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            ‘When Wilfrid Israel was killed in a plane crash during the second world war few people knew of his fascinating and mysterious career. In a work which reads like a detective story, Naomi Shepherd has uncovered an historical Aladdin’s cave of drama and intrigue, casting considerable new light on the efforts that were made to rescue Jews from Nazi persecution, from the very first days of Hitler’s triumph. Through Wilfrid Israel’s story one sees all too clearly the true reaction of the Western democracies to the appalling news as it reached them; often in fierce contrast to the courageous efforts of a remarkable individual whose story is told here for the first time.’

            Martin Gilbert

            ‘Naomi Shepherd has with admirable tenacity tracked down the elusive records of Wilfrid Israel’s life in archives, private collections and personal recollections; her poignant chronicle of his heroic journey has the fluency and pace of a first-rate thriller.’

            A.J. Sherman, Times  Literary  Supplement

            ‘[Wilfrid Israel] was one of the finest and most noble individuals I have personally known.’

            Albert Einstein, 7 December 1947

            ‘A deeply moving book about a sad, sensitive, effective hero working in the world of inhuman cruelty that the Nazis imposed on Germany, as well as in the shamefully callous world outside.’

            Marghanita Laski, Country  Life

            ‘[Wilfrid Israel] was just a good man, a civilized human being, in some respects a blissful fool. Was a story of such a human being likely to be of public interest? I had my doubts but Sheperd triumphantly proves them wrong. She does so with great sensitivity and insight in a book that is a true labor of love. It is a fine portrait not only of one man but also of those around him and of the whole period.’

            Walter Laqueur, Book  World

            ‘The author has not only rescued Wilfrid Israel from the shadows; she has told from a new perspective the tragic story of the reaction of the outside world to the news of the Nazi atrocities against the Jews.’

            Zara Steiner, the  Financial  Times

            ‘Naomi Shepherd’s intricate narrative manages to present both a moving portrait of a life and also a convincing historical case.’

            Michael Church, London  Review  of  Books

            ‘Richly detailed, revealing in large and small matters, and consistently absorbing.’

            Kirkus

            ‘At the end Shepherd’s valuable book utterly convinced me that Wilfrid Israel was a major, if ambiguous, hero of our time.’

            Clancy Sigal, Society

            ‘Naomi Shepherd, a Jerusalem journalist, has now rescued Wilfrid Israel from semi-oblivion in a detailed biography, which has taken her to many sources and archives, and admirably reconstructs the man and his period.’

            Geoffrey Wigoder, Jerusalem  Post

            ‘She does render the ‘feel’ of a man of unforgettable charm, made lonely by his internal conflicts and the overwhelming external challenges that disgraced the century…’

            Peter Vansittart, the Guardian

            ‘Naomi Shepherd’s biography is a work of exhaustive and scrupulous research… It is also a story well told.’

            Timothy Garton Ash, The  Spectator

            ‘It is well that Israel’s story has been preserved in this compassionate and restrained biography, which presents a view of rescue work as seen from the grassroots level.’

            Richard S. Levy, Commentary

            ‘The horror of the Holocaust is still with us so much that reading reports of it puts even nerves dulled by time under brutal stress. Even the early days of the destruction are hard to treat calmly, knowing as we do what came later.

   Naomi Shepherd, by focusing on the life of a hero of the times, reduces the backdrop of terror and inhumanity to the shadow accompaniment of her story of a luminous life. Wilfrid Israel, in this low-key but deeply sympathetic presentation – a non-hero, if not an anti-hero, remarkably suited to contemporary taste – is portrayed with tender objectivity, and through and around his sad and noble life we are shown in fascinating detail the travail of a tragically unready generation.’

            Ben Halpern, author of The  Idea of  the  Jewish State

            ‘Through her meticulous research, Naomi Shepherd resurrects a forgotten personality who dedicated his positions and family fortune to the rescue of Jews in Germany and elsewhere. She avoids making a cult of Israel, but rather uses his life to throw light on the complex human responses and inter-agency conflicts in this fateful era, and she helps to dispel the notion that all German Jews were blind to the threat of Nazism.’

            Geoffrey H. Hartman
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            FOREWORD

         

         In a letter written years after Wilfrid Israel’s death, an English friend wrote: ‘I only knew him in times of stress. What a fascinating companion he would have been in some tranquil setting. Perhaps one could still piece his life together to make a biography – but I don’t feel he would have much cared for anyone to do it. He was anonymity itself, despite the warmth of his friendship’.

         It was those ‘times of stress’ – the advent of Nazism and the persecution of his fellow Jews – that resolved Wilfrid Israel’s deep ambivalence about his wealth, and gave fresh purpose to the idealism of his early years. ‘Anonymity’, or rather elusiveness, at least partly the result of his troubled sexuality, served him well when in danger; it also made him the perfect intermediary.

         What little has been uncovered of his personal history since this biography was first published in 1984 underlines the extraordinary range of his friendships, and the casual way in which he seems to have acquired them. For instance: on a stroll in Delhi, during his youthful visit to India, he comes upon Gandhi’s son, and befriends V.A.Sundaram, Gandhi’s close colleague. Then, on Sundaram’s visit to Europe in 1931, Wilfrid takes him to meet Einstein in the physicist’s villa in Caputh, when Einstein pens his famous letter of support for the Mahatma. Eighty four years later, Sundaram’s daughter finally identifies the ‘Wilfrid’ in her father’s account of the visit, and in a photograph of them together.

         Both elusiveness, and the need to operate in secret, meant that for many years Wilfrid Israel’s story was not told. There were other reasons as well. Foreign Office files for the 1930s were released decades after his death. ‘Piecing together’ his life meant tracing those friends and colleagues still alive and recording their often contradictory recollections of the man.

         Over and above those difficulties was the prevalent view of the Jews of Germany as passive victims of Nazism, and that the real saviours of Jewish lives were the people called ‘Righteous Gentiles’: Oscar Schindler, Raoul Wallenberg, Nicholas Winton and others commemorated in books and films. Jewish resistance during the Holocaust was slowly and painfully documented – from the Warsaw Ghetto uprising to small, inevitably doomed groups acting alone or with the partisans in Eastern Europe. Wilfrid Israel belonged in neither category.

         Even in Kibbutz Hazorea, home to his protégés of the Werkleute, the founders never passed their knowledge of the man to their children, though they built a museum in his name. Their memories were too painful, and the next generation too remote from their parents’ experiences, raised in a country whose establishment was the negation of Jewish victimhood.

         Wilfrid Israel was angered that the outside world did not recognize the courage and resourcefulness with which German Jews confronted their persecutors. As refugees, they lost their dignity, and were mocked in Palestine and elsewhere for their attachment to German culture and the country that had rejected them. Their leadership’s modus operandi – ransom, bribery, financial negotiations – was all too easily seen as collaboration, and remains controversial, despite the thousands of lives saved.

         Wilfrid Israel’s reports on Germany to the British Foreign Office allowed him to express his views anonymously. Only those who had commissioned the reports knew the man behind the signed initials. Much of what he wrote was also highly controversial. Despite his private belief that a return of Jews to postwar Germany was ‘beyond reason’, his argument that ‘the German people – not only the Jews’ were the victims of Nazi oppression was one few would have accepted at the time.

         It was only in personal letters that he expressed his view that Palestine postwar should not become the ‘dumping ground’ for those Jews who might survive the Holocaust, arguing for selective immigration, and gradual accommodation with the Arab Palestinians. If made public, that would have set him apart from the Zionist mainstream. For all these reasons, it is little wonder that none of those who knew even a small part of his life attempted to ‘piece together’ a biography.

         
             

         

         What makes Wilfrid Israel’s story relevant today? The challenge posed Europe by refugees fleeing war in the Middle East, strife and persecution in Africa and elsewhere, rivals the mass displacement of entire populations following the First World War. It was that tragedy which first involved the young Wilfrid, inspired by Nansen and his passports for stateless people, to work with Elizabeth Rotten’s welfare team and the British Quakers – a bond which was to prove vital in the rescue of Jewish children from Germany.

         The plight of today’s refugees is of course unlike that of German Jewry during the 1930s, both in its scale and in the chaos of their flight. It is also far better known. The horrors of war in Syria, the columns of refugees and their exploitation by traffickers are projected on millions of television screens across the world. Persecution of the Jews was barely covered in the press until the Kristallnacht. Fear of Islamic terror, which has made all Moslems suspect, had no parallel in the 1930s; it was the Bolsheviks – among whom Eastern European Jews were prominent – and not the Nazis, who were seen as possible infiltrators and disturbers of European peace.

         However: the response of the prospective host countries to the refugees, both by governments and the public, is disturbingly similar.

         Initial reaction in the nineteen thirties to reports of persecution of German Jews was that this was an internal problem; as German citizens they did not qualify for refugee status, despite the existence of refugee organisations set up after the First World War. Though the Nuremberg Laws of 1935 deprived the Jews of most of the benefits of citizenship, it was only three years later that ‘would-be refugees inside the country of departure’ (which included those from Franco’s Spain) gained recognition. The European attitude to Moslem refugees today (with the exception of a Germany haunted by its Nazi past) has been: support refugees in their own territory or neighbourhood, however dangerous that might be, but don’t encourage their flight.

