Glossary and notes

BOD Jewish Board of Deputies

BUF British Union of Fascists

CP Communist Party of Gresat Britain

ILP Independent Labour Party

JLB Jewish Lads Brigade

YCL Young Communist League

? Unless otherwise specified reference to “ the Communists’ or the “ CP” refers to members

of both the Communist Party and Young Communist League collectively.
? Thetestimoniesincluded arein their original colloquial form.
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In memory of Samuel Bagon

Introduction

The purpose of this dissertation is perhaps, oddly, not to document the
heroic activities of the International Brigades in the Spanish Civil War, as
thankfully this task has been more than adequately fulfilled by the plethora of
specidist books on the subject; rather, this dissertation serves to examine, and
where possible discern, the motivation of those British-Jews who volunteered to
fight with the International Brigadesin Spain. *

Thus, what began as a Smple investigation as to why British Jewry was
disproportionately over represented amongst British brigaders has evolved into a
chronicle of the rise of fascism in Britain and the development of a premise that
the growth of the British Union of Fascists (BUF), adong with the advance of
fascism in Europe during the 1930s, was fundamental to the decision of many
Jewish brigaders to volunteer to join the Internationa Brigades.

It will be argued that the underlying anti-Semitism that existed in Britain,
subsequently intensified by the BUF, congdtituted the primary catalyst behind the
seemingly ‘natura gravitation'? of British Jewry towards the Communist Party
(CP) and Young Communist League (YCL). The emigratory origins of many
British Jews adong with the nature of Jewish employment and living conditions
meant that even before the rise of the BUF, the CP and Y CL were adready widely
perceived in a highly sympathetic light and indeed could boast the support of
many Jewish members.

This dissertation, however, seeks to illudtrate that for many previoudy
unpoliticized British Jews it was not communist ideology that attracted them to
the CP but it was because the * CP appeared to be the only organization willing to
fight fascist-related anti-Semitism’.®> Furthermore, it will be asserted that once

'] would like to thank all those who helped and contributed to the writing of the dissertation. | thank in particular
Dave Goodman who sadly recently passed away and Sam Russell, both of whom kindly allowed meto interview
them about their experiencesin Spain. | also am indebted to Joseph Harrison, whose advice and encouragement
has been invaluabl e to the completion of this dissertation.
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these Jews had joined the Communists, and become aware of German
involvement in Spain, it was a natura progression for them to volunteer to fight
fascism in the Spanish Civil War; a conflict which ‘crystallized many people's
political ideas into a neat black and white, Fascist versus anti-Fascist pattern’.*

The vdidity of this assertion is based upon the testimonies of thirteen
Jewish brigaders and a comparative analysis of the motivation of a sample of five
non-Jewish brigaders, who constituted the mgority, of approximately 2,000
Britons who joined the International Brigades.”

Given that over sixty-five years have eapsed since the outbreak of the
Spanish Civil War, the parameters of this study are unfortunately limited by the
scarcity and frailty of living brigaders. Consequently, the oral testimonies housed
in the Spanish Civil War Collection a the Imperid War Museum form the
backbone of research materiad used, along with the International Brigades archives
housed in the Marx Memorid Library and severa interviews that were conducted
with surviving Jewish brigaders. Despite these limitations, the source material
used can be collectively regarded as representative of the much larger number of
British brigaders whose accounts remain unheard. Indeed, there has been an
attempt to draw upon testimonies from as diverse a collection of individuals as
possible, a measure that it is hoped, will help to give rise to some interesting and
revealing findings.

As the principa question of this dissertation is one of assessng
‘motivation’ it is crucia to have an accurate and practical definition of the word.
In this regard, the meaning of motivation as defined by the Oxford English
Dictionary is ‘that which moves or induces a person to act in a certain way:
desires, fear, reason etc. which influences a person’s volition’.® Using this
definition it is clearly valid, as a method of determining the Jewish brigaders
motivation, to review the background factors that influenced their decision to
volunteer.

Hence, the first chapter presents an assessment of working class Jewish life
in Britain during the early 1930s. The second chapter will focus upon an appraisa
of the reaction of the Anglo-Jewish community to the rise of the BUF and its
associated anti-Semitism. The final chapter will draw upon the testimonies of
brigaders, and determine their motivation for volunteering to join the International
Brigades.

At this stage it is important to define what is meant by ‘being Jewish'.
Finding an adequate definition of what exactly it is to be a Jew has been the

*1bid., p.51.
® B.Alexander, British Volunteersfor Liberty Spain 1936-39 (Lawrence and Wishart London 1986), p.29
® C.T.Onions (ed), The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary 3" Edition (Oxford OUP 1983), Volume I, p. 1361.



subject of much heated religious and scholarly debate and numerous volumes of
dedicated work. For the purpose of this dissertation and in accordance with the
‘socio-cultural’ school of thought, a very broad definition has been adopted.

A Jew is thus understood as ‘an individua with a Jewish family
background who perceives themselves as being Jewish’.” The ambiguous term
‘Jewish background’ is deliberately used as it is designed to include those
brigaders without the normally obligatory materna-Jewish lineage. Equaly, the
notion of ‘a Jewish self-perception’ is aso employed because unless an
individual has a sdf-identification of being Jewish, be it in a socid, cultura or
religious context, it would be inappropriate to define them as Jewish. By the same
merit, adherence to only one of the two criteria dso falls foul of the definition.
Accordingly, an individua who perceives himsalf as Jewish without a Jewish
background is not understood as being Jewish. Such a definition is clearly
digtinct from the traditional Halakhic edict which ‘ depends either on the status of
the mother or conversion to Judaism’ .2

As dready mentioned, this dissertation is not directly concerned with the
military history of the Internationa Brigades; yet, it is sill of clear value to briefly
outline the role of the Internationa Brigades in the Spanish Civil War. The
International Brigades were formed on ‘17 October 1936 following the
establishment of a military training base for the some 8,000 to 10,000 foreign
volunteers [to the Republican Army] who crossed the French border [into
Spain].’® The mgjority of these volunteers ‘ saw the [Spanish Civil] War as part of
a generd struggle against fascism'™® and the International Brigades became the
military attachment of non-Spanish volunteers fighting in the Republican Army.

