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Introduction







The real reason, said Mosley, why the British Government had declared war on Germany (…) was because Britain was controlled by Jews and they desired to see the end of the present German Government so that they could resume their exploitation of the German people.1





This statement of Mosley’s, six months after the outbreak of war, was not made to some small private subversive meeting, nor to the kind of East End audience that is often associated with the activity of the British Union of Fascists in this period; it was made to a large and well-attended luncheon at the Criterion Restaurant on 1 March 1940, at which, in a predominantly upper-middle-class gathering, known extremists were to be found alongside many representatives of ‘the great and the good’. The extent of anti-war feeling in this period is often underestimated, as is the strength of the anti-Semitic contribution to that feeling. In order to understand these trends, one needs to look not only at the period of the ‘phoney war’ but also at the last six months or so of the peace.


This book, which examines the phenomenon of anti-Semitism and the related phenomenon of pro-Nazism in Britain in this period, is, in one sense, a sequel to my Fellow Travellers of the Right (1980), which covered the years 1933–9; but it differs from it in two important respects. Firstly, Fellow Travellers was a study of public opinion in the Thirties, based almost entirely on printed sources in which people had expressed publicly their enthusiasm for the Nazi regime; this present study is of people’s behaviour, both public and private, in the immediate pre-war period; and when we reach the War itself, by the nature of things we will above all be concerned with private behaviour and activities, as revealed in Home Office reports, private diaries and correspondence, and other private documents relating to secretive movements. Secondly, in Fellow Travellers pro-Nazism was the central theme; in this volume it shares the stage more fully with the problem of anti-Semitism in Britain in this period. We will be looking not only at extremist movements, but also at the background, that of popular attitudes to the Jews, upon which such movements, and their leading apologists, could rely either for tacit support, or for passive acceptance.


Indeed, perhaps the most interesting insights given by this book do not relate to the actual activities of the extremist groups and individuals described within it, but to the reactions of many in the general public to those activities – reactions ranging from lack of concern to a desire to excuse, and in some cases to participation in some of the activities of those movements (because some of their other aims were attractive, and because anti-Semitism was perceived as being of little importance in comparison).


 


Anti-Semitism and pro-Nazism were never contradictory to patriotism in the pre-war period – indeed, they often seemed to be views held by the most patriotic of people. For most Fellow Travellers of the Right, the outbreak of war was therefore a signal for them instinctively to perform their patriotic duty in the furtherance of the war effort. But there were others, a minority who were often members of the more extreme movements, who saw themselves as being in a considerable dilemma; for many of them, as patriots, their instinct was to support their country in the struggle; on the other hand, their extreme views as to the causes of the war (including the picture of it as ‘The War of the Jews’ Revenge’) led them to undertake activities that in fact had a potential to undermine the war effort. This ‘patriotic dilemma’ is another of the main themes of this book, which starts with an examination of such people and their views in the immediate pre-war period, and then, in the second half, shows their reaction to the war situation.


 


Central to this will be Captain Ramsay, whose career will give us a great deal of insight into the problems mentioned above. The discovery of the ‘Red Book’, the Membership List of Ramsay’s Right Club,2 which for almost fifty years had been believed lost, has provided a basis for further researches into the activities of many of the individuals listed there. These researches have provided much more understanding of such ‘Fellow Travellers’, of Captain Ramsay’s own political itinerary, and of the contemporary reactions of the public both to Ramsay himself and to the whole question of anti-Semitism.


Of all the extreme right-wing groups in pre-war and phoney-war Britain, the Right Club, though it is known to have been infiltrated by government agents, is the one whose activities are most conspicuously missing from the Home Office documents now available at the Public Records Office. Indeed, Thurlow, in his book Fascism in Britain, lamented that ‘The story of the R.C. (…) has still not been fully told, mainly because the documentation on it has been treated like the Crown Jewels’.3 Not only are the files on Captain Ramsay, and the Right Club, not available in London; it also appears that relevant files have been removed from the State Department’s public archives in Washington ‘at the request of the British Government’.4 Our knowledge of the Right Club has until now mainly been gleaned from evidence presented at three trials (the Tyler Kent and Anna Wolkoff trials in 1940, and the Captain Ramsay/New York Times libel case in 1941), from the unauthorized (and unreliable) autobiography of the MI5 agent Joan Miller,5 and also from Captain Ramsay’s own book on the matter,6 and his statements on various occasions. Almost all this evidence is retrospective, and to a large extent liable to have been coloured by the parti pris and personal interests of the people concerned. There has been almost no contemporary evidence available, as for example in the Home Office reports on the Nordic League,7 as to this movement’s membership and activities.


One of the problems in relation to the Right Club has always been how seriously it should be taken. The grotesque activities of its founder and a small rump of its members in spring 1940 have on the one hand given it something of a comic-opera overtone; they have on the other hand produced the impression of the Right Club as a treasonable movement, acting against the national interest in a time of war. Both impressions are misleading as far as the Right Club in its original form, and with its original full membership, are concerned.


It is particularly important to lay to rest this concept of the Right Club list as a ‘list of traitors’. When the discovery of the Book was revealed in 1990, sections of the press immediately jumped to this conclusion.* It was, however, unjust to link to such activities people many of whom had no connection with them, and who had almost certainly left the Club before they had taken place.


The Membership List to which we now have access was clearly, from internal evidence, drawn up in summer 1939, when Britain was not at war. It is important not because of the scandals of 1940, to which it has little relevance, but because it can give us some insight, through the further information one obtains when following up the names on the List, into the phenomenon of anti-war propaganda and/or pro-Germanism and/or anti-Semitism in the months immediately before the outbreak of war.


Of course, many of those who joined the Right Club may not have been aware of all the attitudes and activities of the more active membership, even in the pre-war period (though they must have been aware of Ramsay’s anti-Semitic views, which had been publicly expressed in ways that cannot have been ignored). The question has also been raised, both by Home Secretaries in answer to parliamentary questions, and by later commentators, as to whether all those on the list were aware of their presence there (i.e., whether Captain Ramsay had added names in order to bolster up his movement). These questions are addressed in detail later in this study.8 Much of the evidence points to the unlikelihood of the second one; nevertheless, the first deserves serious consideration. A list of names means nothing in itself, and no presumption has here been made for the reasons for the presence of a name on the List, unless further evidence in some form exists of activities which were in accord with aspects of the Right Club’s aims. Where such further evidence does not exist, I have referred to social groups, etc., rather than naming individuals.


The Right Club List can therefore, if used cautiously, not only give us an insight into the continued prevalence of Establishment ‘Fellow Travellers of the Right’ (or sympathizers with Nazi Germany, who had been so common in Establishment circles in 1936–8) as late as May–September 1939; it can also help us to evaluate attitudes to the Jews and to anti-Semitism among a section of the British upper middle classes at the time. In so doing, it can contribute to the continuing debate about the nature of anti-Semitic discourse in the twentieth century.


 


The second half of this volume concerns itself with the various subversive activities which took place after the outbreak of war. In these a small rump of members of the Right Club had their part (though a minor one) to play. This section ends with the crisis occasioned by the activities of a small Right Club group in April–May 1940, which was to lead to the wholesale imprisonments under Defence Regulation 18B from May onwards.


