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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

This book began with a letter, dated 1898, which I read in a Swiss archive. 
‘I have written to Madame Dreyfus’ it began, ‘on behalf of a number of 
English women and myself’.1 The writer was Josephine Butler, a Victorian 
reformer who united an ardent Christianity with an equally passionate 
political liberalism. I had studied British women’s history, and Butler’s 
campaigns, over many years, but this letter sparked off a series of questions 
which I had never previously thought to ask. Did Butler have other cor-
respondents or friends—in particular, women friends—within the Jewish 
community in her own country? The Frenchwoman Lucie Dreyfus, who 
embodied the international outcry over the trumped-up charge of treason 
against her husband Captain Dreyfus, was the international liberal celeb-
rity of the hour. What about more ordinary Jewish women nearer home? 
Josephine Butler’s husband, the Reverend George Butler, was a Hebraist; 
the couple were acquainted with the Chief Rabbi and other Jewish male 
notables of the day; but they seem not to have been acquainted with 
these men’s spouses. Were Josephine’s Jewish counterparts debarred by 
domestic or religious custom from these relationships? If so, this might 
have been on account of the sensitive character, considered scandalous 
by many, of her campaigns on behalf of prostitute women and against 
the ‘state regulation of vice’.2 What, then, about other Christian women, 
in less exposed positions? What were the everyday interactions, if any, 



between Christian and Jewish women in Britain in the decades preceding 
and following World War I?

These questions matter because they help us to explore the first chap-
ter in the narrative of a multicultural Britain. Between roughly 1880 and 
1914, at a time when different sects within the Church, and even within 
Protestantism, could not always find common ground, around 150,000 
people who were not Christians, who prayed in synagogues and in Hebrew, 
and who read and wrote in a non-European script, settled in this island. 
Most came from Eastern Europe, were extremely poor and lacked any 
secular education, my grandparents among them. Britain had seen many 
waves of immigrants over the previous centuries, all initially arousing vary-
ing degrees of hostility among their hosts, but this cohort was without a 
doubt more ‘foreign’ than any who had come before. On the eve of World 
War I, the community had grown to nearly 300,000. The earliest Jewish 
migrants had been of predominantly Sephardic (Spanish and Portugese) 
origin; their ranks were augmented by members of Ashkenazi (German) 
communities. Many had prospered greatly, producing a ‘Cousinhood’ of 
notables who established successful financial institutions, entered public 
life, and with more or less success took responsibility for the needs of 
their poorest coreligionists.3 Without obscuring the fact of religious dif-
ference, individuals from these prominent families could establish social 
relationships with their hosts based on affinities of wealth and occupa-
tion. The contention that they did not, at least not for long, challenge 
native Britons’ sense of identity may be illustrated by legislation in 1858 
(strengthened by the Oaths Act of 1866), allowing (male) Jews to become 
Members of Parliament without professing Christianity, and by the relax-
ation of the Anglican clerical qualification in 1871 which allowed (male) 
Jews to become Fellows of Oxford colleges.

The new wave, however, transformed both the nature of Anglo-Jewry, 
and Britain’s relationship with the Jews. A very few, very rich families 
could be absorbed relatively easily; but this large body of people, con-
spicuously alien in so many senses of the word, could not. There was the 
potential for social unrest in the deprived urban neighbourhoods where 
they settled en masse. The Jewish notables wished to avoid the rise of 
an antisemitism which could harm them as well as the hugely increased 
numbers of their dependent brethren, and their fears had substance: a 
political fringe movement was able to exploit a sense of ‘native’ grievance 
to the point where the Conservative government passed the Aliens Act of 
1905, the first to institute official controls over entry into the country in 
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peacetime. This situation galvanised those Jewish women and men who 
felt relatively secure in their citizenship to anglicise the newcomers, and 
to expand communal welfare provision in order to prevent their poverty 
becoming a resented burden on the public funds. It was also a spur to 
building stronger bridges between the minority and host communities. All 
these initiatives had to take place in the arena we currently call ‘civil soci-
ety’, within religious congregations, voluntary associations and a range 
of charitable activities. This was the one sphere in which women could 
enjoy something like equality of opportunity with men. Long denied 
political participation and professional education, women in Britain had 
for decades taken philanthropic and religious routes into public life and 
social action. These activities provided the opportunity for some Jewish 
and Christian women to meet on almost equal terms.

An abundant literature has chronicled the stages by which Christian 
Britain enacted the legal emancipation of its Jews, and Anglo-Jewry in 
turn assimilated into and contributed to the host society.4 Only a small 
proportion of this literature refers to women, and even less to their rela-
tionship to a gentile world.5 Yet the experience of migration and minority 
status is not the same for women as for men.6 In the period under review, 
social life was often segregated by gender for all classes, and the primary 
responsibility for childcare and domestic labour (or, for the wealthier 
classes, the arrangements made for them) devolved on women. Like other 
working-class women, Jewish women earned family income by taking in 
‘home work’, or setting up shops and market stalls;7 but their continu-
ing ascription to the domestic sphere made it unlikely that they would be 
resented as major competitors in business or the labour market. Jewish 
women were often in closer contact with their gentile neighbours than 
were husbands working in all-Jewish banks or workshops; encounters 
with schoolfriends and schoolteachers, social workers, medical officers and 
Christian evangelists were experienced differently by women than by their 
male peers.8 The strong bias towards male leadership in Jewish religious 
institutions also meant that religion played a different role in women’s 
negotiation of an Anglo-Jewish identity than was the case for the men in 
the community.

Women were not lawmakers for much of this period; but it must be 
acknowledged that emancipation, assimilation, citizenship and equality are 
not values which can simply be legislated into existence. They must always 
be enacted day-to-day in civil society, on the streets and within a variety 
of institutions. Middle- and upper-class women’s work in the voluntary 
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 associational life of the country in the nineteenth and twentieth centu-
ries was based on a strong sense of neighbourliness and social obligation. 
It helped to shape the development of modern health and welfare ser-
vices, the provision of education, training, employment and public hous-
ing, as well as women’s own entry into the political arena. The continuity 
between pre- and post-World War I developments is important here. The 
debates on citizenship which women launched with the suffrage campaign 
took on material form after enfranchisement, through the work of their 
many national and local organisations. Before as after 1914, these were 
sites of coexistence and cooperation, where religious and communal dif-
ference had to be accommodated as women organised for social improve-
ments or humanitarian relief. To study this aspect of women’s history is 
to see the development of modern Britain in a new light: one which, it 
is hoped, can bring us to a more rounded understanding of the phenom-
enon of religious diversity within a relatively stable and democratic society.

This book comprises case histories of individuals and organisations; it 
does not aspire to be encyclopaedic. The choice of topics has been to some 
extent dictated by the availability of sources, notoriously more meagre for 
women’s history than for men’s. It is partly for this reason that the focus is 
on middle- and upper-class women, who are the most likely to bequeath a 
legacy of correspondence and diaries enabling them to be quoted in their 
own words. Within the Anglo-Jewish community, this class of women 
was the second, third and even fourth generation of immigrant families, 
who had developed conscious strategies of acculturation while also pre-
serving a minority social identity. In all communities this class comprised 
women who had the leisure and means to be active in the voluntary soci-
eties which have in turn generated substantial bodies of records. Such 
organisations were of continuing importance in the decades between the 
two world wars. Despite the granting of equal suffrage and the passing of 
formal legislation against sex discrimination in employment, much profes-
sional training remained effectively closed to women, and many occupa-
tions operated a marriage bar against those women who had succeeded 
in obtaining relevant qualifications and experience.9 The historical con-
text is sometimes ignored by those adopting the ‘social control’ model, 
which suggests that for Anglo-Jewish women in particular voluntary work 
offered the means to exert power over social ‘inferiors’ denied them else-
where within their own community.10 The exponents of this paradigm 
may not, perhaps, have experienced the ennui of acting as Treasurer or 
Minutes Secretary of a voluntary organisation for years or even decades on 
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end simply because no one else will volunteer for the job. The individuals 
studied here made willing sacrifices of time and energy, and brought tal-
ent and training into the voluntary sector; they were neither egocentrics 
nor political unsophisticates; their loss of career opportunity can indeed be 
seen as the country’s gain.

Within this group of women I have selected a further subset. Women, 
whether Christian or Jewish, for whom religion or communal identity was 
of primary importance, offer better exemplars of the challenges of ‘living 
with difference’ than secular gentiles or assimilated Jews. Moreover, an 
earlier historiography of modernisation, which considered religion largely 
irrelevant in British society after the late Victorian period, is now increas-
ingly subject to reconsideration: the driving force behind many movements 
in recognisably modern national and international politics is understood 
to have been religiously inspired.11 Nor was religion static or fossilised 
between the two world wars. Changing currents in both Christianity and 
Judaism, and in the relations between them, are an important aspect of this 
country’s history, and one in which women played a part which deserves 
to be better known. It might be argued that the salience of religion in 
the lives of these particular women owed much to their relative exclusion 
from secular political and professional spheres before the 1950s; however, 
current scholarship, and the increasingly active role of women in British 
churches and synagogues in the new century, which offers them many 
other opportunities, would suggest otherwise. This analysis shifts racism 
and political antisemitism from the central place which they occupy in 
much writing on Jewish–non-Jewish relations in the modern period; I am, 
nevertheless, aware that different selection criteria could tell a different 
story about Christian and Jewish women than the one I offer here. Many 
other books could be written on this subject, and I hope they will be.

Recent literature on Anglo-Jewry between the two world wars stresses 
the salience of antisemitism and the failings of Western liberalism, but 
it can be argued that ‘The Strange Death of Liberal England’ has been 
greatly exaggerated.12 It was not the Liberal Party which legislated restric-
tions on immigration in 1905, or pushed hard for their extension in 1919. 
Both before and after World War I, mass dissatisfaction with Liberal gov-
ernments was expressed far more in the rise of the Labour party than in the 
sprouting of right-wing populist movements. Significant elements of the 
Protestant ‘nonconformist conscience’, which had characterised support 
for the nineteenth-century Liberal party, survived and found their way into 
the labour movement and even into the Conservative party.13 Important 
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studies by, in particular, David Cesarani and Louise London, highlighting 
antisemitism within governing circles, posit continuities between post- 
1917 anti-alienist, anti-Bolshevist and anti-Zionist rhetoric and a chilling 
indifference to urgent Jewish concerns as Hitler rose to power. This view 
of ruling elites has been challenged,14 and it is contended here that a focus 
on personal and organisational relationships within civil society produces a 
different balance sheet of tolerance and ‘othering’. Despite official strate-
gic preoccupations, a widespread and continuing complacency that theirs 
was an empire on which the sun would never set enabled many in Britain 
to continue to accept the presence of minority populations without undue 
anxiety. The alacrity with which the settled Jewish families, in conjunction 
with local authorities, educated their ‘poor relations’ in the laws and cus-
toms of their new homeland provided additional reassurance. (The sug-
gestion that this education was in itself a form of repressive tolerance may 
be balanced against the positive memories of some of those at the receiv-
ing end,15 and contrasted with the often horrendous experiences of their 
parents’ generation in the Talmud Torahs of Eastern Europe.)16

Within these debates, the ‘literary turn’ has played a substantial role, 
addressing the overall social and imperial context, and issues of gender 
which were lacking in previous historical studies in this area.17 While this 
newer scholarship has been of great value, its methodology has not been 
adopted in the present work. It is possible to privilege literary text over 
material action to the point of being positively misleading. To give just 
two examples: the bad Jew/good Jewess trope of some conversionist lit-
erature 18 did not ever surface in the popular British agitation in sup-
port of Captain Dreyfus and his wife, discussed in Chap. 4; and the trope 
that Jewish women ‘did not become potential marriage partners unless 
they converted’19 is not borne out by the respective real-life marriages of 
Hannah, Constance and Annie Rothschild to Archibald Primrose (Lord 
Rosebery), Cyril Flower (later Lord Battersea) and the Hon. Eliot Yorke. 
The present study cites some literary texts of the period, but in the context 
of recorded actions; as far as possible it marries texts with the actions and 
choices of their authors.

‘Deeds, not words’ may be a hoary exhortation, but in making moral 
judgements (and many have been made, or strongly implied) it is vital to 
record what people actually do. Is it more important, for example, that 
a voluntary worker meeting German-Jewish refugees off the boat train 
wrote disobliging remarks about them in a report, or that she stuck it out 
until 2.00 a.m. on Victoria Station to ensure that they came to no harm? 
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There is also the problem of generalisation from one section or institution 
of society to the whole: were the limits that the British government placed 
on immigration from Nazi Germany and Austria more ‘truly’ representa-
tive of British culture and attitudes to the Jews than the protests against 
these limits? Do punch-ups in the East End tell us a truth about gentile 
British society that is more significant than the extraordinary efforts made 
by members of the National Council of Women, the Women’s Citizens’ 
Associations, and many other women’s organisations, to provide accom-
modation for refugees? It is impossible to eliminate elements of subjec-
tivity in an assessment of a culture and a society, but one is on slightly 
safer ground in the world of deeds; and the under-recording of women’s 
deeds leaves the historical record with an inbalance which requires to be 
redressed.

There is, nevertheless, a caveat to be entered: it is axiomatic that ‘the 
world of deeds’ appears differently to different observers: but the pic-
ture also varies with the same observer according to the point in time 
at which it is viewed. One notable feature of many of the biographies 
and autobiographies consulted for this book is that, whether or not by 
conscious design, they omit all mention of involvement in some of the 
most important political movements of the day, or ignore or downplay 
the contribution of colleagues on whom they were dependent for years on 
end. This gap between experience and recollection is of course grist to the 
historian’s mill, and one can only speculate, as I have, as to its significance 
for the individuals concerned. It is also the reason why, despite my respect 
for the work of oral historians, and the benefit I have derived from, for 
example, the interviews with former suffragists conducted by Professor 
Sir Brian Harrison, I have been content not to seek out interview material 
for research purposes. The texts which have to be married to life stories 
are, first and foremost, archival: correspondence between friends and col-
leagues, minutes of meetings, annual reports: the practical minutiae of 
practical women, day-to-day details which were easily forgotten subse-
quently, but which helped to construct the social fabric of the times.

* * * * *

Women who stepped outside the domestic and familial sphere, even 
where they followed routes acceptable to their male kin, could very soon 
find themselves in unknown territory. The ‘Lady Bountiful’ might become 
a social anomaly when her visits to the poor led her to demand votes for 
women, or concern herself closely with the plight of prostitutes. To any-
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one pushing the boundaries of what might be considered ‘normal’, peer 
friendships were vital for endurance, success and indeed sanity. Among 
the women and in the period under review here, therefore, female friend-
ship had particular importance. While there may be no essential differ-
ence between male and female friendship (even if women are still widely 
assumed to have greater aptitude in this area) cultural and historical cir-
cumstances endowed these women’s relationships with certain features 
specific to time and place.

To a very considerable degree, these friendships were freely chosen. 
Even though an individual might accept and hold posts within charitable 
societies out of a weary sense of obligation, it would always be easier to 
resign a voluntary post, or form a breakaway organisation—and suffrage 
history attests to the power of the Pankhurst family to provoke such split-
ting—than it would be for a male breadwinner to abandon employment in 
order to escape an obnoxious colleague. Male-dominated political parties 
and governments experienced their fair share of personal vendettas, but 
few politicians would give up Cabinet office, or risk driving their party 
out of power, on the basis of such antipathies alone. Women’s organisa-
tions were not, by contrast, power players in the conventional sense. The 
stakes were never so high, and rivalries were rarely as destructive as in the 
male sphere. In their associative life, women experienced a different bal-
ance between choice and obligation, freedom and necessity, and operated 
within a different moral and emotional economy.

There is now an extensive literature on the erotic aspect of female 
friendships. Since the ‘second wave’ of feminism in the 1970s, women 
historians have done much to explore women’s sexuality and to reinstate 
the importance and staying power of lesbian relationships.20 Many of the 
women in this study were spinsters or in arranged marriages, and found, 
indeed, their greatest emotional fulfilment in each other’s company. But 
many will not have been lesbian. Edith Picton-Turbervill, a Christian social 
worker who became a Labour MP in 1929, stoutly declared that ‘a great 
deal of nonsense is talked about women’s friendships, as though, because 
they are intimate and dear, they are necessarily silly and unwholesome’. 
Her autobiography portrays a lively and witty ‘little colony of friends’, 
and female collaborations overriding party political ties, which undoubt-
edly sustained a long career in public service.21 The close relationships of 
interwar feminists and professional and charitable pioneers, whether or 
not sexually inflected, were necessities of life. As will be seen in Chap. 7, 
Charlotte Mason and Netta Franklin clearly idolised each other; however, 
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it was also essential for Charlotte, if her project directed at mothers as 
home tutors was to succeed, to have energetic and proselytising women 
supporters, as well as devoted female staff.

Creative and productive partnerships were often based on sisterhood in 
the literal sense: the educationists and social workers Rachel and Margaret 
McMillan, the suffragettes Sylvia, Christabel and Adela Pankhurst, and 
Netta Franklin and Lily Montagu are well-known examples. Lily freely 
acknowledged that her career was sustained by the loving care of Marian, 
the sister with whom she shared her home.22 Other prominent figures 
created their own female families and households: the independent MP 
Eleanor Rathbone established a lifelong partnership with Elizabeth 
Macadam;23 Margaret Bondfield, Labour Cabinet minister and the first 
female member of the Privy Council, shared much of her life with Maud 
Ward, writing that ‘she dug out facts from blue books, etc., and was house-
keeper for both when in lodgings, and later when she bought a house at 
Hampstead which she was good enough to share with me’.24 The author 
Vera Brittain wrote in her memoirs Testament of Friendship and Testament 
of Experience of the household she shared with Winifred Holtby (as well 
as with Vera’s husband George Catlin).25 There will have been many oth-
ers; the known instances of destruction of personal correspondence, by 
authors fearing the post-Freudian gaze, suggest that no definitive cover-
age of the topic is achievable.26

It cannot be denied that self-interest, ambivalence, insensitivity and 
prejudice also played some part in these relationships. Voluntary organisa-
tions always needed an income. While a woman did not have to be Jewish 
to be wealthy, there was clearly an advantage in securing a female represen-
tative of the Rothschild, Goldsmid or Montagu clans as a member, officer 
or patron. This did not necessarily cancel out the possibility of genuine 
cross-denominational friendship. Admittedly, one cannot prove a nega-
tive, and it goes without saying that correspondence between the Jewish 
and Christian women in this study would have been free of overt expres-
sions of antisemitism. The only hint I have found is very much at third- 
hand. Lady Anne Burrell was the daughter of Lady Gertrude Denman, 
head of the Women’s Institute. When interviewed in 1977, she referred to 
the WI Treasurer Helena Auerbach as a ‘fat Jewess’: a clearly antisemitic 
statement, as it is difficult to believe that the rest of the WI membership, 
as famous for their culinary as for their campaigning activities, were slim as 
wands. She also emphasised that Auerbach and her mother enjoyed merely 
a ‘business partnership’, not friendship as such, although she added that 

INTRODUCTION 9



Lady Denman ‘listened … a lot’ to Eva Hubback, an educationist who 
was Jewish by birth but not by subsequent identification. It is noteworthy, 
however, that Lady Burrell was unembarrassedly explicit concerning Lady 
Denman’s prejudice against Catholics, quoting her as saying that ‘you 
couldn’t rely on them’ because of the influence of their priesthood.27

That said, even persons of real goodwill, then as now, could be uncon-
scious of almost comically racist assumptions. Barbara Bodichon, the 
founder of Girton College, Cambridge, supported the efforts of Phoebe 
Sarah Marks (later the engineer known as Hertha Ayrton) to obtain a 
university education and support herself by taking governess posts. While 
praising her for being ‘pure breed’, unlike English ‘mongrels’, she antici-
pated that her looks might not appeal to a potential employer, and recom-
mended that her protégée wear a hairnet.28 Millicent Fawcett recalled that 
her tutor in girlhood was Louisa Browning, aunt of the poet. Alluding 
to rumours that Robert Browning had Jewish ancestry, she ‘sometimes 
reflected, especially since I have had the opportunity of seeing Palestine, 
Algeria, Egypt, etc., that possibly Miss Browning’s love of bright-coloured 
clothing may indicate an Eastern strain in her ancestry’.29 The exoticis-
ing and eroticising of Jewish female beauty may perhaps be described as 
a mainly male interest.30 Non-Jewish women might allude to the ‘black 
sparkling eyes’ of a fellow worker, and imagine Madame Dreyfus with ‘hair 
dark as the night’;31 darkness was indeed difference, and was remarked 
upon, but in the main without either desire or repugnance.

The Anglo-Boer War of 1899–1902 unleashed much antisemitic rheto-
ric, some of it coded, amongst supposedly progressive circles. ‘International 
financiers’, ‘aliens and blackguards in the market-place’, persons who were 
‘patriotic in broken English’, and ‘the very incarnation of the money idea’ 
were phrases bandied about by non-Jewish suffragists and colleagues at 
this time;32 this ambivalence is alluded to in the chapters on the cam-
paigns in support of Captain Dreyfus and the female suffrage respectively. 
In many instances, these stereotypes were uttered without consideration 
of the offence they might cause, and without the intention of offence, 
by people who could honestly say that some of their dearest friends were 
Jews. Some may have had difficulty in accepting that the individuals they 
loved and admired belonged to a religious and ethnic community as well 
as to the milieux and the causes they shared. It might have seemed politest 
to consider Jews as individuals, rather than as members of a distinct com-
munity. Many may well have considered themselves philosemitic, without 
employing the term. Ambivalence pervades most relationships; obtuse-
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ness is not malice; a lapse of tact is not necessarily equivalent to  hostility 
or disdain. Friendships such as those of Lily Montagu with Margaret 
MacDonald, and Lily’s sister Netta with Charlotte Mason, opened up a 
world of activism in the host society for Jewish women. The expressions 
of affection and sympathy that I have found in the course of researching 
this book were underpinned by years of close collaborative working, of 
lengthy stays in each other’s homes and of shared joys and condolence in 
life’s losses.33 They deserve to be taken at face value.

There is nothing extraordinary about the fact that East European Jewish 
newcomers were not warmly welcomed by their English and Irish neigh-
bours—or, indeed, that these same East European Jews did not always 
feel a surge of affection for the German Jewish refugees who reached 
Britain some thirty years after them.34 The unfamiliar is, conventionally, 
unlikeable: anyone singing that ‘A Stranger’s Just a Friend You Do Not 
Know’ is almost certainly doomed to disillusion and disappointment.35 By 
the same token, unjust and ungracious as it may seem, the bright-eyed 
welcome extended to Jews by certain good-hearted Christians has been 
treated, both at the time and in subsequent histories, with considerable 
reserve. Above all this is due to the fact that, unlike Judaism, Christianity 
is essentially a proselytising religion. In many instances philosemitism has 
also involved the projection onto actually existing Jewish communities of 
inappropriate biblical nostalgia and myriad millenarian hopes: the second 
coming of Christ has often been seen as dependent variously on the con-
version of the Jews to Christianity, the completion of their dispersions and 
their restoration to the Holy Land. The offer of friendship was of course 
not always attended by a self-interested agenda involving Jewish religious 
extinction; but suspicions, inevitably, lingered.36

Outside explicitly missionary enterprises the issue of conversion existed 
as an undercurrent in many individual and collective relationships. Jan 
Marsh has recorded the poet Christina Rossetti’s persistence in offering 
the gospel to her friends the Heimanns: ‘how could I love you and yours 
as I do, … without longing and praying for faith to be added to your 
works? Dear old friend, do not be offended with me’.37 Josephine Butler’s 
readiness to invite Jewish members into her campaigning organisations, 
and her sympathy with Madame Dreyfus, coexisted with her hope that 
Captain Dreyfus’s sufferings would lead him to Christ.38  It is also pos-
sible that female social workers in areas of Jewish settlement were more 
involved with missions to the Jews than the official record might suggest. 
That Annie Macpherson, whose sphere of work was in Spitalfields, was a 
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supporter of the conversionist project is mentioned only in the biography 
of John Wilkinson, ‘the Jewish missionary’.39 This aspect of her career fea-
tures neither in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography nor in the life 
of Macpherson published in 1882 by Clara Lowe:40 a strange silence, given 
that it was said of Clara Lowe herself that ‘the Mission to the Jews held a 
very warm place in her heart. It was at her suggestion, and through her 
influence, that the Bible was translated into Yiddish by Mr. Bergmann’.41

Just how fiercely the existential threat could be resented is, somewhat 
surprisingly, well illustrated in a letter of Lily Montagu. As will be seen, 
her founding role in the creation of Liberal Judaism exposed her to claims 
from the orthodox Jewish fold that by anglicising worship and practice she 
was encouraging total assimilation. However, notwithstanding her indif-
ference to much traditional observance, and her affection and respect for 
her many Christian colleagues, she was distressed by marriages out of the 
faith, and even more so by attempts at conversion, writing in 1920: ‘I 
think we have squashed our missionary school. Miss Lazarus and Miss 
Court have worked hard & stood outside the school & pounced on the 
children & literally dragged them back to Judaism’.42 The difficulty of 
establishing relations of equality, and of steering a course between Jewish 
Orthodoxy and Christian conversionism, was subsequently to be brought 
home to her more forcefully when she established the first national inter-
faith organisation in England.43

* * * * *

Every country is, in a sense, exceptional, and the British religious land-
scape comprised features which were not replicated elsewhere in the West. 
The predominant distinguishing feature was an established Protestant 
church whose head was also the secular head of state. Opposition to the 
established church did not take the form of anti-clericalism—aggressive 
secularism played a minimal role in nineteenth- and early twentieth- century 
Britain—but of dissenting strands of ‘non-conformist’ Protestantism. In 
Catholic countries, liberal opposition to the dominant national church took 
a secular and anti-clerical turn; in Britain, the ‘nonconformist conscience’ 
accommodated both liberalism and religious belief. This had important 
consequences for British women. While they were denied formal access to 
the political sphere, religious cultures were available to them which per-
mitted and even encouraged comment and activism on important issues.44 
Moreover, in the absence of an extensive network of female religious 
orders, religious and social energies were not diverted into or confined by 
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conventual life.45 In Britain, therefore, Christian women’s example showed 
Jewish women the possibility of combining social action with religious 
affiliation. In Italy and France, by contrast, Jewish women were more likely 
to espouse civil society causes in a secular, republican spirit.46 The pecu-
liarly British link between religion and citizenship is exemplified by the 
fact that, in the annals of the international suffrage movement, Britain was 
alone in producing a Jewish League for Woman Suffrage.47

The largest English-speaking Jewish community in this period was, of 
course, that of the USA. This reached nearly 5 million by 1940, while 
the Anglo-Jewish community numbered some 300,000. The constitu-
tional separation of church and state, the federal structure and the ter-
ritorial extent of the USA all make for a religious landscape of Judaism 
and Christianity which is much more variegated than anything in Europe. 
The character of the USA as a land of mass inward migration also makes 
transatlantic comparisons problematic. Relative degrees of acculturation 
and acceptance notwithstanding, American society was the ‘melting pot’ 
where, as Melissa Klapper has written of her own female Jewish research 
subjects, ‘Because notions of identity are fluid rather than fixed, it is 
impossible to differentiate between some kind of public Jewry and private 
individuals who happen to be Jewish. American Jewish actors of the past, 
blessed with free will, … and the possibility of a sort of voluntary Judaism 
not available elsewhere, very often found their Jewish identities changing 
over time and in response to circumstances’.48 This description would be 
more difficult to apply to women of the Anglo-Jewish community.

What every Western Jewish community seems to have had in com-
mon was an exclusionary male ethos, bolstered in particular by the tenets 
of Orthodoxy. British Jewry, whose United Synagogue of Great Britain 
and the Empire to some extent modelled itself on the national estab-
lished church, remained predominantly orthodox. It was able to estab-
lish this as the religious norm, even if one sometimes honoured more in 
the breach than the observance. As in France and Italy, this provided an 
impetus for Jewish women to seek outlets for activism outside the fold. 
What a religious concept of citizenship facilitated in Britain was fostered 
in France and Italy by the ethos of republicanism; but Jewish-identified 
women in Germany seem to have found themselves restricted, by a politi-
cally salient antisemitism on the one hand, and a Kulturkampf between 
Protestantism and Catholicism on the other, in their freedom to act in 
the name of shared egalitarian principles.49 It should be noted that in 
Germany and the USA, ‘Reform’ Judaism offered women a much more 
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inclusive worshipping and educational environment than Orthodoxy50 
and this may have given female congregants more confidence in striking 
out and, in many cases, assimilating into the larger civil society. However, 
in the American as in the British community, the Jewish male consistently 
excluded the Jewish female from positions of communal responsibility 
and leadership.51 The story of Jewish women is, therefore, also the story 
of Jewish men: of responses to the experiences of migration, discrimi-
nation and minority status, of aspirations to a sense of control which 
were often fulfilled at the expense of women. After decades of communal 
exclusion and historiographical neglect, however, it is certainly time to 
place women at the centre of the narrative.

In 1900 an East End clergyman stated that the issue of Jewish-Christian 
relations was one ‘in which everyone is taking a part by his conversation 
or by his action, inasmuch as everyone has dealings with Jews’.52 This was 
wholly inaccurate at the time (not just because it excluded the possibility 
of female interactions), and it was not true thirty years later. Even at the 
beginning of this new century, I find that many people who have in fact 
had many ‘dealings with Jews’ know remarkably little about the religion 
of Judaism, about modern Jewry’s paths of migration, or about communal 
institutions which have flourished in this country for at least 150 years. As 
much of the content of what follows will, therefore, be unfamiliar, I hope 
the reader will begin at the beginning and thus discern the scaffolding on 
which the narrative of individual and group relationships is constructed. 
The recognition that Jewish history is fully a part of British history is 
long overdue, and a broadly chronological framework is intended to assist 
progress from the known to the unknown.
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CHAPTER 2

Women and Men in a Religious Landscape: 
Britain in the Late Nineteenth Century

Before the last three decades of the nineteenth century, few British cit-
ies and towns had substantial Jewish communities. This very new, very 
large and very visible body of immigrants from Eastern Europe entered 
into a modernising society—‘the workshop of the world’ and the cen-
tre of a vast empire—and also into a religious landscape. The established 
religion was one specific form of Protestantism—Anglicanism, or the 
Church of England, whose head, the reigning monarch, was also the secu-
lar head of state. The myriad other forms of Protestantism came under 
the heading of Dissent, or nonconformity. No longer outlawed or sub-
ject to major civic restrictions as under the Tudor and Stuart monarchs, 
these had retained their distinctive congregational characters. All, whether 
Anglicans, Methodists, Baptists, Congregationalists or Quakers partici-
pated to a greater or lesser extent in a distrust of Roman Catholicism. This 
was reinforced by prejudice against that other great immigrant wave of the 
century, which preceded the Jewish influx: the rural and predominantly 
Catholic Irish fleeing poverty and actual famine in hopes of a better life in 
English and Scottish cities.

The religious institutions of Anglo-Jewry, despite strenuous attempts 
at unification, were almost as fissiparous as those of the host community. 
From 1870 the United Synagogue linked a large number of orthodox 
Ashkenazi (East European) congregations within Britain and, eventu-
ally, its empire, under the authority of the Chief Rabbi. However, many 



orthodox synagogues remained outside this body, some combining in 
the Federation of Synagogues. Their congregations often comprised very 
recent immigrants who considered the ministers, rituals and liturgy of 
the United Synagogue to be tainted by association with Protestant forms 
and English manners. Meanwhile the Sephardi (Spanish, Portuguese) 
congregations, whose members’ settlement in Britain predated that of 
the Ashkenazim, maintained their autonomous organisation under their 
own leader, the Haham. A small number of Reform congregations, often 
associated with immigrants from Germany, existed in London and the 
provinces; and the Jewish Religious Union (JRU), inaugurated in 1902 
to discuss ways of reviving intellectual discussion and congregational par-
ticipation, gave birth in 1911 to the Liberal Synagogue which endorsed 
radical departures from orthodox liturgy and practice.

It should be remembered that for the whole of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and while the Jewish presence in Britain was numerically still negli-
gible, many of the most important initiatives to improve the lives of the 
disadvantaged—whether through the abolition of slavery, the reform of 
prisons, the education of children or opposition to state regulation of 
prostitution—had been driven by a powerful urge to ‘re-Christianise’ 
society at large, in which women such as Elizabeth Fry, Mary Carpenter 
and Josephine Butler played a crucial part. Campaigns and missions were 
launched to rescue and regenerate Britain from the effects of intellectual 
cynicism, from the dangers of revolutionary politics or from simple demo-
graphic drift as old urban parish boundaries failed to cope with and care 
for the rapid movement of families from the surrounding countryside in 
search of employment. For decades the densely populated East End of 
London had been one of the most favoured locations for these initia-
tives to relieve poverty and reclaim souls. But from the 1870s, the arrival 
of thousands of people who—unlike their Irish predecessors—had never 
been Christians in the first place, actually put such projects into reverse.

A few examples may suffice for many. The published memoirs of Mary 
Steer, from 1879 head of the Bridge of Hope mission on the Ratcliff 
Highway, indicate at best a very ambivalent attitude to the influx of Jews 
into the district. Early in her career she associated with women whose 
mission was to convert the Jews, but her own principal vocation was to 
re-Christianise the native poor. She admitted with something like sadness 
that social standards in the area had improved over her lifetime, saying 
that ‘the Jews who have invaded us, notwithstanding their many insani-
tary habits, are at least temperate.’1 (Although most foreigners were ‘dirty 
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foreigners’ to the British at this time, the Medical Officers of Health for 
the East End in fact considered that Jewish mothers brought up cleaner 
and healthier children than did any of their neighbours.2) In the second 
edition of her memoir, Steer wrote that it had broken her heart to sell her 
premises to Jewish philanthropists: so much of the drunkenness and pros-
titution which had disfigured the neighbourhood having disappeared, her 
work there was no longer needed.3

In 1880 Octavia Hill, now celebrated for her work on housing schemes 
and the National Trust, accused Canon Samuel Barnett and his wife 
Henrietta Barnett (now equally celebrated for bringing beautiful music 
and paintings into the East End, and for the model housing experiment of 
Hampstead Garden Suburb), of failing to win enough souls to Christ in 
Whitechapel through ‘want of real affection for the Church’ and avoidance 
of ‘critising [sic] or making, or dwelling on, differences between yourself 
& any single human soul’. She did, however, concede that ‘I do not think 
that many people know the special difficulty you have in St. Judes, partly 
because of the Jews & Catholics’.4 And in the late 1890s a Thrift Society, 
started in connection with the Barnetts’ former parish, ended up in the 
hands of the Chief Rabbi’s wife. As the Jewish Chronicle reported, ‘since 
most of those coming to it were Jewish Mrs Adler was asked to become 
Joint Treasurer; eventually Mr Bartholomew, the co-Treasurer, proposed 
to stand down and leave it to become a wholly Jewish charity’.5 How the 
parish felt about this change is not recorded.

What may have been a cause of resentment and even despair to some 
Christians was seen as an opportunity by others. Perhaps the one thing 
on which most Christian denominations could agree was that it was their 
duty—even if more honoured in the breach than in the observance—to 
convert the Jews to the Gospel. Clusters of recently arrived and desper-
ately poor Jewish immigrants were particularly exposed to such overtures. 
Indeed, in a working-class area with a substantial Jewish population like 
London’s East End or Manchester’s Red Bank, the Jewish individual leav-
ing the family home might never feel that she was observing the Sabbath 
on the wrong day of the week, or encounter too many temptations to 
feed on forbidden pork, eels or oysters; but she would run a gauntlet of 
missionary agencies offering tea, sympathy, medical facilities and a heavy 
dose of messianic enthusiasm. Jews, unlike mere Unitarians, or even lapsed 
Christians, occupied such a significant niche in the messianic imaginary 
that there would always be parties reluctant to live and let live. One East 
End recipient of medical aid from the Christian Mission to the Jews in 
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Bateman Street cheerfully recalled that ‘its zealous workers had no more 
hope of making converts than selling refrigerators to Eskimos but they 
persevered, with admirable forbearance on both sides’.6 Not all acts of 
generosity towards Jews came with a conversionist price tag attached, but 
all this activity was a matter of grave concern to communal leaders and 
a goad to them, in turn, to increase and strengthen both their religious 
institutions and their welfare provision for their own flock.

At this point, both the religious and the more secular institutions of 
Anglo-Jewry faced contradictory challenges. The longer-established 
families and their rabbis wished to provide for the needs of their poorer 
brethren as a matter of religious duty. They were also anxious lest the 
Jewish poor inflame antisemitism in Britain by becoming a burden on 
such welfare provision as was supplied by local authorities and funded by 
ratepayers. They also feared that the welfare provisions of the host com-
munity might impair Sabbath and dietary observance. A powerful impulse 
to educate and transform the new immigrants into good, and inconspicu-
ous, British citizens as quickly as possible was countered by the fear that 
the process of social assimilation might estrange Jews from their ances-
tral religion as efficiently as the blandishments of the Christian missionar-
ies. Finding the balance between social acceptance and religious identity 
required the material, mental and spiritual resources of the entire commu-
nity. However, Anglo-Jewry was not only divided along sectarian lines but 
restricted, in both secular and religious spheres, to the resources of just 
one half of the community.

Men were, and in the majority of cases still are, Anglo-Jewry’s represen-
tatives to the outside world, and the self-appointed guardians of the integ-
rity of the faith. Very deep structures of feeling have underpinned their 
resistance to women’s communal participation on anything like equal 
terms. It is fair to say that historically most societies have been dominated 
by men, and therefore that assumptions of domination and leadership 
have been for centuries a crucial element in the masculine sense of private 
and public identity. This identity has sometimes been threatened where 
men are members of a social minority, or have been colonised by another 
society. The gentile world did not always treat Jewish men as equals, often 
denigrating them in terms such as ‘weak’ or ‘effeminate’, terms which 
were also used of colonial subjects.7 Such slights and pejoratives, spoken 
or implied, may have strengthened the resolve of male Anglo-Jewry to 
form a bulwark of defence for the community, and to maintain and even 
increase the dominance of their own sex in synagogue and home.
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It is, of course, the case that the most important tenets of Orthodox 
Judaism—kashrut (the dietary laws) and Sabbath observance—are centred 
on the home and principally managed by the materfamilias. Apologists 
for the division of labour in Judaism have emphasised its sanctifying of 
marriage and the value placed on motherhood, while glossing over the 
inequity of Jewish divorce law and the absence of any religious role for 
single women. Mothers were expected to impart initial religious instruc-
tion to their own children, but far more strenuous efforts were made for 
the institutional religious education of boys than of girls. Orthodox girls 
did not, in this period (and in most cases before the 1970s), receive any 
of the intensive training which led to the bar-mitzvah ceremony for boys, 
marking the end of religious childhood. The conduct of all synagogue 
services was performed by men alone, and while women’s bequests to 
synagogues and charities were willingly accepted, they were rarely allowed 
any role in synagogue management and financial housekeeping before 
the 1950s.8 Communal leaders recruited in their own image, looking in 
the first instance to a younger generation of men to reinforce and suc-
ceed them in, for example, the Jewish Board of Guardians. Modelled on 
the British local institution known as Poor Law Guardians, which pro-
vided (often very harshly) for the needs of the destitute, this was the body 
through which the settled and prosperous Jewish families attempted to 
help the more recent arrivals.

While British churches certainly made little attempt to become gender- 
equal institutions before the late twentieth century, the different strands 
of Christianity nevertheless afforded their female adherents a number of 
routes into public life and action. Christian women whose names and cam-
paigns have found their way into mainstream British history found that 
their religious convictions enabled them to articulate critiques of local 
and national governance. The religious convictions behind the reforming 
careers of such women were variants of Protestantism; their sense of mis-
sion struck chords with many of their male co-religionists, even where the 
women were condemning prevailing standards of male conduct. By the 
1850s, churches in Britain also offered women more formal institutional 
roles: Protestant deaconesses and Anglican sisterhoods adapted earlier 
Roman Catholic practice; and the Anglican parish became almost wholly 
dependent on women for its system of house-to-house ‘district visiting’. 
It was with the sanction of their parents’ religion that many Christian 
women were inspired to trust their own instincts and competence beyond 
the confines of home and family.9
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It would not be reasonable to expect Anglo-Jewish womanhood to 
have produced national social reformers such as Elizabeth Fry or Josephine 
Butler within a few decades of settlement. It was difficult enough for 
them to overcome the opposition of their own male establishment. In 
1881, over twenty years from its foundation in 1859, the Jewish Board 
of Guardians—ceding with visible reluctance to pressure from subscrib-
ers—formally constituted a Ladies’ Visiting Committee, which presented 
its first report in 1885.10 Ironically, these under-regarded women were 
becoming the community’s real experts in welfare work. They had long 
presided over small welfare organisations for women in their own con-
gregations and neighbourhoods. As will be seen, they took note of their 
Christian neighbours’ activities, and went on to form collaborations with 
their Christian counterparts in new charitable initiatives. They pioneered 
new ways to negotiate the assimilation of modern practices and the mainte-
nance of communal identity. By the 1880s they were doing so in the com-
pany of Christian women who experienced little contradiction between 
their personal faith and their public lives, and who could almost always 
count on the support of their respective denominational hierarchies. As 
members of the overall religious majority, Christian women could confi-
dently frame committee business with their own prayers, and could set up 
programmes of action in tandem with local clergy. Jewish women, as the 
subordinate group within a social and religious minority, inevitably felt 
very much at a disadvantage.

