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PDF MONOGRAPH SERIES NO.15  

 
 

 

ORGANISING IN THE FILM INDUSTRY IN THE LATE 1930S 
 

 
Introduction 

 
In ‘Asians in Britain’ (Pluto 2002) Rozina Visram explains that Black and Asians were able to get occasional 
work as film extras in ‘grand epics of the empire like the Korda brothers’ ‘The Four Feathers’. She says 
that evidence shows that ‘film companies hired Indians for ‘crowd scenes’ through local merchants.’ Said 
Amir Shah, of Shah Brothers, silk merchants and warehousemen of 8 Whitehcurch Lane, was a film agent 
and contractor. In early 1938 (Chaudhri) Akbar Ali Khan and Alley, a trade union activist, set up the Asian 
and African Film Artistes’ Association, which became the Oriental Film Artistes’ Union (OFAU), while by 
1939 there was also the Coloured Film Artistes’ Association led by J Cox and Peter Blackman. Although 
separate Visram says that the two organisations worked closely together. (p. 259-260) 

 
The Friendly Society Registrar’s files at the National Archives suggest that the situation in relation to 
organising Black and Asian film workers was more complex. They contain the registration and other 
documents for the Coloured Film Artistes’ Association set up on 1 October 1938 and the Eastern and Indian 
Film Artists' Association registered on 12 May 1939.  

 

COLOURED FILM ARTISTES' ASSOCIATION 

 

The Coloured Film Artistes’ Association registration documents with the Registrar of Friendly Societies and its 

annual returns to and correspondence to and from the Registrar are contained in National Archives file 

FS27/294. 

 

The Association was set up on 1 October 1938, with its registered office at 65 Warren St, London, W1. The 

application was dated 16 November 1938. The Registrar approved registration with effect on 28 February 

1939, with the number 2053T under the Trade Union Acts of 1871 and 1927, which John R Cox the Secretary 

acknowledged on 3 March.  

 

The letterhead of the Association says 'All types of Coloured Artistes can be supplied, and that it was licensed 

annually by the London County Council (No. 4605). 

 

The Objects 

 

The rules clearly state that it was a trade union. Its objects were to: 

 

'(1) To regulate the relations between Film Artistes and Producers, Managers, Agents and others, and also 

between Member and Member. 

 

(2) To secure unity of action, by organisation and otherwise. in order to improve the position and status 

of Film Artistes. 

 

(3) to abolish all abuses detrimental to their welfare. 

 

(4) To promote industrial peace and progress by all amicable means and, when differences do arise, to 

obtain an equitable settlement. 

 

(5) To accumulate from the contribution of the Members a fund adequate for the protection of their 

interests and the founding of a benevolent fund. 

 

(6) To provide legal assistance to secure the due fulfilment of contracts or engagements or otherwise for 

the benefit of Members. 

 

(7) To secure or assist in securing legislation for the protection of the Association interests. 
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(8) To adopt any legal method which may be decided to be advisable in the general interests of the 

Members. 

 

(9) To provide adequate offices, green room and club for Members.' 

  

The eligibility of membership was 'Any Coloured Film Artiste including all coloured people who work 

professionally for film productions whether in leading roles, in small parts or in the crowd.' (Rule 4) 

 

Members had to be proposed and seconded and approved by the Executive Committee. (Rule 5) There was a 

reduced price membership for those joining between 1 November 1938 and 30 April 1939 of 2s 6d entrance 

fee and one month's contribution in advance. Thereafter it cost 5s entrance fee and three month’s 

subscription in advance. (Rule 6(1)) The rules provided for a political fund. 

 

Leading Members 

 

The Officers and Executive Committee members of the Association were: 

 

Chairman:  Otto Lancelot Wallen, MB, Bch, BAO, 19 Slanthorpe Street, SW16  

Others:    James Taylor, 185 Russell Terrace, W2  

   Mrs Louise Campbell, 48 Clifton Rd, E18  

   Robert Adams, The Lodge, Square Rd. Shepperton. 

   Augustus Newton, 43 Marchmont St, WC1 

   Richardson Moore, 55 Petherton Rd, N5 

   Arnold Ward, 11 Sangfield Place, N1 

 

The Trustees were: 

 

Dr. C.B.Clarke, FRCS, MB, Belfield House, Green Hill Rd, New Barnet 

Reginald Bridgeman, Wasewall Farm Cottage, Wasewell Lane, Pinner 

Dr. H.B. Morgan, 4A Aberdeen Gdns, NW6. He was Physician to the TUC. 

 

The Annual Return for 1939 shows that at the beginning of the year there were 125 members. 243 were added 

during the year making 368. None had ceased membership. There were 317 male and 51 female members. 

The total income was £205.8s.7d and the expenditure £186.16s.6d.  

 

Effects of the War 

 

The War clearly had a dramatic effect on the members and therefore the Association. On 11 January 1940 Cox 

wrote to the Registrar to say that: 

 

 'At a meeting of the Executive Committee of the above-named Association held on the 28th. 

