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Prologue



Your Royal Highness and Chancellor, I present to you Miss Esther Simpson. Esther Simpson’s name does not appear in Who’s Who. Considering her profound influence on our intellectual life, it leads one indeed to question who is not in Who’s Who. – Professor Lesley Rees, London University Public Orator, on awarding an Honorary LL.D. h.c. 1984


If you had any capacity for vanity (which you haven’t) you would be immensely proud as you look back on your imperishable achievement in these past thirty years or so. Seldom can so many have owed so much to one person working with such few material resources. Yours was a wholly personal success, the giving of yourself and your friendship unstintingly in a way that literally changed the cultural history of the world.
– Sir Walter Adams, general secretary of the Academic Assistance Council/Society for the Protection of Science and Learning 1933–1938, on the occasion of Esther Simpson’s retirement presentation 9 June 1966.


Join us to honour the memory of Esther Simpson and the values that she stood for, which included inclusivity, community and support for marginalised groups, the global role of academia in benefiting society, progressing human rights, and a love for music and the arts.
– from the invitation to the Grand Opening of the Esther Simpson Building at Leeds University and the unveiling of a Leeds Civic Trust blue plaque on 8 March 2022, each signalling her iconic status as a twentieth-century heroine saint.


In a report anticipating the Grand Opening, the Guardian newspaper quoted Martin Hamilton, the director of Leeds Civic Trust responsible for the plaque:




It is no exaggeration to say that without Esther’s work . . . the way the world has changed, it would have changed in a different way.





Drawing on an interview with Hamilton, the Guardian report by the paper’s North of England correspondent Mark Brown described Esther as,




An unsung heroine who helped save the lives of hundreds of scholars seeking refuge from Nazi-occupied Europe . . . She was not the head of the charity, but she was the one who did the work.





And,




‘She was the engine behind the whole thing,’ said Hamilton. ‘She was responsible for dealing with all the applications for people to go to safety and she made the decisions. Esther Simpson was making life or death decisions every day of the week, working very long hours. Simpson said the work she did was the academic equivalent of the kindertransport [sic] programme.’





The Kindertransport programme brought 10,000 unaccompanied Jewish children to Britain from Germany and Austria on an emergency basis, and then about 700 from Czech lands (after annexation in March 1939 of the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia). The first arrivals in Britain were on 2 December 1938 at the port of Harwich.




The plaque itself reads:


Esther Simpson OBE


This graduate of the University of Leeds was born in nearby


Little London to immigrant parents


She was appointed Assistant Secretary to the


Academic Assistance Council in 1933


Through her work in the decades that followed
the hundreds of refugee scholars she saved
from persecution and death included
sixteen future Nobel Laureates


1903–1996





After the opening, an Esther Simpson memorial concert was held, including ‘pieces linked to her Jewish heritage’.
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The Desk Saviour


From July 1933, when she was thirty years old, Esther Simpson’s whole working life was principally committed to one cause and one organisation.


The cause was support for displaced refugee academics, initially from Hitler’s Germany, in their search for a renewed academic life abroad. The organisation was named the Academic Assistance Council (AAC), established in London in May 1933 to offer that support. In 1936 the AAC took on a wider social mandate, becoming the Society for the Protection of Science and Learning (SPSL).


It continues today, having returned to its roots as, first in 1999, the Council for Assisting Refugee Academics (CARA), and in 2014 preserving the acronym but widening the remit by becoming the Council for At-Risk Academics.


‘Principally committed’ because from 1944 to 1966 she was in practice manager and hostess of The Society for Visiting Scientists, a club in the West End of London for foreign scientists visiting or working in Britain.


In the AAC/SPSL’s heyday, she was assistant secretary. Later she became secretary, and on official retirement a Council member, and finally an honorary consultant. But the point is that, as memorialised, Esther Simpson in effect became the AAC/SPSL and the heroine and saint of displaced academics.


A summary of her role at the AAC/SPSL in Sybil Oldfield’s riveting study of the Gestapo’s plans for a post-invasion Britain, The Black Book: The Britons on the Nazi Hit List, catches exactly Esther Simpson’s public memory.


The Society for the Protection of Science and Learning was targeted in the Black Book, and having noted ‘the council’s most influential backers, the Nobel prize winners Lord Rutherford and Professor A. V. Hill, and Sir William Beveridge at the LSE’, Sybil Oldfield continues,




However, the one person really running the show at the Academic Assistance Council was Esther (Tess) Simpson (1903–1996). She became a one-woman reception centre, accommodation bureau and specialist academic re-employment exchange for around 2,600 refugee German and Austrian Jewish intellectuals between 1933 and 1940. Tess Simpson started work in 1933 and did not stop for sixty years, still helping persecuted intellectuals from all races and from all over the world. Being the only person manning the Academic Assistance Council’s offices at Clement’s Inn, she would certainly have been arrested there after a Nazi invasion.





In her book Doers of the Word: British Women Humanitarians 1900–1950, Sybil Oldfield writes further:




They [refugee intellectuals] arrived in Britain rejected, nearly destitute, traumatized by humiliation and hatred, with apparently no prospects. She greeted them with warmth, sympathy, a highly cultured intelligence, and immense practical help, and set them ‘on the stairway to survival and success’ [obituary Hampstead and Highgate Express Nov/Dec 1996]. For many she found sanctuary and employment in Britain. For others she found a new life, first of all in small colleges in the United States or in universities in the British Commonwealth. For almost all of them, their broken lives were mended.





The encomium for her London University Honorary Doctorate, written and delivered by the Public Orator (Professor Lesley Rees) from a previous consultation with the graduand, sums up the work involved in rescuing the displaced academic. We can take it as Esther’s own account:




She started securing residential and labour permits and constructing Curricula Vitae of academics seeking help, and helping them re-establish existing contacts and obtaining support from referees. The data were sent to specialist panels who advised on career prospects and the SPSL awarded grants to tide them over until they built a home, mastered the language, and obtained suitable employment.





The Public Orator then took up the theme of what made Esther’s work with the refugees so distinctive:




Your graduand became the friend of all those who passed through the SPSL and a family grew with her at the centre and the intellectual life of this country gained immeasurably by this activity, infinitely more than it gave.





The Public Orator then took the concept of Esther’s family to its limit:




As I said before, Esther Simpson regards all those she has helped as her family . . . She still follows the progress of her children, grandchildren, and now great-grandchildren, rejoicing in their successes and caring and sharing in their griefs. Hundreds of scholars have looked to her for help, and her kindness, efficiency, and phenomenal memory have created an atmosphere of warmth and affection.





Esther was an active Quaker and the journal of the Society of Friends, The Friend, for 23 November 1984 carried an account of the award: ‘Tess Simpson among Family and Friends (a great deal of academic ceremony and some very funny hats).’


The story is her ‘family’:




She became the friend of all those who passed through the SPSL and they in turn became her ‘family’ – and a very distinguished family it has turned out to be. (The full register of the SPSL has produced at least fifteen Nobel laureates, seventy Fellows of the Royal Society, forty Fellows of the British Academy, and fourteen Knights of the Realm!)





Doers of the Word also describes Esther’s role in the release of interned ‘enemy alien’ scholars in 1940, putting her at the head of the release campaign:




. . . it was to take a year of non-stop day-and-night lobbying, letter-writing and interviews, all backed by the most meticulous documentation attesting to the integrity of each individual ‘case’, before Tess Simpson, aided by Professor A. V. Hill, Vice-President of the Executive Committee of the Society and MP for Cambridge University, and Eleanor Rathbone,1 succeeded in having all the interned intellectuals released.





That Esther Simpson played a significant part in the release process for interned ‘enemy alien’ scholars in 1940 is beyond question: cometh the hour, cometh the woman.


Where she actually fitted in that process is for later. But the tenor of the description – it was Tess Simpson who succeeded in having the internees released – is absolutely in line with heroic accounts of Esther Simpson’s life and work, for the realities of which she was in fact justly celebrated in her lifetime. In his 1955 letter to the then prime minister, Sir Anthony Eden, seeking an OBE for Esther, A. V. Hill included this passage:




During the war I was MP for Cambridge University and also Secretary of the Royal Society. In both capacities I had the opportunity of helping to get the services of able refugees better utilized for the war effort. In this Miss Simpson’s knowledge, critical judgement and experience were invaluable. By what she did then not only did she build up a fund of goodwill towards this country when it was most needed but she made a substantial contribution to the national cause.





 


_____________


1 Independent MP for the Combined English Universities
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Sung


No heroine is so appealing as one declared unsung. But at the risk of lessening her appeal, it has to be acknowledged that far from being ‘an unsung heroine’, by the end of her long life Esther Simpson (1903– 1996) had been the subject of an international paean, outstripping other champions of refugees, say, Bertha Bracey or Eleanor Rathbone.


