


Introduction

Morris Beckman was getting a kicking. It was two against one, and though
the former Merchant Navy radio operator ‘could have a fight’, he was no
shtarker (the Yiddish word for a strong man who can really throw a punch).
The fascist heavies he was grappling with had his measure, and his pals
were a bit busy with brawls of their own. Beckman managed to get himself
loose and sprinted towards the low wall just behind the cinema not far
away. He clambered up and threw himself over. Before his feet touched the
ground, Beckman had realised his catastrophic error. Half a dozen
Mosleyites watched him land and, recognising him for a 43 Group Jew,
pounced. Beckman cried out as he fell under their blows.

‘And suddenly,’ recalled Morris Beckman over sixty years later, ‘I
heard the roar that was Gerry Flamberg shouting, “You silly bastard, you
silly bastard.” He vaulted the wall and started attacking the fascists who
were attacking me, in fact he was kicking out as he was still falling. He
landed and yelled at me to stand next to him, which I did. “Down here!
Quick!” he yelled, and two more 43 Group members jumped over the wall.
Together we fought them off.’

It was in March 2012 that Morris Beckman told me that story, and of all
the wonderful anecdotes he shared that is the one to impress itself most
deeply on my mind. It’s not hard to see why. The image of the six-foot-tall
‘flat-faced, pug-nosed, browned-off’ (his words) twenty-something ex-
paratrooper Gerald Flamberg leaping over a wall into a mass of fascists,
limbs going out in every direction as he calls his friend a silly bastard, is
one that’s hard to forget. But more than that, it’s a perfect distillation of the
anti-fascist organisation he founded; an organisation which arrived in my



life very much like a large man leaping over a wall. One moment I’d never
heard of it, and the next it had completely taken over my life.

My story begins four months earlier, when my very old friend Luke
Brandon Field got into his bath to watch a documentary about Vidal
Sassoon. When he got out, he immediately called me. As a somewhat
follicularly challenged individual, I am not the most obvious person to call
after one has just watched a documentary about the world’s most famous
hairdresser (confession – before Luke’s call I am not entirely sure I knew
who Vidal Sassoon was), but Luke was not calling to talk about hair.

‘Have you ever heard of the 43 Group?’ he asked.
‘The what?’
‘The 43 Group. Jewish soldiers who fought fascists after the Second

World War?’
‘Don’t you mean after the First World War.’
‘No, Second I think.’
‘That doesn’t make any sense, there weren’t any fascists after the

Second World War. There was Mosley before it, but not after.’
‘Yeah they were fighting Mosley.’
‘I think you’ve got your facts mixed up, mate.’
‘I was just watching a documentary about Vidal Sassoon, and he was

apparently in it.’
‘Oh … right. Err … The poet?’
‘The hairdresser.’
‘Oh yeah … of course.’
‘Just look up the 43 Group, and give me a call back.’
Returning to the reading room of the British Library I had quickly

walked out of to answer Luke’s call, I looked up the 43 Group and realised I
owed my friend an apology. But feelings of contrition were quickly
replaced by those of confusion. Here was a story about an organisation
predominantly consisting of young British Jewish men and women who
from 1946–50 fought fascists on the streets of Britain. Surely an
organisation like that would have a legendary status within the Anglo-
Jewish community? I’m a member of that community, and yet I’d never
even heard of the 43 Group. Over the ensuing months I would come to
realise that I was not the exception but the norm; friends of mine who were
either far more involved in the community or knew more about its history



had also never heard of the Group. Jews fighting back and beating up
fascists – these are some of our favourite stories, so why had the
community forgotten?

Digging further into the details, I realised that the epicentre of the
fighting between the Group and Oswald Mosley’s fascists was around
Ridley Road, Dalston, in the north-east London Borough of Hackney. Well
known for its market, Ridley Road was also for decades the location of M.
Joseph’s, the grocery store set up by my great-grandparents. Not only did
this realisation give me a personal connection to the events, it also gave me
a lead, and I called up my grandmother Pat, who for a time had lived above
her parents’ shop, to ask if she recalled the weekly fights that happened on
Ridley Road. Unfortunately, she did not, as by that time the family had
moved to west London, and she was never around Dalston on Sunday
evenings, when the fights and riots occurred. Also a teenager in London
around that time was my grandfather John, who I decided to question as I
was driving him to my parents’ house for dinner one Friday in early 2012.

‘Have you ever heard of the 43 Group?’
‘Heard of it,’ he said with jocular indignation, ‘I was in it!’
‘What!’ I exclaimed, whipping my head round while just about

maintaining a straight driving line. ‘You were in it!’
‘Yes,’ he said with a big smile on his face, clearly delighted by my

shocked expression.
Dozens of questions and much research later I came to understand that

this was a statement that needed to be qualified. When my grandfather was
seventeen, he was heavily involved in a Zionist organisation through which
he learnt of a group that needed some volunteers to attend fascist street
meetings and report back on all they had observed. My grandfather
volunteered, but his involvement never went beyond that. The 43 Group
was known for its street fighting and my grandfather was by his own
admission a coward in a fight, and so there was only so far he was willing
to go with the Group. Even so, he had never mentioned to any member of
our family that as a young man he had spied on fascist meetings for a
militant Jewish anti-fascist organisation.

While I had been asking my family members about the Group, Luke had
been doing the same and had come up with similar results: rumours,
potentially revealing anecdotes, advice on who might know a little bit more.



We also both got our hands on copies of the only book ever written about
the 43 Group, which was first published in 1993 as The 43 Group: The
Untold Story of Their Fight against Fascism by one of the founding
members, Morris Beckman.1 After devouring the book within a few days
we both agreed that this was a story that needed to be told, and we wanted
to be the people to tell it.

Both of us had recently left university and shared ambitions of making a
go of it in film or television, me as a writer and Luke as an actor, and we
thought the 43 Group could be our meal ticket. I mean, what could be
simpler. Find a great idea, check it out, write a killer film script (hubris? –
Never heard of it …), and hey presto – the Oscars! This did not happen.
Which is not to say we were completely delusional. After several people
suggested that it was a story that would be better told on TV, a couple of
production companies came on board and we received some interest from
broadcasters. Knowing that Luke and I were not the only ones who believed
the story of the 43 Group needed to be told, I hit the books and dived into
the archives, while Luke went on the hunt for any veterans of the Group
who were still around and were open to talking to us.

Only a few months after we first discovered the Group and a long time
before we started working on developing the TV show, Luke’s superior
investigative skills led him to discover that Jeanette Beckman, a prominent
New York–based punk photographer, was probably related to Morris
Beckman. He reached out to her and discovered he was right on the money,
and a few weeks later we were standing in Morris’s flat, literally a thirty-
second walk away from Luke’s old house in West Hampstead. There, laid
out on the table, Morris had arranged photos and memorabilia from both the
43 Group and his time as a merchant seaman during the Second World War.
For the next three hours Luke, my sister Gabriella, who was filming the
interview, and I listened transfixed to the story of the 43 Group. Morris
shared many wonderful anecdotes that had us in fits of laughter, including
the story of his rescue by Gerry Flamberg.

For me, interviewing Morris and reading his books was just the
beginning; over the next few years I spent countless hours in archives and
interviewed around a dozen Group members, together with the families of
some of those who had passed away. Through this research I learned that
the current historical knowledge of the Group was deeply inadequate; it
deserved to be the subject of a new historical account.



As Beckman’s book has been the only one published on the 43 Group,
subsequent historians writing about the subject have leaned heavily on his
Untold Story. The problem is, most of the Group veterans thought it
overblown propaganda with numerous failings. Some felt Beckman had
overstated the Group’s influence, while others believed that by focusing on
the big events he had sensationalised the Group and failed to convey the
mundane drudgery that was so much of its existence. Others derided
Beckman’s use of the term ‘commandos’ and stressed that the Group was
not a team of crack troops, but a bunch of young men and women doing
their best and making mistakes along the way.

For the majority, the journey to becoming militant anti-fascists began in the
schoolyard, where Jewishness sometimes meant they received unwelcome
attention from their fellow students. At its mildest, regularly being called a
Jew boy or girl was common, but others got it far worse. Mildred Levy,
who grew up in Balham, South London, was frequently attacked by other
schoolchildren; hair-pulling was frequent and, on one occasion, she had a lit
match thrown down her dress. She got no comfort from her teachers, who
could themselves be deeply anti-Semitic. Away from school things were
hardly better. Her parents’ shop was often targeted, and dog shit was once
posted through their letterbox.2 Mildred’s anger and desire to fight and
stand up for herself was forged in these early years, as was Morris
Beckman’s. After he was attacked by some bullies at school, he learned to
fight from his older cousin Nat. ‘It’s a hard world,’ Nat told him, ‘and being
Jewish makes it that much harder. You’ve got to make yourself so able to
fight that you’ll never fear a one-to-one confrontation. Not with anyone.’3

It’s no wonder that so many of Britain’s best boxers in the early twentieth
century were Jewish; young Jews had to grow up fighting in one of the
toughest and poorest areas of the country: London’s East End.

In 1934, the situation grew far worse with the arrival into this area of
the British Union of Fascists (BUF). Formed two years earlier by Sir
Oswald Mosley, a former member of both the Labour and Conservative
parties, the BUF had seen its membership soar to 50,000 and had attracted
some prominent and influential figures. Among them was the newspaper
proprietor Viscount Rothermere, who proclaimed in his Daily Mail, ‘Hurrah
for the Blackshirts!’ – the nickname of Mosley’s followers, derived from
their all-black uniforms.



Support for Mosley transcended class divides, and he had devout
followers among the aristocracy, as well as the middle and working classes.
In 1934, the BUF membership converged for a series of huge meetings, the
most famous of which was held at Kensington Olympia in June 1934.
Around 12,000 Blackshirts were in attendance, as were numerous anti-
fascists whose heckles and jeers were swiftly dealt with by Blackshirt
stewards. Over fifty people needed treatment following the beatings meted
out by the stewards, and one witness said it was a wonder no one had been
killed.4 For the first time the brutality of fascism was laid bare. When a few
weeks later reporters relayed the news of a Nazi massacre in Germany that
has become known as the Night of the Long Knives, the public recoiled
from the dark heart of fascism. The BUF’s membership plummeted, and the
Daily Mail withdrew its support.

The BUF had always given voice to anti-Semitic positions, but
following Kensington Olympia deeply pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic men such
as William Joyce came to the fore, advocating strongly for anti-Semitic
actions, especially in areas with large Jewish communities, in particular the
East End. BUF street meetings in the neighbourhood attracted large
working-class non-Jewish audiences, and Jews had to give these events a
wide berth. Fascist provocations took many forms. Homes, shops, and
places of worship were vandalised; individuals were harassed or even
physically attacked.

The Jewish community was not willing to take these attacks lying
down, and many different defence organisations rose up to counter the BUF
threat. The most prominent anti-fascist organisation was, of course, the
Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), and its willingness to actively
attack the fascists led to a huge surge in its Jewish membership. Like the
BUF, the CPGB also held frequent meetings throughout the East End,
sometimes within a few metres of where the fascists were gathering. The
resultant clashes scarred the East End for years, and helped popularise the
notion, promulgated by newspapers, politicians and the police, that the fight
between communists and fascists was nothing more than political gang
warfare, in which both sides were equally at fault.

Those Jews who wished to fight fascism but did not want to join the
CPGB would have been forgiven for turning for help to the Board of
Deputies. The main establishment body for Anglo-Jewry, the Board should
have been the organisation most willing and able to defend the Jewish



community. However, it was hamstrung by a fear of controversy, worried
that any violent response to provocation would stir up greater anti-
Semitism. So determined was it to stay above the fray that the Board stated:
‘We cannot declare ourselves against Fascism per se’ – a position that
seems beyond apathetic in retrospect. In truth, the Board was not
completely inactive in the fight against fascism; it just preferred to do its
work behind the scenes, and in 1938 created the Jewish Defence Counsel
(JDC) specifically to carry out this work.5

There was deep resentment among the East End Jewish community
towards the Board, especially among the youth, and other Jewish
organisations tried to fill the gap left by the Board’s inaction. In 1936
representatives from numerous political and communal organisations
formed the Jewish People’s Council Against Fascism and Anti-Semitism
(JPC). Not long after, news arrived of Mosley’s plans to march his
Blackshirts through the East End on 4 October. The JPC resolved to rally
the East End in protest. What followed was the famous Battle of Cable
Street, when Jews, communists, East End locals, and Irish dockworkers
came together to blockade the streets of the East End and prevent the
Blackshirts from marching. Most of the violence that day was between the
anti-fascists and the police who tried unsuccessfully to try and clear the way
for the Blackshirts. Eventually the commissioner of the Metropolitan
Police, Sir Philip Game, instructed Mosley to abandon his plans. That
evening the words ‘They Did Not Pass’ were scrawled all over the East
End.