A number of them had already felt impelled to become interpreters of 
Judaism through the medium of authorship. In this they would appear 
to have been following the example of their Christian opposite numbers, 
whose translations, compositions of hymns and published homilies and 
tracts were legion. However, given their subordinate status within their 
own community, Jewish women often had to be cautious in the presenta-
tion of similar works. They certainly did not emulate the evangelical writer 
and educationist Hannah More, who ‘took that lively interest in the public 
secular affairs of her country that Jeremiah and Ezekiel did of old, and on 
the same plain ground that where the state professes to be modelled and 
the executive to act on principles of God’s instilling … nothing done by 
the state can be indifferent to the church or unworthy the anxious watchful 
regard of Christians’.11 It was not until the end of the nineteenth century, 
with their participation in national women’s philanthropic gatherings, and 
the emergence of the religious suffrage leagues, that some Jewish women 
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began to feel that their religious convictions entitled them, as well as their 
Christian colleagues, to pronounce publicly on matters of state.

When they published prayers of their own composition, Jewish women 
justified their ventures in pedagogical and domestic terms. Anna Maria 
Goldsmid’s translations of German Reform Judaism texts, published in 
1839, were ostensibly to facilitate mothers’ home teaching of religion.12 In 
1870 sisters Constance and Annie de Rothschild published a two- volume 
History and Literature of the Israelites for use in schools; in 1876 their aunt 
Charlotte de Rothschild published Prayers and Meditations for Daily Use 
in the Households of Israelites. Another writer, Annette (Annie) Salaman, 
published a collection of scripture texts, Footsteps in the Way of Life, in 
1874, and a children’s book, Aunt Annette’s Stories to Ada, in 1879, the 
year of her early death. In 1897, Julia Matilda Cohen (Mrs Nathaniel 
L. Cohen), later the first President of the Union of Jewish Women, pub-
lished an Infant Bible Reader, which she followed up ten years later with 
a selection and interpretation of the psalms for children, together with ‘a 
prayer book for home use in Jewish families’.13

Nevertheless, the target reader of many such publications was often 
the Christian adult. When in 1890 Constance, now married ‘out’ to Cyril 
Flower, published Mehayil el Hayil, ‘From Strength to Strength’, Lessons 
for Jewish Children, her friend the Liberal MP A.J. Mundella diplomati-
cally divined the lessons intended for adult readers, thanking her for the 
book, ‘and the insight it will give of the teachings and faith of the most 
gifted of the human race’.14 Four years later, Rachel Simon née Salaman 
published her own Records and Reflections, citing Charlotte de Rothschild 
as her exemplar; she might also have cited her late sister Annette Salaman. 
Wife of Sir John Simon, Liberal MP and Sergeant at Law, Rachel Simon 
had developed highly ecumenical habits of religious reading and institu-
tional worship but was explicit that her purpose was ‘to remove some 
of the prevailing misconceptions in regard to my ancestral religion’. In 
her relatively privileged social position she may not have been exposed to 
crude attempts at conversion, but she felt it necessary to point out that 
Judaism ‘is not a system adapted for the childhood of the human race 
only as so many good people of other creeds suppose, nor is it an old ruin 
to be erased and a new edifice built in its place’.15 Here, of course, she 
touched on the heart of the matter. Christian doctrine insisted that the 
‘New’ Testament subsumed the ‘Old’, which had been fulfilled in Christ’s 
ministry and sacrifice on earth. This justified the conversionist project, and 
consigned Jewish theology and practice to the dustbin of history. Hence 
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the confused but wholly sincere inquiry of one of Constance Flower’s 
correspondents, the Countess of Pembroke: ‘Thank you so much for your 
very interesting letter on the Talmud & Bible—I do not quite understand 
is our Old Testament yours too? or has that come solely to us—…’.16

With the exception of Julia Cohen, whose father was a key figure in 
the foundation of the United Synagogue, none of these female apologists 
wrote from the orthodox mainstream of Anglo-Jewry, a fact which further 
underlined their minority status. All emphasised the ethical teachings of 
Judaism at the expense of the praxis from which—the rigorous obser-
vance of kashrut and Sabbath apart—they were excluded. Many of the 
discontents felt by Jewish women regarding their unequal religious status 
surfaced in a more public and political mode in the suffrage movement, 
where they campaigned alongside Christian suffragists voicing similar sen-
timents.17 The culmination of these discontents may be seen in the career 
of Lilian (Lily) Montagu. She was born into a strictly orthodox home, 
which was nevertheless involved to a high degree in secular national poli-
tics: her father, the financier Samuel Montagu, later Baron Montagu of 
Swaythling, was the founding President of the orthodox Federation of 
Synagogues, and also Liberal MP for Whitechapel.18 She inaugurated in 
1899 the movement for religious renewal within the community which 
twelve years later, to his dismay, produced the first Liberal Jewish con-
gregation in Britain. Throughout her life she attempted to make a more 
accessible, and more gender-equal, version of Judaism available to her 
coreligionists, and at the same time to make her religion more intelligible 
and acceptable to the outside world.19 That a woman should have been a 
prime mover in this radical religious movement should not, in the circum-
stances, evoke surprise.
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CHAPTER 3

Joint Enterprises: ‘The Co-operation 
of Ladies Who Are Not Christians’

Before the years of large-scale Jewish immigration, individual Jewish 
women from a small number of socially prominent and extremely wealthy 
families had collaborated with Christian women and men in a variety of 
voluntary initiatives.1 From the 1860s Louisa Lady Goldsmid, whose hus-
band was the Liberal MP for Reading, was a key supporter of movements 
to improve women’s educational and employment opportunities. She was 
often treasurer of any committee she joined: as Emily Davis, founder of 
Girton, the first college for women at Cambridge University, candidly 
admitted to a colleague, the Goldsmid wealth was a guarantee against 
deficit.2 Similar considerations may have played their part elsewhere, and 
at later times; for example, in Helena Auerbach’s service as Treasurer of 
the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies and, post-1918, of the 
Women’s Institute; and in Henrietta Franklin’s long service as Secretary of 
the Parents’ National Education Union.3

It was inevitable that the immensely wealthy wives and daughters of the 
Rothschild dynasty would be drawn into charitable collaborations, though 
theirs were of a less radical character. In 1864 Baroness Mayer (Juliana) 
de Rothschild, together with Lord Shaftesbury, launched what became 
known as the ‘penny dinner’ movement, when their Destitute Children’s 
Dinners Society was set up in London in connection with a Ragged 
School in Westminster.4 In the same period Juliana’s sister Lucy Cohen 
served on the Working Committee of the Princess of Wales’s Branch of 



the National Aid Society (later to become the British Red Cross),5 while 
her sister- in- law Charlotte de Rothschild patronised, surprisingly perhaps, 
the fundraising efforts of her friend the Catholic convert Lady Georgiana 
Fullerton.6 But it should be noted that Charlotte de Rothschild’s long-
term commitments in this period were to Jewish charities, such as the 
Jewish Ladies’ Loan and Benevolent Society, the Norwood orphanage or 
the Jews’ Free School, and over the years these involved significant invest-
ments of time, often on a regular weekly basis.7 The more demanding 
aspects of philanthropic work were conducted on parallel lines which did 
not often meet.

By the mid-1880s, such Jewish women were occupying a social space 
which had been transformed. Thanks to mass immigration, their religious 
community was expanding exponentially; and where they had previously 
found acceptance as individuals and as a slightly exotic source of chari-
table funding, they were now the public, English-speaking face of a large 
body of resident destitute foreigners. The influx threw up new challenges 
to established charitable practice. At the same time, changes were tak-
ing place in the landscape of Christian women’s philanthropy, as different 
denominations sought to pool knowledge, and reduce the duplication of 
effort, in a range of similar and overlapping projects. Charitable workers 
on all sides were seeking each other’s help for reasons other than (or at 
least supplementary to) the perennial issue of finance. Possibly because she 
had married into a non-Jewish family but had retained, through the pres-
tige of her Rothschild origins, a role in Jewish charitable life, Constance 
Flower was to become an important bridge between Jewish and Christian 
women’s organisations.8 A pivotal event in this narrative is the formation 
in 1885 of the Jewish Association for the Protection of Girls and Women 
(JAPGW), originally ‘the Jewish Ladies’ Society for preventive and rescue 
work’, of which she was the convener.

JAPGW is said to have come into being when two prostitute women 
taking shelter in a Christian mission in London refused to eat non-kosher 
food or to listen to Christian sermons, and were referred by the organis-
ers to Mrs Flower.9 Her first step had been to assemble a group of Jewish 
ladies to whom Mrs Herbert, wife of the London minister who had ini-
tially encountered these two women, ‘gave a stirring address’ on rescue 
work in March 1885, which immediately produced a resolution to form 
a committee.10 In contrast to their Christian counterparts, Jewish women 
in the early 1880s had no experience whatever in ‘prevention and rescue 
work’ among prostitute women: it came as a tremendous shock to the 
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community to learn that cases of the ‘social evil’ existed in their midst.11 
Indeed, it could be said that the shock generated was somewhat dispro-
portionate to the numbers of ‘fallen’ women involved. Mary (later Lady) 
Jeune, the writer and philanthropist, who had for some years managed 
a home for girls who were first-time offenders, said that out of around 
3000 cases ‘about fifteen only have been Jewesses’. Early inquiries made 
to workhouses and penitentiaries revealed almost no Jewish inmates, and 
those attempting street rescue work reported that a ‘visit to Poplar had 
been a fruitless one, also Mrs Emanuel & Mrs Oppenheim’s visit to the 
Strand, no Jewish girl having been seen either night’.12

As the committee proceeded to set up their refuge for ‘fallen’ or endan-
gered girls and women, they referred constantly to Christian colleagues 
for advice and practical help, visiting Christian institutions, placing Jewish 
staff there for training and themselves appointing Christian staff where 
none could be found within the Jewish community. The Jewish commit-
tee, as time went on, felt their limitations deeply; the number of girls to be 
rescued might be relatively few, but some had ‘fallen’ so far that they were 
found altogether too difficult to deal with, and were referred to Christian 
homes or to the workhouse. They also sought the help of and coopera-
tion with the National Vigilance Association (NVA), which monitored 
instances of sexual abuse and immorality and attempted to protect its vic-
tims, particularly where legal advice was needed to prosecute cases.13

However, the Jewish Ladies, even if they initially felt out of their depth, 
were responsible for one innovation of the greatest interest and service to 
the host community. This was the appointment of a male agent who would 
go to the London docks to meet any (but mainly East European) Jewish 
girls arriving by ship from Rotterdam, Antwerp and Hamburg, as well 
as to Liverpool Street Station, where passengers arrived from Harwich.14 
They arranged this in November 1885, at almost exactly the moment 
that several Protestant societies, notably the Young Women’s Christian 
Association (YWCA), sent representatives to a meeting in London to 
establish yet another ‘protective’ organisation, the Travellers’ Aid Society 
(TAS). This aimed to group together organisations already working to 
help girls and women leaving home in search of work to find suitable lodg-
ings and employment, and to escape the clutches of sexual predators.15 By 
February 1886 the Jewish and Christian groups were in discussions as to 
how to work together, with Constance Flower acting as go-between.

The TAS committee had heard that ‘there was great need of visiting the 
German boats arriving at St. Catherine’s docks’, and considered this a task 
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for which the immigrant community possessed the necessary linguistic 
skills.16 A Mrs Nathaniel Cohen17 was asked to be the Jewish Ladies’ rep-
resentative, and when she attended her first TAS meeting, accompanied 
by the (male) dock agent, she demonstrated the symmetry of communal 
needs by pointing out that he was actually encountering more Central and 
East European Christian than Jewish girls at the docks. In his words, ‘for 
every two Jewish girls there were twenty Christians’. Not only did he need 
directions as to where they should be referred, but there was a case to be 
made for the two organisations’ paying an equal share of his salary and 
expenses.18 This happy symmetry did not last, however, as by November 
1887 the TAS considered the agent to be doing ‘far more work’ for the 
Jewish Society than for their own, so that they should therefore be paying 
only one quarter of his salary.19 Five years later the TAS was grumbling 
that ‘Christian girls [were] conducted by Sternheim [the agent] to places 
of which nothing was known’.20

Despite this and other areas of disagreement, a relationship based on 
mutual need persisted. The 1892 Annual Report thanked the JAPGW for 
‘allowing non-Jewish young foreigners to lodge at one of their Homes 
in cases where … ignorance of English renders it impossible for them to 
make themselves understood in any ordinary Home’; and that for 1895 
reaffirmed that ‘We should often be in great perplexity if we could not 
commit our Russian and Polish girls to their kind care’.21 This may be 
an example of the emollient tone of published Annual Reports in com-
parison with the scratchier sound of minutes of day-to-day transactions: 
Annual Reports invite new subscriptions, and spin is not a modern inven-
tion. Nevertheless, it is clear that by 1896 the Jewish Ladies were well 
embedded in the practice of intercommunal cooperation. Their growing 
confidence in their activism and their independent initiative was demon-
strated when they accepted an invitation to the second conference of the 
National Union of Women Workers (NUWW). This was a convention of 
like-minded philanthropists and reformers—not, as its name might sug-
gest, a trade-unionist organisation—which later became known as the 
National Council of Women. Once again, Constance Flower (now Lady 
Battersea) acted as bridge, having already become one of the National 
Union’s Vice Presidents.

As we can see, such societies came together for solidly practical rea-
sons, and not for the specific purpose of interfaith or interdenominational 
communication, however much they may have congratulated them-
selves on this unintended consequence of their actions. It is, for example, 
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 interesting to note that it was only in July 1891, more than five years 
after the TAS’s invitation to a Jewish representative, that it decided to 
ask Cardinal Manning to recommend a lady representative of the Roman 
Catholic community; and none had been appointed by the end of 1892.22 
Moreover, if there were occasional misunderstandings between represen-
tatives of the Jewish and the host community, there were also dissensions 
within the latter. The distance between Catholic and Protestant communi-
ties was manifest, but there were also sharp degrees of difference between 
Protestants: these concerned particularly the YWCA’s tendency to present 
itself in its printed literature as the principal, if not indeed sole, sponsor of 
the Society.23

However, while the Protestant groups concerned may have bickered 
among themselves, they were certainly agreed upon one thing: that they 
had formed a society ‘having a distinctly religious and Christian basis’.24 
And they had been fully aware of this when issuing their original invita-
tion to Rebecca Cohen in 1886. With some delicacy, they had minuted 
‘It was decided to tell Mrs. Cohen that the Travellers’ Aid will be will-
ing to co:operate [sic] as far as possible, &[sic] that if she felt she could 
work with the Young Women’s Christian Association, the “Travellers’ 
Aid” would be very glad to welcome her on their General Committee’.25 
Some of the connotations of that phrase ‘if she felt’ became apparent in 
October 1890, when the President, Lady Frances Balfour, composed a 
prayer for TAS meetings. Either through accident or tactful design, it 
referred to ‘Almighty God’ and ‘our Heavenly Father’, but not to Jesus 
Christ. However, some months later this prayer was rejected by the gen-
eral committee in favour of ‘the Collect “Prevent us O Lord” and the 
Lord’s Prayer’. The Jewish representative attending the meeting, a Mrs 
Nathan Joseph, ‘expressed on the part of the Jewish Ladies’ Association, 
her perfect readiness to accept any form of Prayer agreed upon’.26

The issue of public prayer in ‘non-denominational’ meetings resurfaced 
some years later on a national platform, at a conference of the National 
Union of Women Workers. The earlier incarnation of the NUWW was the 
‘Central Conference Council’, which had from 1891 to 1894 published 
a journal, The Threefold Cord. The first issue proclaimed: ‘Our standard 
is the Christian standard; our hope is the Gospel of the Incarnation; our 
aim the realization of our union with each other … Can we not unite 
in making our Magazine a true organ of the Christian womanhood of 
our country’.27 This was an only slightly coded call to cross-denomi-
national Protestant union, subsequently somewhat muted in the stated 
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 constitutional purpose of the NUWW ‘to advance the social, moral and 
religious welfare of women’.28 Non- or cross-denominationalism was not, 
however, un-denominationalism; and its practice was variously interpreted 
by the Anglican and nonconformist membership.

Mary Clifford, for example, an Anglican who was President from 1904 
to 1906, wrote in 1890 of an early gathering: ‘We met in the Friends’ 
Meeting House … Notwithstanding this, the tone was on the whole, one 
felt, rather Churchy, and I think it’s very sweet of the Non. Cons. [sic] 
to endure with entire meekness the unconscious attitude of superiority 
that Church people take. At the same time, it seemed to be a proof that 
they recognised the value of our ways and our stand’.29 After the 1897 
conference, when Mrs Alfred Booth (sister-in-law of Charles Booth of 
the famous London survey) stepped into the rotating presidency, The 
Woman’s Signal, an important journal of women temperance reformers 
and suffragists, spoke with considerably less meekness: ‘It is an advan-
tage that Mrs. Booth is a Nonconformist, she being a member of the 
Presbyterian Church … There has been hitherto a feeling amongst many 
dissenting ladies that the “Union of Women Workers” was too exclusively 
managed by prominent Churchwomen; but it is, of course, meant to be 
quite unsectarian …’.30

That year’s annual conference had seen a never-to-be-repeated inter-
vention on the subject of public prayer. It appears that from 1891, if 
not earlier, every conference day had begun with prayer (initially in an 
‘adjoining room’), and within a short time every meeting of the Executive 
Committee did likewise. It is a token of the continuing eclecticism of the 
NUWW that in 1897 its members included Louise Creighton, wife of 
the Bishop of London, and her friend of many years, the Fabian socialist 
Beatrice Webb. But eclecticism could only stretch so far. On 28 October 
1897 Webb proposed that the NUWW should omit prayers from its for-
mal agenda, ‘in view of the fact that the Union invites the co-operation of 
ladies who are not Christians’. She claimed to represent ‘the Comtists or 
Agnostics’ and added grandly: ‘It is very easy for me to say that I am not 
a conforming Christian, because I am independent of public approval’. 
This was not, she argued, the situation of those attending the confer-
ence, such as teachers or nurses, whose livelihoods might be at stake, and 
who wished to be neither hypocritical, nor discourteous, nor conspicuous 
by their absence. ‘I understand’, she continued, with what she may have 
considered a correct coinage, ‘that members of the Jewish Church do 
not object to be present at Christian prayers, but they are not free to take 
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part in them’. She thought that Roman Catholics felt a stronger objection 
to being present. The proposal was seen off with scant regard for such 
scruples. It was replaced with an amendment that objectors might remain 
absent and ask the Secretary to keep their places for them. The amend-
ment was framed by Mary Clifford and seconded by Constance Flower.31

Presumably the election of a nonconformist President in 1897 took 
non-denominationalism as far as it would go for the time being. The inci-
dent provoked Webb to write in her diary: ‘So ended my official connec-
tion with the bishops’ wives.’ She continued: ‘It is difficult to know when 
and where it is wise to make a stand and insist on equality of treatment as 
a matter of principle’, and wondered why ‘only the narrow-minded and 
uneducated’ [should be] ‘allowed to have strong convictions’.32 NUWW 
members were far from being ‘uneducated’, but it is certainly true that 
they considered strong convictions something of a Christian, and indeed 
Protestant, not to say Anglican monopoly. Religious minorities could not 
claim equal standing. Even a Rothschild, whose social standing might 
have led her to think herself, like Webb, ‘independent of public approval’, 
made no such claim; when Constance, Lady Battersea, became President 
between 1902 and 1904, she left undisturbed existing arrangements for 
prayers and services at conferences or Executive meetings. So did her 
coreligionist Henrietta (Netta) Franklin in her time as President of what 
was now the National Council of Women from 1925 to 1927, although 
increasing numbers of Jewish women were attending national conferences 
in the interwar period.

It is touching but indicative to read in the memoirs of Eva Isaacs, 
Marchioness of Reading, that on becoming President of the National 
Council of Women in 1957, she thought she was the first Jewess to do 
so. She recalled that the Annual General Meeting, as always, began with a 
service in the local (Anglican) church, where the President read the lesson: 
‘The vicar agreed to my selecting my own passage’ and she generally chose 
Isaiah.33 In 1945 an official history of the NCW had spoken of the impor-
tance of the religious orientation of the founders as a thing of the past, 
adding: ‘to-day an occasional heartfelt sentence, the saying of the Lord’s 
Prayer before each Executive meeting, and the inclusion of a church ser-
vice in the meetings of the Conference, are all that represent the religious 
fervour of the early gatherings’.34 In the face of such serene unselfcon-
sciousness, that Eva Isaacs should have had so little sense of precedent or 
entitlement is unsurprising.
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* * * * *

In May 1902, five years after the NUWW’s prayer debate, a conference 
was held in London to inaugurate the Union of Jewish Women (UJW). 
The UJW has no founding myth, and so far relatively little documentation 
concerning its origins has come to light. The communal press supported 
the initiative, but there is no evidence that male leaders of the community 
were pushing for a new organisation. One of the UJW’s objects was to 
bring together from London and the provinces those Jewish women who 
were already involved in the kinds of organisations and activities repre-
sented in the NUWW, and to recruit more educated women, particu-
larly from the younger generation, into their ranks.35 The initiative was 
the suggestion of Mrs Anna Simmons, widow of the Reverend Laurence 
Simmons, of the Manchester Reform Congregation. She proposed it to a 
drawing-room meeting held in 1900 at the home of Louise de Rothschild, 
mother of Constance Flower. Together with Mrs Gertrude Spielmann, 
Anna Simmons became one of the two organising secretaries of the con-
ference which, they announced in the Jewish Chronicle of 27 September 
1901, would ‘discuss matters concerning the social, moral and spiritual 
welfare of our community’.36

Anna Simmons’s experience of working in Jewish communal and 
Christian interdenominational charities in Manchester was immense37 and 
none of the organisers of the new Union could be said to have lacked 
occupation. Why did they feel the need to set up yet another organisation? 
One small hint as to the organisers’ motives may lie in a fictional sketch 
by Constance Flower, published in the Jewish Chronicle on the eve of the 
conference, where one young voluntary worker enthuses: ‘I rejoice to 
think that instead of losing our identity in one of the big Conferences, we 
Jewish “working” women, are actually going to have one of our own’.38  
A stronger hint was given by Julia Cohen in her introductory speech: ‘one 
often hears people say, “I don’t care to work if it is only to benefit Jews. I 
like undenominational charity”. But in this country, charity work is very 
largely organised on denominational lines, and we Jews, a small minority, 
must inevitably fall in with the general lines of the majority’.39

Cohen immediately qualified her statement, perhaps mindful that the 
guest of honour was Millicent Fawcett, head of the non-denominational 
and law-abiding suffrage movement to which many present were sym-
pathetic. She pointed to the cross-denominational links of the TAS and 
JAPGW, as well as to the involvement of Jewish women in ‘philanthropic 
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work of national benefit, even if it be carried on through other denomi-
national channels’. As she was well aware, many in her audience had years 
of experience in such voluntary work. Most recently, they had moved into 
patriotic organisations active for the duration of the Anglo-Boer War, such 
as the Victoria League and the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Families Association. 
These seasoned workers urged their younger listeners to learn the ropes by 
participating in rent-collecting under the aegis of Octavia Hill, by reading 
the works of the social reformer Helen Bosanquet, and by contacting and 
training under their local branch of the Charity Organisation Society, the 
Metropolitan Association for Befriending Young Servants, or the Working 
Girls’ Clubs movement.40

All the above would suggest that by 1902 it was unproblematic for social 
activists to move between the Jewish and non-Jewish worlds. Constance 
Flower told the conference how pleased she would be to announce that 
the UJW wanted to affiliate to the NUWW. Prominent speakers—her sis-
ter Annie Yorke, the Chief Rabbi’s daughter Henrietta ‘Nettie’ Adler , Lily 
Montagu and her sister Netta Franklin, as well as several JAPGW repre-
sentatives—were later that year to be found participating in the national 
conference of the NUWW, under Flower’s presidency. The known prac-
tice of Christian public prayer appeared to be no obstacle to participation, 
and there seems to have been no overt expression of a sense of exclusion 
from any part of national organisational life. But Constance Flower’s short 
story hinted at a paradox at the heart of Jewish women’s participation in 
the wider associational world. If the desire to reinforce a communal sense 
of confidence played its part in the birth of the UJW, this suggests quite 
strongly that the very process of going out into the gentile world pro-
duced a felt need for Jewish women to strengthen their collective institu-
tions and identity.

For in truth, the context in which Jewish women undertook the care 
of ‘their’ poor could not be a simple parallel with comparable activities in 
the host community; and mingling with Christian social peers represented 
only the tip of a larger iceberg of political and welfare issues. The massive 
involvement of the well-to-do among the Jewish community in relieving 
the poverty of their coreligionists was driven by anxiety as well as generos-
ity. The year 1902 marked the end of the Anglo-Boer War, during which, 
Jewish patriotic charitable endeavours notwithstanding, Jewish financiers 
had been portrayed as instigators of, and profiteers from British military 
involvement.41 It was also the year in which the Royal Commission on 
Alien Immigration was set up, which resulted in the Aliens Act of 1905, 
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the first of several such restrictive measures. And Jewish philanthropy was 
still driven by the fear that if Jews left a welfare vacuum among their own 
people, Christian conversionists would hasten to fill it. As Julia Cohen had 
reminded the inaugural conference of the UJW, poor Jews might be lost 
to the community if they sought help ‘from essentially Christian charity, 
whatever the conditions attached to it, may be’.42

Christianity could, of course, operate against Jewish identity in ways 
less direct than missionary conversion. Conditions of employment could 
often penalise Jewish religious observance. UJW leaders were keenly aware 
that fidelity to religion could entail material hardship as well as social dis-
advantage to their less privileged sisters. The religious sectarianism of 
British philanthropy to which Cohen had alluded was brought home to 
the UJW, for example, as it set itself the task of helping middle- and lower- 
middle class women to obtain professional training. Organisers were par-
ticularly keen to increase the number of Jewish nurses. However, aspiring 
Jewish probationers were mainly restricted to the London Hospital in 
the East End, which accommodated the religious observances of Jewish 
patients. The UJW minutes for February 1903 include a terse note that 
‘Miss S. Joseph was unable to enter King’s College Hospital, as all nurses 
must attend chapel’. (It is relevant that in this period, only one London 
hospital, St George’s, accepted practising Catholics for nursing training.)43 
By May 1903, the UJW had declared as its principal object ‘To help in 
finding employment for educated Jewesses struggling against difficulties 
and disabilities arising from adherence to the tenets of our faith’.44 There 
is no record of the UJW’s challenging such exclusions, much less discuss-
ing them in a ‘mixed’ public domain. Their response was to assume the 
obligation, as prominent and prosperous community representatives, to 
compensate those who suffered from them.

If Jewish women occupied any particular role within the philanthropic 
community, as within the nation as a whole, it was one defined largely by 
absences and negatives. They were, while cooperating with the host com-
munity’s labours, to take care of their own people, and to ensure that they 
caused, in the classic Jewish phrase, ‘no trouble’. It was thus hardly to be 
expected that, in a gentile context, Jewish women’s organisations would 
have asserted their communal rights, or made a general stand against reli-
gious discrimination. If their religious sensitivities were taken into account 
from time to time, this was an issue of privilege only. The religious cul-
ture of British public life in this period did not invite them, in Beatrice 
Webb’s words, ‘to make a stand and insist on equality of treatment as a 
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matter of principle’.45 Moreover, the broad spectrum of the nineteenth-
century women’s movement was not uniformly hospitable to the concept 
of rights. For many women, and not just ‘the Bishops’ wives’, the concept 
of moral and social obligation had a stronger purchase in justifying their 
actions in the public sphere than claims based on a sense of equality and 
entitlement. The springboard for social action was often the conviction 
of the right of every soul to seek salvation through Christ. As a language 
of universal rights, this had distinct limitations for a religious minority.46

However, it might also be argued that, problematic as this Christian 
female environment could be, it employed a language of religion and obli-
gation which was utterly familiar to Jewish women, and which enabled 
them to make the transition from domestic and communal to local and 
national engagements. While these activities might have been discussed 
with parents and spouses, they do not seem to have raised issues of con-
tention. As secularisation was not demanded as the price of public action, 
communal identity could be maintained through organising along paral-
lel lines which were allowed to meet, or at least coexist. On an individual 
level, as we shall see, devoutly held but differing religious beliefs were no 
barrier to affectionate and long-standing working friendships. The formal 
surface of organisational life was sometimes stirred by outside events to 
reveal a genuine depth of fellow feeling.

One such event was General Allenby’s entry into Jerusalem in December 
1917, or as it was very widely described in Christian Britain, Jerusalem’s 
‘deliverance from the Turks’. In that month the proudly Anglican Mary 
Clifford, who was nearing the end of her life, wrote to her NUWW col-
league Constance Flower:

Dearest Lady Battersea,
I cannot help writing you a line of rejoicing [her emphasis] at the good 

news which has just reached us here today about Jerusalem. … isn’t it splen-
did to think that at last the worst sorrows and trials of your Nation are over 
and that to us has been given the honour of redressing these wrongs!47

And Millicent Fawcett, head of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 
Societies, wrote to the treasurer, Helena Auerbach,

We are rejoicing greatly, as I know you both must be over the delivrance 
[sic] of Jerusalem. How wonderful & intensely romantic it all is: all the more 
so because it coincides with the anniversary of the victory of the Maccabees. 
… I shall try to be at the Te Deum in St Paul’s this afternoon.48
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These loving letters demonstrate the acknowledgement of difference 
and its acceptance. Their religious discourse was very different from the 
racialised language of the anti-immigrant movement or the anti-Jewish 
propaganda of some opponents of the Anglo-Boer War. In the discourse 
of Christian philanthropy, particularly its conversionist tendency, there 
was relatively little scope for the language of revulsion and expulsion; in 
principle, conversionists operated a strategy of inclusion, and offered the 
Other an (often unwanted) embrace. Thus the salience of Christianity—
even in its conversionist forms—within British women activists’ lives and 
organisations before 1914 may, in a final paradox, have protected women 
of the Jewish community from the overt expressions of racialised hostility 
which were current elsewhere. In this respect, the religious organisations 
of civil society may have treated Jewish women with greater civility than a 
more secular civil society treated their male peers.
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CHAPTER 4

‘Dear Madame Dreyfus’

In June 1899, the conviction for treason which had been passed on the 
French army officer Captain Alfred Dreyfus four and a half years previ-
ously was referred for retrial in Rennes, Brittany. Dreyfus was brought 
back to France from his exile and imprisonment on Devil’s Island; liberal 
opinion in France, and indeed worldwide, saw this as a triumph of the 
campaign to prove his innocence, and felt confident that the new hearing 
would produce an acquittal. However, in September 1899 Dreyfus was 
instead condemned to a shortened sentence of ten years’ imprisonment on 
account of ‘mitigating circumstances’. A disgusted Dreyfus renounced his 
right of appeal, but on 19 September accepted President Emile Loubet’s 
offer of a pardon, on the condition that he could continue his efforts to 
prove his innocence.1

The news of Dreyfus’s non-acquittal provoked outrage, and nowhere 
more widely or more vehemently than in Britain. On 11 September the 
editors of the Daily Chronicle described it as ‘an emotion to which we 
recall no parallel in our experience of modern political affairs’. Some 
expression of this feeling was called for, and it was proposed to send ‘a 
national address of sympathy to Captain Dreyfus, which, without contain-
ing any expression of a wounding character to the French nation or army 
as a whole, would satisfy the sentiment of deep pity and indignation which 
animates the entire country without distinction of class or party’.2



On the following day the Daily Chronicle published a letter from the 
journalist and novelist Charlotte O’Connor Eccles, suggesting that it 
would ‘be a graceful act if the women of the British Islands gave practi-
cal expression to their sympathy with Madame Dreyfus by organising a 
testimonial to her’. The original proposal was promptly modified, and the 
decision taken to send the address to Madame Dreyfus and her family: 
a demonstration would be held at Hyde Park on 17 September, where 
sheets would be handed round for last-minute signatures, and in the 
meantime readers outside London could post theirs to the newspaper. 
At least 112,000 signatures were received within ten days3 and, as the 
archives of the Dreyfus family reveal, many individuals wrote to Lucie 
Dreyfus directly.4 The names of the signatories of the address, and of the 
men and women who wrote independently, certainly bear out the Daily 
Chronicle’s initial claim on 11 September to represent ‘the sentiment …
which animates the entire country without distinction of class or party’.

They included the mayors of 165 towns; members of the London 
Stock Exchange; employees of schools and local authorities, of the staffs 
of Barclays and Co., of the publishers Eyre and Spottiswood, and the 
Alhambra theatre; hundreds of working men, including those employed 
at the Victoria Works, Brentwood (and 190 at High Wycombe); soldiers 
of the Durham Light Infantry; members of many different churches 
and Bible classes. The political classes supplied male names such as Lord 
Rosebery (widower of Hannah Rothschild), Keir Hardie and several mem-
bers of the Gladstone family. Other prominent male signatories included 
Charles Darwin’s son, the botanist Francis Darwin, the music-hall star 
Dan Leno, the author George Meredith, the journalist and campaigner 
Percy Bunting and even the arch-opponent of Jewish immigration into 
Britain, Arnold White, who offered £20 towards expenses.

Women easily made up half, if not more, of the signatories and corre-
spondents. They included well-known philanthropists and social and polit-
ical campaigners, such as Catherine Marsh, Josephine Butler, Jane Cobden 
Unwin, Laura Ormiston Chant, Florence and Rosamond Davenport- 
Hill, Margaret Lonsdale, Florence Balgarnie, Lady Henry Somerset and 
Baroness Angela Burdett-Coutts; educationists and authors such as Dr 
Sophie Bryant, Helena Swanwick, and Marie Corelli; thespians such as 
Elsie Fogerty, Lily Langtry, Ellen Terry, Lena Ashwell; and titled ladies 
such as Muriel Countess Delawarr, Lady Selina Scott, Mabel Countess 
Russell and Margaret Brooke (the Maharanee of Sarawak). Collective 
responses included those from the Theatrical Ladies’ Guild, the Guild of 
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Women Bookbinders, local branches of the Women’s Liberal Association 
and the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and from working school-
teachers, clerks, washerwomen, sempstresses and nurses.

They also wrote directly to Madame Dreyfus in their hundreds, as 
woman to woman, addressing their ‘Sister in Distress’, writing as ‘a wife 
and mother’, declaring that ‘Every English Wife’s heart aches with you’, 
and that ‘Every Woman’s heart in England bleeds for you & we pray for 
you & your dear little children, & husband’; ‘no pang of agony you had 
suffered but found its way into the heart of all Englishwomen at home 
and abroad. . . . accept this halting and imperfect offering of sympathy 
both personally and from every woman in my household’ (this last from 
Baroness Burdett-Coutts, presumably on behalf of herself and her domes-
tic staff).5 But—particularly in the light of O’Connor Eccles’s acclamation 
of their heroine as ‘The Mater Dolorosa of modern politics’6—the ques-
tion arises: how, if at all, did they perceive and approach Lucie Dreyfus’s 
identity as a Jewess?

Certainly Lucie’s identity as a woman was conceived in a traditional 
manner, one conceived to be non-problematical at a time of fierce debate 
over the suffrage and the ‘New Woman’. At the Hyde Park demonstration 
on Sunday 17 September, Mrs Ormiston Chant felt confident in declaring: 
‘there was not a man or woman but would feel hearty admiration for her 
who had so nobly met and conquered every obstacle in her struggle to get 
the infamous verdict reversed. (Cheers). … The courage shown by Mme 
Dreyfus was an object-lesson for the women of the world’.7 These senti-
ments were echoed in the female periodical press. But if Lucie Dreyfus was 
described, rightly, as dauntless, she was also portrayed and admired for 
being self-effacing. She had addressed herself to kings and statesmen and 
mastered the extraordinarily complex brief for the defence, but this was 
solely for the sake of her family. She was an exemplary wife and mother, 
not a modern, independent feminist heroine. As for her French nationality 
and her Jewish family origin, these were very frequently ignored: the latter 
may have been seen as something of an embarrassment, comparable to a 
disability to which it would be impolite to refer.

The description in Woman’s Life of ‘that beautiful woman with the 
majestic figure, tall and graceful, with clear complexion, and hair dark 
as the night’ might perhaps have been a coded attempt to indicate that 
Madame Dreyfus looked Jewish, but not in a bad way. The article stated 
that the proof of her husband’s innocence ‘was her mission. That proof was 
her religion’, which perhaps permitted any little doctrinal  awkwardnesses 
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to be conveniently ignored.8 A year earlier, The Woman’s Signal had drawn 
attention to Mme Dreyfus’s campaign in France and internationally to 
secure a retrial; this article was more explicit, referred to an ‘anti- Jewish 
conspiracy’, and attributed the words ‘Jehovah will, ere long, crush his 
enemies’ to Lucie. It did not describe her as tall or majestic. Instead, 
Madame Dreyfus was referred to as ‘the plucky little wife … the little 
wife still waits’.9 Indeed, post-Biblical Jewish men and women were not 
generally considered by their host societies to be physically imposing. One 
example among many of the conventional use of this diminishing adjec-
tive is in the published memoirs of the social worker Mary Steer, whose 
missions in the East End of London have been referred to above. Each 
individual Christian who ever helped her is acknowledged by name; but in 
recounting an episode where she received help from generous Jews, Steer 
refers to them merely as ‘a little Hebrew lady and her brother’.10

Do the letters written directly to Mme Dreyfus tell us more? A great 
many of the writers say they are praying for her, and it is noteworthy that 
they do not mention the name of Christ. Tactfully, they invoke ‘the Divine 
Pity and Compassion’ and ‘our God, who hears the sorrowful sighing of the 
poor prisoner’. Burdett-Coutts writes most gracefully: ‘May the Almighty 
support you throughout. “His days are but grass” but though the path 
in the wilderness is long and heavy the Promised Land is reached at last’. 
And some go closer to the matter, following the Woman’s Signal in invok-
ing ‘The God of Justice, JEHOVAH’ and ‘The God of the Jews Jehovah’.  
Charlotte Roberts, of Northumberland, expressed a particular Christian 
and, indeed, philosemitic rationale for sympathy with the Jewish prisoner:

We have seen a good deal in our papers about ‘his being a Jew’ and there-
fore being condemned, surely that should to all Christians have been an 
extra reason for Captain Dreyfus being extra well treated as according to 
our beliefs
‘It was a Jew who shed his blood
Our pardon to procure
It is a Jew who sits above
Our pardon to ensure’
and for that reason alone if necessary all honor [sic] should be paid to all 
innocent descendents [sic] of Abraham.

For many gentile women, the drama of this noble soldier and his 
dauntless wife was easily assimilable to the value system of their own reli-
gious (and mainly Protestant) formation. It could without discomfort be 
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accommodated within familiar biblical teachings. While some correspon-
dents may, like Josephine Butler, have nurtured the paradoxical hope that 
Captain Dreyfus’s intense sufferings could lead him to identify with and 
acknowledge the stricken Christ,11 none was so tactless as to say so to 
Madame Dreyfus herself. And, in contrast to the tropes of much Victorian 
fiction (particularly that of a conversionist persuasion), there was, self- 
evidently, no bad Jew/good Jewess dichotomy at work here.12 Nor was it 
thought odd of God to choose these particular Jews. If there was a reli-
gious villain in the story, it was the Roman Catholic Church, hand in glove 
with another old enemy, the French army. In the face of this evil dyad, the 
martyred Dreyfus family appeared as honorary, or virtual, Protestants.

* * * *

Much of the furore over the Dreyfus affair involved Francophobia, 
anti-Catholicism and the self-congratulation of British liberals, male and 
female, rather than any informed understanding of the position of the 
Jewish minority in Europe, or ordinary acquaintance with Jewish lives in 
Britain. However, there was one letter to Mme Dreyfus which clearly rep-
resented something more. This was a Manchester initiative, a message of 
sympathy signed in September 1899 by 1776 women of every creed and 
class. Taken together with information from other sources, it demonstrates 
a web of local connections formed by charitable collaborations between 
Jewish and Christian women over the previous two decades. These rela-
tionships were based on practical action in pursuit of realistic goals, and 
would appear to have been free of the element of romanticisation which 
characterised some of Mme Dreyfus’s other female admirers (Fig. 4.1).