         Governments of countries to which the Jews appealed for sanctuary argued that accepting them meant increasing antisemitism (overt until the Holocaust). Accepting more than a handful of Moslem refugees today, it is argued, means increasing racism. Jewish refugees were accused of taking work from British professionals (see the shameful attitude of the British Medical Association to the many doctors among the refugees). Today, Moslem refugees are blamed for undercutting the salaries of working men. The destitute are seen by many as unfairly benefiting from the welfare systems of Europe.

         Over and beyond such obstacles to rescue is the failure of international organisations to produce solutions, also reminiscent of the situation in the thirties. In 1938 Roosevelt convened the Evian conference in order to shift responsibility from the most powerful Western state to an ad hoc international body. No European country was prepared to accept penniless Jews. Today the European Union, founded primarily to put an end to war between its members, has certainly proved its unity in one respect: its opposition to admitting refugees.

         In Britain, politicians have cited the admission of the Kindertransport children as evidence of the country’s tradition of hospitality, ignoring the fact that the gesture was a quid pro quo: the children were barred from rejoining the one community – the Jews of Palestine – eager to welcome them. Today, only a few hundred unaccompanied Moslem children from the wretched camps where dangers are legion have been promised sanctuary in Britain – and that in a process with many bureaucratic delays.

         What of the role of individuals, those who like Wilfrid Israel try to stir ‘the conscience of the world’. As in the 1930s, it is the men and women in hard-pressed organisations such as Amnesty, Médecins Sans Frontières, Save the Children and many others who go out to care for the victims of war and persecution, despite the lack of compassion and xenophobia of prosperous and democratic Western nations. Wilfrid Israel may have been unique in the range of his contacts, the use of his wealth, his work behind the scenes; he was surely not unique in his dedication, or in the obstacles he faced.

         
             

         

         Naomi Shepherd, London, February 2017
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            ‘Wer spricht von Siegen? Überstehn ist alles.’

            ‘Who speaks of victories? To endure is all.’

            Rilke, REQUIEM
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            Prologue: In Search of Wilfrid Israel

         

         On 1 June 1943, an unarmed passenger plane flying from Lisbon to Bristol was intercepted by a Luftwaffe fighter patrol over the Bay of Biscay and shot down in flames. Everyone on board was killed. Four men among the thirteen passengers were rumoured, at different times, to have been the target of the attack.

         One was Leslie Howard, a world-famous actor and hero of many war films, who had been singled out for propaganda attacks by Goebbels himself. Howard’s accountant and escort, Alfred Chenhalls, a stout man who smoked cigars, resembled Winston Churchill, then due to return to England from North Africa. A third man, Tyrrell Shervington, was subsequently named by the Germans as a British intelligence agent. The fourth passenger, whose name was not mentioned at first, was returning from a relief mission to the refugee camps in Portugal and Spain. His obituary in The  Times,  a week later, described him as ‘a British-born businessman with a prominent position among the Jews of Berlin, who had devoted himself, after leaving Germany just before the war, to the rescue of Jewish children from Nazi hands, and … who had placed at the disposal of the British government his deep and extensive knowledge of German affairs.’1 His name was Wilfrid Israel.

         Lisbon was a wartime centre of espionage and counter-espionage. German agents planted microphones in Portuguese government offices, followed visitors in the streets, and sifted the waste-paper baskets of hotels. British travellers were warned never to talk about their schedules and itineraries – to some extent a pointless precaution, since, for the price of a cup of coffee, anyone could sit on the airport terrace and watch passengers boarding every flight. But British agents detected the German buggings, and they watched the watchers.2 Thus it was curious that none of the rumours about the four men was ever confirmed, and the full story of the plane’s mysterious end was never revealed.3 As for the British-born German businessman, he was swiftly forgotten. His spectacular death appeared to have been the only public event of his life.

         
             

         

         Nearly forty years later, in August 1980, Wilfrid Israel’s name appeared in an American literary review. Stephen Spender, a British poet and writer who had spent several years in Weimar Berlin, recalled that Israel was the original of one of the characters in Christopher Isherwood’s early novel Goodbye  to  Berlin.  Bernhard Landauer, as Isherwood calls him, a world weary, faint-hearted young Jewish businessman, who reacts to Nazi threats with indifference, is a ‘culture devotee’ who sleeps with a sandstone buddha at the foot of his bed. According to Spender, Isherwood later regretted the portrait as an injustice to Israel, a courageous man, and attempted to set the record straight in a later book. Spender added that Wilfrid Israel’s memory in Israel was still a legend.

         The standard reference works allotted Israel no more than a paragraph or two, describing him as businessman and philanthropist – no legend there. A first search in the Central Zionist Archives produced only the thinnest of files, containing a lone document and its carbon copy. However, this document was a signed tribute by Chaim Weizmann, head of the Zionist movement from the First World War and first President of the Jewish State. Written a year after Israel’s death, it suggested that the two men had known one another for many years. Israel had gone to Portugal, Weizmann wrote, to distribute emigration certificates to Palestine among Jewish refugees – a routine task assumed willingly by a man who had undertaken more important missions. Yet the obituary was ambivalently worded: ‘Though Palestine appealed to the artist and idealist in him,’ Weizmann remarked, ‘I doubt whether he would have called himself a Zionist.’4

         Who was Wilfrid Israel, friend to both Isherwood and Weizmann? Though, in 1930, these last two might have passed one another in a Berlin street, the living distance between them was great. Weizmann was a professional politician – albeit without a country – whose work took him between the congress halls and grand hotels; Isherwood, an obscure and penniless young expatriate writer recording the grotesque decline of pre-Nazi Berlin, was a critical occasional visitor in the homes of those wealthy Jews whose support Weizmann canvassed. And why did Spender think, quite wrongly, that Wilfrid Israel was a ‘legend’ in the Jewish state?

         There is only one place in modern Israel where his memory still lives – Hazorea, a kibbutz lying in the crook of wooded hills on the edge of the great plain called the Jezreel Valley. Here, beyond the factories and the cowsheds, at the far side of a central lawn, is a small pavilion with a columned patio and tiled roof, whose style is a subtle hint at the collection of oriental art housed inside. The sculptures in the collection, from Cambodia, India, China and other parts of the Far East, include the twelfth-century Khmer buddha which Isherwood described as standing at the foot of Bernhard Landauer’s bed in Berlin.

         In a will written the night before he left for Lisbon, in March 1943, Wilfrid Israel bequeathed his art collection to the kibbutz. The settlers received the news with mixed feelings. At that time, Hazorea was still a Spartan place. The hills now so thickly wooded were bare; the farmers coaxed meagre crops from hastily planted and waterlogged fields, and many still lived in shacks and tents. An art collection coveted, so they heard, by the British Museum, was an unnecessary responsibility.

         But the founders were committed to their friendship with Wilfrid Israel, which went back to the first days of Nazi rule in Berlin. They were all cultivated people, whose life as farmers had begun as much by intellectual choice as from necessity. When the kibbutz assembly met to vote on whether to accept the bequest, there was a struggle. Wilfrid’s friends won by a third of the votes. Through wars and through hard times, the Khmer Buddha and his fellows remained in Hazorea, witnesses to the personal influence of Wilfrid Israel, and the loyalty he inspired for decades after his death.

         My search for Wilfrid Israel began in Hazorea, and led me to the men and women in three continents who had known him personally and remembered something of his life and work. Business colleagues and employees, Quaker relief workers, German intellectuals, English clergymen, German aristocrats, Oxford dons, British Foreign Office officials and others described him in similar terms. He was gentle and courageous; a man who avoided public office and shunned publicity, but who had an almost hypnotic ability to influence his friends and his colleagues in private conversation. A few people saw him as Bernhard Landauer: effete, ‘over-refined’. But all thought him a man of infinite and baffling contradictions.

         Even the first posthumous tributes which appeared were puzzling. Israel earned equal praise, in 1944, from colleagues as politically opposed as Weizmann and Harold Beeley, an Oxford don turned Foreign Office official, already known as a pan-Arabist and enemy of Zionism. Israel elicited equal trust, on important missions, from men as different as Max Warburg, the German-Jewish banker who believed that his German and Jewish loyalties were compatible, and Weizmann, who attacked Warburg in his autobiography as ‘the usual type of Kaiser Juden – more German than the Germans, obsequious, super patriotic, eagerly anticipating the wishes and plans of the masters of Germany’.

         The indolent, self-centred Landauer was also the original of another portrait, Zug in  Wilfrid’s  Bild (Traits  in  Wilfrid’s  Portrait), a prose poem by the philosopher and theologian Martin Buber, who described Wilfrid Israel as a man of great moral stature, dedicated to the service of others. The man Albert Einstein called ‘a living work of art’, directed a business with 2,000 employees. The man a scholar colleague in wartime England, Albert Hourani, saw as ‘totally lonely and unhappy’, had friends in every continent and was known for his ironic humour and love of mild practical jokes. The man a German journalist thought possessed a ‘puritanical English streak’, was described by an English writer friend as an inscrutable oriental. The man who spent the pre-war years rescuing the persecuted from Germany was a close wartime colleague of George Bell, the controversial Bishop of Chichester, Eden’s ‘pestilential priest’, known as much for his German sympathies as for his anti-Nazi speeches.

