distinguished good Lord.

Soon after this fantastic event, at which I am sure Thomas
Painewould have laughed his head off,Mr Lewis found an even
more profitable field for his endeavours and converted to Chris-
tianity. If he’s still going, I am sure he is doing well as the ra-
dio gospeller I’m told he became. Anyway, there were no more
statues of gold to Thomas Paine in any more cities.

When I and a couple of friends finally escaped from the
rain that day, we encountered an American Air Force colonel
who showed us his archaeological collections fromMexico and
Egypt, made during his service, using “his men” to a more use-
ful purpose, but hardly the one intended. He had also discov-
ered a settlement of Ancient Britons with local diggings, and
was crating boxes for both the British Museum and the Smith-
sonian Institute. Colonel Kelly remains the only serving Amer-
ican officer with whom I had a long conversation. He was ab-
solutely unlike the caricature or the prototype demon of pop-
ular imagination and, while he knew more about Egyptology
than I could have imagined existed, quietly and courteously lis-
tened to my explanation of Immanuel Velikovsky’s theory of
Egyptian chronologywithout summarily dismissing it, as some
American scientists were then vehemently doing.We never got
round to politics.

One of those I met at the Paine memorial meeting was
Ella Twynan, She had for years been associated with Ambrose
Barker, one of the most remarkable figures in the British
anarchist movement, an active propagandist for anarchism
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sistance to such matters that they let the attempted removal of
the dictator, murderer of millions, be left to a hitchhiker. The
significance of the kilt was that it makes it easier to get a lift in
France, as Scots are more popular than English, or at least have
the same claim to popularity without the imperial hang-up. It
has no such relevance in Spain.

It has been observed by those hostile to the Resistance that
all their half-dozen attempts against Franco (and one against
Franco and Hitler together) were ‘amateur’. But they were, for
better or worse, amateurs, not professional assassins, which
it seems their critics would have preferred. The Iberian Libera-
tion Council had put off or sidetrackedmany half-baked young-
sters from volunteering for daring missions. They knew Stuart
to be of a different mettle.

Though Pascual was, I think, co-ordinating the resistance,
Octavio Alberola, who returned from Mexico in 1961 and was
living in Brussels, was then considered Public Enemy No. 1 by
the Franco regime. It was aftermeeting him that French, Italian,
Argentine and now British volunteers had gone to Spain to aid
attempts to reform the dictatorship in the one way possible.
In Christie’s case he was to contact Carballo and deliver the
goods, but was arrested at the pick-up point.

I personally first learned of the case through the press,
never reliable in cases like this, but confirmed it through Paris.
‘La inglesa’ lobbied the British Consulate inside Spain, which
went through the usual motions, and the ‘pro-prisoners’ sec-
tion of the Spanish Libertarian Movement took up the case for
Christie and Carballo. In London, the SWF and others formed
the Christie-Carballo Committee. I did not join because it
included liberal fellow-travellers, who were afterwards very
upset when they found he actually was guilty, and not an
unjustly-accused pacifist.

However I chased around all the ‘names’ I could, feeling
as ever in such cases if one had to eat mud one might as well
make a meal of it. I can only record, without comment, that the
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Muggeridge, going to the other extreme as people of his
background generally do, asked if Anarchismwasn’t really just
extreme non-violence. For him, like many academics and jour-
nalists, it had to be one extreme of nonsense or the other. On
Stuart dissenting, “St. Mugg” asked him if he would actually
kill someone — like General Franco, for instance — if he had
the chance. Stuart said “Yes” — what could he say? — but he
was off to Spain that day on that very mission, and when the
programme was about to be shown he had been arrested in
Madrid charged with being involved in a plot to kill General
Franco. Muggeridge hastily had Stuart’s word deleted and Stu-
art appeared to British viewers merely opening and closing his
mouth in reply.

Charged in Madrid with banditry and terrorism (the details
are in his book The Christie File, and also in Miguel Garcia’s
Franco’s Prisoner), he faced a court-martial which had a number
of far-reaching consequences. It was an embarrassment to the
Spanish Government which, with most of the Catholic restric-
tions on beach morality overcome and the Civil Guards less
trigger-happy now Sabater and Facerias were dead, was just
opening up to tourism in a big way. Now foreigners seemed to
be suggesting an innocent young man was being framed and
no-one could feel safe in such a country.

How unfair, just when their period of genocide was over
and superb public relations policy had caused it to pass unre-
marked! Yet they could hardly not sentence him, and so declare
open season for anyone to smuggle in explosives to send the
dictator sky high. He got twenty years.

According to the press, Stuart had gone into Spain wearing
a Scottish kilt (one Argentine paper misunderstood the refer-
ence to a ‘falda escosesa’ and said he was dressed as a woman!)
The truth was he had a kilt in his rucksack, but the police al-
ready knew of his mission and had their eye on him from the
start, and the kilt proved a good excuse for their suspicions of
a hitchhiker. It is typical of the laid-back approach of the Re-
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and atheism from 1880 to 1953. Ella also took joy in the philo-
sophical research into the origins of religion. When Barker
founded the Stratford Dialectical and Radical Club in 1880,
which introduced Socialism to East London, she had helped
in the organising of the horse transport workers (draymen in
particular) who for some years, until the disappearance of their
trade, grouped in the first anarcho-syndicalist organisation in
the country.

I invited Ella to one of my parties. We discussed her mem-
ories of the various East London strikes, and the past activists
who are never read of in labour histories. Though for years
she had been mixing with old-fashioned atheists, whom she re-
ferred to as “godbashing parsons”, when she came to talk about
the anarchist past she lit up. Barker had been much older than
she, and died in his nineties a few years before, and when she
was in her eighties her memories went back a long way. She in-
sisted the first anarchist in Britain had been Ambrose Cuddon,
who in his Cosmopolitan Review (1861) had brought Chartism,
Luddism and Radicalism to its final conclusion. Cuddon had
welcomed Bakunin to London after he had sent a letter to his
paper. While “firsts” are hard to prove and her memory may
have been wrong, she expounded the idea brilliantly.

After her death I read that during the First World War she
had been to the famous Socialist peace conference in Stock-
holm and met Rosa Luxembourg on the boat. It was said Ella
asked her “Is Bebel a good man?” Rosa’s comment afterwards
was “How stupid can that woman be?” On the other hand, as
Ella did not speak German other than a word or two and Rosa
did not speak English at all, any enquiry Ella made of a German
delegate was bound to be in simple words, and August Bebel
had been heralded as leader of the Social Democracy. If that
remark be true, I am inclined to wonder how intelligent Rosa
Luxembourg was.
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Bookselling, or the lack of

Keeping a bookshop, especially dealing with a mixture of
new, second hand and antiquarian, can be pleasant when one
starts with sufficient capital. It is even more pleasant when it
keeps you and one can chat with customers discussing the var-
ious topics of their interest. It tends to be frustrating when you
have to keep it and scrape the barrel daily to keep it going.
The old type of bookshop was doomed anyway: I used to ex-
change remainders with a dear old bookseller named Steele,
whose second-hand bookshop just opposite St. Paul’s Cathe-
dral delighted hundreds of City workers daily.

The precinct was to be pulled down and a pedestrian walk-
waymade ofmock piazzaswith boutiqueswhich, the architects
assured everyone, would be ideal for second-hand bookshops,
traditional in St. Paul’s Churchyard, of whom Mr Steele was
the last and who was held up as typical. Needless to say when
the project was finished and the old shops pulled down, the
new boutiques opened but Steele couldn’t even have afforded
to buy his lunch on one of the smart touristy snack bars, let
alone trade there. His business vanished and with all respect to
the smart Japanese import-export agency that now flourishes
on the site, I doubt it affords the same interest to City workers
and visitors.

I didn’t face rebuilding but I did face the problem of rents
being raised exorbitantly. It made it impossible to carry on at
Gray’s Inn Road though it didn’t do the landlord much good —
he went on a winter cruise and the ship sank. Coincidentally
a former employer of mine was aboard too but was one of the
survivors.

I had accumulated so many books, which on face value
could have paid off all the outstanding debts and set me free,
that it seemed a pity to dump them all and go, so I tried my
luck in another shop I’d got before the boom in rents, in
Coptic Street. I fear I had to move swiftly from Grays Inn
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my knowledge of the British police, there was a simple answer
which would well satisfy them. Asked eagerly what it was, I
said logically, “Say you were loyal in the Civil War. They can
hardly say you should have been traitors. However, explain
you now accept General Franco as Head of State”. There was
an indignant protest at my ‘English sense of humour’ but the
activist faction appreciated the irony.

I did not know then how the FIJL had affected some of
the new wave of members of the SWF and linked them with
Spanish youth in France, such as Pascual Santz, whom I knew
was inspiring growing determination for the Iberian Libera-
tion Council. The international secretary of the SWF, Margaret
Hart, put some people in contact with the FIJL. One or two of
them were only dabbling in politics but one, Stuart Christie,
was in earnest. He had made the journey at the age of eighteen
from Orange Lodge politics in Glasgow through the Labour
Party Young Socialists and the Scottish Committee of 100 to
Anarchism, eventually contacting the Iberian Liberation Coun-
cil in 1963.

I saw him first at a concert held for Spanish prisoners at
the Pindar ofWakefield, which was just opposite my bookshop,
but as was my usual fate at such gatherings, my attention was
claimed by a dozen or so old acquaintances.

Next day Stuart was one of several Young Anarchists
invited to speak on a Malcolm Muggeridge TV programme,
Let Me Speak. Muggeridge was dreading it, but the League
of Empire Loyalists (a precursor of the National Front) had
been given a similar programme and this was to balance
it. Objecting to his questions, the fascists had afterwards
daubed his house with swastikas, and if this was what the
law-and-order people would do, the idea of what the dreaded
anarchists might do next filled him with apprehension. They
not unnaturally came as an agreeable surprise especially as
the definition had been taken as broad enough to include a
Catholic liberal-pacifist.
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09 The Iberian Liberation
Council; How the Thames
Was Lost

The Iberian Liberation Council

In one of many visits to Spain prior to the death of the dic-
tator, talking with old friends of the Resistance about how our
mutual affairs were going, I was pessimistic about the British
scene. I told Melchita sadly, “There’ll never be another Billy
Campbell”. Events proved me wrong.

There were many in the younger generation of Spanish ex-
iles, sons and daughters of the first wave of the emigration,
who were taking a hard look at the facts of the Resistance.
As there was an inrooted determination not to split the Span-
ish movement, the FIJL (Libertarian Youth), which had always
had an independent existence within the CNT-FAI, preserved
itself as a separate body into resistance until its militants were
in their fifties and even over. In 1965 the FIJL broke with the
MLE because of the refusal of the National Committee, under
Montseny’s influence, to implement the decisions on clandes-
tine struggle agreed on in 1961. They lined up with the Iberian
Liberation Council (CIL), at that time with an assortment of
nationalities.

Once Gomez was reproached by some followers of the
Montseny line in London for having ‘compromised’ them by
some action, and he was asked rhetorically what they could
say if the police raided their premises. I intervened to say from
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Road, indeed overnight, which left browsers and bookbuyers
who had picked up bargains, bewildered. They thought the
lunch-time crowds indicated success — “I could stay in your
bookshop for hours”, said many a well-meaning soul who
never spent any money but wanted to be encouraging.

There were no lunch-time crowds in Coptic Street, nor very
many customers at all, but it was another year or so before I
finally managed to get out of it and be available for work again.

Tales of the Housing Acts

Around this time the rent legislation was revised. A tale of
two friends and an acquaintance will illustrate what happened.
The competition between the parties to see “which could build”
the most houses was over. No longer did boroughs proudly pro-
claim that concrete blockswere built by themayor and corpora-
tion. Landlords had once been desperate to get rid of properties
in Hampstead which was how first artists, then “bohemians”
and finally refugees had been able to settle there. It was now
busy getting rid of the lowly paid and reverting to its former
status as queen of the boroughs.

PatrickMonks hadmoved into a large house near theHeath,
built a couple of hundred years earlier. All over Hampstead
people had been dividing these properties into one room bed-
sitters, but he was lucky in getting the whole house in which
to put his large family. It happened he was not as lucky as all
that, as the family tended to expand to fill the rooms, and two
adults and five kids were living seven different lives, making
their own meals at their own times. Still, it was the way they
chose to live, and what with one or two lodgers and various
freeloaders who tended to cancel each other out, plus his earn-
ings as a cabinet maker, stagehand, carpenter and lamplighter
on the way home, they were all kept happy.
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In contrast my friend and fellow worker at the bookshop,
Joe Newby, lived for years in a house in an Islington backstreet.
He was now a grandfather, his family long since away from
home.

Then came the Rent Act. Pat Monks had an old-established
firm of builders as a landlord, who had built properties all over
Hampstead and found after the war that there was a boom and
the neighbourhood highly desirable. Joe Newby had a foreign-
born crook as a landlord.

At first Pat Monks’ landlord wanted to increase the rent
fivefold, but that was only for two years. After that, it was out.
They had nowhere to go but the landlord was not to be moved.
“Look at the money we’ve been losing all these years,” he said,
conveniently forgetting the place probably cost £100 at most to
build 200 years before and they must have had it back a thou-
sandfold. He was thinking of the dreadful war years when his
houses were empty or his rents regulated. No compromise was
possible. Pat sent his family to Spain, finding it cheaper than
the way they had been living, while he added full-time sign-
writing to his itinerary of jobs, When the family grew up and
returned, they were unable to live together as one family again.

Joe Newby was paying a pound or so rent. The landlord
decided he needed collateral to launch his building society.
The sitting tenants weren’t interested in buying. He offered
them a choice. Stay on as tenants and face the possibility of
increased rents when new Rent Acts might affect them. Or buy
their homes, with no deposit as nobody would have been able
to have afforded one anyway, and make monthly repayments
costing the same as four weeks rent. Some actually thought
the fiddle lay in the odd shilling difference between paying
weekly and per calendar month! The total purchase price was
a few hundred pounds, but exaggerated in the accounts to
several thousand so as to attract investments in the building
society. In a few years the fraud was discovered, the State
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Marinus was on the run from the police himself and would
anyway not stoop to it. He didn’t have to stoop, as the music
hall comics used to say, he only had to pick up the telephone.

Much later Thorpe was accused in a sordid affair involving
a male and some thought it was a South African Intelligence
dirty tricks plot as in Hain’s case. My five cents worth of evi-
dence for the history books rests.
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against me for that reason. I turned up at the trial as a character
witness to say she was not and never had been a prostitute and
had quit work to become a writer. I didn’t dare say she wanted
to earn a living as a poet lest she be committed to a mental
home. Her former employers provided a character witness.

Everyone is on the make with a prostitute. A “tom” is fair
game for everyone. Even the solicitor took a hundred pounds in
notes from Lyle and carelessly slipped it in his pocket. I don’t
know how much of that the taxman saw. Anyway, the other
witnesses testified they all had separate rent books, separate
keys, and although working in the same house, had no con-
nection. They were all on the game. The charge is never pros-
titution but soliciting or keeping a brothel and she had done
neither.

After the acquittal we all trooped down to a cafe. I did not
realise why, but in my case, it was for coffee. All the witnesses,
bar the education official who had gone home and myself,
wanted paying, which Lyle took for granted. I was waiting
only for a sandwich. Gwen told Lyle I wouldn’t take any
payment and Lyle was amazed, offering me services instead
of cash, and when I shook my head told me I was the most
genuine man she’d met, which may not have been too difficult.
I accepted the compliment but let her pay for my sandwich to
show there was no prejudice involved. Lyle said it was her day.
She had encountered both me and a really liberal magistrate.

One of the other witnesses overheard the word ‘liberal’
and, misunderstanding the sense in which it had been used,
launched into a diatribe against Jeremy Thorpe, leader of the
Liberal Party who would one day meet his just deserts, He
would not stop, but raved on and on. He had a grudge against
Thorpe, but not one word could be believed by any sane per-
son. Hoping to change his ever more hysterical conversation
Lyle said she thought Marinus (“that South African git”) had
been one of the pimps responsible for her denunciation and
he broke off the invective against Thorpe to deny it, saying
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Building Society was investigated and the principal went to
jail.

The tenants kept their houses and paid off their mortgages,
eventually many, like Joe, selling them not for the “grossly
inflated” valuation on the books, but many thousand of
pounds more. Any who stayed ten or twenty years longer in a
neglected slum would have made a fortune. The shareholders,
temporarily deprived of the profits of their gamble, found
their investment extremely profitable.

If this were a short story I would say the first landlord fin-
ished in the Honours List when the second went to prison. I
don’t know what happened to the first, but I am sure he or
his heirs still live easy. The second’s affairs were so compli-
cated they had to release him from prison each day to help the
auditors sort out the accounts. His former tenants, happily re-
settled in nicer houses, would possibly have gladly seen him
in the Honours List which twice yearly sees plenty of worse
crooks.

Contrast this story with that of Dan, an acquaintance who
used to be an active Communist Party organiser but whose
wife had pulled him out of politics to make good. She wanted
to get out of the East End, where they lived in an insalubri-
ous block of housing where the outside balcony on which the
toilet was situated was literally falling down, making lavatory-
going a hazardous experience. He was later able to move to a
new estate but at that time he could not move from the Brick
Lane area, try as he might. His wife protested that it was due
to his communist inclinations that he gave up the Party and
went into business. However, he frequented the new student
and middle-class meetings that were beginning to spring up,
usually to speak nostalgically of the old days.

He was at one of the first meetings to protest at the Rent
Act.They were all well off respectable academic types who had
never done more than shout “Ban the Bomb”, and all bright-
ened up when he came into the room and gave his address.
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They were as pleased to hear it as he would have been to get
one of theirs.

“We’re planning a demonstration in Trafalgar Square. How
many do you think will come from the East End?” they asked
him immediately, thinking of pre-war rallies with the CP
masses from the East End streaming in.

“None, I’m afraid,” he said. “People don’t see it as a threat.
The Act so far only applies to houses above a certain value. It
doesn’t affect the East End”.

Gloom settled over the meeting as the chair said, “Oh, dear,
we thought there would be an enormous crowd from the East
End.The police have laid on reinforcements for amonstermeet-
ing and now it doesn’t look as if we will get a turnout at all.”

“Nonsense!” boomed a hearty-looking woman in country
tweeds, bouncing up indignantly. “Our friend is quite wrong,
utterly defeatist. The committee have letters pouring in from
all over the East End. I’ll read a few addresses …Whipps Cross,
Ilford, Chingford, Wanstead Flats, Woodford Common… .”
“That’s hardly the East End,” the chair said mildly.

“It’s east of London,” she insisted, surprised at the quibble,
but the chair said sadly and more realistically, “I’m afraid the
chief of police could hardly justify paying overtime to control
the masses from Woodford Green”. It was hard to detect what
he was concerned with most — their lost overtime or the rent
rises

The New Left

In the few years between my leaving Reuters and finally
packing in bookselling there had been a sea change in the an-
archist scene. Though nothing like what was to come, it de-
pressed me. Apart from the occasional article or letter, usually
a protest, I concentrated on the local private-sector tenants and
I did not pay much heed to the sudden rise of the New Left. I
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another poem. A couple of guineas wouldn’t last forever, as
she presumably had known. She told her friend she was almost
prepared to go on the game but was advised not to do so. Lyle
herself was sick of the pimps anyway. She proposed an alter-
native. She intended to set up on her own without a pimp, and
needed a “French maid” as they called the receptionist. Usually
the receptionists are broken down old pros, as ugly as possible
to make it clear that they are not in the business themselves.
One woman alone on the game is permissible, two in a flat
makes it a brothel and illegal. Someone is allowed to keep the
clients waiting in turn, but if it’s a man he’s automatically
done for living on immoral earnings. Prostitution per se is not
illegal for all that but it was advisable to pay off the West End
police at that time.

Though Gwen was young and far from ugly they could
get away with it, but after a few months the pimps found
out what was going on and were outraged in their deepest
sensibilities. They informed the police that someone was
plying the trade without paying anybody, and London’s finest
responded promptly to this breach of the unwritten law. Lyle
in her schoolgirl uniform, probably her daughter’s, and Gwen
in her severe dress were dragged out of their premises one
night. The clients, prosperous and even prominent men, were
discreetly allowed to dress and go. The girls were taken to
Bow Street and remanded, being told by the police they didn’t
want anyone “coming up from the sticks and working our
manor. Where’s your ponce?”

I had known Gwen for some time and recommended her
against thinking she could earn a living by writing love poems,
however good they were. She had pointed indignantly to the
sales of mediocre poets like MrsWilson, wife of the new Prime
Minister. I explained this in Philistine fashion, recommending
her to marry Edward Heath, Leader of the Opposition, when
she might in due course sell too. She accused me of having
the emotional plague, whatever that was, but held no grudge
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The only two who stood by him were (oddly enough) both
women, a sex he detested. One of the two was, of course, his
mother, a devout Roman Catholic who once told me she had
shed tears for him nightly and would do so no more, but he
was still her son; the other was my accountant Lisa Bryan. Lisa
was in the SPGB but collected lame ducks the way I did, she
told me ruefully. We both tried to shake them off but they came
waddling over, tails in the air. I don’t knowwhich of us was the
worst, and we passed off hopeless cases to each other. Anyway
I drew the line at some and she didn’t, so judge for yourself
which of us was the more crazy. She was generous to a fault,
keeping a couple of families, not her own, in her house. When
she died young, one hanger-on said to me sadly, “It’s a great
tragedy — so many people were dependent upon Lisa”. I never
went as far as her in throwing my bread on the waters. When I
did it came back dripping wet and uneatable. Hers never even
floated.

Poetry to Pros

Another lame duck that came around for breadcrumbs of
advice I shall call Gwen. Gwen was a suburban schoolteacher
with literary ambitions. One of her pupils was gifted and Gwen
used to visit her mother to lend her books. The mother, whom
I shall call Lyle, said she was in business and had to travel to
town at seven o’clock each day. This was not unusual in the
morning but in the evening?

When Gwen gave up her job to concentrate on writing po-
etry, on the strength of one published poem which brought in
a couple of guineas, Lyle felt confident enough to confess she
was a prostitute. She was also passionately fond of poetry and
she and Gwen got on fine for all their differences in lifestyle.

Gwen found herself on the brink of starvation in a few
months after being refused unemployment pay and not selling
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was urged to stand for the council by the tenants committee,
but declined, regarding myself at that time as the Last of the
Mohicans so far as anarchism was concerned and not wishing
to go into the orthodox political arena. I never had any illusions
on that score.

Inside London the Syndicalist Workers Federation, which
was heir to the old Anarchist Federation, had become a small
grouping dominated by Ken Hawkes, who was sycophantic to
the ossified bureaucracy that had come to dominate the Span-
ish Libertarian Movement. Just when I thought I ought really
to overlook this since the SWF was trying to be industrially
active, in co-operation with other groupings, they invited Fed-
erica Montseny to speak in London, the main figure of the com-
promises in Spain with an antipathy to the then current active
struggle. The Spanish Resistance groupings were so disgusted
with what she had to say that I disowned the whole thing.

The Freedom Press Group had dropped the word ‘group’ to
justify the fact that they were moribund, not merely in activ-
ity which would at least be understandable, but in whatever
they had to say. Only pacifists found it possible to work with
Richards, presumably because they were not prepared to re-
sist his monopoly. It came to idealise a Non-Violent Resistance
with lots of non-violence but no resistance.

The repression of Hungary, more particularly the rise
of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, triggered off an
entirely new ball game. I dismissed CND as a pacifist gimmick
akin to the peace movement of the Thirties which had aroused
my contempt, not that I was alone in that. As a result I wasn’t
in on the beginnings of CND, like almost everyone on the
ultra-left and extra-parliamentary scene and I don’t suppose
was missed. Every grouping increased its membership among
the thousands that amassed and an entirely new ‘youth move-
ment’, in which libertarians were involved with authoritarians,
was born. It was not just a new ‘movement’ far beyond the
anarchist one, but new conceptions.
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As a result of the drug culture coming from America,
combined as it eventually was with the hippy-style anti-
Vietnam War movement, and a new commercial pop scene,
plus the acceptance into orthodox economics teaching of
Marxism-Leninism as imagined by professors, the New Left
was to most workers foolishness and to conscious militants a
stumbling block. It was dominated by students, and ultimately
by their professors, it accepted middle class standards and
identified them with peace and progress. It finally smashed
the working class movements by stealing their ideas to cover
a different outlook, and in the spirit of the pre-WWI Russian
intelligentsia regarded ‘progressive’ synonymously with
‘educated’.

However, there was another side to it. Some of those who
started off in CND and the later Committee of 100 were im-
patient for action, and when the police busted demonstrations
there were always a few street fighters who wanted to be with
the action. Some were strictly weekend fighters and there are
many ex-students going around now who have since estab-
lished their careers, but were originally rebels.Therewas a core
of real anarchists among them, if a bare handful as compared
with press exaggerations.

As I kept in touch with some old friends who took a more
hopeful view of the new trends, and was regarded as a sort of
Achilles sulking in his tent in protest against the distortions of
the original idea by a self-created and unelected bureaucracy
responsible to nobody, not even market forces, I was sought
out in my ‘tent’. My old schoolfriend, George Plume, who
audited my books during the Grays Inn Road days but who
also worked for St. Pancras council, was one of those who was
mainly instrumental in persuading them that they needed me.
I’m not sure if he did me a favour or not: it meant another
‘term of hard labour’, this time a lifer. It started with my
being asked to speak to a meeting where Ted Kavanagh, one
of the new activists, was present, and finding him amazed
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Impressed with an intelligent piece of oratory for once, the
fascists invited him to speak again and he finally let the SPGB
off the hook of embarrassment and formally resigned accord-
ing to the constitution. He survived long years of prison and
is active in the extreme Right as I write. He has even stood for
Parliament campaigning on a policy of law and order.

At the time, stung by the Bee’s revelations, he found Lon-
don’s climate too disagreeable and went to Glasgow and disas-
ter. Running a longfirm fraud, he needed to pay cheques into
one bank account and draw out cash for a private one. Thus
when his firm went intentionally bust, at least he had no need
to beg but was provided for, as approved of by the founder of
one of the world’s most lucrative businesses, Jesus of Nazareth
himself.

Immediately after Desmond withdrew cash, the bank was
held up. There was no connection with him, but the bank man-
ager knew the serial numbers of the notes held in the bank
thatmorning, without knowing towhom some had been issued
in normal trading. Police investigation showed a large sum of
matching serial numbers had been paid into another bank ten
minutes after the hold-up. What were the police to think?

Feeling convinced they had a right one there, they inter-
viewed Desmond who could prove he had legitimately drawn
a cheque for that amount. But he had a nervous tic in his eye,
an English accent, admitted to a London business address, and
it seemed an odd transaction altogether so they took his finger-
prints and were able to detain him on an indecency charge in
Manchester years before.

Blackwell’s of Oxford got to hear of it and had a list of
charges they wanted to press. The unfortunate Desmond was
taken to Oxford, still protesting that he had never held up a
bank in his life. When he got into court he almost fainted when
he saw almost every bookseller and publisher from London
there to bring different charges.
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were too many of them, but he told his fellow director he was
giving up the premises.

At least he gave him his money back, but left him stuck
with the lease. I passed him in the street and he bemoaned that
he had borrowed money from his wife’s family to go in with
Reid, and been left with an unuseable shop for porn after the
notoriety, and so had been let down once again. All I could say,
ungenerously but understandably, was “I bet you don’t take
£100 this Saturday night”.

The Law and Order Candidate

No account of lowlife bookselling would be complete with-
out an account of Desmond, who passed into legend. He had
originally been a groupie of Freedom Press but was caught
by Marie Louise Berneri stealing postal orders. She offered to
have him psycho-analysed but he insisted the postal orders she
found in the coat he was wearing at the time must have been
put there by somebody else. He joined the Socialist Party of
Great Britain instead.

The SPGB was a small sect of dogmatic socialists of early
century breed. Appalled by schisms and divisions around 1910,
they wrote a constitution and stuck to it rigidly for the next
eighty years. One of their members had jumped on an anti-
war platform from which venerable old George Lansbury was
speaking in the First WorldWar, to save him from an indignant
mob. Later he had been expelled for contravening the constitu-
tion by “appearing on a reformist platform”. Desmond, chasing
the rough trade after WWII, actually spoke on a fascist plat-
form to oblige a close friend with a sore throat (or something),
but wanted to stay in the SPGB. The latter were puzzled as to
what to do. Nobody, understandably, was prepared to claim he
had appeared on a reformist platform.
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to hear anarchism described, for the first time so far as he
was concerned, in terms of class struggle rather than liberal
negativism and pacifism.

With some others, we formed a caucus within the newly-
formed London based groupings, then called LondonAnarchist
Groups 1 and 2 roughly based on the divisions between the
supporters of FP and the SWF. These divisions had been grad-
ually dispersed to the extent that despite Richards’s obsessive
hatred of the SWF, he turned a blind eye to SWF members Pete
Turner, and later Bill Christopher, becoming editors of Free-
dom. Bill Christopher was a printer, Imperial FOC at the Daily
Mail; Pete Turner involved in building work trade unionism.
Both tried to push Freedom into some interest in practical anar-
chism and class struggle, but the association with the Freedom
crowd overcame them instead. They drifted into pure pacifism,
as a result of which Bill Christopher gave up his job and went
as a mature student into a teachers college and also the ILP,
then about at its last gasp.

Squatting

There was one positive side to this activity, which was the
birth of the squatting movement. Though it later attracted left
politicos when, like any reforming wave, it became capable
of institutionalisation. Though never able wholly to control it
they sometimes did, though they had nothing to do with its
origins and growth.

While there had previously been some occupation of empty
houses immediately at the end of the war, an unofficial exten-
sion of the official policy of assigning abandoned houses to the
blitzed and homeless, this was first supplemented and finally
supplanted by Governmental offers of prefabricated housing,
and then a boom in building municipal housing. Prefabs ceased
to be built, though some, intended for a couple of years stand-
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ing, were still being used fifteen to twenty-five years after. Ris-
ing house prices, the virtual disappearance of private sector
housing and the growing independence of youth not prepared
to live with their parents until marriage and long after, had
started something that was in the coming thirty odd years was
to magnify out of all proportion. Squatting was the only short-
term solution in the face of official unconcern.

The squatting phenomenon of the Sixties that has lasted
despite all harassment started with a meeting in the East End
about the dockers strike, in the course of which it transpired
the majority of the audience were ex-dockers and their wives,
old people more concerned with rats on their decaying estates
and getting re-housed than with current strikes against redun-
dancy. One old-age pensioner mentioned the hundreds of un-
occupied houses, and it is to her that the credit for the origi-
nal modern squatting idea is due, though the unknown genius
who said it was perfectly legal under a law of 1381 certainly
contributed by overcoming any qualms felt about taking over
derelict properties. The first really organised squatting took
place in Brighton.

The resort had some dark slums around the back of
the fashionable residential areas, never far away from the
boarding-houses that catered for London’s teeming holiday
invasion. Many of the families from these areas had been
made homeless by rebuilding, but there was a well-maintained
terrace of houses for Army families that had been left empty
for some fifteen years. An anarchist group occupied them
and invited a dozen or so homeless families in, together with
single parents and indeed anyone who came along. I did not
take part in this occupation but was called down to act as
prospective bailee if anyone got arrested so I witnessed the
historic scene.

The police called but went away when told the magic words
‘The Act of 1381’ and said it was for the courts to decide. The
Army decided to sort it out themselves but they couldn’t very
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In the course of his profession, perhaps independently or as
an agent for Bobby, he had met Dr StephenWard. Ward was an
osteopath and a sex fetishist. His talents, and from all accounts
he was quite a gifted conversationalist, led him to mix with the
highest circles in the land, and pander to the rich and famous.
Royalty, Cabinet Ministers, pop stars, foreign diplomats, for-
eign spies, rent boys and girls, all came into Ward’s net. Some
of the porn merchants acted for him both as outlets and sup-
plies. He seems to have been a drug dealer and a pimp.

When the Profumo case brought Ward into national noto-
riety1 and even brought down the government, he committed
suicide. Reid promptly gave up his job with Bobby and induced
the dispossessed director to open a bookshop inMuseum Street
with him. Prior to its opening, he organised an exhibition of
Ward’s drawings and photographs which he had been holding
in safe keeping, plus what he had obtained from his secret hide-
away flat.

He announced one day that before opening there would be
a private sale and the public could come in on the Monday af-
ter. There was a stream of limousines to Museum Street that
week as the great and good bought compromising pictures of
themselves at high prices. It is a joy to think that theymay have
included some responsible for blacklisting the man now black-
mailing them. “God pays his debts without money,” my saga-
cious tailor in Stoke Newington, nodding wisely, said when the
bank that had bounced his cheques got broken into by armed
robbers, presumably not after his overdraft.

The long queue of prurient public, or it may be art lovers, on
Monday saw only a few harmless rural pictures. Freddie didn’t
have the cheek to charge the sincere admirers of Ward’s art
the admission fees originally intended, perhaps because there

1 for more on Stephen Ward, refer to the 100 best books on the Pro-
fumo case. (When all concerned have passed beyond earthly libel laws.) He
brought down a Cabinet Minister with him and the Government resigned.
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In court he proved it could not have been him and blamed
South African agents. Had he not been acquitted before I
read it in the newspapers, I would have volunteered evidence
of the above. Murumbi, though by this time Vice-President
of Kenya, might also have come forward. Hain went on to
become a Labour MP. The only time I have seen him since is
on television where the resemblance is less striking.

It is generally accepted that this was a dirty tricks campaign
of the South African police, but I am not sure. If it really was
Marinus concerned, and significantly he vanished thereafter, I
think it highly feasible that he tried a bank robbery for more
creditable and credible reasons, but felt he could get an alibi by
making it appear to be somebody else. Hain lived close at hand.
While nobody would be daft enough to slip out for ten minutes
to hold up the bank round the corner without troubling to put
on a disguise, people who opposed apartheid might be thought,
in the climate then prevailing, to do crazy things, Had Marinus
been caught, he could explain to the British police he was on
their side, and if that did not come off his bosses might reward
him for a good try. Maybe, even so, he did charge expenses, but
who can tell until the sea gives up its dead or the Afrikaaner
police files are opened, whichever is the sooner?

— And Ward

Another in the porn game was Freddie Reid, who went off
with JoeThomas’s wife when for a brief spell the three of them
were jointly engaged in strike action. I never met him, but ac-
cording to Joe he had been sincere enough until he was black-
listed for his strike activities and then turned to despicable
methods of earning a living. There are many crimes the black-
listers have to answer for, and perhaps one day they will. In
this case some of them at least did.
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well open fire to get back a terrace they didn’t really want.
Some very casually dressed anarchs were outside leaning
against the wall when an Army jeep turned up. A young
officer jumped out, paced up and down and then came to a
halt, turning on his heels and pointing to one of the loungers.
“You. I’m giving you a direct order,” he said. “Get these people
out of here”’ The last time I’d heard this particular magic
formula was in the Cairo Mutiny, but if it hadn’t worked then,
it could hardly be expected to work with civilians, especially
such civilians as these. Without taking his cigarette out his
mouth he said incredulously, “Fuck off,” which left the officer
somewhat perplexed. He went, no doubt to consult Queen’s
Regulations as to what to do in such a case. Some months
later the Army applied to the courts and the families were
evicted in the snow at Christmas which was not too good for
the Army’s image since Press photographers were there.

Press imaginations die hard. Years later a local stringer was
telephoning a story to Fleet Street, when squatting had taken
off in a big way. She brought into her story the notorious occa-
sion when, she claimed, families were held there under duress
in a place used for manufacturing bombs. According to her, the
police had known but could not raid the place as they would
have had it been anyone else, as it was on squatted property
and the law of 1381 applied! I was the copytaker to which she
was giving this startling information, but felt sorry for the good
lady and explained to her kindly that the police were not quite
as powerless as all that.

It wasmany years, though, before a ToryMP asked the Lord
Chancellor to have the 1381 law repealed, and Lord Hailsham
regretfully had to decline, bewildered, as no such law had ever
existed. Belief in it served to encourage homeless families. As
councils began to settle them in flats and houses, a new second
wave of squatting grew up much more part of the youth scene,
beginningwith the occupation of Park Lane premises, and then
the formerArethusa children’s home inHolborn— empty since
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before the war but which naturally the Government insisted
was just about to be re-opened, though it never was.

Squatting then spread like wildfire until the horrendous
housing and re-housing crises made it an essential and not
just alternative way of life. Without it London could not have
continued to exist without descending to the standards of
Bombay. Even with it there were insuperable problems for
young people wanting to set up home in their native city.
With the drive to suppress it we have found sleeping rough
in London a growing problem, to which there is seemingly
no answer under capitalism, and a Cabinet Minister has
complained bitterly that he has to step over the homeless on
his way to the opera.

International Spy

I helped squatters through the years with transport but was
never more involved than that. During the St. Pancras years I
shared a flatwith Evie, a fashion designerwho designed clothes
for the lower end of the rag trade. At that time teenagers had
just been ‘invented’ or at least, discovered as an exploitable
market. There was a dress revolution comparable to the early
twenties when skirts were shortened and women’s dress, and
in a way status, changed almost overnight.

As teenagers now had as much or even more money to
flash around than their elders, manufacturers were saying, ‘If
you miss teenagers you miss business”, than which they could
think of no worse fate. Evie became sought after as one of the
few who could copy the fashions of the sophisticated Paris and
West End market and convey them to the mass market end of
the trade. The insalubrious sweatshops of the East End would
then churn out copies of what wealthy debutantes were wear-
ing last, this or even next season, according to the science or
prescience of the designer. Evie became a fashion spy rather
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of whom there must have been at least five. Denis, one of the
Oehlerites, whose geese were all swans, had high hopes of him
then. When we met him one day in a cafe, Marinus came in,
and greeted Denis like a log-lost friend. Heffer warned him he
was “dodgy”.

The Mr Big of Porn, Bobby, set up shops well stocked with
porn openly displayed. It was all illegal until the prosecution of
“Lady Chatterly’s Lover” and later that of “Oz” collapsed and to
write, if not yet in certain circumstances to say, “fuck” became
legal. At that date the hard porn world collapsed for years until
harder, more violent porn became surreptitiously fashionable.
Different men would take the ‘chair’, that is, be the recognised
owner and take on the fines, reimbursed by Bobby. On the third
occasion the magistrate, who must have known the set-up as
everyone else did, would solemnly warn the ‘owner’ that next
time would mean jail. The ‘chairman’ ostensibly sold to a new
owner whom Bobby appointed.

What such people were doing in left wing circles, or the
Bee and some others in right-wing ones, one may easily de-
duce. One day I happened to go to an anti-apartheid meeting,
invited by Joe Murumbi, and someone nudged me and said of
Marinus waiting to go in “That’s Peter Hain” (then a Young Lib-
eral leader). I already suspected Marinus of being a an agent-
provocateur and police (possibly South African) spy. Murumbi
was sure of it. When I went round to tell him Marinus was in
the crowd and had been identified as Peter Hain, he smiled and
told me Peter Hain was addressing a meeting miles away.

Later Murumbi told me that a European or many a white
South African might be fooled by the resemblance, but an
African could tell Marinus was of mixed blood. He suggested
charitably that Marinus might be blackmailed by the SA police
so he could “work his passage” as a White rather than a
Coloured.

Some years later there was a burglary in Streatham near Pe-
ter Hain’s home, and Peter Hain was ‘identified’ and charged.
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He told me when leaving, “You don’t recognise me? I’ve
been round to your place a couple of times. I spoke to yourmate
Joe. I said I wanted an illustrated book on walking-sticks and
he offered me one on malacca canes. Next time I asked you for
anything on camping and you showed me a DIY book on tent-
making for girl guides. Then I gave up”. He went out laughing.
I remembered the incidents but couldn’t see anything funny.
Everyone would see the joke today, but the fact I didn’t do so
then was one of the reasons I never took £100 every Saturday
night.

Keeping Watch

Another pornography seller and bookthief was Ray, who
also worked the non-erotic non-bookstall presumably for
Bernard Kops on days when he wasn’t there. I wonder now
if he simply moved in on the stall when Kops was away and
Kops never knew anything about it. Clearly Kops didn’t know
where he was half the time, if his later memories are any
criterion.

Ray had been for a while in the Anarchist Federation
(Hawkes-Brown section) and ran a straight film show with
the camera he used for another type of film showing. He
absconded with the takings and set up his own bookshop.
There was a curious character named Marinus who hung
around his bookshop regularly and was at all South African
protest meetings. I met Upton through Denis Levin, who
was an Oehlerite (a kind of non-Trotsky Trotskyite) and a
bookseller.

Eric Heffer was the best-known of the Oehlerites, but de-
fected to the Labour Party and died in the odour of sanctity, an
MP beloved by all Parties. Sometime an extreme Trotsky sup-
porter, sometime orthodox Labour, sometime High Anglican
darling of the Tories, he only disappointed the real Oehlerites,
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than a designer, looking to see what young rich women would
be wearing next.

Posing as a fashion journalist, she would go to international
haute-couture showings and take notes and drawings for quick
copying. In those days epicene youngmen in Paris and London
dictated what Society women would wear and, it being before
the jeans revolution, the upper-classes in turn dictated what
every other woman would ultimately wear.

The so-called West End “manufacturer” of mass clothing,
trading under a suitably elegant woman’s name, needed to
know the fashion trends in advance so that he could place
his orders with the East End “outworker”, as they called the
clothing manufacturers, and jump the fashion. The “spy”
added to their profits and detracted from the couturiers’
exclusivity. Once Evie was spotted and smacked on the wrist
by an elegant designer who called her the “wickedest woman
he had ever met” though he may not have had a wide or
intimate acquaintance. It wasn’t how the manufacturers for
whom she worked regarded her.

But it was a short-lived boom for her corner of the jungle.
Just as the music makers discovered the potentialities of con-
tained teenage rebellion the fashion-makers discovered the ad-
vantages of casual clothes and the lowers orders of society be-
gan dictating fashion to the upper orders. It became fashion-
able to be unfashionable. The tables were turned and the cou-
turiers began stealing ideas from the mass market. Evie was
among the first to think of specially tailored jeans, blouses and
tee-shirts to go with them, which led to the introduction of
workshops all over Camden Town employing Cypriot women
at the customary sweated wages.

We lived in a flat owned by an elderly lady who appeared
to be the stereotype ‘gentlewoman in reduced circumstances’.
Evie felt sorry for her, saying she had seen her late at night
in King’s Cross selling papers. We used to give her leftovers
for the many cats she owned, which she seemed to accepted
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gratefully as, she explained, she never ate meat and regretted
her cats would insist on it. I always wondered how she could be
poor when she owned a large house with four flats, the rents
of which were quite high, though she always assured us she
never saw a penny of what we paid to the agents.

Then one day we all had notice to quit. Our landlady told
Evie kindly she was sorry but she was going to turn the place
into offices for a peace organisation. It seemed she sold pacifist
papers, lived frugally because of a Quaker conscience, was a
vegetarian and devoted all her income to famine relief. Though
facing the street, we fell about laughing when it dawned on us
for the first time that Miss Rowntree was a millionaire and one
of the great cocoa dynasty.
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But even so Basil’s offence was not quite the conventional
idea of shoplifting. The perpetrator does not usually hire a
room opposite and survey the ground with binoculars, While
too it was a first offence (rather, charge) so far as stealing was
concerned, for he had paid for protection from arrest for years,
he had a record as long as your arm for sexual offences.

He complained to everyone from the Chief Rabbi to Oswald
Mosley. He expected the Chief Rabbi to take action against
his acquitted visitor’s non-partner for the sharp practice which
had let him profit from the Bee’s downfall, but as the person
concerned was a Marxist and an atheist and had no connection
with his ancestral faith, there was not much the reverend gen-
tleman could do, even if it were a religious offence to dissoci-
ate oneself from someone having bad luck, and he had wanted
to oblige someone also claiming he was being discriminated
against for his fascist views.

The only one to take Basil the Bee seriously was Mosley,
who took at face value the argument that he was really go-
ing down for political offences, an argument more often used
over the years by Communist Party bookthiefs, less often by
his supporters. But as Mosley lived in Paris he couldn’t help
much beyond reminisce of his own days in Brixton jail and
how it caused his phlebitis, I suppose. I never had the chance
or desire to ask anyone.

A detective came to my place to follow up the Spanish ter-
rorists, and told me of the allegations, which included Basil’s
request that Blackwell’s of Oxford be closed down because they
had refused to pay him for books re-supplied by him, after they
had been stolen from their shelves by one of his “scouts”. Be-
fore I answered my part of the saga I asked which side in the
civil war he thought were the terrorists, as if I didn’t know. It
was the one that lost, of course. I admitted knowing lots of one
variety but none of the other. He didn’t answer, but stressed
this was all in confidence, probably because a Labour govern-
ment was in office.
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pressed, but I forgot tomention it was pence. Next week hewas
round full of woe and imploring my assistance. Not only had
he been charged with theft (later altered to receiving) when
he was on the protected list for porn, his alleged partner had
decided their relationship was at an end. This was quite un-
derstandable but he would not return the money invested in
his business for laundering. He pointed out that it was in a lim-
ited companywhich had never traded.The cash had been spent
buying stock which had been transferred to his own business
unfortunately at a loss, as the result of a decision taken by the
managing director when the sleeping director was sitting in
the chair for another, “What am I if not his partner?” my lame
duck asked me. “An idiot,” I pointed out.

To add to his woes he had to pay a huge fee to his usual
protector, after which the police remembered that he was in-
tercepted going to an office above the one concerned in the con-
spiracy, so he didn’t go to court. The Bee, however, got a huge
sentence andwent berserkwhen someone elsewhowasn’t con-
cerned went scot-free. He told everyone how corrupt the po-
lice were, the extent of bribery, sodomy, theft and fraud in the
new and second-hand book industry, and named every villain
in the business ranging from Mayfair bookshops who charged
antiquarian prices for books still in print to Meltzer of King’s
Cross who was mixed up with Spanish terrorists.

He, poor lamb, the only innocent in the book trade, had got
ten or fifteen years for a first offence in stealing books from
Foyle’s, which everyone in London did; some even came over
from far-off continents to do so. Well, yes, in a way. Many re-
spectable people stole books from Foyle’s, as they paid their
staff peanuts and didn’t overly bother about shoplifting. When
they went on strike Christina Foyle said they were all sexual
perverts anyway and should be glad to be employed. I wrote
to the press in response suggesting if the proprietor were right
maybe the public should keep away from the long dark alley-
ways of books Foyle’s had in those days.
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Plumbing the Depths

Furtive sex was a flourishing industry at the end of the
Macmillan era. I had a certain ingrained prudery and never
paid for a prostitute in my life, even at the time I will relate
after my long-term companions died and I only occasionally
enjoyed the pleasures of sex. Maybe I sound puritanical, but it
was not that. I knew one or two professionals well but I never
availed myself of their services. One is always pestered by hus-
tlers when one visits Paris, especially as a lone male, and when
soliciting was accompanied by genuine pleas for cash — “I’ve
been ill and can’t work” was the favourite — I gave them the
money and moved on.

What disgusted me was the element of exploitation. Sud-
denly all around me there were, if not prostitutes, a rash of
“pornbrokers’ shops” as pornographic booksellers were called
— not to be confused with “pawnbrokers”! I regarded them as
a pest, especially as the police were paid off. That milieu pen-
etrated the world of spies and dirty tricks upon international,
political and extra-parliamentary politics.

At any rate, as I then saw it, the London street women were
business people who took a risk and it usually paid off though
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this did not necessarily apply in other cities abroad. The men
engaged in the traffic were some feet below the dregs of hu-
manity. Later I, and everyone else, learned a lot from trends
in the women’s movement but in the fifties they had yet to
get over their message that the sex\porn business degraded
woman, even if the participants were willing. They degraded
men in a different way from the way they did women. Male
whores, pimps, most pornbrokers and almost all porn filmmak-
ers, were often police spies and informers as well as being bul-
lies in the exploitation of women.

The pornographic booksellers paid off the West End police,
who raided their shops, giving advice as to their coming, in
rotation, the way they picked up the prostitutes. I remember
all too well a dishevelled brass screaming and kicking as the
police carried her into the Black Maria at Piccadilly Circus. I
can hear her now yelling, “It’s not my turn, you bleeders. I paid
you only last Wednesday.”

The police used occasionally to raid booksellers, in my
case, three times, in the hope of finding something “dirty”
like Radclyffe Hall or D.H. Lawrence. They resented the fact
that these booksellers never bribed them. I knew that and
once said tongue in cheek, “I wish it were possible to pay you
gentlemen something to stay away, it upsets my customers.
But that would be bribery, illegal and unthinkable”. If looks
could have killed, that would have been my lot.

The pornbrokers and the bookthieves co-operated. Basil the
Bee, as the queen bee of them all of them all was known (I can-
not remember his real name, if I ever knew it) spent his life
within a quarter of a mile of Soho.There was Foyle’s Bookshop,
where he was, in a manner, licensed to steal books within rea-
sonable limits by their own detectives. Also in easy reach was
St Patrick’s Church, Soho Square, where he was a devout wor-
shipper, and the urinal on the corner where he re-committed
the sins of the flesh he had confessed at St Pat’s.
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But one day Foyle’s discovered what everyone else in the
book trade knew already: that some of their detectives were
bent and sacked them. Enterprisingly, Basil the Bee rented
an office directly facing their theology department, and when
the coast was clear sent in his gang to raid the shelves. The
plug-uglies who went round as commercial travellers for him
aroused the suspicions of a theology bookseller, who reasoned
they could not all be impecunious curates or divinity students
selling their books and he cautioned the police who had to act
whether they liked it or not. They came up the stairs to Basil’s
office in force just as a certain quasi-bookseller turned up.

He was a ‘chairman’. The big noises of the porn trade hired
managers at very large sums to ‘sit in the chair’ for as long as
three fines were notched against them as presumed proprietors
in breach of the law. Then they resigned by mutual arrange-
ment as it meant prison next time. The business was ‘sold’ to
a new proprietor, someone else sitting in the chair for the real
proprietor.

He was also co-director with a legitimate (as it were, or
rather a non-erotic) bookseller, and bought stolen books on
his behalf. Coming upstairs on his normal business, he was ar-
rested by the police. Unfortunately they were not the police he
paid for protection in his porn business but a different set al-
together, interested in crime rather than vice. He was arrested
against all custom and practice.

That was how I got to know this world, because some kind
soul sent this frustrated chairman to me as someone whom the
lawyers couldn’t help. For years I knew and enjoyed my repu-
tation as a barrack-room lawyer.

As I could not help him, he looked around my bookshop
patronisingly and asked why I did not go in for pornography.
He could not understand any of my scruples. I hated to sound
a prig, but there it was. He pointed out, far from untruthfully,
that I did not take a hundred pounds on a Saturday night, and
asked what I had taken. “Fifty-five,” I said. He was slightly im-
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up so we learned of what activity was going on and so it in-
creased. I became inextricably involved in what some of us
termed the “international solidarity movement” and others the
“First of May Group”. Later, in Brussels, it came together as the
International Revolutionary Solidarity Movement (IRSM). I de-
scribed it in the booklet of that name (Cienfuegos Press, 1976)
but otherwise historians have passed it over or confused it with
themiddle classMarxist-Leninist and nationalist armed groups
who later eclipsed it, certainly in notoriety.

Though through my contacts in Spain I had known about
the Resistance there, it was usually when they were already
on trial for their activities and some outside intervention was
needed, meagre as it was at a time when the world had for-
gotten them. It was not until after the last of the most famous
urban guerrillas, Sabater, was gunned down in January 1960,
that I came to be in closer touch with the Resistance fighters in
Spain, whose existence was passed over by the press and his-
torians until very recently. For some years I struggled on my
own, but became more closely involved because of my associa-
tion with Stuart Christie, released from four years in a Spanish
jail, where he had built contacts and friendships with the ac-
tivists of the movement, and with Miguel Garcia, whom we
brought from the obscurity of a Spanish jail to international
activity.

Centro Iberico

When Miguel came to London, the Spanish Communists,
who had been running a meeting place in a parish church hall
in Holborn, styling it the Centro Iberico, moved out to bigger
premises and changed the name to the Garcia Lorca Club.They
knew how unpopular the Communist Party was after the tanks
moved into Hungary, but thought they stood a chance in Spain
and the dead poet couldn’t object to lending them credence.
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Though we had moved into a good flat after leaving St. Pan-
cas, and giving up a decent place at a rent one could afford was
the most idiotic thing financially and socially one could do at
that time and since, that was what I did. I could not bear to live
in it nor even to talk about Evie. I felt so emotional about it that
Joe Thomas, who came with me to the funeral, warned people
from talking to me either about Evie, or even about the flat.

Unlike the 374 Monster, it wasn’t easy to give the flat
up. Though everyone was crying out for flats, the landlords
wouldn’t transfer the lease. I let someone else move in pro-
vided they paid the rent direct. They ran up seven months rent
when the landlord got a court order and evicted me and them
without my knowing. I learned this later when sued in the
county court for the balance of the rent owing after distraint.
But fate always frowned on my landlords. True, nothing much
happened to Miss Rowntree, but her devotion to the cause of
peace and international understanding certainly never had
any luck.

The solicitor for the 374 landlords having been burned to
death, the bookshop’s landlord was drowned on a holiday
cruise to the Canaries. The flat’s landlord was killed crossing
the road from the car park to the court, and as his barrister
did not understand at the time why his client failed to appear
to instruct him, which annoyed the judge, I got a couple of
months reprieve, by which time I had gone from the only
address they knew. Alternatively Pharaoh’s heart had been
softened by the omen, since I never heard of the case again.

Soon afterwards Audrey Charity, whom I had known for
years, returned to England. She and I had an on-off relationship
for years as she every so often abandoned the attempt and re-
turned to a comfortable life-style in California, always return-
ing just when it seemed all was at an end between us. Even
before my leaving the bookshop venture, which had lasted five
years, she kept pressing me to concentrate on my personal
affairs rather than worrying about lifelong political commit-
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ments so many had abandoned long before my age, now push-
ing forty and knocking it over. She did not think much of hon-
est poverty and all that. I did not think too highly of it myself,
but it was all I could manage.

We were at opposites politically. She said she was a
Royalist-Republican, which was to say a royalist in England
and a Republican in California, and as such was a devout
groupie of Charles II. We re-fought all the battles of the Civil
War in our weekend journeys round the country. She got
on very well with my parents, with whom she often stayed.
Sid always jokingly called her ‘Baby Doll’ and Rose called
her ‘Lady Jane’, which she regarded as the height of cockney
humour. This time it almost seemed as if we would marry.
But it never came off, though we always reckoned we might
eventually shack up instead of having what we laughingly
called our perpetual holiday romance. She wanted too much
of life and I too little, everyone told us.

Within a year of coming back she thought she had cancer.
Afterwards the doctors explained it was an eye complaint af-
fecting descendants of North Europeans in California. She took
her own life. She was always merry and so used to being com-
plimented on her blonde beauty that she concealed her secret
fears of illness and old age, neither of which she was to expe-
rience. Coming only eighteen months after Evie’s death, I felt
emotionally shattered and drained.

A last fond and despairing look at the charming Welsh spy
and the lovely American royalist! I lived alone for the next
thirty years, and it would seem now certain, for the rest of my
life.

The freedom of the press

While I was still on the dreary round of looking for work
and finding inexplicable refusals I went with one old friend,
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Greek Tragedy; Haverstock
Hill; The Invisible Woman;
This Gun for Sale; Only Too
Visible Women; Channel
Swimmer in Beads;
Emilienne

The Spanish War (Continued)

Travelling around Spain from time to time I found ghost
towns where mass murder had taken place, abandoned by
those fleeing from terror or deliberate economic privation,
where only a few of the old great movement kept the flame
alight in secret. All over the world one could find veterans of
the struggle and their families who had fled.

Strange that these veterans, though isolated, kept a rela-
tionship, even with divisions. Slowly in the post-war years the
groups in several countries were re-emerging from the obscu-
rity into which they had been flung whether by defeat or na-
tional victory, and literally one by one getting together, slowly
throwing off the bonds of the libertarian but hardly revolu-
tionary movement that had surrounded them. As they linked
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Doctor’s Dilemma

I heard of a Tottenham doctor, a sincere young woman who
inherited a fortune and proposed to give it to ‘the movement’
without being sure what it was she believed in. I thought to
interest her in the Anarchist Black Cross since she claimed to
be a ‘non-violent anarchist’ and nothing could be more non-
violent than helping anarchist prisoners. It would take some
of the pressure off Black Flag. When she heard of the Spanish
Resistance (for the first time, incidentally) she closed up like a
clam. It was too violent for her, she explained, and Iwas politely
shown the door. The next I heard of Dr Rose Dugdale was that
she had given her own money and robbed her wealthy parents,
getting involved in a case that got her five years or so, on behalf
of the Irish Republican Army. Her ‘Anarchism’ could only be
taken with a strong dose of pacifism, but when she switched to
Nationalism it was different. Pope Pius, who told the American
Dorothy Day that Catholics could be anarchists provided they
were pacifists (a proviso certainly not applied in the case of,
say, Catholics who wanted to be fascists), would have seen the
logic of this, but I never could, unless it is to say that professing
Anarchism’s all right as long as you don’t try to achieve it.
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Dave Kinsella, for a job on London Transport. He, like me, had
been one of those excluded from the army for years. In his case
it was the Irish republican connection — he was Lancashire-
born but in the Connolly Club. When they had finally came
round to telling him he had been ‘enlisted’ some months be-
fore, he had been at sea in the merchant service. He still faced
a court-martial on his return but a fairer court martial than
Captain Le Strange could conduct listened to his evidence and
decided, even though not admitting the truth about the myste-
rious call-up so long delayed and then coming out of the blue,
that the accused could hardly have left ship in Murmansk to
respond even if he had known about it. It would have been an
offence in itself.

However, he was less lucky than I in the long run since,
once in the army, he got a five year prison sentence (he served
two) for assaulting an officer, in circumstances which would
not have caused more than a frown from a magistrate in civil
life, and in circumstances more justified than in my case. How
many got the same two years? Was it a mandatory penalty
upon dissenters? I would still like to know, though it now
makes no difference. It did not bother Dave. What irked him
was that we were still turned down, and for such a lousy
job, on the grounds of our ‘prison records’ yet they were
recruiting former members of enemy forces who might have
had criminal records, for all they knew, and in some cases
might well have been guilty of war crimes, but that did not go
against them.

At the suggestion of JoeThomas, who was by then working
for The Guardian, Dave and I applied to join the print union
Natsopa.The union promptly fixedmewith a job as a copytaker
at the Daily Sketch and him as a driver at another daily. Such
were the restrictive practices denounced as being a restraint of
the freedom of the press-lords to decide who should work and
who shouldn’t that the management was not consulted as to
our political reliability and the only test applied was whether
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we could do the job or not.This type of abuse of the employer’s
natural rights was later held up by Tory propagandists as an
example of union power at its worst. Mrs Thatcher came to
liberate industry from that threat.

