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            These memoirs are for Katya and our family – Gideon and Maya, Gideon’s partner Tom, our grandchildren, Benjamin, Alice and Rose, and my brother, Martin.
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            ‘The spirit of liberty is the spirit which is not too sure that it is right.’

            Judge Learned Hand, speaking on the Spirit of Liberty in Central Park, New York City, in 1944viii
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            Foreword

            by Gideon Lester

         

         My father liked to tell a story – which he recounts in this book – about his journey home to Britain after two years as a student at Harvard Law School. He and his friend Leon Brittan travelled together in third class on one of Cunard’s luxury liners. Crossing the Atlantic, every evening they would put on black tie and sneak through the bowels of the ship to the first-class lounge, where they would dine in style (once, as my father notes, seated next to Gregory Peck and his wife).

         There is in this image of two Jewish boys from north London dressed up to look like English gentlemen something emblematic of my father’s life. Despite the magnitude of his accomplishments in human rights law, he remained at heart an outsider (‘I have refugee mentality,’ he used to say). He flirted with the British establishment in order to try to change it, often getting singed in the process. He and Leon were both assimilated Jews, though Leon, who rose through the political machine to become Margaret Thatcher’s Home Secretary, adopted xiiBritish mannerisms more thoroughly, as my father notes: ‘With me, Leon was the Jewish boy from Willesden … when he was in public, he was posh and mannered, a member of the Pitt Club with sports jacket and cavalry twill trousers to match. He reminded me of Proust’s Swann, belonging to such different worlds.’

         Leon belonged to both worlds, but I’m not sure my father really belonged to either. Though he loved people, he was something of a loner, and could be a curmudgeon. When I was a child, his protestations of shyness irritated me. (‘You’re not shy!’ I’d say. ‘You’re always at dinner parties!’) Now I understand what he meant. His power came from his ability to stand on the outside looking in, discerning what needed to get fixed and how he might go about it. He was always restless, never staying too long, not allowing himself to become too comfortable, because he knew from experience that in comfort lies danger. (He always used to park the car in my parents’ driveway facing the road, ‘in escape mode’, just in case.) He chose to raise his family in what was then an unfashionable corner of south London, far from the social and intellectual centres of his world. The only place he could truly relax was at our family’s beloved house in Ireland, a country that has at best an ambivalent relationship with its former colonial oppressor. ‘I feel much more at home with our friends in West Cork than I would feel in a second home in Norfolk or Devon,’ he writes.

         My father had no great sense of religious piety. (‘I am a Jewish atheist with only a rudimentary knowledge of Jewish law, faith or observance.’) But his Jewishness and the deeply rooted, only sometimes dormant antisemitism of Britain became twin poles xiiiof his identity. The first line of Talking to Myself positions his childhood against the horrors of the Third Reich: ‘I was born in July 1936, a year after the Reichstag enacted the antisemitic and racist Nuremberg Laws, and four months after Hitler’s occupation of the Rhineland.’ He recalls that at the age of nine he saw newsreel footage from Bergen-Belsen: ‘The images will live with me until I die and have shaped my life’s work.’

         My father’s grandparents had sought refuge in Britain, fleeing pogroms in Bessarabia and Poland. His parents ‘were brought up to be British and to assimilate as loyal subjects of the Crown, grateful for having found safe refuge here in England’. In Talking to Myself, he paints with comic aplomb his uncles’ and aunts’ energetic self-fashioning as newly minted members of the British middle class. His stepfather Harry, though a committed Zionist who grew up in poverty in the East End of London, had deeply internalised the cultural mores of Britain. He was, my father writes, ‘an old-fashioned advocate in the style of Horace Rumpole’ who idolised Lord Denning, the Master of the Rolls, and loved to sing Gilbert and Sullivan and recite Shakespeare’s sonnets.

         Louis Raab, Anthony’s natural father, was a different story. A tailor and a first-generation immigrant from Hungary, Louis was, according to family lore, a bad lot who seduced my grandmother, took her to Paris where he got her pregnant, hastily married her, soon after divorced her, left her alone with a child and moved to Wales, where he remarried. After that, Anthony had almost no contact with him. ‘I had been brought up to regard him as a rascal and a stranger,’ he writes, adding later, ‘I hope he was not as bad as [my mother] claimed.’xiv

         I’ve always wanted to learn more about Louis, but my father understandably showed no interest in him or his side of the family. As Anthony recalls in these pages, about a decade ago when I was in Hungary a friend took me to the Jewish cemetery in Győr, Louis’s birthplace. There I found scores of gravestones marked ‘Raab’ in Hebrew. As a third-generation Briton with little sense of my own ancestry, I was amazed and overwhelmed by the discovery. Surrounded by my resting forebears in a chilly, misty graveyard somewhere in Transdanubia, I texted photos to my father, then called him excitedly to tell him where I was. ‘Why did you want to go there?’ he asked, bewildered. He didn’t want to hear any details and I never raised it again. In Talking to Myself, he writes, ‘Ashkenazi families like ours escaping from Central and Eastern Europe wanted to bury the memories of past persecution and build a new life in England, so they didn’t pry into their unhappy family histories.’

