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Battle of Cable Street 1936

Anti-fascists defied repeated baton charges by police to stop the fascists marching through London’s East End
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When workers stopped the fascists
Tony Aitman

This month marks the 75th 
anniversary of what has 
gone down in history as the 
Battle of Cable Street. On 4 

October 1936 thousands of workers 
across the East End of London rose 
up to prevent a march through their 
areas by the uniformed thugs of Os-
wald Mosley’s fascists.

The fascist threat in 1936 was far 
greater than the relatively small far 
right groups around today. Hitler 
was in power in Germany, Italy had 
been under Mussolini’s fascist jack-
boot for 14 years and the opening 
struggles had just begun in Spain 
where, despite the heroism of the 
Spanish working class, three years 
of bloody conflict saw the victory of 
Franco. 

In Britain, one of the earliest fas-
cist organisations, the British Broth-
ers League, claimed around 45,000 
members at the turn of the century. 
Mosley’s British Union of Fascists 
(BUF) – the Blackshirts - which 
boasted a full time Defence Force, 
claimed 40,000 members and had 
the enthusiastic support of Lord Ro-
thermere’s Daily Mail.

The Blackshirts held a notorious 
rally at Olympia in 1934. 12,000 peo-
ple attended, with 2,000 uniformed 
Blackshirts there to beat up any op-
position that dared rear its head. 
From that point on, anti-Semitism 
became a central point of Mosley’s 
propaganda. 

In 1936, it has been estimated that 
of the 350,000 Jews living in England, 
nearly half lived in the East End. 

In the street where I lived, Yiddish 
was the lingua franca that enabled 
immigrants from Russia, Germany, 
Austria, Lithuania and a host of oth-
er countries to communicate. 

This was the heart of Stepney, 
where over 60,000 Jews lived in 
cramped terraced housing, typi-
cal “two up, two down”. Our house 
would later have the luxurious ad-
dition of a basement, built to afford 
shelter during the war.

The lead-up to the events of 4 
October was a series of meetings 
throughout east London, as the 
fascists attempted to whip up work-
ing class opposition to Jews as the 
scapegoats for the economic crisis 
and saying “Jewish interests” were 
responsible for the looming war.

To consolidate his position, and to 
intimidate the population, Mosley 
proposed a march through the East 
End on 4 October: in full uniform. 
The fascists were to meet at Royal 

Mint Street, and, after a military 
style review of the troops, march in 
four separate groupings to meetings 
in east London.

There was an immediate response 
to this; the Jewish People’s Council 
launched a petition calling for the 
march to be banned which gained 
100,000 signatures within two days. 
There was massive opposition to the 
march. Yet, the anger and readiness 
to act on behalf of the youth and the 
rank and file of the movement was 
not matched by the leadership.

The Communist Party (CP) was 
at its strongest in the East End - CP 
member Phil Piratin was elected MP 
for Mile End in 1945. In the street 
where I lived as a child, virtually 
everyone was in the Party. However, 
the Young Communist League had 
organised a rally in Trafalgar Square 
on the same day as the march, in 
solidarity with the Spanish Repub-
lic. East London CP organiser Frank 
Lefitte put out a statement: “If Mos-
ley decides to march, let him. Don’t 
attempt disorder”.

As for the Labour Party, George 
Lansbury, the hero of Poplar in 1921, 
wrote: “What I want is to maintain 
peace and order, and I advise people 
who are opposed to fascism to keep 
away from the demonstration.” 

The Jewish hierarchy organised a 
sports day out, trying to get the youth 
away from the East End: “Jews who, 
however innocently, become in-
volved in any possible disorders will 
be actively helping anti-Semitism 
and Jew baiting… keep away”.

Opposition from below
But opposition from below was 
growing. Joe Jacobs, secretary of 
Stepney CP, was demanding di-
rect confrontation with the fascists. 
The Independent Labour Party, 
the CP rank and file, Jewish groups 
throughout the area, were demand-
ing direct action. 

