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Cause for
Concern

Arecentitem in the UK Press Gazette headed 'Cause for concern on
press treatment of race’ gave the conclusions of a specialist survey team
on press practices that excite prejudice, following a report by the
Institute of Race Relations that urged a more watchful approach to race
problems by editors, professional journalist bodies, the Press Council and
broadcasting authorities. How this touches the photographer is
described by Wolverhampton freelancw who has illustrated
two important articles on the subject for the Observer
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ClRCU.\’(STANCES have placed me in
the centre of what has been called
Britain’s greatest post-war social problem—
coloured immigration. Living as I do in
Wolverhampton it is essential as a citizen
(and equally important as a photo-journalist)
to be objective while surrounded by all sorts
of conflicting and vehemently held opinions.
After last year’s speech on immigration made
in Birmingham by Wolverhampton MP,
Enoch Powell, I was contacted by many
publications to illustrare articles on the
problem in the Midlands. It may seem that
I am uncommercially minded if T admit that
on no occasion have I gone and taken
pictures of Asian or West Indian immi-
grants ‘on spec’. But I have my reasons. [
knew that I would almost certainly have no
control over how the material was to be used
and that such material could exacerbate an
already cmotional situation. For several
months most of the Midland assignments (T
spend half the week in London and half in
the Midlands) that T was given, concerned
the ‘colour problem’. Most of the commis-
sions were for general shots of immigrants
and of their impact on English towns. Trying
to sit on the fence pictorially is almost
impossible, since any interpretation, for or
against Enoch Powell’s line, can be put upon
one’s photographs by an editor. All I could
do, having accepted these jobs, was to ler my
lens reflect the situation and hope that my
camera would be an impartial mirror.

One of the most difficult immigrant assign-
ments to come my way was one that I
undertook for The Observer. The two articles
that my pictures illustrated caused much
comment, and correspondence flooded into
the London offices of the paper. As a photo-
grapher, however, my problem was to try
and remain inconspicuous while working
amongst communities that were almost onc
hundred per cent coloured. Being white I
must have stuck out like 2 sore thumb as 1
vainly tried to hide behind my black camera
bodies. But one has to start somewhere, and
after much negotiating, 1 gained access to a
West Indian non-conformist chapel and a
Sikh temple. Because these buildings were
cramped inside, I mainly used a 1gmm ultra-
wide-angle lens and a 135mm lens (for head
shots). The light was poor in both the chapel
and temple and I had to use a fast film—
Tri-X, rated at 650 ASA.

The West Indians were most hospitable,
and I found myself swaying to the gospel
singing while feverishly trying to expose a
few frames. There was much flinging of
arms—my camera was almost knocked out of
my hands on one occasion—and a surfeit of
joyful weeping and wailing but I found it an
exhilarating expericnce. In contrast to this,
the Sikh temple (a converted Co-op shop)
was serene and mystical with the men sitting
on the floor on one side of the room and their
wives and children on the other. Before
entering the temple, you have to take off
vour shoes and cover your head. I used a
knotted handkerchief (a poor substitute for
the magnificent Sikh turban) which, to my
great annoyance, kept slipping off. My other
problem wasgto avoid treading on the
peacefully sleeping babies that covered 2 large
section of the floor and, after the chapel apd
temple, I concentrated on outdoor shots.
Indians and Pakistanis are very shy and when
they notice a lens pointing in their direction
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they cither turn the other way or put a hand
up in front of their faces. Some seem to
believe when you take a photograph vou take
away part of their soul. Consequently power-
ful relephoto lenses were the obvious ones to
use—in my case a 280omm Novoflex and a
scomm Russian M. T.O.

I do not want to give the impression that
by using these lenses I was trying to be a
‘Peeping Tom’. In fact, I spent a great deal
of time arranging to visit people’s homes,
schools, and places of worship before shoot-
ing these assignments. But I had to get
candid shots in the open because most
British people only see immigrants in the
strects, ourside what are emotively called
coloured ghettoes. Because of this, the
reaction of coloured people to a typically
British brass band concert in & municipal

16

park made a fascinating study. 1 found that
while the Indians sat and applauded politely,
the West Indian children gleefully danced as
if listening to a steel band,

I now get fewer calls to do assignments on
the colour problem, and although it hurts
financially, I'm glad. The less emotional
publicity the problem gets, the sooner it will
be solved. Bur I can sce, living amongst them
as I do, that the testing time will come when
the British-born and educated West Indian
or Asian teenagers go looking for work. If
they find, or imagine, that their white
contemporaries are getting better jobs, there
may be trouble for there is nothing like the
indignity of the dole queue to ferment racial
tension. Make no mistake, there is a lot of
hatred coming out in conversation in the
laundrettes, coffee-bars and pubs, around my

part of the world. It only needs a few un-
fortunate photographs or articles concerning
a black versus white incident, and the
powder keg could be ignited. The photo-
grapher who finds that he has taken shots
that, if published, could help start a race riot
18 now faced by a great dilemma. Is it better
to make the sale, and say on the way to the
bank: ‘Well, we only photograph the news,
we don’t make it,” or for him to try and cool
it?

In the meantime, I am now being fre-
quently despatched to various village halls,
garden parties, and seats of learning at which
Enoch Powecll is speaking. The commands
issue forth from Fleet Street: ‘Don’t take any
pics unless something happens. Its just a
watching brief, old man’.
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