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        Preface

        Ariel Friedlander is a devoted Queens Park Rangers fan. In her midtwenties
        she landed her dream job as the club’s official photographer.
        When a match at Tottenham was rearranged to take place on
        Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, she was faced with a dilemma.
        After consulting her rabbi, who also happened to be her father, she
        decided to attend the synagogue service in the morning and then
        rush over to White Hart Lane. Spurs scored an early goal, it started
        to rain and then came the inevitable lightning and thunder. God,
        clearly, was trying to tell her something. When QPR fans started
        singing ‘Does your rabbi know you’re here?’ she screamed back at
        them ‘Yes, he does, and he said it was my decision.’ Not long after
        this incident she enrolled at the Hebrew Union College and trained
        to be a rabbi.

       Rabbi Friedlander’s epiphany – ‘I realised God was sending me
        a personal message’ – is one of the many entertaining stories I heard
        on my never-ending tour of shuls, schools, universities, literary festivals,
        Chanucah parties – and the odd barmitzvah – to promote this
        book. It is funny, poignant and, like the majority of tales unearthed
        during my research, a previously untold one; part of the secret
        history of English football’s forgotten tribe. Since the book’s publication
        there has been an explosion of interest in the subject. Both
        the Manchester and London Jewish Museums have organised exhibitions.
        There have been many newspaper and magazine articles,
        several radio programmes and an excellent new academic tome
        
       
        from David Dee of De Montfort University.

        We are living, as I reflect in the final section, in a new footballing
        age characterised by a great deal more openness about cultural diversity.
        Even so, it was a shock to see pictures in the Jewish Chronicle
        of thousands of Orthodox Jews crowding into Leyton Orient’s
        stadium at Brisbane Road. The Charedim, it turned out, were congregating
        for an anti-internet rally; they have a strong anti-football
        tradition, although I am indebted to Jo Rosenthal at the London
        Jewish Museum for showing me ‘a review of the halakhic opinions
        from Talmudic to contemporary authorities regarding the permissibility
        of playing ball on shabbat and yom tov.’ The article’s author,
        Rabbi Saul J. Berman, concluded that ‘while contemporary custom
        is to refrain from playing ball on those days, normative legal opinion
        holds that such activity is permitted’.

          This will have come as a great relief to Nick Blackman who, when
        he turned out for Reading at Stoke on a cold shabbat afternoon in
        February 2013, became the first English-born Jew to start a Premier
        League game.

          I am not convinced that a combination of the Berman pronunciation
        and the Blackman breakthrough will open the floodgates.
        In the twenty-first century, Anglo-Jewry is, predominantly, a middleclass
        community and English football remains, predominantly, a
        working-class sport. For a large part of the previous century, however,
        many Jews took the traditional immigrant route out of the ghetto,
        becoming footballers, boxers and entertainers. And yet, during my
        never-ending tour, I have been discovering that the very idea of
        Jewish footballers continues to make people smile. ‘Think back to
        your schooldays,’ a review in Shabbat Shalom – ‘Synagogue Newsletter
        of the Year’ – began. ‘What were your favourite subjects? English?
        History? Geography? What about PE, or football, or rugby? Exactly,
        Many of us hated with a vengeance anything which involved the
        
        donning of shorts or “pumps”. Give us a good old essay on the Wars
        of the Roses any day. Or ask us to describe and draw an oxbow lake.
        But sport? No way.’

         At the same time, I lost count of the number of people who told
        me about a relative who had briefly played for Bolton or been given
        a trial at Liverpool. I was contacted by James Baker, whose father,
        Arthur, starred for Hackney Junior Schoolboys in the 1930s. ‘His
        place was eventually taken by future England player Eddie Bailey,
        but his performances earned him a trial with Orient’, wrote James.
        ‘However his parents, who were observant Jews, would not allow
        their son to play football on a Saturday.’ As a result of poor records,
        and an understandable desire to keep their identity under wraps in
        a hostile environment, we will never know just how many Jewish
        professionals there were. Or, indeed, are. Several members of the
        audiences I addressed revealed that their sons, or nephews, were
        currently plying their trade in the Football League. Vic Shroot, for
        example, who remembered ‘schlepping goalposts across Hackney
        Marshes on a Sunday morning’mentioned that his son Robin, now
        at League One side Stevenage, played in an FA Cup tie for
        Birmingham City at Wolves a few years ago.

