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Preface





This is the first biography of Lord Reading to be written with full access to his private papers since his son Gerald’s predictably loyal two-volume Life was published during the Second World War. Even though Gerald Reading was able to make interesting use of his father’s papers, he seems to have ignored, or to have been unaware of, a considerable number of them. This is especially true of the last ten years of Lord Reading’s life, to which his son devotes a mere thirty-three pages out of a total of six hundred and fifty-seven. I have tried to set this to rights. Also, my biography, perhaps inevitably, is a far more critical, though I hope fair, appraisal of Lord Reading’s life and career.


I have received the most generous help from the Reading family during my work on the book. At the beginning of my researches the Third Marquess, Rufus Isaacs’s grandson, provided me with some documents not in the official collection at the India Office Library; he was also a kindly and courteous source of much useful information. I was greatly saddened by his death in 1980, not least because I had hoped to present him with a finished copy of the book. The Fourth Marquess and his brothers have continued their father’s tradition of interested involvement. Lady Zuckerman, Rufus Isaacs’s granddaughter, has been most helpful, not least in providing family photographs. I must, however, stress that no member of the Reading family has tried in any way to influence my professional judgement or to press a particular interpretation of events upon me. The views expressed in the book are, for better or worse, entirely my own.


I owe thanks to a good many others: to Christine Turnbull for her invaluable researches on my behalf; to the Polytechnic of North London for granting me sabbatical leave to complete the book; to my friend and colleague Dr Chris Cook for reading and criticizing parts of the text; to a variety of librarians and keepers of archives; to my friend John Curtis, Deputy Chairman of Weidenfeld and Nicolson, for his support and encouragement; to my editor Linda Osband for her enthusiasm and efficiency; to my mother for typing an impeccable typescript, and to my father for helping her to do so. My family were both a hindrance and a help, and I love them anyway.





Denis Judd


London, 1981



















Introduction:


Rufus Isaacs and Lord Reading







Reading had a pleasing countenance. In conversation he had little to say, but when he spoke it was with authority. He did most of his talking and much of his public speaking with his hands on the lapels of his coat…. He could sleep anywhere at any time.


Lord Beaverbrook





Not go for the carry? I have gone for the carry all my life!


Lord Reading, in old age, to his caddie





If the events of Rufus Isaacs’s life were to be presented in the form of a novel, any reader might pardonably claim that the book was the product of a feverish and unstable imagination. Lord Birkenhead indeed asserted that the story of Dick Whittington ‘compared with the romance of Lord Reading … fades into pale ineffectiveness’.1


Certainly the bare facts of Reading’s career are eloquent enough: born the son of a Jewish fruit merchant, he was eventually made a Marquess, the first citizen since the Duke of Wellington to rise so high so fast; he became a brilliant QC, a Liberal MP and Cabinet minister, Lord Chief Justice, special wartime Ambassador to the United States, Viceroy of India, Foreign Secretary and a respected and influential elder statesman.


His life abounds with apparent paradox: leaving school after a piecemeal education at the age of fourteen, he was later more than able to hold his own with the best minds in international politics and diplomacy; as a rebellious, even disturbed, child, he came to personify the grave and sober majesty of the law; once a ship’s boy, he ruled successfully over the Indian Empire; the youthful rake of Belsize Park, he was later a faithful husband and a prudish and somewhat inhibited adult; humiliatingly ‘hammered’ on the Stock Exchange, he became a widely respected public figure; smeared during the Marconi scandal and subjected to anti-semitic attack, he was promptly appointed Lord Chief Justice; he joined the Liberal party at its height and saw it disintegrate into squabbling factions before his death; he rose to wealth and power through the law, yet found the Lord Chief Justiceship an unstimulating drudgery; unenthusiastic for Zionism, he was quick to defend his fellow Jews from belittlement and slight.


For one who became so commanding a figure in Edwardian politics and the law, Reading was a complete outsider. He was a Jew and the son of a tradesman; he had attended no university, let alone Oxford or Cambridge. It is perhaps this triumph over modest antecedents which enabled him to form so close a relationship with Lloyd George, the other great outsider of the Edwardian age, but a Welshman where Reading was a Jew, and a solicitor where Reading was a barrister.


That his friendship with Lloyd George was the making of Reading’s later public career there is no doubt. Both men complemented each other’s virtues and deficiencies: where Lloyd George was passionate and decisive, Reading was restrained and judicial; the Welshman struggled to bring about radical change, his friend merely wanted to make things, even if reformed, work more smoothly; Lloyd George pursued, and generally caught, women, Reading even found ribald tales highly offensive; Lloyd George was naïve and careless in money matters, where Reading was experienced and generally successful.


Their friendship toughened in the fierce fires of the Marconi controversy, both men went on to high office; Reading almost immediately to the Lord Chief Justiceship, and Lloyd George, three years later, to the Prime Ministership. From 1916 Reading enjoyed a Prime Minister’s preferment, which enabled him to shake off the dead weight of his high judicial post and to play an important part in war politics, especially in co-ordinating the war efforts of the United States and the Allied powers. In 1921 Lloyd George appointed him to his greatest office of state, the Viceroyalty of India. While Reading was in India, it seemed to some that Lloyd George missed his advice and ‘balance’.


Despite his intimate association with Lloyd George, Reading remained, with one awkward interlude, close to, and trusted by, Asquith. To retain the good opinions of the two last Liberal Prime Ministers is some indication of Reading’s celebrated tact and reputation for fair dealing. Asquith went out of his way to protect Reading and Lloyd George during the Marconi scandal, and his wife Margot was later to assert that he did it only because of his high regard for Reading.2 When in the 1920s the Lloyd George and Asquithian Liberals strove for dominance in the party, it was Reading, particularly after his return from India in 1926, who was charged with attempting a reconciliation of the irreconcilable.


Reading’s public career, even in his seventies, did not subside into a mumbling and contemplative retirement. He served as Foreign Secretary in Ramsay MacDonald’s first National government, and might have had office again in 1932 – three years before his death. The lavish tributes paid to his memory when he died are further indications of the widespread regard and affection felt for him.


Why did Reading achieve so much? Was the extrovert and attention-seeking youth still there, lurking behind the sober purpose of the man of state, longing for affirmation? Asquith’s wife believed that Reading was one of the four most ambitious men she had known,3 and Frances Donaldson has suggested in The Marconi Scandal that ‘at those moments when some great future opening out before him had yet to be secured … his desire for self-advancement became a passion which drove this reserved and disciplined man’.4 Clearly no man could have achieved so much if he had been devoid of ambition, and his son’s judgement that the diversity of his offices ‘almost excluded design’ has a hollow ring. Of course, Reading also worked prodigiously hard and made very few enemies, all of which helped him to succeed. No one can doubt, however, that it was success he sought.


Not that he was uncritically admired. His parliamentary career was disappointing set beside his meteoric rise at the Bar, and his connections with the worlds of high finance and business enabled his Tory critics to taunt him in Parliament with cries of ‘sticky fingers’ during the Marconi controversy. Maynard Keynes found him maddeningly indecisive, and ‘terrified of identifying himself with anything controversial’, shortly after the armistice of 1918. Lady Oxford and Asquith described him, not altogether flatteringly, as being ‘provokingly conciliatory’.5 Walter Hines told President Wilson that the ‘very general Conservative view of him is that he cannot be trusted’;6 Lord Beaverbrook considered his speeches to be ‘dignified and dull’, adding ‘He was cautious, so cautious that he never gave an opinion unless he was forced to do so.’7


Despite his tact, patience and consideration, his personal charm and his capacity to cajole and persuade, Reading’s public persona was stiff and lacking in charisma. He became particularly wary of giving more hostages to fortune after his battering at the hands of the press and Parliament during the Marconi scandal, and his speechmaking reflected that caution. Yet even earlier in his career his personality seemed curiously muted, with many defences; he was both elusive and unfathomable to all but a few intimates, and showed a positive dread of emotional display. What was hidden behind his public mask? There was, perhaps, an element of anxious mutual reassurance in the slogan of the Reading Liberal party for his election campaign of January 1910: ‘What’s the matter with Rufus? He’s all right!’


Reading was not a great reformer with the traditional ‘fire in his belly’, though he was happy to serve those, particularly Lloyd George, who were. His Liberalism was essentially ameliorative and he belonged by temperament to the right of the party. Although he never forsook the party which had, after all, provided him with a vehicle for promotion, he fitted hand in glove into MacDonald’s first National government of 1931 and a year later barely tolerated Herbert Samuel’s break with the second National administration over the tariff issue. Although not a National Liberal in name, he was one by instinct – an instinct that put his country above his race, and ensured that ‘he loved and served England with all the silent passion of his heart’.


It was not surprising that Reading made no great impact upon the House of Commons during his five and a half years as a back-bencher. The law, particularly the Bar, had lifted him from obscurity, and he saw little reason to drop the techniques that had made him famous. His Commons’ speeches tended to be forensic in style: lucid and subtle, showing a quiet mastery of detail, and an unwavering attachment to the central issues under discussion. He also believed, wrongly as it happened, that ‘two men cannot exchange ideas and discuss problems without deriving some benefit to either side’. Both in Parliament and on the public platform he made less impact upon his audiences than those who scorned detail and reasoned argument, and instead presented great themes in bold and colourful imagery.


By temperament and training Reading was not a leader of men. Rather he was a ruler, an administrator, a born diplomat and conciliator. Though a Liberal for the whole of his political career, he remained somewhat detached from the fierce controversies that beset his party, sometimes adopting a positively non-partisan approach to great issues. These qualities won him wide respect, but they did not inspire either a passionate following or a host of bitter enemies.


Reading’s political career, after he left the Bar, could be considered a failure, if judged by the highest standards. He scraped into Asquith’s Cabinet as Attorney-General, and rose no higher in the hierarchy of the Liberal government; his appointment as Foreign Secretary in 1931 arose out of a national emergency and was essentially a stopgap appointment. His wartime appointments were temporary and diplomatic in nature, and the Viceroyalty of India was an office to which relatively few aspired.


