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A poster for the Ed in burgh Car ni val Against the Nazis that took place in Craig mil lar Park in Au gust 1978.

WHEN 8,000 mu sic fans turned up
at Craig mil lar Park in Ed in burgh in
Au gust 1978 for Rock Against
Racism and the Anti-nazi League’s
Ed in burgh Car ni val, many were
ex pect ing to see The Clash. The
name of Joe Strum mer and Mick
Jones’ iconic �rst wave punk band
had been added to posters and �y -
ers for the show, say ing they had
been “in vited” to play, de spite
pos si bly never hav ing been ap -
proached.

There is the story as well about the
young Scot tish ac tivists who trav -
elled from Aberdeen to the Lon don
Car ni val in Vic to ria Park the same
year, and were charged to guard
the stage overnight lest their op -
po nents at tempt sab o tage af ter
dark. This wasn’t a fan ci ful no tion,
as the ac tivists duly had to see o�
a bunch of Na tional

Front (NF) sup port ing skin heads
in tent on burn ing it down.

While nei ther of these sto ries
make it into David Ren ton’s new
book on the era, they nev er the less
go some way to il lus trate both the
en ter pris ingly mav er ick spirit of

the anti-racist move ment of the
time and its ge o graph i cal reach.
The pub li ca tion of Never Again!
Rock Against Racism and the Anti-
nazi League 1976-1982 comes at a
time when the ex treme right wing
that Rock Against Racism (RAR)
and the Anti-nazi League (ANL)
were set up to op pose are on the
march again.

In this sense, Never Again!, which
is launched this week end at events
in Ed in burgh and Glas gow, is an
im por tant means of tak ing stock,
and fol lows bar ris ter and ac tivist
Ren ton’s 2007 book, When We
Touched the

Sky: The Anti-nazi League 1977-
1981. While both cover sim i lar
ground, a decade on, even Ren ton
seems sur prised by the di� er ences
in his new book. “When We
Touched the

Sky was put out by an in de pen dent
pub lisher who very sadly went
bust,” he says, “and be cause it
hadn’t had much pub lic ity, I
wanted to do some thing with it.
For a while I thought I was go ing
to be writ ing a sec ond edi tion, but
more and more stu� kept com ing

out, and go ing through it, it’s not
un til page 50 that there’s any -
thing from the old book in the new
one.”

RAR was founded in Au gust 1976
fol low ing a drunken out burst by
Eric Clap ton dur ing a con cert in
Birm ing ham, when he de clared
sup port for Con ser va tive MP
Enoch Pow ell, whose “rivers of
blood” speech in 1968 had seen
Pow ell rail against mass im mi gra -
tion. Af ter mak ing sev eral dis -
parag ing re marks about peo ple of
colour, Clap ton re peat edly shouted
the NF slo gan of “Keep

Bri tain White”. In the au di ence of
the Clap ton gig were Red Saun ders
and other mem bers of rad i cal
theatre troupe Car toon Archety pal
Slo gan Theatre (Cast), who wrote
a let ter to the then hugely in �u -
en tial mu sic pa per, NME. As well as
be rat ing Clap ton, who apol o gised
for his out burst last year, Saun ders
pro posed form ing RAR. Af ter re -
ceiv ing hun dreds of let ters of sup -
port, nu mer ous RAR groups sprang
up. Ar riv ing in the fer ment of
punk, youth cul ture was crav ing
some kind of mass move ment, and
soon the fa mil iar RAR star be came
ubiq ui tous ac ces sories on the

lapels of char ity shop jack ets and
cus tomised T-shirts. De spite this,
Ren ton is crit i cal of some of the
ini tial burst of ac tiv ity.

“There were two sides to punk,”
he says. “On the one hand, there

were lovely things like black and
white mu si cians play ing to gether,
but there was also a de politi cis ing
of things. There were peo ple who
said a lot of punks were fas cists,
and there was a �ir ta tion with
images of fas cism that you can’t
ig nore, and that helped shape the
mood of ni hilism and de spair of
the time.”

An RAR fanzine, Tem po rary
Hoard ing, ran for 15 is sues, and
fea tured era-de�n ing work by
Never Again! Rock Against Racism
& the Anti-nazi League 1976-1982
by David Ren ton is pub lished by
Rout ledge Books, £16.99, and is
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g mil lar Park in Au gust 1978.