         Researching the book was initially difficult because key figures
        refused to speak, some on the grounds that their careers would be
        jeopardised. Jews tend to be an upwardly-climbing, past-erasing
        tribe who, following Lot’s lead, prefer to look forward rather than
        back. As the community became more affluent in the latter half of
        the twentieth-century, the number of footballers dwindled to miniscule
        proportions. Since the Second World War, the tribe has made
        its mark more as supporters than players. One club in particular,
        Tottenham Hotspur, is identified as the Jewish one, hence the chanting
        that Rabbi Friedlander mistook for a divine revelation. Wolfing down
        a bowl of lokshen soup before popping along to The Lane might,
       
 
        these days, be a halakhically acceptable way of spending the sabbath
        but, as Rabbi Berman admonishes, ‘ball playing on shabbat and yom
            tov is a vacuous, pointless activity.’ Which instantly brought to mind
        Woody Allen’s famous line about sex without love being an empty
        experience – ‘but, as empty experiences go, it’s one of the best.’

         Ignoring the fact that their bitter rivals, Arsenal, probably now
        have a greater number of Yiddisher fans, Tottenham’s Jewishness,
        as a reviewer in the Wall Street Journal noted, ‘has become an indelible
        part of the team’s identity. It’s not uncommon to see Israeli flags
        flying in the stadium and Tottenham’s “top boys” – soccer slang for
        a club’s most aggressive supporters – refer to themselves as the
        “Spurs Yids.”’ As a Jewish fan who doesn’t support Spurs, this makes
        me feel very uncomfortable. At the same time, I don’t support the
        Society of Black Lawyers’ preposterous threat to report Tottenham
        to the police. As a club statement pointed out, fans ‘adopted the
        chant as a defence mechanism in order to own the term and thereby
        deflect anti-Semitic abuse.’ In the past year there has, sadly, been a
        rise in such abuse. In trips to Italy and France, Spurs fans have been
        attacked by fascist mobs. And whilst the days of English football
        crowds making massed monkey noises are thankfully gone, the ‘oldest
        hatred’ appears to be resurfacing in this country. After one encounter
        with Spurs, West Ham United issued life bans to supporters who
        had sung Hitler songs and made hissing noises – in emulation of
        the gas chambers – whilst offering up Nazi salutes.

         It would be ridiculous to suggest that Jews are more obsessed
        with football than Gentiles. But, from Manchester City to Manchester
        United, and from Leeds United to Leyton Orient, a number of elderly
        fans at my talks put forward the reason for their obsession: a desperation
        to belong, to be accepted, to be part of what they once called
        the ‘host community’. Football was the way my grandparents shed
        their Old World Yiddishness and became English. And it was the
     
      
        way my parents’ generation became part of Leeds: The Rebbe in
        the morning, Don Revie in the afternoon. To my own, far more
        integrated, generation there is a lot less significance attached. Many
        of us are no longer so obsessed, simply enjoying the distracting triviality
        of twenty two players kicking a ball around like meshuganahs
        on a cold shabbat afternoon. Still, as distracting trivialities go, it
        remains one of the best.

     
    
‘In the highly improbable event of his being asked to nominate the one most un-Jewish thing he could think of, Sefton Goldberg would have been hard pressed to decide between Nature and football. But he would almost certainly have come down finally on the side of football. The game was not Jewish.’

Howard Jacobson, Coming from Behind, 1983

 

Stewardess: ‘Would you like something to read?’

Passenger:   ‘Do you have anything light?’

Stewardess: ‘How about this leaflet, Famous Jewish Sports Legends?’

Airplane, 1980

‘Mr Football Jew does not exist. He is a misnomer.

This is because Mr Football Jew is not Jewish at all. He is just another facet of the collective imagination.’

Nick Lambert,
Jews in Europe in the Twenty-First Century:
Thinking Jewish, 2008


Introduction: The Myth of Absence


‘We had been Russians or Poles or something – why split hairs? – and now we were setting about becoming English.’

Howard Jacobson, Roots Schmoots, 1993



In February 2012 the Sun newspaper hailed David Bernstein as ‘an avuncular, Old School figure with a touch of a Henley-on-Thames bank manager about him’. Nothing exceptional in this, you may think. Bernstein had, after all, just seen off the unpopular Italian coach Fabio Capello, responsible for England’s disastrous 2010 World Cup campaign in South Africa. Previously, he had stood up to the all-powerful FIFA president Sepp Blatter, responsible – in English minds, at least – for myriad crimes against football. A cross between Dad’s Army’s Captain Mainwaring and, according to one over-excited broadsheet columnist, wartime prime minister Winston Churchill, the chairman of the Football Association was lauded as the archetypal principled, resilient Little Englander unafraid to do battle with Johnny Foreigner. The Anglophiles who had been so desperate to ‘convert’ his eastern European Jewish ancestors into Good Englishmen would have been very proud.