         Israel left no diaries or memoirs to help realign these confusing signposts. Only tributes and the memories of friends remained, but these were equally difficult to reconcile. For Wilfrid Israel’s friends not only belonged to different worlds; they usually knew little or nothing of one another. His closest personal friends were not told of his public work. Two men who, in succession, had shared his London flat at the beginning of the war had no idea where he went or what he did during the day. He did not invite questions. ‘Wilfrid was noble, but intangible,’ said one old friend. ‘A set of Chinese boxes,’ said another. Not only was he contradictory; he was also intensely secretive.

         Yet his name was not unknown. By the fourth decade after his death, it had appeared in a score of books about the Nazi period: memoirs, biographies, scholarly monographs, histories of refugees and of rescue attempts during the Holocaust. But in almost all the books he enters without introduction and leaves without explanation, a Berlin businessman always intent on some plan of rescue; a man who works alone, in the background, about whom no writer knows enough to say what he achieved, or even who he was.

         
             

         

         In 1954, Sir Michael Bruce, a gentleman adventurer with no capital but his Scottish pedigree, published a book of memoirs which included his experiences in Vienna and Berlin after Germany’s annexation of Austria – the period of the most violent pre-war Nazi excesses. Bruce was sent to Berlin by Jewish leaders in London to report on the plight of German Jewry during the Kristallnacht, the anti-Jewish pogrom of November 1938. The man with whom Bruce claimed to have made clandestine contact, and whom he praised for his exemplary courage, was Wilfrid Israel.5

         Three years later, a journalist called Ian Colvin, who had written on the Chamberlain Cabinet, Berlin in the 1930s and German Intelligence, investigated the plane crash of 1943. He discovered that Leslie Howard and Wilfrid Israel had met in Madrid, at a British luncheon at the Cork Club. In Colvin’s book, Flight  777,  Howard tells Israel: ‘But you are  the Scarlet Pimpernel; I’ve only played the part.’

         Colvin claimed that Israel, ‘the Jewish agent’, was well known to both German and British Intelligence, and that he personally had seen a ‘Confidential Wehrmacht List’ on which Israel was described as a British spy. British Intelligence sources, Colvin wrote, refused to discuss him. German Intelligence, he suggested, might have planned his death.6

         Colvin’s account of Israel’s life was clearly taken from a privately printed, and privately distributed, volume of personal recollections published in London the year after his death. Apart from tributes by Einstein, Buber, Bell and Weizmann, other, less famous friends, leading figures in Jewish relief work during the 1930s, claimed that Wilfrid Israel had played a leading role in the Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden, the German-Jewish emigration office which organized the transfer of Jews to countries abroad, apart from Palestine. The Hilfsverein enabled some 52,000 Jews to leave Germany during the pre-war period – more than any one other organization.7 But no confirmation appears in any study of German Jewry during the time.

         In mid-1956, Wilfrid Israel surfaced again in the British Press, posthumously summoned as character witness in a controversy surrounding Adam von Trott zu Solz, one of the best known figures in the anti-Nazi opposition groups in Germany. Trott, who had attempted, both before and during the war, to find allies in England and America, was suspected of duplicity by his old Oxford friends, and only rehabilitated, in British eyes, when executed by the Nazis in 1944. In 1956, a newly published document revived old suspicions.

         David Astor, among those who came to Trott’s defence, argued that two political confidants and friends of Trott’s in wartime England had never doubted Trott’s integrity or questioned his anti-Nazi credentials: Stafford Cripps, Labour politician and by 1942 a member of the War Cabinet, and Wilfrid Israel. Israel, Astor argued later, a courageous Jew and victim of Nazism, could not have befriended a man whose German nationalist loyalties were thought to have compromised his anti-Nazi sentiments. Israel appeared thereafter, in his usual disjointed way, in subsequent biographies of Trott. Christopher Sykes, whose biography of Trott appeared before the British records for the period were opened, remarked confidently that Israel’s work for his fellow Jews was ‘strictly legal’, thus ineffective; the book cast no further light on the two men’s friendship.8

         In 1958, a monograph on the Israel family appeared in one of the first of a series of scholarly volumes commemorating German Jewry. The author, Hans Reissner, was uniquely qualified to write about Wilfrid Israel, having worked at his side as secretary to the executive of the Israel firm in Berlin, and was now teaching history at Princeton. However, the narrative faltered as it reached Wilfrid Israel himself, either from reticence, or – as appears more likely – from lack of detailed knowledge.

         Like Buber’s prose poem, Reissner’s monograph was studded with dark hints about a mystery in Israel’s personal life. Moreover, Reissner added: ‘In order to survive, he had to develop a particular joie  de  vivre bordering on the perverted. In these circumstances, conspiracy and counter-conspiracy, which an individual would normally despise, may have come to him quite “naturally”.’ Reissner then relegated the ‘supposed links’ between Wilfrid Israel and members of the German opposition to a footnote. He recalled only one meeting between Israel and Hans Schonfeld, a Lutheran well known as an anti-Nazi, ‘in or about 1937’. Despite the intimacy he claimed, Reissner was obviously not in Israel’s confidence, though he knew who went in and out of his employer’s office.9

         During the next decade, Wilfrid Israel’s name was rarely mentioned. It was only when the official British records for the 1930s were opened to historians, after the thirty-year ban lapsed, that he reappeared in documents related to Germany in the last year before the outbreak of the Second World War, and to the period in late 1942 and early 1943 when the extent of the massacre of European Jewry was publicly recognized, and belated rescue attempts finally launched – two of them from London.

         The first historian to provide a documentary account of the famous November pogroms of 1938, and the political events surrounding them, Lionel Kochan, now named the ‘representative of principal Jewish organizations, who is British born’, described in British diplomatic papers as having called on the British Embassy in Berlin on the day before the pogrom to warn of impending violence. A few years later, in a survey of British policy towards refugees in the pre-war period, another historian, Joshua Sherman, noted Israel’s repeated representations to the British Foreign Office on behalf of German Jewry, including several detailed proposals for action. But both writers were concerned with the pattern of events, and not the role of individuals, particularly one of whom so little was known.10

         Wilfrid Israel’s mission to Portugal and Spain was more fully reported; but because it aborted with his death, and because he took whatever plans he had into the waters of the Bay of Biscay with him, little attempt was made to explore its context.11

         British friends continued to describe Wilfrid Israel as exotic, oriental, and, invariably, ‘dark-eyed’; in fact, Israel was tall, fair and blue-eyed, but Isherwood’s original description had irrevocably established both Israel’s inscrutability and his pigmentation in the literary imagination. A young writer, Peter Vansittart, who became Israel’s personal friend in wartime London, described him as belonging to the type of ‘heroic dandy’. For Vansittart, who had a copy of Isherwood’s novel in his pocket when he first met Israel, he was like ‘Wilde, Disraeli, Brummel, Robespierre, Saint Just, and their popular counterparts – P’smith, Raffles, Sir Percy Blakeney’. When Isherwood, taking up a reference in Spender’s autobiography which reported Israel planning passive resistance to Nazism as early as 1932, finally published his reappraisal in 1977, he did not deny his original perceptions of Wilfrid Israel. These were, he said, ‘based on actual observation’. All he did was to re-examine what he describes as his own latent hostility to a man who had both interested and puzzled him.12

         So despite the tributes of his distinguished friends, the sparse but striking references in the histories, and the embellishments of English writers, Wilfrid Israel – whoever he was – was consigned to history’s button moulders.

         
             

         

         Enter the specialists, the professional scholars who labour to reconstruct, from piecemeal evidence and scattered documentation, the last years of German Jewry. To these men and women, Wilfrid Israel’s name is not obscure; but, for them, he is of least interest, a faceless man, whose name appears only on a handful of the surviving documents. Academic discipline precludes speculation about the role of a man who did not put his name to official reports or engage in official correspondence, and who was not, formally at least, a community leader or worker.

         The German-Jewish community was completely destroyed, and so were many of the records for the Nazi period. The most complete set of documents recovered, those of the Reichsvereinigung, the Jewish organization reconstituted according to Nazi decrees in mid-1939, were found in the cellar of a ruined synagogue a few years ago. But these relate to the period after Israel had – officially – left Germany. If Wilfrid Israel had indeed played a leading role in the Hilfsverein emigration office, as several survivors maintain, this cannot be proved from such documentation, for the simple reason that most of the documents relating to that organization are lost. Moreover, the British records indicate that the most intensive period of Israel’s work – that of the greatest mass emigration of German Jews – was the period between November 1938 and September 1939. Conditions were chaotic, Nazi pressures overwhelming, and no one could keep accurate track of all the activities of Jewish leaders.

         Furthermore, three areas in the history of Jewish emigration from Germany have not yet been investigated systematically. These are: the contacts between German Jews and foreign diplomats; illegal activities; and contacts with the Gestapo.13 Yet these are vital factors, for the success or failure of rescue efforts depended on the immigration laws of the countries of refuge and restrictive foreign currency regulations, which together prevented the emigration of nearly half of German Jewry; and the double role of the Gestapo, which both encouraged and hindered the expulsion of Jews from Germany.