         In a 2013 interview with the filmmaker Helen Selka, Anthony speaks of his parents’ strong patriotism and gratitude to Britain for giving them safe haven, and at the same time their sense of alienation from the snobbish and racist aspects of England. He continues: ‘So you grow up with this creative conflict inside you about your identity, and you gradually realise that you have multiple identities, and that part of it is the Jewish bit, and part of it is the British bit.’ He is clearly talking here about his own experience as much as that of his parents.

         I’m struck by the phrase ‘creative conflict’. The conflict part is clear: the opposing feelings of gratitude and revulsion, belonging and alienation, the competing roles of the insider and the outsider. This struggle, my father says, is creative – which now seems xvto me key to understanding his life. For sure he loved Britain; it was his home on earth, insofar as he had one. But he had an outsider’s clear-eyed ability to discern its injustices, its ‘snobbish and racist aspects’, and he was driven to invent new ways to address them. He approached his life’s work with an artist’s zeal.

         The son of tailor and a milliner, Anthony inherited their artistic genes, and he was a keen amateur watercolourist who for decades tried to capture the subtleties of the West Cork light and landscape with forensic precision. (His mother painted in oils, and his choice of medium seemed like a subtle act of rebellion.) He had fully stocked painting sheds in Herne Hill and West Cork, carried a sketchbook everywhere he went, and some summers would produce a painting a day, many of remarkable beauty and refinement.

         Only recently, though, have I come to understand the deeper connection between my father’s artistic drive and his professional life. My parents were both lawyers, as were my grandfathers, and I grew up regarding the family business as a bit arid. I escaped it for a life in the arts and didn’t spend much time thinking about my father’s work. I knew that over many decades he had shaped an entirely new framework of human rights legislation, markedly improving the lives of generations of Britons who had suffered discrimination on grounds of gender, race, or sexuality. I recognised this as admirable, but I had never really considered why his inner life might have driven him down this path, often at great personal cost.

         Then, a few months after his death in August 2020, I watched the Selka interview, where my father describes his work in terms I’d never heard him use before. He says:xvi

         
            I look at the English wilderness, I look at the rocky, untidy, ineffective system, and I think to myself, we could build a dam and we could put up an embankment, and we could irrigate the valley. So I then think about how to do it, and I make a design, and then I think about how to get a client, a person, to pay for the design, and then I go about it. That is an impulse within me. I don’t believe in human perfection at all, but I believe that it’s good to try to make the wilderness a bit less of a wilderness.

         

         My father speaks here of his legal practice in terms that would be familiar to any artist, architect or entrepreneur: he identified a problem, imagined a solution, developed an infrastructure to support it, then got to work. I suddenly understood that law was a deeply creative practice for him. Perhaps because I spend my life working with artists, I found his words intensely moving. They helped me to understand his purpose and his process, and the threads that bound his life together. They revealed his spirit of invention, his humanist impulses and the risks he took for the betterment of society.

         Talking to Myself tells the story of my father’s attempts to try to make the wilderness a bit less of a wilderness. His 2016 book Five Ideas to Fight For is a primer on the principles that shaped his practice: human rights, equality, free speech, privacy and the rule of law. This memoir guides us more intimately through his encounters with the people and ideas that formed him: his family of newly minted Britons; his teachers at the City of London School who persuaded him to apply to Cambridge; his professor at Trinity College, Jack Gallagher, the ‘working-class Liverpool Irish rebel’ who introduced him ‘to the defects of the British xviiconstitution and the need for the courts to control the misuse of public power’; Lotika ‘Monu’ Sarkar, his close friend from Harvard days, who travelled with him to the Deep South and ‘made me realise that the practice of law could be used to promote political and social change’; Roy Jenkins, who taught him that the essence of his role as special adviser at the Home Office ‘was to make a nuisance of myself’. These encounters combine to form the lesson that would define his career: that deficiencies of British law can be effectively remedied through forces from outside the United Kingdom, namely, principles derived from the US civil rights movement and the instruments of the European Court of Human Rights. In other words, it can take an outsider’s eye to identify and remedy problems on the inside.