A few months later, after anointing Roy Hodgson as Capello’s successor, the new England coach was asked to name his favourite writer. ‘Philip Roth,’ replied Hodgson. In the long hours of negotiation over terms and conditions, it would be interesting to know if Hodgson and Bernstein had discussed one of the literary giant’s favourite themes: the integration of the Jewish outsider into mainstream culture. Or picked over Roth’s quote about baseball, which describes the American national game as ‘a kind of secular church that reached into every class and religion of the nation . . . a space where the marginal can become central, where the charges of not really belonging, of not being real men, of being interlopers or cheats can be defeated’. Unlike in the States, where novelists, sociologists and politicians have tended to view sport, particularly baseball, as an ideal vehicle for assimilation, Anglo-Jewry has been written out – and has often written itself out – of the history of English sport, particularly English football. Whenever an Anglo-Jewish sporting hero, like the world welterweight champion Jack ‘Kid’ Berg, the Olympic gold medallist Harold Abrahams or the Wimbledon champion Angela Buxton, has emerged, he or she has tended to be portrayed as the exception that proves the rule. Sometimes, as in the case of Abrahams, whose 100-metre win in the 1924 Olympics was immortalised in the film Chariots of Fire, he or she has suggested that being a Good Jew and being a Good Sportsman are incompatible aspirations. In the Oscar-winning movie, Abrahams, a keen Gilbert and Sullivan fan, was portrayed as the classic outsider who overcomes prejudice to become the very model of a thoroughly anglicised Jew. In one of the movie’s most memorable scenes, he runs along the beach to the tune of ‘He Is an Englishman’.

The argument of this book is that the role of Jews in English football’s transformation from a working-class pursuit played in crumbling arenas to a global entertainment industry has been driven by this trope; that English football has, for the past century, been a vehicle for anglicisation, a space where ethnic identity has connected, even become intertwined, with national identity; an arena where Jews have fought the notion that they were invaders who needed to be fended off, newcomers who did not belong. There is always the risk of supplying ammunition to conspiracy theorists, especially those on the far right who continue to fantasise about the existence of a ‘kosher nostra’, but football history is far too important to be left to the anti-Semites. I have chosen eleven key figures, alongside many other equally intriguing if less important ones, who have all, in their different ways, embodied this trope. Their stories illustrate the different phases of Anglo-Jewry’s 100-year evolution, the three stages of integration into English society: the First Age, the Golden Age and the New Age.

The eternal debate about whether Jews are a race, religion, nationality or ethnicity is of little interest here. I have settled on ‘tribe’ because they have, over the course of a century, formed a distinctive – if often hidden – subculture within the game, sharing not only a common ancestry and culture but also a tribal determination to prove themselves, to be accepted, to belong. In Books Do Furnish a Room, the novelist Anthony Powell wrote: ‘It is not what happens to people that is significant, but what they think happens to them.’ Everyone, Powell elaborated, has a personal myth. He was talking about characters in a novel, but the axiom can be equally applied to insecure migrant communities. The Anglo-Jewish football myth – of absence – is at odds with a long history of passionate involvement in the People’s Game. Contrary to the stereotypical outpourings of large sections of both Jewish and non-Jewish opinion, Jews have bodies as well as minds. The culture is as physical as it is cerebral. In fact, today in England, as David Baddiel has observed, ‘it is virtually impossible to be Jewish and male and not interested in football’.

The eleven key figures in this book represent a challenge to the myth of absence, a ‘first team’ of largely forgotten pioneers whose stories dramatise crucial moments in an epic journey from ghetto outsiders to FA insiders. Of course, to stretch the old joke, for every eleven Jews there are always twelve opinions. For this is a fractious and unruly tribe, often populated by non-conformists, dissenters, mavericks. All human life is there, in all its diversity, challenging the enduring stereotype of a narrow, clannish people. There are eastern and central Europeans, working-class East Enders and Sephardic Israelis, American sports moguls and Russian oligarchs. Jews have been players, fans, hangers-on, managers, directors, thinkers, fighters, writers, administrators, owners, showmen and introverts. Anglo-Jewry, in football as elsewhere, has never spoken with a single voice. Very often it hasn’t spoken at all, preferring, often as a matter of policy, to blend in, maintain a low profile, not make a fuss. To keep schtum. This has made it difficult to write the definitive book on Jewish involvement in English football. Records have not been kept, sources have been lost, several key figures have simply refused to speak – some on the grounds that their careers may be jeopardised. By their very nature, Jews are an upwardly climbing, past-erasing tribe who, following Lot’s lead, prefer to look forward rather than back. This has, however, made the unearthing of so many ‘secret’ lives all the more exciting and groundbreaking. The great historian Eric Hobsbawm, another distinguished Jewish émigré – and Bolton Wanderers fan – hardly mentions football, let alone Jewish participation in it, in his seminal accounts of the twentieth century. But he nevertheless recognised its national potency when he wrote: ‘The imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people.’ My tribe seems, to me, more real as a team of eleven named, gutsy, presumptuous, footballing pioneers.