On 14 September 1899, the Manchester Guardian printed the follow-
ing letter from S.A. Gamble:

Amongst the many expressions of sympathy with Captain Dreyfus, I have 
looked in vain in your paper for the suggestion of a letter from women in 
Manchester to his noble wife. Knowing how strong the feeling for her is, 
and that it only needs expressing, I submit the following, which, in conjunc-
tion with some friends, I hope to send, and shall be glad to hear from any 
others willing to sign.

‘Dear Madame Dreyfus, We have no desire to intrude upon you in this hour 
of sore trial, but we do wish to express the deep sympathy we feel, and the 
respect and admiration you have won from us. We have followed with close 
attention your noble efforts and those of other members of your family to 
free your beloved husband from injustice and imprisonment and to prove 
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to the world his innocence. Our hearts have been wrung by his suffering 
and our heads bowed in shame over the insult and injustice heaped upon 
him by the unrighteous verdict and sentence of Saturday last. We join with 
 thousands throughout the world in praying that ere long truth may tri-
umph, that this verdict may be annulled, and that you and he may be speed-
ily reunited in a life of happiness and usefulness.’13

Fig. 4.1 Portrait of Mrs Gamble (Courtesy of Manchester City Libraries)
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Sarah Anne Gamble—who either did not know of the Daily Chronicle 
initiative, or who was perhaps moved to emulate it—succeeded in append-
ing 1776 female (and some male) signatures to her letter, which had 
been dated 13 September, and signed by her, by the Lady Mayor of 
Manchester, Mrs W.H. (Eleanor) Vaudrey, and by a Helen B. Thomson. 
Mrs Gamble (1844–1926) was prominent in many social and charitable 
Manchester spheres. She was a founder member of the Women’s Christian 
Temperance Association and a pillar of the Band of Hope; she was active 
in the Church of England mission to women and girls brought before the 
police courts. She was also a committee member of the Ladies’ Branch of 
the Manchester and Salford Sanitary Association (MSSA).14 It was through 
this latter organisation—known under a slightly bewildering number of 
names in the nineteenth century15—that she is most likely to have estab-
lished links with similar women in Manchester’s Jewish community.

The MSSA itself was formed in 1852, ‘to promote attention to 
Temperance, Personal and Domestic Cleanliness and to the Laws of Health 
generally’. Ten years later the Manchester and Salford Ladies’ Health 
Society (also known as the Ladies’ Sanitary Reform Association) was 
formed. This modelled itself on the Ladies’ Sanitary Association, formed 
in London in 1858, one of many initiatives proceeding from the National 
Association for the Promotion of Social Science, possibly the most gender- 
equal of all Victorian voluntary organisations.16 These societies tried to 
educate the poor and their charitable visitors through lectures and tracts; 
but they went further, investigating the bad housing, water supplies and 
drainage which were beyond the capacity of individual families to remedy, 
publicising their findings and referring them to the municipal authorities. 
They took the established practice of house-to-house parish district visit-
ing and extended it from a system of pastoral care and ad hoc charitable 
provision to a systematic attempt to improve the health and living condi-
tions of the poor. District visiting had long been a female domain,17 and 
the MSSA would appear to have handed over this aspect of its work to the 
Manchester and Salford ladies in the 1860s. Food, medicines, household 
soap and nursing assistance were given by both volunteer and paid visitors, 
and a children’s holiday scheme devised. In 1878 the ladies formally affili-
ated to the MSSA, and became its Ladies’ Branch.18

The Ladies’ Branch had many Jewish subscribers, and in 1882, when 
its Committee was considering work in the districts densely populated by 
recent Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe, it would have been able 
to consult with such women (or, rather, ‘ladies’) as Anna Simmons, wife 
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of the minister of the Reform synagogue. She was constantly active in 
cross-communal welfare undertakings. She came to know, for example, 
the Bishop of Manchester both in his capacity as President of the Ladies’ 
Branch, and as President of the Manchester Relief Fund for Russian Jews. 
It was said that she and her husband helped their Gentile brethren so often 
that the clergy of the Church of England and the Romish Church in their 
turn were quite willing to associate themselves in work for poor Jews. 
There was, apparently, some muttering within Manchester Jewry when 
she arranged a Christmas tree and seasonal woolly gifts for poor children 
in Ancoats;19 and it is true that at this stage the Reform congregation had 
closer links to the wider community than their orthodox coreligionists. 
Anna Simmons may have recruited others to the Ladies’ Branch, such as 
Mrs Salis Simons, who in 1902 recalled having become conscious of ‘how 
wide a gulf had grown between our pleasant villa suburbs … and those 
narrow, wretched courts and alleys’; she began reading MSSA literature in 
the 1870s, and became a member in the 1880s.20

Other links between Jewish and Christian women may have originated 
in less formal ways. The Ladies’ Branch reports indicate that neighbour-
hood acquaintances facilitated the recruitment of members and collection 
of subscriptions. In 1886, for example, a Mrs Salomons paid 5 shillings 
via the Misses Wright and Hamilton; the Salomons family lived in Victoria 
Park, as did the health lecturer Anne Romley Wright. A Mrs Henriques paid 
10 shillings via Mrs Hardie; Mrs E.M. Henriques and Mrs James Hardie, 
wife of the workhouse Medical Officer and Manchester Royal Infirmary 
surgeon, both lived in Higher Broughton. And Mrs Edward Behrens was 
living in Fallowfield (where Mrs Gamble and Anna Simmons also resided) 
when she paid 2 guineas via a Mrs Renshaw.21 However, whether these 
transactions were the beginning of relations between Jewish and Christian 
neighbours, or built on pre-existing connections in suburban districts such 
as Rusholme and Higher Broughton, is unclear. What is certain is that the 
Ladies’ Branch had a marked influence on a number of its Jewish sub-
scribers, and that the conversations which began around 1882 led to the 
creation of a major new Jewish voluntary institution. In 1884, the Jewish 
Sanitary Association—soon renamed the Ladies’ Association for Visiting 
the Jewish Poor and Attending to their Sanitary Condition, and ultimately 
the more manageable Jewish Ladies’ Visiting Association (JLVA)—was 
formed. Its first President was Abigail (Mrs Edward) Behrens, its Vice 
President Emily (Mrs E.M.) Henriques, its first Honorary Secretary was 
Anna Simmons, and Hedwig Dreyfus, wife of a distant relative of Captain 
Alfred Dreyfus, was its first Treasurer.22
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The JLVA’s programme was initially to undertake all home visits per-
sonally: members were to visit at least five houses at least once a fort-
night. Personal visiting remained a commitment, but the Association very 
soon appointed a paid district visitor, employing a second in 1893, and 
between 1899 and 1903 supervising a third visitor paid by the city council 
to visit both Jewish and Irish immigrants’ homes. By the early 1900s, the 
visitors were sending daily reports to the city’s Medical Officer of Health. 
Work was at first focused at the domestic level; needy cases were to receive 
money and material help. The latter included free bars of carbolic soap, 
and some at reduced prices; tickets entitling them to meat and milk; and 
help from Jewish medical charities. Advice and assistance in infant care 
were offered. Over time, other functions developed: the Association sup-
ported social and educational gatherings after school hours for women and 
girls, introducing special Sabbath services in 1893; and it commissioned 
sewing work and started a children’s holiday scheme. It also maintained 
a fund for rescue work, and established links with the Church of England 
temperance mission at the police courts, where Sarah Gamble would have 
been one of their Christian colleagues.23

Rescue concerns, the Police Court Mission, and the links which con-
tinued to be maintained with the Ladies’ Branch of the MSSA, kept like- 
minded Jewish and Christian women in touch with each other and part 
of the same civic community. Eleanor Vaudrey, herself a subscriber to the 
MSSA Ladies’ Branch, sealed this connection in April 1899 when she and 
the Lord Mayor presided over the Annual General Meeting of the JLVA, 
held at the Town Hall.24 It is, therefore, unsurprising to find JLVA mem-
bers featuring prominently among the Jewish signatories to the letter to 
Mme Dreyfus which had been organised largely by their colleagues from 
the Ladies’ Branch. Committee members and many subscribers can be 
identified, as well as many other unmistakeably Jewish surnames, on the 
36 pages of this document which have been preserved. Addresses as well as 
signatures were given, and it is possible to see that Jewish and non-Jewish 
women across the residential spectrum—in the city centre, Red Bank and 
Cheetham, Bury New Road, Higher Broughton, Moss Side, Fallowfield 
and Rusholme, to name only a few districts—were sharing, and would 
have known themselves to be sharing, in an act of collective compassion 
and a declaration of faith in the ultimate triumph of justice (Fig. 4.2).

The story of the Manchester letter has a mysterious twist in its tail. 
Unlike the letters and signatures sent in response to the Daily Chronicle 
appeal, it was, in fact, never despatched to France. Shortly before Christmas 
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1934 Oliver Harvey, an official at the British embassy in Paris, wrote 
to the now Lieutenant-Colonel Alfred Dreyfus, Knight of the Legion 
d’Honneur, enclosing the Manchester document. It had been sent to the 
embassy by a Mrs Small, of Church Cottages, Ashendon, near Aylesbury 
in Buckinghamshire. How she obtained it, and why it had remained in 
Britain, is unknown. The failure to send the document in 1899 was cer-
tainly not due to the then Captain Dreyfus’s decision to accept the French 
President’s offer of a pardon on 19 September. On the contrary, on 21 
September a letter of congratulation had been appended to the original 
letter of sympathy, expressing ‘the supreme joy’ of the writers on learning 

Fig. 4.2 ‘A letter of sympathy and another of congratulation to Madame 
A.  Dreyfus signed by 1776 women of Manchester, England, September 1899’ 
(Courtesy of Musée d’art et d’histoire du Judaisme, Paris)
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that ‘your beloved husband has been given back to you and your family’, 
and their hope that he would be restored to health and his innocence, ‘in 
which we all believe’, finally established.

What can have happened? Such manifestly well-organised women 
could not simply have forgotten to put their precious document in the 
post. While it is true that a political crisis was looming in September 
1899 which was to eclipse the Dreyfus Affair in the public imagination, 
there is no evidence that the signatories were particularly exercised by 
the impending war between Britain and the Boer settlers in South Africa. 
However, Manchester Liberals and socialists, supported by the Manchester 
Guardian, formed a powerful centre of opposition to the war. Political par-
tisanship on either side might have proved a distraction. More unhappily, 
the anti-war movement lent itself to expressions of antisemitism, when it 
denounced Jewish businessmen and mine-owners in South Africa as war-
mongers, rather than focussing on their gentile colleagues, or adventurers 
and politicians such as Cecil Rhodes, Leander Starr Jameson and Joseph 
Chamberlain. Keir Hardie, who addressed his sympathy to Lucie Dreyfus 
in September but fully endorsed the attribution of collective guilt to the 
Jews of South Africa (and had no quarrel with his party’s statement, in the 
Independent Labour Party News of October 1899, that the Jew was ‘the 
very incarnation of the money idea’), was not an isolated case.25 He may 
have been unaware of his German comrades’ maxim that antisemitism 
was ‘the socialism of fools’. While the initiators of the Manchester letter 
do not appear to have been socialists of any description, it is impossible 
to rule out similarly ambivalent and paradoxical sentiments among the 
signatories.

That speculation aside, what can be definitely learned from these 1176 
Manchester names and addresses? Exploring the origins and composition 
of the Manchester letter, however limited the biographical information 
available to us, certainly demonstrates that Christian and Jewish women, 
or at least ‘ladies’, knew each other as colleagues and were unembarrassed 
at sharing information about the social problems of their respective com-
munities. Their experience of charitable collaboration was solid enough 
to provide a platform for new and spontaneous forms of social action. 
It enabled them to progress from the local to the national, and even to 
 international levels of intervention. As elsewhere in Britain, relationships 
built up in the conventional female sphere of philanthropy could begin to 
take a more political turn. Sympathising with Lucie Dreyfus was not, of 
course, the most controversial stand one could take in Britain in 1899. As 
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the Manchester Evening News had put it, in a rather double-edged com-
ment, ‘If they never find another topic upon which they may agree, Jews 
and Gentiles throughout the length and breadth of England are unani-
mous in their opinion about the Dreyfus affair’.26 A different matter, and 
a much greater challenge, was involved in demanding the parliamentary 
suffrage, in campaigns which intensified with the new century.

Some connections can be traced between the Manchester letter and 
the links later forged between Jewish and Christian women in the cam-
paign for equality and for the suffrage which is discussed in chapter 5.27 
Estelle (Stella) Isaacs, whose mother was Annie Isaacs, a founder member 
of the JLVA and signatory of the address, became an active supporter 
of the Women’s Social and Political Union, launched by the Manchester 
Pankhurst family in 1903.28 In 1907, the children of Abigail and Edward 
Behrens actively encouraged and assisted the purchase of their family 
home, ‘The Oaks’, Fallowfield, by the university when it wished to extend 
residential accommodation for women students. Edward Behrens Wing 
was later said to be haunted by ‘a kindly ghost, Abigail, the wife of Edward 
Behrens’.29 Other Jewish Mancunian girls of the younger generation, such 
as Rebecca and Elaine Marks, may have been more influenced by their 
suffragist teachers than by the charitable interventions of their mothers.30 
The themes which are revealed in the Dreyfus episode—the evolution of 
philanthropic into political action; the cooperation of women of differ-
ent creeds and formations, irrespective of ambivalent social sentiments, in 
pursuit of a common goal—emerge yet more strongly from the suffrage 
narrative, to be sustained not for the duration of a brief cause célèbre, but 
for more than a decade’s worth of struggle.
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CHAPTER 5

‘Votes for Women!’

If it is understandable that Jewish men in England clutched jealously to 
themselves their roles as guardians of Judaism, as communal leaders, as 
representatives of the community to the outside world, and as paterfamilias 
in their own homes, it is equally understandable that this was a source of 
discontent to many of their wives, sisters and daughters. A spirit of mutiny 
was brewing. Ten years after she had helped to set up the Union of Jewish 
Women—whose rationale had, in part, been to recruit a younger genera-
tion into the ranks of Jewish welfare organisations—Gertrude Spielmann 
expostulated: ‘Who has ever heard of a Jewess taking the chair at a mixed 
Committee, or being offered any communal honour? … the intelligent, 
strenuous girl of to-day, who prepared herself by studying Sociology and 
training at Women’s Settlements or C.O.S. Offices will not work on our 
communal charities’.1  The Jewish League for Woman Suffrage (hence-
forth JLWS), of which Spielmann was a founder member, was about to 
see the light of day. The ‘status incongruity’ which saw the projects of a 
cohort of younger women such as Nettie Adler and Lily Montagu receive 
public recognition among Christian women in the National Union of 
Women Workers, but only the most grudging acceptance by the Visiting 
Committee of the Jewish Board of Guardians, could not be contained 
indefinitely. Indeed, by the time the JLWS came into existence in 1912 
Jewish women and, indeed, some Jewish men were already prominent 



members of a suffrage campaign which over the previous four decades had 
become a large and many-stranded movement.2

To mention a few activists, from the south of England alone: Netta 
Franklin and many female members of the clan into which she had married 
were enthusiastic members of the constitutional (non-militant) National 
Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), of which Helena 
Auerbach was Treasurer. Israel Zangwill was much in demand as a speaker 
for the (militant) Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), until the 
Pankhurst family’s autocratic style of leadership drove him with many oth-
ers into forming the United Suffragists.3 Netta’s nephew Hugh Franklin 
remained faithful to the WSPU’s brand of direct action, enduring impris-
onment and forcible feeding on several occasions.4 Rose and Nellie Cohen 
and Millie Gliksten were pillars of Sylvia Pankhurst’s equally militant East 
London Federation of Suffragettes.5 At the other end of the political spec-
trum, Louise Samuel was Honorary Secretary of the Conservative and 
Unionist Woman Franchise Association.6

By the turn of the twentieth century, there were just two institutions 
formally receptive to at least some form of gender equality within Anglo- 
Jewry. One comprised the many Jewish Literary Societies which flourished 
in different parts of London and the provincial cities. Like a latter-day 
version of the National Association for the Promotion of Social Science, 
these societies provided a forum for Jewish women and men to meet on 
virtually equal terms. Women sat on the executive committees of their 
local branches, as well as acting as honorary and administrative secretaries. 
Several moved seamlessly from such participation into contributing, as 
writers and translators, to the Jewish Review, which the West End Jewish 
Literary Society founded at the end of 1909. Given its later history, it is 
interesting to read of the rearguard action mounted at the ‘preliminary 
meeting of gentlemen’ which founded that Society in January 1903. One 
single motion was discussed—and rejected: ‘That ladies shall not be eli-
gible for membership of the Society’7.

The West End Society’s meeting of November 1903 heard a paper on 
‘Women and their Emancipation’ presented by Frederic Franklin; sub-
sequently Nettie Adler, Gertrude Spielmann, Hannah Hyam and Lily 
Montagu spoke on their different experiences of social work. In April 1912 
Gertrude Spielmann spoke on ‘Woman’s Place in the Synagogue’, and the 
following November, the month in which the JLWS was founded, she 
spoke on ‘Jews and the Woman’s Movement’.8 Early in 1913 the Jewish 
Review gave these demands, if not the League itself, a wider airing by 
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publishing both a translation of Bertha Pappenheim’s paper ‘The Jewish 
Woman in Religious Life’, given at the Women’s Congress in Munich in 
1912, and Spielmann’s two addresses, amalgamated into a single article.9 
The editor of the Jewish Review was the Reverend Joseph Hochmann, 
minister of the New West End Synagogue.10 He was a founding activist in 
the JLWS, as were all the women named above; and the names of several 
lesser-known female participants mentioned in the Society’s minutes are 
to be found among the authors of letters to the Jewish Chronicle in sup-
port of women’s suffrage.

A notable group active in the Union of Jewish Literary Societies was a 
Jewish Study Society, with an all-female committee, which was established by 
1902 in order to produce simpler study materials for religious education.11 
This committee was connected with a second contemporary organisation 
supporting gender equality, the Jewish Religious Union (henceforth JRU). 
The JRU had originated in an initiative of Lily Montagu, who in 1899 con-
tributed a seminal article to the Jewish Quarterly Review on ‘The Spiritual 
Possibilities of Judaism To-day’. She went on to persuade the scholar Claude 
Montefiore to head a group of men and women concerned with the revit-
alisation of Anglo-Judaism. Initially a broadly based vehicle for reform, the 
Union experienced its first split on the rock of ‘mixed seating’. It was the cus-
tom for men and women to sit separately in synagogues, often with a cloth 
or lattice screen veiling the women from men’s eyes. When in 1909 the JRU 
constituted itself as the first Liberal Jewish congregation in Britain, it made a 
point of allowing male and female worshippers to sit together.12

The female membership of the Liberal Jewish movement13 appears to 
have included some of Montagu’s associates in the girls’ club movement,14 
and her sisters Marian Montagu and Netta Franklin were also staunch 
champions of religious reform. These intelligent and outward-looking 
daughters of Baron Montagu of Swaythling—truly, a patriarch’s patri-
arch—each found their own way to depart from the unbending Orthodoxy 
of their upbringing. They were also to become suffragists, and the link 
between their commitment to religious reform and to gender equality was 
anything but coincidental. The first official meeting of the JRU, attended 
by over seventy men and women, was held at Netta Franklin’s home.15 
Many subsequent meetings of the JLWS were held there also.

* * * * * *

Why should Jewish suffragists have felt the need for an additional 
organisation, given their integration into existing campaigns? The  religious 
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leagues for woman suffrage were late but distinct additions to the cam-
paign scene. The Church League (Anglican), the Free Church League, 
the Catholic Women’s Suffrage Society, the Friends’ (Quaker) League for 
Women’s Suffrage and the Scottish Churches’ League were established 
between 1909 and 1912; and in November 1912 the Jewish League 
brought up the rear.16 It has been suggested that religious women already 
involved in the suffrage movement wanted to bring their coreligionists on 
board.17 This would fit the facts where, for example, an NUWSS activist 
such as Netta Franklin was concerned, but is not the whole story. Militant 
suffragettes had forced the question of votes for women into the public 
domain in such a way that—in contrast to the decades of quiet constitu-
tional campaigning—it had become almost impossible to ignore.

To many religious communities, it seemed increasingly necessary to 
assert—or re-assert—that politics was too important to be delegated to 
the secular realm. Church and synagogue were alike intent on recovering 
lost ground. The new leagues believed that religion could provide the 
answer to the ‘woman question’, and much else besides; each denomina-
tion wanted to demonstrate pride in its traditions, and to offer its own 
contribution to social debates. At the Jewish League’s first public meet-
ing, Helena Auerbach said that ‘Jews should not fail to take their full share 
in the social progress of the country’, and Netta Franklin declared that 
‘Judaism had taught the world to do justice … they had no right to be 
here at all, unless they tried to make the world better’.18 Moreover, reli-
gious suffragists had a further agenda: they were now prepared to make 
demands in a public arena for greater gender equality within their respec-
tive congregations, as well as at the ballot box.

Other founders of the JLWS gave further reasons for their initiative. 
On 6 November 1912, Ruth Franklin, an active member of the North 
Kensington Suffrage Society, wrote to Philippa Strachey, Secretary of the 
London Society for Women’s Suffrage (a branch of the constitutional 
NUWSS) ‘about a new Suffrage Society that I have been trying to form 
… I think we shall touch a new set of people, who have not been worked 
as yet, more especially in the East End, & [sic] in the provinces’.19 Hannah 
Hyam, interviewed in spring 1913, stated: ‘what had made her a suffragist 
was her experience among the working women of the East End. … Recent 
legislation directed to remedy women’s wrongs had been the result of the 
arousing voice of women demanding the franchise’. An orthodox Jewess, 
she had come via years of voluntary work to the conviction that condi-
tions would not improve until women became citizens on equal terms 
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with men.20 Louise Samuel, of the Conservative and Unionist Women’s 
Suffrage Society, followed a similar trajectory, stating that it was while she 
was engaged in ‘philanthropic work’ that she had become a suffragist.21

While recent writing on the charitable activity of middle- and upper- 
class Jewish women has characterised it as a form of ‘social control’,22 
this is to ignore the increasingly political aspect of their initiatives. Lily 
Montagu, for example, was tireless in her efforts to improve working con-
ditions by ensuring that girls in Jewish clubs knew and could insist on 
their legal rights as employees; Nettie Adler was dedicated to checking 
the abuse of child labour, and opening up training opportunities for the 
young.23 They were almost certainly among those targeted in a complaint 
to the Jewish Chronicle that ‘the young girls of the Jewish girls’ clubs are 
being influenced by some members of the Committee, helpers and others 
interested in the suffragette question to the detriment of the welfare and 
good manners of the members’. As early as 1911, indeed, the members of 
the West Central Girls’ Club had passed a resolution in favour of woman 
suffrage.24

From the start the JLWS provoked contradictory responses within the 
communal press. The Jewish Chronicle stated, as a matter for commenda-
tion, that Jews were following the example of other religious denomi-
nations. However, this was suspect in some quarters, where following 
suit indicated assimilation. Opposition was aroused by a statement in the 
League’s first manifesto that it wished to promote a ‘more active participa-
tion of the synagogue in the social movements of the day’. A correspon-
dent sneered that the suffragists were intent on converting the synagogue 
into ‘a Whitefield’s Tabernacle in order to disseminate Feminist rhodo-
montade more easily’, and his antipathy was not entirely uninformed.25 
When Hannah Hyam said of legislation to improve working women’s 
lives, ‘She regarded this as Holy work and therefore Jewish work’,26 she 
spoke in the spirit of the British nonconformist conscience. What would 
have been a commonplace for many Christians of her generation was, for 
many Jewish men, deemed too secular, too un-Jewish, and certainly too 
controversial for a minority community that did not wish to try the toler-
ance of its hosts or plunge ever further into internecine squabbles.

The statement on ‘active participation’ was, in fact, very soon with-
drawn from League communiqués, but the commitment to combat ‘social 
evils’ was not deleted from the League manifesto. JLWS members pointed 
out that, as Jewish (male) leaders took every opportunity to voice their 
horror of the ‘White Slave Trade’ and to support measures to suppress 
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it, communal political engagement was nothing new.27 However, there 
was a major difference, in that no one in their senses was likely to make a 
public stand in favour of the White Slave Trade, and that by denouncing it 
neither the JLWS, the Chief Rabbi, nor the Jewish male elite were either 
taking a revolutionary stand, challenging the status quo or even ‘mak-
ing trouble’. Suffragism, however, did all three. And to a large extent, 
opponents tended to tar all suffragists with the militant brush: in March 
1912, Jewish Chronicle readers were horrified by reports of a shopkeeper 
complaining that his window had been broken by ‘a dirty little Jewess!’28 
The founding core of the JLWS may well have been dismayed to find 
their inaugural public meeting reported in the communal press just above 
the news that Hugh Franklin had been convicted of setting fire to a first- 
class railway carriage.29 Nor was the League’s goal of advertising Jewish 
religious virtues to the gentiles seen to be enhanced when, a year later, 
three young Jewish militants, sisters Phoebe and Esther Rickards and a 
Miss Russell, disturbed the Day of Atonement services at the New West 
End Synagogue with cries of “Votes for Women!”30 Such actions alienated 
those British Jews who hoped to counter antisemitism by demonstrating 
that they were law-abiding citizens of their adopted country.

* * * *
For many historians, the topic of suffrage in the East End is completely 

bound up with the history of the East London Federation of Suffragettes, 
formed by the militant Sylvia Pankhurst in 1912 as a breakaway movement 
from that of her equally militant mother Emmeline and sister Christabel.31 
In fact many other suffrage organisations became active in the area: the 
Church League for Women’s Suffrage, for example, had branches in Bow, 
Hackney, Poplar, Lewisham and East Ham.32 However, the non-sectarian 
and non-militant London Society for Women’s Suffrage developed possi-
bly the most comprehensive coverage of the area. From the very thorough 
district surveys and branch reports which the London Society compiled, it 
is possible to see, or in some cases to speculate, how its policy towards the 
East End evolved. At the end of 1909, its agent Laura Donnell surveyed 
the area as a campaigning prospect on the eve of the 1910 general election. 
Her conclusions, often echoing those of settlement workers and Liberal 
Party agents, were largely pessimistic. Of Whitechapel she reported: ‘I 
do not think Whitechapel is a constituency to trouble much about. The 
people take no interest in the Women’s Suffrage & [sic] a large number 
of them are foreign Jews, who do not always vote’. Of neighbouring St 
George’s in the East, again: ‘I do not think that it is worth spending much 

68 A. SUMMERS



time in this constituency. The Woman’s Question is not one that would 
interest the inhabitants—who are mostly non-English speaking Jews’.33

Three years later, however, constitutional suffragism was a highly vis-
ible presence in these same districts. To some extent this may have been 
a competitive reaction to the activity of Sylvia Pankhurst and the mili-
tant East London Federation. A more immediate prompt was the need 
to organise for the Whitechapel bye-election of April 1913. A third factor 
may have been the formation of the East End branch of the JLWS. Here, 
Laura Donnell’s initial assessment of feminist inertia in these constituen-
cies was largely echoed by the Jewish press. The Jewish League’s ambition 
to take its message to the East End was mocked in the Jewish Chronicle, 
and the female vote derided as ‘caviare’—a luxury which the poverty- 
stricken immigrant community did not need and would not want. In the 
spring of 1913 it was reported with undisguised satisfaction that during 
the League’s first public meeting at the Old Boys’ Club, Mile End Road, 
all the speakers, male and female, were ‘frequently interrupted by a sec-
tion of the audience, several of whom adopted a very hostile attitude’ and 
that the meeting terminated somewhat hurriedly.34 However, the sceptics 
on all sides were, it appears, underestimating the East End’s appetite for 
political argument. The London Society was soon able to set up branches 
in Whitechapel, Bow, Bethnal Green, Mile End and Limehouse; and 
Jewish and Christian suffragists were to be found taking up overlapping 
memberships in both the religious and secular wings of the constitutional 
campaign.

Press reports show that the East End branch of the JLWS confounded 
communal expectations, distributing literature in both English and Yiddish, 
organising lectures and debates with other Jewish organisations and, less 
solemnly, celebrating the secular new year 1914 with a dance, organised 
together with a local Literary and Social Union.35 Its most prominent activ-
ists were Dora Lazarnick, together with her mother and sister, and the 
(male) chairman, one J.H. Schneiderman. (Bizarrely, among those attend-
ing meetings in October and November 1913 was none other than ‘Tribich 
Lincoln’).36 It has been argued that Jewish women were not involved with 
the East London Federation because the Pankhursts were antisemitic, 
but there is almost no evidence supporting this.37 On the contrary, Sylvia 
Pankhurst’s operations in the East End relied heavily on a number of Jewish 
associates.38 The surviving records of her East London Federation do not 
mention the JLWS as such; however, it is intriguing to find Dora Lazarnick 
and her sister among the signatories to a testimonial and gift presented to 
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Sylvia in May 1914.39 It is undeniable that some members of the militant 
tendency expressed antisemitic sentiments, as will be illustrated later in this 
chapter; however, the overwhelming rationale for Jewish non- cooperation 
with the East London Federation of Suffragettes lay in the fact of its tactics; 
Jewish suffragists favoured the non-militant tendency.

By spring 1914 Jewish and Christian constitutional suffragists in the 
East End were, under the aegis of the London Society for Women’s 
Suffrage, collaborating on a regular basis.40 The committee membership of 
the London Society’s branch in Whitechapel and St George’s-in-the-East 
was impressively eclectic. Those settlement workers who were reported 
by Laura Donnell to be sympathetic but pessimistic about campaign 
prospects, and too busy to help, were now caught within the London 
Society’s widely cast net. They included Mrs Dorothy Wise, of Poplar, of 
the Church League for Woman Suffrage; Helen Steer, of an older gen-
eration than most of her colleagues, whose memoirs, as we have seen, 
reveal her ambivalent, not to say negative attitudes to both new and more 
established members of Anglo-Jewry; Mary Hughes, the Vice President 
of the branch, a Protestant settlement worker increasingly drawn to the 
Quakers, and daughter of the author of Tom Brown’s Schooldays; and a 
younger settlement colleague, Rosa Waugh, also drawn to Quakerism.41 
She was the youngest child of the Reverend Benjamin Waugh, founder of 
the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children. A very dif-
ferent kind of Christian from Helen Steer, Rosa Waugh’s father shunned 
sectarianism and cooperated with clergy of all denominations, including 
the Chief Rabbi.42

The Jewish Committee members included Alice Franklin, Hannah 
Hyam, Miriam Moses and Ida Samuel. It is noteworthy that these were all 
women who maintained their Jewish identity throughout their lives: Alice 
Franklin’s postwar career was in the Townswomen’s Guild, and Miriam 
Moses and Ida Samuel were Liberal local councillors even before 1914. It 
is a remarkable comment on the political culture of the East End that in 
1931 Miriam Moses became not only the first woman mayor of Stepney, 
but the first Jewish woman mayor anywhere in Britain. This she achieved 
while retaining (like Nettie Adler, initially a Municipal Reform and later a 
Progressive councillor) her lifelong Jewish praxis of Shabbat and kashrut.43 
It could be said that the composition and activities of the Committee were 
paradigms of relations between Jews and Christians in this period. They 
accommodated a range of different attitudes to the immigrant minority, 
from the implicit hostility of Helen Steer to the positive approach of the 
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London Society head office, which considered ordering no fewer than 
10,000 Yiddish pamphlets to be printed in the first quarter of 1913.44 
Franklin, Hyam, Moses and Samuel started as they meant to go on: under-
standing that they might not, initially, be liked or welcomed, but valuing 
the opportunity to achieve social goals through which they themselves 
might, in turn, come to be valued.

* * * *

By far the most overt display of Jewish-Christian cooperation emerged, 
however, not from these different East End committees, but from the par-
ent branches of the religious leagues. It appears that the Jewish League 
was responsible for the first interfaith initiative: having in July 1913 sent 
a representative to a protest at Caxton Hall against the notorious ‘Cat & 
Mouse (Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health of Prisoners) Act’, the JLWS 
organised in August a combined protest of all the religious suffrage societ-
ies against the forcible feeding of suffragette prisoners.45 The first inter-
faith suffrage meeting, where the Bishop of Lincoln, Edward Lee Hicks, 
introduced the ‘Jewish Rabbi’, (the Reverend G.G.  Green) the only 
non-Christian speaker, as ‘part of the rock from whom we are all hewn’, 
took place on 8 October at Hampstead Town Hall.46 By this time all the 
religious societies had signed up to ‘A Manifesto and Call to Prayer’. A 
‘National Week of Prayer’ was to be held in November, following another 
joint meeting at Caxton Hall.47 The Church League reported the ‘fine 
speech’ of Reverend Hochmann on this occasion at some length, and the 
Free Church Suffrage Times described him as ‘an example of the Hebrew 
genius for “the immensities”’. Hochmann had spoken of ‘an ethical stan-
dard of social service as opposed to social plunder; of the rule of love 
as opposed to the rule of force’. All participants supported the Church 
League’s proposal to set up a standing joint committee of representatives 
of religious suffrage societies.48

The warmth of the pre-1914 response of the Christian, and particu-
larly the nonconformist, Leagues to their Jewish comrades is very striking. 
An article on the JLWS in the Free Church Suffrage Times asserted: ‘the 
Puritans founded their theocracy on the Old Testament, so affinities exist 
between Jews and Nonconformists which do not exist between other reli-
gious bodies. … One leaflet of the Jewish League might have been ours 
…because “Justice and liberty have been our ideals”; and rejecting the 
doctrine of physical force is like our “Nonconformist conscience”, which 
asserts that righteousness exalteth a nation’. The Jewish intention ‘“to 
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serve our country with our spiritual heritage, as well as with our material 
and intellectual endowments” … reminds us of our genius for civic righ-
teousness’.49 The reforming tendencies in Judaism, which could in some 
sense be understood as a drive to turn Jews into ‘honorary Protestants’, 
would seem to have achieved their goal with this accolade. Far from ‘mak-
ing trouble’ by entering the political arena, Jews had been recognised as 
kindred spirits. They had assumed the mantle of the nonconformist con-
science, and with it, attained a level of naturalisation that the mere removal 
of legal disabilities was powerless to bestow.

This spirit of goodwill and collaboration was sustained until the out-
break of war. Four members of each League took part in a ‘Poster Parade’ 
at the opening of Parliament in spring 1914, an event which was to be 
repeated monthly.50 Joint meetings took place in Cricklewood in March 
1914, and in Swiss Cottage the following May.51 Most interfaith activ-
ities took place in London; it is interesting to note that at a Brighton 
meeting in December 1913, the mother of Marie Stopes represented the 
Scottish Churches.52 Thursday 18 June 1914 marked, unbeknownst to 
participants, the final event in the interfaith campaign. A joint procession 
led to Hyde Park, where every denomination had its own platform, but 
subscribed to a joint resolution to the Government.53 The Leagues met 
again only in March 1918, when the NUWSS organised a central London 
celebration of the grant of the female franchise.54

Brief as it was, this episode presents a stark contrast to another pre- 
1914 interfaith grouping, the all-male scholarly club founded in 1904 
as the London Society for the Study of Religion. Meeting in members’ 
homes, it was described by a Christian member as ‘a private, though 
not a secret society’, to which admission ‘was far from easy’. Its prime 
movers were Claude Montefiore, the Unitarian Joseph Wicksteed, and 
the Roman Catholic Baron Friedrich von Hügel, said to have ‘“pledged 
each other absolutely”’ on the strict privacy of the whole affair, promising 
non- communication to outsiders’.55 When an attempt was made to renew 
interfaith activity on a national basis in the 1920s, it was certainly not in 
this spirit, and the impulse came to a considerable extent from veterans of 
the prewar women’s movement.56

Christian and Jewish suffragists necessarily followed separate paths in 
pursuit of the gender issues which were specific to their own denomina-
tions. It is interesting to compare and contrast their relative successes in this 
area. The JLWS, whose manifesto mildly stated the objective ‘to further 
the improvement of the status of women in the Community and the State’, 
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had called for a synagogue’s female seatholders (i.e.,  subscribing members 
in their own right) to have the vote on matters of synagogue management. 
By April 1913 it was, indeed, hoping to alter the Act of Parliament gov-
erning the United Synagogue ‘by the omission of the word “male” from 
Clause 42, the effect being that women would then be enabled to vote 
at Synagogue elections’.57 The Anglican League, similarly, wanted women 
to be able to vote and serve on equal terms on parish councils and on 
parochial church councils. This Anglican demand was granted in 1914, 
with the barrier to membership of higher councils abolished in 1919.58 By 
July 1914, the Council of the United Synagogue, representing the major-
ity of British congregations, had got as far as debating—and rejecting—
the demand for the female seatholder vote.59 A few individual synagogues 
(West London, New West End, Brondesbury) had implemented this 
reform earlier, and others (Great Synagogue, Borough Synagogue, North 
London, Hammersmith and Hampstead) had done so in 1914 in response 
to the League’s initiative.60 However, although the ultra-respectable, non-
political Union of Jewish Women formed a sub- committee to campaign for 
this reform in September 1919,61 the United Synagogue as a national body 
did not grant equal seatholder voting until 1954.

In 2012 women became eligible to become chairmen of individual 
synagogues and trustee officers of the United Synagogue centrally. They 
were first elected to the executive of the United Synagogue in July 2014.62 
The Federation of Synagogues was reported in May 2010 to be on the 
verge of giving women voting rights,63 but at the time of publication has 
not done so at a national level. It is worth pointing out that these feminist 
issues relate to governance and administration only; they do not encroach 
on priesthood, ministry or participation in synagogue ritual. Two differ-
ent campaigns with contrasting outcomes may be cited: soon after 1918 
and the granting of the vote, former Christian suffragists began to raise 
the issue of women priests for the Church of England, while the Council 
for the Amelioration of the Legal Position of the Jewess was formed, 
principally to campaign for a reform of the Jewish law on divorce.64 The 
Church of England now ordains women to the priesthood, and in July 
2014 its lay and clerical assemblies voted to consecrate women as bish-
ops; orthodox Jewish divorce law remains, notoriously, unchanged.65 
Orthodox synagogues retain, it hardly needs saying, an outright ban on 
female ministry. Where the Anglo-Jewish community is concerned, the 
historical case for ‘the feminisation of religion’ remains, it is fair to say, less 
than overwhelming.66
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Was there ever a possibility that it could have been otherwise? The many 
Jewish men who did support female suffrage—the Reverends Hochmann, 
Joseph, Green and Mattuck, the secular Israel Zangwill, Hugh Franklin, 
and Sir Alfred Mond—were either on Judaism’s Reform or Liberal wing, 
or largely detached from its institutional life. They were not part of the 
religious mainstream of Anglo-Jewry. As we have seen, the JLWS as a 
whole, despite its prominent Reform and Liberal membership, wished 
not to split off from the mainstream, but to convert it to the League’s 
viewpoint. They could be forgiven for thinking that the time was ripe. 
They had succeeded against expectations in the East End; and, far from 
bringing the predicted storm of shame and discredit onto their coreligion-
ists in the eyes of the host community, they could claim to have actually 
enhanced gentile esteem for Judaism’s spiritual teachings.