Admonition

Just when I was packing up the bookshop, I received a last
admonition on my folly. A would-be Conservative councillor
on the St. Pancras estate was a young man in a hurry named
Andrew came in to see me and analyse my financial follies, of
which I was already well aware and did not need to have ex-
plained kindly.

George Plume, who worked for the municipality but had
died two or three years before, had introduced him to the
bookshop in the first place. Among the accumulated stock
of Simpkin Marshall were some several dozen copies of a
painting of Hans Christian Andersen, which George helped
flog him on the basis of their being of Benjamin Disraeli, a
likeness I had never before noticed. Thereafter he occasionally
called on the look-out for portraits of other Conservative
heroes, and he never failed to berate me politically and explain
how well I could do on the other side of the fence if I only
“looked after No. 1.”

He came round for the last time just as we were packing it
all in, and met two Turkish Cypriots who occasionally bought
indiscriminate stacks of books. They were after the non-books
that had been left. They were not readers, but landlords.

Books were still a cheap method of claiming the furnished
rooms they let had furniture over a certain value. Some types
of non-books can be bought and sold cheaply, but who is to
say what they were worth on the prices then charged?The bed
and chairs in a ‘furnished bed-sit’ might be worth a couple of
shillings, the wardrobe a pound or so, but the ‘library’ brought
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tre on anarchism in Amsterdam that the best documentary film
material on some aspects of it, particularly the collectivisations,
was held by the CNT. The film makers were not trusted by the
anarcho-syndicalists, but they knew if they did not co-operate,
they could hardly criticise afterwards. This had happened with
the film To Die in Madrid when the French producers had re-
quested film from both the CNT and the Communist Party. As
contact was made by a well-known fellow-traveller, the CNT
had refused to co-operate thinking the Communists would be
glorified, but they still were because of the lack of any coverage
the CNT would have given.

They were not exactly encouraged by the fact that Granada
TV thought the person most equipped to deal with all aspects
of opinion in Spain would be Lady Jane Wellesley, a direct de-
scentant of the first Duke ofWellington and therefore, they pre-
sumed, respected by all Spaniards. At first the CNT declined to
help but finally I was asked to act as a go-between. I had strong
reservations and said when approached I knew the film would
be a gross travesty but that I appreciated what happened over
To Die in Madrid. My rudeness shocked the film makers, who
denied they would distort the message. My last word was that
I would advise the CNT to co-operate but made our dilemma
clear, saying at least they would know, for what it was worth,
they hadn’t fooled us.

Surprise! In the end the Granada film was impartial, por-
traying fairly all sides in Spain from their own points of view
— the very first time the British media had done so. The only
criticism one could make in the overall coverage was the dis-
proportionate part given (as usual) to the International Brigade
— one would think it was an army rather than a brigade — but
as it was on the British contribution to it, this was understand-
able. After all, British literary circles were convinced George
Orwell was a key figure in the Spanish war, following the best-
selling success of Animal Farm.
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orable dictum that “in no circumstances will they pay overtime
on overtime”, i.e. if they called on someone to work overtime
to deal with the enormous backlog at pub closing time, he or
she didn’t get the unworked overtime rate on top of that.

In the heyday of escalating demands the press kept refer-
ring to “Anarchy in Fleet Street”. One odd effect of this propa-
ganda was to make my own position safe. When the manage-
ment was told by the Economic League that I was an anarchist
and of my association with Christie then at the height of his
notoriety, they said (I learned) with a sigh, that precisely their
problem was that everybody they had to deal with was an an-
archist. I somehow doubt this.

I was for some years Health and Safety TU representative. I
had a glowing tribute years later, long after I had retired, when
the unions had been smashed by the new restrictive laws and
everything we had fought for taken away. Nobody was pre-
pared to take on stooge roles substituting for union representa-
tion, under the new reformist-fascism. When the management
mentioned something in regard to accident prevention, some-
body mentioned my name with nostalgia, to be told sharply
by a young management executive (possibly with a shudder?)
“You are talking about a creature from the prehistoric swamps.
We don’t want go down that road again.” Nice to know my ef-
forts were appreciated, after all.

1986 again

Tomy surprise I was contacted one day at work by Granada
TV. I had got used to any number of calls, but could hardly be-
lieve this one. It seemed two film companies wanted to make a
documentary on the fiftieth anniversary of the Spanish Revolu-
tion Civil War, though in the event only one stayed the course.
This particular caller explained they were up against the fact
that they had got to know via the State-sponsored research cen-
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the furniture up to the valuer’s assessment. I hated dealingwith
them, and they sensed this. They generally came when I was
out and dealt with my colleague who appeared to them much
more reasonable.

Their belief in free enterprise coincided with Andrew’s and
they got on famously. They invited him to join their jewellery
import firm and use his charisma and ability to manage the of-
fice, insisting that as an Englishman he was ideal as managing
director. He was delighted, took over, boasted to all and sundry
of his sudden rise to a directorship. He sat giving orders to smil-
ing Cypriots, which he never realised were never carried out,
as they were for a fictitious operation. Meanwhile he drew a
salary commensurate to his presumed standing, until one day
the police raided the firm. The ‘workers’ pleaded they knew
nothing of handling stolen property or long term fraud, which
is what the company was really about. They only “took orders
from the boss” who would no doubt have a suitable explana-
tion. A warrant was out for his arrest and he left for Australia
hurriedly. So ended my acquaintanceship with yet another per-
son who assured me always “I was foolish not to look after No.
1.” and would do well if I did.

Old Flame and New Floods

It was a few years after the tragic loss of both Evie and Au-
drey that I met with Roz Shepherd oncemore.We had parted af-
ter the war when she decided to return to her husband, though
their married life previously had been brief. He had taken the
opportunity of being called up for military service to avoid a
domestic battle, being able to go away without confessing he
had another home to which to return, and to break with his
wife by post from France. After the war, feeling herself getting
too old for stage work, and with the variety theatre dying any-
way, Roz felt the need for ‘security’. When he was demobbed,
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having broken with his war-time love (somebody else’s wife),
he proposed resumption of the marriage, and she accepted.

I had barely the opportunity of holding our daughter in my
arms before Roz reunited with her husband. I never saw her
grow up. She did not know of my existence until just before
she married, and for conventional reasons kept it as her se-
cret. When we met, and I detected the strong likeness to my
mother’s family I must admit I regretted lost opportunities, at
least of not having had other children. As one grows older one
tends to feel bitter about such matters, though I hope I haven’t.
It hurt for a time and I never discussed it. Many friends have
assured me I would have been a good father. I suppose some
foes have regarded me as a Godfather. I met Roz sometimes
and she put on my door a medallion of The Good Shepherd,
which was the name Audrey jocularly gave her. It has fooled
many a doorstep missionary. I met her husband only once be-
fore his death. He had been working at County Hall where he
was a senior clerical officer until for some reason he retired
early on an inadequate income. He came up to me in the coffee
room and greeted me effusively, though I had not the faintest
idea who he was (he knew me from photographs). Perhaps he
thought I had some importance, as I was surrounded by coun-
cillors, but I hadn’t. The reason I was sitting in the County Hall
coffee roomwas that I had met Ellis Hillman in the street. I had
known him for years. He was a scientific prophet of doom and
was now a Labour councillor which was doom enough to be
going on with. We had a common interest in reviving public
attention in the works of F. A. Ridley which is what we went
in to discuss.

Ellis had entered electoral politics as a Trotskyist ‘deep en-
trist’ like three-quarters of the County Hall Labour councillors
and not a few Tory ones who had gone in so deep they came
out the other side. Indeed he told me of a mixed committee of
Labour and Tory Opposition councillors he once chaired, pref-
acing his remarks with the statement that it was a trifle bizarre
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who were killing them. When the Daily Herald became a na-
tional, under a deal between Odhams Press and the TUC, it be-
came difficult for other papers to operate. They had not even
thought it worthwhile to train others, reckoning the less trou-
blesome would be starved back and the rest were expendable.
Now they were leaving in droves. Thunderstruck, the press
barons reversed their policy and began bidding against each
other, raising wages and agreeing to union demands, until “the
print” became a sort of workers’ aristocracy. This lasted until
the smashing of the industry under the banner of “new technol-
ogy”, when they became serfs once again. But for over half a
century union power increased, and owing to the vulnerability
of papers to stoppage (nothing is more dead than yesterday’s
news) the moulders of public opinion, who told other employ-
ers not to give in to “union blackmail”, had to yield one con-
cession after another themselves. This did not stop the press
lords from trying to win back supreme control over their em-
pire.They were making more money than they could deal with,
and kept expanding. But what they craved was power.

An Anarchist in Fleet Street

The proprietors and even the journos never forgave the
workers for winning this round of the class struggle. To
this day one can read gruesome stories, written by people
who regularly fiddle their expense accounts, about the “semi-
criminal practices” of those like us who insisted on getting
paid overtime for waiting for them to stagger up to the phones
of their favourite pubs to dictate their copy, and demanded
“unworked overtime” for the extra work involved in taking all
at once what could otherwise be spread over time. Unworked
overtime was a phrase I originated.

It spread andwas countered by a special rate for “physically
worked overtime” (the management’s phrase), and their mem-
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Back in 1926 the printers had shown solidaritywith themin-
ers, the target of a vicious hate campaign, and finally refused
to print the incitements against them in the Daily Mail, then
in its fascist era. This had precipitated the General Strike, the
Government of the day saying the refusal to print was its be-
ginning and that to pre-empt a General Strike they began a
General Lock-Out.

After the Strike was defeated by what amounted to a mil-
itary coup, everybody suffered victimisation, the printers no
less than anyone. But in their case, unlike other industries, mal-
ice was defeated by madness.

Lord Beaverbrook, proprietor of the Daily Express group of
newspapers, was probably clinically insane like many power-
drunk newspaper proprietors. He employed a beautifully
dressed and coiffured young lady especially to come in and
clean his shoes while he sprawled on his chair in front of his
executive. He was expected to be the most vicious of those
who took reprisals.

But, like Hamlet, his was a nor’ north-east madness and
when it came to business he knew a hawk from a handsaw. Un-
like his rivals, he understood that the workers laid the golden
eggs he and his fellow-bosses were hatching. Others followed
the Mail, which had publicly said its employees weren’t ca-
pable of running a paper, and had let them down when they
failed to print denunciations of their comrades in the pits.They
sacked most, and blacklisted others, placing humiliating condi-
tions and wage cuts on the rest. Beaverbrook’s agents, how-
ever, went around the unemployed printers on the Street, tak-
ing on skilled craftworkers who had been sacked unceremo-
niously, and when other papers were happily reducing wages
and extending hours he raised pay to union requirements and
beyond.

Suddenly it became known to all, even the shrewd news-
gatherers themselves, that Beaverbrook had stolen the prime
geese that laid golden eggs from under the noses of his rivals,
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as all concerned happened coincidentally to be former mem-
bers of the same Trot group.

They crowded round to hear his latest theory of disaster,
that given the right combination of tide and wind, London
could face a worse disaster than Venice, with the added
possibility of the Underground being flooded. It sounded like
science fiction, even more bizarre than his committee meeting.
Most were more amused than disturbed and when he stood
for a Hackney municipal election, his Conservative opponents
used it extensively for ridicule to show the constituency what
sort of mad ideas the Socialist member had. The Conservative
Government issued a statement calming down undue fears,
pointing out that the Thames Barrier would prevent this
once they got around to building it and meanwhile a major
disaster was no doubt possible but unlikely. They granted Mr
Hillman’s premises, but explained only a few named London
districts could be affected anyway — disastrously for the local
Conservatives, as Hackney was one of them.

Even Roz, who lived in Hackney, phoned me anxiously to
ask if she should get outwith her daughter, and how soon. I told
her it would be quite a while, if ever. Now theThames Barrier is
built, and Roz lived just long enough to see the new attraction.
As I did not by then live far away from it, she called on me for
tea just before it was completed and laughingly recalled her
former fears. “You were always too damn cautious,” I remarked.
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11 Half-time summing-up

Half-time summing-up

The late Fifties and early Sixties represent roughly a
halfway house for my personal life, such as it was. For what-
ever interest it may afford, I have been persuaded I should
write down a full account of my life to enable, among other
matters, the background of the anarchist movement in this
country in my lifetime, otherwise unrecorded or misreported,
to be known. I tried to give a summing up in The Anarchists in
London 1935–55 which was somewhat sketchy and uncritical
(and had a totally irrelevant cover for which I was not re-
sponsible!) Since then an obscure byway of history has come
to a crossroads, the roads dividing to one still neglected by
historians but reaching in the right direction along the old
straight path, the other fashionable and maybe now a main
road leading in the wrong direction.

In other words, there were entirely different philosophies
referred to as anarchism. It took me a time to find there were
two contradictory theories, one working class and revolution-
ary, the other an offshoot of liberalism. Now there are a great
many variants, some dreamed up by the press or professors.
When there were only two, some activist anarchists did not see
it that way, and thought of the undoubted differences between
the two conceptions as different degrees of commitment and
action. They were doomed to frustration or else gave up the
struggle in despair trying to reconcile the two.

Outsiders who do not understand the difference think ‘the
anarchists can never agree among themselves’, as if those call-
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did not need a search warrant. They grasped that we did not
control the rest of the house with its various tenants, which is
more than they had done previously. These were merely “en-
quiries of a general nature”, such aswhat did I understand by an
article in Black Flag which I had not written, or whetherMiguel
knew characters ranging from Eleutorio Sanchez to Carlos the
Jackal. Anyone who had been long years in prison in Spain,
where they regularly move prisoners around, knew the former.
When they asked Miguel if he knew Spain’s criminal Public
Enemy No. 1 was reported in London, I chipped in “Franco’s
here? He must be staying with the Queen. Have you checked
the Palace?” However, neither “el Lute” nor the Caudillo were
really in town and certainly not in our flat, especially the latter.

“Carlos the Jackal” (if he exists) is not, so far as I know, Span-
ish or into anarchist resistance but a Marxist, nationalist or an
international mercenary. I only know of him from the press so
my information is probably wrong. Miguel didn’t know him
either but told them sarcastically to leave a message so if he
turned up he could pass it on.

Once I was told that an article in “Black Flag” about a bomb
explosion, in no way connected with anarchism, gave infor-
mation nobody could possibly have known who had not been
privy to the attempt. It may have been so originally for all I
knew, but the item of news so far as we were concerned had
been culled from the Evening Standard, which took them aback.
Whether the police followed up the information, beyond buy-
ing a back number to see if it was so, I have no means of know-
ing.

Rise of the Print Empire

When I went back to work in Fleet Street, it had only a
generation to go although nobody believed it, though therewas
already talk of ‘new technology’.
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was a week later, the welcome news that Fiaschi had been re-
leased.

Towards the Centre

I was facing once more the perennial problem of where to
live. Though I could purchase one now, the time had not yet
come when such flats were readily available, and I did not have
the minimum savings to place a deposit and buy. I also faced
a new problem that wherever I went, police raids seemed to
follow, without any follow-up whatever. Nowadays they have
a lot of bigger fish to fry.

Miguel Garcia had found lodgings for himself near Finsbury
Park, a room of a large basement flat rented by a couple of stu-
dents who had been there for some five years. They were coin-
cidentally named Garcia, and when they returned to Spain he
stayed put, claiming to be the same tenant. The landlord never
visited the place, which was supposed to be furnished but the
few sticks of furniture he put in did not evenmeet the bare min-
imum requirements of the Rent Act. Miguel invited me to take
over the flat and move in, so he could keep his room. Sure as
fate as soon as I did so the landlord died suddenly, conforming
to the general fate of my landlords, and his son’s family moved
into a flat on the premises.

It was convenient as we were running the International
Centre at Holborn at the time. The flat itself in Upper Tolling-
ton Park was an international centre in its own accord. Every-
one thought of it either as Miguel’s flat or an extension of the
centre and we must have had hundreds of visitors from all cor-
ners of the world during the eighteenmonths I was there. Once
I slept in the garden porch during the summer because wewere
so full up with visitors.

Being in Upper Tollington Park did not deter the police
from visiting, though they insisted these were not “raids” and
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ing themselves socialists or conservatives were all of one mind,
or chuckle about personal differences as if that were all there
were to it.

The Anarchism I advocated from the start, and never var-
ied from is that born of the class struggle, which was certainly
taken into account by philosophers but came out of the work-
ing class. It had a proud fighting history in the struggle against
Statism and every exploitative system. The capitalist press had
characterised it as violent and esoteric plainly because it had
given the bourgeoisie the shudders, both in the individual re-
sistance that followed the crushing of the Paris commune and
the syndicalist movement that came out of it.

After the First World War, the press-invented cartoon im-
age had been transferred to the Bolsheviks but had not stuck.
Later it was handed back to the anarchists when, that is, theme-
dia deigned to notice them. During the Spanish War there was
a conspiracy of silence, in the fifties a deliberate campaign of
misrepresentation described nationalists and Marxists as ‘An-
archists’ but anarchists as nationalists or Marxists.There was a
press directive to that effect whichmeant, for instance, the (still
reputable, pre-Murdoch) Times reported that anarchist Puig
Antich, executed by Franco, was a Catalan nationalist, and the
Marxist Ulrike Meinhoff, killed by the German police, was an
anarchist. In the early days of the Provos the press started to
say the (Nationalist and to an extent Marxist) IRA were anar-
chists, but the Spanish anarchist resistance were described as
nationalists or Marxists. The Italian Red Brigades, unquestion-
ably Maoist, and Basque nationalists. were called anarchists. It
made for an obscuring of genuine anarchism. When in a letter
I caught Reuters out on this misinformation, their correspon-
dent ‘explained’ that the Red Brigades were Marxist, but an-
archist insofar as “they thought to obtain their aims through
anarchy”! The retraction, puerile as it was, was not published
anywhere.
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An entirely different philosophy purporting to be anarchist,
though with more sophisticated ‘justification’, was of those
rejecting the class struggle and the idea of revolution. While
this philosophic “Anarchism” might preserve certain libertar-
ian ideals like marble saints, and might or might not try to put
distortions of them into practice, it does not believe anarchism
to be possible, revolution desirable or class divisions to exist.
It may confine itself to permanent protest, scholarly dissent or
nonconformity, perhaps seeing this as the result of psychology
or genes rather than class. It does not vote every four years or
sometimes, daringly, does so in defiance of ‘dogma’.

Though this conception had some strands in the past, and
certainly has some in the future with the rise of the hippy
movement, it came to us as part of the bourgeois-pacifist in-
flux into protest during the war. It later produced in turn such
absurd monstrosities as ‘capitalist anarchism’, ‘Catholic anar-
chism’, ‘non-violent anarchism’, purely intellectual exercises
without goal, and hived off into situationism, the hippy cul-
ture, and fitted in with strands of the new student-orientated
culture.

Conscientious objection inWWII was no big deal in Britain
(though not elsewhere). It entered into effective dialogue with
the State, but nonetheless ‘advanced’ pacifists, beyond quak-
erism, believed standing aside was effective resistance. Some-
times a few months jail before ultimate recognition sufficed to
make them regard themselves as heroes who felt themselves
justly rewarded for their action by the then availability of com-
fortable homes which the lucky ones occupied for the rest of
their lives, others until the first Rent Act.

As many came from patriotically indoctrinated sections of
the lower and upper middle classes, they needed emotional jus-
tification for this, provided by many philosophies, primarily
Christianity but some offbeat varieties of socialism too. One
of the minor ones was this bowdlerised version of anarchism
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was alleged to have been injured falling off the horse on which
he was dispersing the crowd, and the suggestion was made
in Freedom that anarchists should get up a collection for him,
the limit was reached. The former Cuddon’s group constituted
itself into a Black Flag collective.

After the Bulletin became Black Flag we had many editors
for the next twenty odd years, at one time rotating the editor-
ship per issue. Apart from a few of these issues I remained one
of the editors throughout. Stuart remained an editor for the
first five years, but so far as the press or the know-all academic
twits are concerned, he remains so to this day. His brief sum-
mer of notoriety had made him a historically referrable person
in spite of their trying to write him off at the same time.

This was useful after one enormous student demonstration
about something or other, organised by Tariq Ali in the street
fighting years that preceded his television establishment years.
The press was busy spreading stories of our influence, and Stu-
art’s in particular, on the students. Accordingly, Stuart and I
called at the Italian Embassy to protest at the case of Goliardo
Fiaschi, of Carrara. He had been in one of Franco’s jails for
twenty years along with Miguel, following his involvement
with Facerias and the Spanish Resistance. Completing his sen-
tence, he had returned to Italy, where he was re-arrested for
an offence committed against the former fascist regime. At the
age of eighteen he had been in the struggle of the anarchist
partisans in the last days of Mussolini. So far from this being
forgiven, he went straight to jail.

We told the official who saw us that we could, of course,
have come with a demonstration of thousands, as had hap-
pened elsewhere the previous week, but we preferred to give
the democratic Italian Government a chance to correct what
might be an innocent mistake. The official heartily agreed with
this approach, and complimented us on our good sense, never
doubting that we could have managed to come, not with two,
but with the thousands we could muster. The next we heard
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The Start of Black Flag

Black Flag had already been going eighteen months or so
when Miguel arrived in 1970. We began it as the Bulletin of the
Anarchist Black Cross when I had walked away from the book-
shop venture. Stuart still had the sort of publicity of which as-
piring film stars dream, but it did not bring him a penny in
his pocket, and I had a Gestelith offset which the bailiffs had
overlooked. By this time I had started as a copytaker on the
Daily Sketch, with a reasonable wage. Stuart too began earn-
ing good money, starting work for William Press, the gas con-
tractors, converting homes to natural gas. Though both of us
were working abnormally long hours, the new bulletin came
out regularly, and interest in the international resistance was
revived.

He had overcome the problems of being welcomed back to
England with a civil action between The People and Private Eye
arising out of the former’s reporting ethics, and also an Old
Bailey case in which he was charged with of trying to pass off
propaganda leaflets, produced on a Gestelith, as currency. Ex-
actly the same sort of fun money was produced not only in
commercial advertising, in games like Monopoly or in show
business, but even in political advertising. After he was found
technically guilty but allowed to go free, I tried to bring a sim-
ilar action against the local Conservative Party for doing ex-
actly the same thing. But they hadn’t come back from Spain
unrepentant at having fought the dictatorship, so for that or
some other legal reason, the case could not proceed.

The Bulletin was originally intended to note the activities
and existence of the Black Cross, but the spread of anarchist
activism in the sixties made us the focus. There was a demand
for an anarchist newspaper, as Freedom had become increas-
ingly bourgeois pacifist, partly because nobody else would
work under the direction of Richards and his little group of
self-styled intellectuals. When at a demonstration a policeman
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which comprised two negatives, philosophic anarchism and
pacifism.

In the days when anarchism, in the English-speaking
countries, had passed into oblivion, one could be excused from
thinking that both these types formed ‘part of the movement’
if different ends of it. Now, when so much rubbish is invented
by the press and professors as “Anarchism” (quite as much as
‘socialism’); some of which comes as a distortion of the real
movement, and some of which comes out of logical extension
of the phoney one, many may wonder whatever I saw in
anarchism to devote a life to it. I can only hope this book
comes as an answer.

Considerable changes came about affecting our periphery
which in turn had repercussions on the wider world. As the
workers generally were abandoning the struggle, some in dis-
gust, some in despair and many in hopes engendered by the
new materialism, and the age level of revolutionary groups
became older and content smaller, so a new socialistic quasi-
libertarian movement was unexpectedly growing among the
new generation we thought lost to the student culture.

I did not notice the change of attitude of the students at
its beginnings. At a meeting at St. Pancras Town Hall to dis-
cuss some proposed strike, I believe of bus drivers, someone
mentioned something about the role students could play hav-
ing been ignored. I pointed out that with modern traffic it was
extremely unlikely that nowadays the students could get away
with scabbing on transport workers as they did in 1926. My re-
marks were met with a chorus of disapproval from students in
the hall. It was the first appreciation I had that they no longer
felt that way, and that current undergraduates could hardly
be expected to act as their predecessors did in 1926. Moreover,
most of their parents were workers themselves.

That the whole Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and
New Left period was a diversion from the class struggle re-
mained an increasing conviction of mine no matter how lib-
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ertarian sections of the studentariat appeared. It seems to me
that it heralded the birth pangs of a new class that was moving
into the scene, that liked to think of itself as meritocratic but
was in fact bureaucratic, the mandarins and failed mandarins
who wanted to come to class and often individual power, and
as is usual with rising classes, use the classes below them to
help them rise.

The mandarins conquered the Labour Party left but drove
the working class out of their own movement. The variegated
Trotskyists and Maoists played on the rising mandarins who
dominated academia and the media in the next generation.
Colin Ward’s journal Anarchy (1961–70) seemed to attract
the failed mandarins who postulated double negatives, link-
ing a negative anarchism with pacifism, and postulating an
impossibility (diluted anarchism without revolution) they did
not believe capable of achievement themselves. As Anarchism
was less demanding to write on than Marxism (you don’t have
to deal with those boring economics) and less overcrowded a
market, it became a matter for writers of University theses, “to
win the applause of schoolboys and furnish matter for a prize
essay”.

The reasons for my growing frustration during these years
can be understood, but I did stay in groups trying to get an
act together. I must have spoken to hundreds of meetings all
over the country, ranging from two or three to several hun-
dreds. It was an uphill struggle but I suppose it compared with
any lesser known party politician, and a good many success-
ful ones, but any traceable result is hard to find. The only bit-
ter consolation for my barren years in the political back o’ be-
yond from the end of war to the turbulent sixties was that
my friends in the wider working-class movement, Joe Thomas
being very much an example, found themselves in compara-
ble ghost towns of the political wilderness. Elsewhere this had
been achieved by armed might. Here, within a brief twenty
years, the bland approach had the same effect. Though in the
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English expressions which baffled him and presented them to
me, getting extremely cross when he found words of Latin ori-
gin used in a different sense from elsewhere, accusing me, who
was in no way responsible, that “you take words from all over
the world and use them as you like”.

I tried in vain to placate him by joking that if a certain Duke
of Medina Sidonia had been a better sailor and the weather
had been calmer, the Armada might have landed safely and
we would all have been speaking English by now in a way he
could understand. He curiously came to enjoy London even
more than his beloved Barcelona. He was disappointed when
he saw it again a few years later after its ruination by traffic and
industrial pollution. However, he never forgave Londoners, or
for that matter the British, their accents or language, bursting
with indignation once when someone was helping me fix the
car and I incautiously asked Miguel to pass him the thingama-
jig out of the toolbox.

I first got him, through the union, a job at the (pre-Murdoch)
Times and he had some idea that people working there would
speak BBC English he would recognise, but unfortunately this
did not apply to the car park attendants with whom he was un-
able to converse. And he was baffled the first day by a hardy
perennial when a Times journalist with clear diction but un-
steady gait asked him to “get that car out of the fucking way”
— but who was fucking whom? Where in the car park would
they do that?

For all his idiosyncrasies, Miguel played a decisive role in
the development of the post-war international anarchist move-
ment. In the Indian summer of his life, when he was surely enti-
tled to rest from his life’s struggles, he became a pivotal figure
in the libertarian resistance. Solidarity with anarchist prison-
ers worked two ways. It helped the prisoner, and it put people
in rapport with the cause for which they were working.
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were the norm. He took up active underground resistance after
leaving the ironically-named Miguel de Unamuno concentra-
tion camp.

Sentenced in a mass trial with others of the “Tallion” group
associated with Francisco Sabater, his death sentence was re-
duced to life. Franco was trying to alter his image as a mass ex-
ecutioner to make his regime acceptable to the outside world,
and though many of those charged with Miguel were executed,
it was deemed politic to reprieve others. Later sentences were
reduced to twenty years, as amagnanimous gesturewhich only
dictators can grant. Miguel served the full twenty, down to the
day and the hour, being released in the middle of the night.

Had he gone back to civilian life in Spain on release, with
the regime still vindictive though not as much as it had been,
he would have undoubtedly committed further ‘offences’ such
as union organisation or speaking out, or even not paying to
keep in with the local police, and served another ten years or
so. He could not stand the provocations offered by victorious
Francoism, which required him to pretend atonement for his
‘convict past’ when challenged by the police and would surely,
had he stayed, have responded in the only language dictator-
ship understood.

Stuart knew Miguel from having met him in Carabanchel
jail, and we persuaded him to come over, raising the fare
among supporters. He was a natural linguist, fluently speak-
ing French, Portuguese and Italian as well as Castilian and
his native Catalan, and he had learned and taught his friends
English in prison. He went blank when hearing the language
spoken by natives. On the boat he thought he was hearing
German. Though he spoke English recognisably, its idioms
and diverse accents presented a challenge.

He used me both as guinea-pig and scapegoat for the lan-
guage, insisting on speaking only English. Though Stuart had
clearer diction than I he regarded him as less versed in gram-
matical explanations, and spoke Spanish with him. He saved
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1970s and on we were back in the wilderness again, I now feel
more optimistic.
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12 Closer Links with Spain;
Customs and Practice; Error
and Terror; Satire; The
Wooden Shoe; The Carrara
Conference; The Vietnam
Connection

Closer Links with Spain

Through my contacts I had always known about the Span-
ish Resistance, but usually when they were already on trial for
their activities. During the darkest days I managed to throw the
occasional lifebelt of solidarity or publicity, but it was not until
the worst of the post-war civil genocide was over, and the resis-
tance of 1939–63was finally crushed by Franco’s police thatmy
links became really close. Francisco Gomez had always been
secretive, probably because he did not wish to compromise me
too much. Most of the exiles in London were as out of touch as
I was. Sections of those in France were more knowledgeable,
but I had no way of finding out which were which.

Customs and Practice

When Stuart Christie first came back to London, he had the
sort of publicity for which aspiring film stars would give thou-
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In the end, at least of the beginning, we had to rely on our-
selves entirely, as two of my restaurateur friends sold or lost
their businesses, though the Indian one gave us a collection
until he was closed down by the authorities. We were able to
establish a number of contacts, most importantly in the task of
publicity and pressure and from then on had to rely on the an-
archist movement itself. Though I was loathed by the phoneys
who frequented the periphery of our movement because it was
felt to be trendy to do so, I was liked by the activists and with
Stuart’s charisma and reputation too, we were able to launch
the Anarchist Black Cross as a ginger group within what now
seemed a growing British anarchist movement.

I said at the very beginning that if we succeeded in helping
one political prisoner it was worth having a go, and we helped
a lot more than that even in the first year or so.

Miguel Garcia

Our first big success came with getting Miguel Garcia out
from a Spanish prison, and he provided a springboard to fur-
ther action. He had been arrested in 1949, sentenced in 1952,
and released in 1969. The end of the sentence did not neces-
sarily imply release. Immediate re-arrest was not uncommon
for the unrepentant. We brought him out of oblivion and he
directed the International Black Cross to work for the release
of many others. Months after I was recalled to working life af-
ter four years buried in a bookshop, he was, like Dickens’s Dr
Manette, recalled to life after being buried alive in prison for
twenty years.

Miguel had originally gone into jail as a combatant in the
civil war for two and a half years, to be ‘re-educated’ into fas-
cism, or at least docility (both unsuccessfully) having evaded
captivity and certain death for a couple of years after the close
of hostilities when mass shootings in the concentration camps
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try, and this was only a very small part of the problem or I
could not possibly have managed. There was no need of much
administration, though I was glad of help when it came. The
funds were raised from three restaurants, two Indian and one
Chinese, who allowedme to approach their customers at the re-
spective New Years. I was assisted in getting these contacts by
the old Russian Anarchist Marie Goldberg’s Indian son-in-law.

After Acharya died there were no anarchists left on the In-
dian Continent and the name was up for grabs by mystic gu-
rus. Only a student of the Vedas can know what they mean by
it. When Ch’En died I had no further contact with the Chinese
movement and decided to end the campaign. However, Christie
had just returned from Spain andwas anxious to help anarchist
prisoners in that country, who were forgotten except by their
own organisation. When he had been in jail he had received
food parcels, which we had never thought we could send. He
had shared these and nowwanted to enable the aid to continue,
as well as to publicise their plight.

We discussed this, and re-started the Anarchist Black Cross.
It had a long history in Tsarist Russia of humanitarian aid and
armed defence, and its international had perished when the
Thirties repression and depression grew too great.

We started with two members, but were inundated from
the first with suggestions from the ‘weekenders’ and liberals
as to the narrowness of our aims. Why just Spanish Anarchist
prisoners? “Because they have been forgotten and every other
political prisoner in Spain gets help.” Why not all political pris-
oners everywhere? Comes to that, why not all prisoners? “Right
on. Excellent, but there are only two of us and we haven’t col-
lected a penny yet.”Why not Irish Nationalists or Arab refugees?
“Vast, rich and important organisations already do that. This is
something different.” Someone who never did anything at all
even suggested we help not merely political, but all prisoners,
as well as victims of famine, flood and pestilence, which would
certainly have taxed our resources.
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sands of pounds, but not a penny in his pocket, so when the
first flurry of excitement with the press was over, he came to
work with me in the Coptic Street bookshop, then on its last
legs, more to help bury than to raise it. When finally I turned
it in and went to Fleet Street, he went to work for the gas con-
tractors William Press, then converting the South of England
to North Sea Gas. Special Branch had decided by then that, con-
trary to the hopeful stories inwhich they had acquiesced, Spain
had not returned them a good citizen and they were convinced
he would introduce ‘terrorism’ to these tranquil shores. Wasn’t
terrorism what Anarchists were all about?

This presumption, originating among the Edwardian fiction
writers, had become a fixation of the secret political police and
dominated my life for years. Even when I went on holiday
abroad, I faced a gruelling cross-examination and search every
time I came back. It had the opposite effect of that intended. In-
stead of being intimidated, I complained up hill and down dale
and even on occasions received apologies, though the system
was in no way reformed.

Evie had always enjoyed such Customs searches, helpfully
explaining on one occasion she herself was only a spy, not
an anarchist. I fear humour was in short supply at Harwich,
and they even took the car tyres off for examination and still
weren’t satisfied. I got increasingly short-tempered at the
wasted time after several such incidents. I could accept that in
East Berlin or Moscow where there was an official censorship
it was to be expected, and indeed a compliment, but here
anarchist literature was subject to no restriction except when
one passed an official point.

Anarchist literature only? On one occasion a friend, a re-
mand prisoner, asked me to send him a copy of Lady Antonia
Fraser’s Cromwell and the jail authorities refused to allow it in.
I wrote to the press about it, and a bewildered Lady Antonia in-
tervened. I suppose the late Lord Protector might be regarded
as a revolutionary by some but hardly this biographer.
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Lest supporters of an infinitely worse dictatorship than
Oliver’s be discouraged by this, I hasten to say that there
are not and never have been problems, even in war-time,
in sending Hitler’s Mein Kampf to any prisoner, convicted,
remanded or interned.

Audrey, whose brushes with the authorities up to then had
only extended to official disapproval of her constantly altering
the date of birth on her US passport, and claiming she was sure
Liz Taylor did the same without any bother, felt I was paranoid
about Customs. Then one day, after a carefree week in France,
she drove through with me in her car, instead of having to go
separately (she in the non-UK queue) as we had to do when
foot passengers. We had nothing dutiable and all I had were a
few posters and a book but they were enough. She got closely
questioned about plans for the Battle of Naseby she had picked
up in a Paris bookstall. Even being an ardent Cavalier came
under suspicion when coupled incongruously with anarchism.

My patience with Customs came to a head at Dover once,
after spending forty-five minutes arguing about whether
political literature printed legally in the United Kingdom
could freely come back in without censorship. They finally,
but reluctantly, conceded it could and quite irrelevantly — I
was sure maliciously — also decided I would have to pay duty
on a lone bottle of liqueur unmentioned before. On hearing
this, I drank the lot on the spot instead while they were
searching the car. Fortunately somebody else was available to
drive home. I was out like a light until waking next morning
with a splitting headache.

I never could persuade the Customs of the axiom
“Gedenken sind zollfrei”, so how could I persuade them
about a bottle of Spanish liqueur? Once at Harwich when I
quoted “Thoughts go custom free” they asked me who said so,
and I replied “Goethe”. I was told, for once courteously, that
German law did not apply this side of the Channel.
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The address he had been given for me was years old, but
my aunt Floss lived there. She phoned me frantically to say a
“Chinaman”, of all people, was trying to see me. Would I come
around immediately, or flee as appropriate, and what should
she do meanwhile? When I suggested giving him a cup of tea
until I arrived she said anxiously she had no China tea and did
I think he would mind Lipton’s.

The letter from Ch’En, who had died since it was sent
some months before, was enthusiastic about the great strides
we were making in England. Pictures of the enormous anti-
Vietnam War demonstration had appeared in the press. A
Communist newspaper had taken photos which by accident
caught a few anarchist banners in the front and it looked as
if the march was entirely theirs. When printing they erased
the slogans from the banners on the photograph. No doubt
to the Chinese Communist news agency these meaningless
Occidental squiggles meant nothing and they passed the
negatives untouched, and delighted the few English-reading
anarchists in Mao’s China who were led to suppose from the
State press that however the movement had been crushed
there, it could fill Trafalgar Square in London. It must have
cheered up Ch’En tremendously in his last days.

Why think he and theywere naive whenworthy professors,
astute journalists and pretentious historians on the spot and
in other English-speaking countries made the same or similar
mistakes?

The Anarchist Black Cross

Ever since I came back on the “Otranto” I had run the Asian
Solidarity Campaign which sounded grand but only consisted
of myself. It responded to Ch’En and Acharya in their occa-
sional appeals for solidarity, on behalf of political prisoners of
the regimes or other victims, whose families had left the coun-
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When he got to China in 1973, he was bemused by the
achievements of the Chinese “Revolution”, as most “visiting
honoured intellectuals” were, not realising what lay under the
artistic presentations, nor meeting people at work nor finding
out how they felt. But I will say this for him, he did put his
money where mouth was when his ear was bashed. When next
I heard from Ch’En two years later I learned it had greatly re-
lieved Pa Chin’s position. He was released from restrictions, at
first rigid custody and then farm work, and allowed to resume
writing.

This was at a time when I was signing on at the Labour
Exchange before going back to Fleet Street, isolated politically
and with nowhere of my own to live! I still find it amazing
what an insignificant person can sometimes do to influence a
powerful nation State. I read once in a sixpenny novel when I
was young about the shadow of the Tong, which stretched so
far that the humblest beggar could make powerful mandarins
tremble if he gave the secret sign of the Tong brotherhood, but
I would guess it was no more than something like this.

And yet talking dramatically of the ‘shadow of the Tong’,
I suppose it must have some substance or at least origin. One
day a Chinese ship landed at Southampton, and the bo’sun, hav-
ing a few days at liberty and a few letters from Ch’En to post
to me from a safe port, decided to call on me instead. Having
no British currency, as seafarers were deliberately kept short
so they would not wander around, he walked into a Chinese
restaurant, communicated a Tong sign of the warlord days and
demanded a meal and the fare to London.

The frightened proprietor begged him not to cause any trou-
ble, gave him twice what he needed provided he ate elsewhere
and could not get him away fast enough. My friend had only
read about the Tong in a popular magazine and was unable to
explain to my satisfaction how anyone recognised a sign if it
was a secret of the brotherhood.
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When I raised the whole matter with the Customs and Ex-
cise in London they told me with a shrug that “people look
at these things differently in the sticks”. But my complaints
were of places like Heathrow, Gatwick, Dover, Harwich, all ma-
jor international points of entry. I was enabled to raise these
matters with written evidence before a Parliamentary Commis-
sion, but heard nothing further. The last official word I had on
the subject was that nothing would be done about it until af-
ter we entered the Common Market, which did indeed enable
one to move freely about Europe but otherwise altered the sys-
tem not one iota. It would seem the principle that used to be
laid down to would-be declared Freethinkers by the Army still
holds, “You’re free to think what you like but once you’re here
you’ve got to put C of E or something else sensible on your
tag”.

If the Special Branch Customs checks were bad enough
before I teamed up with Stuart Christie, they increased after-
wards. To go with him through the British points of entry
in those days would try the patience of a saint. They did not
even expect to find anything but merely asked questions that
led nowhere. On returning from a Venice conference, we
had a lengthy argument in which we asked repeatedly what
interest there could be on books which were free of tax. They
seized triumphantly on a book dealing with Lesbianism in the
feminist movement, in the baggage of one of the women with
us, saying “You can’t possibly seriously expect to take this into
England”. She countered with an unspoken but unanswerable
comment of opening the book displaying that it came on loan
from Brixton Library.

I suppose the crux of foolishness came once, when I was
travelling alone, and a young Customs official told me I could
not bring (perfectly sober) books on anarchist theory into Eng-
land and asked if (the ultimate horror) I had the intention of
reprinting them here.This after 150 years unbroken publishing
of anarchist books! I asked her to show me the regulations and
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she pointed out one relating to horror comics. I exploded at this
nonsense, and she apologised, saying she had got the wrong
paragraph, “an innocent mistake”, pointing out instead the reg-
ulation relating to pornography! “It all comes under that”, she
explained helpfully. I threw the regulations at her angrily and
she brought out the Special Branch officer, an expert on these
matters. He picked up a (bourgeois) book on the Spanish war
and solemnly explained “a lot of blood was shed there at the
time”. Maybe as this also applied to the Battle of Naseby it clar-
ified why maps of it might be too exciting for the twentieth
century lest it give ideas, and why Cromwell was too risky for
an Irish remand prisoner to read about instead of the normal
prison diet of American horror comics.

Going into Ireland by the Welsh car ferry, I was held up
while they searched the car after finding one or two books in
the boot. They ultimately found a beret which Miguel Garcia
had lent me once when it was raining. It hadn’t fitted. I had put
it in the boot and forgot about it. “This is somewhat provoca-
tive to take into Ireland,” remarked the alert Special Branch
officer, making me feel thankful I hadn’t got a mackintosh as
well. I showed him the inside label, and pointed out that it was
a Basque beret anyway. Basque? I couldn’t have said anything
worse. “They’re terrorists too, aren’t they?” he asked immedi-
ately, and this even before he asked me how to spell it (I nat-
urally said B-A-S-K, I wasn’t going to let him get the credit of
sending in a literate report from “the sticks”).

Error and Terror

This dictum of the authorities that anarchism was synony-
mous with terrorism, or terrorism with anarchism, so that the
admission of being one was an admission of the other, was
gradually to find its way into the judicial jargon. In two im-
portant trials, in which I was to figure, it was certainly held
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being forced to kneel on broken glass in front of TV cameras
and confess his sins, Pa Chin still defied his tormentors. Ch’En
admired him, as did many others, and asked me if anything
could be done, having no idea what position I was in, for my
letters, sent to a hostel in Singapore, took a year or more to be
picked up and reach him.

Herbert Read had professed himself an anarchist, though a
pillar of the art and cultural establishment. After he accepted a
knighthood from the Churchill Government, he was strongly
criticised for what was at the kindest an inconsistency His es-
says on Anarchism were expressed with great lucidity, though
his actions scarcely lived up to it. When he went to Buenos
Aires on behalf of the British Council, the local anarchists in-
vited him to speak. He gave a lecture on Anarchism to an over-
flowing theatre full of people wanted by the dictatorship, as
the police looked helplessly on at this illegal meeting, unsure
as towhat to dowhen it was addressed by an honoured guest of
the Government, beyond controlling the queues blocking the
traffic.

Asking for questions from the audience, Read was not un-
naturally asked how he could reconcile taking an honour from
his own government let alone coming to the Argentine on its
behalf as a guest of their dictatorship, with the views he had
just vividly expressed. He answered, “Youmust understand I’m
a philosopher, not an activist”. He could hardly explain his
Catholic wife wanted a ladyship as recompense for putting up
with his unorthodox opinions for years.

In my language there was another word too, but humbug or
not, he was going to China to speak on behalf of the Arts Coun-
cil with the same British-way-of-life quasi-propaganda about
our glorious heritage, so I swallowed my sectarian pride, as I
always felt I had to in such cases and hoped he would overlook
any resentment he felt at my criticisms of him, which he in fact
ignored completely, and asked if he would intervene on behalf
for Pa Chin.
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offices of the former seamen’s guild which was the last group-
ing of the old movement.

Thanks to Ch’En, and with the help of Olga Lang’s biogra-
phy of Pa Chin and the somewhat briefer information in Yu and
Scalapino’s book on Chinese Anarchism, I was able to write a
short pamphlet on The Origins of the Chinese Anarchist Move-
ment (reproduced several times and still the only comprehen-
sive account). Many disbelieved in stories of an anarchist move-
ment, so great was current belief in Mao’s history and record.
Over the years I was told wonderingly that this or that book
by a real live professor contained references to certain figures
of the past which seemed to back my extraordinary thesis that
even if the present was Mao’s, the past was not and the future
might not be either.

Not until the Battle of Tiannamen Square, when Mao was
dead, did many radicals realise Mao was not all that he was
cracked up to be and that there was dissent in his empire,
though it was still generally assumed that resistance was a
student affair and that the workers, like the tourists, enjoyed
the delights of Western ballet and trips to the sewage farms at
the weekends.

Pa Chin, actually Li Fei-kan (his nom-de-plume Pa Chin
pronounced and in the new spelling Ba-jin,was taken from an
amalgam of the names of Bakunin and Kropotkin) continued to
write during the horrors not only of his youth but the war, the
Japanese occupation and the triumph of Maoism. In the Cul-
tural Revolution, during which Mao played Trotsky to his own
Stalin, he had been persecuted, degraded, forced to re-write the
endings of his novels to make them more optimistic. His pes-
simism was justified faced with the alternatives of Chiang Kai
Shek, Mao Tse Tung or Japanese imperialism. In his re-written
novels he had to take the pictures of Bakunin off the walls of
the characters of Northern peasants in rebellion and replace
them, years before the name could have meant anything to
them, with that of Mao. Despite immense ‘re-education’ and
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by the judges and prosecuting (even defence) counsel, and re-
futed by myself (brought in solely as a witness), but I will deal
with that later. Meanwhile whenever I appeared as a witness
or bailee, the same old dreary arguments were heard.

In one case an elegant Old Etonian counsel asked a Post
Office worker and an anarchist Dave Morris (years later
featuring in the McDonalds libel case) if his beliefs entailed
“burning down the Post Office” (it hadn’t been burned, he
was just a witness in an obstruction case). Dave retorted,
“What a stupid thing to say! If someone burned down the post
office, no one would get any letters. We believe in workers
control of the postal system”. The magistrate tactfully ignored
prosecuting counsel being addressed as stupid, a privilege
normally reserved for outside the court afterwards and then
involving defence counsel.

The press had invented the shock-horror anarchist in the
first place at the turn of the century. It depicted the attacks
by anarchist workers against bloody repression by their rulers
as unprovoked and senseless attacks by crazed individuals
elevated into a philosophy. The press got itself into a twist,
using the Portuguese Republicans at a particular period as
their archetypal anarchist, but also confusing the Russian
nihilists and populists with anarchists. Basically, though, it
was the fight by the pre-WWI French, Italian and Spanish
workers using individual actions against mass repression that
excited the imaginations of the press. Surely nobody could be
so wicked as to hold the actual individuals wielding power
responsible for the actions they personally ordered? If there
were such malefactors, they must be crazed, criminal and
depraved monsters, believing only in violence for the sake of
violence! The just response to the wickedness of dictators was
the slaughter of millions of the subjects they had conquered.
That remains the official doctrine until this day.

Yet many of the same newspapers in their literary columns
became fond of the term “the gentle anarchists” when writing
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of the occasional self-confessed anarchist who wrote a book
or was written about. The Listener wrote an article on Stuart
Christie as a “gentle anarchist” but reminded its readers that
under a charming exterior he was a hard-liner who was in
touch with international anarchists. It was clear that for them
it was his association with foreigners that did the trick.

The phoney anarchists coming out of the peace movement
preferred to refer to themselves as “non-violent anarchists”
which added to the judges’ view of anarchism as violent. One
learned judge even asked me once which sort of anarchist I
was, “violent” or not. Imagine him asking the question of a
socialist or a conservative! If one denied believing in violence
as such, yet accepting its need on certain occasions, one was
echoing the view of possibly 99.9 per cent of the population
which neither believed in extreme non-violence nor were
mad axemen, but apparently anarchists were not allowed the
luxury of ever being in line with the majority viewpoint.

Satire

In 1965 a group of us had got together and started publish-
ing occasionally a review Cuddon’s Cosmopolitan Review. The
reference was to Ambrose Cuddon, whose review may have
been the first consciously anarchist one to appear in English,
and whowas possibly the first in the English speaking world to
be an anarchist in themodern sense. Hewas certainly a connec-
tion between the Luddite and Chartist movements on the one
hand, and the newer non-Parliamentary Socialist groupings on
the other. Our historical judgment was criticised as based only
on anecdotal history from veterans but knowing how conven-
tional history is concocted I doubt if it suffered from that.

We carried on Cuddon’s for a year or so, off and on, Ted Ka-
vanagh editing, and it became a focus for people interested in
the international struggle even though it refrained from men-
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The Shadow of the Tong

Over the years I had been corresponding with a Chinese
friend, Ch’En Chang, who had originally been in London as a
medical student before the war. He had returned to China and
was always in touch with the what remained of the huge anar-
chist workers’ movement, about which the best-known figure
in modern Chinese literature, Pa Chin, had movingly written.
That movement had passed through immense struggles with
the old Empire, the newRepublic, thewarlords, the Japanese in-
vaders and now the Communists. His letters had always come
through devious routes, originally being posted in the Interna-
tional Settlement in Shanghai, then occasionally in Hong Kong
and finally coming from Singapore. As he never left China un-
der Communist rule, he managed to do so through the good
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cheerfully chanting counter-slogans and attracting all the
weekenders of those days. The Daily Mail had been sarcastic
about the march because of its close association with Ho Chi
Minh and said it could respect the people as believers in peace
only if they opposed both sides. In point of fact, the anarchists
did, and this led to a physical clash in the march reported in
the selfsame Daily Mail under the headline “ANARCHISTS
ATTACK PEACE MARCHERS”.
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tioning it. We never quite decided whether it was to be entirely
satirical, political or humorous, but the mixture made for inter-
est and gathered a nucleus which later became an important
pivot of active anarchism. One decision, though, not to publish
more than was sold, so as to encourage people to read it rather
than file it, and not to have back copies for reference, meant
once it was gone it sank out of sight which was a pity. Some
generations on, it would be good to reprint some of the witty
pieces.

Cuddon’s was one of the first of the satirical magazines later
in vogue, not that we ever were, but nothing I was ever associ-
ated with ever got into the market place, even when I wanted
to be. However, it led to some aspiring careerist pupils at the
upper-class Winchester School setting up their bid for jour-
nalism in the school magazine, on the basis of a series of sto-
ries mimicking the supposed anarchist set-up. Its humour con-
sisted of using the forenames of actual people, an in-jokewhich
must have bewildered other Wykehamists who couldn’t possi-
bly have known them.

The leading character was a bankrupt swindler, “Uncle Al-
bert”, which was supposed to be me, and the cream of the jest
was “Stuart” — who could that be? — as a crazed terrorist. The
schoolboys’ contributor, a failed artist working as a bus con-
ductor, was in his late fifties at the time. The schoolboys, who
aimed at becoming Private Eye contributors and ended as ad-
vertising agents, had their fun with the author for the price
of a few pints. It never occurred to Arthur Moyse, the per-
son concerned, that he was in any way grassing with giving
distinguishable forenames, but perhaps he thought fiction ex-
cused all. Unfortunately, some people took him seriously and
my home was attacked one night by a bunch of yelling public
school yobs in a van from Winchester School. The neighbours,
a Black family having an all-night party, thought it was racists
coming to break it up, and before I could get out of bed they
had rushed out to give the gentlemanly twits a good beating. It
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took some persuasion to make the police understand my ver-
sion, but not being the West End where money spoke loudest,
they eventually did.

Next day my friend Annie, who had also been woken up,
felt if practical jokes were in order she should have her ten
cents worth too, sent a telegram to Moyse to say I had died
in an attack on the house and would he attend my funeral at a
far distant cemetery at 7 a.m. in the morning. He shamefacedly
turned up to a non-existent meeting-point which quite ruined
his day. There was no way she could interfere with morning
prayers at Winchester School or she’d have had them there too.

The Wooden Shoe

One result of Cuddons was that Ted, with Anna Blume and
Jim Duke, set up the Wooden Shoe Bookshop. It was still pos-
sible to open shops, this one in the heart of West Central in un-
reconstructed New Compton Street, with neither capital, pre-
mium or deposit. Even so, it was desirable to have enough put
by to pay the rent and rates when due, which finally scuppered
this bookshop as it did my commercial ones.

A few years later the Wooden Shoe might have been a vi-
able if not profit-making proposition with its policy of selling
books relating to Anarchism and related topics. But at the time
there was little variety to offer, and what there was could be
found on the bottom shelves in other establishments. To get
customers it had to find more stock and this had to be Marxist
or non-political literary, and meant running up debts to pub-
lishers which eventually swamped the venture. Before Ted and
Anna closed down with a cryptic note saying “Gone fishing”
there were a few far-reaching events. As a meeting place rather
than as a bookshop, it influenced the beginnings of new squat-
ting movement, created a least a diversion on the anti-Vietnam
War movement and led to the black flag flying over the barri-
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this lot? Every journalist was on the look out for new sensa-
tions, most of them centring around Tariq Ali or Stuart.

The joke was that far from having guns, the anarchists then
had practically no people. The weekenders were a closed book
to us six days of the week. The student movement was more
of a joke to us, though the News of the World managed to un-
earth that the anarchist ‘leaders of the students’ such as Stuart
had not been to university themselves. They didn’t notice they
weren’t purporting to lead any students either, nor did they.
But as the old phoney John Gordon admitted to me in a letter,
when I pointed out to him that in his Sunday Express column he
had confused Marxists and anarchists, they were all the same
to him. He tried “not to be too pedantic”.

The various left groups denied the stories of the guns, but
none of them could be sure about the dreaded anarchists. Ev-
ery one of them made reservations about what the anarchos
might do, while for our part we cheerfully told the journos
we not only had hidden arsenals but rogue elephants if they
insisted on pestering us. One leaflet I issued, meant as a sar-
castic comment on the Evening News story as followed up by
the press, finished in the Sunday Times in full as an example
of what was intended on the dreaded day. It included digging
up Kew Gardens, playing American football on Lords cricket
pitch, spreading the story in Irish pubs that they were poison-
ing the Guinness and blowing up Peter Pan’s statue replacing
it with an inscription, ‘Fairies are a bourgeois illusion’, all as
part of a plot to destroy the English way of life. This was in
all seriousness taken as an example of what ‘the loonier sec-
tions’ of the left were planning to do. Sadly they drew the line
at our suggestion of using rogue elephants, no doubt thinking
it unlikely we could obtain them in time.

Notwithstanding our being determined to do nothing about
the anti-VietnamWar demonstration because it was so heavily
dominated by supporters of Ho Chi Minh, in the finish as
many anarchos turned up as if we had decided to participate,
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had thought she would be the star attraction as the last of the
personality cult, was particularly discomfited, especially when
Christie and Cohn-Bendit got all the press and public atten-
tion. The effect of the conference was to mark a breach with
both the old bureaucratic tradition of established dissent, and
the new pacifism, as opposed to genuine anarchism with its
working class roots. The effects of the ‘punk revolution’ were
yet to come and to change the anarchist scene disastrously.

We never expected Cohn-Bendit to last the course — he was
too much the self-conscious star turn and eventually settled
down to take his place as a careerist cashing on a youthful ex-
perience like so many pseudo-socialists — but he was a useful
symbol for a clash at the time. After the conference the Interna-
tional First of May movement was able to establish its contacts
with one another having seen precisely where they differed
from the rump of the old movement that had established one
niche in society and the spectre of a different one that was go-
ing to transform a far larger niche under the pretence of drop-
ping out of it.

The Vietnam Connection

The highspot of the New Left was the famous anti-Vietnam
War demonstration in 1968, organised by the Vietnam Solidar-
ity Campaign, a movement of Trotskyist students who later
became mandarins themselves. For months the press built up
fantastic tales of what would happen. As it was going to be
dominated by Trots and especially Tariq Ali’s faction, we were
pretty well determined to boycott it. We got a lot of fun out of
the press following up their own inventions, having confused
realties with a serial fiction story running in the Evening News.
There was talk of guns being smuggled into London, though
was never clear what they were to be used for. A coup, with

266

cades in Paris. Not bad for an under-capitalised, mismanaged
and loss-making bookshop that scarcely existed a year!

The French Connection

Impressed by the attention suddenly, flatteringly and quite
undeservedly given to the anarchists by the press over the Viet-
nam demo (to which I will come), a few French students came
to London to find out how it was done. As we now had a cen-
tre, they could come to the Wooden Shoe bookshop, and they
turned up for discussions. The only advice we gave, or could
give, was to point out it was organised workers, not students
preparing for bourgeois careers, who would be able to change
society. They also met the Situationists, who told them the ex-
act reverse.

When the students went back they followed their own in-
stincts and the result was the rising in the Universities that
sparked off the workers’ rising and barricades in Paris leading
to the black flag flying from public buildings, a roadshow ver-
sion of the Paris Commune of 1871, if not as important as po-
litical commentators deemed it to be. One of the students con-
cerned, certainly the most voluble of those who came to the
Wooden Shoe, was Daniel Cohn-Bendit (like ‘Red Emma’ he
got called ‘Danny the Red’ because of his hair, but people con-
cluded it was because of his politics) got the full glare of public-
ity as if he had been solely responsible for the mini-revolution
of 1968. In fact, he was singled out as a ‘leader’ by the press
because he was a German Jew, and they hoped this would prej-
udice the workers, but it didn’t, and by misfiring made him
a ‘petit grand homme’. The British press did the same thing
with Tariq Ali more successfully, claiming he was a student, or
even a revolutionary, leader, though he only led a minor dis-
sident Trotskyist group. Both were surpassed by the German
press which, though it had no racial target left to shoot at, in-
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duced the actual shooting of the alleged ‘student leader’ Rudi
Dutschke.

The Carrara Conference

The marble workers of Carrara, who quarry the sculpture
for the majority of Roman Catholic churches in Europe but
were always the most rugged sceptics and opponents of
Church and State, came to accept anarchism in its very earliest
days. Bakunin and Cafiero had given expression to what
was a fundamental conviction of the local workers, many of
whom had by emigration spread the idea to other countries.
It had resisted the pre-war monarchy and its demands for
human sacrifice for its wars of aggression. It had fought back
against the fascisti who came as strike-breakers and stayed as
a virtual army of occupation after the Mussolini conquest of
Italy. But it never succumbed. At hillside festivals, families still
met after their halls were seized. Partisan acts were planned
during what seemed carefree picnics. When the opportunity
came during the war, local partisan bands were formed, and
people from Carrara and similar towns were wiping out fascist
resistance long before the Allied troops turned up.