December, it was unanimously decided that on account of the war, the Association should be 

suspended for its duration, having regard to the fact that the film industry, as far as coloured people 

are concerned, has been crippled. Also most of the members of the Association have had to go away 

to sea, or to the country, doing work of National Importance.' 

 

 The reason why you have not been informed of this before is that, as a Naval Reserve, I was called up 

last October, and had to be away. I have been instructed to communicate to you this fact.' 

 

This notification turned out to be an error for on 12 February J.L.E.Wilson (Acting General Secretary) wrote to 

the Registrar from 217 Eversholt St, Euston, NW1. 

 

 'I desire to notify you of the change of address of the Coloured Film Artistes' Association, and I have 

been instructed by the Trustees and other Executive Officers at a meeting held on the 7th. February, 

to ask you to be good enough to cancel the letter of the 11th January 1940 with regard to the 

suspension of the Association for the duration of the war. This was an error on the part of Mr. Cox, 

the secretary. What was decided at the meeting on the 28th. December, 1939, was that an 

extraordinary general meeting should be called to see if the members were favourable to a 

suspension, as some of them had to go away to do work of National Importance, among of which the 

secretary and the chairman were included. 

 

 The Executive Committee has now definitely decided to carry on, despite the drawbacks which the 

war may have caused, and I have been appointed to act as secretary until further notice. 
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 The Annual General Meeting will be held in either March or April, and we will submit to you the 

Annual Return in the usual way. 

 

 Thanking you for your past favours.' 

 

Wilson was appointed General Secretary on 9 June 1940. 

 

By August 1941 the Registrar had not received the 1940 Annual Return and wrote on the 11th about this 

failure. Wilson replied on 16 August saying: 

 

 'It was my intention to communicate with you before to point out to you the position of the 

Association, but on account of war work in which I am engaged since last November, I could have 

hardly found the time to do so.' 

 

Wilson goes on to explain the problems facing the Association. 'The omission has been caused through the 

following reasons:- 

 

1. The membership of the Association has fallen to practically nil. Since the last Annual General 

Meeting, hardly any member has paid subscriptions. In fact no subscriptions have been paid for over 

eight months. This is obviously due to the fact that on account of the war, (on account of the war 

crossed out) members realise that there is no employment for them on account of the war, which has 

greatly affected the industry as far as they are concerned. 

 

2. The Association used to hold socials to meet its immediate expenses, but this had to be discontinued 

on account of the persistent air raids on London. 

 

3. I have tried to get together a few Committee meetings, but failed to get a quorum. 

 

4. The rent of the office has not been paid for months. 

 

5. The telephone had to be cut off. 

 

6. The Association could not afford to pay the auditors who audited the Accounts last year, and as a 

consequence could not approach them again this year through lack of funds.' 

 

Continuing Problems 

 

Wilson goes on: 'The above are the facts, and I shall be pleased to get your advice and ruling in this matter. If 

I can send in the return without having to be audited as is required by the rules, I shall do so almost 

immediately.' 

 

On 20 February 1942 Wilson sent a letter of apology to the Registrar about the delay in submitting the annual 

return due to 'the present inactivity of the Association' and his own heavy workload. "I have ... to do fire-

watching sometimes'. 

 

He finally completed the Annual Return for 1940 on 13 March 1942. This showed the collapse in the 

membership to 18 at the end of the year: 16 male and 2 female members. The Annual return for 1941, again 

completed on 13 March 1942 showed no members. 

 

Having heard nothing more from the Association and after trying to contact Wilson at 217 Eversholt Rd, the 

Registrar wrote on 11 December 1943 to Reginald Bridgeman, one of the Trustees at 105 Wasewell Lane in 

Pinner, asking for information as Wilson was no longer at 217 Eversholt St. Bridgeman replied on 14 July 1943 

that he believed that Wilson: 

 

  'has been employed for some considerable time now in the Merchant Navy and that he is in all 

probability at sea. 

 

 'To the best of my knowledge and belief there have been no transactions by the Association during 

the past twelve months. The membership has been broken up and scattered by the war.'  

 

Post War Correspondance 
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The Registrar did not strike the Association off and had further correspondence with Bridgeman in 1945 and 

1946. Bridgeman wrote to him on 28 August 1945 saying: 'With the ending of the war it seems to me possible 

that the former members of the Association may resume their work in the theatre and with the film 

companies.' On 22 January 1946 he wrote to the Registrar 'At the moment I am not in touch with any of its 

former members.' 

 

Other Relevant Information 

 

Stephen Bourne’s work on Black People in British Film and Television gives us some information on the people 

involved in the Association: 

 

 Otto Wallen appeared in the 1940 film ‘The Thief of Baghdad’ 

(www.eofftv.com/t/thi/thief_of_bagdad_1940_main.htm) The film also starred the Indian film 

actor Sabu, Adelaide Hall as a singer, Cleo Laine as a street urchin, Joseph Cozier, and Rex 

Ingram as a the Genie. (see Stephen Bourne, ‘Black in the British Frame’,  p. 55, 59-61). 