Had they, perhaps, done too well? Might they not have achieved a level 
of naturalisation equivalent to assimilation, to a dissolution of Jewish reli-
gious identity? It is hard not to see the campaign for gender equality as 
part of the westernising trend evident in the movements for Reform and 
Liberal Judaism, a trend open to the criticism that it apologised for, and 
was embarrassed by, signs of Jewish distinctiveness. Many Anglo-Jewish 
women (and men), to the right and to the left of these movements, sub-
scribed to the gentile denigration of traditional Judaism as a species of 
‘orientalism’.67 In 1901, for example, the Jewish Chronicle had greeted 
the news of the proposed Union of Jewish Women as demonstrating 
‘that our conception of woman’s relationship to man is rapidly being de- 
orientalised’. Gertrude Spielmann described the occupants of the syna-
gogue ladies’ gallery as ‘segregated as in the Harem of the East’.68

Jewish feminists were also conscious that some gentile counterparts 
went so far as to blame Judaism for the oppression of women in Christian 
Europe. Such sentiments had been publicly expressed by the American 
feminists Susan B. Anthony and Anna Howard Shaw in the 1880s. Among 
British feminists, Elizabeth Wolstoneholme Elmy denounced; ‘the Mosaic 
legend of the “Fall”—a myth in which is concentrated or fossilised the 
ancient Oriental depreciation of woman and the primitive ignorance of the 
sacredness of maternity …’ and Florence Farr declared that ‘the degrada-
tion of women in the past originated in the region of the country round 
Mount Ararat. The lowering of their status occurred when the white races 
adopted the Assyrian Semitic scriptures’. Farr’s was an explicitly racist 
agenda; in 1910, in Modern Woman: Her Intentions, she wrote ‘I am told 
that in nearly every city of ill-fame in the world the profits arising from 
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the procuring of girls are collected by the Chosen Nation …it remains for 
white women to fight now’.69

This posed a major dilemma for Jewish suffragists who wanted to pres-
ent themselves as religiously identified, and indeed to claim that they were 
egalitarian because, and not in spite of, their religion. How could they 
distance themselves from the ‘orientalist’ slur, and dissent from existing 
Jewish practice, without seeming to reject or denigrate their own faith? 
They attempted to escape the dilemma by asserting the existence of an ear-
lier, more egalitarian Judaism. One ‘Justitia’ claimed in the Jewish Chronicle 
that women’s subordinate position was ‘one of the oriental anachronisms 
of our religion’, and not substantiated by the Torah. The WSPU member 
K.S. Birnstingl argued in similar vein that ‘the nation which thousands of 
years ago produced Miriam as a leader of her people … and Deborah as 
judge, prophetess and military commander, should surely in this twenti-
eth century, C.E., stand forth as advocate for the equality of the sexes’.70 
Miriam and Deborah featured in more than one of the speeches at the first 
public meeting of the JLWS, and at subsequent gatherings.71 The Liberal 
Synagogue’s Rabbi Mattuck opined that ‘In spite of the Oriental origin 
of Judaism there had been a development in respect to woman away from 
Eastern ideals … consequent to the essential teachings of Judaism’.72

The distinction between an ‘essential’ Judaism which could be traced 
back to biblical antiquity but which was somehow not ‘oriental’, and a rab-
binic Judaism which had been elaborated in Europe in more recent times 
but which was, was an affront to both logic and common sense. But it was 
perhaps the only means by which its proponents could appear to represent 
their religion while simultaneously intending to change it. While the suf-
frage campaign lasted, they could act out a Judaism which they desired, 
but which did not yet exist. The strategy did not survive the granting of 
suffrage and the coming of peace.

It is clear from the record that many suffragists wished to retain their 
Jewish identity, and that both religious and secular suffrage organisations 
made it possible for them to do so. There was no conversion agenda on 
the part of the Christian leagues. Within the secular organisations those 
Jewish suffragists such as Henrietta Leslie and Hugh Franklin, who felt 
almost completely estranged from their religious background, were under 
no external pressure to distance themselves from the Jewish community.73 
In at least one instance, quite the reverse: among the many invitations to 
speak with which Israel Zangwill was deluged was, for example, one which 
Emmeline Pethick Lawrence pressed on him in 1907: ‘There is a very 
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large representation of your religious community in Manchester as you 
know, which would be drawn to the Meeting if you were speaking, as well 
as the many people who know you through your literary work’.74

It is also undeniable that there were individual suffragists whose atti-
tudes to Jews were, like Helen Steer’s, ambivalent, negative, or at the 
very least compartmentalised. Pethick Lawrence, while admiring Zangwill 
and financially supporting one of Lily Montagu’s philanthropic ven-
tures,75 was among those who blamed ‘international financiers’—widely 
used code for South African Jewish businessmen—for the outbreak of the 
Anglo-Boer War.76 Sylvia Pankhurst could not have managed her cam-
paign in the East End without her Jewish helpers, but she denounced 
Home Secretary Herbert Samuel, two decades later, as a ‘Jew-in-Office’.77  
In 1912 Flora Drummond attempted to deny her statement, reported in 
the Jewish Chronicle, that ‘the Jews were dominating the country in the 
persons of Sir Rufus Isaacs and Mr Herbert Samuel, and the women now 
emphatically protested against these dictators making their laws. If they 
were English it would not so much matter, but they were not’—but her 
denial lacked conviction.78 The religious suffrage campaign would perhaps 
have needed more years than the outbreak of war allowed to build really 
solid bridges between Christian and Jewish worshippers. But it is impor-
tant to take note of these interfaith and intercommunal activities, as well 
as Millicent Fawcett’s demonstration of affection for Helena Auerbach 
when Jerusalem fell to the Allies, if one is also to recall racist, xenophobic 
or graceless remarks from others on the suffragist spectrum.

* * * *
Sources on the history of the JLWS are few and far between. All pub-

lications and theses on this and related topics rely heavily on coverage in 
the Jewish Chronicle of the day. Other printed primary sources include 
the Christian suffrage publications, and a small number of printed JLWS 
leaflets, some of which survive in the British Library and The Woman’s 
Library. In the latter repository, the archive of the London Society for 
Woman Suffrage holds only a few manuscript references to the League, 
including some in the minute book of the Whitechapel branch of the 
London Society. It seems strange that the many distinguished names on 
the masthead of the League’s leaflets and numbered among its members 
do not appear to have referred to it in their archived correspondence: 
one might, for example have expected to find the League mentioned in 
Zangwill’s correspondence with Helena Auerbach in the Central Zionist 
Archive, and with Nina Davis Salaman in Cambridge University Library, 
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or in Netta Franklin’s correspondence with Charlotte Mason in the latter’s 
archive at Ambleside, but this is not the case.

It is true that the League’s lifespan was short, as it maintained only a 
titular existence after war was declared in August 1914. Moreover, one of 
the League’s most important activists, the Reverend Joseph Hochmann, 
largely disappeared off the radar of Anglo-Jewry after 1916.79 Little trace 
remains of less celebrated foot soldiers, whose names may of course have 
changed on marriage, and whose lives may have been changed and con-
strained by childbearing; we may never know what League membership 
meant to them in postwar years. However, strangest of all is the silence on 
the topic in the surviving correspondence and published memoirs of Netta 
Franklin and Lily Montagu.80 All these lacunae may prompt a rethinking 
of Linda Kuzmack’s statement that for ‘Anglo-Jewish women … Suffrage 
became a vital symbol of their social acceptance as Englishwomen as well 
as of their political, religious and communal emancipation’.81 This could 
have been true for the duration of the campaign; but was certainly not 
so subsequently. It is possible that the history of the struggle for the vote 
later became so overwhelmingly linked in the popular imagination with 
militant tactics that the Jewish community, ever desirous of being thought 
worthy of law-abiding British citizenship, may have wished to suppress 
all memory of its participation.82 One might also surmise that the link 
between voluntary public service and political intervention became weaker 
between the two world wars. However, this hypothesis does not entirely 
square with what we know of Netta and Lily’s interwar activities, and does 
not necessarily bring us to a solution of the conundrum.
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CHAPTER 6

‘A Dear Good “God-Mother” to Her’: 
Margaret MacDonald and Lily Montagu

On 2 July 1896, Margaret Ethel Gladstone, who was about to announce 
her engagement to the socialist politician James Ramsay MacDonald, 
wrote:

I really know so little & care still less what my dogmatic beliefs are now … 
You told me you were a Unitarian. I daresay I am—I leave out the earlier 
sentences about Christ in the creed if I think about it. But I know that 
whatever I do believe is only a small & distorted part of the real truth, & it 
never has troubled me much what it was at any particular time, so long as I 
had a practical working faith & thank GOD [sic] I can generally keep hold 
of something of that. I can worship just as well with R-Cs [sic] or Jews, as 
with any Protestant, so long as whoever they are seem to be in earnest, & I 
can get spiritual good from the writings of Buddhists or Atheists or anyone 
who looks beyond the superficial life. I never now regularly read the Bible or 
kneel down regularly to pray, except in family prayers night & morning …1

She was protesting a little too much and, as we shall see, revising her 
autobiography as one is often wont to do on falling in love with someone 
whose personal history is profoundly different from one’s own. But in 
one particular, her relationship with Jews and the Jewish faith, there was 
neither exaggeration nor revision. Some of the longest-lasting friendships 
of Margaret Gladstone MacDonald’s life were with Jewish women. With 
one in particular, Lily Montagu, both friendship and social and political 



work were closely intertwined. Margaret never failed to appreciate the 
central importance of religion in every aspect of her friend’s life and, as 
time went on, increasingly acknowledged the role of religion in her own 
commitment to socialism.

Margaret was born in 1870; her mother, the daughter of a clergyman 
with aristocratic connections, died shortly afterwards. Her father was a 
Professor of Chemistry and Fellow of the Royal Society, whose inherited 
wealth eventually enabled him to devote his professional time to research. 
However, John Hall Gladstone’s original vocation was for the ministry: 
he played an active part in the early years of the Young Men’s Christian 
Association and other initiatives to bring religious thought into the prac-
tice of everyday life. In many ways his strong faith and social conscience 
made him a Christian mirror image of Lily’s father Samuel Montagu, the 
Liberal MP for Whitechapel who combined a reforming secular politics 
with profound religious belief and observance. Like Montagu, Margaret’s 
father was a Liberal in politics (though not related to Prime Minister 
W.E.  Gladstone); he had been persuaded to stand (unsuccessfully) for 
election to Parliament a few years before she was born.2 There was no 
particular friendship between the Christian man of science and the self- 
educated Jewish banker, but it was a different matter for the younger gen-
eration. Margaret grew up in London, and was educated alongside the 
daughters of Samuel Montagu at Doreck College in Bayswater, a school 
associated with the founding of the Froebel movement in education.3

It may seem surprising that a man of Montagu’s unbending Orthodoxy, 
which would have kept his family from sharing a table at which non-kosher 
food was served, or travelling to social events on a Saturday, should have 
strong views on the value of Jewish integration into British society. As 
Lily was later to write, ‘he preferred children of all denominations to be 
educated together. Such education was, he conceived, the best training 
for good citizenship. … [and] … in recreation people of all creeds should 
meet and learn to understand one another’.4 His and his children’s house-
holds were welcoming and sociable. Despite subsequent disagreements 
over religious belief and practice, their father’s example in this instance was 
one which his daughters were to carry on throughout their adult careers.

Thus Margaret’s friendship with the family continued without inter-
ruption after all the daughters had left school. Ethel Montagu had been 
her greatest friend to begin with, and they remained close after Ethel’s 
marriage to Henry D’Arcy Hart in 1892.5 Margaret’s correspondence 
and diaries in her late teens and early twenties are full of references to 
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luncheon, tea and dinner with the Montagu and Hart families. They 
also show how closely she worked with them in the Liberal interest in 
Whitechapel, where Samuel Montagu was MP.  Entries such as ‘Drive 
with Montagus to Whitechapel Women’s Liberal Assn [sic] committee 
& back’ (21 June 1894), ‘Committee of Whitechapel Women’s Liberal 
Federation at Lady Montagu’s’ (29 May and 11 June 1895), ‘Off to 
Whitechapel to write for Sir Samuel Montagu’ (5 July 1895) and ‘Writing 
for Montagus at Whitechapel Investigation Committee’ (8 July 1895) are 
typical (Figs. 6.1 and 6.2).6

Very gradually her relationship with Lily, three years her junior, 
became more significant. Her diary recalls ‘Lily Montagu in to see me’ 
(6 September 1894), ‘Calling on Lily Montagu’ (6 December 1894), 
‘Out with Lily Montagu to Soho. Calling on some of her girls & seeing 
over empty houses’ (31 May 1895).7 The initial link between the two 
lay in their respective activities as youth workers, as we should now term 
them. Margaret had taught a Sunday school class at St Mary Abbott’s, 

Fig. 6.1 Portrait of 
Margaret MacDonald, 
1895 (Courtesy of the 
British Library Board)
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Kensington since the late 1880s, and took on the additional commit-
ment of a boys’ club linked to the church on a weekly basis. Whilst 
also taking on visiting work with a district nursing association in East 
London, she maintained these church commitments throughout 1895—
the year in which she met her future husband.8 He chose to play down 
this aspect of her life, or rather, to ‘left-angle’ it, in his memoir of her. 
Margaret, he claimed, had written to her curate in 1889 (the date later 
revised to 1893) saying how hypocritical she felt at not teaching the boys 
the true social message of Christ;9 the ordinary reader, and subsequent 
biographers, would infer that her club and Sunday school activities did 
not continue beyond this point, which her diaries reveal was certainly 
not the case. Similarly, Margaret’s declaration to her fiancé in July 1896 
that ‘I never now regularly read the Bible’ was almost certainly true, but 
the word ‘regularly’ was probably significant: most of her daily diary 
entries for the whole of 1894 had contained the phrase ‘Read B.’, so any 
falling off was from a high point.10

Fig. 6.2 Portrait of 
Lily Montagu, 
1895–1900 (Courtesy of 
the Jewish Museum, 
London)
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The religious beliefs and practices which constituted a potential obstacle 
in the way of Margaret’s marriage to a leading member of the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP) placed no barrier between her and her Jewish friends. 
Lily’s interest in finding new directions for Jewish liturgy and observance 
was a subject discussed as easily with Margaret as any of their shared con-
cerns in social work. In a single letter of July 1895, Lily canvassed the 
possibility of their both becoming Poor Law Guardians; deferred their 
disagreement over the Independent Labour Party (which Margaret was 
to join the following April) until they had the chance of discussing it face-
to- face; mentioned the piling up of paperwork for her Girls’ Club; and 
added ‘My prayers were well reviewed in last week’s Jewish Chronicle’.11 
As Lily’s ideas developed further away from the strict Orthodoxy in which 
she had been brought up, the emotional costs of forging a new path were 
fully appreciated by Margaret, who compared Lily’s familial experience to 
her own decision to abandon her father’s Liberal allegiance, and the politi-
cal conservatism of other relatives, for the socialist ILP.12

Lily always insisted that it was Margaret’s example and advice which had 
encouraged her to take up youth club work, though her activities within 
the Jewish community also steered her in that direction. Having begun 
to hold Sabbath children’s services at the New West End Synagogue—in 
many ways the equivalent of Margaret’s Sunday School class—she was 
asked to organise ‘happy evenings’ and ‘happy Sunday afternoons’ for 
young working girls, who themselves suggested the possibility of a more 
ambitious project.13 This took institutional form in 1893, when prem-
ises were found in Soho where young Jewish garment workers could 
meet and enjoy a programme of supervised activities.14 Soon afterwards 
Margaret, while continuing with club work on a religious basis, began to 
extend her social welfare concerns into a more secular context. In 1894 
she became a founder member of the Women’s Industrial Council (WIC). 
Here she joined women such as Clementina Black, Margaret Bondfield 
and Emmeline Pethick Lawrence in investigating conditions of women’s 
employment and recommending changes in official economic, social and 
labour policies. Within two years, Lily and her sister Netta Franklin had 
followed her into the WIC.15 The organisation was later to experience 
many divisions of opinion but, as will be seen, Margaret was always able to 
count on Lily’s support there.

In that same year, Lily joined the Visiting Committee of the Jewish 
Board of Guardians, but there was no question of her confining her ener-
gies to the Jewish community. By 1897, both Lily and Margaret were 
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active in the National Union of Women Workers, Lily on the Girls’ Club 
Committee and Margaret on the Industrial Committee. In 1898 Lily was 
elected the first Honorary Secretary of the Clubs’ Industrial Association, 
an offshoot of the WIC which sought to inform young working girls of 
their rights in the workplace, and give them the means to redress abuses 
of the law. Working on parallel lines which often contrived to meet, both 
Lily and Margaret were members of the NUWW Executive by the end 
of 1902.16 That the two might occasionally have fun together, as well as 
earnest shared conversation and labour, is delightfully acknowledged in a 
letter of Ramsay MacDonald to his wife during an NUWW conference: 
‘How do the girls look? (Flo, Lily and the rest I mean) What do you talk 
about? Which of the waiters has captivated your hearts?’17

One area into which Lily did not follow her friend was the ILP. Although 
she was to strike a path away from her father’s religious Orthodoxy, Lily was 
still loyal to his Liberal party politics. She was always more concerned to pro-
mote class conciliation than class conflict; however, she was not, as she has 
sometimes been portrayed, hostile or indifferent to working-class organisa-
tion. In a memoir published in 1954 she wrote of her ‘deep regret that with 
a few exceptions our girls have not identified themselves closely with trade 
organisations. … Perhaps, … because of persecution, most of our parents are 
individualistic. … Again and again we have tried to inculcate a wider point 
of view, and to explain the advantages of belonging to unions. The results 
have been rather sporadic and not very successful’.18 She did not feel that she, 
Margaret and Ramsay were taking opposing sides over the big issues, but she 
was rarely confident in pronouncing on major political issues. She may have 
felt, in retrospect, that the narrow views of some of her coreligionists had 
once been her own. Later she was to recall of Margaret: ‘it was she I think 
who helped me to see the connection between so-called philanthropic and 
industrial work. … I used often to tell her I should have remained a tinkerer 
only, if she had not widened my horizon, and she thought my work among 
individuals supplemented her rather bigger work’.19

* * * * *

Lily remembered Margaret as having always been at her ease in male com-
pany,20 unlike herself, an awkward teenager ‘quite incapable of contributing 
small talk at any social gathering’.21 At the time of Margaret’s engagement she 
herself was nursing an unrequited affection for the widowed scholar Claude 
Montefiore, her mentor in the development of a progressive Judaism. But 
her joy at her friend’s happiness was unfeigned and unbounded. ‘You have 
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won the love of a really splendid girl’ she wrote to Ramsay in July 1896. ‘I 
have always been anxious that she should marry someone worthy of her & 
thus find the happiness she so richly deserves’. To Margaret she wrote of her 
conviction that the happy couple would help each other to fulfil ‘a splendid 
life of usefulness’—a phrase which may now sound like old-fashioned moral-
ising, but which then meant a great deal to the three friends.22

Social networks, shared political interests or sheer chance might well 
have thrown them together. Although Margaret had written to Ramsay 
in May 1895 to make a financial donation to his Southampton elec-
tion campaign,23 the MacDonalds always insisted that it was through 
Lily’s agency that they met in person. Margaret’s diary for 13 June 
1895 records: ‘Had Montagus & S. D’Avigdor to tea. Pioneer Club. 
Tom Mann on Independent Labour Party, Mr Macdonald & others in 
discussion’; and elsewhere she noted ‘First saw him, Pioneer Club, June 
13, 1895’.24 The club had been established by radical and progressive 
women in 1892; Lily’s sister Netta Franklin was an active member, and 
men were encouraged to contribute to discussions of the great issues 
of the day. A few days later, Margaret met Ramsay again at a party at 
the Montagus.25 Husband and wife ever after referred to Lily as their 
‘God-mother’.

Margaret and Ramsay lived life at a furious pace. They created a home 
in Lincoln’s Inn Fields for a family of six children and an unending 
stream of co-workers and comrades from all over the country and the 
rest of the world. In 1902 Lily published a novel, Broken Stalks, in which 
she painted an affectionate portrait of her friends: ‘Joan Carey’, a young 
artist who has no interest in fashionable society (and while there was an 
element of self- portraiture here, Margaret too was, indeed, remembered 
as having gone out in clothes buttoned back to front); and ‘Richard 
Ellis’, a temperance campaigner of whom the Carey family initially disap-
prove. The intensity of their life after marriage is evoked in this extraor-
dinary passage:

[Richard] burns always—always, and always gets more fuel and is never sat-
isfied with his flame. What drives him on, I wonder? He knows no limit, he 
has no fixed standard. He uses Joan’s love and sympathy, the world’s appro-
bation, his own success, for fuel. They make the flame to burn stronger and 
stronger, and the altar of humanity can hold all of it. There is no rest, no 
rest, little Joan, for either of you. The flame is licked up, more fuel is added, 
and the burning must go on for ever.
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Broken Stalks was published in 1902. The resolutely unfashionable 
female protagonist is not denied the happy ending of a romantic mar-
riage,26 but in this case Lily’s life did not mirror her art. In that same 
year Claude Montefiore married a gentile woman friend who now con-
verted to Judaism. Lily may not have known that Montefiore, widowed 
in 1889, had wanted to marry Florence Ward as far back as 1895, but 
that his mother’s objections had obliged him to put the relationship on 
hold. His new engagement was not announced until after his mother’s 
death.27 Lily was now nearly thirty. She continued to value Montefiore as 
a figure crucial to the future of a Liberal Judaism, and as a collaborator in 
many of her religious initiatives; and she gave up all thoughts of marriage 
to anyone else. She subsequently shared a home with her sister Marian, 
who was devoted to Lily and supported her in all her undertakings. Lily 
described Marian as ‘the closest relation in my life’28 and dedicated Broken 
Stalks to her. The year was as significant in Lily’s public career as in her 
private life, for in 1902 her earlier initiatives culminated in the formation 
of the forward- looking Jewish Religious Union. Despite all the changes in 
observance which the development of progressive Judaism was to bring in 
its train, Lily was always to cherish the rest which accompanied the ortho-
dox Jewish Sabbath. However, after the inauguration of the JRU, her life 
was very nearly as hectic as Margaret’s.

Throughout the first decade of the new century, Lily was helping to 
organise experimental and supplementary services in synagogues in the 
East and West Ends of London, and struggling to make the progressive 
movement in Judaism as inclusive as possible despite the differing posi-
tions adopted by participants who were orthodox or members of estab-
lished Reform congregations.29 At the same time she was assiduous in her 
attendance at the West Central Jewish Girls’ Club which she had founded, 
and in her wholly secular work in the NUWW and the Clubs’ Industrial 
Association. ‘My present responsibilities’ she was to write circa 1912, ‘take 
16 hours a day’,30 and this is likely to have been the case throughout this 
period. Margaret, meanwhile, whose sixth child was born in December 
1910, can hardly have had time to sleep: not only did marriage, mother-
hood and world travel do nothing to reduce the public commitments she 
had taken on in the 1890s, but she found more and more opportunities to 
work in and for the labour movement. In 1905 she helped to organise a 
march of unemployed women in Whitehall and the following year helped 
to found a new organisation, the Women’s Labour League, which sought 
improvements in workplace and domestic conditions for  working- class 
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women, as well as the involvement of more women in Labour politics. 
Unlike the NUWW and the WIC, this was an overtly party-political 
organisation, and Lily initially remained outside it, while continuing to 
work alongside Margaret in the two former organisations.

* * * * *

Between June and October 1909 the Jewish Religious Union ‘came 
out’ and constituted itself as a specifically Liberal Jewish congrega-
tion. Orthodox members had long since been pressured into resigning, 
and the sticking point for Reform had been the insistence of Lily and 
her closest associates that men and women should be permitted to sit 
and stand together in public prayer, a radical break with the practice of 
the rest of Anglo-Jewry. It was now impossible for Lily and her sisters 
Netta and Marian to gloss over their religious disagreements with their 
father. He had, after all, been the founding President of the Federation 
of Synagogues, which considered the practices of the mainstream United 
Synagogue and Chief Rabbinate to be altogether too anglicised to be 
authentically orthodox. Liberal Jewish practices included not just mixed 
seating: the early liturgy largely dispensed with Hebrew, expunged all ref-
erence to Temple sacrifice and the return to Jerusalem, and even included 
non-Trinitarian Anglican hymns. These were, simply, anathema to him, as 
to many others.31

Although Lily herself maintained the traditional Sabbath and dietary 
observances, the sisters had finally crossed the Rubicon; they would no 
longer defer to their father’s authority in matters of belief and practice, 
and relations were irreparably damaged. From this moment onwards, Lily 
recalled, she ‘cried inside’.32 A few months later, Margaret and Ramsay 
suffered a crueller blow. In February 1910, their son David, not quite six 
years old, died of diphtheria. This time of emotional anguish and physical 
stress (Margaret’s sixth pregnancy began soon afterwards) was the prelude 
to a series of distressing events within Margaret’s circle of social reformers. 
They compounded her unhappiness, and may have played a part in short-
ening her life. Throughout this traumatic time, she and Lily remained 
united in their public decisions, and in their loving friendship.

Margaret’s participation in the Women’s Industrial Council had often 
taken a contentious turn. In the early 1900s there had been disagree-
ments over the best way to protect the interests of ‘sweated home work-
ers’. Clementina Black briefly resigned as President over the opposition 
of Margaret and other members to the establishment of trade boards to 
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establish minimum wages. The measure, which eventually passed into law, 
had been opposed on the grounds that it would consolidate low fixed 
rates in a trade.33 A subsequent dispute concerned the waged work of 
married women: Black and others wished them to have more financial 
support, while Margaret argued, taking the fundamental trade union posi-
tion of the time (and of subsequent eras) that mothers should stay at 
home while the wages of male workers were increased.34 In this Margaret 
was, in essence, following the party line of the Labour movement without 
saying so: the WIC was supposed to be entirely free of either religious or 
party creeds. Unspoken sources of tension, between working-class and 
middle-class members and staff, and between socialists and Liberals, also 
simmered throughout this period. But the tragedy of little David’s death 
produced a sincere outpouring of grief and sympathy from Margaret’s 
WIC colleagues, as it did throughout the entire labour movement.

Both Clementina Black and the WIC Secretary, Lucy Wyatt Papworth, 
wrote to Margaret immediately, purely on an individual basis—the lat-
ter, indeed, sent three personal communications.35 There was also a letter 
from her on behalf of the WIC Executive which was anything but official 
in tone:

and I think you know that the Council takes a kind of special interest in you 
who have so largely helped to make it what it is, & whom it has seen marry 
& gather such a happy group of little people together. All the reminiscences 
of many years go into the feeling of their heartfelt sympathy ….36

These strong declarations of sympathy and solidarity make it difficult to 
understand why the definitive split in the WIC took place in the summer 
of 1910. The split has always been narrated within a political frame, and 
related to the policy disputes of previous years. Their more personal, and 
less dignified aspects have never been exposed, nor have they been related 
to the private tragedy in the life of Margaret, their main protagonist.37

The WIC Secretary was a Somerville graduate, daughter of the archi-
tect Wyatt Papworth. She had been in post since 1903, but complaints 
about her work were in the air: she had taken an unexpectedly long holi-
day on full pay; she was said to have bullied another employee;38 she was 
thought by some to be unsympathetic to the labour movement. Margaret 
felt these dissatisfactions particularly strongly. As she returned to public 
life, she allowed them to come to the surface. Early in April she deputed 
Lily to attempt to clear the air. It was, Lily wrote, ‘a very difficult  interview 
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and I daresay I have done no good’, but she begged Margaret to talk 
things over with the Secretary face-to-face.39 Margaret’s experience of 
‘line management’ was almost certainly non-existent; she was still in the 
throes of bereavement. Instead of seeking a meeting, she wrote a long and 
entirely tactless letter, listing every formal cause of complaint, adding that 
the Secretary’s knowledge of industrial affairs was inadequate, as was her 
cooperation and communication with the Executive. Naively, Margaret 
wrote ‘I apologise for saying all these horrid things, but perhaps they did 
more mischief still when bottled up.’ Even more naively, she wrote that 
this was ‘a private letter between you and me’.40

Lucy Wyatt-Papworth did not crush easily. Without acknowledging the 
letter, she immediately showed it to Clementina Black, who circulated a 
typed copy, with some names excised, to the whole Executive.41 Margaret 
wrote to Black expressing her shock at being given no prior warning of the 
move, and in a letter to another member attempted, somewhat unfairly, to 
shift some of the responsibility onto Lily: ‘I explained my opinion to Miss 
Papworth in response to an urgent request from Miss Montagu …’.42 Lily 
reminded Margaret that she herself had wanted Margaret to sit down and 
talk things over in person: ‘Your letter makes it look as if I knew that you 
would write this violent epistle’.43 But their fundamental solidarity held: 
Lily made it clear that she approved of Margaret’s rebuke to Clementina 
Black, and would support her position.

The Executive agreed to hold a special meeting at the beginning of 
May to discuss the matter. Margaret enlarged on her original list of com-
plaints to include not only the secretary’s ‘overbearing ways’, but also 
her ‘undue extravagance in stationery’. Disingenuously, and rather riskily, 
she also played the neutrality card: ‘Miss Papworth has hinted to various 
people that this difference of opinion has something to do with party 
politics. As the non-party character of the Council is essential to its work, 
it would be disloyal, if any of us allowed such considerations to influ-
ence us, and I, for one, deny that I am disloyal. I do not know what Miss 
Papworth’s party politics are, nor whether she has any’.44 The matter was 
referred to yet another meeting, for which Lucy Wyatt Papworth prepared 
a letter of resignation. This contained the counter-assertion that ‘owing 
to the predominance of one political party, the Council is losing that non- 
political and non-party character which it formerly possessed’.45 Confusion 
reigned throughout June and July. The executive’s two-person commit-
tee of enquiry could not reconcile the conflicting narratives.46 Margaret, 
Lily and others announced that they would resign if the Secretary stayed; 
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Clementina Black and others riposted that they would resign if she left.47 
At the ‘Adjourned Ordinary Meeting’ of the Council on 15 July at which 
Margaret was submitted to bruising criticism, the Papworth-Black axis, by 
a small majority, carried the day.48

A secession was now inevitable. Contrary to all subsequent accounts of 
the split, Margaret confided to a sympathetic friend: ‘If we had split on 
policy or principle I should be sorry, but I should feel we had fought about 
something worth fighting about, but it is only about miserable personal 
distrusts & insinuations’.49 Bearing the double burden of her bereavement 
and her new pregnancy, she was perhaps unwilling or unable to admit 
that the personal had also been political: that tectonic clashes between the 
new politics of socialism and trade unionism and an older Liberal reform-
ism could hardly be avoided; that making changes within an organisation 
required the exercise of political skills with a small ‘p’ as much as, if not 
more than, the development of policies and principles.

What is extraordinary about the episode is the display of religious sec-
tarianism which accompanied it. After the denouement of the Ordinary 
Meeting, Margaret reported that one of her allies had made ‘rather a good 
point in reading a paragraph from the “Tablet” an R.C. [sic] paper which 
made out that the whole Council & its work was a R.C. piece of activ-
ity under the blessing of the R.C. archbishop, because Miss Papworth 
is an active R.C. Of course Mr Mackereth & Co … said they could not 
be responsible for newspaper reporters & hardly let her explain that that 
was exactly her point & that they were attributing the Council’s work to 
the Labour party in exactly the same wrong way’. Margaret added ‘The 
Trained Charwomen are being taken over temporarily by an R.C. friend 
of Miss Papworth’s … I expect really the R.C. church has a good deal to 
do with Miss Papworth’s attitude’.50 Lily herself, in private, picked up the 
refrain, telling Margaret that ‘Miss Streeter, a Roman Catholic lady, has 
written to ask my reason for resigning as Miss Papworth wants her to join 
the W.I.C. I cannot believe she does not know. I think we must be very 
careful about what we put in writing’.51

Perhaps it is not, after all, too surprising that the WIC’s official ver-
sions of the story papered over such massive cracks. In all, fifty-six mem-
bers of the organisation resigned, of whom ten were members of the 
Executive Committee. The report in the WIC’s quarterly publication, 
Women’s Industrial News, stated merely that ‘This serious step is taken 
with great sorrow and reluctance by the workers concerned, but they 
consider it is rendered necessary in consequence of the position created 
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by the vote of those members of the Council who attended the meet-
ing on July 15th’.52 From September 1910 Lucy Wyatt Papworth added 
to her responsibilities as Secretary and Treasurer of the Council those of 
Honorary Secretary of the Publications Committee and Honorary Editor 
of Women’s Industrial News.53 Previously, Publications had been a sub- 
committee of the Education Committee, of which Margaret had been 
the Chair. Existing literature on MacDonald and on the WIC states that 
‘arguments about how to handle a publication … split the WIC’54 but this 
was not, of course, the case. It has been justly said that history is written 
by the victors; it is also written by those who take the minutes.

Lily agonised over the injury to Margaret, wished she had never asked 
her to intervene with the Secretary in any way, and insisted on the supreme 
value of their friendship: ‘they will rue the day they lost you & Ramsay. 
… I think I admire & care for you both more than ever now’. A little 
later, she wrote more playfully: ‘Miss Black told someone my affection for 
you had led me astray—Humph!’55 For her, the immediate practical after-
math was relatively straightforward. She and Margaret had agreed a plan 
to withdraw the Clubs’ Industrial Association from the WIC and affiliate 
it to the NUWW. As she had belonged to both organisations, was on the 
Executive of the latter, was known as the national authority on working 
girls’ clubs, and remained the Secretary of the Association, she was able to 
facilitate this, and in 1911 assisted in a further transition into a new body, 
the National Organisation of Girls’ Clubs.56 At the end of 1910 Margaret’s 
third daughter was safely delivered. She and Lily would continue to work 
together on the NUWW Executive, and within its Industrial Section. It 
would seem that a calmer and happier time of usefulness beckoned.

* * * * *

In January 1911 Samuel Montagu died. Lily’s grief at having been 
unable to effect a reconciliation with the father she adored was not 
allowed to be a purely private matter. Baron Swaythling’s will was pub-
lished in March, and it specified that his considerable bequests to his ten 
children were dependent on their maintaining the Jewish religion, and not 
marrying non-Jews. The definition of the Jewish religion was, of course, 
his own. As the Jewish Chronicle put it, ‘A notable clause in the will has 
reference to the “movement known as Liberal Judaism” and the connec-
tion therewith of certain members of his family’.57 His trustees had been 
ordered to withhold three-quarters of his children’s share of his estate if 
they continued to promote the Liberal tendency. But Lily, Marian and 
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Netta had no intention of reverting to Orthodoxy, or of pretending to 
do so. Indeed, their efforts contributed to the formal establishment of 
the first Liberal Jewish Synagogue in Britain later that year. In this they 
showed considerably more integrity than their brother Edwin who, with 
no attachment to Judaism, nevertheless valued the independent income 
derived from his father’s fortune, which facilitated a political career at the 
highest level of government. In 1915 he married the non-Jewish Venetia 
Stanley at the Reform synagogue in London’s Upper Berkeley Street; Lily 
was, apparently, supportive, saying that Venetia need commit to ‘nothing 
but the avowal if challenged that you have adopted citizenship of our cita-
del and a steadfast refusal to propose yourself a Christian’.58

Lily’s frugal habits, and the material support of her other siblings, 
ensured that she and Marian would in fact be able to live comfortably in 
their shared home while devoting themselves to voluntary work. However, 
the exposure of the family rift to the whole Jewish community was a pain-
ful experience, and the provisions of the will even fuelled an antisemitic 
diatribe accusing Montagu of hostility to the gentiles among whom he had 
amassed his wealth.59 Lily dealt with this time of difficulty at an uncon-
scious as well as a conscious level. Some time after her father died she 
dreamed that she was in his presence, receiving a document from him, and 
that there had been a ‘revival of trust’ between them.60 Thenceforward she 
would continue on her chosen path in the conviction that the sympathy 
between them had been restored. Ironically perhaps, Lily was very much 
her father’s daughter; he was to her the embodiment of goodness and the 
love of God and man.61 She did not, of course, accept his literal interpre-
tation of biblical texts, or his belief in the spiritual value of ritual practice; 
but she shared his disdain for show, his capacity for unwavering loyalty62 
and his utter commitment to the continuance of the Jewish community. 
She decided to write a life of her father for private circulation, a project 
which she completed by 1912; and she maintained her existing undertak-
ings, both religious and secular, with unflagging determination.

While Lily was dealing with the shock waves of the will, Margaret was 
coping with a further bereavement. In April 1911 her closest colleague in 
the Women’s Labour League, Mary Middleton, died of the cancer which 
had afflicted her for the previous two years. Margaret felt that the most 
appropriate memorial to her comrade should be one of practical utility 
which embodied the ideals of the WLL. She began to recruit support for a 
Baby Clinic to be set up in the North Kensington district of London, the 
much poorer neighbour of the Kensington proper in which Margaret and 
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Lily had grown up. Like Lily, and often alongside her, she soldiered on 
with all her other work. In March and in June, Margaret chaired meetings 
of the Industrial Section of the NUWW, whose minutes were signed by 
Lily. These minutes may be the last documentary evidence of their shared 
endeavours.63

The holiday period started, and at the end of July Lily was at the fam-
ily country home near Southampton when she heard of Margaret’s ill-
ness. She wrote begging her to be a good patient, ‘not to worry about 
anything … for the present consider only yourself ’64—advice she knew 
Margaret would find hard to follow. Over the next few weeks there was 
little improvement. Lily wrote to Ramsay explaining that she had to take 
a Club group on a summer holiday at their hostel near Littlehampton—
would his secretary let her know further news?65 She and all the Montagu 
clan sent telegrams with increasing frequency, the message always ‘How is 
Margaret’. Margaret died, of septicaemia, on 8 September. The prayers of 
a huge circle of family and friends had been unavailing. Five children were 
motherless, as Margaret herself had been. The Baby Clinic would now be 
dedicated to Margaret MacDonald as well as Mary Middleton.

* * * * *

‘Don’t mourn: organise!’ might have been the coinage of Margaret’s 
circle. Before September was out, Ramsay was planning a biographical 
memoir to supplement his own, privately printed, eulogy; by the middle 
of November, the Baby Clinic had opened to the public. Lily was heavily 
involved in both projects. She joined the Clinic’s sponsoring body, the 
Women’s Labour League,66 was the first Chair of the Clinic’s Committee 
and ensured that her wider kinship networks supported its work in cash 
and in kind.67 She conferred frequently with Ramsay over the memoir 
which was published in 1912, and which underwent many reprintings, 
with a sixth edition published in 1929. He had originally asked Lily to 
compile it, which she declined to do,68 but she supplied him with many 
of Margaret’s letters to her, and wrote reminiscences which were quoted 
both in Ramsay’s work and in biographies subsequently published by 
other authors.

These projects could function as displacement activities, certainly as 
a way of diverting a sense of loss into something productive and posi-
tive. But painful facts had to be confronted. An immediate task, in which 
Ramsay enlisted both Lily and her sister Netta, was to plan for the future 
care of the MacDonald children. Here the fact of Margaret’s absence was 
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unavoidably real. Early in 1912, after a visit to Lincoln’s Inn Fields, Lily 
told Ramsay: ‘I enjoyed the children but I was impotent with Joan & I 
came away with a great longing and a sense of failure. The home itself 
without Margaret is so unutterably sad to me for I have not yet braced 
myself to that’.69

Neither Lily nor Netta, of course, would allow grief to overcome a sense 
of duty. Ramsay turned to Netta, a pioneer of progressive home education 
through the Parents’ National Education Union,70 to find a suitable gov-
erness. Throughout October, sensitive to this family’s special needs, she 
was interviewing candidates. One who ‘read nothing’ and had no political 
interests was unsuitable. A young woman from the Netherlands who ‘sees 
to the full the honour and the responsibility of helping to train your chil-
dren’, who ‘speaks the same language as we all do’ and was possessed of 
‘breeziness & a little Bohemianism’ was her final recommendation. Miss 
Byvoet joined the household, and the appointment was a lasting success.71 
Ramsay needed of course to select legal guardians for the children should 
he, too, die prematurely. He asked Lily to accept the role, in a sign of his 
affection and trust, which she feared might not be justified: she was con-
siderably more confident around teenagers than in the handling of small 
children. Her loyalty to her friends was paramount, however, and her 
response unequivocal: ‘I should gladly do anything you trusted me to do 
as regards your children. It would probably mean altering my whole life 
because my present responsibilities take sixteen hours a day but I would 
not fail you if you needed me’.72

What makes people friends is as mysterious as what makes people lov-
ers. Prosaic factors—common interests, geographical proximity—are usu-
ally indispensable. Shared values and emotional complementarity take 
these bonds to a deeper level. ‘I always wondered at her happiness—for 
she was motherless’, Lily wrote after Margaret’s death.73 She herself suf-
fered from anxiety and depression in her adolescence, overcoming them 
through a regenerated religious faith which took her life in many new 
directions. Margaret’s own religious formation was reborn in her politics, 
as Ramsay’s memoir of his wife makes clear: she regarded socialism ‘as 
a religion binding its converts, not like a political association, but like a 
Church’.74 The memoir has been described as ‘sentimental’ by modern 
writers, and this may be a reaction to the religious references in the text.75 
Margaret was no saint, as Lucy Wyatt-Papworth might attest, but she was 
not in the avant-garde of secularism. In her biography of Margaret, pub-
lished in 1924, Lucy Herbert asserted that ‘it is impossible to write of 
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Margaret Gladstone without dwelling upon her religious experiences’,76 
and the girl was mother to the woman. When Ramsay MacDonald wrote 
of his wife’s socialism that ‘it was a dream of the City of God wrapt in 
peace’,77 he knew of what he spoke. These shared dream-lives were pro-
foundly important to both Margaret and Lily. When Lily wrote to Ramsay 
that ‘on the last day of her life she told me I had always been a dear good 
“God-mother” to her’,78 the reference may not have been solely to Lily’s 
matchmaking role, but also to the now rock-like faith which she embodied 
and which had helped to make her such a loyal, understanding and unself-
ish friend.