After the war it seemed as if all Carrara was anarchist. Grad-
ually over the years the impetus was lost — as everybody ac-
cepted the idea, what was the point of propaganda? Though
electoral abstention meant the Communist Party was able to
dominate the municipal administration, most municipal mat-
ters of significance were controlled by local co-ops. Carrara
was the obvious place to choose for an International Anarchist
Conference. Its hall in the centre of town originally seized from
the fascisti during the re-occupation of Carrara even appeared
on the picture postcards sold in the town, and there were stat-
ues of local and international anarchists in the main squares.
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However, the international committee that had organised
the conference had much the same ideas as those who for
some years had controlled the anarcho-syndicalist interna-
tional. They had no organisational base and were responsible
to nobody, but for years their purely literary reputation as
‘anarchist writers’ had maintained them as a kind of invisible
leadership on the basis of what can only be described as a
personality cult. Kropotkin in WWI, answerable to nobody,
caused immense harm to the movement by his ambivalent
stand. Rocker, Rudiger, Souchy, Shapiro, had moved to a
position scarcely distinguishable from social-democracy, if
not some of them to a position wholly reactionary, yet were
regarded as sacred cows one should not question. This had
been possible in the days when the bulk of the movement
in the Latin countries consisted of ill-educated workers who
respected intellectuals, or in France, Italy and among the
Spanish exiles where the rump of a civil war leadership kept
the organisation together. In modern conditions this had to
give way.

As there was a kind of loose annual get-together of a confer-
ence in Britain, referred to as the Anarchist Federation, at that
time as large and no more disorganised than that in France and
equally ineffective, we were invited to attend. The Cuddon’s
group were responsible for putting forward two delegates, one
of them Christie, who had been having enormous press pub-
licity, and the other Cohn-Bendit. The committee had made
sure he was excluded as a French delegate for the wrong rea-
sons, not on the true grounds he was only ephemerally an an-
archist, but because he was too much associated with anarchist
activism, which meant something at the time, in Paris and else-
where.

We accordingly granted him British citizenship to become
our delegate —when they protested at the “English sense of hu-
mour” we asked if they thought only the Queen had the right
to grant citizenship. Federica Montseny, the ex-Minister, who
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Later Gustav gave an exhibition at Zwemmer’s art gallery to be
interrupted by a horrified management which found him rip-
ping up the floor with a pneumatic drill. Zwemmer’s clientele,
brought up on modern art, thought it a great cultural happen-
ing, and their delighted Oohs and Aahs gave way to indignant
protests against the unreasonable Philistinism of the art gallery
when it was peremptorily stopped.

Not then knowing who Metzger was, I thought at first
Widgery was referring to numerous autos of mine that had
been smashed up. It made my stomach turn over as that was
how Evie had ended her days. Then I reflected he might not
have known about that but had heard of all the various young
Spanish or other visitors for whom Miguel had borrowed my
various cars to drive somewhere, saying it was to save me
the trouble, and after the smash that it was the first time the
person had driven on the left, or “you know these damn people
with their drugs, they make me sick”. I had learned to laugh
about it and hope the insurance company would do the same.
It would have been appropriate to call it auto-destructive art,
but it wasn’t what he was widgerying on about.

At the Old Bailey

To my dismay at the so-called Angry Brigade trial I was
called as a prosecution witness. I had no intention of appearing,
but consulting defence solicitor Mr Birnberg insisted I should.
Apparently the prosecution were afraid Stuart would not go
into the witness box, and like Purdie would therefore be ac-
quitted when they were relying on him to break down under
questioning (some chance) and supply the evidence they so des-
perately lacked. Stuart intended going into thewitness box, but
they were not to know that, and as they could not legally force
him to do so, they subpoenaed me instead.
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Miguel started a new Centro Iberico from there and also an In-
ternational Libertarian Centre to take the place of the now de-
functWooden Shoe. It was years since therewas such a thing as
an international anarchist club and it was an added bonus that
we retained the old connections with visiting Spanish workers
that the CP had carefully built up.

I warned him about the problems of serving drink there,
pointing out the acting minister was Dr Donald Soper, fa-
mously an advocate of total abstention. He belonged to the
neighbouring Methodist centre and was standing in for the
Anglican vicar, who had the usual small congregation. Miguel
assured me, “I know priests. You don’t have to tell me, a
Spaniard, about these holy fathers, as they call themselves. I
will offer him a glass of wine and he will agree to everything”.
Fortunately Dr Soper never came to the hall while we were
there, possibly having other things to do on a Sunday, so this
interesting theory was never tested.

The last of Spain’s exiled confederal families gathered there.
They had made themselves quite an interesting community in
London, keeping together like an extended family. The major-
ity had settled around Portobello Road, Notting Hill, where the
original CNT-MLE offices had been, though with the growth of
families they extended to the suburbs. The “Centro” was able
to put them in touch with a new generation arising in Spain
and with Resistance activists, but the ghost of the years of ossi-
fied bureaucracy and passivism had not finally been laid, here
or elsewhere.

The hall became popular with the Spanish community gen-
erally, resident and visiting, and Miguel made them so much
at home that we had to have two halls, one Spanish-speaking
and the other a babble of tongues. The Spanish accepted the
fact that it was an anarchist centre, even those who had grown
up under Franco who tried to obliterate the memory of anar-
chism and the Basque and Catalan tongues. It would havemade
him sick to hear anarchism expounded not only in English
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and German, which he wouldn’t have minded on the grounds
they deserved it for permitting heresy, but in Castilian, Catalan,
Basque and even Galician, the language of his native province
which, incidentally, he hated most of all.

Visiting speakers included Jose Peirats, the historian of
Spanish anarchism, and before long we were having separate
meetings for gallego (Galician) speakers. When it was pro-
posed, I remember telling them in my usual rambling way
about Lloyd George at the Versailles conference who had read,
or glanced at, a scientific article asserting the Galicians were
the same people as the Welsh. He opposed the retaining of
Galicia by Austria saying he objected to “his Welsh people”
being under the domination of “Huns” not realising Galicia in
Spain was not Galicia in Austria/Poland. An American woman
who happened to be present told me afterwards that her
parents had fled from Roznow (in the other Galicia) and Lloyd
George’s mistake ruined thousands of lives when Poland took
over from Austria, which made the anecdote less amusing.

Another casual visitor wanted to know more about the An-
gry Brigade, almost as soon as that expressionwas heard. It was
hard to answer his questions, even if I hadn’t suspected he was
a police agent. Like many of an authoritarian frame of mind,
he thought it a centrally directed conspiracy, and that I was a
sort of PRO to its Central Committee. He actually used terms
like “political wing of your armed struggle”. Miguel said to me
in Spanish, “Ask yourself. Who would want to know so much?”
The visitor reddened and I suppose he understood.Would a spy
have blushed? But he never commented.

It didn’t matter because all I knew and had to say was al-
ready expressed in the pages of Black Flag, and occasionally
picked up by the mainstream press. From the tenor of his ques-
tions the inquisitive visitor sounded more to me like an emis-
sary from the IRA or Sinn Fein trying to pick up allies — the
“troubles” were just re-re-starting. When he did refer to Ire-
land he referred to the danger of fascism, and the Nazi-clerico-
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Auto Destruction

International Socialists, later styling themselves the Social-
ist Workers Party (or in Trotskyist terms, “State Caps”) often
finished up writing books about the Left in which their superfi-
cial student involvement was less than serviceable. One named
David Widgery, later a doctor and a bitter Marxist sectarian,
not to be confused with his relative Lord Chief JusticeWidgery
until the SWP should take power on Tibb’s Eve, and dying too
soon for that anyway, referred to me in his book as an “ex-
boxer and auto-destructive artist”. It wasn’t until afterwards I
found he didn’t know his Meltzers from his Metzgers (possibly
not even his brewers from his butchers) and was mixing me
up with a tiny German in CND, Gustav Metzger, who once fell
over a pile of boxes and sat there with them all tumbling on
him to gasp “Wunderbar! A new art form!” I wouldn’t say he
claimed it was boxing but he did say it was auto-destructive art.
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induced Government agents of one sort or another to move in
and take over, or if they could not, to emulate the methods and
adopt similar or even the same names. With neo-Marxists and
nationalists growing in influence, and preferring some govern-
ments to others, when they pretended to be resistance move-
ments to fight the cold war under another name, professional
guerrillas set up shop and the Intelligence game had a field day.
It never occurred to this element that every government, how-
ever ‘nationalist’ or ‘socialist’, had police forces which liaised.
The press referred to it all as “Anarchism”.
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fascist groupings in what he called the Free State (an expres-
sion only used by diehard Republicans or diehard Tories, nei-
ther of whom recognised the legitimacy of the Republic). Ac-
cording to him, only our co-operation with nationalism in the
North could prevent the spread of fascist nationalism. I didn’t
agree with Miguel that we were dealing with a police spy or
agent-provocateur but the political argument sounded dodgy.

Another not particularly welcome guest was a young
German who came just as I arrived, from working late on
Sunday, to help with the sweeping-up after the meeting and
who, between discarding his cigarette ends on the floor while
I was doing it, raved at me for my alleged support of the
Baader-Meinhof ‘Gang’ of which he knew only the reported
press garbage. At first patiently (for me anyway) I told him
he failed to understand the clash between anarchists and
Leninists that was going on in Germany. (“But I am a German,
of course I know what is happening in my time” — “I bet your
father never said that ” — “Ah, you are a racialist”). Somewhat
hot and impatient with clearing up his dog-ends after a day’s
work and answering tired old pacifist cliches I finally shouted
“Piss of” and chased him out. Ted Kavanagh commented drily
that it was a very witty reply and restored my good humour,
but the outraged student went away to denounce me in a
pacifist paper as a “middle-aged, middle-class man who only
believes in violence”. To be considered “middle-class” by an
earnest student when you’re a pushing broom after him would
excuse a belief in violence, even if it left one or two more
besides.

On the other hand there were so many wonderful people
who came along that it would be impossible to try to mention
them all. I felt proud to have gained so much respect and af-
fection which more than compensated for the hatred I seemed
to generate from those outside of the movement and class for
which we fought.
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Amongst the activists were some Irish Anarchists trying to
build up a class struggle movement in Ireland and get away
from the old routine of workers in the North fighting each
other for the slums and routine jobs, and in the South yielding
to apathy. They did great work for the Black Cross for prison-
ers abroad, but soon after brought down on their heads the full
vindictiveness of the Republic for daring to try to break the
mould of Irish politics.

Those from outside who singled me out for criticism even
for matters about which I knew nothing included one Nicolas
Walter. He had somehow became managing director of a firm
which controlled the residual assets of the 19th century secular-
ist movement, and seemed to have the idea he was the official
spokesperson of the anarchist movement as well. However, he
had no responsibility or connection with it aside from an in-
volvement in the anti-nuclear movement and his promotion of
the cult of Freedom Press. Later he took over the editorship
of one of its magazines. Since the establishment of the Centro
Iberico, or possibly because of the Angry Brigade, he had car-
ried on a seemingly endlessly literary feud against me which
extended to his clique. I suppose it was because I refuted his
revisions of our history and distortion of our ideas and also
was not unconnected withmy scaring off peace-it’s-wonderful-
lovers.

His colleagues Patrick Pottle and Michael Randle, members
of the Committee of 100 (CND’s activists), went to prison
for their anti-militarist actions, and while there got to know
the spy George Blake (sentenced to forty-two years). They
sympathised with his being saddled for purely international
political reasons with an enormous sentence, though not his
ideas, and connived at his escape, as usual, the amateurs out-
witting the professionals. Twenty years later H. Montgomery
Hyde, ex-Tory-MP in Northern Ireland, Intelligence expert, a
Protestant champion who had a foothold in the professional
atheist camp as an Honorary Associate of the Rationalist Press
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“It’s all Anarchism”

The Angry Brigade was a name used not always by the
actual people concerned, and was a spin-off from the Inter-
national Revolutionary Solidarity Movement and First of May
Group but it also blended with situationism with which they
had nothing in common. On the Continent this led to a clash.
Here it was otherwise. The situationists normally had no class
consciousness and anyway were opposed to all forms of ac-
tive opposition, even anti-parliamentary, on the grounds that
everything was packaged by the oppressive society and par-
celled back in acceptable form by the universities.Thiswas true
enough in general, and also applied to themselves in particu-
lar. It applied very much to the pseudo-anarchists to be found
first in the peace movement, then to the various offspring that
came from it. It did not apply to the genuine anarchist move-
ment, and some working class youths from higher education,
who were influenced by French situationism saw that too and
went along with action coming from Spain rather than slogan-
ising coming from France. The situationists seized on the stu-
dent involvement in the Paris barricades as if they had been
responsible, but the whole business of the “society of the spec-
tacle” was a bit of a joke and finished up as a diversion in art
galleries.

Though on the Continent this led to a sharp division
between anarchists and the situationists and various Marxist
trends (though the press saw them as one), here the strands,
though smaller, briefly made up one movement and all their
separate actions were referred to as the Angry Brigade from
propaganda manifestoes sent out.

The European Resistance began as a rearguard attack on
continued Francoism but expanded to fight neo-Nazism and
the trend to what is now call “Thatcherism” (capitalism with-
out apologies) but which goes back to long before she took
office. It collapsed because everywhere in Europe its success
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political hazard again and backed out of the case, while Prescott
was quite ready to admit to such a trivial matter anyway. To the
surprise of the jury, the judge sentenced him to fifteen years
jail for his folly in telling the truth.

I may say of Manfred that he was called to give evidence
in Germany on one of the interminable cases involving Mrs
Anastasia Tchaikovsky, who claimed to be the supposedly exe-
cuted Grand Duchess Anastasia of Russia, and was also known
as Anna Anderson. The case for the relatives who denied her
claim seemed to rest on the fact that they could not admit
that the daughter of the Tsar had been raped and an illegiti-
mate child resulted.They could accept she had been killed (that
was consistent with her dignity) but not raped, and with is-
sue. The fact that the claimant knew every secret detail of her
past life was, they explained, because the real Grand Duchess
had been high-spirited and mischievous and after being shot
had entered some factory girl’s body to torment the royal fam-
ily, who did a pretty good job of it on Anna/Anastasia herself.
I do not know if the spirit could influence the handwriting
too. Fortunately for European Royalty, a tissue of the flesh of
Mrs Anna\Anastasia Manahan, formerly Tchaikovsky (nee Ro-
manov or Schanzkowska, which the case was all about), was
found years after her cremation, when genetic fingerprinting
could prove she was not related to Prince Philip. If the Greek
Royals had exchanged roles with the Romanovs, Philip might
have been proved an impostor.

Manfred was very closely questioned by the opposing
lawyer, a former Nazi finally cleared after the war under
the denazification law and re-admitted to the German Bar.
He cast doubts on Manfred’s credibility. “You are a British
handwriting expert, known as the Sage of Hampstead, we are
told,” he stated. “Yet you speak faultless German”. Manfred
replied, “I can claim no credit for that, but thanks to your
Fuhrer I also speak fluent English”.
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Association — a handy vantage point to observe the ultra-Left
— exposed their complicity in a book, with the acknowledged
assistance of Nicolas Walter. Ever a stickler for other people’s
accuracy, Walter denied indignantly a press comment that he
passed over any information to the Intelligence expert at din-
ner and pointed out that it was at tea. Though Special Branch
had known all along who was responsible, such was the Tory
backbench outcry that Pottle and Randle were prosecuted.
They admitted their guilt in another book, so convincingly
putting their case, not for innocence but for justification, that
the jury acquitted them. But it was touch-and-go for them and
on the whole it was safer to be Walter’s enemy than his friend.

Greek Tragedy

While I was working at the Daily Sketch, a wave of resis-
tance was opening up at home which the Press tried to per-
sonalise, so as to deprecate but still justify scare headlines. Var-
ious journalists tried to pump me about Stuart’s movements.
They tried contacting me in the local pub, “The Albion”. I de-
clined to speak to any of them, getting a reputation for boorish-
ness which didn’t do any harm when it came to negotiations
with the management, and made them tread more carefully.
The Daily Express was running a story about a mysterious Scot
who had been imprisoned in Spain, was now into every kind
of terrorist activity and had loads of money at his disposal. It
would have been hard to recognise my friend at any time under
the latter description.

Maureen Tomason, one of the Sketch star investigators, ac-
tually came into the copytaker’s department to ask if I knew
to which country he had gone. I was not there and when she
mentioned her errand a colleague of mine said politely, “His
friend Stuart? You missed them by a minute, they’ll be in the
Albion” — which was true. Miss Tomason stormed out of the
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room in rage at such a preposterous story. Young in journalism
she might be but she wasn’t going to believe the Express could
have invented their story about private planes at his disposal. If
she had been told he was hiding in a nuclear submarine under
Blackfriars Bridge it would have been within her comprehen-
sion.

Another young journalist Nicola Tyrer, just a few weeks be-
fore being made education correspondent of the Evening News,
asked me if I could get him to talk about anarchism to her. I
passed her name to him at lunch. As he agreed to speak to her,
next day the Evening News had a scoop, an exclusive interview
which revealed that the now named Scot was working on gas
conversion, living in London, being harassed by the police and
the story in the Daily Express was a pack of lies. The next day
their rival was constrained to report there was another young
Scottish Anarchist who had been imprisoned in Spain of whom
no one had previously or subsequently heard, who on reading
the story went off in his private plane never to be seen again.

Possibly encouraged by Nicola Tyrer’s scoop in which she
had the luck to expose a rival paper’s fictions the same day
as they appeared and the same week she had started, I was
approached by a young freelancer named Ann Chapman. For
once this had nothing to do with Stuart but, she said, “to get
information on the Greek Resistance”. I was somewhat brusque.
which I now regret though I am glad I did not encourage her.
She said she was working for Radio London and was going
to Athens, hoping for background. She had already contacted
some Greek groups which I did not know. There was a large
Cypriot Communist Party and Trotskyist offshoots among the
Greek-speaking community in Egypt, but I knew little of them.
What small amount I then knew about the anarchists’ part in
the struggle against the colonels within Greece I certainly was
not going to share with Radio London.

She was quite persistent. She had no idea of the danger in-
volved in trying to find out too much in a country like the

294

to. Some took it upon themselves to write manifestoes for the
Angry Brigade though not necessarily involved in it, but ready
to propagandise its clear aims. Purdie and Prescott both got ar-
rested and charged. Some of the actions, like the attack on the
Post Office Tower, occurred while they were under arrest and
being charged. They were accused of “conspiracy” on the basis
of “a nod or a wink is sufficient” to justify that vaguest but most
dangerous of charges. Purdie’s top line barrister took a better
paying case at the last minute, leaving him with a deaf elderly
barrister for whom everyone in the profession was sorry. Pur-
die did not give evidence.This is usually taken tomean that one
dare not face being cross-examined but in this case the prose-
cution did not like to say that, as it might have been because
his barrister couldn’t hear. There was no case against him oth-
erwise and he was found not guilty.

The jury were sympathetic. The fact is the Angry Brigade
were so popular the jury would certainly have found Prescott
not guilty too. But he had the misfortune to be better repre-
sented. On cross examination he admitted writing some en-
velopes, and the judge ruled that this was enough to find him
guilty of conspiracy. He could easily have denied it and the jury
would have found him not guilty. I suggested to the defence
committee it would be safer to deny everything, and recom-
mended a handwriting expert should see if it was Jake’s hand-
writing at all, or perhaps analyse whether the writer was the
perpetrator of the alleged acts.

I recommended graphologist Manfred Lowengard, the for-
mer husband of a good friend. Unfortunately once in Berlin
an official had asked him to analyse some handwriting, and
he had characterised the writer as unstable, neurotic, and with
dangerous psychopathic tendencies. The terrified official, who
had been acting for President Hindenburg, said that it was the
handwriting of the new Chancellor, Herr Hitler, who had been
granted dictatorial powers. Manfred prudently took the next
boat-train to England. He wasn’t prepared to face that type of
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when members of print unions could afford to be against the
government.

Inspector Habershon came on the scene via the local CID
when Home Secretary Robert Carr’s house in Finchley got at-
tacked. Hewas as quiet andmethodical as Bondwas bumptious
and extrovert, and pursued a different line of enquiry. Possibly
in Finchley he had been used only to Conservative crime.What
struck him was a series of cheque frauds involving some stu-
dents, whom he assumed to be Anarchists and were in fact Sit-
uationists. It seemed he let the frauds go on while he watched
the people. It may have appeared odd to him that people “on
the left” should be involved in something assumed to be the pre-
rogative of those “on the right” and reasoned that they must be
trying to raise funds for illegal activities. In fact rarely do peo-
ple “raise funds” — what they raise is cash — though naturally,
just as when they raise cash by legal means such as working
for it, they may well contribute to funds. The notion that the
Angry Brigade needed to be “financed” was grotesque.

But Habershon was working on his line of approach
while the anti-Christie section worked on theirs. They even
persuaded a tabloid to advertise a huge reward for the “man
behind the Angry Brigade” while dropping heavy hints as
to whom they thought it was. Then Jake Prescott and Ian
Purdie fell into their hands. Purdie, while in prison on a
charge of bombing the Ulster Office in London in 1969, had
propagandised heavily, and when released mixed with suspect
anarchists and situationists. He influenced Prescott, who
was released and later re-arrested, when he was alleged to
have “admitted involvement” to another prisoner, though it
is more likely that what he expressed was agreement with
the actions and may have been misinterpreted or deliberately
misrepresented, hardly unlikely in view of the substantial
reward offered, though never paid.

A lot of people were doing things more or less in sympathy
with the Angry Brigade. Given its actions it was difficult not
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colonels’ Greece. At best she would be endangering those with
whom she came in contact. As it was she went in on a cut-price
budget by bus, in January 1971, without contacts, in a disturbed
country, and somewhere en route was raped and murdered.

Though the murderer-rapist was found and convicted, her
father would not believe in his guilt, searching always for a
less banal truth. Six or seven years later he was still giving the
story to investigative journalists, hoping to discover what re-
ally happened. I and others who had seen or, in my case, heard
her in her last week in London were questioned by the press,
which is how I got to meet her father Edward Chapman. He
could not face the fact of his daughter having been raped and
was searching for some political motive that would have given
dignity to her death. He actually faced the convicted rapist
Nicos Moundis in court but felt “convinced inside” this seedy,
down-and-out character with a psychotic history including at-
tempted rape was not the killer.

Much as I admired his tenacity and loathed the colonels,
who had killed many under “interrogation” and blamed local
crime afterwards, I failed to see it was necessarily so in every
case of murder, or that they would invariably have done the
dirty work themselves. In Hitler’s Germany, some people, even
Jews, must have died naturally, by crime or for reasons other
than genocide. And rape was an act of an oppressive urge no
less than class interest or ideological conviction. I think Mrs
Chapman came to terms with that but her husband could not.
My meeting with him made me sad, but my subsequent en-
quiries in Greece led nowhere.

Haverstock Hill

We originally started printing Cuddon’s and so on with a
Varityper and Gestelith. I could write for hours what problems
that machinery caused. It fortunately disappeared when we
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moved and the first few issues of Black Flag were on a Gestet-
ner duplicator, which I preferred as I could handle it and, if
messy at times, it never broke down. The first issues came out
quite well on it, but “Progress, Progress” insisted everyone and
wemoved from one self-made difficulty to another, going on to
a printing press. Fortunately I had written the “Debtors Guide”
and we weathered the storm for years but with one thing and
another it was useful I had a large amount of paid “unworked
overtime” at my professional work.

The printing press was used by Ted Kavanagh and Anna
Blume in a huge basement at Haverstock Hill, after the demise
of the Wooden Shoe bookshop, which otherwise was the re-
hearsal room of a pop group. The group were on a weekly
rent from the bookmaker’s shop above, replacing a religious
youth group (from a neighbouring church or synagogue, I do
not know which). Their leader/parson/rabbi or whoever was
concerned had leased it from the shop above when it was a
greengrocer’s and the basement was virtually uninhabitable.
They repaired it well but when the shop changed hands to be-
come a bookmaker’s the guru opposed both change of user and
the betting licence. AsMammonwon, they either went or were
evicted and the pop group took over. After a year or so it found
itself no longer in harmony with the scene and Ted was left on
his own.

Without notifying the landlord of change of plan and letting
him think it was still the same pop group (he never appeared),
we made it into the new International Libertarian Centre/Cen-
tro Iberico, an anarchist club to which came wonderful young
people from all over the world as well as survivors from innu-
merable political upheavals.

As Miguel decided to spend his whole time looking after
it and virtually cut himself off from any paid work — he was
past what should have been retiring age anyway — I had the
problem both of providing him with the money to live on and
paying the rent of the centre as well, but it was well worth
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“orthodox left” such as the Communist Party had been raided,
whichmade it plain that all the raids were politically motivated
pour encourager les autres.

In one raid in Hornsey they point blank told the startled
tenant (in the flat below the one they were seeking) they were
looking for anarchists. She asked “What does that mean?”
and they said, “Well, people against the government”, and she
timidly admitted her husband had, against her advice, voted
Liberal, and had thought it was legal though she told him he
should not have mentioned it to anyone. A shout from upstairs
“Okay, sarge, this is the flat — there are Anarchist books on
the shelves” affirmed the more specifically political nature of
the raids, which yielded nothing beyond the outlook of the
inhabitants, who were less terrified by the exposure than the
lady on the floor below.

However, in my case they reasoned I would have to be
raided at work, and notified the security officer they were
coming in to search my locker in the health and safety TU
representatives room. He advised the management, and they
said plainly this was out of order. Wage negotiations were
going on, a strike had been threatened, and everyone would
have thought the management had called in the police. If they
wanted to search my locker, the management suggested, they
could do it in the small hours of the morning when the last
shift had gone and the cleaners not yet arrived. This would
have spoiled the whole purpose of the exercise, and Bond
turned it down contemptuously, but was amazed to find out
afterwards his instructions had been overlooked.

“Who had the temerity to override my orders?” he
demanded angrily.

“The Home Secretary”, Cremer told him. It was fear of
the dreaded workers that caused the management to inter-
vene with the government, not concern for the rights of the
individual. They just wanted to get a paper out. One can
see why some politicos refer depreciatingly to those days
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sister?” The officer had no experience of the times when con-
scientious objectors were asked that very question by tribunals
and it seemed at times almost to be what two world wars were
about. The officer gasped and said, “What a ridiculous state-
ment. How do I know what I would do? I haven’t the faintest
idea — it’s like asking me what I would do if a Black family
moved next door” — as revealing an admission as Lytton Stra-
chey’s reply that he would interpose himself between the Ger-
man soldier and his sister.

The questions were puerile, but I answered in kind, for ex-
ample, “in Paris? I saw Josephine Baker in the Folies Bergere”,
which got a snort. To the question, “When do you reckon the
Spanish war finished?” — I answered promptly “March 1939?”
which would have been awarded points in a quiz show but
at which they gave up. I asked if I could add some remarks
privately with the tape recorder turned off. They must have
thought I “came up the Clyde on a bicycle” and eagerly agreed.
I said I wanted them to know that I detested anti-social violence
and that if I thought anybody was guilty of it I would deal with
it myself. Everyone was cheered up by this and someone said
cordially they relied on the co-operation of public-spirited citi-
zens like myself, overlooking that our views of what was anti-
social might differ sharply.

That may not have been the view of the elusive commander
X-Bond since a couple of weeks later I got raided, which sug-
gested that my answers, though strictly truthful if unhelpful,
were not sufficient to let me off their hook, though the dar-
ing antics of the AB were totally beyond my middle years and
girth. Normally police raids in this operation took place in the
early hours of the morning, people being got out of bed and
even doors smashed downwhile theywere sleeping.Maximum
publicity was always given, thus even though no arrests were
made, a healthy warning was given to all concerned that it was
unwise to be under suspicion even if one had done nothing. In-
spector Habershon later told the press that no members of the
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it. Later, after being granted domicile, there was no way he
could have got a Spanish pension even at home (and to this
day), having fought against Franco. But his case was taken up
by Nancy Macdonald, who did sterling work for Spanish vet-
erans. Though an American, she had some influential friends
in Britain, and on the basis of his work for the war-time Re-
sistance, he was given a basic pension by the UK government.
It was the only case I knew where such work was recognised.
I was sceptical that he would receive it. During the war, his
group had co-operated in anti-Nazi work with British agents
(including escapee soldiers) and he admitted in his Franco’s Pris-
oner the spy network taught him forgery (“the most humane
craft in a totalitarian country”). He had printed passports, ra-
tion books, currency and Party membership cards even better
than the real ones. Perhaps his small weekly grant related to
a major feat in this undermining of Nazi occupation in France,
or perhaps to a fear of his being obliged to carry out similar
feats under our benign elected dictatorship.

The Invisible Woman

Despite the terrible tragedy involved in dealing with
people sentenced to death or 20 or 30 years imprisonment, in
the course of the Spanish catastrophe, one could still get a few
laughs, believe it or not. “The coat” was one, the “invisible
woman” another.

Many comrades were arrested in Spain and charged with
“banditry and terrorism” so it was impossible to get the aid of
Amnesty International. Their policy was, and remains, to de-
cline to defend those accused of crimes of violence, whether
they committed them or not. This meant they defended those
innocent of fighting the State and only those victimised for
their innocuous beliefs were helped. This included editors and
publishers, scientists and philosophers, but never workers.The
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Communist Party raised large amounts for their own mem-
bers through various front organisations but the resistance, cer-
tainly in Spain, was out in the cold.

When we started the Anarchist Black Cross and really be-
gan to help them, we got begrudging voices even among so-
called libertarians saying “What about the IRA? Belfast is on
your doorstep”. More money for the then few dozen IRA pris-
oners was raised in one local English Catholic parish in six
weeks than we managed to get in ten years. The Irish pubs in
Finsbury Park raised enough to have kept us going for twenty
years had we the remotest chance of getting it. Fund raising for
the IRA as for Amnesty International became a growth indus-
try, employing hundreds, but we still got this niggling that our
meagre funds should swell their profits instead. I never knew
how much IRA or Amnesty prisoners got out of what was col-
lected for them. Nor did I know howmuch ours did, as to avoid
handling the funds they went direct to the person or family
without intermediary.

It may be coincidental that Amnesty was run by editors,
publishers, scientists and philosophers and the token trade
unionist, but that is by the way. The fact remained that the
Franco regime was quite alive in its latter days to international
implications and always charged its opponents with “banditry”
even if it was only so much as having the wrong union card. As
a result Amnesty in Spain defended Jehovah’s Witnesses who
did not join the army, plus a few of the Christian Democrats
who happened to fall foul of the regime. But the resistance?
Never! That was why we founded the Anarchist Black Cross.

When Julian Millan Fernandez was arrested on the flimsi-
est of charges it was at first impossible to get together a de-
fence as nobody was allowed to see him. However, Miguel and
I got into instant communication with him which totally baf-
fled the authorities. They were constantly examining his let-
ters for invisible ink, a false clue Miguel had dropped in his
Franco’s Prisoner, when he had contacted Stuart from jail to ex-
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same with the more glamorous jobs, such as sub-editors. Jour-
nalists usually have a short working life anyway, like actors,
unless they achieve stardom. At least they found jobs of a sort,
though more humdrum. One sub who had despised copytakers
and unionised endeavours in particular was delivering milk to
my door four months later, and bewailing the change of cir-
cumstance in which I had moved over to the Daily Telegraph
while he, a firm supporter of the Establishment, had nobody to
fight his case.

Trials and Tribulations

The search under Commander X-Bond seemed to take two
paths. One, which he seemed to prefer, was also favoured by
Sergeant Roy Cremer of Special Branch, who was the “anar-
chist specialist” and naturally wanted to justify his existence.
That seemed to be to pursue Stuart Christie, who responded to
the challenge by leading them a merry dance when he went to
and came from work at William Press, allowing them to follow
the wrong car for hours by the simple process of changing with
a workmate.

Special Branch interviewed me on one occasion, and it
was quite plain they were searching for the “Spanish angle”.
I agreed to go to Scotland Yard rather than the local station
because I thought I might find out what was going on. I
was not disappointed. Their interviewers included Military
Intelligence as well as Special Branch, and their questions
ranged from the sublime to the ridiculous. “What is the
difference between the CNT and ETA?” “Who did you see
in Paris?” “Who are Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid?”
(Subsequently I saw the film but I never saw the connection
yet).

It got to my being asked if I believed in violence, so I re-
torted, “What would you do if somebody tried to rape your
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The reason was, despite the press talking of conspiracies
and public enemies, the whole affair was popular and became
more so. After the first few incidents it was clear to all that
the normal working person was in no way at risk, and that it
was directed at their perceived enemies or at any rate what
could be seen to be regarded as such even by people who dis-
agreed they were.That was reinforced by the unbalanced press
reaction and the unbridled police campaign. “Commander X”,
later revealed to be Commander Bond, who unlike his fictional
namesake dared not speak his name while it was going on, led
the campaign.

I heard a few criticisms of the events, but they mostly
were about the less-understood Situationist angle such as
the wrecking of the radio van at the Miss World competition
rather than at the anarchistic targets such as Government
buildings. All such reservations subsided into admiration
when property speculators were targetted and from then on
I kept getting suggestions as to whom “they” should do next,
from banks to night clubs.

Some were extreme. One printer offered me a plan of the
underground workings of London, obtained from his cousin
a cable-layer. I don’t know what he expected they were to be
used for. In the pub at lunch time a stranger offered a plan to
put a bomb in the Spanish Church underneath the pew where
the Ambassador may have sat. As no consideration was given
to the fact that it would have taken a large part of the congrega-
tion with it, I assume he was a nutcase or an agent-provocateur.
It made no difference either way as the Angry Brigade didn’t
askme beforehandwhat they should do and if they had I would
have told them that anybody who needed my advice didn’t de-
serve to have it.

In the midst of the excitement theDaily Sketch closed down.
It had been failing for years.We anticipated problems in getting
new jobs but the print unions were still powerful enough to get
their members back to work almost immediately. It was not the
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pose prison conditions and claimed, to protect his go-between,
it was through invisible ink. Contact with Millan was through
an invisible woman!

It is a hardly surprising commentary on the sexism of the
Spanish jailers. Millan Fernandez was the proverbial tall, dark
and handsome Spanish male, and married. A short and plump
American woman turned up saying she was his “novia” (fi-
ancee). It excited unkind ribaldry among the guards, who had
been told not even to let him see his wife, and they were so
convinced of the facts as they saw them they never took into
account that she might be the go-between.

They let the presumably infatuated, but in fact extremely
courageous, woman see him every day, never realising she car-
ried out every detail of information. His court-martial (though
a civilian) should have been in secret, but lawyers briefed from
outside were already there. After the trial, the prison staff must
have realised they had been hoodwinked, but the guards denied
all knowledge of any visitor and agreed there must have been
invisible ink, except one who growled in a surly fashion that
if one was kind to a crow it was sure to peck your eyes out.
Every other guard in every political jail looked for a bottle of
invisible ink for months afterwards but the bottle, and not just
the ink, remained invisible.

This Gun for Sale

We had an Anarchist Black Cross meeting in a pub in Tot-
tenham Court Road.The meeting was going on upstairs but (as
usual in such cases) many had drifted to the bar downstairs be-
fore and during the meeting. Two men were trying to engage
some of our people in conversation, recognising them as they
came downstairs. It seemed suspicious so I muscled in on the
conversation.They claimed to be soldiers, and looked as if they
could be police. They said to me they had arms to sell. Up to
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then they had avoided me but I had overheard their previous
conversation in which they said they were “sympathetic to an-
archism” and wanted to give arms.

They spoke of a “lorry load”, as if we would have the cash,
least of all in our loose change, but I shrugged off the conversa-
tion. Anyway they were glad to turn their attention to Stuart
who had just come downstairs and rushed to him like a long-
lost brother. It was obvious he was the one they had come to
see.

He asked them if they thought he had come up the Clyde on
a bicycle, which discouraged them asking further. A year later
one of the “soldiers” proved to be a detective constable named
Cardwell who gave evidence at the Old Bailey of how they had
“arranged” to sell Stuart arms that night but failed because he
was “drunk and aggressive”. Another version, not brought up
at his trial, but raised with me by Scotland Yard, was that I
had alerted someone “in French”. I suppose I did mention the
presence of agents-provocateurs. Unfortunately we don’t have
an English word.

Perhaps the reason is we have so much of the thing.

Only Too Visible Women

When the centre had established contacts in Spain, one of
the most pressing demands upon it was for contraceptive fit-
ting or abortion. It was illegal in Spain, and pregnancy for un-
married girls was a disaster. As soon as the sexually liberated
got in touch with an organisation fighting oppression, that was
the first thing they asked of it.

We had to accede to the demands of a steady trickle of
young women who turned up at the door, with the fee for
an operation and the return fare, nothing more. They never
realised they had also to pay a doctor’s fee, nor had they reck-
oned on the extra few days’ stay required. It became a standard
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The Brief Morning of Anarchy

The late sixties and early seventies were a brief morning of
popular support for anarchism in Britain. It seemed to break
the back of the quietists who fled from the monster whose
claws they thought they had trimmed out of existence. Freedom
tried to advise the activists by saying “if they had asked us be-
forehand, we would have told them nothing could be achieved
by violence” or something of the sort, but it had no audience
any longer. I recall a delicious moment when one of their group
came along to a Black Cross meeting and explained in a firm
schoolmistressy tone, “We have been quite tolerant of this be-
haviour long enough.We have done as you said and given food
parcels to prisoners in Spain and remand prisoners here andwe
will continue to do so. But we want it understood this sort of
thing has got to stop”. Like the press and police, they followed
the line that it was a small group of unruly individuals who
were responsible for everything.

The New Left was a bit shattered by the events, and stag-
gered by the drift to real anarchism. Some sections denounced
it outright as a police plot. A hyper-pacifist even suggested the
Home Secretary Robert Carr was behind it in order to discredit
the anarchists, and to throw people off the scent had arranged
for his own home to be a target. Greater devotion to discredit
no man could have than this. Some of the new student-led left
would have loved to claim it all as their own, as they did rev-
olutions or explosions abroad, but to claim leadership would
also be to claim responsibility, and they weren’t having that
at any price. Some of the neo-Leninist advance guardists ex-
pressed ‘sympathy’ with the ‘unthinking masses’ who without
the ‘leadership of the advanced educated minority’ carried out
these acts. They dropped hints like, ‘Angry Brigade, be careful,
the man who went to Liverpool with you is a pig’, thus making
it plain they were still Leaders but disowning the blind ‘masses’
who were taking their advice to rebel too seriously.
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to serve, and pretended they didn’t exist. Feigning superior
knowledge of all and everybody, Bitov said, “A story circulat-
ing in intelligence circles provides an amusing insight into the
effectiveness of Britain’s counter-insurgency forces” and, one
may say, into Mr Bitov’s own level of intelligence.

“During the early 1970s, there were a number of minor in-
cidents involving explosives (none of which went of), planted
apparently by a group of student anarchists calling themselves
the Stoke Newington Seven or the Angry Brigade. It was
only after the Seven were brought to trial that lawyers for
the defence discovered that five of them were Special Branch
plants and the other two infiltrators from the CIA. Being
from different sections, none of the Special Branch officers
had known that the others were also undercover operatives,
nor had there been any liaison whatsoever with the CIA.
Apparently the ‘cousins’ were not on speaking terms with one
another for some time after this embarrassing incident.”

Could Mr Bitov have been reading that old reactionary G.
K. Chesterton’s Man Who was Thursday, in which this unlikely
contretemps actually occurred (six of the seven “anarchists”
were detectives, the seventh was apparently God) the night
Tory Minister Robert Carr was seen on TV watching his
wrecked front door?

Whowas this knowledgeableMr Bitov, who thus cheerfully
despises anarchists and police alike as shoddy poseurs, in an
amalgam of G. K. Chesteron and Joseph Conrad? After hav-
ing defected to England from the KGB and spreading his little
load of propaganda, he re-appeared at a press conference in
Moscowwhen he claimed to have been drugged and kidnapped
by British agents in Rome and held captive in London, presum-
ably long enough for his publishers’ cheque to clear into his
bank account, and a quick trip to C & A and Harrods.
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requirement for the Centre to find a room, and raise the extra
fee, and it was embarrassing for me that I always needed to
take them by car and arrange matters with the clinic. The re-
ceptionist never said anything, but I wonder what she thought
seeing me coming in week after week with a different senorita.

At one time Miguel approached a socialist feminist group
to see if they would co-operate, as they had many resources
we lacked, as well as access to funding. They were most hostile.
They claimed we were encouraging private medicine. I do not
know if they expected the young women to wait until Spain
had a National Health Service, defiant of the Catholic Church
into the bargain, but it would have taken a lot more than nine
months, and the penalties they faced for motherhood were se-
vere.

Channel Swimmer in Beads

Following attacks on Iberian Airlines, Spanish banks and
finance houses, the result of renewed repression in Spain, the
Evening Standard askedme if I could arrange an interviewwith
representatives of the CNT. They agreed, though I was always
sceptical where the press was concerned, and the Standard sent
along Kevin Murphy, a crime reporter and therefore qualified
to deal with political matters (criminals in power were dealt
with by political correspondents).

Reasoning that hewas going into an anarchist club,Murphy
turned up in a hippy caftan, flower power symbols, beads and
the rest of the Sixties gear, somewhat out of placewith his beefy
appearance and athlete’s face. He was a Channel swimmer, a
sporting achievement I envied.

When he came in the five exiles (four men in business suits
and a woman in her fifties) looked at him oddly. “Who is this
clown?” one of them asked me in Spanish. “English journalists
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dress this way,” I said. Murphy had a red face anyway so I don’t
know if he understood.

Emilienne

EmilienneMorin came to London for two days for a funeral.
Mimi, as she was known affectionately, was French but had
lived in many countries in the course of a tempestuous life.
However, she was not officially allowed to enter the land of
the free, as the HomeOffice, which assumed it owned the place,
had decided the security of the island depended on keeping her
out. However, she managed to slip in for a couple of days, and
I was asked to drive her and her friend back to Victoria Station.

Joe Thomas came round to tell me of some development in
the print union, and I explained the situation. He came along
with us. Typically, lack of a common language never stopped
Joe chatting away, and Mimi’s friend spoke a little English.
While I was parking the car at Victoria and had to leave them
for five minutes, he got out of them various aspects of their
life. In the flurry I had no opportunity to introduce them. After
they were safely on the train, Joe told me Mimi had been in the
Spanish war and in fact was secretary of the Durruti column.
“Her husband was there too. I never got out of her what he did.”

I don’t know if they had been poking fun at him French
style, or if Mimi just disliked talking about the past. Her life
companionwas Buenaventura Durruti, a legendary figure even
in his lifetime and the most charismatic figure in the Civil War.
Joe was quite put out when I told him, and for years after used
to say jocularly to people, “This bastard let me ask Mrs Durruti
what her husband did in the civil war.”
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Beaverbrook’s car should be sabotaged and what significance
she could have for the Angry Brigade.They did not even look at
the supposition that, far from being also obsessively concerned
with the press, the perpetrator might have thought it was the
car of the media baron himself. True Lord Beaverbrook had
died and his son hadn’t taken the title but everyone didn’t nec-
essarily appreciate that, and the car was always ostentatiously
parked outside the Daily Express building.

Most of the other targets were spot on, and if at first the pub-
lic at large had reservations about attacking ministers’ houses
or the value of sabotaging fashion shows and shops (a Situa-
tionist tactic), when one spoke to ordinary people they were
delighted at the anarchist targets such as attacks on property
speculators’ offices, and even amused at an attack on the Lord
Chancellor’s office, which caused horror in the press for the
insult to his high judicial standing, far beyond politics as they
saw it. Not only I viewed matters in that way, but a jury, picked
at random, earbashed for eighteen months by the cream of the
legal profession, thought similarly.They found guilty only four
who were caught “bang to rights” and recommended clemency
in that case, They implicitly accepted that in the case of spon-
taneous revolt, the police had selected a few representatives of
the political factions concerned and fitted them up.

Bitov what you fancy

The journos failed to understand what the Angry Brigade
was all about, let alone the Stoke Newington Eight (which was
not identical), and tried to reduce it to a conspiracy of a few
people convicted of certain related offences, as if that said ev-
erything. But Grub Street was worse. One smartarse named
Oleg Bitov, writing in a book Bitov’s Britain (1985) for Viking
Penguin (often none too choosy what rubbish they publish un-
der their imprint) made light of heavy sentences he didn’t have
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watch Croydon Town Hall for days, waiting for it to be blown
up.

I don’t knowwhat he thought Stuart did in his tea break, but
I do see why some of the allegations made against Black Flag
were so bitter. They could have forgiven a “Dreadful Massacre
at Croydon” Exclusive but not standing round in the rain for
days catching cold to no purpose, unable even to charge it to
expenses.

An amusing sideline on these incidents was when I
finally met the hostile non-violent non-reader reviewer of
‘Floodgates’ in ‘Peace News’, a somewhat embittered Christian
Pacifist named Otter, who considered himself an anarchist of
the ‘Freedom’ type. During some march or other I had stopped
for some natural relief. While not addressing me directly,
when he came in he angrily denounced me as a terrorist to the
surprised peers. I ignored him and they gave furtive looks at
each other, not wanting, in the manner of gentlemen in gents,
to appear to be interested in each other, but wondering which
one was about to blow the place up.

The series of attacks on government institutions, finance
houses, recruiting offices, lawyers’ chambers, embassies, ma-
jor firms, Spanish Government offices and so on, had been col-
lectively known as the Angry Brigade, as if it were a single
cohesive force directed by one commanding officer or even
by one small group. As the press could not conceive of volun-
teers, there would have had to be huge sums paid to any mer-
cenaries they hired, and after it was all over journalists were
commenting on “how amateur” the whole business was. They
obviously would have preferred to find professionals. Though
the press used the word “terrorism”, not a single life was lost
nor a single person harmed in these explosions, another fac-
tor which earned the entire operation the sneers of officialdom,
who thought theywould have if they could have, or maybe that
they should have, So convinced were the media that the police
were dealing with a unified force they were puzzling why Lady
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Floodgates

Stuart and I wrote a book together, on the basics of anar-
chism, which we called The Floodgates of Anarchy. On the roy-
alties we were able to continue the Black Cross and also fund
Black Flag as a regular publication for several years. Floodgates
brought anarcho-syndicalism into modern terms of reference,
and ran into several editions, one of them a major paperback
(Sphere Books). There was also a Spanish edition by the Argen-
tine publisher, Editorial Proyeccion. Later we did an offset run
ourselves to take into Spain. It attracted some interesting re-
views, ranging from the leading Sundays to a bizarre review in
Chile where a bewildered weekly paper criticised us for failing
to conceal our sympathies on the dreaded subject of anarchism.

It gave Miguel the idea of writing his experiences and he
used to come and see me at the Daily Sketch. It was laid back,
in what we now know were its twilight years, and I found him
a disused room which he could use as an office where he dic-
tated his book Franco’s Prisoner.The security guard complained
to me that nobody had told him it was to be re-opened as a
‘foreign correspondence room’ and I told him not to worry as
it was hardly likely the room had been hijacked. I got an old
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fashioned look, an expression I had difficulty in conveying to
Miguel.

I wangled him a canteen pass from the chapel committee
and he looked with dismay at the food which he regarded as
cooked leather. On being told to make up his mind sharpish
by the serving lady, he shook his head sadly and asked if he
could just have a glass of wine. “A glass of bleedin’ wine!” she
cried incredulously. I apologised for him. “You must excuse my
friend, he’s not used to our standards, he’s just come out of a
Spanish jail.” I insisted this went into Franco’s Prisoner.

The First Twenty ‘Black Flag’ Years

Black Flag was from the time it appeared continually forced
to battle with the misinformation campaign being waged
against it, and against activist anarchism, in newspapers and
books, TV and the police, not to mention pseudo-libertarian
self-styled intellectuals. My responses were, I fear, virulent
and, I hope, resented. It would be impossible to list all the
illegalities of which Black Flag was accused between 1970 and
1990, from killing to inciting murder, causing riots to arson,
kidnapping to sabotage, conspiracy to fomenting strikes. Some
of our alleged actions were absurd, some impossible, some we
would have abhorred, but what a pity some of them were not
true! The Daily Express thought we had armouries and planes
at our disposal, and the Tory MP Ian Sproat worried about our
possessing the nuclear bomb. I don’t know whether Special
Branch believed half of these stories. They invented some. For
a long time we were under surveillance, Stuart in particular.

The police campaign was oppressive so far as Stuart was
concerned but not unduly so, after the anti-Angry Brigade
raids, to myself. On one occasion the Black Cross got an appeal
from a Spanish prisoner for toothache powder and various
other prescriptive drugs. In reply to a circular from Miguel
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This was typical of was happening all over Spain, but espe-
cially in Catalonia. I think I was in order being optimistic for
the future and telling meeting after meeting from Birmingham
to Berlin that Franco’s protegé and designated successor, Juan
Carlos, younger son of one of two Pretenders with equally dis-
puted claims to the throne, should not trouble to take more
than a travelling bag with him when he returned to his ances-
tral home.

Unfortunately, I was not the only one to observe what was
likely to occur when Franco died, clinging to power to the last
breath.The others were silently making preparations. Our peo-
ple weren’t.

The Angry Brigade

“Obsessed with the press” though I might be, according to
a hostile reviewer of Floodgates, I was only contacted by them
in connection with Stuart, especially in the sixties. Then, they
were convinced he was responsible for every act of rebellion
that occurred and a lot that didn’t. For a couple of years when
I was sitting in the Albion pub in Ludgate Circus journalists
would nudge each other but nobody had the courage to inter-
ruptme at Sunday lunch (forme, then the finest English cuisine
in London). “Like butting in on feeding time at the Zoo,” was
the unkind way one of my workmates described it when I was
once thus accosted. It was only when I was occasionally drink-
ing with friends and one or another journalist would home
in, and I would think they were their acquaintances, that they
ever managed to approach me to get information. They got dis-
couraged with this after I gave them some tips even more ludi-
crous than the ones they could make up themselves and when
my friends tumbled to what I was doing, they would seek to
cap them. On one occasion — it wasn’t me that time, honest
— somebody sent an aspiring young sleuth with a camera to
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seemed dead and him forgotten. But this was on the surface. Be-
hind it was a bursting out of young Spain, and a determination
among many to renew the struggle of historic Spain. Oddly
enough, more people were prepared at first to speak openly
to me, as a foreigner, than to Miguel. He learned to leave the
opening of conversations to me at this point of time, and got
impatient at my slowness in starting to talk to everyone I met.

It was incredible how Spaniards had come to distrust one
another, but also how they were unwinding. An American we
knew became friendly with a girl who was at the University,
also an anarchist. But she implored him not to say anything
about it when he met her parents. She had no idea how they
would react. Her mother questioned him closely about his job
and wanted to know to which union he belonged in the States.
Thinking she wouldn’t know what it was, he said “The IWW”.
She lit up immediately and confessed she had been in the
CNT in Tarrassa. When her own father had been taken by the
Falange, her mother had gone to beg for his life. They not only
shot him in her presence, they gave her castor oil, shaved her
head and made her run down the street with bullets flying at
her feet. Thereafter the widow had warned her children never
to say a word about their beliefs, not even to their spouses or
children when they married.

She had kept silence all these years and now found she
had an anarchist daughter. When the son came in, mother and
daughter were still talking about what the father’s reaction
would be. The surprised son confessed he was in a clandestine
CNT union, and they were all laughing about their newfound
discovery of each other and if Papa would say he was in a nest
of vipers, when the latter came in from work and wanted to
knowwhat the jokewas.They plucked up courage and told him
whereupon he whipped the CNT rulebook out of his pocket
and asked for their back subscriptions. The whole family had
kept their secret from each other all those years and it needed
an American novio to act as catalyst.
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and myself, a well meaning soul from the Australian hippy
culture sent us marijuana by post, thinking this was what we
really meant. I swiftly gave it to the nearest available pothead,
thinking it might be a trap, but there was no comeback so I
presumed our mail was not being opened, at least not at that
particular address.

A sequel was that someone receiving the circular pointed
out that doctors received enough samples of drugs from phar-
maceutical companies to cover all our Spanish prisoners’ needs
for years, no matter what the state of their teeth, so I wrote to
two doctors instead. One, a Quaker but a woman of integrity,
sent off all we needed, and had the prescriptions translated be-
sides.The other, who claimed to be an anarchist, replied that he
agreed with what we were doing but had to think of the ethical
problem it raised. Manufacturers did not send costly samples
free to doctors to be disposed of in that fashion. A little activity
and you know what side they’re on.

One can never joke without some imbecile journo or
politico taking it seriously. When on one occasion we asked
for donations and mentioned various items people could send
instead of cash, like scrap iron, used postage stamps, luncheon
vouchers, etc., a national paper reported seriously that Black
Flag was so broke (which was true) we even were appealing
for LVs. Perhaps producing the journal was how they thought
we earned our bread. One occasion we reproduced a sarcastic
Dutch poster saying the Pope was wanted for crimes against
humanity and we offered £5, 000 dead or alive (as if we could
have raised £50, even in luncheon vouchers). David Alton, a
Roman Catholic by political affiliation, a Liberal by profession
and a Member of Parliament by religious conviction, wanted
us prosecuted for incitement to murder.

Nobody ever failed to mention our ‘links with international
terrorism’. The tenacity of these links was such that a Spanish
comrade associated with the First of May Group was described
by the Daily Mail as “the brains behind the IRA”. When we
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wanted to run a campaign to help prisoners in the Irish Repub-
lic, like many Continentals he was under the impression that
this had something to do with the British Government. Who
knows, perhaps he was right, but I think the brains behind
the IRA would not have proposed a march on the British Em-
bassy. Perhaps the Mail journalist had been listening to some
bar-room “Irish” joke and took it for serious news.

There was an international mood of rebellion that saw the
future and knew it would not work. In this country it was in
part the failures of the Labour government, and the planned
attack upon the working class by the Tories that sparked off a
series of protests. As in Paris, a minor part of it started among
the students. Student-led factions like the Situationists enthu-
siastically supported it, Marxists saw it as an opportunity to
try to cash in where they could not lead and did not partici-
pate. But nothing would have happened had there not been a
sympathetic working-class base. The Situationists coined the
phrase “Angry Brigade”, as later the hippies coined the phrase
“Persons Unknown”, to describe something they did not influ-
ence.

Novel Approach

One briefless barrister who had been watching the trial,
hoping to do a denunciation of all concerned, came out with
a novel The Angry Brigade. It was to have been a funded propa-
ganda exercise in denouncing resistance, but the verdict upset
the apple-cart. It therefore appeared as a novel, allegedly based
on interviews the author had with the real perpetrators, (noth-
ing like the accused in style or ideology,) the tapes of which
he had destroyed. There was at least no hispanophile or his-
panophobe Scot. The prominent figure in an attempt to “kick
capitalism in the balls” (as one of the characters put it) was a
cowardly Jew, “son of a rich and famous rabbi”, who let his girl
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tables turned on its traditional enemy. From that time on
the omnipotent police State was shattered. I had the fantasy
that should Hitler have won the war the Gestapo might have
eventually atrophied with routine acceptance and relied only
on the memory of its greener days to make illegally-parked
motorists cower. I prophesied, admittedly jestingly, at many
meetings that this would happen even in Russia with the
dreaded communist police in years to come.

Crossing the border just before Franco died the scene did
not seem to have changed — we got through OK, the guards
courteously waving through an English car, while Miguel sat
at the back of the car, unusually humble, his passport at the
bottom of the pile, giving his profession as “Interpreter-Guide”.
He was grossly disappointed with the changes in Barcelona
especially when he went to find papers he had hidden in his
mother’s house years before, to find his brother-in-law would
not let him in, as an ex-convict no less. His sister had given up
the struggle on marriage, and most of his family were dead or
dispersed. His wife had broken with him in his years of prison,
he did not know his son, only former neighbours spoke of him
affectionately. Waiting for him in a bar near his brother-in-
law’s house, an old Catalan told me that the place to which my
friend had gone really belonged to an old confederal family but
the present householder was no good, a desdichadowho traded
on the regime. What a blow it would be for the real owner, if
he came back, a man who was really a saint. The description
hardly fitted Miguel, but it was he and when he came into the
bar they recognised each other.The local offered to get some of
the townspeople to force their way in and discover the deeds
hidden in the floor, butMiguel asked if he expected him to evict
his own sister if they found them — which confirmed the old
man of his saintliness.

Throughout France we had to go out of our way to stop in
different towns where an incredible number knewMiguel as el
tio de Barcelona (“Uncle Barcelona”). Only in Spain everything
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as “a friend of the Spanish exiles in their darkest days”. Both
remarks made me very proud. At least everything I did was not
in vain. I was a barrack-room lawyer at heart, I suppose.

Twilight of Francoism

My main contribution to Spanish Resistance in those last
days of Francoism, though, was support for the libertarian pris-
oners of Franco. The name “libertarian” was still, at any rate
in Spain, used only by the anarchists and syndicalists; the hi-
jacking of the name by right wing private enterprise people not
yet having become widely known outside the USA— it still sig-
nified “libertarian socialist” as opposed to “State socialist”.

Many Spanish people could now travel out from Francoism,
and the opening up of the labour market in Germany and else-
where in the boom years meant whole towns in Andalusia, for
instance, became ghost towns. Genocide had been followed by
exodus. The estates now needed all the labour they could get,
and the regime could no longer go round killing haphazardly
— it was under scrutiny by tourism. That was why it jailed, but
as discreetly as possible, and why Christie’s publicity when in
Spain had been embarrassing, and Franco’s apologists spoke of
him first as a “misguided lad” and then as a criminal. But be-
cause there were fewer Resistance fighters and prisoners than
in the darkest years of Francoism, their plight could more read-
ily be pinpointed.

The political climate was changing, nothing demonstrating
it more clearly than when a Scottish football team visited
Barcelona and the fans were drunk with an unexpected
sporting victory, unlimited licensing hours and cheap booze.
They tore into the police who did not know how to deal
with them. They brought out the Guardia Civil but even the
dreaded tricorne hats could hardly massacre visiting football
enthusiasts. Barcelona went wild with delight at seeing the
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friend be beaten up by a police informer anxious to establish
his credentials as one of the lads.

The only person ever heard of on the Left and, even so, light
miles from the Angry Brigade scene who was the son of a “rich
and famous rabbi” (and the grandson of another) was a rich and
famous Communist Party lawyer, well versed in the law of libel,
and whether he ever read it or not, the book vanished without
trace. The Guardian had credited the tapes of the interviews
as real and the book based on fact. If that were the case the
author should have been prosecuted for destroying vital police
evidence, instead of being quietly ignored. The Guardian can
on occasion beat the Telegraph hands down at its own game,
but it tries to be liberal, bless its little cotton socks.