She had been awarded the French Ordre des Palmes Académiques and Officier D’Académie Ministère d l’Education Nationale, the OBE, honorary doctorates from the universities of London and Leeds, Honorary Membership of the Royal College of Physicians, and in 1996 the Austrian Ehrenkreuz für Wissenschaft und Kunst first class for services to ‘Austrian scientists compelled to emigrate 1933 to 1945’. The order was presented to her in London by the then Austrian ambassador, Dr Georg Hennig.


Though not a scientist, she also enjoyed – precisely the right term – recognition by The Royal Society in London, the world’s oldest national scientific academy. It was founded in 1660 to form a permanent learned society with the aim of bringing together the brightest scientific minds of the day. To be elected a Fellow is to receive the highest recognition from fellow scientists. As of November 2020, more than 280 Nobel Prize winners were numbered among its Fellows and Foreign Members.


The Royal Society gave her the right to lunch there, which she did regularly, taking guests. She was an invitee to its main events. In 1990, at the annual meeting of the Royal Society, the retiring president George Porter had saluted Esther by inviting her to stand for applause.


Her life and work is the subject of a 1992 book, Refugee Scholars: Conversations with Tess Simpson, edited by Ray Cooper, of which we will hear much more. In May 2017, BBC Radio 4 broadcast a deservedly highly praised documentary by David Edmonds, Miss Simpson’s Children; a compelling programme which rediscovered her, and from which this book sprang. David Edmonds also wrote an article on her for the Jewish Chronicle:




Esther Simpson – the unknown heroine. The extraordinary story of how one woman offered refuge to philosophers, scientists and musicians fleeing from the Nazis, and in doing so reshaped the cultural and intellectual landscape of the Western World.





Why then ‘unsung’? Perhaps the tribute ‘heroine’ was felt to be incomplete without it.


The invitation’s recitation of ‘the values that she stood for, which included inclusivity, community and support for marginalised groups . . .’ also has an iconic feel to it.


Esther’s commitment from July 1933 on was precisely to the succour of previously comfortably-off academics of the highest calibre who had been displaced as ‘non-Aryans’ or political opponents in Hitler’s Germany, then in Austria, Czechoslovakia, and in Mussolini’s Italy. Yes, as a fact of history Hitler’s regime excluded and marginalised them, together with other ‘non-Aryans’ and political opponents. But in the years from 1933 to her death in 1996, fighting for the 2022 contemporary values of inclusivity, community and support for marginalised groups was never, visibly at least, part of her social or political outlook. Nor, it must be said, was she on her own in succouring the displaced academics, much as she may have wanted it to seem so.


She had not been in at the creation of the AAC in May 1933: that lay with a group of established British academics and their reaction to Hitler’s policies towards German academics after he took power in January 1933.


In his 1959 account of the Academic Assistance Council/Society for the Protection of Science and Learning [AAC/SPSL], A Defence of Free Learning, the AAC’s founding prime-mover Sir William Beveridge wrote that his book was concerned only with the help needed by and given to a special class – university teachers and scholars. They were an insignificant proportion of refugees, 2,600 against hundreds of thousands. ‘Individually they are of outstanding importance . . . World famous scientists and scholars whom we saved.’


As the French Committee Association Universelle pour les Exilés Allemands put it:




The Academic Assistance Council of England . . . was formed to give immediate succour to the refugee scholars and to investigate every possibility of placement. No praise can be too high to give this distinguished body of British scholars and men of affairs for their unceasing efforts on behalf of the displaced German professors.





In December 2008 a two-day conference was held at the British Academy in London to celebrate what was expressed as the seventy-fifth anniversary of the founding of the Council for Assisting Refugee Academics (CARA), successor to the AAC/SPSL. The contributions were published by the British Academy as Proceedings 169 in September 2011 under the title In Defence of Learning: The Plight, Persecution, and Placement of Academic Refugees 1933–1980s.


In her comprehensive introduction to the volume, Professor Shula Marks, former SPSL/CARA Council chair, writes:




Nevertheless, this ‘heroic’ story – which is part of the social capital of CARA and one it therefore likes to repeat – is somewhat misleading about CARA’s past and even more so about its current work. As Lord Moser (himself a child refugee who came to Britain with his parents in 1936) remarked in his 1992 Zweig lecture:


‘It is all too easy to list refugees who have reached fame and influence, though even with them one needs to ask whether they have made lasting contributions . . . One also has to remember that often their distinction or contribution did not . . . come with their luggage but was brought to fruition here. Then one has to remember the many who made contributions which didn’t hit the headlines; and even more the perhaps tens of thousands who have lived unglossy and ordinary lives, perhaps happy, perhaps dominated by illness, poverty and loneliness.’





George Eliot’s lines from Middlemarch immediately come to mind:




. . . for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been is half owing to the number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.





The version of the AAC/SPSL’s history that has Esther Simpson singlehandedly rescuing mainly Jewish (future) Nobel Prize winners from Nazi oppression and British internment might be termed super-heroic. The common attribution is that she saved sixteen future Nobel Prize winners.


How far this presents the realities of the woman herself and her long and devoted commitment to the succour of academic refugees is the subject of what follows.
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Hitler’s Apples


Walter Cook, founding director of New York University’s Institute of Fine Arts, famously quipped:




Hitler is my best friend. He shakes the tree and I collect the apples.





At the core of this story, then, lie the malign workings of the Hitler regime, racial and political, as they affected scholars. In consequence, in Peter Gay’s much-quoted observation in Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider:




The exiles that Hitler made were the greatest collection of transplanted intellect, talent and scholarship the world has ever seen.





The plight of refugees generally has not been better summed up than by Hannah Arendt in The Origins of Totalitarianism. Of the civil wars that erupted at the end of the First World War, she remarked,




They were followed by migrations of groups who, unlike their happier predecessors in the religious wars, were welcomed nowhere and could be assimilated nowhere. Once they left their homeland they remained homeless; once they left their state they became stateless; once they were deprived of their human rights, they were rightless, the scum of the earth.





Herself a veteran of the Vichy regime’s 1940 Gurs internment camp, she wrote,




After the Germans invaded the country the French government had only to change the name of the firm. Having been jailed because we were Germans, we were not freed because we were Jews.





But it must be recognised that the scholars Hitler displaced from their seats of learning and who became enforced migrants were, potentially at least, among the more fortunate of the exiles.


Whether from science, philosophy, philology, history or archaeology, they belonged to an elite, an international fellowship of learning whose other members far and wide could recognise their worth and offer them a new home, or who were possibly already acquainted with and respectful of their academic work.


They were a world apart from a refugee example Hannah Arendt gives in her 1943 essay We Refugees, with its plaintive and probably hopeless claim for respect,




You don’t know to whom you speak. I was section manager at Karstadt [a major Berlin department store].





The Nobel laureate and driving force of the AAC/SPSL from its foundation [also Member of Parliament, war-time government scientific adviser, ornament of the Royal Society], Professor A. V. Hill identified this when he asked,




Why a special Society of Scientists? There are two reasons – and we needn’t be too modest about it. First it must be recognised that science has come to play a decisive role in human society. Secondly, science provides an international fellowship whose members have a common language and a relationship of esteem and appreciation with colleagues elsewhere. No other occupation has comparable world-wide interconnections of interest, knowledge, respect and understanding. [A.V. Hill 1956]





In his 1959 account of the AAC/SPSL, A Defence of Free Learning, Lord Beveridge, an economist, makes a similar point about his colleagues from the natural sciences:




Not only were they ready to give an indefinite amount of time to the task of considering cases for assistance, but they began by knowing all about the work and worth of their fellow scientists in all countries. They showed themselves to be truly international.





As a champion of academic refugees, Sir William Beveridge was already a national figure as director of the London School of Economics from 1919 to 1937, when he went as Master to University College Oxford. But he was known and respected for his work in the public service from before the First World War when he had already organised the new national labour exchanges and system of National Insurance. During that war he had worked on manpower control; after the war he was briefly permanent secretary in the Ministry of Food. He was chairman of the Unemployment Insurance Statutory Committee in 1934 and chairman of the committee to plan food rationing in 1936. The epochal Beveridge Report, the blueprint for the post-war welfare state, lay ahead in 1942.


In his obituary of Beveridge for the New Statesman,2 the editor Kingsley Martin, who had worked under Beveridge at the London School of Economics, described him as




. . . by nature lonely, a despot who resented criticism, could not tolerate opposition, did not hide his view that the people whose welfare he gave his life to securing were fools who deserved no such consideration . . .