Becoming English

Since the first Jewish immigrants were brought to medieval England by William the Conqueror in 1070, four years after the Battle of Hastings, most of the tribe’s fractious and unruly sections have been committed to a single goal: Becoming English. Integrate, assimilate, anglicise. In footballing terms, this has meant becoming so anglicised that their presence has been barely noted. Hence this book’s subtitle: ‘English Football’s Forgotten Tribe’. Despite being a tiny part of the population, never, at any point in its history exceeding 450,000 – less than 1 per cent – it has produced its fair share of footballers, especially when, in the first half of the last century, it was a predominantly working-class tribe. In the second half of the century, as Jews became more acculturated, and more upwardly mobile, as they entered the professions, moved out to the suburbs and became middle class – as they became more English – it was almost as if they had forgotten they had once been footballers.

Just as they had forgotten they had once been boxers. After the Second World War, English Jews, like their American counterparts, quietly buried the public memory of their pugilistic past. And yet, from Samson to Daniel Mendoza, there have always been schtarkers – the Yiddish word for strongmen – in the ranks. Mendoza, English champion from 1792 to 1795, invented scientific boxing, which emphasised skill and speed as opposed to brute force, and received the patronage of the Prince of Wales, the future George IV. Towards the end of his career, he toured the country, giving demonstration bouts in front of huge numbers of fans. Such was his fame as a prize-fighter, newspapers reported one of his victories ahead of the storming of the Bastille in 1789. His triumphs, like those of Dutch Sam, Aby Belasco and Barney Aaron, were credited with reducing attacks on Jews in the late eighteenth century.

Long before the creation of Israel in 1948, the myth of the unphysical Jew was being blown away in the dark, grimy alleyways of Whitechapel, Aldgate and Spitalfields. East End boxers like Kid Lewis and Kid Berg were part of an alternative tradition harking back to the folkloric fables of famous schtarkers. They appeared in the Yiddish imagination as a muscular counterpart to spiritual, Talmudic Judaism, protecting defenceless Pale of Settlement shtetls against Cossack pogroms. In the 1920s, the Jewish escapologist Harry Houdini and Zishe Breitbart – who could tear chains with his bare hands, break coins between his fingers and lift huge weights with his teeth – both competed for the billing of the ‘strongest man in the world’. In the Jewish-American underworld so fascinatingly documented in Rick Cohen’s Tough Jews, a gangster generation flourished. Lewis and Berg were the last of the great Yiddisher fighters to punch their way out of East End poverty. They personified the necessity of Jewish toughness in a threatening world. In the Devonshire and Blackfriars arenas, Jews would sit downstairs and Gentiles would perch in the balconies. When their heroes fought non-Jews, the roar of the crowd would split in half. A succession of spindly assassins raised their fists against prejudice, refusing to perpetuate the role of victim. Anshel Young Joseph, an exceptionally clever boxer, won the British welterweight championship. The little scrapper Cockney Cohen held his own in four bouts with ex-world bantamweight champion Pedlar Palmer. They were followed by Matt Wells, Harry Mason – an English and European lightweight champion – Johnny Brown, Jack Broomfield – the British middleweight and British Empire light-heavyweight champion – and Harry Mizler. In the late 1930s, a few years after becoming English welterweight champion, Mizler fought one of Oswald Mosley’s Nazi henchmen, delaying the knockout punch until he had inflicted as much damage as possible.

The greatest fighters of this golden age were the two ‘Kids’, who racked up almost every major British and American championship belt before the war. Lewis, who like Mendoza hailed from Aldgate, was known as the ‘Yiddish Wonderman’. With a Star of David sewn on his shorts and tefillin – small black leather boxes containing scrolls with verses from the Torah – on his arms, he shamelessly whipped up local support. He became the first Englishman to win a world boxing title in the United States before returning home to claim six British and European gongs. By the time he retired, in 1929, he had blown all his riches and two years later, astonishingly, became Mosley’s bodyguard. On discovering the British Union of Fascists were virulently anti-Semitic, however, he beat up Mosley and two of his cronies.