Nor was his time as Lord Chief Justice a great success: he came heartily to dislike his duties on the Bench, and contrived to escape from them whenever he could. He left very little permanent impression behind, and it is clear that but for the moral obligation on him to accept the post in 1913 he would have preferred to seek preferment in other fields.


Yet Reading was undoubtedly one of the great figures of his time, and honours and high office were showered on him, often in erratic sequence. He was also an opportunist, in the best sense of the word: making unexpected changes in his public life according to circumstantial, though not dishonourable, pressures, and finding it easier to work towards an end than to devise the end itself. In some respects, he was a fixer: discreet, skilful and inventive, but a fixer all the same.


At this death there were inevitable comparisons with Disraeli, but apart from their Jewishness the two men had little in common. As the New York Herald Tribune pointed out, ‘Lord Reading’s intellectual abilities were not those of Britain’s great Jewish Premier. Rather did he win by his industry and his charm, albeit he was a man of exceptional intelligence. Where Disraeli was brilliant, Lord Reading was cautious. Where Disraeli was witty, Lord Reading was suave.’8 Reading would have been content with that assessment.
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1 Origins and Schooldays, 1860–75







If your mother says it is so, it is so, even if it isn’t so.


Joseph Isaacs, father of Rufus, to his children





Lessons he left unlearnt, class work he shirked, and mischief was his only devotion.


A schoolboy contemporary describing Rufus Isaacs





Rufus Daniel Isaacs was born on 10 October 1860, at 3 Bury Street, St Mary Axe, within the sound of Bow Bells. He was the fourth child, and the second son, of Joseph and Sarah Isaacs; five children were later born to Joseph and Sarah, and Rufus thus enjoyed a comfortable middle position among his siblings.


To be born into a Jewish family in mid-Victorian Britain, however, by no means guaranteed a comfortable life, free of slights and indignities. Nor did it promise an effortless advancement in public affairs. On the contrary, Rufus Isaacs’s Jewish origins at various times provided his critics and enemies with an easy, and mostly cheap, source of ammunition to use against him. This was ironical in the case of a man who set little store by formal religion, and who eventually fitted so painlessly into the highest social and official positions offered by his country.


Isaacs’s ancestors had first come to England from central Europe at the turn of the seventeenth century when Michael, son of Isaac, had settled in Chelmsford from where he peddled his merchandise. Michael Isaacs had a son, Israel, born about 1735. Israel Isaacs married Katherine Judah: two sons were born to them, Samuel in 1759 and Isaac in 1767, at a time when Britain was triumphantly asserting her claims to naval and colonial supremacy at the expense of Spain and France.


Samuel Isaacs lived to the awesome age of one hundred and six years. He died in 1865, the year in which the death of Lord Palmerston cleared the way for the supremacy of Gladstone and the creation of a new Liberal party. Five years before Samuel Isaacs’s death was born the great-grandson who was destined to sustain the Liberal party in the more taxing conditions of the twentieth century, and the subject of this biography.


Rufus Isaacs’s extended family, with the patriarch Samuel at its head, was both varied and interesting. His great-grandmother Sarah, wife of the centenarian, herself lived to be one hundred and three, and various of her and Samuel’s descendants lived well into their eighties and nineties. One of Rufus’s great-uncles was the celebrated prize-fighter Daniel Mendoza (1765–1836) whose success with his fists provided the British public with an image very different from the contemporary stereotype of the cringing, peddling, money-lending Jew. Before he retired to a pub in Whitechapel, Daniel Mendoza had helped to revolutionize pugilism with his skill and dexterity, and had written his classic Art of Boxing, first published in 1789, the year of the French Revolution. Although Rufus Isaacs never knew this fighting great-uncle, he admired his achievements greatly, and was for a time an enthusiastic amateur boxer himself.


Daniel Mendoza’s Spanish name is an indication that the Isaacs had already married into the Sephardic branch of the Jewish faith. Michael Isaacs, son of the redoubtable Samuel, had married Sarah, daughter of Aaron Mendoza, and the niece of the prize-fighter. It was later rumoured that the Mendozas were somehow related to Benjamin Disraeli, though there is no clear proof of this, and when a subsequent generation of the Isaacs family referred to ‘Uncle Ben’ it was somewhat tongue-in-cheek. Despite this tenuous connection with Disraeli, the Mendozas had a forbear to be proud of in his own right: in 1732 an earlier Aaron Mendoza had published one of the first books produced by a Jew in England – a manual of the laws governing ritual slaughter, with illustrations in his own hand.


As well as marrying Sarah Mendoza, Michael Isaacs launched the family into the fruit business on a considerable scale. Whereas his father Samuel had held a stall in the fruit market in Duke’s Place, Aldgate, Michael Isaacs set up a company devoted to the importing of foreign fruit – mostly from Italy and Spain – at Mitre Street, in Aldgate. The business was still thriving in the immediate post-Second World War era.


Michael and Sarah Isaacs had two sons: Henry Aaron and Joseph Michael. The career of the former exemplifies the new freedom from civil disabilities which Jews, and other religious dissenters, were able to enjoy fully by the middle of the nineteenth century. Henry, or ‘Harry’, Isaacs became a member of the Corporation of London in 1882, then Alderman and later Sheriff. He was knighted in 1887 and two years afterwards was elected Lord Mayor of London.


His younger brother Joseph met, as a small boy, his future wife Sarah Davis at a dancing class. He fell instantly in love with her and determined to marry her as soon as it became practical. In 1855 the wedding took place, when Joseph was twenty-three years old and Sarah was twenty. The marriage was to last for fifty-two years.


After their wedding Joseph and Sarah moved to the Bury Street address where Rufus was born in 1860. Why he was given the unlikely name of Rufus is quite clear: he was named after the eldest of his mother’s six brothers. There was, however, doubt in the family as to whether this uncle Rufus had formally been given this name; it seems most likely that he had originally been called Abraham but had later adopted the name of Rufus as more striking and original. The properly named Rufus Isaacs certainly had no cause to regret his uncle’s eccentricity, and his own son later wrote, ‘the name … was so invaluable an asset to him throughout life. “Rufus Isaacs”: it was always a distinguishing mark, a proclamation, at once arresting and euphonious, of his identity, which reached its zenith in the inevitable and invincible slogan of later electioneering days: “Rufus for Reading” in huge letters of the Liberal red.’1


Not long after Rufus’s birth, Joseph and Sarah Isaacs moved to Finsbury Square, into a larger house which in due course provided a home for their nine children. Finsbury Square was still within the City of London and thus conveniently close to the family fruit business, M. Isaacs and Sons Limited. A few years later the family moved again, this time to the more bracing air of Hampstead, where they settled at 21 Belsize Avenue, next door to Sarah Isaacs’s parents. The Isaacs were to live there for the next quarter century.


The migration from the City to Hampstead represented more than a proof of Joseph Isaacs’s prosperity, and was not merely a predictable drift from an inner city area that was becoming less residential in nature to an attractive suburb well-served by public transport. In part, at least, the move to Belsize Avenue was a step towards emancipation – a break away from the close embrace of orthodox City Jewry to the more cosmopolitan environment of Hampstead where the Isaacs made new friends among neighbours that were predominantly either gentile or loosely attached to Jewish religious ritual.


Rufus’s mother, Sarah, flourished in this new setting. Unlike her husband, Joseph, she set no great store by orthodox religion. Even her appearance belied her ethnic origins and her grandson has described her as, ‘Rather above average height and strongly built, with brown hair, grey eyes, firm chin and her father’s short, straight nose, she gave little outward indication of being a Jewess.’2 Joseph Isaacs, called ‘the Guv’nor’ by his children, was of medium height, sturdily built, ‘brown eyed, with a heavy moustache, short side whiskers and an expression of great kindliness which was not belied by his real nature in spite of occasional explosions into wrath’.3


Joseph Isaacs fought a losing, and sometimes noisy, battle to keep his family in the ways of the old religion. Until after the move to Belsize Park, Joseph insisted upon the ritual of daily family prayers. An incident not long after the move, however, shook his determination in this respect. He and his wife went on a few weeks’ holiday. Before leaving, Joseph had summoned his elder sons Harry and Rufus, and, urging upon them the desirability of daily prayer in his absence, had secretly put a small onion into each boy’s prayer bag. On his return, he inquired if they had prayed daily, and was assured that this had indeed been the case. On opening their prayer bags, however, Joseph found that each young onion had sprouted undisturbed in the dark. Although he thrashed his sons as punishment, the sprouting onions symbolized a defiant and independent filial outlook that could not be curbed. Indeed, Rufus Isaacs grew up to hold no religious beliefs, took a gentile as his second wife, and viewed his grandson’s Anglican baptism with equanimity, even encouragement.


Perhaps the prime reason why Joseph Isaacs lost the battle to maintain religious orthodoxy lay in the fact that ‘in the home Mrs Isaacs, always called by her family “the Mater”, exercised unchallenged sway’. Dominated in business by his elder brother Harry, he was equally submissive at home, telling his children, ‘If your mother says it is so, it is so, even if it isn’t so.’4 Occasionally Joseph’s frustrated aggression would explode in violent displays of temper and he would pursue his delinquent sons round the garden, cracking a horse whip and roaring revenge. Even these demonstrations of paternal authority tended to be cut short by his wife, who prided herself on her French, interceding with a commanding ‘Assez, Joe!’ Meted out more discreetly, however, physical punishment was part and parcel of Rufus Isaacs’s childhood – though it seems to have had little deterrent effect on his boyhood escapades.


In general, family life was warm, close and lively. Despite his whip-cracking tendencies, Joseph Isaacs was fundamentally a kindly man, ‘Simple almost to guilelessness, generous to a fault, jovial and hospitable, he had something of the manner and appearance of a sea captain of the old school…. Wherever he went, he was greatly liked, for he had about him a warm and genial humanity which was prepared to welcome and retain each new acquaintance as a friend.’5 His son Rufus was also to display the same geniality and courtesy in his adult life.