But Martin also wrote of his being




. . . entirely disinterested in his desire to do good to his fellow men . . . No one I think ever had as voracious an appetite for facts, as swift a capacity for marshalling them, or a more creative gift for seeing how a beneficial policy could be advised from them. He was a superb planner, but a bad administrator because administration involves individuals.





Access to the highest levels of government was his for the lifting of a telephone. He wrote of,




All the contacts which my varied life had given me with the Press and BBC, with ministers and civil servants and businessmen, with the Foundations that might give us money.





So, for instance,




With the government we had friendly contact through Sir John Simon [Home Secretary 1935–1937; Chancellor 1937–1940] – he accepted AAC suggestions made to him that landing conditions should be relaxed . . . Our list of such people included some very distinguished names indeed, among the most valued additions today that the free world owes to Hitler.





And with the press, he had the best of all contacts – the editor of The Times, Geoffrey Dawson.




We never failed to tell him in advance when we wanted special publicity and we never failed to get it.





To note these elite characteristics attaching to the refugees’ academic champions is not to devalue the individual pain of exile, which springs from its unfortunate subjects’ uprooting, the sense of loss and deprivation of what was and what might have been. But it is essential to understanding the circumstances of the story of Esther ‘Tess’ Simpson that follows.


Before embarking on her life, we should also mark the centrality of Germany and German to the creation of the modern Jewish experience, whether in terms of religious reform, emancipation, assimilation or the pathways into secular culture. Historic Germany is inescapably at the heart.


It lingers there still in the attachment to their German cultural heritage of the second and third generation of the original German-speaking Jewish refugees, enforced migrants, exiles – the uprooted – and realised in well-attended cultural, historical, subject groups. (Internment in 1940 remains a topic of prime interest.)


As Hannah Arendt wrote in the preface to her 1957 edition of Rahel Varnhagen: the life of a Jewish Woman, originally completed in 1933:




The German-speaking Jews and their history are an altogether unique phenomenon; nothing comparable to it is to be found even in the other areas of Jewish assimilation. To investigate this phenomenon, which among other things found expression in a literally astonishing wealth of talent and of scientific and intellectual productivity, constitutes a historical task of the first rank, and one which, of course, can be attacked only now, after the history of the German Jews has come to an end.





Bound into that is German pre-eminence in science at the start of the twentieth century. As A. V. Hill put it in a 1933 lecture,




A country unexcelled in its contribution to science in the last hundred years.





The German Empire was the undisputed hub of the scientific universe. From 1901, when the Nobel Prizes were established, to 1932, Germans won almost a third of all the Nobels awarded to scientists – thirty-one in total. American scientists, in contrast, won five during the same period. This impressive German record was fuelled, in part, by Jewish researchers who just decades earlier would have been excluded from prominent academic positions – a quarter of German laureates were of Jewish descent, despite the fact that less than 1 per cent of the German population was Jewish.


At the time the Nazis seized power on 30 January 1933, it was not unusual for German major scientific institutes to be led by Nobel laureates with Jewish roots: Albert Einstein and Otto Meyerhof, both Jewish, ran prestigious centres of physics and medical research; Fritz Haber, who had converted from Judaism in the late nineteenth century, ran a chemistry institute; and Otto Warburg, who was raised as a Protestant but had two Jewish grandparents, was the director of a recently opened centre for cell physiology.


Of course, ‘Jewish’ does not mean necessarily observant. As the novelist Jakob Wassermann put it in Mein Weg als Deutscher und Jude (My Life as German and Jew):




I am a German and I am a Jew, one as much and as fully as the other, both simultaneously and irrevocably.





The Nobel Prize-winning physicist Max Born wrote to his fellow-physicist Paul Ehrenfest:




I have never felt myself to be particularly Jewish. [His family] (and I also) have absolutely no emotional ties to true Judaism, to its ways and laws. I am – or believe myself to be – basically a liberal Western European with a heavy streak of German culture. I am as little nationalistically inclined toward Juda as I am towards Germania, but actually less so, since I know neither Hebrew nor Jewish literature and have come to love the German language, poetry and art.3





We must also contemplate the word refugee. In this account of Esther Simpson it is inescapable. Her own account of her life and work, as narrated to R. M. Cooper, is entitled Refugee Scholars: Conversations with Tess Simpson.


Yet as Hannah Arendt points out in her illuminating 1943 essay We Refugees,




A refugee used to be a person driven to seek refuge because of some act committed or some political opinion held. Well, it is true we have had to seek refuge; but we have committed no acts and most of us never dreamt of having any radical opinions.





They are ‘refugees’ because they have to seek assistance from refugee committees, she says. But starting again required optimism and so they were optimists even though,




We lost our home, which means the familiarity of daily life. We lost our occupation, which means the confidence that we are of some use in this world. We lost our language, which means the naturalness of reactions, the simplicity of gestures, the unaffected expression of feelings. We left our relatives in the Polish ghettoes and our best friends have been killed in concentration camps, and that means the rupture of our private lives.





Now they are required to forget the past and so they learn to make no allusion to it:




Apparently nobody wants to know that contemporary history has created a new kind of human beings – the kind that are put into concentration camps by their foes and into internment camps by their friends.





As Bernard Schweizer writes in ‘Rebecca West and the Meaning of Exile’,4




The view of exile as deprivation, struggle, and homesickness is arguably the common experience among the majority of displaced people throughout the world.





Rebecca West spoke at SPSL fundraising meetings before the Second World War. Schweizer quotes her vivid metaphor,




. . . all over England and France and America so many Jews were mourning for the fatherland in a grief visible as jaundice.





 


_____________


2 https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2013/04/kingsley-martins-obituary-william-beveridge-1879-1963


3 Ehrenfest scientific microfilm No. 535, DMM; cf. also Wolff 11993, p. 268.


4 ‘Rebecca West and the Meaning of Exile’, Partial Answers: Journal of Literature and the History of Ideas, Volume 8, Number 2, June 2010, pp. 389–407, published by Johns Hopkins University Press.
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Her Children


Famously, Esther Simpson called them her children, the mainly Jewish academics whose careers she helped to restart after they had been displaced from their universities and research institutes under Hitler’s government.


So, for instance, in 1953 she wrote to an Austrian friend and former SPSL grantee, the leading scientist Engelbert Broda, now back in Vienna,




. . . Another of ‘my’ children has got the Nobel Prize – [Sir Hans] Krebs (Biochemistry); his colleague [Sir Ernst] Chain was in the Society for Visiting Scientists [which she was then running] the other day.





The claim of kinship extended to the descendants of the original displaced scholars. A letter to Engelbert Broda in 1971 informs him,




I now have another FRS [Fellow of the Royal Society] of the second generation – John Polanyi, son of Michael, Professor of Chemistry in Toronto.





And in 1972,




In spite of the horrible news all round, I am feeling happy today. Yesterday was the annual election of Fellows of the Royal Society, and ‘I’ have three, as well as two others in whom I am interested. ‘Mine’ are Herman [sic] Lehmann, Gustave [sic] Born, and Fritz Ursell; the two latter are ‘my’ second generation, of whom ‘I’ now have three (the other is Walter Honigmann). Did you know Ellis Cosslett, husband of Ann [sic] Wischin, who died not very long ago, and former friend of Kätl Schiff (Dornberger)? He is now FRS . . . So I continue to be a proud grandmama [referring to her ‘children’], having well over 50 FRSs by now . . .





[Walter Honigmann may be a mistaken reference to the zoologist Hans Honigmann, though he is not listed as FRS. Katharina Boll-Dornberger. Anna Wischin was a chemist.]


What was the significance of the inverted commas? We might suppose they are intended to signal that she was writing not literally but speaking as the SPSL, though where she and the Society in effect were one and the same.


In 1972, after a visit to Cambridge she wrote again about Hermann Lehmann:




. . . my newest FRS. Last night I told Kürti (He gave the vote of thanks) that ‘I’ had three more FRSs, and he said he was not at all surprised, as there was no stopping me. I wonder which of the next generation I will be congratulating in the future?





[Professor Nicholas Kürti, a low temperature physicist, one of a group brought to Oxford by Professor Lindemann. Professor Lehmann, Professor of Biochemistry at Cambridge.]


Those of her ‘children’ who could not attend Esther Simpson’s 9 June 1966 SPSL retirement party in person (the retirement was more nominal than real) sent tributes to her and her work giving succour to them as politically displaced academics.