Jack ‘Kid’ Berg recalls:



My gang was mainly from my street. Sam Bibbikraut was the leader. Then there was Gussie, Sammy Front, Morrie Greenberg, maybe one or two others, younger brothers. We grew up together. I could lick Sam – I could lick any of them. I was fighting every day, to survive. I had to fight, it was my way, you see. When I was in the street, if anybody hit somebody I knew, I used to shield that person. I never wanted people to take liberties with me. What’s right is right, but I never wanted people to take liberties. I always landed the first punch, whatever happened. I’d get in first. If I’m right or wrong, I’m going to hit you, I’m not going to wait until you bang me one. Gangs of Gentiles used to sing bad things to us on the streets, often in front of old Jewish people, and when we kids used to hear that, well, we didn’t like it. Our spirits used to be on fire, we’d burn. We would make a dash for them. We were always fighting. You had to fight. It was part of my nature.’

‘In the old days,’ said Michael Grade, whose father and uncles set up a showbusiness dynasty after the war, ‘there were a lot of Jewish prize-fighters. Which is unusual, I’m surprised their mothers let them. They fought their way out. My family chose the other way out, the stage, bless ’em. It was their way out of the ghetto, to go on the stage and dance. Rather than, say, box.’

During the First Age, of integration, from just before the First World War to the 1953 England–Hungary game, football also performed this role of escape route. After Louis Bookman became the first Jew to play in the First Division thousands of immigrant children took to the streets, playgrounds and muddy pitches, fantasising about a life of glory and impossible glamour. This fantasy life was encouraged by communal leaders, anxious that young immigrants should quickly adopt English values such as fair play and sportsmanship. Anglicisation implanted fervent allegiances, from the East End to north London, from inner-city Leeds to inner-city Manchester. Jews became fierce and passionate players, using tough muscles and sharp brains to escape their claustrophobic enclaves. The Gentiles had their Saturday football – which second-generation Jews, often without telling their parents, would sneak off to watch after going to the synagogue – and the Jews had their Sunday football. When players broke through into the former, however, no mention would be made of their ethnicity. This is because Anglo-Jewry has never wished to be regarded as an ethnic minority. Communal leaders have always been threatened by such a description and have strongly opposed being identified on the national census in this way. The Jewish Establishment has always wanted its primary identity to be English.

It is not difficult to understand why, especially at the end of the First Age, anglicisers chose to adopt such a narrow definition of their identity. During the Second World War, let us not forget, only twenty miles of salt sea separated the community from extinction. Insecurity, particularly the fear of exclusion, expulsion – even elimination – is part of the tribal folk memory. In the third century, the principle known as dina de-malchuta dina was established in the Jewish diaspora, which, translated from the Hebrew, meant an acceptance of the law of the land in which you live. Throughout the twentieth century, embracing humility as an assimilationist strategy, the Anglo-Jewish mantra was minhag Anglia – the tradition of England. British Jews have always taken this strategy to great extremes, showing exaggerated respect to their host country, enlisting for military service – from the Napoleonic wars to the two great twentieth-century conflicts – in disproportionate numbers, forever fearful of anti-patriotic slights. As a young boy, I always wondered why it was felt necessary to include an oath of allegiance to the Queen in Saturday services at the synagogue. And why, for that matter, had we all changed our names? My family used to be called Clavinsky, my grandmother was a Tompowsky, and most of my relatives worked in a factory owned by Montague Ossinsky – better known as Montague Burton. In researching this book I interviewed the eighty-two-year-old widow of Leslie Goldberg, a Leeds United player of the 1930s. After the war, she told me, he had been transferred to Reading and, in order to fit in, had changed his name to Gaunt.

And then I remembered how proud I felt reading an extract from Tony Blair’s 2006 speech at Bevis Marks Synagogue in the City of London. ‘As the oldest minority faith community in this country,’ the then prime minister told the packed congregation, ‘you show how identity through faith can be combined with a deep loyalty to our nation.’

Loyalty – or, to put it another way, blending in, maintaining a low profile, not making a fuss, keeping schtum – has been the cornerstone of Anglo-Jewish policy since 1656, when the Jews were readmitted to England. In 1290, the 2,500-strong community had been expelled by Edward I and did not return, officially at least, for another 366 years. The Edict of Expulsion had been the culmination of a long process of demonisation; clerics and popes had routinely stirred up ill feeling against the ‘Christ-killers’ and in 1144, East Anglian Jews had been accused of murdering a young boy, William of Norwich, to use his blood in a religious ritual. Although charges were dropped through the intervention of the Crown, similar blood libels were to occur throughout British history. When Richard the Lionheart joined the Third Crusade in 1190, anti-Semitic rioting erupted throughout the realm. Thousands of Jews in Bury St Edmunds, Colchester, Thetford and London were robbed, beaten, forcibly baptised, hung or burned to death. York’s small community fled to the royal castle for protection. When help did not arrive, most killed themselves or perished in flames rather than face forced conversion. The mob massacred the few who survived. In the early 1200s, many Jews were expelled from their homes and required to wear identifying badges, an eerie precursor of the Nazi yellow stars.