Joseph Isaacs liked a gamble, whether at cards or, more dangerously, at the Stock Exchange. Although it would be absurd to lay even part of the responsibility for Rufus Isaacs’s involvement in the Marconi scandal at Joseph’s door, the family were certainly no strangers to financial speculation. Indeed, according to Joseph Isaacs’s grandson, the Second Marquess of Reading:




The scale of living fluctuated with remarkable frequency. Mr Isaacs could make money but not keep it. When things were good, there would be horses and carriages in the stables; when things were bad, they would vanish. So accurate a test of the family fortunes were the stables that the children’s first question on arriving at the station from school came by long experience to be: ‘Is the carriage up or down?’ If up, their holidays were likely to be gay, carefree affairs; if down, strict economy was the order of the day.6





Rufus’s mother, Sarah, though insisting that she was of delicate health, none the less bore nine children and lived until she was eighty-eight. She conserved her energies, and at the same time gave proof of her alleged frailty, by lying in bed regularly until lunch-time, from where she issued orders for the running of the household and summoned into her presence those of the family whom she needed to encourage or warn. She has been described, not altogether accurately, as being, ‘Very downright, very just and very undemonstrative, she viewed the children with a real and deep affection but equally with complete detachment.’ Sarah Isaacs was no bluestocking: ‘She had no intellectual interests, read great quantities of worthless novels, adored a game of whist or nap, took no exercise and had no women friends, holding that women were not to be trusted and that it was a mistake to indulge in intimacy with such unstable creatures.’ She was clearly more interested in her sons than in her daughters.


Despite Sarah’s misgivings as to the qualities of womankind, one of her daughters, Esther, went on to study art and became a reasonably well-known painter, marrying Alfred Sutro, the playwright. Apart from Rufus, whose achievements were to exceed even the most extravagant of maternal dreams, one other child, Godfrey, the fourth son, made his mark, becoming managing director of the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company Limited and one of the personalities at the centre of the scandal that came close to wrecking his brother’s career.


Although as a man Rufus was to display great calm and dignity in his official career, as a boy he was ebullient to the point of wildness, and provocative to the point of anarchy. His son wrote:




His is not the epic of the hungry boy poring over his books in a garret by the light of a flickering candle in order that he might equip himself for ultimate dominion over the vast concern of which he was then the smallest and least considered unit. He was wild; he was idle; he was volatile alike in his occupations and his affections. He was the terror of his schoolmasters, the scandal of the neighbourhood, the despair of his father. But he had vitality in super abundance and the courage never to submit for long to the uncongenial…. If Nature had made him a square peg, he was determined ultimately to find for himself a square hole, however long the search, rather than to suffer himself by a wearisome process of attrition to be forced into a round one.7





Perhaps Rufus’s wildness was in part due to the fact that, at the age of four, together with his elder brother Harry, he was packed off to a kindergarten at Gravesend run by a Polish Jew named Barczyusky. After a year, their mother, distressed with their lack of progress with foreign languages, insisted that they be sent abroad to learn French which she had somehow, though not without difficulty, managed to teach herself.


Rufus and Harry were accordingly placed in a school in Brussels kept by a man called Kahn. Since all the lessons there were conducted in French, the two boys soon mastered the language. It was here that Rufus gave an early demonstration of the intellectual powers that were to carry him to high office in both the law and politics. Monsieur Kahn offered a prize for the boy who, after reading two pages of French prose for ten minutes, could repeat them aloud with the most accuracy. Although Rufus was only five years old in a school where the oldest pupil was eighteen, he proceeded to win the prize. It was a story that he loved to tell later in life, saying that no subsequent success story had been as easy or as sweet. Quite apart from Rufus’s legitimate feeling of triumph, the episode was an indication of an unusually retentive memory that would one day enable him, apparently effortlessly, to master complicated briefs and Cabinet papers.


School life in Brussels, however, was not all prize-winning. Out of the classroom, Harry and Rufus were mischievous and often disruptive. Their behaviour, in fact, was sometimes delinquent, and it is difficult to put it all down to ‘high jinks’ or some similar cliché. The two young boys seem, in certain ways, to have been quite seriously disturbed, something which may have resulted from their being sent away from home at so tender an age. One incident at Brussels shows the extent of their naughtiness, and perhaps illustrates their destructive rage. Once, when they had merited the ultimate punishment of solitary confinement in an upstairs room on bread and water, they threw all the furniture out of the window into the courtyard below!


Monsieur Kahn at last acknowledged defeat. He sent for Joseph Isaacs and gave him an ultimatum: he would keep on either Harry or Rufus, but not both. A humiliated Joseph Isaacs emerged from the interview with tears staining his cheeks. Harry was taken home, and at the beginning of the next term Rufus, then aged six, returned with Albert, a more docile younger brother.


A year later, both Rufus and Albert were sent to an Anglo-Jewish boarding school in London, in Northwick Terrace, Regents Park, run by a Mr A. P. Mendes who already had charge of the disgraced Harry. Rufus hardly distinguished himself at Mr Mendes’s academy, although he fell passionately in love with his headmaster’s daughter, who was of his own age, and took to passing her sweets and billets-doux in class.


He learnt Hebrew and German with Mr Mendes, but not, apparently, the classics so often taught at Christian private schools. He was also, and by now predictably, badly behaved. Though clever, he was mostly idle, and his teachers reproached him with ‘Isaacs secundus, you will go to the devil!’ According to a contemporary, ‘lessons he left unlearnt, class work he shirked, and mischief was his only devotion. Nor was he mischievous only in himself – he delighted in inspiring others in his “wicked ways” … a demoniacal young mischievous boy with sparkling eyes who was ever in disgrace or being caned, and yet withal was ever merry and deliciously humorous.’ Once when a despairing Mr Mendes was caning him before his school fellows he ‘screamed and twisted about – well, to the complete satisfaction of the schoolmaster’, while at the same time laughing for the benefit of his friends.8


By the time Rufus had reached the age of eleven, he seems to have become more reconciled to the constraints of school. At least, a letter written then to a fellow pupil contains (in addition to a good many semicolons) a favourable reference to one of his teachers as well as some frank enjoyment at witnessing a fire in Camden Town:




Dear Delly,


I was very much astonished at not having received a letter from you: it has very much surprised me, but I thought I will write to you and I suppose you will answer me.


The weather here is very bad, at least it has been so for the last two days; it has constantly rained for one whole night.


I suppose you are astonished at not having received all your books. I have most of your books locked up in my desk. Ben Mosely uses your spelling, because he says that you said that if he liked he could use all the books; I will leave them locked up in my desk. The examinations have not yet commenced; they will commence on 1st September and end on the 17th or 18th; and on the glorious 19th, hurrah for the holidays.


I am enjoying myself quite as much as you are; I am looking forward to the holidays, you are in the midst of your holidays. Mind you write to Mr Mendes. I suppose you do not know that Dr Mendes is home, he is awfully clever and kind.


Dr Aronsohn has left, and Dr Mendes takes us in German and Hebrew. He does all doctor’s teaching but is not on duty; but does he not give us a lot of German, enough to make us satisfied, I can tell you. But I can see we will get on with him. Dr Mendes takes first division and Mr Mendes the other, dodging like Mr Mendes and Mr Boys used to do.


We have a new boy, whose name is L. – he is an English boy but five years in Germany; he comes from the Jews’ College. He is rather a dull fellow to play with; he speaks in such a mournful tone when he asks for a book or any such thing that he nearly makes you cry; but wait till next term to find out for yourself.


Mind next term when I come back, I shall be 12 years old; but I forget; so will you be, I shall come back eldest Isaacs in this school.


Such a sight, 26th August there was a great fire at Camden Town, the boys all put on their trousers, boots and stockings and ran up to the nursery with Mr and Mrs Mendes; then we stood on chairs and the table and we saw the fire blazing up; it was a beautiful sight, really worth seeing. I wish you had been there; your sleepy head would have jumped out of bed pretty quickly, I can tell you.9





Rufus’s generally happy time at Northwick Terrace was marred by a crippling injury to his younger brother Albert, who so damaged his leg in a fall during a riotous magic lantern show that he never walked again and died at the age of sixteen, the only one of Rufus’s siblings not to reach adulthood. At least Rufus had done his best to cope with the situation when, appalled at the school’s refusal to tell his parents of Albert’s injury and worsening condition, he ran away from school and told them himself. Although Albert was at once taken home, the complications from the accident were too far advanced to reverse.


In September 1873 Rufus entered University College School, then nestling by the side of its parent institution, ‘that godless place’, University College, in Gower Street. University College School was a natural refuge for non-Anglican pupils and some notable former pupils from dissenting or sceptical Christian backgrounds included Joseph Chamberlain and John Morley; like them Rufus Isaacs went on to become a Liberal Member of Parliament and a major statesman.


The headmaster of University College School, Professor Thomas Hewitt Key (who had been Joseph Chamberlain’s headmaster two decades before), was a portly, kindly man of pronounced Liberal views views which might well have influenced Rufus at the impressionable age of thirteen. Key had pioneered the inclusion of the natural sciences in the school curriculum, and had governed the school with a creative humanity, dispensing with corporal punishment and setting academic endeavour well above athletic prowess.


Although Rufus only attended the school for one academic year, he obviously flourished there and made a very favourable impression upon Professor Key. When Joseph Isaacs informed the school of his intention to remove Rufus and send him into commerce, Key argued against it, proposing, with imaginative foresight, that the boy should stay on into the sixth form, go to university and then study for the Bar. Joseph Isaacs and his immediate relatives were not impressed: trade was their means of livelihood and they felt relatively secure in commerce, arguing that it was foolish to set Rufus’s sights on the mirage of Oxford or Cambridge, or to encourage him to aspire to the often unremunerative occupation of barrister-at-law. There is no doubt that Rufus later resented the fact that he had not enjoyed a university education, despite the tremendous professional and political progress he made without such an advantage.