         Israel’s surviving colleagues maintained that he was one of the chief links between the Jewish leadership in Germany and the outside world, and that foreign visitors seeking information on German Jewry always came to him. If this was so, then it was an advantage for him not to appear on official rosters. Jewish officials were answerable to the Gestapo, which attended most formal meetings. Moreover, as Israel’s frequent sorties from Germany were ostensibly business trips, the less he was exposed to questioning the better. Nor would his meetings with foreign visitors have been recorded in Germany.

         Thus the story of Wilfrid Israel’s work for German Jews was not to be found in official records, but only in personal testimonies, or, perhaps, in isolated documents in any one of the score of archives in which the fragments of that dispersed community had come to rest.

         Who was to testify? Most of Wilfrid Israel’s closest colleagues – Otto Hirsch, Paul Eppstein, Cora Berliner and Hanna Karminski among them – died in the concentration camps. All had the chance to escape but chose to remain with those of the community who had no way of leaving Germany.

         Yet a few of the leaders survived and, where they are concerned, there is probably another reason why the story of Wilfrid Israel, like many others, has not been told. Reissner’s disapproving comment about ‘conspiracy which an individual would normally despise’ is revealing. It is typical of the tone of many surviving testimonies, particularly regarding the last period of German-Jewish emigration. Obedience to the law was bred in the bone of the German-Jewish middle class, and few were proud of breaking even the laws of their persecutors.

         Furthermore, no one could work for the Jewish community during the Nazi period without daily contacts with men who were, at least nominally, Nazis. Rabbi Leo Baeck, the head of the central Jewish organization, the Reichsvertretung, and Max Warburg, head of the Hilfsverein until 1938, and arguably the most powerful man in German Jewry – both of whom survived the war (Baeck in Theresienstadt, Warburg in New York) – preserved an almost total silence on all such aspects of their work. Israel, too, swore his most trusted aide to secrecy – a vow the man could not bring himself to break completely even thirty years after Israel’s death.

         
             

         

         When Wilfrid Israel left Germany, days before the outbreak of war, and settled in London, he might have come out of the shadows into historical daylight. But everything conspired to consign him to obscurity, quite apart from the fact that he himself wanted no credit for anything he did.

         During the great invasion scare in 1940, he had first worked, so colleagues maintained, as liaison officer between the German and Austrian refugees interned as ‘enemy aliens’, the refugee organizations at Bloomsbury House in London, the Home and War Offices, and – informally – the various public committees organized by those who tried to reverse government policy. Israel’s secretary, Marion Schreiber, testified to the hundreds of letters she had typed to the Home Office and also for onward referral to the War Office; internees remembered his visits to the camps; Anglo-Jewish contemporaries remembered his presence at committee meetings.

         But the majority of Home Office files remain closed, though the thirty-year limit is long past. The Home Office deny all knowledge of Mr Israel and his activities. Wartime internment was a stigma, and some years ago, under pressure from their old clients, the refugee organizations centred on Bloomsbury House destroyed all their files, except a small cache in an old people’s home in North London. The committees dispersed. There is no mention of Israel’s role in the release of internees in any of the several books written on internment policy and its results.

         As for the ‘knowledge that Wilfrid Israel placed at the disposal of the British government’, all that was known about Israel’s work, at his death, was that he had worked as ‘consultant’ to research on German and Jewish affairs for the Royal Institute of International Affairs, ‘Chatham House’, at the Foreign Research and Press Service at Oxford – then in the service of the Foreign Office. Though many of the papers prepared by the FRPS are now awash in the great swell of material in the Public Record Office, Chatham House has no documentation save advisory handbooks, with no details of personal contributions. Its records contain only the date of Israel’s formal recruitment, and the notice of his death. A rare published study of Chatham House’s contribution to British policy on Germany mentions Israel anonymously, as ‘eine geeignete mittelsmann’ (a convenient intermediary) between the Institution and the German political exiles in 1941.14

         Israel’s journey to Portugal and Spain in the spring of 1943, by contrast, was amply documented in office minutes, cables and published records. Yet, even here, there is a puzzle. While most documents referred, as Weizmann had done, to the task of distributing certificates to Palestine, two articles suggested that Israel had another mission – to explore the feasibility of collective transports for children from Nazi-occupied territories into Spain. Israel sent no report back on this aspect of his work. Moreover, in the published histories, there is no indication of the context of such rescue plans. Most Jewish efforts were concentrated in the Balkans, within easier reach of Palestine.

         Finally, the question remained: was there any truth to what Colvin had written? Might Israel have been the object of the attack on the civilian plane? And why, indeed, was that plane singled out for destruction, as popular myth had it?

         
             

         

         To call a man an enigma is subtly to devalue his personality. The first task of research was obviously to recreate Wilfrid Israel’s early years and personal experiences, in the light of which at least some of the apparent contradictions might be resolved. Forty years ago, friends seeking to perpetuate his memory were unable even to assemble a collection of his letters. Israel’s executor answered requests for help sternly: ‘Don’t forget that when Wilfrid left [Berlin] in 1939 he did not take a single piece of paper with him, so that there are only a few notes since that time…. I think you know very well how little Wilfrid liked publicity of any kind, so no copies are kept of most of his personal letters.’15

         But many letters were kept by his personal friends. Four hundred, at least, have survived, for Israel was an assiduous letter writer, even referring, near the end of his life, to his renommé in dashing off notes. The letters which remain display the familiar contradictions. The handwriting, bold and beautiful, is almost aggressively legible, the hand of a man who wants no misunderstanding. The style, however, is veiled, hesitant, often disjointed. One reason, undoubtedly, is that he knew most of the letters written in the last ten years of his life would be read by enemies or strangers – by the Gestapo or by British wartime censors. Nevertheless, they authenticate, in many cases, what would otherwise remain speculations about his experiences and intentions, and test the accuracy of his friends’ memories.

         His London papers, too, are far more than “a few notes’. After his death, they were vetted by the Foreign Office, and much is the clutter of a busy man’s desk. All personal letters were removed. Nevertheless, they reward close scrutiny. Israel wrote out, carefully dated and signed with his initials, draft papers on all the major issues he discussed with his British colleagues: his views on the failure of German democracy; the anti-Nazi groups in Germany; British post-war policy for Europe; Zionism; Palestine; and the post-war future of Jewry. The papers also contain over forty Chatham House reports, on many of which he worked, with his annotations, and minutes of discussions with his own contribution carefully marked. Even stray papers are significant: scribbled lists of names led to survivors of committees long disbanded; once destitute refugees now living under different names; and old employees in the family business.16 Finally, every archive where there was a chance of finding further evidence of Israel’s work had to be scanned.

         Very slowly, the life of Wilfrid Israel began to take shape, its contours shifting and settling like a wreck beneath water. Some details were erased – for instance, the circumstances in which Israel met Gorki’s wife; the names of those who were his informants in the German political police; and the reason why he might have visited the Soviet Union in the winter of 1943. Yet despite all this, the pattern of his life and, whatever the contradictions of his personality, the essential simplicity of his intentions stand out clearly.

         Nothing in the following narrative is invented, or artificially restored. There are no concessions to fiction, no invented dialogues; necessary speculations are not disguised as fact. Based on archival sources, personal testimonies and Israel’s own surviving letters and notes, it is a brief portrait of a man and his times; a man who, in the words of a letter to Adam von Trott in November 1939, said that he, like Trott, had ‘felt the burden of his time too ardently’, and whose adult life was mostly concerned with the casualties of that time.
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            The Last Heir

         

         When Wilfrid Israel was born in London on 11 July 1899, his father was the owner and director of one of the most famous business houses in Imperial Germany, and his mother’s grandfather, Hermann Adler, was Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of Great Britain. Both families, which had twice intermarried, were able to trace their ancestry back for centuries: Wilfrid’s maternal great-grandfather’s family, the Adlers, to rabbinical scholars in the sixteenth-century ghetto of Frankfurt-on-Main, and his father’s to a small group of Jewish traders who had lived on royal sufferance in Berlin from the mid-eighteenth century. Together, the families exemplified the intellectual and material progress of European Jewry over 300 years.

         At the turn of the century, the Israels in Germany and the Adlers in England were firmly established as patriots and monarchists. When there was a break in the Israel family tradition, it was towards a more intense conservatism still: Moritz Israel, Wilfrid’s great-uncle, declined his share in the family firm, bought a Rittergut, a manorial estate, at Schulzendorf in East Prussia, studied agriculture and became a gentleman farmer; his son and heir, Richard, served as an Oberleutnant on Hindenburg’s personal staff during the First World War.1

         The Adlers, meanwhile, had become equally loyal Englishmen. Nathan Marcus Adler, the first British Chief Rabbi, had emigrated from Hanover (formally under the British Crown) in 1844 and delivered his first sermons in German. But his son, Hermann Marcus, wore the robes of an Anglican prelate, officiated at the marriages of the Anglo-Jewish merchant elite, and kept his distance from the new immigrants from Eastern Europe who congregated in the East End of London. In 1896, he deplored the revolutionary ideas of Zionism, outlined in Herzl’s Judenstaat, as ‘impracticable and at the same time dangerous’.2

         In the year in which Wilfrid Israel was born, his great-grandfather Adler was preaching in support of the British campaign against the Boers in South Africa, with illustrations from the Old Testament, adding that ‘of all the policies none is more dangerous, none more calculated to sap a nation’s greatness, than the advocacy of peace at any price … the government of our queen had no alternative but to resort to the fierce arbitrament of war’.3 Germany, meanwhile, viewed the Boers as the outriders of German culture.