“Terrorist links”

What were our links with international terrorism? We had
nothing whatever to do with the type of Third World national-
ism by proxy in which guilt-ridden drop-outs from the middle-
class or professionals living upon the poor. That, although fre-
quently labelled “anarchist” neither I nor my associates had
any connection. In its early stages we sometimes had a nodding
acquaintance. The European and American New Left confused
the two, misled by the professors and the journalists. Any sem-
blance of contact vanished with the events in Germany and
the adoption throughout the world by the Marxists and proxy-
nationalists of military tactics, which involve indiscriminate
attacks upon ‘enemy’ nationals and are modelled on national
warfare. Previously they had imitated tactics based onworking-
class resistance which are discriminate attacks involving the
people directly responsible for oppression.

The anarchist post-war Resistance was until the sixties cen-
tred on Spain. The Spanish Civil War hadn’t ended with the
playing of “Carmen Mejorada” on the radio on the third of
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March 1939. The great days of the world and post-war Resis-
tance were yet to come. It is a matter for bitter regret that the
Resistance, as distinct from an open War, did not begin in July
1936, when the workers were powerful and had not been sub-
jected to genocide. But the working class would never have un-
derstood a policy passively allowing troops to march in, even
with the intention of biding one’s time and hitting back by guer-
rilla action, at which they excelled and which they finally had
to adopt anyway. The Communist Party would have exploited
to the hilt the apparent treachery and cowardice implicit in
failing to wage open war.

During, and just after, the struggle of Facerias and the
Sabater brothers in Spain, Paris was the centre of the First of
May circle for years (later it was Brussels). I was there one
year (I forget which) with Evie, who had some fashion review
to attend, when we accidentally bumped into Gomez. He
remained fairly constantly over the years connected with the
intelligence service set up by the Spanish anarchist resistance
but was working for a multi-national concern (which is why
he used the pseudonym Gomez). I did not meet most of the
inner circle until a year or two later and did not appreciate
why Special Branch for years afterwards made such a fuss
about my meeting Cerrada Santos, when they interviewed me
for such suspicious matters as passing through Customs after
holidays abroad, acting as bailee or giving evidence in political
trials.

I had been meeting, though socially, members of the active
resistance against Franco who were engaged in a coup which
did not come off, but took a toll, leaving several in Franco’s
prisons and some in French jails.

Among those I met at the Centre, but who went to prison
soon after, was Ignacio Perez Beotegui, twenty-four years old
in 1975, who called himself “Wilson”. He was a friend of ‘la
inglesa’, and though in ETA, very much inclined to anarchism
rather than nationalism. He was accused of being involved in
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run from a prison sentence for their beliefs or organisation. It
was difficult before Spain was in the EEC as there were only
two types of jobs — those chosen by the British Government,
ill-paid and sweated, and those without cards, usually worse-
paid and slave-driven. And of course there was the au pair
racket (still not resolved but diminished) where girls came “to
study English” and became virtual domestic possessions. They
were bullied into thinking they would be deported if they
complained. So far from having paid overtime they never even
had time off.

If they had friends who got to know the Centro Iberico, a
Spanish woman contacted them and persuaded them to leave,
assuring them there would be no comeback from the employer
that could not be countered. Miguel and I or some other friend
would go round by car to collect them, sometimes to confront
irate middle-class housewives who became abusive when real-
ising they were being forced to do their own work for a day or
so. If the husbands were in they became aggressive and Miguel
learned to swear fluently in English and extended my knowl-
edge of how to do it in Spanish.

It nearly, but never quite, came to blows.The girls were usu-
ally terrified the Guardia Civil would intervene, having come
from a country where, in the whole of their young lives, strikes
were criminal and workers had no rights, but in Golders Green
where we had news of most of the Spanish au pair “students”
there were no tricorne hats.

We invariably got them more rewarding jobs, at that time
plentiful despite restrictions. Domestic help under the pretence
of au pair diminished but unfortunately was replaced by Fil-
ipino domestic slavery with no pretence of teaching the lan-
guage.

While I was at the Daily Sketch a colleague asked me be-
wildered, after having passed over many personal calls of this
nature, “Are you a sort of Republican Spanish Consul?” Later a
Valencia paper referred to me in a survey of British anarchism
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Barrack Room Lawyer Again

When the Centre was established in Haverstock Hill,
Miguel and I plunged into a series of meetings up and down
the country, and throughout Europe, speaking on behalf of
the Spanish prisoners. We encountered a lot of enthusiasm
on behalf of the Resistance, and this coincided with a rise
in industrial resistance at home, so I was kept busy. Fleet
Street printworkers usually worked a seven-day week, and a
lot of my spare time was devoted to bringing out Black Flag
and working for the Black Cross, all voluntary. It may sound
impossible, but a lot can be achieved with a laidback approach.
For instance, I would take weeks on end without days off and
then have them in lieu, travelling to Cologne or Copenhagen,
and combining a holiday with a tour speaking in defence of
Spain and also in explanation of Anarchism and Syndicalism.

All the time I was at work I got calls (one advantage of
working on telephones) to help out with such matters as
finding jobs for visiting Spanish workers, sometimes on the
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the blowing up of Carrero Blanco in December 1973, in the
same city ofMadrid that Carrero Blanco, in defiance of his oath,
had waged incessant bombardment upon in the Civil War.

I had met earlier the veteran Cipriano Mera, who played
an important role in the first phase of the Resistance and who
had been in the forefront of the battle of Guadalajara. I told
him how English historians had distorted the picture, giving
the entire credit to the International Brigade. He had smiled
but I could not draw him out. People like him did not really
care about the historians. “Enough, finally we lost!” But it was
a tragedy that the truth could not be passed on to a new gener-
ation of activists. Only gradually now do we pick up the pieces.

I did not know at the time what was afoot that made these
contacts so important to the police. I genuinely knew nothing
of what was going on in the armed struggle until they needed
subsequent problems sorting out. There was this reserve al-
ways in the resistance movement in Spain. They had the at-
titude “the least you know the better, the least number of peo-
ple who know the better”. They were constantly penetrated by
informers just the same. These were often blackmailed by the
police holding their families in a state of open hostage.

The legendaryMera died in 1975, to such an impressive turn
out in Paris of anarcho-syndicalist veterans that even British
TV featured it. At the funeral I met Cerrada Santos, who had a
magnificent record of resistance in before and during the Civil
War, during and after the World War. He had founded the rail-
way union of the CNT and responded to my questions about
its most famousmember, Buenaventura Durruti. I was flattered
to find he had heard about me from Melchita even if it was as
‘el Sancho de Londres’. It was probably justified in their eyes
and somewhat unflattering but all my non-anarchist friends in
London, even Joe Thomas, thought me incurably quixotic. It
depends by which windmill you stand, I suppose.

During the World War Cerrada had been involved in urban
resistance of a non-violent nature in France. His specialty was
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forgery. It was not until I met Miguel Garcia that I learned that
the many forgers within the movement had all learned their
trade from British Secret Service agents. Cerrada did not care
to mention that. It was all they got out of their work in the war.
They had forged identity cards, ration books, passports.

Hundreds of French Jews and Allied escapee soldiers owed
their lives to new identities acquired from him and other Span-
ish comrades or being smuggled by people like Sabater into
Spain, and housed when they got there by people like Miguel
Garcia. It is true a secondary reason to the humanitarian one
was to embarrass Franco who during the war was doing a bal-
ancing act between Hitler and the Allies, but that was not the
main consideration. After the war the gratitude of any Jewish
organisation was no greater than that of Britain or France, who
not only declined them a pension, but a mention.

I tried to launch an appeal amongst the Jewish community
to help those now, like Cerrada, in need, but the total response
I got here in Britain was nil. Only the American Jewish needle-
workers, themselves hardly wealthy bymodern American stan-
dards, gave splendidly for years to help these other victims
of Nazism. For this, every credit must go to Nancy Macdon-
ald in New York. In Spain ex-combatants could not work in
their trades, war-wounded had to beg and prisoners’ families
do as they could. There was no social security. Those who had
fought against fascism were left to starve but for the aid chan-
nelled through this devoted woman. After help to those living
in France, aid could be extended to prisoners’ families within
Spain. The notion of the Spanish government itself doing any-
thing was too preposterous to be considered. Should prisoners’
families get social security? It felt they probably shared the pris-
oners’ views and should be locked up too.

A few years after I met Cerrada Santos and after Miguel
Garcia came to England, we went to Paris intending to renew
our acquaintance. Miguel and he had not met for thirty years.
A week before we were to have met (October, 1976), as he was
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I admit I was outrageously betraying my principles but it was
worth it to see the purple necks of both. I am sure the warrant,
if any, did not cover foreign police or they would never have
swallowed this behaviour. They were interested in wardrobes,
asking for a coat. When they visited Martin Artajo and Miguel
they searched all the coats. They did not make a search in any
of the British subjects visited.

Later Miguel explained the matter, to me at least. Someone
had written from a Spanish jail that if Martin Artajo could pick
up a certain coat coming over, he would have all the informa-
tion he needed. But in prison slang “a coat” was “a guy”.
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Later, when Franco won, the unlikely war-time police chief
was on the death list, but saved at the last moment by Mar-
tin Artajo’s uncle and some other prominent ex-detainees who
dubbed him “the red angel” and received a rare pardon for hav-
ing been a defender of law and order during foreign invasion
and rebellion.

For years, not having to conceal his identity, having been
pardoned, the “red angel” organised legal defences, acting as
intermediary for funds for that purpose, or for prisoners and
their families from abroad. Now he vouched for Jose Martin
Artajo on the other side.

Jose Martin Artajo was in the Diplomatic Service in Greece
when he ‘defected’ from the regime and associated with mu-
sician Lucy Duran, daughter of the one General who stayed
with the Republic until defeat, and awealthy Americanwoman.
He could not stay in Greece but came to London with her. He
worked for the Resistance with Miguel Garcia. Though I felt he
never overcame his upper-class background, however much he
dropped into what we once called bohemianism and now call
dropping-out, I have to say he devoted a great deal to the on-
going struggle.

On one occasion in 1974, there was a series of police raids
on various addresses, including Stuart’s, Miguel’s and mine, in
fact by the French police, though they came along with Spe-
cial Branch officers to make it look legal, asking about a purely
Franco-Spanish matter. As there was a Labour Government in
power it would have been a political embarrassment if they had
trailed along a Spanish policeman as they would have liked. It
was part of the investigations into the kidnapping of a Span-
ish banker in France, by a section of the Spanish Resistance. I
infuriated them when they came to me by answering only the
British officer and acting as if the French one could only under-
stand music-hall pidgin-Franglais (he spoke English perfectly
well). “Nice country, non? Mini-skirts, mademoiselles, oo la la.
It rains always but plenty jig-jig, wee-wee — you wanna go?”
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coming out of his favourite bar in Belleville, he was shot down
by a Spanish government agent, well known as a thief and
informer and enjoying French police protection. Cerrada was
seventy-four and unarmed, but the gunman took no chances
and shot him in the back.

Afterwards the assassin escaped to Canada. The last heard
of this gentleman was that he had changed his name from Ra-
mon Canuda to Ramon Lerida, and was believed to be in Que-
bec. He fled from there when we gave it publicity. The com-
bination of Lerida’s occupations is not unusual. What was un-
usual was that he should disappear swiftly when he had official
protection. It is possible he added peace-time espionage to his
occupations, always a tricky business.

Interpol, who were curious as to my quite innocent trip
to Paris when I just happened to meet Cerrada Santos, were
not in the least interested in following up the person who had
murdered him but Cerrada must have greatly upset its founder,
Heinrich Himmler, quite as much as he did the Generalissimo.

We tried to bring Cerrada’s murderer to account. He
had slipped away from Europe and been given sanctuary by
Canada. The authorities had denied entry to defenders of the
Spanish Resistance even when invited to speak by Canadian
Broadcasting. The immigration authority pleaded defence
against terrorists, but they were known to have admitted
dozens of war criminals who weren’t considered terrorists
any more than the man who shot somebody for having dared
to attempt Hitler’s life. This, I suggested in a letter signed by
many in the trade union movement, pointed to where their
sympathies lay.

I never received an answer. But the immigration authorities
had been stung, as I learned years later, and also over-estimated
the significance of my name preceding so many leading trade
unionists. The Mounted Police visited my brother, who had
emigrated there. “I came to Canada to be a goddamn capital-
ist, ” he protested when asked what connection he had with
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“the famous English Anarchist” (sic). He had seen me once in
thirty years at the time.TheMountie who interviewed him had
much the same military fixations and memories and continued
to meet him on what appeared to be a friendly basis, becoming
intriguedwith hisMasonic connections. Hewent along tomeet
his circle, but, far from being revolutionaries, they proved to be
Jewish businessmen delighted at the idea of meeting socially a
real live Mountie. Equally proverbially able to catch their man,
they were anxious to know where the Mounties placed their
contracts for uniforms and headgear, and he retired from the
fray not to be seen again.

The Magic Coat

A Spanish exile group in the South of France one day had a
surprise telephone call from a sympathiser who said his name
was Jose Martin Artajo. As this was one of the most distin-
guished names in the Franco regime and close to Government
circles, they were not unnaturally suspicious at least of being
hoaxed. But the call was genuine. The civil war divided fathers
from sons, brothers from sisters, even wives from husbands,
contrary to hostile chroniclers like Professor Woodcock who
alleged people were shot by the anarchists “just for their fam-
ily connections”.

Admiral Franco himself had been living incognito in
Madrid during the civil war, and when the Anarchist militia
visited him, having been tipped-off as to a presumed fifth
columnist, demanded angrily “What have I to do with my idiot
son?” (an argument they accepted). Like many descendants
of “conversos” (or New Christians) after 1492 — referred
to contemptuously, in a name they accepted with pride, as
“marranos” — pigs — when in secret they kept alive their
old faith, the Admiral was a Republican and Freemason and
only nominally a Catholic. The marranos predominated in
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the police and armed forces even under the Monarchy and
continued to do so in the Republic. His other son Ramon
was an aviator who had conferred popular acclaim on the
name for his pioneering exploits in the air long before his
younger brother Francisco (who took his mother’s side in the
family squabbles) made it infamous. The Admiral had long
since disowned the General and left Madrid when the latter
re-entered.

The family feud, begun when the Admiral left his deeply
Catholic wife, was expressed in the younger son’s persecution
of Republicans and Freemasons when he came to power. Ro-
man Catholicism was glorified and divorce, such as the Ad-
miral had wanted for years, illegalised. Typical of the Popular
Front government, it had rejected as impractical and absurd the
Anarcho-Syndicalist demand to abolish the Army (a hotbed of
right-wing reaction and oppression) and instead gave promo-
tion to people like Franco, relying on his father’s background,
or other future rebels because of their Basque or Catalan ori-
gins.

Martin Artajo’s father was a leading Catholic publisher. His
uncle, later a Minister under Franco, had been among those im-
prisoned as fascists during the civil war in Madrid, when an
excited crowd wanted to lynch them all. They were not unrea-
sonably agitated at being bombed from the air by the very air
force they had unwillingly paid through the nose for years to
defend them against foreign enemies.

Many of the prisoners may not have been fascists and the
warders felt they should go to trial for what they may have
done. They sent for the local chief of police and such was the
twist of fate, some of the warders, and the chief of police him-
self, were anarchists. This was one of the many strange conse-
quences of the compromises with the Popular Front. The chief
of police [Melchor Rodriguez Garcia] held the crowd at bay
with a pistol in each hand, saying the (since famous) words,
“Que nadie pase!” (Nobody gets through) and saved their lives.
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a pacifist (something subversive in other circumstances) and
anything they can show to prove you have the same views
on violence as 90 percent of people generally proves you’re a
liar. When asked if Anarchists believed in “law and order” I ex-
plained that was a political catch-phrase implying “hang ‘em,
flog ‘em, jail ‘em” and if I might choose my own cliché, it was
“peace and tranquillity”, which floored the opposition but they
came back with asking if my wife believed in violence.

The twists and turns of the prosecution obviously had to
result in an acquittal, so the press pretended it was a freak
verdict. Amongst the several defendants accused in the Per-
sons Unknown case was Dafydd Ladd. He had already been
in prison, and was influenced by Red Army Fraction interpre-
tations of German resistance. Having had experience of prison,
and not appreciating that the British jury system, however im-
perfect, had been totally altered by its extension to the whole
population and not just a few property owners, he skipped bail.

Previously in prison he had befriended a man named Stew-
art Carr, in jail for criminal activities. Carr had been interested
in the idea of resistance and half-politicised, but when arrested
by the police broke down and confessed to everything they
asked him, giving him who knows what inducement to do so.
Hence neither was tried with the others.

Mr King Hamilton was so indignant that the jury rejected
his advice to convict the remaining four that he called the
twelve jurors back for a further day (at public expense — who
cares about money when not paying oneself?) to listen to his
lecture to them for ignoring his advice, and listen to Carr’s
“confession” which included the kidnapping of members of
the Royal Family (none of whom, unlike Ronan and Iris, had
been kidnapped). The evidence for this was that Iris had a
woman’s magazine in her possession showing readers details
of the royal apartments, and what would she be doing with
such a magazine other than learning the lay-out of palaces for
kidnap purposes? For the knitting patterns, perhaps?
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It gave an excellent chance to carry the war into the en-
emy’s camp, as it were.

As I half expected would happen, one of my least favourite
people, Wynford Hicks (whose father-in-law subsequently
wrote the rubbishy book saying I was a secret member of the
IRA who had hidden in the Common Wealth party to emulate
the feats of the Spanish anarchists in sabotaging their own war
effort), an acolyte of professional secularist Nicolas Walter,
then going through the usual stage of radical alternative
journalist as a preliminary to becoming a mainstream one,
the minute he got the chance, did not fail to smear and sneer,
implying I was ratting. Had he been taken seriously and the
allegations glibly made in his circle been true, it could have
been a death sentence. He retracted saying he was joking. I
am sure his secular confessor would have enjoyed the joke
even more had it really happened and he could have drummed
up a bit of business for a secular funeral besides.

When I appeared in the vestibule of the court a respectable
looking gentleman, looking to me more like a bank manager
than a lawyer, came over and shook me warmly by the hand.
“I’m so glad you have come, Mr Meltzer,” he said.

I hesitated, thinking him counsel instructed byMr Birnberg.
“I was told not to speak with defending counsel or any of the
witnesses,” I said, at which he beamed delightedly, and said,
“I’m Inspector Habershon. I’m sure you’ve heard of me”. I felt
the way I did years later when I reflected the infant I had kissed
might have been theMinister responsible for administering the
Poll Tax. At least Sergeant Cremer didn’t shake hands but I
knew him from of old. He did say tome at the preliminary hear-
ings that he was glad I was sticking by Stuart, but was afraid
it looked bad for him, and he was glad Brenda was loyal. “It’s
really tough when your girl friend turns against you,” he said,
whether to extract information, or hopefully, I know not. One
of the other police said she was the prettiest girl in the court,
a compliment she could have done without, but I overheard
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someone say, with some surprise — whether it was a lawyer or
a policeman, given my bad judgment in these matters, I cannot
tell — that “you have to hand it to Christie, his friends rally
round him”, which seemed to me as much a comment on their
circles as on ours.

Only a week before I had gone to try to collect my car from
the police depot and found it in a wrecked condition, and as
I examined it ruefully a voice came out of a circle of police,
“If my best friend did that to my car I wouldn’t hesitate for a
moment to co-operate with the authorities”. Can one doubt it?

Witness of the Persecution

The trial has been described in Stuart’s bookTheChristie File
(Partisan Press/Cienfuegos Press, 1980). As a witness I wasn’t
present for most of it. The Daily Telegraph had a crime reporter
based at Scotland Yard (more a PRO than an investigative jour-
nalist) namedCoughlinwhowas quite annoyed atmy presence.
The management never liked to approach me directly on polit-
ical matters as one of the impositions they suffered under the
trade union terror was that they could not discriminate. They
did raise with the Father of the Chapel (TU committee chair)
the question of whether it was in order for an employee of
theirs to be mixed up with a terrorist trial. That particular FOC
and I never got on well and he put it to me probably stronger
than they had done.

“Are you objecting to my appearing as a witness for the
prosecution?” I asked indignantly. Though nothing of an FOC
he liked having a go at the management — that was how he
finally ousted the friendly and efficient supervisor, who had
been there sixty years, whom for years he had been depicting
as a tool of the management to the members and as putty in
the hands of the staff to the management, and so finally got his
job himself.
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the oath on the Bible too. I would have said that it if they read
it instead of using it as a magic talisman, the Attorney Gen-
eral would have bunged it in with the subversive exhibits, but
the prosecutor shied off engaging me in that discussion. The
old-established legalistic Catch-22 is to suggest you are fright-
ened to swear upon it if you don’t take the oath, whereas all it
does is to render you liable to the Perjury Act. If you do take
it, they query your sincerity if you don’t believe in its authen-
ticity. Underlying this is belief in the Bible as a magic talisman
or the (illegal) assumption that a non-believer cannot tell the
truth.

The prosecutor (echoed by his colleague the learned judge)
suggested that I might have inserted the reference in the Tele-
graph to “warn the conspirators”. Apparently they thought it
was an ingenious way to warn them rather than use the tele-
phone. They never took the obvious steps of asking Mr San-
drock if it was his copy, or the sub-editors if they put in any old
copy that was passed over, but hoped the innuendo might stick.
King Hamilton, in his summing-up, referred to the Telegraph
as “Meltzer’s paper” and agreed with counsel’s suggestion that
using its austere front page as a postbox to warn people might
explain the lack of evidence.

With a couple like that conducting the prosecution, I
had a field day in the witness box and the more irritated
King-Hamilton became, the more the jurors loved it. Gareth
Peirce, solicitor for the defence, whispered to Ronan that I
reminded her in my white suit and nonchalant manner of Alec
Guinness, to which he gave the unkind response, “Give or
take a stone or two”.

Though there is “no such thing as a political trial”, I was
asked questions like the other old Catch-22 about “belief in vi-
olence”, as if I were the forensic and character witness on anar-
chism. Did I (and they, insofar as evidence related to them) “be-
lieve in violence”? I knew from of old that if you say yes, you’re
labelled as a mad axeman, if you say no you’re pretending to be
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on at Huddersfield, and phoned up a mutual friend to ask him
to check. He wisely telephoned first and, hearing they were on
“holiday”, asked the respondent if they had remembered the
cat, and she said she was looking after it. As they had no cat,
he guessed it was a policewoman playing cat-and-mouse. How-
ever, it was not a deportation order, so the swiftness in getting
a lawyer along was unnecessary.

At the committal proceedings the charges read out made
one wonder if the Witchcraft Act had really been repealed
thirty years before, when we thought the Middle Ages offi-
cially closed. The main item solemnly read out by prosecuting
counsel was “wanting to overthrow society”. It was a wonder
he didn’t say they wanted to turn the world upside down. The
charges were so ludicrous there were fits of laughter from the
well of the court, so that when it came to “conspiring with
persons unknown”, though not unusual phraseology, it caused
such merriment the magistrate had to threaten to clear the
court. From then on it was known as the “Persons Unknown”
case.

The charges related to preparing explosions, though none
had actually happened, but fitted into the Tory thinking about
Anarchism.This was later dropped in favour of armed robbery,
in places unknown. Judge Alan King Hamilton conducted a
prosecution from the judicial bench. He was indignant at my
saying in the witness box that this was a political trial and if
the defendants were convicted it would be described as an “An-
archist trial”. There was no such thing as a political trial, he in-
sisted, though he brought up loaded political questions (such
as what the CNT had to do with ETA) but told the jury to ig-
nore references to it being an “Anarchist trial”. In his memoirs
he himself refers to it as the “Anarchist trial” but the reader
should ignore that, and indeed the book.

Amongst the learned judge’s remarks were comments on
witnesses taking the required oath as to whether they believed
in the Bible. I had an answer ready if they asked me, so I took
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On the other hand my statement was undeniable if incred-
ible. The management were asked if they really wanted to
interfere with justice and nobble the prosecution, and they
hastily explained it was a misunderstanding. Coughlin, their
drunken court reporter, who won a libel action for being so
described but never came on the telephone sober once, ob-
jected to my taking his copy, for which the chapel committee
hauled him over the coals with the management. Either it was
solidarity with me or nobody wanted extra duty, or a bit of
both. However, every time thereafter when he had a difference
with a copytaker on the telephone (a very frequent occurrence
in those days) he asked, “Are you Meltzer?” My reply if I got
it, and some others took up (not always truthfully) was “I’m
sober, sir — are you?”

The journos like to bemoan the printers who served them so
faithfully while they were boozing on their expense accounts
and accuse them, now that it is safe to do so, of every fault in
the book. Why, the copytakers got paid for hours for sitting
doing nothing, and even worked out a scheme for unworked
overtime, which passed into Street of Shame legend. Yes, we
sat for hours waiting and then the pubs would empty and all
the journos would be phoning in their copy at the same time.
Mercenaries that we were, we wanted to be paid for the whole
day and not just the time when they condescended to pass on
the work we and they were paid for doing.

Sometimes the arguments took on another nature. When
their top journalist got home, not in a very staid condition, he
would put his feet up, relax with a further bevvy, and dictate
totally inconsequential copy (which finally we refused to take).
On one occasion he asked the copytaker, as a member of NAT-
SOPA (as it then was) what he thought of the copy he had just
given, which referred to trade unionists as like “the Nazis in
Germany” in their actions.

Unluckily for him, it was me. I explained politely I only
took the copy, took no responsibility for anything in it but the
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spelling, and if he insisted on getting my opinion he would
not like it. He did insist. I told him, “It’s bollocks. You don’t
even know what a Nazi is.” “What?” he cried indignantly. “I
don’t know what a Nazi is? I arrested a Nazi when I was an
officer in the War”. (No comment, but I bet he was in uniform).
I explained that the Nazis never fomented strikes, they broke
them. It was those who advocated this who were supporting
their policy. “Ah, but they caused suffering, that’s the point”
he said. This was their famed political commentator. It never
went in, anyway, though what did go in was bad enough.

The Telegraph writers hated strikes and strikers, except
sometimes in their interests. John Izbicki, who having once
been a German knew at first hand the difference between
real Nazis and honest trade unionists, and that the SS did
not go around downing tools was one such. Even he, who
got out of Berlin early, might have settled for the pain he
suffered from the unions in Fleet Street rather than what
could have happened to him at Buchenwald. Though FOC of
the NUJ, he used to write denunciations of strikers. I suppose
he had to. When the journos went on strike against proposed
redundancies, he was standing outside the gates picketing.
“This is an official strike,” he abjured our supervisor who was
just going in. Later that day I had occasion to ask him if it
was still on, and he said it had been settled just five minutes
since. “Good,” I said. “You can go back to your desk and finish
bashing the miners for going on strike”.

The Old Bailey trial went on for eighteen months, during
which the press lost interest. Indeed some friends of the de-
fencewrote to theGuardian to protest at theway it was ignored
after the allegations had been made in detail. They could have
added that the trials did not stop the actions though the people
alleged to be committing them were inside. Having given the
sensational police evidence, there was no room for anyone to
show how it was all destroyed bit by bit, so the final verdicts
came as a bombshell.
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support they might have had in Ireland, if only they could get
hold of a network at that time worked on by me, but I am mod-
est enough to doubt it. It would seem that any story will do to
throw at the Anarchists. Either they are individual loonies or
a great mass movement, or they are eccentric pacifists or mur-
derers, or else they are small enough to be ignored or yet again
a vast permeative force.

Iris had contacts with international anarchist circles, which
shocked Scotland Yard, thinking this was a marriage of Sinn
Fein and Anarchy. Ronan and Iris were speedily taken incom-
municado into police custody where he was served with a no-
tice of deportation. He could have been quietly taken away
from the land where he was born, which was England not Ire-
land, but fortunately word of their being kidnapped — what
other word can one use? — reached us through a friendly neigh-
bour, and solicitors got the case heard. There was absolutely
nothing against either except the belief that the elephant was
trying to nestle on the flea. If someone had not been there who
knew the procedure they would both have been exiled. As it
was they were released, but lost their jobs and domicile. They
moved, first to Paris and then to London.

Persons Unknown

This was the beginning of what was dubbed the “Persons
Unknown” case. I did not know anything about the background
until one day, at work, the crime correspondent TA Sandrock
— more a police PRO than a journalist, who had his office at
Scotland Yard — telephoned in a story that two nameless An-
archists had been arrested at an address in West Kensington,
suspected of dark and nameless doings. The story was vague
enough but, asWest Kensington was not exactly an area where
Anarchists were thick on the ground, and I knew where Ronan
and Iris were living, I guessed it might be a replay of what went
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The sham-ans in the peace-and-flowers movement were in-
dignant with “Black Flag”. The funniest comment passed on to
me was that our collective was trying to start, in imitation of
the Campaign for Real Ale, a Campaign for Real War, and that
Phil Ruff was in jail for armed robbery “and he’s only the car-
toonist”. Presumably the lay-out team laid out the corpses.

Affinity groups

There were many affinity groups of this nature here and
overseas as late as the 70s, before resistance to capitalism got
swamped by nationalism and militant liberalism: called libera-
tion. IrisMills, for instance, was living inHuddersfield. Shewas
in correspondence with political prisoners in the UK, of whom
the majority were connected with the Irish Republican move-
ment. One who wrote in to “Black Flag” was Ronan Bennett,
and they engaged in an interesting correspondence. He had
thought of anarchism only as a joke — having been brought up
in the nationalist tradition that sees practicality only in chang-
ing the race of the oppressors.

He was suddenly released from Long Kesh, having been
acquitted on appeal after a year or so inside, but with being
harassed by the police and both the Loyalist and Nationalist
paramilitaries, (he had been a member of the IRSP which had
broken from the Official IRA), he decided to move to the main-
land, and came to Huddersfield. One of the professional con-
spiracy theorists had stated that the Provisional IRA (to which
Ronan had never belonged)wanted to penetrate “terrorist cells”
all over Europe, and a BBC programme later suggested his com-
ing to Huddersfield might have been part of an IRA plot to pen-
etrate the Anarchist Black Cross.

The IRA might have decided to chance forfeiting the sup-
port of the Americans, the Russians, the Catholic Church and
their Right and Left sympathisers, as well as antagonising any
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I had a couple of days parrying questions and cracking
jokes in the witness box. As Christie went in the box, they did
not need me, so the prosecution at first only asked if my car
was mine. However, the defence counsel, a ringer for Rumpole
of the Old Bailey, as lawyers fantasise they would like to be
but aren’t, had fun cross-examining me and forcing the other
side to do so. The judge asked him once not to lead, and he
said, surprised, “He’s not my witness, your Honour”. “Even
so,” answered the Judge, who was stretching over backwards
to appear be fair. He made only a mild protest when Anna
Mendelson was handed a birthday cake in the dock, and mildly
protested when Stuart’s barrister was handing sweets around
the accused. “They’re nearly all gone, anyway,” he retorted
airily, finishing handing them round. But the message came
over clear: are these the dreaded terrorists?

The star witness against Christie was a barmaid who, when
she read of the enormous reward offered for the capture of a
mysterious Scottish anarchist who had been sentenced in Spain
to a long stretch and whose name appeared in another paper,
recollected that he had sex with her and shown her a gun. She
recognised the bullet as one which would fit it. Her evidence
was somewhat demolished by the fact that several members
of Stuart’s work gang testified to having enjoyed her favours
without the need to show firearms but more so when the fore-
man of the jury arose to ask how it was that a barmaid could
recognise a bullet that fitted a particular gun, when he, who
had served five years in the Army, would have been unable to
do so. The judge explained helpfully that she was from Seattle.

Some indignant citizens of Seattle wrote to the judge to
complain that it was not the sort of thing that was common
in their town at all. It was not a Wild West film set and it was
much safer to travel there at night than it was in London. As a
result of these remarks, they said, the fair city was in mourning
at the slur put upon it in the highest court of the old country,
and demanded a retraction. The judge wrote back apologising,
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though he didn’t make it public. He said he meant only that the
lady was once married to a serviceman from there. He presum-
ably was in the habit of giving her “naming of parts” (firearms
drill) every night before retiring and no wonder their marriage
broke up.The judge asked how they got to know of his remark,
anyway. They did not inform him I had wired the good com-
rade who was secretary of the local Black Cross and she had
alerted some outraged friends, nor what their politics were, if
that was what troubled the worthy judge.

I was at work when the verdicts came through, and Christie
was found not guilty with three of the others. Everybody round
me celebrated at theAlbion, even the landlordwho didn’t know
what we were celebrating and might have had a fit if he did.
Stuart’s acquittal was being described that day by Government
ministers, TV and radio as one of sorrow and misery for Law,
Church and society as we knew it.

Joe Thomas came round from the Guardian to join us. It
was the only time I ever saw him so drunk that at the finish
he hailed a taxi and walked through one door of it and out the
other, paying the mystified driver off, thinking he had com-
pleted his journey and was home. Come to think of it, that’s
what Fleet Street was for him, and he felt exiled in Farringdon
Road or back in his home at Notting Hill.

It was all touched with sadness since while four were ac-
quitted, the four at the Stoke Newington flat went down. I did
not know them but they were good fighters. The jury had ar-
gued about it for hours. The black juror on it was for the de-
fendants from the first, perhaps knowing that police evidence
was not necessarily reliable, while most others were sceptical
too, all agreeing there was an element of framing. A politically-
liberal member of the jury stood out, however, insisting that
just because Christie was framed it did not follow the others
were. One had to be fair to the police. The defendants hadn’t
even challenged him as he was carrying a copy of theGuardian
and he was typically the cause of the compromise. The rest of
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to London and joined us on the “Flag”. When I moved from
Upper Tollington Park to a council flat in Tottenham, Miguel
stayed and Phil moved in.ThroughMiguel and the Centre, Phil
naturally met many people active in the international move-
ment, increasingly turning to illegal struggles against capital-
ist institutions. Solidarity is one thing, but I had no cause to
suspect Phil entertained thoughts of engaging in it actively.

Arrested with him were Brian Gibbens and Dave Campbell,
from a family of socialist singers, who has been my favourite
singer ever since he announced at a concert for Spanish pris-
oners in 1976 that he was singing “They Called Me Al” (to the
tune of “Buddy Can You Spare a Dime”) as a tribute to me, one
of the highest I received. In court there were some sarcastic
remarks about their amateurism. It seems lawyers prefer crim-
inals to be professionals. Even the judge commented that it was
worse when people of previous good character did that sort of
thing, though I am sure somewhere I read — it cannot have
been Blackstone — that first offences were considered more le-
niently whereas criminal records were held against one.

On this occasion the police were not able to make a
political issue out of it, although they dropped asides around
court about their links with the Murray Defence Campaign
and hinted before the trial about the accused “preparing
to finance a new Angry Brigade”, as the prisoners pleaded
guilty. Whether the judge had been specifically told of their
sympathies, or just learned from their papers, I do not know
but they got seven years, quite out of the normal proportion,
especially for first offenders.

When I came to pick up Phil’s belongings at Lewisham Sta-
tion at the weekend before a bank holiday, the detective in
charge, about to go off for golf, commiserated about their fate,
pointing out that the most cash they could have got at that
time of the day would have been nothing to what I was proba-
bly earning over the weekend.

379



in which we found themselves, here or in Spain, but I knew
what side I was on. Many workers who otherwise would not
have agreed with us at all had a clear idea of the enemy and
who their friends were and that the rise of the new capitalist
arrogance (it came to be called Thatcherism) would bring the
working-class movement to its knees.

The Dublin Anarchists, the Lewisham Three and the “Per-
sons Unknown” were all in general sympathy with “Black Flag”
but there were several other activist groups in England and
Wales during the 60s and 70s on much the same lines. Some of
them attracted a great deal of attention and might, had things
gone another way have heralded a wave of fighting back. Oth-
ers fell at the first hurdle, partly because of their inexperience.
It happens time and again that when a political activist takes on
activities usually undertaken by professional criminals for indi-
vidual profit, they have not the ruthlessness that goes with cap-
italist enterprise (legal or illegal). The only “victims” they seek
out are the guilty forces of the State. Successful professional
criminals are more anti-social and therefore have no scruples
to hold them back. This was seen in the armed urban guerrilla
groups in Europe where the Marxist-Leninist groups, trained
by Stalinists or “Third World” Nationalists, took over the re-
sistance and forced the Anarchists out. It was seen also in the
Irish Anarchists and in the talented young trio, actually from
Birmingham, who were arrested in October 1977 in the course
of raiding a betting shop in Lewisham.

The Bookie Always Wins

One of the three was Phil Ruff, whose biting cartoons and
searching commentaries in “Black Flag” could have graced any
paper. I first met Phil in 1973 when he became involved in the
campaign of solidarity with Puig and the activities of the MIL
(the armed resistance in Spain). Not long afterwards he moved
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the jury was sympathetic and asked for clemency. The judge
gave them ten years which was his idea of mercy. I shudder to
think what his idea of a savage sentence was. As a result Jake
Prescott’s sentence got reduced as well on appeal.

Fun and Games in the Gulag

The longest trial this century ended, so far as Stuart was
concerned, with one of his minor road offences being brought
before the magistrates. They could not endorse his licence as
he did not have one. I was asked at the trial if I knew he did not
have a licence, and said I had not asked him but with so many
high-ranking police officers interested in him and following
him constantly, I was entitled to assume they had the interests
of the law at heart. Inspector Habershon actually blushed.

A few years later when Stuart’s daughter was born, his reck-
less driving gave way to caution and it was safe to let him drive
one around, though when the police pursuit ceased he gave up
such habits as driving up one way streets suddenly to fox the
enemy and tried less hazardous way of defying them. Could we
reduce road accidents by cutting down police chases to where
essential?

After the case he phoned Scotland Yard in response to some
inquiry about some personal property they had taken before
the hearing. He was put through to one of the detectives who
had been questioning him for days. The detective was in an up-
stairs room. When Stuart came on he recognised his voice and
said, “Hallo, John?” “How did you know what number to get
through to me?” he asked. “This isn’t even my normal number”
— “Oh, I’m in the building opposite. I can see you from here but
you can’t see me,” he said breezily, as the panicking detective
put the phone down, opened the window and gazed out.

It wasn’t the best way to get his seized papers back, but it
was part of the enjoyment he got out of being harassed by the
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police, which (as Evie had thought all those years ago) was en-
tertaining if you could see the funny side of it. If you dwelt on
the other side of it too long, the lengthy imprisonments, the
shootings without trial even in so-called democratic countries
(both von Rauch and Pinelli, German and Italian secretaries of
the Black Cross respectively, had been murdered by police), it
savoured but of shallowwit. Stuart had got off lightlywith eigh-
teen months in close imprisonment prior to being acquitted of
all charges bar proceeding the wrong way on a motorway. He
was entitled to a bit of fun in return but I think it aided the
terrible picture they passed on through their public relations
officers — sorry, the independent, free and democratic British
press.

He was found not guilty. Some others were found guilty.
It was irrelevant. Nobody did what they were charged as do-
ing. All had been involved in revolutionary struggle. As there
were no leaders, someone had to be singled out of one, or as
it turned out, two political persuasions. “The angel of death is
passing over us all,” a friend said to me at the time. I was the
luckiest of all because they wanted to portray “the anarchists”
with a caricature brush that never fittedme in the slightest (nor
anyone else of us). I would not have fared so well if I’d been
Irish and mixed with IRA activists a year or two later.

The Most Distressful Country

This was before the renewed Irish Republican Army
campaign caught on and it was that which ended the Angry
Brigade, not the imprisonment. Working class opinion swung
by and large against individual actions of this nature because
theirs was indiscriminate terrorism and the anarchist type
was the opposite. The press made it seem it was all one and
the same. The “non-violent” and “anti-terrorist” types who
criticised the Angry Brigade for its “violence” and “mindless
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The ‘Newer Angry Brigades’

Reams of nonsense were poured out about the Angry
Brigade by the police PROs and the journalists, some of whom
were identical, and in due course taken up by professional
writers and historians. History is notoriously written by the
victors so it will sound strange to tell it as it really was.

The Angry Brigade was not a separate group of people at
a separate time, a specific conspiracy organised by one politi-
cal tendency, or a mini-private army. It was a conglomeration
of people who were reacting to events, made up of situation-
ists and anarchists, some of whom did not know each other.
Sometimes outsiders wrote manifestoes in their name. Many
working people saw the trend they were fighting against and
thought it a bloody good thing they were doing so. I encoun-
tered this all the time, though from people who had no inten-
tion of doing anything so drastic to sabotage the system them-
selves. Some young enthusiasts, though, did. When they did
so the establishment chorus was that this was a “new Angry
Brigade”, a fresh conspiracy or anarchism rearing its ugly head
once more, as if the Angry Brigade had been a real brigade, as
solid in its conception as the Brigade of Guards, and not an
anarchistic tendency among richly deserved protest.

It took time, and not just a couple of show trials, for the
wave of resistance to be broken, after having been demoted by
the activities of the IRA equating revolution with nationalist
rivalry in the publicmind. I will not say I agreedwith all actions
of activist Anarchists during the period from a tactical point
of view. But they heralded a break with reformist intellectuals
who had posed as anarchists and come into prominence with
the rise of the New Left and went on through flower power to
the commercialised music revolt and hippy scene.

The Spanish comrades who had most influence upon the
armed groups thought they should organise in the same way.
I personally never thought it appropriate in the circumstances
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condemned to death, in a case not involved with overthrow of
the regime. The authorities originally thought executing them
together would take the political edge off the incident, but the
reverse happened and it was assumed Chez was also an oppo-
nent of the regime.

This led to an enormous clash between protesters and
police in Saragossa, as well as fighting in Valencia and Madrid.
In Paris, Spanish banks were attacked, and similar activities
occurred in Dublin, Toulouse, Perpignan, Lyon, Pau, Bologna,
Rome, Milan, Genoa, Brussels, Liege, Luxembourg, Geneva,
Liverpool and London. They were not centrally planned. The
spontaneous response came from people who had met Puig
Antich and were impressed by his sincerity. I got a picture
postcard from Dublin saying I was “getting a birthday present
in memory of Salvador”. It was not my birthday, but next day
I knew what they meant.

It was Puig’s execution that continued the First of May ac-
tivities through the Dublin struggle to other groupings, some
of which I knew, many of which, even outside London in Eng-
land and Wales, I did not. Over the years, and especially after
Franco died, they were directed against many targets, the so-
called “Angry Brigade” having made it clear what the agencies
of oppression were.

The memory of Puig Antich lived on. It inspired waves of
armed struggle not only until Franco’s death but for several
years after. He was part of the First of May struggle that en-
compassed the last phase of the anti-Franco resistance, the new
period of which the ‘Angry Brigade’ was part, and the grow-
ing feeling of solidarity with all those who were oppressed.
Ultimately it was eclipsed by Nationalism and Marxism, with
which it was deliberately confused by the media. I hope that
this is temporary.
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terrorism” went overboard to support the IRA, curious as it
may seem. Nationalism made it respectable: it seemed like a
real war with a proper structure.

Without going into the matter of the IRA, of which my
opinion is worth no more than anyone else who had no in-
volvement with it, they created the climate where Government
terror could easily pick up a middle-aged family on the basis
of their knowing someone or lending a car or writing an en-
velope, and give them fifteen years imprisonment sometimes
even without asking the forensic expert to pass birdshit off as
nitro-glycerine contamination.

As the Angry Brigade hit specific targets, avoided hurting
the public, and had a clear aim in mind — namely to wake
up the people — but no structure and no membership, it was
passed off as “mindless violence”.

The IRA, though a minority within the Northern Irish
Nationalist community, itself a minority within the Northern
Catholic community, which formed a minority of the North-
ern working class, and within all Ireland came to a smaller
minority still, had a command structure, used military and
political terms and hit indiscriminately and caused mayhem
and murder. The press could understand this but class issues
were “mindless” to them. The IRA wasn’t “mindless” but was
regarded as the voice of Ireland struggling under oppression,
even by people who said there was none. The Left gener-
ally either felt it right-wing to doubt it or went the other
way and swallowed British Government propaganda. Even
many anarchos — and real ones too, not just pacifists and
liberals masquerading — couldn’t resist the discreet charm
of bourgeois nationalist phraseology, which destroyed the
revolutionary upsurge of the Sixties in Britain and revived,
without intending to, religious bigotry dead in the time of
Queen Anne.
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After the Storm

When the harassment of individuals ceased after the An-
gry Brigade trials, the media and the academics began sniping
at Black Flag, whose editor had been acquitted of all offences
except driving the wrong way up a street.

While in jail Stuart had translated Antonio Tellez’s life of
Sabater (in Catalan, Sabate), and reviewing the book on its pub-
lication the Spectator reviewer, as the voice of scholarly Tory-
ism, commented how perverse it was of the jury to have acquit-
ted Stuart since he clearly was in sympathy and contact with
International Anarchism. That summed up why a Government
Minister was appalled at his acquittal, but it was not what the
charges were. We are not supposed to have political trials in
England.

On the other hand, when Miguel Garcia’s book was
published, the Tribune reviewer, as the voice of the left of the
Labour Party, commented that he deserved all he got, since
resistance was illegal in any country, and he should have
waited until he could have voted for parliamentary socialism.
Perhaps for twenty years in a cupboard, as a Spanish mayor,
author of a book they reviewed in favourable contrast at the
same time, had done.

In a TV show around this time, it was asked what lead-
ing politicos would have done if Hitler had won the war. No-
body admitted they would have collaborated, as they certainly
would have done. The Tories would have, according to their
account, all killed themselves and their families rather than re-
sist illegally or submit. One supposes the Tribune Groupwould
have advised socialists to hide in the closet until the regime lib-
eralised.

We did have the occasional reasonable interview or sympa-
thetic reference, but most settled themselves down to terror-
by-association or plain daftness. Like the Daily Telegraph cor-
respondents, some of whom knew better but in print expressed
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Protest Movement

The Execution of Puig Antich

Among the circle of anarchist activists who gathered in
London around Miguel Garcia in the early days of the Cen-
tro Iberico had been Salvador Puig Antich. As a student he
had been a Catalan Nationalist and social revolutionary, but
the briefest study of Catalan history brings one to anarcho-
syndicalism. It is odd to reflect that if he had stayed with his
original beliefs, on his death the press would have referred to
him as an Anarchist. As it was he was described as a “Catalan
Nationalist”.

He accompanied Miguel Garcia and myself on two of our
speaking tours, and though when we spoke Spanish Miguel
and he soon drifted into Catalan, that did not make either a
Nationalist. Many comrades knew and liked Puig Antich, who
went back to Spain in September 1973 and was involved in a
police ambush in the Calle Gerona, Barcelona. He shot a police
inspector and was sentenced to death. At the same time a Pol-
ish vagrant, Heinz Chez, killed a Guardia Civil and was also
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It was a shame to lose him altogether so once or twice I
put in quotes from him in Black Flag as a joke against Marx-
ists who wrote in with equally preposterous quotations. Sure
as fate one such wrote in, protesting at the notoriously “reac-
tionary professor” currently in favour with the fascists.

Whatever you think of Constructivism, so far as I was con-
cerned, it beat Gustav Metzger and his Auto-Destructive Art
hands down, and was a change from writing sense, with no-
body, certified intelligent or not, nodding in agreement.
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the view that the anarchists were a mass movement with every
young radical in London supporting a bewildering number of
causes from Arabism to Zionism, with bookshops galore and
magazines sold at every street corner, and a vast array of news-
papers at its disposal, like Private Eye and SocialistWorker, with
the obscure Freedom the daddy of them all directing operations!
History is taken from geeks who write rubbish like this!

The Irish association

However, with the troubles in Ireland hotting up, the IRA
was stealing the thunder. At first that did not bother the press
coterie at El Vino’s. They cheerfully made the IRA into “anar-
chists”, from which a later generation of journos deduced that
“anarchist” just meant anyone who was against the Establish-
ment. Bad descriptions, like bad money, drive out good. Even
one of the Irish Bishops, asked to denounce the activities of the
IRA, said that of course if the terror campaign were by “anar-
chist groups” he would denounce them. The campaign was in
the name of patriotism, religion and a new State, all the oppo-
site from anarchism, and the old humbug well knew that but
at that stage was sitting on the fence. I answered him in one of
the Sundays and for once he became strangely silent.

Eventually some people, even in our movement, came to
think that nationalism, the achievement of a Nation State,
could be compatible with, lead to or not be opposed to anar-
chism, the abolition of all States. Strange how Republicanism
got back its old radical image in one country at least, when
for years it had been the party of conservatism, and remained
so everywhere except in the United Kingdom and at one time
Spain. Many radical-minded people went down the path of
thinking there was a popular movement in Ireland rising
against British Imperialism.
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I had a trip round the Republic, which diehard Tories and
Republicans refused to admit existed but took pains to describe
as that contradiction in terms, a Free State. I can only say in ev-
ery bar I visited as soon as a London accent was heard people
asked what they were up to in the North. I heard an earnest En-
glish leftie explain to an incredulous Cork pub it was a struggle
for national liberation and an expression of the people’s will,
but I don’t think he convinced any people around.

As for the Continent, in Cologne I found the lefties patro-
nised a Guinness bar “in sympathy with the Irish struggle”
(not understanding Guinness was the pillar of the Anglo-Irish
Establishment, if the comfort of its opponents). When the
Irish Government condemned a woman to death almost every
British Embassy in Europe was picketed, and British diplomats
must have had a great time pointing out smugly that there
was no death penalty in the United Kingdom and they were
knocking on the wrong door. When an Austrian feminist
group picketed the right Embassy, that of the Irish Republic,
in protest against the proposed hanging of a woman an
official asked them cynically “But isn’t equality what women’s
liberation is all about?”

The Murrays

This epitomised the hypocrisy of the Irish Republic. Its
unfairness and the subsequent relentless perversion of justice
and absence of any mercy whatsoever, shown in the case of
the Irish anarchists and the Murrays, makes mincemeat of
the rightful claim echoed by many subsequent Irish politician
that “no Irish person can obtain justice in the United King-
dom” with the false corollary that they could obtain it in the
Republic, or at least could get it there if only it had six more
counties.
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proudly that he had penetrated both ETA and the CNT, so we
passed the message on. It was easy enough to “penetrate” the
CNT, a union recruiting people on the basis of their work, but
certainly the clandestine ETA was interested.

In Canada Gary Jewell had been in the IWW and raised
funds for our prisoners. He had definitely changed sides but
had not thought fit to announce his change to his former asso-
ciates. He visited England in the late Seventies and met many
people in the old SWF and they found it hard to believe he
had reneged, but we had it from himself in black and white,
telling the spurious journal he had been a syndicalist and was
now a “third positionist”. This was a line coming into favour
from British fascism, suggesting they wanted neither capital-
ism nor communism but a third position, and mixed with the
nonsense of Distributism and Catholic-Fascism. To muddle the
situation further I wrote a cod pamphlet putting forward the
claims of Constructivism but not saying what it was. It was
a theory invented by a fictitious person I always referred to
as The Beloved Dr Ludwig Gans or The Great and Learned Dr
Gans. I had invented him years before when at the invitation of
some group on the lines of Mensa, I gave a lecture in a series
of others in which they had to guess which was deliberately
phoney. I pulled one over on them by giving it on Construc-
tivism and all these Certified Intelligents believed it, nodding in
agreement when I mentioned Ludwig Gans’ work The Menace
of Anti-Constructivism. I did it as a pure joke on George Plume,
its secretary, who was always kidding someone. He even pre-
tended to have been sentenced to death during the war for in-
citement by supporting a Scottish Nationalist in a by-election,
only being reprieved because the seat had been won.

I am told that Constructivism, while never as popular
as Distributism though equally mysterious, was seriously
discussed in fascist circles for some time after I quite inadver-
tently slipped it in, though nobody ever knew what it was
except the great and good Dr Gans, and he never existed.
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WhenMansonwonWarthan’s confidence (or vice versa) he
managed to persuade Warthan to switch allegiance from one
set of nutcases to the other, and feed Manson back information
on KKK operations. He did this by linking up with the Nazi
groups and there seems to have been some confusion as to who
was spying on whom and to which of the three right-wing set-
ups he owed allegiance, while still claiming to be anarchist.

On Manson’s instructions Warthan publicly renounced the
‘anarchist’ connection as too confusing, explaining it was just
an attempt to spy, but this alerted one or the other Supermen
to his true role in this complicated business, resulting in an
attempted killing of him, and his killing a seventeen year old
instead. Of course the US press had it all down a battle between
‘rival anarchist groups’.

Warthan had the cheek to write to me, when the charges
were brought, asking if the Black Cross would defend him. I
don’t know what it could have done anyway. He said all his
fascistic friends had turned against him, that he had never done
any damage to the anarchists while hewas spying on them, and
that if his wife hadn’t been raped five or six times by different
black men he would never have returned to the Klan.

I didn’t do anything about this heart-felt plea but I did re-
ply non-committally, even deceitfully, questioning some of his
statements and so drawing out the names of other small-time
Nazi agents which I passed over for others to check.

This was the only cloak-and-dagger involvement I ever had,
if at the distance of a few thousand miles. Still, as the result of
some disquiet over this someone in the Anarchist Black Cross
decided to do a bit of investigation into the fascist groups to
see how far the menace went over here. A comrade in Scot-
land published a fake Nazi paper, available only in reply to ad-
vertisements in fascist journals. He unearthed a whole list of
addresses. Most of them were predictable, the old gang of syco-
phants, the aging chasers after the rough trade and the various
hangers-on, but there were some finds. One wrote from Spain
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It revived in the Seventies with the activism of a few men
and women in the South. They felt Ireland’s social problem
were ignored. The parties were still polarised as to which side
they had been on in the Civil War. Every question was an-
swered by an appeal to nationalism and past oppression. Ev-
ery political assessment was countered by demands as to what
one (or, as time went by, one’s father, grandfather, or great-
grandfather) had done in 1916. Every solution for social ills
was solved by religious diktat or by buying a boat train ticket.
When the campaign in the North began again and Catholics
and nationalists wanted a degree of freedom, this was some-
thing that did not exist in the South with which they wanted
union.

There had not before been an active Irish anarchist move-
ment. Though the syndicalist movement had at one time made
inroads, and there were many Irish anarchists throughout the
English-speaking world, and even beyond, these got intro-
duced to anarchist thought through socialism and therefore
after leaving Ireland. A few of an earlier generation, like
Louisa Conroy and Mat Kavanagh, or many of mine, returned
to Ireland, but soon left for a freer atmosphere in which they
could at least express their thoughts and where one could
fight for liberation from rather than of the State.

In Northern Ireland the nationalist and religious tensions
dominated and though there are a few anarchists there, they
have got caught up in them. But in the late Sixties a group
within Dublin moved from the nationalist and socialist atti-
tudes of left wing republicanism to anarchism. It came as a sur-
prise to Irish politics where the bogey of “anarchist violence”
was even more virulent than in countries either where an anar-
chist movement had existed or where political questions were
not habitually argued with dynamite.

One of the results of the press caricature of bomb-throwing
anarchism, whether deliberately intended or not I do not know,
is that it has always made it difficult to reject the image with-
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out appearing to fall into the opposite trap of pacifism or par-
liamentarism. It is obviously sometimes necessary to use vio-
lence, since laying down a code that says one may not use it
in any circumstances leaves one helpless against attack. Every-
one except an extreme pacifist would admit this, yet a different
standard is laid down up for anarchists. It seems the official
line, certainly the judicidal view, is they must either be believ-
ers in “mindless violence” or woolly-minded idealists, so-called
“non-violent anarchists” or “violent” ones, as if 99.9 per cent re-
curring of the population were neither ultra-pacifists nor mad
axe-wielders.

The Irish anarchist resistance group conformed in most re-
spects to the resistance tactics followed by the Angry Brigade,
the Spanish Resistance, the First of May Group. Like them it
never took life intentionally and directed its activism against
property. It was thus quite out of step with the tradition of Irish
patriotic politics which set out to kill as a means of persuasion
and until lately in the North respected property rights. It may
seem cynical to say that this is why it raised more horror and
alarm in the Republic than the entire IRA bombing campaign
throughout its history to that date, but such was to prove the
case.

I myself was always sceptical about the idea of bank rob-
beries to raise “funds” on purely pragmatic grounds. In most
cases it seems to me that all they do at best is to raise money,
which is a different matter. Crime is a business like any other,
sometimes it is anti-social, sometimes it is merely illegal. Any
gainful occupation, legitimate by State standards or not, brings
in money. One needs it to live without dependence. I earned
my living in a lie factory and couldn’t feel squeamish about
any other way. Had I the nerve I might have earned my living
in hold ups. Either way I would have given a large part of my
income to what I believed in, like a great many others. Peo-
ple in the Spanish Resistance came in both categories, as did
those within the International Revolutionary Solidarity Move-
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The Wooden Horse

During the Seventies I had been contacted by a so-called
“anarchist party” which had been set up in Stockton (Northern
California) by Red Warthan, who called it the “Woodstock
Anarchist Party”, after a mass rally at Woodstock that heralded
the Youth, Music and Drugs hippy-peace-and-love scene of
American sham-anarchism. I was acting secretary of the
International Black Cross and got friendly letters from him.
He never asked for anything but how to contact already
publicised groups.

He seemed from the correspondence genuine enough, and
I thought he might be won from his hippiness to something
more concrete. “Surely no anarchist would object to an all-
night pot party,” he replied in naive response to my saying
no anarchist would form a party. He effusively inscribed
a book to me, the classic Fat City which featured Stockton
(California), after he learned I’d been a “boxer”, though hardly
of the type depicted there.

I felt a bit ashamed ofmy initial doubts until his story finally
came out. It seemed that as a boy he had been a Ku Klux Klan
member.When he was thirteen he hadmurdered a ten year old,
but at his trial got acquitted “by reason of insanity”. He made
friends with Nazi prisoners and drifted back into the Klan. The
latter got him released by legal pressure, and asked him to in-
filtrate the Nazis. He couldn’t or wouldn’t so they asked him
instead to “infiltrate the Anarchists”. As his and their defini-
tion was even woollier than usual, he set out quite cleverly to
infiltrate in the only way possible, by forming his own pacifist-
anarchist party and rely on dislike for sectarianism for it to be
accepted on face value. However, the only hippy group he suc-
ceeded in properly infiltrating was hardly anarchist. It was the
Manson hippymurder cult, and as it turned out he’d penetrated
something nearer to the Nazis.
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to her sister-in-law at a British base in Germany. She was
arrested at the airport, forcibly separated from her child, and
put on trial for something that happened there years before,
though it was the first time she had been in Germany.