Still, at the age of fourteen he left University College School, destined to become a fruit merchant in the family tradition. Before this, however, his father sent him for six months to Hanover to stay with a Dr Keyserling and to learn German. Early in 1875 he returned to England and was sent as an apprentice to his father’s firm of M. Isaacs and Sons Limited, then situated at Moscow House, Eastcheap.


Rufus was still only fourteen years old, and not overjoyed at the prospect of working in Eastcheap. The only consolation, since the family firm now acted as shipping agents, was the possibility of overseas travel.
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2 Some False Starts, 1876–85







I remember, as we were drawn from the quay by hauling at the capstan, we sang as we paced the forecastle: ‘Hooray, my boys, we’re homeward bound!’ and ‘Goodbye, Calcutta!’ I, in my dream said: ‘Goodbye, Calcutta, I shall return, but not on the forecastle’s head.’


Rufus Isaacs, recalling his days as ship’s boy aboard the Blair Athole





The chance of overseas travel did not materialize, and Rufus found his apprenticeship unsatisfying and unstimulating, although he inevitably acquired a basic knowledge of the fruit business in particular and of commercial practice in general. The tedium of his working day, allied with his own taste for adventure, led him to pursue a hectic social life during his leisure hours. His parents disapproved of a good many of his friends, but he refused to give up any of them. At the age of fifteen he even told his father that he wished to marry the sister of one of his least acceptable friends. Mr Isaacs, struggling to maintain his composure, asked him what he proposed to live on. ‘Oh, that’s your business!’ was the reply, and the interview ended abruptly.


This premature suggestion of marriage was a clear sign of Rufus’s restlessness and dissatisfaction. His father began to feel that London society was encouraging his son’s disaffection with his work, and consequently sought a suitable environment to contain and discipline him. He eventually hit upon the idea of a spell at sea aboard a ship for which his firm acted as agents.


This episode in Rufus Isaacs’s life was later suffused with the romantic glow so central to Victorian morality tales: namely, that he had run away to sea and signed on as a cabin boy, and, after a manly spell before the mast, had gone on to brilliant success in the law and politics. The reality was somewhat different.


Rufus was taken by his father to Cardiff to join the Blair Athole, an iron-built, full-rigged ship of 1,777 tons gross, on 9 October 1876. When, the next day, the boy was introduced to the Blair Athole’s captain, a Scot named Alexander Taylor, there was no smooth arrangement of the business. To begin with, Rufus refused to sign the ship’s apprenticeship agreement without having its implications explained first. Having learnt that his signature would bind him for a full two years to an untried occupation, he refused to sign. Captain Taylor assured him, inaccurately, that the three other apprentices aboard were happy; his father raged, saying he was not to be made a fool of by his son.


Eventually Rufus proposed a compromise: he would not sign for two years as an apprentice, but he would sign articles as one of the crew – this meant that he could be paid off when the ship had completed her voyage and returned to the home port. From this decision he refused to budge. At last his father and Captain Taylor agreed, and on his sixteenth birthday he was signed on as a ship’s boy at the wage of ten shillings a month.


The voyage of the Blair Athole lasted a little over a year. Captain Taylor, aged thirty-three, was a tough skipper with a firm sense of discipline. Apart from Taylor, the crew consisted of four ship’s officers and thirty-three hands, among which were two Germans, two Swedes, two Portuguese, a Frenchman, an Italian, an Austrian and a Brazilian. The boatswain was a bully, apt to lay about him with the rope’s end. Two men deserted while the Blair Athole lay in Cardiff, and two more were to leave at the next port of call. The ship was clearly not the happiest vessel afloat.


As ship’s boy, Rufus had the most lowly position among the crew and consequently the dirtiest jobs. Among his daily duties was the cleaning out of the pigsty, which was not the most congenial task for someone from a Jewish background. Shortly after leaving Cardiff the ship ran into bad weather, and Rufus was violently seasick.


Apart from these trials, he was also completely ignorant of the skills of seamanship. Very soon after setting sail a storm blew up and the crew climbed on to the rigging to take in sail. Captain Taylor, seeing Rufus idle, and doubtless bemused, shouted at him: ‘Boy, up there and make fast that mizzen crojick clew garnet!’ Not understanding a word of this technical double dutch, Rufus seized hold of the first loose rope end in sight and secured it. By some miracle, it was exactly what the captain wanted and all was well.


Rufus showed great courage and maturity during the Blair Athole’s voyage across the Atlantic to Rio de Janeiro. He had to fend for himself among the crew, but was able to hold his own in physical confrontation – perhaps the example of fighting Daniel Mendoza was an inspiration.


He also gave an early demonstration of his powers of advocacy, if not exactly of leadership. Although Board of Trade regulations stated that each man was entitled to one pound of bread, one and a half pounds of beef or one and a quarter pounds of pork, half a pound of flour or one-eighth of a pint of peas, one-eighth of an ounce of tea, a half ounce of coffee, two ounces of sugar and three quarts of water per day, things were not always so straightforward at sea. Aboard the Blair Athole salt pork and weevil-infested ship’s biscuits were the staple victuals, and there was nowhere this monotonous diet could be varied in the middle of the North Atlantic.


After semi-mutinous discussions, the crew decided to send a representative to the captain to put their complaints before him. Their choice fell upon Rufus, although whether this was in recognition of his superior education or because, as ship’s boy, he was in no position to resist, is unclear. As it happened, Rufus responded well to the challenge, and put the crew’s grievances to the captain. After a brief reflection, Captain Taylor sent the ship’s boy back with the promise that he would in future have the ship’s biscuits baked.


Feeling his mission to have been a failure, Rufus gloomily told his messmates the outcome and was amazed at their triumphant reaction. Baking the biscuits, it transpired, was an old dodge which enabled them to be easily broken up with a belaying pin thus making much easier the task of knocking out the weevils. In later years, at the height of his success, Rufus Isaacs liked to quote the incident ‘as an example of the fact that the most spectacular victories were not always the most effective and that it was often well worth while to score a local success even if one could not win a decisive battle’.1


On 1 December the ship reached Rio after more than seven weeks at sea. Here was a world rather different from the City of London or Hampstead! While his crewmates headed for bars and brothels, Rufus decided to desert the Blair Athole. He made for the open country outside Rio and spent several days in hiding, without money and sorely tried by hunger. At last a hefty Brazilian negress took pity on him, and he stayed for two days in her cabin relieving his hunger on a diet consisting solely of bananas. When his hostess began to make amorous advances, however, he felt unable to pay such a price for her hospitality, and fled.


He now made his way back to Rio, hoping to sign on aboard another ship and thus return home. As a prelude he entered a seaman’s lodging house near the docks. Here he was soon apprehended. According to one account the suspicions of officialdom were aroused when he admitted, in response to a casual question, that he could do logarithms and thus revealed himself as an unusual customer. His own version was that he was taken before the harbour master and closely questioned as to his identity. All might have gone well but for the distraction provided by the harbour master’s daughter, a girl ‘of such ravishing beauty that Rufus, gazing upon her spellbound, paid no heed to answering the questions rained upon him, replied at random, and was swiftly exposed’.2


As punishment for his attempted desertion, he was put to the task of shovelling coal from the dockside into ships’ bunkers. He laboured for three days under the blazing Brazilian sun, the only white man in a gang that consisted of negroes, South American Indians and men of mixed blood. He made no further attempt to escape, and when the Blair Athole sailed for Calcutta on 12 January 1877 he was once more at his post as ship’s boy.


As the Blair Athole made her way across the South Atlantic under a scorching sun, the crew tended to bicker and fight. Rufus came in for particular attention from the boatswain, a heavy-handed tyrant called Isaac Cribb – shades of Israel Hands and mutiny at sea! Finally, cheered on by his shipmates, Rufus fought his persecutor on the deck and knocked him clean out. He was not troubled by the boatswain again.


Fourteen weeks out of Rio the Blair Athole entered the Hooghly river, below Calcutta, and dropped anchor. As the pilot came aboard, dapper in a uniform with bright brass buttons, and wearing white gloves, Rufus was ordered to carry this official’s bag. He did so with alacrity, overcome by the pilot’s smart uniform, and, as he later recalled, considering it to be ‘the proudest day of his life’.


His main recollection of India in those first few hours was ‘of the blood-curdling roars of tigers in the Calcutta zoo, echoing through the stillness of the night and causing him to be thankful for the protective strip of water between ship and shore’.3 When he visited the city itself, he apparently made a favourable impression upon female observers with a spirited display of roller skating.


Towards the end of his life, Rufus Isaacs recalled how he left India:




I have often wished I could have seen ahead. I have often dreamed of that time when I stood at the capstan head and helped to heave my small weight at the capstan bar with the rest of the company on the forecastle, to get our ship into a proper position to be towed by the tug to take us down the Hooghly until we could sail. I remember, as we were drawn from the quay by hauling at the capstan, we sang as we paced the forecastle: ‘Hooray, my boys, we’re homeward bound!’ and ‘Goodbye, Calcutta!’ I, in my dream said: ‘Goodbye Calcutta, I shall return, but not on the forecastle’s head.’4





Reality was to outstrip by far the sixteen-year-old boy’s dream, for when next he entered the Hooghly it was as Viceroy of India, to the thud of a thirty-one gun salute.


On 15 September 1877 the Blair Athole docked at London. Rufus was paid off, receiving £3.11s. as the balance, after expenses, from his wages of ten shillings a month. Delighted at his liberation, he literally leaped ashore, leaving his sea-chest behind him in his impetuosity. The Blair Athole was eventually lost at sea sometime during 1893, just as her former ship’s boy was beginning to make his mark as a barrister.