The book is therefore divided into two halves, dealing with the pre-war situation and the wartime situation respectively. Each of them starts with an examination of various relevant aspects of the background, before homing in on the activities of Captain Ramsay and those around him. For January–September 1939, this background study deals with the general problem of anti-Semitism in the period, with the various extremist organizations which existed against the backcloth of that problem, and with the vexed relationship between patriotism and pro-Nazism. For September 1939–May 1940, this background study deals both with the reactions of ‘fellow travellers’ and anti-Semites to the outbreak of war (together with their activities, subversive and otherwise), and with the general desire for peace among a whole section of the population whose aspirations were far more respectable, but who sometimes, through naivety or carelessness, found themselves caught up in common activity with the extremists.


The examination of Captain Ramsay’s activities starts, in the pre-war period, with a study of his career up to the outbreak of war; this incidentally conveys a number of insights into the reactions of the general public to the public expression of views such as his. The Right Club membership list is then examined, with particular reference to the other known activities in which the individuals mentioned were involved. For the wartime period, the changed membership is examined, together with the subversive activities which a number of them undertook. A final chapter traces the wartime activities of Captain Ramsay after his arrest. An Appendix relates the saga of the ‘Red Book’.


A number of works have been particularly useful in giving an understanding of aspects of the background to this study, and in pointing the way to areas of research. I would like to name here those that have been of the greatest value to me: Richard Thurlow’s Fascism in Britain, a trailblazing book which was the first to make extensive use of the files in the Public Record Office, and to consult Admiral Sir Barry Domvile’s diaries; Tony Kushner’s The Persistence of Prejudice, which provides us with a very full picture of popular anti-Semitism in British society during the war; Brian Simpson’s In the Highest Degree Odious, the source book on detention under Regulation 18B, which gives much valuable information on individuals and movements; Ray Bearse and Anthony Read’s Conspirator, the fullest account to date of the Tyler Kent affair; and Andrew Roberts’s Eminent Churchillians, both for the picture it gives of the opinions within the Conservative Party in this period, and also because of its chapter on Sir Arthur Bryant and his circle. On more specific aspects of the subject, some of the most useful books have been David Pryce-Jones’s Unity Mitford, Andrew Roberts’s The Holy Fox: a Life of Lord Halifax, R.A.C. Parker’s Chamberlain and Appeasement, Maurice Cowling’s The Impact of Hitler, Gerry Webber’s The Ideology of the British Right, 1918–1939, Richard Cockett’s The Twilight of Truth: Chamberlain, Appeasement and the Manipulation of the Press, Richard Lamb’s The Ghosts of Peace 1935–45, Henry Srebrnik’s London Jews and British Communism, 1935–45, and Thomas Linehan’s East London for Mosley.


Many people have helped me, either by putting me on the track of documents or by giving me excellent advice or information. With others I have, over the years, had useful interchanges of a more general nature, which have been extremely helpful. In these various contexts, I would like particularly to thank Geoffrey Alderman, Bruce Anderson, Jean-Louis Backès, Brian Bond, the Lord Brocket, Manuel Cabral, Luciano Cheles, the late Richard Cobb, Michael Conway, Antonio Costa Pinto, Maurice Cowling, the late Col. Alan Dower, Hilary Footitt, Julie Gottlieb, Owen Harries, Ursula Henriques, John Hope, Julian Jackson, Jeremy Jennings, Douglas Johnson, Tony Kushner, Anthony Lejeune, Arnold Lynch, Helder Macedo, Kenneth Minogue, Tom Nevin, Scott Newton, Richard Overy, Stanley Payne, the late Sir Charles Petrie, Hubert Picarda, Michael Pinto-Duschinsky, the late Léon Poliakov, David Pryce-Jones, Anthony Read, Andrew Roberts, Stefan Schreiner, Brian Simpson, Peter Stead, Alan Steele, Bernard Swift, Richard Thurlow, Richard Vinen, Donald Cameron Watt, Jim Wolfreys and Ben Yeats-Brown.


I would also like to thank all those who have been so helpful to me, in the various libraries and archives I have consulted; in particular, the staffs of the National Register of Archives, of Birmingham University Library, of the Bodleian Library, of the British Library, of Cambridge University Library, of the Colindale Newspaper Library, of the Imperial War Museum, of the King’s College London Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, of the National Maritime Museum, of the Old Library of Magdalene College, of the Royal Aeronautical Society, and of the Public Record Office; Pamela Roberts, the Conservative agent for Perth; and the staffs of various provincial libraries, and in particular the public libraries in Arbroath, Edinburgh, Reading and Cardiff.


I acknowledge gratefully permissions given by the Trustees of the National Maritime Museum (the Domvile Diaries), by the Trustees of the Liddell Hart Centre for Military Archives, King’s College London (the Arthur Bryant Papers), and by the Bodleian Library (the Stokes Papers). My thanks are also due to Mr John Hull, Mrs Rosalind Richards, and the 3rd Baron Brocket, for permission to quote from the letters and papers of Richard Stokes, Rolf Gardiner and the 2nd Baron Brocket respectively, and to Mr and Mrs Hugo Luttman-Johnson, in relation to the papers of his father H.W. Luttman-Johnson.


In the case of a small number of the manuscript documents from which actual quotations have been used, the most thorough and extensive researches have failed to find the holders of copyright. If anyone holding such copyright should read this book, he or she should communicate with the author about the matter.


My thanks are above all due to King’s College London for opportunities provided to undertake the research for this volume, to my wife and family, for putting up with me while I have been writing it, and to the discoverer of the ‘Red Book’ (he still wishes to maintain his anonymity),9 who by getting in touch with me as soon as he had found it, provided the stimulus for a whole new area of research.
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* It was at this point that I decided to write an article which would fully explain the complicated background to it all, in which facile generalisations have little place. The ‘background’ then began to take over and become the foreground, and the ‘article’ has grown into a book whose scope is far wider than the original project.
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CHAPTER ONE


Anti-Semitism in Britain in the Thirties





COMPARED with the strength of extremist political anti-Semitism in the nations of central Europe, and indeed in our closest neighbour, France, Britain’s experience of this phenomenon has been, in most periods, a minor one. One should not discount, however, its significance, particularly at times of crisis. In this study of the years 1939–40 we shall see this tendency, for various reasons, coming more into prominence.


A major part of this study will, naturally, be an examination of various extremist movements which would appear to represent a ‘lunatic fringe’; but, marginal as these may seem, they are given an added significance by the evidence we find of an acceptance of, or of a lack of concern for, such attitudes on the part of great sections of the British public, for whom anti-Semitism was far less important than other political issues, and who were therefore prepared to excuse or condone both Nazi anti-Semitism and Britain’s own home-grown variety.


Before we look at the actual manifestations of anti-Semitism in the Britain of 1939–40, we therefore need to place them within the pre-war culture in relation to the Jews, which has been defined as ‘social anti-Semitism’.