The Battle of Cable Street was a great victory, inspiring generations of
anti-fascists, including the founders of the 43 Group. Many of them
witnessed the battle first-hand but were too young to take part in the action.
However, Cable Street was by no means the end of the BUF’s East End
campaign, which only got worse in its wake as the Blackshirts sought their
revenge and subjected the Jewish community to a reign of terror. One night
a carefree fifteen-year-old, Morris Beckman, took a short cut home through
Hackney Downs and, lost in his own happy thoughts, failed to spot four
young Blackshirts ‘on a high, smelling of beer’ until it was too late. ‘That’s
as far as you go, Jewboy,’ said one, pushing Beckman in the chest.

Then … the adrenalin of shock and fear galvanised me into swinging round and hitting the
one on my left on his face and, at the same time, jumping from a standing start clean over the



four-foot-high railing … Scrambling frantically to my feet I hared it back the way I’d come
through the long grass.6

Lennie Rolnick was only twelve when he came face-to-face with three
Blackshirt boys for the first time. He had not yet learnt when to run and
when to fight:

They sauntered towards me with an air of menace. They blocked my path and taunted me:
‘Hey, Jew-boy! How does it feel being rubbish?’ In spite of my youth I felt more anger than
fear. I stood my ground … I shouted, ‘I’m proud to be a Jew!’ That remark enraged them and
they charged at me. ‘We’ll give you something to be proud of,’ they roared. That day I got the
first beating of my life! One of them looked at me as I lay on the ground, nose bleeding and
with a rapidly swelling eye, and commented, ‘See that? Well he ain’t proud no more.
Rubbish!’7

Rolnick opened his unpublished memoirs, entitled That’s What’s in It for
Me, with this story, going on to explain that this moment was his political
awakening, engendering in him a lifelong commitment to anti-fascism. He
was not alone. Instead of demoralising the young Jews who came of age
during the BUF’s East End campaign, the fascists created the next
generation of resolute antagonists. Ten years later, as members of the 43
Group, they would make the fascists’ lives hell.

In 1937 Mosley dropped the word ‘fascist’ from the name of his
organisation and pivoted the focus of his British Union towards opposing
the coming war, arguing for a strong alliance with Hitler and Germany,
contra the cries of ‘warmongers’ like Churchill. When war broke out in
September 1939, the BU redoubled its efforts and continued to advocate for
a peaceful settlement, campaigning for an immediate cessation of
hostilities.

However, the new focus of the BU did not mean London’s Jewish
community was any safer. In 1939, nine-year-old Jules Konopinski arrived
with his mother from Germany and moved into a house in Bethnal Green.
Sadly for Jules, the neighbour-hood was home to an organisation possibly
even worse than the BUF. The Imperial Fascist League (IFL) had been set
up by veterinarian and camel expert Arnold Leese, a man so vehement in
his anti-Semitism he considered Mosley and the BUF ‘kosher fascists’.
Leese gathered around him a gang of thugs who turned Bethnal Green into
a hotbed of anti-Semitism, and Jules recalled having bricks hurled at him on
his way to school and regular fights in Victoria Park.



The BU and IFL were the main street-based fascist and pro-Nazi
organisations, but they were by no means the only ones operating in Britain
at the start of the war. Other notable groups included the Link, headed by
Admiral Sir Barry Domville, which sought to foster Anglo-German
friendship, and the Nordic League, which was connected to all the various
far-right organisations operating at the time. The slogan of the Nordic
League, ‘Perish Judah’, would become a notorious fascist toast and
greeting, and ‘PJ’ was often scrawled on Jewish properties. One prominent
member of the Nordic League was Captain Archibald Henry Maule
Ramsay, Conservative MP for Peebles, who in May 1939 founded the Right
Club, which would seek to ‘oppose and expose the activities of organised
Jewry’.

In 1941 it was revealed that Ramsay kept a padlocked ledger, later
referred to as the Red Book, in which he wrote down the names of the 135
members of the Right Club. While this might seem like a paltry number,
Ramsay was only interested in recruiting members of the aristocracy and
other high-ranking individuals and several peers of the realm were among
the club’s members. The revelation of the Red Book’s existence caused a
stir: it confirmed the suspicions of many anti-fascists who were convinced
that there existed a deeply anti-Semitic and pro-Nazi cabal operating in the
highest echelons of British power.8

The Red Book had been discovered by MI5 in 1940 following the
conclusion of an intelligence operation focusing on the Right Club and the
threat its members posed to the war effort. Among the Right Club’s
members were Anna Wolkoff, the daughter of a Russian admiral, and Tyler
Kent, an American cipher clerk working in the US Embassy in London.
Kent had for years been copying messages from the US embassy which he
hid in his apartment. When Kent told Wolkoff and Captain Ramsay that
among these were communications between Churchill and Roosevelt,
which, if made public, could lead to Roosevelt pulling his plans for
supporting the Allies, Wolkoff said she wanted to use a connection at the
Italian Embassy to get these documents to William Joyce, who was now
broadcasting from Germany as the infamous Lord Haw-Haw.

Unfortunately for Wolkoff, the Right Club was full of agents of MI5’s
Maxwell Knight, who swooped into action. On 20 May 1940, having
convinced the US embassy to waive Kent’s diplomatic immunity, Knight
ordered police to raid Kent’s flat and arrest him and Wolkoff. In Kent’s flat,



Knight discovered the Red Book, along with boxes and boxes of stolen
documents which Ramsey had asked Kent to keep, trusting in the
American’s diplomatic immunity. The Kent–Wolkoff affair gave Knight and
others in the British security services the proof they needed that, as they’d
long suspected, British fascists posed a serious fifth column threat and
would actively seek to hinder the war effort, and aid and abet the enemy.

On 1 September 1939, Defence Regulation 18B had come into effect,
enabling the arrest and internment of anyone who might engage in ‘acts
prejudicial to the public safety or the defence of the realm’. At first it was
only used on hardcore Nazis, with only fourteen people being arrested.9 But
following the Kent–Wolkoff case the new prime minister Winston Churchill
agreed that 18B should be expanded to include all prominent British
fascists, and on 23 May, Oswald Mosley, Sir Barry Domville and other
fascist and pro-Nazi leaders were arrested. Later that month the BU was
banned and proscribed.

By the end of 1940 over 1,000 fascist men and women had been
arrested and were being held in prison camps, often converted holiday
resorts or race courses – the largest was on the Isle of Man. This might have
seemed like a drastic move, considering most of these men and women had
committed no crime and were being held without trial, but in 1940 the
situation looked desperate. The retreat by the British at Dunkirk meant
Hitler’s armies were now just across the Channel and invasion seemed
imminent. Allowing any potential fifth column-ists their freedom was seen
as just too big a risk. And while it was the British Isles that were under
threat from invas ion in 1940, the Nazis’ ambitions were global and so all
known fascists needed to be rounded up, even if they were in the most far-
flung corners of the Empire.



By spring 1945 Hamm was back on his feet with new rooms in Arundel
Gardens in Notting Hill, and he and Burgess had resumed their street
meetings. But Hamm was ambitious and wanted the League all to himself.
He went on a fervid recruitment drive at street meetings, which, after April,
rarely featured Burgess, signing up fascists and sympathisers who he
believed would be loyal to him. Soon Hamm had grown confident enough
in his control of the League to propose to a members’ meeting a policy of
not admitting Jewish ex-servicemen. What the League’s few actual non-
fascist ex-servicemen thought of such a move is unclear, but they were the
next to leave, with Hamm purging all non-fascists shortly afterwards.32

While increasingly the king of his own castle, Hamm struggled to gain
an audience on the streets. In Westbourne Grove, Hamm managed to attract
a crowd of around 150, which included a small but loud and hostile Jewish
contingent, but audiences of forty to fifty were the average. On one evening
in Bayswater, Hamm attracted just three people before deciding to end the
meeting and cut his losses. This was hardly surprising: these were the heady
days of impending victory, and yet Hamm spoke of a nation that had been
duped into fighting the wrong war by ‘the old gang parties’, ‘International
Financiers’, ‘American Bankers’, aliens and communists, all terms the
fascists used when they really meant Jews.33

Even if Hamm had yet to make an impact on the streets, his efforts were
beginning to make waves in fascist circles. In April, Hamm received a
message from Dunlop informing him of his new outfit which would be the
‘only genuine National Socialist movement operating in Britain’ and
instructed Hamm to relinquish control of the League and amalgamate it
with Dunlop’s group; Hamm refused. Dunlop was furious. He had obeyed
Mosley’s instruction to stay apolitical, while Hamm had not, and yet despite
this transgression the younger man was reaping the rewards.34 Dunlop was
not the only senior fascist who was peeved by Hamm’s activities. Since
being freed from internment, most of these old leaders had been in a state of
inertia, as they fought among themselves and tried to second-guess the
intentions of the inaccessible Mosley. As a result, they were infuriated by
the gall of the young upstart Hamm, who had jumped the gun and taken it
upon himself to lead the Mosleyite resurgence.

Fortunately, the time of confusion, infighting and inertia was coming to
an end as on 8 May 1945 VE Day was declared and the Defence

Text now continues from the final pages of Chapter One...



Regulations were immediately lifted. The fascists did not share in the wild
jubilation of the majority of the population, after all their Nazi brethren had
just been defeated by the seditious forces of Jewish Communism, but they
could at least do as they pleased once again. Based on the deluge of letters
that flooded Crux Easton in the following days, it seems that the first thing
most fascists wanted to do was write to their former leader, wish him well,
and remember themselves to him.35 The first responses Mosley sent were to
his closest lieutenants, whom he invited to Crux Easton. Among those
accorded this honour were Neil Francis-Hawkins, Alexander Raven
Thompson and Alf Flockhart.36

It was Neil Francis-Hawkins, Mosley’s old number two and former
Director General of Organisation of the BUF, who originally encouraged
Mosley to embrace anti-Semitism. Interned at the same time as Mosley,
Francis-Hawkins was not released until 1944. After the war he quickly
faded into the background and played an at best advisory role in the post-
war fascist movement. By contrast Alexander Raven Thompson, a
Scotsman regarded as the leading intellectual luminary of British fascism,
was very active both before the war, when he served as the BUF’s director
of policy, and after it. Interned in Brixton Prison, he fared very poorly and
had a nervous breakdown; he too was released in 1944. Alf Flockhart, by
contrast, had been a mere BUF district leader in Shoreditch. However, this
proved to be a blessing for, in the words of the 43 Group’s newspaper On
Guard, the ‘insignificant-looking little man’ was released from 18B far
sooner than the others.37 Liberty restored, Flockhart threw himself back into
fascist activities and became the social secretary for the 18B Aid Fund, and
Mosley’s man in the Fund.38

On 30 May, they and a fascist called McKechnie, the BUF’s London
administrator, met Mosley in his Dolphin Square flat in Pimlico. Here,
Mosley revealed his much-anticipated master-plan – to wait. The moment,
he told them, was not a propitious one for launching a new fascist
movement. Far better to let people think they had disappeared into the
shadows until such time as the conditions were more suited to their return.
This, he assured them, would occur soon enough, for the economy was sure
to deteriorate and people would once again seek strong leadership. In the
meantime, they should only engage in activities that did not seek the
limelight. Cultural societies and book clubs that would help maintain fascist



networks and be a useful tool for subtle recruitment were to be encouraged;
graffiti, vandalism and activities that brought the attention of the Home
Office were not. He also did not object to the publishing of new materials,
especially those that warned against alien infiltration, communism, and
international finance, but under no circumstance should Jews ever
specifically be mentioned. He himself planned to retire to his farm where he
would write, but hoped to return in due course with a very different set of
instructions.39

The following week Mosley met with the leaders of the 18B Aid Fund
and shared with them the same news. Dunlop was stunned: this was
expected to be the moment when Mosley was to declare his leadership of
the Independent Nationalists, and instead he was announcing his retirement.
Mosley explained that as they had been planning to launch the party by
standing candidates in the next election, the calling of elections so soon
after victory ‘rendered obsolete much of the painstaking work which had
been prepared’. Far better, he suggested, putting the Independent
Nationalists on hold for a while. However, it was not all doom and gloom:
Mosley wished there to be a party to celebrate the end of 18B and all the
Fund’s good work, before it shut down; should they organise such an event
he assured them he would be in attendance.

The moment Mosley left, Dunlop started berating the others in the
room. You have ‘all worked against me’, Dunlop shouted at Flockhart and
two others, Spicer and Franklin. The Independent Nationalists, he
continued, ‘was killed by publicity and innuendo, and by your blah-blahs
and petty jealousies, before it had a chance of survival’.40 It turned out that
Dunlop was correct; unaware that Mosley had given his backing to the new
party many other fascists had turned against it, although how far that
influenced Mosley’s decision is unclear.41 Despite this setback, Dunlop, led
on by mixed messages from Mosley,42 did not give up hope and remained
sure that Mosley’s public support of his new party was imminent.

Whereas Mosley’s decision stopped Dunlop in his tracks, Hamm, who
had never depended on Mosley’s direct backing, was unaffected. Seeing his
role as paving the way for Mosley, the only thing Hamm wanted was the
knowledge that Mosley did not disapprove of his actions. As for the rest of
the old guard, Hamm clearly did not give a fig of what they thought of him,



which was useful as the more successful he was the more they took against
him, derisively referring to him as ‘Führer Hamm’.