An RAR fanzine, Tem po rary
Hoard ing, ran for 15 is sues, and
fea tured era-de�n ing work by
Never Again! Rock Against Racism
& the Anti-nazi League 1976-1982
by David Ren ton is pub lished by
Rout ledge Books, £16.99, and is

launched at Au gus tine United
Church, Ed in burgh, Fri day, 7pm;
STUC, Glas gow, Satur day, 2.30pm
www. rout ledge.com pho tog ra pher
Syd Shel ton. In 2017, Street Level
Pho toworks in Glas gow hosted an
ex hi bi tion of Shel ton’s evoca tive
images of bands, fans and ac -
tivists. This was aug mented by en -
larged images from the Tem po rary
Hoard ing ar chive, as well as
posters from Scot tish RAR events.
Some of the lat ter was taken from
the col lec tion of Paul Robert son,
who in 2012 cu rated an ex hi bi tion
of RAR and ANL posters at Sum -
mer hall in Ed in burgh. This in -
cluded some from Robert son’s
own col lec tion, in clud ing a poster
from the Ed in burgh Car ni val.
Robert son, in ci den tally, was one of
the young ac tivists guard ing the
Vic to ria Park stage overnight back
in 1978.

That year saw RAR be come a ma jor
force, with the �rst Car ni val at -
tract ing more than 100,000 peo ple
to a free con cert fea tur ing The
Clash, Steel Pulse, Tom Robin son
Band, X-ray Spex, Sham 69 singer
Jimmy Pursey and Pa trik Fitzger -
ald. Misty in Roots played on the
back of a truck lead ing the six-
mile march to the park. The sec -
ond, in Septem ber, took place in
Brix ton, and fea tured Aswad, Elvis
Costello and Sti� Lit tle Fin gers.

The North ern Car ni val in Manch -
ester was head lined by Buz zcocks,
Steel Pulse and The Fall, while

smaller events in cluded a Liver -
pool open-air con cert wit nessed
by this writer, and fea tured al ter -
na tive theatre com pa nies Belt and
Braces and The Sadista Sis ters
along side lo cal bands Ded Byrds,
Ki likuri and 29th and Dear born.
The Craig mil lar Park Ed in burgh
Car ni val might not have had The
Clash, but Aswad and lo cal lu mi -
nar ies Scars, The Freeze, The
Valves and The Deleted did ap pear.

Ren ton was a small child when all
this was go ing on, but be came
aware of racist ac tiv ity from an
early age.

“At pri mary school, the desks were
cov ered in swastikas,” he says,
“and there were peo ple talk ing
about ‘Jew ing each other’, and
peo ple be ing racially abused. I re -
mem ber that hap pen ing, but then
it went away re ally quickly, and I
never un der stood why.”

This has in �u enced ev ery thing
Ren ton has done since, both as a
writer and ac tivist. In his day job as
a bar ris ter, one of his high est-
pro �le cases to date was rep re -
sent ing con struc tion worker Dave
Smith, who suc cess fully sued Car -
il lion Ltd af ter it was dis cov ered
Smith and hun dreds of oth ers had
been black listed. This era was doc -
u mented by artist Lucy Parker in
an ex hi bi tion and �lm seen at
Rhubaba gallery in Ed in burgh.

To day, or gan i sa tions such as Love
Mu sic, Hate Racism (LMHR) have
picked up the ba ton of RAR. While

LMHR con tin ues to �y the �ag
through reg u lar events, the days
of massed car ni vals ap pear to be
long gone. Mean while, an other
pocket of re sis tance has just be gun
through AF Trax, a new sub la bel
of iconic Glas gow club night Op -
timo founded by Keith Mcivor, aka
JD Twitch, with the AF stand ing
for Against Facism.

Forth com ing re leases by live artist
and DJ Guy Veale, aka Log toad, Al
Jerry and Hot Chip’s Joe God dard
may sound di� er ent from the class
of ’78, but Mcivor has cred ited RAR
as be ing the in spi ra tion be hind
the la bel, and each re lease will fea -
ture a man i festo on the sleeve.
While such a move is to be wel -
comed, Ren ton sees the main cen -
tre of ac tiv ity mov ing be yond mu -
sic.

“We need some thing with the
same en ergy as RAR,” he says,
“but which isn’t just copy ing it.
But the racist cul tural mi lieu isn’t
mu sic any more. It’s on line.”

Ren ton cites a group called Game
Work ers Unite, which pro motes
an tiracism on line. “They put out
mes sages against racism,” says
Ren ton, “and work against the
racist cul tural mi lieu in a fan tas tic
way. Just as RAR was re ally im por -
tant for the few years it ex isted,
what they are do ing now is just as
vi tal.”
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