Sir Walter Adams, formerly Director of the London School of Economics and Principal of the University College of Rhodesia, had been in at the beginning as the AAC’s initial general secretary. He was among those writing for her retirement, with the most striking – if somewhat bizarre in its magnitude – of the tributes, partly quoted above. Perhaps we should see him as playing on his memories of Esther at work:




Seldom can so many have owed so much to one person working with such few material resources. Yours was a wholly personal success, the giving of yourself and of your friendship unstintingly, in a way that literally changed the cultural history of the world. I do not know what your present score of Barons, Knights, Fellows of the Royal, and so on is, but your family – of which you are mother and sister – is without doubt the most talented and distinguished in the world.





In that score would be numbered sixteen Nobel Prize winners, eighteen Knights, seventy-four Fellows of the Royal Society, thirty-four Fellows of the British Academy, two Companions of Honour, two Members of the Order of Merit. But just as important to mention is the range of learning the enforced migrants had brought to British academic life, subjects then almost unknown to Britain: art history, psychology and sociology; a new depth of analysis to philology and musicology. Child psychiatry also made the journey.


With the retirement tributes came a cheque for £3,500 [some £56,000 in today’s money] intended for the purchase of a retirement flat. In her long years of service to stricken academics, Miss Simpson had moved from one rented room to another in the Hampstead area of north-west London, most recently in 1960, where at 28 Steele’s Road she had found, she told Broda,




a room at the top – 89 steps – a nice big room with a high ceiling, large bay windows that don’t fit and a door with hiatuses all round making it impossible to heat.





Until the 1970s it was impossible for a single working woman to find a mortgage in her own right, but anyway Miss Simpson had seemed content to rent on her meagre salary. Surprisingly for an established charity, the AAC/SPSL never had a settled office, eventually residing with Esther. Equally, she had never had a settled home, taking the Society with her when she moved. Whither she lodged, it lodged. She and the Society became as one, inseparable.


Now her ‘children’ had determined that she should have a place of her own and had come up with the cash. Her choice was a flat in the Swiss Cottage area of north-west London, at 3 Buckland Crescent, a white stuccoed Victorian terrace house, then home to six people and requiring substantial maintenance, which dominated her first months there. A short walk from Steele’s Road, it now became home to the SPSL and was left to the Society in her will (to the surprise of Council members). From the age of thirty, the work to support displaced academics had been her life; she continued that support in death.


When she died, obituaries appeared in the Daily Telegraph, The Times, the Guardian, the Independent and the Jewish Chronicle. The grandest salute of all has been the posthumous naming after her of a building at Leeds University Business School in 2022. Helen Greaves, Divisional Assistant at the School, said she had suggested the building be named after Esther Simpson as she found her ‘a real inspiration’.


Albie Sachs, the anti-apartheid South African lawyer seriously injured in an assassination attempt, whom Esther helped when he came to London, saw her as combining the ethereal and practical, though not necessarily a hero,




I regard her as an exemplary person of loveliness and kindness and efficient support. I don’t think we need heroes in the world. We need courage and solidarity.5





It was not only her administrative work for the would-be refugees that brought praise. Engelbert Broda could not come to London to attend her 1966 retirement party and presentation. From Vienna he wrote in terms that bring to life what she offered her refugees beyond form-filling. The letter is quoted here as it appears in Scientist Spies: A Memoir of My Three Parents and the Atom Bomb by Engelbert’s son Paul, a compelling narrative of why he could not have returned to Britain, to which we will return:




Many people have grounds for delight on this day when you will be honoured by the large number of former refugees who have every reason to be grateful to you . . . It has not only been your power of discrimination between genuine and phoney and your sheer efficiency and tenacity that made this achievement possible. (An efficiency that I initially took, in my ignorance, as being the inheritance of generations of North English nonconformists . . .) The other pillar has been your human approach, your interest in the individual, your readiness to act for real persons, not numbers. Never in my life I have found that particular combination again, and I think that this combination has dominated the feeling of everybody in your sphere . . . I remember the first visit to your office – there was tea. I had been pressed by friends for a long time, and had been hesitant to call. I dreaded the inevitable question of my official status at Vienna University; how could I expect an Englishwoman to understand that in the ’thirties there could be no official status for a left-winger in Austria – even if he were far better as a scientist than I? But you inspired confidence. There was also the moment when – again with hesitations – I asked you whether you would like to see the baby. Through you I obtained my first real job in England – in fact the first real job as a scientist at all, in the sense there was official status and payment (£15) every first of the month. That work (visual purple) is still the work to which I most like to think back; quiet, concentrated work by myself in a most interesting field.





Esther herself struck a humble note after receiving the honorary doctorate from London University in 1984, as she reflected in what passes for her autobiography, Refugee Scholars: Conversations with Tess Simpson. ‘I can’t have done too badly.’


In the typescript she has handwritten underneath, ‘What more is there to say?’


Whether she meant in that particular ceremony or in life, either seems appropriate.


 


_____________


5 Quoted in Esther Simpson – The unknown heroine by David Edmonds, Jewish Chronicle, 11 May 2017.
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Refugee Scholars


Some who worked with Esther Simpson put her elevation into the pantheon of refugee saviours down to the 1992 book Refugee Scholars, edited by R. M. Cooper. More than edited. He tape-recorded Esther’s recollections and had them transcribed, organised the text, and self-published it as a paperback in 1992 as from ‘Moorland Books’ at his home address in Leeds. (Moorland Books in 2022 is a bookshop; the proprietor patiently fields enquiries after the now non-existent publisher.)


Cooper and his wife Kay lived in a Victorian house in the leafy suburb of Roundhay in north-east Leeds, where Esther visited them, writing to congratulate Kay on the size of the peonies in her large garden.


It is a book of eight chapters. The first is Cooper’s summary of Esther’s account of the years 1903 to 1925, what she has told him of her childhood and education in Leeds up to her first-class degree in French and German at Leeds University. Then:




And now for the next five chapters let Esther speak for herself.





Cooper lets the transcribed tapes take over the story in chapters on her post-graduate years working in Breslau, Paris, Vienna and Geneva, where she heard the call to rescue displaced scholars and set out for London; on the SPSL; on The Society for Visiting Scientists (and the British Association for the Advancement of Science); on refugee scholars she had known, organised by the distinctions they received; and, the last chapter from the tapes, looking back at her love of playing chamber music.


Cooper added a chapter on the part played by the SPSL and by Esther in securing the release of some 500 refugee scholars from internment in 1940; this he compiled from the Society’s archives as Esther ‘did not enlarge’ on it. He also added an illuminating account by Paul Jacobsthal, a leading authority on Celtic art, of his internment in the notorious Warth Mill and in Hutchinson Camp on the Isle of Man. An Epilogue recites some of the tributes paid to Esther by the 320 contributors to the cheque presented at her retirement party on 9 June 1966. Cooper also lists the globe-encircling cities from which the contributions and tributes came, from Ann Arbor to Zürich via Sydney.


His personal tribute comes in his introduction to the book:




What stood out from our conversations was Esther’s total commitment to the refugee cause and her instinctive ability to involve herself completely in each and every one of the hundreds of refugee scholars who appealed to the Society for help.





Of her interlocutor, and initiator of the book, Ray [short for Raymund] Cooper, no sound is to be heard or presence felt in the ‘conversations’ – more interaction-free monologues covering her life and its full realisation through her friendships with the best and the brightest of Germanspeaking, mainly Jewish refugee scholars, and their children, and their children’s children, and with fellow musicians. Perhaps that is explained by the book’s original sub-title, ‘Personal Recollections of Refugee Scholars’.


For a sense of contact with Cooper, we must go to his subsequent 1996 work, Retrospective Sympathetic Affection: A tribute to the academic community, also self-published from Leeds. In the preface he writes that the more he discovered about the SPSL and the Society for Visiting Scientists [where Esther worked from 1944 to 1966], the more he came to realise how much we owed to the small group of scholars and scientists who founded these societies.


[image: Illustration]


Ray Cooper. Reproduced by kind permission of Hugh, Martin and Frances Cooper


Assiduously researched, this second book’s unstated purpose seems to have been to revisit some of the narrative in Refugee Scholars, and to cure its errors and omissions, particularly to reweight the AAC/SPSL story towards the senior academics, such as A. V. Hill, whose importance in its history cannot be overstated.


Hugh Cooper recalled to me his father’s determination to ensure that Tess was given the credit for what he regarded as a significant role in the development of academic life in this country. But though it played a major part in shaping public perceptions of Esther Simpson, Refugees Scholars was not the book Cooper had envisaged. The more personal account of Esther’s life he had urged on her, her anecdotes of the well-known, the development of her musical tastes, remained out of reach.
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Esther’s Version


The story of Refugee Scholars starts with a letter in The Times on 24 August 1987 that caught the eye of Ray Cooper. It was from a Francis Steiner and advocated a study of the contribution to Britain made by the refugees of the 1930s.