Back in London, Rufus grew to cherish his experiences at sea. Although he had no liking for the rough life of a deck-hand, according to his son:




He never lost for the rest of his days his abiding passion for the sea. Never again was he as happy as when on it or beside it…. In later years he would leave London at the end of a summer of overwhelming work, white and drawn and weary almost to speechlessness, bound for his annual cure at some Continental spa. As soon as he got on board the Channel steamer an almost magical change would come over him. He would pace the deck tirelessly, however stormy the sea, sniffing the brine, watching the sailors, scanning the water for passing ships…. Great was his joy if a sailing ship hove into sight. He would examine her rig with professional eye, and, if it bore any close resemblance to the Blair Athole, his happiness was complete.5





In September 1877, however, Rufus had put seafaring behind him. He returned reluctantly to his father’s fruit business, finding his apprenticeship there as dreary as before. Perhaps to keep a flicker of interest alive, Joseph Isaacs sent him to Magdeburg in Germany to learn the trade with the fruit firm of Junker and Heyremann. After eight months the experiment came to an abrupt end when Rufus, quarrelling violently with a fellow-apprentice from Holland, poured a tureen of hot soup over his enemy’s head.


Although he subsequently went on shorter trips, representing M. Isaacs and Sons in Belgium and Holland, for instance, it was plain that he lacked any inclination to work for his father and uncle. In 1879, therefore, he tried another career.


His eldest sister, Frances, had married a Dutch stockbroker, Albert Keyser, of the firm of Keyser and Frederici, and it was she who tried to help Rufus by proposing that he joined his brother-in-law’s firm as a clerk. So, towards the end of 1879, Rufus went to work at the office in Copthall Court, hoping eventually to become a full member of the Stock Exchange.


Here was a career in which Rufus Isaacs might well have spent the rest of his working life – his family connections were a positive advantage and his Jewish origins certainly no handicap. It was, however, to be a chastening and even humiliating episode in his life. To begin with, he began inadvisedly. Shortly after his nineteenth birthday, he applied to be admitted as a member of the Stock Exchange. The rules of the Stock Exchange at that time required all candidates for membership to be over twenty-one years of age. Amazingly, Rufus signed a printed statement to this effect, and was admitted as a member, having provided three sureties of £500 each.


What did he mean by this deception? Was it an early indication of tendencies which, it was later alleged, had helped to bring about the Marconi scandal? Certainly his critics at that time dug up this damaging example of dishonesty, and he was obliged to explain it to Asquith in July 1913: ‘I acted in this manner upon private advice and was assured (quite wrongly) and I believed that this statement was only required as a matter of form to prevent the repudiation of obligations on the ground of infancy and that the effect of my signature was to make myself as responsible as a man of full age would be.’6 A thin explanation, and a serious handicap amid the controversy and vilification of 1913.


On the other hand, there is an alternative explanation. The false statement of age was not inconsistent with the character of the young Rufus Isaacs. Despite his good qualities, he was unpredictable, rash, self-opinionated and essentially conceited. His mother doted on him, his siblings (on the whole) admired him, women found him attractive, he had discovered that he could manipulate and defy his father, he set little store by religious orthodoxy and social convention, he had refused to sign Captain Taylor’s apprenticeship agreement, and he had shaken off all attempts to fit him into the family business. Perhaps he subsequently felt that the rules of the Stock Exchange could be treated in an equally cavalier fashion: that he could get away with it.


Indeed, he did get away with it, at least for a time, and in the middle of November 1879 his application was passed by the Committee for General Purposes. As a member of the Stock Exchange, Rufus entered into partnership with a Gerald Phipps as a jobber in the foreign exchange market. The partnership was to be dissolved three years later, though the reasons for this are not entirely clear.


For nearly five years Isaacs dealt chiefly in foreign bonds and securities, achieving sufficient success to live the life of a London ‘swell’. He was now a very good-looking young man, taking after his mother’s side of the family in appearance. He dressed in immaculate, even dandyish, style, and on Sundays rode on a thoroughbred mare into the countryside beyond Belsize Park at the centre of a squadron of admiring contemporaries. He was quick, agile, strong far beyond his eleven stones in weight, and expert with his fists.


His Stock Exchange colleagues included Jack Angle, a well-known amateur boxer who was pleased to make the acquaintance of fighting Daniel Mendoza’s grand-nephew. Angle suggested that Isaacs should take boxing lessons to improve his technique which, though more than adequate aboard the Blair Athole, was not a classical example of the art. So on many afternoons, after the Stock Exchange had closed, Rufus sparred at a boxing school run by the ex-prize fighter Ned Donnelly, and conveniently tucked behind the Café Royal. His amateur boxing career, however, ended after an unfortunate encounter with Ned Donnelly. On one occasion Donnelly had told Isaacs to hit him as hard as he could and was soon gasping from a flurry of blows that drew blood. Enraged, Donnelly pursued Rufus round the ring, eventually breaking his nose, which thereafter retained a distinctive Roman bridge. Joseph Isaacs was horrified by the damage to Rufus’s nose and made him withdraw from the amateur championship that he planned to enter. Despite the curtailment of his amateur boxing career, Isaacs occasionally found his skills useful outside the ring, as on the occasion when he knocked out a thug who was pestering him and his brother Harry at a coffee stall in Trafalgar Square.


Rufus had other skills in plenty: he ‘had a light baritone voice of great purity’ and joined in family renderings of the new, popular comic operas of Gilbert and Sullivan. He also danced well, and was still inclined to acts of self-advertisement like standing on his head in a box at the Empire Music Hall and applauding with his feet. He talked well, read little of any consequence, had a nice, and none too gentle, line in wit, and was, in short, very lively company.


It is no surprise that women found him very attractive; in addition to his good looks and athletic prowess, he had an irresistible, worldly-wise charm which fluttered hearts within a wide radius of Belsize Park. So successful was he with women, that he took to escorting one of his younger sisters to every dance so that she could act as a protective shield between himself and some female to whom, in a rash moment, he might have proposed marriage. Despite, or because of, his rakish reputation, young women flocked round him, and one of them once spoke for all when she told Rufus’s sister Florrie, ‘I know he’s a very bad man, but if he asked me to marry him tomorrow, I could not possibly say no.’


By 1884 Rufus Isaacs seemed to have found a career that provided him with enough money to indulge his taste for pleasure and diversion. There the story might have ended. He might have gone from strength to strength in the Stock Exchange; become the head of a prosperous and lively household within London’s financial and commercial inner circle; ending his days as a respected, but obscure, man of substance, his career of no interest to the nation at large.


Instead he was set on the path to extraordinary success by a humiliating failure. In the spring of 1884 there was a slump in the foreign market. His working capital had been diminished as a result of the break-up of his partnership with Gerald Phipps, and no doubt his relative inexperience told against him. There was subsequently a rumour that J.B. Joel, the South African magnate, had caused his financial problems by ‘some stockbroker’s trick’. At any rate, he was suddenly unable to cover his debts, to the tune of £8,000. On 14 August 1884 he was ‘hammered’, two Stock Exchange waiters striking the rostrum with their hammers prior to the public announcement that Rufus Isaacs was unable to meet his financial obligations.7


It was ironical that, having at last found a career to his liking, he should have been cast out of his membership of the Stock Exchange. Still, he was twenty-four years old, as yet unmarried, and with good family connections. His first concern was to earn sufficient money to repay his Stock Exchange creditors. Panama seemed a likely place where he could retrieve his fortunes: a French company, with which he had had some dealings, was planning to cut a canal through the isthmus; gold and other mineral deposits there were tempting; above all, Panama might become a ‘boom’ state, with many opportunities for an enterprising young businessman. His father agreed to the plan, though not without misgivings, and Rufus’s passage was booked from Liverpool to Panama.


But as soon as he had left Belsize Park for Euston Station, his mother threw an hysterical fit of such intensity that the family became seriously alarmed. Mrs Isaacs, it was clear, was not prepared to see her favourite son set off for some fly-blown Central American state. In fact she still clung to the idea, first expounded by Professor Key at University College School, that Rufus should be encouraged to read for the Bar, and her hysterics were part of her campaign to bring that about.


Mrs Isaacs was not easily ignored by her family, and on this occasion her son Harry was soon dashing off to Euston in a hansom cab to bring Rufus back. He hauled him from his compartment just as the train was about to steam out of the station.


Back in Belsize Park Mrs Isaacs calmed down and, with her son restored to her, reopened the debate over his potential legal career. This time she won, and it was decided that Rufus should at least find out if the law suited him.


To this end, it was arranged that he should be attached for six months to the firm of the family’s solicitor, Algernon Sydney, at 46 Finsbury Circus in north London. If all went well, steps could be taken to advance his career along the lines proposed by Professor Key. Given Rufus’s erratic progress so far, however, it was by no means certain that all would go well.
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3 Barrister: Called to the Bar, 1886–97







The Bar is never a bed of roses. It is either all bed and no roses, or all roses and no bed.


Rufus Isaacs





Rufus Isaacs was twenty-five years old when he first went to work at the offices of the family solicitor Algernon Sydney. Given Rufus’s reputation for dandyism compounded with obstinacy, this experiment might well have been as short-lived and disastrous as earlier attempts to find him a means of livelihood. There were many reasons why the experiment might be expected to fail: his formal education had been patchy, and he might not have the will to study for the three years before he could even begin to earn money to pay back the £8,000 owed to his creditors; he had earlier shown no liking for the state of apprenticeship either in the fruit trade or at sea; moreover, as a Jew, he was aspiring to a profession where few Jews had so far gone to the Bar. Weighing the odds, a betting man might well have waged against his making a success of his new venture.


As it turned out, Isaacs took immediately to the law, especially to the art of advocacy. Well before he had completed his six months’ period with Algernon Sydney, he had made up his mind to become a barrister. Certainly advocacy would enable him to exercise both his intelligence and his love of being at the centre of the stage; it might also provide him with a level of income that would enable him to live in great style.