         This book also charts my father’s career of making a nuisance of himself in the law, first as a practitioner, later in the House of Lords, where his crowning achievement was to create and implement the Human Rights Act 1998. Throughout these episodes I’m struck by a fundamental pattern that brings to mind the image of the young interloper in the first-class lounge on the ocean liner. My father was frequently attracted by the British establishment, only to reject it (or be rejected by it) and fall back to his position as an outsider. The pattern shows itself in relatively minor episodes: he joins the Garrick Club, the ultimate status symbol for actors and lawyers, tries unsuccessfully to reform its sexist membership policy, then leaves in protest. Ever the nuisance-maker, he is always in trouble with someone. But this swinging pendulum is most visible in his contentious relationship with the House of Lords, which he joined with some misgivings in 1993 and left in anguish in 2018, less than xviiitwo years before his death. The Lords was his greatest platform for constitutional reform, and also his greatest source of despair.

         My father seldom made choices that led to an easy life. Apart from his watercolours he had little use for leisure, and his work was always his primary preoccupation, though his final years were considerably lightened by my mother and sister’s extraordinary care for him, and his love of his grandchildren, Benjamin, Alice and Rose. In hindsight, though, I don’t think he’d have chosen to spend his time on earth otherwise, and his legacy will endure as long as discrimination law offers fundamental protections to British citizens – not a bad monument for the son of an immigrant tailor.

         In the Selka interview, my father talks with a grin about the pressures that a life of creative conflict placed on his health:

         
            I’m sure that my heart is less competent because of the strain I’ve put upon it throughout my life. The American Supreme Court judge Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr gave a lecture at Harvard Law School in 1886 in which he said, ‘A man may live greatly in the law as well as elsewhere … may wear his heart out after the unattainable.’ And I thought, that’s exactly me! I’m wearing out my heart after the unobtainable! But that seems to be a perfectly sensible thing to do. And I suppose if I were writing my own epitaph, it would be, ‘He tried hard.’

         

         My father spent his final months working to complete the manuscript of Talking to Myself. He knew that time was short and there was much that he needed say. The title is characteristically modest – he couldn’t imagine that anyone would find the story of his life xixinteresting. Yet anyone who cares about liberty and equality, and who strives to clean up rocky, untidy, ineffective systems, will of course know that he was not only talking to himself but to them.

         The book was more or less finished when my father died in August 2020, and my sister Maya, my mother Katya, the brilliant editor Olivia Beattie and I have just tidied up some loose ends. It was his final wish that we should prepare it for publication. I felt blessed to have been able to have several long conversations with him about the manuscript during his final days. I told him of the patterns I’d noticed while reading it, and he seemed excited and pleased.

         Two days before he died, my father said that he was concerned he might have offered too pessimistic a view of the future, particularly in the shadow of Brexit, whose imminent arrival caused him much sadness. I asked him whether he’d like to add anything to the book, and he dictated the following as a coda:

         
            I suppose I’d like to talk about how fortunate I am to have lived a long life, and most of it in good health. My wife and children have supported me in my various attempts to make the world a tiny bit better. I am also very lucky to be going with hope for the future, looking forward and not backward. I have never regarded myself as especially gifted, but I suppose it is my obstinacy, like a dog with a bone, that has driven me.

         

         Provincetown, Massachusetts

         March 2021 xx
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            Preface

         

         I was born in July 1936, a year after the Reichstag enacted the antisemitic and racist Nuremberg Laws, and four months after Hitler’s occupation of the Rhineland. Kristallnacht, the anti-Jewish pogrom, erupted in November 1938.

         Born and raised in north London by Jewish parents, I was nine when I saw on a cinema newsreel the surviving victims and the piles of corpses at the Bergen-Belsen extermination camp after its liberation. The images will live with me until I die and have shaped my life’s work. I feel guilty to be alive when so many perished because they were Jews. I do not believe in God or life after death, but I strongly identify with my fellow Jews.

         In the 1930s, the British political class was led by appeasers who sought peace with Hitler and an alliance with him against Stalin, whom they regarded as the real enemy. Antisemitism was widespread in Britain and deep-rooted. Many blamed Jews for supporting a second world war a mere twenty years after the first. British traitors, spies and appeasers worked for Hitler without effective measures being taken by the Home Office to control them.xxii

         As a child, I was aware of the war and knew that Britain was in danger of Nazi invasion. But I did not understand what that meant. During the bombings and rocket attacks over London, I spent nights in a Morrison shelter under the dining room table while my parents slept upstairs. I learnt to tell the difference between British and German aircraft and enjoyed gathering shrapnel and clutter the morning after the previous night’s raid. We had moved to Stanmore in north London, thinking it would be a safe place, but it was near Bentley Priory, the HQ of Fighter Command – a target for the Luftwaffe – so in fact it was rather lively.