The Internationa Brigades were sub-divided into individua battalions along
nationa lines. Thus, for example the Abraham Lincoln Battalion was formed for
American volunteers and ‘the XV Battadion was formaly established on 31
January 1937 as the British Battalion,** *athough this was a misnomer, since the
unit was initidly formed of al the English-language speskers .*> Occasionally, the
British Battalion was referred to by its officid name: ‘the Saklatvaa Battalion -

ater the Indian communist of the same name.®® Interestingly, there were
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frequent cdls for the establishment of an exclusvely Jewish company, a
testimony to the level of Jewish commitment in the Spanish Civil War.** A Jewish
company was finadly established, after initial oppostion by the Internationa
Brigades commanders, on 12 December 1937 and named the Botwin Company
after Naftali Botwin, a Polish Jewish Communist.*

The completion of logistical parameters of this dissertation requires a brief
summary of the method of investigation. As the primary concern of this
dissertation is Anglo-Jewish brigaders (using the definition of Jewish as aready
outlined) within the XV British Battalion, it is essential to devise a reliable method
of determining who the Jewish brigaders were. In Arno Lustiger’'s semina paper
on ‘German and Austrian Jews in the International Brigade [sic]’ Lustiger's
method for estimating the number of Austro-German Jewish brigaders was based
solely upon the inclusion of al brigaders with * Jewish sounding names'. Lustiger,
however, is the first to point out that his was a less than satisfactory method of
examination and consequently a more reliable approach was sought for this
study.

The method devised for this dissertation is twofold. It involves firstly using
Lustiger’s technique of searching for Jewish sounding names from the records
available in the Imperid War Museum's Spanish Civil War Coallection. In
addition to this, to ensure further accuracy, each of the accompanying synopses
were read, and only if this contained a mention of an individua’s original Jewish
faith was the testimony deemed as that of a Jewish brigader.

This is admittedly not an infallible methodology as the case of Maurice
Levine'® demonstrates, who, dthough clearly originating from a Jewish
background, fails to mention thisin any of his testimonies. Nevertheless, Levine's
fallure to declare his Jewish origins can, in itself, be interpreted as significant, as
by its very omission, it provides a solitary example of a Jewish brigader who
believed that his religious background was of no significance to his decision to
fight in the International Brigades. However, notwithstanding Levine s testimony,
it does appear that this twofold method of investigation has been successful and
its findings accurate.

Curioudly, the foremost challenge faced when researching the Anglo-Jewish
brigaders is the absence of any material, written or otherwise, on the subject. This
was a surprising discovery, especidly after it became apparent following the

¥ ¢.shindler, Jewish Quarterly ‘ No Pasaran: the Jews who fought in Spain’ (1986, Isuue 3), p.38.

> H.F.Srebrnik, The Jewish Communist Movement in Stepney: |deological Mobolization and Political Victories
in an East London Borougb, 1935-45 (Unpublished PhD thesis 1984), p. 165.
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completion of preiminary research that the number of British Jewish brigaders
was ggnificant; greetly disproportionate to the size of the British Jewish
community.’” This immediately posed the question of why this particular area of
Jewish history has until now been neglected. The answer possbly lies in the
relatively unexplored subject of Jewish resistance to fascism, a discourse that
invariably seeks to demonstrate the passivity and submission of the Jewish
community. Mass murder of Jews is well documented; by comparison, Jewish
resistance and non-conformism is not.

It should be stressed that the British Jewish brigaders were part of an
estimated ‘ more than 6000 Jewish volunteers from across Europe’ *® who fought
in Spain and, as such, they should be regarded as ‘amongst the first Jews to take
up arms against the advance of fascism’.’® Such an interpretation is further
enhanced when it is consdered in relation to the second premise of this
dissertation. This predicates that the majority of Anglo-Jewish Brigaders became
convinced of the necessity of volunteering to fight in Spain in reaction to the rise
of fascism in Britain, and the threat posed by the seemingly unstoppable ascent of
fascism in Europe. It is therefore hoped that, by uncovering the significant
contribution of the British Jewish community to the fight against fascism in both
Britain and Spain, this dissertation will go some way towards dispelling the myth
of Jewish passivity in fascist Europe.

7t is estimated that Jewish brigaders constituted approximately 10 per cent of all British brigaders whilst
according to the 1931 census the British Jewish community accounted for only 0.66 per cent of the population of
Britain. C.Shindler, Jewish Quarterly * No Pasaran: the Jews who fought in Spain’ (1986, Isuue 3), p.37.

B A. Lustiger, Leo Baeck Institute Y ear Book ‘ German and Austrian Jews in the International Brigade' (1990), p
298.

¥ Ibid.



CHAPTER ONE.

One of the most common misconceptions of the International Brigades is
that its volunteer-soldiers were amost entirely composed of romantics and
intellectuals. 1t is wel documented, as Margot Heinemann, a Cambridge
undergraduate during the Spanish Civil War verifies, that ‘al the advanced
intellectuals, al the people you have ever heard of among writers and artists were
overwhelmingly in support of the Republic’.® It is equaly well known that
amongst many notable literary figures, George Orwell, Ernest Hemingway and the
young poet John Cornford fought and in Cornford’s case died in Spain.?* B,
to regard these intellectuas as representative of the Brigades some 35,000
members® is inaccurate. Indeed, if it is a al possible to generalize about the
composition of the International Brigades, it is far more accurate to describe its
volunteers as working class in character.

The intention of this chapter is to establish the social background of the
Anglo-Jewish brigaders. This essentially will involve determining where the Jewish
brigaders lived in Britain and assessing the importance of their socio-economic
circumstances, as a politicizing factor. In so doing, it should become possible to
establish firstly how important impoverished living conditions were to the
emergence of wide spread working class Jewish sympathy and support for left-
wing politics and secondly whether young British Jews, as a distinct group, were
more susceptible to paliticization than their non-Jewish counterparts. This critique
serves to examine the pivotal question of to what extent socio-economic factors
motivated British Jews to support the CP.

The similarity in geographica digtribution of the Jewish brigaders namely;
that al the Jewish brigaders originated from large urban centres, is a notable
characteristic. Of the thirteen Jewish brigaders researched, eleven were from
London, one from Manchester and one from Middlesborough. Tony Gilbert
recals that ‘al my neighbours in Stepney [East London] were Jewish,'® a
statement which is consistent with the remaining ten London Jewish brigaders,
who al lived in very close proximity to each other in London’s East End. Such
findings may not at first appear so significant, since it is well documented that
Britain's immigrant Jewish communities tended to congregate in larger towns and

% Margot Heinemann, Oral History Recording 9239/5, 1986, Imperial War Museum.

! H.Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (Penguin London 1990), 3rd edition, p.456.

#1bid., p.982.