* * * * *

Lily and Netta remained friends and supporters of Ramsay throughout 
his political career, despite their disappointments with him in the 1930s. 
They were not dismayed by his decision to form a national government 
with non-socialists: their correspondence with him related to Netta’s 
pacifist concerns, and his unwillingness to pronounce publicly against the 
persecution of Jews in Germany. In these areas he did not differ greatly 
from the majority of office-holding British politicians, though the sis-
ters had hoped it would be otherwise. The MacDonald children received 
Christmas presents from Lily well into adulthood, and to the end of her 
days addressed her as ‘Dear Aunt Lily’.79 It is, therefore, puzzling that her 
autobiographical publications reveal almost nothing of the depth of these 
relationships. The Faith Of A Jewish Woman (1943) and My Club and 
I (1954), slim volumes which appeared late in her life, do not, indeed, 
refer to any of her political involvements. The communications which 
she allowed Ramsay to use in his memoir of Margaret showed the extent 
of her personal feelings and social engagements in the early 1900s. But 
in these later volumes, neither the Women’s Labour League, the Jewish 
Peace Society nor the Jewish League for Woman Suffrage, all of which she 
joined soon after Margaret’s death, are mentioned, and there are very few 
references to Margaret herself.

It seems that by the time of her later publications, there had been 
something of a shift in Lily’s perception of her relations with the gentile 
world. Throughout the interwar period she undertook secular responsi-
bilities as a Justice of the Peace, but her overwhelming devotion was to 
nurturing the Liberal Jewish synagogue and its new understanding of 
Jewish identity. The congregation aspired to be seen as English men and 
women ‘of the Jewish persuasion’. They stood aloof from the growing 
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interest in the Zionist movement within Anglo-Jewry as a whole, even as 
horrific events unfolded in Nazi Germany. In the 1920s Lily used the still 
fledgling synagogue as a platform from which to pioneer the first national 
 interfaith organisation, the Society of Jews and Christians, hoping to 
increase mutual theological understanding and find common ground on 
social questions. Its fortunes were mixed, and respect was not wholly 
reciprocal, as will be shown in Chap. 8. In these undertakings, she may 
have tested the limits of cross-denominational communication and, at a 
conscious and subconscious level, acknowledged the obstacles in the path 
of social assimilation.

However, it may also be the case that as a young girl, Lily did not realise 
how much her family’s wealth and standing protected her from the preju-
dice and dislike vented against more recent Jewish immigrants; and as she 
matured, she may have continued to locate herself and them in different 
compartments of British society. From the vantage point of World War II 
she certainly saw herself as part of the wider picture. In 1943 she recalled:

In the social work of an undenominational character in which I was engaged 
I was always conscious that on account of my religion I was different from 
my fellow workers. … In the Women’s Industrial Council and the National 
Union of Women Workers (later National Council of Women), and in all 
the work which I did with the Central Association for the Employment of 
Women during the last war, I was naturally always accepted on exactly the 
same footing as my colleagues. … I did, nevertheless, feel a certain sensi-
tiveness which is hard to define, and a considerable degree of responsibility. 
Both these feelings were increased as antisemitism acquired a greater hold.80

This statement does not entirely square with the evidence of, for exam-
ple, her first will, made in 1917: in this she made small bequests to such 
colleagues as Emily Janes and Norah Green of the National Council of 
Women, ‘as a small token of gratitude and in order that they may each buy 
some small remembrance of me’, and specified that if she outlived her exec-
utors she would ‘leave to my nephews and nieces including the children 
of Mr J Ramsay Macdonald to make what selection of my personal posses-
sions they think fit’.81 As early as 1894, indeed, the twenty-four-year-old 
Margaret had jotted down notes for a will including ‘Lily Montagu. Girls’ 
Own Annual & anything else suitable for her Girls’ Club. If she & Marian 
would like books or engravings or anything for themselves let them have 
them’.82 The interweaving of young idealistic lives, the mutual warmth of 
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Lily and her family’s friendship with Margaret Gladstone and the man she 
married, the unequivocal trust which Margaret’s widower placed in her, 
and Lily’s sustained relationship with the MacDonald children: it was as if, 
in 1943, these barely registered.

Had antisemitism, indeed, increased so greatly since Lily’s schooldays? 
Since the 1930s she had been able to see how state-sponsored racism in 
Germany had conferred a kind of legitimacy on expressions of antisemi-
tism among some of her compatriots. This might have brought into a 
sharper focus certain incidents from the past in which she might not, at 
the time, have felt personally targeted. One such was the day in 1907 when 
a meeting of the Women’s Industrial Council took place at London’s 
Guildhall where she, Charlotte Despard and Elizabeth Cadbury were 
among those present. ‘One of the speakers Mrs. Graves raised a storm 
of hisses by saying that if they kept foreigners out of the country they 
could find more work for English men and women. It was the foreigners 
who reduced the wages. She was an Englishwoman (hisses, and cries of 
“Shame”)’.83 As social and political circumstances changed, Lily may have 
re-evaluated such episodes: the ‘cries of “Shame”’ may have counted for 
less in her memory than the venom of the speaker.84 Similarly, she might 
have winced at Ramsay’s published reminiscence of a visit to South Africa 
immediately after the Anglo-Boer War, where he and Margaret encoun-
tered ‘some of those who were patriotic in broken English and was taught 
by them how our national reputation had become a mere thing to traffic 
with by aliens and blackguards in the market-place’.85 Yet it cannot be 
doubted that Margaret’s presence, her encouragement and comradeship, 
had been crucial in enabling the painfully shy Lily to enter so fully into 
the world of gentile women’s activism, and to know that her contribution 
to it was highly valued. For some years Margaret’s memory sustained her 
there. As the loved image gradually faded, she may have found that world 
a less easy place to live in.
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CHAPTER 7

‘We Fell in Love with Each Other at First 
Sight’: Charlotte Mason and Netta Franklin

Henrietta ‘Netta’ Montagu, born in 1866, was the eldest of Samuel 
Montagu’s ten children. Like her younger sister Lily, she was brought up 
in a deep religious faith, expressed in formal and informal practice, which 
in the Montagu household was allied to a strong sense of obligation to 
the unfortunate of all religious communities and none. Netta’s name is 
linked with Lily’s in many public arenas, notably the National Council of 
Women, the Women’s Industrial Council, the Jewish League for Woman 
Suffrage, the Jewish Peace Society and the movement for progressive 
Judaism which emerged from the Jewish Religious Union. However, the 
cause with which she herself most strongly identified, and for which she is 
best known, was the Parents’ National Education Union (PNEU) which 
originated in Bradford in 1887 (Fig. 7.1).1

A combination of circumstances drew her onto this path. Netta was 
strikingly handsome when young. In 1885, aged 19, she was married—one 
is inclined to write ‘married off’—to another scion of a wealthy banking 
dynasty, her first cousin Ernest Franklin. She gave birth to three children 
within the next five years, and to three more by 1903. Her sudden plunge 
into maternal responsibility coincided with the rise of a new educational 
movement focused on parent-led home learning, led by an unmarried, 
childless, devoutly Christian teacher and writer named Charlotte Maria 
Shaw Mason. The strength of the friendship between these two women—
which might at first sight seem improbable—ultimately propelled Netta 



into the secretaryship of the PNEU, and supported her through years of 
(as she later recalled):

‘Getting to know members and giving them help and advice … talking to 
fellow-travellers in the train, always carrying a Parents’ Review and lending 
it, leaving it in the consulting room of doctors and dentists, … [recruit-
ing] people representing different sets … opening up new platforms for 
our lectures, luncheon clubs, women’s institutes, Rotary Clubs, etc., 
Townswomen’s Guilds, where I have often spoken … In early days too we 
arranged for study groups with courses of lectures on Miss Mason’s books, 
nature walks for parents, health talks to “nannies” [now] an extinct animal! 
And so on’.2 

Although Netta did not mention it, it is also very likely that her hospitality 
and financial generosity made a material difference to the Union’s longevity.

The details of Charlotte Mason’s early life have only recently been revealed;3 
her official obituaries mask a remarkable process of self- invention.4 She seems 

Fig. 7.1 Portrait of 
Netta Franklin, c. 1895 
(By kind permission of 
the Franklin family)
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to have been born in 1842, almost certainly the only child of her Irish Catholic 
mother, and she was orphaned and obliged to earn her living at the age at 
which the prosperous Netta Franklin would be entering marriage and mother-
hood. However, she had twelve older half-siblings by her Irish Quaker father’s 
previous two marriages, and the reasons why she was not as closely embedded 
within her own extended family as Netta was within hers—indeed, her motives 
for airbrushing them entirely from her personal history—remain unclear. Her 
parents had married in an Anglican church, but were interred separately in 
Quaker and Catholic burial grounds. Their ‘mixed marriage’, and the fact that 
it took place only after Charlotte’s birth, together with the successive failures 
of her father’s business ventures and her parents’ separation before their deaths 
in 1858 and 1859 respectively, were aspects of her autobiography which she 
determinedly suppressed as she made her way into the world.

Charlotte was educated in an Anglican ‘National’ school for girls in 
Birkenhead, where she was subsequently employed as a pupil-teacher, 
an indication at that period of lowly social status which she was, sub-
sequently, increasingly careful to conceal. An early influence may have 
been a Birkenhead clergyman who, like a number of her half-siblings, 
had moved from the Quaker fellowship to the Anglican Communion.5 
Charlotte always defined herself as a member of the Church of England, 
but her intensely personal sense of religion evoked her Quaker ancestry; 
her mother’s Catholicism would appear to have made very little impres-
sion on her. In 1859 she spent a year in London at the Anglican teacher- 
training institution of the Home and Colonial Infant School Society. Here 
she began to create an alternative family, in the network of male and female 
tutors, and female friends and colleagues, which eventually enabled her to 
achieve economic independence and intellectual influence.

For more than a decade Charlotte headed an Anglican institution, 
the William Davison Infantine School in Worthing. Subsequently, from 
1874 to 1878, she lectured in the Bishop Otter Memorial College at 
Chichester; this was established to train middle-class women to teach 
in the new Elementary Schools established under the Education Act of 
1870.6 She left the college in the spring of 1878 and spent a period rest-
ing and travelling on the Continent, before beginning the research which 
led to the publication, in 1880, of a well-received guide to ‘The Forty 
Shires’. In that year she moved north to Bradford to live with a ‘Home 
and Colonial’ friend, Mrs Lizzie Groveham, in whose school she taught 
part-time while continuing to research and write geography textbooks for 
elementary schools.
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In 1885, as Netta Franklin engaged in her first struggles to manage 
a household, Charlotte Mason was formulating the educational theories 
which led to the creation of her own ‘school’ in the abstract as well as the 
concrete sense. She delivered a series of lectures in Bradford which were 
soon published as Home Education. Her original audience, at St Mark’s 
parish church, formed the nucleus of the first eighty-strong Parents’ 
Education Union set up in Bradford in 1887. The decision to constitute 
the society as the Parents’ National Education Union was taken in 1888, 
after consultation with a number of educationists such as Frances Buss, 
Dorothea Beale and the headmaster of Rugby School; clerics, including 
the Bishop of London; and Cambridge academics to whom Anne Jemima 
Clough, Principal of Newnham College and herself a Home and Colonial 
alumna, provided introductions. In 1891 Charlotte moved to Ambleside, 
in the Lake District, in order to set up a ‘House of Education’ at Scale 
How to train future governesses and schoolteachers in her methods. Her 
contacts in the region were provided by another longstanding Home and 
Colonial friend, Selina Fleming née Healey, who had taken over the school 
originally founded at Eller How by Anne Jemima Clough. 7

Charlotte’s views on the early-years education of middle-class children 
were both derivative and critical of the new theories emanating from the 
Continent—from Pestalozzi and Froebel in particular. First and foremost 
she stressed that the young child was a person with inborn intelligence and 
abilities which should not be patronised and underestimated, and an indi-
vidual for whom a one-size-fits-all curriculum could not be adequate. Her 
child-centred philosophy sought to avoid the regimentation which was likely 
to destroy all love of learning on the one hand, and the absence of discipline 
which she observed in many middle-class homes on the other. Children 
should find learning a joy, and at the same time acquire the self-discipline 
which emerged from the requirement to complete age- appropriate tasks 
and duties. She insisted that her philosophy and practice differed from that 
of her Continental predecessors because she was aware of the constant ‘dan-
ger that a method, a bona fide method, should degenerate into a mere sys-
tem’, though in recalling a secession of some of her supporters in 1894, 
she stressed that ‘the P.N.E.U. is designed as a tacit protest against the 
fundamental principles of the philosophers’.8 The home-grown character of 
her thinking is indicated by her recollection of Anne Jemima Clough, who 
‘almost alone I thought amongst  educationalists, had very strong sympathy 
with parents’; and as Selina Fleming would have known, Clough was as early 
as the 1850s giving each of her pupils an individual timetable.9
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She laid great stress on daily excursions out of doors in all weather.10 
This was partly a counsel for physical health, but more as a foundational 
syllabus in nature study and the power of observation and notation. 
Charlotte elaborated a practice which she called ‘narration’, whereby chil-
dren reported what they had just seen and heard, at first orally and in later 
years in writing. They were to develop their powers of attention and recall 
in this way, through a judiciously timed and varied daily learning schedule, 
in which great literature and the visual arts held a large place. Most impor-
tantly of all, perhaps, Charlotte declared herself opposed to secular educa-
tion, while avoiding any specific church affiliation.11 Her own Christianity 
was rooted in a deep sense of loyalty to the person of Christ, and she and 
many PNEU members stressed the importance of imbuing ordinary daily 
lessons with a sense of God’s activity in the world, as opposed to requiring 
young children to learn formulaic prayers and ritualised behaviour. This 
approach ensured that her philosophy appealed to a very wide spectrum of 
middle-class families. (Currently her philosophies are being appropriated 
and adapted by evangelical Christian home-schoolers in Canada and the 
USA, and this new development must await its historian.)

Reading successive editions of Home Education, one cannot help won-
dering if parents felt more daunted than empowered by the huge range of 
educational and moral responsibilities proposed for them. Charlotte felt 
that she was restoring to the middle-class home—and to the mother in 
particular—a role which was in danger of being removed through what 
she considered a somewhat spurious process of professionalisation. She 
wisely observed what remains true to this day, that the lack of training for 
parenthood left many well-meaning families in a state of confusion and 
difficulty. But the mother-figure who emerges from her writings is a physi-
cal, mental and spiritual perpetuum mobile who in real life would have had 
rather little time and energy left for the social and familial duties of her 
class. Although Charlotte’s instructions are leavened with her firm reitera-
tion of the child’s need to be allowed to play and learn without constant 
adult interference, this same freedom nevertheless needed to be highly 
organised and constantly supervised.

Occasionally these contradictions were addressed, if not very fully 
examined. While a child should not be consigned to ‘an ignorant nurse-
maid’, it was ‘very likely’ unsuitable ‘for educated people to have their 
children always about them. The constant society of his parents might be 
too stimulating for the child; and frequent change of thought, and the 
society of other people, make the mother all the fresher for her children.  
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But they should have the best of their mother, her freshest, brightest hours 
…’.12 In similar vein, Charlotte thought that a mother who had fully 
absorbed PNEU principles would be able to delegate much of the work 
successfully: ‘Half an hour’s talk of this kind with a sensible governess will 
secure a whole month’s work for the children, so well directed that much 
is done in little time, and the widest possible margin secured for play and 
open-air exercise’.13

From 1890, she edited together with Mrs Emmeline (‘Lienie’) Steinthal 
the monthly Parents’ Review, to which they and other PNEU members 
were enthusiastic contributors. A ‘virtual school’ was created, originally 
called the Parents’ Review School and later the Parents’ Union School, 
whereby home educators all over Britain and, ultimately, the Empire 
could use the same teaching materials prepared in Ambleside. Older pupils 
were also sent examination papers which were returned to Charlotte to 
be marked. However, while these teaching packages were greatly valued, 
parents, starting with Netta, initiated a move away from the home school-
room. In 1894 she argued that boys in particular needed the discipline of 
an external environment, but that sending them to board away from home 
at a young age was not desirable. She then arranged for one of Charlotte’s 
trainees to start a class in London for girls and boys aged from seven to ten, 
which her own children attended.14 In 1902 another class was started in 
London, which became a school in 1910; in 1906 two more schools were 
founded; and by 1908 there were thirty-seven schools functioning under 
Ambleside headmistresses. Meanwhile, a ‘Practising School’ had come into 
being in Ambleside itself, where trainees taught, at first local boys and girls 
attending daily, and from 1900 older boarding-school pupils.15

* * * * * *

Long after Charlotte’s death, Netta recalled: ‘Only that it sounds silly 
I would say that we fell in love with each other at first sight’.16 Her intro-
duction to the PNEU appears to have come through drawing-room meet-
ings in London around 1890: ‘I at once felt that the P.N.E.U. was the one 
“cause” which appealed to me. Though still a young woman I had married 
so early that I already had quite big children, and I felt sorry that I had 
known of this rather late’. At her first opportunity, she made a ‘pilgrim-
age’ to Ambleside.17 Netta told her own biographer that ‘Miss Mason did 
say quite often that with my arrival she had found her long-awaited and 
predestined “chela”. If that was true on her side, it was still truer on mine. 
I had found the “guru”, or sage and teacher, of whom I stood so much 
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in need’.18 The word ‘guru’ is very familiar to the twenty-first-century 
reader; ‘chela’, less so. According to the Shorter Oxford Dictionary this 
entered English usage around 1883, from the Hindi word for slave, or 
servant; ‘in esoteric Buddhism, a novice’.

The choice of language on both sides is intriguing. The Jewish woman 
in her twenties had been brought up in the strictest Orthodoxy, which was 
broadly maintained in her own household. She had not yet entered on 
the path of questioning and reform which her younger sister would blaze 
at the start of the new century. The Christian woman, who had reached 
her fiftieth year, was embarking, alongside her educational mission, on a 
lifelong writing project of verse meditations on the life of Christ, result-
ing in a six-volume work, The Saviour of the World, published between 
1908 and 1914. Neither felt completely at home in the religious tradi-
tions of her upbringing, which in Charlotte’s case included some very 
mixed messages, and in both cases emphasised the need for a formal ritual 
obedience. Each, in her search for fundamental truths about the nature 
of human beings, acknowledged at some level a failure in Western culture 
and morality. Children were not learning awareness of self and others; the 
natural world was insufficiently nurtured and understood; personal peace 
and social harmony were lacking.

Netta was of course ignorant of the concealed and conflicted aspects of 
her friend’s upbringing which Charlotte suppressed from public consump-
tion. Had she known the facts she might not, in any case, have been partic-
ularly sensitive to the nuances of High and Low Anglicanism, Quakerism 
and Catholicism which directly and indirectly contributed to Charlotte’s 
self-recreation. But she may have had some instinctive understanding of 
the internal struggles which had made it possible for her ‘guru’ to forge 
her individual path. Charlotte’s friendship certainly enabled Netta to make 
spiritual sense of both private and public life in the modern world, and 
gave her, too, a calling which was to underlay almost all her activities. 
When Netta wrote: ‘I was determined to learn all I could and to help oth-
ers to avoid those first mistakes which so often mean tears and sorrow’, 
she perhaps unconsciously mirrored Charlotte’s own experience and sense 
of mission.19

Netta’s marriage was for many years reportedly stormy. Her bond with 
her sisters was strong, and like Charlotte, she also placed great importance 
on female friendship. She evinced the capacity to inspire intense love and 
loyalty from an early age. Her biographer records that at Doreck College 
Netta had a crush on ‘her headmistress’s partner, who taught her Latin’, 
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and this evoked a response. Like her sister Lily, Netta was taken out of 
school at fifteen, but the relationship continued, and ‘after I was married, 
when this grande passion, if it were a grande passion, had come to be more 
on her side than mine’, the lady tried to give up her weekly tea with Netta 
for Lent—but failed.20 There was certainly something of the grande passion, 
or something passionately spiritual, in this new relationship. In May 1897 
Netta wrote to thank Charlotte for her love and friendship: ‘I feel I have got 
nearer to you this time than ever & I miss you very much. … I can dedicate 
to you a life of loving, humble service in your work & a constant prayer that 
I may become worthier of you & it’. Charlotte replied the next day: 

‘you will find me very exacting, … in the way of having you ever more and 
more God-fulfilled, ever more and more of your best beautiful self. I could 
not let you be less than yourself. Happily you are like me, a woman lover 
and you have lovely friends and one at least who holds you very close, but 
will probably not tell you so again, but will expect you always to trust her’.21

It is well to remember the very high value placed on same-sex friend-
ship—among men as well as women—in the Victorian period and among 
those born towards its end. These relationships were respected and cel-
ebrated in public and private. A post-Freudian perspective inclines mod-
ern readers to see all such relationships as sexually charged, and indeed, 
as such interpretations acquired currency in the 1920s and 1930s, men 
and women became more reticent about their sentiments and domes-
tic arrangements.22 Devoted attachments between teachers and pupils, 
or teacher-figures and younger friends, were a recognised aspect of the 
Victorian emotional landscape, very applicable in Netta’s case; but equally 
important, as women strove for economic or intellectual independence, or 
both, was the collegial support and understanding of women who shared 
the same ideals and could collaborate in wholly original endeavours.23 
What is striking about Netta’s friendships is the fact that, no matter how 
intense or romantic her feelings may have been, they were not maintained 
in opposition to her family networks and obligations. On the contrary: the 
PNEU and its passions were, as will be seen, both absorbed into her home 
life and allowed to absorb it in turn.

After their first meeting in 1891, Charlotte, whose nickname for Netta 
was ‘Lady Augustus’, came to stay at the Franklins’ London home every 
year until 1914. Another close friend who emerged from the same milieu 
spent part of every summer with the Franklins until her death in 1926. 
This was Dr Helen Webb, whom Charlotte nicknamed ‘B.P.’—Beloved 
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Physician—and Netta, more obscurely, ‘Wai’. (Helen almost certainly 
saved Netta’s life in 1909, overruling the characteristic stoicism with 
which Netta bore chronic leg pain, and insisting on a biopsy. This revealed 
a carcinoma requiring immediate amputation of the entire limb. For the 
next fifty-five years Netta depended on a prosthesis, maintaining all her 
commitments with seemingly undiminished energies.)24) Helen’s life was 
intertwined with the Franklins in many ways. A Quaker, in 1914 she gave 
moral support and reasoned advice to Netta’s son Geoffrey, who joined 
the Friends’ War Victims Relief Committee in France for the duration.25 
She had a Quaker funeral; but Lily, at Helen’s previous request, spoke at 
the graveside, using prayers translated from the Hebrew liturgy.26 A few 
years later Michael, Netta’s youngest child, gave his own daughter the 
names Angela Wai Netta.

Netta and Charlotte’s relationship contained many ‘agreements to dif-
fer’. Despite the value Charlotte placed on Helen as a medical woman, 
much in demand at PNEU meetings, she was not anxious to promote the 
higher education of women. Netta herself had been known to deplore 
the ‘excessive cleverness’ of some young women,27 and it has proved 
surprisingly difficult to discover where her daughters were educated, if 
not merely at home:28 but one daughter read for a degree at Girton, and 
another, as will be seen, qualified as a doctor. Charlotte was mistrust-
ful of state intervention and professionalism alike, and disapproved when 
Netta, flatly stating ‘I believe less than you in “parents”’, attempted to 
keep Ambleside alumnae in touch with new educational developments;29 
and Netta, as we have seen, departed from Ambleside doctrine in setting 
up her own, more formal, ‘primary school’ in London. It has been argued 
that Charlotte’s determination to strengthen the role of mothers as home 
educators was a form of feminism, but she was in fact largely unsympa-
thetic to the organised women’s movements of her day, whether expressed 
in the social initiatives of the National Union of Women Workers, or in the 
political demands of the suffrage campaign. Netta’s public engagements 
were in such outright contradiction to these attitudes that the continuance 
of the friendship seems miraculous, but continue it did. ‘Now please don’t 
make me waste time in talking politics again!!’ Charlotte wrote on the eve 
of Netta’s departure for the conference of the International Council of 
Women at The Hague in May 1913. ‘Of course I care and care intensely. 
Also of course, reasonable persons are not carried away by every wind of 
doctrine. Also of course you are a darling’.30

* * * * * *
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Of all Netta’s children, Michael was most often to be found at her side 
at PNEU gatherings, but each sibling experienced Charlotte’s philosophy 
in action to a greater or lesser degree. After their London primary school-
ing on Ambleside lines, the boys (but not, curiously enough, the girls) 
were sent to board at the progressive co-educational Bedales School in 
Hampshire, rather against their father’s wishes. Sydney and Cyril subse-
quently entered the family firm Samuel Montagu & Co., but Sydney’s 
heart was in settlement and youth work in the East End, to which he gave 
lifelong service. Geoffrey also took up youth work between 1910 and 
1914 in Birmingham, where he displayed great respect for the reasoning 
power of working-class boys and encouraged them to take their own deci-
sions in group activities.31 Olive might be thought the apple to have fallen 
the furthest from the PNEU tree: she told Netta’s biographer that ‘we 
really saw very little of our mother. The house was full of domestics and 
governesses and bosom friends and protegés, and we were quite a little 
jealous of them’. She joined the Communist Party in 1937 and became 
an object of suspicion to H.M. Government. It is interesting to note that 
amongst her other activities she became a member of the Council of King 
Alfred School, a progressive coeducational day school in London; perhaps, 
after all, something of the Mason legacy was retained.32

However, it was Netta’s eldest daughter, Marjorie, whose upbringing 
bore the strongest imprint of Charlotte’s theory and practice. In 1897, 
soon after her ninth birthday, she was sent to live for a few months with 
Charlotte in the Ambleside training school. Since Netta had, on setting 
up a PNEU primary school in London three years previously, voiced 
her objection to the custom of educating young boys away from their 
homes, this episode remains an enigma. Clearly, the Franklin household 
was experiencing difficulties with ‘Madge’, and Netta felt unable to cope. 
Exporting the problem did not, in the short term, give her peace of mind. 
‘Please get the little girl off your brain’, Charlotte wrote at the beginning 
of March, ‘her fault is comparatively venial’. Five days later she wrote urg-
ing Netta not to ‘take up the burthen of the sweet girlie at present’. Later 
the same month she wrote ‘It is unfair that one failing should be allowed 
to cloud so much beauty and nobleness of character; so please don’t scold 
the childie nor your beloved self any more’.33

Charlotte’s letter the next day, 28 March, offers more detail:
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We read your beautiful letter every ‘Sabbath’ and while I read, Girlie makes 
good resolutions all to her self. … We behave perfectly at table, and here I 
think I may have a hint to offer: I never say do or don’t, or take any notice 
at all of what goes on. Once we went without dinner and I took no notice … 
We go on charmingly for a week or so, life seems so smooth that we think we 
are having it all our own way and try to have our own way about something 
not allowed. If I see what is coming, I change the child’s thoughts and we 
have no trouble. If it is too late for that, I say, ‘No’ firmly, and a screaming 
fit follows … and we take no notice … This reduces us to great meekness, 
for days afterwards.34

Charlotte’s methods were certainly an improvement on those recalled (per-
haps losing nothing in the telling) by young Mary Arnold (better known as 
the novelist Mrs Humphry Ward), who forty years earlier was a boarding 
pupil at Anne Jemima Clough’s school in Ambleside. Visiting that school 
in later life, she showed a friend ‘the damaged panel which I bashed in with 
my fists in my fury when I was locked into the cloakroom for punishment’, 
and we are left still wondering as to the possible sources of Mary’s fury 
and Marjorie’s screaming fits.35 Charlotte wrote an article on ‘Authority’ 
for the Parents’ Review later in 1897, having assured Netta in advance that 
‘“Maud” in the article is not Madge, but is hundreds of children who labour 
under such conditions’. Following the maxim of believing nothing until it is 
officially denied, it may be worth quoting at length from the article:

… there are many children of thoughtful parents whose lives are spent in 
day-long efforts of decision upon matters which it is their parents’ business 
to settle for them. Maude is nervous, excitable, has an over-active brain, is 
too highly organised, grows pale, acquires nervous tricks [sic]. … the parents 
are slow to perceive that it is not the soothing routine of lessons which is 
exhausting the little girl, but the fact that she goes through the labour of 
decision twenty times a day, and not only that, but the added fatigue of a 
contest to get her own way. Every point in the day’s routine is discussed, 
nothing comes with the comforting ease of a matter of course; the child 
always prefers to do something else and commonly does it. No wonder the 
poor little girl is worn out. 

The article ended on a note of optimism: it might be too late to inculcate 
the beneficent habit of routine obedience, but ‘it is a happy thing that the 
“difficult” children who are the readiest to resist a direct command are 
often the quickest to respond to the stimulus of an idea’.36
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It is possible that the behaviour identified in ‘Maud’, and individu-
als like her, was the consequence of overzealous application of some of 
Charlotte’s own ideas on the autonomy and personality of the child; 
and these are not issues which any parental generation can claim to have 
solved and laid to rest. Relations between Netta and Marjorie may have 
been problematic, but relations between mother and daughter on the one 
hand and Charlotte on the other remained excellent. When she was eigh-
teen, Marjorie returned to Ambleside to train as a teacher. On Marjorie’s 
twenty-first birthday, a familiar note sounded in one of Charlotte’s letters: 
‘your dear daughter … is sweet! So don’t tell me any more ever about 
your children being failures. And this is your achievement! All we have 
done is to give her room and work—So please, Ma’am do you also give 
her room—let her think her thoughts, say her says, read her books, without 
criticism to me or anyone’.37

Marjorie did not, in the end, become a teacher, choosing instead to 
retrain in medicine. She qualified as a doctor in 1916, and at the end of 
World War I travelled to New York to train in psychiatry under Adolf Meyer. 
After a few years working in mental hospitals in England, she left again to 
undertake analysis and training under Sandor Ferenczi in Budapest. In the 
late 1920s she helped establish the Institute for the Scientific Study and 
Treatment of Delinquency (later the Portman Clinic) in London, where 
her colleagues included Edward Glover, Grace Pailthorpe and Melitta 
Schmideberg, the daughter of Melanie Klein. Marjorie devoted her great-
est energies to troubled young people, often from the least privileged 
classes in society, and was concerned to explore the impact on mental 
illness of the patient environment. Within her profession she is remem-
bered for developing the therapeutic concept of ‘Planned Environmental 
Therapy’: the therapeutic communities she set up in the 1930s were known 
as ‘Q camps’ (where Q presumably stands for Quaker), and worked in 
conjunction with the British Friends’ Penal Reform Committee. It seems 
fitting that her therapy should be described as ‘based on establishing non- 
authoritarian, loving and accepting relationships’.38

* * * * * *

How did Netta’s Judaism mesh with her engagement in the PNEU? 
No matter how eclectic her interests and circle of acquaintance, her core 
identity and kin were Anglo-Jewish, and from the turn of the century 
she was heavily involved with her sister Lily in the development of the 
new Liberal synagogue. These two public projects seem to have been 
completely compatible. Lily summed it up towards the end of their lives: 
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‘[Netta’s] chief concern in religion lies in making Judaism to be under-
stood and fairly reverenced by society in general’.39 The seed seemed to 
have been sown on remarkably favourable ground: Charlotte had, appar-
ently, ‘often said how glad she was that the Bishop of London (at whose 
house the P.N.E.U. was launched) had altered the word “Christian” to 
“religious” in the Constitution. “Otherwise,” he had said, “you would 
never get Jewish members”.—she would add with a smile, and what would 
have happened if I had never had you?’40 Marjorie’s periods of residence 
at Ambleside, first as a schoolgirl and later as a student, were marked by 
careful arrangements for her observance of the Jewish Sabbath, together 
with that of a German-Jewish member of staff, Fräulein Hamburger.41 
Charlotte’s devotion to the person of Christ presented no obstacle to her 
affection for her Unitarian friend and the extended Franklin family: ‘you 
know, dearest, how utterly [Christianity] includes and reverences you and 
all good and wise persons who have ever lived … We are all one and there 
is no middle wall of partition’.42

Toleration and respect were mutual. Charlotte, in referring Netta to a 
passage in her opus The Saviour of the World, felt confident enough to write 
‘I know you too receive Jesus as “a teacher sent from God” and that is all 
the argument requires’.43 In the early 1900s Netta was closely involved in 
developing religious teaching for children within the new Liberal Jewish 
movement. She did not ask pupils to discuss the life of Jesus, but she did 
use, on Charlotte’s recommendation, Canon Paterson Smyth’s series The 
Bible for the Young as one of her first textbooks. Charlotte had praised this 
work for preparing young children ‘not [to] be startled to be told that 
the world was not made in six days; and, at the same time, they will be 
very sure that the world was made by God’. 44 (The broad-mindedness 
and modernity of this approach might give pause for thought to some 
of the current generation of Charlotte Mason’s Christian admirers.) In 
1921 Netta and Lily were preparing their own textbook for publication. 
They discussed Daily Readings from the Old Testament with Charlotte, 
who approved their biblical commentaries, made suggestions for differ-
ent topic headings, and confirmed that it would be placed on the PNEU 
curriculum.45

All this left Netta utterly unprepared for the changed atmosphere at the 
House of Education after Charlotte’s death in 1923, when a more narrow 
definition of Christianity, and of the role of religion in education, emerged 
as predominant. Charlotte was succeeded as head of the House by Ellen 
Parish, who was appointed vice principal in 1921. It is not impossible that 
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her ‘chela’ felt slight pangs of jealousy and unease at the prospect that 
this was the ‘guru’s’ new anointed: Charlotte wrote many letters to Netta 
singing Ellen Parish’s praises around this time.46 For close to a decade, 
between 1907 and 1917, Ellen Parish had worked in London as an organ-
ising secretary under Netta’s direction, but the collaboration seems not 
to have been an entirely happy one: she lacked Netta’s flair for enthusing 
recruits to the cause, and may have resented her own lack of social status 
and influence compared to that of Netta, daughter of a peer and sister of 
a Cabinet minister.47

It is equally likely, of course, that Ellen Parish herself resented the very 
great place which Netta occupied in Charlotte’s affections. Her own devo-
tion to preserving Charlotte’s legacy in aspic extended as far as ‘lying on 
a sofa and dressing like her gracious predecessor’,48 and she had inher-
ited both her teacher’s mistrust of higher education and her resistance to 
Netta’s drive to increase the centralisation of PNEU organisation from 
London. However, Netta can have had little inkling of any change in her 
relationship to the House of Education when in April 1927 she wrote 
to Miss Parish (whom she never addressed by her first, or any diminu-
tive name) recommending Fanny Marofsky, a pupil of Christ’s Hospital, 
Hertford, for training at Ambleside. ‘She is, as you see, a Jewess. She is 
willing, if you wish her to do so, to attend Church. She did it at school, 
and as a matter of fact, came out top in Divinity, Old and New Testament, 
but you will remember that Miss Mason excused Madge from doing this 
as she felt, and you will probably do too, it is not well to have among the 
congregation a non-worshipper. Still, it is for you to decide’.49

The response was a categorical refusal on all fronts. There had, perhaps, 
been a warning sign given four years earlier in Ellen Parish’s contribution 
to the Charlotte Mason memorial volume: she had focused at length on 
her predecessor’s series The Saviour of the World, and attempted to root the 
PNEU motto in ‘the study of the Life of Jesus’.50 (This motto was, from 
a religious viewpoint, the studiedly neutral ‘I am, I can, I ought, I will’.) 
Now, in her respective replies to Netta and the candidate, Ellen Parish 
stressed that she was being as considerate of the student’s feelings as of her 
own scruples. ‘Miss Marofsky would be conscious that she was unable to 
comprehend what we were after because the keynote would be missing. It 
would be entirely unfair to her’; ‘you would soon find yourself perplexed 
and isolated’. What stung Netta particularly, in the letter addressed to her, 
was the assertion ‘I think all my colleagues here would feel this but per-
haps I do so specially because I take Miss Mason’s books with the students 
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and we see daily that her philosophy is Christian philosophy and can only 
be taught as such’.51 ‘How can Miss Parish write that last paragraph’, she 
wrote the next day to Horace West Household, a sympathetic member of 
the PNEU Council, ‘when I, a Jewess, have expounded Miss Mason’s phi-
losophy for thirty-five years, spending money and strength on doing so? I 
have masses of letters from Miss Mason to her “Chela” expressing satisfac-
tion in my understanding of her philosophy’.52

Netta immediately set about having typed copies made of much of her 
correspondence with Charlotte, particularly those letters where reference 
was made to Judaism and to the possibility of taking PNEU methods into 
(non-Christian) schools in India. These she shared with Household, who 
as Secretary to the County Education Committee in Gloucestershire had 
played a great part in disseminating the movement’s philosophy in locally 
maintained schools; he was also anxious, as was Netta, to bring more grad-
uates into education, and into the PNEU. Together they presented their 
case to sympathetic Council members, who agreed that at the forthcom-
ing Annual Meeting in July a resolution should be moved from the Chair 
‘that it be an instruction to the Principal that no applicant for admission 
shall be rejected merely on the ground of her religion provided that she is 
willing to take the complete course’.53

Netta felt hugely exposed as ‘Executor, Trustee, and member of the 
Governing Body of a College which should close its doors to my co- 
religionists, almost unique in so doing among schools and colleges in the 
British Empire’.54 It can only have added to the strain of the situation that 
she was in an even more prominent public position at the time: this was the 
second year of her term as President of the National Council of Women. 
She was only the second Jewish woman to hold this office, and needed at 
all times to maintain her public composure and powers of rational judg-
ment. ‘It is very unpleasant to have to write thus about oneself’ she con-
fided in Household, ‘but I don’t feel that in loyalty to my co-religionists I 
can sit down under what amounts to an insult’.55 But it was, of course, as 
much an insult to herself as to the Jews: a negation of decades of love and 
work. Her own daughter’s attendance at Scale How was described as ‘an 
exception’. Members of staff and Council were clear that Netta could not, 
in fact, have absorbed ‘Miss Mason’s real teaching’.56 Neither Charlotte 
nor ‘Wai’ was alive to bear witness on her behalf. Possibly the most impor-
tant friendship of her life was being obliterated from her personal history, 
as well as from that of an institution, and she had to place the truth of her 
own experience on record.
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Dignity and calm were indeed required to face considerable obtuseness 
and insensitivity. From the Ambleside office Elsie Kitching, close enough 
to Netta to employ a nickname, ‘Kit-Kat’, wrote: ‘It is a difficult ques-
tion but I am sure it must be faced without personal feelings by any of 
us’. Even an ally, the Reverend Dr Harold Costley-White, headmaster of 
Westminster, who thought that ‘a religious-minded girl recommended 
by yourself is just the kind of exceptional individual whom the commu-
nity could well accept with advantage’, urged Netta to believe that ‘Miss 
Parish never realised what pain she was giving’.57 Ellen Parish wrote that 
‘the matter is not a personal one. Please keep this constantly in mind’.58 
Frances Gibson, a Council member who supported the exclusion, added 
the almost inevitable proviso that ‘I honour & respect the Jews most sin-
cerely & have friends among them’.59

Naturally Netta could open her heart to Lily, who considered the mat-
ter ‘nothing less than disgraceful’, and asked ‘if you will see your way to 
make an unholy row about it?’60 The meek ways of their Victorian pre-
decessors were not for the Montagu sisters: there might be diplomatic 
manoeuvres, but there was to be no question of ‘not making trouble’. 
Netta and Household lobbied the individual members of the Council; 
Ellen Parish, predictably, made her own démarches to them at the same 
time. The Annual Meeting was, according to Netta, ‘of a most pain-
ful nature in as much as it seemed to lead to rather medieval, narrow, 
prejudiced views, and hard hits were given’. At least one member of ‘the 
opposition’ presented the issue as one of clashing personalities rather than 
principles. In the end, the threat of a split following the probable resigna-
tion of two senior figures seems to have concentrated the minds of the 
majority: ten members voted for the Chair’s resolution, and five against, 
‘Kit-Kat’ abstaining.61 The meeting closed with a fulsome vote of thanks 
to Mrs Franklin proposed by Household;62 and on 8 July Fanny Marofsky 
was invited to renew her application to the House of Education. Netta 
thought that she might decline, but in January 1929, after her protégée 
had put careful financial arrangements in place, she arrived in Ambleside.63

The correspondence over the issue in 1927 demonstrated—as had much 
material in the Parents’ Review over the years—that many adherents of the 
movement were not greatly interested in sectarian approaches to educa-
tion. Dr Telford Petrie, a Council member at the College of Technology in 
Manchester, wrote that ‘Miss Parish is so deeply steeped in the Christian 
faith that she confuses that with Religion in the broader sense … After all 
we are not a theological college and even Jesus Christ put little children 
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before himself’. Amy Pennethorne, a House of Education alumna who 
was on the PNEU staff and spreading the word in South Africa at the time 
of the crisis, insisted that ‘every place where men try to realize the father-
ship of God is holy ground & not merely our own altar’. However, she also 
described the previous twenty years at Ambleside, when Charlotte’s bad 
health had limited her engagement with the outside world, as a time when 
a formulaic and ritualised approach to Christian observance had become 
prevalent. She recalled that ‘every sort of Nonconformist has always been 
welcome at Ambleside so long as they outwardly conformed & went to 
the English Church; though I know some in my time who felt very bitterly 
about this obligation’. Her recollection evokes an atmosphere of defen-
siveness which permeated some Anglican circles post-1918,64 and which 
Netta’s sister Lily had begun to experience in her cross- denominational 
activities.65 It also suggests that some of the older sectarian controversies 
and hierarchies died hard in women’s organisations.