Despite being banished, a small number returned clandestinely over the following centuries. These included Spanish and Portuguese Jews who had embraced Christianity – Marranos – Tudor court musicians and, during the reign of Charles I, Jewish merchants disguised as Spaniards. The first Jewish families to come to London in 1656, after Menasseh ben Israel of Amsterdam persuaded Oliver Cromwell to readmit the community, on biblical grounds, were also Sephardim; of Mediterranean as opposed to north European – Ashkenazi – origin, they had enjoyed five centuries of cultural and intellectual splendour until the Inquisition forced them to convert, flee or be put to death. Primarily from the Iberian Peninsula, but including some second-generation emigrants from central and western Europe as well, they assimilated quickly into English society, being accustomed both to hiding their Jewish identity and to interacting with non-Jewish communities. Although officially recognised by Cromwell, who allowed them to establish a synagogue, they faced repeated assaults. ‘Political instability and changes of regime gave Christian fanatics and business competitors opportunities to demand their expulsion,’ wrote David Cesarani. ‘As a consequence, their leaders feared that any infraction of the law or provocation could be used against them.’

Intermarriage and conversion were common in London, and were attractive because they offered access and membership to English institutions. During the eighteenth century receiving a university education, gaining a place at the Inns of Court and obtaining a seat in parliament were all denied to non-Anglicans. In 1701, the Sephardi Jews set up a congregation at Bevis Marks, the first purpose-built synagogue in Britain since medieval times. By the 1730s, the Jewish population, which now included Ashkenazi settlers attracted by the prospect of religious freedom, had grown to 6,000 – larger than in the Middle Ages. By the end of the century it numbered 20,000. When George III came to the throne in 1760, the Sephardi elders presented him with a petition of loyalty on behalf of Jews belonging to ‘the Portuguese nation’; the Ashkenazi congregations objected and, eventually, both communities formed a joint committee called the Board of Deputies, the first representative body of Jews in Britain.

The Jewish Naturalisation Act of 1753 – known as The Jew Bill – had, briefly, granted the community English citizenship, but it was repealed after widespread protests. The vast majority of Ashkenazi immigrants crowded into London’s East End. As they grew in number, their European Hebrew pronunciation, prayer forms and language, Yiddish, supplanted the area’s original Sephardic character. They established cemeteries, synagogues, religious schools and ritual bath houses and were self-supporting; they fed their hungry, provided dowries for needy brides, cared for widows and orphans and buried their poor. Streets thronged with peddlers hawking rags, used clothing, shoe buckles, watch chains, rings, snuff boxes and buttons. Tailors recycled frayed jackets into serviceable children’s wear, and cobblers stitched up shoes good as new. Their poverty was exacerbated by overcrowding, inadequate sanitation and disease.

By 1830, there were about 20,000 Jews living in London and another 10,000 in the provinces. It was at this point that the complexion of the migratory flow became more middle-class. Some of the newcomers were political refugees, like Karl Marx, but most were German merchants and clerks attracted to England because of its unrivalled mercantile and industrial pre-eminence. They opened offices and warehouses in Bradford, Leeds, Manchester and Nottingham to buy goods for export to the Continent. Although there was a small trickle of impoverished, lower-class Jews from eastern Europe, the embourgeoisement of the community continued unabated during the mid-Victorian era. Material success, economic mobility and acculturation sparked a shift in self-definition; a more intimate identification with Englishness reflected by the increasing demand for secular education. The spread of secondary education encouraged middle-class Jews, in Todd Endelman’s words, ‘to think of themselves as English, as well as Jewish, as rooted in the life of the country rather than tossed on to its shores by circumstance’. In industrial centres outside London, particularly Manchester, Liverpool and Leeds, the new professional classes became involved in literary and philosophical societies, dining clubs, musical societies, Masonic lodges, choral groups and mechanics institutes. These institutions, independent of church and chapel, and located in areas where landed upper-class influence was weak, provided a space for the integration of successful Jewish businessmen into local society. Meanwhile, the wealthiest families, like the Rothschilds, acquired country estates, pursued rural pleasures and entertained the political elite.