% Tony Gilbert, Oral History Recording 9157/10, year unknown, Imperial War Museum, transcript p.5.



cities® Yet, to smply dismiss the location of British Jewry as inconsequentia to
the politicization of working class Jewry isto miss the point.

It appears that the affinity of the British Jewish community to urban living
directly facilitated the political indoctrination and radicalization of its members.
This view is supported by the testimonies of Jewish brigaders, who
overwhemingly purport that living in an urban environment, especiadly during the
depressed late 1920s and early 1930s, meant that the emergence of some form of
political awareness was amost unavoidable. Gilbert recalls that ‘the East End of
London was full of street corner meetings. You could hardly go into any area of
the East End and not see a street corner meeting of one character or another’ .
Similarly Frank Lesser who lived in Hackney, East London, testifies that, ‘the
time that we are talking about, [the 1930s] is one in which | think now, and |
believe | thought then, it was impossible not to be interested in politics .%°

The established explanation for the emergence of widespread Jewish
support for Left-wing politics emphasises the politicizing effect of working-class
Jewry’s impoverished living conditions, yet, such an interpretation fails to explain
why the CP in particular, attracted such a large Jewish following. It is certainly
true that working-class Jewry lived in horrendoudly poor conditions in the 1930s.
Charlie Goodman was born in the East End of London and lived in ‘bug infested
tenement buildings, where we used to Sit outside at night because you couldn’'t
sleep because of the bugs, even the wallpaper used to move .*” Maurice Levitas
moved with his family from Dublin to Stepney, East London in 1931 because of
the depression and described the period as ‘one of the most poverty stricken
phases of my life with my father in work for some time and out of work for some
time ... there wasn't enough room [in the tenement] so my elder brother and |
went down to live with my aunt aso in Stepney.’*®

The obvious conclusion to draw from this is that socio-economic factors
were responsible for the paliticization of Anglo-Jewry. However, this economic
interpretation athough perfectly valid, is too smplistic, crucialy faling to
appreciate the subtler socia cleavages within the Jewish community. By prying a
little deeper into the social composition of the Anglo-Jewish community in the
1930s it becomes apparent, as the Jewish brigaders testimonies substantiate, that
on anumber of different levels, working-class Jews in particular were susceptible
to politicization.

 C.Holmes, Anti-Semitismin British Society, 1876-1939 (Edward Arnold London 1979), p.5and H.Pollins,
Economic History of Jewsin Britain (Associated Uni Presses Toronto 1982), p.132.

®Tony Gilbert, Ora History Recording 9157/10, date unknown, Imperial War Museum, transcript p.6.

* Frank Lesser, Oral History Recording 9408/7, 1986, Imperia War Museum.
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On one levd, the distinct socia structure of the British Jewish community
certanly lent itself to the politicization of its members. To begin to understand the
complexities of the Jewish community in the 1930s first requires the nomina
rgjection of any romantic notion of tranquil communal homogeneity. The redlity
was far more turbulent; by the 1930s there was a great disparity of weath within
the Jewish community and this was the cause of a growing internal polemic and
escalating tensions.

The introduction of emancipatory laws® during the nineteenth century had
dlowed some of Britain's longer-settled Jews™ to make considerable social
advances. This, in effect, created a Jewish upper class or ‘aristocracy’ whose
members were able to trace their British ancestry back over severa generations.
The socid mobility of the newly embourgeoised-Jews was reflected in ther
movement away from tenement dwellings in the poorer areas of Britain's cities, to
more comfortable suburban climes™, which were believed to be more * befitting’
of thelr newly attained professona status. To facilitate this sociad movement,
some upper class Jews made a concerted effort to anglicize by discarding what
they perceived as the more irksome Jewish religious and cultural practices,
replacing them with more ‘gentrified graces. Sir Basll Henriques, a prominent
Jewish philanthropist and community leader, educated at Harrow and Oxford®
arguably personifies many of these changes, a view supported by Charlie
Goodman who described Henriques as ‘ being more English than Jewish’.*

The culmination of these changes meant that the more affluent Jews sought
to distance themselves from their poorer, ‘uncouth’ brethren, whose numbers
dramatically increased due to economic migration, and in the aftermath of the
1903-06 pogroms in the former Russian Empire™. Pollins estimates about 60,000

# Jews became politically emancipated in Britain following the passage of the ‘ Act to substitute One Oath for the
Oaths of Allegiance, Supremacy and Abjuration; and for the Relief of Her Majesty’ s Subjects professing the
Jewish Religion on 23 July 1857 allowingthe inauguration of Lionel Rothschild as the first Jewish MP on 26 July
1857: M.C.N. Salbstein, The Emancipation of the Jewsin Britain (Associated University Presses Toronto 1982),
p.238.

¥Jews have continuously lived in Britain since the Norman Conquests, although they were officially exiled
between 1290 and 1664. In 1753 it is estimated that the Jewish community was 8,000 strong: C.Holmes, Anti-
Semitismin British Society 1876-1939 (Edward Arnold, London 1979), pp. 2&4.

% C.Holmes, John Bull’s Island (Macmillan London 1988), p.26.

¥ L. Loewe, Basil Henriques : A Portrait (Routledge and Kegan Paul London 1976), pp. 8-18.

¥ Charlie Goodman, Oral History Recording 14575/3, 1994, Imperial War Museum

¥ The 1903-06 Russian pogroms were the second incidence of wide-spread violent anti-Semitism in the Jewish Pae
following earlier persecutions between 1881-84. In the aftermath of the pogroms a significant Jewish exodus
occurred from Eastern Europe westwards. Although many of the Jewish migrants set-out with an objective of
settling in Americaasignificant number arrived and established residence in Britain during the 1910s: JD.Klier &
S.Lambroza, Pogroms: Anti-Jewish Violence in Modern Russian History (Cambridge University Press 1993).



Jaws lived in the British Ides in 1880 but by 1914 the number had grown to
perhaps 300,000.%

In the 1930s the Jewish upper class consisted of the fortunate few; ther
newly acquired affluence, athough a developing trend, was markedly atypica of
the genera socid sanding of the Jewish community, which remaned
overwhelmingly working class in character.*® Consequently, the greater part of
Anglo-Jewry tended to live a ‘ghetto-like’ existence in the poorest and most
downtrodden areas of Britain’s major cities such as in the East End of London,
particularly Stepney and around Strangeways and Cheetham Hill in Manchester.