Steiner came from a Viennese Jewish family, and had arrived in London on the first Kindertransport from Vienna in 1938. He had been prompted into writing by two recent Times obituaries of refugees, Hans Motz, Professor of Engineering at Oxford, and Peter Schidlof, the Amadeus String Quartet viola player. Steiner likened the influx of refugees from central Europe to that of the Huguenots in 1685, and the impact of the skills they brought with them. He also wrote an article for the AJR (Association of Jewish Refugees) Information in December 1987, ‘The Case for a History of Refugee Achievement’, which roused more interest among former refugees.


A dozen or so people responded to Steiner’s letter and attended a meeting to discuss how his proposal could be taken further, among them Ray Cooper.


Having volunteered for and served in the Royal Artillery throughout the Second World War, Raymund Michael Cooper took a war degree at Oxford in 1946, where he was a noted sportsman. He then was employed in government service in Sudan for several years before going into business. Having retired, he took an MA in British history at Leeds University in 1987 and was indeed looking for a research project when the letter in The Times from Francis Steiner aroused his interest.


At the meeting he sat next to Joan Stiebel (1911–2007), who had worked for the World Jewish Relief organisation and had been involved in bringing Nazi concentration camp orphans to Britain after the war. She was recognised by the British Government as a British Hero of the Holocaust in 2019. If he was interested in following up Steiner’s idea, she advised Cooper, he should get in touch with Esther Simpson.


In fact, in collaboration with Steiner and the interested group he assembled, Ray Cooper initially looked at a broad range of contributions made to Britain by German Jewish refugees of the 1930s and ’40s. In the course of this he telephoned the SPSL at 3 Buckland Crescent and Esther Simpson sent him three documents about its origin, aims and refugee scholars. She also directed him to recordings at the Imperial War Museum of people who had contributed to the war effort, including her own. They met for the first time in December 1987.


From the correspondence, the relationship takes time to warm. In March 1988 it is still ‘Dear Miss Simpson’ and ‘Dear Mr Cooper’; ‘Dear Esther’ comes in June 1988; ‘Dear Tess’ has to wait until May 1989, though she is signing herself ‘Esther’ in 1993. She invited him to lunch at the Royal Society; he invited her to stay in Leeds, which she had not visited for twenty years.


Cooper told her how the Steiner group were casting about for an area or category of refugees to research with a book in mind: A History of Refugee Achievement. But discovery in early 1988 of plans for a wide-ranging academic conference on German Jewish immigration to the UK to be held at Cambridge under the auspices of the Leo Baeck Institute was a red light. Cooper wrote to Esther that they were contemplating how to proceed, if proceed at all. The whole subject of refugees had been extensively researched and there was little point in repeating this effort.


Esther’s response was briskly to dismiss the Leo Baeck Institute conference as concerned with German-speaking Jews, not necessarily refugees, and adequate only within narrow limits. It was not enough that certain sections had done well as individuals. The emphasis should be on the intellectual, practical and indeed spiritual contributions made to the life of this country and through the achievements of refugees to the world in general. It would be a great pity if he gave up at this stage.


Another suggestion that came Cooper’s way if he wanted to research 1930s refugee scholars was to start with the SPSL papers in the Bodleian Library in Oxford. Or he could pick on particular refugees. Or he could look at the origins of the British Academy ‘Thank Offering to Britain’ Fellowships (from the central European Jewish refugees’ ‘Thank You Britain’ fund established in 1963).


While Cooper was pointed to the SPSL papers in the Bodleian, that was in general terms. At this point, ‘Esther Simpson’ is not seen as a public figure, a possible topic for research, either as the moving spirit of the AAC/SPSL or as the supreme protagonist of refugees. That remained the case for Cooper’s next move, which was to draft a book proposal for Francis Steiner and his group: ‘A Tribute to refugee endeavours 1933–53’.


On 23 March 1988, he wrote about the ‘vast’ Steiner project, the funding for which still had to be settled, and the danger it could run into the sand as everywhere they turned an academic was already working.


He himself was still finding it difficult to settle on his own topic for research: would it concern the educationist Kurt Hahn (already well-researched)? The founder of the Camphill Movement, Karl Koenig? Sir Ludwig Guttmann and his work with the disabled? All three were refugees so they would work as a thesis.


Then he came to what is in retrospect a historic question: had Miss Simpson ever thought about recording her experiences on tape?


Evidently this would not be with a research project or publication in mind; simply to make a historical record, for posterity. Esther replied (‘Dear Mr Cooper’) non-committedly that she would need to be asked questions as she could not ad lib into a recorder.


Cooper warmed to his idea of recording, writing again in May 1988. He did hope she would agree to his attempting to record her experiences. They had been so interesting they should certainly be recorded in as much detail as possible for posterity. He had in mind, he told her, an anecdotal approach to the interesting and important people she had met.


But then Esther offered a different approach, to which, she told Cooper, she had given much thought. A quite different approach, inspired by the idea of the tapes going to the Brotherton Library. She would talk about scholars divided into groups based on their receipt of recognised distinctions – Nobel laureates (16), Companions of Honour (2), Orders of Merit (2), Knights (16), Fellows of the Royal Society and of the British Association, Oxbridge heads of house (3). She would pick individual Royal Society and British Association Fellows for a one- or two-sentence mention. After that she’d talk about Louis Rapkine. Then on to the SPSL officers (A. V. Hill, Sir William Beveridge, and Walter Adams) and non-refugees such as Ludwig Wittgenstein. Within these categories she would discuss the new fields the refugee scholars had opened up. These would include art history (especially Gombrich and Pevsner), atomic energy (Fermi, Frisch, Lise Meitner, Peierls, Szilard), biochemistry, musicology (Gal, Gerhard, Rostal, Wachsmann, Wellesz), medicine (Guttmann, Rothschild, Trueta), philology (Simon). She ended by reassuring Cooper that if he thoroughly disapproved, he should unhesitatingly say so. The tapes were his baby.


Inclusion by distinctions received governed the structure and reach of the eventual Refugee Scholars. It meant the exclusion of scholars she assisted post-war from such countries as Hungary, Czechoslovakia, South Africa, Ghana, Biafra, Bangladesh, Chile. It also seems to have meant Esther’s opening sentences of the eventual Chapter 5, ‘Refugee Scholars and Others’:




It has been my privilege to have known and had as friends people of outstanding quality. Many are refugee scholars, others have come my way through the Society for Visiting Scientists and, of course, there are all those connected with the Society for the Protection of Science and Learning. The eminence achieved by so many refugee scholars has been a source of great pride and it is about them that I shall speak in the first place.





First place or last, her gaze did not venture from the cohort of mainly Jewish German-speaking academic titans to the emerging scholars of the decolonised developing world beyond Europe.


This organisation was far from what Cooper had had in mind, but he started recording in that framework, and he declared the first tapes, in which Esther reached the FRSs, valuable for future historians.


However, he had not abandoned the idea of her sharing her more personal and anecdotal memories of these distinguished and interesting people. Furthermore, with most of the refugees covered, Cooper suggested Esther go on to talk about other well-known people with whom her work had brought her into contact and about whom she knew things of interest – civil servants, people from other refugee organisations, and so on. These would be her own recollections, which probably didn’t appear in official biographies.


He proposed a similar approach to her music, which would have a separate tape broken up into different periods and covering musical details that would interest fellow musicians – composers played, preferences, how her tastes changed over the years, the musical idiosyncrasies of fellow musicians, and so on. This would be fascinating, he suggested – in vain, as it turned out – as would the British Association meetings she went to and a record of the successive generations of refugee families and their contribution to the country.


The recording process stretched on into autumn 1988, with Esther working hard on her diaries to keep track of her musical activity. Vienna, Geneva and London (before the SPSL’s wartime move to Cambridge) lay ahead.6


What memories her diaries must awaken, Cooper wrote, hopefully; their next session would indicate how her repertoire and musical approach broadened and developed from her Austrian experiences. Esther did not take up his suggestion.


His daughter-in-law Lucy was transcribing the tapes on an IBM business computer (why not a typewriter? asked Esther rhetorically) and was willing to do them all. The transcribing actually took place in Dubai where Lucy’s husband Martin was working.


Cooper also wrote to Esther towards the end of November with news that she was to be awarded an honorary degree by her alma mater, Leeds University. The Honours Committee had accepted his suggestion – that of a part-time MA student, he noted, supported by three of the most eminent scholars in their fields. It was really a great tribute to her. Esther responded that she had a great feeling of unworthiness and so was ambivalent about his initiative. [She already had an LL.D. from London University that she owed to Sir Rudolf Peierls.]