The largest Jewish settlement in 
the East End then was in Fairclough 
(now Henriques) Street. Along with 
the synagogue, ante-natal clin-
ics and youth clubs that it housed, 
it was an organising and recruit-
ing point for the Communist Party 
among the Jewish youth – it was 
there that my mother met my father 
and recruited him to the Party. They 
wanted to meet the fascists face to 
face in organised opposition.

On the day, the East End erupted. 
Over 300,000 packed east London’s 
streets – 50,000 congregated around 
Gardners Corner, the site of a de-
partment store between Aldgate and 

Whitechapel. It was there that a po-
lice horse was pushed through the 
plate glass window of the store and 
there that my aunt was kicked in the 
head by another police horse.

At Cable Street, too, barricades 
were put up to stop the fascists 
marching and the police defend-
ing them. A shower of rubbish and 
the contents of chamber pots – few 
houses had indoor sanitation and 
these were a common feature of 
workers’ homes – were thrown on 
the police, while children threw 
marbles under the horses’ hooves to 
send them crashing to the ground. 

If the fascists had marched 
through, there would have been an 
utter rout of the uniformed thugs of 
the BUF. To prevent this, the Police 
Commissioner decided the march 
could not go ahead and the Black-
shirts were forced to retreat in com-
plete humiliation.

A united campaign of Commu-
nists and Jews on Commercial Road 
and Cable Street, the Irish Catholic 
dockers who threw up the barri-
cades, the youth and the women – 
my mother, 17 at the time, sneaked 
out of the house to join the battle 
– had dealt Mosley a major defeat, 
destroying any hope he may have 
had of building a mass fascist party 
in Britain.

The lessons of the Battle of Ca-
ble Street are many: the role of the 
labour and CP leaders, the fact that 
unity can be built in action. But it 
also has lessons for the building of 
a mass workers’ party. The CP was 
widely seen as the leadership of 
the battle: party membership dou-
bled between 1935 and 1937 and in 
1945.

CP influence on the local coun-
cil continued for some time. Yet, 
the chasm between the CP leader-
ship, tied to the politics of Stalin, the 
Comintern and “popular frontism”, 
and the rank and file caused an ir-
reparable breach in the Party. 

Joe Jacobs was expelled in 1937, 
and the rot continued. Phil Piratin, 
one of the leaders of the opposi-
tion to Mosley, had been elected to 
parliament in 1945 with 47.6% of 
the vote, but he lost his seat in the 
1950 election, albeit with changed 
boundaries, with only 12.5% of the 
vote.

Inspiring example
In many ways, my family, nearly all 
CP members, reflected the whole 
history of the CP from Cable Street 
onwards. Our street joined Com-
mercial Road to Cable Street, our 
lives played out to the sound of the 
railway rattling overhead. 

The streets were joined by covered 
arches, where, in the days before le-
galisation, the bookies would wait to 
get the pennies of local housewives 
putting an each way bet on Lester 
Piggott. One of my uncles, a CP 
member, worked there as a bookies’ 
runner, keeping an eye out for the 
police. 

My father, a building site worker, 
left the Party in 1956 in disgust at the 
Soviet invasion of Hungary; he later 
donated towards the publication of 
Joe Jacobs’ book Out of the Ghetto. 

My mother’s sister - and her hus-
band, Sam, who had been involved 
in the Workers’ Film movement, 
both life long Party members, left 
in despair in the 1970s, eventually 
joining the Labour Party. 

Shortly before their deaths, they 
found in supporters of Militant, the 
Socialist Party’s predecessor, the 
same commitment and beliefs they 
had had in their youth. 

My mother, now 93, is probably One of the many protesters arrested in and around Cable Street

Mosley inspects his Blackshirts

one of the last of that generation of 
East End Jewish communists who 
fought on the streets of Stepney. But 
the battle that they fought and won 
in 1936 should inspire us all in the 
battles we face today.