         In the same year, the Israel firm in Berlin began issuing an annual series of sumptuously produced albums for its customers, glorifying German arts and sciences, the enlightened rule of the Hohenzollerns, and the position of the N. Israel business house as one of the jewels in the crown. The 1901 issue was dedicated to the German colonies, written by the director of the German Colonial Museum, and later volumes appeared on subjects such as the German theatre, education and ‘the age of woman’s energy’ (the athletic and intellectual achievements of women over the previous century).4

         Behind the Israels’ and the Adlers’ earnest affirmation of support for their sovereigns was the consciousness that even the most privileged Jews were not immune to criticism for their birth, their separate creed and, above all, their success. The majority of the Jews in Britain were still conspicuously foreign, and frequently suspected of foreign loyalties. In Germany, the economic crisis twenty years earlier had precipitated the first appearance of racial, as opposed to religious, anti-semitism, and the ‘Anti-Semitic’ political party was to win sixteen seats in the Reichstag in the 1907 elections.

         In England, Rabbi Adler joined battle with an Oxford professor of history, Goldwin Smith, who had argued that Jews, with their ‘international background’, could not be patriots.5 Adler’s remarks about ‘undesirable elements’ among Russian-Jewish emigrants were pounced on by anti-semitic writers. He defended adherence to Jewish tradition while rejecting Gentile accusations of ‘exclusiveness’; he also warned Jewish traders against ‘double standards’ for Jewish and Gentile customers – indicating how far both he and his congregation were on the defensive.6

         Berlin Jews were even more vulnerable. By the 1880s there were more Jews in Berlin than in all England, conspicuous above all for their role in commerce. The message of the Israel albums was that the firm was not only a business, but a purveyor of German good taste, vital to the economic health of the Weltstadt  (big city). Above all, it stressed the Israels’ German pedigree. The chief editor of the albums, the writer Conrad Alberti, pointed out that ‘unlike its rivals, N. Israel had a history dating back to 1815’. In the album for 1902 dedicated to the Kaiser Wilhelm, in an essay entitled ‘The Development of Berlin and the N. Israel Emporium’, Alberti plays Virgil to an imaginary visitor. From the white mass of the Reichstag, fronted by a bronze statue of Bismarck, they stroll past the double row of statuary in the Siegesallee and, having inspected the Linden avenue, the cathedral and the royal palace, arrive at the Schlossplatz with its statue of the old Elector, and finally see the old town before them, a ‘teeming wellspring of modern life’, with its shops and industries, and, at its heart, opposite the red brick town hall, the five-storey ‘citadel of commerce’ – N. Israel.

         Conrad Alberti was no ordinary hack. He was a well-known writer, best known for his novel Die Alten und die Jungen (1902), and, as coeditor of the liberal journal Die  Gesellschaft,  dedicated to spreading the ideas of Zola and attacking the evils of industrialism. Not only did the central character in Alberti’s novel excoriate, on behalf of younger Jews, the ‘superfluousness, harmfulness and rottenness of Jewry’; but in 1882 Alberti had published a violent attack on German Jewry, arguing that as religion was declining and Jewish separatism was obsolete, Jews must assimilate totally. If Germany encouraged this, he wrote, at some time in the future ‘the last Jew would be exhibited as a rarity’.7

         The Israels could not have been more strongly identified with the Jewish community. In 1902, the Israel firm was still closed on Saturdays and the Jewish High Holy days; Berthold Israel, Wilfrid’s father, was a warden of the fashionable Lutzowerstrasse synagogue, and Mrs Israel’s ancestry was well known. Had anyone charged Alberti with inconsistency – or venality – he might have pointed to the closing paragraphs of the article, which described the exceptional welfare benefits the Israels provided for their employees: the extra pension scheme, the recreational facilities, and the long weekend holidays. Jewish paternalism, in the form of their own bonus schemes, combined with the Bismarckian social services to provide benefits to employees unique in the Europe of the time. The Israels prided themselves on being progressive employers; their motto was ‘Reélitat’ (quality) and this referred not only to services to the customers, but the treatment of their employees. Alberti’s essays, however, revealed the worm of uncertainty at the heart of Jewish success, as well as the typically German-Jewish belief that probity and industry – and self-criticism – could ward off attacks from outside.

         This, then, was the family into which Wilfrid Israel was born, in which the consciousness of power and its responsibilities was uneasily balanced with the knowledge of vulnerability. Cosmopolitan, yet intensely loyal to their different countries, the Israels and the Adlers were typical of the great European Jewish families scattered across the Continent at the turn of the century.

         
             

         

         Throughout his life Wilfrid Israel was ambivalent about his role as a businessman. In his view, the too rapid industrialization of Germany – which had naturally contributed to the rise of the Israel firm – was one of the main causes of the breakdown of German civilization in the 1930s, and he believed that only socialism, and an end to the old monopolies on the land and in industry, could help create a stable German democracy. He also had the German conservative and romantic view of the need for an escape from the city and a return to the virtues of an agrarian society. Such ideas were conventional enough at the time, if contradictory and odd when held by a Jewish businessman.8 But Wilfrid was unlike other German-Jewish businessmen. The two traditions of Jewish paternalism and German Sohnespflicht  (filial duty) had thrust him into a role to which, though he fulfilled it faithfully, none of the friends of his youth thought him suited. When he finally liquidated the firm in 1939 and left for England, he did so with both regret and relief; henceforth, he was to dedicate himself to study and research.

         Whatever the attractions of the Adler heritage, however, Wilfrid’s role in German-Jewish life during the Nazi period was dictated by his sense of the tradition the firm represented and its importance to the self-respect of the Jewish community. N. Israel was not one of the larger Jewish firms; it had no branches, unlike the huge chain-stores Tietz, Wertheim, Schocken or the Kaufhaus das Westens. Its architecture was solid rather than striking like Wertheim’s new façade in the Leipzigerstrasse, which had been designed by Alfred Messel and dubbed ‘the consumers’ cathedral’. But N. Israel was a Baedeker landmark. The first of the great Jewish business houses in Berlin, it was the last to close its doors.

         It was also a base for Wilfrid during his work for German Jewry. Like his father, Wilfrid Israel was well known in international business circles and this – rather than his British passport, which afforded him no real protection in Germany – ensured that whatever happened to him or his family was immediately known abroad. Moreover, N. Israel maintained close links with its provincial customers throughout Germany; the peculiarity of the firm was that it had always combined retail and wholesale trade, and its Gentile customers were dispersed all over Germany and in Eastern Europe. Many had sent their sons for training in the Israels’ trade school in Berlin. Thus Wilfrid’s potential sources of help and information covered the entire country.

         In 1935, Kurt Tucholsky, the Jewish writer and satirist, wrote of German-Jewish businessmen, in a much quoted passage: ‘Now they slink out, gloomy, soundly thrashed, in shit up to their ears, bankrupt, their money robbed – and without honour.’9 Tucholsky, like many other writers and historians – Hannah Arendt is the most celebrated among them – could see no dignity in those who remained in Germany under Nazi rule. The case of the Israels indicates that the issue was not so simple. In the first years of Nazism, it would have been easy to liquidate the Israel firm with profit to all involved, since one of its chief executives was British. But Wilfrid Israel fought a rearguard action against the Nazis both outside and inside the firm, helping Jews from the firm’s funds, and running the business into the ground in the process; its continued existence was a mark of defiance. The rise of the firm had mirrored, step by step, the emancipation of German Jewry, as both Jews and Nazis recognized, and it was this, rather than the loss of the family fortune, which made the fate of N. Israel more than one more financial casualty of a business community whose fall was far more rapid than its rise.

         
             

         

         Writing from Berlin to a friend in Palestine in the spring of 1937, Wilfrid commented: ‘To liquidate the existence of five generations on one’s own, without going to the dogs oneself, isn’t so easy.’

         Alberti, in his public relations efforts, had claimed only four Israel generations. N. Israel was officially founded in 1815, and, counting forward from that point, Wilfrid and his brother Herbert were the fourth generation of Berlin merchants. By taking the family history one generation further back, Wilfrid recalled a time when the family were, in fact, no more than old clothes’ dealers. This, together with pawnbroking, was the only occupation open to Jews in Berlin at the time, and the Jewish rag merchant was a famous figure not only throughout Europe but in the Far East as well. Among Wilfrid Israel’s collection of Cambodian buddhas, Ghandara and Gupta sculptures from India, and Ethiopian textiles, is a Chinese T’ang statuette dating from the seventh century, entitled ‘Western merchant’, which is a fine example of a traditional figure known to collectors. It is a bent, sad figure with a recognizably Jewish face and distinctively Jewish clothing, hauling a sack on his back. It stands out in a collection chosen for its beauty, perhaps a talisman against arrogance, like the skulls which used to lie on the desks of Renaissance rulers as a reminder of mortality.