This assimilation into Gentile society spawned demands for emancipation: the removal of barriers to full civic equality and the right to participate in public affairs. Unlike in Napoleonic France or the Russian Empire, Christian advocates of Jewish suffrage did not make their support conditional; Napoleon, for example, called on French Jews to repudiate separatism and Russian liberals insisted on the abandonment of orthodox beliefs and habits. Jews were eventually admitted to parliament because they were viewed as hard-working, loyal citizens and they had anglicised their synagogue services, modifying them to reflect middle-class notions of decorum and gentility. During his forty-five-year tenure as chief rabbi, from 1845 to 1890, as more Jews absorbed English tastes and identified their fate with their adoptive country, Nathan Adler encouraged a new type of non-European, pastoral religious leader to emerge – and urged rabbis to preach in English, even if they were natives of Germany and Poland.

The assassination of Tsar Alexander II in 1881 provoked a mass migration to the West. Blamed for the murder, two million Jews fled the subsequent pogroms – Cossack attacks on their villages – which took place in the Russian Pale of Settlement, an area they had been restricted to in the eighteenth century following the partitioning of Poland. Previously, when the Russian army had captured a Polish town, its entire Jewish population had been put to death; on this occasion, Catherine the Great opted for ethnic containment rather than cleansing. Most refugees went to America, but thousands ended up in Britain. By 1919, the Anglo-Jewish population had increased from 46,000 in 1880 to about 250,000. There was a huge gulf between the impoverished eastern European refugees and the ‘aristocrats’ of the anglicised Establishment. ‘A remark that would have brought a blush to the cheek of a Young Person in Mr Podsnap’s household,’ noted Stephen Brook, ‘would have had the same effect in the drawing rooms of the Mocattas or Montefiores or any of the other Jewish grandees of the time.’ The middle-class leaders were horrified by the old-world religious practices of the new arrivals. Having intensely pursued Englishness for the best part of two centuries, they suddenly saw all their good work being undermined by this invasion of ill-kempt foreigners, who were both conspicuous in their appearance and indecorous in their worship.

The Jewish Board of Guardians took an active part in repatriating thousands of undesirable immigrants. Advertisements were placed in eastern European Jewish newspapers discouraging them from emigrating. But they just kept on coming; by the end of the nineteenth century, the population of some parts of the East End was one-third immigrant. The Jewish population of Leeds, located in one of the city’s worst slums – the Leylands – trebled between 1888 and 1902. Strangeways and Red Bank in Manchester also had vibrant communities, and smaller ones flourished in industrial regions such as south Wales and the north-east. Most immigrants entered the British economy as workers in sweated industries. Hundreds of small workshops sprang up in immigrant districts, housed in garrets, cellars, backrooms, stables, disused sheds and crumbling warehouses. The majority were overcrowded, dimly lit, poorly ventilated and littered with rubbish. Inspectors discovered floors smeared with faeces. Tailors who toiled fourteen- to eighteen-hour days contracted respiratory diseases from working in these tiny, damp, overheated spaces. Education was then, as now, seen as the way out of the ghetto. The Education Act of 1870 had established state-financed, nondenominational primary schools – and it was here that first- and second-generation immigrants were reshaped as English citizens. As a scholarship boy at a Whitechapel school revealed, ‘The unspoken but quite clear message was: “Now, if you accept what we have to offer, we might, after several years of concentrated endeavour, turn you out as a passable imitation of an educated member of the English middle class.”’

During the First Age, anti-Semitism was part of the public discourse. This had first become apparent during the debates on prime minister Benjamin Disraeli’s policy towards Turkey. A converted Jew who flaunted his Jewish roots – having been baptised he was able to enter parliament in 1837, twenty-one years before the first official Jewish MP, Lionel de Rothschild, was allowed to take his seat – Disraeli’s handling of the Eastern Question sparked an explosion of anti-Jewish feeling. During the Boer War, from 1899 to 1902, Jews were accused of manipulating British foreign policy. The eastern European exodus was the final straw, provoking a moral panic. ‘Aliens’ were blamed for urban squalor, unemployment, disease and crime. A witness told the 1903 Royal Commission on Alien Immigration that ‘the feeling is that there is nothing but the English going out and the Jews coming in.’ In Whitechapel, a social worker noted that ‘the English visitor feels himself one of a subject race in the presence of dominant and overwhelming invaders’. The newcomers were, on the whole, regarded as filthy, clannish, indecent and subversive. ‘They worked on Sundays,’ wrote Endelman, ‘slept outside on hot summer nights, ate herring and black bread and read Yiddish newspapers. The fundamental grievance, of course, was that the immigrants were not English.’ To the anglicised leaders, they were the wrong kind of Jews.