Mimicking, the Eastern-European shtetl-life that the immigrant Jews had left
behind them, and also to ease the observance of Sabbath laws, Britain's Jewish
communities grew up within defined areas, restricted by the religious need to live
within walking distance of the local steibel, (small housed based synagogues).®
Consequently, certain areas became highly concentrated with Jewish inhabitants, a
process that can be interpreted as amounting to a sdf-inflicted ghettoisation.
Gilbert regarded ‘the ghettos in the East End of London as affording some safety
and a feeling of security’.®® However, even if ghetto life provided a fedling of
safety, the densely populated and impoverished conditions of these Jewish
neighborhoods meant that even before any further factors are considered, such
areas inevitably developed into Britain's most potent political hotbeds, and as
such, the perfect spawning grounds for both communism and fascism.

The gark difference in lifestyle between rich and poor Jews in Britain,
deliberately exaggerated by the Jewish aristocracy, ‘who felt threatened by the
mass arrival of Jews from the East,’® led to a series of internal community
srains, a feeling expressed by Charlie Goodman who bitterly recalls that *of
course nobody he knew went down Park Lane where dl the Jewish millionaires
lived'.*® The poorer members of the Jewish community were dienated from their
better educated, self-appointed Jewish representatives, who pursued their own
agenda with atotal disregard for working-class opinion (an oversight that was to
have serious repercussions with the rise of the BUF).

As aresult of community alienation, working class Jewry was vulnerable to
politicization, particularly the class based politics of the Left. Frank Lesser recalls
that ‘there was an organization called the Workers Circle in the East End of
London that was quite important among working class Jews, and they argued that

¥ H.Pollins, Economic History of Jewsin Britain (Associated Uni Presses Toronto 1982), p134.

*1hid., p.185.

% C.Holmes, John Bull’s Island (Macmillian London 1988), p. 46.

* Tony Gilbert, Oral History Recording 9157/10, recording year unknown, Imperial War Museum, trasncript p. 4.
¥ Jewish Socialist, Lines of Dissent Spring 2000 No. 41, p.20.

“° Charlie Goodman, Oral History Recording 14575/3, 1994, Imperial War Museum
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Jews, in order to be equal, in order to be emancipated, had to engage themselves
in this sde of [Left wing] politics in order to secure rights for al people
repressed.”** For Jack Shaw ‘and for alot of us [Jews], Russia was the utopia.
It was the utopia for the working class, and we were always attending meetings .**

Politicization also occurred because of the nature of Jewish employment
during the 1930s. The tendency of working class Jewry to work in particular
trades, a trend that originated both out of strong community ties and the
proliferation of a ‘strength in numbers mentdity’® (a by-product of the ever-
presence of anti-Semitism), undoubtedly contributed to an environment that
meant some form of political indoctrination was almost inevitable. Evidence of
this trend is manifest in the heavy involvement of the London and Manchester
Jewish communities in the fur, clothing and furniture trades. John Jones, a non-
Jewish brigader from London described himself as “one of the only gentilesin the
fur trade’* and believes he was only offered a job because his foreman misheard
his name and thought he was Jewish!

Jewish trading companies were typically highly unionized small workshops,
an arrangement that guaranteed al the employees a certain level of exposure to
socidisgt ideas and politics. When asked how he became involved in politics,
Jones replied that “one of the shop foreman, Dave Kirsh ... began to teach me on
the history of the Labour movement and listening to him | got interested”.* Jud
Colman, who worked in the textile industry in Manchester recals ‘aways [being]
in the union, | left school at fourteen, | wasn't particularly political, | was
introduced to politics at work’.*® For large numbers of workers employed in
Jewish petty trading, this type of ‘shop-floor political education” was a common
route into socialist political activity; a process fueled by the notoriously low pay
and bad working conditions that accompanied such work.

An equaly important cause of paliticization is illustrated by a generationa
analysis. Without exception all of the Jewish brigaders were first-generation
Britons; the offspring of Eastern European immigrant parents. Indeed, with the
exception of Bloom and Levine, al of the Jewish brigaders were born within five
years of each other between 1912-17,* which meant that when they joined the
CP, typicaly between 1935-37, they were dl young, either in their late teens or
early twenties.

“! Frank Lesser, Oral History Recording 9408/7, 1986, Imperial War Museum

“2 Jack Shaw, Oral History Recording 13547/3, 1991, Imperial War Museum

“3 H.Pollins, Economic History of Jews in Britain (Associated Uni Presses Toronto 1982), pp. 142 & 145.
“ John *Bosco’ Jones, Oral History Recording 9392/6, 1986, Imperial War Museum.

* |bid.

“¢ Jud Coleman, Oral History Recording 14575/3, 1994, Imperial War Museum

" See biographies.
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The generationa digtinction illustrates a fundamental difference in attitude
between the immigrant generation and their British-born offspring. The immigrant
generation appears to have followed a Smilesean ideology,®® were prepared to
endure harsh and often hazardous working conditions® and live in decrepit and
dilapidated housing. Such conditions were tolerated because the immigrant
generation were embarking on a new life and could therefore, initialy at least,
expect to struggle. Charlie Goodman recals how the employers would take
advantage of the new immigrants; ‘many would go to work in the sweat shops
and Wé)ol‘k al day long and deep on the cutting table or the pressing table at
night’.

Smilarly, the relative safety that Britain offered from persecution was
regarded by the immigrant generation as an infinitely better dternative to remaining
in the Jew-hating societies of Eastern Europe. Dave Goodman recalls his Polish
emigré father becoming a staunch Libera ‘impressed with the political freedoms
he found in Britain’.>* Any anti-Semitism that did exist in Britain was largely
ignored in an effort to avoid attracting any unnecessary attention to the newly
established communities™. Moreover, the level of anti-Semitism that existed in
Libera Britain paled in comparison to the violence the immigrant Jews had been
exposed to in Eastern Europe.®® W. Goldman in his autobiography of East End

life notes that,

‘it was probably our traditional ‘minority’ status that kept us in restraint.
We were never allowed to forget that we were foreigners. It was up to usto
be on our best behaviour. Our parents continually reminded us. “ One
bad Jew gets the whole race into trouble. The Gentiles don't judge us by
the best, but by the worst amongst us”’.>*

The unyielding dedication of the immigrant generation is in stark contrast to
the attitude held by the first generation of British born Jews who by the 1930s,
had began to reach adolescence and maturity. The brigader’s generation had
much higher expectations than their parents and were far less prepared to resign
themselves to a life of endless and ultimately fruitless toil. Shaw recalls ‘that a lot
of my friends were only boys, they wanted to be smart [to dress up in

“8 C.Holmes, John Bull’s Island (Macmillian London 1988), p46.