*





To us, in the 1990s, pre-war Britain does not seem particularly alien. Many of the varied preoccupations of the twentieth century have remained constant: the economy, unemployment, the desire for peace balanced by a jingoistic patriotism, the unassuaged desire for social change balanced by the nostalgia for a more perfect past, a ‘new morality’ balanced by the disapproval of a silent majority. In certain respects, however, there is an enormous gulf between then and now, which manifests itself most clearly in the preconceptions which governed social interactions, preconceptions which were often betrayed by the discourse used in everyday speech. Nowhere is this gulf more evident than in the behaviour, and discourse, relating to the Jews.


The Holocaust was to be the catalyst, in almost every nation in Europe, for a revolution in discourse and behaviour. In a study I undertook some years ago, into the discourse on the Jewish question to be found in French literary circles in the twenties,1 I concluded that a post-Holocaust readership was bound to misunderstand the standpoint of people who, like Lacretelle, could take what for their age was a fairly sympathetic line towards the Jews, while using discourse, and betraying racist preconceptions, that would be shocking to a modern audience. The mistake, of course, would be, because of the anti-Semitic elements in their discourse, to see them as being consciously anti-Semitic:




To do so would be to impose on it the political and social presumptions of our own age. Discourse which would now be seen as anti-Semitic was clearly not seen as dangerous in [this] period. Indeed, in wide areas of society it appears to have been not only perfectly acceptable, but also the only form of discourse in relation to this topic.





The same is true of Britain. A number of observers have found, in British popular literature, strong evidence of anti-Semitic stereotypes.2 In the inter-war period, inspired by ‘Jewish plot’ theories stemming from the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, ‘Sapper’s’ Bulldog Drummond novels and the thrillers of people like F. Britten Austin produced the myth of dark, destructive alien forces engineering wars and chaos for no other reason than to destroy society and gain world power. At the same time, writers like T.S. Eliot, nostalgic for a pre-capitalist society, associated its enemies with Jewish capital.3


At a lower level, anti-Semitism was translated into tasteless jokes, often of a startlingly vulgar kind (‘I stayed in the Metropole at Brighton; there wasn’t enough foreskin there to cover a thruppenny-bit’), and into forms of social ostracism, such as the exclusion of Jews from golf clubs, etc. All these manifestations reinforced the image of the Jew as ‘other’; and this atmosphere in part explains the background to some of the reactions we will be observing in the course of this study.


A jokiness about things Jewish, apparently innocuous, but in fact significant of underlying attitudes, was one of the manifestations of this culture among members of the upper and upper middle classes. One finds a certain amount of it, for example, among the correspondents of the historian Arthur Bryant. A senior ecclesiastic wrote to him as follows, just after the outbreak of war, about a stay with Lord Hugh Cecil:




Lord Hugh Cecil, my host, was under the weather. So I had for my meal companions and for conversational purposes an elderly married couple of Jews. It was so thrilling that I left for the first train after the morning service. Still I suppose it is true that the battles of Judah were won on the playing fields of Eton.4





It has often been said that the very phrase ‘the Jewish question’ was a sign of unconscious or conscious anti-Semitism, as it presupposed a problem and a difference. Certainly, some of the comments made in the thirties about ‘the Jewish question’ bear this out. In Scotland, in particular (as we shall see), fairly equivocal attitudes towards the Jews were common. One of the best examples is the speech made in Greenock in March 1938 by the Revd James Black, Moderator elect of the Church of Scotland. The title of the talk was ‘The Enigma of the Jew’. While appearing to oppose Germany’s treatment of the Jews, Black nevertheless conceded that they were a ‘problem’, and that the only other solution to that problem was to convert them to Christianity:




Dr Black said that politically the Jewish question presented the greatest problem in Europe to-day. There were only two ways to treat the Jews, and these were to fight them or to convert them. Britain’s desire, however, was not to fight them, but to see them converted to accepting the pure and unsophisticated principles of the Christian religion as their faith. […]


Herr Hitler to-day was only imitating others, and his methods had done no good. The problem which the Jews presented was that they had the presence among other nationalities of a race of people with no land of their own who still wished to preserve their racial identity and remain unassimilated with the people among whom they dwelt.





It was important, therefore, said Black, to convert the Jews:




That was the second way of dealing with the Jews. If they could make them Christians the problem would be solved, and it was the only way to solve it.5





Later that year, Black succeeded to the Moderatorship of the Church of Scotland.




*





For the many people in Britain who, in the thirties, admired Nazi Germany, Nazi anti-Semitism was something of an embarrassment. Its violence was at variance with British concepts of fair play; but there was so much to admire in the other aspects of Nazism. As Tony Kushner has pointed out:




Popular reactions to Nazis and anti-Semitism were thus marked by indifference, disbelief or claims of exaggeration, attempts to justify and, at last, horrified shock qualified by a failure to ask why the persecution was occurring. Only a small minority perceived the irrationality of the Nazis’ Jewish obsession.6





The mechanisms for excusing Nazi Germany, and for placing its ‘good’ qualities above the drawbacks of its Jewish policy, were amazingly stereotyped. They tended to start with a ritual statement of distaste for Hitler’s treatment of the Jews, usually followed by a qualification of some kind:




We all condemn the folly and violence of those attacks upon the Jews in Germany, and the violence with which the members of the Socialist and Communist parties are being treated, but to both Jews and Socialists some words of warning are necessary […]7


We may deplore the concomitants of the resurrection […] yet we should realise that there was no room to be human to Jews […]8


In their ruthless suppression of internal political antagonists, and of the German Jewish minority, the Nazis have done much evil, but in the way of social organization they have also done much good.9





This was usually followed by one of a number of arguments. Prominent among these was the idea that the whole thing had been exaggerated by a hostile press:




Great capital has been made by the enemies of Germany. […] To blacken the whole Nazi regime because a few of its subordinates may have abused their powers is as unfair as it would be to condemn the Government of the United States for the brutalities of some warder in charge of a chain gang in the mountains of West Virginia.10


Feeling that the Press of this country was wilfully lying and conducting a political campaign against Germany, I resolved to go to Berlin to make free and independent investigations. […] Mountains have been made out of molehills, melodrama out of comic opera.11


There is a great danger both to this country and to Germany in the attempts which are made to poison the public mind by exaggerated statements.12





Another ploy was to stress the problems Germany had faced from the Jews, who had taken over much of public life. The particular nature of the middle-European Jew was stressed, and the fact that much of their treatment had been their own fault:




They are not altogether a pleasant element in German, and in particular in Berlin life.13


A large influx after the war of the least desirable type of Jew from Poland and elsewhere swelled the ranks of the Communists.14


It is difficult for English people to understand the Jewish problem in Germany. I have seen the ghettoes of Poland, whence so many of the Jews came to Germany. England does not know what these people are like.15


The way in which a small number of Jews had managed to gain control of the nation’s industrial, commercial and intellectual resources is what caused Hitler grave misgivings.16


Many Jews are committing the mistake of their Nazi persecutors, and looking at their present and future problems entirely as if nobody else in the world mattered but themselves.17





It was also, on occasion, pointed out that a revolution such as the Nazi take-over in 1933 had been bound to lead to excesses; but that now that things were settling down, no doubt these excesses would disappear:




I do not believe that Hitler is a pariah. Give a dog a bad name and it sticks to him. Let us try to forget his misdeeds of the past, and the methods which, no doubt, we all of us deplore, but which I suggest have been very largely forced upon him.18


Although everyone is now agreed that the constructive side of Hitler’s regime could not begin to function until the destructive element had expended its full energy, there are still some people whose conception of Hitlerism has not progressed beyond the ‘terrorism and brutality’ stage. That part of it is fast becoming ancient history. […] However, I can prophesy that for a long time to come, books written by German refugees will keep the idea of Nazi ‘atrocity’ uppermost in many minds.19





But what came out, again and again, alongside the references to anti-Semitism in nations other than Germany (including Soviet Russia), was the fact that the British should not let the perpetual insistence on Nazi policies in relation to the Jews provide a smokescreen which hid from them the real danger: international Communism, against which Hitler was our greatest defender.