By January 1989 they had covered internment and dealings with HMG. Work was still to be done, Cooper pointed out, on the SPSL and the SVS, which was not in what he termed Beveridge’s excellent book. Esther had gone through the typed transcripts so far ‘with a fine toothcomb’ – her memory was phenomenal, said Cooper – and Lucy would retype.


Cooper was still thinking about a project of his own and was going to talk to the Leeds historian Professor David Dilks, the official biographer of Harold Macmillan, about a possible Ph.D. on a tripartite proposal encompassing ‘The refugees who escaped from central Europe during the 1930s and 1940s and affected this country in unexpected ways. This study assesses three very different aspects.’ These included the Camphill Project, already mentioned; the East Anglian Refugee Committee’s Children’s Committee 1938–1946;7 the assistance given to academic refugees by the SPSL, of which Dr Esther Simpson was the secretary from 1933–1978 [sic]. Based on the reminiscences of Dr Simpson, the study would investigate how the SPSL and Dr Simpson helped to secure the release of academic refugees from internment.


Cooper sent a copy of this proposal to Esther, who replied at once to correct him: she had been assistant secretary to Walter Adams. She had done all the normal donkey work; Adams had had all the organising to do, the dealing with official bodies, the general strategy. She became secretary only in 1951 when the office moved back to London from Cambridge, continuing until retirement in 1975, when she became honorary consultant.


Cooper’s error over her title and role might also have prompted Esther into pointing out that she was not the sole member of AAC/SPSL staff beside Adams. But no. It went unmentioned that a Percy Gent and a secretary were at work in Burlington House when Esther first arrived in July 1933, and Gent was still active in that October, managing the case of Betty Heimann, a professor of Indian philology, specialising in Sanskrit. He left in 1934:




[The Council] wishes to record its appreciation of the work of the office staff and in particular of the Assistant Secretary, Mr. Percy Gent, who has recently left the Council’s office.





At this stage their correspondence also reflects the changing world in which the SPSL’s services were called upon. In early 1989, Esther told Cooper that their latest application was from a Ghanaian scholar. She found it sad, she wrote, when the developing countries suppressed free thought instead of setting an example of better government.


In Dubai Lucy was ploughing on, edging closer to the eventual book. Ray initially suggested breaking the text down into four sections: Esther’s childhood, education and career; refugee scholars and others; music; supplementary aspects (if any). This misses out Esther’s time with the SVS and the post-war refugee world.


Ray collaborated closely with Esther on every chapter, plainly experiencing some difficulty over how her family life should be dealt with and her unwillingness to flesh out the narrative with colourful detail.


As the work went along, with Ray sending Esther transcripts and draft chapters, with suggestions (pleas really) for enlarging certain areas, such as more on famous people she remembered; more on Beveridge, Adams, Hill, and other contributors to the SPSL; more on the less well-known refugees not yet mentioned; more on social life in Vienna, where she had worked for the International Fellowship of Reconciliation (IFOR) in the late 1920s and early 1930s, embellishing the European way of life; more on the SVS; more on interesting cases she dealt with.


Esther’s response was to agree how much more she could have said had she included the political situation in general. She added that when she was back in London she found Hugh Gaitskell, future leader of the Labour Party, occupying her former room, and met the future Labour Lord Chancellor Elwyn Jones, and the writer Naomi Mitchison, and Dora Frost, later to become Dora Gaitskell.8


Gaitskell and Mitchison had been in Vienna, where they were part of an intellectual circle that included the economic anthropologist Karl Polanyi and the philosopher John Macmurray. John and his wife Betty were friends of Donald Grant, Esther’s boss at the International Fellowship of Reconciliation in Vienna, and his wife Irene stayed in their Vienna apartment, presumably meeting Esther. However, she ignored or resisted Ray’s invitation to enlarge or embellish: she had told him about refugees of whom she could say something special.


Ray also wrote to her as to how the content should be ordered. What the outcome would be, and who would pay for it, remained uncertain as work on the text went along.


A few bound photocopied copies was one suggestion of Cooper’s. His attempt to interest Weidenfeld in a book came to nothing. Finally, a self-published book was arrived at under the title Refugee Scholars: Conversations with Tess Simpson edited by R. M. Cooper, on the front cover a striking portrait of Esther from her Vienna days.


[image: Illustration]


Portrait of Esther Simpson from the cover of Refugee Scholars. © Hanna Schiff, Vienna 1933


 


_____________


6 While the tapes Cooper recorded were said to be destined for the Brotherton Library in Leeds, where Esther’s personal papers are held, they are not listed there. The diaries, apparently mostly recording chamber music sessions, are also not listed.


7 The Children’s Committee was based in Cambridge and the secretary, Greta Burkill, a close friend of Esther’s.


8 Like Esther, Anna Dora Frost (née Creditor) had a connection to Latvia. She was born in Riga, Latvia, in 1901, coming to London with her family in 1903. She and Hugh Gaitskell were married in 1937. In 1964, a year after his death, she was appointed to the House of Lords as Baroness Gaitskell. Again, like Esther, Dora Gaitskell would have an honorary degree from the University of Leeds [1966]. She died in 1989.
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Launching Esther


Refugee Scholars was launched on 2 July 1992 at a reception held in London at the Ciba Foundation,9 in its elegant Adam-designed Portland Place headquarters, a leading venue for scientific symposia.


The proceedings were introduced by Sir Gordon Wolstenholme, the first director of the Foundation, who had opened the premises to SPSL Council meetings. In the printed record of the Reception at the Ciba Foundation on July 2nd 1992 to launch REFUGEE SCHOLARS, he hailed the assembled ‘Dear Friends of Esther Simpson’ as,




Surely, if I may say so, a unique collection of friends for any person in this world, wonderfully represented by all of you who have come today.





It was the third occasion when they had celebrated ‘some aspect of Tess Simpson’s wonderful and fruitful life’. One was a ‘great party’ for her ‘so-called retirement’; a little later, another party ‘on one of her more youthful birthdays’. The great warmth towards Esther rises unmissably out of the printed record of the launch.


Sir Gordon called on two refugee scholars to speak, both members of the Order of Merit: the molecular biologist Max Perutz, a Nobel Chemistry laureate, and the art historian Sir Ernst Gombrich.




We are very well aware that they have, immeasurably, between them enriched the intellectual life of our world, and that they have been able to do this in this country.





The contributions by Gombrich and Perutz make very interesting reading over a broad and personal front. Naturally, they present their view of the subject of the book.


Gombrich taxes Esther with showing,




. . . extraordinary skill in what the Bible describes as putting her light under a bushel . . . In any case you have to read between the lines to grasp how much the organizations and societies she served owe to her initiative and self-denying efforts . . . She has always embodied the ethos of secretaries, that unsung army of heroines who prevent our world from going to pieces.





He also praises the AAC/SPSL as ‘unique even in the glorious annals of British charities’. And he locates in her devotion to chamber music the seeds of Esther’s ease in taking up the academic cause. ‘For in chamber music you cannot and need not always play the first fiddle.’ Whether, in the circumstances of the book launch, Esther appreciated that is another matter. He is led on to reflect on the portrait of Esther on the book’s cover, drawn in Vienna in 1933 by Hanna Schiff, whom he knew very well, frequenting the evenings of chamber music in the house of her father Artur Schiff, mentioned by Esther in the context of her acquaintance with Sir Karl Popper FRS, FBA, CH.


In what must have been an intensely moving moment, Sir Ernst concluded,




Hanna was a cousin of Karl Popper who tells me that she was arrested in Berlin, having been released from an Austrian prison and that she was presumably deported and killed. The testimony to her gifts as a portraitist that now graces the cover of Esther’s book thus also serves as a stark reminder of the darkness that would have engulfed so many more of us, had it not been for the beacon lit in this country that Esther was to tend throughout the years with exemplary dedication. We thank her.





Hanna Schiff is not mentioned in Esther’s Vienna reminiscences. This deeply felt recollection of the dark fate she shared with so many was Sir Ernst’s to bring up, not Esther’s. Is there the sense of a rebuke for the omission of Hanna Schiff and her fate?


In the book, Esther recounts how she made music with members of the Schiff family in Vienna, but nothing of their varied destinies, involving emigration, deportation, death, under the Nazis.


She tells us she wanted to work with the AAC as the people losing their academic jobs were the same sort she had played chamber music with in Vienna, but shows no concern with what life had in store for those who could not fit the AAC criteria. Esther’s recollections are all of the exceptional and successful.