9 H.Pollins, Economic History of Jews in Britain (Associated Uni Presses Toronto 1982), p.147.

* Charlie Goodman, Oral History Recording 16612/4, 1996, Imperial War Museum.

*! Interview with Dave Goodman, 16 December 2000.

*2 H.Pollins, Economic History of Jewsin Britain (Associated Uni Presses Toronto 1982), p.137.

%% C.Holmes, Anti-Semitismin British Society 1876-1939 (Edward Arnold London 1979), p.104

> W.Goldman, East End My Cradle : Portrait of an Environment (Robson Books London 1988), p. 20.
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fashionable clothes] and go out with girls.> Boxing was regarded by many as
offering a route out of the misery of tenement poverty and during the 1930s the
sport hosted a range of Jewish prize fighters.®

Yet, for the vagt mgjority of first-generation British-born working-class
Jawry, perhaps with the exception of the first-born male in a family, financia
constraints meant there was little opportunity to remain in education beyond the
age of fourteen. Of the Jewish brigaders investigated there is evidence to support
that eight left school with only elementary education.”” Consequently, like their
parents, these Jews were expected to enter full-time employment at a very young
age, with little prospect of improving thelr socia standing. In the wake of the
1929 Wal Street Crash and the ensuing worldwide depression the economic
Situation was arguably even bleaker for the brigaders generation.

The depression naturally fueled the radicalization of politics, atrend clearly
evident in the poorer areas of Britain, which became saturated with street politics.
In the East End of London, Victoria Park became a foca point of political
activities. Russell described Victoria Park as ‘sort of a Speaker’s Corner ... on a
Sunday morning, speakers from all sorts of political parties from that area drifted
there . Dave Goodman recals similar street-side political  speskers in
Middlesborough®® and Colman described the streets of Cheetham Hill as
‘covered in chalk’® [party propaganda written in chak on the streets]. It is
unquestionable that in such an environment some degree of exposure to radica
politica ideas was unavoidable for working class Jews and non-Jews alike.
However, it would be incorrect to regard this turbulent political atmosphere as
irrevocably leading to working class support for the CP.

A wide variety of Left-wing parties were in circulation during the depressed
1930s, all competing for the support of the disenchanted. Within Jewish circles an
even greater political factionalism existed, as a number of mainstream politica
parties had exclusively Jewish, non-affiliated equivalents. The CP was but one of
these organisations and were largely inggnificant since in 1931 it only had 6,000
members®’. This suggests, considering the huge number of unemployed, that
poverty did not necessarily lead to working class support for the CP in Jewish or
non-Jewish circles.

* Jack Shaw, Oral History Recording 13547/3, 1991, Imperial War Museum

*® 1pid. and H.Pollins, Economic History of Jewsin Britain (Associated Uni Presses Toronto 1982), p.186.

>’ See biographies.
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The fina socio-economic factor that requires examining is religion. The
influence of Judaism as a way of life, rather than as the cause of persecution,
appears to have been largely overlooked by most studies of the British Jewish
community. Whilst once accepted suppositions that Judaism, as a messianic
religion meant that Jews were more readily amenable to Marxist utopian idedls
have, quite rightly, now been dismissed as anti-Semitic propaganda, the wider
guestion of the politicizing effect of Jewish communal life remains unanswered.
The fact that it was not uncommon for the same synagogue room to be used ‘for
prayer and immediately afterwards for discussions on socialist principles and the
organisation of industria stoppages,’ ® clearly requires addressing. This is
underlined by the example of Dave Goodman who came into contact with the
Y CL through his Jewish community.

‘It was a Saturday morning in the synagogue; | knew the kids [YCL
members] well enough over the years through the synagogue ... and they
said right, Friday night Whitfill buildings, meeting of the YCL, come
along, and | went and joined the YCL in February 1937’ .%

Although it is impossble to generdlize about the level of reigious
observance exercised by the different generations, the testimonies of the Jewish
brigaders suggest that their émigré parents, were in the main devoutly religious,
which would be consstent with the pious Eastern European shtetdl life they
would have been brought up in. Of the brigaders, there is evidence to support
that seven were brought up in religious families and four attended Jewish schools.
Colman's recollections of his religious upbringing that ‘until thirteen the parents
were very strict with the boys, but since thirteen they didn’t worry, ® are true of
al the brigaders but Russall and Lesser, who remained religious until they were
older.

The obvious problem that accompanied Jewish involvement with the
communists was the dichotomy between Marxist atheism and the maintenance of
a Jewish faith. Colman jokes that he rgected his religion even before his Bar
Mitzvah, but Lesser, who was brought up in devoutly religious family became an
atheist aged fifteen when he joined the YCL. Garber and Goodman also both
rgjected thelr religion outright after joining the communists, and none of the
remaining Jewish brigaders mention that they remained as practicing Jews after
their Bar Mitzvahs.

%2 Jewish Socialist Lines of Dissent Spring 2000 No. 41, p.21
® Dave Goodman, Oral History Recording 16621/5, 1996, Imperial War Museum.
® Jud Colman, Oral History Recording 14575/3, 1994, Imperial War Museum.
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Within religious circles the percelved threat of communism was taken very
serioudy. Lesser recals,

‘a young man, older than myself was beaten in the synagogue, in front of
all the people, by his father, because he declared himself a communist ...
and there were certainly people  whom | knew in the synagogue who
were at least as much concerned about the left, and the influence the Left
might have upon their children, as they were concerned about the anti-
Semitic Right’.®

Similarly, Dave Goodman recalls that ‘the rabbi used to tear his hair out
and complain bitterly to the parents about them alowing their children to give the
Jewish community abad name by their activitiesin the YCL’ ®.