         Despite my north London upbringing, my wife Katya and I have lived in the same semi-detached Edwardian house in Herne Hill for most of our lives together. Our north London friends are perplexed that we remain south of the river and sometimes try to tempt us ‘home’, where only the bagels are better. An inquisitive Israeli immigration officer once asked me why I live in Herne Hill when so few Jews do so. What chutzpah! I did not have the wit to reply, ‘That’s why.’ That’s just as well; she might not have shared my sense of humour.

         Garter King of Arms, the Senior Officer of the College of Arms, was also troubled about Herne Hill. He had the task of deciding what I should be officially named as a peer. I suggested plain ‘Lord Lester’, but that was refused because, although written differently, it sounded like the Earl of Leicester, with whom I might be confused. So I suggested Lord Lester of Herne Hill. ‘That is not much of a place,’ Garter sniffed. He wanted me to be named ‘Lord Lester of Runnymede’, but I said that was pompous. After an argument about which borough I lived in, I xxiiiwas officially gazetted as ‘of Herne Hill in the London Borough of Southwark’.

         I have had four public lives: at the Bar, in government, in Parliament and with NGOs in the UK and across the world. The thread which united all of these lives has been the protection of human rights.

         Human rights are not the gift of governments: they are our birthright. Civil and constitutional rights are appropriate to be enforced by judges. Because of the separation of powers, and the need for the independent courts to keep off the political grass, economic, social and cultural rights should usually be given effect by the government and Parliament. Human rights are constitutional rights. They are the bedrock of a democracy based on the rule of law and our common humanity and dignity.

         I practised at the Bar for more than fifty years, arguing cases here and elsewhere in the Commonwealth – in Singapore (where I was banned for criticising the government), Malaysia, Hong Kong and Trinidad and Tobago. I served as a Recorder and part-time High Court judge, but I did not join the full-time judiciary: I did not relish the prospect of having to decide criminal cases. I have never regretted that decision.

         Fifty years ago, the English legal system was in need of radical improvement. It was ethically aimless and focused on the letter of the law and obedience to executive and parliamentary supremacy. There was no developed system of judicial review of the abuse of power by public bodies. For lack of effective remedies in our courts, victims had to take their complaints overseas to the Court of Human Rights in Strasbourg.

         The English Channel was a wide moat (the Channel Tunnel xxivhad not yet been built) and Europe was ‘foreign’ and far away. In my work at the Bar, I argued for constitutional equality and freedom of expression, pioneering the use of European and American human rights law. I brought the first individual case against the UK in 1967, a year after the government accepted the ‘right of individual petition’, thus allowing recourse to Strasbourg. I have been told that at the time a Foreign Office official described me to another official as ‘dangerous’ for having taken the case to Strasbourg. At least he did not suggest I was guilty of treason for suing the Queen outside her realm – unlike Enoch Powell, the right-wing scholarly demagogue, who took exactly that view.

         In that first case, I argued on behalf of a Pakistani father whose young son had been refused entry to join him in Bradford. The Home Office relented and settled the case. A few years later, I represented British Asian refugees from East Africa whose right to live in their country of citizenship had been taken away in a racially discriminatory Act of Parliament. The Act could not be challenged in our courts because of the doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty. Again, the Home Office relented and settled the case, thanks to the Home Secretary, Roy Jenkins, and against the wishes of officials in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. I campaigned for the next thirty years to make the freedoms enshrined in the European Convention on Human Rights enforceable in the UK until the Human Rights Act was passed in 1998.

         In those days, free speech was an important political value but had no legal force. I relied on the Convention rights in notable cases about freedom of speech and freedom of the press xxv– including, memorably, the prisoners’ correspondence cases,* the Sunday Times case about press reports on the thalidomide scandal and Harold Evans’s campaign for justice for the victims, and press publication of extracts from the banned book Spycatcher, the ‘candid’ autobiography of a former senior intelligence officer. Thanks to these and other cases, free speech is now recognised by our courts as a fundamental constitutional right.