         Before 1812, the Israels had neither a fixed name, nor the permanent right of residence in Prussia.10 The first Prussian Israel, Jacob, was sworn in as a municipal citizen of Berlin in April 1806, three years after the victory of Napoleon over Prussia brought freedom to all Prussians, regardless of their faith. On 11 March 1812, equal rights and privileges were extended to the Jews of Prussia and the special taxes imposed on them until then were abolished. Jacob was now declared a native Prussian citizen. Had he so wished, he might have changed his trade. He was no longer bound by Mosaic law in family and inheritance matters and his sons became liable to military service. He was also obliged to choose a fixed surname, like all Jews of the period.

         But he was nearly sixty, disposed neither by age nor temperament to drastic change. He continued to deal in second-hand clothes and did not join the Jewish trade associations, which, in 1805, had merged with the Christian merchant guilds. Despite the growing secularism in the Jewish community, and the fact that many Jews at this time adopted German surnames (and first names), Jacob Israel insisted that the family name should remain that of his father, the first of the family to settle in Berlin. Jacob’s son also stipulated in his will that the inheritance depended on the retention of the name Israel; after that period, the firm was so well known that to change the name would have meant a loss of goodwill. This was the reason why, over 120 years later, when the Nazis ruled Germany, the name N. Israel flashed out every night over one of the main squares of Berlin, until in 1939, at a time when the Nazis forced male Jews to adopt Israel as their middle name as a stigma and badge of their race, Goering insisted that the owners of ‘Aryanized’ firms remove the names of their Jewish founders from their shop fronts.

         The official founder of the firm was Jacob’s son Nathan. His shop was in the Molkenmarkt, where, after three years among the old clothes dealers in the Judenstrasse, Nathan set up a business in Silesian linen fabrics.

         During the lifetime of Nathan’s son and Wilfrid’s grandfather, Jacob Israel, the population of Berlin increased nearly ten times. It was now not only a garrison town, but the industrial capital of Imperial Germany, demanding recognition, after the country’s unification, as a Weltstadt like Paris and London. Deplored by Bismarck and conservative German writers as an upstart among cities, Berlin became the home of the majority of Germany’s Jews, who, by 1905, numbered over 130,000, or more than 4 per cent of the capital’s population – as high a percentage as they were ever to reach. N. Israel now supplied linen and furnishings to hotels, clubs and theatres, to barracks and officers’ messes, to hospitals and churches. At the death of Wilhelm 1, in 1888, the firm provided the black crêpe decorations strung all along the royal funeral route.

         By this time, N. Israel occupied four floors in a block facing the Berlin Municipality, had 250 employees, including a team of travelling salesmen, and produced one of the first mail-order catalogues on the American pattern. Many of its provincial customers even deposited their surplus funds with the firm for safekeeping: N. Israel was an active member of the Berlin stock exchange until the First World War.

         Jacob Israel, Wilfrid’s grandfather, having earned the title of ‘Royal Merchant’ of Berlin (Königlicher Kommerzienrat) in 1886, married Minna Adler, the daughter of the Chief Rabbi of England. He remained an unpretentious observant Jew, giving generously to charity but living modestly – travelling to work by bus, bringing sandwiches for lunch in the office, switching off gas lights when they were not needed, and often showing customers to the door himself with the query ‘Did you find what you were looking for?’ He caught pneumonia while attending the funeral of a Gentile employee. As the funeral took place on the Jewish Sabbath, he walked to the ceremony on a cold March day, and died two weeks later. But in his will, he specified that if his sons thought it necessary, to meet competition, the business could be opened henceforth on Sabbaths (though not on High Holy days) if, in atonement (the Hebrew kofer), his heirs were to donate a substantial sum to charity. This happened only in 1907; the exact sum donated is not on record, but it was a Berlin-Jewish legend that Berthold Israel had deposited the equivalent of a million reichsmarks in gold in the community chest.

         
             

         

         While the Israels, who by the turn of the century were no longer observant orthodox Jews, had kept their Jewish name, the rabbinical family of the Adlers, like many other German Jews, had adopted the name of the German eagle.11 Originally named Kayn (or Cohen, of the Jewish priestly sect), the family had settled in Frankfurt-on-Main at the beginning of the sixteenth century; at the time of the notorious Fettmilch pogroms in 1614, the family escaped together with another thousand Jews and – according to family legend favoured by their British descendants – when the Emperor Mathias restored the Jewish community two years later, one of the Kayns marched at the head of the returning Jews carrying the royal standard. Whether the story was true or not, the imperial eagle continued to decorate the Adler family’s cutlery well into the twentieth century, as well as the bookplates of Wilfrid’s bibliophile great-uncle, Elkan Adler, a solicitor and scholar, who was among the first travellers to identify and purchase some of the Cairo Genizah fragments of ancient Jewish scrolls. He was so often abroad that, on one occasion, his business partner embezzled all the firm’s cash and Adler had to sell most of his collection of manuscripts to pay his debts; during a trip in 1924 with Wilfrid and another nephew, he borrowed from them to pay for further purchases.

         The first distinguished Adler rabbi was born in Frankfurt in 1741 – the same year the Israels settled in Berlin. His son, Mordechai Adler, became Chief Rabbi of Hanover, then under the British Crown, and his grandson, Nathan Marcus, after inheriting his father’s position, became 1845. At that time, there were only 20,000 Jews in Britain, deeply divided by communal schisms, and while German Jewry was already heir to a long tradition of scholarship by rabbis, philosophers and historians, British Jewry had produced mainly bankers, merchants and philanthropists. Half of the population of Britain at that time was illiterate, and the education of British Jews could not compare with that of their German co-religionists. Though Oxford and Cambridge admitted Jews officially from the 1850s, very few took advantage of the concession. The colleges were Christian foundations; the social atmosphere was hostile to Jews, and continued to be so well into the first decades of the twentieth century.

         Nathan Adler, who had a classical humanist education from Gottingen and Würzburg universities as well as rabbinical training, immediately attempted to organize Jewish schools in Britain which would provide both boys and girls with general and Jewish education. Even before he had mastered English, he ordered questionnaires sent out to all the Jewish communities; there were already free schools for poor Jews, but these were of a Dickensian grimness, with one teacher for 600 pupils and lessons relayed from group to group through huge halls by ‘monitors’. Adler travelled widely throughout Britain, enlisted the support of wealthy Jews in the City, such as the Montagus and the Rothschilds. After ten years, he had set up twenty schools for 3,000 children – half of all the Jewish children in Britain – and established Jews College, for the training of rabbis, teachers and lay leaders, which he wanted to integrate with London University. Adler was asked to contribute his views on education to the parliamentary commission of 1861 on popular education: among his proposals was the free compulsory education of boys and girls to the age of fourteen.

         But Adler’s idea of a separate but equal status for Jewish children, within a state system, was not in the spirit of the times in Britain, and was favoured neither by the wealthier Jews – who wanted their children to be educated together with Gentiles – nor by the provisions of the Education Act of the 1870 Liberal Government, which set up non-sectarian schools financed by municipal taxation. Before leaving Germany in 1844, Adler had spoken bitterly, in his last sermon, of German political illiberalism: ‘We know not whether we are citizens of this land or foreigners, for we must beg even for the smallest parcel of land we wish to acquire.’ Like most European Jews, he regarded Britain as the most tolerant country in Europe. But he could not see that British liberalism – which would ultimately encourage that trend to assimilation he deplored and feared – and the relative stability of England, which was the main cause of tolerance, worked against his ideas.

         Thus, paradoxically, in the country which offered so many Jews asylum, there was to be no specific tradition of Jewish intellectual brilliance to compare with that which flourished in the far less tolerant political climate of nineteenth-century Germany – as Wilfrid Israel was to note, with disappointment, when he finally came to live in England in 1939.

         Hermann Adler, the Edwardian Chief Rabbi, inherited all his father’s conservatism without his reforming energy. The Adlers became part of the British Establishment, anxious to stress their relationship to the Anglo-Jewish nobility: the Rothschilds and Montagus were distant relations. While the Jewish tradition that commerce should support scholarship continued, marriage between rabbinical and merchant families was no longer so strong an institution in Western Europe.

         
             

         

         The marriage of Wilfrid’s parents, Berthold Israel and Amy Solomon, celebrated under the traditional canopy on the lawn of the Solomon mansion at Kensington Palace Gardens in 1893, was certainly not such a marriage. The Solomons had initially opposed it because the two were first cousins, fearing for the health of the couple’s children. Berthold, together with his brother Hermann, had inherited the family business only a few months earlier; he had spent the previous year, since his engagement, on a grand tour around the world. He dressed like a City stockbroker, and – unlike his father and grandfather, who had only received elementary education, though they studied the Torah privately – had attended one of Berlin’s most famous secondary schools, the Französische Gymnasium.