The reaction of the Jewish brigaders parents to their offspring's
declarations of atheism or involvement in communist activities are unclear. Dave
Goodman recruited his father into the CP and recalls that his father

‘used to collect funds and sell literature to the Jewish community, with
which he never distanced himself. He remained a good synagogue-going
member and respected as well, but because of the feelings about fascism
he would be able to collect money for the CP, which was seen by the
Jewish community as a very staunchly anti-fascist organisation whatever
they thought about communism.”®’

Gilbert smply recals that Jewish parents implored their children not to get
involved in politics but that this advice was ‘ absolutely ignored’.®

It appears that regardless of whether the Jewish brigaders continued to
practice their religion, their upbringing in a close-knit community meant that,
through friends and often through the synagogue, they were introduced to
political activities. In this sense the Jewish brigaders ethnicity inadvertently
played a role in their politicization. It aso has been demondrated that on a
number of other levels, including area and type of living conditions, the nature of
employment, generationa factors and percelved internd community aienation,
religion aso inadvertently played a role in Jewish politicization. This politicization,

® Frank Lesser, Oral History Recording 9408/7, 1986, Imperial War Museum

® Dave Goodman, Oral History Recording 16621/5, 1996, Imperial War Museum.
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it should be stressed, was by no means guaranteed to manifest itself as support
for the CP and significantly, amongst the Jewish brigaders only Kenton, Colman
and Garber® had been enticed to join the CP with its utopian ideals of worker
redemption, before the rise of fascism. Of these brigaders, Garber’s case can be
isolated as unique, since his early involvement in the CP clearly originated from
being reared aongside his two Bund Party radica uncles. Thus, only two of the
researched Jewish brigaders can be regarded as independently joining the
Communists before the rise of fascism in Britain, supporting the premise that
socio-economic conditions were not the primary motivation for Jewish
Communist support.

If economic and socia conditions can be accepted as facilitating the
politicization of young British Jews, yet be dismissed as necessarily resulting in
support of the CP, the question of what motivated these Jews to join the CP till
stands. In order to answer this question, and establish why the CP developed
such a significant Jewish support base requires an appraisal of the rise of fascism
in Britain and a critique of the elevation of the CP to the podtion of Britan's
leading anti-Fascist organisation.

% See biographies.

16



CHAPTER TWO

The study of British fascism and particularly the activities of the British
Union of Fascists (BUF) is a well-documented area of history, supported by a
consderable volume of specifically dedicated literature. In contrast, with the
exception of the occasiona account of the ‘Battle of Cable Street,’ research into
the anti-fasciss movement in Britain has remained until recently,” a largely
neglected history, with still-less published historical analysis of the part played by
Anglo-Jewry in combating fascism. Such an uneven distribution of historical
atention is unfortunate, as it belies the significant contribution of British Jewry to
anti-fascism, a movement in which al of the Jewish brigaders researched were
involved.

This chapter seeks to appraise the involvement of the Jewish brigaders in
the anti-fascist movement in Britain during the early 1930s, and will attempt to
demonstrate that Anglo-Jewish attitudes towards fascism were heavily influenced
by the rise of Nazism in Germany. Additionaly, the origins and prevaence of
anti-Semitism within the BUF will aso be explored, dong with the Jewish
community’ s response to the escalating level of anti-Semitic violence in Britain.

It will be argued that the Jewish establishment, as represented by the Jewish
Board of Deputies, pursued a largely apathetic and ineffective response to
mounting BUF anti-Semitic violence. This apathy will be shown to have dienated
working class Jewry, and facilitated the gravitation of previoudy unpoliticized
working class Jews towards the Communist Party, which by 1935, championed
pro-active anti-fascism as its foremost concern.™ This line of inquiry aims to
demonstrate that the large Jewish support for the CP in Britain during the 1930s
was not due to radical Marxist political convictions but because membership of
the CP offered the best possibly means of opposing fascism.

The BUF was not the first fascist organisation in Britain, as it was pre-
dated by a number of smadler, politicaly inconsequential fascist parties
established during the 1920s. Rather, the launch of the BUF on 1 October 19327
is significant because it marks the establishment of the first fascist party in Britain
to make any real impact upon British politics. As Cross remarks ‘never before in
modern British history had the spontaneous idea of one man flowered so quickly

" N.Copsey, Anti-Fascism in Britain (Macmillan Press, London 2000), appears to be the first serious scholarly
work dedicated to the history of anti-fascism in Britain.

" C.Collette & S. Bird (ed.), Jews, Labour and the Left, 1918-48 (Ashgate, Aldershot 2000), p. 94.

"2 C.Cross, The Fascists in Britain (Barrie and Rockliff, London 1961), p. 67.
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into a nationd movement’.” The exact size of the BUF remains unknown;
Oswald Modey, the BUF s founding member and leader, claimed that the party
had 500,000 members in November 1936, athough recent research suggests that
Modey's clam is greatly exaggerated and a more likely figure is around 16,000
fully paid-up members.”

Regardless of the lack of a definitive figure of BUF membership, the
popular interest and dlure of fascism in Britain, can be identified as having been
linked to the meteoric success of fascism on mainland Europe. Mussolini’s rise
to power in Itay in 1922 and Hitler's gppointment as Chancellor of Germany in
January 1933 created an impression in Britain that fascism was in an unstoppable
ascent. This mood is reflected in the editoria line of the Daily Mail, which
openly supported the BUF to facilitate the growth of fascism in Britain. In
January 1934, Viscount Rothermere, the owner of the Daily Mail, himsdf wrote,
under the headline “Hurrah for the Blackshirts’ that,

‘Britain’s survival as a great power will depend on the existence of a well

organised party of the Right, ready to take over responsibility for national

affairs with the same directness of purpose and energy of method as
y 75

Mussolini and Hitler have displayed'.

To many British Jews, the foundation of the BUF in 1932 was the cause of
much grave concern. For these Jews, it appeared perfectly logica to equate
Hitler's virulent anti-Semitic Nazism with Modey’s brand of British fascism.
Such an understanding is exemplified by the testimony of Dave Goodman who
recals that,

‘The rise of Nazism and Hitler impacted on Jewish communities in
Germany, but also it impacted on Jewish communities in other countries,
including Britain, when refugees from Hitler’s Germany came to Britain.
Some came to the Middlesborough area and so we [the Jews of
Middlesborough] were conscious of Nazism, not just as an academic
threat but as something real and close to the Jewish community ... The
impact of what was happening to the Jews in Germany, on the mind set of
the Jews here [in Britain] was very strong and was transmitted down to
the children as well. So, we became very conscious of Hitlerism and anti-

" 1bid., p.86.

" D.S.Lewis, Illusions of Grandeur: Mosley, Fascism and British Society, 1931-81 (Manchester, MUP 1987), pp.
71-72.

™ Daily Mail, 15 January 1934, p.10.
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Semitism, the threat of the rise of fascism, which over a period of years
became more menacing.’ "

Charlie Goodman, who lived in the East End, confirms this perception, attributing
‘the growth in opposition to fascism [in Britain] amongst Jewish people to what
was happening in Germany’.”’