         At the Bar, I developed a dull but lucrative commercial practice. I left in 1974 to become Roy Jenkins’s special adviser at the Home Office and did not expect to go back to the Bar. The then Labour Lord Chancellor, Elwyn Jones, appointed me as a QC on that basis. In government, I developed policy on what became the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and the Race Relations Act 1976. Faced with deep-rooted opposition from Home Office bureaucrats, Roy sent me home to write the White Paper ‘Equality for Women’. The brilliant senior Home Office official Brian Cubbon continued for the rest of his life to oppose my campaign for a modern Bill of Rights – obsessed like Captain Ahab pursuing Moby Dick the whale.

         I returned reluctantly to the Bar in 1976. I had nothing better to do. In those days it was financially risky to practise as a QC, especially for me after I had destroyed my practice by working not just in government but in a Labour government, to the consternation of commercial clients. I struggled to earn a living and had to teach in the evenings to keep myself. Fortunately, I was able to develop a practice in a changing legal world. A new  xxvigeneration of judges became sympathetic to arguments about the need to protect the Human Rights Convention rights, especially after Parliament gave them a mandate in the Human Rights Act 1998. They also developed judicial review. 

         In my third public life, I joined the House of Lords as a Liberal Democrat working peer in 1993. Paddy Ashdown, the party’s leader, wanted a human rights lawyer in there, and I was delighted to accept his invitation. My maiden speech was about the need to make the Convention usable in our courts. I had to await a change of government for that to happen.

         I campaigned in the Lords for an enforceable code of parliamentary standards that would forbid being paid to carry out parliamentary activities. In those days, it was considered acceptable for peers to receive payment from clients to promote legislation, and I made lordly enemies who suffered from the financial impact of the abolition of the practice.

         I was always an outsider in the Lords. But after New Labour won power in 1997, the Lords became a good place to work for reforms using cross-party coalitions. Among other things, I introduced Private Members’ Bills that led to the Human Rights Act 1998, the Divorce (Religious Marriages) Act 2002, the Civil Partnership Act 2004, the Forced Marriage (Civil Protection) Act 2007, the Equality Act 2010, and (under the Cameron– Clegg coalition) the Defamation Act 2013. Several of my other Bills got nowhere for lack of government support even though they were and are still needed, especially to place executive prerogative powers under statute.

         My fourth public life, which ran in parallel with the others, involved working with the NGO movement here and abroad. xxviiWhen I began, NGOs were almost unknown. Now NGOs exercise power and influence as ‘private governments’. Amnesty International was a tiny fledgling, co-founded in 1961 by a former barrister, Peter Benenson, and Professor of Law Philip James. It now has more than 7 million members and supporters across the world. Amnesty sent me to the USA in 1964 to raise funds and report on justice in the American South. In those days, Amnesty focused on combating torture. Now it has a global mandate covering human rights, but it has been criticised for being too political and badly managed.

         I came back to the UK in 1964 and became legal adviser to another NGO, the Campaign Against Racial Discrimination (CARD), modelled on the US civil rights movement. Three years later, CARD was taken over by Marxist and Trotskyite militants and became ineffective, so I co-founded the Runnymede Charitable Trust.

         My work at the Bar took me to Commonwealth countries across Africa, the Caribbean and Asia, using principles rooted in international and comparative public law. I realised the need for an international NGO working to champion these principles by training judges and advocates and promoting them in strategic litigation. This led to the founding of INTERIGHTS (the International Centre for the Legal Protection of Human Rights, now alas defunct) and the Bangalore Principles of Judicial Conduct developed and used by courts across the Commonwealth. With David Pannick, I developed a textbook on human rights, now in its third edition.† I also organised an international  xxviiigathering on The Personal Responsibility of Judges as a board member of the Salzburg seminar, chaired the European Roma Rights Centre, and was a member of the Justice Initiative organised by the Open Society Institute, specialising in equality and free speech. It gradually became possible for NGOs to intervene as third parties before international and national courts. That greatly increased their influence in shaping legal policy. 

         I have been active as a campaigner in many human rights causes, some successful, some less so, some failed. My mother once said, ‘Anthony, we had such a fine system until you ruined it!’ I hope she was wrong.

         
            * For example Silver & Ors v United Kingdom (1983) 5 EHRR 237, in which the court found that censorship of prisoners’ letters was prima facie a violation of their right to private correspondence.

            † Human Rights Law and Practice, 3rd edition, April 2009.

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter 1

            My Family

         

         When the Second World War broke out, my father, Louis Raab, went to Cardiff to escape the bombings. My mother thought him a coward and refused to follow him. Their unhappy marriage soon ended. I knew Louis only through the jaundiced tales about him told to me by my mother, Kay (originally Kitty but variously Kate and Kay), the second of his three wives – respectively Catholic, Jewish and Welsh Methodist. After they divorced (when I was too young to care), I met him only twice – as a stranger – in Regent’s Park when I was nine and in Cardiff when I was thirteen.