         Amy Solomon, the Chief Rabbi’s granddaughter, was the youngest of nine children of a wealthy businessman from Exeter, who had made his fortune by manufacturing the steel pens which were replacing quills in city offices, and was now in the import and export trade; Amy’s second name, Josepha, was that of the ship in which his cargo was travelling at her birth. Amy was a self-willed young woman, with intelligent eyes and a rapacious mouth. She was widely read, liked the company of actors, musicians and intellectuals, and, in Berlin, terrified the more sedate wives of businessmen by quoting from contemporary French poets; she signed herself ‘Aimée’. No quiet bluestocking, Amy had no compunction about displaying the Israels’ great wealth. The couple lived first in the Hohenzollernstrasse, and then in the Hildebrandstrasse, two short parallel avenues leading into the Tiergartenstrasse, which bordered on Berlin’s central park – according to the observer’s view, the most fashionable, or the most pretentious, quarter of Berlin. The Israels entertained in the formal style which Berlin Jewry believed was English, with a butler and a team of other servants. Artists, opera singers and diplomats, as well as business friends, were always Amy’s guests on her birthday, 1 January, when she wore a favourite emerald necklace. She was an eccentric rather than an elegant woman, one of the first to wear trousers; and, like her husband, she sat for her portrait by the Berlin society painter, Josef Oppenheimer.

         The family travelled in a carriage and pair, with a horse-drawn sleigh for the Prussian winter, before the age of the Mercedes or the Rolls, which they used for formal occasions. Even their chauffeur had distinction: he wrote a motoring column for a Berlin newspaper.

         Berthold had inherited the caution and, on occasion, even the parsimony of his Israel father and grandfather. He was driven to work each day in an old and rather shabby car, fitter for an employee than the director of the firm. His clothes were made by one of the firm’s resident tailors, whom he instructed not to exaggerate fashionable lapels or padding, as the suits would have to last for years. He had a good winter coat, but the fur was on the inside. His style, one acquaintance commented, was ‘calculated simplicity’, and when he travelled alone, he was as likely to eat in a railway station buffet as in the nearest good restaurant.

         In business, Berthold was cautious and resistant to change. Although he spent less time than his father had done talking to customers, he frequently visited his competitors’ firms, incognito, to compare prices and conditions of sale. Under his directorship, the Israel firm expanded and became a modern department store. Chaim Weizmann, in a letter to Lord Perth in 1939, described it as having been ‘something corresponding to Harrods here, but older established’;12 by the early 1930s it employed over 2,000 people.

         
             

         

         Wilfrid Berthold Jacob Israel, the second of three children and the first son, was born, as his name indicates, with the whole weight of family tradition on his shoulders. He was given a first name equally familiar in Germany and England, with the result that it was misspelt by everyone but his closest friends. He was born in London, because his mother was determined that he should be British. His German friends all insisted that he profited from a triple culture: German, English and Jewish. The reality was somewhat different.

         Amy Israel disliked Germany. She had made it a condition of her marriage that she should visit England frequently, and, although she spoke fluent German, she refused to have it spoken at her dinner table unless her guests knew no English, announcing ‘German is for the servants’. This did not endear her to German Jews proud of their national culture. Both her elder children were taught at home by an English governess and the almost exclusive influence of his mother until puberty, as well as his physical frailty, meant that Wilfrid had little in common with other boys of his age by the time he reached the Gymnasium.

         Few German Jews can have received the complete works of Sir Walter Scott as a barmitzvah present, and few boys of any nationality would have been offered a tour of Italy’s art galleries at the age of thirteen. From the age of eight, Wilfrid received tuition in Hebrew and Bible studies from Arthur Levi, a young rabbinical student, but most of this knowledge evaporated once his barmitzvah was passed; his uncle Elkan Adler regarded him as ignorant of Jewish culture.

         Amy was a strict disciplinarian, and she dominated the household. The Israel children were expected to dress up and perform sketches they had composed on the occasion of their mother’s birthday, before the grand company arrived. Agnes Schneider, a young American who came to Berlin to study singing in 1911 and lived with the family from 1914 for nine years, remembered that Herbert, the younger brother, hated all this and would burst into tears; Wilfrid, however, was always perfectly controlled. Later in life, he was punctilious in remembering friends’ birthdays, but refused to give presents on anniversaries or to celebrate his own birthday. He brought gifts spontaneously, but hated formal occasions, and it is hard not to connect this with the style of the Israel household, where nothing controversial could be discussed at mealtimes, mother’s word was law, servants were always on hand, and no one could be invited home without Amy’s prior consent.

         Family portraits show Wilfrid as a solemn little boy, in the stiff poses of the time – one in a sailor suit in which he attended dancing classes, in what he called ‘my most militant and successful days’ – and in later pictures as an overgrown and melancholy adolescent. His cousin Hilda – the daughter of Richard Israel, the army officer – who grew up with horses and cows on the family estate, dreaded the visits to the town Israels, for which she had to dress in uncomfortable clothes, and where the fashionable canapés  Amy’s white-gloved servants handed round were far too small for a hungry child. She never saw Wilfrid smile, and thought he looked right through the servants.

         Amy played hostess frequently to visiting musicians and actors. Berthold preferred business trips to hotels whose furniture he had supplied. One of Wilfrid’s English cousins, Henry Myer, who visited Berlin in 1908 and 1911, remembered being taken to the May Parade in Potsdam where the Kaiser’s daughter went about in a carriage and pair selling marguerites; the Israels’ journey then continued to Dresden, to inspect a new hotel the firm had equipped.13 It was clear that Wilfrid was being prepared, even then, to inherit his father’s place in the business. 1911 was the year of Agadir, when a German gunboat was sent to Morocco in a futile effort to challenge the other colonial powers, and Berthold, when questioned about German rearmament, said that ‘if the Germans were taxed so heavily to pay for armaments, they couldn’t do otherwise than to make war’. Berthold himself was rumoured to pay higher taxes than any other Jew in Berlin.

         Taken to Tuscany, Rome and Venice, Wilfrid dutifully recorded his impressions of every museum and cathedral.14 The itinerary suggests that the family drove rather than walked through the galleries: more than a decade later, when Wilfrid was writing to a favourite aunt, explaining the political background to Botticelli’s Calumnia  in the Uffizi, he added, ‘I know by experience how enthusiastic one is after having visited the Umbrian towns. … I am so glad that you did not have to rush.’

         He was to return regularly to Italy – to Venice and the Villa Ruffolo in Ravello – like many cultivated Germans, to escape the Prussian climate and to revisit favourite paintings such as Bellini’s Madonna degli Alberetti – ‘Meine lieblings Madonna’ – in the Venice Accademia, always finding time for the galleries, which he visited in peace and in war, on whatever mission, until a few days before his death. In adolescence he began to sketch and model in clay, and daydreamed of becoming a sculptor. By now he was attending the Mommsen Gymnasium with his brother Herbert; most of his spare time was spent sketching at the easel in the basement of the Hohenzollernstrasse house, and writing poetry. Fritz Landshoff, a schoolfriend who walked home with him every day, doubted that he ever seriously believed he could become a sculptor. Other friends said it was a frustrated hope. What is certain is that he bitterly regretted that his studies were cut short before he could attend either art school or university.

         In 1941 he wrote to a young refugee friend in England whose university career had been interrupted by the Nazis and who was working on a farm: ‘I know from my own experience how depressing it is not to have a real finish to one’s education. I was never able to do my matric and always felt it.’ That same autumn, when he was working regularly with a team of scholars under Arnold Toynbee at Balliol, he wrote: ‘This contact with Oxford is something that has played a big part in my imagination since boyhood; now, in these advanced years, it has become reality, under such strange circumstances.’15 In many other letters, he confesses that he has a ‘disorganized’, ‘dishevelled’ mind, that he lacks training in and basic knowledge of all the subjects he wanted to master, from the history of Jewish emancipation to the Hellenistic origins of the art of Ghandara. The disability of Jewish youth in Nazi Germany, evicted from schools and universities, was one which Wilfrid Israel felt especially keenly: privileged in all else, he had been deprived of an education.

         In Germany, at that period, a young man with artistic ambitions did not necessarily attend university; but Wilfrid was not allowed to become an artist. Moreover, though he was heir to the business, it was his brother Herbert who studied economics in Berlin and was later sent to the United States to study business administration. The First World War broke out when Wilfrid was fifteen, and all that followed put an end both to his chances of further education and to any compromise over his own ambitions.

         Henry Myer had noticed that Wilfrid was ‘not soldiering material. He was incapable of any sort of anger or of losing his temper.’ Wilfrid became a convinced pacifist and, by the time he reached military age, he wanted to declare himself a conscientious objector.

         Pacifism had existed in Germany as an organized movement since the Franco-Prussian War, but it was the creed of a small group led by privileged idealists, such as Bertha von Suttner. There was no tradition of political non-conformism, no belief in bearing personal witness, or of individual protest, like that of the Puritans and Quakers in Britain and the United States, whose members included thousands of conscientious objectors during the war. Though Wilfrid Israel was to meet many leading British pacifists in the years following the war, he was too young to have met them at that time, although he may have heard of their ideas. The men to whom he looked for guidance in 1917 and 1918 were Albert Einstein and Maximilian Harden, the brilliant and iconoclastic Jewish publicist who edited the weekly Die  Zukunft,  and who, after initially supporting the aims of the war, turned against it in midstream.