Whether of the rise in Austrian Nazi violence in Vienna, or pre-war repression and concentration camps in Germany and Austria, or the emerging news of the murder of Jews in Wehrmacht-occupied eastern countries,10 or the revelation of the final attempt at annihilation, or the release and help offered to the survivors of the camps (so often led by Quakers as with the Windermere boys), or the 1945–6 Nuremberg trials of the major Nazi war criminals or the Eichmann trial April to December 1961 – in the book’s recollections or her letters to Broda no mention of these is to be found. This seems the more remarkable when we remember that her life from 1933 to 1945 had been centred on victims of what the British press then termed ‘Nazi frightfulness’.


As remarked earlier, Hanna’s cousin, the philosopher Karl Popper, is there, in the book:




Sir Karl Popper, who is both a Fellow of the Royal Society and of the British Academy and, also, a Companion of Honour, is a world-famous philosopher of great influence. His intellectual biography, Unended Quest, mentions the Academic Assistance Council and Walter Adams.





It does, though making it clear that he, a schoolmaster in Vienna in 1936, albeit with a growing international reputation as a philosopher and looking for an academic post as a teacher of philosophy, did not become a refugee.


In November 1936 Popper calculatedly resigned his teaching post and declared his intention of leaving Austria. This change in his circumstances was sufficient to satisfy the AAC as to his eligibility for assistance: Popper received an offer of ‘academic hospitality’ from Cambridge ‘together with a letter of support from Walter Adams of the Academic Assistance Council’. He would be delivering eight lectures in the spring of 1937. He preferred to take up the offer of a lectureship in philosophy at Canterbury University College New Zealand, where he had put in for a post. The philosopher John Macmurray, Esther’s and Karl Polanyi’s friend from Vienna, was chair of the Canterbury appointment committee in London.


These are highly idiosyncratic circumstances, but they have not prevented Karl Popper regularly appearing in lists of the great refugee scholars saved by Esther and the AAC.


In his contribution to the launch, Max Perutz places Esther in a historical context.




Tess Simpson personifies the great tradition of British liberalism that values the individual for his or her intrinsic worth, for the value that Schopenhauer defined when he wrote that a person should be judged not by what he has, wealth or power, or by what he represents, social position, nationality, and so on, but only by what he is, by his character and abilities. She also represents the Quaker tradition of pacifism, tolerance and Christian aid to all people in need.





And as for her work,




The foundation of the Academic Assistance Council was a victory for Christian charity and the liberal ideal. Tess devoted the rest of her life to that ideal and helped thousands of scholars to mend their broken careers . . . If Tess had not taken the job, would someone else have done it equally well? She or he might have done it as conscientiously, but I cannot think of anyone else with the same combination of warm affection for the individual scholars and iron toughness in the face of officialdom.





Interestingly, Perutz asks, would he have done as well if he had stayed at home? And gave a resounding no:




Had I stayed in Vienna I would never have done the research that won me the Nobel Prize. Cambridge made me what I am. The people around me taught me how to do research, and the great papers by Rutherford, Bragg and others taught me how to present it.





(Though at its foundation the AAC had declared: ‘We ask for means to prevent the waste of exceptional abilities exceptionally trained.’)


Persons of Tess Simpson’s faith in Christian values and liberal ideals, with her dedication and courage, said Perutz, were needed then [1992] as much as fifty years ago when she started on her selfless career. (Was this a reference to Esther as a Quaker? Or a generalisation, as with Christian charity earlier, in ignorance of her Jewish origins?)




She has set a shining example for others to follow, but you know, even she is not a saint. She has been seen doing The Times crossword in office hours while displaced scholars still pined in exile.





Ray Cooper gave a tactfully edited version of the origins and production of the book. [It could not have been further from the collection of personal recollections he had originally hoped for.] He thanked the Trust Funds, Learned Societies and other bodies that contributed to the publication costs.




That they should have done so, so readily and generously in these hard times when approached out of the blue by a total stranger, seems to me to be a very great tribute to Esther herself.





Then it is Esther’s time. She is not going to make a speech, she says, having jotted down what she wants to say so as to be brief.


She mentions only four people, Sir Gordon Wolstenholme, naturally. Her successor in the secretaryship, Liz Fraser, noting that she, Esther, has remained involved as the only survivor of the pre-war period who knew how the Society functioned then.




I’m in constant touch with Liz. I hasten to add that I’m in no way a back seat driver; Liz is, thank heaven, very much her own woman. She has brought her own insights to deal with present day problems, and she takes a keen personal interest in our grantees, for which I am very grateful.





After Liz Fraser she turns to Ray Cooper, making it clear that the book is,




. . . entirely his own conception. I didn’t know what he was up to till I saw his final version.





And,




. . . the selections from the tapes he recorded, and from our records in the Bodleian are entirely his own.





And that was entirely her acknowledgement of his initiative, interest and work.


Was it a pleasure to work with him? Was she grateful for his four years of researching, recording, editing, arranging publication? Was she grateful to his daughter-in-law for transcribing and retyping the tapes and to his wife Kay for her hospitality in Leeds? Was she grateful for the result?


She is delighted, though, that Lord Ashby agreed to write a Foreword, before moving on to mention Sir Gordon a second time:




To me personally he and Lady Wolstenholme were – and have always remained – immensely helpful and generous.





Finally, she is very grateful to Sir Ernst Gombrich and to Max Perutz for their contributions to the launch.




They represent the great number of distinguished refugee scholars, their children and grandchildren, who enrich the intellectual life now of the whole world. Knowing them makes me immensely proud and very, very humble.





A listener who knew of Esther’s humble origins, about which she was so reticent, might have thought she had every cause to feel proud.


 


_____________


9 CIBA foundation for the Promotion of International Cooperation in Medical and Chemical Research.


10 On 17 December 1942 the foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, told the Commons that ‘the German authorities, not content with denying to persons of Jewish race in all the territories over which their barbarous rule has been extended the most elementary human rights, are now carrying into effect Hitler’s oft repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe’. At the end of the statement the House stood in silence for one minute. HC Deb, 17 December 1942, Vol 385 cc2082–7.
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Arks and Stoats


It is important to note that the AAC/SPSL was not the only agency through which displaced German-speaking scholars could find refuge and a renewed career.


To have an Oxford professor as a contact and mentor was to have a lifeline, as the 2017 comprehensive study Ark of Civilization: Refugee Scholars and Oxford University 1930–1945, edited by Sally Crawford, Katharina Ulmschneider and Jas Elsner demonstrates.


To be part of the international network of Olympian scholarship meant you were likely to have what mattered to your survival: both what you knew and whom you knew. Given the right contacts, the SPSL’s insistence that its chosen scholars (of exceptional abilities exceptionally trained) must not exceed the prime of [intellectual] life could be by-passed.


The Oxford University Press also played a part, with book advances enabling the Home Office requirement for an income of £200 a year [£14,000 in 2023’s value] for two years to be fulfilled. The Rockefeller Foundation’s support for OUP and lecture series worked similarly.


The list of Oxford academics involved with the SPSL as recited in Ark of Civilization could not have been more formidable. Hugh Last, Camden Professor of Roman History; Gilbert Murray, Regius Professor of Greek and a signatory of the letter to The Times launching the AAC on 24 May (of which more later); John Beazley, Professor of Classical Archaeology and Art; Maurice Bowra, classical scholar, dean and later warden of Wadham College; James Brierly, Chichele Professor of International Law and Diplomacy, on the council of the SPSL; David Ross of Oriel, philosopher and Provost of Oriel College and president of the British Academy from 1936 to 1940; A. D. Lindsay, Master of Balliol and vice-chancellor of Oxford University 1935–1938.


The Oriel webpage11 for David Ross recites that his period as British Academy president involved,




. . . officially and otherwise helping scholars seeking refuge from Europe. Some of his admirable efforts involved persuading his colleagues at Oriel to extend fellowship to refugees such as, among others, Otto Pächt [Austrian art historian], Lorenzo Minio-Paluello [Italian linguist], and Richard Walzer [a German scholar of Greek and Arabic philosophy].





And as Ark of Civilization points out,




Their knowledge of the Society meant that, by 1939, a collaboration between individual Oxford academics and the SPSL could work with breathtaking efficiency to negotiate political and economic business and to pull academics out of danger.





For example, Arnaldo Momigliano’s contact was Hugh Last. An Italian historian of classical antiquity and Professor of Roman History at Turin, his plea for assistance was made on 4 September 1938. Within three weeks the SPSL gathered all necessary references and paperwork and had agreed to support him. He arrived in Oxford on 31 March 1939 and his family followed. He had little English and no obvious place, but after spending time in Oxford, he became a professor at University College London. He was made an honorary KBE in 1974, though he does not appear in Esther’s list of ‘her’ honoured children.


Another pleasing example who found refuge in Oxford is Felix Jacoby, a German classical philologist, renowned for his collection of text fragments of Ancient Greek historians and his work on Herodotus. He had been a pupil of the giant of German classical philology Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, of whom Gilbert Murray was a close friend.