It was a shrewdmove by Interpol of which its founder, Hein-
rich Himmler, would have been proud. The expense in defend-
ing her, and telephoning around the world (Stuart had been re-
fused entry) for protests to be made, ruined Cienfuegos Press.
The examining judge, like one in France over a similar case
involving Jean Weir, declared he was subject to so much irri-
tation he had a nervous breakdown as a result of her being
imprisoned nine days, and he and the case collapsed. But as
a result the whole struggling but thriving little enterprise Stu-
art had built in the Orkneys had a financial breakdown, in the
course of which he had to put his home on the line and lost
that too.

But of course it would be a “conspiracy theory” to imag-
ine that all this was intended. It is notable that when Stuart
applied for a gun licence to shoot rabbits (a staple diet and pur-
suit in the Orkneys) he was refused on the grounds of his con-
viction for terrorism in Spain. The Spanish authorities denied
there was any record of a conviction, which had been imposed
by an unconstitutional court martial and subsequent to mili-
tary rule had been expunged from the records. In Spain, that is,
where fascism was declared illegal. Interpol would have none
of that. Germany like Britain did bow to commonsense not to
recognise the validity for criminal records of German People’s
Court decisions sentencing offenders to concentration camps.
But Interpol still nostalgically preserves Spain’s fascist past as
valid when everyone there wants to forget it.
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ment. Those into almost full-time active resistance sometimes
financed themselves by bank robbery, usually they were in or-
thodox working practices. I am sceptical as to whether crime
pays much, but what I do know is that when the average hon-
est working person goes into crime it does not pay, because
they have not the ruthlessness which professional crime and
professional business both need.

When the Irish resistance group had carried out a number
of spectacular attacks such as those on the American and Span-
ish embassies, they turned to raising money by armed bank
robbery, influenced by the whole record of diehard anti-State
resistance which the Irish establishment enshrined as part of
the national myth. They were heroic but unlucky and by the
chance that inevitably accompanies such circumstances were
arrested and jailed. How the Irish press howled for vengeance
as a few young people were taken into custody and given sav-
age sentences for a few illegal acts that did not entail killing.
Never mind the IRA, these were self-confessed Anarchists! In
Dublin! How terrible!

The group who were arrested were charged with bank rob-
beries, but nonetheless tried by a juryless court and confined
in a military barracks reserved for political prisoners, though
denied political status. Noel Murray jumped bail and he and
his wife carried on the struggle.

Noel and Marie Murray had collected money for the Black
Cross (quite legally — some of it was stolen by the Government
when they were arrested) and so I knew them. I could have
found them asylum if they had chosen to escape, as was easy
at first provided they could get through the “Berlin Wall” of
English Customs. I arranged a place for them to stay and work
in Paris. It would have been hard for the Irish authorities to ask
for extradition since they themselves ostensibly opposed it in
far less overtly political cases than this.

The plan was crushed by Noel and Marie themselves. Noel
wrote that he did not think revolutionaries should leave their
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own country in this fashion, having regard to the consequent
ineffectiveness to that country by thousands who had done so.
In the course of another bank raid, a plain clothes policeman
intervened. Marie, blind as a bat without her recognisable thick
glasses, and having dropped her unaccustomed lenses, fired
and accidentally killed him.

Taken to a station, Noel and Ronan Stenson, arrested with
them, were beaten and tortured so badly that Ronan was not
in a fit state to be charged next day. It was a stroke of luck for
him, as he was freed. Marie, in the next cell, confessed to the
killing to get the police to stop beating Noel, pointing out the
two had not been concerned in her careless act.

Noel and Marie were charged with capital murder (murder
of a policeman, as distinct from that of anyone rated much
lower in the free and equal republic). Both were sentenced
to be hanged (June 1976), but Noel’s death sentence was
commuted to life imprisonment. Worldwide protests were
caused by the death sentence on Marie, who had accidentally
shot a policeman in plain clothes. Even Jean-Paul Sartre came
to Dublin to protest at the sentence. The hypocritical Conor
Cruise O’Brien, the English establishment’s greatest living
Irishman, stammered apologies for his government to hostile
audiences in France. Finally the sentence on Marie was also
changed to life imprisonment.

Conor Brady, writing in the Irish Times (10 December, 1976),
not only named the “Anarchist connection” but the Black Cross
specifically, finishing his peroration with the statement that
“undoubtedly Noel Murray started out as an idealistic young
man. The question is at what stage did he trade in his princi-
ples of peaceful protest and take up guns? And perhaps more
important, who gave him the guns and taught him how to use
them?”

So blinded with State humbug was Mr Brady that he never
realised you could be idealistic without being nationalistic, and
that Government and Opposition politicians were still trading

352

guide to Anarchism, absurdly hyping drugs and with mislead-
ing recipes for bombs. There was no conceivable connection
between the reasoned arguments of Towards a Citizens Militia
and the absurdities of the Cookbook, but this type of misrepre-
sentation, typical of bourgeois fascism, was made respectable
by “philosophers”. From there it permeated the police, and dur-
ing the riots of young Blacks in Brixton a young Italian woman
was raided because she lived in the area affected and only, be-
cause of books likeCitizensMilitia found in her possession, was
arrested and sentenced for deportation. The press referred to
“the Italian connection”!

As Stuart pointed out, one could safely assume the police
would have found little to object to had they found essays on
monetarism, the dictatorship of the proletariat, or even discus-
sions of the relative merits of Zyklon B gas as an alternative to
repatriation. What got up their noses and those of the Estab-
lishment generally was that the book used information avail-
able frommany other respectable sources, and directed it to the
general public. The idea of a defence alternative costing noth-
ing, unlikely to be used for aggressive purposes and available
to all was anathema to those who were spending £13 billion al-
legedly for the same job and risking the existence of the world
in doing so.

Many other publications followed, including Flavio Con-
stantini’s Art of Anarchy, Zapata and the first four issues of
the Cienfuegos Press Anarchist Review, but various factors
ultimately forced Stuart to give up the venture and to leave
the island. One was the gradual frightening off of printers and
binders, as well as booksellers, by fear of legal action which
never materialised. Another was a disastrous and mysterious
fire in a transport container (plus water damage) added to
which an expensive edition, a beautiful reproduction of a work
on Japanese anarchism, set and printed, was lost by a printer
who declined to compensate. The straw that broke the camel’s
back came in 1981, when Brenda was returning from a visit
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and for years the press regarded me as his spokesperson. We
were as indelibly joined as Marx and Engels, or perhaps more
appropriately Laurel and Hardy.

He still distributed the Flag round his international con-
tacts, but it was printed and edited in London except for a few
issues in the early days. In the intervening years there have
been many editorial teams. As I was the most regular contrib-
utor and was never a professional writer (my articles needed
editing), I was never sole editor except in emergencies. There
must have been fifteen other editors but they never get a men-
tion in the “histories”.

Stuart started a publishing house called Cienfuegos Press. It
was a remarkable achievement in anarchist publishing which
attracted attention rarely ever received by a small publishing
house. Financially it started from nothing and ended in disas-
ter. In the decade it was going, it started with an anthology of
the American journalMan! and Sabate: Guerrilla Extraordinary,
financedwithmoney received from post-trial interviews, trans-
lations and donations, plus part of the royalties on Floodgates
of Anarchy. Financially, alas, it was always chasing its own tail.

Another book, Towards a Citizens Militia: Anarchist Alter-
natives to NATO and the Warsaw Pact, aroused a furore of de-
nunciation from sinister right-wing forces in and out of Parlia-
ment. The introduction made it clear it wasn’t “a do-it-yourself
guide to military revolution — a ludicrous conception for anar-
chists anyway — but a guide on how to organise resistance to
a foreign invasion, Soviet or other, or to a military coup d’etat,”
wrote Stuart in a reply to his critics, printed in the Times Liter-
ary Supplement.

It didn’t stop them baying for his blood but it did give the
book an enormous fillip that enabled Cienfuegos to carry on
with more publications. The success was so great that the far-
Right philosopher Roger Scruton published an allegation in
the Times that Stuart had written the Anarchist Cookbook, a
commercial US cultural revolution product pretending to be a
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on reputations built on taking up guns, robberies and violence.
Long before they were released they saw men convicted of
deliberate multiple murders, having served a portion of their
sentences, go free with enhanced glamour and become distin-
guished politicians. Some of them renounced membership of
the IRA and got remission that way, but those who had not
belonged to it could not do so.

For eighteen years, neither Noel, who had not shot anyone,
nor Marie, the longest serving woman prisoner in the Repub-
lic, and a person of considerable talent, had a day’s concession
or the slightest consideration, despite the fact that even the
warders spoke highly of them both. For all that time they were
not allowed a day out even for medical reasons. Ludicrously,
Marie’s letters to a relative in her native Irish were disallowed
as in a country which had adopted it as the official language
there were no warders who could read it for censorship pur-
poses.

In one thing Conor Brady was right. It was part of a gen-
eral anarchist struggle which included the International Rev-
olutionary Solidarity Movement, First of May Group and the
Angry Brigade and had waves everywhere. Actions in favour
of their release included occupation of the Aer Lingus offices in
London, demonstrations in Australia and all over Europe, and
to no avail.

The Irish Republic was deaf to pleas for justice or even
mercy. Yet it granted remission of sentence regularly to those
who, for nationalist reasons, took life deliberately, even on
a multiple scale. It has wept crocodile tears over the English
Establishment having kept people guilty of mass murders five,
ten or fifteen years in jail. It has wrung its hands in indignation
when miscarriages of justice have occurred in English courts,
swayed by confessions obtained by torture and juries stirred
by press incitement in the mainland, or by juryless courts in
the North. But juryless courts, swayed by political motivation,
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corruption and hostile press propaganda, continue in both
North and South Ireland.

There can hardly have been a single leading member of
the Irish Establishment to whom I did not write over eighteen
years pleading the case of the Murrays, and though in the last
two years of their private hell they asked for demonstrations
to desist in view of the light at the end of the tunnel, I had just
posted off my latest and last petition when I heard they were
released quietly one Saturday.

I have never had any pride in dealing with people in au-
thority whom I despised. If I thought it would help those con-
demned to the prison cell and the new inquisitors had askedme
to walk round in my shirt, with ashes on my head and holding
a candle in vicarious penitence I would have done so, but those
days were over, if not the intolerance which demanded it. I felt
as if I had bathed in muck and needed to shower after writing
this type of letter especially after addressing the scum of the
earth as “the Honourable so-and-so”, but I made it a weekly
penance for years.

When I worked on the night shift, usually quiet after one
in the morning, and others dozed off peaceably, I would be
writing slavishly until four. Perhaps they didn’t all land in the
trash. Maybe even today somewhere in some country some ex-
Minister or retired civil servant gets a kick out of reading my
fawning requests for clemency for someone or other. At least
they weren’t for myself. Now and again they actually worked,
even with military dictatorships. But never in Eire.

On theMurrays, sometimes I wrote in my name, sometimes
in that of another. I got one reply from the Roman Catholic Pri-
mate of Ireland, Cardinal O Fiaich, who had intervened in the
case of Republican prisoners in the North, and been denounced
(always in the anglicised version of his name, Cardinal Fee) in
the English press for doing so.The spelling varied to the Irish O
Fiaich when his statements pleased them. The reverend cynic
informed me that he did not seem to have any luck dealing
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tioned it to Brenda and her father, who was staying with them.
Stuart remembered signing a petition when he was in Brixton
prison with this man’s name on it, but as a political dissident
he was in a high security wing, and the man suspected of mur-
der in a normal wing so he had never met him. Brenda’s father
commented that he had served in the Navy with someone of
the same name as the detective sergeant concerned.

Despite their scoffing, he said it might be the man’s son.
He lived in Wimbledon and his son was going into the police.
When Stuart phoned back he asked confidently, after explain-
ing to the detective sergeant he had nevermet the suspect (who
turned out eventually to be a false lead) if the DS’s father hadn’t
served in a certain warship during the war. One could imagine
the poor man’s jaw falling. “How on earth do you know that?”
“Oh, we have our files too, you know, like you do — even up
here”.

If you’ve got the name. you might as well have the game.
There was no harassment on Sanday, no police and no

crime. TV filmed an interesting interview with Stuart in the
Orkneys talking about anarchism and posting off Black Flag
around the world. It looked as if he had a private plane, which
might have stirred memories in Daily Express readers, but
it was the scheduled flight from the island, whose airfield
really was a field. The interview was only spoiled by the
TV’s investigative crew putting in a bit of background, no
doubt from information supplied by their historical experts, in
which it seemed General Franco’s Loyalists had thwarted an
anarchist rebellion.

Cienfuegos Press

Stuart ceased to be an editor of Black Flag a year or so af-
ter he went to the Orkneys. He continues to be regarded by
the professional writers and “historians” as editor to this day,
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He had not heard the last of police harassment. One high-
ranking officer expressed the view to me that they would not
object to the Black Cross if we expelled Stuart! “We don’t object
to charities for our own prisoners, so why should we object to
aid for Spanish prisoners”, he said, missing the whole point of
what we were about.

Another tipped him off he would be framed as he had not
been forgiven for being acquitted after so many worthy people
much more important than a commonsense jury had decided it
should be otherwise, and so he moved to Sanday, a little island
of the Orkneys, and soon made himself at home. Joe Thomas
jokingly asked me if Stuart had advance information that all
dissidents would be banished to a Gulag in the Orkneys and
he had made sure of getting the best housing going there. I re-
minded him of the jest later, when we read of the preparations
for just such an eventuality in the event of a military take-over
had the abortive coup against Wilson’s Government been suc-
cessful.

Soon after, there was a hold-up in London when a man
walked into a bank and shot the cashier, apparently without
warning. It was inWimbledon, where Stuart had been living be-
fore going to Huddersfield, not toomanymiles from Streatham.
The local CID apparently at first decided it was a certain char-
acter who had been in prison at the same time as Stuart had
been on “remand” and they wondered if he had confessed all to
him. It seemed something of a long shot and makes me wonder
if it was a would-be replay of the Hain incident not far away.
The Wimbledon police had no idea where Stuart was and un-
like Special Branch had not the expertise to know how to walk
into a bookshop and ask for the latest Black Flag, which would
have given the address.

The sergeant phoned his solicitor who promised to pass on
the message but would not give his client’s address. They in-
formed him helpfully there was a reward of several thousands
offered by the bank. After Benedict Birnberg’s call, Stuart men-
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with prisoners of the English government and did not expect
he would have, or would try for, any better luck in dealing with
those of the Irish government. He suggested I use my “influ-
ence” with “my” government, as his efforts had failed! His in-
fluence with the Irish government was supreme, his influence
with the British Government at least not to be overlooked. My
influence with any government was about equal to his with
any God.

I am notorious in my small circle for writing amusing let-
ters to friends and acquaintances, and hope I kept some spirits
up in prison, but even if the authorities had not refused to let
my letters get through to the Murrays I could never be amus-
ing in a correspondencewith them. Time and againwe thought
we had seen light at the end of the tunnel but to no avail. I do
not think the Republic broke their spirit but it broke my heart.
Every one who came in contact with them, whether class en-
emies or not, even the very warders, even the woman lawyer
who represented them and subsequently became President of
Ireland, said what fine people they were. Yet while the Gov-
ernment that imprisoned them insisted on a higher standard
of justice and clemency from its neighbour, it resolutely set its
mind against either fairness or mercy in this case. I wish them
luck and a family now they are out.
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18 The CNT between Death
and Birth; The Re-Birth of
the CNT; The Phoney CNT;
The Orkneys; Cienfuegos
Press; The Wooden Horse

The CNT Between Death and Birth

After Franco died in 1975, there was a tremendous sense of
elation among the exiles as well as in Spain. Amongst others,
Miguel decided to return to Spain. He went by train with some
others, and I followed a few weeks after, on vacation, with the
car loaded with books and pamphlets we had printed at the
Centro Iberico and with a couple of duplicators. Fortunately I
resisted Miguel’s insistence I should have a roof rack, which
is why I got so far. Even so the car, somewhat on its last legs
anyway, would not take theweight. It broke down irretrievably
near Toulouse on a Saturday afternoon.

This was in the days before credit cards came in vogue and
I had only a few francs on me. I had sterling, pesetas and trav-
ellers cheques, but the banks were closed. I was immobile, tired,
hungry, had nowhere to stay and nobody wanted to take or
change my money. I was going to phone the AIT (the Conti-
nental equivalent of the AA) when the initials reminded me
of the other AIT (the Franco-Spanish initials of the anarcho-
syndicalist International Workers Association).
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rueful to reflect that had the First of May people not been so
reluctant to be regarded as schismatic and formed the FOI
sooner, this split would never have happened. Eventually the
CNT Renovada, or “Phoney CNT” as I dubbed it, had to call
itself the CGT, claiming nevertheless it was heir to the old
CNT.

There was a manoeuvre by the UGT to take it over after
it had successfully laid claims to a part of the heritage of the
old CNT, but this was withheld anyway and the UGT lost in-
terest. The CGT still exists at the time of writing, pretending
to be anarcho-syndicalist but in fact taking part in “union elec-
tions”, in other words the democratised fascist corporations set
up under the Pact of Moncloa. One can understand some Span-
ish workers wanting to take part in theMoncloa system, which
is an advance on Francoism, but not only is it far from Syndi-
calism, it is not up to British trade unionism as it has always
operated. It must be admitted Mrs Thatcher’s “reforms” have
reduced trade unionism to that level but we may reverse this
yet. What makes me suspicious of the CGT is that it is busily
hankering for international approval among syndicalist move-
ments, which would make it not a step away from Francoism
but a step backwards to it and they know that perfectly well.

The Orkneys

After having spent some eighteen months awaiting acquit-
tal, Stuart went in the spring of 1975 to Huddersfield because it
was then one of the last few places in England where one could
get a house at an unreasonable but at least attainable price. He
paid for it largely with the proceeds of advance royalties from
The Christie File, which in the end the leading and respected
publisher was afraid to print, and it came out finally under the
imprimatur of an American anarchist publishing house.
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— the old no go area in the Barrio Chino, the former anarchist
quarter where Durruti had lived, the Telefonicawhere they had
resisted the Communist takeover in the May Days, the grave
of Ferrer at Montjuich. I meant to return with him one day and
take a notebook. It was a missing slice of social history and
would have made a fascinating ‘revolutionary tourist’s guide
to Barcelona’ but I left it for another visit — too late. After his
death I wrote up his life, with the omitted early chapters of
Franco’s Prisoner (the published version dealt only with his 20
years in prison) in the book Miguel Garcia’s Story.

The Phoney CNT

Over the next years I attended several Congresses of the
CNT, including the Fifth one in Madrid. It was held in an ex-
hibition hall in the Casa del Campo, a park where a famous
battle in defence of the capital had once been fought. As usual,
there were so many old friends to greet that I skipped a lot of
speeches, and oratory bores me anyway. I also missed the fire-
works at the end.The gathering had seemed well organised but
cracks in the structure were appearing.

Despite the affirmations of anarcho-syndicalism, a ten-
dency emerged calling themselves the “Impugnados” (I never
discovered what being “impugned” was supposed to signify).
I think they were sincere enough and many of their criticisms
of the people who had compromised in the civil war and taken
a quietist attitude in exile were what we had been saying for
years. But when they finally broke away from the organisation,
still calling themselves the CNT, they were quickly penetrated
by the nationalists, Trots, Maoists, Catholic Action and all the
riffraff of political entryism, as the CNT proper never could
be.

The “Impugnados” re-styled themselves the “Renovados”
and the renovated ones became a new organisation. It was
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I had often criticised “Toulouse” for years, which generic
name signified the fossilised bureaucracy of the libertarian
movement in exile, but I reckoned that if I phoned a hall
of the local CNT-in-exile I would probably find someone to
help. It was worth a chance and I found someone in, though
she answered in the local patois. My French was somewhat
rusty anyway and never extended to the language of Oc, but
I gathered she told me to wait where I was and meanwhile
order whatever I wanted. I hesitated to do so in case I had
misunderstood but ordered a brandy and some croissants
which were covered by my remaining francs.

In about twenty minutes, three carloads of Spaniards drove
up, for all the world like a police raid. The message had been
passed on round the hall that Albert Meltzer was in town,
stranded, starving and penniless, all of which was true in a
less dramatic way, and three different cars had driven out to
the rescue. I had never been in Toulouse before and had no
idea anyone knew me there, but the people in the CNT hall
that Saturday night celebrating the end of the tyranny were
far from being supporters of the civil-war compromises and
opponents of the post-war Resistance that I had criticised.
Some had been in the Resistance with Miguel, one was a close
friend of “la inglesa”, someone else had been to the Centro
Iberico, another two had been in prison with Stuart and all
knew of him.

I was bathed in the reflected glory of three old friends as
half-a-dozen new ones argued which should have the honour
of putting me up for the weekend. When they came to tow the
car in and saw the contents it certainly did not detract from
my welcome, and it was decided that the family with the best
accommodation should house me but that I should have a meal
with each. It worked out at seven dinners in three days. No
wonder I never kept to the diet the doctors laid down.

When the banks opened on Monday I was able to hire a car
to take me into Spain but, it having a Toulouse number plate,
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always suspect in the Franco years, I was stopped at Customs.
There was no charmed passage such as an English registration
had always afforded. They took away all the books and pam-
phlets I was carrying, saying severely this was not England and
such literature was prohibited in Spain. They let me travel on,
however, and presumably were told after I left that times had
changed. When I arrived in Barcelona I found a police car had
arrived at Miguel’s flat before me and returned the literature
with apologies to the traveller when he arrived and the hope
that he had not been inconvenienced. It certainly was not Eng-
land. Catch the British Customs or police behaving like that if
they confiscated something wrongly!

That honeymoon period did not last long so far as locals
were concerned. For years afterwards the police and to this
day the Guardia Civil behaved as they did under Franco. As
the locals said, they were “the same dogs with different col-
lars”. The growth of tourism had made them modify many at-
titudes, even under Franco, and continued to do so. I had first-
hand knowledge of the privileges accorded to foreigners on
another occasion, when my car was stolen, and I had to go
into the Guardia Civil to report it, for insurance purposes. A
couple of former Spanish exiles came with me, saying as a for-
eigner I would need their back-up. The openly-displayed bru-
tality with which Spanish suspects in the same interview room
were treated, and the contempt shown to the Spanish victims,
made my friends realise in time they should leave me to speak
for myself. The desk sergeant, seeing my passport, was courte-
ous, complimented me on my accent and expressed the hope
that the distressing loss of my car would not lower my opinion
of Spain. He entered the particulars, filled out the form for the
insurance, wished me Godspeed and turned to bully some par-
ents whose son had been taken in for a traffic offence, cuffing
the boy for his disrespect in addressing an officer in Catalan.
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Nothing stopped exiles from all parts of the world coming
home. I had known many in London where they had formed
an exemplary community even by conventional standards:
hard working, and though harassed by the police for their
anti-fascist activities, free from anti-social crime. In the case
of the confederal movement, whole families went back. Those
veterans who returned from France and Britain having earned
English or French old age pensions were able to live well, a
contrast with others, especially those wounded in the Civil
War or those who had served in Spanish prisons or labour
camps, or had been blacklisted or disabled, who either were
reduced to beggary in Spain or sometimes returned from exile
from nothing to nothing.

They helped each other. Miguel Garcia, for instance, who
had no pension in Spain and left a British one behind, was
set up by sympathisers in a café bar of his own, “La Fragua”
(the forge — it had formerly been a blacksmith’s shop) in the
calle Cadena, a backstreet in the slums. It was near the spot
where the employers’ organisation’s pistoleros murdered Sal-
vador Segui, the CNT’s most vigorous secretary and organiser
(known affectionately as “Noi de Sucre” (Sugarboy) either be-
cause of his addiction to sweets or because his baby face con-
trasted with his toughness — I have heard both stories). The
bar became a mecca for many who also went to have a look
at the historic spot where Miguel’s father (one of Sugarboy’s
bodyguards) had once narrowly missed assassination too. (To-
day there is a square named after Segui, in his day hunted and
feared).

Some of the clients at “La Fragua” turned up to help Miguel
get it going and came again and again, despite the grotty bar
and service for the sake of the company that gathered there. If
Miguel had less of a taste, after so much deprivation, for his
own liquid wares, it might have done well.

He one day took me on a bar crawl round Barcelona and
showed me every historic spot associated with our movement
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The CNT was thus frozen out. Though this was not the
intention, it might perhaps have strengthened it if it thus be-
came the one centre for unofficial action. Therefore it became
the target for attack, as it had ever been. The now indiscrim-
inate terrorist actions of Catalan nationalists (always the en-
emy of anarcho-syndicalism and the workers) were blamed on
the CNT. Its funds remained confiscated. Solidaridad Obrera,
its daily paper, with its building and printing press, had been
the fascist Solidaridad Nacional since Franco seized Barcelona.
The stolen halls, presses and sequestrated assets of 1936 vin-
tage (not to mention the collectivisations of the civil war pe-
riod) must have added up to billions of pounds sterling on cur-
rent values.The CNTwas inveigled into the tempting but hope-
less task of claiming them back. The Government would obvi-
ously never agree to finance a revolutionary organisation, in
that fashion, even with its own money, so it had to seek a legal
formula to reimburse the UGT while refusing the CNT.

In the first heady year after Franco’s death, nobody realised
what that formula would be and optimism abounded. Exiles re-
turned, branches were re-opened everywhere, militants came
out of hiding. There was an unprecedented enthusiasm among
the young. Only among the students, in other countries then
undergoing a radical enthusiasm for a modifiedMarxism (how-
ever the media might confuse it with anarchism), was there a
begrudging attitude to the CNT inspired by Trotskyism. Those
who spoke enthusiastically about the 1936 Revolution were
sneeringly referred to as “los historicos”. The more open physi-
cal attacks by the fascist groups — in reality the secret police in
civilian clothes — forced CNT sympathisers to fight back (and
treat the New Left more as allies than enemies). Right wing
provocations even took the form of assaults, sometimes sexu-
ally motivated, on young women offending “Catholic moral-
ity” by dressing and behaving in a modern fashion taken for
granted in France or Italy.
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Afterwards one of my friends commented how different it
was from Notting Hill. “There they make you see the English
rule, here they make you see the foreigners rule.”

The Re-birth of the CNT

For years I had been urging the Resistance to form a
breakaway organisation. Even when the anarcho-syndicalists
in Spain formed their own unions in the Interior, the fos-
silised leadership in Toulouse complained they were “forging
the seals” and should wait until a reconstruction of the
organisation was possible.

Meanwhile they criticised active resistance, even that of
Sabater, which might compromise their situation in France.
The Resistance relied for its funds on hold-ups. I was always
sceptical. The Trots were raising huge sums from British
unions for non-existent Spanish ones. They used the name of
the UGT, dead and forgotten in the years of resistance, and
denounced the CNT (as “it had entered the republican govern-
ment during the civil war”). The UGT had not only entered
the anti-fascist government but previously the pro-fascist
Primo de Rivera dictatorship too but that didn’t matter to
them. Militant Tendency raised huge sums from British trade
unionists talking about the UGT. Meanwhile our activists
were pinning their hopes of financing a new movement in
Spain on a few bank jobs for which their background made
them totally ill equipped and which inevitably resulted in a
few more captives being taken.

I had constantly reasoned there could be an appeal for the
re-building of the pre-war “majority trade union centre”, which
it certainly was, and there would have been a sympathetic re-
sponse from ordinary trade unionists, providing far greater re-
turns than any daring hold-ups. As the official CNT in exile
did not want to do this, why not form a complementary organ-
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isation, incorporating Interior industrial activity and activism,
until such time as the reconstruction of the CNT took place?

My idea was that they should create a separate but tempo-
rary organisation, the Federacion Obrera Iberica (the Iberian
Workers Federation), a name reminiscent of the logo FAI, but
independent. Miguel and a few others (none of whom wanted
to be accused of causing a schism) were finally convinced but
the FOI died soon after birth. Just at the moment of launching
the FOI, Franco started his lingering death in bed and when
he finally let go of life, the CNT itself could be re-launched in
Spain.

During the first exciting months after the Generalissimo’s
death it seemed as if the old flames were to be re-lit. But, in
a prepared move, the Spanish Government moved in to estab-
lish new patterns of labour relationship and to marginalise the
CNT.

The fascist syndicates had consisted of employers and
workers delegates appointed by the Falangist union. It had
confiscated every union’s assets. Now it had been permeated
by the Communist Party under the name of the Comisiones
Obreras (CC.OO — Workers Councils). They had been quietly
working with the employers’ representatives via the Christian
Democrats, neither Christian nor democratic, and had unity
with a section of the Carlists. They thought they would get
away with the merger and angled for British and American
backing with the Spanish Government acquiescing. The
Communist Party would thus provide an “anti-fascist” alibi for
the others while the Christian Democrats and Carlists would
provide a “non-Soviet” alibi for the CP. Some offbeat Trot
groups favoured adding students and small shopkeepers to
the commissions, some claiming it actually happened, which
would have made an even more bizarre labour organisation.

The plan hinged on the British TUC, which, after Hitler, had
successfully reorganised the German unions in its own image,
and expected to do the same after Franco. Some in the TUC
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International Committee were Communists and favoured the
Comisiones Obreras pretending it was the “Spanish TUC.” Joe
Thomas and I (with the aid of a person in the hierarchy he
knew well) exposed the plan, which knocked it on the head
right away by scaring off the Labour Party supporters on the
TUC who had experienced a bellyful of CP intrigues. We were
accused in an old cliche by a student-led clique of an “unholy
alliance” with the right wing. It seemed to us holy enough to
block the backing of a coalition of Christian Democrat employ-
ers, Carlists and Communist Party to take over a fascist body.

The TUC then accepted the notion that there should be a
“Spanish TUC”, only one, with a political party to back it, just
like theirs.They took for granted it would be the Socialist Party.
When they said that in Spain to an assembly of trade unionists
the notion was met with derision by all but the Socialists. It
was exciting to trump the ace of those who wanted to tell the
workers how to organise, but the politicos had other tricks up
their sleeve. The Spanish Government came up with its own
formula which got acceptance.

The next deal was the Pact of Moncloa, which the new Gov-
ernment persuaded labour leaders to accept. The UGT, theo-
retically even the CNT, could reorganise without opposition
as such. But the CNT was harassed with police dirty tricks
such as, later on, the “La Scala” incident in 1978, when during a
strike the workers allegedly blew themselves up in protest, and
the survivors were charged with the crime. The Communist-
led CC.OO was also recognised, as was any other union be
it merely a political party with an industrial label, but with a
proviso. They had to sign the Pact, a guarantee of class peace,
to negotiate. Fascism was democratised in that the old corpo-
rate State councils of employers and workers remained, but the
workers could elect their delegates from whichever union they
chose. Falangist rule would be eliminated, but otherwise the
system was in essence the same.
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regarded her as far too conciliatory and determined to put her
own interests first, were Murdoch’s minions. She put the case
against him on television clearly and convincingly if she failed
to do anything effectively.

On hearing the cry “Get the bitch!” the police charged
forward as one. No harm was done to the woman on the
platform (I couldn’t see if she were Brenda Dean or not) as
a shower of stones dispersed the police and a scattering of
marbles prevented the mounted police charging right at us.
The question remains — why would police officers want to
“get the bitch”? What could they have against Brenda Dean?
The only reason I can think of is that they were following the
Murdoch goons’ instructions, and cash hand-outs sanctioned
from the top were given. There was no other motive. The
police did not appear undisciplined to me. Even in retreat they
maintained their rank.

On another occasion I was driving a car on the public high-
way when the vans wanted a clear dash out of the besieged
citadel. I was told by a uniformed policeman to get off the road,
which they were about to close, though I had as much right on
it as any newspaper van. I handed them the visiting card of a
local GP (I didn’t say it was mine) mentioning the surgery was
round the corner. I was told, “Don’t argue, doc, or we’ll smash
the car”. They did not smash the car but expertly manoeuvred
it on to the pavement (illegal parking) as vans came dashing
out of the besieged compound at dangerously high speeds (not
just illegal but on one occasion resulting in a death).

Strict discipline was maintained. A sergeant was present
controlling his men. The crowd, which surged forward when
the vans came out, was stormed at a word of command. Horse-
men rushed into the crowd, batons flying, like the Charge of
the Light Brigade. The policeman who had parked me on the
pavement and grabbed the keys came over to me before it hap-
pened and returned them, saying politely, “Don’t drive off. I
think your services may be needed in a few minutes, sir”. At
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Anyone who thinks I am going over the top in suggest-
ing the Bible, had they read it, might be used to prove the
defendants were going to put millstones round the necks of
capitalist exploiters of child labour and drop them in the sea,
might pause to contemplate on the use made of a copy of
“Woman’s Own”, with nothing more subversive than instruc-
tions on how to knit pullovers lying round a flat. No wonder
the commercially-produced comic “Anarchist Cookbook”,
with its (deliberately inaccurate) instructions on how to make
bombs, was made such a meal of by prosecution and judge!

As a result of the case, Carr went to jail on his own “con-
fession” getting the sentence King Hamilton was dying to give
the others.The judge berated the jury for not giving him the op-
portunity to do the like with them. The media suggested they
were guilty and they went free because of a skillful defence,
an over-indulgent jury, an ill-informed prosecutor, or a capri-
cious judge. Nobody attributed it to their possible innocence
of the charges made, from overthrowing society to capturing a
princess and her babies from a royal palace.

The commonsense jury understood (as did many of the AB
jurors) what they were on about, and just in their decision
that opinion and even possible future intent were not yet ille-
gal. What the prosecution was really about was that they were
Anarchists, and wanted to target certain State institutions as
the AB had done. They commanded some but not the same
amount of popular sympathy, though once again the Trotsky-
influenced student-orientated Left tried to cash in on their ac-
tivity and denounce them at the same time.

The media attention given to Christie made it plain that, as
he had indeed been told by a senior police officer, they would
have got him on this too had he not meanwhile moved to the
Orkneys. I don’t know on what charge. Though the islands
originally came into Scottish possession by non-payment of a
queen’s dowry, not even the press could be led to believe there
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is accommodation there today for holding a captive princess,
with or without her children.

The Protest Movement

There were many related cases that grew out of the protest
movement — Daffyd Ladd, who did not give up easily, was in
yet another. There was also Malcolm Simpkins, of whom we
had not heard, convicted for an attack on the police in 1973.
He was acting with one other friend, not even knowing about
the existence of many Anarchists thinking and acting the same
way, and repelled by what he did see of the capitalist press
and Freedom Press version. He contacted me when he was in
prison, after he hadmet John Barker and Jake Prescott, and sub-
sequently became friendly with Phil Ruff, with whom he was
singled out by the authorities in 1978 as among the “ringlead-
ers” of the Gartree prison riot. We corresponded in a friendly
way for years, but though he was anxious to come and “do his
bit for the cause again”, things turned out differently.

Almost at the end of his sentence, after long periods
of solitary confinement, he started reading up on always
seductive Buddhism. He explained to me that it was an athe-
istic creed anyway and compatible with Anarchism since it
denied any church or any hierarchy. He would come out and
before resuming paid work use his carpentry skills to build
a decent club where we could meet and I could learn from
him proper eating habits, which was basically what Buddhism
was all about, at any rate before you get into its non-violent
totalitarian clutches.

Alas for good intentions. I never had the chance even to
meet him let alone eat grated carrots in the non-club. On the
eve of his long-delayed release he wrote apologetically he had
decided to become a monk under some exotic name, enter an
ashram, mortify himself and beg his way through Sri Lanka.
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children. All that was just for being there. It wasn’t a case of
hitting back at incensed activists, though that did occur too.
The enquiry said some of the police force acted in a “violent
and undisciplined way”. That was a lie which enabled a further
distortion by police apologists that maybe some fraction of
the police, perhaps junior officers, lost control under violent
provocation.

The attack on the demonstrators to defend Rupert Mur-
doch’s scab operation was violent but it was not uncontrolled.
It had one guiding purpose, to get his papers out on time. All
along senior police officers kept command and discipline was
maintained. Had it not been, some police could have been
expected to run away or at least hold back. Would they all have
rushed forward on their own initiative, putting themselves at
not inconsiderable risk committing illegal acts in public, just
for the sake of getting the Sun and Times to the wholesalers?

SOGATwas sued, indeed had its funds sequestrated, for not
being able to ‘control’ all demonstrators though anyone could,
and many hundreds did, turn up uninvited. Nobody turned up
to support the police. Those who were there were on duty, un-
der orders, and remained so.

I was standing with a bunch of people, taking notes while
somebody beside me was using a camera. We were in front of
an official SOGAT platform where union leaders were speak-
ing, all dissuading violence. The police ranks were directly op-
posite us. A woman got up to speak and I heard a voice from
the police ranks clearly shout, “That’s Brenda Dean.” She had
recently become secretary of the SOGAT. I couldn’t see if it
was Brenda Dean or not, but a chorus went up from the police
ranks, “Let’s get the bitch!”

There was no media hype against Brenda Dean, no
whipped-up abuse as there was, say, against Arthur Scargill
in the miners’ strike and since. To the general public she
presented an image of moderation, nor had the press attacked
her. The only people who hated her, aside from activists who
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gained control of the Times and various other papers, and
declared open war. He moved his whole operation to “Fortress
Wapping”, and abandoned Fleet Street and its “Spanish prac-
tices”. He offered his workers the choice between capitulation
and sacking. Those who capitulated were sacked later rather
than sooner. The overwhelming majority were dismissed
while on strike. Some lost their jobs while on holiday or sick,
some turned up to work to find they were locked out.

A picket was mounted at the Wapping works which were
turned into a miniature fortress. Demonstration after demon-
stration was mounted almost resulting in a blockade. Scab jour-
nalists were bussed in, heavily protected by police, not look-
ing right or left lest they encounter the eyes of old colleagues
standing in the rain outside while being jostled by the police.
Sometimes the confrontation became violent, and almost for
the first time I was involved in something where my political
interests and particular job responsibilities as a trade unionist
coincided. It was odd that for most of the dispute I was asked
to hold a watching brief for infringements of the law by the
police. It was pointed out when I demurred that I was an ac-
credited TU Health and Safety rep and nothing could be more
inimical to health and safety than being bashed over the head
with a truncheon.

Some years after the event of the major battle, a Northamp-
tonshire police inquiry into the actions of the police confirmed
all we said at the time. It was leaked to television and taken up
by the press. All we had noted and photographed, and what the
TV cameras had shown, came as a surprise to the enquiry. Nev-
ertheless, it still whitewashed the offenders, as I commented in
Black Flag at the time of the “discovery”.

The police had behaved like an occupation force smashing
down the local resistance. They charged into the crowd, beat
up elderly people, could scarcely be restrained from killing
younger, more active demonstrators, hit out at women and
men alike, in some cases at women with accompanying
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This is how the Christian prison system reforms the most in-
dustrious and idealist members of society. I hope if Buddhism
gives him another life, he gets a better deal next time.

There were many others, some of whom I met, some of
whom I did not, in this protean hyde-headed movement they
called the Angry Brigade or some other name. I was amused
once when a group we did not know but which was obviously
part of our movement, carried out some attacks on State tar-
gets under the name of Makhno’s Anarchist Army. The press
and police could not understand what it had to do with the
Ukraine, but suggested the involvement of Ukrainian nation-
alists, whose representatives here protested they had nothing
whatever to do with such actions. They issued a statement that
Bolsheviks must be trying to frame them! At least Rhenish sep-
aratists, if there are such, never had occasion to dissociate from
everyone who took Karl Marx’s name to describe themselves,
or they’d never have been able to wind up their watch on the
Rhineland.

To make a roll call of all the people with whom I struck
up a friendship through the Black Flag years would take sev-
eral books, We carried out a long struggle for several prison-
ers, some of whom I met afterwards, such as Goliardo Fiaschi.
He served a 20 year sentence under Franco for his part in the
post-war Spanish Resistance, only to be re-arrested when he
returned to Italy, to serve the completion of a sentence passed
under the Mussolini regime. We had documented proof of his
boyhood war-time resistance activities which had caused that
sentence, which somewhat abashed the Italian Embassy in Lon-
don when I went with Stuart on a deputation. We told themwe
would organise a massive demonstration of Army veterans to
the Embassy, which was a bluff they fortunately never called.
They asked us to be patient and we would get a reply from
Rome. We did. Goliardo was freed and returned to his native
Carrara. What a wonderful welcome we got when years later
Christie and I visited Carrara.
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20 After the Christie File;
Refract; “The Kid’s Last
Fight”; Kate Sharpley

After the Christie File

Cienfuegos Press caused a stir during its years in the
Orkneys, with press hounding and pounding, even inquisitive
TV and radio interviews ensuring that it was well known. It
didn’t do it much harm when a number of Conservative MPs,
vigilant in defending a platform for fascists but feeling that
advocating workers self defence was giving way to terrorism,
called for it to be banned.

OneGermanwoman activist decided to flee to Sandaywhen
she was wanted by theWest German police, not quite realising
that she would stand out like a sore thumb in a closely-knit
community where an English accent marks you as a stranger
and even the Scots were regarded by Orcadians only as a little
less foreign. She soon fled but the incident enhanced the pic-
ture of “Terror Island” in the press, a picture nobody whatso-
ever living on or near the island ever recognised. The reaction
was the same as when, years later, a zealous Christian social
worker ‘discovered’ Devil worship and Satanic practices on a
neigbouring island.

The amount Cienfuegos published, given its total lack of
financial resources, was incredible. The trouble was that it
poured too many resources into an ever-diminishing market,
given the virtual collapse of left bookshops — never too stable.
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print empire. Reserving for themselves the profitable sidelines
which needed few workers, they simply terminated the paper
and devoted themselves to commercial television, which they
had cornered as a result of being newspaper proprietors. They
need no longer observe “custom and practice” but make their
own rules with a “licence to print their own money”.

A piece of American slang, introduced by a song hit in the
Thirties, was sometimes used jestingly as an alternative to ‘cus-
tom and practice’. “Old Spanish customs” referred to the tradi-
tional courteous manners of the first colonialists of California.
I suspect in reality the conquistadors behaved more like the
Maxwells and Shahs coming into the industry.

“Custom and practice”, the following of tried and respected
agreements going back to the late Twenties, were now de-
plored as “old Spanish customs” and what would have been
regarded as gracious in Old California became distasteful
to the new conquistadors. Robert Maxwell was the first to
pick up the expression and in a mix-up of idiom referred to
ordinary British trade union methods in the print as “Spanish
practices”. Like “beer and sandwiches” it became a rallying cry
for people who always said they were certainly not against
trade unions, but deplored the abuses of trade union power,
like doing what the members wanted. There was something
sinister and foreign about “Spanish practices” that sent a chill
down the spine of Daily Mail readers. Daily Telegraph readers
protested in the name of Spain where (since Franco) they had
seen no sign of these vicious practices but where (since time
immemorial) they had seen courtesy and dignity as people
followed established customs.

The Battle of Wapping

The process towards change in the printing of national
newspapers moved inexorably forward. Rupert Murdoch
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were described both as Luddites and anarchists though there
were none of the former extant and precious few of the latter.

For years we had fought a rearguard action objecting to
the dangers of the new technology, many of which were real
enough, some of which were exaggerated. Finally a proprietor
was found outside Fleet Street with nothing to lose, a former
TV studio manager, “Eddie” Shah, who had decided to run
some freebie advertising circulars looking like newspapers. He
sacked the former printworkers on the presses he took over
and introduced the new technology in a pseudo-newspaper
which could, unlike Fleet Street, tolerate delay in production
in the interests of efficiency.

If an Asian immigrant had been attacked by fascist hood-
lums, the police would have been out in force to protect the fas-
cists. As a factory employer protecting his investments against
dismissed workers, he had huge police protection. The laws
were altered to protect him. Pickets were made illegal, union
funds were made subject to sequestration. He stuck it out, at
huge public cost, and won. From then on the battle was moved
from the sticks. He switched to a national and the rest of the
press saw the way ahead. Fleet Street began its death process.

Spanish Practices

I don’t know how many times work colleagues said to me,
“You know about Spain, don’t you? What are the Spanish prac-
tices we keep getting accused of following? Is that the anarcho-
syndicalism you’re always on about?” Not quite!

For years there had been talk of following precedent, ‘cus-
tom and practice’, in dealings with management. The tradition-
ally Liberal philanthropist cocoa Quakers who ran the News
Chronicle had been the first to object to following custom and
practice, and immediately these fat cats found their way to
the dairy of commercial television rights, they discarded their
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The amount of essays and information in one Cienfuegos
Press Anarchist Review would have made a couple of dozen
pamphlets and a book or two. An insatiable desire to publish
ever more led inevitably to the growth of printing debts
and a trail of wailing creditors, both among the commercial
fraternity and among high-minded people who had renounced
commercialism but thought non-profit making was a guaran-
tee against loss making. As one could not fight a by-election
for a mainstream party without incurring a loss, I do not
see how a publishing venture against the political tide could
conceivably be expected to pay its way and keep printing
co-ops in wages. One or two firms who did not get paid in
the process thought it was a conspiracy to ruin them. In the
same way printworkers often unjustly thought print co-ops
a conspiracy to work for wages and in conditions incredibly
below par in a way backstreet sweatshops did, rather than
work for others, but under cover of idealism.

For a time Black Flag used Sanday as an address, having lost
its Haverstock Hill address, even after it was edited in London.
There were some, especially from the USA, who queried with
me if they could safely write to the address — Over the Wa-
ter, Sanday. I invariably explained that the Orkney Islands had
been civilised long enough to have a postal service and can-
nibalism had practically died out. So, as a matter of fact, had
vegetarianism. Meat was cheap and plentiful but fruit and veg-
etables had to be brought from the mainland and brought high
prices. Lifelong veggies who went up there had to capitulate.

For years I was regarded as Stuart’s spokesperson or alter
ego, especially after he wrote his somewhat early autobiogra-
phy The Christie File in which he referred to me in flattering
termswhich I hope I deserved. A few journalists would seekme
out for the latest news as to what he was up to, though many,
afraid of my regarding such enquiries as harassment, would
ask friends of mine if they would mind asking me and passing
the news on to them. The timidity in approaching me direct

389



was solely because of their nervousness in regard to the print
union. With no other category — in the course of years, soon
not even the Royal Family — did they have such commend-
able restraint on preservation of privacy. Later they spoke of
the “semi-criminal” activities of printworkers, which consisted
of curbing journalists’ worst excesses to the point where they
could not even interrupt your lunch to ask you to incriminate
your friends, without repercussions. Individual members of the
Cabinet with kinky secrets must wonder sometimes ruefully
if they slaughtered the wrong cow when they destroyed the
printworkers strength and “set free” the Murdoch press.

Around 1980 various disasters happened to Cienfuegos
Press which led to the Christies making an exodus from
Sanday. A printer decamped with an expensive made-ready
book, its recently-printed books were burned out and water-
damaged en route to the island, and on top of it all Brenda
was arrested while visiting Stuart’s family in Germany. It was
alleged she was involved in resistance activities in Germany,
where she had never been before, several years past, appar-
ently on the strength of gossip and the old German practice of
guilt by association.

Stuart had been denied entry to speak at a conference, along
with an East German poet, Wolf Biermann, who was in turn
denied permission to leave. The Berlin Wall worked both ways.
Thus he could not go directly to his wife’s rescue while she
was in prison awaiting a trial that never came, but he spent
a fortune telephoning all round the globe for support and sol-
idarity, until the investigating judge gave up in despair com-
plaining that he had been ‘pilloried’ though if there had been
any pillorying he did not appear to be the one who sat in the
stocks.

As if things weren’t bad enough, the Times Educational Sup-
plement invited Stuart to write an article as to how small pub-
lishing firms were able to survive the recession. Tempting fate,
he wrote in his usual optimism that as Cienfuegos Press had
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the workplace. It did not make any difference to the profits
heaped on high by unhappy tired-eyed tycoons who could not
spend the money they had anyway, but it offended their sense
of propriety and progress. They wanted their power to be ab-
solute and not to have to be told of the mote in their own eye
when it came to telling other industrialists how to run their
own businesses.

The negotiations with trade unionism, that is to say with
workers’ representatives, however distant from the workplace,
offended their innermost souls. The worst they had to say of
Prime Minister Harold Wilson, perhaps the reason why they
planned a military coup against him, was that he invited Trade
Union leaders to beer and sandwiches with him at Downing
Street to discuss industrial peace. “Beer and sandwiches with
trade unions” became a taunt that kept the Labour Party out of
power for years, until it repudiated any such intention of hand-
ing them out again when negotiating. According to right wing
philosophy the workers who made the profits possible should
be offered rat poison. Any alternativemeant theywere running
the country rather than the City magnates, whomGovernment
could ask advice as to how to run the country over champagne
and caviar.

The final battle lines were drawn over the new technology
which would eventually make the old method of printing obso-
lete. They intended from the first to use it to break the power
the workers had achieved and there was no secret about it.
Objections to the process of eliminating the industrial gains
of the century had to be expressed in terms of objecting to
the new technology. But all that the printworkers wanted was
the new technology being harnessed to the people who op-
erated it and not used to pile the Pelion of new wealth on
the Orissa of old wealth. Like the Luddites (as misrepresented
in historical propaganda as the anarchists) the printers were
represented as objecting to progress when what they resented
was being reduced to servility and penury. For their pains they
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have like smugglers, just to bring food from one part of Britain
to another.

Eating habits, like much else, must have changed a lot in the
coalmining towns owing to the strike. Collecting inHampstead
brought such rarities asmuesli and so far as wewere concerned
I recall on another trip an oldWelsh lady looking quizzically at
kosher delicacies we had obtained free as a result of an appeal
to a wholesaler near Haverstock Hill (“and please, not baked
beans and teabags” Miguel had said) and asking if latkes and
lokshen were standard London dishes.

In a strike conference in the north-east a good friend, an old
member of the CNT in Bilbao, who had been here since post-
war demob from the British Army, came with local anarcho-
syndicalists to help with the catering. I don’t know if Special
Branch observed how eagerly the miners clustered round his
wife while he was scribbling little notes for them all evening.
How to make bombs? Afraid not.Their wives were clamouring
for a recipe for the tortillas and giant paella which had gone
down a treat.

The Death Pangs of Fleet Street

The new emperors who took over from the war lords in
Fleet Street came from outside the industry, indeed outside
the country. They were used to different standards from those
which were customary since the mid-Twenties. Having inher-
ited, bought or in some cases stolen or fraudulently acquired
part of an industry where the proprietors made fortunes and
achieved power by persuasion over the rest of the country,
they still resented the fact that their own immediate subjects
got well paid for their efforts. In some cases these wages were
higher than their ownmanagement executives got for kowtow-
ing respectfully.The upper crust were scandalised that their so-
cial inferiors achieved something like self-management within
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low overheads and devoted readers as well as high debts, it
should just about manage to do so, given a bit of leeway by
the bank. Just about after that had been read and digested, the
Bank of Scotland foreclosed on the house and that was the end
of the Orkneys saga.

Refract

The original anarchist thought that had been published
from Sanday was so well received that Stuart was induced
to try again. He moved down south to Cambridge in search
of still cheap housing. I helped out a bit financially and he
established a new publishing house. No one could ever under-
stand his reasoning in obscure titles, and this one was called
Refract. Among the books it published was The Investigative
Researcher’s Handbook which, like Towards a Citizens Militia
published in Sanday, was widely read. It became a collector’s
piece partly because the funds didn’t stretch to keeping it in
print.

Even the ranks of Tuscany could scarce forbear to cheer.
On one occasion he was visited by a Special Branch officer ask-
ing if one of the groups claiming to be the Angry Brigade had
anything to do with him and, if so would he tell them so or
name the people concerned. He said he didn’t know, dashing
their hopes of an instant Moscow-type confession. The Special
Branch officer said he thought it quite funny that in market-
ing the Handbook, Stuart had leafletted every SB liaison officer
throughout the country by name.The CIA and the National Se-
curity Council each paid $200 for their copy of the Handbook
when it was explained that these were the last ones left. The
SAS house organ Mars and Minerva reproduced in its pages a
highly critical look at their activities from this shoestring press.
However, just as kind words don’t butter any parsnips, praise
from the enemy doesn’t pay the rent.
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When he first arrived at Cambridge, the local paper got
a hack to write a sensational story that Stuart Christie, who
had been released from Spain and subsequently amnestied, and
found not guilty of other charges in England too, was “hiding”
in Cambridge where he had “taken refuge”, though it didn’t
say from what. Creditors, perhaps? To aspiring journalists it
doesn’t matter. To them “hiding” sometimes means only they
haven’t taken the trouble to look you up in the phone book,
and in the mentality of journalism in the sticks, “self-confessed
anarchists” had to be up to something.

Impressive as the Refract list was, it was still swallowing
money just as Cienfuegos did. The bills mounted up and Stu-
art had to live. He got out from under by winding it up, and
then applying for a grant as a mature student to study history
and politics at Queen Mary College, London, commuting back-
wards and forwards between London and Cambridge each day.
We used to meet for a meal inWhitechapel most weeks and I al-
ways asked him what he expected to do with a Mickey Mouse
degree at most. I was brought up when University education
was a privilege for the rich and powerful. When working-class
youth fell foul of the Establishment it told them to emigrate
or join the Navy. Now these are closed, they are told to go to
higher education, even when they know more than the profes-
sors.

However, by 1986, having run up another £10,000 in debts
with Refract, apart from money sunk into it, and with the col-
lege course at an end, it was time for Stuart to face the hard
cold world again. I tried to get him into the print, where he
could have been a valuable ally, but other people thought that
too and all I got were raised eyebrows. However, there was
an old friend of Stuart’s, Ron McKay who had gone into com-
mercial publishing, and launched various new trade journals,
always a risky business. He invited Stuart to work on Media
Week, a newspaper for the advertising industry, as a sub-editor,
and double with “EQ”, a magazine for sound engineers. Finally
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to mind a historical parallel with American miners’ organiser
Mother Jones and her army of women with brooms who
fought the State militia and the Pinkerton private gangs hired
by the employers.

Many miners, after years of cosy political existence in the
Labour establishment, did not know what hit them when they
found themselves transformed into “the enemy within” by the
British State. Respected union officials, accustomed over the
years to Royal patronage, invitations to Downing Street, to be-
ing mayors, councillors, aldermen, lay preachers, magistrates,
school governors and parliamentary candidates, found them-
selves in the battlefront while the police did their best to beat
their skulls in. Going in some of the villages was like advancing
into an occupied country.

To add insult to injury so far as we were concerned, in the
same way the right-wing libertarian scum had hi-jacked our
traditional description, the police dubbed their pit storm opera-
tion, because it involved several regional police forces, “Mutual
Aid”, with its echo of Kropotkin’s book (just as theminers were
writing another chapter of it, as it were). It is a wry comment
on Freedom, for that matter, that because I was heavily engaged
in miners support, it wrote maliciously that I was expecting a
Ministerial post in a Scargill government! Its then editor sup-
ported the scab union but got so much stick from anarchists
that he announced after several issues he was only saying it to
wind people up. There must have been a bit of a disturbance in
Kropotkin’s grave that month.

Anyway, driving up to one village, I was stopped by the po-
lice four times. All we had in the car were tins of canned food
and other provisions, but it might as well have been dynamite
or even a portfolio in a Scargill Government. We were not al-
lowed to proceed on the public highway. Finally I did a detour
andwe arrived in BuilthWells and put up in an inn. JoeThomas
was with me and he telephoned local people who came down
by train and took the provisions back with them. We had to be-
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I have no reason to entertain friendly feelings to Scargill.
He was always a Marxist and despite his leftism, timid when
it came to helping political prisoners, most of all non-Marxists,
even in Spain. But one is bound to regard differently a Trade
Union leader who sells out from one who does not. And while
he never led the final strike to save the pits, or maintained
the dispute, despite the mythology that people hazarded their
livelihood for the sake of a bureaucrat’s blue eyes, he kept pace
with the union he led and listened to what the members had
to say. That was why the NUM was loyal to him, and why a
rival scab union was formed by a sinister cabal of businessmen
at the Dorchester Hotel, with no ties in the industry, to break
away from one led by him.

I had written to him once or twice on behalf of Bolivian cop-
per miners who appealed to the Black Cross for British miners’
help but received no answer. When their deputation came over
I did get support for them from the London NUM HQ. At the
time Brenda Christie was arrested in Germany, Stuart phoned
many people for support but when he got through to Scargill,
the left-wing hero simply put the phone down. I have to say
albeit reluctantly it contrasted with the courteous way I was
received by Church of England bishops I approached, usually
in regard to prisoners, even if they eventually did nothing. But
one could hardly hold a grudge in a strike affecting the lives
and livelihoods of so many, and despite enormous pressure,
amounting at times to criminal libel from the media, Scargill
did stand by his members.

In that last great struggle the miners were actually organ-
ising on anarcho-syndicalist lines, less as a memory of past
struggles than spontaneously. It certainly wasn’t because
of the amount of help we could give, limited to individual
groups. The women in particular rallied round solidly with
food kitchens and staffing the picket lines, determined not to
let the strikers be starved out. Many who before the strike had
been content to take a backseat emerged as heroines calling

424

the firm branched out into various other magazines, including
House Magazine, the house organ of the Houses of Parliament,
and a London digest of Pravda.

What with various trade magazines, some of which lasted
a few issues and some of which didn’t, the sub-editors moved
from one issue to another as editors, or did several at once. Stu-
art was editing and setting the sound engineers trade paper, the
advertisingmedia trade paper, and an electronic trade paper, as
well as an equally short-lived literary magazine. I don’t know
how much he knew about any of the trades concerned but one
day he was told he was also the editor of Pravda International.
That made news all right with a few hack journalists, though
the hue and cry around him had died out a bit by this time.

Pravda International wasn’t quite what it sounded, since
it was recording changes prior to perestroika, and the only
contact with Moscow was when the head of the Pravda
foreign desk phoned up to protest they were using the name
Pravda but non-Pravda material. The Russians wanted the
English-speaking world to see how they were tackling their
economic problems. Pravda, which for years had echoed the
Party line, now wanted to show it was the voice of reform.
They were being challenged by a new paper, Arguments
and Facts, a non-Party and non-Government paper which
specialised in economic and social exposures. This jumped
from 10,000 in 1979 to 35 million in 1989, and so became the
biggest selling newspaper in the world, finally pushing Pravda
out of business by not being identified with the Party. It was
the material from Arguments and Facts that constituted the
non-Pravda material being used by Pravda International.

Meanwhile the London publishers had an economic crisis
of their own when the old Soho News was re-launched, without
consultation with the previous publishers of the title, who
might have warned them that Soho had radically changed and
was now a geographical expression, and came an expensive
cropper. Ron McKay was sacked and the board of directors
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decided to cut down heavily on staff, the most expensive item
they could think of, in this case killing the goose that laid
the eggs because they were not golden enough. The London
Pravda International lost its entire staff and Stuart made
an arrangement with the editors Vladislav Starkov and his
deputy, Alexander Meschersky, to launch a London Arguments
and Facts International.