True Englishmen

Throughout the summer of 1945, Hamm continued to struggle to gain an
audience on the street. Sometimes a few onlookers were sympathetic or
interested, but more often they were deeply hostile. A transcript from a
meeting in Westbourne Grove in April 1945 gives a flavour of a typical
Hamm speech in those early days:

At the last meeting the majority of my hecklers belonged to the good old Communist Party;
they poured abuse on me because I happen to be a true Englishman who is anxious to see that
my fellow countrymen take their proper place in this country after the war. These
communists, through lack of intellect, did not understand my remarks on economic
nationalism and they adopted their old game of trying to make me say something which
would have brought trouble on to myself …

I have been asked repeatedly if anyone can join our organisation. The answer is that we
will be pleased to enrol new members who are of British birth and origin. We do bar Chinese,
Eskimos, Hottentots and Jews …

A woman in the crowd identified herself as Jewish and yelled at Hamm,
‘Why don’t you get into uniform! You are nothing else but a Blackshirt!’
This led to a barrage of heckles over which Hamm repeatedly stated that he
had been in the army, before bringing the meeting to a close.43 Although
such hostilities were very common, Hamm continued to slowly gain more
members, and in August he received a substantial boost from an unlikely
source: Arnold Leese.

During his days as the head of the IFL, Leese had recruited a
particularly vicious breed of men, who, now war was over, were keen to
return to their Jew-bashing ways. Leese, however, was no longer in the
game of running street organisations, preferring to run clandestine networks
including the ‘Jewish-Interest Information Bureau’ and the ‘Aryan Action
Council’, and publish his new newsletter Gothic Ripples, which became one
of the most virulently anti-Semitic publications of the post-war years.44

None of these projects though were suitable for Leese’s old IFL thugs who
had come to him looking for direction. After weighing up the options,
Leese recommended his followers join the League, which was just starting
to venture into Bethnal Green, where Leese was based. In many ways



Hamm, a dyed-in-the-wool Mosleyite, was a strange choice, but Leese
figured that with enough of his members in the League he could take it
over. Well aware of Leese’s intentions, Hamm correctly believed his control
of the League was strong enough to resist any challenge to his authority.45

The first consequence of this influx of men was that it gave Hamm the
manpower he needed to protect himself in the rough-and-tumble world of
East End street politics, and consequently the League became an
increasingly working-class organisation. For his smattering of middle-class
and female members, Hamm held private meetings in his flat, but these
were few and far between. So while the League provided a home for
working-class fascists, none of Mosley’s more middle-and upper-class
followers had an organisation they could join.

Non-Mosleyite fascists on the other hand had a home in the British
People’s Party (BPP). Founded by the Duke of Bedford and run by John
Beckett, a former Labour MP who had become a prominent BUF organiser
before dramatically falling out with Mosley, the BPP had been established
in 1939 as a pro-peace party. Due to his aristocratic status, the Duke
avoided internment and the BPP was never proscribed which allowed it to
become, according to the Home Office, in 1945 ‘the most substantial
organised Fascist party today’.46 With several regional branches, a regular
bulletin entitled Facts and a newspaper called The People’s Post, both
edited by Beckett, the BPP never participated in street politics and was able
to attract far more middle-and upper-class fascists, including Aubrey Lees,
a former deputy-governor of the Jaffa district in Palestine.47 While plenty of
Mosley’s supporters would never have joined an organisation run by his
rival, those who did not feel as strongly saw the BPP as an acceptable
alternative, and at its first major meeting in December 1945 at Holborn Hall
around 1,000 people were in attendance. The meeting proved to be a
setback for the BPP, however, when a small antagonistic section of the
audience began heckling Bedford’s speech, immediately followed by an
invasion of around 100 young people who charged into the hall chanting
‘Political rats!’ and ‘We don’t want Fascism here!’ Bedford and Beckett
were forced to abandon the stage.48

It was in the wake of this debacle that Beckett began to seriously
consider uniting with another nascent fascist outfit, this one run by another
former BUF man, A. K. Chesterton. Chesterton had been Mosley’s



propaganda director, before growing disillusioned with him and leaving the
BUF. In 1944 he had been hired as the deputy editor of Truth, a right-wing
paper with ties to the fringes of the Conservative Party, whose editor Colin
Brooks had, at the behest of several prominent industrialists, started
planning a post-war anti-communism organisation. Soon Brooks handed
over the setting up of the ‘National Front after Victory’ (NFAV) to
Chesterton, who was able to draw on his considerable network among the
far right. Chesterton was also a rabid anti-Semite and he insisted that the
NFAV had a strong anti-Semitic platform. This made many of his wealthy
backers uncomfortable, fully realising that any organisation that took such a
stance was doomed to fail in the post-war landscape. Chesterton, however,
refused to budge from his position that only those who ‘recognised the Jew
as the enemy’ were worthy members, and as a result all the money and
resources that had been promised disappeared. When he first heard that
Beckett was interested in joining forces, Chesterton baulked, convinced that
he would just try to subsume the NFAV into his own BPP; but a continued
inability to recruit new members and replace lost financial support soon
made him realise he had no other options.

Chesterton’s struggles signalled a clear separation between those
fascists who had been interned under 18B and those members of the upper
classes who had backed or sympathised with them and shared their
prejudices, but who had never themselves been members of fascist
organisations or interned. When war was declared, the majority of these
individuals swept their admiration for the Führer under the carpet and
embraced the required patriotism. Similarly, most understood that the anti-
Semitism which had been perfectly acceptable in the pre-war days now
carried dangerous connotations, and whatever views might be held in
private it was dangerous to continue to subscribe to them in public. For the
ex-18Bers who would forever be tarnished with that brush, moving away
from their fascist past would be significantly harder, and so many chose to
stick with their own. This was apparent soon after war’s end, when a series
of parties for ex-detainees helped reconnect old friends.

The first of these was a ‘Welcome Home’ social and dance held by the
18B Aid Fund at St Peter’s Hall in Hackney on 21 July. There Neil ‘Mick’
Clarke, one of Mosley’s lieutenants, addressed the sixty-plus crowd and
talked nostalgically of the glory days of the BUF and the crowds their
marches once attracted. Those days would come again, Clarke assured his



audience. But first it was imperative that they retaliate for all the ordeals
they had suffered. The following party, a dance at the Royal Hotel in
Russell Square held on 6 October, was the one Mosley had assured the Aid
Fund he would attend. Five hundred fascists had bought tickets hoping to
greet him, but they were to be disappointed. Mosley had instead chosen that
day to move from Crux Easton to his new Crowood estate in Ramsbury,
Wiltshire, which would become the base for his operations for the rest of
the decade.

When Mosley had told Flockhart he would not be attending he gave the
excuse that it might seem like he was launching a new political party, which
was not the impression he wanted to give. However, Mosley suggested, if a
Christmas party were to be arranged that would be a far more suitable and
appropriate occasion for his first public appearance.49 Unwittingly this
played into the hands of Dunlop, who was getting increasingly peeved with
Mosley and was now happy to plot his petty revenge. At the final meeting
of the Fund on 20 October, Alf Flockhart informed members that Mosley
wished to hold a Christmas party for the 18B detainees and he hoped to do
so under the aegis of the Fund. Dunlop reminded Flockhart that the Fund
had already had its last dance, and as this was the Fund’s final meeting, it
was quite impossible for it to throw such a party and he could take no part
in organising it, although, he added, he would certainly attend in order to
greet Mosley.

Before he brought the meeting and Fund to a close, Dunlop announced
that he would be pushing forward with the Independent Nationalists with or
without Mosley’s support. Of course, this support never materialised and
over the next few weeks Dunlop began to more openly express his
grievances with Mosley and his lieutenants, who he was convinced were
behind Mosley’s betrayal. Although this was probably inaccurate, they
certainly were not in his corner – Francis-Hawkins suggested smashing up
the Independent Nationalist’s east London branch,50 while Mosley himself
said he believed Dunlop to be an MI5 agent. Nevertheless, Dunlop
ploughed on, but other than attracting a few ex-BUF members who felt
sympathy towards him, he struggled to recruit new members, and his
feelings towards Mosley continued to sour. And yet Dunlop remained
deluded for as the Christmas party fast approached, he believed there was
still a chance Mosley might use his speech to declare his support and
leadership of the Independent Nationalists.



The ‘Ex-18B Detainees’ Christmas party was held at the Royal Hotel on
15 December 1945 with around 1,000 former 18B detainees, their partners
and friends in attendance. The Mosleyites were in the majority, but
followers of the Duke of Bedford and Arnold Leese were also present as
were other fascist notables including Captain Ramsay and Quentin Joyce,
the brother of William Joyce, who was currently awaiting execution. There
was also good representation from all the classes – the aristocrats, middle
and working classes all present and correct. Some of the attendees were
servicemen and wore their uniforms; they had a girl dressed as a ‘Hitler
maiden’ tending to their needs.51 The party was heavily stewarded, only
ticket holders were permitted and journalists and cameras were strictly
forbidden. One journalist who did manage to sneak in was spotted and
kicked, punched and thrown out for note-taking during Mosley’s speech. A
Special Branch officer, after failing to gain entry, had to climb a fire escape
to the hotel’s roof where an open window allowed him to observe the events
below.52

The affair began at 18.45 and from the outset there was a palpable sense
of excitement among the fascists who had not seen their great leader for
over five years. When at 20.40 Sir Oswald and Lady Mosley were escorted
into the hall by a bodyguard formed of heavies and Mosley’s closest
lieutenants, the room erupted in hysteria. His name was chanted to the
rafters along with yells of ‘HEIL WHITE MAN’ and ‘DOWN WITH THE
KANGERS!!!’53 Mosley stood on the stage gratefully accepting the
chanting which went on for several minutes, accompanied by a multitude of
raised-arm salutes.

In his speech Mosley told his followers how good it was to be with
them all again and to see that they were just the same as before. Although
this was not a political gathering, Mosley reminded his audience, he wished
to make a prophecy that in the future their treatment would not be forgotten,
and nor would their enemies be allowed to forget what had been done to
them. Beyond that, Mosley refused to offer his audience any concrete ideas
or plans for the future, as he did not want to give the government ‘an excuse
for suppressing my ideas, for it is these which they fear’. He would, he
assured them, be publishing some of his ideas in due course. Mosley
concluded his remarks by saying that he was delighted to see them all again
as it showed that ‘something high and noble still lives in the world’.



As Mosley descended from the stage, he was mobbed by people who
wished to have his autograph or shake his hand while the uproarious
chanting of his name recommenced.54 One person who did not join the
Mosley love-in was Dunlop. Before Mosley had delivered his remarks,
Dunlop was invited onto the stage along with the other leaders of the Fund;
but if he thought this was to be the moment Mosley announced his support
for the Independent Nationalists, he was to be sorely disappointed. Instead
what Mosley gave him was a clock radio in thanks for all his hard work,
and three cheers. This surely must have been the lowest point for Dunlop:
being cheered by hundreds of people who, despite the fact he had formed
the organisation that had kept them together, had turned on him, and all
because he had put his trust and faith in the man in the room they all
worshipped. When Mosley did mention Dunlop in his speech it was only to
thank him for his efforts; the Independent Nationalists were never
mentioned, and all Dunlop’s devotion had been for nothing.55

Particularly relieved to hear of Dunlop’s failure was Jeffrey Hamm. A
month earlier Hamm had heard a rumour, most likely put about by Dunlop,
that his was the only organisation recognised by Mosley, who looked upon
the British League with disfavour. Panicked Hamm went to Francis-
Hawkins, who assured him that this was nonsense. Mosley, Francis-
Hawkins declared, was watching the League with great interest and was
grateful for all Hamm’s work.56 Nevertheless, he would speak well of
Hamm next time they met and promised to arrange a meeting. This he did,
and a few days after the Christmas party Hamm and Mosley properly met
for the first time in an East End pub. Congratulating the young man on his
efforts, Mosley expressed his wish that up and down the country others
would emulate Hamm’s movement.57

Hamm had started to rise while Dunlop had fallen. By going out to the
streets and taking the initiative, Hamm had built his own following which
meant, unlike Dunlop, he was prey to neither the jealousies of Mosley’s
lieutenants nor the leader’s own capricious nature. Moreover, Hamm gave
Mosley exactly what he wanted: an apparently completely independent
organisation which would beat the drum for Mosley’s return to politics. One
might think that if Mosley believed in December 1945 that the British
public would be drawn to fascism in the near future, he was living in cloud



cuckoo land. And yet perhaps not, for as one leafy middle-class area of
north London had shown, anti-Semitism was still alive and well in Britain.