Some observers went further than this, and saw a close connection between Communism and the Jews. This tendency had a variety of expressions, from the simple observation of the German situation to the extreme vision of an international ‘Judaeo-Bolshevik plot’. On the simple level, apologists for Germany often made the point that the Communist threat in Germany had been dominated by the Jews, and that in Hitler’s initial clean-up of German political life he had been inevitably led to violence not only against Communists, but also against the Jews, who held this powerful and sinister role.




*





As in France, there was a significant growth in British anti-Semitism in the thirties as a result of the flood of ‘aliens’ which appeared to threaten Britain, thanks to activities in Germany and in other central European countries. Those who were most likely to be hit by this were the populations of those areas targeted by this immigration, and who had also suffered it in the past. The East End of London in particular, which had housed a large number of those Jews who had fled to Western Europe between 1880 and 1910, at the time of the major pogroms in Eastern Europe, was already strongly imbued with anti-Semitism. The prospect of a new wave of immigration brought these attitudes out once more, not only among the working class of the East End, but also among those areas of the middle classes who, like Lord Lymington and his men, feared an adulteration of the ‘British stock’, or those who feared the Jews as agents of ‘Bolshevisation’.


In the East End, the close connection between the Jewish population and the Communist Party served to fuel still further the accusations which had also been levelled against the Jewish population of Germany. As Srebrnik has pointed out, the domination of the East End Labour Party by Irish Catholics, many of them supporters of Franco’s ‘crusade’, and ‘more concerned with combatting Communism than with stopping Fascism’, meant that many Stepney Jews, for example, ‘even those who were social democrats ideologically, were “thoroughly disillusioned by the official Labour Party representation” which failed to express their deep feelings of outrage against Fascism and Nazism. Some went so far as to accuse the party of harbouring anti-Semites.’ This led to increasing Jewish membership of the Communist Party in the East End:




In face of these and other provocations, it is not surprising that Jews increasingly regarded the Communist Party as their ‘only form of self-defence’. Disgusted with both the Labour Party and the Irish, they turned to the only party in which they constituted an ethnic majority. Morry Lebow has recalled that the party in the East End ‘was mainly Jewish’. […] By 1936, ‘the ordinary impartial East Ender’ could hardly help regarding the Stepney CP as ‘little more than a group of young Jewish men and women, mostly of recent foreign extraction who, reasonably disgruntled with their lot, find in this movement a means of expressing their refusal to accept the inferior social status allotted to them’.20 *





This association of Jews with Communism was much used by Mosley’s British Union of Fascists, from 1934 onwards, as it exacerbated the anti-Semitic feelings in areas of strong Jewish settlement, such as the East End of London and certain industrial cities in the North. But, important as that fomentation was, we must not underestimate the very real growth of anti-Semitism, of its own accord, in this period. Sir Arnold Wilson, MP, in a debate in the House of Commons in July 1936 about the British Union of Fascists and other extremist organizations, drew attention to the strong growth in anti-Semitism in the last three years. There were, he felt, underlying strains which allowed Fascism to flourish. These strains were above all economic; not just in the working classes, but also in the trades, people felt threatened.


In this speech, Wilson outlined what he had gathered of public opinion from listening to ordinary people (as a backbencher, he travelled a great deal in his constituency and elsewhere, talking to ordinary people on trains, in buses and in the street). He himself did not agree with their view of the situation; but as they were ‘decent men’ who held mistaken views, the situation was all the more serious. It is interesting to note that the areas of apparent threat perceived by these ‘decent men’ were in fact the archetypal areas mentioned at every anti-Semitic outbreak in this country (as for example in the riots of 1911 in the Welsh Valleys, at the end of the Cambrian strike): money-lending (‘hire purchase’); crooked landlords (‘housing rentals’); undercutting through sweated labour (‘the worst houses’ … ‘in the retail trade’):




It is quite wrong to suppose that Jew-baiting is due solely to Fascism. It has its origin in other than Fascist quarters. It has its basis in grievances long felt, and now becoming more serious in certain branches of administration of the law, such as hire purchase and housing rentals. […]


I have watched with alarm and anxiety the growth of anti-semitism in the last three years […] The Government would do well to consider closely the economic and juridical bases of the growing feeling that certain classes of the community unquestionably have that they are the victims of one particular section of the community. I do not support that thesis, but it is sincerely and honestly held by decent men in regard to certain branches of the retail trade, and more particularly in regard to the ownership of some of the worst houses.


Certainly the basis of anti-Jewish feeling is primarily economic; the sooner we realise that the better.21





This speech of Wilson’s clearly reflected what he had heard in his travels; a good example of such conversations was that with a business man with premises in the East End (recorded in Wilson’s book Walks and Talks):




Resentment at Jewish methods and Jewish clannishness in certain trades was deeper and more widespread than was often realised. […] Jewish predominance in certain trades was unhealthy because it bred bitterness. […] Public resentment was rising and was the more dangerous because it was not reflected in the Press.22





So, in the mid-thirties, there was a growing anti-Semitism both in some working-class areas and also in certain areas of the middle classes concerned with commerce. This hatred conformed to certain hallowed archetypes; and, while there may have been real fears of Jewish competition at both these levels, the expression of those fears took them to an extreme of unreasoning exaggeration, with the Jew once more becoming the scapegoat for the economic problems of those around him.