None of this affected me, except that I had to contend, af-
ter a malicious article in Freedom by someone whose Intelli-
gence associations were exposed in Black Flag, with anxious
enquiries as to whether Stuart had gone over to the Commu-
nist Party, was editing a “trendy Marxist” magazine or even
“was working for the Russian Embassy”, not that I could have
done anything about it if he was.

In fact, so quickly was “glasnost” breaking out in Russia
that it had becomemore democratic than Britain. Here, his anti-
fascist record meant every job was closed to him, even at one
remove, as it were. There, his notorious opposition to Marxist-
Leninism while being a proven anti-fascist was no bar, but a
positive recommendation in many circles.

Arguments and Facts International, I gather, is a specialist
trade digest about risk analysis and business in the former
USSR. It is, as the Guardian mentioned, a “far cry” from
Cienfuegos Press in the Orkneys. However the Russian
company has aims at moving into book publishing, and
coincidentally Russian anarchist writers may be re-introduced
to a new generation. It has published articles on Russian
anarcho-syndicalism today and features on Kropotkin and
Bakunin in the course of a new Russian journalism. Whereas
it is still unthinkable to discuss anarcho-syndicalism on still
shackled British radio, in a Russia which has been (relative
to the past) set free, anarcho-syndicalists now appear on TV
at least as regularly as the statutory Liberal-Democrat does
here. Arguments and Facts has even rehabilitated (if he were
ever “habilitated”) Nestor Makhno, the Ukrainian anarchist
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not look at it that way. I thought it great to take up inspiration
from them. They looked on it that way too.

One of them, Lloyd Lloyd, at sixty-seven had volunteered to
fight in Spain with the CNTmilitia. They turned foreign volun-
teers down except for a few with Great War experience, but
though he had served then and after in the Welsh Fusiliers,
the Bureau lacked imagination and declined the offer of his
services, which would have been of tremendous propaganda
value. I doubt if his offer got past Ralph Barr and Emma Gold-
man. The Communist Party would have jumped at the idea but
he loathed them as much as he did the Falange. “At least you
know where you stand with the fascists”, Lloyd told me. “They
kill you if you don’t kill them first, but with those buggers you
never knowwhere you are”. It was out of the mood of the times
but I heard the same expression about false allies many times
in the years to come, including Gomez and Miguel Garcia re-
ferring to the quietists hanging on to our movement.

Over the years the old mining community of anarcho-
syndicalists in Scotland and Wales vanished, though pockets
still existed in the Scottish coalfields when Stuart was young,
and they inspired him the way the Welsh veterans inspired
me. Aldred retained a following in the Scottish pit village of
Burnbank until shortly after WWII when most of them were
dying off.

For years I always tried to get on support committees
for miners, mostly through the print union ostensibly as a
representative, though really as an individual. The anarcho-
syndicalist presence in the coalfields belonged to the past
owing to the Communist Party and I could never help there
under my own political steam until very late in the day, in the
last great battle of the National Union of Miners, when Arthur
Scargill nailed his colours to the mast on the closure of the
industry. I am glad Black Flag was able to do a lot to help in
that struggle without using it for narrow political advantage.
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23 The State’s Internal
Enemy; Death Pangs of Fleet
Street; Spanish Practices; The
Battle of Wapping; The
Emperor’s Courtiers

The State’s Internal Enemy

In a memoir I wrote, The Anarchists in London 1935–55, I
digressed to say something of the Welsh miners. In 1938 I
spent a weekend in Neath with Sam Mainwaring junior, one
of the last active survivors of the heyday of Welsh anarcho-
syndicalism. At a meeting of the local ILP I came across an
obstreperous group at the back who liked to give hell to visit-
ing “toffee-nosed” English speakers from the Communist and
Labour Parties. “Those are the Wrecking Brigade,” whispered
the chairman. “Take no notice of them.” But they were, to my
delight, survivors of the formerly strong anarcho-syndicalist
miners movement, mostly elderly women and a couple of old
men (miners tend to die young).They started by mimicking my
accent and finished by applauding every sentence, shouting
down anyone with hostile arguments.

JohnQuail, somewhat of an obituarist in the Woodcock tra-
dition though more of a historian, in his “lost history of British
anarchism” (The Slow Burning Fuse) says that this quotation
was a “depressing note”, on which he closed his account. I did
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fighter facing two fronts, anathema to Bolshevism, capitalist
intervention and Tsarism alike.

“The Kid’s Last Fight”

I moved in the early Seventies to a Greenwich council flat,
and was there when a widely-advertised fascist march took
place, passing a few streets away in Lewisham which had a
high proportion of Black residents, As usual, it was more a
police demonstration guarding bussed-in fascists marching be-
tween their lines. An enormous crowd gathered in response to
the conventional calls for it to be banned or stopped. The anti-
fascists included the SWP and student groups but also many
young Blacks who, like the anarchos, were as interested in a
bash-up with the police as with the nazis, and a good time was
had by nearly all. The nazis had their march, the police had
their overtime, the crowd had their fun. Only those taking the
stirring up of racial tensions seriously were affronted.

While the fascists were guarded on themarch like an endan-
gered species from start to finish, safely escorted by the police
from rallying point to departing, before and after there were
punch-ups with them as distinct from attacks on the guardian
angel police. At the railway station, when it was all over and I
was on my way to work, some fascists were standing around
waiting for their train and amusing themselves by taunting a
lone Black girl. She ignored them, but when they got provoca-
tive a couple of SWP students, who had been on the march,
responded to them. I was too far away to hear what was said
but the nazis moved in to beat the three up, so I moved down
the platform to wade in and help if I could. We had the worst
of it at first, as there were six of them, only one of the two stu-
dentswasmuch use at fighting, the otherwasmore of a liability
and the young woman’s punches weren’t too hefty while I was
puffing like a steam engine at the unwonted exercise. However,
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after a few minutes a dozen or more people came rushing up
the tunnel to “bash the fash”, having seen the fracas from the
other side of the platform. In no time, as now the fascists were
getting the worst of it, the police arrived.The train came in and
we dashed on while the fascists waited under police protection
for the next train.

The other passengers were quite friendly, allowing us to
mix among them so that nobody could be detected and arrested,
though I heard one mysterious remark, “You’ve got to hand it
to the old boy, he’s got some pluck”. I couldn’t see anybody
vaguely answering to the description. It occurred to me later
whom they meant and now look back on that dust-up nostal-
gically, in the words of a forgotten film cliché, as the kid’s last
fight.

Kate Sharpley

One of the passengers was a frail lady in her eighties, going
up to Guy’s, who was saying “if I had been able to get on the
platform fast enough I’d have waded in with my stick”. How-
ever, when one of the SWPers (inevitably) tried to sell her a
Socialist Worker she burst in a tirade saying, “You lot are as bad
as they are” and to my delight and their surprise she weighed
in with an argument about Trotsky’s bloody suppression of the
Kronstadt Mutiny. That was my introduction to Kate Sharpley.

This wonderful old Deptford-born character had been in
the anarchist movement just before and during the First World
War. She had worked for a German baker in South London
but gone into munitions in Woolwich during the war and was
among the first of the shop stewards movement (it started
there, not in Glasgow as generally thought) and was pioneered
by women ‘dilutees’, less respectful of the orthodox leadership
which had sold out to the war effort. The physical nature of
Glasgow shipbuilding made the shop stewards movement
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in a minor party’s division, though he made no claims to being
anything more.

I remember him talking to Lahr about the American Al-
bert Weisbord, who wrote a tome on the counter-revolution in
Spain. Weisbord, Orwell said, was a former Trotskyist who had
gone through Trotskyism and Oehlerism andwas now the only
Weisbordian apart from his wife. When they divorced, he said,
there could be no more splits, unless he became schizophrenic.
Weisbord had apparently turned up in Barcelona just on the
eve of the Communist internal coup in 1937, and had locked
himself in his hotel bedroom for two days, eventually creeping
out at night to the British Embassy over the road who afforded
him a swift car to the American Embassy and a safe passage
out before the OGPU got him, for what purpose one knows
not. One would have thought they were not that hard-up for
spare Trots. He then returned to New York to denounce the
cowardice of those who had let the Communist Party gain the
upper hand.

Orwell also said that Weisbord had once campaigned to be
Governor of New York State on a manifesto addressed “To the
Workers and Peasants of Brooklyn”. To be honest, I thought Or-
well a lot wittier than his writings, which I found usually, and
at that time always, a dreadful bore. Such an opinion became
literary heresy.
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in the interests of space, and the omission of his unsolicited
five cents worth in the second edition may be considered pure
sectarianism on my part.

According to Woodcock ‘s later distorted recollections of
those days, Freedom Press, fromwhich he then loftily detached
himself, was offered Animal Farm but turned it down. I find
it highly unlikely, especially with Woodcock in control of its
literary output and given Marie-Louise Berneri’s worship of
Noted Intellectuals like her father. Had they published it Orwell
would never have been brought to the notice of the literary
dictators of opinion. It would have been just another obscure
book.

Published by a mainstream publisher and reviewed by ac-
cepted critics, it brought Orwell into consideration by the Es-
tablishment, and not just the literary one, as an outrageous and
original critic of Soviet Russia, and by implication an oppo-
nent of the liberal version of State Socialism he had peddled
for years and still did.

Orwell was then too ill to enjoy the sensation of being one
of the literary figures of our time, but in 1948 1984 put him
on the map. As with Animal Farm many people misunderstood
it. What he was doing was not predicting a future which never
happened, at least within the timescale, but, like Jack London in
The IronHeel, exaggerating current trends in terms of the future.
He was essentially a liberal Socialist, disenchanted with the
Communist Party and the way socialism was going, but with a
love-hate relationship with both, like many of the intellectual
left before and since. The Right took it for hate and clasped a
reluctant and dying Orwell to its bosom.

I only met Orwell once, in Charlie Lahr’s bookshop. I never
agreed with Wilf McCartney’s description of him, partly be-
cause of his Homage to Catalonia, though it was not as good as
it was cracked up to be by later generations.

Nowadays they seem to think he was a significant military
figure in Spain instead of being an obscure foreign volunteer
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there more a male preserve, but it spread up and down the
country in both sexes.

Kate’s father and brother were both killed in action, while
her boyfriend was conscripted and not heard of again. Neither
she nor his parents could discover what happened. Like many
of the local group’smales of the time, hewas first “missing” and
then “believed killed”. She suspected he was shot for mutiny
but there was no proof.

Called on to receive her family medals, she threw them in
Queen Mary’s face, saying “If you like them so much you can
have them”. Agitators or women protesters were never a pro-
tected species as fascists later became and she was beaten up
by police and warned off selling anarchist papers on the streets
or face prosecution “as a prostitute”. Sacked from her job, she
married conventionally in 1922 and disappeared from the an-
archist scene.

We met two or three times after that first encounter. Speak-
ing to her was like a telephone call with the past. She knew
well people of whom I had only read, like Ted Leggatt and
Guy Bowman, or whom I knew in their old age, like Sylvia
Pankhurst, Ella Twynan and George Cores (she always called
him “Mr Cores” as befitting a respectable craftsman), as well
as the anarchist draymen, like her dead lover, who had been in
the Horse Transport Union in Walthamstow, a forerunner of
anarcho-syndicalism which vanished with the trade.

Some of the young anarchist women met her and asked if
she had a message for the younger generation. It naturally flat-
tered themwhen she said, cheerfully, “The kids today are doing
better than we did. They wouldn’t let the sods get away now
with what they got away with me then.” I met her grandson’s
wife when I visited Kate in hospital. She was hostile, thinking
I was raking up the dead embers of “Gran’s nefarious past”,
best forgotten. Next time I called I was told she was dead by
this middle-aged Sun-reader who thought being told of her
grandmother-in-law’s political opinions made her an accom-
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plice and might prejudice her children’s chances of bettering
themselves in life.

There was a move to collect books and archives of the liv-
ing movement by Brixton Anarchists, some of whom had met
her in the brief period. They resisted the temptation to call the
archives after a famous person and named it the Kate Sharp-
ley Library. It started in 121 Railton Road, but was stored away
for safe keeping and ten or fifteen years later found a home
in Northamptonshire and has now expanded into a formidably
viable collection of Anarchist archives.
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glish. Brown objected vigorously. However, by the time the
booklet was ready for printing, the clique had seized control of
the press. Woodcock made several deletions, and changed the
title to The French Cooks’ Syndicate, with an introduction by
Woodcock and a preface by Orwell. McCartney, who did not
expect nor receive a penny for the work nor even a free copy,
was not consulted.

When he saw it printed, he objected strongly to the pa-
tronising introduction by the ultra-Pacifist Noted Intellectual
Woodcock and he also resented Orwell writing that his experi-
ences agreed with those of the author, who regarded him, fairly
or otherwise, as an “upper class twit playing at workers, who
said that the working class stinks”.

Wilf’s daughter, before she died in 1977, asked Leah Feld-
man, with whom she was friendly over the years, to get Cien-
fuegos Press to re-issue the pamphlet, preferably under its orig-
inal title. They did not have a copy and it was long out of print.
Freedom Press wrote to Stuart that it was “their” pamphlet and
they were about to reprint and jealously preserved the right
to Orwell’s few words. Fifteen years later, it still being unpub-
lished, I found a copy, re-set it and had it published by the Kate
Sharpley Library.

Some paragraphs had been missed from the Freedom Press
edition, but as the manuscript hadn’t been restored, I couldn’t
remember them well enough to reproduce them accurately.
These paragraphs were on early anti-fascist activity during the
General Strike, when the Imperial Fascisti organised a strike-
breaking force, which despite Regular Army protection was
routed in the Old Kent Road by dockers with their hammers
and catering workers with their carving knives. The heroic
scabs took one look, broke ranks and ran, to the hilarity of the
squaddies. An amusing paragraph on Victorian schools, with
some sarcastic comments on the class prejudices of even the
best professional writers, was also missing. These deletions in
the first edition were no doubt made by Professor Woodcock
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1984 and All That

Wilf McCartney, a catering worker in his late sixties, was
a regular speaker at anarchist meetings when I first attended
them in the Thirties. He was also one of the Syndicalist Pro-
paganda League, who joined the ASU but not the Anarchist
Federation (as reconstructed in 1940). He took the view, held
by many, that what was needed was workers as a whole to
organise, not the anarchists as such, or it would become an-
other political party, though nothing angered him more than
the customary philistine statement, “the anarchists don’t be-
lieve in organisation”. In 1941 Tom Brown suggested to Mc-
Cartney he should write his memoirs. McCartney named the
pamphlet Dare to be a Daniel! a Nonconformist slogan which
appealed to old-time radicals, even atheists.

It was still assumed Freedom Press belonged to the anar-
chist movement, but by the time it was written, in the follow-
ing year, this was dubious.The “Freedom Press Group” insisted
the book was impossible to publish, giving as an excuse the ad-
mittedly scarcely legible script. I typed it out laboriously one
weekend I was in London only for it to lie on the table in the
flat of two of the group while they thought of fresh excuses
why it could not be published.

However, they were friends of George Orwell, who hap-
pened to call and, seeing it, was interested enough to ask if
he could take it home to read. Next week he came in and said
enthusiastically, “If you’re going to publish it, I’d like to write a
foreword.” It was a story of catering conditions in theWest End
which, he said, exactly concurred with his experience when
down-and-out in Paris and London (the difference being that
McCartney showed how they fought back).

Though Orwell was not as famous then as now, he was a
Noted Intellectual and this altered the situation! They “agreed”
it should be published, but George Woodcock, as a literary “ex-
pert” wanted it re-written in his brand of Standard Boring En-
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21 By the Waters of Babylon;
The Battle of Railton Road;
International Centres

By the Waters of Babylon

When the variety profession was at its height theatrical
lodgings in Brixton, roomy houses that had become rooming
houses, handily close to the West End and the exit roads from
London, had taken over from its middle-class Victorian her-
itage. Most theatre artists made their permanent address in one
or other of the myriad bedsitter flats that abounded amongst
the ‘pro’s digs’. It was a desirable neighbourhood when World
War Two started, though with a Bohemian undercurrent pro-
vided by the variety artists. Abe Ball, who briefly tried work-
ing the boards as “Major the trapeze artist”, set up as a gar-
den gnomemanufacturer and failed. He moved to Coldharbour
Lane, in Brixton, in the early Forties, which was a comedown
for an entrepreneur. Not so dramatic as it sounded to a later
generation when his son John Major sought to capitalise on it
as the “Brixton boy who made Prime Minister”.

It became a slum only with the aftermath of the war. In the
streets where the Fred Karno troupes had set out in their own
buses with the leading comedians of the day and the world fa-
mous stars of the future, the glory had faded and it was drearily
ordinary. It wouldn’t have become a slum, but its neglect after
the bombing coincided with the decline of the music hall pro-
fession. The first wave of immigration from Jamaica and the
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Caribbean Islands went there because of its cheapness and the
fact that Black faces were already familiar. Relatively cheap
bedsitters and vacant rooms in crumbling houses were avail-
able before the crazy price market caught up with the times.
Unlike North Kensington, the only other part of London where
similar conditions prevailed, the element of Rachmanism was
less active.

Suddenly in the fifties Brixton changed. When the Govern-
ment started advertising in the Caribbean for transport and
health workers, at wages unheard of there, everybody with as-
pirations began calculating that if (what was considered there)
an unskilled job could earn that much in London, what could
they, with their qualifications earn. It seemed the golden road
now the USA was closing its doors to the Caribbeans. Nobody
realised, so I was told, that those were all the jobs available
at those salaries, nor that the wages were hardly fabulous on
prevailing English standards, nor that housing was scarce and
expensive, and they never even reckoned on the greater need
for domestic electricity and of transport to work. They also ex-
pected a warm welcome as they were going to what had been
held out to them for years as “the motherland”, and they were
in for a rude shock. Others can tell the story better than I.

Many friends of mine in the older Black community in
Brixton moved out when the newcomers came rather than be
caught in the traumas created. Their main complaint was the
oppressive presence of a churchgoing community which they
thought they had sloughed off forever. I did not see it could
be all that bad but I remember being assured. “Bethels and
brothels go together.” It turned out to be the spiritual opium
of older people and the material opium of the younger but
otherwise it was a replay of Victorian England.

Within a few years there was a clear rift between sections
of the older members of the new immigrant Black community
and sections of the younger British born generation. When I
was living in Finsbury Park one of the tenants in the house lit-
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in volume what they lacked in linguistic conformity. The post-
man once said to me on the stairs, “I can never work out what
nationality those ladies are.They toldme they come from some-
where called Anarchy, but Christ knows where that is.”

During the hectic struggles of the sixties and seventies,
Leah, by then half blind and increasingly deaf, helped the First
of May Group, looking after weapons and even smuggling
items into Spain, where she was known affectionately by the
nickname “la yaya (granny) maknovista”.

Though she supported Freedom financially and by selling
copies, she was neglected by them for some reason. Per-
haps they feared her a bit, though occasionally the earnest
“researcher” would come, notebook in hand, to ask about
the past. After her death one such, a Mr Whitehead, waxed
sarcastic about this funny old lady with frazzled hair who
spoke English badly and annoyed Philip Sansom. He poured
scorn on the idea that a working woman could have done
half the things she did, citing the misprint in my obituary in
The Guardian (for “Lenin’s tribute” it said Lenin’s tomb”) to
prove nothing she did was of any account, and one wonders
why he bothered to write about such an insignificant person.
As to working with the Spanish struggle, that was not what
anarchism consisted of: it was writing university theses at
State expense, which she certainly never did.

I am very proud of my young friends and colleagues on
Black Flag who knew of the tremendous work Leah put in dur-
ing her years in the movement, and who unflaggingly looked
after her in her later, difficult years, when a series of accidents
made her impatient, demanding and difficult, but unflagging in
revolutionary spirit, some taking her on holiday, others look-
ing after her needs week after week. Some fifty attended her fu-
neral, and afterwards I went to a gathering to scatter her ashes
at the Chicago Martyrs’ Memorial.
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could not find work in Berlin, though she helped the Black
Cross established there for Russian prisoners, and came back
to London.

Deciding in the Thirties that her ‘husband’ was proba-
bly dead when the Nazis came to power, she married an
old ex-serviceman named Downes, left derelict after WW1,
giving him £10 for the service. She was thus belatedly a
British subject and able to travel, and she was active in many
movements when I first met her in 1935, though she always
hankered for what we all then thought was the vanished
Russian movement. It was her enquiries into the fate of her
Makhnovist comrades in 1948, which I transcribed, when she
received some leads from an exile in America, that caused the
police interest in whether I was up to something with Russian
resistance. She was then half blind following an eye operation,
but they questioned her too. They could not be too careful
about security matters, even Russia’s.

During the war I made contact with several sympathetic
to anarchism in the Polish army and air force who came to
see her. But, like many who never overcome the problems of
a new language, the old one was now hopelessly mixed. Her
Polish was incomprehensible to them, but she gave them her
Polish books. The race divide in pre-and inter-war Poland had
been such they had never heard a Jewish accent in Polish.

She never lost her enthusiasm for activities for anarchism,
whether the harmless Freedom variety or the real thing. She
associated with the Spanish struggle strongly, and when after
the Civil War ended she joined a number of anarchist women
in an enterprise started by another Russian anarchist Marie
Goldberg. They had a tailoring workshop in Holborn and were
joined by Suceso Portales (of the “Mujeres Libres” organisa-
tion) and others. The babble of tongues in broken English, Yid-
dish, Polish, bits of French, Spanish, broad Scots, Catalan and
Greek-Cypriot over the rattle of the machines, made me won-
der how they ever understood one another but they made up
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erally threw his daughters out, down the front steps with their
clothes and a suitcase tumbling after them, one girl after the
other in the space of a few months, purely on the grounds that
the eldest didn’t go to church and the younger wasn’t a Chris-
tian because she was seen entering a dance hall. Fifteen years
old, she came to us for weeks, hiding from her father upstairs,
just to eat. She never said where she lived and we finally lost
touch with her. I often thought of that poor girl when hearing
the complaints of churchgoers about their children becoming
“alienated from the community”. It will take a generation or
two yet before these sects go the way of their English counter-
parts. Meanwhile they flourish as they do in the USA and with
the same effect upon their children.

The Battle of Railton Road

The police were baffled as to whom to blame when de-
prived young Blacks suddenly exploded against harassment.
It is normal practice in such circumstances for them to blame
“outsiders” to show it was in no way the fault of the author-
ities. They blamed Blacks from Finsbury Park for bussing in
to cause the Brixton riots, which they seemed to suggest the
peace-loving local Blacks opposed; and, when riots spread to
Finsbury Park, they blamed Blacks from Brixton for bussing
in there.

When the Brixton riots began in 1981, the police did their
best to blame anarchists, who had just squatted an empty shop
at No. 121 Railton Road, and might otherwise have been the
perfect patsy. It was rather difficult as the rioters were Black
youths pushed by harassment, and few of them at that time
knew what anarchism was about, certainly theoretically. The
riots started in Railton Road, and 121 was left untouched when
the pub that had operated a racist policy opposite was burned
down, but it was the police who unwisely started a battle there,
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driving the battling youths out of Railton Road on to the main
Brixton shopping centre. There they engaged in looting the
shops, whereupon people of all races and ages enthusiastically
joined in. Even one old lady on a Zimmer frame asked for some-
thing to be brought from a window, which an agile youth cour-
teously handed her.

With one young Rastafarian I had previously spoken about
what anarchism was, and he was not unsympathetic, though
into nationalism, and was enthusiastic about the Angry
Brigade in the Sixties. As distinct from most Railton Road
Rastas, hostile to 121 Bookshop because of its stand against
religion and its identification with feminism, though tolerant
to its stand against “Babylon”, he was very much opposed
to some other Rasta elements who wanted to make a violent
attack upon the shop. The local Rastas at that time hated the
idea of Blacks coming under any other influence than theirs.
My friend was derided by them as “Jim the Anarchist” by
which name he was known to many.

It is relevant to say he was of medium height, very broadly
built and deeply black, more African than Afro-Caribbean.
There was an ultra-pacifist Jim Huggon who spoke in Hyde
Park, associated with Freedom and Peace News, who was not
much of an anarchist, very pacifist, very tall and thin, and
extremely white, not even the usual pink, except politically.
Two more physically contrasted characters one could not
meet.

“Jim the Anarchist” was fingered by a nameless informer
as being one of those who triggered the riots. The police imme-
diately arrested White Jim, perhaps on notes from Hyde Park
police on “Jim the Anarchist”. Huggon had a cast-iron alibi in
that at the time he was alleged to have incited the riots, thrown
petrol bombs and led an attack on the local police station, he
was some twenty miles away playing the violin professionally
in a church concert and could not possibly have dashed off in
an interval to take part in these more wholesome activities. His
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A Rebel Spirit

I knew Leah Feldman, one of the last survivors of the
Makhno movement, from 1936 to her death at ninety-four in
1993. She was a constant leitmotif in my experiences of the
movement. When still attending the boxing academy I used
to call in to the sweatshop where she worked as a furrier
and hand in collections I made among the young pugilists for
Spanish prisoners, even before the Civil War broke out, little
thinking I would still be at it sixty years later.

She had come from Warsaw as a girl, to break from her or-
thodox Jewish parents and to be active in the anarchist move-
ment. Even in her teens her parents were hiding her shoes to
stop her going out to illegal anti-Tsarist meetings, and she hid
an old pair in her room to enable her to do so. In London she
joined the Yiddish-speaking anarchist workers movement of
the day (of which she became the last survivor). In 1917, the
male Russian anarchists in exile took advantage of the arrange-
ment by which they could join the Russian or British Armies
and joined the army in defeat to be home for the revolution.
The women had no such option, but Leah independently made
her way to Moscow. Like others, but quicker than many, she
was speedily disillusioned.

She attended Kropotkin’s funeral (1921), the last open
demonstration of anti-Bolsheviks under the dictatorship.
Anarchists were released from prison to attend. The anarchists
working in the capital stole the flowers from the constant
massed tribute to the dictator Lenin, then at the height of his
power, no wreaths being available in a Moscow winter. Later
she left Moscow for Odessa, giving that as her place of birth,
and fought alongside Makhno in the train that accompanied
him, caring for orphans and preparing clothes and food.
When the army was defeated she took advantage of the one
‘privilege’ women had, of contracting a marriage in name only
to a German anarchist to enable her to leave the country. She
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of religion or nationalist groupings asking for autonomy or
minority rights within the Soviet bloc. But they did not like
anyone wanting to overthrow the tyranny against which they
inveighed endlessly, even capitalist groupings.

At the very time they seemed to be gearing up for war with
Russia, in the cold war period, I had a visit from the police en-
quiring about a “Makhnovist Saboteur” grouping in the south
of Russia, which, if it existed, I would have thought hindered
the then prospective enemy. I did not even know it existed
but was warned not to help it. Chance would have been a fine
thing! I doubt if they were merely playing the anti-Bolshevik
game in a sporting fashion.

It did not surprise me toomuchwhen glasnost revealed that
the anarchists were there all along, that great prison camp mu-
tinies in the Stalin years by libertarian political prisoners had
not been reported, that anarcho-syndicalist organisation was
springing up in every big city in a wave of strike actions; that
they started to declare themselves openly in the RedArmy; and,
since it was less hierarchic than ours, were even among the offi-
cers. The opening of the State and KGB archives in post-Soviet
Russia may yet make it possible to document the ‘lost years’
of Russian anarchism. Some indication of the scope and conti-
nuity of underground acitivity in the USSR between 1921 and
1989 is given by Phil Ruff in his introduction to an anthology of
writings by or about the re-emergence of anarcho-syndicalism
(Anarchy in the USSR: A New Beginning, ASP London 1991).

Now that the whole Russian scene is opening up again,
there are few ways I personally can help. But it is a consolation
to look back and realise that I am one of the minority of my
generation in the working-class movement of this country
who ever wanted to do so.
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witnesses would have been the vicar, band, choir and entire
congregation, who would have stood out in marked contrast
to the drug-dealer grass the police may have had available, and
the case was dropped. The days were gone when a jury would
convict in the teeth of that evidence, however severe a lecture
they might receive from the judge afterwards.

Jean Weir, who had long been a spirited activist in Britain,
France and Italy, was only a trifle less fortunate. She was liv-
ing in the same Coldharbour Lane where John Major ex-Ball
once lived. and Patricia Gambi, an Italian friend, was staying
with her. They were arrested as Jean, a real live anarchist, was
seen walking her dog when riots were going on nearby. It was
a gift to the press as “The Italian Connection” when the magis-
trates sentenced Patricia to twenty-eight days for “threatening
behaviour”. Originally, when the case came before the mag-
istrates the police helpfully produced dozens of photographs.
Themagistrate looked through them carefully and askedwhere
Miss Weir and her friend were. “Oh, they’re not in the pho-
tographs, these are just to give an idea of the background,”
explained the police witness. The magistrate threw the pho-
tos down angrily and asked them not to waste his time. Ulti-
mately, however, it did Miss Gambi no good not to have been
photographed.

Black Jim moved away from Brixton, guessing it would not
have been difficult for the police to bring before a court the
same witness they were prepared to bring in the case of White
Jim. After he went the Rastas who were hostile to 121 tried to
move in and take it over by force, some moving in with knives
and threatening the people in charge of the bookshop. It was
a difficult position as a clash would certainly have been called
“inter-racial” which it certainly would not have been. None of
the Rastas thought the anarchos were in any way racist. On
the first occasion a group was frightened off by someone say-
ing he would “if need be bring all the guns at the disposal of
the anarchist movement, place them in the hands of Black An-

403



archists and wipe out the Rastas” if they hi-jacked the squat-
ted premises. It may have been fanciful but it worked. Only
a few Rastas still tried to intimidate, and were confronted by
Margaret Creaghe, in the bookshop on her own. She easily out-
talked them, and so great was their shame at being browbeaten
by a woman, they turned tail and cleared off. Thereafter rela-
tions were peaceful.

Indeed on one occasion some German anarchos wandered
by mistake into a Rasta smoking den and were surrounded
by a hostile group first thinking them police, and then even
more hostile when they thought because of their nationality
they must be Nazis. The air cleared as someone said, “Oh, they
want the anarchist bookshop”, and led them to the right ad-
dress, not without offering to sell some weed supposed to be
“grass”, which was the local livelihood, but without any further
threats.

International Centres

It was a year or two after we lost the old Centre in Haver-
stock Hill that it occurred to two separate groups, both around
Black Flag in our short-lived rotating editorship period, that
a new centre of action was needed if we were to maintain the
momentum of the movement which depended on its social con-
tacts for both industrial and international action. We lost the
old Centre through the carelessness of John Olday. He returned
to Germany from Australia, where he promoted gay cabaret of
the German Twenties type, and found to his surprise that in his
twenty years absence from the anarchist scene the Springer
Press had made him famous. The opening of the German po-
lice files from Bismarck to Hitler, had encouraged academics
to write about the German movement they had previously ig-
nored. Olday was cast as the link between the old and the new
on the basis of being the only German they knew, by reason
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not been stopped short in time. Throughout the years of Stal-
inism there was an anarchist resistance, most notably in Bul-
garia, but on a scale impossible to define within Soviet Russia
itself. Language always presented a problem, but most obsta-
cle to international co-operation were caused by Interpol. The
“West” may have been opposed to communist tyranny all those
years but it was vigorously committed to sustaining it all the
same. Perhaps Interpol preferred the devil it knew, but it must
take the credit for preventing subversion within the Russian
and Chinese blocs. They preferred “cold”, open or even nuclear
war to any revolution that might arise from below, whatever
the politicians said.

I was in touch for years with Chinese anarchists, until the
old generation, or at least my contacts within it, died out. In
doing so I encountered more espionage interference than I did
with contacts in fascist Spain, yet the Government throughout
was supposed to be hostile to Chinese Communism most of all.
Special Branch were always concerned that I in my tiny way
could be plotting the overthrow of the powerful Chinese State,
yet China in turn thought anyone giving comfort to revolution-
aries must be backed by foreign Intelligence.

So far as Bulgarians were concerned, they were always
in touch with the international movement through the exile
movement in Australia but had their problems with the Aus-
tralian police too, just as they did with Soviet espionage. I had
fleeting contacts with the Russian movement throughout the
post-war period. Special Branch was always keen to intercept
any news on resistance within Russia, though one might have
thought they would approve of it in return for Communist
subversion here, if only as tit-for-tat. It didn’t work out that
way. There may have been a Cold War but always and in
every way the “West” prevented any form of assistance or
encouragement reaching the Russian oppositional workers
that might enable in even a small way to overthrow the
regime. What they liked were groupings demanding freedom
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possible. Unfortunately the language barrier prevented our dis-
cussing this, as my hosts were not good at interpreting, and
I was inclined to be sceptical, knowing that optimism is in-
evitably the last hope of the defeated.

A few years later the whole communist system fell and all
dissent came out into the open in a rush, as if a Pandora’s
box had been opened. One or two of those Russian anarcho-
syndicalists, as representative of a not inconsiderable move-
ment, were being given a fair hearing on their local TV which,
though the capitalist economy also collapsed a few months af-
terwards, we here have still to achieve.

The break-up of the Soviet system came as no surprise to
thosewho had no illusions about State Communism.What puz-
zled the journalists and professors was crystal clear to many
who had received no London School of Economics brainwash-
ing, but used their common-sense. The Russian Establishment
under both Lenin and Stalin paid the same attention to proletar-
ian values as the Christian world did to the teachings of Jesus
on humility, poverty and non-resistance. It placed them on a
pedestal and left them there. What reigned in Russia was not
capitalism, nor communism but the State in control of every-
thing.

Some dissident Communists introduced as an alibi a fiction
that State Capitalism existed in Russia but all that oppresses is
not capitalism.The party tried to impose State Communism but
found it impossible to enforce. The reality was Party Tsarism.

Centralisation of rule by one man was replaced by that of
one Party, and eventually under Stalin by one man again. To
have sole responsibility for the manifest problems of one City
would drive a person out of his wits. Many politicians in coun-
tries where power is shared by many become clinically insane.
To take responsibility for the manifold problems of peace and
war of one tiny State, let alone a vast empire, wouldmake a per-
son a raving gibbering criminal lunatic. This is what happened
to Stalin and Hitler, and would have happened to Lenin had he
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of his copious if little known writing, who would fill the gap
between the anti-Nazi resistance and the renaissance after the
war.

He accordingly found entertainment work in Germany,
even on the nonconformistic gay scene, utterly impossible
and came to England. He had a small amount of cash which
soon ran out (for some reason he could or would not take the
pension or social security to which he had to be entitled) and
contacted me to see if I could help. I put him up in a room of
the Haverstock Hill club, explaining it was officially uninhabit-
able because of the rats in the cellar. When the landlord found
out he was living there, because of his complaints to him
about the rats, we all got evicted. The landlord was outraged
to find we had been running a club, because of the profits
he realised he was missing, and once we were out applied
for a licence ostensibly in the name of what he thought was
an “already running Spanish club”. As it was at the height of
the “Persons Unknown” case it got raided a few weeks later
by police looking for arms, surprised to find cigar-smoking
punters playing baccarat instead.

Soon afterwards the premises at 121 had been set up, re-
placing the Centre, with the disadvantage of sharing with dis-
parate groupings but with the advantage that no rent had to
be found. It had previously been squatted by various organisa-
tions, Trotskyist and Black nationalist, before they got funded
by the local council.The new “121 Group” comprised the newly
formed Brixton branch of the anarcho-syndicalist Direct Ac-
tion Movement, one of the rotating groups of Black Flag, and
various anarchist, punk and squatting groups, all on an equal
footing. They had been in possession only a few weeks when
the riots broke out, and a great many buildings in the area were
burned or looted, but they had won the recognition of the local
community as to which side they were on.

Almost simultaneously the other rotating group had
decided, with other groupings, to set up a new Centre in East
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London. I had not myself been involved in the building of
either Centre, being immersed in the new wave of industrial
activity, in Black Flag, the Anarchist Black Cross and the
changes in Spain following the death of Franco. But they
affected me considerably, and by the time 121 was being
squatted I had committed myself both to it and to an entirely
different venture, the Autonomy Club in Wapping. It was
Ronan Bennett’s brainchild. Ever the optimist, I hoped it
would take off, against reasonable expectations and my own
expressed judgment.

Iris Mills and Ronan put a tremendous amount of work into
funding, finding and then building and decorating the place.
Ronan, possibly misled by the backing the Persons Unknown
had received, which numerically might have been about the
same as that of the Republican Clubs of Belfast, not unreason-
ably thought at least one club on those lines could be estab-
lished. In some capital cities on the Continent there are up to
a dozen anarchist clubs or centres.

But the amount of committed support was limited. Ronan
decided to appeal for support from the punk anarchists, then
a new phenomenon, saying the punks would pass anyway and
would be useful for the time it was around. The punk support,
especially from followers of Crass and Poison Girls, was sub-
stantial. Punk has lasted a couple of decades, long outlasting
the proposed club.With the punks’money came the punks, and
in the first week they had ripped up every single piece of furni-
ture carefully bought, planned and fitted, down to the lavatory
fittings that had been installed by Ronan from scratch, and de-
faced our own and everyone else’s wall for blocks around. In
the excitement of the first gigs where they could do as they
liked, they did as they liked and wrecked the place. Loss of
club, loss of money, loss of effort. End of story. Ronan was not
unnaturally disheartened and returned to even more chaotic
Northern Irish politics.
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never asked again and got black looks from them ever after.
They remarked loudly about our fairly passable hotel how
wonderful it all was. “And to think how things were before
the Revolution! If only some of the carpers could see it!” one
said, and the other answered, glaring at me in a manner that
must have brought alarm to her infant pupils, “Some folks
will never believe anything, even when they see it.” “Oh, well,
Trotskyists!” sniffed the other, though Trotsky, not Stalin, was
the despotic supppressor of the Kronstadt mutiny.

I was able to persuade the guide who took us to see the
fortress of Saints Peter and Paul, to point out where the anti-
Tsarist revolutionists were detained and were duly honoured,
save for those who lived long enough to challenge the Lenin-
ist State. The guide knew about Bakunin, but his cell had been
wiped away in an inundation from the Neva. She showed me
Kropotkin’s unmarked and unhonoured cell, however, claim-
ing he could not have escaped in the manner he describes in
his memoirs. Her version was that as Tsarism was still around
he probably invented an unlikely story to throw the Tsarist po-
lice’s suspicion away from his friends.

When Kropotkin returned to Russia the Soviets had re-
named a square in his honour. I went for a wintry swim in the
open-air baths at Kropotkin Square in his memory. They were
delightfully warmed, though if one strayed over a narrow
margin around the pool one was in grave danger of losing
one’s virility.

I discovered by devious means some elderly anarchists who
spokeGerman.When I commented on the fact that Kropotkin’s
square had survived his influence, they assured me that there
were still people who preserved anarchist memories in secret,
and there had been local strikes and insurrections even in the
Twenties and Thirties, the brutal suppression notwithstanding.
They took me to a railway workers’ club where several older
workers were survivors of the libertarianmovement andwould
form independent trade unions the moment it was remotely
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furs marching purposefully to their cars to take them to
their weekend dachas contrasted with the dispirited workers
queueing for the store or working all hours.

As the trip included several excursions, I visited Leningrad
University and the vice-chancellor gave us a propaganda
lecture about the Russian education system. He pointed out
that they had (so far) no drugs problem nor youth delinquency,
though he agreed it might happen in the future. It was, to
him, unthinkable that there should be such problems in a
University. Students in Russia were not like those in turbulent
Paris, they knew they were a privileged class and that when
they passed into society they had top jobs for life and better
conditions than the average. Why on earth would they want
to make trouble for themselves? In any case the authorities
knew how to deal with trouble-makers. The “trade union”
representative at the school would be informed if the pupil
was misbehaving and his parents would be interviewed. If
necessary the mother would lose her job and be told to stay
home and look after her children. The father might have
his wages cut, to be reminded of his responsibilities. All the
audience bar me were British social workers and teachers and
nodded approvingly.

I had the opportunity of mild revenge on two Communists
from Manchester in the group, well-meaning elderly lady
teachers. Back at the hotel they told us we should all subscribe
to a wreath to lay on the Leningrad monument “to the heroic
soldiers who died fighting fascism”, accompanied by a picture
of Karl Marx’s tomb at Highgate which they had brought
with them especially. When they asked me, I said I would
agree if they would add to the description “and those heroic
sailors at Kronstadt who died fighting tyranny”. Thinking of
me as probably nothing more sinister than an old salt, and
not having heard of one of the last stands against Soviet
dictatorship, they agreed eagerly. They went to the Russian
guide, who knew all about Kronstadt, for a translation. I was
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He couldn’t get employment as the job centre explained
that with his notorious record — being fully acquitted twice
— he would never get a job in the public sector and there were
no jobs in the private sector, where hewould probably be black-
listed anyway. In the old days theywould have suggested going
to sea or Australia, but in these days you can’t do either with
a criminal record or even some types of non-record so they
proposed that he got a grant and went to university, where he
gained a doctorate and then became a successful novelist, one
field where a colourful CV is no handicap.
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22 Communism and
Pandora’s Box; A Rebel
Spirit; 1984 and All That

Communism and Pandora’s Box

For years I was sarcastic about earnest Communists
who took trips to Russia and saw what they wanted to
see. A printer, Tom Charlesworth (nephew of Fred, an old
anti-parliamentarian communist with whom I had friendly
arguments for years) was persuaded by his girl friend, a YCL
stalwart, to join a tour to Moscow and Leningrad. There were
five places vacant at cut prices and he rashly invited several
workmates to join him. The lads had a seemingly profitable
time flogging nylons (it was before the jeans revolution) but
found they could do nothing whatever with the amassed
roubles except spend them on drink and prostitutes. Tom was
with his fiancee and precluded from these diversions, and
he also denied on ideological grounds there could be such a
thing as prostitution in the Land of the Revolution. Economic
necessity no longer drove girls on the streets, he explained to
his sniggering friends, and these women must be princesses
brought up under the old regime and unaccustomed to normal
work. A burst of laughter greeted this information. It was
forty years since the Tsar had fallen and the ladies in question,
however bedraggled, were barely twenty years old.

Some years later the Charlesworths, now married and in
the Party, took a trip to Russia by car. They were earning good
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money and she spoke Russian. They were disconcerted when
everyone assumed theywere capitalists. As if aworking printer
could afford a car! “You’ll tell me next that the Black workers
drive around Brixton in cars”, said an incredulous local, whose
knowledge of England came from an amalgam of Dickens and
the Daily Worker.

Their son Frank, like many another, turned his back on the
faith of his parents. I had hopes he would become an anarchist.
Even his father wavered in his Stalinism after that trip though
his mother remained faithful to the end. John Lawrence, the
local CP guru even after he joined the Labour Party, became
Mayor and hoisted the red flag on the Town Hall one May
Day, defected again to become first a Trotskyist and then a
Tolstoyan “Christian Anarchist” and an editor of Freedom. He
took Tom away from the Communist Party. Equally however
he put Frank off anarchism, to which he was inclined, because
of the asssumption that Lawrence was a real anarchist.

I always thought it unlikely I would ever go to Russia with
the vague idea many had that it would be a charnel house and
under jackboot domination. This image was fading after Stalin
died though nobody saw where the transition from dictator-
ship would lead. I too assumed you could “only see what they
want you to see” as if the “West” held conducted tours round
its prison and mental institutions.

I finally took a sudden plunge one January (with owed
leave from Christmas), notwithstanding Tom’s insistence I
too “would see what I wanted to see” but in my case all bad,
and took a package tour to Moscow and Leningrad. I found
that while, as in the days of the Tsar, one could only visit
cities which the police agreed on in advance, one could go
anywhere within those cities and see anything. The idea that
Russia was a classless society was so absurd that I wished
others would take the trip too, and one would not have heard
about the working class having taken power. Or perhaps not.
They might not have noticed the smart people in fashionable
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and denounced his former comrades in the usual fashion,
elaborated that “they even approached anarchists like Stuart
Christie but he told them to get drowned in their own shit”.
In fact the apt if not witty or original two word reply was
written by the then Brixton editorial but everyone enjoys
namedropping. In one press statement one NF faction claimed
hopefully it was no longer fascist or even racist but “anarchist
and libertarian” but this only caused the faction to vanish.
Perhaps like the Young Tory right wing “anarchists and
libertarians” all they meant by the former was the legalisation
of cannabis and by the latter not having to pay tax on it either.

Meanwhile Searchlight, ostensibly a magazine to combat
fascism but ever more dodgy since its founder Maurice Ludmer
died, had been full of misinformation about anarchists and
direct actionists (meaning DAM) “co-operating with Nazis”.
Searchlight tried guilt by association. If a person lived on a
squatted flat in an estate where a couple of Nazis legally lived,
this was trotted out as suspicious. Neither could they forget if
someone in his or her youth had been a fascist. Perhaps they
took themselves as proof that anti-fascist propaganda could
never have an effect. Unless ex-fascists worked for Searchlight,
they were damned for ever more.

It admitted it had “agents at every Channel port” watching
Nazis coming in and out, but for a small monthly paper to have
this meant only one thing.Theywere referring to contacts with
Special Branch, with whom they swapped information, though
it was never difficult to “listen in” to fascist inside events. Sev-
eral members of fascist groups worked for anti-fascist organi-
sations. I knew one former anarchist (maybe he still was one,
though he had told everyone he had renounced his faith) who
had lost both legs in war service. He was supposed to have
become a fascist overnight. I saw him in a wheelchair in Fur-
nival Street, and found he was going to the Jewish Chronicle
office. I waited until he came out and spoke to him. He admit-
ted he sold information and reckoned he was doing a good job
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that, in the traditional newspaper words, “I made an excuse
and left” before my bluff was called. But how did he know a
doctor would be needed “in a few minutes”?

Other cars who had intended to block the road, and some
who hadn’t, were damaged and the drivers roughly handled. I
was the only exception. Honesty is not always the best policy,
but that’s not the point. Was that the action of a disorganised
force who had been unnerved and lost control?

When and where had the nerves snapped, the discipline
broken down, the senior officers lost command, as the inter-
nal police enquiry said later? The constabulary knew perfectly
well what they were doing. They obeyed orders. That is why
none were punished though their victims faced imprisonment
and fines, after hospital treatment, for defending themselves.
Maybe the expected answer from the pacifists, once asked by
tribunals “What would you do if a German officer tried to rape
your sister?” was “Demand to see his warrant”.

The Emperor’s Courtiers

One of the journalists who were satisfied with the warrant
to seduce their sisters, or at least, as trade unionists might put
it, to betray their brothers, was Bernard Levin. He had begun
his career by declining National Service, appearing before a
conscientious objectors tribunal. His conscience led him to es-
pouse progressive causes in his student days and he entered
journalism with high-minded zeal. He made his career as a
columnist on the Daily Mail. As the only daily newspaper jour-
nalist ever sufficiently impressed by an obscure article I wrote
to quote from it approvingly in a national daily (admittedly
it attacked the Chinese Government) I find it difficult to im-
pugn his good taste. When he had shifted by stages far to the
Right and was sacked from the Mail (hardly for that reason)
on his last evening he slipped an indecent request to his read-
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ers past the sub-editors. There is no indication how they dealt
with any responses explaining exactly the biological reasons
as to how adult readers refrained from bed-wetting. He turned
to the Times, where he sat through the palace revolutions and
was one of those who slunk into Wapping, bussed in under po-
lice guard like criminals into Dartmoor, so he could describe
his former colleagues as thugs.

A whole new breed followed in the line of Bernard Levin.
So-called radicals of the New Left at University, they started
as Trotskyist activists like Peter Hitchens (later of the Daily
Express) vigorously denouncing anarchism as petty-bourgeois,
worshipping at the shrine of Trotsky. They finished for the
most part as red-baiters for the capitalist media, but always
with a contempt for working people which their shift to the
Right no longer obliged them to hide.

In turn, I never hid my contempt of them, least of all at the
Telegraph. There was one, Jamie Dettmer, who had started his
career at the Tribune. He differed from the International So-
cialist and Socialist Workers Party activists like Wendy Henry,
who made her way from the Economic League blacklist to ed-
itorship of the News of the World. He had come from the Eco-
nomic League, where his father was a director, to the Tribune,
organ of the Labour Left, a vantage point to ferret out informa-
tion on “the enemy within”, and then became the anti-labour
correspondent of the Daily Telegraph.

Dettmer reported “Anarchists in Wapping” were respon-
sible for the violence on the first anniversary of the sacking
of five thousand News International employees, blaming it on
“new anarchist sects”, some of which were going before daddy
had decided to send his boy into journalism, and some of which
were flourishing before the proud father had decided to go into
the Economic League himself.

If Dettmer didn’t knowwhat was happening under his own
nose, he had only to ask someone else in his office. Alterna-
tively he could have looked up old Telegraph files and found
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The Establishment would only need them as a stick to beat
the workers. To make itself credible, fascism had to strike at an
unpopular minority nobody would defend, and then another,
and another, until finally it seemed invincible. The technique
had worked elsewhere, but it was not needed here and the fas-
cists could not build up a home base. Eventually they settled on
what was regarded as a “skinhead” base of youngsters who just
wanted a fight, the sort of people who spent large sums trav-
elling abroad to away football matches just for the pleasure of
beating up foreigners or supporters of rival home teams. With
such people there was no question of argument or discussion.
With the racially-motivated punter one could argue, or with
experience convince, but with the street-fascist there was only
one argument that carried weight. The police had long stood
by while street speakers were beaten up, even, perhaps espe-
cially, women in the Suffrage days. When fascism came along
and up to the present the police have been concerned with free
speech for them, indeed treated them as a protected species.

This is why conscious anarchists were engaged in smash-
ing into fascists every time they emerged, and from them, and
one or two other groups, came the slogan of “No platform for
fascists”. It was to the great credit of the DAM that it did so,
when the Failed Mandarins were echoing the Liberal line of
“leave them alone and they’ll go home”, presumably wagging
their swastikas behind them. The SWP and others such as the
Anti-Nazi League wanted to make political capital out of fas-
cism, by selling their newspapers and chanting “Nazi Scum”,
often at the very people going out to bash the fash.

Perhaps recognising this, the National Front at one time
cast envious eyes at what they thought of as the anarchist
movement. Like the Leninists they thought they might “con-
vert the Anarchist masses and turn them against their leaders”.
(sic) They wrote to Black Flag suggesting we debate. We
answered in our columns with the words “Fuck Off!” Later
Martin Webster, when he turned from the National Front

479



ticed by its Arab ownership, and one or two councils lost their
ratepayers’ money, induced by the phoney Green aura. Con-
versely, I heard of one or two readers without money to invest
took out loans for cars with BCCI knowing they need never
repay. But these were readers of Refract and Anarchy. What
respectable person would take note of “mindless militants”?
It took nine years more for official investigations to discover
what was revealed in the book, and about the same time for
television to find out about the “stay-at-home-Army” of Ital-
ian fascists recruited by the Americans after the War (Gladio)
to carry out terrorist operations in the event of a Russian inva-
sion, Communist coup or workers’ rising.

One wonders what sort of reports these Special Branch and
Intelligence people make. Considering the huge amount of
time and money they poured into investigating the Anarchists,
why could they not seize on revelations issued by the same
people?These pointers were ignored. One can understand that
the financiers or the investigative broadcasters did not read
these publications, but the police most certainly did. Are there
some rackets the Government want kept quiet?

The parties playing at street fascism faced the dilemma
after the War that fascism had become associated with the
defeated enemy and they lost their natural backers in the
Establishment. In any case, it did not need them any longer.
They were now a political embarrassment, unlike Mosley in
his heyday, when leading Tories thought he would eventually
return to the Conservative Party as a workers’ leader and,
whatever personal views they had of him, take the place they
eventually, and reluctantly, gave to Winston Churchill, with
similar pro-fascist but not pro-(German) Nazi views. High
fascism had no need for the street fascists after the War.
They sought to take advantage of diverse political trends,
pro-Europe, anti-Europe, anti-Communism, anti-Zionism,
pro-Irish nationalism, anti-Irish Republicanism, above all the
racial tensions created by immigration.
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(to his, and everybody else’s, astonishment) that his colleagues
had once reported, if inaccurately, that old anarchist sects had
penetrated every corner of British life, had thousands of mem-
bers and papers selling at every news stand.

Probably he knew that neither the new stories nor the old
were the truth but he wasn’t going to allow that to stand in the
way of an exposure. “Unlike the more established Trotskyist
parties,” he wrote. “The new anarchist sects try to remain com-
paratively anonymous. They prefer to act covertly at demon-
strations and hang back, provoking confrontation”. One would
have thought it difficult to provoke a confrontation by hang-
ing back though I admit that on this occasion, while the ‘estab-
lished Trotskyists’ were busy selling their papers, I was sitting
in my car, ‘covertly’ provoking a confrontation because of the
extraordinary notion that I was a doctor.

However, after Dettmer was held up to ridicule on this by
Black Flag, his stories on that journal becamemore covert if still
confrontational. He invented the “Hurricane Gang” at the same
time as the Economic League found it. I am never sure whether
daddy gave sonnie the stories or vice versa, or if it worked both
ways. Some time before, Black Flag had taken a postal address
at British Monomarks which required a code name. We chose,
at random, “Hurricane”. The address was “BM Hurricane, Lon-
don, WC1”. Some idiotic journalist, in the absence of a story,
made great play of this “secret address”, used in the same way
by hundreds, maybe thousands, of businesses, religious, politi-
cal and musical groups, at a time when the press was adopting
strict security passes into their fortresses.

Hooligan Press was started by a friend — it had nothing to
do with us — who asked if he could use our postbox. Later it
faded away. The Anarchist Black Cross and one or two other
groups, some of which we did not even know, also used it
for a time. They all therefore became the mysterious “Hurri-
cane Gang”! The attacks on Black Flag merged into attacks on
themysterious gang, which some kindlier commentators trans-
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formed into the “Hurricane Group”, and we started getting en-
quiries for the mysterious group, including one from an inter-
ested weather forecaster.

436

27 Two Fascisms; Anti-Fascist
Fascism; The irascibles; the
End of Fleet Street;
Retirement; Down Under

Two Fascisms

When Phil Ruff took over Anarchy in 1982 he made a posi-
tive anarchist magazine out of the third attempt, even though
it did not last long. Ameasure of his success was that, although
Freedom had built their commercial viability upon the old mag-
azine, they speedily withdrew not only recognition but even
use of “their” address from the magazine, because it upset the
liberal elements who had been prepared to swallow the sec-
ond series as a painful necessity. They denied Anarchy was the
same journal as it had different editors from the original, which
Freedom also had many times over.

Anarchy concentrated on investigative research and among
its scoops was a lot of the dirt about the two fascisms, high
and low. This peaked with their publication, jointly with Re-
fract, of Stuart’s Steffano delle Chiaie, Portrait of a Black Terror-
ist in 1984. The maladroit title ensured the book wasn’t widely
read, but it exposed the Italian fascist-financial-terrorist racket.
Anyone who took the trouble to read it and had money to in-
vest would have been spared involvement in the sensational
collapse of the Bank of Credit and Commerce International,
in which hundreds of Asian shopkeepers lost everything, en-
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always gave the fighters active support, ironic when one thinks
that the MLE and IWA (AIT) was at the same time accusing it
of reformism.

I am sure the passive attitude would have been echoed
by the sham-ans clustering round the Anglo-American scene,
who never lost a chance to sneer at resistance, if only they
had known it existed. It was a reaction to these attitudes that
caused me, at least, and many abroad to put down to sheer
bad luck what pursued the Spanish resistance of the fifties and
sixties. Time and again the Spanish police covered up with
ridiculous stories how they managed to trap conspirators,
such as the yarn about Stuart wearing a kilt when he entered
Spain, for instance. The truth of the matter only came out
in 1993, when it was revealed that Alberola’s trusted aide
Guerrero Lucas had openly joined the Spanish police years
previously, presumably being an informer before being taken
on the strength.

The fact that in the finish General Franco died in bed,
the only persons to torment his rest being his doctors, was
a greater victory for him than 1939. Had it been otherwise,
Spain would have abolished, not liberalised, its dictatorship.
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24 The New Left; “Anarchy’;
Lost Weekend; Venice
Observed

The New Left

It came as a shock to me and the survivors of the old anar-
chist movement that the student movement of the Fifties, with
a middle-class background or the results of scholarly brain-
washing, regarded itself as the New Left. As one friend ob-
served, “The Old Left was bad enough, God knows, but this…
.” One trend emerged from the Campaign for Nuclear Disar-
mament, another from the events of the Soviet tanks going
into Hungary. Most of the originals have gone from student ac-
tivists to mandarins. The failed mandarins-to-be took hold of
the new liberalism they created and ultimately became profes-
sional organisers of presumably good causes or gave university
lectures on them, the only growth industries of capitalism in
decline.

It was a significant few of them even decided they were not
really Marxists but anarchist, especially if they were pacifists
at the same time. At least one of these trends, calling itself the
Organisation of Revolutionary Anarchists and having its pro-
gramme written by a Christian pacifist, finally decided, once it
renounced its pacifism, it was Marxist after all and its leaders
became Trots or went into the Labour Party, a few passing into
the privileged Mandarin class of paid do-gooders.
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For the failed mandarins who regarded themselves as an-
archists and built on the framework of pacifists who had in-
filtrated the anarchist movement during the War, the phrase
“non-violent anarchist” expressed their militant liberalism. Ul-
timately many found their way to their natural habitat among
the political Liberals, or are now creating environmental pollu-
tion in the name of the Green Party.

Hearing the phrase “non-violent anarchist” I felt the way
Ernest Bevin did when he went to an international Trade
Union conference and heard for the first time of “Christian
trade unions” in Europe. “What the hell do they think we
are, bleedin’ heathens?” In like manner, I don’t know if we
were supposed to be bloody axe wielders, but it certainly
reinforced the media prejudice about anarchism equals vio-
lence full stop, no more to be said. Soon sober, indeed most,
judges were asking solemnly, if they heard a person was an
anarchist, whether she or he were a “non-violent” one or,
horrors, a “militant” one. For the ultra-pacifist every single
person, including the judiciary, other than those accepting
extremities of non-violent non-resistance in all circumstances,
was “violent”, but tactfully they never spoke of “non-violent
Socialists” or “non-violent Conservatives” or suggested there
were violent ones.

“Anarchy”

ColinWard, an architect, who began (as a conscript soldier)
in the anarchist tradition but was absorbed by Freedom Press
and the FailedMandarin tendency, founded themagazineAnar-
chy in 1961 as a theoretical journal for them and helped set back
the movement as Trotskyist opponents quoted its reformism
as coming from “the theoretical journal of anarchism”, which
it never was. He first wanted to call it Autarchy but was unfor-
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I have no idea if it worked, but when Abra was released
unexpectedly after several years in jail he thanked my cousin
for the campaign on his behalf which had led to his release in
the months after she had long since all but given up and the
sustained nature of which she knew nothing about.