So badly did he want to succeed in his new profession that he quite dramatically changed his life-style. The frivolous youth was replaced by a serious young man, the seeker after ephemeral pleasures became a hard-working student. According to his son ‘he suddenly vowed that he would go to no more theatres or dances until his Bar examinations were passed. His resolve was greeted with mingled incredulity and derision, but he kept to it.’1 He hardly went to Ned Donnelly’s boxing gymnasium, and instead got his exercise on his one free day, Sunday, when, with a couple of friends, he would walk as far as St Albans and back.


On 10 January 1885 he was admitted as a student to the Honourable Society of the Middle Temple. He now entered into the arcane ritual of ‘eating dinners’, as well as into the more comprehensible work of preparing himself for his examinations. He most dreaded Roman Law, for which he had to learn far more Latin than the minimal amount he had acquired at school.


The knowledge that he was studying for examinations in competition with young men just down from university, made him keenly aware of his own academic deficiencies. Like Joseph Chamberlain and Lloyd George, he sometimes felt at a disadvantage over his lack of a university education: ‘Time and again in later years he would express … his unqualified regret that he had never been to a university…. He felt always that he had missed something for which no substitute can compensate and that, if he had had the benefit of a university education, he would have been able to take in his stride difficulties over which he had been compelled in afterlife to waste precious time.’2


As well as now struggling with feelings of academic inadequacy, Isaacs, for the first time, also seriously took stock of his lack of religious faith. While many leading Victorians merely paid lip service to religion, they at least knew at which altar they feigned worship: Anglican, Catholic, Presbyterian, Methodist, Unitarian and so on. Isaacs’s trouble was that his mother had uprooted Jewish orthodoxy and put nothing in its place. He found liberal Judaism unsatisfying, and could not turn to Christianity. He ‘never made any pretence of observing even the most solemn occasions of the Jewish year, and never entered a synagogue save for a wedding or memorial service’.


In October 1886 he expressed his dilemma in a letter to the daughter of an Anglican clergyman whom he had met while staying in Yorkshire: ‘I still envy all believers, and can only continue to regret that I have ceased to be of their number. Had I seen more true religion, be it Christianity or anything else you like, I should possibly never have seceded.’3 He claimed later in life that, if he could be allowed a fresh start, free from environmental influences, he would have become a Unitarian, worshipping one god in straightforward fashion.


Isaacs’s religious doubts remained with him to the end of his life; more pressing was the need to pass his Bar examinations. Initially he worked under the supervision of a celebrated ‘crammer’, a Mr Hinde, but for his last year of study he entered the chambers of John Lawson Walton as a pupil. Lawson Walton was a high-minded Wesleyan who proved to be an inspiring instructor with a particular flair for advocacy. Both men were to become Attorney-Generals in Liberal governments.


In the same chambers was Harry Poland, a barrister with an extensive criminal practice, who took Rufus under his wing and gave him some much cherished advice: ‘Never come to the Temple later than ten o’clock in the morning and never leave it before six o’clock in the evening. What chance of success has a barrister who strolls into chambers about 11.00 a.m., with a great cigar in his mouth, lounges about till lunch-time, and then takes himself off to a club, or what he calls “home”.’


As a result of hard work and good teaching, Isaacs passed all his examinations at the first attempt. Before he could formally be called to the Bar, he showed considerable self-confidence in moving into a set of his own chambers at 1 Garden Court, round the corner from Crown Office Row. He was next ‘called’, certified as a fit and proper person by the Recorder of London, Sir Thomas Chambers, a friend of his uncle Harry Isaacs, now knighted and a City Alderman. On 17 November 1887, the year of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee, Rufus Isaacs first wore his barrister’s gown and wig at a ceremony in the beautiful hall of the Middle Temple.


Within two days of being ‘called’ he received his first brief – to represent his family’s firm M. Isaacs and Sons Limited, who were being sued for breach of contract over a consignment of fruit from Spain. The fee was two guineas with half-a-crown for the barrister’s clerk. Two weeks later he received a more substantial brief, again from M. Isaacs and Sons, to pursue the case further and go out to Spain to collect statements from various witnesses. This time the brief was worth seventy-five guineas, and it enabled the fledgeling barrister to conduct some family business of his own, namely to get married.


Rufus had first met his future wife at a dancing class, in exactly the same way that his parents had met. Alice Cohen was ‘a young woman of rather more than middle height … with hazel eyes and a mass of fair hair in naturally close waves…. she painted creditably in oils, danced well and possessed an abounding vitality unquenched by the slightly petrifying atmosphere of her home.’4


The atmosphere was ‘petrified’ by her father Albert, a prosperous and self-made cotton merchant of German-Jewish extraction. Although not loud or violent, Albert Cohen was the absolute ruler in his home, allowing his wife and children very little social contact with the outside world. His obsessional personality made ritual and regularity the highest virtues known to mankind. He left for, and returned from, work at exactly the same times each day; on his return, his slippers had to be ready, his chair and lamp in their appointed places, and the household must be attentively silent; on Saturday night he took a weekly bath before dinner and, before he descended to dine, the family and the servants had to ensure that every draught had been excluded from the house. His ‘wildest dissipation consisted in taking his favourite daughter Alice on each anniversary of her birthday to see Irving at the Lyceum’.


Determined to exclude all draughts and generally keep the outside world at bay, Albert Cohen was scandalized to find that Rufus Isaacs, the rake of Belsize Park and recently ‘hammered’ stockjobber, was paying serious court to his third daughter. For Alice, Rufus, with his worldly ways, his conviviality and his very different, infinitely more liberated, home background, must have appeared an armoured knight able to snatch her from the dragon’s lair.


The dragon, however, was not willing to surrender his treasure. Alice was forbidden to have contact with Rufus, although her younger sister Rosie acted as a go-between, bearing letters to and fro. When Albert Cohen discovered that letters were being exchanged, the whole family was blasted by his wrath and he refused to speak to Rosie for six months.


At last Alice brought matters to a head by falling ill and taking to her bed. The malady was almost certainly psychosomatic; she was expressing very clearly both her anger and her helplessness. The family doctor could diagnose nothing wrong. Eventually an eminent physician, Sir William Gull, was summoned, and gave Albert Cohen his verdict: ‘Give her the young man, and I promise you she will soon recover. Otherwise she will die.’ Faced with this choice Mr Cohen surrendered with good grace, and on 8 December 1887 Rufus married Alice at the West London Synagogue, Upper Berkeley Street.


The marriage lasted for forty-two years, until Alice’s death from cancer in 1930. They had only one child, a son, Gerald – the Second Marquess and his father’s biographer. What sort of marriage was it? Lloyd George once told Rufus that ‘I am always convinced that [Alice’s] wise and affectionate guidance and care accounts largely for your brilliant career.’5 Lady Cynthia Asquith, on the other hand, having met her at dinner in 1916, dismissed her as ‘poor trumpeting Lady Reading’, which hardly gives the impression of a valuable political asset.6 Certainly Rufus Isaacs valued his wife’s contribution to his career and in May 1919 wrote to Lloyd George urging him to grant her some sort of honour for her recent services as ambassadress in the United States.7


Rufus’s and Alice’s only child, Gerald, has left an affectionate account of their marriage, describing ‘a mutual happiness and trust … singularly free from even the most minor and casual domestic explosions. … Though she was almost always at least a semi-invalid and he was habitually overworked, the nervous strain which their respective states imposed upon each of them never found relaxation in bickerings or reproaches.’ According to her son, Alice’s poor health was the sole reason for the restricted life she led, even in the first years of her marriage. We learn that moving house ‘imposed a considerable strain on her health’; that ‘given better health, she would have liked nothing better than to entertain frequently’; that ‘unfortunately she was so much of an invalid as to be able to undertake only very occasional dinners at home, and for her to dine out was a first class event’, and so on.


No one can doubt that Alice Isaacs had poor health, especially in the latter part of her life. As early as 1891 she underwent surgery, and in June 1919 she endured a serious operation for gall bladder trouble, causing her husband to write, ‘She has had great pain during the whole of last year but carried on … then came acute inflammation and an immediate operation was imperative. Thank God it was not delayed.’8  She was finally stricken by cancer early in 1929 and suffered considerable pain for nearly two years before her death.


On the other hand it is possible, especially in the early part of her marriage, that she sometimes chose to see herself as more of an invalid than she was. Perhaps it would have been too daunting, threatening even, simply to have exchanged the restricted home life of her father’s house for the free and varied social activities of her husband and his family. As Rufus rose to fame at the Bar, and then in politics, the social demands placed upon the wife of so successful a man would have seemed intolerable to a shy and indifferently educated young woman, recently plucked from a home where draughts and the outside world in general were seen as unwholesome intruders. Her invalid status perhaps provided her with an excuse for staying within the refuge of her home.


Alice’s confinement to the house did not restrict her husband’s activities outside of it. As his professional reputation increased, ‘She constantly urged him to accept as many as possible of the numerous invitations that now began to arrive, holding that it was essential for his career that he should meet as many people as possible.’9 Alice did not entirely miss out on the excitement and interest provided by these contacts: ‘She was a poor sleeper and was almost always awake on his return, and it was his cherished habit to come in and tell her all that had happened so that she might enjoy his evening at least at second hand.’


Within her domestic fastness, Alice, perhaps surprisingly, was stronger and more decisive than Rufus:




Her view prevailed in this as in other fields of their domestic life, not entirely because he gave way to her wishes but because he was only too thankful to have his mind made up for him. Swift and sure as was his power of decision in his work and in the major crises of his life, in small things he was hopelessly undecided and would hover endlessly about the most insignificant problem until she firmly took the matter out of his hands.10





What did she do during her long hours alone? She ‘was an indefatigable letter writer, she read innumerable novels of varying type and quality and was engrossed in many friendships, among which the newly acquired blended happily with, but never ousted, the old established – indeed her closest friend at the end of her life was a neighbour and schoolfellow of her girlhood’. She enjoyed collecting antiques and soon became something of an expert, acquiring some good examples of eighteenth-century satinwood and of old Chelsea porcelain. When she did entertain, she apparently enjoyed ‘the ordering of the dinner, the selection and arranging of the flowers, the regulation of every detail of the proceedings’.