In comparison with the apparent reasonableness of Sir Arnold Wilson, however, some other Conservative MPs from 1933 onwards appear to have taken a more irrational attitude to aliens and immigration. A number of them were unlikely to have had any first-hand knowledge of the problems outlined above; instead, they appear merely to have had an unreasoning dislike for foreigners (including Jews). The leading figure in this group, Edward Doran, the Member for Tottenham North, was admittedly a ‘populist Conservative’ who was likely to have latched on to the fears we have been examining; his request that the Home Secretary ‘take steps to prevent any alien Jews entering this country from Germany’ was closely linked to the unemployment question: ‘Are we prepared in this country to allow aliens to come in here from every country while we have 3,000,000 unemployed?’23 But the others such as Major the Hon. J.J. Stourton and Commander Peter Agnew (both of whom were to figure on the Right Club list), who, alongside Doran, produced a series of questions and statements in relation to aliens in the early thirties, were from a very different background (upper-middle-class and even aristocratic). The anti-Semitism behind the interventions of Stourton appears to have been the expression of an underlying prejudice that had been stirred into action by recent questions of immigration. His questions produced insinuations typical of anti-Semitic publications in the thirties and beyond (in 1939–40 Truth was to make extensive use of the same techniques, and in the 1990s in France we find Le Pen and his supporters doing the same): a foreign name followed by ‘alias’ and the English name: connection between Jewish aliens and bankruptcies; the need for such people to be deported:




Mr Stourton asked the President of the Board of Trade the number of naturalised aliens who have been declared bankrupt during each of the past ten years, including those who may have during that period anglicised their names?24





One of the most interesting exchanges, from this point of view, was an apparently concerted series of questions started by Stourton, and finished by Doran, on 11 April 1933:




Mr Stourton asked the Secretary of State for the Home Department if his attention has been drawn to the recent bankruptcy of Moszeck Nachmar Wolfowicz, alias Morris Wolfe; and whether, in view of the representations made by the registrar of Birkenhead, he intends to issue an order for deportation against him? […]


Mr Stourton: Is the rt. hon. Member aware that the percentage of foreign bankrupts and bankruptcies of men of foreign extraction is very high, and will he, therefore, undertake to conduct a general inquiry into this important matter? […]


Mr Doran asked the Home Secretary what restrictions exist to prevent persons at the ports in this country supplying incoming Jewish aliens with money to satisfy the requirements of the Aliens Office, and so obtain admission to this country? […]


Mr Doran: Is the rt. hon. Member aware that the invasion of undesirable aliens is causing great resentment and anxiety in this country and cannot he see his way to give them notice to quit before serious trouble develops?25





Occasionally Stourton got a bit carried away in relation to people with foreign names, asking indiscriminately for them to be deported, without checking whether they were foreign aliens or not. On one occasion the Home Secretary, Sir John Gilmour, had to draw his attention to this fact:




Sir J. Gilmour: It has been ascertained that Berger is a British-born subject. No question of deportation therefore arises.26





The dislike and mistrust of aliens led inexorably, from 1933 onwards, to rejection of refugees, or ‘refu-Jews’ as they came to be called. The authorities’ concern with the effect of Jewish immigration was evidence not only of the impact such immigration was having, but also of the underlying British anti-Semitism which could be fanned into flames if such immigration was allowed to continue. In late 1938, at a meeting in Paris with Premier Daladier and his Foreign Minister Georges Bonnet, Neville Chamberlain agreed with the French fears about ‘saturation’ by Jewish immigrants, saying that as far as Britain was concerned, one of the chief difficulties about accepting more Jews was ‘the serious danger of arousing antisemitic feeling in Great Britain’.27 Later, during the War, Britain’s reluctance to admit more refugees was in large part based on a similar fear (rightly or wrongly held). As Herbert Morrison, the Home Secretary, was to say in 1942, though there were many people in this country who were deeply sympathetic to the plight of the refugees, ‘there was also a body of opinion which was potentially antisemitic’. He warned a deputation ‘not to ignore the existence of this feeling’. He later warned a Cabinet committee of the potential dangers of admitting more refugees:




There were […] already 100,000 refugees, mainly Jews, in this country […] There was considerable antisemitism under the surface in this country. If there were any substantial increase in the number of Jewish refugees […] we should be in for serious trouble.28





There were a number of other reasons given for hatred of the Jews. Prominent among these was the age-old association of Jews with usury. Those who, in the inter-war period, promulgated new economic theories which challenged the face of capitalism, associated the Jews with all that was worst in capitalism. Followers of Major Douglas’s Social Credit movement, for example, often made this association. Prominent among them was Lord Tavistock, the future Duke of Bedford, who was to become involved in pro-Nazi movements of the Right. Monetary reform had been at the very centre of the anti-Semitism of the 1920s, with Arthur Kitson, one of the driving forces behind the Britons and the Imperial Fascist League, playing a major part; he believed that ‘the debt-slavery which the use of gold for the basis of money inflicts’, and the power which the Jews therefore held over the Gentile world, were able to create economic crises ‘by no other means than the withdrawal of money from circulation’.29


There were, naturally, links between such movements as Social Credit (central to the beliefs of Lord Tavistock), and the back-to-the-land movements centring around Lord Lymington. A number of members of these movements had started as Social Credit enthusiasts.30 But the back-to-the-land movement produced its own reasons for hatred of the Jews: the weakening and degeneration of the ‘British stock’ by the ‘people of the ghettoes and the bazaar’.31




*





Alongside the straightforward mistrust of aliens, there lurked far more sinister beliefs. Prominent among these was the belief in a ‘Judaeo-Bolshevik Plot’. Looking at it from our distance, it appears so unreasonable a belief that only the most crack-brained of extremists could have sustained it; but, though the most prominent exponents of it (including Captain Ramsay) were indeed extremists, plot theories obtained a far wider acceptance than now seems reasonable.


Immediately after the First World War, the forged document The Protocols of the Elders of Zion had fostered the belief in an international Jewish conspiracy, devoted to the destruction of the Western world. Though, by 1921, the Protocols had been proved to be a forgery, many continued to believe in them. The Britons took over their publication, and they continue to be disseminated to the present day. They were to be the inspiration behind much of the anti-Semitic literature of the inter-war period, which abounded in such tides as The Jewish World Problem, The Jewish Domination, The First Jewish Bid for World Power, etc.


The most prominent writer on the Jewish World Plot was Mrs Nesta Webster.32 Though, initially, freemasonry had seemed to her the main mover in the World Plot, gradually World Jewry emerged as the true enemy. And Bolshevism was the German-Jewish-Masonic plot to destroy the world as we knew it. Mrs Webster, who in the twenties was a member of the British Fascisti, remained a major writer for The Patriot right up to the War, and was to be found wherever extreme opinions in relation to the Jews were being expressed.†


The specific Judaeo-Bolshevik nature of the World Plot became a more and more widespread form of this belief. Ignoring the apparent contradiction between ‘the Jew as capitalist’ and ‘the Jew as anti-capitalist’, writers stressed that Hitler, by his suppression both of Jews and of Communists, had perceived the danger, and dealt with it at its source. Among the many books and pamphlets devoted to this subject, one of the most influential was The Rulers of Russia, by Father Denis Fahey, CSSP, which was published in 1938 in Dublin, with the imprimatur of the Archbishop of Dublin. In this work Fahey claimed that of the fifty-nine members of the Central Committee of the Communist Party in 1935, fifty-six were Jews and the remaining three were married to Jewesses. Fahey’s book gained great popularity among British anti-Semitic movements such as the Militant Christian Patriots, which disseminated it, and quoted it at all opportunities. This work, and the myth of the Judaeo-Bolshevik Plot, were to play a great part in Captain Ramsay’s 1938–9 activities.