The Informer Who Changed History

During the years in which Alberola was regarded as Public
Enemy No. 1. by the Franco police and connected with the Inte-
rior Defence of the libertarian movement, there were innumer-
able disasters. In the events of 1962 which preceded the down-
fall of the Franco regime, arrests and frustrated plots followed
one another as volunteers rallied to the final thrust against the
Franco regime.

The apparent immunity of the dictator to every attempt
against him gave rise to many suspicions. Gomez kept himself
aloof from the Interior Defence (DI) until the end. He remarked
that Sabater and his brothers, as well as Facerias and others
had always gone it more or less alone, and it was a last re-
sort to choose an affinity group. He accepted with equanimity
Miguel’s description of him as another holding ‘rancho aparte’,
pointing out that Miguel himself had done twenty-two years in
jail, and while he respected him for his record, could hardly re-
gard him as an expert on avoiding the repressive methods of
the fascist police.

After the capture of two dedicated comrades Delgado and
Granados, doubts were again raised and ugly suspicions voiced
in anarchist circles. Those in the MLE who did not wish to dis-
turb a comfortable lifestyle as a fossilised non-leading leader-
ship, left over from the days of the civil war, denounced the
whole idea of urban guerrilla activity. This attitude was forced
on the InternationalWorkers Association by the sheer predom-
inance of the MLE, though the Swedish syndicalists, the SAC
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He was immediately taken to prison and tried for espionage,
these documents representing all the evidence.

Just at that time the Libyan Embassy in London had been
involved in an incident involving the shooting of a woman po-
lice constable. As the British Government were complaining
about the murder, the Libyan government, with Islamic rea-
soning and socialist rhetoric, complained that the British had
sent Jim Abra on an espionage mission. The trial was in Arabic
which he did not understand but any defence was useless, as
the US government had decided to bomb the country for other
reasons.WheneverWashington toldMrsThatcher to jump, she
asked “How high?” and that sealed Jim Abra’s fate.

The press kept mightily coy about it and apart from a men-
tion or so it was dropped from discussion. His wife was told
the situation was delicate but the Foreign Office was acting.
Indeed, they were acting the part of Pilate and washing their
hands of it. For years this went on. Other wives at Plessey’s
were enraged at the inaction in support of Jim, one of them be-
ing a cousin of mine, whose many petitions went ignored. We
rarely met but when we did, she raised the question with me. I
did not know about the case.

I sussed it was not much use writing petitions to the British
or Libyan Governments, and decided to strike at the soft un-
derbelly of Gaddafi. He was pouring money into “the revolu-
tion” abroad, something he interpreted very liberally, includ-
ing Trotskyists, Black Nationalists, the IRA, the National Front
and all stations in between.Through the Black Cross we embar-
rassed the Trotskyists, particularly their then daily paper, with
petitions from Plessey workers (false I regret to say, but they
never printed them anyway), and also Sinn Fein, saying they
were supporting a regime that unjustly jailed fellow-Irishmen.
I hope Abra, whom I never met, forgives me but I changed his
alleged affinitiesmany times in the course of the agitation. Any-
one backing Gaddafi got hassled, in the hope they’d explain the
reason to their paymaster.
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tunately dissuaded. At least nobody would have known what
it meant.

Anarchy in its original form helped as much as anything to
reinforce the myth of a non-violent, bourgeois, sanitised “anar-
chism” that could help capitalism out of its difficulties, and later
became the inspiration for “the individualist school of capital-
ist anarchism” that provided the Thatcher think tank, though
some of the student gurus Ward brought into being disowned
the logical consequence.

Anarchy was well produced, but so many issues were sham-
ing to real anarchists that now and again someone tried to
write an article protesting at its excesses of moderation. But
to no avail. As much as Woodcock, it divided the activist move-
ment from Freedom Press and its clique. The non-violent peo-
ple could never understand it. They had no politics, so they put
it down to personalities. For years (and to this day) I was asked
why I “didn’t get on” with this or that bourgeois intellectual or
failed mandarin of the Freedom set. It baffles them too. “Why
are anarchists so divided?” The myth of all anarchists disagree-
ing with or disliking one another found its way to the media, it
being presumed everyone calling themselves socialists or con-
servatives are fully in agreement with anyone else happening
to do so.

Ultimately after ten years or so of trying to solve capital-
ism’s difficulties in terms of revisionist anarchism, Colin Ward
gave up to write for political weeklies and the Guardian, draw-
ing on the anarchist past as if he belonged to it. The maga-
zine passed to a group of hippies, who didn’t do a bad job of
it, though they fell down on actually collating, let alone dis-
tributing, the paper. At least they understood what anarchism
was about, if they expressed it somewhat crudely.The differ-
ence between them and the Failed Mandarins was that while
they might smoke pot and use hippy terms, they were activists.
People like Chris Broad, Charlotte Baggins, Kate McClean and
others were prepared to fight as well as write, and they took
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part in real struggles. Anarchism meant something to them,
whereas the old brigade of Colin Ward’s gurus thought they
were active if, like Woodcock, they wrote articles about long-
dead secular saints and discussed in pedantic terms the prob-
lems of life at home and death in far off countries. One could
work with the new generation, even if at first a bit put off by
their appearance. Who was to know in those early days of hip-
piedom that one hadn’t seen anything yet?

On one occasion I went along to a party they held. A friend
from work who took the message on the phone asked to come
along too as he had nothing to do that evening, and said he
would pick me up by car. I could hardly refuse, and they would
not give a damn, though I wondered what he would make of it.
When he came I was staggered to find his wife naturally consid-
ered herself invited and had dressed up for the grand occasion.
She looked a treat, but I wondered what she would make of
her first sight all those scruffy individuals in torn jeans sitting
around on the lawn smoking pot, with children and dogs run-
ning around them, listening to Jimi Hendrix. To my surprise,
she thoroughly enjoyed herself.

And it was nice for me to lose a prejudice too. I thought I
had none to lose. Unfortunately few of those with whom I had
worked for years did. I never had any difficulty working with
the new generation unlike most of the working class activists
of my generation.

Lost Weekend

Around Easter 1983 Chris Broad, who had worked hard at
Anarchy and other activities and whom I had every reason to
trust, approached me to ask if I would put up his friend Fiona
for a week or so. I often had visitors, usually from outside Lon-
don but hardly kept what is called a safe house. “She’s a good
kid and in a real jam,” he said earnestly, explaining his inter-
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only one of us who always stays out of prison, and if he got in
he’d take the only mattress”. They called him ‘el mono’ (the
monkey) as he still claimed, by virtue of his War Office papers,
to be Gibraltarian.

It amused them that everybody else in that circle entered
Spain at their peril, like Sabater and many others backpacking,
or at best with a mule, over the Pyrenees like smugglers (as
some were) whereas he travelled at ease by car like a tourist.
BothMiguel and Laureanowarnedme to be careful when I said
Audrey and I had taken him as a passenger several times into
Franco’s territory, but one can hardly accept a caution from
people as audacious as they. Finally Miguel decided it was the
least hazardous way of returning. Waving British and Ameri-
can passports saw us through, and sometimes not even trou-
bling to do that with a British number plate, in the days when
the English were popular. At the time of Queen Elizabeth’s Ju-
bilee we were even saluted by the Guardia Civil, which pro-
duced a rare smile on Gomez’s face.

The British police, and ultimately some journalists, seemed
to think I had something to do with the Spanish Resistance but
if so, I am, like the Spanish police, unaware of what I did.

Jim Abra

It is not hard to knowwhat James Abra did to deserve years
in prison. It was literally nothing. He was the unlikeliest per-
son in the world to be even a dissenter, let alone a spy, but he
happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He was
a technician working at Plessey’s, sent to Libya to work on a
Government contract. He had finished his contract and made
a map to find his way to the airport as it was understandably
difficult to follow the road signs in Arabic. That and a copy
of “Jane’s Fighting Ships” were all the documents he had that
were in the least ‘suspicious’ when he was stopped by guards.
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One such was Garcia Pradas, a professional journalist
who had edited a CNT newspaper at home, and continued to
write fairly inane books in Spanish after the war, including a
disclaimer on why “we deserved to lose” — and “we” of course
were his first love, not his new. One of the counter-intelligence
agents, closely associated with Sonia Clements, was Porter
(formerly Polgare) whowas in fact a Central European by birth,
but always insisted he was Spanish (not that anyone cared
about origins in the Spanish movement). He was involved in
British Government propaganda and information on Spain.
Gomez, whom I met after the war, was highly suspicious of
him, though others were not. He apparently reverted after
the war and was in fact quite useful in uncovering the story
of how Premier Juan Negrin had stolen the entire gold of the
Republic and caused the loss of the war. It was revealed finally
years afterwards and exposed the role of the Socialist Party,
but had no effect, not even electorally.

“Gomez” was not the real name of my friend from Grays
Inn Road days. He earned a living working for a multi-national
concern. Though I have not heard from him for many years, if
still alive and in the country to which he emigrated with his
second wife, revelation of his name and past activity would
do him harm. I bestowed the name on him (a friend of mine, in
typically English fashion, called all Spaniards “Gomez”) when I
was giving him cover. His daughter had been shot by Franco’s
Falange more or less randomly when they entered Valencia,
his two sons had been killed in prison after the war ended, and
their mother died in the bombing of Madrid. He spent many
years working for revenge. I did not know his history until
Miguel Garcia came to London.Miguel recognised him immedi-
ately. Miguel spoke admiringly of his activity, and as he rarely
over-praised anyone I deemed it sensible not to ask questions
where the answers could be compromising. When I met Lau-
reano Cerrada in Paris, he laughed heartily when I referred to
“Gomez”, but recognised him instantly and remarked, “He’s the
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est in her as “one of these battering cases”. I assumed she was
being battered by her man. I associated Chris with Charlotte
Baggins, with whom he had lived for some years and had two
children. I guessed hemight have a closer interest in Fiona than
I knew, but had no idea he had parted from Charlotte and mar-
ried Fiona.

I said I was going away for a couple of weeks and let him
have the key. “Oh, I forgot to mention — there’s a little boy —
he’s the onewho’s being knocked about”, said Chris. I shrugged
my shoulders. Fiona came into the room and he said it was
fixed. She asked immediately, “Does he know about the boy?”
All I had been told about the boy was that he existed but it
didn’t cross my mind there was anything more to it. Over the
next months I forgot about it.

The next I knew was one morning in November I found a
bag of luggage with a note bearing the cryptic remark “Look
after my treasures” in the hallway. I had no idea from whom
they came and was trying to think who had the doorkey (sev-
eral did). About ten o’clock that night I returned home to find
Fiona and her boy encamped in my living room watching the
television and him crying excitedly, “That’s my dog”, which I
put down to imagination. I was none too pleased at their being
there, and in effect having taken over the sitting room, but it
was a torrential night and there was not much I could do. I still
had no idea of what I was letting myself in for and only discov-
ered what it was in the headlines of the papers next morning.

Fiona had two children, a boy and a girl, who had been
put in care following domestic problems with her common-law
husband. She had been visiting them both but had formed the
opinion her son was being ill-treated by his adoptive, formerly
foster, parents. I never met them but from speaking to the boy
they seemed a decent, caring couple who had let him meet his
natural mother on a regular basis. When she had taken him
to Chris, the free-and-easy atmosphere in which his two kids
were brought up contrasted with the well-disciplined way in
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which he lived at home, and divided his loyalties, but he main-
tained a diplomatic balance (which many adults would have
envied) between the home mum and the cowboy mum. I asked
him while Fiona was out if he would like to go back to his
mother. He first said, “She’s only gone to buy cigarettes”.When
I explained, “Your other mummy, I mean?” he said he wanted
to go back and see his dog and go to the cubs on Thursday
evening, but his other mumwould understand why he couldn’t
this week.

Fiona had kidnapped him from under the nose of his adop-
tive mother. It had been planned for some time (maybe two
years) and Chris had asked everyone he knew to harbour them,
and every single person had turned them down, which is why
Chris, rather than Fiona, deceived me. They thought the law
was, as it had been a few weeks before, that the natural parent
could not be convicted of kidnapping nor a husband accused
of conspiracy with his wife (which is why they formally mar-
ried). An accomplice or conspirator could get fifteen years or
so, but that would have been tough luck on me and a bagatelle
compared with the joyous temporary reunion of mother and
child.

What was I to do, given my background and convictions?
The alternatives were to turn them out into the rain quick, to
inform the police immediately, or to give them shelter and be-
come an accomplice. Fiona said it would not be for more than
a week. Chris was in prison for the week, in contempt of court
for not revealing the whereabouts of the boy and I did not men-
tion it to anyone because I did not want to involve anyone else.

The boy seemed happy enough, though I felt for the legal
parents. The woman had the child snatched from her as she
took him to school, and from the manner of the boy I knew
she must have been a good parent and would be hurt by the
allegations. But at least she knew with whom, if not where, he
was and the husband commented on TV that the boy was prob-
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as the Spanish were concerned, however few illusions they
had about the British Government (which some did have) they
were hardly in a position to express them. During the war most
of the males went into the British Army, where some were in
the foreign sections of the Pioneer Corps, many in commando
units in and beyond the front line.They did not have the chance
to form independent or illegal partisan units as in France. How-
ever, some were in more forward units, especially if they came
directly from the French Foreign Legion, some for instance in
Crete and Norway. In this case the War Office issued them
with false identity papers giving their birthplace as Gibraltar,
in case of capture by the Germans. One “Gibraltarian”, a good
friend now settled in England, was interned after these battles
in a German POW camp, and was able to pass over food and
cigarettes to Spanish deportees from what Prof Allison Peers
at the time described in “The Spanish Dilemma” as their ‘vol-
untary exile’. The dilemma was not the one the worthy prof
thought. In many cases this exile was terminated involuntarily
and they were sent back to Franco to be shot. Even those in
Britain had to watch their step in regard to choosing between
enlisting or deportation. In German-controlled territory, in the
absence of a direct request for repatriation, they were worked
to death in the camps or murdered for non-submission.

It was natural in these circumstances for the counter-
intelligence of the Spanish movement to work differently in
England. A small group of Spanish people, separate from those
in the armed forces or in industry, were working for the BBC
as translators and so on, and from there it was a short step for
those who had been caught up in the world of intelligence and
counter-intelligence to pass to the Ministry of Information, as
the propaganda arm of government called itself. Ultimately
those who may have started out as anti-fascists became
absorbed, as they would not have been in the French situation,
in officialdom.
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homes of wealthy sympathisers with the fascist cause. Grad-
ually, as the “moderates” — in then contemporary journalese,
the Communist Party — took over the Republic, their work was
realised as essential even by those prepared to collaborate for
the sake of unity. However, the divisions in the movement ex-
tended to counter-intelligence and Gomez broke away to form
a separate groupwhichworkedwith the Friends of Durruti and
other “irresponsibles”, which was the name then given to one
of the many groupings who actively resisted the destruction of
the collectivised industries and farms and all forms of revolu-
tionary conquest. (Later the name was mistakenly ascribed, by
a Trotskyist historian, Felix Morrow, to cover them all, perhaps
to diminish their number).

During the world war the counter-intelligence continued
to exist, sometimes giving information to the Allies. The anar-
chist Resistance fighter Poznan actually got decorated by the
British and French governments, for what it was worth. Like
all intelligence services this one brought in some dodgy char-
acters, which is the occupational disease of the job, and in Lon-
don particularly so.This was partly because of the disability un-
der which the CNT in exile worked in England. When the war
broke out the decision of what to do, certainly not the life, was
easier for them on the Continent. They carried on the struggle
and were in the front of the Resistance fighters in Spain, France
and Belgium. They were held in suspicion by the Allied com-
mand anyway, which was far from being anti-fascist so far as
Spain was concerned and dubious enough so far as the actual
enemy was concerned. There was no chance to compromise
even for those who had made compromises during the civil
war on Spain. Neither the Resistance nor the anarchist intelli-
gence got, nor expected, any thanks from the Allies for their
work of sabotage. All they expected was the chance to march
back into Spain but even in that they were to be disappointed.

So far as we were concerned here, what to do was far less
clear. It was a difficult decision for British Anarchists. So far
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ably stuffing himself with Mars bars while they were worrying
themselves sick (which was true).

I told Fiona she could stay but not to use the phone. She
used it when I was out all the same, to save going in the rain
to a callbox, but told me earnestly she had counted the calls
which were only short ones, thinking all I was worried about
was the tiny expense. It did not occur to her that phones could
be tapped. She even thought it would have been illegal for the
papers to print the boy’s photograph and wanted to “travel
North where the police could not find her”. She phoned Chris’s
address to find out how he was, the car hire company who
rented out the kidnap car to tell them where she had left it, and
a few other places besides. I am not sure if she did not phone
the legal mother to reassure her of the boy’s safety too.

Considering the case was splashed over every paper too,
the chances of the police not finding where she was were slim.
They waited until Friday night, perhaps to make a meal of it, as
the saying goes, and a minute after I came home and was tak-
ing my shoes off in the bedroom (having no sitting room avail-
able), the door burst open. Why they could not have knocked,
or come in when I did, is a question one should ask the CID but
it is a regular technique — probably the influence of too many
violent films.

I spent the weekend in Hertford police cells, feeling utterly
depressed. I had flu and thought of a meeting booked for next
day towhich I could not go, and an arrangement to go to Crewe
after the evening’s work. It seemed on Friday night I was aban-
doned by everyone, but of course none of my friends knew
what had happened. On Saturday when I did not turn up at the
meeting people thought there was something amiss, and Terry
Harrison, the first to realise something was wrong, began a se-
ries of phone calls. Later, on the radio, came the news I had
been arrested, but for some reason no station, even Hertford,
would admit to my being there. Terry rallied the troops around.
He got on to Gareth Peirce, a partner in Birnberg’s, who imme-
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diately took onmy case despite her enormous workload. I got a
mild complaint from the inspector in charge that she “bullied”
him on the phone. Terry also got the address of my doctor from
the local practitioner committee, and she also telephoned, of-
fering to come down to Hertford though all I was suffering
from was flu, which resulted in a minor nervous breakdown in
the cells.

All that night the Hertford police were taking calls, many
of them apparently from long-dead rebels like Joe Hill, Mike
Bakunin and even Emma Goldman who, apparently relenting
to me after forty years in the grave, phoned in to protest along
with more contemporary names. I don’t know if it helped but
it was encouraging to get the reports from my custodians.

During the weekend I was inside Stuart arranged for
Antony Beevor to stand bail. He was one of the few historians
of the Spanish Civil War who told it as it was. As a former
Major, author and house owner, he was acceptable to the
court, but when lower management at work heard about
the episode, and were wondering if at last they had me over
a barrel, any complaints were dropped hastily when they
heard of Tony Beevor being the bailee. Beevor was reputed
to be friendly with Max Hastings, the rising new editor, and
though this was based on their both being military historians,
the whole affair had been made respectable by this touch so
far as work status was concerned. Afterwards the crusading
barrister Helena Kennedy reproached Stuart for not asking her
to be bailee, but while I have great admiration for her work
in the dock on behalf of the victims of injustice I doubt if the
Telegraph management would have been equally appreciative.

It was great to know I had so many friends, and I was
touched to find that people at work, not appreciating what
bail implied, had decided to start a fund to cover the huge
amount involved.

When I went to Hertford court for the hearing I was in the
cells prior to the case being heard. Birnberg’s had sent down
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got fat and lazy (despite investigative journalist Gervase Webb
who thought I was a hunt saboteur, which would at least have
kept me fit) it was a lot less strenuous than boxing.

Wonderful Copenhagen

When I was in Copenhagen in the ‘70s, I had some un-
expected local publicity, both because the English printers
were news and on a different level so were anarchists. I
was invited to speak by the Danish Anarcho-Syndicalists,
who were well organised at that time, with an imposing
HQ and a bookshop, and the Anarchist Federation very
active. Nevertheless, inevitably most publicity went to the
squatters’ city in Christiania, a drop-outs’ utopia, founded by
a Calvinist clergyman. It purported to show the best features
of “anarchism” but struck me as a Statist alternative, more like
a ghetto (at least of the Tsarist type). In this little town the
police contained drug-takers (though still occasionally raided
them) in an otherwise worthless abandoned shipyard. I was
taken around like a tourist visiting an African camp. They
made and sold handicrafts, lived and worked communally and
so long as they stayed within bounds could smoke pot freely.
Big deal.

It was the old story of false currency driving out genuine.

Counter-Intelligence

Gomez, to whom I had given cover in my Grays Inn Road
days, was one of the last of the counter-intelligence service set
up by the Spanish movement first in an endeavour to penetrate
the various police agencies working against them both in the
Monarchy and the Republic, which developed into an anti-Axis
network during the Civil War. They uncovered many intrigues
against them and also military intelligence, some of it from the

469



ceptedmy argument and incorporated it in one of his last books
“Mankind in Amnesia”.

This argument was that the period described in the Bible as
the Exodus relates to a period of worldwide disaster due to cos-
mic collision. He also ascribed the beginning of anti-Semitism
to mistaken ancient chronology (echoed by Josephus) that the
Shepherd Kings (Hyksos) were the Israelites entering Egypt,
when in fact (he says) they were the Amalekites, hated by ev-
eryone as an enemy of mankind. He shows that the Israelites
encountered them when fleeing Egypt, fought and finally de-
feated them but the later confusion with them caused the hos-
tility of the nations towards the Hebrews. Surely, I asked, it
would be logical, if the nations of the world suffered a universal
calamity, and the Hebrews tried persistently to persuade them
to the belief it was divinely staged to help one small tribe es-
cape slavery, to cause universal antipathy to them. Velikovsky
amended his earlier statement to say there were two causes,
later fed by many others, and characteristically added that his
sources now revealed the Israelites too suffered crossing the
Red Sea.

He had a quick answer and a ready quotation for everything.
I found his books mentally the sort of exercise I had once got
physically from pugilism. When I questioned him in a lecture
I had, like everyone, to admit to myself that where he did not
win the argument on a knockout, he was way ahead on points.
The great thing was that after all, the decision did not matter so
far as I or the lay public generally were concerned. There was
precious little one could do about a return cosmic collision, let
alone one already suffered, even if he were right. One good
thing did come out of it. It got many thinking along lines of
preserving the Earth, whose ability to sustain life was finite,
and which could perish like other planets had done, though it
took me some years to realise that.

At the time I only thought it enjoyable to see his critics get-
ting floored and also to see him ducking and weaving. Having
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a well-known London barrister who came in to see me, just as
the police brought in an aggressive drunk still struggling with
three policemen.They had got him safely to another cell when
the sergeant — who recognised the civil rights lawyer from TV
— said, “Go easy with him, lads, he may damage himself in that
state and think afterwards we’ve been brutal”. I question how
many times they had heard that said when they were limping
from vicious kicks but I guess from the surprised and hurt looks
on their faces not very often.

The Hertford magistrates acquitted me at the first hearing
but sent Fiona for trial.There had been a bizarre, and totally un-
related, case a few weeks before Fiona’s kidnap, where a man
had gone with some thugs and seized his girl friend’s son to
extort money and, when she went to the police, claimed im-
munity because the lad was his son too. The judge had not ac-
cepted this and in convicting him of kidnapping his own natu-
ral son had set a legal precedent which could have gone ill for
Fiona. In her quite different case the jury were sympathetic,
notwithstanding the change in law, and asked if she should
be convicted if she thought she were preventing a crime even
though none had been contemplated. It ended with an acquit-
tal for her too, but I doubt if she was allowed contact with her
son again.

When Duncan Campbell wrote up the case in City Limits
he described me as a “gentle and generous soul who is one
of the leading figures in British anarchism”, which did abso-
lutely nothing for my street cred. It would have been ungen-
erous to have asked him whom I ever led, but had dear Lisa
Bryan still been alive she would certainly have claimed I had fi-
nally beaten her for the prize mug in the lame duck stakes. The
police seized my diaries and address books, and my handwrit-
ing never being copybook, there was a spin-off: an unwelcome
visit to a Harley Street specialist to whom my dentist had re-
ferred me for problems with my teeth. I hope being thought to
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specialise in guns rather than gums did not upset the worthy
professor’s chances of a knighthood.

I never got my notebooks and diaries back, which has
helped destroy my chronology of events in this account of my
life. Maybe they are still trying to make head and tail of my
handwriting.

Venice Observed

Just before Fiona’s trial, in September 1984, an international
anarchist gathering was to be held in Venice. I went with Stu-
art, Margaret of Black Flag, and another anarchist friend Rupal
by car. We had to go via Switzerland as Germany had refused
Stuart entry on a previous occasion, for a conviction by an il-
legal military tribunal which the new Spanish State no longer
recognised, but with the German State’s own record of illegal
prison sentences, who could wonder?

We got to Venice in good time after a swift journey, too
much so through the Swiss Alps, which Stuart seemed to enjoy
but kept the rest of us jumpy, and then had to drive three times
round the square over the bridge into Venice, looking for a way
into the city itself, having temporarily overlooked that it has
waterways instead of roads, gondolas instead cars, vaporettos
instead of of buses.

Over three thousand anarchists from all over the world had
entered the fascinating city for this unique occasion. The or-
ganisers, the Centro Studi Libertari G. Pinelli of Milan, had fifty
people of all nationalities working from 8 a.m. until 1 am the
next day at three separate locations — the Campo San Polo,
which housed the exhibitions, the Campo Santa Margharita,
a working-class area where the social events took place, in-
cluding the bookstall, kitchen, dining and entertainment mar-
quees, and the School of Architecture where there was a se-
ries of mostly boring (to me, at least) lectures chiefly by aca-
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believe, even perhaps to hope, he was right after all. The mes-
sage that we were all survivors of survivors of catastrophes
was dismal, but the criticisms of the scientific establishment
encouraging. It was odd that many scientists agreed with his
criticisms, but of somebody else’s discipline, and his firmest
supporters were civil engineers with some knowledge of what
he was talking about but no hostages to fortune in the way of
challenged scientific empires.

The pack against him in academic USA was led by the as-
tronomy and geology professors who had reached a tacit con-
cordat with the religious fundamentalists who controlled their
foundations, and felt threatened if schools and colleges could
no longer teach one absolute truth in one lesson and quite a
contrary absolute truth in another. The attack that was made
for the benefit of the lay public was led by Isaac Asimov, a
leading science fiction writer who kowtowed to the scientific
establishment. But his dilemma was that either Velikovsky’s
theorieswere phoney inwhich case hewas the best sci-fiwriter
of all, or they were right and Asimov was an ass. He could not
have it both ways. In the curious battle royal American scien-
tists waged against Dr Velikovsky, one noted exception was
Velikovsky’s friend Albert Einstein who had been accepted by
the scientific establishment from the first, however incompre-
hensible his work, and despite his being a humble patents clerk
at the time. In later years Stephen Hawking’s way-out theories
have become best-sellers (he successfully appeals to the pub-
lic, for which Velikovsky was denounced as a charlatan) but
while many of Velikovsky’s theories and predictions have been
proved right, he offended too many vested interests for it to be
admitted.

I cannot pretend to have the knowledge to pass judgment
but I cavilled at a remark in one of his books, writing via an
associate of his, Dr Ralph Amelan. I put it into a review of the
book in the Cienfuegos Press Anarchist Review, small enough
in influence, particularly scientific. Velikovsky more or less ac-
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and what they thought they achieved didn’t seem much of an
improvement. A fewmonths later, their capitalist economy col-
lapsed in the West too, and there was no lack of pundits to
explain that this was a worldwide phenomenon.

As there has never been a shortage of materials nor labour
nor willpower, nor the desire of working people to build their
own lives securely with decent housing and education and
health care, only economists could explain why they are un-
able to do so because of lack of banknotes which the printers
could easily provide. The idea that war (which necessarily
implies destruction of people, construction and materials, and
disrupts where it does not end lives and education) brings
prosperity, whereas ‘peace begets poverty’, is to me, as it was
to radicals of a former era, the economics of the madhouse.
The sciences of politics and economics, a soft option duo
which has replaced theology as the queen of the sciences in
the universities, are based on equally bizarre premises as it
was.

Velikovsky

While being healthily sceptical of experts, realising how
easy it is for savants in different disciplines to create their own
fiefdoms, I have been more flexible, though more passive, in
my attitudes. When in the Fifties I discovered Immanuel Ve-
likovsky’s theories of past inter-planetary collisions and how
they were recorded by worldwide ancient mythology, includ-
ing the Old Testament, I bought his books immediately. I was
enthralled how he put the self-important scientific Mafia to
rout. He might have been as wrong as they said he was, but
as they fell over themselves with misrepresentation of what he
said, abuse, academic cat-calling (‘cosmic collisions, he means
comic collisions’), censorship and downright blackmail to sup-
press his theories, they gave lay people like me some reason to
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demics without much relevance to anarchism or indeed any-
thing much beyond thesis writing. Fortunately, as is my experi-
ence with conferences, what really mattered were the contacts
outside.

I felt privileged to sit down at dinner in a restaurant with
international anarchist activists who had given so much to our
common cause. It so happened that, as we naturally tended
to group together old friends and acquaintances and above all,
those with languages in common, at one dinner we found that
everyone around, French, British, Italian and Spanish, had been
involved in the International Revolutionary Solidarity Move-
ment. I took a photo of this unique gathering (but fortunately,
perhaps for security if not for history) it never came out, as
usual with my camera work.

One evening Iwas introduced to ClaraThalmann— she died
only a few months afterwards — who had been a formidable
figure in the 1918 council communist revolt in Germany. She
moved from Marxism to Anarchism in the course of participa-
tion of the war in Spain. I had heard of her when Miguel and
I had spoken at a meeting in East Berlin and met old German
anarchists who had fought alongside the Thalmanns. The East
Berliners had survived WWII but afterwards they were in the
Eastern Zone and she was in France. It was great for me to
exchange memories of Germany and Spain with those of war-
time England.These occasionsmake one realise how historians
pick up false contemporary reports and pass them on with em-
bellishments.

From Clara I learned ‘la inglesa’ had died a couple of years
before in Barcelona but sadly I had no further details.There was
news of many old friends from all around the world. I tried to
learnmore of friends of past dayswhowere in China and Korea
from an old Korean anarchist, but unfortunately his languages
were Chinese, Korean and Japanese and so he confined him-
self mostly to shaking hands with everyone, being able only
to speak to the young people from Hong Kong. It was sad to
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learn of many who had died in the past years, especially in
South America where the younger generation had faced State
terrorism and the older generation died brokenhearted.

But I was inspired to meet and talk with many young peo-
ple, especially fromGermany and Switzerland, whowere eager
to talk about past and present workers’ struggles.There was a
certain German punk element which was a bit wild and woolly,
and who were more in the tradition of Woodstock than in that
ofWilhelmshaven, and the organisers’ choice of speakers were
more in the tradition of Walden or even Westminster. There
was a clear division due to a failure not just to define the goal-
posts or to clearly mark the boundaries, but to indicate which
game was being played.

In a discussion sitting around the square, some young
German-speakers complained of the inadequacy of the En-
glish or even the German translations of some of the American
speakers. It almost sounded as if they were talking of a political
party to fight elections on a “green” basis. I had to tell them
their understanding and the translations were perfect and
what was inadequate was the discrimination of the organisers.

While the exhibitions of the history and geography of an-
archism were of the revolutionary libertarian movement, one
could hardly say the same of most of the speakers. Some of the
participants would have been more at home in a rock concert,
but this did not detract from the overall impression of wonder-
ful nights with a new generation from around the world, and
also reunions, in one case after over forty years, with people
who had been fighting and struggling since I met them in their
youth and remained as fresh in spirit as ever.
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26 Higher Intelligence;
Velikovsky; Wonderful
Copenhagen; Jim Abra;
Counter intelligence; The
Informer Who Changed
History

Higher Intelligence

I have never been impressed with the contributions of
learned writers, professors and academics to political or
economic theory. Perhaps that is why I have persisted so long
in the same political and economic opinions. I have seen every
one of them altering their views, squirming when reality
proved them wrong and inventing learned apologies insisting
they were right all the time nevertheless, but what happened in
reality was foreseeable. Anyone who experienced the impact
upon the working class movement by the professors’ theories
in the Thirties, and lived to see the collapse of Marxism, has
the right not to take them seriously.

I am pleased to have seen communism collapse in my life-
time. Leah rejoiced in her last days to have lived long enough
to see Leninism overthrown as well as Tsarism. My pleasure
was not mitigated by the fact that Mrs Thatcher and President
George Bush thought they were responsible for the collapse
(though Interpol had propped the Soviet regime up for years),
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dressed and red-eyed, who that very day, (the morning after
the Trafalgar Square riot against the poll tax) were being
reviled in the national press as hooligan street fighters, but
despite my sorrow I felt engulfed in a tide of affection. The
thought that a gathering like this of good friends could have
been in a dozen or more cities all over the world made up for
years of frustration, difficulty and disappointment, but not for
the loss.
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25 Lucky Strike; Direct
Action Years; Poll Tax; The
Battle of Trafalgar Square;
Class War; Leo

Lucky Strike

After I returned fromVenice, I realised I wanted tomove out
of my Greenwich council flat, which felt desecrated by the po-
lice raid on it. Those who have experienced burglaries feel the
same way. I also realised that the way Fleet Street was going,
I should soon be out on my ear. I was approaching retirement
age, and had nothing whatever to show for my years of work.
Had the kidnapping trial been for months rather than days, I
would have been homeless, though acquitted.

I looked around to buy a home, realising wryly that had I
been prudent I would now be thinking of the last payments
of a mortgage rather than starting from scratch. I had never
had the spare cash for a deposit and the times always seemed
to be against me. Coming across an advertised new local de-
velopment, in which the builders were offering a deposit well
within my means, I decided the best thing to do was deduct fif-
teen years from my age, adjusting arithmetic to the way I felt,
and apply for a mortgage.

Somebody up there seemed to be taking pity on me at last.
No sooner had I paid the deposit and arranged to call on the
mortgage company, when I had a running stroke of good luck.
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I had some old first editions with tea-stained covers which I
thought were pretty valueless if interesting. I put them up for
auction at someone’s suggestion and they brought a couple
of thousand pounds. An old friend who had years before bor-
rowed several hundred pounds, which I had long since forgot-
ten, had a lucky evening at the dogs and repaid it out of the
blue just when I had totally lost contact with him, among oth-
ers, owing to the theft of my address book and diaries during
the raid.

Then the management called in experts to solve their finan-
cial problems and they decided their “losses” were all due to
the workers getting too much, especially by way of overtime.
They asked all departments to “sell their overtime”, previously
guaranteed, offering to pay them the equivalent of three years
average overtime in return. All departments bar ours rejected
this. I pointed out to my colleagues that the erratic input of
news and the behaviour of journalists being what it was, they
would still want us to work the same amount of overtime any-
way, and so we accepted.

The management was overjoyed to find a usually in-
tractable department agreeing to their experts’ suggestion,
and the result is we got a huge extra payment in return for
absolutely nothing. It took the management only a few weeks
to find the experts as usual did not know what they were
talking about, and they could not even blame it on to our
taking advantage of the liquid lunches on the other side of the
table.

What with one thing and another, within a week or so of
committing myself to purchasing a new flat for £43,000 when
all I had in the world was £250, I found myself with four thou-
sand pounds in the bank. Then I got a call to say I had won a
football pool. I snarled at being awakened in the morning to be
told I had won £63,000, as I was convinced I had never invested
in one in my life. I told a constant hoaxer at work I would do
for him if he ever did that again, to his hurt surprise as this
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the identities of Randle and Pottle in the Blake escape at
dinner — “it was at tea”.

Soon after that Leo Rosser joined our editorial team. Hewas
a bright hope for the future. I liked him immensely, as did ev-
eryone who worked with him. He learned Spanish (some of
our friends in Barcelona assumed he was Catalan but he was
of Welsh origin — the name Rosser fits into several languages)
to be in regular contact with Spanish and Latin American pris-
oners, wrote scathing articles for us, and helped with all the
‘donkeywork’ that goes with any organisation. We shared a lot
in common, naturally except music.

At the time of the Jones affair, Leo was living with his par-
ents but he latermoved inwith his girl friend and seemed full of
boundless energy, enthusiasm, commitment and laughs during
those short years he was around. One day we were discussing
euthanasia, aboutwhichmany had reservations. (Can you trust
all doctors and, where there’s money, some relatives?) He said
reasonably that, while he could not understand healthy peo-
ple committing suicide, when someone reached a certain state
of deterioration they should be able to die as they wished. I
recall we talked about an event that was coming up in Spain
the following year which we both wanted to attend. He also
mentioned investigating some stories abut drug dealers and
the Spanish police in the next few weeks. But within a week
of the conversation he was dead.

The evidence, that he had been depressive for some weeks
but concealed it from people, that his relatives and girl friend
had finally decided to take him to the hospital for observa-
tion for suicidal tendencies, that he had left the hospital, being
left unsupervised, and jumped from the nearest high building,
seems undeniable. My suspicions as to what really happened
are different but unprovable. I am not to be convinced other-
wise.

I tried to speak at his funeral, but I failed and broke down.
I scarcely recognised some of the anarchists there, smartly
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The journos, however, though they get younger, remain as
venal as ever. Only a few short years after the Trafalgar Square
riot, there was one against the Criminal Justice Bill. Gervase
Webb, in the “Evening Standard”, attributing it to “Class War”
taking over from “Black Flag” as the villain of the piece when-
ever the police ran amok, puts the two together as allies, both
being infiltrated by fascists. For good luck he makes the DAM a
breakaway from Class War. Black Flag a “Brixton based group
of anarchists and hunt sabs”. It was based in Brixton ten years
before, but, while I couldn’t speak for others, I personally was
not up to being a hunt saboteur in balaclava and bovver boots,
jumping after the hounds. Perhaps Gervase supposed I had
lurched to the right and was one of the fascist infiltrators. Dear
man, I hope he bruises easily.

Leo

A number of campaigns were run from 121 Bookshop.
Leo Rosser was the first to became suspicious of a barrister,
Tony Jones, with an upper-class manner who was forever
photographing contacts he made by attending such meetings.
It seemed he was also associated with the Haldane Society of
Socialist Lawyers and many libertarian, militant liberal and
socialist campaigns, some of which were inconsistent. Leo
persuaded us to follow up the story for Black Flag though City
Limits beat us to the punch, and Duncan Campbell exposed
Jones as an informer for MI5, working as an agent for security
chief Tony Crassweller. He had been associated with Freedom
Press, and Philip Sansom and Nicolas Walter rushed to defend
him from the accusation. When Jones himself admitted rue-
fully “he had to live with it”, they did not retract, but Nicolas
Walter then stated Jones had not spied upon Freedom Press —
he would have found little to spy on — but on 121 Bookshop.
It was rather like his riposte to the allegation that he revealed
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time it was none of his doing and wasn’t a hoax. When I re-
turned home I found nine excited people on my doorstep. It
had slipped my mind I had entered a syndicate of ten, paying
threemonths in advance, about five shillings in all (being asked
to replace one who died) and the first week they had given my
name and address we won. The upshot was next day, when
the cheque came, we all had £7,000 odd apiece. One punter
had dropped out the week before complaining of the waste of
money. I felt they should either include him in the share or at
least not tell him. Everyone insisted he had to be taught a les-
son and be told what he had missed. What the lesson was, or
what benefit it gave him, I never learned because I never knew
him.

By this time I had enough to decide not to go ahead with
the mortgage but to manage with a two-year loan instead. I
had enough in the bank to see me through a couple of years
and help some good friends besides. My last two years salary
went entirely on repaying the loan to buying the flat, the first
home literally my own that I had. From a financial point of
view, it doubled in value in two years. I thus retired two years
after retiring age with no mortgage to pay, thus proving all one
needs in this day and age to get adequate housing and a reward
from one’s labours is hard work, careful saving and winning a
football pool. Come to think of it, if the latter is big enough, the
first two don’t really matter.

Direct Action Years

When the Direct Action Movement was first formed, it
combined the former Syndicalist Workers Federation, begun
by Tom Brown and still active around various cities in the
North-East, with the anarcho-syndicalist groups around Black
Flag and others which resulted from the tours we ran on
behalf of the Spanish Resistance.

451



Tom Brown, when approaching retirement, had been active
on behalf of local residents in Paddington. They formed an ac-
tion group to protest against the opening up of a Mafia-type
brothel and a porn club. As a fluent speaker, who had been
an engineering shop steward, he was much in demand. Going
home from the night shift one early morning, he was attacked
by mobsters and beaten up with iron bars so severely he re-
tired to Newcastle and for the last few years of his life was an
invalid.

He and Mark Hendy had kept the SWF alive for years. At
one time it had a fair number of adherents, and participated in
many struggles particularly those of the dockers. I remained
apart from the London SWF, which I realised afterwards was
a mistake. My attitude was partly because of the way Ken
Hawkes, its long-term and seemingly perpetual secretary,
played on an association with the exiled Spanish leadership,
with which the Resistance was at odds. It also admitted too
many quietists and pacifists for my liking, ever the sectarian.

It was a mistake on my part not to have gone in the SWF
and teamed up with Mark and others of his like, rather than
being aloof. I was restrained from doing so by my friendship
with Spanish activists who disliked the SWF’s associations
with those who had collaborated with the Republican Govern-
ment in the Civil War and were distrusted by the resistance for
that and other reasons afterwards. It really did not affect the
SWF (not to be confused with the utterly different SWP). What
I did not realise, until Stuart came out of prison and I knew
his background in the SWF, was that some of its members
(English and Spanish) took an attitude identical to my own.

I was never close to any of the quasi-anarchist groups that
were springing up in the wake of the peace and new left move-
ments, let alone the old ones.The international anarchist move-
ment with which I was always intimate and which seemed
to have pervaded my life had nothing to do with the quasi-
anarchism of the New Left, or that defined by the campus or
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readily claimed they caused the riot and appeared on TV and
expressed delight at the damage caused, especially to The Bill.
As a result they got about ten million pounds of free publicity
and quickly became the most popular anti-Establishment
youth grouping for years, with a fixation on death’s heads,
killing and graveyards though not one of them ever handled
a plastique in anger. Their paper sold like billy-ho, they
began marketing tee shirts and other ephemera like a cottage
industry, publishers clammered for their reproductions. They,
though later more reservedly, took credit gladly given them
by the police unable to track down a social relationship for
any and every riot and disturbance among the young white
unemployed, and were the subject of innumerable articles
and solemn academic treatises. The dailies quoted their every
utterance as important, knowing their comments would be
pithy. The profs solemnly declared their researches showed
similarities between the language used by Class War and by
the tabloids that denounced them.

But at least when the original leadership altered, the new
wave of youth they attracted had more positive ideas. It was
more than one could say of the neo-situationists (the third
wave of such) obsessed with the “Bonnot Gang” — the first
motorised bandits, and class struggle individualist anarchists
of the early part of the century. Richard Parry, who supposed
I was “imprisoned by the past ” and enamoured of pre-WWII
days, went on to write a book on the “bandits tragiques” of
pre-WWI days, who would have regarded him as I did, part
of the enemy. One of the bunch named J.P. Schweitzer (also
hostile to any support for Spanish Resistance as “harping
on the past” ) formed a “Friends of Bonnot” grouping and,
warned by a wagster one April 1st that Special Branch were
asking about him, went along to Scotland Yard to explain to a
bewildered detective sergeant that it was all harmless, which
indeed it was.
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originally attracted the drop-outs from the hippy and animal
rights cultures, rather than from anarchism. They thus became
violent-obsessive but not so much as to be called terrorist,
and they merrily fooled one or two pompous papers into
thinking they were either a sort of bodyguard for the real
anarchists or a newer, more dangerous breed. The tabloids
seized on personalities and denounced Ian Bone for “looking
like Himmler”. I don’t know what bright spark thought this
up. He didn’t and it was hardly an offence, even to good
taste, if he did but I think it was the rimmed spectacles that
did it. It showed the depths to which British journalism had
descended. With all the flak Chaplin took in the McCarthy era,
even the worst American papers never harped on his alleged
resemblance to Hitler.

Some of the early elements in Class War tarred anarchists
with the Freedom Press brush assuming they were the same.
One groupmade a song about me “Hello Albert” — denouncing
my “obsession with the past and the Spanish war which was
long since over”, not realising or perhaps caring that my obses-
sion (if it was that) was with the Resistance, then for the first
time extending through Europe, of which they were quite un-
aware. This was picked up from pseudo-situationists, who ran
special one-off papers to denounce any and every resistance,
one of which, Logo, edited by a Richard Parry and Mark Page,
managed to disgust the Anarchy group when with others they
were nearly fooled into a collective handling of an issue finger-
ing people whom Parry & Co considered activists and there-
fore named “jokingly”, or hopefully, as prison fodder. Phil Ruff
dumped the entire issue in a handy trash bin, somewhat to the
dismay of those who felt he was failing to observe a proper ado-
ration of the plaster saint Freedom of Speech whose cult lay an
obligation on us to distribute for free a hostile paper.

As Class War was prepared to say the things the media
would have invented (Kill the pigs, eat the rich), it became
the answer to a maiden’s prayer. Class War editors quite

460

the press, which at first disowned being anarchist unless qual-
ifying it with a negative (such as philosophical or non-violent)
or an opposite (such as Marxist or capitalist).

The SWF, anarcho-syndicalist but choked by weeds of the
neo-leftism surrounding it, disappeared as an organised body
soon after Tom Brown’s death, apart from the Manchester stal-
warts. After Black Flag had been going some ten years many
proposed that we form an International of our own. We could
numerically not have sustained a national organisation, but we
always felt there was no need to confine ourselves to national
boundaries imposed by the State and re-created them in our im-
age. Way back at the Carrara Conference, we had proclaimed
this principle when our grouping had for once been able to
speak for an anarchist movement unified, if as it turned out
temporarily so. However, this was never put to the test, since
theManchester SWF decided to re-launch the organisation and
there was a natural union between them and those who had
been working with us for the Spanish Resistance. It was de-
cided to re-name the new organisation after the paper Direct
Action.

It may be that the years of building up the Direct Action
Movement will not be otherwise recorded but its enemies on
the red-snooping scene were not wrong to suspect its potential,
though it changed its name to the Solidarity Federation after fif-
teen years of making the old one known. It is worth recording
some of its achievements, especially in proportion to its num-
bers. It brought local and international support into the miners
strike, and in the case of one particular strike at Laura Ashley,
the garment manufacturers, such pressure was particularly ef-
fective. Black Flag had been viewed somewhat suspiciously by
the quietist element in the old Syndicalist Workers Federation,
particularly the London section influenced by a few Spanish ex-
iles affected by the years of compromise, who tended to look
in vain for international government, rather than direct action,
to crush fascism. The First of May Group actions embarrassed
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them and the involvement of Black Flag scared off the British
quietists. But after the tours Miguel and I held in regard to the
Spanish Resistance, the quietists tended to forsake the organi-
sation. We then saw that between the Black Flag line and other
anarcho-syndicalists there might be a few differences, but not
enough to make it worth pursuing different paths.

At first I tried organising a Fleet Street branch. Most of the
Black Flag collectivewere in the Brixton branch.When Imoved
to South London I joined the Deptford branch, for the first time
in my life in a grouping which had some impact on local events
and I found them fine activists like many in the DAM.

The non-industrial event which called upon all our re-
sources and those of many others too, and which had an
unprecedented response, was the imposition of the ill-fated
Thatcher poll tax. This grossly unfair and unworkable tax
stirred many from far beyond our ranks into active protest,
even in places which had been dormant since Peasants’ Revolt.
Naturally the Militant Tendency and the Socialist Workers
Party saw an opportunity to sell their papers and protest their
leadership of “the masses”. But they played very little part,
despite contemporary reporting, in the actual struggle. All
they did was to use their slick professionalism to seize control
of the Anti-Poll Tax Unions, except in London where the DAM
blocked them.

In parenthesis, this was a constant occurrence in the New
Left. Organisations spring up over particular issues, to be fol-
lowed by the Trots moving in surreptitiously and taking the
positions of power, so creating a ready-made “mass movement”
to serve the “vanguard” Party, whereupon everyone else leaves
and it collapses. That is why I named the “Millies” the Tape-
worm Tendency. The old CP did that sort of thing but knew
how to manipulate fellow-travellers and kept them in the dark
for years, not just while they were at university undergoing
academic brainwashing.
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In the event all that Fleet Street (if one can still call it that
when the geographical location has dispersed) was after were
a few names on which to pin their inventions and then pursue
the people they named as “legitimate news targets” from pil-
lar to post. This had increased so much since the printers had
lost whatever control they had to the new press barons and
their lackeys that almost nobody by this time was prepared to
speak to them. They might have had to fall back on the plain-
tive attempt by reporters Maurice Weaver and Martyn Harris
a few years since of speaking to a few woollies they found at
the Freedom Press offices, presenting them as the centrepiece
of anarchism and even of a vast mass movement of the Young
anti-Establishment. As whoever they found there might possi-
bly have welcomed the poll tax and certainly opposed violence,
it wouldn’t have made much of a story.

Fortunately for the journalists there was a new group
which seemed to welcome their attention with open arms. A
few years before, Ian Bone had started a paper Class War, from
which he later bowed out. It came as a cultural shock in its
early stages to many older revolutionaries, at first divided in
opinion as to whether it was a one-off parody of anarchists like
some efforts produced by situationist-type hippy circles, or
whether it was a modern version of the caricature-sheet, like
those produced by Bonar Thompson in his latter disillusioned
days. In fact, it wasn’t either. It was a clever use of the sort
of language used by the tabloids, using their own style to
express the disillusion felt by young long-term unemployed,
on the principle of begrudging the Devil all the discords.
They even used their own press agent, equally capable as the
professionals at hype.

Class War was at first dismissive of anarchists, confusing
them with the non-violent liberal cult, and inclined to a pedan-
tic version of council-communism as interpreted by Professor
Pannekoek, the Dutch poet-astronomer, as neo-situationists
usually were, without quite knowing what either meant. It
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rades” of the time having suggested he had gone mad as the
result of prison torture and that was the reason he refused to
accept Lenin’s leadership. Perhaps it was too much looking at
large size boots that drove him mad and made him reject dicta-
torship.

Were the anarchists responsible for the trouble, as the me-
dia said? It needs a large over-estimation of their numbers and
powers if so. Prior to the demonstration, which had not been
organised by them, dozens of us known to the press (even those
living miles from London) were being phoned by reporters ask-
ing eagerly what “we proposed” to do having got these unsus-
pecting people in the square. The cameras were focussed on
the red-and-black and black flags when the march streamed
into the square, and some PC Plod apologist commented on
TV that these were the “signal” for “criminal acts and organised
looting” (as if people intent on theft advertised their presence).

Class War

We had learned a lesson from the famous anti-Vietnam-
War demonstration, when press and police complementing
each other had run a long campaign saying how the anarchists
planned to turn a West End march into a revolution (if it’s so
easy one wonders it has never been tried). Then, many of us
had spoken to journalists. Their credulity seemed a good joke
at the time and when questioned by newshounds we upped
it to the smuggling in of tanks, guns, molotovs, you name
it we had it, adding for good measure trained elephants and
poisonous snakes. Protesting innocence and denying all like
the left seemed wimpish, but we had no idea that what we
said would be even faintly believed. It was never an obligation
for a Fleet Street journalist to be a moron but for those who
weren’t, there was always sports reporting.
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The SWPkept up a chorus of “MaggieOut”whichwas taken
up by the left, even the Labour Party and, to their dismay, ulti-
mately by some astute Tories putting the blame on Ma’am.The
Heseltine faction had Mrs Thatcher ditched, and so earned the
party another term of office, as if she had been running a Gov-
ernment single-handed against their wishes. Yet socialists who
connived at this shifting of responsibility on one person, how-
ever dictatorial she might be, had for years been sniffily criticis-
ing individual anarchist actions against tyranny, explaining in
superior fashion that if you get rid of an individual dictator by
violence, a successor takes power, as if anyone aiming individ-
ually against Hitler, Franco, Lenin or Mussolini did not know
that and had taken the risk without weighing up the factors.
Apparently, though, the superior intellects had not worked out
what would happen if you got rid of an individual dictator by
non-violent and constitutional means.

Even after the election of 1992 the SWP and Millies were
boasting “they” got rid of the poll tax and got “Maggie Out”,
but it is nearer the truth to say they got a majority for Major.

The Battle of Trafalgar Square

The Poll Tax in Scotland been imposed a year earlier than
upon the English or Welsh, it was had presumed because the
Scots were largely anti-Tory anyway and therefore to be writ-
ten off electorally. The Poll Tax was clearly never thought of as
a general benefit, though a few did benefit financially (myself
included, as it happened — I was always conscious of the irony)
otherwise why was turbulent Northern Ireland excluded? No-
body dreamed that it could provoke turbulence on the main-
land.

In Scotland its unfairness, and the way it was introduced
provoked a feeling of national oppression that was possibly
unintended, caused mass non-payment and resistance to sher-
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iffs, the equivalent of bailiffs.This unworthy profession had got
away with its dirty work for two centuries. Now its members
began squealing about interference and intimidation when it
set about putting people’s furniture on the streets and selling
them up, as if it were an integral right of a civilised society.
In turn when some anarchists in South London broke into a
bailif’s office and piled the office furniture on the streets even
without selling it, one would have thought by the comments it
ranked with an bomb explosion.

Many Scots thought once there were protests in England,
and Whitehall in particular, the Government would relent, as
indeed it did insofar as it changed the name of the tax and the
Prime Minister, a shrewd piece of duplicity. This was the line
pushed by the Scots Nats and the Millies, with other Trot va-
rieties, using their slick (paid) professionalism to organise a
march upon London.Theywere thinking on the lines of the Jar-
row marchers of the 30s and of CND of the 60s, both of which
seemed to cynics like myself to be based on the assumption
that Cabinet hearts were susceptible to marchers’ blisters.

The Londoners could in their turn hardly blame the Scots,
nor even the usual whipping boys, the immigrants, for the Poll
Tax, and “Whitehall” was asmany light years away fromTrafal-
gar Square as from Sauchiehall Street. They did not knowwhat
to do about changing the Poll Tax except to refuse to pay if they
were brave enough, any more than the thousands milling into
the capital did, but theywere not in amood to welcome anyone
stopping them trying to abolish it either, even if it were only
a case of voting by sore feet. When the police, following some
high decision strategy, did just that, they took the brunt of the
resentment upon themselves.

In sixty years of watching London demos, without undue
expectancy of result on my part, I have never seen the like. I
teased my Spanish friends, “We’ve changed places — London’s
burning and Barcelona’s preparing for the Olympics — now
you get ready to defend our political prisoners!” Sure enough,
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though, in the coming year there were more political prison-
ers in British jails than Spanish, not even counting Northern
Ireland.

There may have been one or two minor scuffles that occa-
sioned the foray, or it may have been planned in advance by the
police, but at a certain moment, just as I happened to be slowly
walking across the square chatting, the police gave a warning
for it to be cleared in seconds “or people would be hurt”.Within
seconds police horses and cars were charging across the pedes-
trian precinct putting lives in danger. With the vertigo I then
had, I could only wobble out of the way but I was guided by a
young woman comrade to the safe haven of St Martin’s-in-the-
Fields, from whose pillars I had a secure vantage point. Hun-
dreds of young anarchists fought back with whatever was ly-
ing around, as the crowd was seething with rage at the attack
upon the demo and they helped those who were resisting or
surrounded them as the police came forward to snatch them.
Only the stewards who had controlled the march to use it as a
fishing expedition to catch members, the “militant” leaders of
the Vanguard Parties, co-operated with the police, crying “We
never wanted this to happen”.

Afterwards a militantly tendentious leader, blaming the an-
archists rather than the police or the outraged citizens for the
fighting, promised to “name names” of those he felt responsi-
ble, in the best traditions of the KGB. At a later conference in
Manchester one Glaswegian Trot leader, desperately warding
off the accusations of being a grass, suggested that the people
who fought back against the police, to their obvious surprise,
were actually policemen in disguise. He quoted the late John
MacLean’s advice to look at their boots. I do not know what
senior officer was believed by him to have given orders for his
own men to get a bashing by others, or why he did so, or for
that matter why the Trots in that case chose to co-operate with
them. But John MacLean was an unfortunate name to cite con-
sidering the sly Bolshevik treatment of him, his Marxist “com-
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for anti-fascism, being a member of three rival fascist organi-
sations. There were several others of whom I know, one or two
still living and whose cover I will not blow, who supply tid-
bits to different news and investigative agencies. I doubt if the
motive is ideological in these cases.

Some of the professional anti-fash, mind you, stink almost
as much as the fascists. One such approached me to find out
what dirt I had on an actor, who for at least sixteen years had
been a firm supporter of anti-fascist causes. He was not partic-
ularly well known (except as a TV soap character) but, accord-
ing to this “anti-fascist” investigator, had once been in a fas-
cist youth group. The sleuth was determined to “expose” the
infamy. Even if it had been true, which I could not possibly
know, I reckon the actor must have been all of fourteen years
old at the time. I need not repeat my remarks but they were in
a similar vein to those of Black Flag to the National Front.

Anti-fascist Fascism

The politicos who controlled the ANL like nothing better
than having their followers chanting at Fascists and in individ-
ual confrontations being beaten up by fascist gangs, in mass
ones by the police. It proves what they say about Tory govern-
ments. They themselves write letters to the Press signed by the
hopefully famous, appealing for a legal ban on whatever fascist
party is going. Having seen the same show for the first two or
three performances, I never troubled much about the last to
date.

Anti-Fascist Action is somewhat different. In the latest man-
ifestation to the date of writing, it has countered fascist-style
terror applied by gangs against isolated individuals, on the clas-
sic 20s Germanmodel, with positive action against fascists ven-
turing out in mass under police protection. Thus it has pre-
vented repetition of the 30s in the East End, when mass fascist
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demonstrations, surrounded by a serried police guard, made
the fash fashionable. The same, multiplied, goes for the Conti-
nent. It is not the violence of theNazi parties that constitutes an
ultimate political danger, whatever individual damage it does,
but the apathy and submission to them of everyone else. Break
that pattern and they splinter.

Few nowadays remember, as I learned from contempo-
raries, how puerile and ridiculous the German Nazis seemed in
the years before they were handed power. and how powerful
the organised Social Democratic workers and the Communist
Red Front were. Unfortunately, with the first whiff of illegality,
the leaders vanished. One day they were parading through the
streets as if they were about to take power, the next day they
were skulking in cellars, corralled in warehouses converted
into concentration camps. The military leaders, trained in
Russia in the Red Army, went into exile and in Spain sneered
at the Anarchist workers who fought without any knowledge
of the correct Marxist discipline required to do so.

My experience is that passive non-resistance is the other
side of the coin to tyranny. Pacifism can be positive when
governments are perpetuating conscription and war. But
when there is no war the judiciary that condemns pacifism
in wartime looks much more adversely on ‘violent’ action in
defence of a class or a scapegoated minority.