The Hampstead Anti-Alien Petition

Hampstead in north London is a well-to-do area whose extensive Heath has
long attracted writers and artists, and as a result is known as a centre of
tolerance and progressive politics in London.58 However, after the war it
was like the rest of the city: more focused on rebuilding its homes. The area
had undoubtedly borne its fair share of destruction with 13,500 homes
seriously damaged, 204 lives lost, and 930 injuries. It was unsurprising then
that many natives had chosen to leave the borough during the war for the
significantly safer countryside. This option was not, however, open to the
area’s poorer residents, many of whom were refugees from Nazi
persecution and so were mostly Jewish. By 1940, there were approximately
14,000 Jewish refugees spread out across Hampstead and neighbouring
Golders Green and Hendon, although of course this number was often
greatly exaggerated. The confluence of Jewish incomers and the exodus of
those who could afford to move made it appear to many of those who
stayed that their neighbourhood had suddenly been overrun by Jewish
immigrants. Predictably, many of these remaining locals took against their
new neighbours; one letter to the New Statesman typified local opinion
decrying ‘the ill-mannered and unsocial behaviour of a percentage of
foreign Jews’.

In October 1945 two residents, Margaret Crabtree and Sylvia Gosse,
organised a petition, the text of which stated: ‘We the undersigned petition
the House of Commons in a request that aliens of Hampstead should be
repatriated to assure men and women of the Forces should have
accommodation upon their return.’59 By focusing on accommodation,
Crabtree and Gosse were tapping into the wider concerns of the British
public over the massive shortage in the national housing stock caused by
the Blitz, and consequently they garnered not inconsiderable support from
many prominent Hampstead locals. Hampstead’s mayor signed, as did four
Conservative councillors and the Conservative MP for Hampstead, Flight-
Lieutenant Charles Challen, who promised the organisers his unstinting
support and asked several questions in parliament on their behalf.



Naturally the organisers denied that the petition’s creation was
motivated by any form of prejudice or anti-Semitism, with Crabtree
insisting that their only desire was to secure housing for ‘our dear boys’. As
to what should happen to the refugees if they could not be immediately
repatriated to make way for the returning servicemen, Crabtree suggested
they should be ‘housed in Army camps, POW reception camps or empty
hotels’.

Although the actual text of the petition was stripped of any overt anti-
Jewish content, interviews with Crabtree and Gosse and the campaign
around the petition revealed how tied up it was with anti-Jewish prejudice.
Signatures for the campaign were in part collected via local shops, where
many patrons found themselves bullied into signing by others who were
spewing anti-Semitic invective. Meanwhile, letters to newspapers
supporting the campaign revealed deep-seated prejudice, with one
anonymous letter declaring how refugees had been sent to Britain to subvert
its moral, cultural and racial fibre.

Not everyone in the area was on board; the Hampstead and Highgate
Express received many letters that spoke out against it, including a few that
drew attention to the way the petition’s sponsors were stooping to ‘Nazi
methods’. Meanwhile, local soldiers, who were the supposed beneficiaries,
were vocal in their condemnation, as were local party groups and various
other organisations. In parliament Home Secretary Chuter Ede disputed the
very facts of the petition, stating that there were only 9,168 refugees
occupying 3,093 homes, half as many people and a third as many homes as
the petitioners claimed.

When the Hampstead Town Council voted to repudiate the petition,
Crabtree and Gosse, who were becoming distinctly uncomfortable with the
negative and now national attention, convened a private meeting with two
individuals who were far more willing to bear the brunt of the hostile
publicity. The first of these was Eleonora Tennant, chairwoman of the ‘Face
the Facts Association’, an organisation which claimed to be staunchly anti-
German but used this as a way to thinly veil its anti-Semitism. Tennant was
an Italian woman who had strong sympathies with fascism and whose
British husband had been a close friend of Nazi ambassador Ribbentrop in
the 1930s. Tennant was also a resident of Chelsea and not of Hampstead.
The second person at this clandestine meeting with Crabtree and Gosse was
also not a resident of Hampstead, and his name was Jeffrey Hamm.



Hamm and Tennant subsequently became the petition’s chief advocates,
and, although they had differing agendas, worked well together, at least at
first. Shortly after they met, Hamm invited Tennant to one of the League’s
private meetings in his Notting Hill flat, hiding the photograph of Mosley,
which usually sat proud on the mantelpiece. To the around a dozen League
members, Tennant explained how there was a German fifth column in the
country who were planning Germany’s next attempt at world domination.
At that a League member called Walsh wondered whether she was in fact
talking about Jews, as all good Germans had stayed in Germany. Tennant
observed that there was not in fact much difference between their
organisations, as she too had spent her political career ‘alive to the menace
of the Jew’, but she avoided dealing with that question from her platform.
She then invited Hamm to speak at a meeting she was holding the following
week, with the only proscription that he avoid using the word Jew. He could
of course say ‘alien’ as often as he liked.

Held on 30 November at St Peter’s Hall in Belsize Park, that meeting
could barely progress thanks to the constant interventions of hecklers. The
following week Hamm attempted to hold a meeting in the same venue, but
when the vicar barred him from doing so, he decided to blame Tennant, and
the two promptly fell out.

Not long after, the furore around the petition began to fizzle out, which
suited Tennant who was growing increasingly uncomfortable with the ugly
mood that surrounded it, believing it hindered her more respectable aims.
Hamm, however, welcomed the discord that for the first time was getting
his name featured in the papers and allowing him to start building up his
profile. The petition’s other benefit to Hamm was that it showed him what a
fertile recruiting ground Hampstead could be, and he subsequently began
holding meetings at Whitestone Pond, which sat atop a hill just above
Hampstead Village and had an excellent view of the whole city.

It was there, on an afternoon in May 1946, that four Jewish ex-
servicemen chanced upon Hamm speaking from his platform and decided
that their days of fighting fascism were not yet behind them.



2

Who’s Going to Stop Them?

Of the four men who were present that day, at least two of them strongly
disagree on how it all started. For Morris Beckman it was a completely
spontaneous event; Len Sherman insisted it had been planned. However, on
the matter of who started it all, they were in complete agreement.

Born in December 1922 in Hackney, Gerry Flamberg was the third of
four sons of Jack, an immigrant from Poland, and his wife Miriam who had
been born in Stepney. Living in Hackney, the Flambergs were part of the
wave of Jews migrating out of the desperately cramped East End ghetto, but
the homes in Hackney were often not much better, and the Flambergs
struggled to make ends meet. As a result, Gerry left school at fourteen and
went to work. He was still only fourteen when he started his second job, at a
clothes factory. On his first day he was horrified by the terrible working
conditions employees were made to endure. He leapt into action: by lunch
he had got all the other workers to unionise and strike for better working
conditions, and by dinner he had to look for a new job. For the next five
years Gerry worked in numerous jobs, joined his local Boys Club and
became an excellent boxer.

In 1941, the nineteen-year-old Gerry received his call-up papers and
joined the King’s Royal Rifle Regiment. Six months later, a recruiting
officer came to Flamberg’s garrison to find recruits for the newly formed
paratroopers. Upon hearing of the slightly better pay and the possibility of
more adventure, Flamberg enthusiastically volunteered. As a private in the
156th Parachute Battalion, Gerry jumped behind enemy lines on numerous
occasions and served in North Africa, Sicily and Italy. Over the years he



became an enormously popular figure in his battalion and won acclaim as
its middleweight boxing champion.

On 18 September 1944 the 156th Parachute Battalion was dropped into
Arnhem during Operation Market Garden. On the second day, Flamberg’s
squadron was trying to attack an enemy position when they came under fire
from another direction. Assuming it was friendly fire, Gerry’s CO sent him
out with a recognition triangle to inform their unwitting assailants they were
on the same side. When Gerry stepped out of their position, he saw that it
was not British soldiers that were shooting at them but Germans in a tank.
A bullet ripped through his shoulder. Flamberg hit the ground and was able
to crawl back to his squadron. Concealing his injury from his CO, Gerry
said that he reckoned he could get close enough to take it out with a
Gammon Bomb. The CO gave him the go-ahead and Gerry crawled back
out and, managing to evade notice, got within ten feet of the tank. Then
with his uninjured arm he hurled the bomb onto the tank, which,
substantially damaged, withdrew. Gerry cheerfully returned to his squadron
and only then mentioned he had been shot.

Later in the battle Gerry was captured by the Germans and taken
prisoner; the 156th itself sustained such heavy casualties that it was
disbanded shortly after the battle. After being treated for his wounds, Gerry
was sent to the Stalag XI-B POW camp, but he would not stay there for
long. Flamberg’s CO, who had also been captured, worried what might
happen to Gerry if his captors realised he was Jewish. He put in a request to
have Private Flamberg transferred to his officer’s camp, Oflag 79 near
Brunswick; the request was accepted. Brunswick, though, was hardly
better; conditions at the camp were appalling and for the rest of his life
Gerry was always incredibly conscious of cleanliness and had perfectly
manicured hands, a legacy of the filthy conditions he was forced to endure.1

Oflag 79 was liberated by the Americans on 12 April 1945. Since his
capture Gerry’s status had been Missing in Action, and so it was only now
his family learnt he was still alive. Gerry was brought to Hollymoor
Hospital near Birmingham to recuperate, but it was not long before an
enterprising aunt with a costume jewellery business in the city coaxed him
out of hospital to sell jewellery for her door-to-door. After all, a handsome
former POW in uniform made an unbeatable salesman, and Gerry now also
had a shiny new Military Medal pinned to his chest, a reward for his
bravery at Arnhem.



Finally released from hospital, Gerry returned home to a city and
community massively damaged by war. ‘Desolation on a Pompeian scale’,
writes the historian Jerry White of London in 1945.2 Buildings half-
destroyed or completely flattened were strewn across London like the scars
on the face of a smallpox victim. The East End was particularly badly hit
with housing estates, warehouses, and most of the docks completely
obliterated. This landscape, which forms the backdrop to this story, also
serves as an apt physical metaphor for the mental landscape with which
post-war Jewry was beginning to reckon. For while Britain celebrated the
end of war and the freedom peace delivered, the Jewish community was
beginning to come to terms with the sheer unadulterated horror of the
Holocaust. ‘Their sense of a world restored was checked by the sense of a
world irretrievably lost,’ writes historian Stephan Wendehorst, who goes on
to quote Litvin, a Zionist Rabbi: ‘While all nations were celebrating peace
we Jews were contemplating the inordinate losses we had suffered.’3

For many of the returning ex-servicemen, especially those who had
been fighting in theatres outside of Europe, it would only have been when
they returned home that they first learnt the full extent of what had
occurred. ‘You’ve got to be in 1945 where we were,’ Stanley Marks told
historian Dave Renton. ‘It was only when we came back from the war that
we saw the pictures. A lot of people that would have been in Burma or
wherever didn’t know what was going on. It dominated your feelings.’4

Morris Beckman recalled the mood at Maccabi House, a Jewish sports club
in West Hampstead:

Maccabi’s pre-war ebullient friendliness had gone; in its place was a subdued ambience
reflecting the weariness and uncertainties of the times. Tolerance levels of the ex-servicemen
were low, and an uncomfortable tension existed between them and the teenage members who
had missed the war. The ex-servicemen, in their ill-fitting demob suits awkwardly adjusting to
the vacuum of peace, had little in common with the extrovert noisy youth dressed in ‘zoot
suits’.5

The headquarters of the Maccabi World Union, an international Jewish
sports organisation, Macabbi House was a large town-house boasting a
gymnasium, sports hall, cafeteria, and numerous social rooms. At war’s
end, the Jewish ex-servicemen and women who had been Macabbi
members before joining the services headed back there to reconnect with
their old friends. For Gerry Flamberg, still working as a door-to-door
jewellery salesman, it became a regular hangout.



It was here that the twenty-four-year-old Flamberg came together with
three other Maccabi regulars: Morris Beckman, twenty-five; Len Sherman,
twenty-seven; and Alec Carson, twenty-two. Of medium height and stocky
build, the touslehaired Beckman was a keen footballer and cricketer, who
had served as a radio operator in the Merchant Navy during the war and had
the misfortune of being torpedoed twice during the Battle of the Atlantic.
Alec Carson had also had a very near miss. He had joined the RAF as a
pilot in 1942 but crashed during his training in Nova Scotia. Carson took
two years to recuperate, and finally received his wings in 1944. He flew a
series of sorties over Germany in Mosquitos towards the end of the war.
After he was demobbed, he joined his father in the cabinetry business. Len
Sherman was the only one of the four who had been an infantryman,
serving in the Welsh Guards. A rare blonde-haired, blue-eyed Jew,
Sherman’s boyish features belied an often brutal disposition. Into weights
and martial arts, Len was Maccabi’s judo and wrestling champion, honours
he also held in his regiment. Upon his return to London he found work as a
pattern cutter for a dressmakers.6

According to Morris Beckman, all four were good friends and
frequently spent time together at Maccabi. The way Len Sherman tells it, he
had never seen Gerry Flamberg before a meeting of the club’s leadership. A
‘tall fellow with a flat nose and a red beret’ who ‘looked like a real bastard’
stormed in, demanding, ‘Who’s the Guvnor?’ ‘Who are you!?’ asked
Sherman, who was chairing the meeting. Flamberg hurriedly introduced
himself before explaining that there was a fascist event underway in
Hampstead which he was determined to close down. Sherman and a couple
of others agreed to join him, and they all piled into a car and headed up to
Hampstead.7

Beckman’s version begins in the Maccabi canteen where he, Sherman,
Flamberg and Carson saw that once again the club was offering the same
egg and chips it always did. Flamberg took one look at the fare and
declared, ‘I can’t stand it anymore. If I have any more egg and chips, I’ll
attack the bloody man by the counter!’8 He then proposed a trip to Jack
Straw’s Castle, the large white pub by Whitestone Pond, to which the others
agreed.9

As Beckman’s small Ford Prefect finally pulled itself to the top of
Whitestone Pond it drew parallel to the spacious area next to the road where



the League were holding a meeting. A small crowd of around sixty were
listening to Hamm on his platform, while four heavies stood in front of him,
ostensibly selling fascist newspapers but really ensuring Hamm’s small
audience behaved.