         Louis was a skilled tailor who came from Győr, a town in northern Hungary, halfway between Budapest and Vienna. ‘Raab’ was the German name for the town, and Louis’s ancestors presumably adopted it in the nineteenth century – a common practice for Jews seeking more German-sounding names under the enlightened despot Emperor Joseph II. When our son Gideon visited Győr a few years ago, he found lots of gravestones for Raabs in the Jewish cemetery there. Louis left Győr when he was a boy, seeking a better life in Austria free from 2antisemitism. In Hungary, Jews had been persecuted since 1092 when, inter alia, they were forbidden to marry Christians.

         Louis was lucky to leave his home town when he did. Between May and July 1944, nearly 440,000 Hungarian Jews were rounded up and deported. Most of them were sent to Auschwitz-Birkenau – the site of the largest mass murder in modern history – and exterminated under Adolf Eichmann’s orders. Those outside Budapest were often murdered on the spot. My mother told me that Louis’s mother had been thrown out of a window and that his nephew was bayonetted. But all I know about their fate is that that none of them survived except his brother. I owe my life to Louis’s escape from Hungary.

         Louis was not only a master tailor; he also acquired a business in Monte Carlo: the Riviera Supply Stores. He spoke seven languages and had a roguish brother, Willy, who lived in Paris and was in the French Resistance during the war, allegedly narrowly avoiding capture by bluffing. (I say ‘allegedly’ because I take Willy’s boasting with a large pinch of salt.) Louis believed that university education was useless and that everyone should learn a trade.

         My mother told me that Louis was arrested in Vienna in the 1920s for sedition before moving to France. He came to London in the 1930s, where he met my mother, who was a young milliner working at the back of a tailoring shop. She was beautiful, narcissistic, romantic and twenty-three years his junior. She boasted that she once met the impresario Alexander Korda on a train, and he told her that she looked like Merle Oberon, the Indianorigin film star. She was very stylish and often flirtatious.

         Kay and Louis became lovers and ran away to Paris, where 3they lived in squalor in the Rue Blanche near Montmartre. Her family was devastated, and she felt guilty about it until she died. My grandmother was particularly distraught at her daughter eloping with a much older married man – not what was to be expected of a well-brought-up Jewish girl. When my mother was coming to the end of her life, crippled with arthritis, she lamented that God was punishing her for running away with Louis.

         She told me bitterly that Louis had slept around in Paris and infected her with venereal disease. When she became pregnant, they returned to London and married to make me legitimate. I hope he was not as bad as she claimed.

         After the divorce, Kay met Harry, my future stepfather. For their first date, they arranged to meet in London outside the YMCA. When Harry emerged without his glasses, having broken them in the gym, Kay did not recognise him. But somehow they managed!

         Harry was a good father and he influenced my life greatly. He always supported the underdog. He was an old-fashioned advocate in the style of Horace Rumpole. He rightly said I would be hopeless at the Bar, by which he meant the Criminal Bar. He specialised in criminal trials, always acting for the defence, and had a line of breach of promise of marriage cases. He had a rich, melodious, trained voice and was sentimental, being moved by his own rhetoric when addressing juries. He had the reputation of being aggressive in standing up to judges and fighting for his clients. He was a good lawyer and successfully argued important appeals on points of law. He revered Lord Denning, then Master of the Rolls, and described him as ‘sounding the trumpet for justice’ when giving judgment for Dad’s client.4

         In one case in the mid-1960s, Harry was publicly criticised by the Recorder of London for being absent when the jury came back to give their verdict. It upset him deeply, as did the rejection of his complaint by the Bar Council. When he was dying, I urged him to recall happy moments for me to record about his family life, but he insisted on talking about the poverty he knew as a child in the Jewish East End, and the need for government action to tackle abuses of criminal legal aid by crooked lawyers who milked the system.

         Harry was a committed Zionist and would brook no criticism of Israeli politics. It was a subject we avoided as I became increasingly worried about what was happening with the Israeli government’s harsh and illegal treatment of Palestinians and Arabs in Israel and the Occupied Territories.

         Dad had wide interests beyond the law – English literature, chamber music, examining pond life under his microscopes, learning Polish and Spanish. He loved the Gilbert and Sullivan operettas and used on holiday car journeys to sing the arias lustily with Mum’s accompaniment. He often quoted the Rubaiyat of the Persian poet Omar Khayyam, Shakespeare’s sonnets and Tolstoy’s short story ‘How Much Land Does a Man Need?’ – only six feet for a grave!