*





As a number of commentators have pointed out,33 while anti-Zionism and pro-Arabism had no necessary overtone of anti-Semitism (it was perfectly possible to be pro-Jewish, or have no view for or against the Jews in general, and be anti-Zionist), this movement nevertheless attracted, from the early 1920s onwards, support from a variety of convinced anti-Semites. David Cesarani has noted that the people who welcomed the Palestinian Arab delegation to Britain in August 1921 ‘bore out the accusation that anti-Jewish animus commingled with principled opposition to Zionism’. For example, among the honoured guests at the luncheon given by the delegation for its friends were Lord Sydenham of Combe, Mrs Nesta Webster and the Duke of Northumberland.34 As the Zionist Review commented:




It is ironical that the rabid Jew-hatred in certain quarters has rallied a group of imperialist militarists around this particular scheme to dish the Jews […] The Arab delegation have been eagerly welcomed into the bosom of a coterie that in its reactionary zeal and blind anti-Semitism shrinks from no means of discrediting His Majesty’s Government in Palestine.35





Alongside such people there were, of course, many who held anti-Zionist beliefs for the purest of motives. Many of them had experience of the Arab world from the War, and had an instinctive admiration for the Arabs; for them, the apparent ‘ditching’ of our Arab allies after the War had seemed reprehensible. There was a feeling that the Government had been ‘double-dealing’, and that the influx of Jewish immigrants was destroying the livelihood of the native Palestinians. As today, there were powerful arguments against the Zionist case, and people of high moral standing, such as Louis Massignon, in France, were prepared to make such arguments.


Just as we shall see the Peace Movement being infiltrated by pro-Nazis, to the extent that it is at times difficult to disentangle who stood for what, so the Palestine question became muddied by anti-Semitic infiltrators. So much so, that in the late thirties the Arab Propaganda Bureau became heavily involved with some of the British extremist anti-Semitic movements. At a meeting of the Nordic League in London in February 1939, for example, George Mansur of the Arab League was the chief speaker. Commander Cole, introducing him, declared that ‘we all knew that the British Government had broken its word to the Arabs, but it was left to the Nordic League to inform the people of this country that Jewish finance was at the back of it all’. Mansur, in his speech, used the anti-Semitic clichés of ‘Jewish gold’, and of the dominating power of the Jews in Britain:




Mr Mansur gave a résumé of his experiences both in Palestine and Bethlehem over the past 20 years. He spoke at length on the various concessions […] the granting of which pointed only too clearly to the power of Jewish gold over the Palestine Government. On his arrival in England he found the British Government also to be under the domination of the Jews. He was, therefore, the more proud to associate himself with a body like the Nordic League, whose avowed object was the crushing of that dominating power.36





After a speech by Mansur to another meeting of the Nordic League in June, Cole praised the ‘clear cut lead’ that Mansur had given to members, who should ‘adopt the methods of the Arab. Extermination is the only solution to the Jew problem in Palestine and he could think of no better one for this country.’37 This was, of course, the time of the Palestine Conference; Arabs visiting London made contact with the local anti-Semites, just as their predecessors had done in 1921. The Arab Mayor of Bethlehem, for example, apparently made four telephone calls and two personal visits to Captain Ramsay in early 1939.38


Mansur, in his more public pronouncements, of course, avoided striking the same note. In his letters to The Times, while arguing strongly against the Jewish case, he nevertheless strove to give an appearance of moderation, even going so far, in one letter, as to make an appeal ‘on behalf of those 600 unhappy Jewish refugees’ lying in a steamer off Smyrna because they had been refused entry to Palestine. This apparent sympathy enabled him to make a strong point to other countries:




Can nothing be done for these most wretched people? In human compassion, cannot the rich democracies of the United States, Britain or France receive them? These countries have land and space to spare for their people, and we have not. They have labour for Jewish hands, industries, and universities to absorb Jewish money and Jewish brains. I ask them in the name of human brotherhood to do their share for the persecuted Jews.39





The discrepancy between Mansur’s private and public statements pinpoints a dilemma we also have with British contributions to the Palestine debate. It is very hard, except with known anti-Semites, to determine whether apparently moderate public statements were activated by pure pro-Arabism, or the reflection of a hidden anti-Semitism. The problem is compounded by the ‘social anti-Semitism’ of the time, which could affect the discourse even of those who had some sympathy with the Jews.


The image of Jewish power being obtained through money is a case in point. An anti-Semite like Captain Arthur Rogers could ask tellingly what the ‘financial driving force behind the national home’ was, and whose was ‘the real responsibility for the financial advantages of Jews over Arabs’.40 But R.R. Stokes, MP, taking a very moderate line on the Palestine problem, nevertheless found himself carried willy-nilly, during a speech in the House of Commons, by the nature of the discourse he was using, into the rhetoric of the anti-Semite – though when this was pointed out, he immediately rectified it:




The simple fact is that, in regard to Palestine, we carried out a dual swindle. In the first place, we promised Palestine to the Arabs and in return we got their blood. Secondly, we promised Palestine to the Jews and in return we got their money. (HON. MEMBERS: ‘And their blood’). I agree, we got their blood as well […]41





Another problem is that even those people who might seem to have the most straightforward pro-Arab credentials can, when one reads their private pronouncements, turn out to be rabid anti-Semites. Lady Evelyn Cobbold,‡ for example, was obsessed by Islam, and wrote a book entitled Pilgrimage to Mecca (1934). In conversation with Admiral Domvile, however, she revealed her strong anti-Semitism.42 She was one of those who entertained the Arabs at the time of the Palestine Conference; at a dinner she gave for the Saudi Arabian minister and his First Secretary, the Arabs declared themselves ‘delighted at the way Europe is treating its Jews’.43


A number of people like this, with strong experience of the Arab peoples, were attracted to the extremist movements of the late thirties. Not just the noted Arabist H. St John Philby, who stood for the British People’s Party at the Hythe by-election in 1939; another prominent Arabist was Captain Robert Gordon-Canning, of the British Union of Fascists and later, in 1939–40, centrally involved in the British Council for a Christian Settlement in Europe. After the First World War Gordon-Canning had been present during the Riff war in Morocco. His experiences there had coloured his attitude towards the Arab world thereafter:




He obtained special facilities to pass through the French lines which encircled the Riff chief Abd-el-Krim in his mountain retreat. He obtained from the chief a general acceptance of terms of truce. But in the meantime the Riff military situation had weakened and the truce was never concluded. Captain Gordon-Canning felt strongly that the Riffs had been unjustly treated, and the vigour of his defence nearly brought him into conflict with the Foreign Office.44





The comparison he could make between this ‘betrayal’ and the ‘betrayal’ of the Arabs over the Palestine question made Gordon-Canning into a strong proponent of the Arab cause there. But, like Evelyn Cobbold, he was also, independently, a strong anti-Semite, and such an admirer of Hitler that he bought Hitler’s bust, after the war, from the sale of German Embassy possessions.45


So it is very hard, in relation to the Palestine situation, to be clear in many cases about the correlation between pro-Arabism and anti-Semitism. Even at the time, it was difficult for people to perceive such a correlation. Thus it was that the Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster could in late 1938 find himself on the same platform as Captain Ramsay on this question. The only things that can help us to pinpoint connections where they occur are either the consultation of private documents where people let their hair down, or the perusal of the membership lists of extremist anti-Semitic organizations, or the accounts of people’s activity at public meetings.