‘Aye, aye,’ observed Carson. ‘The 18B Regulation Fusiliers are here!’
Beckman parked the car and the four boys wandered over to the

meeting and listened to Hamm for a few moments.
‘Sod the drinks!’ muttered Gerry. ‘Let’s go.’ The friends made their way

further into the crowd and eyed up the platform and stewards.
‘The platform’s mine,’ said Gerry.
‘I’ll take the two on the left,’ said Len.
Probably not overly enthused with the direction the evening was about

to take, Beckman and Carson were hardly going to shirk the fight, and they
divided up the remaining two stewards between themselves. With Len in
front the four men pushed through the crowd.

Len approached his two stewards and asked to buy a couple of copies of
the League’s new monthly paper, British League Review. Caught off guard
by his Aryan looks they gave him the price and as Len fumbled in his
pocket for change a couple of coins dropped to the ground. In the half-
second in which the falling change caught the attention of the stewards, Len
smashed their heads together. They both slumped to the floor. If Hamm
caught sight of this lightning-fast action it was unlikely to have distracted
him for long, as he was suddenly presented with the hulking figure of Gerry
Flamberg, who grabbed his small platform and with a roar lifted it up and
sent the former teacher flying. In a moment, Flamberg had pounced on the
sprawling Hamm and started beating seven bells out of him. Beckman’s
steward was wise to the attack. Beckman raised his fists. The steward did
the same. Beckman kicked him in the groin.10 Alec Carson meanwhile was
having a tougher time with his steward, and the two men fell to the ground
wrestling before the steward was able to break away and flee. Carson got up
and chased after him, but the steward was faster. Flamberg, who had finally
finished with Hamm, spotted the escaping steward and would have chased
him through the heath had the others not managed to call him back.11

When the four young men returned to Maccabi and told the other ex-
servicemen about what had happened, it was not condemnation they were
met with but support. Over the next few months these young Jewish ex-



servicemen saw the White-stone Pond attack not as a one-off but as the
template for an anti-fascist organisation.12 The young men who increasingly
thought that this was the way forward were not political radicals or
anarchists, they had no desire to take on the state or destroy the status quo.
In fact, they would have preferred existing institutions and organisations
dealt with Hamm and his ilk, but as 1946 progressed it became increasingly
obvious that no one else was willing to do what they felt needed to be done.

Adequate Protection

In April 1946 the government’s Committee on Fascism presented its final
report to Cabinet.

We have considered whether an attempt should be made to prohibit the organisation of fascist
parties or the propagation of fascist doctrines. We consider that such an attempt would be
difficult to defend in principle and ineffective in practice. An attempt to silence a political
minority because its views are abhorrent to the majority would be a departure from a valuable
tradition.13

Formed two days after Mosley’s Christmas party, in part as a response to
that event, the committee was asked to review all available evidence as to
the re-emergence of fascism and ‘the case for amending the existing law
with a view to checking the growth of such a movement’.14 For four months
the committee met, deliberated and received numerous briefings from the
Secret Services, and in the end concluded that:

We consider that, if it is firmly enforced, the existing law affords adequate protection against
the emergence of a strong and dangerous fascist movement in this country.

As for the threat posed by the fascists to the Jewish community, the report
declared that it would not be ‘desirable’ nor ‘in the best interests of the
Jews themselves to introduce any special measures against anti-Semitic
propaganda’. However, in the wake of ‘the revelations of Nazi anti-Semitic
atrocities’ it was understood that the consequences of anti-Semitic
propaganda can be ‘serious enough to justify proceedings for seditious
libel’.15

For the next two years the government, and in particular Home
Secretary James Chuter Ede, refused to budge from the positions laid out in
this report. As a result, Britain became one of only a few European



countries that in the post-war years permitted the publication and
dissemination of fascist propaganda and views.16 This was not a popular
position, with a Gallup poll showing that 66 per cent of people were in
favour of taking action to suppress fascism.17 So why did Britain’s first
majority Labour government choose to do nothing?

‘There is no immediate threat of the re-emergence of a significant
fascist movement in this country,’ declared the Cabinet report, and although
it acknowledged that the BPP and Mosley loyalists ‘contained the germ of
such a movement’, they doubted these would amount to anything. Yet this
was a conclusion which was based on some uncertain assumptions, namely
that if the ‘Government can make the next five years a period of orderly and
relatively prosperous reconstruction, no fascist movement will develop into
a serious threat’. In 1946 Britain, this was a risky bet. The continuation of
rationing and austerity into peacetime was already beginning to breed
discontent, and the government was well aware of upcoming issues that
could crash the economy and create the perfect conditions for a fascist
resurgence.

Of far greater concern to the Attlee government was the need to swiftly
retreat from the authoritarian practices which war had necessitated and to
return to peacetime norms and the principles of British democracy. A vital
part of this return was the restoration of the rights of assembly and free
speech to those who had been stripped of it during the war. Moreover, there
was a fear that if the fascists did not have their rights returned to them, this
would lead to ‘progressively increasing interference with the rights of
unpopular minorities’ leading to ‘the employment of methods
indistinguishable from those of fascism’.

There has been much discussion as to why Chuter Ede was so steadfast
in his refusal to act against the fascists. The contemporaneous socialist MP,
lawyer and vehement anti-fascist D. N. Pritt believed that the Labour
government’s own staunch anti-communism and a pro-fascist bias at the
Home Office both contributed to the inertia. The historian Nigel Copsey has
doubted whether Pritt’s first point would have made much of a difference,
and instead argues that the root cause of the issue was a belief at the Home
Office that the 1936 Public Order Act had sufficiently contained the BUF
before the war and so was more than suitable after it.18 Historian Richard
Thurlow also lays the blame with the Home Office, which, he argues, was



far more concerned ‘with safeguarding freedom of speech than with
protecting ethnic minorities from racial abuse’.19

The one Cabinet member who did not agree with the report’s
assessment was Minister of Fuel and Power Emmanuel ‘Manny’ Shinwell,
the country’s most senior Jewish politician. Shinwell had been a member of
the five-man committee and time and again throughout the hearings argued
that just because the fascists were weak and disorganised now, that did not
mean they would always be. He pointed to the threat posed by a leader like
Mosley who could rally all the disparate forces and provide a focal point for
like-minded individuals. Shinwell was not alone in believing that
responding only to the threat posed by fascism in its present moribund state,
and not the potential threat posed by a revived fascist movement, could
prove to be a grave error.

In expressing a belief that the fascist threat needed to be taken far more
seriously, Shinwell was voicing the beliefs of the Jewish community, which
was once again beginning to feel the impact of fascism. By the start of
1946, Hamm had begun his slow incursion into heavily Jewish east London,
in particular Bethnal Green. League members were reoccupying old fascists
haunts like the Mitford Tavern on Amhurst Road, Hackney, and drunkenly
harassing Jewish-looking passers-by. Meanwhile, fascist graffiti, including
the letters ‘PJ’ and the flash insignia, began to appear on walls in north and
east London. The Jewish theatre in Stepney was vandalised, as were walls
throughout Stamford Hill.20

For the returning Jewish ex-servicemen this fascist recrudescence made
the blood boil. They had risked their lives and endured appalling and
traumatic experiences to rid the world of Nazism, so to come back and find
the Nazis’ British cousins preaching freely on street corners was galling
beyond belief. Such feelings of outrage were exacerbated by the increasing
awareness of the Nazi genocide of the Jews of Europe, which from the
middle of 1945 onwards had started to permeate the public consciousness,
as photographs and newsreel from Bergen-Belsen were shown to the British
public. Subsequently the Nuremberg Trials made abundantly clear the sheer
horror and scale of the Nazis’ crimes.

For many in the Jewish community the losses were of course deeply
personal, and those future 43 Group members who witnessed the horrors of
the camps themselves were often scarred for life. The man who would



become the Group’s spiritual leader, Rabbi Leslie Hardman, was the first
Jewish chaplain to enter Bergen-Belsen where he oversaw the burial of over
20,000 bodies. It was an experience from which he never recovered, and led
to his fierce support of the 43 Group in its battle against fascism. When I
interviewed Martin Block, an engineer in the RAF, about his time in the war
he begged my forgiveness and said he would rather not discuss his wartime
experiences. From another source I learnt that Block had worked on
transport planes that rescued survivors from the camps. Of course, one did
not need to see the horrors to feel the pain and anguish, and this, as Murray
Podro explained, was easily transformed into anger.

‘Most of the 43 Group members could be, or were, quite violent to say
the least and lots of them were people who had terrible tragedies in their
families. I did for instance: I had family members in Paris about ’45 or
thereabouts all of them murdered in Auschwitz.’21

These various first-and second-hand experiences of the horrors of
Nazism were juxtaposed with the memories of how London’s own Jewish
community had been targeted by the fascists in the 1930s. In his
autobiography, Lennie Ronlick listed the confluence of factors that led to
his decision to stride up to the front line in the fight against fascism:

The beating I received as a boy. Also a cousin of mine, Solly Solomons, who was a most
inoffensive young man, was battered to the ground by a Fascist mob and thrown through a
shop window … Finally, I did it because of the horrific pictures we were shown of the
devastation caused to human life in the concentration camps throughout Europe by the Nazis
and their fellow travellers.22

Add to this the increasing presence of League speakers and newspaper
sellers who were beginning to appear on street corners, and one can see
why the ex-servicemen were beginning to feel an irrepressible drive to
action. This, according to Morris Beckman, was compounded by a ‘sick
sense of shame that no action had ever been taken to save the
[concentration] camp inmates’. Nor had their suffering ended: many of the
survivors were still in displaced persons camps, while those trying to make
their way to Palestine had been apprehended by the British and sent to
Cyprus. Beckman continued:

Watching the Royal Navy stop Greek and Turkish bucket ships crammed with the sick and
broken survivors of the camps, and the Pathé Gazette and Movietone films of these derelicts
being incarcerated behind barbed wire in Cyprus, seemed to plumb the very depths of
inhumanity … We felt useless.23



In an attempt to allay these feelings of impotence, some Jewish ex-
servicemen turned to the Association of Jewish Ex-Servicemen (AJEX) to
force it into confronting the fascists. Formed with the express purpose of
representing and advocating for the needs and beliefs of Jewish ex-
servicemen, AJEX had been involved in anti-fascist politics before the war
and had been active at the Battle of Cable Street. It therefore should have
been the perfect organisation through which the Jewish ex-servicemen
could confront fascism, and both senior and junior members pressured the
leadership to take action.

In response, one of AJEX’s leaders, Major Lionel Rose, proposed a
programme of outdoor speaking events in areas where Hamm and other
fascists held public meetings. Such a proposal, however, failed to impress
many members, who felt that public meetings were an ineffective way of
dealing with fascists and demanded a more active approach.

The problem was that AJEX was hamstrung by its loyalties to the Board
of Deputies, which even after the war was shackled by its conservative
impulses and fear of doing anything that might be controversial or
jeopardise the good name of the Anglo-Jewish community. Through its
Jewish Defence Committee, a particularly conservative and cautious part of
the organisation, the Board controlled what was referred to as the ‘official
defence structure’. AJEX, one of the organisations within this structure, was
consequently constrained by the JDC’s insistence that all defence work be
law-abiding and in no way bring the community into disrepute. AJEX was
also constrained by the JDC’s seemingly pathological desire for control.
When Rose proposed his Speakers Programme the JDC insisted on a strict
series of rules and conditions to be agreed before it gave its final consent;
this took six months.