It therefore appears reasonable to surmise that, at least in part, Jewish
involvement in anti-fascism in Britain originated in a desire amongst Anglo-Jewry
to avenge the mistreatment of Jews in Nazi Germany. W F Mandle in Anti-
Semitism and the British Union of Fascists also recognises this trend, but
controversially takes matters one step further, suggesting that the BUF was not an
overtly anti-Semitic party until 1934, when, in reaction to repeated anti-Nazi
(rather than anti-BUF) attacks by Jews on Blackshirts, Modey adopted an anti-
Semitic agenda.”®

Using the testimonies of the Jewish brigaders as a historical basis, it
appears that Mandle's conclusion is not factually borne-out. Of the Jewish
brigaders researched, only three were involved in anti-fascist activities before
1934, which suggests that most Jews became involved in anti-fascism only after
the BUF became ‘overtly’ anti-Semitic; an event that coincided with the Nazi’s
intensification of Jewish persecution in Germany”®. Furthermore, athough Mandle
IS quite correct to suggest that it is erroneous to necessarily regard anti-Semitism
as an intringc part of al fascist models, (a point Mussolini’s Italy in the 1920s
clearly illustrates), works by D.S.Lewis® and N.Copsey®* both indicate that the
BUF retained anti-Semitic credentials from the very outset.

Notwithstanding the controversy over the exact origins of the BUF s anti-
Semitism, it is beyond doubt that British Jews were deliberately targeted by the
Blackshirts. Fascist attacks against Jews were often very violent, and were
designed to ingtall fear into the heart of the Jewish community. Frederick Thomas
a non-Jewish brigader recalls that ‘in Hackney ... attacks on Jews were all too
frequent. Burning rags were thrown at doors of synagogues and quite a large
number of elderly Jewish people were attacked’ % Tony Gilbert dso remembers
the dangers Jews faced during the 1930s, testifying that,

" pid.

" Charlie Goodman, Oral History Recording 16612/4, 1996, Imperial War Museum.

®W.F.Mandle, Anti-Semitism and the British Union of Fascist (Longmans, Plymouth 1968), p5.
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‘In Sepney ... the anti-Semitism was so great that you could hardly
venture out of your own particular area - for instance, to go to Bethnal
Green or to Shoreditch, the Elephant and Castle, Hoxton, anywhere like
that, you were entering enemy territory. You could be attacked if you
appeared Jewish ... ‘they [the Blackshirts] used to use not just knuckle
dusters, but they wielded belts which were studded with iron implements
in the belt - in other words they became a terrible weapon'®

Gilbert is well postioned to testify of BUF anti-Semitic violence, as he was
subjected to a serious anti-Semitic assault by the BUF in London. On the
occasion of his attack Gilbert recalls that,

‘I reached the turning where my parents lived, which was Bishops Way in
Bethnal Green, they had been re-housed in a council flat in Bethnal
Green - in other words we were now living in ... enemy territory - and
when | reached the corner of Bishops Way, somebody said to me “ Have
you got a light?” ... and the next thing | heard was “ That’s him,” and |
woke up in Bethnal Green Hospital. They had broken my nose, and from
that day to this | have had serious sinus trouble because the attack was a
very fierce one’ >

Collectively the Jewish Brigaders testimonies suggest that British Jewry
became involved in anti-fascist activities for two reasons. firstly, because of an
awareness of Nazism in Germany, and its immediate equation with fascism in
Britain, and secondly because of the very real threat Jews faced of attack from
the BUF. However, having established the maotivation for Jewish anti-fascism, it is
still unclear why the Communist Party became the leading pro-active anti-fascist
organisation in Britain, and not, as perhaps could have been expected, a Jewish
organisation.

The issue of ‘class is key to understanding why the Jewish community
falled to establish a unified response to fascism. The threat of BUF anti-Semitic
violence was most acutely felt by working-class Jewry; an occurrence that Lou
Kenton attributes to the BUF's method of recruitment, which targeted ‘the
unskilled unemployed, who were fedling very bitter and resentful’ . This tactic,
spurred by BUF anti-Semitic propaganda, facilitated the growth of BUF

% Tony Gilbert, Oral History Recording, 9157/10, date unknown, Imperial War Museum, transcript, pp.2, 4.
¥ bid., p.4.
% |_ou Kenton, Oral History Recording 9374/4, 1986, Imperia War Museum.

20



strongholds in areas directly bordering impoverished Jewish working-class
neighbourhoods, a trend Gilbert mentions in his description of anti-Semitism in
the East End of London.

The proximity of BUF strongholds to working-class Jewish areas meant
the majority of violent confrontations between fascists and Jews remained
contained within these areas. Consequently, middle-class Jewry, who had long
vacated such areas, remained largely oblivious to the prevaence of BUF
instigated violence that their poorer co-religionists were regularly subjected to.
This middle-class ignorance in part explains the Jewish establishment’s apathy
towards the fascists.

The leading representative body of the Jewish establishment in Britain
during the 1930s was the Jewish Board of Deputies (BOD), chaired by Neville
Laski. The BOD was a notorioudly intransigent organisation, with a membership
of ‘old men intoxicated with the reactionary vaues of the British bourgeoisie,
amost as afraid of their less wedlthy co-religionists as they were of the fascists .2
The growing radica and overt involvement of working class Jewry in the anti-
fascist movement was a source of much embarrassment to the BOD, who
perceived its primary function as assisting Anglo-Jewry’s assmilation into British
society.?’

The BOD, in line with its conservative outlook, advocated a non-
interventionist approach to fascism, a decison in tune with the British
government’s international policy of appeasement. However, the BOD’s
unwillingness to organise a Jewish defence to BUF violence, was highly derisory
causing an internal community split described by Kenton as ‘a great struggle
amongst the Jews themsalves, ®. Charlie Goodman similarly recdlls that, ‘ There
was a lot of opposition from the Jewish establishment, they always considered us
[working class Jewry] to be hooligans because they were completely divorced
from the people of the East End’.%°

The severity of the split in the Jewish community can be gauged by letters
published in the Jewish Chronicle on the issue. By the summer of 1936, fascist
instigated Jew-baiting had reached such intolerable heights that the newspaper
dedicated, an often multi-page column entitled, ‘ The Need for Jewish Defence
(later shortened to ‘ Jewish Defence,’) which documented the BUF s weekly anti-
Semitic activities and published readers reactions to the unfolding events. A letter

¥D.S.Lewis, Illusions of Grandeur: Mosley, Fascism and British Society, 1931-81 (Manchester, MUP 1987),
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from the Council of the United Synagogue, published on 10 July 1936 is typical
of many: it