Premature conception of a fascist menace can prevent a rev-
olutionary movement making its own agenda. As that is the
primary object of fascism, the ruling class does not need to go
to the inconvenience of financing a fascist movement, as the
British and American Establishment did in Germany and Italy
the 20s and 30s.
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The Irascibles

It should never be forgotten that the Nazis were a conscious
creation of American big business and the US government, that
Italian fascism was encouraged to grow by British interests.
Both turned against them and they had to expend their blood
and their own treasure to defeat it. Only the most extreme
Marxists deny this. I heard an Oehlerite during the War saying
it was a phoney struggle, to disguise the fact that the capitalist
powers wanted to destroy the Soviet Union. But it didn’t stop
him decamping to an air aid shelter twenty minutes later.

I remember how in the period of the ColdWar theAmerican
Government, terrified lest Irish Republicans (then under Stal-
inist control) penetrate the dockyards, set out to destroy the
Official IRA. They created the Provisionals, originally backed
by the Republic, and originallywith an emphasis onNationalist
tradition rather than Nationalist revolution. When the new set
of Troubles began twenty years ago, the Provisionals pushed
the Officials out of existence and took over. It ignored its spon-
sors in the same way as Lenin spurned his German Imperial
sponsors who paved the way for the Bolshevik takeover.

A few years later I pointed this out in our journal, and re-
ceived some feedback and hate mail. An article in Red Action,
one of the other participants in AFA, but neo-Trotskyist, ig-
noring the visit by Gerry Adams to the President of the United
States for help in the anti-imperialist struggle, scornfully repu-
diated the fact that the imperialist powers could have set up
the Provisional IRA when they could clearly be seen fighting
against it. They took the view that the Northern Republicans
were fighting fascism, and the Loyalists were fascist, as ‘proved’
by the attitude of British fascists to the struggle, though almost
every other fascist party in Europe supported the PIRA. The
Provos took advantage of their faith by asking them to put their
money where their mouth was, and two English members of
Red Action were charged with the Harrods bombing and went
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to prison for 20 years, still confident of IRA military victory.
As, typical of Trots, they had taken the key posts in AFA, its
records and addresses fell into the hands of the police.

The End of Fleet Street

What was known as “Fleet Street” vanished not with a bang
but a whimper. A history that began with the struggles by peo-
ple like Richard Carlile for unlicensed printing and a free press
ended sordidly as a result of “Eddie” Shah and the Murdoch-
Maxwell empires.

A few years before, J. M. Alexander, Kitty Lamb and myself
had laid a wreath outside the former offices from which Carlile
(1790–1843) had launched his battle for a press independent of
the government. True to the morality taught by the new press
lords, it had been stolen within five minutes of our leaving.

After Shah’s cost-cutting and union-bashing exercise in
launching Today, Murdoch had taken the initiative in the trans-
formation to the new technology as an opportunity to smash
trade unionism. It was backed by legislation, to introduce by
quasi-constitutional means, like Mussolini, what Hitler and
Franco had done by force of arms. Other industrialists, with
the printers and miners defeated and the re-introduction of
rising unemployment to provide added threat, were able go
for recession, pretending it was a natural or divine plague like
those of Egypt, but only hitting the low-born.

Within the national print industry, others achieved the
same thing with varying degree of effrontery and enthusiasm,
encouraged by the craven words of the journalists who had for
so long depended on the printers always to back them when
they were in dispute. When the Battle of Wapping was over,
other press mandarins who had stayed aloof came out with
the daggers they had been sharpening in silence. It was the
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real time to heap wreaths upon Richard Carlile, whose spirit
was now dead, if not at peace.

What was almost immediately noticeable was the decline
and fall of whatever standards remained in British journalism.
For years proprietors, and certainly editors under instructions
from proprietors, had been hesitant of the worst exercises in
power because of the fear that the printers might not print the
edition concerned. It was bad enough what did go through in
the name of not wanting to interfere with the freedom of the
press proprietor, but now grossly racist cartoons, virtual incite-
ments to mob rule, violently offensive anti-worker stories or
incredible exploitation of individual suffering, which had all at
one time or another been considered too risky to pass the print
room or had to be withdrawn, were the order of the day.

Before long The Times had degenerated to the gutter, while
the Sunday Times in its newfound exhilaration was writing
sleaze even upon royalty let alone anyone else, and libel
lawyers flourished like the green bay tree.

Maxwell, on the other hand, used his newspaper assets to
cover his criminal empire. His crookedness had been known
for years. I had seen them proved years before in the Simp-
kin Marshall deal, and I was an obscure figure with no inside
knowledge. Everyone knew what he was up to, but while he
had the money to splash around he could buy any member of
the Establishment and any journalist. The City gentlemen who
had for years conspired to keep him out as a foreign crook,
when they had plenty of their own, thank you all the same,
had been bought by him.

With his mysterious death they turned against him, but un-
til then, the only people who tried to keep him in check were
the printers, whom he hated. They were unsuccessful eventu-
ally, paying for their curbs on him by his stealing their pen-
sion funds while decimating their ranks, taking advantage of
the draconian measures of the government and the revolution
in print production.
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At the Telegraph the death was less dramatic. Union activ-
ity remained fighting to the finish at the shop floor when the
official leadership lost interest and negotiated deals in which
the management scored hands down under a new proprietor
imported from Canada. By relocating the building the new ty-
coon neatly divided the workforce.They split the firm into two,
one company for print and the other a pre-production plant in
the new Canary Wharf building, which meant an end to soli-
darity with the new laws against secondary picketing.

Large redundancy payments were paid, even to those past
retiring age, as long as the bulk of printers and maintenance
workers had not moved to the Isle of Dogs and remained or-
ganised and strong. Gradually these faded in deals done with
union officials, but not with reference to members, until the
pre-production workers they needed were shifted. When but
a handful of us were left in Fleet Street, the bonanza ceased.
When it came to the end, I had to retire without qualifying for
the large sums others had got while the union was still effec-
tive. I was in the same boat as those who had moved to Canary
Wharf when they had served their purpose.

Retirement

I had never seriously thought of what retirement would
be like. For years I had been a “barrack room lawyer” which
kept me busy between my paid work, my holidays and my
propaganda activities. I had forgotten how to be idle. It was
gratifying to know I wasn’t totally forgotten and people still
brought their troubles to me. I remained active with old friends
in the anarchist movement, an undeserved legend among the
younger activists, and a bete noire to the phoneys.

Just before retiring I had a holiday in Morocco which was
the first I had for years in which I did not encounter the move-
ment in one part of the world or another. Now that I could go
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Secular Review, The Iconoclast, Cuddon’s Cosmopolitan Review,
Ludd, Ruedo Iberico (Paris), Black Flag, etc.
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Appendix II (Albert Meltzer’s
‘political record’)

On Black Flag collective editorial board from its inception
22 years ago until now.There have been some thirty editors all
told, all unpaid, usually a minimum of four at one time. The pa-
per was at various times fortnightly, monthly, and is at present
quarterly, though recently it has had some timelag holdups for
various reasons.

Currently honorary contributing researcher for the Kate
Sharpley Library.

One of the founders of the Anarchist Black Cross (as recon-
stituted in the 60s) as a political prisoners support group.

A member of the anarcho-syndicalist Solidarity Federation
(formerly Direct Action Movement), affiliated to the Interna-
tional Workers Association, and functions secretary of the Red
& Black Club, Deptford (a local).

Writings include:
The Floodgates of Anarchy (with Stuart Christie)
The Anarchists in London
Anarchism: Arguments For and Against
The Origins of the Anarchist Movement in China
First Flight: the Origins of Anarcho-Syndicalism in Britain
(ed.) Miguel Garcia’s Story

Articles in Spain and the World, The Struggle, Controversy,
War Commentary, Revolt!, Solidarity, Brand (Sweden, pre-war
correspondent), Volonta (Italy), Freedom, Direct Action, Man!
(USA), Workers in Uniform, Cienfuegos Press Anarchist Review,
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further afield than Europe, North America and Africa I thought
I would do a lot of travelling. I had never been seriously sick
and apart from one or two minor accidents had never seen the
inside of a hospital as a patient except once for two weeks, to
lose weight. But no sooner had I finally retired from work than
I suddenly experienced an alarming vertigo which stayed with
me for three years.

I seemed to be spinning around dizzily and the specialists
suggested it was Meniere’s disease. Finally they agreed it was
not, as that goes with deafness which I did not have, though
the tinnitus I suffered years before returned, but they could
not decide what it was beyond an affliction of the inner ear
causing loss of the sense of balance. Fortunately I could still
drive but getting out of the car to walk caused the outward
signs of drunkenness. After being breathalysed by the police
twice when I was perfectly sober, I used a stick purely as an
alibi at first but came to rely on it for a couple of years.

We were still producing Black Flag but four of our editorial
team, the most valuable we had since Stuart ceased to take an
active part after the collapse of Cienfuegos Press, went to Aus-
tralia. Margaret and Peter had already gone; Jessica and Terry
were about to go. Terry had the idea that if I also went, we
might produce Black Flag from Down Under. I was a bit scepti-
cal about that possibility, as were others, but when I had an in-
vitation from some friends with whom I had formerly worked
in Deptford DAM to come and visit them out there, I decided
on combining a long holiday with a lecture tour, hoping that
a trip around the Australian continent might do me good any-
way.

I must confess too that the vertigo had made me feel near
death a few times, and I reasoned that if I made the grand tour
on credit card and died in the process I would have the last
laugh on the banking system andmade sure therewas someone
to weep at my grave, if only from Access and Visa.
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Down Under

I had some good meetings in Sydney which the anarcho-
syndicalist organisation put on forme and I renewed old friend-
ships, as many people in anarchist circles had been to London
for a time. I had not realised some of them were Ozzies. There
were a few in the Spanish and Bulgarian circles I had met, too.
Both circles had long been stalwarts of the Australian scene.
Indeed, the anarchist movement had been strong in Bulgaria
and fought long and hard against the monarchy and the Nazi
invasion, and continued the fight against the Communist dic-
tatorship, but before total annihilation a shipload of Bulgarian
comrades had left for Australia. They and the veterans of the
Australian IWW had been the last representatives of the inter-
national movement in Australia for years until a new wave of
youth came along to join their ranks.

In Alice Springs I met for the first time the indigenous
Australians, in particular the new generation in whom the old
Dreamtime was reawakened in the form of nationalism. Their
ambitions are unlikely to be realised. Australian Genocide
has been much more complete than in North America, where
the indigence was at a far higher state of civilisation when
crushed by military intervention, euphemistically described
as Discovery. The Australian folk were doomed to extinction
by whoever ‘discovered’ them first, if not the British, then the
French or Portuguese, or maybe at a later date the Japanese.
The way of life of the remnants of the so-called “aboriginals”
is one dispirited, workless, driven from their old homes and
sacred sites, bemused by drink; notwithstanding those who
have moved into modern times and are equal to anyone. The
latest trend among white folks is to boast, not merely of being
descended from convicts but of a hint of aboriginal blood
in their ancestry. But it does not do the “blackfella” in the
outback much good.
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The “LewishamThree”, who had been active in aid for inter-
national prisoners and solidarity with Spanish resistance, are
charged with holding up a betting shop in October, and receive
seven years each on a first offence.

1978—A series of similar raids, between 1 January-21 May,
are linked. Iris Mills and Ronan Bennett are arrested in Bayswa-
ter on 24 May. They, together with Vince Stevenson, Trevor
Dawton, Dafydd Ladd and Stewart Carr are charged and be-
come known as “Persons Unknown”.

1979— September:The Persons Unknown trial opens. Ladd
jumps bail and does not surrender for three years, when he re-
ceives nine years on other charges. Carr, an outsider to anar-
chism, pleads guilty to anything the police require and is sen-
tenced to nine years. All the others are acquitted. Carr’s “con-
fessions” are read out by the judge after the trial when they can
no longer be challenged in open court and berates the jury as
too sympathetic.

1992 — The TV film, “A Matar Franco (To Kill Franco)”
is made in Madrid, a film documentary based on news cover-
age, previously unshown film and current shooting, telling in
full for the first time of the various, mostly unpublicised, at-
tempts to kill Franco by the Spanish CNT, the Basque nation-
alist ETA and international Anarchists (Spanish, Mexican, Bel-
gian. French, Italian and British). The identity of an informer
who came from or passed to the ranks of the secret police is
confirmed.
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Formation of FOI (Iberian Workers Federation) inside
Spain, with Spanish, British and French collaboration, to
enable co-ordination of resistance activities disowned by exile
movement.

1975— Irish activities, on the same lines as those in the UK,
become prominent during the campaign to free Puig Antich.
Prisoners’ rights activists jailed for explosions. Noel and Marie
Murray arrested on 9 October and charged with murder.

20 November: Death of General Franco (birth of general
rejoicing). CNT-FAI reconstitutes in Spain officially. FOI
becomes redundant. Schisms between various sectors over
the years thus unresolved and co-operation breaks up. The
anarcho-syndicalist emigration sends back with returnee’s
private possessions duplicators and printing presses, collected
by “Black Flag”.

1976 — Robert Touati, French anarchist active in Centro
Iberico around 1974 and JuanDurran Escriban, wanted in Spain
for an attack on an armoury, both killed in grounds of Toulouse
University during the night of 8/9 March. Police claim them as
members of GARI and responsible for a series of anti-Franco
actions in Southern France.

MIL member, and former Centro Iberico activist, Oriol Sole
Sugranyes shot dead during escape of Resistance prisoners (all
ETA members bar him) from Segovia jail on 9 April.

Laureano Cerrada, veteran of the plot to kill Franco and
Hitler together, murdered in Paris on 18 October by a Spanish
Nazi who is given asylum in Canada.

10 November: London Murray Defence Group occupy Aer
Lingus offices in Regent Street. Similar protests are made in
Madrid and Sydney, the first ‘reciprocal’ protest to be made in
Spain for years.

1977— Iris Mills and Ronan Bennett are held under the Pre-
vention of Terrorism Act in Huddersfield, and exclusion order
signed against Bennett (born in England). Order revoked on
appeal.
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Yet after two centuries of being first feared, then hated, de-
spised, and finally murdered by the conquerors, the “abos” at
last have come, after a fashion, into their own. It has been re-
alised they have a key commercial use for exploitation in mod-
ern life. The tourist does not come to Australia to see the Test
Match or the Sydney Opera House, nor even the beautifulWest
Pacific beaches, but (or at least, also) the attractions of the Out-
back with its sacred sites of Dreamtime. Historic places like
Ayers Rock are incomplete without colourfully dressed unpaid
extras in their original settlements, and so the sacred sites have
now been officially declared their “spiritual” possession where
the people who once ruled the vast spaces of what was then a
wholly unspoiled beautiful land need do nothing more strenu-
ous for their dole cheques than pose for the cameras, secure in
the knowledge it is “theirs” for ever by historic right and law.
Spiritually, of course.
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28 My Discovery of Sweden;
The Schism; ‘Nordic
Anarchism’: Weekend in
Macedonia

My Discovery of Sweden

It was as long ago as 1938 that I first contacted the Swedish
anarchist movement. From 1938 until 1940 I was the London
correspondent of Brand, then under the editorship of C. J.
Bjorklund. I fully intended to learn Swedish and keep in
contact. I broke off contact for obvious reasons. I postponed
learning the language until late 1991, quite a gap for good
intentions. Maybe by the time I speak it I will find an angel
who speaks only Swedish, or be able to converse with the
divine Greta in her own tongue. At the time they translated
the articles from English and persuaded me to learn Esperanto
instead. I learned it quickly and forgot it quickly. I found this a
blind alley, linguists speaking to linguists rather than nations
to nations.

What I liked about the Swedish movement was the way
it recognised anarchism could stand on its own as a revolu-
tionary workers movement and yet blend into the syndical-
ist unions. During and after the Spanish war, the syndicalist
union, Swedish Workers Centralorganisation (SAC), showed
exceptional solidarity with the CNT-FAI.
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police and markedly political. The jury accepted British police
evidence as less overtly political.

The “JohnMacLean Society”, a Maoist grouping in Scotland,
carry out a series of expropriations, an indication that some
Marxists here, as on the Continent, wanted to move on a scene
which was proving popular among workers feeling threatened
by governmental proposals. Matt Lygate was sentenced to 24
years and altogether the four, all of whom had been made re-
dundant, and wanted to make an affirmation against being put
on the scrapheap, got 81 years jail between them. Glasgow
journals, notoriously knowing nothing of Scottish history af-
ter Mary Stuart, referred to John MacLean as a “well known
Anarchist”.

1973—Dafydd Ladd and Michael Tristram arrested in Bris-
tol on 14 September and charged with three attacks on Por-
tuguese vice-consulates in Bristol and Cardiff, and outside the
British Army Officers Club at Aldershot, claimed by a group
calling itself “Freedom Fighters for All” but manifestly part of
the same spontaneous wave.

Puig Antich arrested in Spain on 22 September and garrot-
ted the following year (2 March, 1974). Extensive reaction to
Spanish government targets throughout British, Irish and Eu-
ropean cities.

1974— February: In Bristol, Ladd sentenced to seven years,
Tristram to six.

3 May: Spanish banker Balthasar Suarez kidnapped by the
“Groups of International Revolutionary Action” (GARI ) in
Paris in an action aimed at securing the release of 100 political
prisoners in Spain (under the Franco government’s own laws).
It also demanded re-payment of part of the union funds of the
CNT seized by Franco. Though Suarez was released unharmed
after the payment of an undisclosed sum as ransom in a
week or so, police arrested nine French, British and Spanish
anarchists in Paris. French and British police make (unlawful)
joint raids in London, mostly directed at Spanish residents.
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ily guarded jail, or the British government, while rejecting the
proposed intermediaries, put pressure on Montevideo.

The bombing of the Post Office Tower October is attributed
to people under arrest at the time.

Angela Weir, Chris Allen and Pauline Conroy, representing
a widening political spectrum, are also arrested in November
and charged with the five already held. But Conroy and Allen
are freed on committal, in the lack, not merely of proof, but
of any relevant charges other than their sympathies. Anarchy
Collective member Kate McLean is arrested on 18 December
and also charged, the defendants thus gaining the description
“Stoke Newington Eight”.

Still in December, the Prescott-Purdie trial ends, with
Purdie acquitted for sheer want of evidence, and Prescott
convicted, despite obvious jury sympathy, on admission of
writing envelopes, which counts as conspiracy. Sentenced to
15 years (reduced on appeal to 10).

December: Formation of MIL-GAC (Iberian Liberation
Movement — Autonomous Combat Groups) in response to
growing police terror in Spain in the dying years of the
dictator.

Attack on Black Cross extends to Germany, where Georg
Von Rauch is shot dead by armed political police inWest Berlin
(4 December), and Tommy Weisbecker in Augsburg (2 March,
1972.)

1972—TheMIL-GAC become active and the first known ac-
tion of the MIL takes place in Barcelona. Puig Antich, actively
concerned with pushing the Spanish libertarian cause in Eng-
land for the past year, returns to Barcelona.

The Stoke Newington Eight trial opens on 30 May and ends
on 6 December, making a record as the longest trial in British
history. Four defendants are sentenced to ten years after a plea
for clemency by the jury, four are acquitted. It may be signif-
icant that the evidence rejected was from or through Spanish
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I was told a story of the aftermath of Franco’s victory, when
the banks robbed the people, the reason people like Francisco
Sabater thought nothing of robbing the banks. All Republican
money whether in currency or held on deposit, became worth-
less overnight. Work became a privilege accorded by the new
rulers, social security was not dreamed of. With everyone im-
poverished, as in Germany after both wars, cigarettes became
a new currency.

Miguel Garcia told me and some Scandinavian friends at a
post-Franco get-together in a Barcelona bar that all during the
world war many a Catalan, himself included, would go to the
quayside with handfuls of genuine but now worthless Republi-
can currency and buy cigarettes from Swedish sailors. On the
sale of tobacco, the smuggling of which is an old-established
tradition in Spain, they saved themselves from starvation. Bear-
ing in mind the solidarity shown by Swedes during the civil
war, Miguel said he felt ashamed when he met any after WWII
but there was then no other way of keeping alive. “Our money
was only good for papering their ship cabins,” he said. “That’s
exactly what they did with it,” replied a Swedish comrade. “At
first the seafarers might have been fooled but after a fewweeks
everyone knew how things stood”. Northerners, and sailors in
particular, are seldom credited with delicacy and tact but such
was the case.

During the war the International Workingmen’s Associ-
ation (it later, with English-speaking movements adhering,
changed its English name from the historic but archaic IWMA
to the less sexist-sounding International Workers Association,
better known by its French initials AIT) was situated in
Stockholm. The SAC was the second largest union centre
in Stockholm. It had been going since the early days of
Syndicalism prior to World War I. In some parts of Sweden (as
in Spain) membership was a family tradition. Yet it retained
the anarcho-syndicalist ideology acquired in the bitter strikes
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of its early years through the more comfortable times of
prosperity that came with war-time neutrality.

After the war there was a battle within the SAC between re-
formist bureaucrats who wanted to nestle comfortably in Swe-
den’s liberalism, and those whowanted to retain the early prin-
ciples. The State allowed trade unions an exceptional degree of
freedom, and the conventional trade union (LO) was a partner
in administration. The IWMA through its international com-
mittee was dominated by the clique represented by Souchy,
Rocker and Rudiger. Their attitudes after the war were those of
disillusioned old men clinging to liberalism and the avoidance
of persecution. They wrote fulsomely of America, of the co-
operatives in Israel, of the need to defend democracy against
Russian aggression. Every one of the war-time platitudes was
preserved by them and they added a few others.There was also
still an element within the CNT which thought the Allies not
merely should but would ‘logically’ destroy fascism’s last bas-
tion in Spain.

This belief in ideology as against politics started for them in
the Spanish Civil War, when it seemed inconceivable to some
that, but for cowardice, Britain and France would not leap im-
mediately to their aid, and free America was their natural Ally,
Hitler and Mussolini were destroying democracy, so ‘logically’
the democracies would respond.This was the theme of Spanish
civil war propaganda and even those who knew better came to
believe it. They could not grasp that the British government
was the force behind Franco rather than, or as much as, Hitler,
who would never have dared at that stage to show his hand;
and certainly not Mussolini who only ever followed the safe
line like a jackal.

At the end of WWII the British Embassy invited the leaders
of the various opposition groups to meet to discuss an “alter-
native but acceptable government” to Franco’s. Cipriano Mera
commented he did not see the point of inviting them to sit
down with the Monarchists, for instance. I told him I did. It
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protests how “For years England has drained our economy …
obtaining benefits which amounted to thousands of times the
invested capital and which never left the country tangible ad-
vantages. British Ambassadors did good business for Britain”
(MLN Communique, February 1971). They demand the release
of Tupamaro prisoners, asking Miguel Garcia to publicise the
case in London.

12 January: The home of Robert Carr MP is bombed after
he introduced the Industrial Relations Bill, which began the
drive to crush trade unionism. This is claimed to be part of an
organised “Angry Brigade”.

The ‘mysterious young Scot’ story is featured fingering
Christie as major suspect for every armed action in resistance
to the Government’s plans for industrial slavery. Jake Prescott
is arrested in January, Ian Purdie in March.

Meltzer suggests that if Whitehall agrees to Garcia and
de Figueredo acting as go-betweens, which would lead to
Jackson’s immediate release, they should be asked to release
Purdie and Prescott, not yet sent for trial, as “brokerage”.
Christie approaches two journalists from The Times with
known connections with the Foreign Office. They are more
concerned with making a case against Christie and the nego-
tiations fall through. Though the plan did not come off, this
is one of the internationally concerted defence efforts that
caused Interpol to concentrate efforts on growing anarchist
activism.

In August of the same year, Anna Mendelson, Jim Green-
field, John Barker and Hillary Creek are arrested at Stoke New-
ington. Next day Stuart Christie and Christopher Bott are ar-
rested separately. Next month 100 Tupamaro prisoners, includ-
ing Raul Sendic and Julio Marenales Sanz, specially asked for,
escape from Punta Carrera prison, and three days later Geof-
frey Jackson is set free after eight months which he could have
been spared. Either this is a record mass escape from a heav-
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(Italy), Christie and Daniel Cohn-Bendit are chosen as British
delegates.

1969 — 22 March: Miguel Garcia released in Spain. For-
mer Portuguese diplomat, Antonio de Figueredo, despairing of
attempts at ameliorating the dictatorship of Dr Salazar, per-
suades local anti-fascists to unite with Iberian dissidents, in-
cluding ETA and the anarchist activists.

15 December: Black Cross secretary Giuseppe Pinelli
thrown by Milan police from window in fake suicide, as the
result of a plot by Italian Intelligence and fascist stay-at-home
army units (created by US Army fromMussolini’s Intelligence)
to make bomb attacks on workers’ institutions and pretend
they were by Anarchists thus killing two birds with one stone.

1970 — The Bulletin of the Anarchist Black Cross (London)
becomes the anarchist fortnightly Black Flag and recognised
as a voice for the International Revolutionary Solidarity Move-
ment (IRSM).

22 May: Bomb found on the site of the new Paddington
Green police station, later claimed by the prosecution in the
“Stoke Newington Eight” trial, as the first action of the An-
gry Brigade, and given as evidence of a Spanish link. Women
protesters disrupt the Miss World contest during live TV trans-
mission on 20 November. Flour bombs hurled at Bob Hope.The
BBC outside broadcast van parked outside is blown up. This is
the first known link between Anarchists and Situationists.

3 December: Spanish Embassy in London is machine
gunned. It is claimed at a later trial that the same gun had
been used in the August 1967 attack on the US Embassy and
is offered as proof of a “Christie link” though he was in a
Spanish jail until September 1967.

1971 — The Tupamaros (MLN) rebel against the military
dictatorship in Uruguay, which reduced the “Sweden of South
America” to Third World conditions, and a virtual civil war
ensures. The British Ambassador to Uruguay, Sir Geoffrey
Jackson, is kidnapped, and a statement issued in Montevideo
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is a process known to gardeners in which one cultivates the
weeds so that they can bloom and be destroyed the easier.

But even people like Sabater (certainly his associate Miguel
Garcia and others with whom I discussed it) who were cyni-
cal about Allied actions believed the latter were blind not to
see that Franco during the War had been anti-British and pro-
Nazi. I always retorted they were not ‘blind’ — that so would
the British politicos and financiers themselves have been had
circumstances demanded (and the French Establishment did),
a remark which was put down by my Spanish friends as wor-
thy of Sancho Panza. The British ruling class, however, were
not so quixotic as to hold against Franco the fact that he had
staged anti-British demonstrations in which those who had
conquered Spain trampled on the Union Jack and called for con-
quest of Britain. Since he was also engaged in restoring City
investments, he was reckoned to be entitled to his fun. They
would have seen him trample on their grandmothers rather
than lose profits. Who suffered from it, bar escaping Allied ser-
vicemen in Franco’s jails? What if by their actions Germany
gained and spun the war out a year longer and the odd million
extra lives were lost? What mattered was The Economy.

John Anderson, for many years the secretary of the SAC
and of the IWMA, financed an enquiry by a group of Swedes
into the involvement of British firms and government agencies
withNazi activity in Spain.ThoughBritishmilitary intelligence
were workingwith the Spanish Resistance in their fight against
Franco, assisting Allied soldiers to escape, forging German ra-
tion cards or burgling the German Embassy, hard-headed com-
mercial intelligence was looking ahead to a future fit for busi-
ness heroes to exploit.

British companies were trading with Germany via Spain
and Sweden. In the Anderson report this was documented,
though its compilers took for granted this was done illegally
and not connived at by Whitehall. I had a translation in
English. It was seized by Special Branch in a raid on me while
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staying in a friend’s West Hampstead flat one day during the
war, and it was curiously scheduled in the list of contents
taken as “a German pistol and military passbook”. I never
heard more of the mysterious pistol and passbook nor indeed
of the translation. Perhaps it helped them in their enquiries,
or perhaps it stopped them in their tracks. Of one thing I am
sure. The Anderson report did not tell the British government
anything they did not know.

The Schism

It was sad that in the sixties there grew up an as yet unre-
solved schism between the Swedish anarcho-syndicalists and
the Spanish, which threw a shadow on the international move-
ment. Long after the reformist elements in the IWA had died,
the revulsion against their policies continued in many organ-
isations, the personality cult they engendered among the aca-
demic periphery keeping their names alive and it was assumed
they spoke for the SAC rather than for a vanished clique.

It is also the case that Leninists were unable to get a
foothold in the Swedish workers movement, where the
workers were in advance of the students as regards political
understanding, and no vanguard party could presume to tell
the workers what to do and expect a mass following. They
therefore spread the story of the SAC’s compromises which
was gleefully picked up by anti-syndicalists. One notorious
one was that the SAC appointed ombudsmen, which was
actually true, but it was not understood by English speakers
(myself included until I went to Stockholm) that while this
might imply Government commissioners in England, it was
a Swedish word for social workers giving advice and coun-
selling. Unlike this country, such activities, and many others
that would have been run by the municipality or the State,
were run by the unions.
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1963—Stuart Christie contacts CIL in England in sympathy
with suppression of miners in Spain.

1964— 11 August: Christie and Carballo Blanco arrested in
Madrid.

1965 — FIJL breaks with MLE (Spanish Libertarian Move-
ment) in frustration with lack of support for the armed resis-
tance.

1966— Formation of the First of May Group to co-ordinate
Spanish resistance outside the DI. 29/30 April: Mgr Ussia (Ec-
clesiastical Counsellor to the Spanish Embassy to the Vatican)
kidnapped in Rome; the first action claimed by the First of May
Group.

1967 — Protests at Christie’s imprisonment leads to
machine-gunning of US Embassy by First of May Group
protesting at US collaboration with Franco. In the following
month Christie (but not Carballo) is unexpectedly released, it
being stated Franco was responding to a plea by his mother,
surprising hundreds of Spanish mothers who had been
severely punished for making just such pleas for their sons
and daughters.

Agustin Garcia Calvo forms Acratas at a Madrid University,
influenced by new protest movement amongst students abroad,
but Anarchist rather than Marxist.

Meltzer and Christie re-start Anarchist Black Cross.
1968 — Christie raided by Special Branch in Hornsey, Lon-

don, and charged with possession of fake dollars (offset propa-
ganda leaflets of dollar bills with the words “Una vida” — one
life — overprinted).

May Rising in Paris. Anti-Vietnam War demonstrations
internationally, including one at London’s Grosvenor Square
London in October, which has worldwide publicity.

15 October: Alan Barlow and Phil Carver arrested for par-
ticipating in a First of May Group attack on Banco de Bilbao in
Covent Garden. International Anarchist Conference at Carrara
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came ossified in those positions, tending to rely on Allied cause
rather than resistance, causes another split, but the divisions do
not become clear-cut until later.

1948 — Drive against the Spanish Resistance by armed
groups getting support by workers, nowwithout rights, causes
Franco’s government to hot up the internal war. War-time
intelligence activities set up by CNT-FAI revived for counter-
intelligence against terror measures. Two agencies set up in
England and France.

1949–60 — Jose Sabater killed (November 1949), and four
months later his brother Manuel executed, as a result of the
“rounding up” of the armed groups. Legal defence arranged for
the trial by a group fromArgentina. Attacks on Spanish institu-
tions in London during these years. Miguel Garcia sentenced
to death in Barcelona (February 1952), later reprieved to life
(served 20 years). Facerias killed and Goliardo Fiaschi arrested
in August 1957. Francisco Sabater killed, 4 January 1960.

1960 — February: DRIL openly announces existence with
attacks in Spain and Portugal. These are planned in London
and Paris.

1961 — Octavio Alberola returns to Europe from Mexico
and is soon regarded by Franco’s press as “Public Enemy No.
1”. The rift in the Spanish movement between activists and qui-
etists deepens. Simultaneously in Britain the rift between ac-
tivists and pacifists deepens, as bourgeois liberals and pacifists
take over Freedom and Colin Ward’s revisionist journal Anar-
chy re-writes anarchist theory.

1962 — CNT Congress in August/September, ratified by
FAI, approves a secret section DI (Interior Defence) to organ-
ise and co-ordinate actions of the Spanish Resistance. But some,
like Laureano Cerrada and Francisco Gomez, think this an ef-
fort to bring resistance under control rather than extend their
activities. Some break away, others enthusiastically co-operate.
In December, the Libertarian Youth (FIJL) form the Iberian Lib-
eration Council (CIL).
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What with one confusion and the other, the SAC and IWA
parted company, but as the SAC was still internationalist, it
responded to what it thought was a genuine section of the
Spanish CNT, the “renovados” or Phoney CNT, and for this
was ostracised throughout the anarcho-syndicalist movement.
When they held a conference in November 1990, three of us
from Black Flag went. We could not expect the DAM, affiliated
to the IWA, to attend as such though we were all members of
the DAM as well. We were amazed at the high calibre, organi-
sation and morale of Swedish anarcho-syndicalism, for which I
was totally unprepared.There too wemet members of anarcho-
syndicalist groups from all over theworld, thoughmostly those
outside the IWA. I was greatly impressed by the syndical organ-
isation of the SAC and found it better organised than much of
the TUC of which I had experience. It was a pity that Sweden
was no longer in the IWA and was reduced to supporting odd
little pseudo-syndicalist groups here and there in the world as
the result of its mistaken Spanish policy. As we had previously
mistakenly attacked the SAC in Black Flag, we had pleasure in
getting up and admitting we had been wrong.

But when I attended the IWA congress in Cologne a couple
of years later nobody wanted to know.

Nordic Anarchism

Previously when I had been in Copenhagen, where they
had provided some good Anarchist Black Cross meetings, I had
been unable to persuade our friends, all of whom among the
younger comrades spoke good English that the word “nordic”
had corrupted associations in current idiom. They explained
logically when the term “Scandinavian” should not be used and
“Nordic” used instead. My one-person campaign at least to use
the original term “Nordisk” without translation left them baf-
fled. It is a pity to yield the term to the Nazis, but reference
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to a “Nordic anarchist conference” sounds odd in English ears
today, and produced an unwelcome enquiry from a bemused
American fascist group.

In Stockholm the Black Cross decided to discard the “cross”
on similar semantic lines. When we first used it, we were
thinking of the “Red Cross” rather than the Christian one. The
Spaniards, used to “cross” indoctrination in every walk of life,
had sheered off the name from the first. The Stockholm ac-
tivists used a more traditional if “nordic” name, the Anarchist
Black Hammer.

With the breakdown of controls from the former Soviet
countries and the tighter controls on immigration in the West,
people have poured into Sweden from all over the former satel-
lite countries, from Turkey and from Africa. Unlike previous
immigrants, however, who came to work they are attracted by
social security benefits that have already been obtained. This
gives rise to a climate where racial conflicts are created es-
pecially as many are not interested in learning Swedish and
want to pass on to English-speaking countries. This assists the
growth of neo-Nazism. The Nazis are not interested in solving
problems, they are interested in exploiting them.

Many liberals in Sweden as elsewhere have shrugged off
the Nazi menace feeling they were entitled to freedom of ex-
pression, which in practice means the occasional racial murder,
arson or attacks on foreigners or punks.

As their activities were becoming respectable, the Swedish
Nazis tried for even greater freedom of repression by holding
an annual meeting in Stockholm’s Kungstradgaden, by the
statue of Charles XII, the Swedish king who swept across Eu-
rope (with a victorious army of mostly Turkish mercenaries).
The neo-Nazis were attacked by isolated anarchist and punk
groups, but could always rely on huge police protection and
so defeat all small attacks vigorously.

TheAnarchist BlackHammer decided, in the dearth of polit-
ical prisoners in Sweden, on a challenge to the Nazis. They told
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Appendix I (Chronology for
‘I couldn’t paint golden
angels’)

In telling my own story it was necessary to jerk forwards
and backwards, not least because of the illegal confiscation of
my notebooks and diaries by police on three different occa-
sions, and also to keep a flow to the narrative. For the histori-
cal record this chronology of Anglo-Spanish Anarchist associ-
ations might be useful.

1934 — Asturias rising; the last ditch stand at Casas Viejas
and first Spanish Prisoners committee in London, whose first
secretary was Matilda Green, later Ralph Barr.

1936 — Civil war and revolution in Spain. Italian group in
London begins Spain and the World, editor Vernon Richards.
Emma Goldman forms CNT-FAI London Committee and
made representative of CNT-FAI Exterior Propaganda London
bureau.

1939 — End of civil war. Formation of Solidaridad Interna-
cional Anti-fascista for aid of refugees; short-lived existence in
London organised by Ethel Mannin.

1944 — Paris occupied by Maquis, driving out Nazis but
armed presence of Spanish Anarchists causes alarm and Home
Office gives directive to penetrate London-based Spanish an-
archists. Divisions between middle class pacifists and liberals,
who penetrated British anarchist movement during the war,
and rest of movement causes one split. Reaction against those
from Spain who entered bureaucracy during Civil War and be-
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I deeply mourned when the young and beautiful like Evie
and Audrey or the young and talented like Billy and Leo, went
too soon. It is defeat for us all when people die in action in
defence of their class or even as the result of industrialism. It
is sad when people go before time, or to see a great brain like
Frank Ridley deteriorate at the last of his 95 years.

Personally, I want to die in dignity but my passing cele-
brated with jollity. I’ve told my executors that I want a stand-
up comedian in the pulpit telling amusing anecdotes, and the
coffin to slide into the incinerator to the sound of Marlene Diet-
rich. If the booze-up can begin right away, so much the better,
and with a bit of luck the crematorium will never be gloomy
again. Anyone mourning should be denounced as the repre-
sentative of a credit card company and thrown out on their
ear. Snowballs if in season (tomatoes if not) can be thrown at
anyone uttering even worthy cliches like “the struggle goes
on” and should anyone of a religious mind offer pieces of ab-
stract consolation they should be prepared to dodge pieces of
concrete confrontation.

If I have miscalculated, as a worthy clerical friend assures
me I have, and there really is a God, I’d like to feel if he’s got
any sense of humour or feeling for humanity there’s nobody
he would sooner have in heaven than people like me, and if he
hasn’t, who wants in?
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the police they would be having a meeting half an hour before,
at the same spot. No doubt chuckling at their naiveté, the police
agreed, provided they finished in time for the patriots, and laid
on ambulances. To the surprise of all the anti-fascist meeting
brought out 16,000 people (an amazing figure for Stockholm).
The syndicalists brought out the dockers.

When the skinhead Nazis turned up for their meeting
armed with coshes ready for confrontation by a few individu-
als, they found not only a crowd ready to protect themselves,
but an outnumbered police force unwilling to face the odds.
The fascists received a real bashing and many supermen were
howling for mercy. When the ambulances arrived they were
taken away bleeding.

While this was going on the trots held a meeting near to
the tube, from which it would have been easy to disappear un-
derground had things gone the usual way. Thus they were able
to attract a certain crowd leaving the station and thinking this
was the alternative meeting. True to the modern left-wing be-
lief that if you chant a sloganmany times it will come true, they
called “Fascists out!” and “Build the revolutionary party!” and
screamed constructive slogans such as “Fascist scum” at the an-
archists and syndicalists apparently strolling to the statue with
sticks.

Many of these carried nothing more lethal than golf clubs
and might well have been on their way to a quiet game with
the fascists. They were the ABH and not the GBH after all. It is
regrettable that a great many tee shots that would have done
credit to St. Andrews Royal & Ancient were swung before they
realised they had mistaken the gleaming shaved heads for golf-
balls.

The secretary of the Anarchist Black Hammer was named
and his address and phone number given by the Nazi newspa-
per. Death threats were made against him. Following a radio
interview many of the law-and-order lobby recanted support
of the Nazis, saying they were against immigration but had not
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realised they were being taken for a ride by the Nazis. It seems
strange that they turned against the Nazis for their hooligan-
ism only when they were beaten up.

A year later one saw the point, when British fascisti trav-
elled to Sweden for the sole purpose of causing a senseless foot-
ball riot, exploiting the British football fans and the Swedish
population alike, just for the fun of it. Those who hold the prin-
ciple of free speech for all to be a marble saint might reflect on
the pointlessness of giving a platform for Nazis. The Swedish
police, typically, tried cheaper beer and music. That was not
what they had come for. The whole purpose is to create a sit-
uation in which they can appear powerful and get support. In
doing this, race and immigration are merely pools in which
they can swim.

Weekend in Macedonia

After I came back from Sweden, I decided that, despite hos-
pitality, it was such an expensive country to visit that I could
go anywhere so long as the credit card system provided, and
begrudged myself no restriction on holidays or meetings, so
long as the monthly minimum payments could be maintained.
So it was that I came to spend a weekend in Thessaloniki (Sa-
lonica), but such was the hospitality I received that in the end
I spent nothing.

I stayed with an old comrade John Txiantikis, a remarkable
man of eighty-five, a seasoned fighter who had been expelled
from Anatolia during the Turkish occupation and spent his
childhood involved in resistance activities to the harsh Turk-
ish military occupation. National independence was heroically
fought for by generations of Greek and Balkan people but, as
always, did them little good when it came as some who fought
the hardest had always known.
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tant chaplain so she naturally assumed he was a good Catholic,
adding with a charming smile, “But if he didn’t believe in any-
thing there wasn’t any harm done, was there?” I agreed, think-
ing that a Catholic end would at least have pleased his old
mother who kept her religious faith in a separate compartment
from her family beliefs. She had held secretMasses in her apart-
ment in the Plaza Real, Barcelona, during the Civil War with
a priest in lay clothes sneaking round each Sunday with the
Sacraments in a briefcase to give communion to the old ladies
of the barrio. It was an open secret, but, had the priest known,
nobody was going to interfere with the assembled mothers and
grandmothers of the whole neighbourhood, least of all when
they had armed themselves against fascists and Moorish mer-
cenaries.

Kitty Lamb went in her nineties, after a year of vegetation
with Alzheimer’s disease. The remains of that ever burning re-
bellious spark received a religious service by her hospice before
leaving, the social worker thinking she was just a lonely old
lady. He was anxious when he saw the number of mourners at
the crematorium included several Jewish friends, and was con-
cerned lest he had given her the wrong passport to heaven. I
told him not to worry as any vengeful ghost hovering around
would be laughing her head off.

J. M. Alexander, who lived with her for many years, was
murdered in his ‘sheltered’ flat two years afterwards. Always a
campaigner for atheism, he was ironically one of the voluntary
organisers for the campaign against capital punishment run by
former barmaid Mrs Daisy van der Elst, English widow of a
Dutch soap millionaire.

Leah Feldman died in her nineties, with a rally of anarchist
activists at her funeral, and I went to Chicago to attend an-
other gathering to scatter her ashes among the anarchists of
the past such as the Chicago Martyrs, Lucy Parsons, Voltairine
de Cleyre and Harry Kelly.
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30 The Final Curtain

The Final Curtain

A lot of old friends died in recent years. What can one ex-
pect? I can no longer snap my fingers at the advance of years.
The sell-by date has gone already. I have done my best.

Some of my mates had big send-offs. With some their
families had the last word and kept their passing confined to
the family circle. Sometimes, in Europe or in Northern Ireland,
Catholic and/or Protestant relatives and atheist friends had to
battle out their differences. Joe Thomas dying in his eighties
of throat cancer, after sixty years of smoking forty cigarettes
a day, told me on his deathbed that while that may not have
helped, he blamed his employers of thirty years before, as
he felt it was due to an old fall down a rickety flight of
stairs. He expected an argument to the last. Being related to
Britain’s No.1. evangelist, Dick Saunders and knowing that at
any family ceremony where he couldn’t have the last word
himself, his brother-in-law would take over, Joe instructed a
private cremation with nobody present at all. But we gave
him a send-off at a public meeting with anarchists, Marxists,
trade unionists, atheist organisations and his old colleagues
all present and not an evangelist in sight.

When Miguel Garcia died at the end of 1981, having come
back from Barcelona one weekend to die in North London, the
Irish sister in charge of the ward assured me she had “done
everything for the poor man, and he received the Last Sacra-
ments”. When I told her he would have been furious if con-
scious, she said with surprise he had chased off the Protes-
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Growing up in war-time Salonica, occupied by different
forces at different times, scraping a living for himself and his
family from an early age, he had been in all the labour struggles
since 1914. Up to the first world war Spanish-speaking Jews
had, as nowhere else, formed a large part of the working class
movement and were the bulk of the dockers. However with
the end of Turkish rule their proportion and their numbers
diminished (they finally disappeared under German rule in
WWII), but their traditions of solidarity lingered on long after
they had become a folk memory. Local militants of John’s
generation still remembered them.

Revolutionary action was endemic in the 20s and 30s
though this too was becoming a folk memory and John was
one of the few survivors. I was flattered that the local anar-
chists bracketed him with myself. He spoke English having
spent a dozen or so years in Australia with his wife, which
is how they managed to buy a flat when he returned home.
Like many workers in Salonica, he had as a young man been
repelled by the Communist Party whose activity in the Balkan
had mirrored Russian foreign policy.

Like many other Greek workers, he accepted the Trotsky-
ist deviation. When Trotsky sailed into exile, leaving Russia in
the style of a ruling prince, he passed a Greek port but was not
allowed to enter. The fallen dictator stood at the deck acknowl-
edging the cheers of the dockworkers, the last time he was to
receive a “mass working-class” ovation. The memory lived on
for years, and hundreds of followers of Trotsky, the Red Army
founder, were rounded up by the Greek government and exiled
to penal islands in the thirties, John among them.

Those of the deportees who survived the Greek nationalists
were rounded up by the Gestapo during the German occupa-
tion in WWII, sitting ducks in the islands, but many survived
to fight on, to be slaughtered by the local Stalinists during the
Civil War that followed the driving out of the Germans. It is cu-
rious to work out the arguments of Trotskyism but it is easily
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understandable how outraged the survivors of this policy were
at the insistence of the Fourth International that they should be
loyal to the Soviet Union, which was still a workers’ state de-
spite Stalin, and so far as Greecewas concerned they gave “criti-
cal support” to the Communist Party. It is understandable that
many like John Txiantikis, turned to anarchism as being not
just more idealistic, but more practical, and in modern Greece,
with a revolutionary presence besides.

When leaving Thessaloniki airport, I was called into a pri-
vate room by the Greek airport police and searched. I had been
inGreece four days and only had aweekend casewith the usual
necessities, plus about forty legally printed Greek newspapers.
It took them a full hour to search and question me, something I
only ever experienced in countries like the former Soviet Union
and Britain, and that going in, not coming out, but in this case
they wanted to know my mother’s maiden name too. She had
been dead a third of a century and had never travelled fur-
ther from London than Blackpool, apart from one weekend in
France. What conceivable use her identity was to them I do not
know but as her name had been Shelly, it was near enough to
the poet and so told them it was Byron. It was near enough for
their purposes and they looked suitably impressed. No doubt
they were satisfied that if the family had been inclined to inter-
vene in the affairs of Greece in the past, it was for a purpose of
which they could hardly officially disapprove.
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could swim, metaphorically speaking, we had to give up pub-
lishing Black Flag in 1991 after our stalwarts Margaret, Jessica,
Terry and Peter left for Australia and Leo died.

But do I detect a note of change? There seems to be some
hope yet. I don’t believe in abandoning the struggle. In 1993
Pippa, Alec, Martin andmyself resumed Black Flag, this time as
a quarterly, hopefully for its second twenty years, even more
hopefully still with me to the end. The least, or (if you wish)
most you can say for me is I never give up.
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The old-fashioned copper is stereotyped in the beer-and-
beef bobby who cuffed the kids when they broke a window
and warned the mums rather than bring them to court. He is
now a semi-legend like the “charlie”, the bumbling nightwatch-
man that preceded him and outlived the re-formed police as a
pantomime character. The old fashioned force was a repressive
force but it was near enough to the people for police to be play-
ing football with strikers in 1926. They all felt the Old Bill had
a dirty job to do from time to time, but they had to live with
the people afterwards. It was an embarrassment to them, like
having to arrest your drinking pal for an offence.

This could not happen in a police state and in the late
Thirties the police state mentality flourished. It now flourishes
like the green bay tree. I’ve seen in my own circles how the
criminalisation of dissent or class (or in later years colour)
made crime appear respectable, or at least understandable. It
happened among youngWhites long before mass immigration
brought about the same reaction with young Blacks. In the
first fifty years of the century we didn’t talk about being in
Babylon and it wasn’t expressed (at least in England) in na-
tional terms but the same feelings were there and as the police
state became more refined the alienation grew sharper. Lord
Trenchard saw this in the Thirties and militarised the police.
Only in the last few years have some high-ranking officers
begun to realise when the chips are down that it doesn’t really
work and to talk hopefully of “policing by consent”.

Looking Forward

The flourishing of the police state, the new laws against al-
most everything that helps and the tearing apart of welfare, has
led not to a feeling of revolution, as the fear of it did twenty
and thirty years ago. It has led to apathy and disillusion with
almost everything. In the pollution of any pool in which we
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Looking Back

In the dark days of the War the public wanted to be told
something of what they were fighting for, rather than against,
which even so was not always clear For instance, were they to
wipe out the Germans — all of them — or just the Nazis? Those
who said the former were vociferous admirers of pre-war Ger-
many and later of post-war Germany, but during the war they
preferred to discredit ordinary Germans. No such distinction
was made between Mikadoist and Japanese — all “Japs” were
blamed equally, which meant the leadership not at all. All the
Emperor lost in defeat was his divinity. Was the war perhaps
just one sort of fascism against other more virulent breeds?
Was it for capitalism and imperialism against capitalism and
have-not imperialism? A few thought powerful empires could
disintegrate and capitalism be firmer than ever in “liberated”
colonies. The armed forces, feeling subject to impoverishment
at home and fascist-minded officers and discipline, had subver-
sive thoughts of this nature.

The parliamentarian left plugged a European revolution
against Hitler since 1940 when Britain badly needed some
plausible war aims for propaganda purposes. After a year or
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so it became plain even to the Tories that their own citizens
wanted some too. Civil servants were instructed to draw up
the plans of a brave new world and a revolution by consent,
and William Beveridge, an obscure backroom bureaucrat,
came up with his plan for a Welfare State taking care of
people’s social needs from the cradle to the grave. The mighty
mountain had been in labour and produced a mouse.

Beveridge gained a knighthood from the Plan. It did not
save the Conservative Party from electoral defeat, notwith-
standing the newspaper deification of Churchill which was
reckoned enough on its own to get the Tories back in power.
For himself Sir William Beveridge tried for another step up
the social ladder by standing as a Liberal MP and for all he
knew a Minister thinking (like Churchill, mistaking press
for public opinion) his name would be a counterblast to the
Prime Minister’s. He too was discarded and made for the
disconsolate reaches of the House of Lords under a grateful
Labour Government which made the “Beveridge Plan” its
own.

It fitted in nicely with the Fabian panacea of Nationalisa-
tion, which the miners greeted with flags flying at the pits. I re-
call one union official at a meeting in Doncaster saying there
would be no more strikes “now the pits are ours”. “Who”, he
asked rhetorically, “Should we strike against? Ourselves?” “The
National Coal Board,” I piped up, amid laughter, and was told
I was a fool. Ten years later I met him again and asked, as if
I didn’t know, if there had been any more necessity for strike
action. He apologised for his earlier judgment and said he had
seen the mines weren’t “ours” nine and a half years before but
added ingenuously that he had hoped the Labour Party being
in office then, all would be well. A few decades later and what
parliamentary socialists had always described as the “syndical-
ist scare” came true. Whole industries taken over by the State
were given back into private hands.
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diers of today had better manners than during the War, when
they had always whistled at her from the backs of lorries.

I found that in the Forties and Fifties judges still clung to
the antiquated and long illegal notion that if people did not
take the oath it was because they intended to commit perjury
and feared hellfire if they swore on the Book. Alternatively, as I
myself was asked at a court martial, “does your atheism in any
way impede your telling the truth?” Mr Justice King Hamilton,
a staunch defender in court of the privileges from criticism of
Christianity and Islam, but not of Freethought, a Jew and not
even an orthodox one, revived this notion in the Persons Un-
known case in the Seventies.

I often advise people to take the oath for the very reason
that it gives them credence with an old-fogeyish judge, espe-
cially in the sticks. I long since ceased to worry about taking it
or not. It is a piece of legal flummery that shows one is liable to
the penalties of the Perjury Act. However, catch-22 is that then,
especially in political cases, an artful barrister may know they
are committed to a view of the Holy Book which most people
hold privately — a lack of faith in its magic — and may claim
in horror that the oath means nothing to them and, free from
the fear of thunderbolts, may lie. Which, of course, neither the
religious nor the indifferent ever do.

Police in the State

From an early age I have professed the ideal of anarchism
which seeks to replace the State with a non-coercive society in
which the police force is abolished along with any other force,
repressive or persuasive, that enforces government on the peo-
ple. If this makes me anti-police so be it but along with most
anarchists of an earlier generation and indeed with most work-
ers, I was never “anti-police” in the sense in which it is now
used, until they as a body declared war on society.
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Hewas visiting his parents in Cardiff, and this alibi was proved
immediately on his arrest that same night. Had he said the bike
was stolen he would have been in the clear, but he admitted
letting “a friend” borrow the keys when he was away, yet de-
clined to name the person. A girl friend had, unknown to him,
loaned it to another lover. Not until the driver was arrested two
months later, possibly on information from the other two con-
cerned in the hold-up, was he released from custody. That two
months imprisonment “on remand” merely for being chival-
rous, cost him his job, his flat and his possessions, which were
nobody’s concern. In fact his financial loss was greater than
the fine imposed on the real driver, given credit for his story
that he came forward voluntarily.

This early experience of injustice when I was too young
to intervene may have led me into persistently going bail not
just for friends, but for people I did not particularly know and
once even for someone I never met. Visiting a political pris-
oner once in Brixton I met a woman in the waiting room who
told me her friend was held in custody for an assault on a local
drug dealer who had defrauded him. Bail was set at £100. She
was not accepted so I offered to act as bailee. The case came
up six months later and was dismissed as the dealer had dis-
appeared. Let alone the prisoner, I saved the taxpayer a thou-
sand pounds on this occasion alone. I was never let down by
anyone, which was just as well considering some of the ridicu-
lously high amounts I have been asked to stand in default of the
prisoner appearing which could not possibly have been met
and which certainly wouldn’t have been credited against the
money I saved the Crown in forced board and lodging.

For years I was cross-examined whenever I offered to stand
bail. Of late it has altered. The last time I stood bail, a few
months before writing this, the magistrate, who queried every
other surety and refused most, took one look at me and said,
“Of course we accept this gentleman”. So maybe things have
changed, or else it is the story of the lady who said young sol-
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With the post-war groans about rationing and shortages
came the false relief that unemployment had been abolished
and therewas a new order whichwould provide housing, cause
the disappearance of slums and guarantee the lack of poverty
and sickness. But only in the mining community was there ac-
tual dancing in the streets.They had suffered so much from pri-
vate ownership they felt as liberated as the American slaves did
after Lincoln’s Proclamation, and the illusion lasted no longer.

State over Health

So far as the Health Service is concerned, the myth has
grown since the days of the Eighties and Nineties that we
were in the depths of deprivation and neglect until the NHS,
when sponsors Beveridge and Aneurin Bevin opened up
vistas heretofore unknown. Health care in the Twenties and
Thirties was hardly in a golden age, but in the main, excepting
for technical and scientific progress, not inferior to today.
The facilities were there on the “panel” whereby one paid
health insurance out of a compulsory weekly contribution
(which one still pays, and tax besides). There were voluntary
friendly societies, the trade unions ran their own hospital and
convalescent homes, religious and other organisations ran
penny-a-week schemes (not all were rackets), and doctors
and hospitals were freely available without a waiting list to
members of societies, not just the rich. Miners’ lodges ran
their own health service and employed their own doctors (Dr
A. J. Cronin’s The Citadel is an example of how middle-class
snobs hated being answerable to their patients). The Peckham
Health Scheme was a fine example of communal practice
combining prevention with cure which many felt was an
example of how an anarchist society might operate.

The main problems were lack of funding for health and
abysmal poverty causing ill-health. When deprivation ceased
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because of full employment, even short of a socialised system
the best of the old system could have been funded. It was prob-
ably a good thing to abolish charity hospitals, but the friendly
societies with their cottage hospitals were a lot better managed
than the State could provide. There had been little or no provi-
sion for teeth and spectacles in the old days but this was not
beyond the wit of society to solve. Often married women were
left out of the “panel” if they did not go out to work, though the
Co-operative Societies made provision for medical treatment
out of dividend on purchases and provided non-contributory
burial benefit.

The State took over and improved many things at first, but
has steadily deteriorated. The doctors were anxious to give
treatment. Even as late as the Sixties I was pressurised by
my GP into being hospitalised for two weeks for high blood
pressure caused by being overweight. I was persuaded to go
in without delay but stuck out for a day’s notice. Thirty years
afterwards I hear a friend must wait nearly two years for
major surgery. His GP would love to get him in immediately
and he needs no persuasion. The State is in control and the
present government is determined to make the hospitals pay.
What the Lord giveth, He taketh away. Even Lord Beveridge.

The Slump (Second Act)

The National Slump coloured my boyhood. In the Twenties
the aftermath of war meant depression, unemployment, mis-
ery, rags. I escaped any hunger though I remember going to
grammar school at eleven years old in a patched reach-me-
down when my father was thrown out of work and bailiffs
moved into the house. In the streets there were ragged old sol-
diers begging or busking. Still, it was never as bad as many
people find today, sixty years and one war after. Begging as
a way of life, cardboard cities in the capital, the mentally sick
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discharged to walk the streets or the growth industry of crack
dealing were unknown or thought to have gone forever. There
was mass unemployment, especially in the North — in London
the diversity of low-paid trades saved it from becoming the
norm — from which the “social consciousness” aroused by the
War was supposed to have saved us.

The nation was promised solemnly in 1939–45 such
conditions would never happen again. Now they are back
worse than ever and accepted with fatalism like bad weather,
drought, earthquakes, floods and natural catastrophes. Even
some of these are man-made, and depression, slump and
currency fluctuation certainly are.

Nobody criticised the trade unions more than I did whilst
they were powerful. I plugged syndicalism for over half a cen-
tury and for what my powers were worth never spared the
lash on bureaucracy and reformism. In the Nineties legislation
and unemployment have reduced their power no less surely
than was done in fascist countries abroad during the Thirties.
I can now see the worst union was better than the best politi-
cal party, and their faults were as nothing compared with the
absence of any form of workers’ defence.

Act in the Court

If I “had done the State some service” at any time, albeit re-
luctantly, and they didn’t know or appreciate it, it was surely
in the number of times I have gone bail. In theory people are in-
nocent until found guilty, but this is only in legal theory, not in
practice. It must have saved the taxpayer thousands of pounds
and saved dozens of homes.

When I was quite young, still with the boxing academy,
John, a colleague, was charged on suspicion of burglary. Two
men, whom he did not know, were caught in the act of armed
robbery in London but a third escaped on John’s motor-bike.
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