As for its own defence work, the JDC’s activities included publishing
informative pamphlets and materials about British Jewry, letter writing and
putting on lecture series. Following an intense lobbying campaign, a
deputation from the JDC was received by Chuter Ede in May 1946 and they
told him of the fascists’ return and the anxieties and concerns this triggered
within the Jewish community. Ede was sympathetic but informed the
gentlemen of the government’s position on the sufficiency of the current
law for dealing with the fascist threat. The envoys of the JDC left with the
sense that the meeting had been a mere formality.24



For the ex-servicemen, the JDC epitomised the older generation of Jews
who seemed to want only to talk and debate, to jaw-jaw, and who ran for
cover the moment danger reared its head. What made it even worse was the
thought that this was the mentality of the German Jews whose docility,
compliance, and fear of rocking the boat had led them straight to the gas
chambers. That the representatives of Anglo-Jewry seemed incapable of
learning from the tragic deaths of their European cousins infuriated the
younger generation. As Morris Beckman put it, this younger generation saw
themselves as ‘of a different metal to the community of the pre-war days.
The keep-your-head and get-indoors-quickly mentality had gone for
good.’25

However, the JDC were not quite the wet blankets these men took them
for. It was thanks to their work that in March 1946 one fascist plot was dealt
a devastating blow. John Beckett and A. K. Chesterton had been in talks to
merge their organisations, the British People’s Party and the National Front
after Victory, for several months, with Chesterton entrusting the nitty-gritty
negotiations to a three-man team, two of whom were spies of Sidney
Salomon, the JDC’s head of intelligence.26 Salomon waited until Beckett
and Chesterton’s plans reached an advanced stage and then passed the
information to Lord Robert Vansittart, who, in a speech to the House of
Lords on 12 March, gave a wide-ranging account of recent fascist activities
and paid particular attention to these talks.27 The harsh light of day is a fatal
thing for furtive fascist plans, and in the wake of the speech both Chesterton
and Beckett’s organisations shed members and the talks were swiftly
abandoned. Backed by the Duke of Bedford’s wealth, Beckett was able to
ride out this setback and the BPP stayed afloat, but for Chesterton this was
the death knell. With his nascent organisation now entirely without funds
and peopled only by a handful of rabid anti-Semites, he decided to pack it
in and emigrated to Africa.

The provenance of Vansittart’s intelligence was of course unknown to
the ex-servicemen who saw the JDC as nothing more than a talking shop,
typical of the old pre-war Jews. When it came to dealing with fascism, the
ex-servicemen were getting tired of jaw-jaw; they wanted war-war.

A Monstrous Exaggeration



There was one organisation that was only too happy to war-war with the
fascists; they had been at each other’s throats for years. When the BPP had
held their meeting at Holborn Hall, it was members of the CPGB who had
broken into the hall and forced it to close. Leading the charge that day was
Douglas Hyde, the Daily Worker’s anti-fascism correspondent, who at a
public meeting a few hours earlier had called upon his audience to join him
in raiding the meeting. Over the next few years Hyde exposed numerous
fascist activities and his ‘All Outs’ often left fascist plans in tatters. This
was never more the case than in March 1946 when Hyde’s job was made
that much easier for him by one fascist’s hubris and idiocy.

A builder in his late fifties, John Charles Preen had before the war been
a small-time BUF member and briefly its organiser in North Kensington.
His one moment of minor fame in fascist circles came when he and three
other BUF members were caught breaking into the home of an ardently left-
wing Air Ministry official. Preen’s defence was that he had done so under
instructions from MI5, and there is evidence to suggest he was telling the
truth; nevertheless, from then on, he became known in fascist circles as
‘Burglar Preen’.28 Preen was interned from June 1940 to the start of 1942,
with a month-long hiatus following an escape in April ’41. In 1942 Preen
returned to London and resumed work as a builder, mostly working on war-
damaged buildings, and became the subject of a War Damage fraud
investigation.29 Upon his return to fascist politics, Preen denied that he and
‘Burglar Preen’ were one and the same, and he served libel writs on anyone
who claimed otherwise.30

Like Hamm, Preen saw the gap left by Mosley’s retirement as a perfect
opportunity to establish himself as a leading post-war fascist. In October he
conceived The Britons Vigilantes Action League, which aimed to provide
‘food, clothing and shelter for British people in need’. In his literature Preen
was unashamedly pro-British: ‘It is the British people who have made
Britain what it is, and it is the British people who should have first claim on
what Britain provides whether it is goods, jobs or houses.’

Although he claimed that being pro-British did not make his
organisation ‘anti-foreign, nor, indeed anti-anything’, he was keen to make
sure one particular group of people knew why they were so disliked. In his
‘Open Letter to the Jewish People’, Preen affected a collegial and friendly



manner to explain to the Jews certain issues which perpetuated anti-
Semitism:

Why is there relatively little food shortage in the districts mainly occupied by Jews? Why is
there such a disproportionate percentage of Jewish names among the persons convicted of
Black Market offences? Why are Jews so prominent in the money markets of this country,
and the big International Finance Houses?

Of course all these anti-Semitic libels were entirely fallacious. However, in
his attempt to appear reasonable Preen offered some top tips to the Jews on
how they might diminish anti-Semitism, including ‘Put Britain first’, ‘Take
your proper place in the queue’, and ‘Don’t put money first’.

For a fascist like Hamm even the vaguely conciliatory tone of this letter
was excessively moderate. The purpose of their political activities, Hamm
stated, was not to temporise with the Jews but to turf them out of England.
Preen had in fact approached Hamm and suggested working alongside him,
but Hamm felt that with Mosley’s previous promise of assistance and
support there was no reason to tie himself to Preen. Furthermore, he
doubted Preen’s boast of aristocratic support and a membership of
100,000,31 ‘a monstrous exaggeration’ according to a Special Branch
report. This was on brand for Preen, a notorious liar.32

Far from having aristocratic support, the wealthiest backer Preen had
been able to attract was a Mrs M. Lumley, a well-to-do upper-middle-class
lady. However, this was support enough for Preen to indulge his
monumental hubris and hire the Royal Albert Hall for the launch of the
Vigilantes Action League. The news took his rivals aback, and led to a swirl
of rumours of a secret, highly illustrious backer. This was quite normal;
with Mosley retired at Ramsbury and keeping his cards close to his chest,
every new fascist organisation was rumoured to have his backing. Even so,
Preen’s launch event sent the fascist rumour mill into overdrive.

Perhaps Preen’s decision to book the Albert Hall was just hubris, but
perhaps there was some tactical thinking behind it. If the Vigilantes Action
League launch could be a success on a par with the great BUF meetings in
that venue, then Preen would leapfrog his rivals and receive the support
from Mosley he claimed to have. Of course, when Mosley packed the
Albert Hall he already had a movement of tens of thousands; Preen most
likely had tens. Ticket sales were so paltry that Preen made a
catastrophically stupid mistake, and put up posters all over London.



‘18B SPEAKS! ALBERT HALL. WEDNESDAY MARCH 13. 7PM
2000 FREE SEATS’, declared the poster reproduced in the Daily Worker on
the day of the meeting. ‘ALL OUT Against Fascists TONIGHT’, demanded
Douglas Hyde’s adjacent article, calling on ‘the working people of the
capital to demonstrate this evening against what threatens to become the
ugliest piece of Fascist provocation since Mosley’s black shirted hey-
day’.33 Beckman, Flamberg and several other ex-servicemen decided to
heed Hyde’s call.34

Held in conjunction with an organisation called the British Housewives
League, Preen’s meeting attracted a mere 200 people, which in the vast
Albert Hall looked pathetic. They nevertheless included a good number of
well-to-do fascist women – ladies who could be even more rabidly anti-
Semitic than the soapbox speakers. Preen had also ensured that there were
plenty of fascist stewards in the hall in case any disruptors should show up,
and the police also had a presence. Hamm was in attendance, too. He sat
surrounded by heavies near an exit, assuming an inevitable raid would force
him to beat a hasty retreat.35

Preen and Lumley walked out onto the stage, and Preen began to speak.
The heckling began immediately; the few dozen young communist men and
women who had managed to get past the stewards and into the hall began a
running commentary on the event, the empty seats, and Preen’s speech.
After a few minutes, Lumley came forward and begged for silence,
claiming that she was doing what she was doing simply to fight for the
homeless. When, in answer to a question, she declared that it was she who
had paid for the meeting, she was laughed off the stage. Meanwhile, the
Communist Party leaders in the hall were actually trying to get their
comrades to keep quiet, as it was Hamm, who was on the programme to
speak, that they really wanted to target.

Shortly afterwards the doors at the back flew open and a rush of young
communists came charging into the room, made for the stage, and started
tussling with the stewards. Chaos descended; Hamm took this as his cue to
scurry away. All over the auditorium, scraps and altercations were breaking
out. A Jewish Chronicle reporter described the chaos:

The very many anti-Semites in the hall were screaming foul anti-Jewish slogans. One aged
harridan in a fur coat was waving a stick in the air and shouting, ‘Hang all the Jews!’ A young
man got up and said, ‘You are a Fascist, madam.’



A pro-Fascist was knocked down by a Jewish soldier when he (the pro-Fascist) abused
him and told him to ‘go back to Palestine.’

As I dodged around the arena, where almost everybody had gathered, I heard nothing but
anti-Jewish remarks. ‘Look at them,’ said one young girl, pointing wildly, ‘the dirty Yids,
they all need a wash!’ Another person was crying hysterically, ‘They are all Russians!’36

Meanwhile, the communists had mounted a successful invasion of the stage
where many of them had pretended to listen to what Preen was screaming.
He was not up there for long, though, as he and Lumley beat a hasty retreat
leaving the stage to the communists who held their own meeting, voted to
ban fascism and sang the ‘Internationale’. While the fascists congregated at
a side of the hall and tried to work out what to do, police reinforcements
arrived and, to a rousing chorus by the communists of ‘When Irish Eyes
Are Smiling’, cleared the stage. Preen and Lumley reappeared once more,
but the moment Preen tried to speak, a roar of heckling quickly drowned
him out. It was at this point that Mr Cruickshank, the Communist Party
leader in the room, announced to the comrades that if they dispersed, the
police would close the meeting.

Later referred to by the fascists as the cheapest meeting ever held by the
Communist Party, the Albert Hall debacle precipitated the closure of the
Vigilantes Action League and Preen temporarily disappeared from view.37

The following day, Chuter Ede shared with the House of Commons an
account of the day’s events and declared that even if it had not been
interrupted by communists, Preen’s meeting ‘would have been a complete
exposure of the futility of the Vigilantes’ Action League’. For Ede, the
Albert Hall farce demonstrated that post-war fascism was nothing to be
feared and certainly not something that needed legislating against. Really,
Ede suggested, all that was required was ‘to leave these people to the sense
of humour of the British people’.38 It was true that in 1946 British fascism
had reverted to being the domain of cranks, weirdos and infighting would-
be dictators, but as the Labour MP Tom Driberg reminded Ede, despite their
failings the fascists must be taken seriously. Unlike Preen, they were not all
ineffective jokes.

The following day Mosley circulated an open letter to his supporters
throughout the country, addressed to Alf Flockhart, in which he announced
two upcoming publications: one a collection of old essays and speeches, the
other an entirely new work. As for their distribution, Mosley wrote that
while they would be sold through the normal channels, they would also



‘certainly be supplied to any book clubs which desire to purchase them’.39

Within days Mosley’s supporters were writing to let him know they had got
the hint. F. R. Cork of South Norwood told Mosley: ‘The idea of area book
clubs could be exploited to the full with particular reference to problems in
the future … I am immediately making contact with many old friends and
circulating the context of your letter to them.’ Meanwhile, N. B. Rawlinson
of Hampstead wrote, ‘It will be my endeavour in the near future to
commence a British book club, here in Hampstead.’40 Over the ensuing
months, fifty-seven Mosleyite book clubs were founded around the country.
Primarily they served as a way of maintaining and growing Mosley’s
middle-class following, and would, Mosley hoped, provide a backbone of
respectability to his next political organisation.

As for the foot soldiers of that next organisation, Mosley left their
recruitment to Hamm, who was steadily growing the League. In part this
was due to Hamm’s decision to switch the focus of his activities from west
London to east London, and particularly Bethnal Green, where he often
found crowds far more receptive to his message. On 20 April, Hamm held
his largest indoor private meeting to date with 100 people in attendance.
During the meeting, Bill Carrit, a local councillor, castigated those present,
shouting, ‘This organisation is an insult to British servicemen. Men have
fought and died struggling against Fascism and those who spread these
filthy anti-Semitic lies!’ Carrit was swiftly ejected from the hall by the
stewards.41

The meeting was a high point for Hamm in a year in which he struggled
so much he began giving serious thought to moving to South Africa and
abandoning the British fascist cause for good. But when Carrit’s
interruption got into the papers, the owners of the venues Hamm tried to
book became wise to the true nature of his organisation and denied him the
use of their spaces. Meanwhile, Hamm noticed his street meetings were
beginning to attract more and more organised heckling. However, these
challenges paled in comparison to the problems that were emerging from
within the League itself.

When Hamm and Burgess took over the League, they did so on the
understanding that they would run it together. However, over time Hamm
became the far more dominant figure and Burgess felt that the younger man
was treating it like his own private fiefdom. Burgess was not alone in



feeling that Hamm had started running the League like a dictator, and an
ineffective one at that, as the League had encountered financial difficulties.
Like all good dictators Hamm was rabidly determined to maintain his
dominance and sidelined all challengers, especially Victor Burgess, whom
he removed from the League’s roster of speakers.