         After he retired early from the Bar, having had a stroke, he worked as a volunteer at a local comprehensive school and in a citizens’ advice bureau. He helped me to prepare my book on Race and Law that was published in 1972. I owe so much to him.

         On his deathbed, Dad asked me to play at his cremation the adagio from Schubert’s Quintet in C and to recite Kaddish – the Jewish prayer for the dead. Because of my poor understanding 5of Hebrew, Leon Brittan taught me how to do it when we were staying with Geoffrey and Elspeth Howe at the Foreign Secretary’s country residence, Chevening House. We sat in the treaties room, whose walls were decorated with breastplates, swords and spears, while I recorded Leon’s recitation in Aramaic as he faced me across a huge baize-covered table.

         Dad was a private man. He told me to search in the loft after his death for a bundle of letters tied in blue tape. I did so and found correspondence in German with his cousin dating back to 1938. He had visited her in Warsaw and was, I believe, secretly in love with her. She was trapped in the Warsaw ghetto begging him to get her out. He died feeling guilty that he had not been able to afford to help her, and I am sad that I was not able to comfort him before he died.

         Kay’s mother, Bessie Reichek, came to England as a young woman fleeing anti-Jewish pogroms. She came from Bessarabia in what is now Moldova, escaping after the pogrom in Kishinev in 1903. That was two years before the British government passed the Aliens Act 1905, halting the flow of Jewish migration from Central and Eastern Europe. Some 80,000 Jewish refugees arrived in the UK in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, provoking a political furore and antisemitic violence. According to my mother, Bessie hid deep under straw in a hay wagon to escape the Cossacks’ bayonets.

         I recently discovered Reichek relatives living in the USA, but like me, they know little about the lives of our ancestors in the Russian Empire’s Pale of Settlement. Ashkenazi families like ours escaping from Central and Eastern Europe wanted to bury the memories of past persecution and build a new life in 6England, so they didn’t pry into their unhappy family histories. They were brought up to be British and to assimilate as loyal subjects of the Crown, grateful for having found safe refuge here in England.

         No one is left to tell me more. Bessie’s children are dead and did not tell their children. I do not know where she lived in Bessarabia, with whom she travelled, what route she took, whom she met when she arrived, and whether she spoke only Yiddish when she arrived. She settled in London and married Joseph, an Austro-Polish Jew about whom I know little because my mother and my aunts and uncles did not talk about him. He anglicised his surname as ‘Cooper-Smith’ and they kept that name, sometimes shortened to ‘Cooper’.

         Joseph had a successful shoemaking business but was convicted of receiving stolen goods and imprisoned for a year. That was the abiding secret shame of his family and may explain why they spoke so little about the family’s history.

         After leaving prison, Joseph emigrated to the USA with a woman known in the family as ‘The Redhead’, leaving Bessie as a single parent to bring up seven children: Maurice, Betty, Billie, Lilly, Ann, Kitty and Alfred (who became George). Another son, Max, died of a paralysing illness. Joseph traced my aunt Lilly to Manhattan late in life and called on her. She refused to meet him and slammed the door in his face. He was never seen again.

         Bessie learnt excellent English by taking lessons from my mother’s teacher. She was a believer in orthodox Judaism and took herself to synagogue (shul). I have her shawl bag, in which is Harry’s shawl (talith). She was well read, and, according to my 7mother, that included the works of Ruskin. She used to read me Bible stories as I snuggled beside her in bed. She died in 1943, when I was seven. I loved her. When she died, I dreamt that she had gone to heaven.

         
            * * *

         

         Until Joseph’s disgrace, the family lived comfortably in Sutton in Surrey. After his imprisonment, they were impoverished and had to move to the Jewish East End, ashamed of their father. Each of them had to leave school early to make a living. They were lively, intelligent and fun-loving, and the girls were giddy chatterboxes.

         Uncle Maurice was the eldest. He worked as a telephone engineer in the Colindale GPO Engineering Department. After the war, he was awarded the British Empire Medal for his public service. I believe that was because he was involved with MI5 in developing the technology to intercept spy transmissions. But it is only my guess, because till his death he was secretive with everyone about his work.