Alice also got considerable pleasure from furnishing and decorating her homes, even, towards the end of her life, the viceregal apartments that she and her husband occupied. The several moves of her married life at least enabled her to give full expression to this interest. When newly married she and Rufus lived in Broadhurst Gardens near Finchley Road railway station, when he was first called to the Bar. They later moved to Palace Court in Bayswater, as Rufus was applying for silk. In 1903, shortly before he entered the House of Commons, they moved to Park Lane, to a small Georgian house with a lovely view over Hyde Park. In 1910 the ever increasing petrol fumes from the traffic of Park Lane drove them to the quieter but equally prestigious confines of Curzon Street where they occupied number 32, an early Georgian house of considerably larger proportions than their Park Lane home. Number 32 Curzon Street was the family home until after Rufus’s death in 1935.


Despite his rapidly rising income after he had established himself at the Bar, neither Isaacs nor his wife lived extravagantly. On the contrary, their tastes remained essentially simple – despite the moves to Park Lane and Curzon Street, and Alice’s love of the antique market. She did not drink or smoke, and her indifferent health required a plain, light diet. Isaacs smoked cigarettes, but disliked a pipe and was both intrigued and slightly repelled by the capacity of colleagues like Asquith, Haldane and Churchill for smoking large cigars.


The lavish courses of a City dinner gave Isaacs no real pleasure, and he preferred to eat simply and sparingly at home. His son recalled receiving his father’s enthusiastic invitation to a dinner consisting of bacon and eggs, baked apples and huge cups of tea: ‘Left to himself, he would probably always have ordered for choice a roast chicken and a rice pudding.’ Nor was he by any means a slave to alcohol. For some time he enjoyed an occasional glass of champagne, until he discovered that it brought on bouts of faintness. Afterwards he preferred to drink a small whisky and soda at dinner, sometimes taking a second before going to bed. On very rare occasions he enjoyed a glass of good brandy.


Compatible in background and in their basic attitudes towards life and living, the Isaacs’s marriage seems to have been a happy one. Certainly they offered each other steadfast mutual support. She ‘never missed an opportunity to further his interests’, and for his part, ‘though his innate fastidiousness was sorely tried by the atmosphere of the sick room, he watched over her in her illnesses with a tender consideration rare in any man and especially remarkable in one who was as austere in the outward expression of his emotions as he was inwardly warmhearted and sensitive’.11


Rufus and Alice began their married life on a private income of £200. They spent their honeymoon in Valencia where, it must be confessed, Rufus spent part of the time collecting statements to be used in evidence in the impending case of Young v. Isaacs; at least business was mingled with pleasure.


Isaacs’s first appearance in court, however, was in a London county court case. It was not the sort of legal confrontation to make Rufus’s name overnight; indeed he lost the case, though the fault was hardly his. A fruit merchant was being sued by a costermonger who claimed that he had been sold some boxes of fruit that were rotten. Under Isaacs’s cross-examination the plaintiff grew irritated, and brought matters to a head by saying, ‘Look ’ere, Guv’nor, some of these ’ere figs are in court, and if you eat three of them and aren’t ill in five minutes, I’ll give up the bloomin’ case!’


Declining the challenge, Rufus proposed that his client should submit to the test himself.


The fruit merchant whispered, ‘What will happen if I don’t eat those figs?’


Isaacs replied that probably the judgment would go against him.


‘Very well, then, I’ll lose the case,’ said the defendant without a moment’s hesitation, and the costermonger triumphed.


Rufus Isaacs’s fee for this first court case was one guinea and was mainly composed of one gold sovereign. Rufus had the sovereign set in a brooch and presented it to his wife. Alice was delighted, though neither her family nor Rufus’s shared her pleasure, believing that the coin should have been put into his bank account.


The young couple’s families need not have fretted so much over the sovereign. The fees from Isaacs’s first year of practice were £519 and for the second £750. But, though far from penniless, Rufus and Alice were hardly rolling in riches, and it is recorded that Mrs Cohen and her youngest daughter sometimes popped round from nearby Adamson Gardens with items of food to help the housekeeping.


One reason why Isaacs’s very fair beginner’s income was barely adequate was that he had still not repaid the debts incurred at the Stock Exchange. Another reason can be found in the birth of the couple’s only child, Gerald, on 10 January 1889. Both the baby and Mrs Isaacs were ill after the birth; indeed, Gerald’s life was despaired of and it was only after his father, against all medical advice, gave him large doses of brandy that he began to thrive. Alice, however, could not be cured so easily, and the doctor’s bills provided a heavy additional strain on the family’s finances.


Isaacs’s task in establishing himself as a successful barrister was given a boost by his being briefed to appear in a case of some public interest in June 1889. The case had some of the basic ingredients so apt to cause a stir in Victorian society, involving a writ of libel issued by Sir George Chetwynd, a racing baronet, against Lord Durham, a Steward of the Jockey Club: the aristocracy, the turf and imputations of dishonour were a heady brew.


In essence Lord Durham had accused Sir George Chetwynd of certain racing malpractices such as ‘pulling’ his horses, or ensuring that they performed badly in some races so as to lower their handicap. Sir George claimed £20,000 damages. Rufus was retained for the plaintiff, whose chief advocate was Sir Henry James QC, later Lord James of Hereford. Another junior counsel for the plaintiff was A.T. Lawrence, who, as Lord Trevethin over thirty years later, succeeded Isaacs as Lord Chief Justice.


Rufus Isaacs played no dramatic part in the hearing; he put no penetrating questions, constructed no brilliant interpretations of motives. Instead he spent long hours on the preliminary paperwork, setting out the plaintiff’s refutation of the charges made against him. The paperwork was apparently done well enough. The court found for Chetwynd on the more serious charge of ‘pulling’ his horses, and against him on the lesser malpractices. No large sums of money changed hands: both sides paid their own costs, and Chetwynd was awarded the derisory sum of one farthing on the charge of ‘pulling’. The result was thus a dishonourable draw.


As a junior barrister Isaacs joined the Northern Bar circuit in order to supplement his income, and also because his sister Florrie was now married and living in Birkenhead. He never travelled the circuit regularly as a junior, though he made some appearances at both the Liverpool and Manchester assizes.


He also received during these early days of practice a few briefs for cases in the High Court. As a junior his task in such cases was to draft the pleadings on behalf of his clients, that is, to set out the disputes over fact and circumstance. His work completed, the senior barrister would appear to conduct the case in court along the lines set out by his junior’s researches. It was during one of Isaacs’s appearances as a junior in the High Court that the celebrated solicitor Sir George Lewis noticed him and enquired of a colleague: ‘Who’s that young man? He knows what he is talking about and I like his style.’ On being told that the impressive junior was ‘young Rufus Isaacs’, Lewis nodded and made a note of the name.


One of the established barristers who often engaged Isaacs as his junior was his old master Lawson Walton who had ‘taken silk’ in 1890 and who was thus a Queen’s Counsel. So valuable did Walton find his former pupil’s work that on 7 May 1891 he decided to award Isaacs the ‘red bag’ that symbolizes a barrister’s progress from the rank and file to a position of some prominence. When a barrister is first called, his wig and gown are supplied to him in a blue damask bag. The red bag can only be presented as an affirmation of progress by a leading barrister.


Lawson Walton’s letter of 7 May simply said:




My Dear Isaacs,


I have taken great pleasure in observing your early and rapid success in our profession and the promise which it gives of achievement in the future. As your old master in the art and mystery of the law I should like to show my recognition of the position which you have achieved and my interest in your future career by offering for your acceptance a red bag. Sic itur ad astra.12





It should not be supposed that at this stage in his career Rufus Isaacs was overwhelmed by a flood of briefs. There were spells of inactivity during which he seized the opportunity to extend his education through a wide reading of the English classics. He turned for a time to the study of philosophy, and came greatly to admire the works of Spinoza. He also joined a small debating society known as the Ravenswood, which held its meetings at the house of each member in turn, and which gave him a wider platform than the law courts upon which to shine up his eloquence.


At about this time, in 1892, he gave the first signs of an active interest in politics. S.H. Emanuel, a colleague at the Bar, introduced him to the ‘Hampstead Parliament’, a mock parliamentary assembly which enabled amateur politicians to cut their teeth in debate. Equipped with all the paraphernalia of Mr Speaker, government, opposition and proper rules of procedure, the ‘Hampstead Parliament’ saw Isaacs join its Liberal ranks.


This was an important step for the young barrister. Both Jews and Christian Nonconformists tended, in the late nineteenth century, to support Liberalism as opposed to Toryism. Rufus had hitherto vaguely subscribed to the general principles of Liberalism. His activities as a Liberal in the ‘Hampstead Parliament’, however, helped to focus his views and to make him identify far more closely with the Liberal party. It also stirred thoughts of an active participation in politics, and within eight years of his joining Hampstead’s version of Parliament he was a candidate for the more august body at Westminster.


While his political career was in this embryonic phase, Isaacs’s legal standing improved further. This was largely due to his success in building up a practice in a newly established division of the High Court. In 1892, following complaints from the business community that some High Court judges were quite unfitted to try commercial cases of any complexity, a Commercial Court was established. Isaacs, with his business background and his useful experience of the Stock Exchange, quickly decided to specialize in the work of the Commercial Court, thus causing Lawson Walton later to say, with some exaggeration, that he was the only successful barrister he knew who had ‘not had to go through the grind of Quarter Session and the County Court like the rest of us’.


Within a few years of his growing involvement with the Commercial Court, Isaacs played an important part in a case which, from the legal point of view, was one of the most important of his career and which went before the Court of Appeal and twice before the House of Lords. Allen v. Flood was a case that made legal history in the affairs of trade unions and industrial relations. The conflict was essentially a demarcation dispute. Two shipwrights, Flood and Taylor, sued leading members of the Boilermakers’ Union, including Allen, the Union’s London delegate, for maliciously inducing the Glengall Iron Company to break their contract with them, and also for intimidation and conspiracy.