‘strongly recommend[ed] it's representative upon the Jewish Board of
Deputies to stress the urgent necessity of prompt measures being taken in
order to strengthen the Jewish defence against the continuous growth of

anti-Semitismin this country’.*

In answer, the BOD’s vice-president, Sir Robert Cohen, emphatically rebuffed
the recommendation, citing that ‘it would not be in order to discuss a matter of
that kind at a meeting of the Council of the United Synagogue’.** Such a
response typifies the BOD’s reactionary outlook, a policy, which was officialy
embraced on 19 July 1936, when the BOD met specificaly to consider its
reaction towards the BUF. In this meeting the BOD merely decided to establish a
committee rather than address the issue directly. The BOD meeting was reported
by the Jewish Chronicle, which noted that,

‘The Board of Deputies, which met on Sunday [19 July 1936], devoted a
large proportion of its time to the urgent problem of Jewish Defence
against the growing political anti-Semitic campaign in this country ...
President Laski announced that, “ After a long discussion it was decided to
recommend to the Boardthata  co-ordinating committee be formed to
unify and direct activities in defence of the Jewish Community against
attacks made upon it.” *%

The BUF's proposed raly through London’s East End on 4 October
1936, an event popularly remembered as the ‘Battle of Cable Street’, was a
pivota event for the BOD. Despite being aware of the BUF's aggressive
intentions, the BOD maintained its reactionary position and urged Jews not to
oppose the march. This decision is recorded in the 2 October issue of the Jewish
Chronicle, where the BOD published the following warning to Anglo-Jewry,

‘Urgent Warning. It is understood that a large Blackshirt demonstration
will be held in East London on Sunday afternoon [4th October 1936].
Jews are urgently warned to keep away from the route of the Blackshirt
march and from their meetings. Jews who however innocently, become

% Jewish Chronicle, 10 July 1936, p.10.
| bid.
% Jewish Chronicle, 24 July 1936.
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involved in any possible disorders will be actively helping anti-Semitism
and Jew-baiting. Unless you want to help the Jew-baiters KEEP AWAY .

The BOD’s non-interventionist approach to Cable Street demonstrates how far
removed the Jewish establishment had become from working class Jewish
opinion. All of the Jewish brigaders involved in the Battle of Cable Street, testify
that they believed the purpose of the BUF s planned march through the East End
was ‘to establish that the Jews were aiens and that the Blackshirts had command
of the streets'. It therefore is not surprising that an estimated 100,000 people (of
which, an unknown but sizesble proportion were Jewish)* defied the BOD’s
advice and took to the streets in protest, successfully preventing the BUF march.

In stark contrast to the Jewish establishment’s inaction to the BUF, the
Communist Party was at the forefront of anti-fascist campaigning. Communism
as the very antithess of fascism meant that the CP naturaly pursued an anti-
fascist agenda. This officially became the CP's foremost political commitment
following the ‘7th Congress of the International, held in July-August 1935,"%
where, in reaction to the growing threat of fascism throughout Europe, it was
decided that a pro-active anti-fascist agenda was required. The moderate Left
meanwhile adopted an anti-fascist policy more akin to the Jewish Establishment.
This divergence in gpproach is mentioned by Margot Heinemann, who recalls
that,

‘As with all anti-fascist activity and anti-Mosley demonstrations at that the
time, theadviceof  the Labour Party was stay away and don't give
him [Mosley] publicity. The Communist Party said ‘don’t allow him to get
a hearing with hisracists lies. | followed that line and when | got back to
Cambridge | thought this [the CP] was the outfit | ought to join’ .

Frederick Thomas a non-Jewish brigader and Labour Party League of Youth
member, echoes Heinemann's view, recalling that,

‘in the mid ‘30s when Hitler had come to power and Mussolini was
rampant and Mosley in this country, then much of the opposition [to
fascism] depended upon the CP. It certainly did in terms of opposition to

% Jewish Chronicle, 2 October 1936, p.10.
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Mosley and opposition in London. For that matter the CP were the only
ones really pushing, so that, if one felt very strongly indeed, as many of us
did, that the threat of fascism internationally and via Modsley nationally,
was becoming the vital issue of the age, then one had to look, ... to the

Communists because the Labour Party resolutions were insufficient’.’

To working-class Jewry, many of whom, (as outlined in chapter one),
adready held Left-wing sympathies, their abandonment by the Jewish
establishment and mainstream political parties meant that to oppose fascism, they,
as Kenton recalls, ‘naturaly gravitated towards the Communists .*® This trend is
reflected in CP membership figures, which at the beginning of 1935 stood at less
than 6,000 but by the time of the Comintern Congressin July reached 7,700.%

For the Jewish brigaders, because of their young age, the Young
Communist League (Y CL), which was the youth-wing of the Communist Party,
was the principal beneficiary of their support. Jud Colman describes the YCL as
a ‘mainly socia not militant [organisation] ... arranging camps, rambles and
dances, ' but, Colman’s recollections should not detract from the YCL's
important role in opposing fascism. The YCL operated as a very committed and
politically dedicated movement, organising anti-fascist demonstrations and selling
The Challenge newspaper'®.

Of the Jewish brigaders researched, eight joined the Y CL before going to
Spain whilst Bloom and Russell were members of the CP. Lesser is the one
exception to the trend as he joined the Independent Labour Party (ILP), whereas
the other Jewish brigaders that weren't officially members of the CP were, at least
In some lesser capacity, linked to Communist led activities.

In cities that hosted a Jewish community of any substantial size it appears
that the local YCL branches during the 1930s were invariably dominated by a
Jewish presence. Colman describes the Cheetham Hill YCL branch as ‘mainly
Jewish, ' a view supported by Walter Greenhalgh a non-Jewish brigader and
member of the same Manchester YCL branch who recalls that ‘being a Jewish
area, Cheetham Y CL was very big with between 300-400 members .** The most
sriking example of Jewish YCL involvement is mentioned by Maurice Levitas
who clams that he was responsible for ‘recruiting the whole of the Jewish Lads
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Brigades Bugle Band into the YCL!"** Y et, despite the evident zeal displayed by
Jaws for YCL led activities, the level of communist ideologica commitment held
by Jewish YCL members was minima. This suggests the motivation of British
Jews for joining the Y CL was anti-fascist rather than class conscious. As Charlie
Goodman recalls,

‘The Jews made the CP very strong, not because the Jewish people
understood the theory of communism or even supported the theory of
commun