         Maurice married Dorothy, known as Dot, who was not Jewish but converted. In those bigoted times, ‘marrying out’ was regarded as a shocking betrayal. Her conversion wasn’t good enough to make her really Jewish in the eyes of her in-laws. They, and Cousin Judy, lived with Grandmother Bessie in north London. Once, at a family gathering, Uncle Maurice put me over his knee and belted me for being rude to my mother. I never forgot my humiliation, though shamefully it did not stop me from being rude to her.8

         The next in age was saucy Aunty Betty. She married a much older man, Hugo Webster, the brother of the Austrian novelist Jakob Wassermann. Hugo was in the jewellery trade with China and had premises in Hatton Garden. I remember him as a cigar-smoking card-player and a bit of a dandy with a pearl tie pin. When Betty was widowed, she went on cruises, taking my brother Martin with her, boasting of her overnight romances with the crew.

         Hugo’s son, Julian, married Betty’s younger sister, Lilly. Aunty Lilly and Julian settled in New York and stayed there to escape the war in Europe. Julian became a travelling salesman. They were my godparents and sent me food parcels, especially welcome at a time of rationing in Britain. I loved the Hershey bars of chocolate and the peanut brittle, as well as American comics, Superman, Batman and Robin and Captain Marvel supplementing my English diet of Dandy, Wizard, Hotspur and Beano.

         Aunty Lilly was shy, lonely and isolated in their apartment in Peter Cooper Village, Manhattan. Julian was away most of the time, selling shopfront mannequins in New England and Canada. They saw a lot of me when I came to the States in 1960. I used to sleep on their sofa when I was in Manhattan, especially during the summer of 1961, when I spent a few weeks working at the UN. Lilly and Julian always said they would come back to London, but they stayed and each died miserably in New York. Julian reminded me of Willy Loman in Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman.

         Aunty Billie ran an artistic agency near Bond Street Tube station. She was a close friend of an Austrian Jewish refugee, William Timym (‘Tim’), who drew animal cartoons and sculpted 9the bust of Guy the Gorilla near the front entrance of London Zoo. He was a fine artist and taught me how to draw the three cartoon dogs Wuff, Tuff and Snuff, which I am passing on to my grandson Benjamin. Billie had been unhappily married and was in love with Tim. She used to treat me to outings to the theatre, which I loved.

         Aunty Ann and Uncle Harry ran a dress shop, Ann Cooper, in Mill Hill Broadway. During the war, they moved to St Helens and we visited them there. Ann was the most down-to-earth of her noisy siblings, had an infectious laugh and was full of fun. Her husband, Harry Bernstein, came from the East End, where I ate chulant (a traditional Jewish stew) for the first and last time (it made me vomit). His nephew Cyril and I played Cowboys and Indians in Victoria Park, trapping squirrels and damming streams. Cyril later emigrated to Australia.

         Their son, David Bernstein, became chairman of the Football Association among many other public distinctions. When he was seven, I fell on him clumsily when flying a kite in the local park, broke his leg and carried him back to his parents. When I rang to congratulate him on his becoming chairman of the Football Association, he pointed out that his leg injury had stopped him from playing football, so he managed it instead. David is a very successful business executive and now chairs the British Red Cross.

         When she was fourteen, my mother Kitty, like her siblings, had to leave school to earn her keep. She became a gifted and creative milliner in the age when women wore fancy hats. In her later life, when she turned her talents to oil painting, she lamented the passing of that age. As a child, I used to watch her 10creating fabulous hats, sticking artificial fruit and exotic feathers (they were real in those days) on shaped hoods mounted on wooden blocks. When I married Katya, Mum made her a beautiful wedding hat – interlaced petals on a crown in mauve and purple.

         Mum was direct, impetuous and tactless, characteristics I have inherited, like so much else, from her, including my lifelong doodling and sketching, and silly punning and doggerel. Her brothers and sisters regarded her as the giddy one and thought she was snobbish with her posh barrister husband. She was romantic and generous and highly intelligent. She loved partying, often rebuking me for being too serious and square because I escaped from the family and friends into homework and reading. She took great trouble with her appearance and loved the cosmetics that she used to maintain her long, varnished nails and ‘put her face on’.

         Uncle George served in the Royal Artillery throughout the war and became a captain commanding an anti-aircraft battery in east London. That was when he met and married Irene, who was a wartime nurse. He was private and shy. He changed his name from Alfred to George. After the war, he went into advertising, working for magazines, notably Scope and Lilliput. He moved to commercial television, then in its infancy, and became managing director of Thames Television, alienating the trade unions with his tough austerity.

         Their daughter, Cousin Sue, lives near Nice. She made an unhappy marriage and brought up her children, Alexander and Samantha, single-handed. Sue was close to my mother, who contacted her frequently and supported her as a lone parent.
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