*





Anti-Semitism was to grow, in Britain, as 1939 progressed. The Kristallnacht pogrom of November 1938 had shocked many people, and a great deal of public distaste for Nazi methods was expressed. However, as a number of commentators have shown,46 such reactions were short-lived, and the events of Kristallnacht soon waned from people’s imagination. Indeed, as Kushner shows, Mass Observation recorded many popular reactions on the theme of the Jewish sufferings being ‘the bird coming home to roost’. There was a general feeling, it appears, that the German Jews had to some extent brought their treatment on themselves.47


Many commentators have drawn attention to the growing atmosphere of anti-Semitism in Britain in 1939, as war approached. This was in large part based on the propaganda which blamed the Jews for the prospect of war. The British public was perpetually having waved before it the concept that the Jews, in revenge for the treatment of their fellow-Jews in Germany, were hell-bent on a ‘War of the Jews’ Revenge’. In this effort, it was asserted, they were helped by the media, which were Jew-dominated: the British newspapers were all run by Jews, and the cinema too, with the American Hollywood influence making this plot an international one.


After the Nazi invasion of Prague in March 1939, and the Chamberlain Government’s new tough line in relation to Germany, these specific themes became more prominent in pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic circles. The public speeches made at the central London branch of The Link, for example, centred round the War of the Jews’ Revenge (in June, Captain Ramsay on ‘Secret Forces Working for War’ and Richard Findlay on ‘The Hidden Hand in European Affairs’), and the articles in the New Pioneer centred round it as well.


This was, of course, an extravagant mystification, which one would have expected to be confined to the extremist circles in which it was most firmly set forth. But the evidence shows that there was a significant proportion of the population that was prepared to accept this explanation for the outbreak of war, even in the months after the event. A Mass Observation poll in November 1939, for example, found that 17 per cent of the population ‘gave a cynical reason for Britain’s war aims, including many statements that it was “for the Jews’”.48 The letter columns of the newspapers, too, abounded in statements of the Jews’ vested interest in fomenting war. Take, for example, a letter to The Scotsman in January 1939:




It is interesting to learn from a report in your issue of the 31st December, that the Jews now resident in Scotland propose to counter-attack the Germans by means of a trade boycott from the shelter of the, presumably, neutral territory of Scotland. This is extremely illuminating. It is also typically Jewish. […] All they are interested in is the prosecution of their feud with Germany, and they hope to obtain the support of the British people by bribing them with the £20,000,000 of trade which British manufacturers will receive in place of German ones. Not a very flattering expression of Jewish opinion with regard to the British character! […] Cannot the Jews be prevented from using any part of Great Britain as their base of operations […]. Are the Scots to allow themselves or their country, to be used by the Jews in trade or any other wars against Germany or any other nation?49





That many people believed both the concept of a ‘Jewish war of Revenge’ and that of the dominance of the media by the Jews is clear; but in the case of many others who did not necessarily believe these things, by mid-1939a concern for peace was to drive them into the arms of movements that did. Apart from pacifists like the Peace Pledge Union, the only strong force for peace, after March 1939, came from the hard core of enthusiasts for Germany, among whom anti-Semitic beliefs and expression were rife. Respectable members of society were, between March 1939 and May 1940, thrown into the company of extremist movements, to the extent that even prominent members of the Peace Pledge Union, such as Maude Royden, found themselves in mid-and late 1939 sharing a platform with extremists such as Meyrick Booth, John Beckett, C.E. Carroll, A.P. Laurie, Robert Gordon-Canning and Lord Tavistock, first in the British People’s Party and then in the British Council for Christian Settlement in Europe. Peace News carried, in July and August 1939, comments about the Jewish ‘war plots’ which were disseminating false information on Nazi atrocities, aimed at getting public support for an anti-Nazi war.50


The reaction of many such enthusiasts for peace was similar to that of those enthusiasts for Germany whom we have seen, in a different context; a propensity to ignore the implications of anti-Semitism as being insignificant in relation to the issues which were more important to them. In taking such attitudes, however, these people added credibility to the anti-Semitic line being fed to the public by right-wing anti-war groups. There is little doubt that there was a growth in popular anti-Semitism in these months, which was to continue into the wartime period. The German ambassador to London, Dirksen, noted it as follows, in July 1939:




Antisemitic attitudes are revealed more clearly by conversations with the man in the street than by press sources. Here, except in Leftish circles, one can speak of a widespread resentment against the Jews which, in some instances, has already assumed the form of hate. The view that the Jews want to drive Britain into war with Germany finds widespread belief.51





Dirksen’s comments have sometimes been described as ‘wishful thinking’ produced for the consumption of the Führer. But this would in fact be wishful thinking on our own part. There is no doubt that by mid-1939 there was a mood, in many circles in Britain, which blamed the Jews for the war which was now looming so ominously. Mandeville Roe, an infiltrator of the Nordic League on behalf of the Board of Deputies, also at times reported to the Board on general public opinion, making it clear that this was a completely different form of research that he was undertaking. In May 1939 he reported:




I move in many circles which do not contact, even at the rim, with the political ones in which I am involved. They include motor manufacturers, lawyers, boat-builders, other press agents and journalists, to mention but a few, and I have lately found a startling unanimity among people who do not even know each other. Briefly expressed, there is a growing view that ‘if only the ruddy Jews would keep quiet there wouldn’t be all this bother. Who the hell wants to fight for Poland or any other Continental places? Let Hitler carve up Europe and we’ll keep his colonies’ […] Bear in mind that the views I have just summarized are those of men who haven’t a good word for Mosley and have never even heard of the Nordic League and other bodies.52





The growth of anti-Semitic attitudes among even the simplest members of the population was a natural concomitant to the activities of the peace enthusiasts, whether extremist or not. A survey of eleven- to twelve-year-olds in Southampton, for example, produced the response: ‘Most countries are persicuting [sic] them because they always own important places such as theatres and hotels’.53 And an anecdote told by a correspondent of The Scotsman shows how ‘anti-Jewish propaganda’ was ‘filtering through to the North-West Highlands’. On their annual fishing expedition, the correspondent and her husband always treated themselves to a particular make of cake from the local shop. This time, on going to the shop, she found none of the favourite cakes there:




The young lady in charge pushed forward a large and unpleasing-looking cake of another make. ‘You better’, she said, ‘start eating these’. I remonstrated; I did not like that cake; I wished for my own make, which I always bought; if they were not in stock, I would wait till they came in. ‘They are in stock all right’, she replied, ‘but you shouldn’t be buying that rubbish. Do you know that they are made by Jews?’


I gained my point and purchased my cakes, and I was leaving the shop when the young lady expressed the fervent hope that no harm would come to me!54





When she returned to her husband and told him the story, he laughed, saying: ‘It was good salesmanship, I suppose, on the part of the traveller who sells the rival cakes.’ The reaction is telling: even her husband presumed, in the spirit of British social anti-Semitism, that it was natural for the story that a brand of cake was made by Jews to produce a negative response.