 Roberts Adams. See Bourne, p. 84-91 

 

About some of the others: 

 

 Could Louise Campbell be the white actress in the film ‘Bulldog Drummond Comes Back”? 

 Could Dr  C B Clarke be the West Indies Test player, who played a number of matches for  

Northamptonshire County in 1946. (www.northamptonshirerec.org.uk/blackh/settlers.asp), 

and who played in a West Indian XI in 1947 

(www.winchmorehill.org/club/club_history_PostWar.html -a Northamptonshire cricket site 

which includes more details on West Indian players in the late 1940s and early 1950s.) 

 Is Dr H B Morgan the left-wing MP in the late 1940s and leading member of the ‘Friends of 

Ireland Group’ within the British Labour Party. 

(http://proni.nics.gov.uk/records/private/cahir_h.htm) 

 

Other Archive Material 

 

Further information about the Association can be found in the TUC archive at Warwick University Modern 

Records Centre (www.warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/ead/292c.htm ).  The CASBAH project website 

tells us: 

 
‘Coloured Film Artistes' Association (ref: MSS.292C/91/5, 1939 - 1940) Records are part of the 
'individual trade unions, 1922-60 (91/1-16) section of the Trade Unions group of archives.  

Records cover general enquires and trade union history. In 1939, members of the committee 
include Robert Adams, Augustus Newton, Louise Campbell, James Aggray Taylor, Richardson 
Moorse, A. Ward, and Otto L Warren. ‘ 

EASTERN AND INDIAN FILM ARTISTS' ASSOCIATION 

 

Its registration documents with the Registrar of Friendly Societies and its annual returns to and 

correspondence with the Registrar are contained in National Archives file RFS27/295. It was registered on 12 

May 1939 with the registration number 2055T. Its registered office was originally to have been 10 but then 

was changed with the submission of the rules to 21 Aldgate Ave, E1. 

 

The Objects 

 

The objects of the Association were:  

 

'(a) To promote and protect the art of the silent or talking film in all its branches and particularly as it 

relates to India and the Orient.  

 

(b) To regulate the relations between Artistes and Proprietors or Managers of Studios or Picture 

Producing Companies, Producers, Casting Managers and others, and also between Member and 

Member. 

 

(c) To secure by organization, and all other effective methods, unity of action in order to improve the 

position and status of artists. 

http://www.eofftv.com/t/thi/thief_of_bagdad_1940_main.htm
http://www.northamptonshirerec.org.uk/blackh/settlers.asp
http://www.winchmorehill.org/club/club_history_PostWar.html
http://proni.nics.gov.uk/records/private/cahir_h.htm
http://www.warwick.ac.uk/services/library/mrc/ead/292c.htm
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(d) To abolish all abuses and conditions detrimental to their welfare. 

 

(e) To promote the settlement of disputes arising from terms and conditions of employment or service, 

by negotiation between representatives of the Association and the Proprietors, Managers, Producers 

and others concerned. 

 

(f) To accumulate from the contribution of the Members, funds adequate for the protection of their 

professional interests, and the provision of any benefits specified hereafter.  

 

(g) To secure minimum rates of pay and satisfactory conditions of employment. 

 

(h) To provide legal assistance to Members so far as the law allows. 

 

(i) To secure and to assist in securing legislation for the protection of the Artists' interests, and the 

promotion of the Association's objects.  

 

(j) To co-operate with kindred organizations by affiliation, defecation or other suitable methods in the 

promotion of these and similar objects and aims. 

 

(k) To take any lawful action the Council ,(as the governing body) may deem advisable and desirable to 

protect and advance the interests of the Members of the Association.' (Rule 3) 

 

Eligibility for membership was 'Any person who has worked or intends to work in a film studio either as an 

Extra Player, "Special" Extra Player or Part Player.' 

 

The Leading Members 

 

The officers were: 

 

President:  S.A.Shah, 8 White Church Lane, E1 

Vice-President:  Babu Singh Bainu, 2B Heneage St, EC 

Treasurer:  Moohd Elahi, 11 Alie St, E1 

Trustees:  Nasseer Din, 2B Heneage St, E1 

   Nazar Singh, 178 Hawburg St, E1 

   Rehu Ali, 11 Alie St, E1 

Secretary:  T or J Jaffrey, 23 Chicksand St, E1 

Assistant Secretary: M. Kurwana, 2B Heneage St, E1 

 

The Annual Return as at 31 December 1939 (dated 5 March 1940) shows that 200 members were admitted and 

1 left. All the members were men. The contributions received were £48.17s. .6d, and the expenditure 

£29.7s.11d. 

 

The registered office address was changed from 9 May 1940 to 24  Chicksand St, E1  

 

End of the Association 

 

The Association's fortunes were interrupted by the War, and it was deregistered on 17 April 1942. 

 

It should be noted that Alie St, Heneage St and Chicksand St are in the  Aldgate, Brick Lane and Whitechapel 

area. 
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