The SPSL had been unwilling to take Jacoby on as it would have been ‘contrary to the usual practice of securing re-establishment for scholars in the prime of life’. Jacoby, Jewish by birth but a baptised Christian, had been professor of Classical Philosophy at Kiel University. He is also said to have voted for Hitler.


When the prospect of working on a life of Esther Simpson first appeared on my horizon, serendipity produced a letter to the London Review of Books [27 July 2017] from the then chair of CARA, Anne Lonsdale. Her letter had been prompted by the Review’s earlier article on Ark of Civilization by Stefan Collini, Professor of Intellectual History and English Literature at Cambridge. The letter was headed ‘Rabbits Addressed by a Stoat’ and began,




Stefan Collini’s essay on scholars displaced by the Second World War mentions that Eduard Fraenkel’s seminar on Aeschylus’ Agamemnon was described in one account as ‘a circle of rabbits addressed by a stoat’ (LRB 13 July). I was one of Professor Fraenkel’s ‘rabbits’ from my first week in Oxford.





Eduard Fraenkel’s reputation places him among the greatest classical scholars of the twentieth century. An assimilated Jew, in 1933 he was displaced from a professorship at Freiburg and found a place at Corpus Christi, Oxford, where his seminars redefined the teaching of classical scholarship.


Anne Lonsdale’s letter continued:




Unusually, for Oxford in the 1950s, Fraenkel treated young women as equals, and savaged us equally, which was refreshing at a time when lectures often started with ‘Good morning, gentlemen.’ We progressed at a rate of between ten and twenty lines in two hours. Each session was the responsibility of a single student, who would establish each word of text from a variety of manuscripts and then its meaning with the help of any and every tool known to literature, history, art and scholarship. The bit one ‘did’ was engraved on the brain for months . . .





Fraenkel, who had retired in 1953 but continued to hold seminars, died in 1970, committing suicide shortly after the death of his wife Ruth. In his honour, the college named his college office the Fraenkel Room. In 2017 allegations of unwanted touching of female students by Fraenkel resulted in demands by Corpus undergraduates for the removal of this memorial, that the Fraenkel Room should be renamed ‘to spare the feelings of college members who might be offended by it’.


Widening the horizon, the enforced migrants also had a major cultural presence, including popular entertainment, in opera, dance, film, theatre, radio and, of course, music; 420 playwrights and 4,000 actors and directors fled to upwards of forty countries worldwide.


 


_____________


11 https://www.oriel.ox.ac.uk/our-history/historical-figures-and-alumni/
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Haim, Haimisch


Esther Simpson was born Esther Sinovitch on 31 July 1903 in the industrial city of Leeds in the north-east of England. She was the youngest of the four living children of Ilya and Sora Liba Sinovitch, Jewish immigrants from Dvinsk (Dünaberg until 1893, Daugavpils from 1920) in the south-east of the then Imperial Russian Grand Duchy of Latvia. They changed their first names to Ellis and Sarah, but retained their Russian surname.


Ahead of her in the family were her three brothers, Joseph, Isaac and Israel. The 1911 census 12 shows the family living at 22 Crawford Street in the area known as Little London, now long slum-cleared, though judging by the names of their neighbours it might have been called Little Russia. Returning to Leeds in 1988 after a gap of twenty years, Esther confessed herself unable to find her way.


The children had been born in nearby Lower Brunswick Street, but the 1911 census return provides a snapshot of the family and its living conditions. It shows their small terrace house had six rooms, including the kitchen but not counting any scullery, bathroom or closet.


Nine people shared those six rooms. Seven years earlier when the Sinovitch family was living in 33 Lower Brunswick Street, two young boarders lived with them, Phillip Samuel, aged twenty-one at the time, and Israel Abrams, twenty. Phillip Samuel seems to have been something of a fixture; he was still shown as a boarder in Crawford Street, together with Jack Miller, twenty-three, and Israel Vurl, twenty. Of Esther’s father Ilya and his Latvian family nothing personal seems to have been recorded or handed down. His first name, Ilya, appears to be Slav but Ilya is a Slavic form of the Hebrew Eliyahu or Elijah. His choice of English first name, Ellis, is a derivative of this.


1911 census. 22 Crawford Street.


[image: Illustration]


He was born in 1870 and worked as a tailor’s machinist, according to the census. He was two years younger than Sora Liba (Sarah); by 1911 they had been married for nineteen years. They had seven children, of whom three had died in infancy. Ellis was naturalised in 1897, and it looks as if Sarah became British at the same time. Shown as British by parentage, their two elder sons were already at work: Joseph, seventeen, as a shorthand typist; Isaac, fifteen, as a trimming shop salesman. Israel, thirteen, and Esther, seven, were at school.


The boarders were all in the clothing industry, for which Leeds was famous: Phillip Samuel, twenty-eight, a tailor’s coat hand; Jack Miller, twenty-three, a tailor’s machinist; and Israel Vurl, twenty, a trousers machinist. The three boarders portrayed Jewish eastern Europe, coming respectively from Russia, Courland and Poland. Phillip Samuel had been naturalised. The nationality of Miller and Vurl is shown as ‘Jew’.


Additional information presented with the 1911 census shows that 153 local people had the same occupation – tailor’s machinist – as Ellis. Of these, forty-three had been born in Russia or Russian Poland.


Of Sora Liba’s family, by contrast, everything is known thanks to forty years’ worth of genealogical work by Esther’s Canadian second cousin Morty Wellen. His Outline Descendant Tree of Meyer Perevosnik (his great grandfather) that he generously shared with the present author extends over six closely typed pages with entries ranging from 1859 to 1993 and shows that Meyer Perevosnik had three sons, Male, Joshua and Zalman Hillel, and five daughters, Aida [Morty’s grandmother], Raizel, Sora Liba, Essie and Dora. We can see how Aida, Sora Liba, Essie and Dora all married and emigrated from Dvinsk with their husbands: Aida, Essie, and Dora across the Atlantic, to eastern Canada and the United States; Sora Liba and Ilya to Leeds.


These roots in Jewish Dvinsk are profoundly significant for our understanding of Esther’s sense of herself and outlook.


Jewish Gen Jewish Families of Dvinsk offers a vivid portrait of Ilya’s and Sora’s background,13




Dvinsk (now Daugavpils, Latvia) was one of the leading Jewish cities of the Russian Empire and a centre of high Jewish culture and debate. At the time of the lists forming this database, it was part of the Russian Gubernia (province) of Vitebsk, and its commercial importance was well established. Jewish gravestones found in the area date from the 17th century are evidence of an early Jewish presence.


In 1910 the city numbered 111,000 of which 50,000 were Jews. Unlike its immediate neighbour Courland, Dvinsk was within the Pale of Settlement. Its ethos derived more from Russian, Lithuanian and Polish influences than from the Courland region which was broadly German in character and cultural background as a result of nearly 700 years of de facto domination by the Baltic Germans.


According to the Jewish Encyclopedia (Funk & Wagnalls), commerce and manufacturing in Dvinsk were largely in Jewish hands. The 1893 census showed 330 industrial establishments owned by Jews and 99 owned by non-Jews. The census records only 741 Jewish artisans, but this figure has been challenged by Herman Rosenthal in his article on Dvinsk published in the Jewish Encyclopaedia (1916), citing ‘private investigations’ as the source for the claim that in 1898 there were 4,862 Jewish artisans including 2,193 Masters, 1,700 journeymen and 909 apprentices.


The poverty of the Pale was a feature of Dvinsk Jewish life and it is estimated that 30 percent of Jewish families applied for aid from the community in 1898. There were numerous Jewish aid societies recorded, including a Mutual Aid, founded in 1900 and with more than 1,200 members by 1901. A loan fund was established in memory of the Merchant M. Vitenberg. Loans, secured by personal property, were advanced without interest. Other charitable institutions included a society for aiding the poor founded by the Jewish governor, with an income in 1899 of some 8,917 Roubles, soup kitchens, a charitable dining hall, a bikkur holim [referring to the duty to visit and aid the sick], a dispensary and a lying-in hospital all organised and run by the community. These testify to the traditions of self help and community organisation that reflect the high value placed on charity to those less fortunate.


Dvinsk was an important centre of Jewish thought and culture and nurtured a number of Rabbis known and respected throughout the Jewish world. Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi Kuk [Kook] of Palestine was a pupil of Reb Reuvele Dunaburger. Meier Simcha HaKohen, Rabbi of Mitnagdim [orthodox opponents of Hasidism] for 39 years, while Rabbi Yosef Rosen served as the Chassidic rabbi for 50 years. Both were formidable Talmudic scholars and vivid personalities.
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