The natural anti-Semitism of the British upper classes appears to have become exacerbated in this period, as well. The Duke of Westminster, for example, became more and more violent in his views. Lady Diana Cooper describes how she and her husband Duff Cooper, leaving the Savoy Grill on 1 September 1939, in the blackout, were helped out by the Duke, in his passing car. The Duke appears to have been in a foul temper, not helped by seeing a politician associated with anti-German policies:




The Duke began by ‘abusing the Jewish race’, adding his praise for the Germans and ‘rejoicing that we were not yet at war’. As Lady Diana recounted,


‘when he added that Hitler knew after all that we were his best friends, he set off the powder-magazine. “I hope”, Duff spat, “that by to-morrow he will know that we are his most implacable and remorseless enemies”. Next day “Bendor”, telephoning to a friend, said that if there was a war it would be entirely due to the Jews and Duff Cooper’.55





‘Bendor’ Westminster had been showing a strong interest in right-wing movements for the last few months of the peace. In late August, on the advice of Henry Newnham, the editor of the governmental organ Truth, Westminster had decided to join The Link just at that movement’s most difficult moment, when, after attacks in the House of Commons, the movement was under extreme press attack (but was being defended by Truth). Under Newnham, Truth had developed strong anti-Semitic tendencies. An excerpt from an article in the number for 7 July 1939 gives us something of the flavour:




If we set aside the ideological passions of Mr Gollancz and his tribe in the tents of Bloomsbury, the truth is that no appreciable section of British opinion desires to reconquer Berlin for the Jews […]56





It is significant that Truth should have been in the hands of a convinced anti-Semite like Newnham, who could even express surprise, in his private letters, when a Jew he met was such a ‘decent fellow’ that ‘I feel rather ashamed of my anti-Semitism’.57 For Truth was secretly controlled by Sir Joseph Ball of the Conservative Research Department, the éminence grise of Neville Chamberlain. As Cockett puts it, ‘As Chamberlain found the natural tide of events running ever more strongly against him, so he increasingly turned to Ball and Truth to discredit those opponents who were eventually forced upon him, such as Churchill.’58 Chamberlain’s correspondence shows how he revelled in Truth’s attacks on Churchill, and, later, on Hore-Belisha (these attacks on Belisha were particularly anti-Semitic). Truth excelled in allegations that the rest of the British press was Jew-controlled, and in attacks on Jewish financiers with foreign names and English ‘aliases’. It was also a strong proponent of accommodation with Germany:




After Spring 1939 Ball and Chamberlain used Truth to try and sabotage the policies that they were now being forced to adopt as they saw their appeasement policies crumbling before them. Truth became stridently anti-Churchill, anti-Semitic, anti-American and pacifist.59





All in all, a considerable cross-section of British society, by the late thirties, found its innate anti-Semitism exacerbated by the belief that the Jews were responsible for the coming war.




*





E.M. Forster’s description, in 1939, of the anti-Semitic forces at work in Britain, makes disquieting reading today:




Jew-consciousness is in the air. […] To-day, the average man suspects the people he dislikes of being Jews, and is surprised when the people he likes are Jews. […] On the surface, things do not look too bad. Labour and Liberalism behave with their expected decency and denounce persecution, and respectability generally follows suit. But beneath the surface things are not so good, and anyone who keeps his ears open in railway carriages or pubs or country lanes can hear a very different story. […] People who would not ill-treat Jews themselves, enjoy tittering over their misfortunes; they giggle when pogroms are instituted by someone else and synagogues defiled vicariously: ‘Serve them right really, Jews!’.60





Such ‘social anti-Semitism’ goes a long way to explain the apparent acquiescence, on the part of so many British people, in what was happening in Germany.


This was the bed-rock on which more extreme anti-Semitism could flourish. The racial theories of the Lymington school, the obsession with usury on the part of monetary theorists like Kitson and H.T Mills, the fears of the Judaeo-Bolshevik plot which filled the thoughts of such people as Nesta Webster and Captain Ramsay, the campaign against the War of the Jews’ Revenge in mid-1939, all these were the obsessions of a small minority; but the lack of any real answer to them meant that they nevertheless permeated through into the popular consciousness.


In the next chapter, we will be looking at some of the movements which reflected these extremes of pro-Nazism and anti-Semitism.
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* The point about the Irish influence is perhaps weakened by Srebrnik’s reference to the Welshman Morgan Phillips as a ‘prominent Irish politican’, in relation to a resolution he proposed condemning the Spanish Loyalists for using the churches as posts from which to attack the Nationalist forces. The main point, about the domination of the East End Communist Party by Jews, is however supported by Srebrnik with a wealth of evidence.


† Her influence extended outside Great Britain, too. The French novelist Céline, for example, quoted her with approval, and her writings were among the sources for Céline’s violently anti-Semitic tract Bagatelles pour un massacre (1937).


‡ Lady Evelyn Cobbold, sister of the 8th Earl of Dunmore, and widow of John Dupuis Cobbold, who died in 1929.




















CHAPTER TWO


The Extremists: Pro-Nazi and Anti-Semitic Groups, up to September 1939





AMID the general atmosphere of anti-Semitism that we have been examining, there were a number of pockets of extremism, in which, in the late thirties, anti-Semitism became inextricably interwoven with admiration for Nazism. It will now be worth our examining the profiles of various of these pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic extremist groups, up to the outbreak of war.1 These in turn will be important as a background to our study of Captain Ramsay and the Right Club (which many of their members joined).


The British Union of Fascists


So much has been written about Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists that there is little need to say much at this stage, except to recap some of the key points in relation to its development in the late thirties. In 1936 it had changed its name to the British Union of Fascists and National Socialists, often referred to simply as ‘British Union’.* In March 1937, amid a sharp retrenchment of resources, two of its leading members, William Joyce and John Beckett, were relieved of their posts, and broke away to form the National Socialist League. By spring 1938, A.K. Chesterton had left as well. BUF membership had been in decline since 1934, and was by 1938 mainly concentrated in working-class areas (London’s East End, South-West Essex, certain Northern cities), where its anti-Semitic campaigns had their greatest effect. Mosley’s peace campaign, which had started in 1936, now came into prominence; BUF membership grew considerably. Much of this renewed support was in the middle and upper middle classes.



The Anglo-German Fellowship



There were two main Anglo-German friendship groups, the Anglo-German Fellowship and The Link (with the Anglo-German Brotherhood eventually affiliating with the latter). The aims and ‘atmosphere’ of these groups differed considerably.


The Anglo-German Fellowship was founded in late 1935 by Ernest Tennant, a merchant banker who was a close friend of Ribbentrop. It fitted in with Ribbentrop’s scheme for joint societies with other countries, which would ‘serve the cause of public relations’.2 Its twin was the ‘Deutsch-Englische Gesellschaft’ in Germany. A similar institution, in France, was the ‘Comité France-Allemagne’, one of whose moving lights was Otto Abetz, later to be German ambassador to Occupied France and to Vichy.





OEBPS/9780571310456_cover_epub.jpg
eriffiths

Patriotism
Perverted

Captain Ramsay. the
Right Club, and British
Anti Semitism.
19591910






OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
i

FABER & FABRBER





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