For Burgess this was the final straw, and he had a very useful ally:
Hamm’s lodger, a fascist called David Keith Barrow, alias David Hearn.
Despite the fact he shared rooms with Hamm, Barrow agreed with Burgess
that life in the League had grown intolerable under Hamm’s leadership.
There was of course only one solution: to split off and form their own
movement. Barrow’s decision was a major blow for Hamm, not only
because he lost a lodger but because most of the young toughs who Hamm
relied on to steward his meetings were loyal to Barrow, so when he left they
followed. With the loss of Barrow’s men, Hamm suddenly became very
vulnerable on the platform.

Fortunately for Hamm, he was approached a month later by an ex-BUF
man called Bertram ‘Duke’ Pile, who offered to send some old BUF
stewards who were ‘specially trained in the art of being tough’ to Hamm’s
meetings. Hamm accepted, although he told Pile that his men should carry
no weapons, as he currently had the sympathy of the police, which he
wished to maintain. Secretly Hamm also suspected Pile of being a police
informant, so thought it wise to be doubly cautious. Pile’s men, who were,
he said, East Enders with a score to settle against the Jews, appeared to
adhere to Hamm’s request. Not long after they met, Hamm began to notice
organised hustling at his meetings, and believing this to be Pile’s men at
work, revoked his original suspicions of Pile, who would go on to become a
key member of the League. Pile, who the police described as being ‘of
average mentality’,42 was a typical working-class fascist and had none of
Hamm’s intellectual pretensions. Pile, who proved to be a loyal ally to
Hamm, in all probability joined the younger man in the belief that Hamm
enjoyed Mosley’s full support. He thought that backing Hamm would win
him Mosley’s approval. Over the ensuing months many other ambitious
fascists came to the same conclusion and became Hamm’s loyal lieutenants,
allowing him to consolidate his position as the League’s indisputable
leader.43

Meanwhile, Burgess and Barrow had launched their own organisation,
the Union for British Freedom (UBF). With Hamm’s activities now solely



focused on east London, the UBF stayed in west London and the two
organisations kept out of each other’s way. Consequently, there were now
two Mosleyite organisations operating in London, but even this new
development triggered no meaningful response from the Jewish
community’s official defence structure – the Jewish ex-servicemen were
getting ever more frustrated.

‘What, the five of you?’

On 24 May 1946 a letter signed by Morris Beckman and Gerry Flamberg
appeared in The Jewish Chronicle.

On Sunday afternoon the British League of Ex-servicemen and Women held a meeting on
Hampstead Heath. The speakers preached anti-Semitism and Fascism pure and simple …
Amongst the audience Jewish people listened and suffered silently. They heard themselves
threatened and slandered and read the anti-Semitic pamphlets handfed to them – without so
much as uttering one word of protest. Until my friend G. Flamberg, M.M. and myself, quite
by chance, came across this meeting. By countering the speaker’s arguments all along the line
we swayed the crowd completely against him. I noticed the faces of Jewish members of the
audience light up with relief.

This letter, which is the one and only primary source referring to the
Whitestone Pond attack, typifies Beckman’s overblown style. The Jews of
Hampstead seem reminiscent of the subju-gated Jews of Europe, and
Flamberg and Beckman’s appearance is almost messianic. The complete
absence of violence from the encounter, however, is perhaps more
understandable; after all, a public confession to a physical attack on a
political meeting would have been unwise. Beckman concluded with a call
to his fellow ex-servicemen. ‘There must be no half measures and cowardly
hiding of heads in the sand. It is up to all Jewish ex-servicemen to help fight
this menace. All who are keen to join us in this fight are invited to write
…’44

Clearly the letter served its purpose, as the following week Beckman
wrote to the paper again and mentioned ‘receiving many letters from those
keen to join’. Beckman continued with an account of a second encounter
with Hamm, this time at a League meeting in the East End, where ‘with the
very able support of some Jewish ex-servicemen, who happened to be in the
audience, we closed that meeting in an orderly fashion within 15 minutes of
its commencement.’ Again, a pinch of salt might be required, as it seems



highly unlikely that if a few ex-servicemen had managed to close down a
League meeting within fifteen minutes they had done so ‘in an orderly
fashion’. Before this premature closure Hamm had clearly mentioned the
previous week’s letter indicating that he took the Jewish Chronicle. This
was useful information for Beckman who addressed himself directly to the
fascist:

Now, knowing full well that Hamm himself reads The Jewish Chronicle and will read this
letter, we hereby tell him that we will not rest until his anti-Jewish activities are nullified.

Another person who had noticed Beckman’s letter of the previous week was
the JDC’s Sidney Salomon. He also wrote to the paper and while he agreed
that Beckman’s letter made a legitimate point, he assured readers that
‘observation is kept on all meetings of an anti-Semitic nature’, although not
the ones that were ‘arranged at very short notice’. He concluded, ‘I hope
Mr. Beckman and his gallant friend, Mr. Flamberg, will agree as to the
necessity for fighting anti-Semitism and Fascism on a united front.’ In
principle, Beckman and Flamberg had no problem with this wish: ‘We are
only too willing to work in conjunction with the Jewish Defence
Committee. But, we stress, we demand action now! Nothing else will
suffice.’45 In practice the two sides were growing further apart. The small
group of ex-servicemen – having seen success through more violent
methods at Whitestone Pond and having witnessed how effectively the
communists had shut down Preen’s meeting – were moving ever further
away from the JDC, which refused to budge from its preferred tactics.46

It was not just the young ex-servicemen that the JDC’s intransigence
was alienating. Discontent was also brewing in the higher echelons of
AJEX. One of the Association’s most respected and influential members
was Major Samuel Weiser, a former member of Field Marshal
Montgomery’s staff. Along with Lionel Rose, Weiser was one of the driving
forces behind the proposed anti-fascist Speakers Programme and
consequently, as the months wore on and the JDC still had not signed off on
it, Weiser grew annoyed. Unafraid to vent his frustrations, he discovered
that he had an ally in a tall, wiry, bespectacled film producer. The son of a
senior figure at RKO Pictures, Geoffrey Bernerd was a well-to-do former
army captain and war photographer from west London. Bernerd had
participated in the raid on Dieppe in 1942 where he was shot in the leg and
invalided out of the army. As a result, the ‘tall, dark and handsome’



Geoffrey Bernerd frequently carried a cane,47 which along with his
trademark trench coat and his cigarettes smoked from a pack of twenty – a
sign of real wealth – made him a striking figure.48 Bernerd was also a
strident anti-fascist who was deeply unhappy with the passivity of AJEX’s
tactics, and so when Weiser floated the idea of starting their own
organisation and breaking away from the ‘official defence structure’,
Bernerd was all in.

Although they were all members of AJEX, it was quite by chance that
the two groups of ex-servicemen came together. One Sunday afternoon
Bernerd, his wife Trudie and their one-year-old son Elliot were taking a
stroll through west London when they encountered a fascist meeting. They
stopped at the edge of the crowd and listened for a few moments. When a
large, heavy-set Jewish man with a flat nose began heckling, Bernerd was
sure to signal his approval. At the edge of the crowd the two AJEX
members started chatting, but Flamberg was immediately distracted by baby
Elliot. Without asking for permission, he scooped the baby out of his pram
and threw him right up into the air. Trudie’s heart skipped a beat as she
watched her first-born hover in mid-air before falling back into Flamberg’s
strong arms. The former boxer held the baby affectionately and handed him
back to his very relieved mother. Baby-tossing out the way, Flamberg and
Bernerd went on chatting and realised they shared the same frustrations.49

Not long after Bernerd and Weiser met Flamberg, Beckman and their
growing band of ex-servicemen, they floated the idea of turning the ragtag
band into a real anti-fascist organisation. It was an idea that was met with
excitement, and throughout the summer of 1946 the growing group of ex-
servicemen began meeting in each other’s living rooms where they
discussed anti-fascist tactics and the plans for their new organisation.50

Planning did not preclude action and the ex-servicemen continued turning
up to fascist meetings, mostly just to heckle the speakers; a few scraps
might have broken out with stewards, but they tended to avoided physical
attacks. Heckling, however, could be surprisingly effective, and on a couple
of occasions their persistent yelling forced Hamm to close his meetings. At
each meeting there would often be one or two new faces, as more Jewish
ex-servicemen heard about what was going on and got involved; sometimes
people were even recruited at the meetings themselves.



Philip Evansky was a tall, hulking butcher’s boy who, due to a
childhood injury, was deaf in one ear, an impairment that kept him out of
the services. During a Sunday morning walk with his brother he had seen
the League’s pitch at Hereford Street, Bethnal Green. Having grown up in
the East End during the BUF days he immediately recognised the gathering
and, fearing for his brother’s safety, quickly walked on. The next Sunday he
returned alone and stood against a wall watching the fascists set up their
platform. It was there that he was approached by five unmistakably Jewish
boys, one of whom was Flamberg, who demanded to know when Evansky’s
mates were coming. It took Evansky a few moments to realise that they
thought he was a fascist. This was understandable; he certainly did not look
Jewish. Evansky insisted that he was a Jew, but as had happened on
numerous occasions, he was not believed. Evansky produced his identity
card, with his obviously Jewish name, but someone pointed out this could
be a fake. Exasperated, Evansky wondered how else, short of pulling down
his pants, he was meant to prove his faith, when an unmistakably Jewish
friend of his walked past. This friend confirmed Evansky’s identity,
informing Flamberg he knew him from a Jewish Boys Club. Flamberg
relaxed and told the two boys about their plans to go after the fascists.
‘What, the five of you?’ exclaimed Evansky indignantly. ‘Six, if I joined?’
‘Seven,’ chimed in his friend. Still, they accepted Flamberg’s invitation to a
meeting at Maccabi House. There were around twenty others there. They
had no name, they had no idea whether they wanted to be out in public or
remain underground, but they knew what they wanted to do, and their
numbers were growing.

At the start of July, they were presented with the best possible
opportunity to find and reach out to likeminded ex-servicemen. This came
as a direct result of events in Palestine, where the British Mandate forces
were struggling to contain the boiling tensions between the Arab population
and the Yishuv (the Jewish community in pre-Israel Palestine). What made
matters even more difficult for the British was that the Jewish
paramilitaries, who felt that the British overwhelmingly favoured the Arabs,
had begun to target the British. On 17 June 1946, one of these paramilitary
groups, the Irgun, kidnapped six British soldiers. Twelve days later the
British responded by arresting 2,700 members of the Yishuv, including
many of its leaders.



Throughout the global Jewish community Operation Agatha, as it was
called, led to a wave of outrage. The Anglo-Jewish community was
particularly incensed. Even the Board of Deputies felt compelled to act. On
7 July, 80,000 Jewish people met in the East End for a march to Trafalgar
Square to protest the arrests. Seeking to ensure attention from the British
press, the organisers placed the community’s leaders, including Board
chairman Professor Selig Brodetsky, beside the most decorated Jewish ex-
servicemen in the front row. Gerry Flamberg with his Military Medal was
one of these ex-servicemen, and a photograph of the march shows him at
the front standing a full head taller than everyone else. However, another
gentleman in the first row held a decoration that dwarfed even Flamberg’s.

Tommy Gould was a submariner who had served as a petty officer
aboard the HMS Thrasher. In February 1942, the boat successfully
torpedoed an Axis supply ship off the coast of Crete in enemy waters, but
was then itself attacked with a three-hour barrage of depth charges and
aerial bombing. The Thrasher survived, but soon it was discovered that two
unexploded bombs were lodged within it; Gould and Lieutenant Peter
Roberts volunteered to remove them. The first bomb was stuck in the
submarine’s casing, a light metal structure on the deck, and so was easily
removed; the second, however, had got through the casing and was lying on
the pressure hull. They determined that the only way to safely clear the
bomb was for Gould to lie on his back, gripping the bomb firmly to his
chest, while Roberts dragged him under his arms as he himself crawled
through the tiny space. With only a small torch for a light source, the two
men took forty minutes to move the bomb the necessary twenty feet – every
time it moved it made an ominous twang. For the feat of removing the
bombs and saving the craft while in enemy waters, both men received the
Victoria Cross.

Gould was one of only three Jewish recipients of the Victoria Cross in
the Second World War, and his decoration made him a hot commodity. He
might have agreed with Flamberg that more direct action against the fascists
was required – he would become the most high-profile of the 43 Group’s
founding members – but he was not willing to reject AJEX’s less
confrontational methods out of hand. So, when he was approached to join
Lionel Rose and Major Weiser’s Speakers Programme, which after several
months had finally been approved by the JDC, he accepted. Flamberg,
Bernerd and Beckman also joined.



On 8 September, AJEX set up their first platform at Speakers’ Corner in
Hyde Park. In front of a large crowd, Weiser opened the meeting and set out
the core argument advanced by both AJEX, and later, the 43 Group:

Every man irrespective of his religion, irrespective of his views shall be free, that is what we
fought for. I do not stand here to argue for the privilege of the Jew, it is for your privilege that
I fight. This is your fight equally as it is mine, and I shall hope to see on this platform not
only Jews, but also non-Jews, Catholics, Protestants, or whatever he may be.