Surviving records do not reveal how far the Council minority may 
have resented the prominence of a Jewish woman in their affairs, and the 
active role taken by members of her family and community. (Even the 
legal incorporation of the PNEU in 1918 was undertaken by, amongst 
others, a firm of solicitors employing one of Ernest Franklin’s nephews66).  
Certainly Netta’s work for the movement continued unabated, and she 
gave enthusiastic support to the PNEU’s new ventures, trying to gain 
more influence in university teacher-training colleges, and in 1929 setting 
up a boarding school, Overstone, in Northamptonshire for girls of second-
ary-school age (a Junior Department was added during World War II).67 
These developments were often divisive, though not on explicitly sectar-
ian grounds. As late as 1933 Elsie Kitching considered that the need for 
boarding schools for girls would ‘pass away with much of the present 
highly academic education for women—which has already not only failed 
of its purpose but has been a considerable hindrance to the true education 
of the country’. Four years later, Netta wrote to a colleague of ‘the folly 
and narrow-mindedness, chiefly of Miss Parish, which has prevented our 
being one united whole’.68

The serpent had truly entered Eden, and taken up permanent resi-
dence. Hitherto Netta had functioned in a female social world which had 
appeared to facilitate conversations across the religious divide. For many 
Jewish women they were, however, often unequal, dependent upon a 
 certain meekness passing for consent. Netta’s intimate and spiritual rela-
tionship with Charlotte had perhaps been, in this context, exceptional; her 
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sister Lily’s interwar initiative for a more balanced dialogue was to enjoy 
only qualified success.69 Within the PNEU and Ambleside, the assertion 
of Jewish equality and ‘making trouble’ in a national organisation involved 
bruising experiences for Netta, even though the ultimate outcome was 
satisfactory. She remained an unwavering guardian of Charlotte’s heritage, 
and if she was disappointed by its uses and misuses, her misgivings were 
not made public at this time. Increasingly, they were being overshadowed 
by vastly more disturbing developments on the international stage. It is 
noteworthy, however, that the Marofsky affair was one chapter in Netta’s 
life which, unlike her involvements in suffragism and pacifism, was consid-
ered worthy of inclusion in her authorised biography, which was published 
more than thirty years after the case was closed.
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Reflections: the WoRld BetWeen WaRs

The fact of Hitler’s advent to power in Germany in the spring of 1933 
opens new chapters in the history of every European country. One such 
concerns the history of relations between Jews and non-Jews in British 
civil society. It is a chapter mired in controversy, anger, accusations and 
above all—the source, indeed, of all—grief. British antisemitism is alleged 
to have been increasing between the wars. This, it is implied, is the reason 
that governments did not do enough to help Jews flee destruction in Nazi 
Germany and Austria; and a timid and deferential Anglo-Jewry is accused 
of not doing enough for them either. Government policies restricted the 
number of Jews admitted as refugees both to Britain and to Palestine, 
which Britain administered under the League of Nations mandate; Anglo- 
Jewry’s leading figures were unable to put sufficient pressure on the 
Home Office and the Foreign and Colonial Offices to modify these poli-
cies. Historians are castigated for congratulating Britain on its generosity 
to the pitifully few refugees who were allowed entry visas.1

There is truth in all of the above, but there are also other truths which 
deserve to be told, and other perceptions which are equally valid. Looking 
at the period prior to the 1933 watershed, it can plausibly be argued that 
antisemitism was not increasing: relations between Jews and non-Jews 
were following a trajectory of greater integration, with a progressive assim-
ilation of the minority within the host community.2 Netta Franklin was 
deeply wounded by the antisemitic prejudice manifested at the P.N.E.U. 
training school in 1927, but the majority of the organisation supported 
her position. Her sister Lily’s perception of an increase in antisemitism by 
1943 may have reflected a widening of her social experience rather than 
an intensification of feeling within the milieux with which she was familiar 
in the early years of the century. Formal anti-alien discrimination—for 
example, within the sphere of local authority allocations of housing and 
grants for education—was perforce declining as more Jews were born and 
educated in Britain and the generation disqualified through foreign birth 
passed away: it has been ascertained, indeed, that by 1930 fewer than 30 % 
of East End Jews were foreign-born.3

Moving wholly into the counterfactual realm, if the world had not been 
engulfed in economic depression—in particular, if the Great Crash of 1929 
had not wrecked promising international efforts to stabilise the German 
economy—relative prosperity at home and the absence of external threats 
would have reinforced improvements in social relationships. Moreover, if 
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the monstrous calumnies and atrocious violence of the German National 
Socialists had not been so openly legitimated by the German sovereign 
state, British antisemitism might never have been emboldened to develop 
its organised, uniformed incarnation under the leadership of fascists such 
as Oswald Mosley. Germany’s example suggested that it could be legal and 
indeed respectable to injure and libel neighbours and fellow citizens, just 
as Italy in the 1920s had encouraged many to think that modern societies 
could be run more efficiently without democratic political institutions.

Antisemitism was not, however, always the most important factor in 
fascism’s appeal. Looking at one subset of recruits, the small number 
of former suffragettes active in interwar extreme-right groups, one can 
surmise that, like many of their male counterparts, they were reacting to 
a postwar world which for them had become unrecognisable.4 It wasn’t 
Jews but flappers that so upset Mary Allen, the pioneer of women police 
forces in Britain who became an admirer of Hitler and joined the British 
Union of Fascists (BUF). Her publications of the 1930s rail against 
youthful materialism, birth control, nudism, the cinema and Bolshevism, 
and hardly mention the Jews. Similarly, BUF member Yolande McShane 
thought Mosley’s antisemitism not ‘very important, compared with 
the promise of “equal opportunities for all”’.5 Organisations like these 
offered a framework for broader anxieties, and their rhetoric was adopted 
without necessarily having been fundamental in these female recruits’ 
personal formation. It is interesting to note that the suffragette Flora 
Drummond, whose unpleasant remarks about Herbert Samuel have 
been noted in Chap. 5, established the Women’s Guild of Empire after 
World War I, but actually opposed the BUF in London County Council 
Elections in 1937.6

Any discussion of this topic returns us to the issue of the subjectiv-
ity which inflects our selection of evidence and our judgement of what 
we see and read. As the historian Laura Tabili has written, with refer-
ence to German and Scandinavian migrants to the north-east of Britain, 
‘Notorious episodes of conflict continue to capture scholars’ imagination, 
to the neglect of community formation and internal dynamics, or even 
daily interactions between migrants and natives’.7 Violent scenes and hate-
ful remarks do not necessarily reveal the ‘true’ character of a society; they 
need not be considered more representative than periods of peaceful coex-
istence. The evidence available for making such assessments is, undoubt-
edly, perplexing and equivocal. The famous ‘battle of Cable Street’ of 
1936 can be taken to represent a general East End solidarity in the face 
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of native fascism or, more exclusively, the principled stand of a significant 
minority who were politically organised on the left at that time; and it has, 
indeed, been ascertained that BUF membership actually increased in the 
East End following the affair.8 In a retrospect of the decade 1920–30, the 
East End social worker Edith Ramsay saw her own cordial relationships 
with the councillor Ida Samuel and the doctor Hannah Billig mirrored in 
good feeling between Jewish and Catholic neighbours: ‘Never once did I 
hear … a criticism on racial grounds’. But in 1940 she was writing that her 
job as principal of a women’s evening institute was ‘dominated by antago-
nisms between my Jewish and non-Jewish members, stirred up by Mosley 
propaganda’.9 Her biography suggests that harsher times, and unemploy-
ment among the young, hardened at least some hearts over that decade.10

Not the least of the benefits of exploring this period through the prism 
of some women’s organisations and friendships is that of gaining the per-
spective of ‘ordinary’ citizens, or at least those not striving to follow any 
particular ‘party line’, on the events of the times. It enables us to escape 
some of the historical traps set for us by hindsight. Our own retrospect, 
inevitably dominated by personal, familial or national memories of World 
War II, can make it hard to understand why everyone did not see the 
threat posed by Nazism to Jews, Christians and the peace of Europe. The 
minutes of voluntary organisations remind us that public-spirited adults 
were faced with wholly new dilemmas; could war really be averted by sup-
porting disarmament under the aegis of the League of Nations? Would it 
strengthen or weaken the cause of peace if the Communist Party were to 
play a leading role in arousing public opinion? Was it more important to 
boycott Germany or Japan, to succour the children of German Jews or the 
children of Spanish Republicans? Opinion within many organised feminist 
groups ranged widely, from seeing Nazism principally as a defeat for the 
German women’s movement, to a continuing commitment to pacifism 
which overrode all other considerations in world politics.11 And as wom-
en’s committees up and down the land pondered these questions, there 
was always someone insisting on keeping the possible cruelty to imported 
tortoises on the monthly agenda.12

The way Jewish and Christian women dealt, together and separately, 
with the growing crisis is approached here through narratives illustrat-
ing the continuities and discontinuities between their pre- and post-1914 
concerns. The 1930s are not treated as an entirely distinct era of national 
life. Tabili’s claim for the study of ‘even daily interactions’ is validated by 
an approach which is chronological as well as thematic: we are able to see 
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individuals reacting to events as they unfold, and it is my hope that this 
will help us to avoid prejudging their motives. Some patterns of action 
can of course be distinguished and traced through these decades. It was 
inevitable that, with the historical exception of members of the Society 
of Friends, women in the Jewish community would react more immedi-
ately to the rise of Nazism than their Christian colleagues, and that their 
energies would begin to be channelled into organisations set up to deal 
with the new emergency. But even as some forms of cooperation decayed, 
new bridges and new identities were being built. One historian, indeed, 
concludes that ‘by late 1939, the Jewish identity of the refugee organisa-
tions had become diluted and Anglicized’ and that ‘through its work for 
the refugees the Jewish community also contributed to its own assimila-
tion’.13 These are not conclusions supported by the following chapters, 
from which a more nuanced picture of ‘living with difference’ emerges.
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CHAPTER 8

False Start or Brave Beginning? Lily 
Montagu and Interfaith Initiatives

As has been seen, the religious suffrage leagues were short-lived, as the 
demand for the vote was suspended in 1914; but something of their ethos 
could be felt in interfaith initiatives emerging soon after the war, when 
pacifism replaced suffragism as a unifying focus. Lily Montagu, Netta 
Franklin, Ethel Behrens, Edith Ayrton Zangwill and other members of the 
Jewish League for Woman Suffrage (JLWS) had become part of a wider 
national campaign for peace as early as June 1914, when they helped to 
found the Jewish Peace Society (JPS). Within weeks, fearing accusations 
of disloyalty to their host community, they felt compelled to declare their 
conviction that the military triumph of the British Empire over German 
aggression would make the world a better place. In 1916 they were, indeed 
responsible for a bitter disagreement within the National Peace Council, 
founded over a decade previously; when Ethel Behrens proposed a resolu-
tion declaring the war a ‘righteous’ one, the resolution was blocked and 
several member organisations subsequently withdrew from the Council.1

The JPS remained, nevertheless, fully part of the national peace move-
ment, with Lily in particular being forthright in support of conscientious 
objection to military conscription. Remarkably, by the end of the war 
its President was the Chief Rabbi, Dr Joseph Hertz (he was also a Vice 
President of the National Peace Council) while the Vice Presidents of the 
JPS included, in Lily and Netta, two pillars of the Liberal Synagogue, with 
the Committee containing suffragist ministers inclined to the  progressive 



wing of Judaism, to all of which Hertz’s Orthodoxy was implacably 
opposed. In November 1918 the JPS proposed ‘a League of Religions 
for the promotion of world peace’. This was taken up at a conference of 
the National Peace Council in May 1919.2 The League was formed under 
JPS auspices in November 1919.3 Among its supporters were the Bishop 
of Southwark, the Dean of Durham and the Master of Balliol College, 
Oxford.4 By 1922 this League had been subsumed into the Religions and 
Ethics Committee of the League of Nations Union,5 but the JPS and a 
plethora of individual Christian and secular peace societies survived, sup-
portive of the League of Nations and increasingly vocal on issues of disar-
mament and arbitration.

With hindsight, the 1919 peace movement may have been a high-water 
mark for interfaith collaboration before World War II, involving as it did 
leading figures within almost all strands of the Jewish and church commu-
nities. To many in Anglo-Jewry, this apparent continuity between pre- and 
postwar interfaith activity demonstrated a growing national acceptance 
of, and respect for, the traditions, teachings and congregations of British 
Judaism. There were, however, indications that, while Christians might on 
occasion respond to Jewish initiatives, parity of esteem was more appar-
ent than real; or, at least, somewhat ad hoc and instrumental. This was of 
particular concern to the Liberal Jewish movement with whose fortunes 
Lily Montagu was so deeply concerned. In an anonymous editorial, with 
which she would certainly have sympathised, the Bulletin of the progres-
sively oriented Jewish Religious Union noted at the beginning of 1918:

By Royal Proclamation, a Day of National Prayer will be observed in the 
Churches on January 6th; the Synagogues, we presume, will have the 
Service on the preceding Saturday. We may be permitted to say, in passing, 
how much we wish the proclamation had made mention of the Jews and 
called upon them to join in prayer for the nation in their Synagogues on 
their Sabbath. That to us would have meant more than the declaration in 
favour of a Jewish state in Palestine. It would have shewn that our religion is 
accepted as one of the facts and influences in the life of the nation.6

The writer was, presumably, unaware that a day of prayer for ‘the clear- 
sightedness and strength necessary to the victory of our cause’ had been 
proclaimed to forestall a less politic request for one commemorating the 
400th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. It had nothing to do 
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with either the British army’s occupation of Jerusalem or the Balfour 
Declaration concerning a national home for the Jewish people. Moreover, 
the Chief Rabbi’s signature was among those appealing for the proceeds 
of collections on that particular date to be donated to the Red Cross and 
the Order of St John;7 and the holding of synagogue services in sympathy 
with the royal proclamation was subsequently reported in the national 
press.

While orthodox Jewish congregations received some official recogni-
tion through the institution of the United Synagogue of Great Britain 
and the Empire and the representative figure of its Chief Rabbi, progres-
sive Judaism in Britain was a little-known and relatively tiny sect. Liberal 
Judaism was not yet a ten years’ growth in Britain, and its expectations 
were unrealistic. However, its willingness to adapt to British society 
through experiment with non-Jewish forms of worship and practice made 
it particularly sensitive on the subject of its standing within the host com-
munity. A decade later, the Bulletin again proclaimed its aspiration, which, 
as this chapter will show, was unlikely to be fulfilled:

The ‘Times’ review of the year devotes two columns to religion. Three 
quarters of this space is given to the Church of England; half a column 
to Non-conformity, Roman Catholicism, and all other religions. … Islam 
and Buddhism get a small paragraph between them; Judaism not even a 
sentence. … It all shows another part of the task of the Liberal Jewish move-
ment—to give Judaism a place of influence in the national life.8

There was at least one occasion in the 1920s when these particular con-
cerns of Liberal Judaism were shared and articulated in the wider Jewish 
community. This was in April 1924, when a Christian organisation subse-
quently known as COPEC—the Conference on Politics, Economics and 
Citizenship—held its first conference. Jewish observers may have been 
unaware that COPEC was born out of a new postwar spirit of dissension 
within the established church. Striving to apply in peacetime the lessons 
learned in the hard school of battlefield chaplaincy, many Anglican clergy 
wished to extend wartime cross-denominational collaboration, develop 
greater outreach to the urban working classes, and promote the ideas of 
such prewar organisations as the Christian Social Union on intervention 
in the nation’s social and economic life. This was sufficiently controversial 
to move the Archbishop of Canterbury, as head of the Church of England, 
to refuse the conference his official sanction.9
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What the Jewish community saw, however, was that, like the prewar 
religious suffrage leagues and the ongoing religious peace movement—
with whom COPEC shared several members—this new movement wished 
to develop and assert religious responses to social problems; but unlike 
its predecessors, this ecumenical grouping did not invite Jewish mem-
bership. Both traditional and progressive wings of Anglo-Jewry felt the 
snub, and were vocal in their disappointment. Passover sermons alluding 
to their exclusion were given by two orthodox ministers, the Reverend 
Livingstone at Dennington Park Road Synagogue, London, and Rabbi Dr 
Salomon of the Great Synagogue, Manchester. The Dean of Manchester, 
the Very Reverend Joseph Gough McCormick, delivered a sermon in 
riposte: there was nothing to stop Jews organising a conference of their 
own, he said, and they would surely have something to contribute on the 
subject of economics. Less tartly, he stated that after the Jewish commu-
nity had done so, ‘it may be that we shall discover much common ground, 
and may even be able to proceed to common action’.10

It was Liberal Judaism which accepted McCormick’s challenge, by 
founding the organisation which became known as the Society of Jews 
and Christians. As Lily was to write in 1927 to her old friend Ramsay, ‘We 
found it necessary to start these conferences because our people could not 
join the C.O.P.E.C., as the basis of that organisation is definitely denomi-
national.’ Many years later, the memory was still strong: ‘The Society was 
in a measure called into being because organisations, established to raise 
the standard of English citizenship by harmonising civic with religious 
ideas, were based on definitely Christian conceptions, and therefore could 
not admit the co-operation of Jews’.11

Lily may have felt a particularly personal sense of exclusion from 
the COPEC of 1924, because a significant number of close pre-1914 
Christian colleagues were actively involved: these included Mrs Arnold 
Glover, active in the Girls’ Clubs movement, Mrs Dorothy Wise, a mem-
ber of the Church League for Woman Suffrage, and Constance Smith 
of the National Union of Women Workers and the Women’s Industrial 
Council, who had collaborated with Lily in investigations into women’s 
employment.12 Lily later succeeded in getting several of these women to 
participate in the Society and its conferences, but her principal colleagues 
in her new endeavour—originally known as ‘the Interdenominational 
Conference Committee’—were initially a Mrs Irene McArthur of St John’s 
Wood Liberal Synagogue’s Social Service Committee and the Liberal 
Rabbi Israel Mattuck.13 The original suggestion to hold a  conference is 
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attributed to Mrs McArthur, and it took place in November 1924, on the 
topic of ‘Religion as an Educational Force’—a choice of subject reflecting 
Montagu’s own social work experience, and a relatively uncontroversial 
one with which to launch a potentially controversial endeavour.14 ‘The 
Society of Jews and Christians’ was formally constituted in 1927, with 
sixty-two Christian and forty-two Jewish members. Within two years 
membership had reached 250.15

Over time Lily succeeded in bringing a formidable cohort of women 
into the organisation, as committee members or conference participants. 
The contacts from her prewar activities in social work, Liberal politics and 
the women’s movement included Constance Smith; municipal council-
lors such as Ida Samuel, Miriam Moses and Nettie Adler; her sister Netta, 
at the height of her activity in the National Council of Women and the 
Parents’ National Education Union; Clara Collet, an employment expert 
at the Board of Trade; and Maude Royden, a Christian thinker and activist 
who had been a leading figure in both the religious and the secular suf-
frage movements. In 1929 the Society constituted an additional Advisory 
Council of notable figures, to meet annually; by the early 1930s the non- 
Jewish women on this Council included Royden, Ishbel Lady Aberdeen 
(President of the National Council of Women and of the Parents’ National 
Education Union), and Dame Elizabeth Cadbury, the Quaker philanthro-
pist who shared Lily’s concerns with girls’ clubs, the National Council of 
Women and the magistracy.16

The Society kept in touch with other sympathetic groups bringing 
Christians and Jews together, such as those assembled by Nettie Adler 
to improve communal relations in Clapton and Stoke Newington. It 
responded to requests for speakers on Jewish religious subjects from 
groups of young Christians and of Free Church ministers. Although pre-
dominantly London-based, it was always looking to extend its reach, and 
had over thirty provincial members by 1930. Activities were promoted in 
Stoke-on-Trent, Brighton, Bristol and Leeds; however, provincial branches 
as such did not materialise as hoped.17 We cannot know, of course, how 
greatly these activities contributed to understanding between communi-
ties. A certain degree of enlightenment might be expected given that, as 
a Christian member of the Society, a Miss Lorel Goodfellow, observed in 
1933, ‘many Christians had never met a Jew’. However, some hint of the 
challenges speakers had to meet is conveyed in Lily’s rueful reminiscence: 
‘I remember once giving an address on the teaching of Liberal Judaism to 
a Church Society, and being asked at the close: “Why, with all those fine 
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doctrines, are Jews always twisters?” I had to explain that here and there 
Jews were at fault, not Judaism’.18

Throughout this time, Lily was navigating between Scylla and 
Charybdis. From the start the bulk of the mainstream Jewish commu-
nity was unremittingly hostile to the Society. The Jewish Chronicle glee-
fully reported after the first conference that Mrs McArthur was a recent 
convert from Christianity to Liberal Judaism; that an invited participant 
was the conversionist Father Day, of the Catholic Guild of Israel; that ‘A 
Voice’ had interpolated ‘Get rid of the Alien’ to a response of ‘Laughter’; 
and that the conference commenced and concluded with the singing of 
(non-Trinitarian) Anglican hymns.19 The Jewish organisers were accused, 
at best, of naїveté and of a snobbish disdain for the company of their core-
ligionists; at worst, of wanting to destroy Jewish identity by assimilation-
ist practices and flirting with conversionists. These were already standard 
polemics against Liberal Judaism, which can only have been reinforced by 
such episodes as Mrs McArthur’s suggestion that the Liberal Synagogue 
should use Kipling’s ‘Recessional’ as a hymn, but that the author should be 
asked to offer replacement lines for ‘Such boastings as the Gentiles use, / 
And lesser breeds without the law’.20 There were orthodox Jews, such as 
Nettie Adler and Hannah Hyam, who supported Lily’s interfaith work as 
individuals; but collectively, the Society was largely shunned.

In 1933 the Society’s social and theological concerns had to take on 
the added dimension of foreign policy. The executive sent to the German 
embassy and leading dailies a resolution passed at a public meeting 
deploring the situation of Jews in Germany, which was published in the 
Manchester Guardian;21 the following year a letter to the Times appealed 
for ‘those many Christians who have shown sympathy in one way or 
another with the sufferings of the Jewish community of Germany’ to join 
the Society.22 No specific practical measures were being urged in respect 
of German Jews at this stage, as the issue of large-scale refugee migration 
had not yet arisen. However, these interventions produced many letters 
of support and expressions of sympathy, prompting a renewed attempt to 
found more branches in the provinces.23 At the same time, the Society 
took up the JRU’s suggestion to contact church leaders and Sunday school 
teachers concerning the portrayal of the Crucifixion. After circularising a 
number of clergy, invitations to address meetings, held mainly in London 
and the home counties, were received from Anglican, Congregational, 
Baptist and Free Church ministers, the YWCA and the Dean of Gonville 
and Caius College, Cambridge.24 Even if, as Lily Montagu had found, such 

146 A. SUMMERS



 engagements could elicit disobliging responses, these letters and invitations 
were a heartening sign of progress.

The letter to the Times had stressed that Society ‘expressly excludes any 
attempt at proselytizing; nor is it the intention of members to promote a 
common religion’.25 Here the Society was alluding to a very sore point. 
Its formal constitution explicitly forbade members to proselytise, but there 
were repeated attempts to do so. If Father Day was the first conversion-
ist to see an interfaith conference as an opportunity, he was not the last. 
The Anglican Vicar of Holy Trinity Shoreditch, Reverend Paul Levertoff, 
attended the 1925 conference and spoke from the floor, despite being 
known to preside over a conversionist ‘Jewish Christian Union’.26 In 1928 
a Mr MacGregor ‘distributed cards of invitation of a missionary nature’ 
at one of the Society’s meetings; being advised that he appeared ‘to have 
misunderstood the purpose of the Society to which he must conform in 
letter and in spirit’, he and his wife resigned.27 Early in 1933, when the 
Baptist Union’s new representative wrote that ‘as Chair and Treasurer of 
one of the Baptist Jewish Missionary Societies, he felt that his presence 
on the committee might not be acceptable’, the Committee, gratefully, 
agreed.28

Missions to the Jews may not have been high on the priorities of the 
churches of interwar Britain,29 but the Society acted as a magnet to those 
still committed to the cause. Several strands within the churches consid-
ered these missions more urgent than those directed at other unbelievers: 
Jews had to be brought to see that Christianity was the fulfilment of the 
Jewish covenant, and that theirs was the husk of an outworn creed; this 
might even be the precondition of the Second Coming. While there were 
many sectarian differences of emphasis, as late as 1942 the Archbishop of 
Canterbury reiterated that the conversion of the Jews was a fundamental 
Christian obligation.30 The currency of this obligation is indicated in a 
letter of Jean Miller, Secretary of the Auxiliary Movement (the extension 
of the Student Christian Movement), which was affiliated to the Society, 
writing in 1928 to a Miss Marshall of the Church Mission to the Jews: 
‘our Jewish friends … fully realise that we are still free to carry on missions 
among Jews even while we undertake not to use the Society … for any 
kind of missionary work’.31

By 1934 Israel Mattuck had as good as thrown in the towel. He wrote 
to a fellow committee member, the Anglican Reverend James Parkes,—
who did not accept his argument—that although the Society offered no 
platform for proselytisation, given that ‘Christianity considers missions 

FALSE START OR BRAVE BEGINNING? LILY MONTAGU AND INTERFAITH... 147



essential to its practice … if we were to adopt an attitude of hostility to 
missionary work, the position of some of the Christians on our Committee 
would probably become difficult’.32 In 1942, the Society actually accepted 
onto its Executive a member of the British Society for the Propagation of 
the Gospel among the Jews.33 This level of compromise fell far short of 
the status of civic and spiritual parity that Liberal Jews had been seeking 
from the host society since 1917. A community willing to be regarded 
as merely Christians-in-waiting could hardly expect ‘a place of influ-
ence in the national life’. One wonders what Lily Montagu and Israel 
Mattuck would have made of a private communication from a member of 
the Society’s Advisory Council, Reverend A. Herbert Gray, to his fellow 
Christian James Parkes. Gray revealed a remarkable indifference to the 
aims of the Society’s Jewish founders, writing that ‘When all repression 
ceases and education is really offered to them all will not Judaism certainly 
die? And when it is dead will not a very large degree of assimilation be 
possible?’34

If the friendship of conversionist members of the Society might be con-
sidered at the very least double-edged, worse was to come as the interna-
tional situation deteriorated. Former colleagues in the peace movement 
such as Maude Royden at first appeared to share the anxieties of the 
Anglo-Jewish community over events in Germany. But often such col-
leagues perceived Jews principally as the source of potential conflict in the 
Middle East. Some pacifists found reasons to blame Jews (and even the 
British government) for the rise of antisemitism on the Continent.35 While 
large numbers of churchmen and -women denounced Nazism, many paci-
fists succumbed to the anti-war agitation of Nazi sympathisers. In July 
and August 1939 as the writer Ethel Mannin (a former analysand of the 
Jewish psychologist and Zionist David Eder, and now closely linked to 
the Quaker community), spoke in Peace News of ‘world Jewry’s’ cam-
paign to get support for an anti-Nazi war.36 The previous spring John 
Beckett, latterly of the No More War movement, had founded the British 
Peace Party, pointedly ‘open to all adults of British descent’.37 Its Council 
included Royden, who was still a member of the Advisory Council of the 
Society. The British Peace Party announced a campaign against ‘war and 
usury’—the latter term a familiar synonym for ‘Jewry’. It established the 
British Council for a Christian Settlement in Europe: a spokesman, only 
recently associated with the Society of Friends, endorsed Hitler’s right to 
invade Poland.38 Royden signed this Council’s request to the government 
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to participate in peace negotiations, as did Ruth Fry, a well-known Quaker 
and supporter of interfaith activity.39

Perhaps we should not be surprised that biographical writings by or 
about Lily and Netta carry no trace of their involvement in the peace 
movement. It had not, after all, been any kind of a success in their lifetimes; 
and it had latterly brought them up hard against the limits of non-Jewish 
sympathy for Jews. It is a little more surprising that neither they nor any 
other participants placed on record the pioneering work of the Society of 
Jews and Christians. Its membership rose as events abroad took on a more 
terrifying aspect;40 and one of its members, James Parkes, was inspired to 
take the Society’s work to a higher level. Parkes had long been developing 
a radical theology of the relationship between Christianity and its parent 
faith. He believed that it was no part of God’s plan that Judaism should 
‘certainly die’. From an early stage he had seen the threat that Nazism 
posed to Christianity as well as to the Jewish community, and his stren-
uous lobbying over many years within the established church hierarchy 
ultimately made it possible for the leadership of all Jewish and Christian 
denominations to commit in 1942 to a stronger and more equal form of 
interfaith partnership in the Council of Christians and Jews (CCJ).41

The level of spiritual equality initially achieved should not be exagger-
ated; Parkes’s theology on its own could not prevail against the longev-
ity of the conversionist persuasion. His colleague the Reverend William 
Wynn Simpson later recalled the difficulty of negotiating in the early days 
‘between Jewish friends who feared that the organization was merely a 
veiled form of proselytizing and Christian friends who were afraid it was 
not!’ As late as 1947 he was attempting to recruit the Church Mission to 
the Jews to the CCJ by claiming that it had never been proposed ‘either 
to oppose missionary activity or to place any sort of condition in this 
respect on members of the Council in connection with any activities with 
which they may be engaged outside those specifically connected with the 
Council’.42

The formation of the Council of Christians and Jews was not a fore-
gone conclusion, but it has survived to this day. The Society gave up its 
ambition to become a national organisation, and now functions as the 
London Society of Jews and Christians.43 There was perhaps considerable 
chagrin for Lily in the recollection that the orthodox Jewish community, 
ever aloof from a Society originating in the Liberal Synagogue, was (with, 
admittedly, much hesitation) willing to accept the overtures, orchestrated 
by Parkes, of the Archbishop of Canterbury. Liberal Judaism’s vanguard 
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role counted for very little in conversations between the big battalions; 
and that Parkes’s initiative came to fruition at all depended heavily on its 
being launched from within the established church. Moreover, it may not 
have been entirely by chance that a Society of ‘Jews and Christians’ was 
replaced by one for ‘Christians and Jews’. The sequence of words had sig-
nificance. Jewish hopes notwithstanding, relations between a majority and 
a minority faith could never be wholly equal. The philosemitism which 
these organisations had, on one side at least, hoped to engender, remained 
for some time of a highly equivocal character.

If Jews and Christians could not be religious equals, nor could men 
and women. The official hierarchies of Jewish and Christian congrega-
tions during this period were, of course, overwhelmingly masculine. If the 
Society’s origins in Liberal Judaism weakened its position nationally, the 
fact that women were so strongly represented in its membership ensured 
that it would lack the prestige of its successor body. The Society was not 
only superseded but, as the feminist catchphrase has it, ‘Hidden from 
History’.44 Parkes’s autobiography, in which the Council for Christians 
and Jews figures largely, contains no reference to the Society and very few 
to female colleagues: none at all to Lily Montagu, who had died six years 
before the autobiography was published. The Society did not wholly live 
up to Lily’s expectations, and in many cases must have disappointed them 
bitterly. Her reticence on the subject of her own contribution may be 
understandable. It is easier, certainly, to understand than Parkes’s signal 
failure to acknowledge her pioneering role.
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CHAPTER 9

Separatism Without Separation: Rebecca 
Sieff, Englishwomen and Zionism

Lily Montagu’s initiatives constituted one strand among many in the 
attempt to reconcile difference with acculturation. The Society of Jews 
and Christians was intended to create new relations of mutual respect and 
equality between distinct religious traditions; as has been shown, this was 
not something which could be achieved where the initiative was taken on 
the Jewish side of the relationship, and certainly not where only a minority 
within the religious minority was involved. The Liberal Judaism which she 
promoted could justifiably be described as assimilationist in its early years, 
when it shed non-English custom and practice and much of the Hebrew 
liturgy, and discarded all prayers for the restoration of the Jewish people to 
Zion. Ironically, perhaps, this ‘progressive turn’ coincided historically with 
the rise of what would appear to be the diametrically opposed current of 
modern Zionism.

At Zionism’s core stood a desire to construct a new, independent 
national identity for Jewish people. In the early 1900s the movement 
derived much of its urgency from realistic fears for the physical future 
of the Jewish populations of Eastern Europe; and while traditional reli-
gious longing and Messianic expectation were its cultural underpinning, 
they were not at the forefront of organisation and propaganda. From this 
movement Lily and Liberal Judaism stood determinedly aloof. A national-
ist Judaism seemed to her a contradiction in terms, negating the legacy 
of centuries of spirituality. She was also one of many Jews, grateful for 



the degree of legal equality and social acceptance which they had found 
in Britain, who feared that the new movement would discourage further 
progress, if not indeed reverse it.

While Zionism did not immediately become the mainstream commit-
ment of Anglo-Jewry, the movement rapidly became prominent within 
communal cultural and political affairs, making constant and energetic 
efforts to ‘convert’ the Jewish majority. At the same time and, it might 
seem, paradoxically, it could succeed only by reaching out to non-Jews 
and making its aims acceptable to them. What was just one aspect of pro-
gressive Judaism’s mission was a core function of the new Jewish national-
ism. The issuing of the Balfour Declaration of 1917, and the subsequent 
granting of the League of Nations mandate for Palestine to Britain in 
1922, were the foundation stones of the hoped-for future state. The new 
movement had to maintain momentum by engaging with each succes-
sive British government, with all political parties, and with many different 
social and intellectual constituencies. Nowhere was the engagement with 
non-Jewish civil society more evident than in the activities of organised 
women Zionists.

Ever since the first international Zionist congress, convened by Theodor 
Herzl in 1897, women as individuals and in a variety of small groups 
had been part of the movement. The drive to unite the different British 
women’s organisations was particularly strong in Manchester.1 Chaim 
Weizmann, a university lecturer in chemistry who would become the first 
President of the modern state of Israel, had settled there in the decade 
before World War I with his doctor wife Vera. In 1905 they met their 
MP Arthur Balfour briefly, through the chair of the local Conservative 
Party, Charles Dreyfus, Alsace-born and distantly related to Captain 
Alfred Dreyfus. Only in 1916 was the acquaintanceship renewed, with the 
momentous result of the Balfour Declaration of 1917. More immediately 
important for communicating Zionist ideas among liberal opinion-formers 
and the Jewish community was the Weizmanns’ absorption into an intel-
lectual circle around C.P. Scott, the editor of The Manchester Guardian, 
which included the journalist Harry Sacher; he in turn was linked through 
marriage to Simon Marks and Israel Sieff, who were at that time engaged 
in turning the firm of Marks and Spencer into an immensely prosperous 
concern, and who became enthusiastic Zionists after meeting Weizmann.2

Israel Sieff ’s wife Rebecca Marks (1890–1966) was to become the lead-
ing figure in the (British) Federation of Women Zionists (FWZ), whose 
founding conference was held in 1919, and the Women’s International 
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Zionist Organisation (WIZO), founded a year later. This lifelong engage-
ment was not in any way a tame following of a male initiative, and was 
indeed bound up with an equally strong commitment to post-suffrage 
feminism, though the ‘f-word’ was sometimes disavowed in public pro-
nouncements. Rebecca Sieff became the FWZ’s first president, and among 
the founding members were an earlier generation of suffragists, includ-
ing Alice Model, Nina Davis Salaman, Edith Ayrton Zangwill and Lizzie 
Hands. Women Zionists maintained the concern over the unequal status 
of women within their own religious congregations, which had been a 
key issue for the Jewish League for Woman Suffrage. Lizzie Hands, long 
a stalwart of the Union of Jewish Literary Societies, and a tireless speaker 
for the Council for the Amelioration of the Legal Position of the Jewess, 
presented a paper on ‘Some Legal Difficulties Which Beset the Jewess’ at 
the first conference of WIZO, held in London in 1920. This detailed the 
unequal treatment of women in Jewish religious law, particularly in regard 
to divorce. Some of the issues she highlighted remain unresolved at the 
time of writing.3

The religious establishment’s obduracy was one factor in strengthen-
ing the resolve of Zionist women to push for female political suffrage and 
social equality in the putative future state. They were also convinced that 
organising separately from the male-dominated movement was essential 
to defend the moral and material interests of women and children already 
living in Palestine, as well as those who would be encouraged to settle 
there in the coming years. These elements were combined in Rebecca’s 
address (as reported in the Jewish Chronicle) to the FWZ annual confer-
ence in June 1920: ‘Women Zionists were often described as Feminists—
they were not—feminists thought men were inferior. The Women Zionists 
thought that men were superior in some things, and inferior in others. 
Mrs Sieff hoped that their work would help to raise the women from the 
inferior status that the Jewish religion gave them. She herself had not 
been allowed to make a speech in a synagogue’.4 Rebecca’s Zionist proj-
ect began at home, in the ‘conversion’ of the Anglo-Jewish community, 
in which she would often have to proceed cautiously, and not assume an 
immediate sympathy with her secular opinions; nevertheless, there were to 
be times when she would not mince her words.

Rebecca Sieff was fortunate in growing up in a time and place where 
middle-class Jewish parents did not consider a mere year or two of sec-
ondary schooling as sufficient for their daughters’ needs. Indeed, given 
that her own mother, Hannah Marks, was barely literate, her parents’ 
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 concern for their daughters’ education is particularly noteworthy. All four 
sisters attended the non-denominational Manchester High School for 
girls, whose headmistress, Joan Burstall, an active suffragist, seems to have 
bequeathed a feminist legacy to many of her pupils. Rebecca’s youngest 
sister Elaine recollected that ‘in my second year, she [Burstall] took part 
in a protest demonstration from Manchester to Stockport, riding in the 
back of a lorry’.5 Burstall established strong relations with Manchester 
Jewry, which were maintained and strengthened by her interwar successor, 
Mary Clarke, who wrote of the ‘large contingent of Jewish girls who had 
traditionally an important place in our school community’ many of whose 
parents ‘were generous benefactors of the School’ (Fig. 9.1).6

From Manchester High School Rebecca proceeded to the Women’s 
Department of Manchester University. Here she studied Mathematics and 
English Literature; in a 1940 interview she stated that she gave up the 
former subject for Domestic Science. No practical application of this sub-
ject was ever likely to be required of her, even if marriage and domesticity 

Fig. 9.1 Portrait of 
Rebecca Sieff 1915 
(Courtesy of The Marks 
& Spencer Company 
Archive)
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were imminently in her sights. It appears that she had long before set her 
heart on marrying Israel Sieff, a fellow student at the university and her 
brother Simon’s best friend: she withdrew from her degree course, and 
the wedding took place in 1910. In retrospect she described her education 
as taking place outside formal teaching institutions: ‘my real school was 
The Manchester Guardian, Halle Concerts’ as well as the men and women 
associated with the Guardian and its editor to all whom her brother-in-law 
Harry Sacher introduced her and other members of her family.7 The close-
ness of these connections by 1918 is revealed by the publication of a book 
of essays on the restoration of a Jewish state: written by a Guardian jour-
nalist, Herbert Sidebotham, it was dedicated to Rebecca Sieff and Sacher’s 
then fiancée, her younger sister Miriam.8

Following the occupation of Palestine by British troops under General 
Allenby in December 1917, a Zionist Commission had been despatched 
to investigate relations between Jews and Arabs, with Weizmann at its 
head and Israel Sieff as its Secretary. A clear indication of the difficulty that 
Rebecca encountered in her early years as an activist within her own com-
munity is revealed by the treatment of this episode in the autobiography of 
her sister Elaine Blond. Elaine perceived Rebecca’s passionate desire to see 
Palestine for herself, and her disappointment that neither she nor any other 
women were included in the first Zionist Commission as ‘mental torture for 
Becky, who saw it as her natural right to be at the centre of the action’. With 
the war’s end ‘the pressure was then put on in earnest for [Sieff] to share 
the limelight’.9 Fortunately Rebecca had sympathetic female colleagues 
who shared her concerns: these included Dr Vera Weizmann and Edith 
Eder, wife of the psychoanalyst and fellow Zionist David Eder. Between 
September 1919 and April 1920 she was able to visit Palestine for the first 
time in a party which included them and her husband. Their investigations 
covered every aspect of training and education for girls, from lace schools to 
agricultural colleges, as well as the functioning of maternal and infant wel-
fare centres and a ‘housewives’ co- operative guild’; they came home deter-
mined to raise funds for all these facilities.10 On their return, they held the 
founding conference of WIZO; however, while valuing the support of an 
international women’s movement, the FWZ founders prioritised the task of 
bringing existing Jewish women’s groups in Britain under their umbrella. 
A punishing regime followed of travelling to centres of Jewish population 
all over the country, organising fundraising events, and planning the pro-
grammes that would enable the women they had seen living in poverty and 
squalor in Palestine to earn decent livelihoods there.
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A new phase in Rebecca’s public life opened after 1926, when she, 
Israel and their children moved to London. She entered the world of the 
Times ‘Court Circular’ as a hostess and philanthropist. In the 1930s the 
fashionable Syrie Maugham was commissioned to design the interior of 
the Sieffs’ new apartment in Mayfair.11 Rebecca became a Vice President 
of Queen Charlotte’s Hospital, was presented to the Prince of Wales in 
December 1931, and presented at Court the following June.12 But she 
had not lost her sense of purpose. It has been perceptively observed that 
her aim at this time was ‘to make “the Jewish question and Zionism nor-
mal subjects”’.13 In the early 1930s, charity balls and gala performances 
were organised in aid of women and children in Palestine as well as of 
Queen Charlotte’s Hospital, with the patronage of titled women such 
as Lady Emily Lutyens, Lady Clementine Waring, Lady Iris Chalmers 
and Lady Irene Mountbatten, Marchioness of Carisbrooke.14 Some had 
links to the Jewish community. Violet Lady Melchett was the non-Jewish 
widow of Sir Alfred Mond, who had been an enthusiastic Zionist. Lady 
Lily Fitzgerald (née Bischoffsheim) was a granddaughter of Baron Hirsch, 
an early supporter of Jewish settlement in Palestine; her daughter Nesta, 
wife of the second son of the Duke of Wellington, brought her sister-
in- law, the Marchioness of Douro, into Rebecca’s circle. Viscountess 
Snowden, wife of the Labour Chancellor of the Exchequer who was 
ennobled in 1931, was a non-Jewish supporter with whom Rebecca had 
perhaps socially more in common. Born Ethel Annakin, the daughter of a 
nonconformist building contractor in Harrogate, she had been a keen suf-
fragist, was now active in the Labour Party and was on friendly terms with 
the Weizmanns.15 Rebecca’s existing links to the Anglo-Jewish commu-
nity were also maintained and extended. She raised funds for the London 
Hospital in Whitechapel; she supported the Jewish Peace Society; and 
there were more visits to Palestine.16

Neither the Marks nor the Sieff families were overly committed to the 
conventional practice and beliefs of Judaism. A gathering at the Passover 
table, and the ‘once-a-year’ tribute of synagogue attendance over the 
High Holy Days marked the extent of their observance. Zionism could be 
said to have become their religion and their mode of connection with the 
Jewish community, but, as can be seen, this did not equate to an impulse 
to ethnic separatism. Moreover, this was not solely due to the need to 
cultivate social and political links with the Mandate power, but rather a 
sign of a strong engagement with, and concern for the wider British soci-
ety. There was substance in Rebecca’s description of her father, Michael 
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Marks, as ‘a fine Liberal and great humanitarian’ and of the Manchester 
Guardian as her ‘second bible’.17 Simon Marks and Israel Sieff set out 
to be model employers in the tradition of the Rowntree, Cadbury and 
Courtauld dynasties, and were deeply in sympathy with the progressive 
activists of their generation who were trying to repair the ravages of the 
post-1918 economic depression. Thus these years of targeted social climb-
ing also saw the development of a personal and political relationship which 
at first sight seems improbable.