The great fear was that their overtly Yiddish behaviour would fuel anti-Semitism. The Establishment had done its best to blend in with the host culture, but the Ostjuden stood out, reminding them of their own lowly, foreign origins. When xenophobic journalists whipped up public opinion against the ‘foreign invaders’, the Balfour administration introduced the 1905 Aliens Act, which severely restricted immigration. Subsequent acts in 1914 and 1919 empowered the state to deport aliens who engaged in political or industrial ‘subversion’; dozens of non-naturalised Jews were kicked out of the country during the 1920s. Official discrimination was accompanied by everyday racism and sporadic anti-Jewish violence from right-wing groups.

Anglo-Jewry’s answer was to adopt a policy of radical assimilation. The foreignness of the newcomers would be erased as every available resource – lay, ecclesiastical, educational and sporting – was mobilised for a crash course in Englishness. At Jewish schools, children were taught English literature, the glories of the Empire and songs celebrating the bulldog spirit. And they were encouraged to play indigenous sports, such as football and cricket. The Jewish Lads Brigade, which was set up to emulate the British Scouts, adopted the motto of ‘a good Jew and a good Englishman’, with particular emphasis on the latter. According to its founder, Colonel Albert Goldsmid, the organisation would ‘iron out the ghetto bend’ and produce ‘Englishmen of the Mosaic persuasion’. Algernon Lesser, who ran the JLB annual summer camps, argued that sport was a powerful catalyst in turning ‘the child of the alien into a good English citizen. Probably the most curious feature which strikes the communal worker, when he first starts work in the East End of London, is the enormous difference in so many ways between the alien parent and the English-born child. What are the causes which bring about this remarkable change in one generation? Firstly, no doubt, is the influence of the school [but] the encouragement which the clubs give to athletic sports of all description, and the enthusiasm with which the members take up these sports, are powerful helps towards anglicisation.’

Staying Jewish

In the late 1960s, at the Selig Brodetsky Jewish Day School in Leeds, my friends and I would spend every minute of our spare time kicking a football around the playground. The joys of unrestrained youth. Except we were soon to be restrained. One morning our headmaster, Mr Abrahamson, summoned us to his tiny, tobacco-scented office. After confiscating our ball he proceeded to lecture us for about half an hour on why Jews were people of the book not people of the penalty kick. The next morning, at break-time, we played with a tennis ball. When he confiscated that, we switched to an apple core. Then, when he banned the apple core, we decided to use a banana skin. Finally we took to dribbling, flicking and back-heeling orange peels around the school grounds – until receiving, once again, the inevitable summons. ‘What chutzpah,’ Abie spluttered, before launching into another tirade, this one culminating in a caning. After administering our punishment, and thoughtfully sucking on his pipe for a few seconds, he then issued what he called the Eleventh Commandment: ‘Football is not for a Yiddisher boy!’

I have always enjoyed a well-taken penalty kick as much as a good book. Torres and the Torah are, for me, subjects equally worthy of Talmudic discourse. Mr Abrahamson had actually taught my dad physical education at a Leeds secondary modern during the war. So what did he mean, exactly? Was it a religious or cultural thing? Were we simply no good at playing the beautiful game? Was it too rough for us? Abie, as my dad remembered, had once been a zealous integrationist, desperate for the Jewish kids to fit in at their Church of England school. Being good at games had seemed the best way to do this. He had been especially proud of young Les Goldberg, the first Jewish boy to play for Leeds United, and the first to play for England Schoolboys. Our Les had been a portent of the assimilation to come. Next Year In Jerusalem.

My school was named after the Zionist leader Selig Brodetsky, who lived near the Headingley rugby league ground in Leeds. Between the wars, Brodetsky warned that ‘thousands of boys’ were growing up in complete ignorance of ‘Jewish learning, life and thought’. On Saturdays, he would watch in horror as they walked towards the ground and away from the synagogue. With shul attendance in sharp decline, youngsters in particular preferring a trip to their local temple of sport on shabbat, such apostasy was a great worry to orthodox leaders. ‘The English game,’ Abie warned us, would eventually swallow us up. Which is why, at school, we learned Hebrew, studied the 5,000-year history of our tribe and were banned from back-heeling bits of orange peel around at break and lunchtime.

While the longstanding strategy of Anglo-Jewry has been to pursue Englishness, there has always been an alternative, contradictory narrative lurking just beneath the surface: staying Jewish.
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