It was a performance that impressed Mr M. J. Roston of the JDC, although
he had less praise for Morris Beckman: ‘very unimpressive. The matter was
quite good and given an impression of sincerity. His delivery though was
atrocious.’51 On the whole, Roston was pleased with the event and noted
that the crowd ‘seemed slightly puzzled and visibly impressed’. He
concluded: ‘While I am of the opinion that it would be highly inadvisable
for any open-air Defence to be carried out elsewhere I was impressed by
yesterday’s platform in the Park.’52

Clearly this view held sway in the JDC, and when Weiser submitted a
proposal for a meeting in Bethnal Green it was swiftly rejected. This was
exactly the sort of innate conservatism that had brought the ex-servicemen
to the inescapable conclusion that the fight against fascism could never be
successfully directed from within the official defence structure. It was time
to break away.

One New Raincoat

During the summer of 1946, Flamberg and friends steered clear of any anti-
fascist activities that would draw too much attention and contented
themselves with just heckling public meetings. Come autumn, a decision
was made to adapt their modus operandi and they decided to go after the
fascists’ private meetings as well. One of their targets, they revealed in a
1948 feature on the Group in the News Review, was a meeting of the BPP
held at St Ermine’s Hotel, which they attacked as it drew to a close.

Only assessable damage was a ripped raincoat belonging to one of the Group. In a whip-
round the sum per head of 3s. 6d. and one clothing coupon was raised. Net result: one new
raincoat and the formal birth of a new and militant anti-Fascist organisation.53
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Not long after, they struck again. Raven Thompson had been giving a series
of lectures on the theme of Jewish black-marketeering and profiteers. When
the ex-servicemen discovered one was scheduled to take place in Holborn
Hall in Kingsway, they called the police with a hoax threat to blow the
place up if the meeting was not cancelled. That failed, so they moved to
Plan B and smashed up the meeting and destroyed Raven Thompson’s
magic lantern projector. However, it was as they lay in wait in the room
next door that they had an unnerving yet fateful encounter with the law.
Clearly on high alert following the bomb threat, two policemen walked in
and were surprised to see a dozen or so young men hanging around without
apparent purpose and demanded to know who they were. Standing nearest
the door were Len Sherman and Jonny Wimborne, a smaller man with a
thin moustache who was still technically serving in the Merchant Navy.
‘We’re a football club,’ said Sherman. ‘What’s the name of the club?’ asked
the police. Sherman and Wimborne both spotted the number on the door at
the same time. ‘We’re the 43 football club!’ they said together. And that,
insisted Len Sherman decades later, was how the 43 Group got its name.
‘Anything else that you’ve heard forget it, because I named the group, it
was an accident, it wasn’t intentional, I never thought about it, it came
exactly as I described to you, and that is historic.’54

It is not, however, the official account of how the Group got its name. In
all its literature the Group stated that it was named for the 43 people in the
room at its first official meeting. This is also Morris Beckman’s version of
events, describing how thirty-eight men and five women came together in
an upstairs room at Maccabi House and decided to form an organisation
which would defeat fascism by any means necessary. At that meeting,
which lasted for several hours, two co-chairmen, Gerry Flamberg and
Geoffrey Bernerd, were elected and the Group’s aims and objectives agreed
upon. These were subsequently laid out in a Group pamphlet:

To advocate the immediate passing of legislation to make Fascist and Anti-Semitic
Organisations illegal.
To combat actively all Fascist and Anti-Semitic Organisations by:

   Opposing their activities;
   Publicly exposing them

To awaken and unite all sections of the public against the menace of Fascism.
To develop an organisation capable of communal defence.
To work and cooperate with all the other bodies combating Fascism and Anti-Semitism.



Other matters that were discussed included the Group’s politics and who
could be a member. It was agreed by all that the Group would have no
political opinions or beliefs on any matter other than the question of
fascism, and the only criteria for membership was a belief in anti-fascism.
Even though it was going to identify as an organisation formed by Jewish
ex-servicemen, there was no obligation to be either Jewish or an ex-service
man.55 This would have greatly reassured both Philip Evansky, the only
non-veteran in the room, and Joe Zilliacus, a non-Jewish ex-Royal Marine
and friend of Flamberg’s; he was also the son of Labour MP Konni
Zilliacus. After several hours of discussions Alec Blacke, a former
territorial officer in the Essex Regiment and a captain in the Eighth Army,56

summed up everything that had been agreed upon and said if anyone was
uncomfortable with the declared objectives, they were free to leave.

When no one did, a brief cheer went up, and then the question of the
organisation’s name was raised. After several suggestions which aped the
grandiose titles the fascists gave to their organisations, someone pointed out
that they had been talking for hours and they’d rather like to get home:
‘There are 43 of us here, so let’s call ourselves the 43 Group.’ The name
was seconded and then unanimously adopted with another cheer.57

By September 1946, the 43 Group had formally come into existence,
but that did not mean it was ready to come out into the open, and for the
next couple of months its members continued to be active in AJEX. Bernerd
was still determined to set up an AJEX platform in Bethnal Green, and
when the JDC learnt that he did so with Weiser’s support they demanded
the Major ‘take all necessary steps at once to call off this intention’. Weiser
ignored the instructions, and he and Bernerd went ahead with their plans.
The platform was, however, enough of a success that when Weiser met with
the JDC a few days later he got them to sanction two further Sunday
meetings in the area.58

The first was on 13 October, when Weiser and Bernerd stole Hamm’s
usual Bethnal Green pitch on Hereford Street. Hamm was forced to move a
few streets away and Weiser attracted an audience that listened with some
interest. He did the same the following week, but this time his audience of a
couple of hundred was mostly apathetic. Meanwhile, on an alternative pitch
Hamm had attracted a large and more sympathetic crowd, but he also faced
determined opposition from 43 Group members who began heckling and



jostling and creating a generally unpleasant atmosphere. Fearing a breach of
the peace, the police stepped in and closed the meeting.

On 27 October, AJEX held another meeting in Hyde Park, with Bernerd
and Weiser being joined on the platform for the first time by Flamberg, who
offered a strong warning about the potential dangers of British fascism:

They will not stop at the extermination of the Jewish race in this country. Such will be their
lust for power that they will not be satisfied until every decent, freedom-loving Englishman is
exterminated as well and Britain will become a nation of automatons like the ‘Master Race’,
which has just been the cause of the destruction of half of Europe.

Unfortunately for Flamberg, his public speaking inexperience meant that
when it came to answering questions from the audience he allowed himself
to get drawn into an argument, and had to be rescued by Weiser who was
suffering from a sore throat.59 That was the last time on an AJEX platform
for either of the 43 Group’s co-chairmen, but they were not yet done with
the Association. In November AJEX held its executive elections, and
Bernerd and Flamberg along with six other 43 Group members stood on a
platform advocating an ‘ACTIVE policy to combat the growing menace’.60

They could not have been surprised that this electoral bid ended in
failure. After all, Flamberg, Bernerd, Sherman, Beckman, and Blacke had
all signed a letter to the Jewish Chronicle in which they confessed to being,
along with Major Weiser, behind AJEX’s unsanctioned Bethnal Green
platforms. Not that they were admitting to having started their own
organisation; the 43 Group was never mentioned. But they were
unequivocal about their mission, and willing to proclaim it from the
rooftops:

The battle against Fascism, much to our disillusionment and disgust must go on. But we shall
fight it, and win! Again we appeal to all Jewish ex-servicemen and women to join us and help
us actively in this fight. If we all put our shoulders to the wheel and muck in, Fascism can
never survive. We must kill it, and kill it now! Now, and not later.61



Afterword: We Fight Fascists

As the great Douglas Adams once wrote: ‘Human beings, who are almost
unique in having the ability to learn from the experience of others, are also
remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so.’ Were Adams alive
today in 2019, he would surely be shaking his head in disbelief at the sheer
bloody accuracy of this statement. The far right is once again on the march
around the world, and its charismatic leaders with their easy answers are
once again finding support at the ballot box. Meanwhile, those who have
some inkling as to why a resurgent far right could be a problem remain
characteristically incapable of effective resistance.

Some might say that fascism and authoritarianism are irresistible forces
of history whose moments are cyclical, and there is little we can do to stop
them. Similarly, it might be argued that there is little point in drawing on the
story of the 43 Group, an anti-fascist organisation that existed when fascism
had little chance of success in Britain, and which therefore offers no lessons
for the modern struggle. What can be said in reply? Perhaps the struggle is
futile, and the only logical thing is to succumb to defeatism. Or perhaps
logic be damned and we fight on no matter how unlikely our success,
because we believe that what the fascists seek to destroy are things which to
us give life its rich colour; that we wish to live in a diverse kaleidoscopic
world and the fight to maintain it is a good one. If so, we will take our
lessons from wherever we can, and I believe the story of the 43 Group
provides us with two essential teachings.

The members of the 43 Group chose violence. This is significant, and it
is particularly significant because of who they were and what they had
witnessed. Despite the perceptions of the JDC, the police and the press, the



43 Group were not political radicals. They did not share the ambitions of
their communist allies to smash the status quo and bring the capitalist
system crashing to the ground. Truth be told, most of the 43 Group – even
those who grew up in the cauldron of radical left-wing East End politics –
were by their twenties ready to reap the benefits capitalism offers to smart,
dynamic, hard-working individuals. Similarly, the majority of the 43
Group’s members considered themselves to be patriots and had a great
respect for the institutions of the British state, even if they were well aware
of the anti-Semitic attitudes that permeated it throughout. Most came from
families who felt profound love for the monarchy, an expression of
gratitude to the country that had taken them in as they fled the pogroms.
The younger generation did not necessarily share this royalism, but through
serving in the forces their sense of patriotism was reaffirmed. Throughout
its existence the Group tried to cooperate with the law as far as possible and
continually called for the ban of fascism. This is at odds with the more
radical, and more prevalent, anti-fascist philosophy which sees the
destruction of fascism as the first objective in a campaign against the
exploitative capitalist state. The 43 Group was not a revolutionary
organisation; it wanted to preserve the state and its democracy, and only
acted because the Labour government of the day would not.

The 43 Group turned to radical means to achieve moderate ends, but all
they did was pay attention to a lesson that everyone else, and especially the
government, seemed determined to forget. Fascism is a politics of violence.
It rejects the norms of civilised democracy and wishes to return to a state of
nature, where might is right. The 43 Group realised that to defeat the
fascists you had to beat them at their own game and hit them twice as hard
as they hit you, and doing so was a moral imperative. As service personnel
during the war, they saw what happened to a continent where fascists held
the reins of power, and as Jews they knew the sheer horror of the
destruction of their community. They lived under the shadow of the Second
World War and the Holocaust and, having first-and secondhand experience
of these traumatic events, knew that when the British fascists raised their
heads there was only one morally sound course of action. For anyone who
baulks at the idea of turning to violence to preserve democracy, the 43
Group’s story is essential. When those who had seen fascism unleashed on
the world discovered a seed of a resurgence, they knew that a modicum of
violence now (recall the journey down to Brighton with the Lipman



brothers: ‘We’re not here to kill. We’re here to maim!’) is far preferable to
destruction and desolation later.

And yet as I write these words I know that I for one am unlikely to heed
them. I confess to a certain cowardice and, personally, do not much fancy
coming face to face with fascist thugs. It is, however, not just those on the
front line who can draw valuable guidance from the Group, which offered
one lesson that applies to us all, whether we are out on the streets, at work,
down the pub, or on social media. The 43 Group held it that so long as you
were opposed to fascism you could be a member or an ally – no matter
what. There is no room for claim-staking narcissism in the fight against
fascism. It is vital that anti-fascists never forget they are always on the same
side, and that every potential new recruit to the fight should be welcomed
with open arms, no matter what their other politics are. The fight against
fascism is too important for ego, and when the enemies of fascism fight
among themselves, it only makes things easier for the people who would
kill us all.

Those of us who believe in democracy, tolerance, and the ability of all
peoples to be neighbours must be intolerant of anyone who would foment
hate, suspicion and conspiracy, and whose words would lead to the
targeting of individuals based upon traits inherent to their identities. We
must be clear-sighted, and this means being able to tell the difference
between a fascist and someone with whom we merely disagree. You might
not like someone who does not share your politics, but if their views and
opinions can exist in the same space as yours and everyone else’s, they do
not lead to persecution or victimisation; if they can accept plurality and
difference, then they are on your side. This is I think the most crucial lesson
we can learn from the 43 Group.

The title of this book was inspired by a phrase that appeared on much of
the Group’s publicity material: ‘The 43 Group Fights Fascism Today’. But
in stripping away the Group’s name, I hope to evoke the universality at the
heart of the Group’s politics. For while the Group consciously identified as
Jewish, alerting would-be persecutors to the news that the Jewish
community would no longer be content with the roles of scapegoat and
whipping boy, it was always intended to be inclusive.

Yes, we fight fascists, but you are welcome to join us.
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