The conflict arose out of objections raised by members of the Boilermakers’ Union to the employment of Flood and Taylor in repair work upon the ship Sam Weller lying in Regent’s Dock. The ironworkers claimed that, although Flood and Taylor were engaged to repair the Sam Welter’s woodwork, they had previously repaired ironwork on other ships. Allen, the Boilermakers’ representative, had eventually issued an ultimatum to the Glengall Iron Company: either they discharged Flood and Taylor or the Boilermakers working on the ship would come out on strike. The company proceeded to discharge the two shipwrights. Backed by their own union, Flood and Taylor decided to sue.


It was a case of a sort that has bedevilled Britain’s industrial relations down to the present day, in the form of trade unions competing for the same sort of work. It was heard before Mr Justice Kennedy and a common jury in February 1895. Rufus Isaacs appeared in support of his mentor Lawson Walton, and for the plaintiffs Flood and Taylor.


The trial went well for Isaacs’s clients. The jury found that Allen had, as alleged, maliciously induced the company to discharge the plaintiffs, who were awarded £20 in damages. It was next the duty of the court to decide whether Allen was liable in law.


Isaacs made the opening speech, contending that there was no material difference between inducement to break a contract and inducement not to enter into a contract, and that when the inducer was acting out of malice he was liable. Lawson Walton followed him and argued that there had been a wrongful interference with the plaintiffs’ legal rights and their freedom of action. The judge agreed with these pleadings and gave judgment for Flood and Taylor with damages of £40.


Allen proceeded to make an appeal applying for a new trial on the basis of the misdirection of the jury; at the same time there was a cross-appeal against the judge’s ruling that only Allen, not the chairman and secretary of the Boilermakers’ Union, was liable. The Court of Appeal dismissed both of these appeals.


Undeterred, Allen took his case to the House of Lords, thus providing Isaacs with the challenging opportunity of addressing the highest tribunal in the country. In December 1895 the appeal was heard by seven Law Lords presided over by Lord Halsbury, the Lord Chancellor. On the fourth day of the hearing, however, their lordships decided that the point at issue was of such difficulty and significance that they wished to take the opinion of the High Court before delivering their judgment.


The hearing did not therefore resume until 25 March 1897 when the earlier court met, strengthened by the addition of Lord Ashbourne and Lord James of Hereford. Late on the afternoon of the fourth day, Isaacs rose to speak for the first time. He was, with some cause, anxious – their lordships had listened at length to Lawson Walton and were in a noticeably drowsy state. His opening remarks seemed to have no impact whatsoever, but after a while first Lord Morris, then the rest of the court, began to perk up and pay serious attention. When the hearing resumed the next morning, Isaacs made a ritual apology for taking up more of their lordships’ time and was briskly reassured by the Lord Chancellor that he should in no way cut short his argument. Thus encouraged he launched once more into the complexities of the case. After counsel for Allen had replied, the Lord Chancellor stated that he proposed to submit to the High Court judges the matter of whether there was evidence of a cause of action fit to be left to a jury.


On 4 June 1897 the High Court judges decided by a majority of six to two that there was evidence of a cause of action fit to be left to a jury: in short, that Flood and Taylor could take their alleged grievances further. Isaacs and Walton seemed to have won.


Six months later, however, as is so often the way in contentious legal matters, the Law Lords decided that there was no evidence fit for a jury and that thus no further action could be taken against Allen. It was a decision which gave encouragement to the growing trade union movement.


Although the final judgment in this drawn out legal saga had gone against him, Rufus Isaacs was delighted with his involvement in the case. His prestige at the Bar was dramatically increased, as well as his earnings, and he had acquitted himself well before the nation’s leading legal authorities. Indeed his reaction to his successful appearance before the High Court in March 1897 had been to rush back to his chambers with his pupil, Francis Oppenheimer, and drink champagne.


The fact that he now had a pupil, though he had initially considered himself insufficiently established to take one on, spoke for his growing success. Oppenheimer was later to recall his memory of Isaacs’s impressive pleading: ‘I heard his suave and confident voice which had flowed, even and imperturbable, throughout the ordeal. I heard again the Lord Chancellor’s words of encouragement at the beginning of the second day and at the end of the proceedings. I knew then that I could never achieve what that day Rufus Isaacs had achieved.’13


Oppenheimer has left a striking pen portrait of Rufus and Alice Isaacs at this stage of their lives. Alice (whose sister he was later to marry) is described as ‘a striking young woman, tall and erect with an excellent figure and an impressive gait, her head crowned by masses of blonde hair. She and her husband formed a remarkably good-looking couple, their physical attractions enhanced by their joie de vivre and their radiant devotion to each other.’14


Like Lloyd George, Oppenheimer believed that Alice had been instrumental in promoting Rufus’s rise to fame, pointing out, for instance, that ‘it was she who had induced him to continue his early struggles at the Bar when as a young married man he played with the idea of returning to the City with its brighter immediate prospects’. Oppenheimer, somewhat surprisingly, was also ‘convinced that, however great his gifts, she was the more gifted of the two’.15


So, happy in his marriage, Rufus Isaacs could also take pleasure from an enhanced reputation and a gratifying increase in his legal work. Although he had not yet repaid all his Stock Exchange debts, his growing prosperity enabled him to move in 1897 to a spacious flat at 24 Palace Court, Bayswater, where he at last had a study of his own.


Accompanying the Isaacs on their move to Bayswater was Emma Squires, originally engaged as their son’s nurse six months after his birth. Emma, described as ‘a short, sandy-haired, chubby little Devonshire woman … with a face like a cider apple and a heart of pure gold’, remained with the Isaacs, first as a nurse then as Alice’s maid, for thirty-seven years.


Emma was a tower of strength during these years. Her duties varied from waking Rufus at four or five o’clock in the morning to start work with a cup of hot milk into which an egg had been beaten (though he would have preferred a cup of tea), to caring for Alice during her illnesses, often denying access to a trained nurse. She adopted the Isaacs as her family, ruling the household ‘with despotic benevolence and, rarely surprised and never disconcerted, followed [them] from Broadhurst Gardens to Delhi, taking Washington in her stride on the way’.16  In fact, in 1921, before Isaacs left Britain for India and his viceregal duties, he summoned Emma and tried tactfully to tell her that perhaps she should stay at home with a comfortable pension. Before he could say more than they had decided to go to India, she interrupted with ‘Oh, have you, my Lord? That will be very nice. I have always wanted to see India.’


The unfailing punctuality with which Emma awoke Isaacs on his working mornings at least provided a solution as to when to carry out his rapidly increasing work at home. He soon discovered he was unable to take on the extra work in the evenings when, in any case, he preferred to spend time with his family. So a very early morning start, after about five hours’ sleep, was found to be the answer. Emma’s egg-laced cup of hot milk also solved another problem for, according to his son, he could not have made his own cup of tea with a kettle and a spirit lamp:




they would have conspired together to upset, catch fire, boil over, or blow up, for he was always a prey to the malice of inanimate things. No knot would untie, no latch lift, no gadget work under his hands. Thin and fine and sensitive as they were … they were singularly lacking in suppleness and dexterity and would fumble helplessly over a task which coarser and heavier hands performed without pause or effort.17





Fortunately Rufus Isaacs’s mind lacked nothing in suppleness and dexterity. His success, however, placed an enormous amount of work in his hands. His industry became a legend, and in the Temple his colleagues said he only went to bed during the long vacation. In 1897, soon after the family’s move to Bayswater, he developed unpleasant symptoms of overwork, particularly attacks of bleeding from the nose and eyes. His doctor and his wife urged him to work less hard.


One solution was to ‘take silk’, to become a Queen’s Counsel, and thus to relieve himself of the labour of drafting pleadings and undertaking the often dreary preliminary work of a junior barrister. Isaacs hesitated: no junior of a mere ten years’ standing had ever made the transition.


He did consult J.C. Bingham, however, a leader in the Commercial Court who had recently been made a judge. Bingham was unhesitating: ‘Sit down and write the letter of application now.’ Isaacs still hesitated. He spoke to Mr Justice Mathew, another Commercial Court judge, who was equally encouraging, saying, ‘I should take silk. Don’t make the mistake I made of postponing your application until you are old and have lost your energy. If you do, you will never apply.’18


Though still unsure, Isaacs wrote his letter of application to the Lord Chancellor, Lord Halsbury. Doubtless remembering Rufus’s impressive performance in the case of Allen V. Flood, Halsbury put his name on the next list of ‘silks’.


Isaacs was only thirty-seven years old, and had been barely ten years at the Bar. To have become a Queen’s Counsel so quickly was without precedent, and a most striking confirmation of his ability. The former ship’s boy had travelled far and fast in his chosen profession.




Notes


1. Reading, 1, p. 36


2. Reading, 1, p. 37


3. Quoted in Reading, 1, p. 38


4. Reading, 1, p. 41


5. India Office Library, Reading papers, Eur F 118/95, Lloyd George to Reading, 1 January 1925


6. Lady Cynthia Asquith, Diaries 1915–18 (1968), p. 152


7. Lloyd George papers, F/43/1/32, Reading to Lloyd George, 22 May 1919


8. Lloyd George papers, F/43/1/35, Reading to Lloyd George, 25 June 1919


9. Reading, 1, p. 112


10. Reading, 1, p. 112


11. Reading, 1, p. 113


12. Reading, 1, p. 54


13. Francis Oppenheimer, Stranger Within (1960), p. 103


14. Oppenheimer, p. 99


15. Oppenheimer, p. 99


16. Reading, 1, pp. 58–9


17. Reading, 1, pp. 57–8


18. Lord Riddell, Diaries, 1, p. 107









OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571300105_cover_epub.jpg
Faber Finds

Denis Judd

Lord Reading

Rufus Isaacs, First Marquess of Reading,
Lord Chief Justice and Viceroy of India,
1860-1935





OEBPS/faberfindslogo_online.jpg
]

FABER & FARER