Israel and Rebecca became close friends of the socialist politicians 
Jennie Lee and Nye Bevan. Neither Sieff could at that time be described as 
leaning to the left: their activities were rooted in a culture of philanthropy 
rather than one of collectivisation or state direction of the economy. But 
they were patriotic citizens: Marks and Spencer, famously, gave the vast 
majority of their contracts to British manufacturers. They were also, of 
course, committed to the creation of an entirely new state for the Jewish 
people, and of necessity acquiring larger perspectives on social action. As 
a newly successful businessman, Israel was soon being drawn into a fer-
ment of discussion between economic, social and political reformers in 
Britain. One of the most important of their groupings was the organ-
isation known as PEP—Political and Economic Planning—of which he 
was a founder member, soon becoming chair. PEP attempted to think 
outside governmental and party parameters, and brought like minds into 
intellectual collaborations which could develop into close friendships. In 
the respective memoirs of Israel Sieff and Jennie Lee, there are touching 
accounts of the times these couples spent together at Lane End, Brimpton 
Common—a Berkshire cottage purchased first by the Bevans and then by 
the Sieffs, with the pattern of use by both couples remaining unchanged 
throughout.18

Jennie, one of a small band of women elected to the House of Commons 
between the world wars, may have understood the challenges in the way 
of Rebecca’s activism better than most. ‘Becky was born before her time’, 
she wrote. Her male relatives and coreligionists ‘accepted the Victorian 
and Jewish conventions where women were concerned. Becky never sur-
rendered … She could be awkward, talk out of turn, shout to be heard 
when she found soft words led nowhere. … With Nye and with me, there 
was never any of this defiant behaviour. There was no need. She would be 
relaxed, her true lovable, rational self, for she knew we accepted her not 
as her husband’s wife or her brother’s sister, but as a person in her own 
right’.19 Rebecca never became a socialist, and Jennie, in turn, could never 
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accept her friend’s arguments for the overriding importance of returning 
women MPs to Westminster, which will be discussed below. But in her 
published memoir My Life with Nye Jennie paid tribute to that determined 
feminism with the (possibly unique) index entry ‘Sieff, Israel, husband 
of Rebecca’. Rebecca’s index entry stands alone, without marital epithet.

Not all was harmony, and the two women had often to take different 
paths through the tormented political landscape of the 1930s. The year 
1933 was not the political and campaigning watershed for Jennie that it 
was for Rebecca. In all Jennie’s published memoirs, it is the betrayal of 
Republican Spain by the British government and the Labour Party which 
is presented as the unforgivable failure of the international community and 
Western socialism. Her Tomorrow is a New Day, completed a few months 
before the outbreak of World War II, is very revealing of the emotions of 
her political circle, which was ‘sorry when Vienna fell. Sorrier than about 
Germany’.20 She felt more sympathy for a former socialist municipality 
than for the liberal individuals going into exile who should, she thought, 
have done more to defend democracy and the working class in Germany. 
Confessing her ‘conflicting emotions’, her words for these exiles make 
unpleasant reading:

damn you, poor folks can’t run like you. Why should you expect me to help 
you? … Some of you have contrived to get your wealth, or part of it, out 
ahead of you. Others of you are now as nakedly poor as the German unem-
ployed worker whose shadow darkened your door through all your comfort-
able years if only you had had eyes to see him, heart to pity him, camaraderie 
enough to make common cause with him …21

Leaving aside the analytical lacunae in this attribution of responsibility 
for the rise of Nazism, and in her subsequent statement that ‘the vic-
tims of poverty and fascism are one and the same’,22 it is interesting to 
reflect on the difficulties facing the campaign for German Jewish refugees 
which such passages expose. Jennie also had words for those of her friends 
involved in this struggle:

I ran by your side, campaigned and collected with you—while wanting 
to say ‘what about my folks’ … It was not that I was less concerned than 
you about the suffering of Hitler’s victims. But … nothing was too much 
 trouble if it was on behalf of German refugees. But you had sometimes 
difficulty in disguising your impatience when asked to give your serious 
attention to sufferers nearer hom.23
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It is hard not to read these comments as applying to the Sieffs’ circle, and 
to wonder if they provide the key to the comment, in Jennie’s obituary of 
Rebecca, that her ‘generosity of spirit … brought her closer to many of us 
in the Labour Movement than other members of her family’.24

This is not, of course, to say that Nye and Jennie were indifferent to 
their Jewish friends’ concerns. In 1935, Nye and others in the House of 
Commons attempted to move a ‘statement of disquiet’ at German treat-
ment of ‘some of its citizens’, and in 1938 asked the Home Secretary 
not to turn refugees away on grounds of poverty.25 Both were, also, sym-
pathetic to the Zionist project.26 But they could imagine that German 
antisemitism was politically epiphenomenal, an aberrant means to an end, 
a temporary episode. For them, the all-consuming tragedies were Spain, 
and the internecine conflicts within the British and European left. Many 
Jewish socialists, certainly those in places of prewar safety, would have 
endorsed their priorities. It was different for Israel and Rebecca and their 
peers. While no one in the 1930s could have foreseen the full horror wait-
ing to be born, Jews of Eastern European descent like the Sieffs knew the 
meaning of the word pogrom. Rebecca in particular felt that she had now 
to throw herself into a new engagement—which she would meld with her 
existing commitments to Palestine—to raise funds and create new lives 
for refugees from Germany. It is worthy of note that when Tomorrow is 
a New Day was republished by Jennie in 1963 as This Great Journey, not 
one word of the passages I have quoted from the former edition remained 
in the text.

* * * * *

Hitler’s assumption of power in Germany at the beginning of 1933 
prompted the creation of a plethora of refugee committees in Britain, 
some of whose work is described in the next chapter. The earliest were 
the Central British Fund for German Jewry and the Jewish Refugees 
Committee for refugee resettlement, both set up in March that year; and 
the Quaker organisation, the Germany Emergency Committee (originally 
the Joint Committee on the German Situation), which began meeting 
the following month. The organisation of a boycott of Jewish shops in 
Germany on 1 April 1933 was widely publicised by Anglo-Jewry, and 
was followed by further protests on the part of Jewish and non-Jewish 
 voluntary and civic bodies.27 A few months later the Federation of Women 
Zionists and the Union of Jewish Women were discussing the formation 
of a joint Women’s Appeal Committee for German-Jewish women and 
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children, as a section of the Central British Fund.28 This was chaired by 
Rebecca, with leading roles taken by her sister Elaine and the late Alfred 
Mond’s daughter Eva Isaacs, Viscountess Erleigh. The president, Yvonne 
de Rothschild, was the wife of Anthony de Rothschild, a founder of the 
Central British Fund. The Women’s Appeal Committee raised nearly 
£25,000 in its first year, another £75,000 by the end of 1937 and a further 
£150,000 by the end of 1940.29

These sums could not match those raised by the Central British Fund, 
which brought in sums variously estimated as £100,000 and £250,000 in 
its first year;30 nevertheless, they represented a huge investment in time 
and energy on the part of the women involved, who included representa-
tives of the Union of Jewish Women, B’Nei Brith, the FWZ and WIZO 
and many smaller societies. There were, inevitably, dissensions between 
the collaborating organisations. The Women’s Appeal Committee’s aims 
were ‘the support of schemes in Great Britain and Palestine for the relief of 
German Jewish women and children’,31 and it was possible to disagree over 
where the money could best be spent. Rebecca’s priorities were to provide 
training for resettlement (preferably agrarian) in Palestine; the Committee 
as a whole had a wider remit, including helping refugee children with 
school fees and holiday accommodation in Britain, and providing young 
women with nursing or secretarial training. Following the Anschluss of 
March 1938, the commitment expanded to include the Jews of Austria, 
and concern grew over the fate of Jewish communities in neighbouring 
lands. There were soon very few Anglo-Jewish women activists who were 
not involved in one scheme or another for refugees; the FWZ found that, 
while the women attending their meetings now needed little persuading 
that emigration to Palestine was a cause deserving of support, Zionism as a 
project in itself mattered less to them than the work of relief and rescue.32

Despite this—or perhaps because of this—the FWZ in this period 
expanded its outreach work within the non-Jewish community. If Rebecca 
had been concerned to make Zionism a ‘normal’ current of opinion within 
Britain before the rise of Hitler, it had become a much more urgent task 
now. Society ladies were no longer an important target, especially as ‘in the 
present disastrous times, it would be unsuitable to hold showy functions, 
such as balls’.33 The veteran activist Lizzie Hands headed the FWZ’s exter-
nal propaganda committee, which made approaches to the National Peace 
Council and the Countrywomen of the World, the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom, the British Commonwealth League and 
the National Council of Women; its representatives attended meetings of 
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the Friends’ Germany Emergency Committee and the Women’s Advisory 
Council of the League of Nations Union. Speakers addressed the Women 
Transport Workers’ Union, the Women’s Citizens’ Association, a ‘Luncheon 
Club of Catholic women’, a Unitarian group in Wandsworth and numer-
ous schools.34 They were also sent on many occasions to branches of the 
Women’s Co-operative Guild (WCG).35 Most bizarrely, the Council was 
asked ‘to endeavour to establish contact with the Women’s Section of the 
British Union of Fascists and ask them to have a speaker’, but there is no 
record of this engagement’s having taken place.36 Between January and 
mid-June of 1937, it was reported that forty-two non-Jewish meetings had 
been addressed, an average of seven per month.37

Within this plethora of approaches to the voluntary associational world 
of women, two organisations were of particular importance. The first was 
the British Commonwealth League (BCL). Like the WCG, this was a 
feminist initiative. It was formed in 1923 by a group of former suffrag-
ettes from Britain and the Dominions who wanted to extend and promote 
equal rights for women throughout the Empire, and to maintain the links 
between them. Clearly, its founders had much in common with those of 
WIZO. Margery Corbett Ashby was the BCL’s first President, and by the 
mid-1930s she and Rebecca were sympathetic colleagues. It would be 
possible to see Rebecca’s attitude to the Empire as purely instrumental—
Britain was, after all, the trustee of the Palestine Mandate, as well as the 
originator of the Balfour Declaration in favour of a Jewish homeland, and 
it seemed conceivable that a Jewish state might one day be part of a British 
Commonwealth of Nations. However, that would be to misunderstand 
the determinedly dual nature of her identity as an Englishwoman as well 
as a Jewess. Rebecca believed passionately in the goodness and decency of 
the society to which her parents’ generation had migrated. She told young 
people training to farm in Palestine that they would bring with them ‘the 
special advantages they had from being English’.38 She reminded Zionists 
who were angry with the government for what they saw as bias and weak-
ness in the face of Arab uprisings in the Mandate of ‘the community of 
ideals which animated the British and the Jewish people’, and warned that 
this would soon be needed to ‘once more stand before the world as a bul-
wark which would prevent civilisation from being entirely swept away’.39 
Rebecca was not a simple-minded advocate of Empire, and she supported 
the movement for Indian independence;40 it is well to remember that her 
conceptual framework was bounded on the one side by family experience 
of Tsarism and on the other by the pressing realities of the Third Reich.
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The requirement to understand the context in which political percep-
tions were formed applies particularly to the early history of the Zionist 
movement. Many Jews and Gentiles did not believe that the interests of 
Jews and Arabs were irreconcilable. Josiah Wedgwood MP, speaking in 
1934 at a BCL meeting also addressed by Margery Corbett Ashby and 
Rebecca, rejoiced in the ousting of the Ottoman Empire’s political estab-
lishment from Palestine, and declared Zionist achievements ‘nothing 
but an unmixed blessing for the people of that country, whether poor or 
rich’.41 In 1936, Margery Corbett Ashby told a meeting of the FWZ that 
‘as an internationalist and a representative of Arab Women’s Societies, she 
hoped that women would be enabled to find a bridge over the difficul-
ties that at present divided the Arab and Jewish peoples in Palestine’.42 
Giving a ‘well received’ speech at the 14th annual conference of the BCL 
in 1938, Rebecca pointed out that ‘it was in Palestine that by far the 
greatest increase in the Arab population had taken place in the past few 
years. So far from pushing the Arabs into the desert, the Jewish effort was 
turning the desert into gardens and plantations, and in those spots were 
working thousands of Arabs’.43 As much of the world drew inexorably 
closer to conflagration, Palestine still seemed a place where one need not 
abandon hope.

The second organisation with which the FWZ formed a significant rela-
tionship was the Women’s Co-operative Guild. Lizzie Hands was assidu-
ous in cultivating links with the Guild; however, given that it was not just 
the Labour Party, but ‘Labour and Co-operative’ MPs who represented 
socialist and working-class interests in Parliament, the many visits to Guild 
meetings invite speculation as to whether a ‘Sieff-Lee Axis’ might also have 
been at work here. There was already considerable sympathy within the 
left for the experiments in cooperative economy and collective living prac-
tised among the pioneer Zionists. Former Labour MP Susan Lawrence 
compared the kibbutz (collective farm) to the Utopia of William Morris’s 
socialist classic News from Nowhere.44 The Co-operative Wholesale Society 
traded with and visited fruit cooperatives in Palestine, and reported on the 
kibbutz experiment in its press. By March 1936, both the Co-operative 
Wholesale Society and the Women’s Co-operative Guild had headquarters 
in the East End, in Leman Street and Great Prescott Street respectively.45 
In November that year Lizzie Hands reported that some branches of the 
Guild had agreed to distribute leaflets published by the Jewish Board of 
Deputies to combat antisemitic propaganda in the locality.46 Official links 
between the Zionist and Labour movements have in the past been attributed  
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to the activities of male politicians on both sides.47 The patient work of the 
Federation of Women Zionists may also have contributed substantially to 
this relationship, normalising the concept of the Jewish national home in 
hundreds of Labour-voting households.

In some respects, however, the WCG might be thought to offer stony 
ground. The organisation was resolutely pacifist, to the point of seeing 
moral equivalence between British preparations to resist Nazi aggression 
and the Nazi regime itself. Military conscription was categorised by Rose 
Simpson as ‘the thin end of the wedge of Fascism here … the ruling classes 
desire to mould and discipline our youth as the youth of Germany and 
other dictatorship countries have been moulded and disciplined’. If city 
children were evacuated to camps in an emergency this would be a sign 
that ‘The Government want to make them akin to the young Brown Shirts 
of Germany’.48 The answer given by a woman asked what she would do 
if requested to take her children to a gas-mask trial—‘I think I would 
rather put my head in a gas oven’—may have come back to haunt her.49 
Nevertheless, despite their many inconsistencies and illogicalities—one 
absolutist pacifist even saw fit to denounce ‘the terrible consequences of 
appeasement’50—Guild members do not seem to have succumbed to the 
temptation to speak in terms of a ‘Jewish war’. The propaganda work 
of Rebecca and her colleagues had, indeed, had significant ‘side-effects’. 
For the FWZ to lecture on the settlement of Palestine in the 1930s was 
to make connections, and plead for sympathy, for all Jews, and to make 
a powerful case for asylum. As Guild members felt the ‘nervous strain’ of 
resisting the inevitable catastrophe of war, they were reminded that ‘there 
is immense service needed for refugees’.51 The response of non-Jewish 
women as the crisis deepened—it has been remarked that Britain ‘seems 
to be the only country where non-Jews organised support locally for refu-
gees’52—almost certainly owes more to the intervention of Rebecca and 
her colleagues than has hitherto been appreciated.

* * * *

With the outbreak of World War II in 1939, it soon became impos-
sible for refugees to reach British or any other shores. While WIZO and 
FWZ did not cease to denounce persecution and mass murder on the 
Continent, new strategies were called for. Shortening the duration of the 
war was a priority, and once the Nazi-Soviet pact had been shattered, 
Rebecca was prominent in campaigns to support Britain’s new ally. She was  
on the Executive of the Women’s Anglo-Soviet Committee, which sent  
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supplies to the Red Cross, and parcels to Soviet soldiers via the embassy in 
London, and aimed to establish good relations more generally with Soviet 
women. The Committee also called for a military ‘Second Front’ to rein-
force Soviet resistance to the German invasion. Jennie Lee recalled that 
an ‘active element in this campaign were influential Jewish families. They 
were frenetically concerned to defeat Hitler’ and Rebecca was ‘one of the 
most militant’ of these Jewish advocates.53

Yet another wartime project was to direct Rebecca’s attention to a post-
war world, and the role of women in a future British society. This was 
not, however, the original intention of those sponsoring the project. In 
December 1939 a scheme emanating from the Ministry of Information 
established the Women’s Publicity Planning Association (WPPA). This 
brought together representatives of organisations including the Women’s 
Freedom League, the National Council of Women, the National Council 
of Girls’ Clubs, the National Union of Societies for Equal Citizenship, the 
Townswomen’s Guild and the Women’s Co-operative Guild, in order ‘to 
inform people, especially the women of other countries, including Latin- 
America, what we were doing and thinking during this period of War, 
to create a better understanding between them and us, and to make and 
maintain contacts from the point of view of publicity and propaganda 
which would be useful to maintain after the War’.54 A committee in which 
Rebecca and Margery Corbett Ashby were the leading members set about 
finding suitable topics and writers, taking advice from, amongst others, 
Mass Observation’s Tom Harrison.55 Growing critical of the Ministry’s 
plan to syndicate articles to quite different readerships, they decided to 
publish a journal of their own. All arrangements were in place to pub-
lish ‘The New Challenge’ when concerns over paper shortages caused the 
Ministries of Information and Supply to forbid the publication of any new 
periodicals. Within hours of the edict the committee had escaped the ban 
by amalgamating their proposed organ, ‘The New Challenge’, with the 
extant International Women’s News.56

Throughout the war the project was entirely funded by Rebecca, her 
family and friends. In mid-April 1940, as Vice Chair of the Association, 
Rebecca agreed to guarantee the new journal for at least six months, 
subscribing an initial £1000. Later that month she volunteered a further 
£2000, and undertook to canvass her friends for further contributions: she 
hoped to succeed despite being clear with them that they would almost 
certainly receive no return on their investment. In May it was agreed to set 
up a private limited company to finance and manage the publication, with 
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Rebecca as Chair. June saw the decorators arrive at office premises which 
had been found in Westminster: ‘Mrs Sieff had most generously prom-
ised them some furniture … [they] went to Harrods and chose desks, 
lamps, tables, cupboards, cushions and a carpet etc. from Mrs Sieff ’s 
store there’.57 It had been agreed that she would chair the Business and 
Finance Board of the new publication, and that Margery Corbett Ashby 
would chair the Editorial Board. Through this arrangement Rebecca was 
kept abreast of the complexities of the international women’s movement, 
with her editorial colleague explaining that as there were many Catholic 
members of the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance, a ‘controver-
sial’ subject (such as, presumably, birth control) could be broached in 
an editorial comment but not as a statement of official policy. It was also 
explained that International Women’s News ‘had relations with a very fine 
paper called the “Egyptian Woman” and suggested that if, for example, 
there was an article on Palestine a note should be put at the foot saying 
that they hoped this would be followed by an article showing the Arab or 
the Egyptian point of view’.58

WPPA quite rapidly moved into overtly feminist campaigning on home 
ground. It joined the agitation for Equal Compensation for War Injuries 
in 1941, and sponsored Vera Douie’s survey of conditions of life and work 
for women, published in 1943 as The Lesser Half. In 1942 it set up a sub- 
committee, Women for Westminster, which soon became an independent 
organisation. This initiative owed much to Dr Edith Summerskill, who 
had been elected as a Labour MP in 1938, and was convinced that a male- 
dominated Parliament would remain biased against women’s demands for 
social and legislative equality.59 As well as supporting women parliamen-
tary candidates in wartime bye-elections—Rebecca brought a contingent 
of canvassers to Bristol on behalf of Jennie Lee in 194360—Women for 
Westminster considered means by which legal anomalies could be removed 
and the struggles of the pre-1914 generation be completed. The solu-
tion which Women for Westminster proposed was the Equal Citizenship 
(Blanket) Bill. The text, prepared by Dorothy Evans with a foreword by 
Rebecca, set out the changes required in more than thirty pieces of legisla-
tion, covering marriage and divorce as well as the workplace and matters 
relating to war service and injuries. Even though Dorothy Evans was a 
former suffragette, and an active member of the Six Point Group and 
the London and National Society for Women’s Service, her colleagues 
in these and other feminist organisations did not collectively support  
Women for Westminster’s strategy. Some women trade unionists feared 
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the consequences of abandoning protective legislation, and in the intensely 
partisan atmosphere building up to the first general election since 1935, 
the overall project of a non-party, woman-focused campaign was not 
thought likely to succeed.61

It is possible that women in other, longer-established groups may have 
disliked Rebecca’s ‘management style’, and perhaps her ‘Society’ connec-
tions; they may have considered her a relative newcomer to feminist poli-
tics. As Jennie Lee’s memoirs indicate, and those of Elaine Blond express 
more blatantly, Rebecca’s personality was one which aroused strong nega-
tive as well as positive reactions. Nevertheless, it is clear that she was a 
deeply thoughtful political animal, whose ideas on feminism as well as on 
colonial emancipation were in constant evolution throughout World War 
II. In 1941 she published a prescient reflection on the differences between 
the limited goals of professional women ‘high-flyers’ and the immensely 
broader politics of change which earlier feminist struggles had embod-
ied.62 Within that last circle of British, non-Jewish women with whom she 
collaborated closely, the verdict was unequivocal. Norah Jeans, the editor 
of International Women’s News, wrote in 1940: ‘I wish that I could thank 
you for all that you are doing and attempting to do for women. Some day 
maybe I shall find the right words. Meanwhile never doubt it’.63 Three 
years later Dorothy Evans told ‘dear Becky’ that ‘in these two years we 
have moved forward further than in all the 25 [sic] years since women 
won the vote’.64

On Rebecca’s death in 1966 Margery Corbett Ashby described her as 
‘one of the few people with a flame in her soul. Intensely alive to other 
people’s sufferings she never spared herself ’.65 In 1948, when the former 
mandate was formally recognized as the state of Israel, Rebecca Sieff made 
it her home; her life thereafter belongs to a different narrative. Her native 
land still awaits a legislature in which women representatives are so numer-
ous, and their presence so normal, that they are not mocked for the shape 
of their bodies or the lightness of their voices, and do not have to struggle 
for parity of esteem. In 1980 the ‘300 group’ was founded to campaign 
for a House of Commons in which 50 % of MPs are female, but dissolved 
some twenty years later without achieving its objective. The Women’s 
Equality Party was founded in 2015 to take forward the feminist agenda 
in the parliamentary sphere. It is evident that Women for Westminster’s 
work has proceeded only by fits and starts; one may well feel that Israel’s 
gain was Britain’s loss, and wish that circumstances had conspired to make 
Rebecca Sieff retain her dual identity for longer.
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CHAPTER 10

Refuge and Asylum

British society in the 1930s was no stranger to the concepts of refuge 
and asylum. It is true that a Victorian liberal tradition of hospitality to 
Continental radicals had given way by 1905 to a countervailing fear of 
‘alien’ (for which read, largely, Jewish) immigration. Nevertheless, within 
very recent memory was the reception afforded to no fewer than 250,000 
refugees from Belgium on the outbreak of World War I.1 The social and 
organisational history of this episode offers striking parallels with events 
following the rise of Hitler; and a study of precedents can be instructive in 
considering the narrative of German and Austrian Jews’ attempts to flee 
their homelands.

The names of a few of the organisations that helped Belgian refu-
gees reflect two important themes in this history: the role of women and 
the salience of social class. The Lady Lugard Hospitality Committee for 
the Relief of Better-Class Belgian Refugees, the Duchess of Somerset’s 
Homes for Better Class Belgian Refugees and the Exiled Gentlewomen’s 
Outfitting Association indicate the wholly unembarrassed consciousness 
of class distinction which had not vanished, but was at least somewhat 
veiled by the time World War II broke out.2 It is true that a less rarefied 
female social stratum was evident in the many local hospitality committees 
formed from 1914 by members of the National Council of Women, the 
National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies and the women’s sections 
of political parties, political campaigning having of course been suspended 



for the duration. The War Refugees Committee was a government- 
sponsored voluntary organisation, and many others were established with 
distinguished male figureheads far outnumbering the women on their 
executive committees but, as has been wisely observed, ‘the ratios were 
reversed on the general committees which did the real work. … the bulk 
of the work was taken up with household management: running hostels, 
catering, and teaching refugees how to shop in an alien system’.3

Different organisations—by one estimate as many as 2500—handled local 
arrangements.4 There were committees making arrangements for urban and 
for agricultural labourers; rail workers offered hospitality to rail workers, and 
firemen to firemen; Catholic communities agitated for Belgian children not 
to be constrained to receive a secular or Protestant schooling; the National 
Vigilance Association, and soon a female police force, patrolled stations to pro-
tect unaccompanied women from white slavers; a maternity home was set up 
for pregnant arrivals. Under the initiative of Otto Schiff, the Council of the 
Jews’ Temporary Shelter in London expanded to form a Jewish War Refugees’ 
Committee, subsidised by government, whose ‘better-class’ clientele were 
taken under the wing of the Union of Jewish Women; working-class Jews 
also set up a Jewish Workers’ War Emergency Relief Fund.5 However, many 
women in the Anglo-Jewish community worked with their non-Jewish neigh-
bours and colleagues as they had before the war. The Rothschild, Franklin and 
Samuel families, among others, were well represented.6 Overall responsibility 
rested with Herbert Samuel as President of the Local Government Board, with 
Cecil Chesterton’s New Witness characteristically complaining that ‘To give 
Jews the control of our honoured Belgian guests is an outrage’.7

The epithet ‘honoured’ was an unstable one. Even in August 1914 
the Home Secretary, Reginald McKenna, thought that too many refugees 
‘might after a time become a considerable source of embarrassment’, and 
security considerations dictated that no foreigner was allowed to settle in 
certain locations. While few in office believed that the war would be over 
by Christmas, government was clear that the refugees must be repatriated 
at the first opportunity. There was a popular belief that refugees were 
receiving higher rates of relief than British soldiers’ families; Belgian men 
were not at first conscripted into the armed forces; and cities experienc-
ing housing shortages thought the incomers to blame.8 It cannot have 
helped that the names of many Flemings, like those of East European Jews 
and Scandinavian settlers, looked and sounded German. Anti-Belgian riots 
broke out at Fulham in May 1916 and in County Durham later that year. 
Most Belgians were despatched home, willing or not, in 1919.9

176 A. SUMMERS



A second episode which foreshadowed the help given to Jewish refu-
gees from Nazism related to the contemporaneous emergency in Spain. In 
May 1937, 4000 children were evacuated from Spain to Britain. Usually 
referred to as ‘the Basque children’, their age conferred on them a status 
outside politics in a crisis which became a source of deep ideological con-
tention in Britain, as elsewhere in the West. In a striking and paradoxical 
demonstration of the respect accorded to the figure of ‘the child’, the 
British government, which refused to send any form of military aid to the 
legal Republic of Spain, permitted Royal Navy destroyers to escort civilian 
evacuation ships through international waters.10 Similarly, members of the 
British Labour and Communist parties, bitterly divided on other matters, 
were able to cooperate over provision for the children.11

In November 1936 a National Joint Committee for Spanish Relief, led 
by Katherine Duchess of Atholl, and including the MPs Eleanor Rathbone 
and Ellen Wilkinson, had been established to c-ordinate the efforts of 
a number of different organisations. Atholl, Rathbone, Wilkinson and 
Rachel Crowdy12 visited Madrid in April 1937, shortly before the bom-
bardment of Guernica confronted the Western world with the newest 
form of wartime atrocity against European civilians. Soon afterwards the 
former MP Leah Manning was in Bilbao making arrangements to evacu-
ate children from the region, and the Basque Children’s Committee was 
established. Its purpose was to raise funds and provide accommodation 
in Britain for Spanish children whose homes and neighbourhoods already 
were, or were in danger of being, reduced to total devastation.13

The British government made it clear that the children’s stay was to 
be of short duration. The first repatriations began as early as November 
1937.14 Government also insisted that financial as well as administra-
tive responsibility for the maintenance, welfare and eventual repatriation 
of the children rested entirely with the Basque Children’s Committee. 
Organisations on the political left were conspicuous in their support: the 
Trades Union Congress raised nearly £9000 within a month, local groups 
of the Women’s Co-operative Guild rallied to the cause, and Oxford car 
workers and Welsh mining villages were famously hospitable.15 The Peace 
Pledge Union sponsored a ‘colony’ of children for two years, and its mem-
bers also took children into their own homes.16 There were many other 
local initiatives, as during World War I, and as before, the Catholic hier-
archy was concerned about the children’s education and attendance at 
church. Although almost a third of the Basque children are thought to 
have been supported by the Catholic laity, the hierarchy was destined to 
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be disappointed by some young Spanish Republicans’ indifference or even 
hostility to the faith.17

Many of the local initiatives arose more from humanitarian than political 
considerations, such as those of the Salvation Army, Cambridge University 
and the appeal launched by the Conservative Lord Mayor of Birmingham 
and organised with the help of the Cadbury family. Unfortunately, dona-
tions often dried up within a short period, or were insufficient to fund 
the necessary provision. As ‘colonies’ and hostels closed down, many 
children were moved from pillar to post. The agreed sum of 10 shillings 
per week per child was in itself barely sufficient to cover board, lodging, 
medical care and education.18 Physical and emotional welfare were often 
inadequate, despite voluntary workers’ best intentions.19 As Adrian Bell, 
who interviewed many of the children in later life, rightly states, ‘This was 
the largest single contingent of child evacuees ever to enter this country’. 
They were soon to be followed by a still larger contingent from Germany 
and Austria. In one telling recollection, a Basque interviewee admitted to 
Bell that, freezing and almost starved in their Margate hostel, ‘We used 
to steal from another big, nearby house, full of East European Jewish 
refugees. They were very well organised and provided for’.20 Despite their 
material and emotional hardships, some children were, nevertheless, the 
targets of resentful comments of the type experienced by the Belgian refu-
gees: complaints were expressed that Basque children were receiving privi-
leges denied to native children in areas of unemployment.21

Some of the Basque children were fortunate enough to be fostered on 
a permanent basis. George and Barbara Cadbury became the legal guard-
ians of Helvecia, Elvio and Delia Hidalgo, sent them to a Quaker board-
ing school, and looked after them during the school holidays.22 Arthur 
and Mabel Exell, working-class Communists in Oxford, recalled ‘It wasn’t 
easy to look after them; we were on the dole, a lot of us, and we never 
got any money for looking after them’. They took in ‘a smashing lad … 
we grew to love him’ who asked to be called Chatto. A politically sophis-
ticated teenager, he told them that he dreaded what would befall him and 
other Republicans if Franco were not defeated. As soon as Franco’s victory 
ended the civil war, the British government prepared for the return of all 
the Basque children: ‘I can remember when we said goodbye to him.’ 
Shortly afterwards, a friend reported: ‘Chatto threw himself out of the 
train at Waterloo and got killed’.23

These episodes furnish essential background to a survey of the move-
ment to give asylum in Britain to refugees from Nazism between 1933 
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and 1939. Demonstrably, the British government’s response to proposals 
of asylum on a large scale was to insist that immigration be on a strictly 
temporary basis, and state financial support limited, or non-existent. The 
Basque Children’s Committees discovered, literally to their cost, that the 
enormous reserves of money, expertise and labour required of the vol-
untary sector would often be found wanting. Government officials were 
aware, as early as 1916, that in times of stress and hardship the ‘native’ 
population could turn violently against newcomers of any origin—in that 
first instance white, Christian families from Belgium. Those involved in 
the Herculean task of rescuing and supporting Jewish refugees in the 
1930s, and many of their historians, have seen the obstacles placed in their 
path as evidence of antisemitism in high places, and indeed within British 
society at large. However, the fear of uncontrollable anti-immigrant feel-
ing was not necessarily or wholly based on prejudice against Jews; neither 
was the insistence that very large sums be furnished as guarantees for each 
individual refugee, with none forthcoming from government.

Jewish refugees were, however, situated differently from Belgians 
because it was clear that they could not be repatriated. In the case of 
the Basque children, there appears to have been no official acknowledge-
ment that the refusal of leave to remain, although consonant with previ-
ous policy, could be tantamount to a death sentence; but there was a clear 
understanding that one could not speak of returning Jewish refugees to 
Germany. However, while re-emigration was required of the Jews by the 
government, no provision was made for it. The supposed consistency and 
continuity of policy on refuge and asylum in Britain was exacerbated, if 
not indeed contradicted, by official reluctance to admit many more Jewish 
migrants to Palestine, and by the absence of any considered programme 
of settlement in other parts of the British Empire. While the inadequacies 
of the British response may be deplored, the lamentable failure of other 
potential host countries, most signally the USA, to offer hospitality on a 
scale proportionate to that provided by Britain, or to agree on an inter-
national approach to the issue, may prompt a measure of appreciation for 
what was actually achieved before the outbreak of World War II.24

* * * * *

It is estimated that some 60,000 souls arrived in Britain between the 
spring of 1933 and the summer of 1939.25 In keeping with Britain’s eclec-
tic voluntarist tradition, a plethora of bodies attempted to provide for 
their needs. None received any governmental support, and all had to find 
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their own funds and guarantee the financial maintenance of incomers. 
Predictably, different communities provided for their own. However, in 
contrast to previous episodes, many asylum seekers fell into new social cat-
egories, created by Nazi ideology. Quakers, for example, had not suffered 
political persecution in the West for centuries. The world had, indeed, 
grown used to seeing them among the first to offer relief to distressed 
and displaced populations. Now, as declared pacifists, German Quakers 
were public enemies of the Nazi state. The Society of Friends had to raise 
funds to support their counterparts in Germany who were dismissed from 
employment or hounded to the point of mental breakdown. For Anglo- 
Jewry, collective persecution of coreligionists overseas was of course no 
novelty—though the extent of physical assault and humiliation within a 
modern Western polity like Germany was a shock beyond previous experi-
ence. The establishment in March 1933 of the Jewish Refugee Committee 
(from l938 known as the German Jewish Aid Committee) led in May to 
the founding of a Central British Fund for German Jewry, providing over-
all funding and advice to local Jewish initiatives; in April the Society of 
Friends formed their own Germany Emergency Committee.26

An entirely new category of non-citizens was next created by the 
Nuremberg Laws of September 1935, which imposed the same disabilities 
on individuals with Jewish grandparents as were already suffered by those 
in wholly Jewish families, and banned sexual relations between Jews and 
non-Jews. The plight of ‘Non-Aryan Christians’ (or ‘Hebrew Christians’, 
in old missionary parlance)—who were bewildered individuals, couples 
and families with no sense of Jewish identity—did not at first come home 
to fellow Christians in Britain, and they were in danger of falling between 
the cracks of existing philanthropic provision. Ultimately George Bell, 
Bishop of Chichester, became their champion, forming the Church of 
England Committee for Non-Aryan Christians in 1937.27 By the end of 
1938, again on Bell’s initiative, a non-denominational committee coor-
dinated the ongoing work of Anglican, nonconformist and Catholic 
groups.28 The numbers in need of succour rose further after Germany’s 
Anschluss with Austria in May 1938, and the partition of Czechoslovakia 
after the Munich agreement of September that year.

The division of labour between Jewish and Christian committees was of 
necessity pragmatic and porous, and collaborative networks emerged from an 
early stage. As soon as the Friends’ Germany Emergency Committee (GEC) 
was established, it liaised with Jewish refugee workers, whether through the 
newer relief groups, the Zionist movement, the Board of Deputies of British 
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Jews, the Anglo-Jewish Association, ORT-OZ (which provided technical 
training for young Jewish people in Europe and Palestine), or individual 
contacts such as Rabbi Israel Mattuck of the Liberal Synagogue and Ethel 
Behrens of the Jewish Peace Society. Discussions took place concerning the 
creation of schools for Quaker children exiled in the Netherlands which 
might also admit Jewish children, and putative ‘settlements’ of refugees in 
France and Spain; there was a revival of an early Zionist speculation that Jews 
might be allocated territory in southern Africa by the British or Portuguese 
colonial authorities.29 The committee allocated money to Jewish causes and 
publicly proclaimed, that ‘it is unjust and unfair to leave the whole burden 
upon the Jewish community’.30 In turn it received practical assistance from 
its Jewish opposite number, for example by a loan of equipment from the 
Gestetner Company; more substantially, as the crisis worsened, the GEC 
admitted that ‘with regard to emigration, finding posts for refugees in this 
country, and training people for either purpose, the old-established and 
experienced sub-Committees of the German-Jewish Aid Committee give 
the G.E.C. workers much- needed advice’.31

While some Nazi categories made a division of labour between 
the organisations fairly straightforward, the proscription of marriages 
between Jews and Gentiles put both sides in a dilemma. A rather sur-
prising exchange—from the point of view of Jewish religious law—took 
place in February 1939 between Joan Fischl of the Germany Emergency 
Committee and Ruth Fellner of the German-Jewish Aid Committee. Who 
would take responsibility for families where the spouses were of different 
religious origins? The former wrote to confirm her understanding that the 
Friends should take on the casework where the husband was a Christian 
and the wife Jewish; the latter agreed that her organisation would take care 
of ‘cases of mixed marriages when the husband or head of the family is 
of Jewish faith, and all other cases will be referred to your Committee’.32 
This decision ran directly counter to Jewish halacha, which defined as 
Jewish any child of a Jewish mother, with the father’s faith and origin 
remaining immaterial. That halacha was thus trumped by patriarchy seems 
not to have attracted attention or caused any controversy in this instance, 
although orthodox objections, as will be seen, were raised by many of the 
arrangements made for Jewish children as the war approached.