         Einstein had left Switzerland in 1914 and settled in Berlin; he was then thirty-five, already a famous mathematician and physicist, and when German intellectuals (including many Jews) issued the notorious Manifesto  to  the  Civilized  World  in October 1914, defending German militarism and nationalism, Einstein was one of the three men who issued a challenge and proposed a European anti-war union. In November 1914 he helped found the Bund Neues Vaterland, whose policy was peace without annexations; though the organization frequently petitioned the Reichstag and carried on a correspondence with British pacifists, it was only officially closed down in February 1916. Einstein refused to take part as a scientist in the war effort, unlike his fellow Jews Walter Rathenau and Fritz Haber, who respectively reorganized the German armaments industry and contributed to the development of explosives.

         As an adolescent, Wilfrid was a frequent visitor to Einstein’s house. He had a great admiration for the man and his determination to stand up for his principles, whatever the odds against him. In later years, Wilfrid was to send his friends to hear Einstein’s lectures, even when they protested they could not understand a word he said. ‘Go just to experience his personality,’ Wilfrid told them.

         But the Israels had no intention of allowing Wilfrid to appear before a tribunal. When he received his mobilization papers in the autumn of 1917, his parents summoned three doctors, strangers to the family, to testify that he was medically unfit to serve. Wilfrid did not get the chance to make a heroic stand, and his distress is apparent in a letter he wrote a few months later to Maximilian Harden, who had already forecast the collapse of the monarchy (which he had previously supported), condemned the German war aims (which he had previously approved) and outlined a peace plan of his own, including anti-capitalism and militarism, self-determination for small nations and the integration of Germany into the new Europe.

         On 15 April 1918, Wilfrid wrote to Harden:

         
            Your world of ideas seems to offer the only true oasis in our pitiful desert, the sole remedy for the madness which dominates our world.

            From day to day thoughts and ideals gain force within me, and the more I encounter shocked opposition the more determined I am to carry on my fight.

            The terrible truth is that inhuman forces are ruling us. However, there are still a  few  human  beings  among us, and it is these for whom the world must be saved with the cry ‘Retour à la Nature!’ Are you aware what weight your voice, your words have here and even more in the neutral countries, in England, in America, and what wonderful and restoring influence you could exert? I am not twenty years old, yet I already feel and am convinced that the echo of your voice will not disappear unnoticed. Now we still hear ‘The battle continues!’ When will we hear ‘Humanity has awakened!’16

         

         The letter was written, not from the Israels’ house, but from the Pension Rankeplatz, a sign that Wilfrid probably knew that Die  Zukunft was not a paper that the Israels would have allowed inside their house. Wilfrid was not the only young man to admire Harden; many of his generation followed Harden’s somewhat inconsistent lead – the writer Theodor Lessing had run away from home to join his hero. Though there is some adolescent bravado in Wilfrid’s claim to rebellion, the reference to ‘shocked opposition’ was true in the wider sense, for to Wilfrid’s class Harden was a dangerous revolutionary. But there was more to the Israels’ family hatred of Harden, and what he stood for, than this.

         Thirteen years earlier, a scandal of regal proportions had threatened to destroy the Israel family. Hermann Israel, Berthold’s elder brother and the heir to the dynasty, was accused by an ex-lieutenant in the Prussian army of having forced him to have homosexual relations, a criminal offence under Prussian law. Hermann denied the charge on oath, but the lieutenant was not to be shaken off; he pressed a further charge of perjury. Rather than stand trial in a public court, though he continued to deny all the charges against him, Hermann boarded his yacht, and – positioning himself so that he would fall into the water – shot himself through the head. The Berlin papers carried nothing of this story but the notice of his death; but Harden, in two articles which attacked both the press, for its silence, and the brutal laws which forced a man to take his own life rather than face condemnation by society, revealed the whole story to the world at large.17

         It is likely that Wilfrid knew of the episode, though it is possible that he did not know of Harden’s part in it; Harden was far more famous for having exposed the homosexual kamarilla  of his political enemies in a circle near the Kaiser, three years later. But adolescence is the time for ferreting out family secrets, and Wilfrid hated what he already saw as the hypocrisy and corruption of bourgeois society; this was just as strong an emotion as his family loyalties. He saw conformism, too, as the main cause of the German Jews’ support of the war, though there were many Jews among the pacifists, as in all avant-garde  groups.

         Leading Jewish organizations urged the Jews to join the ranks at the outbreak of war. One hundred thousand Jews, about one-fifth of the Jewish population, had served in the Kaiser’s army, and 12,000 were among the the casualties.18 Their loyalty did not help them; in October 1916, the anti-semitic Prussian First Quarter-Master General Ludendorff ordered a census of Jews, the notorious Judenzaelung,  to find out how many were actually at the front.

         But for Wilfrid, with his uncle Richard and his cousin Ernst on one side of the battlefield, and his cousin Henry on the other, the horror was unbearable. Shortly before his death, he was to write: ‘The second world war has emphasized the tragic situation of the Jews among the peoples. But in the midst of this tragedy there is perhaps one redeeming point: the fact that at least, in this second world war, Jew is not fighting Jew.’19

         All divisions between Jews appeared tragic to Wilfrid. The war which had set English against German Jews had, however, brought the Jews in the German army closer to the Jews of Eastern Europe. ‘Before 1914,’ Wilfrid wrote later, ‘the abyss between Jews in the East and Jews in the West seemed unsurmountable…. Western Jews, including the German Jew, considered the Eastern Jew to be something alien, in every respect something distant…. Berlin was certainly a centre, a bastion of this superficial and disruptive arrogance.’20

         Before the First World War, when hundreds of thousands of Eastern European Jews fled to Germany, as they had to England to Wilfrid’s great-grandfather’s concern, as a result of the pogroms in Tsarist Russia, the role of German Jewry was to provide them with charitable support and, where possible, escort them across Germany to Hamburg, where they were helped to embark for the New World. The Hilfsverein der Deutschen Juden, which, ironically, was to help the German Jews themselves emigrate in the late 1930s, was founded in 1903 to help these refugees from the East: Berthold Israel became its honorary treasurer after the First World War.

         Those Eastern Jews who remained in Berlin during Wilfrid’s childhood settled in the Scheunenviertel, an old barn area which was practically in the Israel firm’s backyard. Their clothing was distinctive, whether labourers or orthodox Jews who, with their untrimmed earlocks and beards, Yiddish speech and traditional style of worship and study, were entirely different to the observant German Jews, for most of whom the Reform movement had subdued and westernized the old rituals. Religion, for most German Jews, was confined to the occasional visit to the synagogue on High Holy days and a few family rituals: in the larger cities, the rate of intermarriage had now reached 40 per cent of all Jewish marriages. The Ostjuden,  with their little shops and stalls, the pedlars with their sacks of old clothes on their backs hawking their wares at street corners, were an embarrassment to the old Jewish community which believed itself barely distinguishable from Gentile Germans.

         But as Wilfrid commented in 1943, the war changed the attitude of some liberal middle-class Jews. Young Jews serving in the army had visited the heartland of Jewish settlement in Russian Poland, Lithuania and Latvia, and found not only that an alternative Jewish culture, one far more vigorous than any in Germany, existed, but that the younger generation embraced new socialist ideas and wanted to break away from the dogmatic orthodoxy of their elders.

         A young doctor who had served as a non-combatant in the army, Siegfried Lehmann, who was to become one of the closest of Wilfrid’s colleagues, founded the Jüdische Volksheim, or people’s settlement, in the Scheunenviertel in May 1916; its existence suggested to Wilfrid, as to other young liberal Jews, that the ‘superficial arrogance’ of German Jews could be overcome. The intellectual patron of the Volksheim was the socialist philosopher Gustav Landauer, and its rationale was influenced by non-Jewish movements as far apart geographically as Tolstoy’s followers in Russia and the East End settlement work at Toynbee Hall in London. The Volksheim was primarily a social welfare institution for children and young people, but in the evenings, visitors such as Wilfrid attended lectures on Eastern Europe or Zionism. The Volksheim idea was to reach the Ostjuden  of Germany through their children – but it proved too intellectual and patronizing to succeed. Gershom Scholem noted unkindly that visitors sat round on chairs, while the immigrants were grouped picturesquely on the floor; he advised Lehmann to learn Hebrew instead. Kafka, whose fiancée Félice Bauer was among the Volksheim’s protégés, doubted that the ‘symbiosis’ could succeed. Scholem and Kafka were right. The young Jews in Berlin slums became Jewish nationalists and Zionist pioneers; liberal Jewry became increasingly entrenched in its own defence of its rights and privileges. The result was that men such as Lehmann and – later – Wilfrid, became increasingly drawn to Zionism as a social ideal.21

         Thus, by the time Wilfrid was nineteen, it did not look as if he was going to follow in the footsteps either of the Israels or of the Adlers. He shared none of their basic commitments to the old order. His enthusiasm for pacifism and internationalism, socialism and Zionism made him an unlikely candidate for membership of the conservative Jewish middle-class community. He was not to join the family firm until April 1921, and the harness was to hold him very loosely until 1926.

         But, because of the essential gentleness of his personality, there was no dramatic breakaway, no open confrontation with his family. During the next four years he was gradually to acquiesce in his family’s plans for his future. The price of this acquiescence was a permanent ambivalence and uncertainty about his place in the German-Jewish community which was to persist until the Nazis came to power.
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