* * * * *
As might be expected from the history of previous episodes—and 

inferred from the above exchange—women from Jewish and Christian 
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communities played key roles in organisations for the relief of refugees 
from Nazism. While campaigners such as Dorothy Buxton and Eleanor 
Rathbone were constantly in the public eye, behind the scenes literally 
hundreds more women were heavily involved in the practical administra-
tion and, ultimately, strategy of many schemes, and no listing can do jus-
tice to the number of individuals to whom honour is due.33 The National 
Council of Women (NCW) took early cognisance of the issue. Like the 
Quakers, in 1933 the NCW had had the shock of seeing its German col-
leagues fall foul of their own government. On refusing to accept Nazi con-
trol and exclude its Jewish membership, the Bund Deutscher Frauenvereine 
disbanded, and German participation in the International Council of 
Women (ICW) came to an end.34 In September 1933 the congress of 
the ICW resolved to support the International Committee for securing 
employment for refugee professional workers, and shortly afterwards the 
NCW appealed to branches and individual members to offer their assis-
tance to the British section of this Committee. They were to do so via 
an umbrella organisation which appears to have been the first of many 
attempts to coordinate relief efforts: the German Refugees Assistance 
Fund (Academic and Professional) comprised the Academic Assistance 
Council (later better known as the Society for the Protection of Science 
and Learning); the International Student Service; the Friends’ Germany 
Emergency Committee and the Save the Children Fund Germany Appeal 
Committee.35

After 1935, with the numbers of refugees increasing rapidly, NCW mem-
bers continued to collaborate with many organisations—with the Society 
of Friends in Manchester, for example, and with the British Federation of 
University Women in Birmingham—and their local branches, with affili-
ates such as the Women’s Citizens’ Association, often formed the core of 
the refugee committees springing up all over Britain.36 Branches ‘adopted’ 
individual refugees, fundraised for the training of older children, set up 
clothing depots, found and furnished houses to serve as hostels and organ-
ised entertainments for the new residents.37 Interfaith refugee initiatives 
were to be found in large centres of population such as Birmingham, 
Manchester and Bristol,38 but these were, understandably, less in evidence 
in districts without Jewish communities. NCW members and their associ-
ates were organising and working on behalf of men, women and children 
who could in no obvious sense be described as ‘their own’. The resolution 
passed at the Executive meeting of November 1938, in the presence of 
Netta Franklin, that the NCW ‘desires to place on record its appreciation 
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of the valuable service rendered by its Jewish members throughout its 
history and wishes to express its profound sympathy in the sorrows which 
have recently beset their race’39 was more than a form of words; it was 
bolstered by actions which deserve to be acknowledged in perpetuity.

However, the NCW was not always able to help incomers in the way 
they, and the ICW, had originally intended. As a predominantly mid-
dle- and upper-class organisation, it had been sympathetic to the goal of 
securing employment appropriate to the educational level of professional 
women exiles. Increasingly, however, this goal had to be abandoned. 
Government policy was to offer visas only where a shortage of labour had 
been identified; many professional bodies in Britain, such as those for doc-
tors and dentists, declared a ‘closed shop’.40 However, one area of female 
employment was deemed capable of expansion, and this was in the area of 
domestic service. Here, it might be said that an element at least of self- or 
class-interest came into play for the ladies of the NCW.

The seemingly limitless demand for domestic servants in interwar 
Britain can seem startling to anyone who has absorbed the popular histo-
riography of World War I, which suggests that women’s lives were sub-
sequently transformed by extended opportunities in manufacturing work 
and other new employments. A very different picture emerges from the 
1931 census, which shows over 2 million women employed in domestic 
service—much the same figure listed in the census of 1911, and still the 
single largest occupational sector for women in employment. While it is 
true that domestic staff were for some employers a marker of bourgeois 
social status and display, their functions were for the most part severely 
practical. Housing in interwar Britain was rarely designed around the 
needs of housewives: if any of today’s younger readers were, for example, 
dependent on solid fuel to keep their families clean, warm and fed, they 
would soon, if they could afford it, be looking for extra pairs of hands. 
The NCW provided an interesting and quasi-eugenic slant on the issue, 
resolving in October 1937 that: ‘The National Council of Women, being 
of opinion that the difficulty of obtaining domestic help tends to restrict 
families to an extent dangerous to the State, urges the Home Secretary 
to grant permits freely to approved young women of other nationalities’ 
who wished to migrate in order to take up this occupation, adding that 
their residence permits should be renewable if they remained in domestic 
service.41

In 1935, over 4000 female immigrants came to take up domestic ser-
vice posts in Britain; in 1936, the total was 8449; in 1937, it was some 
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14,000. A year later another 7000 arrived, and under pressure from the 
NCW and Jewish groups, regulations were relaxed to the extent of low-
ering the age of visa applicants from 18 to 16, allowing married couples 
to enter as domestics, and admitting the possibility of their seeking other 
employment after two or three years. In the last year of peace domestic 
servants were allowed to enter without guaranteed posts, and up until the 
outbreak of war were arriving at the rate of 400 a week.42 There is no evi-
dence to suggest that—following the logic of the NCW resolution—their 
presence enabled housewives to boost the British birth rate. It is indeed 
unlikely that this would have been the outcome even if war had not been 
declared in September 1939.

Many women refugees’ memoirs recall the conditions placed on their 
entry with, at best, chagrin. As Home Office regulations favoured asylum 
applications from the well-to-do (or at least the well connected), these had 
themselves often come from comfortable homes with live-in servants; and 
promising professional careers in Germany and Austria were nipped in the 
bud in Britain.43 Not all employers were considerate or kind, though many 
had the best intentions. One was full of praise for the cooking and house-
work of a refugee domestic, formerly a senior manager in a company: 
‘She only seems awkward serving at the table when we have guests.’44 At 
least one such employee seems to have cracked under the strain: a former 
philosophy lecturer working as a parlourmaid in Park Lane overheard a 
luncheon guest opine that ‘life is solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short, 
as Pascal remarked’, and allegedly ‘plonked the man’s soup in front of 
him saying “Not Pascal: Hobbes”. As a result she lost her job and we 
gained an excellent custodian of records’.45 The outbreak of war brought 
confusion, upheavals, dismissals and sometimes internment in its wake.46 
The fact remains that the lives of some 20,000 women were saved by the 
self-interest of the female middle classes—and by the British government’s 
noteworthy sensitivity to their demands.

* * * * *

The best-remembered collaboration between Christians and Jews over 
refugee relief, in which women activists played key roles, concerns the 
rescue of children from the Nazi regime. The earliest suggestion of a 
focus on the child victims of Nazism appears to have come from Helen 
Bentwich née Franklin, a niece (by marriage) of both Netta Franklin and 
Herbert Samuel. Her husband Norman Bentwich, who had been the first 
Attorney-General of Mandate Palestine while her uncle was its first High 
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Commissioner, was from 1933 to 1935 Director of the League of Nations 
High Commission for Refugees from Germany. Vera Fast’s research in the 
archive of Bishop Bell reveals that in the autumn of 1933 Helen brought 
the likely fate of ‘non-Aryan’ Christians to the Bishop’s attention, and 
proposed that the well-established Save the Children Fund be encouraged 
to assist the children of such families. She added that her name should not 
be mentioned in any appeal for funds since ‘I am both Jewish and a known 
Socialist and Pacifist’.47 After the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 bore out her 
predictions, Gladys Skelton and Francis Bendit established a subcommit-
tee of Save the Children, known as the Inter-Aid Committee for Children 
from Germany. It was chaired by Wyndham Deedes, who had formed 
close ties with the Bentwiches while serving in the Palestine administra-
tion; there may have been a further Bentwich connection in that Gladys 
Skelton had been a Girton contemporary of Norman Bentwich’s sister 
Rosalind, who died in 1922.48

By the end of 1938, Inter-Aid had helped 471 children to be placed 
in schools in England. Jewish and ‘non-Aryan’ Christian children were 
helped in almost equal numbers, and much of the funding came from 
the Jewish community, including Rebecca Sieff ’s Women’s Appeal 
Committee.49 However, it had become clear, following Germany’s 
Anschluss with Austria and occupation of the Sudetenland, that many more 
Jews and ‘non-Aryans’ would be seeking to escape from these and other 
centres of Jewish population in eastern Europe. The British government 
sought to limit the admission of adult refugees, claiming that they would 
stir up home-grown antisemitism and place unsustainable pressure on an 
already depressed economy;50 but, as sympathisers with Republican Spain 
had found, there was rather less prejudice against children. In November 
1938 representatives of Inter-Aid, the Jewish Refugee Committee and 
the Germany Emergency Committee, led by Herbert Samuel, met with 
the Home Secretary and gained official sanction for an unspecified num-
ber of unaccompanied children under the age of eighteen to be admit-
ted ‘for educational purposes’, and at no expense to the taxpayer. No 
distinction was to be made between partly and wholly Jewish children. 
Inter-Aid merged the following year with the Movement for the Care of 
Children from Germany, which became known as the Refugee Children’s 
Movement (RCM), and is remembered now as the Kindertransport.51

In December 1938 the Home Office simplified its entrance proce-
dures for children, and a vastly expanded and accelerated programme 
of enlisting foster parents, organising hostels and arranging station and 
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quayside receptions took place on the basis of the earlier work for refu-
gees. Between then and August 1939, around a thousand children entered 
Britain every month—a total of some 7700: the previous monthly average 
had been thirteen. Twelve regional and sixty-five area committees had 
been established by the outbreak of war.52 Dorothy Hardisty, a former 
civil servant with years of experience in the Department of Labour, headed 
the RCM’s operations at Bloomsbury House, where almost all refugee 
committees were based after January 1939; among the Jewish colleagues 
with whom she worked closely were Rebecca Sieff ’s sister Elaine Laski 
(later Elaine Blond) and Eva Isaacs, Marchioness of Reading. Eight of the 
twelve regional committees were headed by women, all committees were 
heavily dependent on women’s voluntary effort, and many, like the central 
RCM, were joint Jewish and Christian collaborations. As Sybil Oldfield 
has pointed out, the work was ‘often based on existing networks of Jewish 
and Quaker women already alerted to the refugee problem’.53

Where and how the children should be cared for presented complex 
problems. The government’s wish to disperse the children, rather than 
to enlarge existing areas of Jewish residence by settling them there, often 
placed children beyond the reach of Jewish congregations and interfaith 
cooperation.54 Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz set up his own Emergency 
Council to negotiate directly with the Home Office, and with his son-in- 
law Rabbi Solomon Schonfeld worked for the admission of orthodox chil-
dren and yeshiva (religious seminary) students. Their determination that 
Jewish children should not be lodged with non-Jewish families was under-
mined by the inability of orthodox families in Britain to offer enough 
placements.55 The policy of dispersing the children throughout the coun-
try in itself limited these placements, and it is sometimes forgotten that the 
Anglo-Jewish community was not uniformly wealthy: an undertaking to 
pay £50 as a preliminary guarantee, and to maintain a child up to the age 
of 18, was beyond the capacity of many households.56 Dorothy Hardisty 
and her local organisers, such as Greta Burkill in Cambridge, often felt 
harassed and exasperated by Orthodoxy’s complaints; it should be noted 
that they also had to contend with the strictures of the Roman Catholic 
hierarchy when Catholic children were placed in Protestant homes.57

Many Jews were glad to sanction generous offers of hospitality from 
non-Jewish families, particularly in view of the assimilated, secular way of 
life which some of the children had known in Germany and Austria.58 Few 
Jewish activists would have echoed the Chief Rabbi’s statement—in a  letter 
which he may later have wished unwritten—that ‘there are things I fear 
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worse than pogroms’.59 There were, indeed, non-Jewish families who took 
pains to respect their foster-childrens’ distinct religious needs; however, it 
is also true that some conversionists saw the children as an opportunity, 
and that Christians did not necessarily sympathise with the Jews’ dread of 
a religious and cultural extermination compounding a physical one. The 
Reverend Gray cannot have been alone in thinking ‘When all repression 
ceases and education is really offered to them all will not Judaism certainly 
die?’60 Arguably, the present age is more sensitive to cultural difference 
and to the individual needs of the child than was the case in the 1930s; 
whether the present age could, on the basis of an almost entirely voluntary 
female labour force, find decent and often loving accommodation for over 
7000 foreign children in less than a year is a moot point.

Religious issues were not the only factors complicating the arrangements 
made for the young immigrants. Zionism could divide opinions within the 
same family, let alone the same committee. Elaine Laski did not share 
her sister Rebecca Sieff’s commitment to a Jewish state. Rebecca wanted 
teenage refugees to be lodged in hostels, to develop a sense of community 
while receiving appropriate training for life in Palestine; Elaine favoured 
the system of individual foster homes.61 Unexpectedly, it also proved par-
ticularly difficult to find individual homes for adolescent boys, who were 
therefore more liable to end up in an institutional form of care.62 The out-
break of war put an end, for the duration, to any plans for re- emigration to 
Palestine. However, the perceived need to evacuate schoolchildren from 
the large cities liable to bombing raids subjected many child and adoles-
cent refugees to further displacement. The deep emotional traumas of the 
‘Kinder’ are revealed in their published memoirs, and not even the kindest 
and most stable foster care could have compensated for indefinite separa-
tion from parents and continuing uncertainty about the future.

* * * * *
Some of the bonds forged between Jewish and Christian organisations 

in previous decades proved unequal to the pressures of the 1930s. The pre- 
1914 links between the Travellers’ Aid Society and the Jewish Association 
for the Protection of Girls, Women and Children (JAPGWC)63 might have 
been expected to produce a co-operative response of great value as refugee 
girls and women arrived to take up, or seek out, posts in domestic service. 
However, these links had become weaker in the 1920s and early 1930s. 
Partly in consequence of legislation to restrict immigration to Britain and 
the United States, the number of Jewish and other female migrants from 
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Eastern Europe diminished; prison, police-court and home-visiting work 
replaced attendance at docks and stations. JAPGWC looked increasingly 
to work with the new League of Nations to secure the safety and rights 
of female travellers. Fundraising and administration focused largely on the 
maintenance of schools and residential homes—for unmarried mothers, 
vulnerable youngsters and ‘Respectable Working Girls’.64 Jewish represen-
tatives continued to be appointed to the Travellers’ Aid Society, but do 
not seem to have reported back on any of their meetings.65 It is possible, 
also, that the Association may have had difficulty in recruiting younger 
members as older activists passed away. It was not in sympathy with the 
changed postwar social climate: by 1936 the Case Committee was deplor-
ing the trend for a generation of economically independent girls and 
women in Britain to disregard the wishes of their parents or husbands, 
and even to leave the parental or marital home.66

Despite the rather pious declaration in the Jewish Association’s Report 
for 1935–1936, that ‘Less than ever today can we excuse any indifference to 
situations involving moral danger where our sisters in faith are concerned’, 
the Association did not throw itself wholeheartedly into the cause. The 
same Report thanked colleagues working for the Jews’ Temporary Shelter 
(JTS) for sharing the expense of repatriating several girls and women who 
had arrived as penniless ‘holiday-makers’ or in search of domestic employ-
ment, and for cooperating in steps to discourage further arrivals. The Case 
Committee of the Association took a remarkably unsympathetic tone, 
decrying the lack of ‘thought being given to the difficulties which must 
inevitably arise when—to quote an example—a girl takes a situation as a 
cook, for which her only qualification is an architect’s diploma’.67 Even 
though the Secretary ‘thought that this was an opportunity, in view of the 
great demand for domestics, to re-open the employment register which 
used to be kept at the office for such foreign girls’, the Jewish Association 
was reluctant to take on additional responsibilities;68 and it seems to have 
left to the German-Jewish Aid Committee and the JTS the traditional 
function of meeting Jewish travellers off the boat train to Victoria and 
Charing Cross, often very late at night, and sending them on to a safe 
destination in London.

It was the Travellers’ Aid Society, merged since autumn 1938 with 
the National Vigilance Association, which, with increasing irritation, was 
bridging the gap. By early 1939, tempers were frayed on both sides. At the 
end of February, a Travellers’/Vigilance ‘station worker’, one S. Peters, 
reported a JTS representative as saying ‘it was useless to send anyone to 
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the shelter as they were full up:—“You must put them up in your own 
Hostels, you have plenty round here”—To this I answered that first, none 
of the Hostels would have sufficient room … and secondly none of “Our” 
Hostels had the funds necessary to provide for Jewish Refugees, it is all 
they can do to provide for our own girls’.69 It might have helped if he had 
explained the pressures on the JTS at this time: the minutes of its House 
Committee reveal that ‘a good many of the refugees and the bulk of the 
domestics had to be cleared from its Institution in consequence of having 
been approached by the Committee for the Care of Refugee Children to 
accommodate 1500 children due to arrive in parties three times weekly 
at the rate of 60 in each party, who would stay in the Shelter for a day or 
two, until they were dispatched to their various destinations’. Dormitories 
were kept empty, but in the end, only forty children arrived.70 The refer-
ence to ‘domestics’ was probably to Shelter staff; however, it was also the 
case that young women who disliked their domestic situations were leav-
ing them and returning unexpectedly to the Shelter. Their needs, together 
with those of the newer arrivals, required the Secretary ‘to turn several 
sitting rooms into temporary dormitories’. By July the JTS was applying 
to the local health authority for permission to convert more living space 
into dormitories, and to instal ‘double decker beds’.71

Records indicate that JTS volunteers were by April turning out to 
meet their late-night arrivals, but there remained areas where irritation 
and antipathy could surface. In many cases, the desperate Jewish refugees 
coming off the boat train did not look the part. A frightened child, a sob-
bing old woman, were visibly wretched individuals. But it was, it appears, 
difficult for some voluntary workers to sympathise with an adult who, 
having managed to bring some money out with her, and having no idea 
where her next penny was coming from, was probably hoping to make 
a good impression on her new hosts by looking carefully after the well- 
made clothes she stood up in. While the first Travellers’/Vigilance worker 
quoted had correctly observed that many refugees were penniless, and 
considered this a reproach to the Jewish community whose representatives 
had not come to help them, another, Kathleen Kelly, took a quite different 
view. She reported that ‘the Jewish people do not like to be asked to pay 
for accommodation. … they invariably inform myself or my colleague that 
they have no money, and we find it difficult to even get them to pay the 
porters who get their heavy luggage from the Customs, and they also dis-
like having to pay storage on their baggage’. Her response three months 
later, to the arrival of 275 refugees who had sailed all the way to Cuba only 
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to be denied entry there, was that ‘all these people were extremely well 
dressed, and brought beautiful luggage with them, and they all looked 
well’.72

The refugees themselves had great difficulty adjusting to their new sta-
tus. They were unfamiliar with their new role as victim and supplicant. 
Many an educated immigrant woman, not unreasonably, considered her-
self entitled to the respect of her middle-class counterparts. However, 
if a Jewish charity showed itself unable to sympathise with the architect 
required to shed her identity and become a domestic servant, it is unsur-
prising that others could display indifference, or even the hostility which 
arises when the philanthropist, too, is confused as to her role. Kathleen 
Kelly also reported that ‘some of the hostels do not want to take in Jewish 
girls or women, because I understand they cause too much trouble and 
want everything for nothing’.73 What the JTS heard was that six women 
whom they had sent to Cecil Chesterton House ‘complained that they 
had to share the dormitories there with women whom they considered 
of ill repute, and they seemed to have been suffering from skin diseases 
which looked like Eczema. They returned to the Shelter the same night’.74 
Perhaps the children and adolescents, young enough to adapt to the new 
roles required of them, to become English or proto-Israeli, to share sleep-
ing space, to take up domestic service or agricultural labour and gradually 
to allow an imagined future to displace a remembered past, were, despite 
their personal tragedies, the more fortunate of the refugees.

In one matter Travellers’ Aid/National Vigilance and JAPGWC 
reached agreement, and that was in finding the attempted coordination of 
refugee relief and resettlement activities at Bloomsbury House a near-total 
failure. In June 1939, Solomon Cohen, the JAPGWC Secretary, wrote 
to his opposite number, Frederick Sempkins, that girls whom the Shelter 
could not accommodate were sent to Bloomsbury House, but that he had 
‘no knowledge at all as to what Bloomsbury House does with them. I have 
not been able to get any satisfaction, and in fact I have not been going 
near Bloomsbury House’. Shortly afterwards, Sempkins found that the 
Domestic Bureau at Bloomsbury House had no knowledge of his organ-
isation’s work on behalf of refugees, but having established what looked 
like a useful point of contact, he soon despaired: ‘This is at present a quite 
impossible place: it takes hours to find anybody you want to see and when 
you find them they are not able to help you’.75 The Jewish Association’s 
Report for 1939–1940 stated that the numbers of refugees ‘have increased 
beyond all possibility of satisfactory handling’.76 That the arrival of 400 
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women a week and 1000 children a month should have strained the 
organisational resources of the voluntary sector as Britain began to pre-
pare for war can come as little surprise. It is perhaps too easy for critics 
of this country’s reception of refugees to attribute its failings to prejudice 
and intentional unkindness, and to exaggerate the organisational capacity 
of the state and civil society as Britain prepared for military mobilisation 
and the evacuation of urban civilians.

Scope for misunderstandings, and scope for the expression of ambiva-
lent emotions, abounded throughout this crisis. Humanitarians have 
human faults and failings; the behaviour of victims does not always seem 
lovable or comprehensible; good intentions do not necessarily translate 
into good organisation. Chaos there may have been, but refugees do not 
seem to have starved, or to have ended up on the streets. There can be no 
definitive history, and certainly no definitive moral judgement of Britain’s 
reception of refugees from Nazism, which varied from city to city and vil-
lage to village, but it is important to remember Helen Jones’s statement 
that Britain ‘seems to be the only country where non-Jews organised sup-
port locally for refugees’;77 and one thing that can be said with certainty 
is that without the voluntary effort of British women of all faiths, relief 
and rescue would have been words on paper only. Cooperation across the 
communities could not always be harmonious; but people could stay up 
till all hours, working together for a good cause, without exactly liking 
each other. ‘Living with difference’ was not uppermost in these volun-
teers’ minds; it was, nevertheless, a reality.

Few contemporaries would have agreed that these activities diluted and 
anglicised the Jewish community.78 Nor is there a clearly discernible pat-
tern in Jewish-Christian collaborations. Helen Jones has suggested that 
there was close collaboration at the national level in the 1930s, tend-
ing towards more separate work at the local level by 1939, after which 
resources were pooled.79 However, relief efforts were so dispersed and var-
ied that it is hard to construct a strong chronology for their history. What 
is clear is that all sectors of society were more closely integrated with the 
state in the situation of total war after 1939, but communal identities were 
not effaced. Education and integration into the host society had, after all, 
been part of the Jewish immigrant experience for at least two decades. The 
Jewish women active in relief and rescue were thoroughly accustomed to 
managing their dual membership of secular civil society and Anglo-Jewry; 
the steep learning curve of the wartime experience was no more challeng-
ing for them than for their non-Jewish peers. It is true that some  children 
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were indeed lost to Jewish religion and culture through evacuation and 
dispersal, but overall communal cohesion remained extremely strong. 
Arguably, it would have remained so even without the reinforcement of 
the concept of Jewish identity through the creation of a Jewish state in 
Palestine in 1948.
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Gendering the topic of Christian and Jewish relations allows us to view 
many other inquiries in a fresh perspective. It becomes possible to reas-
sess the relationship between voluntary, philanthropic and political agency, 
and to rethink the significance of religious identities, individual and com-
munal, in all these spheres. The process by which Victorian women’s char-
itable work propelled many of them into demands for social and legislative 
change is well known, as is the religious and spiritual content of much suf-
fragist rhetoric and commitment. However, neither phenomenon would 
lead one to infer that the suffrage movement would pioneer interfaith 
cooperation before 1914, nor that Jewish women would be at the fore-
front of interfaith initiatives between the world wars. The longue durée of 
religious engagement in the twentieth century and the very broad spec-
trum of activities which can be subsumed (and too often have been dis-
missed) under the heading of philanthropy, should underpin any research 
into women’s internationalism, social and educational innovation, and 
relief efforts for refugees in this period. Moreover, while activities in these 
areas were by no means confined to the female half of the population, it 
needs to be acknowledged how often men were the followers, rather than 
the leaders of such initiatives.

Inevitably, gendering this topic throws a radically different light on the 
history of Anglo-Jewry. The historiography of Jewish women may have 
been held back by an unconscious reluctance to contest the structures 

Conclusions

CHAPTER 11



of an existing narrative. Certainly much scholarship has underplayed the 
extent to which Jewish women challenged their male-dominated com-
munal institutions in the early decades of the twentieth century. The age- 
old official line—that woman’s role in preserving Shabbat and kashrut 
within the home is not only sacred but equal in merit and importance 
with a man’s public participation in the prayers and affairs of the syna-
gogue—has more recently been buttressed by research suggesting that 
with the upheavals of migration, domestic religious practice actually had 
more significance than it had enjoyed while Jewish communities remained 
within Eastern Europe.1 Leaving aside the fact that we have no real way 
of knowing that it was more important than before—whoever asked this 
question of their mother or grandmother?—this ‘separate spheres’ analysis 
has created an impression of stasis which is in itself ahistorical. Adhering 
to this complementary history of female religious practice leaves the male 
narrative—most particularly that of male–female relations—securely in 
place. It rules out any discussion of the reasons why women agitated for 
change, and why even the most moderate of their demands were refused.

As can be seen from their participation in the suffrage movement and 
the evidence of their involvement in contemporary social-work initiatives, 
Jewish women could experience a far greater degree of autonomy and 
equality outside the Anglo-Jewish community than within it. The para-
digm of religious complementarity has diminished the multi-dimensional 
nature of female agency and obscured the gender dynamics of Anglo- 
Jewry. These women defined themselves, and carved out their paths of 
action, in response to the challenges of living in a modernising non-Jewish 
world, and also in reaction against the roles ascribed to them by Anglo- 
Jewish men. The occlusion of their dual identities, sometimes amounting 
to a conscious erasure, has also left the way clear for a socialist and feminist 
critique of their interventions which now merits modification. Historians 
have invoked the concepts of ‘social control’ and social condescension to 
characterise and condemn welfare work which at the time met with Jewish 
male condemnation as the exercise of a pernicious ‘suffragette’ influence.2 
The paradigm of ‘social control’, if it is not to be entirely abandoned, has 
to be expanded: the question ‘who was trying to exercise social control 
over whom?’ has more than one answer.

The near-total absence of the Jewish League for Woman Suffrage from 
the historical record has had the effect of obscuring the continuing influ-
ence of pre-1914 feminism and suffragism on Jewish women’s continu-
ing efforts to improve their communal status, as well as their important 
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 contribution to the Zionist movement in Britain. This is a significant ele-
ment in the wider story of the post-suffrage movement in Britain. The 
decision of Rebecca Sieff, the leading figure of the Federation of Women 
Zionists, to settle in the new state of Israel for the last decades of her life 
has disrupted the linked histories of Jewish and non-Jewish feminism in 
Britain, which would otherwise be better known, and within which Sieff’s 
role would be justly celebrated. It is difficult to shift the popular misun-
derstanding of the campaign for the female vote: its success, together with 
the upheavals of World War I, is widely seen to have brought about an 
era of gender equality. Ignorance of the obstacles remaining in the path 
of the interwar ‘post-suffragists’ is one of the reasons this goal of equality 
remains to be achieved. Similarly, it is in part because the relatively privi-
leged Jewish women studied here have been largely hidden from the his-
tory of communal and national progressive movement that some of their 
communal battles remain to be fought over and over again.

Multiculturalism in present-day Britain is largely outside the remit of 
this book, but the issues of social control and autonomy which it raises 
are not confined to Anglo-Jewish history. The gender dynamics of Anglo- 
Jewry find their echo in many immigrant and minority communities. A 
number of talented women from South Asian families have achieved social 
and political prominence in this country with the warm encouragement of 
those families; a larger number of young women who have attempted to 
forge their own path into the host society have met a terrible fate at the 
hands of male relatives. It may even be the case that the best interpreta-
tion of the motives of teenage girls fleeing London for the camps of the 
so-called Islamic State may lie, tragically and perversely, with their desire 
to escape a future in which their lives will be, however lovingly, rigidly 
controlled, and to assert some form of autonomy in the face of a patriar-
chal domesticity.

A particular focus on relations between women can throw new light 
on antisemitism, without altering the fact that it will always be a conten-
tious and perplexing issue. I have no desire to suggest that women are 
necessarily nicer than, or morally superior to men. There is no disputing 
the fact that British fascism had its active female supporters. However, 
the rivalry and competition underlying some tensions between commu-
nities can be differently configured for women and men. It is clear from 
these studies that many Jewish women enjoyed relationships with their 
non-Jewish counterparts which were based on shared social values, and 
were not tainted by either mutual or one-sided suspicion or jealousy. 
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Nevertheless, in this as in any inquiry, there must always be a subjective 
element in the exploration of words and their relation to actions. All texts 
should be treated with care, and quotations should not be too selective. 
Quoting from Rosalind Franklin’s biographer Brenda Maddox, Antony 
Julius recounts that in the late 1930s, ‘a new friend of the then under-
graduate Rosalind Franklin was warned off by another undergraduate, “I 
don’t know what you see in Ros—you know she is a Jew, don’t you?”’ 
without adding Maddox’s very next sentence, which offers the other side 
of the story: ‘Peggy [the new friend] was staggered because she had no 
personal knowledge of antisemitism’.3

Another occupational hazard for historians exists in our ability to find a 
valid quotation to suit almost any argument. Julius, discussing ‘social dis-
tance’, cites Lady Halifax, who considered some of the conventions of the 
Indian viceroyalty when the position was held by Rufus Isaacs, Marquess 
of Reading, to have verged on vulgarity.4 By contrast I would cite Iris 
Butler, a young woman in India at that time, who gratefully remembered 
the kindness shown her by Lady Reading, and offered a more generous, if 
nonetheless nuanced view: Rufus and Alice Isaacs ‘were free of the normal 
prejudices of the English ruling caste. … Lady Reading’s ancestral voices 
were very ancient and subtly different from most of her predecessors’, 
enabling her ‘to keep in step with the quick emotional reactions of Eastern 
people’.5 Iris Butler acknowledged difference, but did not translate it into 
distance, and in this she resembled many of her peers in her own and ear-
lier generations.

The present study subscribes to the view that ‘drawing a balance sheet 
of Jewish-Gentile relations is always difficult and also a dangerous pur-
suit. Generalizing even about an area or a town is hard enough, given the 
diversity of human responses. Applying this on a national scale becomes 
near impossible’.6 This statement is quoted from Anthony Julius’s recent 
work on antisemitism in England, whose 800 pages recount a very dif-
ferent history from that recorded here. Without wishing to paint a rosy 
picture, or one at variance with common sense about human behaviour at 
an individual or collective level, I have asserted—or reinstated—a history 
of a country in which prejudice and exclusivity were not universal, and 
did not mutate into vicious behaviour. On the contrary: genuine efforts 
at understanding and generous gifts of time and labour were made by 
Christian to Jewish women throughout the period in question, and my 
chapter on refugee relief in Britain barely does justice to the geographical 
extent and social commitment of thousands of its female citizens. It is pos-
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sible to  surmise that Britain’s island status, which largely protected it from 
Nazi invasion and occupation, has also protected latent British antisemi-
tism from the exposure and salience to which a different wartime history 
could have given rise. But just as one cannot deny the existence of the 
chameleons of the Galapagos because they could not exist anywhere else 
on earth, the evolution of a human island species must also be accepted 
for what it is.

Throughout this book there has been little emphasis on philosemitism 
as a category of analysis. I have preferred instead to stress a prevailing cul-
ture of decency, interwoven with the ambiguities which bedevil all private 
and public relationships. Except among the monomaniacal, attitudes to 
the Other are rarely fixed and homogenous: anti- and philosemitism are 
attitudes which are available to groups and individuals in partial, com-
plex, nuanced and untidy ways. If the same also holds true for relations 
between the different denominations of Islam and the Western commu-
nities (broadly speaking), this opens up ways of thinking about the pos-
sibilities for future communal coexistence in Europe. A gendered history 
of cross-communal collaboration and interfaith communication before 
World War II may offer at least some helpful lessons for those dealing with 
comparable issues in today’s multicultural Britain. The issue can hardly be 
consigned to the groves of academe.

However, one condition for the kind of voluntary associational col-
laboration I have described will undoubtedly be lacking. Now and for the 
foreseeable future, large numbers of mature and educated women will 
not be found to give up hours of the working week for little or no pay. 
Women in the West today expect salaried employment, and the organ-
isations of the voluntary sector do not stand outside this trend; indeed, 
many charities now employ full-time Chief Executives and other staff for 
salaries which prospective donors may consider excessive. Sustained work, 
for non-profitmaking goals, is certainly called for in the interfaith sphere; 
but the pool of labour to undertake it may not be found. Moreover, at 
the time of writing, such initiatives are often suspected of being covertly 
political or sectarian.7

In a development reminiscent of the difficulties encountered by the 
Society of Jews and Christians, some of the most generous cross- communal 
initiatives currently originate with liberal British Muslims, including some 
converts. However, institutions such as the Quilliam Foundation are not 
representative of the bulk of congregations. It is likely that, as with the 
formation of the Council of Christians and Jews, interfaith understanding 
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between Muslims, Christians and Jews will only gain a firm foothold when 
it is embraced by the senior and most representative clerics of all denomi-
nations—and when all faiths embrace a common cause, or experience a 
common danger. It is also likely that only Christianity will offer participa-
tion in the process to senior women clergy, and that this in turn may be a 
stumbling block (as was not the case in the more patriarchal 1940s) to the 
friendship and understanding which are so profoundly needed. Despite 
these caveats, there remains a historical fund of social and moral capital in 
this country on which its citizens can still draw; a culture of wishing for 
neighbourliness and understanding. While these are not yet extinguished, 
neither is hope.
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CHAPTER 12

Coda: Rachel Bernstein Goes to Surrey Lane

My mother was born in London in 1910, the sixth and youngest child 
of parents who migrated from the Vilna region in the 1890s. Her grand-
parents were country people; her father’s journey was prompted, not by 
pogroms, but by the poverty visited on nine siblings after their father, a 
blacksmith and woodcutter, died under a falling tree. Rachel Bernstein 
grew up in a materially poor household. Home was a terraced dwelling with 
an outdoor privy, but without a room in which to have a bath or shower; 
the nearest public baths were visited on the eve of every Sabbath. Despite 
these limitations, my mother’s mother kept a spotlessly clean house in 
which no cobweb was ever to be seen, and where the laws of kashrut were 
scrupulously observed. My mother’s mother could neither read nor write, 
and my grandfather’s studies were (when time permitted) devoted to the 
Bible and the Talmud. But—and no matter how clichéd this sounds, it is 
no more than the truth—they valued the education this new world had 
to offer their children. When my uncle’s schoolteacher visited the house 
to plead for the boy to be allowed to proceed to degree-level studies at 
the Regent Street Polytechnic, he was—figuratively—knocking at an open 
door. When, in 1924, my mother passed the exams which qualified her for 
a public scholarship, thus permitting her to progress beyond elementary 
school (the vast majority of British children were then educated only to 
the age of 14), off she went to Surrey Lane Central School for Girls.
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The two years she spent there were almost certainly the most important 
in my own life. My mother recalled that she was the only Jewish girl at 
the school—living in South London, she was part of a tiny community. 
However, Jewish names do occur in the minute book of the school man-
agers between 1924 and 1926;1 either her recollection was at fault, or 
she was remembering being the only strictly orthodox pupil. On her first 
day, in fear and trembling, she asked her new headmistress if she might be 
excused morning prayers. ‘Certainly’, was the reply: but Rachel must not 
come to school later than the other girls, she must come into the hall in 
time for the post-prayer announcements, and she must not be idle in the 
interim. She should learn a poem by heart every morning, and the head-
mistress would hear her recite it at the end of every day. Rachel remem-
bered most of those hundreds of poems well into her nineties. When I 
was seven years old, she opened one of her old school anthologies, and 
asked me to read from it. “Why are you using that sing-song voice?” she 
demanded. “The poems mean something. Read them for their meaning”. 
At one remove, I had heard the voice of that extraordinary teacher.

Helen Elizabeth Lacy was a Fabian Socialist, and an early member of 
the London Shakespeare League. The post-prayer announcements were 
in fact readings from George Bernard Shaw and Robert Lynd and other 
contributors to the New Statesman, and one-woman performances of 
scenes from Shakespeare. These were followed up by group visits to per-
formances staged at the Old Vic Theatre, also in South London. Rachel 
was a good student, and I suspect that Miss Lacy found every opportunity 
she could to award her prizes—for literature, for geography, for conduct—
which would build up her library for later life. All Shakespeare’s works, of 
course, in the Everyman volumes; the poetry of William Blake, Robert 
Browning, William Morris and Robert Bridges; these I observed on our 
bookshelves as constant companions to the Brixton Synagogue Hebrew 
and Religion Class prizes of Maurice Liber’s Rashi and the Revd Morris 
Joseph’s Judaism as Creed and Life.

Miss Lacy’s own religious leanings are difficult to discern, and may 
well have been non-existent. School prayers and religious instruction were 
compulsory in state-supported education, but at Surrey Lane they may 
have been adhered to more in form than in spirit. At one point a lively 
correspondence erupted between Miss Lacy and the school managers over 
the prospect of girls ‘being withdrawn from school for the purpose of 
attending Sunday School Outings … she hoped that those who attend 
such outings will not contribute to any presentation that might be made 
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to her …’.2 The tone of her letters is tinged with an almost aristocratic 
disdain—my mother thought that Miss Lacy’s family were Norfolk gentry 
whose emblem was the ‘Lacy Knot’—and her disregard for many of the 
social norms imposed on state schoolteachers (or self-imposed, for fear of 
dismissal) was indeed remarkable. I used to disbelieve my mother when 
she told me that her headmistress lived in a ménage à trois with a former 
chorus girl and an unfrocked clergyman, but this was pretty accurate. The 
Revd Stewart Headlam was a founder of the Church and Stage Guild, 
and a dancer named Martha Lugg Wooldridge, known to my mother, 
remained permanently under his wing. He too was a Fabian and a founder 
of the London Shakespeare League, whose political radicalism had led 
to his losing his licence to serve as a priest in the Church of England. In 
1887, he had conducted the funerals for the victims of ‘Bloody Sunday’, a 
demonstration in Trafalgar Square combining protests against unemploy-
ment and coercion in Ireland, which had been so violently suppressed by 
the Metropolitan Police that two men died of their injuries.3

Nor did I at first believe the story that Rachel had attended Stewart 
Headlam’s own funeral in November 1924. She described what sounded 
like a very High Church affair: lots of candles and a coffin heaped up with 
dark red roses. ‘How could you have been in church? Zeide [my grandfa-
ther] would never have allowed it’. ‘Zeide didn’t know’. Headlam’s biog-
rapher specifically mentions those roses.4 Zeide assuredly did not know; 
nor may he have been aware that Rachel borrowed a costume from a 
school friend so that she could join in swimming lessons, or that she was 
the star athlete of the school, running and jumping in the knee-length 
divided skirts which he prohibited as shockingly immodest. One year, 
when she carried off all the medals in an inter-schools meeting, Rachel’s 
subterfuges were mentioned by a Surrey Lane teacher to a rival colleague. 
By coincidence, in subsequent years these inter-school competitions were 
held on a Saturday. Rachel’s transgressions could not extend as far as 
breaking the Sabbath. She left Surrey Lane at sixteen, but seems to have 
maintained contact with a Miss A.M. Grice, perhaps her English teacher, 
who gave her a book for her birthday in 1927. She claimed never to have 
had career ambitions, and was employed in office work and then with a 
beautician; as the youngest child, still unmarried, she was frequently taken 
out of work to look after her parents as they became frail. When she met 
and married my father, love of literature was a very strong bond: and every 
wedding anniversary was marked by my father’s gift of a bouquet of roses, 
with a line of verse attached: ‘how beautiful, how red those roses were’.
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Anecdotes about individual lives, consciously or not, inform subjec-
tive bias in academic writing. It is not possible for me to denounce as 
institutionally antisemitic a society which produced teachers so consider-
ate of the development of my parents, and respectful of their religious 
differences. They did not assume that Shakespeare and Browning were 
irrelevant to, or wasted on, the children of immigrant and illiterate par-
ents; and what they invested in my parents allowed me in turn to pick up 
where my parents left off. The Anglo-Jewish establishment’s ambition to 
create law-abiding citizens, who would absorb along the way the cultural 
riches denied to the residents of ghettos and staedtls, seems to me wholly 
rational and commendable, as does the desire to contribute to the good of 
the gentile world and to raise the honour in which the Jewish community 
would be held. Moreover, as my grandparents’ own choices evince, such 
ambitions were not necessarily confined to notables, and should not be 
seen simply as their imposition upon the immigrant poor. Those histori-
ans scornful of the Anglo-Jewish establishment’s project do not offer an 
alternative social model for a religious minority, and need to reflect on 
the unremitting need to build and repair bridges between neighbouring 
communities, and to find spaces where civic values and social and artistic 
enjoyments can be shared.

My first book was dedicated to my parents, but this one is dedicated 
with almost equal gratitude to Helen Elizabeth Lacy and to my own 
teacher, Elaine Kaye.
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